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Anthropologists try to apply consistent methods for studying formal organizations, by 

concentrating on the concepts of STATUS and ROLE.  

STATUS is defined in social sciences as:" a collection of rights and duties.” Whereas the term 

STATUS is usually implied to prestige or rank. 

For instance, the term "teacher " refers to one cluster of rights and duties that defines that 

position in relation to other individuals. In this case, being a teacher means occupying a 

particular status.  

Members of a society will occupy many statuses in their lifetimes and will simultaneously 

occupy many statuses.  For instance, a teacher is someone's child, and someone else's 

parent and spouse etc…. 

Normally, we are born into some of these categories such as:  

Ascribed Status, such as one’s sex, race or ethnic group. 

Achieved Status, a status that we achieve later on in life. 

Therefore, our place in society is the sum of total statuses we occupy. However, statuses are 

ranked. The status of the school principal is different than that of the teacher. The status of 

the father is with more authority over a child etc…which means that an individual who ranks 

high in one interaction will be subservient in another situation. 

A study of statuses in institutions can yield important information about the way in which a 

community is organized. The anthropologist is often concerned with the real behaviors that 

people exhibit. 

The behaviors associated with status are known as roles. This means that when a person 

puts the rights and duties that constitute his status into effect, he is performing a role. 

Generally individuals perform different roles that are the characteristics of their statuses.  

Culture is an important component in the behavior of individuals, even though it might limit 

activity in certain ways, but since it is a growing, changing, open-ended system of behaviors 

and attitudes, it must always allow for variability. 

It is clear that the organization of statuses and roles will vary from one society to another. 

Statuses must be paired in order to be meaningful. Such pairing is known as a dyadic 

relationship. For instance, a status of a teacher is meaningless without the corresponding 

status of the student. this status may shift as well.  

And at the same time, on the structural, more abstract level, the relationships are the same.  

 

 

 



The ethnographer in the field would observe the many different real examples of this 

abstract dyad in order to see what sorts of role behaviors fall into the acceptable range of 

variation, and which are unacceptable. And then we can also observe why certain behaviors 

are not acceptable.  

The learning of statuses and roles by members of community is part of the process of 

socialization or enculturation (the process where the culture that is currently established 

teaches an individual the accepted norms and values of the culture or society in which the 

individual lives. The individual can become an accepted member and fulfill the needed 

functions and roles of the group. Most importantly the individual knows and establishes a 

context of boundaries and accepted behavior that dictates what is acceptable and not 

acceptable within the framework of that society. It teaches the individual their role within 

society as well as what is accepted behavior within that society and lifestyle). 

In many cultures, certain highly significant changes in status are marked by rites of passage, 

elaborate rituals that mark a public confirmation that an individual has taken public feasts 

when taking a new job, but there is a socialization involved all the same.  

When studying an organization, we can get a much better understanding of how members 

of a particular society conceptualize ideal relationships, how they define proper behavior, 

and what leeway they are permitted in working out relationships. 

The study of organizations aids us in understanding the ways in which individuals fit into 

larger units. The following basic criteria can be used for delineating a formal organization for 

the purposes of this project:  

It must be a group that transcends its individual members (something that will have 

continuity regardless of changes in personnel). 

It must have a system of defined statuses recognized at least by the members of the group, 

and possibly also by outsiders. 

It must have some way to sanction behaviors.  

It must have a regularized means of initiating new members in the group.  

An organization can be studied in the following dimensions:  

- Charter: the set of stated purposes that defines values in the organization. 

- Personnel: the people involved in the institution as defined by their statuses. It is 

important to study how people are recruited into these statuses, and how they are 

socialized and trained. 

- Norms: the expected role behaviors of people involved. 

- Material apparatus: what people need in order to carry out their tasks. 

- Activities: What are the people supposed to do.  

- Function: the way the institution satisfies larger needs defined by the culture. 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Culture


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


