
 

International Society for the Systems 
Sciences  

  

 
Social Systems 
Theory Course 

 

Version 1, Date 25/03/2026.        © John A Challoner, 2026.                                                     Page 1. 

 

SST-17 Social Evolution and Functional Differentiation 
 
  

 
 
 
A small group gathers after a successful hunt. At first, everyone does much the same work. Each 
person searches, gathers, and contributes in similar ways. Survival depends on shared effort. 
Over time, patterns begin to emerge. Some individuals become more skilled at particular tasks. One 
is better at tracking animals, another at preparing food, another at making tools. 
Gradually, these differences become more stable. People begin to take on roles. 
As groups grow larger, coordination becomes more complex. Food must be distributed, shelter 
constructed, knowledge shared. Informal patterns evolve into more organised arrangements. 
Eventually, entirely new forms appear: 

• systems for producing goods  
• systems for distributing resources  
• systems for coordinating activity  

Infrastructure develops: roads, storage, communication networks. Knowledge is preserved and 
transmitted. Organisations and institutions emerge to manage increasingly complex interactions. 
At this point, the system is no longer just a group of individuals. It has become a structured society. 
 
 
Formal Description 
Social systems emerge when constraint regulation occurs through coordinated interaction between 
multiple agents. 
Early social organisation enabled cooperative regulation of material constraints, improving access to 
satisfiers and reducing exposure to contra-satisfiers. 
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As systems increased in scale and complexity, functional differentiation emerged, with specialised 
roles contributing to the regulation of constraints across different domains. 
Infrastructure enabled the large-scale distribution of satisfiers and coordination of activity, further 
altering constraint configurations. 
The development of stored knowledge and institutional organisation enabled the continuity and 
accumulation of constraint regulation over time. 
Societal viability depends on the continued effectiveness of constraint regulation across material, 
structural, and cultural domains. 
 
 
Plain English Explanation 
As systems become more complex, individual effort is no longer enough to maintain viability. 
Cooperation becomes essential. 
When individuals work together, they can: 

• access resources more effectively  
• better avoid risks  
• coordinate activity  

This improves the regulation of material constraints. 
As groups grow, however, coordination becomes more difficult. Not everyone can do everything. 
Systems begin to specialise. 
Different roles emerge: 

• some produce resources  
• some organise activity  
• some maintain knowledge  

This is functional differentiation. It allows the system to operate more efficiently, but it also creates 
new dependencies. Each part relies on others. 
Infrastructure further extends this process. Systems develop ways to: 

• move resources  
• store goods  
• communicate information  

This allows societies to operate at much larger scales. 
At the same time, knowledge begins to accumulate. Information is stored, shared, and built upon. 
Institutions emerge to stabilise and coordinate behaviour. 
A society can therefore be understood as a system in which: 

• multiple forms of constraint regulation operate together  
• across material, structural, and cultural domains  

Its continued existence depends on how effectively these processes are maintained. 
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Example 1 (Early society) 
A small group shares food and labour. Cooperation improves access to resources and reduces risk. 
Example 2 (Differentiation) 
In a larger community, individuals specialise (e.g. farmers, builders, leaders), improving efficiency 
but increasing interdependence. 
Example 3 (Modern society) 
A city depends on infrastructure (transport, energy, communication) and institutions (government, 
education, healthcare) to regulate constraints at scale. 
 
 
Provenance and Links 
This module draws on: 

• Classical sociology, including Émile Durkheim, who analysed the development of functional 
differentiation in societies.  

• Social theory and institutional analysis, including Max Weber, who examined the role of 
organisation and administration in complex societies.  

• Systems and organisational theory, which emphasises the role of coordination and 
interdependence in large-scale systems.  

• Cultural and evolutionary approaches, including Robert Boyd and Peter Richerson, which 
explain how social organisation evolves over time.  

This module interprets these developments as the large-scale extension of constraint regulation 
through cooperation, differentiation, and institutional organisation. 
 
 
Practical Exercise 
Choose a social system (e.g. a school, company, or country). 
Explain: 

1. What roles exist within this system?  
2. How do these roles contribute to meeting needs?  
3. What forms of infrastructure or organisation support this system?  

     Write a short paragraph (6–8 sentences). 
 


