ARTICLE #10: Bureaucratic Structure and Personality

By: Robert K. Merton

I. Introduction: 

A formal, rationally organized social structure involves clearly defined patterns of activity in which every series of actions is functionally related to the purposes of the operation. 

Each of these offices contains an area of imputed competence and responsibility.  Authority, the power of control which derives from an acknowledged status, inheres in the office and not in the particular person who performs the official role.  

Official action occurs within the framework of preexisting rules of the organization/ there is a considerable degree of formality and clearly defined social distance between the occupants of these positions.  

The formality is manifested by means of a social ritual which symbolizes and supports the pecking order of the various offices/ this formality minimizes friction by largely restricting official contact to Moses which are previously defined by the rules of the org.

Mutual expectations are built up, and formality facilitates the interactions of the workers, despite the private attitudes of the employees.  

II. The structure of Bureaucracy: 

The ideal type of a formal org. is bureaucracy as defined by Max Weber/ who says that a bur. Involves a clear-cut division of integrated activities or duties, a system of differentiated controls and sanctions are stated, and assignment of roles occurs on the basis of technical qualifications, which are ascertained through formalized, impersonal procedures (examinations).  Within the structure of hierarchically arranged authority, the activities of trained a salaried experts are governed by general, abstract, and clearly defined rules which preclude the necessity for the specific instructions for each specific case.  The rules determine the actions of the positions, based upon categories/ and classified based upon criteria.

Bureaucracy maximizes vocational security.  The functions of security of tenure, pensions, incremental salaries, deregulated procedures for promotions are to ensure the devoted performance of official duties, without regard for extraneous pressures.  

This structure eliminates personalized relationships, and nonrational considerations.

The Dysfunctions of Bureaucracy:

Veblen’s concept of “trained incapacity,” Dewey’s notions of occupational Psychosis,” or Warnotte view of “professional deformation.”  

Trained incapacity: where previously the skills applied in the past are inappropriate presently due to changing conditions. 

Dewey’s concept of Occupational psychosis rests upon the fact that as a result of their day to day routines, people develop special routines, special preferences, these psychoses develop through demands put upon the individual by the particular org. of his occupational role. 

(Weber is exclusively concerned with the org. to attain precision, reliability, efficiency.  Therefore, the org. has constant pressure to be methodical, prudent, disciplined.  

If the org. is to operate successfully, it must attain a high degree of reliability of behavior, an unusual degree of conformity with prescribed patterns of actions/ which develop into rigidity. 

Structural Sources of Overconformity: 

The effective bureaucracy demands reliabilty of response and strict devotion to regulations, devotion to the rules leads to their transformation into absolutes, but this interferes with the adaptations under special conditions, 

Another feature of the bur. Is that functionaries have a sense of common destiny. All share the same interests, relatively little competition as far as promotion is concerned. The in-group aggression is minimized, but the spirit de corps and informal social org. often leads the personnel to defend their entrenched interests rather than to assist their clientele and elected higher officials. Information is often withheld, and there are times where employees are defensive and informally resistant to change. 

Also, through sentiment-formation, emotional dependence upon bureaucratic symbols and status, and affective involvement in spheres of competence and authority, there develop prerogatives involving attitudes of moral legitimacy that are established as values in their own right, and are no longer viewed as merely technical means for expediting administration. One may note a tendency for certain bureaucratic norms, originally introduced for technical reasons, to become rigidified as sacred.

Primary versus secondary relations. 

Another feature of the bureaucratic structure, the stress of depersonalization of relationships, also plays its part in the bureaucrat’s trained incapacity

Since functionaries minimize personal relations and resort to categorization, the peculiarities of individual cases are often ignored.  Stereotyped behavior is not adapted to the exigencies of individual problems. Impersonal treatment of affairs, give rise to the charge of arrogance and haughtiness of the bureaucrat.  Thus, at the Greenwich Employment Exchange, the unemployed worker who is securing his insurance payment resents what he deems to be the impersonality and , at times, the abruptness of his treatment by the clerks

Another source of conflict with the public derives from the bureaucratic structure./ the system gives the employee his official role he is vested with definite authority, and this leads to an actual, domineering attitude, which may only be exaggerated by a discrepancy between his position, within the hierarchy and his position with reference to the public. 

The bureaucracy, is organized as a secondary, formal group.  The normal responses involved in this organized network of social expectations are supported by affective attitudes of members of the group.  

Since the group is oriented toward secondary norms of impersonality, any failure to conform to their norms will arouse antagonism for those who have identified themselves with the legitimacy of these rules.  Thus, any personalized treatment with the structure is met with disapproval and is characterized as graft, favoritism, nepotism, apple-polishing, etc.  

Bureaucracy is a secondary group structure designed to carry on certain activities which cannot be satisfactorily performed on the basis 
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