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Review Article
Abstract

Background and Aim: The prevailing assumption that law, as a normative and regulatory dimension of social
relations, controls other aspects of social life has been significantly challenged by sociological theories of law.
The theory of the Social Geometry of Law (or Pure Legal Theory), based on empirical evidence, offers a
comprehensive approach to the dynamic mechanisms of the application of law. This theory posits that the law's
application is deeply intertwined with its social structure and context, constantly varying and evolving according
to specific temporal and spatial conditions.

Data and method: This research employs a documentary analysis of theoretical literature, specifically Donald
Black's pure theory of law, and complementary empirical studies that have examined this theory. The analysis
spans from the 1970s to the present decade, aiming to describe and analyze the development and shifts within
this theoretical framework.

Findings: In line with the social geometry of law theory and supported by approximately 50 years of empirical
research, various dimensions of social life—including morphology, stratification, culture, social organization, and
social control—directly influence both the extent and the dynamic style of the application of law in legal cases.
Consequently, legal mechanisms and their implementation are directly shaped by their social contexts.

Conclusion: Law is not merely a governmental social control or a set of formal norms. Instead, the extent and
style of its application (i.e., the type of response) are determined by social actors involved as interveners, whose
actions are profoundly influenced by the prevailing social context and structure. Therefore, as social contexts
and structures transform, legal mechanisms and their application to cases also adapt and diversify. This implies
that a key characteristic of law is its inherent relativity within the dynamic social geometry of each specific issue
or event.

Keywords: Law, Social Control, Morphology, Stratification, Culture.

Key Message: Law is not the primary controller of social life. Instead, its enactment, application, and
enforcement are profoundly influenced by the variable and diverse social context of each case. Actors within the
justice system do not merely represent the law itself but act as representatives of the social context and
structure within which the law is applied. Consequently, changes in social structures lead to variations and
diversification in both the application of law and its underlying mechanisms.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
This article describes the "social geometry of law” theory which is also known as the "pure

theory of law". It explains the diversity and transformation of law with respect to its social
structure. Donald Black first explained this concept in his seminal book The Behavior of Law
(1976), subsequently, generalizing it to encompass all aspects of social life through
establishing a stream of the concept of "pure sociology". This theoretical stream introduced a
novel approach to sociology, particularly the sociology of law and presented a new framework
by critiquing classical and modern sociological theories for their perceived inefficiency in
addressing and resolving various social problems. While Black significantly advanced this
perspective, the intellectual roots of "sociological justice" can be traced back to the twentieth-
century American legal realism movement. This movement posited that the mere application
of laws and legal doctrines was often insufficient for effectively handling legal cases. Black's
major contribution was explaining the crucial role of extra-legal factors in judicial processes
(Howkins, 1994: 317).

Furthermore, some scholars trace Black's theoretical lineage to predecessors like Lester
Ward, who published Dynamic Sociology (1883), and Albion Small. Small, influenced by
developments in America (notably Ward, Ross, and Sumner), France (Gabriel Tarde's concept
of imitation), and Germany (Georg Simmel's notion of pure sociology as the study of social
forms or social geometry), championed a folk-centered sociology agenda (1893) (Chriss,
2025: 14). Emile Durkheim (1982 [1895]) also proposed a concept of pure sociology,
suggesting that sociology should operate at the level of social facts, avoiding reductionism to
individual psychological units. Consequently, pure sociology was relatively common in the
early stages of sociological development (1896-1915) before gradually yielding to the growth
of applied sociology until its resurgence in Donald Black's work from the 1980s and early
1990s (Michalski, 2016).

Despite the widespread scholarly attention given to the legal system, this theory
underscores that individuals rarely resort to formal legal channels. Ethnographic literature
further corroborates that the importance of the legal system should not be overstated. Not
only was law absent in the egalitarian hunter-gatherer societies that characterized most of
human history, but even in societies possessing formal legal structures, people frequently
prefer to resolve their disputes through informal and social mechanisms (Gibbs, 1963: 7;
Cooney, 1994: 42).
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Methods and Data
This research employed a documentary analysis method. All theoretical literature and

findings from evidence-based research related to the social geometry of law theory, spanning
from 19609 to the present, were meticulously reviewed and evaluated.

Findings

1. Thge dynamics of social stratification and the application of law: Social stratification
represents the vertical dimension of social life, referring to any unequal distribution of
material conditions (e.g., food, housing) and the means of providing them (e.g., land, raw
materials, tools). Essentially, social stratification is the unequal distribution of wealth and
resources (Black, 1976: 11). Therefore, the application of law directly fluctuates with
stratification: the more stratified a society, the greater the prevalence and force of its laws. In
sum, societies having greater disparities experience more legal intervention, with law
typically applied more stringently against lower social status people and less so among the
powerful.

2. Social morphology and the quantity and quality of laws: Social morphology describes
the distribution of individuals based on the division of labor, network positions, correlation,
interaction levels, and their roles in society (Turner, 2000: 665). Morphology, also explains
how laws are applied, including their extent and style. Thus, Individuals more integrated into
social life may have greater access to legal resources, while those on the periphery face
harsher legal consequences. Therefore, understanding and predicting law involves
considering differentiation, distinction, intimacy, and interaction from a morphological
perspective (Black, 1976: 39).

3. Diversity of legal mechanisms based on relational structure: The degree of
individuals' involvement and participation in each other's lives varies, reflecting their level of
intimacy and closeness. Law is usually less active between close relatives and friends. As
relational distance increases, the application of law generally intensifies. However, if the
distance becomes so vast that individuals seem to live in entirely separate worlds, the
application of law decreases (Black, 1989: 18). This dynamic indicates that crimes commited
against the intimates are often handled more informally or leniently than those perpetrated
against the strangers.

4. Cultural dimensions affecting the enforcement of law: Culture, the symbolic aspect of
social life, encompasses individuals' and societies' attitudes about the nature of events.
Generally, the application of law can be explained and predicted by considering types of
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cultures and the cultural context and direction of the law itself (i.e., by whom and against
whom it is enforced) (Black, 1973: 165; 1976: 62). In summary, the application of law may be
more severe against individuals perceived as outside the dominant cultural norms. Cultural
distance can also influence legal application, often showing a curvilinear relationship similar
to relational distance.

Conclusion and Discussion
This paper highlights the profound influence of social dynamics on legal outcomes. It argues

that law is not static or universally applied, but rather a relative and evolving entity shaped by
the complex interactions and relationships within society. Factors such as cultural distance,
relational distance, and social status are shown to play a significant role in determining a
case's fate. The social geometry of law theory posits that the application of law is dynamically
shaped by fundamental social dimensions rather than being a neutral or universal body of
rules. This perspective challenges the notion of law as solely a governmental control or formal
mechanism. This theory advocates for the conscious pursuit of the relativity of law in legal
and judicial practice. While equality before the law is a fundamental principle of modern legal
ethics, the reality of law is often starkly different; law is highly relative and variable. Lawyers,
judges, and legal scholars must recognize that just as the strength of evidence influences a
trial, the social geometry of the case—including the cultural and relational distance between
parties, their social positions, and ranks—also decisively determines its fate.
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