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Introduction
A New Agenda for Social Theory?

Bryan S. Turner

PRELIMINARY REMARKS

Social theory provides the necessary analytical and philosophical framework within 
which the social sciences can develop. Social theory both sustains the achievements 
of the past, notes the needs and limitations of the present, and points the way to 
future research issues and questions.

Any attempt to offer a generic defi nition of social theory is confronted immedi-
ately by the important differences between various sociological traditions. In con-
sidering social theory within a broad international framework, we need to recognize 
that sociology is inevitably colored by different local, national, or civilizational cir-
cumstances. Polish sociology is obviously very different from American sociology. 
The growth of nationalism and the nation-state had a profound effect on the early 
development of social theory in Europe in the nineteenth century, and World War 
I brought to a tragic conclusion the enormous developments in sociology in both 
Germany and France. In the late twentieth century, social theory has also been 
responding to the specifi c national or regional manifestations of information tech-
nology and cultural consumption in new theories of globalization. In developing 
this New Companion, I have therefore been conscious of the fact that there has 
been an important cultural and intellectual gap between American and European 
social theory. While Europeans tend to look towards Émile Durkheim, Georg 
Simmel, and Max Weber to defi ne the foundational contents of classical sociology, 
American sociologists are more likely to consider John Dewey and G. H. Mead as 
crucial fi gures (see chapter 10). This hiatus between American and European tradi-
tions, for example by reference to pragmatism, can often be exaggerated, but the 
division is nevertheless real (Baert and Turner 2007).

While there are important local and national contexts for the growth of social 
theory, the New Companion attempts to recognize a range of generic issues that 
inform its analytical content and substantive direction. There are a number of basic 
presuppositions to any sociological theory that we need to take into account 

The New Blackwell Companion to Social Theory   Edited by Bryan S. Turner  
© 2009 Blackwell Publishing Ltd.  ISBN: 978-1-405-16900-4



2 bryan s. turner

(Alexander 1987). Let us take four illustrations. First, there are basic questions 
about the epistemological and philosophical underpinnings of social theory that 
have a general relevance. These include fundamental questions about the relation-
ship between social action, social practice, and social structure. Secondly, there are 
generic issues about the rationality of action, the difference between behavior and 
action, and the question about intentionality and unintended consequences of social 
action (see chapter 9). Thirdly there are also general features of social systems that 
remain relevant to theoretical inquiry, regardless of specifi c or local concerns. There 
are also important debates about the relationship between ethical issues, political 
power, and the social functions of social theory. These debates shape the responsi-
bility of intellectuals towards public life. Finally, there are systematic questions and 
problems relating to the intellectual relationships, for instance between anthropol-
ogy, political science, and economics as components of social theory. These ques-
tions relate to the structure and boundaries of the social sciences as methods of 
understanding social phenomena.

WHAT IS SOCIAL THEORY?

Why should we take social theory seriously? Before we can answer this question, 
we need to grasp what is meant by “social theory.” As a preliminary distinction, 
let us say simply that “sociological theory” is a sub-set of this more general char-
acterization of “social theory.” Answering this question about what constitutes 
social theory is complicated, but the task may be rendered easier by looking at some 
historical examples. Defi ning social theory apparently used to be an easy matter. 
Let us take two early accounts of social theory before looking at some contemporary 
approaches. Writing in the revised edition in 1970 to A Reader’s Guide to the Social 
Sciences, Peter Blau and Joan Moore felt it suffi cient simply to distinguish between 
grand theories of large-scale change and middle-range theories that were more 
closely tied to empirical data. Encompassing theories of social institutions in general 
were still undertaken by sociologists like Pitrim Sorokin and Talcott Parsons, but 
they noticed that “[i]ncreasing numbers of empirical studies are theoretically ori-
ented, addressing themselves to problems posed by social theory and seeking to 
refi ne theoretical principles on the basis of empirical fi ndings” (Blau and Moore 
1970: 20). As leading examples, they cited the work of Seymour Martin Lipset, 
Michael Trow, and James Coleman (1956) on union democracy and George Homans 
(1950) on The Human Group.

In making this distinction, they were of course refl ecting on the notion of 
“middle-range theory” that had been developed by Robert K. Merton in his Social 
Theory and Social Structure (1963) as a response to criticisms of general theories 
that were deemed to be too abstract and general. Merton, probably the most infl u-
ential American social theorist of his generation, noted that various types of aca-
demic work were frequently lumped together under the notion of sociological theory 
– methodology; general sociological orientations; analysis of sociological concepts; 
post factum sociological interpretations; empirical generalizations, and fi nally socio-
logical theory itself. Lamenting the all too frequent disjunction between empirical 
research and systematic theorizing, Merton developed the idea of theories of the 
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middle range as illustrated in his own development of reference group theory. The 
problem of connecting social theory to empirical work and vice versa has, however, 
remained an endemic problem in sociology.

Let us take another early attempt to defi ne theory, namely Leon Bramson’s 
essay on “Social Theory” in A Guide to the Social Sciences (1966). Bramson 
usefully distinguished between three fundamental meanings of social theory. In 
the fi rst it simply means any attempt to understand the nature and workings of 
society. In sociology “social theory has meant the effort to try to explain social 
phenomena in the same way in which the facts of the physical world were explained 
by the burgeoning natural sciences” (Bramson 1966: 185). In short, social theory 
comprises the attempt of the social sciences such as economics, sociology, and 
demography to explain social phenomena or “the social.” But Bramson noted a 
second meaning, namely the development of normative theories of what would 
or should constitute a “good society.” In this sense a social theory is not 
simply descriptive and explanatory but normative and prescriptive, possibly estab-
lishing strategies to create a better world. This second meaning has been highly 
contested since it is held that any scientifi c theory of society should be value-free 
and value-neutral. This defense of a scientifi c view of social investigation which is 
sometimes referred to as a positivistic orientation has been characteristically legiti-
mized by reference to Max Weber’s famous essays on objectivity in the social 
sciences edited by Shils and Finch (1949). Finally, Bramson noted that social theo-
ries were often part and parcel of political ideologies such as fascism and com-
munism in the sense that, for example, Lenin’s theory of the party is a “social 
theory” of how politics works and how to organize revolutionary activity. Bramson 
usefully thereby brought to attention that social theory, however overtly value-free, 
is necessarily bound up with actual social movements and social classes. One 
example would be the fact that Weber’s own theories of leadership became a 
fundamental aspect of German politics partly through the infl uence of the jurist 
Carl Schmitt.

What might one say about contemporary attempts to defi ne social theory? Most 
textbooks of modern sociology have an introductory section on either sociological 
theory or social theory. One infl uential account of sociological theory was offered 
by Walter Wallace, who argued persuasively that theory was simply part of the 
general process of sociological inquiry involving methods, observations, empirical 
generalizations, hypotheses, and theories. In particular he noted that theory has two 
crucial roles. It specifi es the factors that the researcher should be able to measure 
before an inquiry and, secondly, “theory serves, after the research is done, as a 
common language (i.e. the empirical generalizations) may be translated for purposes 
of comparison and logical integration with the results of other researchers” (Wallace 
1969: x). One good example is Richard Jenkins’s Foundations of Sociology in which 
under the subheading “The Necessity of Theory” he apologetically notes that the 
question “what is the point of theory?” is among the “most common questions 
asked by non-sociologists and students” (Jenkins 2002: 31). He goes on nevertheless 
to assert that broadly defi ned “sociological theorizing involves the creation of 
abstract models of those observable realities in order to aid our better understanding 
of what goes on in the world of humans,” and furthermore theory is at “the core 
of sociology’s distinctive perspective” on the world of humans.
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From this brief and incomplete survey, we might note that the major issues 
in social theory are related to: (1) the relationship between theory and empirical 
research, or, more naively, between concepts and facts; (2) the relationship between 
theory and values or between scientifi c inquiry and (moral) judgment; and (3) the 
relationship between academic work (within universities and research institutes) and 
the wider society, or between theory and politics. These issues have to some extent 
always between prominent in modern social theory – consider Karl Marx’s attempt 
to overthrow the alleged idealism of Hegel and to proclaim that the real point of 
philosophy was to change the world and not merely to understand it.

TWO METAPHORS FOR THEORIZING

We can shift the emphasis of this introduction by thinking less about what social 
theory is and thinking more about how social theory gets done by reference to two 
metaphors. First, we might think metaphorically of social theory as a scaffold that 
helps us explore data and move around social reality rather like workmen moving 
about the outside surface of an offi ce block. Theoretical scaffolding permits us to 
examine social data from many angles, and in particular as a normative exercise to 
detect major faults in the social fabric – such as a condition of anomie – that might 
require repair. The relationship between scaffolding and buildings is interactive and 
mutually supportive. We cannot get around the face of the building without the 
support of the building itself. This metaphor may help us to encapsulate the view 
that theory without empirical work is empty, but empirical data without theory are 
blind. Theory helps us to build an edifi ce of concepts and explanations to under-
stand social reality.

Of course, metaphors are always limited. The idea of scaffolding might suggest 
a relatively neutral and universal system of concepts, by implying a passive relation-
ship between data and theory. To move to a second metaphor, possibly the best 
short defi nition of social theory has been proposed by Barry Markovsky (2005: 834) 
in the second volume of the Encyclopedia of Social Theory as an “argument” in 
which the “author of the theory offers the argument in an attempt to convince 
readers that one or more conclusions must follow from a series of assumptions or 
premises.” I will modify Markovsky’s defi nition to say that a theory is like a legal 
argument where a lawyer (researcher) attempts to convince a jury (an academic 
audience) that something is the case by reference to evidence (often incomplete and 
contested), narratives about agents (that attribute motives, reasons, and causes) as 
to why and how something took place (a person was murdered for example). A 
theory is an argument in which the social theorist strives to convince others about 
the nature of social reality by the use of evidence, narratives, hunches, concepts, 
and even material objects as “exhibits.” The legal decision is then open to further 
inspection by legal philosophers as well as by convicted criminals.

In short, theories are rhetorical devices, and this preliminary conclusion suggests 
that this way of viewing theory is consistent with pragmatism (Baert 2005). Theories 
survive or fail depending on their rhetorical force in convincing other social scien-
tists that their accounts of social reality are plausible, if not defi nitive. The plausibil-
ity of a social theory will depend on its scope, its precision, and its capacity to guide 
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us through empirical fi ndings. A good social theory, like a good legal argument, 
tends to be persuasive, plausible, and parsimonious. Finally we might extend the 
metaphor to say that, in English common law, legal cases are won or lost in part 
by reference to case law, that is, to a legal tradition. Good social theories can be 
cumulative rather than simply discontinuous and fashionable. The problem with 
modern social theory is that there is more disruption than continuity, and the rhe-
torical force of sociological argument has lost much of its public plausibility. This 
New Companion attempts to restore some the argumentative force of sociology as 
an aspect of public culture.

THE CONTEMPORARY CRISIS

Contemporary social theory can therefore be said to be in a crisis. The context and 
character of social theory since the 1980s (to select a decade somewhat arbitrarily) 
have become increasingly uncertain and diffi cult. As Stephen Turner points out in 
the fi nal chapter of this volume (chapter 28, these problems are in part related to 
signifi cant changes in modern philosophy which have in large measure infl uenced 
the ways in which sociologists now think about social theory. We can connect this 
crisis in social theory with the rise of postmodernism, the collapse of world com-
munism, the globalization of neoliberal economics, and the attendant transforma-
tions of social life. The postmodern era – which is explored fully by Jan Pakulski 
in chapter 13 – can be said to have been announced with the publication in French 
of Jean-François Lyotard’s The Postmodern Condition, which was translated into 
English in 1984.

The basic assumption of this New Companion is that social theory is in an intel-
lectual crisis, and furthermore this intellectual crisis has important consequences for 
sociology as an academic discipline as a whole. To care about the future of sociol-
ogy as an academic practice means that we need to attend to the diffi culties of con-
temporary social theory. This crisis of sociology is in fact part of a larger issue 
within the social sciences and the humanities. One aspect of this crisis has been a 
revolution in the philosophy of the social sciences and epistemology whereby the 
certainties of positivism, empiricism, and objectivism have waned before the insis-
tence that there are no theory-neutral observations of reality, that all theory is 
context-dependent, and that the pretension of scientifi c neutrality is just that – a 
pretension. The problems facing theory were recognized for example in Anthony 
Giddens and Jonathan H. Turner’s Social Theory Today, where they observed that 
theory-neutral assumptions about research had been repudiated, and more “impor-
tantly science is presumed to be an interpretative endeavor, such that problems of 
meaning, communication and translation are immediately relevant to scientifi c theo-
ries” (Giddens and Turner 1987: 2). The consequence was an “increasing disillu-
sionment” with the assumptions of mainstream social science.

What is the nature of this crisis? In fact we can speak of a double crisis, namely 
a crisis of the social and a crisis of its theory. The crisis in social theory can be 
summarized easily. It involves (1) the fragmentation of social theory into cultural 
theory, fi lm theory, critical theory, feminist theory, queer theory, and so forth; (2) 
the widespread abandonment of or skepticism towards classical theory; (3) an 
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increasing dependency on (continental) philosophy, literature, and humanities for 
inspiration; (4) a deepening divorce between theory and research; (5) an inability 
to provide much insight into major modern issues such as environmental pollution, 
low-intensity warfare and civil unrest, terrorism, famine, and global slavery; and 
fi nally (6) a tendency for social theory to become narcissistic, thereby leading to 
theory about theory or theory about theorists. In this fi nal issue, we can register a 
distinction between fi rst-order and second-order social theory. In fi rst-order theoriz-
ing, there is a concentration on creating an original conceptual framework that is 
addressed to something. We can take almost any example. The church-sect typology 
attempts to explain why over time evangelical sectarian movements tend to become 
denominations with a bureaucracy and professional ministry (Wilson 1961). By 
contrast a textbook about the sociology of religion such as Richard Fenn’s The 
Blackwell Companion to Sociology of Religion (2001) is a book about sociological 
theories and obviously not as such a theory of religious organizations. There is 
clearly a place for exegesis and interpretation, but these activities do not, however 
brilliant, amount to theories of social phenomena.

In more detail, the crisis can be illustrated by reference to the infl uence of post-
modernism, poststructuralism (see chapter 6) and the skeptical pragmatic philoso-
phy of Richard Rorty. His reputation was originally built on his philosophy of 
science, namely Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1979), in which he argued 
that philosophers should give up the fantasy that philosophical truths could be 
simply a mirror of (or to) nature. If there are any philosophical truths, they are not 
simply mirrors of an objective reality. Because Rorty holds that all observations of 
nature are theory-dependent and that a correspondence theory of truth is untenable, 
he rejects realism as a plausible scientifi c position. Rorty has argued that profes-
sional philosophy has ignored the relevance of history to an understanding of philo-
sophical concepts, mainly because philosophers have rejected the view that concepts 
are context-dependent. For Rorty, the task of philosophers is essentially modest, 
namely to help their readers abandon outdated ideas and to fi nd more rewarding 
ways of thinking about society and their lives. As such, philosophy is a product of 
specifi c times and places rather than a grand narrative.

This approach to truth claims owes a great deal to John Dewey and Ludwig 
Wittgenstein, for whom the ability to assert truth claims is a function of language, 
and language is best seen as a set of social practices. The result of Dewey’s prag-
matism is to demolish the Cartesian tradition that Truth can be grasped by a Mind 
Apart, thereby introducing the social into the heart of any debate about truth and 
reality. Finally, truth does not occur at the level of facts but only at the level of 
propositions, and objectivity simply means an inter-subjective consensus.

While Rorty’s notion of consensus looks rather like the idea that social theory is 
an argument, there is an important issue that a sociological argument or fi rst-order 
theory must appeal to some notion of the independence of evidence. In the scaffold 
metaphor, Rorty might be forced to argue that there is no building beyond the 
scaffolding; there is only scaffolding. One consequence of Rorty-type arguments is 
that too much of what passes for “social theory” is simply a refl ection on social 
theory rather than the issues that lie behind it; in other words, it assumes a second-
order status. Put simply, I want to claim that theory has to be an argument about 
something and not just an argument about an argument.
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What are the elements of the solution to what I perceive as a crisis in modern 
social theory? These can be enumerated simply as: a defense of classical sociology 
and the idea of a vital sociological tradition; the attempt to connect and in some 
cases reconnect sociology with its sister disciplines such as demography (see chapter 
22) and economics (see chapter 18); the need to have a strong grasp of historical 
sociology (see chapter 20); the development of a sociology of human rights and 
justice (see chapter 25; the importance of attending to major social and political 
issues; and the avoidance of any artifi cial choice between sociological arguments 
and ethical judgments.

DEFENDING A CLASSICAL TRADITION

When sociologists question the value of social theory, they are often skeptical about 
“classical sociology” in particular, and hence there is an encompassing question that 
we must confront: why read the sociological classics at all? In this New Companion, 
chapter 1, and chapter 2, are concerned to explore and defend the “classical 
foundations” of sociology and its legacy. Another major criticism of classical sociol-
ogy is that it was dominated by the patriarchal assumptions of the period in which 
it was inaugurated. Feminism and feminist theory have subsequently had major 
consequences for the ways in which we conceptualize the social and hence for the 
ways in which we may wish to think about the legacy of sociology (see chapter 
12).

There are several preliminary justifi cations that one might offer for reading 
the texts of classical sociology. Any pedagogy demands a discipline, and hence 
the training of sociology students requires the practice of confronting major texts. 
One cannot properly come to terms with social theory without paying regard 
to its context, history, and major works. If social theory is an argument, then 
the actual “textuality” of classical sociological theory needs to be addressed by 
any serious student of the subject. Furthermore, the sociological imagination 
has been shaped and continues to be shaped by themes and issues that were estab-
lished by and within these classical texts – for example imperialism, capitalism, 
modernity, alienation, and social class. The classics continue to inspire research. 
One modern example of such an application would be George Ritzer’s use of 
Weber’s rationalization theory to explain the McDonaldization process (Ritzer 
2000).

To reject the legacy of classical sociology often means that students will inevitably 
have an eclectic, partial, and ad hoc relationship to sociological theory, and as a 
result they are denied the opportunity to experience the accumulation of both theo-
retical and empirical research. The result is unfortunately that postmodern readings 
of sociological texts tend to suggest that anything can pass as “sociology.” Critical 
responses to the very idea of a canon of sociology leave us with a weak and passive 
version of disciplinarity. While interdisciplinarity has become a fashionable orienta-
tion towards the undergraduate curriculum, there can be no interdisciplinarity 
without disciplines. If there is in an argument in favor of interdisciplinarity, it should 
be made primarily at the research level and not by reference to undergraduate teach-
ing. Once more it is the classical texts such as Weber’s Economy and Society (1968) 
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that provide the model of interdisciplinarity with its capacity to integrate sociology, 
economics, jurisprudence, and politics.

The defense of classical texts as a basis for discipline is not therefore simply a 
conservative or narrow exercise, but merely recognition of the cumulative steps that 
are necessary in any defensible pedagogy. However, my fi nal defense of the classics 
rests on the substantive argument that they help us to understand the social world 
and they establish the foundations for critical and effective interventions into modern 
politics. If the classics fail in this regard, then they are merely museum pieces.

What we might recognize as the strong program of classical sociology was an 
attempt to defend the notion of “the social” as an autonomous fi eld of social forces. 
In practice this defense of “the social” amounted to the study of social institutions 
or patterns of social action and interaction involving social norms, social con-
straints, and power. John Heritage (chapter 15) gives a good account of how we 
can regard conversational practice as a system of institutions such as queues in 
conversations. Broadly speaking these social institutions are the social forces that 
bind and unbind communities. “The social” is thus characterized by a dynamic 
between solidarity (processes that bind us together into communities) and scarcity 
(processes that divide and break communities). In practical terms, classical sociology 
involves, on the one hand, the study of the values, cultural patterns, trust, and nor-
mative arrangements that underpin institutions and, on the other, the systems of 
social stratifi cation that express scarcity.

By contrast, in my view the weak program of sociology is the study of the mean-
ings of social actions for individuals in their social relations. The strong program 
insists that, in the majority of cases, the social forces that determine social life are 
not recognized or understood by social actors themselves. Indeed there is a sense in 
which social actors in their everyday lives are not interested in such questions; their 
orientation to everyday life is pragmatic and practical rather than refl ective and 
theoretical. There is therefore an important difference between the motives and 
reasons for action in the everyday world and the models of explanation of social 
science.

Classical sociology as the quest to defi ne “the social” was very closely connected 
with Durkheim’s attempt to understand “the social” in The Rules of Sociological 
Method (1958), in which sociology avoids reference to psychological variables in 
its explanations of social phenomena or social facts. In more precise terms, the locus 
classicus of this tradition was initially presented in Primitive Classifi cation (1963), 
where Durkheim and Mauss understood the general schema of logical classifi cation 
as manifestations of social structure. Classical sociological explanations are socio-
logical in the strong sense, because they do not refer to individual intentions as 
causes of action; sociological explanations are simply indifferent to human psychol-
ogy. The obvious problem with this defi nition is that it may appear to exclude 
Weber from the strong program precisely because he developed a notion of social 
action that was a response to economics, thereby treating notions of social structure 
as reifi ed concepts. In response to this problem, it can be argued that Weber’s socio-
logical explanations rested on the notion of “unintended consequences” rather than 
self-conscious actions of individuals. The idea of unintended consequences in Weber 
or of ambiguity in Merton’s sociology points to the ways in which the social struc-
ture works “behind the backs” of the social actors. More importantly, not all socio-
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logical explanations adhere to Durkheim’s Rules. Insofar as sociological explanations 
do not employ references to social structure or social facts in Durkheim’s sense, 
they are not examples of the strong program of classical sociology, but they may 
nevertheless be explanations that one can regard as sociologically useful and 
persuasive.

It is also important to grasp the fact that classical sociology is a critical discipline, 
because it represents typically an attack on the taken-for-granted assumptions of 
bourgeois, utilitarian liberalism. This critical tradition is conventionally associated 
with Marxism, but here again Durkheim offers the defi nitive critique of utilitarian 
individualism. Both Suicide (1951) and Professional Ethics and Civic Morals (1992) 
were political attacks on (English) economic individualism and the sociology of 
Herbert Spencer, and thus Durkheim’s professional or academic sociology was 
constructed as an attack on a particular trend in society that was seen to be destruc-
tive of the social. Durkheim’s attack on the corrosive consequences of the ideology 
of egoistic individualism is in this respect the precursor of recent French sociology 
(Boltanski and Thevenot 2006; Bourdieu 1998).

The double crisis of social theory involves the notion that the social in the modern 
world is being eroded. Because I have already discussed this issue in the second 
edition of the Companion to Social Theory, there is no need to repeat that argument 
here. Suffi ce it to say that the neoliberal revolution in economics has produced 
societies that depend increasingly on market mechanisms rather than social capital 
and trust, and give pronounced emphasis to individualism and choice over collective 
solutions to social issues. Many public institutions are in decline – state universities, 
public libraries, public broadcasting, public health systems, public transport, and 
so forth – leading to societies that depend more on voluntary agencies and charities 
rather than states. The social is being eroded along with social citizenship as the 
social glue of civil society (Turner 2001). In modern societies more and more social 
activities are deregulated, outsourced, or privatized, leaving little scope for account-
ability and little hope of universalism in provision. Even military activities, for 
example in Iraq, are outsourced to private agencies, with the result that citizens are 
at risk from military actions for which these private companies are not wholly 
accountable.

A sociological understanding of the social is also being eroded by the fact that 
public opinion and public policy are increasingly infl uenced by genetic rather than 
social explanations of human behavior. The great revolution in modern biology has 
produced a number of major breakthroughs in genetics, leading to the quest for 
genetic explanations of social deviance, individual disorders, and behavior patterns. 
The notion that, to quote Durkheim, social facts are required to explain social facts 
is constantly challenged in the media (even when natural scientists themselves may 
be far more cautious about the scope of explanations of human behavior by refer-
ence to genes). Although there is much utopian aspiration associated with modern 
genetics and much fantasy about for example “living forever” (Appleyard 2007), 
the ideological power of modern medicine does represent a challenge to the sociolo-
gist as a public intellectual. Many of these important issues are discussed by Oonagh 
Corrigan in chapter 17, and to some extent by Darin Weinberg in chapter 14.

Although I have emphasized the importance of early versions of classical sociol-
ogy (especially Durkheim and Weber) as the foundation of social theory, this defense 
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implies no conservative stance towards modern social theory. On the contrary, a 
robust sociological tradition must be open to new ideas and perspectives such as 
actor network theory (chapter 7), the sociology of the body (chapter 26) or theo-
ries of mobility (chapter 24). There is in any case an intellectual depth to sociology 
that we must not neglect or underestimate. In this New Companion I have felt it 
important to include such traditions as ethnomethodology (see chapter 8), and 
phenomenology (see chapter 11), which offer creative ways of looking at social 
structures and appropriate methodologies for sociology.

THE SOCIAL AND THE POLITICAL

While the social and social theory have been deeply challenged by postmodernism, 
by the changing nature of the social, and by the rise of genetic theories of social 
behavior, there is some evidence to suggest that the fortunes of political theory have 
been more encouraging than those of sociology. In this introduction I want to con-
sider what “social theory” might learn from the recent history of “political 
theory.”

In 1962 Isaiah Berlin published an article on the question “Does Political Theory 
Still Exist?” (Berlin 1962). This article alone did much to reverse the uncertain for-
tunes of political philosophy in British universities, to establish a program of what 
political theory was about, and distinguished political philosophy from political 
science. Berlin and his students did much to steer British political studies in the 
direction of political theory rather than political science. The article outlined his 
objections to historical determinism in the social sciences, which included both 
American political science and, more importantly, Marxist historical determinism. 
The intellectual background to this essay was the impact of linguistic philosophy 
on the idea of “political principles,” which had led Peter Laslett (1956: vii) to claim 
provocatively that “For the moment, anyway, political philosophy is dead.”

The political background to Berlin’s liberalism was communist authoritarianism 
and the Cold War, and the ensuing struggle to defend liberalism and individual 
rights against authoritarian governments. His overt aim was to defend the idea of 
philosophical inquiry into the causes and nature of politics, and hence the need for 
political philosophy in the fi rst place. Berlin consequently regarded sociology with 
some degree of suspicion. For him, “sociology” sounded too much like “socialism,” 
appeared to embrace deterministic arguments, and claimed with too much presump-
tion to be a science. A Jewish refugee from the Soviet system, Berlin came to intel-
lectual maturity against the background of European fascism. His commitment to 
liberal political theory and his antagonism to sociology were hardly surprising. At 
least in Britain, sociology in the 1950s and 1960s had strong affi liations with 
Marxism and developed the analysis of social class as one its principal research 
objectives. Berlin’s suspicions about the intellectual association of sociology with 
socialism were not entirely unfounded.

In the 1950s there was a sense of malaise in political philosophy, at least as it 
was taught in British universities. As I have indicated, there is also a sense of con-
temporary malaise in social theory in which the impact of posthumanism, poststruc-
turalism, and postmodernism have brought many to assume that, with the “cultural 
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turn,” there was little to distinguish literary theory from social theory (see chapter 
28). In European universities, social theory is increasingly subsumed under cultural 
studies or cultural theory (see, however, chapter 19, by Jeffrey Alexander and Isaac 
Reed, who develop a robust defense of the program of cultural sociology).

I propose immodestly that to revive sociology today we need an argument that 
will answer the hypothetical question “Does sociological theory still exist?” with 
the same decisiveness that Berlin answered Laslett’s accusation that political theory 
was comatose. The current challenge to social theory remains closely connected with 
the traditional issues of social action theory (see chapter 4). It is clear that the 
conundrum of institution and action is yet another way of describing the debate 
about agency and structure, or structuration in Anthony Giddens’s theory of the 
constitution of society (Giddens 1984). However, in retrospect it seems to me that 
the real point of the debate was lost in theories that became too abstract to be 
useful. If social structure is over-emphasized, one moves towards a highly determin-
istic theory of action. If individual agency is over-emphasized, then one has an 
individualistic, not a sociological, theory of the social. But what is the real point of 
this contrast between agency and social structure?

If modern sociology wants to be relevant to modern society, especially in a period 
of globalization, it has to develop a sociology of rights, an understanding of how 
the rule of law functions, and an objective theory of justice (see chapter 25). To 
do this, it needs to go beyond a general cultural relativism (Turner 2006). People 
can only have rights if they have moral autonomy – that is, if they are moral agents. 
This moral autonomy cannot work if we assert a mechanistic theory of causality. 
This is the classical liberal Berlin-type argument, and it is correct. However, if people 
have rights, in the strong sense, then they must also have duties. Where does a sense 
of duty come from? Moral duties are typically inscribed in what we as sociologists 
call “culture” – an umbrella term that includes morality, values, and religion. In a 
largely implicit way, sociology is the study of the duties (mores, morals, norms, and 
values) that are important in creating the social. The separation between sociology 
and law in the modern university has had severely negative consequences for sociol-
ogy, because the sociological study of norms, institutions, and social action now 
takes place quite separately from jurisprudence. This institutional division between 
legal and sociological reasoning was not characteristic for example of the intellectual 
context of classical sociology. In a related fi eld, the study of rights has become 
largely the concern of jurisprudence and political philosophy; the study of duties – or 
normative institutions – has been the task of sociology, but you cannot have rights 
without duties and vice versa, and you cannot have political philosophy without 
sociology.

JUSTICE AND EQUALITY

Sociology has also been impoverished by its separation from political theory for at 
least one obvious reason. Political theory has been especially concerned with ques-
tions of rights and justice. But sociology rarely considers justice; its major concern 
has been inequality (that is, the sociology of stratifi cation), not injustice as such. 
When sociology comes to study justice, it is often simply concerned with the indi-
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vidual and the subjective apprehension of justice. The examples are few and far 
between: Barrington Moore on Injustice (1978), Morris Ginsberg On Justice in 
Society (1965) and Garry Runciman on Relative Deprivation and Social Justice 
(1963). Sociological relativism means that it is diffi cult to formulate critical theories 
about gross inequality. Relativism means that we cannot, as sociologists, criticize 
modern-day crises in capitalist societies, only describe and account for their 
ideologies.

For social theory to exist in some sense as a vibrant and important part of 
sociology as a discipline, it has to throw light on problems of major contemporary 
concern. A relevant social theory should not be a theory about theorizing, that is, 
it must be something more than a metatheory. In my estimation the major 
contemporary problems are the changing nature of warfare, the impact of bio-
technology on human expectations (see chapter 17 and chapter 26), the 
growth of cosmopolitanism (see chapter 27), the relationship between technology, 
science, and society (see chapter 23), the degradation of the environment, glo-
balization (see chapter 16 and chapter 24), and the growing incivility of the 
public sphere. In all of these situations, the assertion of and claims for rights are 
central issues.

An important distinction between sociology and politics is that political philoso-
phy has been primarily concerned with the question of justice, and hence the analysis 
of rights arises necessarily from a concern with the justice and legitimacy of political 
regimes. By contrast, sociology often portrays itself as “value-neutral,” and hence 
it does not raise normative questions about justice or rights. Sociology approaches 
these normative issues indirectly, for example from the study of inequality. The 
paradoxical consequence of this concentration on empirical studies of income 
inequality is that sociology typically does not study equality directly. Equality is 
merely the absence of inequality, and not, as it were, an independent phenomenon. 
Normative debates about equality and justice are buried under empirical and 
descriptive analysis of inequality and injustice. For mainstream sociology, injustice 
is translated into a value-neutral study of social stratifi cation as simply an empiri-
cally given hierarchy of different income levels. Because anthropologists and sociolo-
gists have typically been either positivists or relativists, they have not developed an 
analysis of justice and rights, and therefore they have failed to engage with the most 
signifi cant institutional revolution of the twentieth century – the growth of universal 
human rights. Because sociology has withdrawn from the issues covered by inter-
national relations as a subject area, it does not have much to say about many macro 
political issues: regime change, international intervention, international wars, famine 
relief, and so forth.

AGENCY AND STRUCTURE AS A FRAMEWORK

An intellectually exciting sociology can never be merely the study of signifi cant 
contemporary problems; it has to make a lasting contribution to sociological theory. 
What examples do we have from British sociology, given my focus on Isaiah Berlin 
and British liberalism, that might be instructive with respect to the analysis of politi-
cal problems? One example might be taken from the research of John Rex, who 
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makes a major contribution to the study of race relations, but has also made critical 
contributions to social theory. Key Problems in Sociological Theory (Rex 1961) was 
a key text of post-war British sociology. For example, there is an important relation-
ship between his empirical research on social class and race and his interpretation 
of Weber’s sociology as a theory of social action. In the 1960s Rex’s sociological 
theory and his political analysis of apartheid provided students with a critical per-
spective on society and politics. Another example might be taken from the sociologi-
cal theory of Alan Dawe, who in “The Two Sociologies” (1970) played a signifi cant 
role in shaping the sociological imagination In the British political and intellectual 
context, Dawe stressed the connection between certain forms of sociological theory, 
social action, political responsibility, and sociological theories of action, arguing 
against functionalism (see chapter 5) that action theory in Weberian sociology 
provided insights into contemporary issues (such as nuclear disarmament) but also 
at another level fostered motives for political action.

In short, the debate about agency and structure is constitutive of sociology itself, 
but the implications of this distinction have not always been adequately and clearly 
understood. Much of the debate in sociology about structure and agency is in fact 
parasitic on the moral philosophy of Immanuel Kant, who defi ned enlightenment 
as freedom from any self-imposed tutelage. We might include social determinism in 
the notion of tutelage. It is necessary to retain a vision of human autonomy and 
agency (against behavior) if we are to regard social actors as moral agents capable 
of choice. The sociology of Talcott Parsons retained this distinction in the theory 
of voluntary action in The Structure of Social Action – a theory that is distinctively 
Kantian. Sociological theory needs to retain a clear notion of the voluntary character 
of social action and hence the possibility that humans can be held accountable for 
their actions. The role of “social structure” is to draw attention to the limitations 
and constraints on social action, and hence on human autonomy. In retaining a 
notion of “structuration,” it does not follow that social theory supports a (theologi-
cal) notion of free will, but it also means that it does not accept a positivist version 
of determinism.

If social theory is to have any positive role in modern society, then I want to 
follow Hannah Arendt (2003) in Responsibility and Judgment to argue that things 
can always be otherwise. Sociologists, for example Erving Goffman, have often been 
concerned to understand the roles we play and the masks we acquire to perform 
socially. Arendt said that these are necessary if society is to function, but she 
reminded us of the Roman legal distinction between persona (somebody who 
possess civil rights) and homo (somebody who is nothing but a member of the 
species). In order for social theory to continue to exist, it needs to retain this legacy 
of a critical theory the purpose of which is to uncover the constraints that prevent 
the moral action (of people with rights) as opposed to the conditioned behavior of 
members of homo sapiens.

What are the conditions necessary for a revival of social theory? One condition 
would be a better integration of social and political theory. These two disciplines 
are regrettably often separated institutionally in modern universities. Social theory 
may, however, often assume a negative relationship to politics in the public sphere. 
As the handmaiden of politics, its role may be negative in exploring those conditions 
of social life – in fact the conditions of civil society – that make the achievement of 
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moral autonomy and responsibility diffi cult if not impossible. As a critical theory 
the role of sociology is to consider those circumstances that artifi cially constrain the 
voluntary character of social action and interaction. By taking this moral issue seri-
ously, of course, sociology needs to maintain the idea that the isolated existence of 
the individual is a fi ction. On a more positive note, social theory does not have to 
choose between the social rights of citizens living in a moral community and the 
civil liberties of liberalism. The role of sociology might be to explore the historically 
variable role for example of property rights in either promoting the exploitation of 
the poor and homeless (Victorian Britain) or defending peasants from arbitrary 
eviction (as in modern capitalist China). Finally, I have argued that the conventional 
relativism of traditional sociology may prove an impoverished basis for contempo-
rary sociology that needs to go beyond Marx’s rhetorical pamphlets and Weber’s 
pessimistic vision of the night of polar darkness.

THE NEW COMPANION TO SOCIAL THEORY

The New Companion was assembled in a period of extraordinary international 
crisis, with growing evidence of global warming and its political consequences for 
wars over water; the spread of infectious diseases such as avian fl u that can have 
devastating consequences for economic growth and social stability; the confl icts 
in Iraq, Afghanistan, and the Middle East; the genocide in Darfur; the crisis in 
the global fi nancial markets, and growing tension between the major powers over 
basic resources. In some respects all of these issues are bound up with globalization 
(chapter 16), technological changes (chapter 23), demographic changes (chapter 
22), and fundamentalist religious movements (chapter 21). In short, I have sought 
to develop a New Companion that provides a guide to the sociological tradition 
and also attempts to show how sociology can address fundamental social and politi-
cal issues. I have defended traditional sociology but have also addressed the concerns 
of modern sociologists over conversation analysis (chapter 15), cultural theory 
(chapter 19) and actor network theory (chapter 7). I have also recognized the 
need to develop critical theories relating, for example, to gender (chapter 12) and 
to postmodernism (chapter 13).

Finally in this introduction I have referred frequently to the crisis of modern 
social theory, but a crisis can also be, as in the case of a threatening illness, a turning 
point where there is a resolution of existing dangers and the emergence of new 
opportunities for growth and development. The intention in publishing this New 
Companion has been to answer this challenge, thereby contributing to the growth 
and renewal of a sociological vision of the social world.
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1
The Foundations of Social Theory

Gerard Delanty

INTRODUCTION

The emergence of social theory coincides with the emergence of modernity.1 It can 
be seen in the most general sense to be a refl ection on the nature of modern society. 
Social theory aims to provide a general interpretation of the social forces that have 
shaped the modern world. The classical tradition in social theory, the focus of this 
chapter, was one of the great attempts in modern thought to understand the totality 
of forces at work in the making of modern society. Classical social theory was both 
a product of modernity and at the same time an attempt to refl ect critically on its 
problems.

Although it is more accurate to speak of classical traditions, for there was not 
one single one, underlying all approaches was a sense of modernity entailing a social 
crisis. All the major social theories were responses to the experience of crisis within 
modernity. The various epochal shifts in modernity from the eighteenth century to 
the present day have all been accompanied by different crises and this has varied 
depending on the national context. The view from early nineteenth-century France 
was very different from that in early twentieth-century Germany.

But modernity was not only experienced in terms of crisis, it was also experienced 
as a promise of new freedoms, and for many contained within it a utopian impulse. 
This tension between crisis and future possibility encapsulates both the spirit of 
modernity and the responses of social theorists to the predicament of modern 
society. On the one side, modernity offered the vision of a social order that has 
been variously understood in terms of human autonomy or freedom and, on the 
other, modern society has unleashed forces that have the tendency to destroy the 
future possibilities contained within it. As will be demonstrated in this chapter, the 
classical social theorists attempted in their different ways to make sense of modern 
society in terms of this dual confl ict. Where social theorists have differed it has been 
in their responses to what has been often called the central confl ict of modernity.2
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This chapter provides an assessment of the era of classical social theory from its 
origins in the Enlightenment to the post-World War II period.3 The central theme 
in this story is the fate of the Enlightenment in face of the reality of modern society. 
The chapter begins with a look at the rise of social theory in the Enlightenment 
period, roughly from the end of the seventeenth century in the fi rst half of the 
nineteenth century. The next section concerns the legacy of the social thought of 
the Enlightenment in the formative period of modern social theory in the second 
half of the nineteenth century, beginning with Marx and including Spencer, Weber, 
and Durkheim and concluding with Simmel. The third section takes the aftermath 
of World War I as the point of departure to look at European social theory in the 
fi rst half of the twentieth century, when disenchantment with modernity becomes 
particularly pronounced. The fi nal section concerns the reorientation of the classical 
tradition in American social theory culminating in Parsons’s attempt to establish a 
general social theory of modern society in all its complexity.

THE RISE OF THE SOCIAL AND ENLIGHTENMENT 
SOCIAL THEORY

While the origins of political theory go back to ancient thought, social theory is a 
product of modernity. The rise of social theory can be related to the emergence of 
the social as a specifi c domain separate from the sphere of the state and the realm 
of the household or private sphere. Early social theory was a response to the rise 
of “civil society” and the recognition that society was an artifact produced by 
human action as opposed to being part of the preordained nature of the world. The 
word “society” initially signifi ed a pact or contract between the citizen and ruler, 
but increasingly lost its juridical meaning and acquired a social meaning as com-
munity, suggesting normative integration or a notion of solidarity in which social 
interaction was seen to entail symbolic relations. According to Talcott Parsons, in 
his fi rst major work, published in 1937, The Structure of Social Action, modern 
sociology is essentially an attempt to fi nd an answer to the problem posed by 
Thomas Hobbes (1588–1697) and John Locke (1632–1704), namely how social 
order is possible. While Hobbes and Locke conceived of this in political terms as a 
social contract, social theory properly begins only with the recognition that society 
is a reality in itself. The eighteenth-century Enlightenment thinkers were the fi rst to 
give systematic consideration to the reality of the social. Émile Durkheim regarded 
Rousseau and Montesquieu as the founders of sociology. Rousseau’s The Social 
Contract, published in 1762, introduced the notion of the “general will” as the 
symbolic basis of social subjectivity, which he linked to the importance of citizen-
ship. Although he tended to view social institutions as corrupting the human spirit 
of freedom, he articulated a notion of society that was a departure from the earlier 
contractarian philosophies of the liberal thinkers. For instance, in the earlier Dis-
course on the Origin of Inequality, he argued that inequality is a product of society 
as opposed to being natural. But there is no doubt that it was Montesquieu in 1748, 
in The Spirit of the Laws, who advanced the fi rst sociological conception of society. 
He demonstrated how social control operates through what he called social mores 
which were conditioned by geographic factors. One of his great themes was that of 
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the variability of human societies and the importance of social context. This work 
had a lasting infl uence on social theory in the idea it articulated that societies have 
inner logics of development and that the social is always more than the sum of its 
parts. Durkheim’s notion of social representations or Weber’s thesis of the spirit of 
capitalism all recall motifs in the work of Rousseau and Montesquieu, who drew 
attention in different ways to the symbolic structure of social relations, the idea of 
a spirit of will that transcends the sum of the parts.

Enlightenment social theory was most advanced in Scotland, where the so-called 
moral philosophers – Adam Ferguson and John Millar in particular – wrote about 
the rise of civil society (Strydom 2000). This was an age in which the older “court 
society” was being challenged by the rise of a new conception of society, known 
variously as bourgeois society or civil society. The realization that the social fi eld 
was opening up forced the recognition that social thought had to address a wider 
sphere of interpretation than that of the domain of the state. Ferguson’s Essay on 
the History of Civil Society, published in 1767, was one of the most advanced 
interpretations of civil society and exerted an important infl uence on Hegel. In The 
Origins of the Distinction of Ranks, in 1771, Millar developed an infl uential argu-
ment about the nature of social stratifi cation in terms of the organization of society 
into classes, or “ranks.” Although he did not use the term social science, a term 
that did not come into currency until the end of the eighteenth century, he held that 
beneath the diversity of society is a structure of causality that can be known by 
science. What we have in these early works of modern social thought is the fi rst 
attempt to develop a theory of society, that is an interpretation of the social as a 
distinctive reality. Pervading these Enlightenment theories of society was a sense of 
the emergence of modernity as the promise of a new principle of social integration. 
With this came a consciousness of a rupture of past and present. This sense of a 
fundamental discord at the heart of modernity was refl ected in a range of dichoto-
mies that were to defi ne some of the core concerns of classical sociology: community 
and society, tradition and modernity, status and contract, differentiation and inte-
gration, solidarity and scarcity. Social theory from the beginning was greatly preoc-
cupied with the search for a principle of social integration which could be capable 
of reconciling the contradictions of modernity and imposing unity on a disordered 
and fragmented world.

The French Revolution was the event that heralded the new age of social theory 
as an interpretation of the modern age, for no other episode encapsulated modernity 
more than 1789 and its aftermath, when entirely new visions of social and political 
order emerged. Post-revolutionary social theory was a product of the Enlighten-
ment’s quest for intellectual mastery, but it was also a response to the realization 
that the state alone was incapable of establishing social order. Enlightenment social 
theory was encapsulated in the work of two major thinkers whose work has exer-
cised considerable infl uence on the subsequent history of social theory: Kant and 
Hegel (see Rundel 1987).

Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) was not a social theorist in the conventional sense 
of the term, but his work has been important in establishing a foundation for much 
of modern social and political thought. In his major philosophical works he demol-
ished the older notion of natural law and in its place he put human freedom and 
the autonomy of the individual. In this respect his work encapsulated the spirit of 
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modernity as one founded on the principle of freedom and a spirit of universalism 
that was based on what human beings could create for themselves rather than deriv-
ing from a preordained structure. The signifi cance of his philosophical system – as 
outlined in The Critique of Pure Reason, published in 1781 – was that it separated 
the claims of reason from those of faith, and moreover aimed to clarify the condi-
tion of the possibility of knowledge in order to limit knowledge to the domain of 
the empirical. This critical endeavor was hugely consequential in that it led to a 
differentiation of reason into different spheres, each with different truth claims. 
From Kant onwards – as is refl ected in the work of Weber and Habermas for 
instance – relativism and universalism could no longer be considered as alternatives. 
After Kant the different spheres of knowledge – moral, religious, aesthetic, scientifi c 
– were differentiated, each with its own form of reason (Habermas 1987). In this 
way Kant demonstrated for social theory the relevance of a universalistic perspec-
tive, but one that had had to be reconciled to the particular.

Kant’s 1784 essay “What Is Enlightenment?” has often been considered to be 
the defi ning text of the idea of modernity. For Kant, Enlightenment does not refer 
to an age but to a condition or attitude in which knowledge as self-critical reason 
becomes a means of emancipation. In works such as The Idea of Universal History 
from a Cosmopolitan Perspective and the later and more important Eternal Peace, 
published in 1795, Kant outlined one of the fi rst, and certainly the most infl uential, 
notion of a cosmopolitan political order. A supporter of Rousseau’s republican 
political philosophy, Kant sought to extend the idea of a republican polity to the 
international context. In this respect Kant was the founder of modern cosmopolitan-
ism understood in terms of a normative transnational order (see chapter 27). In 
sum, Kant was the Enlightenment thinker who established the foundations of an 
emancipatory kind of social theory based on a cosmopolitan outlook and a critique 
of dogmatism.

G. W. F. Hegel (1770–1831) offered a deeper historical contextualization of 
Kant’s philosophy and a conception of morality as a product of society. With Hegel 
epistemology becomes social theory, since for him the question is to explore how 
knowledge is constituted in history, a process which can be understood in terms of 
evolving modes of consciousness. Hegel’s philosophy was the principal reference 
point for the Marxist and critical tradition in modern social thought. For Marx and 
the tradition he inaugurated, Hegel established the basis of a notion of critical 
knowledge as a form of consciousness-raising. In his major work, The Phenomenol-
ogy of Spirit, published in 1807, Hegel developed a dialectical conception of knowl-
edge, which replaced Kant’s critical philosophy in the view it espoused of the world 
as self-constituting. Society, nature, consciousness are always the working out of 
contradictions in a process of continuous self-creation. In The Philosophy of Right, 
published in 1821, his most sociological work, Hegel developed a theory of civil 
society, which, as remarked above, was infl uenced by Ferguson. In this work he 
advanced a notion of “ethical life” (Sittlichkeit), which can be related to the notion 
of community, or “life-world,” and which is realized in the spheres of the private, 
civil society or the public realm, and the state. But civil society destroys ethical life 
because the “system of needs” is realized under the conditions of capitalism: “ethical 
life is split into its extremes and lost.” The modern consciousness, as a result, is “an 
unhappy consciousness.” For Hegel, the state is a higher expression of community 
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than civil society and has the function of compensating for the shortcomings of civil 
society. The theme of Hegel’s social theory is that of the fragmentation and alien-
ation of consciousness in civil society and the search for a political solution for the 
realization of community. It laid the foundations of social theory by providing a 
framework to interpret social and epochal change and the search for a viable social 
and political order.

THE ENLIGHTENMENT LEGACY AND 
CLASSICAL EUROPEAN SOCIAL THEORY

The social thought of the Enlightenment was characterized by a certain utopianism, 
which was a refl ection of the belief in the promises of modernity to bring about 
freedom. Unlike earlier social thought, it displayed a great belief in the power of 
human action to shape the future. The social and political thought of Kant and 
Hegel displayed that utopianism, but in Hegel the fi rst signs of a disenchantment 
with modernity are to be found in his thoughts on the “unhappy consciousness” 
and the destructive forces of civil society. The preoccupation with utopia and the 
question of social order in an age of revolution was most evident in the work of 
Auguste Comte (1798–1857) who, along with Karl Marx, effectively replaced philo-
sophical analysis with an advanced social theory of modern society. Comte is gener-
ally credited as the founder of sociology, a term he coined in 1838 as a general 
science of society that was “positive” as opposed to speculative and hence superior 
to philosophy. His major work, the Course of Positive Philosophy, published 
between 1830 and 1842, is one of the great sociological interpretations of moder-
nity, as well as an attempt to develop a theory and method for a positive sociology. 
Unlike all previous social theorists, Comte was the fi rst to refl ect systematically on 
the nature of society itself. As a post-revolutionary Enlightenment thinker he was 
already skeptical of the promises of the Enlightenment to bring about a new age of 
freedom. The theme that pervades his work is that of the incompleteness of the 
present. He was acutely aware of the crisis of modernity, for the post-revolutionary 
era was one of social disorder, terror, and fragmentation. In order to understand 
the present it was necessary to understand the entire historical process by which 
societies undergo change. Inspired by Hegel, his sociology was one that stressed 
change and, as with Hegel, an approach to the history of human societies that saw 
societies undergoing change accordingly as their systems of knowledge changed. His 
“law of the three stages” describes the normative process by which societies progress 
from the “theological stage” (when magical or prerefl ective kinds of knowledge 
were dominant), to the “metaphysical stage” (characterized by rational and abstract 
knowledge, such as conceptions of law and sovereignty), and fi nally to the “positive 
stage” (where modern experimental science becomes the dominant mode of knowl-
edge and consciousness). It was not quite clear whether the positive stage had begun 
or whether it was a utopian projection of the modern condition, but it is evident 
that Comte saw the positive age as the promise of a new modernity in which the 
crisis of the age would be overcome.

His contribution to sociology has been signifi cant. He introduced new terms for 
the analysis of societies, such as the distinction between “social statics” and “social 
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dynamics” – terms that suggest order and change – and a view of sociological 
analysis as the investigation of structure and functions. Infl uenced by developments 
in biology, Comte believed that societies could be analyzed in terms of the functional 
relationship of the part and the whole. For him modernity is above all a product 
of the growing power of knowledge. The age that he saw dawning was the era of 
positivism, by which he meant an age in which knowledge would be fully diffused 
in society and science would be the new religion.

Comte was the pre-eminent social thinker of the 1830s, and infl uential beyond 
France (Heilbron 1995). His work can be seen as establishing the foundation of 
classical social theory in the sense of a systematic sociological analysis of modern 
society. However, from the 1850s Comte’s sociological positivism received its great-
est challenge from the revolutionary tradition, which Karl Marx recovered and 
recast as a theory of society. At this stage social theory becomes a critique of the 
Enlightenment whose legacy increasingly would be seen to be inadequate. In place 
of the Enlightenment’s emphasis on knowledge as emancipatory Marx stressed the 
ideological nature of knowledge, and in place of the individual as the primary agent 
he put the collective actor. For the utopian impulse that was a feature of the theorists 
of the fi rst half of the nineteenth century – Auguste Comte and Claude Saint-Simon 
for instance – Marx posited political action, for he did not see industrial society as 
the carrier of a new utopia. He was also a critic of the liberal theorists in his argu-
ment that rights must be complemented by social justice and that without the 
emancipation of labor there could be no real kind of freedom. Taking up Hegel’s 
critique of civil society, Marx extended Hegel’s account of fragmentation with an 
analysis of the class structure. Like Hegel, Marx believed that the social world could 
not be reduced to an essence but was composed of various contradictory forces, 
and that the aim of theory is to grasp this fi eld of tensions. However, unlike Hegel, 
he did not see the resolution of these contradictions in a higher order (the state or 
“absolute mind,” as in Hegel). Marx retained the notion of dialectics but gave it a 
new signifi cance in a more grounded social theory. He was possibly most sympa-
thetic to the political economists of the age, but disagreed with them in their restric-
tive view of capitalism and their failure to see how capitalism is driven by class 
relations and the pursuit of profi t for private appropriation.

Marx’s early work, The Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, written in 
1844, was dominated by the Aristotelian notion of “praxis,” which he linked to 
his major theme of alienation, the separation of subject from object. In this case, 
the separation of human subjectivity from the objectivity of society is analyzed in 
terms of the alienation of labor. Labor is the primary category of praxis, as human 
self-realization, creativity, and the actualization of needs. The older epistemological 
question of the separation of subject and object is now a struggle between capital 
and labor. In Capital, published in three volumes in 1867, 1885, and 1894, he 
outlined a purely sociological theory of capitalist society that had divested itself of 
much of the early philosophical language. The dominant theme of Capital as far 
as social theory is concerned is undoubtedly the notion of commodifi cation. Capi-
talist society is a society that reduces all social relations to commodities, which are 
not just mere objects but “fetishisms” in that they are made up of distorted rela-
tions between subjectivity and objects. His concept of the “fetishism of commodi-
ties” demonstrated how structure and cultural production are intertwined and that 
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therefore culture cannot be seen as something that transcends social reality. Now 
social theory becomes the “critique of political economy,” for Marx’s work was 
located in the fi eld of political economy. One of his principal endeavors was to 
explain the origin and signifi cance of profi t, which in his view was one of the 
driving forces in modern society. Unlike the classical economists (Proudhon, 
Ricardo, and Smith), Marx succeeded in explaining the origin of profi t, outlined 
in his “labor theory of surplus value.” This theory is the basis of his entire theory 
of capitalism, and enabled Marx to argue that the class structure is the most fun-
damental structure in capitalist society and that it is based on a contradiction, for 
profi t is generated in the exchange of labor for wages. The products generated by 
labor are objectifi ed commodities in that they exist for profi t which is privately 
appropriated by the owners of the means of production. So for Marx wage labor 
is the basis of profi t and the source of a structural inequality. The resolution of 
this contradiction would be the driving force of capitalist society, making it the 
most dynamic society that has ever existed. In sum, then, for Marx modernity was 
above all characterized by commodifi cation. The social as object of analysis could 
not be reduced to civil society and the struggle for rights, but required a critique 
whose normative standpoint was the struggle for social justice. Marx’s social theory 
was a critical one. Critique does not try to explain or simply interpret society for 
its own sake, but is inherently critical of the prevailing social order and seeks to 
reveal the system of domination. Marx established a tradition in social theory 
around the explanation of the rise and transformation of capitalist society. Attempts 
to explain the nature of capitalist society were not confi ned to Marxists, as is 
evident from such works as Werner Sombart’s seminal Modern Capitalism, pub-
lished in 1902.

After Comte and Marx, social theory split into three classical traditions. If any-
thing was common to all of them it was the declining signifi cance of utopia that 
was a feature of the Enlightenment legacy and present in both Comte and Marx in 
different ways. The three can be summarized as a tradition that stems directly from 
Comte, and whose main representatives are Spencer and Durkheim; a heritage that 
derives from Marx and includes the critical tradition; and a tradition that goes back 
to Kant and includes Max Weber, Georg Simmel, Karl Mannheim, and Norbert 
Elias. The fi rst tended towards a view of modernity in terms of a process of differ-
entiation and liberal individualism; the second was a view of modernity in terms of 
capitalist domination and commodifi cation; the third tradition brought social theory 
in the direction of a civilizational theory that stressed the role of values and cultural 
orientations in shaping social relations.

Comte’s ideas were taken up in a more systematic way by Herbert Spencer, who 
heavily infl uenced modern sociology. He took up Comte’s functionalism, which he 
established as the theoretical basis of sociological explanation. Social statics was to 
be the analysis of social order, while social dynamics was the analysis of change. 
His entire writings were based on the conviction that change was at work in the 
process of what he called differentiation, which arises from the interplay of matter, 
energy, and movement. His theory of evolution claimed that change was the result 
of a movement from simplicity to complexity and specialization. This movement – of 
uniformity and homogeneity to differentiation – was at work in all forms of matter, 
whether biological or social. The defi ning characteristic of modern society was the 
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ways in which differentiation worked to make integration possible. In place of the 
idea of utopia he emphasized progress, which was closer to the liberal philosophy 
of reformism that he espoused. The emergence of a differentiated modern society 
was the result of a process of evolutionary progress, in which a modern “industrial 
society” would replace the “militant society” of the past and bring about greater 
stability. Although these were ideal types as opposed to being specifi c kinds of 
societies, he tended towards a view of the age in which he lived as most closely 
corresponding to his vision of an organic social entity in which the parts function 
to maintain the whole.

Émile Durkheim (1858–1917) can be considered to be the fi rst social theorist to 
establish social theory as a social scientifi c endeavor. Although both Comte and 
Spencer used the term sociology to describe their work, they were not professional 
social scientists, but public intellectuals. Durkheim was the fi rst professor of sociol-
ogy, and developed in his major early work, The Division of Labour in Society, a 
systemic theory of modern society, which for him was an objective entity. Like 
Spencer he operated with a dichotomous typology of societies, the traditional and 
the modern. In the transition from traditional societies to modern societies “mechan-
ical” forms of integration (which are characterized by the collective consciousness 
with its strong focus on the group and a direct or “mechanical” relationship between 
value systems and social actors) are replaced by “organic” forms of solidarity (which 
are characterized by individualism and cooperation, and are expressed in general-
ized norms as opposed to substantive values). In this work, published in 1893, he 
argued that modern societies are highly differentiated and products of the “division 
of labor.” Modernity comes about with the shift from social integration through 
family and religion to integration through membership of occupational groups and 
the interdependence of these groups, as well as through educational meritocracy. 
The cultural structures of modern society are restitutive as opposed to being repres-
sive, as in traditional societies, and provide individuals with possibilities for mutual 
cooperation.

Durkheim was schooled in French philosophy and, like Comte and Hegel, he 
was greatly concerned with the moral foundations of society. But, like many think-
ers of his time, he believed modern society was in crisis. The specter of social and 
political disorder was foremost in his mind, as refl ected in the disaster of the 
Franco-Prussian war, the Paris Commune, and the Dreyfus Affair. His social theory 
was an attempt to explain sociologically the modern experience of crisis in way 
that avoided some of the more speculative diagnoses of the age that were a feature 
of the culturally pessimistic fi n-de-siècle. It is in this context that Durkheim’s 
concern with “anomie” can be placed. Modern societies are prone to anomie, the 
breakdown in social cohesion and the production of social pathologies such as 
normlessness and suicide. His study on suicide in 1897 can be seen as a comment 
on the malaise of modernity, and may have been infl uenced by the German phi-
losopher Arthur Schopenhauer’s 1851 essay on suicide. Durkheim was infl uenced 
by Schopenhauer’s pessimistic thought, which pointed to another side to modernity 
than that of the Enlightenment and the liberal and positivistic ideas that he gener-
ally embraced. For instance, his notion of “collective representations” is directly 
inspired by Schopenhauer’s earlier work The World as Will and Representation. 
But, despite the prevailing popularity of German cultural pessimism, Durkheim 
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was a French positivist, a rationalist, and, most of all, a pragmatist. He hoped for 
social reform and reconstruction based on moral individualism and political 
liberalism.

Max Weber (1864–1920) was infl uenced by Nietzsche, who led him to the idea 
of the “ethical irrationality” of the world, and was deeply preoccupied with the 
problem of meaning in an intellectualized and rationalized world. Like Durkheim 
he was interested in the moral foundations of society, but unlike Durkheim he gave 
a greater emphasis to meaning, and was especially interested in the ways people 
give meaning to their material interests. The guiding theme in his work concerned 
the process of cultural rationalization, by which cultural systems of meaning become 
increasingly rationalized as a result of their internal dynamics. Weber examined and 
documented this, from the rationalization of magic to the emergence of world reli-
gions to modern materialism. In The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, 
published in 1904/5, Weber illustrated how religious values, and particularly the 
quest for salvation, lead to a particular attitude to the profane world of material 
wealth and work. The uniqueness of the West was that Christianity, particularly in 
its Calvinistic variant, involved a tension with the material world, and in order to 
ensure salvation in the next world Christianity, unlike other world religions, required 
an ethic of world mastery, both intellectual and material. The Protestant Reforma-
tion brought about a certain coincidence of values and interests, in that Protestant-
ism entailed a greater emphasis on gaining salvation through the mastery of the 
material world. In this way, Christianity was a dynamic force in bringing about 
social change and ultimately in preparing the way for modern science and capital-
ism. Weber did not operate with a simple model of mono-causality. Rationalization 
operates in all spheres: law, science, music, economy, religion. It was one of his 
major claims that the “methodic manner of life” characteristic of capitalism and 
reformed Christianity had spread into all areas of life, leading to the emergence of 
a bureaucratic individualism and the loss of meaning in “the iron cage” of 
modernity.

The key to his interpretation of modernity is the notion of the “paradox of 
rationalism,” namely the thesis that the Western quest for meaning generated a 
rationalized, meaningful order which destroyed the very possibility of meaning. The 
more the Protestant ethic rationalized the world for spiritual meaning, the more it 
eliminated meaning from it and ultimately disenchanted it. This paradox gave rise 
to two central confl icts. The fi rst was the confl ict of modern value systems. The loss 
of a unifi ed world-view and the emergence of autonomous orders of science, moral-
ity, and art leads to a confl ict of different value systems none of which can enchant 
the world but within each meaning can be found. The result of this is the recogni-
tion that modernity is based on “ethical irrationality.” A second confl ict between 
different orders of rationality can be detected in Weber’s social theory of modernity. 
This is the confl ict between value rationality and instrumental rationality, or in other 
words the confl ict between culture in general and the instrumentalized orders of 
law, economy, and the state which seem to be breaking free from cultural value 
systems. For Weber, the last traces of enchantment are to be found in charisma (in 
public life) and the erotic (in private life). In his famous lecture “Science as a Voca-
tion,” delivered as the Russian Revolution broke out and as Germany descended 
into chaos at the end of World War I, there is the suggestion that the modern world 
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has not only lost the certainty of religion but may also be undermining its own 
presuppositions.

As a social theorist, Weber set out to explain the modern world. He wished to 
explain the uniqueness of the modern West, where capitalism had become the 
dominant ethic. What both Durkheim and Weber offered was a general social theory 
of modern society, and one that was underpinned by new methodological approaches 
for social science (see chapter 3). The theme of crisis was common to both theo-
rists, as it was with Marx. This was also the case with Ferdinand Tönnies, who in 
a classic work published in 1887, Community and Society, saw the modern world 
in terms of the demise of community, which signifi es the cohesive and organic world 
of traditional social relations, while “society” signifi es the fragmented world of 
mediated social relations. With the coming of society, there was a danger of a return 
to the Hobbesian state of nature.

No discussion of classical European social theory can be complete without 
mention of Georg Simmel (1858–1918). One of his central concepts, the “tragedy 
of culture,” gives expression to the growing pessimism about modernity that was 
a characteristic of European thought in the early twentieth century. In essays 
written during World War I, “The Concept and Tragedy of Culture” and “The 
Confl ict in Modern Culture,” he looked at modernity as a dualism of “objective” 
and “subjective” culture. He argued that culture is divided between two forms, 
the subjective creation of culture – in the sense of emanating from the creative 
imagination of an individual – and the tendency for culture to take on an objective 
existence of its own. By the tragedy of culture he meant the separation of these 
two domains of culture, with the resulting loss of autonomy and creativity as a 
result of rationalization, which was leading to the objectivation of culture. In 
an earlier and famous essay, “The Metropolis and Mental Life,” Simmel argued 
that the modern city is where objective culture develops at the cost of subjective 
culture. One of the distinctive features of the metropolis is the experience of 
distance between people. In the metropolis the money economy becomes all-
dominant and shapes social relations, bringing about the fragmentation of 
experience. This was the theme of his major work, The Philosophy of Money, 
published in 1907, in which Marx’s notion of alienation became the central motif 
in his account of modernity as one of the fragmentation of human experience. 
Comparing Simmel to Durkheim, we also fi nd the theme of differentiation, which 
was the title of a book he published in 1890, On Social Differentiation. However, 
unlike Durkheim, he tended to view the cultural expressions of modernity in terms 
of fragmentation, and in particular the fragmentation of subjective meaning. Sim-
mel’s legacy for social theory was the application of concepts in Marx, Weber, 
whom he infl uenced, and Durkheim to the world of social consumption, sociabil-
ity, and urban life, for in Simmel’s sociology consumption is more typical of 
modern urban life than is production, as in Marx. He extended the analysis of 
social relations to the micro level of sociability, as in his famous analysis of the 
dyad and the triad, and made important links with the wider context of modernity. 
Simmel’s infl uence on social theory has been widely recognized since the so-called 
cultural turn in the social sciences in the 1980s. However, following his death his 
ideas exerted a major infl uence on classical American sociology – in particular the 
urban sociology of the Chicago School – for the Americans were more receptive 
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to his work, and that of Weber, than they were to that of either Marx or 
Durkheim.

In conclusion, we can say that modernity, conceived of in terms of the crisis of 
the Enlightenment project of the emancipation of the individual, was the context 
for the emergence of classical social theory, which can be seen as an attempt to 
explore the continuity and rupture that modernity has brought. The three great 
founders of social theory – Marx, Durkheim, and Weber – built on earlier Enlight-
enment social thought to produce systematic socia scientifi c analyses of the condi-
tion of modernity. The themes that dominated their work were, respectively, 
differentiation/anomie, rationalization/disenchantment, and commodifi cation/alien-
ation. Their works, which have shaped the sociological heritage, were both diag-
nostic and explanatory.

SOCIAL THEORY AND THE DISENCHANTMENT 
WITH MODERNITY

As noted in the foregoing account of social theory, the theme of crisis and a certain 
cultural pessimism was present in the work of many theorists. This was to take on 
an enhanced momentum after the end of World War I, which marked a watershed 
in European social theory. Durkheim died in 1917, Simmel in 1918, and Weber in 
1920. The tone of pessimism that was present in their work was balanced by their 
concern with a systematic analysis of modernity and an attempt to develop a theory 
of society. Unfortunately, Simmel succumbed to the pathology of war and, infl u-
enced like many thinkers of the age by nationalism and aestheticism, he welcomed 
the war as a liberating event capable of overcoming the “tragedy of culture” and 
creating a new “form.” Both Weber and Durkheim became identifi ed with national 
policy. Early twentieth-century European social theory, unlike American social 
theory, which will be considered in the next section, was infl uenced by three anti-
Enlightenment thinkers, Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900), Sigmund Freud (1856–
1939) and Martin Heidegger (1889–1976). In their work the theme of disenchantment 
with modernity led to a redirection of social theory away from the classical tradition 
as represented by Marx, Weber, and Durkheim to one that took more the form of 
a pessimistic diagnosis of the age in which cultural and psychological factors played 
a signifi cant role.

Nietzsche was infl uential in the rejection of the very premises of the Enlighten-
ment as an emancipatory project, namely the certainty of knowledge and the pos-
sibility of a rationally organized political order. Rejecting the collectivist ideologies 
of Marxism and nationalism, he argued for a personal ethics of resistance – often 
called nihilism – which rejects all absolute values. Although less intentionally anti-
Enlightenment, Freud demonstrated that beneath the unity and coherence of per-
sonality there are the deep irrational forces of the unconscious, where the prehistorical 
confl icts of civilization are played out. One of his central insights was that human 
beings have a tendency to love the object of aggression and that all of civilization 
is based on a primordial act of violence. However, Freud’s legacy for social theory 
ultimately went beyond the pessimistic cultural criticism that was a feature of his 
later work, and he was a major fi gure in infl uencing the interpretive or hermeneutica l 
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tradition in later social theory. The signifi cance of Heidegger for social theory was 
his emphasis on language, not reason, as the foundation or ontology of human 
society. His philosophy, as outlined in his major work Being and Time (1927), 
resulted in a return to Presocratic Greek thinking, as well as an interest in the works 
of Nietzsche and a critique of technology, leading to a rejection of the Enlighten-
ment heritage. All three thinkers displayed a strong emphasis on subjectivity and a 
general suspicion of collective action, as well as a liberal political ideology. It is 
possible to speak of a turn to subjectivity in social theory. However, none of these 
theorists attempted to enter into a constructive debate with classical sociologists.

It was the main achievement of the so-called Frankfurt School to make precisely 
the connection between the turn to subjectivity and the objective analysis of moder-
nity from the perspective of a theory of society that was broadly in line with the 
emancipatory project of a normatively grounded social theory of human emancipa-
tion. The Frankfurt School theorists, who can be considered to be methodologically 
Marxists, represented an important strand within Western Marxism and modern 
German philosophy (Held 1980; Jay 1996). They continued the sociological tradi-
tion by linking it with psychology and the cultural and philosophical analysis of 
modernity, to lay the foundations for a new approach that would bring social theory 
towards a new kind of critical interpretation of the symbolic structure of power in 
modernity. Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, Walter Benjamin, and Herbert 
Marcuse, the principal representatives of what was to become known as critical 
theory, sought to reconcile Marxism with the approaches of Freud, Weber, and 
more generally the emerging discipline of sociology. The thesis of Adorno and 
Horkheimer’s Dialectic of Enlightenment, originally published in 1944 in response 
to the Holocaust, was that human history is the story of the struggle between nature 
and myth. Enlightenment, which they project back to the beginning of civilization, 
is the expression of the mastery of nature which is also the mastery of fear, but it 
is achieved through instrumental reason, which becomes a new kind of domination. 
Accordingly, as society gains more and more mastery over nature, it must exercise 
new forms of domination over subjectivity: the price of mastery over nature is 
domination over the self. This is the “dialectic of Enlightenment”: the internaliza-
tion of domination. The ultimate expression of civilization was totalitarianism in 
its Nazi as well as in its Soviet manifestations and, in their view, modern mass 
society. Popular culture, entertainment, or the “culture industry” were explained as 
the continuation of authoritarianism by other means. For Adorno and Horkheimer, 
the gas chamber, not Weber’s “iron cage,” is the motif modernity.

While the Frankfurt School did establish the foundations of a critical social theory 
of society and re-established a link between sociology and psychology, which Weber 
had opposed, the particular approach they adopted had its limits. The tendency to 
reduce modern society to its negative dimensions limited the wider application of 
their insights. The Holocaust was the central preoccupation of their theory of 
society, which they saw in terms of a total system of power in which emancipation 
could only be contemplative and largely embodied in its aesthetic expressions 
beyond direct political application.

With the Frankfurt School the cultural turn in social theory is most vividly appar-
ent. Western Marxism, more generally, also refl ected a turn away from an exclusive 
preoccupation with political economy to a concern with culture. This is evident in 
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the work of Antonio Gramsci, Georg Lukács, Karl Korsch, and Ernst Bloch and the 
later generation of western Marxists, such as Henri Lefebvre, Lucien Goldmann, 
and Louis Althusser. Western Marxism, which marked a return to Hegel and has 
often been called Hegelian Marxism, was a response to the failure of proletarian 
revolution and the aftermath of the Russian Revolution of 1918. If Marx’s writings 
were a response to the aftermath of the French Revolution of 1789, twentieth-
century Marxism was a refl ection of the fate of revolution in the wake of 1918 and, 
in western Europe, the rise of nationalism and fascism, developments which called 
into question the emancipatory project of modernity.

The attention given here to Western Marxism and the project of a critical theory 
of society should not detract from the conservative tradition in early to mid-twen-
tieth-century social theory as well as to other kinds of social theory, such as those 
of thinkers as diverse as Karl Mannheim, Karl Jaspers, Norbert Elias, and Hannah 
Arendt, who in their different ways all attempted to offer an interpretation of the 
modern world. European social thought in the period from 1918 to 1945 was 
dominated by a sense of the decline of the political, to use Arendt’s expression, and 
the disappearance of the ideas and ideals of the Enlightenment in the rising mass 
society. Common to many of the critiques from both the right and the left was the 
critique of mass society. This was as much apparent in the writings of the Frankfurt 
School as it was in books such as José Ortega y Gasset’s The Revolt of the Elites 
in 1930 and in Oswald Spengler’s work of 1918, The Decline of the West. In 
general, this was a period in which European social theory underwent a process of 
disorientation in which the visions of the classical sociologists were lost amidst a 
variety of culturally oriented diagnoses of the age. It was in the United States during 
this period that the foundations were laid for the revival of social theory. Indeed, 
many American theorists had studied in Germany, and when they returned to the 
United States the classical tradition become wedded to American intellectual tradi-
tion to produce new approaches.

Two classical Italian social theorists of this period, Pareto and Mosca, became 
important transmitters of European social thought in the United States and infl uenc-
ing sociologists as diverse as Talcott Parsons and C. Wright Mills in their studies 
on power and elites in American society. Vilfredo Pareto (1848–1923) and Gaetano 
Mosca (1858–1941) shared the disenchantment with modernity and contempt for 
mass society that was a feature of European social thought in the early twentieth 
century.

CLASSICAL AMERICAN SOCIAL THEORY

The dominant infl uence in American social thought was pragmatism. The main 
representatives of American pragmatism were Charles Sanders Peirce (1839–1914), 
who can be credited with introducing the term, William James (1842–1910), and 
Charles Dewey (1859–1952). None of these was a social theorist as such; they were 
primarily philosophers whose impact on American social theory has been consider-
able. Other sources of American social theory were American liberal theory – in 
particular the constitutional theory of Madison, Hamilton, and Jefferson – and 
German idealism, including both neo-Kantian idealism and Hegelianism. The 
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constitutional theorists provided the basis of a political conception of society in 
terms of a liberal polity based on a shared morality, while the pragmatists estab-
lished an alternative to a purely liberal conception of society that entailed a rejection 
of utilitarianism. Pragmatism had a huge infl uence on sociology and social theory, 
not only in the United States but also in Europe. Indeed, Weber, for all his skepti-
cism of the United States, was infl uenced by pragmatism, as Jack Barbalet has 
argued (see chapter 10). Barbalet is also correct to claim that pragmatism is not 
exhausted by George Herbert Mead’s particular symbolic interactionism, but has a 
far more extensive reach. Pragmatism in sociology can be seen as an attempt to 
develop a specifi cally social theory that avoids many of the assumptions of political 
theory, with its utilitarian and liberal assumptions. The central aim of pragmatism 
was to link ideas to action.

Peirce was the founder of pragmatism, a term he coined in 1877, but it was 
William James who can be credited with developing pragmatism, which he did in 
a strongly psychological direction. Along with Freud, he was the most important 
psychologist of the period. His work, more than Peirce’s, lent itself to social scientifi c 
applications since it made a connection with the emotions (Barbalet 2001). It was 
his theory of emotions that was of particular relevance to social theorists. This 
fi gured in his work on religion, as in Varieties of Religious Experience (1905). Both 
Weber and Durkheim, in their own writings on religion, were aware of, and infl u-
enced by, his work on emotions. The infl uence of pragmatism is especially apparent 
in Durkheim.4 However, Weber was opposed to what they regarded as the individu-
alistic orientation of psychology and preferred to emphasize the cognitive and 
functional aspects of culture against its emotional aspects. Yet the sociological 
approach they adopted, which entailed the analysis of religious ideas in terms of 
particular forms of action, refl ected one of the core premises of pragmatist theory. 
James’s infl uence on American social thought had a more positive impact than the 
social psychology of Freud, whose infl uence tended to focus on destructive forces. 
He was also a major infl uence on George Herbert Mead and numerous other Ameri-
can sociologists, such as Thorstein Veblen and Charles Cooley. Later American 
pragmatists, such as Richard Rorty and Richard Bernstein, have relied on the early 
pragmatists. John Dewey, for instance, was a source of inspiration for Rorty’s 
anti-foundationalism.

Of the classical American sociologists it was George Herbert Mead (1863–1931) 
who was the most signifi cant in taking up the pragmatist heritage. Mead studied in 
Germany, where he worked with one of the leading neo-Kantian philosophers, 
Wilhelm Dilthey, and sought to link German social thought to American pragma-
tism. This was the basis of symbolic interactionism, which offered an entirely new 
understanding of subjectivity as socially constituted. In his best-known work, Mind, 
Self and Society, published in 1934, Mead advocated an understanding of the Self 
as intersubjective, constructed in interaction with others through such mechanisms 
as social control, roles, and the generalized Other. The signifi cance of Mead’s 
approach was that it made interaction more central to sociological analysis than 
action. It also pointed to an alternative to consciousness and experience as the basis 
of social analysis. The interactionist conception of the self broke from the individu-
alist self in liberal theory as well as the collectivist self in Marxism, and opened 
sociology to new ways of looking at social relations in terms of a social subjectivity. 
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The pragmatist infl uence in his sociological theory is refl ected in the concern, central 
to his work, with a universalistic morality with which society could be better 
equipped to deal with its problems. This aspiration toward a public morality, some-
times called a “civil religion,” was a distinctive feature of American social theory 
which, unlike European social theory, was less concerned with the declining signifi -
cance of the Enlightenment.

American social theory, originally shaped by the humanistic and liberal ethos of 
pragmatism as in Mead’s symbolic interactionism, became more and more infl u-
enced by the structural functionalism of Talcott Parsons (1902–79), who dominated 
social theory in the United States and world-wide after 1945. Parsons was the fi rst 
major social theorist to provide a synthesis of classical social theory, which had 
fragmented into the traditions represented by Marx, Durkheim, and Weber. The 
task that Parsons set himself in his fi rst major work, The Structure of Social Action, 
published in 1937, was to develop precisely such a synthesis of classical social 
theory. Indeed with Parsons the very notion of a classical sociological tradition 
begins. It was his thesis that classical social theory can be read as a convergence of 
theoretical traditions leading from economic theory to sociological theory. In this 
work, Parsons sought to integrate the approaches of Weber and Durkheim with 
what he called the voluntaristic theories, such as those of Vilfredo Pareto and Alfred 
Marshall. The problem for Parsons was to see how values, as in Durkheim’s sociol-
ogy, and action, as represented by Weber, can be linked to interests. Marx did not 
fi gure in this theory. The economic theories that Parsons drew from were those 
of Pareto and Marshall. The work was signifi cant in establishing the recognition 
of sociological theory as having a contribution distinct from that of economic 
theory.

The central theme in all of Parsons’s work was the question: how is social order 
possible? In his early work, which was heavily infl uenced by economic theory, the 
question of social order was posed in terms of the limitations of restraint and choice. 
Unlike many of the European sociologists he did not have a background in philoso-
phy and was less preoccupied with the legacy of history. The twin fi gures of Marx 
and Freud that were so much present in twentieth-century European social theory 
were absent from his work. However, Parsons did acknowledge the signifi cance of 
Freud in the second edition of The Structure of Social Action. For Parsons, the most 
basic questions of human society were those of Hobbes, but the answer had to be 
more normative than utilitarian. His mature works – The Social System and Towards 
a General Theory of Action, both published in 1951 – were much more Durkheim-
ian in the emphasis that they gave to normative integration. In these works from 
the early 1950s, Parsons abandoned voluntarism in favor of functionalism. While 
European social theorists – as is best illustrated by some of Weber’s ideas and those 
of the Frankfurt School – believed that normative integration was being undermined 
by ideological distortions and instrumental rationalization by an all-powerful capi-
talism, Parsons – as an American liberal, and optimistic about the future of society 
– was convinced that the functional differentiation brought about by modernity was 
fi rmly regulated by normative mechanisms, and that a kind of functional unity 
existed that guaranteed the reproducibility of society. This can be seen as the expres-
sion of “American exceptionalism,” the view that America’s path to modernity was 
able to avoid the disasters that befell Europe.



34 gerard delanty

Parsons’s vision of modernity was one that recast the classical European notion 
of modernity in terms of a theory of modernization, the essence of which was a 
view of the progressive unfolding of the structures of a functionally integrated 
society. Thus, while European social theory culminated in a certain resignation to 
dissensus, Parsons had established a social theory based on a belief in consensual 
integration. Mention can be made in this context of another leading American social 
theorist, Daniel Bell, whose book The End of Ideology, published in 1962, epito-
mized the ideological assumptions of Parsonian theory, namely the view that post-
war American society had eliminated confl ict in the creation of a political culture 
based on the relatively stable values of liberal democracy and personal achievement. 
Functional structuralism provided sociology with what it needed to gain recognition 
as a social science, namely an elaborate conceptual system as well as a general theory 
of society. None of the other classical sociologists quite succeeded in this, and their 
various approaches only gained partisan supporters. Parsons, by contrast, com-
manded almost world-wide infl uence in the post-1945 period. Undoubtedly struc-
tural functionalism was a refl ection of the political context of the period in which 
the US was able to project its vision of society onto the rest of the world. The models 
of society present in European social theory were generally judged to be less perti-
nent to an age that had witnessed two European wars.

The Parsonian synthesis of classical social theory was not to last, despite Robert 
Merton’s revision of some of its central concepts. Merton (1910–2003) aimed to 
correct some of the shortcomings of structural functionalism, for instance the 
absence of confl ict and dysfunctionality. One of his most important contributions 
was the introduction of the notion of dysfunction. Lewis Coser (1913–2003) devel-
oped confl ict theory, which was also an important corrective of structural function-
alism’s concern with macro-level analysis. The sociology of knowledge, associated 
with Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann’s The Social Construction of Knowledge, 
published in 1966, presented a challenge to the Parsonian orthodoxy and opened 
the way for an approach which rehabilitated the neglected fi gure of Karl Mannheim, 
as well as an more hermeneutic and phenomenologically oriented sociological 
theory deriving from Alfred Schutz. Symbolic interactionism ceased to be a marginal 
preoccupation, and its resurgence signaled a general shift from macrosociological 
theorizing towards microtheorizing within American sociology.

By the mid-1960s, Parsons’s infl uence had waned, challenged by the resurgence 
of Marxist thinking and critics of modernization theory, attentive to the multiple 
paths to modernity. In the United States, C. Wright Mills – inspired by both the 
Frankfurt School in exile and pragmatism – had introduced Marxist theory, and in 
1970 Alvin Gouldner, in The Coming Crisis of Western Sociology, had declared the 
need for a new radical sociology to replace the Parsonian orthodoxy. Critics of 
Parsonian functionalism, ranging from Alvin Gouldner to Western Marxists such 
as Herbert Marcuse, did much to undermine its dominance. Moreover, the ideologi-
cal presuppositions of the theory – the idea of a society based on consensual values 
and functional unity – was no longer credible in an age that was entering cultural 
revolution. The student rebellion, Vietnam, the civil rights movement, the counter-
culture and feminism, and nationalist liberation movements in the developing world 
all questioned the assumptions of structural functionalism, which was further chal-
lenged by the global crisis of capitalism in the early 1970s. When Parsons came to 
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write one of his last works, The American University, published in 1973, structural 
functionalism had become an outmoded system of thought, unable to deal with 
social protest.

With the decline of Parsonian structural functionalism American social theory 
began to lose its infl uence. Merton brought social theory in the direction of grounded 
theorizing around, what he called, “middle-range theories,” which were addressed 
to empirical social research. This move away from “Grand Theory” was enhanced 
by the infl uence of neo-positivist theory in social science, such as the school of 
thought represented by Carl Hempel. While Jeffrey Alexander developed a socio-
logical theory that claimed to be neo-functionalism and Randall Collins advanced 
confl ict theory, much of what was to become American social theory came from 
outside sociology. Hannah Arendt, for instance, while operating from the wider 
context of social and political thought, is clearly one of the central fi gures in modern 
social theory. This is also the case with regard to other infl uential theorists such 
as Barrington Moore. Developments in political theory, around the liberal com-
munitarian debate, as well as in cultural theory, offered new reference points for 
social theory. However, what has remained as the distinctive feature of the classical 
tradition in the United States is a grounded kind of sociological theorizing that 
abandons the attempt to develop a comprehensive theory of society. This is in 
contrast to the diagnostic tradition in European social theory. However, both 
European and American classical social theory were both decidedly Western in that 
they presupposed a Western conception of the world and, with hardly any excep-
tions, did not subject that view of the world to much critical scrutiny. Indeed, the 
critical tradition was mostly confi ned to the concerns of the modern Western 
world.

CONCLUSION

From the late 1960s, social theory in Europe enjoyed a resurgence and the plurality 
of traditions that it generated challenged the very possibility of a theoretical ortho-
doxy; for instance, the structuralism of Claude Lévi-Strauss and Louis Althusser, 
Raymond Aron’s sociology of industrial society, the work of historically oriented 
thinkers such as Michel Foucault and Norbert Elias, varieties of post-structuralism 
and hermeneutics, as well as the work of Giddens, Castoriadis, Touraine, Bourdieu, 
and Habermas. A feature of these developments was the growth of social theory 
outside sociology.

Within sociology in the post-1945 period there were important developments 
that can be seen as establishing a new phase in the classical tradition. In the US 
phenomenology became increasingly infl uential as a result of the work of Alfred 
Schutz, a philosopher of social science who emigrated to the United States. In Britain 
the philosopher Peter Winch published his infl uential The Idea of a Social Science 
in 1958, introducing a combination of Weber and Wittgenstein to sociology. Also 
in Britain, T. H. Marshall published his seminal essay “Citizenship and Social Class” 
in 1950, which provided a theoretical framework for citizenship theory. In France, 
Raymond Aron revised the older theories of capitalism in his work on industrial 
society.
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From the 1950s Weberian sociology enjoyed widespread appeal, as is evident in 
the work of Lewis Coser, S. N. Eisenstadt, and W. G. Runciman. Coser linked 
structural functionalism with confl ict theory, while Eisenstadt introduced cultural 
issues into modernization and Runciman’s selectionist paradigm offered an alterna-
tive to the evolutionist assumptions of modernization theory. However, the major 
developments in social theory that were to shape post-classical social theory came 
largely from continental Europe in the 1970s: the social theories of Habermas, 
Touraine, Bourdieu, Luhmann, and Foucault to mention some of the most signifi -
cant ones.

Notes

1 This chapter is a revised and more concise version of chapter 1 in the 2nd edn. of B. S. 
Turner (ed.), The Blackwell Companion to Social Theory.

2 On the concept of modernity in social theory, see Delanty (1999), Wagner (1994).
3 For some useful historical surveys see Abraham (1973), Aron (1965, 1967), Bottomore 

and Nisbet (1978), Callinicos (1999), Camic (1997), Coser (1977), Craib (1997), Levine 
(1994), Nisbet (1970), Ritzer (1996), Swidgewood (1991), and Szacbi (1979).

4 See the volume edited by Allcock (Durkheim 1983).
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2
Contemporary Sociological Theory: 

Post-Parsonian Developments

John Holmwood

Talcott Parsons is a pivotal fi gure in the development of contemporary sociology. 
He defi ned what might be called a “high modernist” moment when sociological 
theory was attached to a collective project of disciplinary formation and was clearly 
demarcated from its “shadow,” social theory. This was a moment when it was 
believed that secure and consensual foundations for sociology could be established, 
distinguishing scientifi c from ideological or normative expressions. Increasingly 
since the 1950s, this idea of a foundational project has been under criticism and 
few have associated themselves with it, at least not in its Parsonian form. Yet, if its 
moment has passed, Parsons remains a signifi cant fi gure, such that it makes sense 
to refer to contemporary sociological theory as post-Parsonian. His work has 
remained as a critical reference point for many subsequent theorists. As Jürgen 
Habermas put it, “any theoretical work in sociology today that failed to take 
account of Talcott Parsons could not be taken seriously” (1981: 174). While, for 
Bryan Turner, the seemingly radical critiques that emerged in the 1960s and 1970s 
represented merely “shifts in theoretical dialect rather than fundamental changes in 
discourse” (1986: 200). More recently, however, as we shall see, some more fun-
damental changes of discourse can be discerned.

PROFESSIONAL ORDER AND DISORDERLY OTHERS

Parsons famously began his monumental work, The Structure of Social Action 
(1937), with the rhetorical question “Who now reads Spencer?” His intention was 
to indicate the nature of progress in science. Figures who once dominated the scene 
can fade away and what brings that about is evolution in the scientifi c fi eld itself, 
an evolution that is frequently marked by major shifts in its conceptualization. 
Parsons intended his own study also to inaugurate such a shift and to provide a set 
of analytic concepts – those associated with a theory of action – that would set 
sociology on the same footing as economics and psychology and would serve to 
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articulate the relations between the disciplines and their respective explanatory 
domains.

For Parsons, the most signifi cant problem facing sociology as a discipline in the 
USA was “empiricism” and a tendency to engage with pressing practical problems 
in an ad hoc rather than a systematic way. The latter would require their proper 
expression within the terms of a general theory. Parsons’s target was, in part, the 
American tradition of pragmatism and, while he shared some of their criticisms of 
laissez-faire economics, he felt that they introduced “sociological elements” into the 
application of economic theory in an “empiricist” way (Parsons 1935). In conse-
quence, sociology lacked systematic development and presented itself in the critical 
terms of “institutionalist economics” – what we might say today, in “heterodox” 
terms (Lawson 2003) – rather than as the complement of economic theory.

In contrast, European social thought was more engaged with theoretical issues, 
but tended to interpret these through the lens of ideological concerns, primarily 
those associated with the “social(ism) question.” For Parsons, however, this ques-
tion was essentially associated with early capitalism and, as capitalism matured, so 
the problems of its emergence receded to be replaced by new concerns. In this sense, 
Parsons was an early proponent of the “end of ideology” thesis, in the specifi c sense 
that he proposed the end of the ideological confl ict between rigid liberal individual-
ism (of the sort propounded by Spencer) and socialist collectivism (of the sort pro-
pounded by Marx) that had characterized nineteenth-century debates. Ma-
ture capitalism would confront problems of affl uence, rather than problems of 
scarcity.

His account in The Structure of Social Action of the “1890–1920 generation” of 
social theorists of economy and society – primarily, Durkheim, Weber, Pareto, and 
Marshall – saw it as a transitional generation presaging a synthesis that would be 
the basis of future scientifi c endeavors. This was also underpinned by a sociological 
analysis of the changing social context for sociology itself. It was a transitional 
generation, in part, because it was also located in a transition in the institutional 
development of capitalism. The particular authors were also selected because they 
bore upon the relation between sociology and economics, which was crucial to the 
emerging discipline and what Parsons saw as its necessary formation. According to 
Parsons, their writings converged on the perception of a necessary role for general 
theory and its form as a general theory of action beyond the limitations of utilitar-
ian, instrumental action. However, while they went beyond other work in the 
period, the full realization of their achievement was to be the systematic representa-
tion of the categories implicit in their work in a synthetic general frame of reference, 
and that achievement was to be Parsons’s own (Holmwood 1996).

Parsons remained true to this vision of social theory throughout his career. 
Indeed, from his earliest writings through to the publication of The Social System 
in 1951, which is where my chapter begins, he promoted it with great vigor, fre-
quently confl ating “the current state of sociological theory” or “its prospects” with 
the latest development of his own theory. At the same time, he was rising to promi-
nence in the profession and held the offi ce of President of the American Sociological 
Society (shortly to change its name to the American Sociological Association) in 
1949. His vision of sociological theory was accompanied by a vision of the corpo-
rate organization of sociology itself as a profession.
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In his presidential address, he set out recent developments in the evolution of his 
own theory as establishing the integration of the fi eld of sociology. In effect, he 
proposed that sociology was fi nally entering the phase of development presaged in 
The Structure of Social Action, in which the “pragmatic empiricism” of an earlier 
phase was giving way in recognition of the role of “general theory,” interpreted as 
“the theory of the social system in its sociologically relevant aspect” (1954 [1950]: 
5). General theory was argued to be important because problems of objectivity and 
value-bias are confronted by social scientists to a much higher degree than is the 
case for natural scientists, and there is a greater “problem of selection among an 
enormous number of variables” (1954 [1950]: 3). It would also help to insulate 
sociology from ideological infl uences and provide principles for the selection of 
research problems. It would also facilitate the cumulative development of knowledge 
insofar as the latter is “a function of the degree of generality of implications by 
which it is possible to relate fi ndings, interpretations, and hypotheses on different 
levels and in different specifi c empirical fi elds to each other” (1954 [1950]: 5). 
Finally, it provided “a common conceptual scheme which makes the work of dif-
ferent investigators in a specifi c sub-fi eld and those in different sub-fi elds commen-
surable” (1954 [1950]: 6).

Ten years later, in an article commissioned for discussion at the 1960 ASA con-
ference, Parsons was asked to consider “some problems confronting sociology as a 
profession” (1959). Here he suggested that the ideological pressures on sociology 
were greater than hitherto recognized and growing, even if capitalism had matured 
such to make the nineteenth century ideological confl ict over the “individualism–
socialism” dilemma increasingly redundant. Social structural changes to capitalism 
had made the sociological dimension of social problems more evident, but this also 
meant an increase in the popular consumption of sociology.

It is now a commonplace that sociological ideas can become part of everyday 
understandings under conditions of late modernity (Giddens 1991), but Parsons also 
identifi ed that “the term sociology is coming increasingly to be a central symbol in 
the popular ideological preoccupations of our time” (1959: 553). While the earlier 
ideological primacy of the “economic” found expression in terms of the problem 
of “productivity” versus “equality,” the ideological primacy of the “sociological” 
tends to be the problem of “conformity” (or, as it might now be put, the problem 
of “identity”). For Parsons. these “ideological preoccupations” tend to predominate 
in undergraduate teaching programs, where an earlier concern with “social prob-
lems” has given way to a more general intellectual preoccupation with the nature 
of society and its direction. In this context, Parsons believed the profession would 
come under increasing pressure from being more in the public eye: “it will be 
exposed to more distortion and misunderstanding than before” (1959: 559). It is a 
fundamental responsibility of the sociological profession, he argued, “to maintain 
high standards of scientifi c competence and objectivity” (1959: 559), though this 
must interpreted in a non-empiricist way.

This has been rather a lengthy introduction to set the scene for the irruption of 
new conceptions of the sociological task. Parsons’s career, that had waxed so bril-
liantly, rapidly began to wane, despite his continued prolifi c rate of publication until 
his death in 1979. Indeed, it is signifi cant that Parsons’s article on the pro-
blems facing the profession was written in the same year as C. Wright Mills’s The 
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Sociological Imagination (1959). The latter criticized the “grand theory” of Parsons, 
as well as arid, but technically sophisticated, “abstract empiricism,” in the name of 
a sociology engaged with “private troubles and public problems.” It might have 
been possible, initially, to dismiss Mills’s critique as a throwback to the “pragma-
tism” of an earlier period, but it soon became evident that a major shift in sensibility 
was under way.

What lay behind this shift, and grew in momentum, was the rise of new social 
movements to challenge the prevailing status quo, in particular the civil rights move-
ment in America and, waiting in the wings, second-wave feminism and the gay lib-
eration movement. Moreover, the USA – what Parsons (1966) called the new “lead 
society” – was embroiled in the Vietnam war and opposition to it was growing, 
while, in Europe, the events of 1968 seemed to be a dramatic harbinger of radical 
social change. It seemed that after a period of social conformity and conservatism 
in the 1950s, Western societies were entering a new “noisy ideological age” (Baltzell 
1972). Elsewhere, movements of independence from colonial rule were similarly 
bringing forth critical ideas and challenging “Eurocentric” conceptions of social 
theory, especially those with pretensions to universalism (Hall 1992).

To its critics, “positivist” (or “empiricist” – the terms were frequently used 
interchangeably) sociology had become obsessed with trivial issues when compared 
with those that had motivated “classical” social theory. Moreover, Parsons’s struc-
tural-functional theory of society seemed to offer no real alternative and, indeed, in 
the way in which it seemed to set the “system” over the “actor” (see chapter 5), 
came itself to be designated as a form of positivism. It was the major social theory 
of the time with pretensions to grasp large-scale social processes, yet it, too, seemed 
fundamentally fl awed. With its emphasis upon processes of social integration and 
the role of common values, it seemed too much a part of what had given way, too 
determined by the assumptions of an “end of ideology” and, therefore, ill equipped 
to give insight into the social confl ict and disorder which increasingly seemed so 
evident.

As a consequence of these radical critiques, sociology began to enter a crisis of 
self-confi dence, where its current offerings – even when gathered collectively – hardly 
seemed to fulfi ll the promise of progress and, indeed, looked insignifi cant when 
placed against those of its founding period. For many, the proponents of modern 
professional social science, far from dwarfi ng the achievements of the founding 
giants, had, it seems, subverted their undertakings and trivialized their concerns. As 
Wardell and Turner put it, “the ‘advantages of the division of labour’ of which 
Weber so casually speaks in ‘Science as a vocation’ gradually have evolved into a 
cage of iron” (1986: 16).

With these criticisms of the fruits of sociology came an attack upon the profes-
sional claims of sociologists. Rather than being the embodiment of neutral inquiry, 
or the disinterested mediation of competing public claims, professional sociology 
was increasingly seen to represent particular interests. In Germany, Habermas (1970 
[1968], 1989 [1962]) powerfully identifi ed the role of the social sciences in the 
decline of the public sphere. Habermas suggested that the idea of value-freedom 
was a covert commitment to values. This was not merely in the sense that value-
freedom entailed a commitment to the cognitive ideals of science, as Parsons clearly 
allowed. Habermas argued further that those cognitive ideals involve a commitment 
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to technical mastery and control which, when applied in social inquiry, gave rise to 
the “depoliticization” of the public sphere and, hence, meant that a sociology, so 
defi ned, would favor the status quo, whatever the formal commitment of its prac-
titioners to value-freedom.

In France, the work of Michel Foucault, with its Nietzschean conception of a 
“power–knowledge” nexus, was less directly engaged with sociological concerns, 
but it, too, came to have a major infl uence on social theory. Indeed, when Foucault 
(1970 [1966]) addressed epistemological issues it was precisely to identify the con-
ditions necessary for science and to identify the emergence of three proper human 
sciences associated with the “quasi-transcendentals” of labor, life, and language. 
This, in turn, entailed a critique of “humanisms,” which do not achieve the status 
of sciences, that is, forms of inquiry that fail to defi ne objects of study separate 
from the social practices that produce and reproduce them. In other words, “bour-
geois sociology” was condemned to a non-scientifi c status, or to (ideological) 
“discourse.” Alain Touraine (1973 [1969]), for his part, identifi ed the emergence 
of a new post-industrial society, not with the end of ideology, but with the emer-
gence of new collective actors associated with role of knowledge. While old collec-
tive actors, such as the proletariat, had become absorbed to the system, and 
sociology itself had come to refl ect the “point of view of the system,” new social 
movements offered the possibility of a different point of view, that of historicity 
and change (Touraine 1977 [1973]), and sociologists might identify themselves as 
the “eye” and the “voice” of such movements and their transformative possibilities 
(Touraine 1981 [1978]).

For many North American sociologists, however, it was Alvin Gouldner’s Coming 
Crisis of Western Sociology (1970) that was the culmination of the criticisms and 
their defi nitive statement. Sociologists, he argued, had “swallowed” – indeed, had 
helped to form – the “ideology” by which the professions sought to promote their 
own private interests at the cost of the interests of their clients or a wider public. 
Yet, as Parsons had observed, sociologists themselves were professionals, espousing 
the cognitive claims of science, objectivity, and a broad social utility. At best, the 
disinterested inquiries of “professional positivism” seemed irrelevant to the pressing 
social and political issues, but Gouldner’s criticism was yet more severe. Professional 
sociology was partisan and not just in the sense of implicitly supporting the status 
quo. It was, Gouldner argued, part of the modern “military–industrial–welfare 
complex,” sponsored by government agencies, including the military, on an increas-
ingly large scale. Sociology had become absorbed into the management of the 
advanced state, and had become part of the apparatus of social control.

All these social theorists looked to building connections between sociology and 
wider communities of interest outside the academy. Sociology must necessarily 
engage not simply with issues of public relevance, but with new publics. From now 
on, it would be possible to see that a sociology that had emerged as a separate dis-
cipline from within a more broadly engaged social theory (Heilbron 1995) could 
not be sustained independently of it. Sociology was seen to be inextricably bound 
up with social theory, and it was precisely the latter that had a diminished role in 
Parsons’s approach. Indeed, the role of social theory as means of expressing the 
public signifi cance of sociology to diverse audiences is evident in Michael Burawoy’s 
(2005) presidential address, “For Public Sociology.” It covers the same themes as 
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Parsons’s own address (1954 [1950]), but it represents a wholly different sensibility, 
one deeply informed by Mills and Gouldner.

FROM PARSONS TO MARX (AND OTHERS) AND BACK AGAIN

With this shift in sensibilities in the 1970s, it appeared that Parsons’s moment had 
indeed irrevocably passed. His own epigram at the start of The Structure of Social 
Action returned to haunt him: “Who now reads Parsons?” And yet, ironically, this 
proved to be false; if many purported to disagree fundamentally with him, many 
more now read him, and especially those working within the European tradition of 
social theory. When The Structure of Social Action was fi rst published it was in an 
edition of less than 500. Reviewers of the book thought it powerful, but distinctly 
odd, for it was neither straightforwardly history of sociology, nor exposition of 
systematic theory (House 1939; Kirkpatrick 1938; Wirth 1939). Moreover, it pur-
ported to be a systematic study of the concept of social action in sociology, yet it 
neglected to mention the American tradition of pragmatism. This tradition had a 
developed theory of action and had gone on to infl uence symbolic interactionism, 
a movement that had come to be seen to provide an alternative conceptualization 
of action to that of Parsons (see chapter 10).

The Structure of Social Action was fi rst published in a paperback edition in 1967 
at the height of criticisms directed at The Social System, which had led to a reap-
praisal of the earlier volume. Paradoxically, engagement with its convergence thesis 
served also to establish the very mode of sociological argument that earlier critics 
had found puzzling, where foundations of sociological theory are to be sought in a 
critical exegesis of selected sociological classics rather than in substantive engage-
ment with the social world. Thus, major critics of the 1960s and 1970s, such as 
Lockwood (1992) and Habermas (1984 [1981], 1987 [1981]), went on to produce 
their own interpretations of the classics and, through that, to propose a reordering 
of the fi eld. The trend has continued since then with notable contributions to the 
genre from Alexander (1982a, 1982b, 1983, 1984), Münch (1987), and Joas (1996 
[1992]), among others.

For many commentators, the primary failure of the book was its lack of engage-
ment with the “pessimistic” side of European thought, especially Marx and Freud. 
Indeed, each of these writers was conspicuous by his absence, while Freud, at least, 
might have been considered a member of the 1890–1920 generation, albeit one 
active until 1939. Parsons had repaired this omission in a series of articles on the 
personality and its relation to the social system (Parsons 1964b). Although Parsons 
found Freud’s distinction between the id, ego, and super-ego, to be useful, they were 
put at the service of a theory of integration. As Dennis Wrong (1959) argued, 
Parsons presented an “over-socialized” view of the human personality. There can 
be little doubt that Parsons seriously downplayed the tensions between the three 
“elements” of personality, but he also neglected the tensions between the complexity 
of a modern social system (or civilization) and the needs of the personality found 
in Freud’s later cultural criticism (Freud 1961 [1930]). The latter was something 
taken up by Philip Rieff (1959), demonstrating that the criticism of Parsons’s 
essentially optimistic account of modern life was not restricted to the “cultural left” 
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that was to grow in infl uence during the 1960s, allying Freud with Marx (see 
Marcuse 1955).

Marx was also seen to have contributed to those areas where Parsons’s theory 
was perceived as defi cient, that is, to power, confl ict, contradiction, and change. 
Yet, on closer examination, this response also frequently conceded the same point 
that Parsons (1949) had made, and that had led to his dismissal of Marx, namely, 
that Weber incorporated the important insights of Marx, but did so in a way more 
appropriate to the development of systematic sociological theory (Habermas 1987 
[1981]; Lockwood 1964; Rex 1961). Not the least of the reasons for this preference 
for a Weber-infl ected version of Marx is that Parsons was seen to have shifted from 
an action frame of reference to a systems approach in which “external structures” 
dominated over actors. Weber, for his part, was seen to be the superior to Marx, 
just insofar as he addressed action as a fundamental category of social theory. At 
the same time, he seemed to share Marx’s concern with power and social change.

None of this is to deny the importance of more orthodox Marxist, approaches, 
to which I shall return after briefl y tracing the convergence with Parsons in Lock-
wood and Habermas. Lockwood’s critique of Parsons emerged in the context of the 
confl ict theory espoused by Dahrendorf (1958) and Rex (1961), which identifi ed a 
separate confl ict approach to be set alongside Parsons’s consensus model of society, 
regarding each to be “polar theoretical cases.” These criticisms were resonant, but 
they were unstable. It was diffi cult to argue issues of confl ict and consensus should 
be kept apart theoretically when it was also argued that most empirical cases lay 
between the two poles. Rather than proposing two separate models of confl ict and 
consensus, Lockwood (1964) argued that it was necessary to consider the question 
of cooperation, confl ict, and social change in terms of two distinct, but interrelated, 
sets of processes. One set concerned normative processes of social integration, the 
other concerned material processes of system integration. The problem with Par-
sons’s model, for Lockwood, was that he confl ated the two and emphasized the 
mutual compatibility of both sets of processes, with the normative having priority 
in a cybernetic hierarchy. The issue for Lockwood was be more aware of contradic-
tions within a system and how they break through to the level of social integration 
to bring about potentiality for change.

Lockwood’s article was highly infl uential. However, it was not clear what he 
thought should follow from his analysis. He used Marx’s account of the contradic-
tion between forces and relations of production in capitalism as an example of a 
problem at the level of system integration, but he did not fully endorse the example 
as one that was correct in its own terms. Its purpose was to show a type of socio-
logical argument that was outside the confi nes of Parsons’s own account. However, 
the example could be turned around. If Marx were correct in his analysis of a system 
contradiction inherent to capitalism, its consequences had yet to be realized. It 
would seem that the weakness of Marx’s approach was to be insuffi ciently aware 
of how contradictions at the level of the system could be contained by processes of 
social integration.

If Marx potentially provided the answer to the problems of Parsons’s analysis, 
the latter could be seen to contain the answer to the problems in that of Marx, 
though the parallel was not usually posed so starkly (Holmwood 1996). Signifi -
cantly, Habermas reversed the emphasis found in Lockwood, arguing that Parsons 
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and Marx, alike, overemphasized the dimension of the system to the neglect of that 
of social integration (or, as he termed it, the lifeworld). Thus, Habermas (1981) 
argued that what was missing in Parsons was precisely what other critics found to 
be overemphasized, namely the normative dimensions of culture and the lifeworld. 
This was a useful corrective to Marx, too. Unsurprisingly perhaps, Habermas’s 
general theory of communicative action ended up with a conception of coordinating 
mechanisms of action that is remarkably similar to that of Parsons. As greater gen-
erality of analysis was achieved, so the substance of Marx’s critique of capitalism 
fell away in the name of “society in general” and with that the specifi c substance 
of contradiction. Habermas writes that, “naturally even the simplest action systems 
cannot function without a certain amount of generalized action assumptions. 
Every society has to face the basic problem of coordinating action: how does ego 
get alter to continue action in the desired way? How does he avoid confl icts that 
interrupt the sequence of action?” (1987 [1981]: 179). This is the problem of order, 
no less.

Similar developments are found in more orthodox Marxist approaches that also 
emerged in the 1960s, such as that of Althusser (1969 [1962]). The substantial 
problem for any Marxist is to explain why capitalist development has not followed 
the path laid out by Marx. Given that the aim is to conserve the Marxist concept 
of the (economic) mode of production, the issue quickly became the identifi cation 
of factors additional to the economic that operate interdependently with it, but also 
independently of it; that is, relatively autonomously. The outcome is similar to that 
found in Lockwood and Habermas. Supposedly contradictory processes of the eco-
nomic can be annulled by the countervailing operation of the political and the ideo-
logical. What remains is a scheme of less generality than that proposed by Parsons, 
but mirroring its features. To be sure, the “overdetermined” totality emphasized by 
structuralist Marxists, is held to be different from the “expressive” totality found 
in Parsons. In truth, the “overdetermined totality” is simply an expression of a 
totality underdetermined by the economic, where “the lonely hour of the last 
instance [of the economic] never comes” (Althusser 1969 [1962]: 113). The role of 
contradiction in the production of change is fundamentally diminished.

In fact, the development in this critical strand of Marx-inspired theory mirrored 
developments in Parsons’s own theory. He applied his theory to the evolutionary 
development of societies to identify stages in development through “primitive,” 
“intermediate,” and “modern” forms (Parsons 1964a, 1966). The critical develop-
ments for the emergence of modernity were the conjunction of administrative 
bureaucracy, the expansion of money and markets, and universalized norms and 
democratic association. Moreover, given that stratifi cation was an “evolutionary 
universal” associated with the rise of intermediate societies, the critique of stratifi ca-
tion in radical left-wing thought presaged structural de-differentiation, or the domi-
nance of collectivist political structures over democratic associations and markets 
as occurred in Soviet-type societies. Evolution culminated in modernity, and the 
USA had become the “new lead society” (Parsons 1966).

Parsons’s account was highly schematic and theoretically derived, but it gave rise 
to important empirical studies of the most signifi cant transitions he had identifi ed. 
Seymour Martin Lipset (1960), for example, examined the conditions of democratic 
associations and the relation between democracy and modernity. He also took issue 
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with Parsons’s simple account of the signifi cance of the US by examining its status 
as “exception” (Lipset 1963). Shmuel Eisenstadt, for his part, provided a compara-
tive historical and sociological account of “intermediate societies” in his study of 
the Political Systems of Empires (1963) in which different paths to modernity (and 
different forms of modernity itself) were identifi ed. However, it was not until the 
collapse of communism in the late 1980s that the subtlety of Eisenstadt’s earlier 
work was recognized and he became the doyen of a new approach to “multiple 
modernities” (Eisenstadt 2000) in which a Parsonian approach to structural differ-
entiation was proposed, albeit infl ected through a Weberian sensibility for the para-
doxes of modernity.

Other critics, more directly inspired by Weber, had begun their critiques of 
Parsons from the concept of action. In the development of his scheme, Parsons had 
seemed to move from action to system (or structure). “Action” is represented ana-
lytically in the reproduction of (perfectly integrated) systems where it is specifi ed as 
conformity, or it is identifi ed as concrete deviance, unlocated in systems. What 
seemed to be missing is a suffi ciently rich concept of action, one derived from the 
interpretive tradition inaugurated by Weber. Giddens expresses the problem well, 
“there is no action in Parsons’ ‘action frame of reference’, only behaviour which is 
propelled by need-dispositions or role expectations. The stage is set, but the actors 
only perform according to scripts which have been written out for them” (1976: 
16). The implication of the critique is that Parsons had adopted a behaviorist con-
ception of action, where external factors dominate, whether these are conceived 
instrumentally (as rational calculations of “environmental” constraints, including 
other actors) or normatively (as need dispositions).1 Giddens allows that external 
factors are important; the interpretive tradition is also to be criticized for its inade-
quate treatment of structure. A dualism of structure and action is found in Parsons 
and the interpretive tradition alike, with “creative action” a residual category (devi-
ance) in the former and “structure” a residual category in the latter.

Giddens proposed a theory of structuration to replace a dualism of structure and 
action with a concept of “duality,” which will explain “how it comes about that 
structures are constituted through action, and reciprocally how actions is consti-
tuted structurally” (1976: 161). Yet the development of his scheme moved quickly 
to a position where a dualism appears between two points of view, one the “struc-
tural” point of view, where “strategic action” is bracketed, the other the point of 
view of “strategic action” where “structure” is bracketed. Systematic sociological 
theory – structuration theory – is associated with the development of the structural 
point of view and is expressed in a manner very similar to that of Parsons: Giddens 
writes that “what from the structural point of view – where strategic conduct is 
bracketed – appears as a normatively co-ordinated legitimate order, in which rights 
and obligations are merely two aspects of norms, from the point of view of strategic 
conduct represents claims whose realisation is contingent upon the successful mobi-
lization of obligations through the medium of the responses of other actors” (1979: 
86).2

At best, the differences among schemes hinge around particular theoretical 
expressions and emphases. Does the scheme manifest duality or dualism? Margaret 
Archer (1988) prefers a dualistic scheme that retains the distinction between “struc-
ture” and “agency” in contrast to its “confl ation” in Giddens. Yet Giddens does 
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produce a dualism of the form advocated by Archer, at the same time as he empha-
sizes duality. The dualisms promoted by Archer have the same distinctions among 
levels of personality, social interaction, and culture that are also found in Giddens 
(and in Habermas, too). Similarly, Pierre Bourdieu (1977 [1972]) distinguishes 
between a “logic of structures” and “practices.” Structures bear upon practices and 
are reproduced through them, but there is a residue to practices that is to be under-
stood independently of structures. While Bourdieu, unlike Parsons or Giddens, 
produced a series of major empirical studies of lasting value, his attempt to derive 
a set of formal concepts gave rise to similar problems.

In all the schemes, the issue is that structures are perceived as self-reproducing 
while agency is understood also to include the possibility of their transformation. 
This is a problem that has beset general theory over the last generations. Touraine, 
for example, identifi ed functional processes that serve to maintain systems, along-
side action which can produce transformative social change. Similarly, Alberoni 
(1984) wrote of a dialectic between “institution” and “movement.” In each case, 
what is identifi ed are processes toward self-reproduction, alongside the possibility 
of transformative social change identifi ed with some form of creative agency that 
resists capture to structural processes. More recently, this has been expressed in 
Hans Joas’s (1996 [1992]) articulation of a theory of creative action that will over-
come problems of normative action in Parsons. Yet he also endorses “structural 
differentiation” as an appropriate object of sociological concern, one that is ade-
quately formulated in Giddens’s structuration theory (notwithstanding its similarity 
to the functionalist scheme of Parsons). Whether or not differentiation is extended 
or reduced is an empirical matter that is contingent upon action.

Indeed, it is even possible to interpret Foucault’s incorporation into sociological 
discourses in this way. His arguments about power have been recommended as 
transcending the limitations of other approaches (Flyvbjerg 2001; Hindess 1996). 
He is commended for recognizing that power is positive and productive and cannot 
be assigned simply to relations of superordination and subordination. At best, 
however, this would be a critique of those approaches to power that seem to associ-
ate it necessarily with confl ict and the opposition of interests, and a confi rmation, 
at least, of one strand of Parsons’s general theory. Quite simply, what Foucault 
proposes is a version of the latter’s understanding of the “system” as the joint 
capacity of the collectivity, where its realization has to occur in the activities it 
governs and, therefore, against potential deviance (or, as Foucault would term it, 
resistance). What is distinctive in Foucault is the “valorization” of deviance and 
transgressive projects. Where Parsons identifi es with the “system,” Foucault identi-
fi es with “resistance,” just as Giddens lays stress on “strategic action.”

Perhaps the most rigorous attempt to develop a systems approach that would 
avoid the problem of an emergent dualism of structure and agency is that by the 
German sociologist and student of Parsons, Niklas Luhmann, though, by that token, 
most critics regard its rejection of a theory of action to be precisely what is most 
problematic.3 He used the concept of autopoiesis (coined by Chilean biologists 
Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela to describe the self-regulation of living 
systems) to develop a constructivist, or self-referential, account of systems (Luhmann 
1995 [1984]). Unlike Habermas, with whom he was engaged in debate, Luhmann 
argued that the structure/agency, system/lifeworld divisions were false ones. The 



48 john holmwood

divisions can be appropriately confl ated within a systems theory based on the com-
municative coupling of actors and systems. Communication among systems, not 
actors, should be the core concept of sociology; modern societies, or social systems, 
are too complex to be reducible to actors’ reasons for acting, which can be many. 
According to Luhmann, autopoietic social systems construct themselves self-refer-
entially as social relationships made up of differentiated sub-systems. These sub-
systems interact, but have their own relatively autonomous logics, and are not 
limited by a pre-given set of functions.

Differentiation increases communication and the scale and complexity of society. 
Luhmann argues that this form of system theory avoids the priority given to integra-
tion in the Parsonian scheme. His theory is not about the re-establishment of equi-
librium in the face of contingent disturbances from the environment, but about the 
renewal of system elements; all elements must pass away in time, and reproduction 
is a matter of “dynamic stability.” Disintegration and reproduction are intertwined: 
“systems with temporalized complexity depend on constant disintegration. Continu-
ous disintegration creates, as it were, a place and a need for succeeding elements; 
it is a necessary, contributing cause of reproduction” (1995 [1984]: 48).

Unsurprisingly, given the way in which these different theoretical arguments have 
echoed many of the themes found in Parsons, even if it is the counter-melody that 
has prominence, some have seen in this the basis for a new synthesis or syntheses 
(Ritzer 1990). Prominent among these is Jeffrey Alexander’s argument for a higher 
level of metatheoretical resolution than that achieved by Parsons. According to him 
(Alexander 1988), there is a “new theoretical movement” that, after the clamor of 
the 1970s and 1980s, is converging upon the categories of a genuinely multidimen-
sional theory. Sociological analysis, for Alexander, necessarily presupposes catego-
ries of “action” and “order” and these are further distinguished in terms of the role 
of rational and non-rational aspects of action, and material and ideal elements of 
order.

Alexander (1984) suggests that Parsons had developed the elements of a satisfac-
tory “multidimensional” scheme, but that, for much of its subsequent development, 
his solution remained caught up in his statement of the problem. In consequence, 
critics were right to identify weaknesses, but in taking the “partiality” of their criti-
cisms as establishing a new way forward, these led to a series of approaches that 
are also unbalanced. Alexander, then, also presents a new version of Parsons’s 
original convergence thesis, one that is now applied both to him and to his critics. 
Within each of the proposed successor paradigms, there is a convergence on syn-
thetic theory. However, recognition of this requires an understanding of the role of 
metatheory in the social sciences. Unlike the natural sciences, the social sciences are 
characterized by “discourse” as well as “explanation.” In consequence, the social 
sciences will not be unifi ed by the rigorous application of method as the positivists 
had supposed, but by the presuppositions that govern discourse. As Alexander 
puts it, “generalized discourse is central and theory is inherently multivalent” 
(1988: 80).

Although this makes controversy endemic in the social sciences, because every 
social scientifi c statement has to be justifi ed by reference to general principles, this 
opens up a domain in which those general principles can be thematized. In effect, 
Alexander suggests that the different one-dimensional paradigms have each stretched 
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beyond their self-conscious limitation to identify the role of factors additional to 
their own self-conscious justifi cation – for example, agency within structuralist 
approaches and vice versa, value-rational action within rational actor approaches, 
and so on. The “new theoretical movement,” then, is represented by attempts to 
achieve different kinds of synthesis beyond the separate paradigms. Post-Parsonian 
theory is brought centre-stage in this movement precisely because, according to 
Alexander, this is how Parsons had conceived of general theory. In this perspective, 
the fundamental discourse of sociological theory is little changed since Parsons. As 
Turner commented, “Parsonian sociology is the dominant episteme  .  .  .  and the 
promise of a new domain of concepts is yet to be realised” (1986: 200).

OUTSIDE THE LOOP?

If Alexander is correct, no new domain of concepts could be realized. Yet there is 
something hubristic about his claim. On the one hand, he recognizes that the domi-
nant view of sociological theory is that it is fragmented and that this has reinforced 
postmodern claims that disciplinary consensus is impossible (not to mention suspect). 
Although he argues that this is relativistic and nihilistic (Alexander 1995a), the fact 
that he would prefer it not to be so could not be suffi cient to establish that it is not 
so. On the other hand, there are those who accept methodological strictures as a 
constraint on inquires, but do not accept his theoretical logic as appropriate. I shall 
discuss the latter set of arguments in this section of the article, before turning to 
more fundamental criticisms in the fi nal section.

Perhaps the two most signifi cant currents of sociological theory to challenge the 
claims of a generalized action frame of reference are those associated with rational 
actor theory (or “exchange theory,” as it was initially termed) and those from within 
the “interpretivist tradition,” symbolic interactionism and ethnomethodology. The 
former argued for an analytical framework of rational action common to economics, 
sociology, and political science as the building blocks of explanatory theory. The 
latter eschewed Parsons’s theoretical abstractions, while also criticizing the abstrac-
tion of “rational actors” from contexts of interaction.

In an infl uential article, “Bringing Men Back In,” George Homans (1964) 
expressed the common concern that there was a problem of action in the Parsonian 
action frame of reference, but he was equally scathing about his idea of theory. 
Where Parsons had challenged the dominant conception of scientifi c explanation, 
namely the “hypothetic-deductive” or “covering law” model of explanation, Homans 
responded that Parsons was not offering a theory – that is, something that can be 
empirically specifi ed and tested – but a mere orienting framework. In addition, 
although Parsons identifi ed processes of systems that depend upon individual action, 
he seemed to ignore any explanation of why individuals act in the way that the 
theory sets out. The only way this can be done, Homans argued, is through the 
direct examination of social interaction in terms of real, concrete individuals, their 
dispositions, motives, and calculations, and not in terms of abstracted roles of a 
generalized social system. These attributes of individuals can be derived from the 
studies of economists and psychologists and can be given a general axiomatic form 
to be applied to the fi eld of sociology. In essence, then, Homans’s critique was a 
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powerful restatement of the utilitarian and methodologically individualist position 
that Parsons had criticized and so, in turn, it attracted the standard sociological 
criticism of the utilitarian conception of action derived from Parsons (see Turk and 
Simpson 1971).

Peter Blau (1964) acknowledged the criticism that exchange theory was fre-
quently narrowly utilitarian, and sought to elaborate normative principles of reci-
procity and justice alongside instrumental rationality and marginal utility in order 
to understand both confl ict and integration within social relationships. Randall 
Collins (1975), for his part, accepted Homans’s conception of theory and explana-
tion and, connecting it to Weber, set out to produce a compilation of causal prin-
ciples that would constitute “confl ict sociology” as an explanatory science, though 
the number of such principles that he would regard as satisfactorily established 
would diminish dramatically over time (Collins 1989).4

However, perhaps the most ambitious of developments within rational actor 
theory was that by James Coleman, who built upon his early criticism of Parsons 
(Coleman 1971) to produce at the end of his career a major treatise of social theory 
that set out rational actor foundations of social theory (Coleman 1991). This sought 
to develop the explanatory theory proposed by Homans and to present it in math-
ematical form. It also set out a much more subtle critique of theories of systems. 
For Coleman, the object of sociological interest is indeed social systems, but this 
must be approached from a methodological perspective of individualism precisely 
because the data collected by social scientists are data about individuals, their 
behavior and their opinions. Social systems cannot be observed, only inferred. In 
this situation, the risk, according to Coleman, is a split between theory and research: 
“social theory continues to be about the functioning of social systems of behaviour, 
but empirical research is often concerned with explaining empirical behaviour” 
(1991: 1).

Although concrete social systems are what sociologists want to explain, Coleman 
argued that they are not best approached via an analytical theory of systems, con-
ceived as perfectly integrated. Rather, it is rational actor theory that offers the best 
means with which to construct an explanatory theory that is directly supported by 
empirical evidence. For example, while trust may be important in maintaining stable 
social relationships, as Parsons argued, it is vulnerable to actors defaulting upon it 
and so, rather than constructing an analytical theory that makes trust a central 
presupposition of social order, it would be better to examine the different circum-
stances that serve to sustain or undermine it. This will be facilitated by the use of 
models that describe dilemmas that rational actors face in behaving altruistically 
when confronted with the possibility that other actors may default or free-ride.

Over the years, the dispute between functionalist action theory and rational 
choice theory has been a continuous feature of sociological debates. For many critics 
of rational actor models, then, even if they do not endorse his fi nal scheme, Parsons 
provided the defi nitive critique of the utilitarian concept of action on which the 
models are based (Gould 1989; Lockwood 1992; Scott 1995). Although there are 
strong advocates of rational actor approaches (see chapter 9), there is considerable 
suspicion among many sociologists that it is a reductionist position that misrepre-
sents the specifi city of social action. Moreover, it has had little resonance within 
the wider fi eld of social theory, as a consequence of its embrace of a scientifi c model 
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of explanation. The dominant view is that the emphasis upon rational, self-inter-
ested actors is too narrow, lacking a suffi ciently strong concept of the refl exive 
actor who self-monitors his or her preferences (Bohman 1991). Notwithstanding 
Blau’s attempt to do so, it cannot adequately account for social conventions and 
norms which seem to be constitutive of action, rather than being simply their 
outcome.

Within the interpretive tradition of sociology, there has also been a critique of 
highly generalized theories of both action and system. Where Homans emphasized 
the requirements of sociology as a science of observable behavior, Alfred Schutz 
emphatically endorsed Parsons’s concern with action as necessarily a subjective 
phenomenon, something that had meaning to actors and that must be addressed in 
those terms. Action, for Schutz, was to be distinguished from mere behavior by 
virtue of it being “determined by a project which precedes it in time” (1978 [1940]: 
33). However, the “meaning” of this “project” is not straightforward and varies 
with the moment at which refl ection is occurring (for example, whether during or 
after its completion), or, given that refl ection is not a continuous feature of acting, 
according to what has prompted it.

Once the process by which actors come to be self-conscious about their actions 
and the “typifi cations” they use to characterize their own actions and those of others 
is understood, we can ground social scientifi c representations of action and, at the 
same time, understand “objectivity” as a special kind of “third party” understand-
ing. However, while categories grounded in subjective meanings of actors are the 
appropriate basis of sociological theories, they are “fi ctions” from the point of view 
of a phenomenology of concrete action and the risk is that they can become detached 
from what ultimately gives them meaning. Parsons’s elaborated theory of social 
systems and sub-systems stands as a warning about this problem of a possible reifi -
cation of categories. In Schutz’s view, his failure to carry through a phenomenologi-
cal analysis of the categories of his action frame of reference gave rise to a kind of 
residual, “objectivist” bias, evident in the way in which systems came to be seen as 
having priority over actors.

Schutz’s arguments were taken up by symbolic interactionists (see chapter 10) 
and by ethnomethodologists (see chapter 8). Each took to heart the arguments 
against an analytical general theory of systems. The former – for example, Becker 
(1963) and Goffman (1959) – developed an argument similar to that of Coleman, 
albeit one that also criticized the abstraction of individual actors from their contexts 
of action, such as occurs within rational actor approaches. What existed concretely 
was networks, or systems, of interaction, and interaction should be understood in 
terms of negotiated meanings. Signifi cantly, given the way in which Parsons’s theory 
had seemed to devolve into a statement of a general system realized in circumstances 
of potential deviance by individual actors, “deviance” was a major focus of interest 
for symbolic interactionists. For example, juvenile delinquency was examined from 
the point of view of how deviant behavior was labeled as such, and who had the 
power to make their label stick (Lemert 1951). “Deviance” was a complex phenom-
enon of social interaction, poorly represented in terms of socialized need disposi-
tions and systems of collective sanctions. Howard Becker (1953) developed this 
position further to show that “socialization” – for example, into becoming a mari-
juana user – was an ongoing process of interaction in which “deviant” roles were 
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not simply a matter of defi nition by powerful others, but were also sustained by 
interaction processes within the sub-group.

In a series of landmark studies, Goffman utilized a dramaturgical analogy, which 
also showed the complexity of “interaction orders” across a range of phenomena, 
from “total institutions” (1961) to “fl eeting” interactions, such as running a suc-
cessful con (1952). Here actors perform for each other on a stage, engage in the 
management of impressions as well as the pursuit of strategic ends, and go “back-
stage” to adjust their performances. While Goffman was much more concerned with 
a bravura ethnographic performance than with the systematic development of the 
theoretical implications of his studies (but see Goffman 1974), it was not diffi cult 
for others to draw out the implications. It was the very sociability of social interac-
tion that was lost in generalized theories of social action. At the same time, the 
representation of action in rational actor models was equally defi cient; the “free-
rider” is no simple self-interested actor, but also has to be socially aware and 
manage breaches of trust with their requirement of “cooling the mark out.”

The post-Parsonian response, perhaps unsurprisingly, was to suggest that these 
studies were concerned with the micro-foundations of social life, but there was also 
a signifi cant domain of social life that was missing, namely the macro-sociology of 
institutions and their interrelationships. As Alexander and Giesen (1987) put it, if 
macro-sociology had micro-foundations, their interrelationship would require theo-
retical expression. However, it was precisely this kind of easy claim of complemen-
tarity that was challenged by the ethnomethodological approach developed by 
Garfi nkel and his colleagues (Garfi nkel 1967; Garfi nkel and Sacks 1970). Garfi nkel 
was a former student and research associate of Parsons, but he was also infl uenced 
by Schutz. He became interested in order not as a theoretical assumption, but as a 
practical and contingent achievement of actors. He came to identify a fundamental 
disjunction between the two concerns. In order to construct its theoretical models, 
sociology had to make assumptions about the rationality of actors. “Man-in-
sociologists-society,” as Garfi nkel (1967: 68) put it, was assumed to be a “cultural 
dope,” that is, assumed to have the “dope” about society and to be equipped with 
the knowledge and motivations necessary to reproduce it. In this way, sociology 
used as a “resource” (or unexamined assumption) for its inquiries, what ought to 
be its “topic,” namely rationality as a practical accomplishment. Macro-sociology 
could not be built on micro-foundations, because those were shifting sands. Ulti-
mately, Garfi nkel and Sacks (1970) convinced themselves of the incoherence of the 
sociological project and declared themselves “ethnomethodologically indifferent” 
to it.

BEYOND GENERAL THEORY?

The foregoing reveals deep tensions in sociological theory. On the one hand, it is 
possible to argue, as do Alexander (1988) and Ritzer (1990), that there are areas 
of complementarity between different positions such that some kind of synthesis 
might be achieved. On the other hand, the different positions also seem to be making 
mutually contradictory claims that make any argument for synthesis appear 
facile.
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There is also the potential problem that synthesis appears to be achieved only by 
increased abstraction from more immediate issues of explanation. Very often this 
move is justifi ed by arguing for the “relative autonomy” of theory and refl ection 
on the fact that, over the period, a dominant positivist model of explanation has 
given way in the face of the rise of post-positivist philosophies of science (see 
chapter 3). However, the latter understand the historical development of the 
natural sciences in terms of the paradigmatic reconstruction of their objects and 
theoretical categories. If this is accepted, it must also call into question any foun-
dational representation of science, precisely because the sciences reconstruct their 
“foundations” in their development. The claim for post-Parsonian, or synthetic, 
general theory in sociology is, however, a claim for metatheoretical foundations, 
namely for categories of action and order that are the condition of sociological 
inquiries and not at issue in those inquiries.

This, in turn, gives rise to a rather odd position and a contrast between natural 
and social science. In the former, differences in approach are regarded as problems 
to be solved in the practical activities of science through which its capacities are 
advanced. In the social sciences, it is argued that engagement with practical issues 
of explanation will not produce the temporary and provisional agreements found 
in the natural sciences, where foundational agreement is unnecessary. However, 
precisely because the social world provides a weak constraint on explanations, 
foundational argument is necessary; sociology, it is argued, can cohere by “dis-
course” rather than “explanation.” Thus, Alexander writes, “it is precisely the per-
spectival quality of social science that makes its own version of foundationalism, 
its more or less continuous strain of general theorizing, so necessary and often so 
compelling. It is natural science that does not exhibit foundationalism, for the very 
reason that its access to external truth has become increasingly secure. Commensu-
rability and realism delegitimate foundationalism, not increase its plausibility” 
(1995b: 123). In the absence of a “mirror of society,” society is to be under-
stood in the “mirror of theory,” but what seems to be refl ected is theoretical 
contradiction!

Indeed, in practice, the “foundational” character of “discourse” looks much less 
like the provision of a general framework for the collective activities of sociology, 
and much more like its individuation. I began this essay with a discussion of Par-
sons’s presidential address to the ASA. Unsurprisingly, given his general orientation, 
he perceived sociology to be a collective undertaking and theory to be its expression. 
However, increasingly, social theory is understood in terms of the contributions of 
individual theorists. As Wolfe (1992) puts it, “strong theory” has given way to 
“strong theorists.” Put another way, sociological theory has given way to social 
theory.

Wolfe does not lament the situation, but it is surely unstable. After all, there is 
something paradoxical about any theorist’s claims to unify the fi eld through a new 
synthesis, only for another theorist to respond with a counterclaim for a different 
synthesis. If “recognition” is not to be constrained by the production of agreement, 
but by the coining of new categories and the sharp differentiation of a position from 
another one close to it in conception, then the idea of a general framework for 
sociological theory looks increasingly strained (and itself just another position 
among competing positions).
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In this context, Alexander’s account of foundational “discourse” is, at best, a set 
of categories by which different traditions can be located and their differences 
expressed. Yet these different “traditions” have their own sets of problems and 
develop in relation to those problems. Why should we suppose that generalized 
discourse has any particular role, in contrast to specifi c problems at issue in the 
intersection of different traditions? For example, it would be relatively easy to 
demonstrate that debates in the area of social inequality conducted among Weberi-
ans, Marxists, feminists, and others have produced transformations in understand-
ings of inequalities, even if those transformations are not captured in general 
categories.

In fact, from the perspective of the “universal” claims of general theory, we might 
say that the theoretical achievements of sociology are more “provincial.” I use the 
term advisedly, to capture something more than the more localized nature of prob-
lems that enables engagement across different traditions and allows development in 
each. The claim of general theory was also to insulate sociology from ideological 
“distortion.” Yet I have shown that one of the signifi cant developments in social 
theory has been the recognition of the importance of extra-academic infl uences, even 
if a dominant trope has also been to convert that back into the form of general 
theory. Indeed, one signifi cant recent development has been a return to pragmatist 
thinking (Baert 2005; Rorty 1992).

My survey of post-Parsonian sociological theory has also been defi cient precisely 
insofar as it has not engaged with forms of “theoretical community” where the 
contribution has been “collective” but not “professional” in the way that Parsons 
understood. For example, feminism has made one of the most substantial contribu-
tions to social theory over the last decades, and it has also transformed research 
agendas across all the sub-fi elds of sociology producing signifi cantly new knowledge 
about the gendered nature of a range of social phenomena. Yet this substantial 
contribution apparently leaves general “discourse” untouched (see Sayer 2000). 
Moreover, feminism must be understood as formed in relation to ideological con-
cerns, yet these seem not have been an obstacle to knowledge production, but pre-
cisely what has encouraged mutual engagement, both among feminists and between 
feminists and those they have wished to challenge.

In this way, recognition of the “particularism” inherent in all forms of knowledge 
claims need not be regarded as giving rise to the “dangerous” and debilitating rela-
tivism that Alexander fears. If the example of feminism is correct, rather than being 
the obstacle to critical engagement, “particularism” might be its very condition. Of 
course, feminism is not the only social movement that has performed this “disrup-
tive” role across the last decades. Movements for gay rights, for civil rights and the 
dissolution of racialized divisions, for decolonization and postcolonial reconstruc-
tion, have all had a major impact on social theory outside its “post-Parsonian” 
construction. Indeed, the major contribution of postcolonial theory (Hall 1992; Said 
1978) has barely been registered within sociology (Bhambra 2007).

At a time when Western social science and Western publics perceive the world 
to be increasingly globalized – a feature of the world already known by previously 
colonized “others” – the impact of other centers of knowledge on conceptions of 
social theory is likely to be profound. In this context, we are likely to understand 
the construction of Western forms of social theory differently, to provincialize them 
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(Chakrabarty 2000), and to fi nd them opened them to other kinds of engagement. 
Among the hierarchies that may currently be under challenge are those hitherto 
produced in understanding the activity of social theory itself.

Notes

1 The criticism is similar to that made by Habermas. The interpretive tradition is associated 
with the development of a concept of the lifeworld and so it is linked to the idea that 
what is missing in Parsons is suffi cient linkages between subjective and intersubjective 
aspects of the lifeworld, that is, between personality, social system, and cultural system. 
Thus, Habermas writes, “under the functional aspect of mutual understanding, commu-
nicative action serves to transmit and renew cultural knowledge; under the aspect of 
coordinating action, it serves social integration and the establishment of solidarity; fi nally 
under the aspect of socialization, communicative action serves the formation of personal 
identities” (1987 [1981]: 137).

2 As Giddens develops his “structural analysis” (the structural point of view, while bracket-
ing strategic action) its Parsonian features become clear. For example, he also outlines 
four structural principles – signifi cation, legitimation, authorization, and allocation (1981: 
47; see also Giddens 1984). Not only do these have the same referents as Parsons’s func-
tional imperatives, they prescribe two forms of articulation, where “one is how far a 
society contains distinct spheres of ‘specialism’ in respect of institutional orders: differenti-
ated forms of symbolic order  .  .  .  a differentiated ‘polity’, ‘economy’ and ‘legal/repressive’ 
apparatus’. The second is how modes of institutional articulation are organized in terms 
of overall properties of societal reproduction: that is to say, ‘structural principles’ ” (1981: 
47–8).

3 Habermas’s problems in the interpretation of Parsons’s theory arise, at least in part, 
because he confl ates Luhmann and Parsons, such that the former’s rejection of the theory 
of action is read back onto Parsons as the substance of his position. See Habermas (1987 
[1985]).

4 Collins (1975) proposed many hundreds of higher-level postulates and derived proposi-
tions and generalizations, but the later article (Collins 1989) presents just three valid 
propositions!
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Philosophy of the Social Sciences

Patrick Baert and Fernando Domínguez Rubio

INTRODUCTION

Compared to other subdivisions within philosophy (such as philosophy of mind and 
indeed philosophy of science), philosophy of the social sciences occupies a distinc-
tive, and perhaps idiosyncratic, position. Unlike most other strands, it does not 
enjoy a long heritage. Although a number of questions posed by philosophers of 
the social sciences clearly pre-date the modern era, the discipline as such cannot be 
traced back further than the nineteenth century, with its origins closely tied to the 
emergence and establishment of the social sciences themselves. Before then, philoso-
phers might have refl ected on the nature of social inquiry, but there was not a clearly 
distinguishable area of philosophy of the social sciences as such, nor was the need 
felt by philosophers or anyone else to carve one out.

The appearance and formation of the social sciences within academic institutions 
during the nineteenth century led to widespread concerns (not just amongst philoso-
phers and practicing social researchers but also amongst other academicians) about 
the methodology and scientifi c legitimacy of these newly founded disciplines, which 
seemed to fi nd themselves at the crossroads “between science and literature” (Lep-
enies 1988). The new disciplines, regarded with a mixture of enthusiasm, hope, and 
suspicion, were in serious need of both academic recognition and methodological 
guidance. Hence a growing interest amongst philosophers and social scientists in 
metatheoretical questions, ranging from the “right” kind of method for the social 
sciences to the differences and similarities with the natural sciences. Those nine-
teenth-century anxieties about method are neatly exemplifi ed in the Methodenstreit, 
a prolonged and well-documented debate within the German Academy between 
hermeneutic and positivist accounts of history: about the nature of method in 
history and about whether or not this method is identical to that of the natural 
sciences.

Whereas philosophers of mind or moral philosophers seem to exercise an exclu-
sive right to the questions they tackle, philosophers of the social sciences face stiff 
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competition from practicing social scientists. Indeed, from the very beginning, social 
researchers asked metatheoretical questions which, by all accounts, fall under the 
heading of philosophy of the social sciences. For instance, Émile Durkheim’s Rules 
of Sociological Method includes not only tips about how to conduct sociological 
research but also sophisticated philosophical claims about social explanation and 
causality (Durkheim 1982: 31–163). Likewise, Max Weber wrote extensively on 
the methodology of historical analysis, including the role of intentional explana-
tions, counterfactuals, and ideal types (for instance, Weber 1948, 1949: 1–47, 49–
112, 113–88, 1964: 85–157, 1975). Although issues of scientifi c legitimacy and 
methodology are possibly less pressing now than they used to be, it is not uncom-
mon for contemporary social scientists to refl ect on philosophical issues connected 
to their work and discipline. If there is any dividing line between the activities of 
social and natural scientists, it is that the former often accompany their research 
with philosophical ruminations and the latter rarely do so, leaving this to specialists 
who are often at the margins of the discipline. To the extent that social disciplines 
adopt the formal techniques of the natural sciences, they tend in this direction; 
sociology, for instance, exhibiting strong philosophical inclinations and economics 
very little. The more diverse the methodological strategies, theories, and general 
orientations are within a discipline, the more practitioners feel the need to defend 
their position and encroach on philosophy to do so. The recent ascendancy of social 
theory and its impact on whole generations of social scientists has made contem-
porary philosophy of the social sciences a particularly crowded, contested, and 
hybrid domain, with different traditions and genres inevitably arriving at very dif-
ferent conclusions. The idea that philosophy of the social sciences consists of a 
limited and well-defi ned set of questions was held only sporadically by a minority 
of scholars, and it seems particularly untenable today when the social sciences are 
so heavily entangled with theoretical and metatheoretical debates.

In addition, while in principle philosophy of the social sciences should pay due 
respect to each of the social sciences, in practice this has never been the case, and 
the number of social sciences covered has been rather limited. It is striking how 
little attention has been given to disciplines like, for instance, geography and politi-
cal science, which after all occupy an important role within the modern academy. 
It is even more striking how, at different times, different social sciences take center 
stage. Initially, the core questions in the philosophy of the social sciences were 
closely tied to the emergence and establishment of sociology as an autonomous and 
legitimate science. History and its debate about the nature of historical explanation 
came a close second. In the course of the twentieth century, sociology remained a 
central discipline within philosophy of the social sciences, although this connection 
loosened somewhat and the questions were certainly no longer tied so closely to the 
search for justifi cation and authority within the academic establishment. In the last 
couple of decades, philosophers of the social sciences have drawn their attention 
increasingly towards economics, not just as a fi eld of inquiry, but also as a model 
of thinking about the social world in general. It is in this light that a number of 
textbooks appeared which take the centrality of rational choice theory (and game 
theory) as a given and which tackle a number of sociological and philosophical 
problems (for example, how to explain the emergence and stability of norms) from 
this perspective (for instance, Elster 1989; Hollis 2002). This trend within 
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philosophy of the social sciences mirrors developments in, for instance, sociology 
and politics, in which methodological individualism and in particular rational choice 
theory have become more prominent and in the case of political science may even 
acquire a quasi-paradigmatic status.

NATURALIST AND FOUNDATIONALIST MODELS

Positivist promises

Since the 1960s the label “positivism” has acquired strong pejorative connotations. 
During this period very few social researchers or philosophers subscribed to the 
doctrine, and the term was increasingly used to caricature and denigrate intellectual 
opponents. By positivism was, then, meant an amalgam of stances such as scientism 
(the assumption that the scientifi c method is the only valuable source of knowledge), 
naturalism (the presupposition that there is a unity of method across the social and 
the natural sciences), a regularity notion of causality (the assumption that the 
regular association of x and y is both necessary and suffi cient to talk about causal-
ity), an assumption that explanation entails prediction (and vice versa), a rejection 
of explanations in terms of mental or subjective states (like intentions or motives), 
a predilection for quantifi cation and sophisticated statistical analysis, and fi nally a 
sharp distinction between facts and values. Not only did this cavalier reconstruction 
of positivism ignore the plurality within the history of the doctrine, it also meant 
that some signifi cant authors like Max Weber and Karl Popper who explicitly 
opposed the positivism of their times were wrongly labeled as positivist. There are 
at least three key phases in the history of positivism, the fi rst referring to the nine-
teenth-century positivism of Saint-Simon, Auguste Comte, and their followers, the 
second to the logical positivism as developed in Vienna and Cambridge during the 
early twentieth century, and fi nally the deductive-nomological model of Ernest 
Nagel and Carl Hempel of the mid-twentieth century. Nineteenth-century positivism 
was strongly associated with the emergence and establishment of sociology as an 
autonomous scientifi c discipline and as such preoccupied with questions about the 
nature of the scientifi c method and the distinctiveness of the sociological enterprise. 
J. S. Mill, Herbert Spencer, and Durkheim count amongst those nineteenth-century 
intellectuals who were sympathetic towards central features of Comte’s project 
whilst keeping a critical distance towards Comte’s execution of it. Most nineteenth-
century positivists believed that a non-speculative, scientifi c account of the social 
world would help accomplish a more ordered and just society. Like early positivism, 
one of the main concerns of the positivism that emerged in early twentieth-century 
Vienna and Cambridge was to free philosophy from metaphysics, but, unlike its 
predecessors, it tried to do so with the help of sophisticated logical analysis. Most 
logical positivists subscribed to a phenomenalist theory of knowledge, according to 
which the basis of science lies in sensory observations. Whereas nineteenth-century 
positivism was intimately linked to sociology, the logical positivism that emerged 
in the early twentieth century in Vienna and in Cambridge had hardly any such 
connection. Amongst the Vienna Circle, only Otto Neurath paid particular attention 
to the social sciences, and his commitment to “physicalism” (according to which 
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various social or psychological phenomena are ultimately to be redescribed in the 
language of physics) led to such an eccentric view of sociology (as merely the study 
of behavior) and of social explanations (as excluding any references to mental or 
subjective states) that Neurath’s impact on the social sciences remained limited 
(Neurath 1944, 1973, 1983: 58–90). Nagel and Hempel’s deductive-nomological 
model had a more signifi cant effect on the social sciences, presenting as it did a 
neat, straightforward view of scientifi c theory formation and testing, applicable to 
both social and natural sciences. Like their contemporary Karl Popper (but unlike 
early positivism), scientifi c theories are seen as deductive endeavors, whereby empir-
ical hypotheses are inferred from general laws and initial conditions (for instance, 
Hempel 1965).

Falsifi cationism

Aware of the philosophical “problem of induction” and the theory-laden nature of 
observations, Popper was equally committed to deductivism, but he is particularly 
remembered for his intellectual efforts round the demarcation between science and 
non-science. As early as 1934, Popper argued that science differs from non-science 
(for instance, ideology and religion) in that it produces falsifi able hypotheses, i.e. 
hypotheses that can be empirically refuted (Popper 1959). Precisely because of the 
production of refutable knowledge, science can progress through an endless process 
of trial and error, whereby bold theoretical conjectures are assessed empirically, 
and, if found wanting, replaced by superior ones. Whilst Popper’s knowledge of the 
social sciences was limited, he became particularly known for his scathing attacks 
on followers of Marx, Freud, and Adler, who, according to him, developed non-
falsifi able theories, i.e. immunized against empirical refutation (Popper 1971, 1991a, 
1991b). In the course of the 1960s, Popper’s falsifi cationism came under consider-
able attack, not least because of the publication of Kuhn’s Structure of Scientifi c 
Revolutions, a study in the history of science which demonstrated that most of the 
time scientists did not attempt to refute the “paradigm” which they employed, and 
that even when confronted with anomalous results they rarely blamed the paradigm 
(Kuhn 1970). Inspired by Kuhn’s insights into the history of science, Imre Lakatos 
fi ne-tuned Popper’s critical rationalism: scientists are considered rational in holding 
on to their “research program” even if confronted with some empirical refutations, 
as long as the overall picture of the research program is one that is progressive. In 
Lakatosian parlance, a research program is progressive (as opposed to degenerating) 
if it allows for a considerable amount of accurate predictions and new applications 
(Lakatos 1970). However, Lakatos’s “sophisticated falsifi cationism” was not 
without blemish either, because it remains unclear how many empirical falsifi cations 
are needed for a research program to be labeled as degenerative, and a research 
program which appears as degenerative might re-emerge as a progressive in the 
future. In contrast with the publicity around both Popper’s debate with Kuhn and 
Lakatos and his critique of Marxism and psychoanalysis, Popper’s own positive 
prescriptions (about how to carry out social research) did not have much effect until 
the 1980s, when rational choice theory emerged as an important intellectual force 
(for instance, Popper 1983). It is important to turn to this perspective as it shows 
the signifi cance of Popperian social science today.
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In the course of the 1980s, sociologists, and in particular political scientists, 
became progressively more disenchanted with holistic theories such as structuralism 
and functionalism, partly because of the perceived lack of conceptual clarity or the 
circularity of the explanations provided. These social scientists were drawn to the 
intellectual tradition of methodological individualism (which was associated with 
the writings of a diverse group of people, including Hobbes, Tocqueville, Weber, 
and Popper), which had remained dormant for a long time because of the dominance 
of holistic, structural-functional analysis in the mid-twentieth century. Increasingly, 
social scientists looked towards the discipline of economics for answers to questions 
regarding general methodological orientation, partly because of the development of 
game theory and its useful applications in economics, and also because economists 
like Gary Becker (1976) managed to use their models to supply economic explana-
tions for phenomena like crime, fertility, and marriage that were previously the 
province of other disciplines. Indicative of this trend towards methodological indi-
vidualism and economics was a new group of “analytical Marxists” who purpose-
fully broke with the Hegelian tradition and who attempted to reconcile Marx with 
an individualist starting-point and rational choice theory (for instance, Elster 1986). 
Rational choice explanations account for people’s actions and choice by assuming 
that they act not only intentionally but also rationally and that they produce a 
number of effects, some of which are unintended and unanticipated. Most rational 
choice theorists agree that action is “rational” if it is consistent with and guided by 
“rational beliefs,” but there is less of a consensus about what makes a belief truly 
rational. There is also disagreement amongst rational choice theorists as to whether 
the people discussed make conscious calculations or whether they simply act as if 
they do. Whilst the former position is short of empirical evidence, the latter (some-
times referred to as “externalism”) lacks explanatory power and is not easily dis-
tinguishable from rival theories. Although rational choice theorists situate themselves 
within the tradition of falsifi cationism, in practice they tend to adjust their theories 
to accommodate behavior that does not fi t their models, reconciling “anomalies” 
with the rational choice paradigm rather than considering this to be empirically 
challenged.

Critical realism

Positivist and falsifi cationist philosophies of social sciences were not the only 
attempts to develop a naturalist agenda for the social sciences. Half a century ago, 
structuralist authors, like Claude Lévi-Strauss (1972), also attempted to develop a 
“science” of society, but their notion of science was diametrically opposed to the 
positivist one. In contrast with the atomism and phenomenalism of logical positiv-
ism, structuralists proposed not only a holistic theory of society, but also a two-level 
world-view, whereby the fast-moving observational level hides the more stable 
“real” structural level. This position put social scientists in a remarkably privileged 
position, able as they were supposed to be to detect the structures or mechanisms 
which were often invisible to laypeople, though structuralists could not really 
account for why social scientists were allegedly so much better placed than others 
to gain this level of objectivity and insight. During the 1970s, structuralist Marxism 
inspired early versions of critical realism, especially Roy Bhaskar’s writings, which, 
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like structuralism, exhibited a two-level world-view and a naturalist, non-positivist 
philosophy (Bhaskar 1997, 1998). Bhaskar’s realism distinguishes between three 
levels: the actual (the events which actually take place), the empirical (people’s 
observations of the events), and the deep (the underlying structures or powers which 
cause the events). Bhaskar emphasizes the lack of synchrony between the different 
realms: for instance, there might be a discrepancy between people’s observations 
and what actually happened due to the theory-laden nature and fallibility of those 
observations. For critical realists, it is especially the lack of synchrony between the 
empirical and the deep that is crucial. Most, if not all, systems are open, meaning 
it is impossible to isolate all other variables so as to observe the causal impact of 
one (as in a closed system), and observable events are “emergent” phenomena that 
cannot be precisely traced to underlying events. So a particular power or structure 
that is in operation might not be visible to the observer because other generative 
mechanisms and powers interfere. From the openness of systems, critical realists 
infer that the “positivist” or “Humean” notion of causality (by which they mean 
the view that the observation of regular conjunctions between two discrete events 
is both necessary and suffi cient to claim that there is a causal relationship between 
the two) is fl awed. Once the openness of systems is acknowledged, so they argue, 
the observation of regularities is neither suffi cient nor necessary to talk about cau-
sality. It follows that causal explanation does not necessarily entail prediction and 
vice versa. Causal explanations ought to refer to mechanisms, structures, or powers, 
which are situated at the deep level, and which are therefore not necessarily acces-
sible to observation. Initially a purely philosophical endeavor, critical realism gained 
a signifi cant number of followers in a wide variety of social sciences, including 
sociology, history, economics, and social psychology. Although the critical realist 
view of science was a laudable attempt to escape the excesses of empiricist social 
research, it remained unclear how the notion of openness of systems could be rec-
onciled with their belief that social scientists can use empirical research to test and 
validate their statements about the precise nature of the underlying mechanisms and 
their effects. Once the lack of synchrony between the actual and the deep is acknowl-
edged (as critical realists do), it seems no longer viable to argue that theories can 
be tested in a straightforward fashion with the help of empirical research.

MEANING, LANGUAGE, AND CRITIQUE

In the course of the twentieth century, naturalist philosophy of social science has 
been challenged by three intellectual strands: hermeneutics, Wittgensteinian philoso-
phy, and critical theory.

Hermeneutics

Hermeneutics has a long history and was originally concerned with the art of 
interpreting and understanding the meaning of the Scriptures, but commentators 
locate the birth of modern hermeneutics in the nineteenth century and associated 
it with Friedrich Schleiermacher’s writings. Schleiermacher widened the scope 
of the discipline and contended that the problems of “interpretation” and 
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“understanding” were not confi ned to the exegesis of sacred texts but were relevant 
to any human document. Inspired by Schleiermacher, Wilhelm Dilthey argued for 
the autonomy of the Geisteswissenschaften, and contrasted them with the estab-
lished Naturwissenschaften: whereas the latter deal with the explanation of sensory 
experience, the former aim at understanding inner experience (Dilthey 1996: chs. 
1 and 3, 1988). This opposition between “explanation” and “understanding” 
became central to the Methodenstreit, which raged in Germany for several decades 
from the 1870s onwards, and which involved two opposing camps: Carl Menger’s 
Austrian School of Economics and Gustav von Schmoller’s German Historical 
School. Arguably, the work of Max Weber was the most fundamental attempt 
at incorporating the hermeneutical method into the nascent fi eld of the social sci-
ences, and of all hermeneutic authors Heinrich Rickert had the greatest impact 
on Max Weber’s methodological writings. Infl uenced by Kant and Dilthey, 
Rickert (1986) argued that the interpretive dimension of the social sciences called 
into question the objectivity of these sciences because any interpretation is 
necessarily dependent on a specifi c viewpoint and system of values. Following 
Dilthey, Weber (1949, 1968) held that the methodological separation between the 
natural and the social sciences was a logical consequence from the different nature 
of their respective objects of study: in contrast with the causal explanation of 
natural phenomena, making sense of social action requires social scientists to 
employ the method of Verstehen, which captures the subjective meanings of the 
individuals involved. Although Weber thought that, with the help of ideal-typical 
constructions, social scientists can develop a causal account of social phenomena, 
he shared Rickert’s belief that social scientists are inherently constrained by the 
historical system of values through which they interpret and understand social 
reality.

Whereas nineteenth-century anti-positivist authors were still concerned with the 
quest for a scientifi c method, Hans-Georg Gadamer’s Truth and Method (1975) 
argued for a hermeneutics that is dissociated from a nineteenth-century preoccupa-
tion with method. In contrast with Dilthey, Rickert, and Weber, who conceived of 
historical context, tradition, and prejudice as external factors limiting and biasing 
understanding and rationality, Gadamer saw those factors as the very elements that 
make understanding possible. For him, there is no point in searching for an inter-
pretive “method” that would eradicate values and presuppositions; it is precisely 
because people are embedded in a specifi c tradition, with certain values and preju-
dices, that they are able to make sense of the world at all. Each specifi c historical 
context discloses a “horizon” of understanding, and the hermeneutical task of the 
social sciences is to achieve a “fusion of horizons” whereby the interpreters and 
interpreted enter a hermeneutical dialog.

The liberation of meaning from the yoke of logics resulted in a myriad of devel-
opments which brought into focus the relations between meaning, practices and 
language. In some cases, these developments have been re-elaborations of the basic 
tenets of the hermeneutical tradition. For example, Clifford Geertz’s (1973) inter-
pretive anthropology applied the notion of Verstehen to the ethnographic method. 
Geertz proposed to understand cultures as symbolic texts: they have to be inter-
preted through “thick descriptions” that unearth the deep meanings underlying the 
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observable and behavioral elements of culture. In other cases, the attention to 
meaning, language, and practices has resulted in novel contributions to the herme-
neutical tradition. One such contribution was Charles Taylor’s (1985) defi nition of 
hermeneutics as self-description. According to Taylor, the traditional hermeneutical 
goal to account for social reality through interpretation has tended to obscure the 
fact that our interpretations not only depict reality but, in so doing, also serve to 
depict ourselves. If we pay attention to this element of self-description, Taylor 
argued, hermeneutics no longer appears as a method to understand and explain the 
world, but as one of the practices through which we defi ne and make sense of 
ourselves.

The renewed interest in meaning that arose in late twentieth-century social 
sciences also led to a rediscovery of the phenomenological tradition, and in par-
ticular of Alfred Schutz’s work. Quite distinct from the hermeneutic school and 
infl uenced by Edmond Husserl, Schutz (1962, 1964) focused on how people make 
sense of their surroundings by using “typifi cations” of the “common-sense world.” 
Different from scientifi c rationality, which centers on doubt and questioning, 
common-sense rationality operates within a taken-for-granted world where people 
suspend disbelief. Some commentators see Schutz and Thomas Luckmann (1973) 
as precursors of constructionist research, emphasizing as they do the way that the 
categories, through which people interpret the social realm they inhabit also help 
to create that world (see also Weinberg 2008). Schutz’s work, together with Ludwig 
Wittgenstein’s, infl uenced Harold Garfi nkel’s ethnomethodological studies of the 
micro-mechanisms of trust and social order (Garfi nkel 1984). The infl uence of 
both hermeneutics and ethnomethodology loomed large in Anthony Giddens’s 
structuration theory, which explores the various ways in which people’s 
sense-making practices contribute to the making of social order (Giddens 
1984, 1993).

Wittgensteinian philosophy

Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations (1968) implied that the produc-
tion of meaning is irreducible to any rule-following logic or method. For Wittgen-
stein, meaning is contingently established through the use of language within what 
he called a “language-game,” and to give an account of the meaning of an utter-
ance we do not need to invoke logical rules but we need to describe how the 
utterance is used within a specifi c language-game. The agreement reached by using 
a language, by playing a specifi c language-game, is not merely an agreement in 
opinions but an agreement reached by sharing a specifi c form of life. In other 
words, the relationship between the word “red” and a specifi c event in the world, 
a specifi c color, is not established according to logical rules but according to the 
conventional agreement reached within a specifi c language-game, within a specifi c 
form of life. Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations constituted a major blow 
to the positivist endeavor insofar as it showed the logical insuffi ciency of the posi-
tivist attempt to employ logical rules to explain reality. The philosophical bank-
ruptcy of positivism was rapidly employed to defend the irreducibility of the social 
sciences to the natural sciences. This was the main thesis of Peter Winch’s 
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infl uential Idea of Social Science (1958). In this book, Winch employed Wittgen-
stein’s arguments to rebut the prevailing idea that the social sciences were still in 
their infancy, attempting to emulate and draw level with the more advanced natural 
sciences.

Over the last couple of decades, Wittgenstein’s philosophy has had a huge impact 
on the social sciences. First, the Wittgensteinian notion of practice has become 
increasingly important for social theorists. It has led to different theories: it has been 
crucial for the development of Pierre Bourdieu’s (1977, 1990) theory of practice 
and Giddens’s (1984) structuration theory. In recent years, the increasing centrality 
of this notion has even led some authors to talk about the “practice turn” in the 
social sciences, by which they mean a social science perspective in which practices 
are conceived as “primary generic social things” (Schatzki 2001: 1). This practice 
turn has been so prominent that some authors have felt it necessary to warn against 
the excessive weight given to practices: for instance, Stephen Turner (1994) criti-
cized the reifi cation of the notion of “practice” and argued strongly against the view 
that practices are discrete natural objects with causal powers.

Secondly, stronger emphasis on meaning and language has given rise to different 
forms of relativism, some of which call into question the very status of the social 
sciences. For instance, Jean-François Lyotard’s theory of postmodernity (1984) drew 
on Wittgensteinian concepts to promote an uncompromising relativist position, and 
the constructivist school also referred to Wittgenstein to argue against the possibility 
of establishing universal and objective knowledge claims. For constructivist authors, 
our knowledge claims are embedded in the conventions, agreements, and negotia-
tions established by a given community of language, and even “objectivity” and 
“truth” are no longer to be seen as rational or logical categories but as socially 
constituted (Bloor 1983; Gergen 1999). Lyotard’s postmodernist outlook and 
constructivism fi t into a broader intellectual development which involves both dis-
quiet with traditional philosophy of the social sciences and a move towards 
anti-foundationalism.

Critical theory

We have discussed a number of philosophical traditions that conceive of social 
research primarily as an explanatory enterprise. Positivists and falsifi cationists might 
have differed in their prescriptions about how to achieve this explanation, but they 
had little doubt that, like the natural sciences, the social sciences are in the business 
of explaining. Gradually, there has been growing discontent with this restrictive 
view of the social sciences and, related to this, an emerging interest in other objec-
tives that may motivate them. Indeed, central to the work of critical theorists is the 
idea that social research can also tie in with other “cognitive interests,” in particular 
critique and emancipation. Proponents of “conventional” research might argue 
that it helps to establish the falsehood and incompleteness of many widely held 
views and that therefore it is already critical or emancipatory (in the broad sense 
of the word). However, critical theorists would reply that they have a particular 
notion of critique and emancipation in mind, which ties in very strongly with the 
philosophical notions of human needs and interests. Therefore, questions about 
philosophy of the social sciences tie in with questions about what makes us full 
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human beings. Independent of their contributions to the widely publicized 
Positivismusstreit (Adorno et al. 1976), members of the Frankfurt School, in par-
ticular Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, criticized extensively the orthodoxy 
of positivist sociology because of its total disregard for other modes of knowledge, 
its extreme focus on facts and observations at the expense of theoretical refl ection, 
its excessive emphasis on technical sophistication and quantifi cation, its problematic 
notion of value-neutrality, and its implicit complicity with the status quo. As an 
antidote to the prevalence of a particular type of social research at the time, Adorno 
and Horkheimer’s criticisms were poignant (for instance, Horkheimer 1972: 132–
87, 188–243), but their own proposals were less clear and, surprisingly, Adorno’s 
one serious venture into empirical research exhibited a strong empiricist, quantita-
tive outlook which seemed very much at odds with his own philosophical position 
(Adorno et al. 1950).

In contrast with this fi rst wave of critical theory, Jürgen Habermas (1987, 1991a, 
1991b) made a signifi cant attempt at a more constructive approach to the philoso-
phy of the social sciences. Arguing that knowledge ought to be placed within the 
context of “the natural history of the human species,” he drew on Peirce’s pragma-
tist philosophy to demonstrate the intricate relationship between “logical-method-
ological rules” and “knowledge-constitutive interests,” arriving at three modes of 
knowledge, each related to a particular means of social organization. Whereas the 
“empirical-analytical” sciences tie in with the realm of work and aim at nomological 
knowledge and predictive power, “historical-hermeneutic” sciences are strongly 
connected with the domain of language and aim at understanding. Combining the 
methodologies of both, “critically orientated” sciences are intertwined with the 
world of power and are ultimately directed towards people’s emancipation. One of 
his favorite examples is psychoanalysis which, according to him, combines in-depth 
understanding and knowledge of causal mechanisms to help people lift psychologi-
cal barriers and to enable them to lead a more fulfi lling life. Subsequently Habermas 
felt that his scheme treated the individual too much as an isolated entity, and his 
theory of communicative action attempted to rectify this problem. With this “com-
municative turn” Habermas developed a “consensus theory” of truth: that is, truth 
comes down to an agreement obtained amongst equal participants in an open 
debate. Surprisingly, this unashamedly non-realist position did not deter a signifi -
cant number of adherents of critical realism from portraying Habermas as a major 
ally. Despite Habermas’s theory of communicative action receiving this breadth of 
support and managing to overcome the weaknesses which he identifi ed in his earlier 
framework, its key concepts of “ideal speech situation” and Verständigung have 
been shown to be problematic. Not surprisingly, a closer look at the work of most 
practicing social scientists who associate themselves with critical theory and Haber-
mas (Calhoun 1995) shows that they use the notion of critical theory in a loose 
sense and draw very little on Habermas’s theory of universal pragmatics, leaving 
them open to criticisms that the outcome is not particularly different from the much-
derided “conventional” research. In this context, Michael Burawoy (2004, 2005) 
made a useful distinction between “critical sociology” and “public sociology”: both 
develop refl exive, critical knowledge, but whereas the former addresses an academic 
audience, the latter actively engages with society and speaks to a non-academic 
audience.
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FURTHER MOVES AWAY FROM NATURALISM AND 
FOUNDATIONALISM

We have seen so far that, in the course of the twentieth century, hermeneutic and 
Wittgensteinian perspectives and critical theory challenged the hegemony of positiv-
ist epistemology. Recently two new philosophical and theoretical developments – 
notably anti-foundationalism and actor network theory – further questioned 
naturalist views and, crucially, managed to take philosophy of the social sciences 
in a very different direction.

In order to make sense of those new intellectual currents, it is worth recalling 
that traditional philosophers of social science relied on a number of presuppositions. 
They tended to see philosophy as a foundational project, securing the basis for reli-
able knowledge claims; and they presupposed that the notion of the social was 
unproblematic and could easily be defi ned in opposition to the natural. More 
recently, those two assumptions have been questioned, in ways that call for a radical 
reshaping of the intellectual landscape.

Philosophy and anti-foundationalism

Traditionally, philosophers of science embarked upon foundationalist enterprises, 
seeking to fi nd a neutral algorithm that underscores successful scientifi c knowledge. 
The likes of Carnap or Popper might have disagreed as to the precise nature of this 
neutral algorithm, but they would not have questioned that it existed, nor would 
they have denied that it was worth pursuing. Earlier we mentioned Habermas’s use 
of Peirce, which was indicative of the gradual ascendancy of American pragmatism 
in the second half of the twentieth century. This “pragmatist turn” in philosophy 
is important for our discussion because contemporary pragmatism threatens to 
undermine the very foundationalism that is inherent in traditional philosophy of 
science (see also Weinberg 2008). With the rise of analytical philosophy in the mid-
twentieth century, the interest in pragmatism had somewhat waned, but this trend 
has been reversed in the last two or three decades. Pragmatism is a broad church, 
with signifi cant differences within it, and there is even controversy as to whether 
Rorty and Bernstein’s neo-pragmatism can legitimately be linked to earlier forms of 
pragmatism. Nevertheless, it is possible to identify key characteristics which most 
pragmatists share. There is a common opposition to what John Dewey aptly called 
“the spectator theory of knowledge,” which conceives of scientifi c knowledge as 
representing the inner nature of the external world completely and accurately 
(Dewey 1930). It follows from this that pragmatists are keen to abandon metaphors 
of vision: knowledge should no longer be seen as mirroring or representing the 
world “as it really is.” Instead, knowledge acquisition is seen as active, as one of 
the tools people have to cope with and adjust to the demands of life. Most impor-
tantly, pragmatists are also skeptical about foundationalist projects that purport to 
“step outside history” and supposedly ground aesthetic, ethical, or cognitive claims, 
arguing instead for the primacy of the “agent’s point of view” and recognizing 
people’s inability to escape the conceptual framework, language, or cultural setting 
in which they are situated. However, this does not imply that people’s knowledge 
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is merely subjective if by “subjective” is meant that it fails to mirror the inner nature 
of reality, because, as pointed out before, pragmatists abandon this spectator theory 
of knowledge (Rorty 1980, 1982). With this critique of foundationalism comes a 
rejection of any philosophical attempt to capture the scientifi c method which, it was 
previously assumed, all successful scientifi c enterprises have in common. Contrary 
to the dominance of epistemology in philosophy of science, neo-pragmatists argue 
for the importance of a hermeneutically inspired dialogical model, which promotes 
conversation amongst a plurality of voices, without assuming that there is a common 
ground prior to the conversation. In practice, this perspective promotes research 
aimed at “self-referential” knowledge acquisition, whereby the confrontation with 
difference is seen as an opportunity to reconsider our central presuppositions (Baert 
2005; Bernstein 1991).

American neo-pragmatists like Rorty have often been linked to continental-Euro-
pean strands of postmodernism and poststructuralism. Rorty himself argued that 
Dewey had a lot in common with Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault, eroding as 
they all did the premises of foundationalist philosophy and the quest for method. 
He later distanced himself from the excesses of French poststructuralism in the 
American academy with his vitriolic attacks on the “Cultural Left” (Rorty 1998). 
In general, philosophers of social science resisted the poststructuralist bandwagon 
of the 1980s and 1990s. This was partly because they tended to be trained and 
steeped in the analytical tradition and felt uncomfortable with the elusive writing 
style that characterized this generation of French intellectuals, but also because this 
new work threatened to undermine central premises of the philosophical orthodoxy 
of the day. Interestingly, of all poststructuralists, philosophers of social sciences 
were most receptive to the writings of Foucault, who made his name initially as a 
historian, not as a philosopher. The two Foucauldian insights which drew their 
attention – the notion of a genealogical history and the relationship between power 
and knowledge – happened to be Nietzsche’s. Firstly, genealogical history aimed to 
demonstrate the historical variability of those entities that appear to be fi xed and 
the role of contingencies and power struggles in how they come to be what they 
are. Foucault (1977) described this approach as a “history of the present,” meaning 
that its ultimate aim is not to describe or explain the past but to use it as a medium 
to rearticulate and reconsider what now exists. Secondly, contrary to the view that 
knowledge is neutral to power relations or enables people to transcend them, Fou-
cault (1980) argued that knowledge and power are very much intertwined: knowl-
edge can be, and often is, used to dominate, curtail, or domesticate others. This was 
not just a theoretical argument: for instance, Foucault showed that the emerging 
social sciences in the nineteenth century were central to the implementation of a 
new, more sophisticated, system of social control. More generally, Foucault’s view 
about knowledge led to growing skepticism towards claims about objectivity and 
paved the way for alternative perspectives such as standpoint theory (for instance, 
Harding 1991).

However, anti-foundational theories do not necessarily lead to skepticism towards 
knowledge. Pierre Bourdieu’s “refl exive sociology” (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992) 
provides an example of an attempt to wed anti-foundationalist postulates with a 
vigorous defense of objectivity. For Bourdieu, acknowledging that there is no ulti-
mate foundation for our knowledge claims does not necessarily imply that we are 
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condemned to relativism and subjectivism. Indeed, Bourdieu argued, it is possible 
to avoid arbitrariness and relativism by becoming aware of the social and historical 
conditions under which our knowledge is produced. By refl ecting on these condi-
tions, Bourdieu contended, we not only gain an objective knowledge about them, 
but also the possibility to master and neutralize their effects (Bourdieu and Wac-
quant 1992: 44). Hence, even if we cannot escape our sociohistorical conditions to 
attain a pure objective knowledge of reality, we can nonetheless gain a greater 
degree of objectivity by becoming aware of how these conditions infl uence the way 
in which we perceive and know the world.

Empirical studies of science and anti-foundationalism

The discontent with naturalist and foundationalist projects was not just expressed 
by neo-pragmatists like Rorty and Bernstein and poststructuralists like Derrida, but 
also by the increasing popularity of Kuhn’s work and the growing fi eld of sociology 
of science and science studies. For sociologists, Kuhn’s writings demonstrated that 
scientists’ refusal or keenness to substitute new paradigms for old ones did not rely 
exclusively on rational factors such as the simplicity or predictive power of the 
paradigm, but also to quite a considerable extent on “non-rational” factors, in 
particular sociological dynamics intrinsic to the communities in which scientists 
work. Whether this is precisely what Kuhn wanted to say is a different matter. Paul 
Feyerabend’s Against Method was certainly more clear-cut in propagating the view 
that renowned scientists, like Galileo, did not merely rely on rational arguments to 
support their claims, and that they regularly employed devices such as rhetoric and 
persuasion which we normally do not associate with science (Feyerabend 1975). 
Whatever the author’s intention, it was Kuhn’s work (rather than Feyerabend’s) 
that spurred a whole generation of social scientists to investigate the “extra-ratio-
nal” factors that infl uenced the production of scientifi c knowledge. Initially centered 
round the work of David Bloor and Barry Barnes at the “Science Studies Unit” of 
the University of Edinburgh, the “Strong Program” was the fi rst to approach the 
sociology of scientifi c knowledge (also known as SSK) using the “principle of sym-
metry” (Barnes 1974,1977; Bloor 1976, 1983). According to Bloor (1976), previous 
sociological attempts to study knowledge abided by the “principle of asymmetry,” 
according to which true statements are explained by reference to reality and false 
statements by reference to the distorting infl uence of social forces. In contrast, the 
principle of symmetry implies that both falsehood and truth have social origins, 
meaning that they are both collectively produced and held. No longer designating 
a correspondence between scientifi c statements and reality, truth comes down to an 
agreement within a community. Hence the fl urry of studies into the various practices 
through which scientifi c knowledge is produced, including crucially Bruno Latour 
and Steven Woolgar’s Laboratory Life, which occupied an iconic status amongst 
SSK-practitioners as it was the fi rst ethnographic study into the most sacred chamber 
of science: the laboratory (Latour and Woolgar 1979) These studies demonstrated 
not only that the production of scientifi c knowledge is infl uenced by a myriad of 
sociological factors, ranging from the interests of competing groups to broader 
political and philosophical debates and gender, but also that experimental results 
are often ambiguous and open to various interpretations and negotiations.
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The emergence of SSK implied a critique of the traditional image of natural sci-
ences as objective and neutral enterprises detached from sociohistorical contingen-
cies, and crucially it implied a subversion of the relationship between the social and 
natural sciences: if the social sciences were hitherto supposed to model themselves 
on the natural sciences, with the advent of SSK the former could be explained by 
and thus subsumed to the latter. The more radical proponents of SSK even went as 
far as arguing that key concepts used by scientists to report their fi ndings or defend 
their views (like “objectivity,” “facts,” or “quarks”) were mere social constructions, 
and this radicalization of SSK eventually provoked the “science wars” of the 1990s, 
in which natural scientists, spurred on by the “Sokal Affair,” made a concerted 
effort to defend publicly their rationality and integrity against the perceived assault 
of the social sciences (Gross and Levitt 1994; Sokal and Bricmont 1998). For better 
or worse, the science wars left the feeling that some claims of SSK were unfounded 
or exaggerated, notably those about the social construction of scientifi c fi ndings, 
and this growing unease with SSK partly contributed to the emergence of Science 
and Technology Studies (STS). STS was no longer concerned with unmasking the 
social basis of scientifi c knowledge, but with describing how this knowledge is 
produced through different material apparatuses (Galison, 1997, 2003; Galison and 
Thompson 1999), practices (Knorr-Cetina 1999; Pickering 1993, 1995, 2002), 
political institutions (Jasanoff 1995, 2004, 2005), or (in the terminology of actor 
network theory) different “networks” of human and nonhuman agents (Latour 
1987, 1988, 1999). However, like SSK, STS continued to show that the natural 
sciences do not evolve according to a fi xed set of methodological criteria (see 
chapter 23). Whether under the heading of SSK or STS, numerous empirical inves-
tigations have shown that there is a variety of methods, practices and materials in 
the sciences, depending not only on the fi eld of inquiry, but also on the historical 
and social context in which the scientists work. There is no point is searching for 
a neutral algorithm of scientifi c success; it does not exist.

Over the last couple of decades, the feminist critique of science emerged as a 
continuation and extension of the critique of scientifi c universality and objectivity 
initially carried out by the sociology of scientifi c knowledge. Feminist critics argued 
that the purported neutrality and universality of scientifi c laws not only veiled the 
importance of sociohistorical factors but also the fact that science has been produced 
by men (Harding 1991; Keller 1985; Longino 1989). In this sense, although SSK has 
been crucial to unveil the social factors underpinning scientifi c practice, feminist 
authors argued that it had tended to overlook the fact that the selection and defi ni-
tion of problems has “clearly been skewed toward men’s perception of what they 
fi nd puzzling” (Harding 1986: 22). According to feminist authors, the traditional 
exclusion of women from science has been far from coincidental. Whilst masculinity 
has been traditionally identifi ed with the values of objectivity and knowledge, 
women have been traditionally associated with emotionality and irrationality. In this 
sense, the feminist critique of science aimed not only to achieve the inclusion of 
women in scientifi c practice but also to reclaim “those domains of human experience 
that have relegated to women: namely, the personal, the emotional, and the sexual.” 
(Keller 1985: 9) The feminist critique of science proposed a new object of study, 
women and their experiences, and also attempted to elaborate a new feminist epis-
temology built upon women’s standpoints. These theories, known as “standpoint 
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theories,” followed the old Hegelian master–slave dialectic to argue that the subju-
gated position of women provided a potential grounding for more complete and less 
distorted knowledge (Haraway 1991; Harding 1987: 184–5, 1993).

During the 1990s, the critique of scientifi c universality and objectivity developed 
by SSK and “standpoint theories” rapidly expanded beyond the limits of science 
studies. Postmodern authors saw in these critiques the ultimate proof that science 
could no longer play its modern role as the guarantor of truth and objectivity 
(Seidman 1994). Furthermore, in revealing the ideological assumptions, and politi-
cal agendas, operating in scientifi c research, these critiques showed that scientifi c 
knowledge can be politically contested. This possibility has been instrumental to 
the development of different critical social movements over the last decade. One 
such case is queer theory which, building on the feminist critiques of science, has 
contested scientifi c discourses on sexual and gender identities by showing that 
homosexual or heterosexual identities are not fi xed biological identities, but “effects” 
resulting from different social practices and power relations (Butler 1993; Harding 
1998; Sedgwick 1990).

Actor network theory

Over the last two decades the traditional notion of philosophy of the social sciences 
has had to face yet another challenge: it concerns the very notion of the social itself. 
In traditional philosophy of the social sciences, the notion of the social is taken for 
granted, referring as it does to the relations between individuals. We tend to forget 
that this notion of the social is intimately connected with a particular division of 
labor which became established at the end of the nineteenth century: whereas the 
natural sciences were assigned the study of “nature” (that is, the world of objects 
and their relations), the social sciences were supposed to study the “social” (that is, 
the domain of humans and their relations). However, recent intellectual develop-
ments have called into question the very idea of the social as a distinct domain of 
inquiry, separate from the natural realm. Not surprisingly, the fi rst criticisms came 
from STS researchers because, given their fi eld of inquiry, traditional “social” expla-
nations (which referred to people’s intentions or interests but excluded references 
to “natural” elements such as cells, viruses, or objects) lacked explanatory power 
and drew on an artifi cial distinction between the “social” and the “natural” which 
was diffi cult to maintain (Callon 1986a, 1986b; Latour 1983). Various attempts 
have been made to develop theoretical frameworks that overcome the dualism 
between the “social” and the “natural,” the most systematic one being “actor 
network theory” (ANT) (see chapter 7). This theory fi rst emerged in the 1980s 
within the sociology of science as a reaction to the excesses of the Strong Program 
and its attempt to explain scientifi c knowledge by reference to social variables. 
Instead, ANT suggested that we treat the production of scientifi c knowledge as a 
complex network of associations between different “human” elements (for instance, 
the career interests of the individual scientists) and “nonhuman” elements (for 
instance, computers and machinery).

Subsequently, advocates of ANT argued that these networks of “humans” and 
“nonhumans” are not restricted to the domain of science, and indeed they have 
extended their analyses to diverse non-scientifi c objects, ranging from addictions 
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(Gomart and Hennion 1999) and the market (Callon 1997) to underground systems 
(Latour 1996) and even whole empires (Law 1986). Following a similar line of 
thought, the sociologist of science Andrew Pickering has argued that, in order 
to deal with the technological nature of society today, social sciences need to 
forsake their traditional defi nition of the social as the domain of human interac-
tion. He argued in favor of a “posthumanist social theory” in which the human 
subject no longer plays a central role and in which the social is conceived in 
terms of a dialectical relation between human and material agencies. A more 
radical version of this posthumanist theory can be found in the work of the 
feminist and science studies scholar Donna Haraway (1991), who argued that the 
notion of human beings as sociocultural beings is a myth invented by the social 
sciences. Against this view that the social can be defi ned in opposition to nature, 
Haraway insisted that human beings are by necessity “cyborgs” insofar as they 
are always a mixture of nature, culture, science, and technology. Although initially 
limited to science studies, this radical critique of the notion of the social has per-
meated other fi elds of inquiry, including psychology and anthropology. For example 
in psychology, proponents of the “distributed cognition paradigm” claim that 
cognition should be understood as an embedded process that takes place at the 
intersection between the mind and different material elements in the world (e.g. 
Clark 2003). Likewise, the notion of embeddedness has been employed in anthro-
pology to criticize the traditional understanding of culture as a detached web of 
meaning that hovers over the material world (Ingold 2000). Increasingly, anthro-
pologists talk about “material cultures,” referring to sets of relations involving 
human and nonhuman agencies (Gell 1999; Miller 1997; Strathern 1991, 1999). 
In sum, despite the disparity of these contemporary developments, they have all 
contributed to the questioning of the defi nition of the social as the world of “human 
interaction, human institutions, human rationality, human life.” These new cur-
rents have forced us to rethink earlier approaches to the philosophy of the social 
sciences, relying as they did on a fi rm distinction between the social and the 
natural.

SOME CONCLUDING REMARKS

Philosophy of the social sciences has come a long way. Initially tied to the emergence 
and institutionalization of the social sciences and preoccupied with establishing their 
scientifi c foundations, the discipline has acquired a remarkable level of refl exivity 
and managed to question its core assumptions. However, this short survey of phi-
losophy of the social sciences also indicates that, over the last couple of decades, 
most innovative contributions have come from practicing social scientists like Latour 
or Strathern rather than professional philosophers of the social sciences. The reasons 
for this paradoxical development are twofold. Whereas the social sciences are 
increasingly drawing on social theory and philosophy and engaging with metatheo-
retical and methodological questions, professional philosophers of the social sci-
ences sometimes lose touch with the actual practice of social science, thereby missing 
the opportunity to contribute innovatively to the disciplines which they are sup-
posed to cover.
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It could be argued that philosophy of the social sciences has become a victim of 
its own success – establishing itself as a separate discipline at a time of increasing 
disciplinary subdivision which disqualifi es specialists in one area of study from 
commenting authoritatively on other areas. Take, for example, the recent debate 
around “public sociology” in American sociology. Public sociology is intended to 
move beyond the safe contours of the ivory tower, developing a dialog between 
sociology and its audiences whereby the issues of each partner are brought to the 
attention to the other, and each adjusts or responds accordingly (Burawoy 2004). 
One reason for academic social scientists’ reluctance to involve, address, or write 
for the wider public is the fear of their “accessible” work being viewed by peers as 
dumbed-down and non-academic, a prejudice reinforced by research assessment 
exercises that discount articles appearing in non-reviewed “practitioner” or popular 
journals. This caution is reinforced by the observation that various natural scientists 
(such as James Lovelock, Rupert Sheldrake, Stephen Wolfram, Nigel Calder, and 
Fritjof Capra) have successfully propagated their radical critiques of mainstream 
method – and secured the economic means to pursue them outside mainstream 
academic institutions – by harnessing a large public audience for their popular 
writing, but have in the process become marginalized from academic debate within 
their original disciplines.

Whereas the arguments by practicing sociologists in favor of or against a 
public sociology have a direct bearing on the philosophy of the social sciences, the 
response by the philosophical community has been relatively muted. With a few 
exceptions (for instance, Turner 2008), philosophers seem to have missed the 
opportunity to tackle this issue that is so central to the discipline of philosophy 
of the social sciences. In short, one of the challenges which philosophers of 
the social sciences now face is to keep abreast of the rapidly changing develop-
ments in the different social sciences and to incorporate those developments in 
their work. Without this active and ongoing engagement, philosophers of the social 
sciences are at risk of dealing with issues that are no longer relevant to social 
research. Interestingly, the philosophers of the social sciences who have been most 
successful at interacting with and commenting on actual research tend to be the 
ones who focus their intellectual efforts on one specifi c discipline. One example is 
Alison Wylie (2002), whose research contributes to feminist philosophy of social 
sciences by keeping a close scrutiny of the trials and tribulations of the discipline 
of archeology. Keeping a peer-respected grounding in one particular social disci-
pline may be the only way in which those wishing to address the general philosophy 
of social sciences can engage successfully with the disciplines they are supposed 
to cover.
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4
Theories of Social Action

Rob Stones

It is impossible to go very far in any direction within the world of social theory 
without having to confront serious questions thrown up by one or other dimension 
of social action. Weber explicitly singled out social action as the “central subject 
matter” of his sociology (Weber 1968: 24), and whilst Marx is often crudely char-
acterized as the master of structure and determinism, any serious engagement with 
his work will soon come across long passages and telling statements which convey 
sustained and complex refl ections on the role of social action both in itself and in 
its relationship to social structures. Two of the telling statements I refer to will 
provide core themes for this chapter: the fi rst is his famous saying that “it is not 
the consciousness of men that determines their being, but, on the contrary, their 
social being determines their consciousness” (Marx 1962: 363; see Avineri 1968: 
75–6); the second is the eleventh thesis on Feuerbach: “The philosophers have only 
interpreted the world, in various ways; the point is to change it” (Marx, quoted in 
McLellan 1977: 158). By thematizing these statements I want to allow a closer 
scrutiny of their substance and implications, but also to provide a frame within 
which to acknowledge both the various refi nements and advances in conceptualiza-
tion and approach accrued by subsequent theoretical developments and the continu-
ing infl uence of classical thinkers.

The fi rst of Marx’s statements, on social being and consciousness, is a causal 
claim about the weight of infl uence which social context has on the ideas, values, 
and sentiments of individuals. It not only denies the image of uniquely foundational 
individuals who are the origin and the source of all that they think and feel about 
the world in which they act, it also pushes the emphasis very much the other way. 
It suggests that it is usually the social conditions in which an individual grows up, 
works, and lives which are the major source of what and how individuals think and 
feel. By a simple extension, the implication is that it isn’t primarily individuals who 
author what they quaintly refer to as their own actions, but, rather, the primary 
authors of these actions are a variety of more or less powerful social infl uences 
which constitute individuals’ “being,” and hence their consciousness and the actions 
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it contributes to. Marx’s statement here has more than a passing family resemblance 
to the message sent out by Philip Zimbardo’s Stanford prison experiment (Haney 
et al. 1973) in which volunteer students recruited to spend two weeks as guards of 
prisoners who were, likewise, volunteers, were very soon exhibiting fi ercely aggres-
sive and vindictive behavior towards their charges. This was a stunning commentary 
on the almost immediate power of socially sanctioned positions, even within role-
play, to infi ltrate and overwhelm the pre-existing ideas, values, and sentiments of 
individuals. Zimbardo has recently revisited this terrain in his book The Lucifer 
Effect: How Good People Turn Evil (2007), which focuses on the parallel issues 
that emerged in the behavior of sections of the US Army Reserve Military Police in 
carrying out atrocities on civilian prisoners at Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq. Whilst 
Zimbardo’s work is primarily about the effects of immediate social circumstances, 
roles, and related peer pressure on the individual’s consciousness and actions, other 
work in the history of social theory has focused more on the long-term effects of 
social being on the consciousness of people. This is the meaning of Simone de 
Beauvoir’s famous statement in The Second Sex, written in the late 1940s, that “one 
is not born, but rather becomes, a woman,” and it is the desire to fully convey the 
massive force of a lifetime’s social being on the consciousness of women which lies 
behind her additional comments that “it is civilization as a whole that produces this 
creature, intermediate between male and eunuch, which is described as feminine” 
(de Beauvoir 1964: 249, cited in Evans 1998: 126).

The second statement is an injunction, a call to action. Marx is reversing the 
emphasis here, suggesting now that social being doesn’t entirely determine action; 
that the actions of actors are, after all, in some sense their own, however limited a 
sense this may be. Within this gesture towards actors and action, however, he 
emphasizes the importance of praxis – purposive actions in the world – over refl ec-
tion and thought, however complex, in truly making a difference. Just as social 
being heavily infl uences consciousness, which in turn shapes actions in the world, 
so, we need to understand, those actions have the ability to shape and reshape the 
conditions of social being. It was always important to Marx, however, that plans 
and intentions to change the world should not be “voluntaristic.” That is, they 
shouldn’t be based more on wishful thinking than on a realistic appraisal of the 
material, social, and political distribution of possibilities at a given point in time. 
Equally, however, real possibilities for change should not be defeated at the fi rst 
hurdle by a misguided sense of reifi cation or fatalism. Critical here in avoiding both 
voluntarism and misguided fatalism is the intellectual capacity to accurately appraise 
the strategic terrain, the real constraints it presents, and the extent of one’s power 
to infl uence decisive aspects of it.

These two issues concerning social action – the relation between social condi-
tions, consciousness, and action and the ability of purposive actions to make a dif-
ference in the world – belong to a core of concerns that have been ever present, in 
one form or another, throughout the history of social theory. Social theory has 
gradually refi ned, developed, and deepened its conceptualization of enduring con-
cerns, whilst also broadening its fi eld of vision. In exploring this history I will 
emphasize the various ways in which theorists have refi ned the conceptualization 
of the individual actor, internally differentiating constituent aspects of the actor; 
the very closely attendant differentiation of ways in which the actor is linked to the 
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external terrain they inhabit and act within; and advances in the way that external 
terrain of action is itself conceptualized. A development which is closely related to 
these refi nements, one which has gathered pace over the last 20 years or so, has 
been a greater differentiation within social theory itself, whereby there is now a 
plurality of specializations in which a greater proportion of books and journals are 
now devoted to specifi c aspects of social ontology, or social being. These specialisms 
include the body, time, space, speed, emotions, phenomenology and consciousness, 
values, culture, identities, signifi cations and discourses, power, strategies, and so on. 
Each of these themes, abstracted from the combination of elements found in the 
“real concrete,” has the potential to be fruitfully reintegrated into a synthetic con-
ception of theories of social action – which would be rejuvenated and revitalized 
accordingly – and I will try to refl ect some of this in what follows.

Starting with the fi rst emphasis, Weber’s contributions to thought about social 
action help to refi ne our understanding of the nature and capacities of the individual 
social actor through a typology of different ways in which she can act within the 
external terrain. Thus, Weber distinguished between four different types of social 
action which an actor may engage in: instrumentally rational action geared towards 
“the attainment of the actor’s own rationally pursued and calculated ends”; value-
rational action which is pursued for reasons of personally held values irrespective 
of the prospects for success of that action; affective action, determined by the actor’s 
emotional states and orientations; and traditional action, “determined by ingrained 
habituation” (Weber 1968: 24–5). Concrete, in situ, forms of action would tend to 
combine these types. These types of orientation to action are consistent with Weber’s 
idea of social action as behavior that is oriented to the behavior of others and to 
which the actor attaches subjective meanings (Weber 1968: 22–4; Swedberg 2005: 
246). The types tell us something about the nature of the actor herself as they indi-
cate the possibility of different internal moods and states, and their concrete enact-
ments tell us that actors have the ability to combine these in complex internal 
formations which manifest themselves in a hybrid orientation to action. The empha-
sis on meaning and understanding (Verstehen) invokes and presages the importance 
of hermeneutics and phenomenology within social action theory. Ira J. Cohen 
rightly insists on the importance of placing these insights within the context of 
Weber’s defi nition of a social relationship (Weber 1968: 26–8), in which “several 
actors mutually orient the meaning of their actions so that each, to some extent, 
takes account of the behaviour of the others  .  .  .  [who] may or may not reciprocally 
agree on their interpretations of one another’s behaviour” (Cohen 1996: 144).

Weber’s insights begin the process of adding more complexity, and the promise 
of more precision, to the framework of understanding we can bring to the core 
concerns signaled by Marx’s iconic statements. They do this, not least, through the 
precision of the emphasis placed on social conditions, in the shape of others, imping-
ing on the consciousness, moods, states of mind, and orientations of the actor in 
focus. These, in turn, constrain and infl uence her perception as to how she can act 
within and upon the world, to sustain or to change it. Simmel’s concept of Wech-
selwirkung, interaction, through its commitment to studying sociation, the relations 
between actors, deepens further not only how we think about the links between 
actors and the external terrain, but also how we think about the external terrain 
itself. Thus, actors will face external circumstances populated by groups and social 
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units with varying degrees of cohesiveness. This level of integration will, in turn, be 
continually infl uenced by the dynamic processes of sociation its members are engaged 
in, whether this is through the bonding and solidarity engendered through the rela-
tional forms of mutual struggle against an enemy or competitor, the loyalty pro-
voked by mutual secrets, the relations of deference and superordination reproduced 
in institutional hierarchies, or the camaraderie and intimacy that results from meals 
shared or liaisons honored. In socially differentiated modern societies actors will 
face situations populated by a range of these variously affi liated actors, each them-
selves involved in a plurality of ongoing, overlapping, and intersecting sets of rela-
tions (Simmel 1950; Watier 2008).

As already intimated with respect to Marx and social being, action and agency 
are typically related to “structure” in the sociological literature. Conventional 
understandings of structure are deeply problematized by the relational and proces-
sual understanding of social action advocated by Weber and elaborated upon more 
extensively and subtly by Simmel. Conventional understandings tend to present 
structures, or the social conditions in which actors act, as hard, fi xed, and stable, 
unyielding in themselves to the will of actors. Actors, on this model, work within 
the spaces left to them by the social structures. Relational, interactional, and proces-
sual views of social conditions, however, compel us to review the meaning and the 
role we give to structures in social explanation. One possibility is to combine both 
emphases so that the interactional and the processual are nominally acknowledged 
but are effectively subsumed by the fi xed and unyielding. Thus, in an infl uential 
account of “Theories of Social Action” towards the end of the 1970s, Alan Dawe 
argued that to account for the reproduction of relatively stable social circumstances 
major theorists such as Talcott Parsons ultimately allowed their concern with action 
and agency to be drowned out by more structural concerns with the power of social 
norms, sanctions, and regulations. In some ways this was ironic as one of Parsons’s 
most fruitful contributions was his attempt to build on the sociological insights of 
Weber, Émile Durkheim, and Vilfredo Pareto, and on the work of the economist 
Alfred Marshall, to construct a “voluntaristic theory of action.” This rested on an 
elaboration of what he called “the unit act,” a refi ned notion of the constituents 
which were said to be involved together, in combination, in all instances of mean-
ingful human behavior. It included: the actor; the future-oriented ends or goals 
geared, in Weber’s terms, towards “the attainment of the actor’s own rationally 
pursued and calculated ends”; the means which would be required to pursue those 
ends, which included the parts of both the external terrain and of his or her own 
body over which the actor has control; those conditions within the external environ-
ment and his or her own body “over which the actor has no control, that is which 
he cannot alter, or prevent from being altered” (Parsons 1968: 43–51, and passim; 
Parsons 1949 cited in Hamilton 1985: 74); and, fi nally, central to Parsons’s con-
cerns, there would be a “normative orientation” of action through which the actor 
brings all these dimensions together in a determinate manner which informs both 
the ends and the means chosen.

It was Parsons’s interest in the role played by values and norms within the unit 
act which set him on the path towards what many saw as an overly fi xed and stable 
view of structural conditions. He became increasingly interested in how values 
(actors’ ideals) and norms (rules of conduct in social interaction) become institu-
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tionalized so that the goals of actors and the means they choose to pursue those 
goals are regulated by the same normative standards of conduct. It was a small step 
from this sustained focus on the place of socialized values and regulative normative 
standards, both within the agent and within the external terrain, to a creeping sense 
of them as conditions “over which the actor has no control, that is which he cannot 
alter, or prevent from being altered” (Parsons 1949 cited in Hamilton 1985: 74). 
Dennis Wrong famously criticized this Parsonian emphasis on the structural force 
of values and norms by labeling it an “oversocialized conception” of actors which 
denied their relative autonomy (Wrong 1961). Debate still continues over the extent 
to which this is really a fair characterization of Parsons’s work (see e.g. Clegg 1989: 
129–37; Turner 1986: 179–206). Whatever the answer to this, it is clear to me that 
there are valuable insights to take from Parsons when thinking in terms of concep-
tual development and synthesis. These include the various elements of the unit act; 
the importance, following Weber, given to the actor’s point of view implicit in the 
emphasis on values and “normative orientations”; the clear differentiation between 
the values lodged within the actor and the norms which are a feature of the external 
terrain, and the substance accorded to each; the attention given to the body, both 
as part of the means of action and, in the form of conditions, as dimensions of the 
actor which cannot be altered or controlled; the emphasis on time, with a reference 
to the future, to a state which is not yet in existence, contained within the idea of 
goals; and the explicit critique of utilitarians, behaviorists, and positivists contained 
within the central role accorded to normative orientations.

It is quite striking how all these elements are valuable components, more or less 
qualifi ed and refi ned, of the synthesis which has since emerged within contemporary 
theories of social action. The emphasis on the body, for example, provides a point 
of articulation with pioneering contemporary explorations of this area of ontology 
(see chapter 26). It is easy, for example, to see how the problematic of the unit 
act is directly affected by recent debates over what it means to be an individual 
actor. The introduction of the notion of “actants,” for example, signals a reaction 
against thinking of individual actors as bounded by the human body. Writers such 
as Donna Haraway (1985) and Bruno Latour (2005) have insisted that machines 
and technological aids, from automobiles and e-mails to robotic parts and computer 
networks, are vital and signifi cant functioning parts of actors, and increasingly so, 
hence the coining of “actants” to capture this. Actors, it is said, are “not all us.” 
Extending this notion, John Urry (2000; see also Thrift 1996) has suggested that 
one needs increasingly to conceptualize individuals as already embedded within 
human–machine networks and social fl ows, of communication, money, energy, 
fl uids, and so on, in ways which radically qualify what it means to be an actor.

As a means of thinking through the relationship between Parsons’s writings and 
more contemporary work within a refi nement and synthesis, and as a link to what 
is to come, I want to look briefl y at some comments on the role of normative 
expectations and social order in Parsons’s work made by one of his former students, 
Victor Lidz. He writes:

Actors who share normative standards are able to develop reciprocal expectations of 
one another. Concrete expectations often differ according to specialized roles, but 
actors in different roles and pursuing different ends may yet agree on the expectations 
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appropriate to each of the parties engaged in common relationships. By focusing on 
the shared elements of normative order and common grounds of expectation, Parsons 
was able to analyze the integration of social action. (Lidz 2003: 384; original 
emphasis)

Lidz brings out well the mechanisms by which actors could possibly be constrained, 
limited, and channeled by normative expectations embedded within the external 
societal terrain and internalized in their own action orientations. He also conveys 
the socially positive dimension of this, captured in the idea of integration. However, 
the reference to the potential disruption contained within the differentiation of roles 
is not followed up at all satisfactorily. Lidz simply makes a loose distinction between 
concrete expectations, that often differ, and shared expectations, that “may yet” 
transcend the specifi c exigencies of the concrete roles. This begs a number of sig-
nifi cant questions about the interplay between concrete roles and fairly generalized 
ideals and values. For there is no a priori reason why generalized norms should 
override the more localized norms and expectations associated with a particular 
role or set of roles. Zimbardo’s work showed clearly the power of at least some 
particular roles to quickly override previously inculcated generalized values. Answer-
ing the question as to the part played by generalized as opposed to more particular, 
local, norms, or by norms of either kind as opposed to other factors, is something 
which requires an empirical investigation of particular instances of social action. It 
also requires a richer array of concepts than those we have built up thus far.

In taking this further I will fi rst introduce additional refi nements in the concep-
tualization of the agent herself, her relations with the external terrain, and how 
these allow the possibility for far more contingency than Lidz suggests. I will then 
discuss concepts which develop our grasp of the external terrain which confronts 
and infl uences in situ, concrete, actions undertaken from within specifi c roles. Both 
sets of refi nements suggest that case-by-case analysis of concrete circumstances of 
social action may or may not reveal situations of social integration, and, in the 
instances where some kind of social integration is indeed found, the extent of it will 
clearly be variable, and this will be dependent upon a number of analytically dis-
tinguishable and empirically variable features.

The founder of ethnomethodology, Harold Garfi nkel, who had also been a 
student of Parsons at Harvard in the 1940s and into the 1950s, felt that the work 
of his teacher neglected the common-sense lifeworld and contingency of everyday 
decisionmaking and action. He felt that Parsons’s abstractions were cut off from 
the “gritty texture of reasonable actions in terms of which the mundane world is 
constituted, produced and reproduced” (Heritage 1984: 36). Garfi nkel insisted that 
for norms, values, and social institutions to exist at all, actors needed to have a 
skilled and complex grasp of their own actions; an understanding and awareness 
of what they “do.” The understandings which “doing” required were understand-
ings of a quite intricate and not unproblematic nature. Action was typically joint 
action, in one way or another, and it required an understanding not only of one’s 
own actions but also of the understandings, expectations, and actions of others. 
This necessary background knowledge and understanding of people and circum-
stances is built up over time, and draws on what the phenomenologist Alfred Schutz 
(1962) refers to as background “typifi cations” – of people, places, and so on, but 
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also of kinds of action and how to competently carry them out. The aspiration to 
competence brings with it an acceptance of accountability on the part of actors, a 
tacit commitment to have good, intelligible reasons for doing what they do. The 
skillful and competent production of actions also requires an ability to match and 
adapt this background, taken-for-granted knowledge, built up over time, to the 
exigencies of new situations and the sense-data that come along with them. Garfi n-
kel referred to this latter process as the “documentary method of interpretation” 
(Garfi nkel 1967: 77–9), and this is a method used all the time by ordinary people 
as they go about everyday life, involving themselves in sense-making in situ, han-
dling unfolding sequences of social interactions with others.

Thus, Garfi nkel reports a conversation between a husband and wife in which 
explicit statements, that which was said, are distinguished from what was commu-
nicated, which was much more. So, when the wife says out loud: “Did you take 
him to the record store?” she is drawing on background knowledge she knows is 
shared with her husband – knowledge gleaned both from the immediately preceding 
conversation and from other times in the history of their time together – to ask a 
question in a shorthand and simplifi ed manner. She expects her husband to do the 
work of combining what she has actually said with aspects of their mutual knowl-
edge that have gone unsaid but which need to be invoked in order to understand 
the meaning of her utterance. When Garfi nkel spells out in longhand the full content 
of the question actually communicated to the husband by the very short spoken 
phrase (“Did you take him to the record store?”) he reveals just how much the 
effi cient brevity of our everyday conversation relies on the busy, skillful work we 
do in incorporating our background knowledge into our complex handling of 
spoken interchanges:

“Since he put a penny in a meter that means that you stopped while he was with you. 
I know that you stopped at the record store either on the way to get him or on the 
way back. Was it on the way back, so that he was with you or did you stop there on 
the way to get him and somewhere else on the way back?” (Garfi nkel 1967: 25)

The extent to which we expect other people to energetically and respectfully 
perform this work for us, just as we perform it for them, in everyday interaction, 
is revealed by the “breaching experiments” carried out by Garfi nkel’s students. They 
breached the routine expectations of others by simply abstaining from the usual 
extra work required in order to make sense of what others were saying to them. 
So, when someone says: “How is your girl friend feeling?” the experimenter replied: 
“What do you mean, ‘How is she feeling?’ Do you mean physical or mental?” Or, 
when a friend says “Hurry or we will be late,” the experimenter asked what he 
meant by late, and with reference to what point of view he was taking (Garfi nkel 
1967: 42–4). At one and the same time the experimenters refused to do the usual 
work expected of them and called for their disconcerted interlocutors to do the 
extra work instead. These and similar experiments provoked immediate responses 
of perplexity, emotion, acute irritation, and moral outrage on the part of the subjects 
of the experiments, revealing, again, just how much we rely on others’ “motivated 
compliance with these background expectancies” (Garfi nkel 1967: 53), on 
them routinely understanding the “texture of relevancies” and unquestioningly 
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performing the necessary work to pull off the interaction smoothly and seamlessly. 
Using other devices, and in almost all his books, but perhaps most acutely in Inter-
action Ritual: Essays on Face-to-Face Behavior, Erving Goffman also emphasized 
the chronic role played by tacit knowledge in the production of social practices. 
Like Garfi nkel he drew attention to the refl exive awareness of actors, but also to 
their skillful capacity for adjustment and adaptation within the unfolding course of 
an interaction in response to warning signs and cues, from subtle signs of emba-
rrassment or unease to those of open ridicule and silent but visible contempt 
(Goffman 1967).

Without the existence of these shared methods (ethno-methods), society as we 
know it could not exist, but central to Garfi nkel’s approach is also the recognition 
that their successful deployment is highly contingent. They are employed, per-
formed, in conditions of uncertainty, of contingent mutual adjustments, and the 
extent to which particular actors are indeed skillful and accomplished will naturally 
vary to a considerable degree, and will require all kinds of accommodations to 
changing times. The contingencies of unfolding sequences of action have also been 
fruitfully explored within the symbolic interactionist tradition, in ways which rarely 
now reach the theoretical commentaries for the reason that their lessons have simply 
been integrated into the received wisdom of sociological theory, a point argued 
recently by Atkinson and Housley (2003). Nicos Mouzelis, whose open-minded and 
inclusive approach to theoretical problems has made him one of the most important 
synthesizers within the domain of theories of social action, refers to these aspects 
of actors and their actions as the unfolding “situational-interactional” dimension. 
He gives the mundane but telling example of his own classroom interactions to 
clearly exemplify this dimension and to differentiate it from other dimensions of 
action and agency we will come to below, such as his positional role as a university 
teacher or his more general dispositions:

when I interact in a particular classroom with particular students, a set of constraints 
and possibilities emerges that is more directly linked to the actual confi guration of the 
interrelated, interacting participants in that situation. Within such an interaction, spe-
cifi c cleavages between class members, say, or specifi c teacher–student interchanges, 
can enhance or sabotage my teaching performance in ways that cannot be primarily 
derived from or understood by mere reference to role expectations or social disposi-
tions. (Mouzelis 1991: 199; see also 1995)

Garfi nkel’s intervention is usefully located within one of the two overlapping 
approaches to the dynamism, creativity, and relative autonomy of actors which 
emerged in the late 1960s and the 1970s as critical responses to the excessive 
emphasis which theorists such as Parsons had placed on order. Both of these two 
approaches helped to fl esh out the nature of actors and agency and their links with 
the external terrain. Ethnomethodology is best grouped within the perspective which 
had its lineage in those writings of Weber and Simmel we touched upon earlier, and 
which included Schutz, and Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann (1966), all broadly 
within the neo-Kantian and phenomenological traditions. The second broad 
approach was that of pragmatism and symbolic interactionism, which again we 
have already alluded to, and this grouping included William James, George Herbert 
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Mead, Herbert Blumer, and Goffman. These theorists, too, emphasized the refl ec-
tion, refl exivity, the meanings and the creativity inherent in the very process of 
interaction itself, but they also directed more explicit attention to two other dimen-
sions of action, both related to each other. The fi rst of these, emphasized by Mead, 
is on the making of individual selves, through all of the above processes but also 
through these selves seeing themselves through the eyes of others, and presenting 
and molding themselves over time, gradually, incrementally, in performances and 
interactions with these others (Mead 1934). Language, symbolism, and communica-
tion are central to this process. The second, closely related, process, central to all 
within the symbolic interactionist tradition, is precisely the signifi cance of others – 
present, absent, concrete, and generalized – in the actor’s shaping not only of self, 
but also of all their actions and interactions (see Plummer 1991).

Both of these infl uences can be profi tably looked for in Anthony Giddens’s for-
mulation of structuration theory, which was highly signifi cant in the historical 
development of theories of social action in the latter part of the twentieth century. 
Giddens attempted to conceptualize actors and action in a way that could account 
both for those hard, unyielding dimensions of social life which pressured and con-
strained action and for the relative autonomy of actors and their creative, dynamic 
capabilities. Garfi nkel’s work was one of the most important of the various ingre-
dients brought together within early structuration theory, and it was explicitly 
acknowledged as such by Giddens, who echoed his source in presenting structura-
tion’s actors as skilled and knowledgeable practitioners and performers (Giddens 
1979, 1984, passim; Bryant and Jary 1991: 11). Giddens is less inclined to acknowl-
edge the infl uence of pragmatism and symbolic interactionism on his approach, but 
the infl uence of Mead’s generalized and concrete others can be seen, I believe, in 
his central conception of external social structures – the external contextual condi-
tions of action – as also inhabiting the actors-in-focus and providing the medium 
of action upon which, mediated through knowledge and memory traces, these actors 
draw when they engage in social practices. Goffman’s emphasis on the skilled and 
accomplished presentations and performances of selves to others in tacitly rule-
bound everyday interactions (e.g. Goffman 1959, 1963) is also surely a paradigm 
case of agents drawing on what they “know (believe) about the circumstances of 
their action and that of others  .  .  .  in the production and reproduction of that 
action” (Giddens 1984: 375). It is clearly the case that structuralism’s notion of the 
paradigmatic axis of language (langue), a virtual resource, or pool, drawn upon by 
speaking agents (parole), is also a signifi cant source for Giddens’s structures, and 
one which provides more sophisticated tools with which to explore the infl uence of 
processes of signifi cation and discourses on the world-views lodged within actors’ 
dispositions (see below). However, the emphasis of the pragmatist and symbolic 
interactionist traditions, from Mead to Goffman, is surely signifi cant too in provid-
ing a more embedded, contextual sense of how actors respond in practical ways to 
what others expect them to do, or to be. These are responses to perceived external 
others who, in their manifestation as internalized and phenomenologically infl ected 
reference points, have great causal powers.

Giddens’s approach attempts to avoid the kind of reductionism which places too 
much weight, by conceptual fi at, on norms and normative expectations (a charge 
leveled at Parsons), or a similar kind of reductionism of action and subjectivity to 
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signifi cation or meaning, typical of structuralist and poststructuralist approaches. 
He insists that there are three analytically signifi cant dimensions of social structure 
(or social being): the structures of domination (power), signifi cation (meaning), and 
legitimation (norms) which all need to be considered in order to understand actors 
and their actions (e.g. Giddens 1979: 82). All are inevitably intertwined within the 
external conditions of action in the midst of which actors are formed and within 
which they act. They reside, in turn, within the knowledgeability of agents, phe-
nomenologically framed and infl ected. The great strength of this conception’s 
emphasis on “internalized structures” is that the agents are thus grounded in, 
anchored in, their social milieu at the same time as the agents’ own internal com-
plexity means that they are not entirely subsumed by this milieu. The three dimen-
sions of structure are, in reality, closely intertwined, and so assessments of, for 
example, the causal signifi cance of norms and mutual expectations in a sequence of 
action will inevitably also involve interlinked judgments about power and meanings. 
Hence, structures-within-knowledgeability involve phenomenologically infl ected 
“stocks of knowledge” about the external context and conditions of action. This is 
knowledgeability about the distributions and confi gurations of norms, power, and 
meaning within the terrain of action. An “external critique” (Giddens 1984: 374) 
of an actor’s view of the terrain of action must take into account this process of 
mediation as well as the unacknowledged conditions of action and unintended 
consequences of action. Alongside its strengths, it is important to register the sig-
nifi cant weaknesses within Giddens’s thinking about structures and action. Most 
important, it remained at a very generalized and abstract level (Stones 2005) and, 
as a result, his conception of external structures facing particular actors remained 
underdeveloped and vague (see Archer 1995; Mouzelis 1991). A further conse-
quence was that the quality of conceptualization of the various ways in which the 
actor is grounded in, and linked to, the external terrain, also remained highly under-
developed. Nevertheless, his analytical distinction between the three types of struc-
ture provides the basis for more empirically oriented researchers to focus on any 
one of the structures independently and, in principle, to examine the particular ways 
in which they are combined. Sometimes, norms may indeed be decisive as the 
primary structural force within the constitution of an action, sometimes it will be 
a confi guration of power, and at other times it will be a particular regime of signi-
fi cation. Moreover, when combined with the contingencies of understanding, good-
will, energy, skill, and performance involved in the unfolding of situated interactions, 
this suggests a great deal of indeterminacy, and hence variability, regarding the part 
played by generalized normative expectations in the performance of tasks associated 
with specialized concrete roles.

This conceptualization of structures and action has been signifi cantly developed 
in the “strong” version of structuration oriented to in situ studies that has emerged 
through a process of critique, counter-critique, synthesis, and diverse empirical 
applications over the last decade or so (see Stones 2005). Strong structuration pro-
vides the basis for a more refi ned conception of the axes along which actors can be 
linked to their immediate external and strategic terrain. The complexity and richness 
of the emerging picture is added to by Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of habitus, which 
provides the means to think about a further signifi cant aspect of both the internal 
constitution of the actor herself, and also a further aspect of the links between the 
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actor and the external terrain. By habitus Bourdieu denotes certain properties that 
are embedded within the minds and bodies of human beings, but instead of the 
emphasis being on the perception, knowledge, and decisive infl uence of immediate 
circumstances, or particular times, places, and practices, as it tends to be in Gid-
dens’s work, and as it is in the type of insight associated with Zimbardo, the 
emphasis here is on more enduring qualities embedded within the actor, and built 
up over time through socialization and experience. This is an emphasis more in line 
with, and offering to refi ne, Mead’s writings on the making of selves, and de Beau-
voir’s insistence that one is not born but, gradually and socially, becomes a woman. 
Habitus should be seen as:

a system of lasting transposable dispositions which, integrating past experiences, func-
tions at every moment as a matrix of perceptions, appreciations, and actions and makes 
possible the achievements of infi nitely diversifi ed tasks, thanks to analogical transfers 
of schemes permitting the solution of similarly shaped problems. (Bourdieu 1977: 83; 
emphasis in original)

This conception draws from the phenomenological tradition, with its clear borrow-
ing of notions of typifi cations and background knowledge. It is indebted also to 
Marcel Mauss’s focus on bodily habits and has affi nities with Norbert Elias’s use 
of the term to emphasize the socially embedded psychology of actors. Bourdieu sees 
the embodied, internal, dispositions of actors as coming about through what he 
calls the “internalization of externality,” whereby individuals develop “know-how” 
about their external social and material milieu in order to engage successfully in a 
broad range of social practices. This “know-how,” these dispositions, become so 
deeply ingrained that they become “second nature.” They provide a pool of latent 
resources, in the form of what Bourdieu calls “generative schemes” that can be 
drawn upon whenever circumstances require.

It is clear from Bourdieu’s discussion of habitus in the closing chapters of an 
Outline of a Theory of Practice, and elsewhere, that he wants to include general 
cultural discourses and world-views within its ambit (Bourdieu 1977: 159–71), and 
this is something usefully amplifi ed by the social theorist and historian William 
Sewell Jr. in an infl uential article on structure, agency, and historical transforma-
tions.1 Sewell refers to the resources of habitus as involving “cultural schemas” 
which include the deep binary oppositions that structuralism and poststructuralism 
emphasize, in addition to “the various conventions, recipes, scenarios, principles of 
action, and habits of speech and gesture built up with these fundamental tools” 
(Sewell 1992: 7–8). Much of habitus exists as doxa, as unquestioned and taken for 
granted, below the level of conscious refl ection, although there is no repressive bar, 
as with the unconscious, to aspects of habitus emerging into consciousness and 
becoming the object of critical refl ection. This is as true for the formations of culture 
and discourse within habitus as it is for the embodied motor and practical skills 
and dispositions such as bodily capacities, deportment, speech, and gesture.

Habitus thus denotes a site in which theories of actors and action can lodge rela-
tively enduring and sedimented characteristics and capacities at both the practical 
and the more transcendental cultural levels. There is a meeting and interaction here 
between the relatively enduring and embodied skills, dispositions, and orientations 
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adapted and drawn on in a range of immediate practical settings, and the broader 
cultural dispositions that inform such actions, dispositions derived from the various 
“ways in which the social world is constructed for the actor by previous interpreta-
tions and collective languages” (Reed and Alexander 2006: 114). There is a process 
of, primarily pre-refl ective, interpretation and transmission whereby the general 
cultural discourses and constructions inform and color those background under-
standings and typifi cations, illuminated by ethnomethodology, that themselves 
inform practical actions in situ. This is an argument pursued by the innovative 
American social sociologist Jeffrey Alexander who, in a series of articles and in 
books such as Durkheimian Sociology: Cultural Studies (1987) and Action and its 
Environments (1988) which combined theory with specifi c studies of the discourses 
of American civil society, including a seminal analysis of “Watergate,” probably 
did more than any other theorist in the latter decades of the twentieth century to 
emphasize and elaborate upon the sui generis characteristics of the cultural level. 
We will return to these points below, and in doing so it is important to remember 
that both the transposable skills and dispositions drawn on variably in a range of 
different practical encounters and also the broader cultural discourses and world-
views which are contained within the agent will have been internalized in more or 
less complex fashions from the external world and that the two aspects of general 
dispositions will inform one another.

Bourdieu leaves himself open to the charge of determinism (e.g. Alexander 1995: 
128ff; Honneth 1986; Lukes 2005) through his tendency to overemphasize the 
inherited and enduring dispositions (habitus) at the expense of their contingent and 
potentially creative articulation with the relatively autonomous, variable, concerns 
an actor has with the specifi c contours of the immediate situation. Alexander has 
criticized Bourdieu along these lines, and a major strand of his recent work (Alex-
ander and Smith 2003; Alexander et al. 2006), in which he has argued for a “strong 
program in cultural sociology,” is an insistence that more attention be given to the 
precise processes through which actions themselves are the product of the interpreta-
tion of received cultural logics of meaning and identities: “a strong program tries 
to anchor causality in proximate actors and agencies, specifying in detail just how 
culture interferes with and directs what really happens” (Alexander and Smith 2003: 
14). This moment of articulation needs more theorization than Alexander provides, 
however, and to remedy this it is necessary to make a further fi rm distinction. This 
is between, on the one hand, the general and dispositional internalizations of the 
external world (habitus) we have just been discussing – embracing both general 
cultural discourses and practical skills and dispositions that are enduring and trans-
posable such that they transcend their particular application in any specifi c setting 
or situation – and, on the other, the type of emphasis Giddens places on more con-
tingent and conjunctural aspects of knowledge and awareness about immediate and 
specifi c situations – on what we might call the “conjuncturally specifi c structures” 
within the actor (see Stones 2005: 87–94).

We thus have two main types of internalized structures, each with a different 
kind of history and different kinds of functions and capacities. There will, however, 
be a complex, and more or less dynamic, interplay between the two types of “inter-
nal structure.” For example, any strategic conception of – or practical engagement 
with – the immediate conjunctural terrain will be mediated by the culturally informed 
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phenomenology embedded within the actor’s transposable habitus, but is not reduc-
ible to that habitus. There will also be conjuncturally specifi c elements of the imme-
diate terrain to take into account, with the nexus of norms, power, and meaning 
that will impact on the consequences of any action. Nicos Mouzelis is making an 
overlapping, but not identical, point when he distinguishes between the situational-
interactional, the positional, and the dispositional (habitus) (see Mouzelis 1991: 
194–200, 1995). The recognition that the cultural dispositions located within 
habitus are in a dynamic and mutually infl uencing relationship with an actor’s 
experience of her immediate and more enduring social positioning – with all its 
pressures, demands, and patterned relationships (see the discussion of “position-
practice relations,” below, and the points made in relation to Lidz and Parsons, 
above) – is also how I interpret Gregor McLennan’s considerable unease (McLennan 
2006: 120–38) with Alexander’s “sharp analytical uncoupling of culture from social 
structure [which] is the most important quality of a strong program” (Alexander 
and Smith 2003: 13). There is a persuasive argument for some degree of analytical 
autonomy – which would involve the “ ‘thick description’ of the codes, narratives, 
and symbols that create the textured webs of social meaning” (2003: 13), and 
Alexander’s cultural sociology has done much to enrich our understanding of the 
cultural formation of actors, but the mutual imbrications between the cultural and 
the social that are ever present at the level of actuality, and the necessity for ongoing 
articulation between the two at the analytical level, also need to be thoroughly rec-
ognized and conceptualized.

Careful synthesis is required here in order to retain what is of value in the writ-
ings of these various theorists, and much remains to be done. The distinctions 
between the two aspects of the internalization of the external (the general-disposi-
tional and the conjuncturally specifi c), together with the greater specifi cation and 
exploration of their various components, enhance our ability to theorize social 
action, as do the allied concepts crystallized by Mouzelis. They allow a more ade-
quate grasp of complexity and offer the possibility, through synthesis, of bringing 
greater precision to the emphases of Weber, Parsons, and other writers, on values, 
norms, means, interests and goals, and the ways in which they infl uence unfolding 
interactions.

Andrew Sayer’s powerful recent volume The Moral Signifi cance of Class (2005) 
adds yet another important register to the conception of the social actor, arguing 
that values and emotions should be included much more vigorously within our 
conceptualizations, and that a more developed notion of habitus should be the 
primary site for this. He shows just how powerful emotions and mixed feelings such 
as “envy, pride, resentment, anger and – in extreme situations as a consequence – 
consternation” can be, arguing that they “are not to be counterposed to reason but 
are evaluative judgements about circumstances beyond people’s control which are 
likely to affect their well-being and their commitments” (Sayer 2005: 133). Sayer 
argues persuasively, and through sustained systematic argumentation, that emo-
tional values, cares, concerns, and commitments need to be connected to gender, 
class, and cultural logics, but that both complexes then need to be reconnected to 
concrete circumstances, to what we have called the conjuncturally specifi c. The 
decisive point is that, unless we can grasp what circumstances these cares are about, 
and how exactly they affect the actor’s well-being, we will not genuinely be able to 
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understand why and how specifi c inequalities of class, gender, and so on, matter to 
the people they affect (Sayer 2005: 51).

There is an important point of contact here to the literature on rights and human 
rights, and to how these fi t in to the care and value frames of the people they would 
affect (see chapter 25). For example, in a chapter discussing what the conditions 
might be for reaching a non-coerced consensus on human rights in the countries of 
East Asia, the political philosopher Charles Taylor (1999: 124–44), in the process 
of arguing for a version of John Rawls’s “overlapping consensus” (Rawls 1993), 
similarly highlights the importance of grasping and taking seriously others’ back-
ground values, justifi cations, and beliefs. Writing about societies whose religious 
heritages are marked by one or more of Islam, Buddhism, Christianity, Confucian-
ism, and various forms of folk religion, to name just some, his point is that an 
agreement to abide by mutual norms in spite of very different fundamental beliefs 
– which is the point and the goal of the overlapping consensus – is more likely to 
be brought about if it has its basis in a prior, and profound, mutual grasp and 
understanding of the other groups’ very different cultural world-views, religions, 
metaphysics, understandings of human nature, and so on. This hermeneutic moment 
in Taylor’s argument – focused on the interpretation of the other’s habitus – is 
designed to counter the ethnocentrism of an overly disengaged and monologic 
imputation of interests and rights to others, imputations it would be clear they 
would reject if one understood something about their background traditions and 
understandings; about what they care about, how much they care about it, and 
why. Such hermeneutic sensitivity in the multicultural conditions Taylor is writing 
about can pose a signifi cant challenge to already held, relatively self-contained, 
systems of values and principles. Such could well be the case, for example, with 
existing liberal political conceptions of rights which place individual autonomy – the 
ability of an individual to choose, within reason, the way they live their life, to 
choose their own conception of the good life (see Kymlicka 1989: 9–20) – at the 
center of their universe. For it is quite possible that notions of belonging and obei-
sance to a traditional communal ethos will be more important than the capacity for 
agency and choice for actors whose habitus has, say, been infl uenced more by Con-
fucianism than by liberalism.

Signifi cant work has been done on a further important dimension of the internal 
constitution of the actor, and this is the dimension of active agency. This relates 
to the ability of the actor not to be consumed and overwhelmed by the immediate 
circumstances of their social being – whether this be within the confi nes of Abu 
Ghraib, in other situations in which social injuries are infl icted on the basis of 
ethnicity, race, gender, class, or other social markers of discrimination, or in the 
context of less overtly confl ictual social pressures. Active agency can cover a 
number of different things, from resistance, improvisation, innovation, creativity, 
and play through the varying degrees of critical distance and refl ection which an 
agent brings to bear on her circumstances (Mouzelis 1991: 27–31), to the process 
of value commitments through which an actor sorts out her various concerns, 
more or less clearly, into some kind of hierarchy of purposes or matrix of mutu-
ally compatible pursuits (Stones 2005: 103–4, 111–13). Recent work on Simmel 
has argued that there is a valuable aspect of dynamic and active agency in his 
writings that is insuffi ciently spelt out in contemporary theories of action. Thus, 
in a move reminiscent of structuration, Birgitta Nedelmann identifi es key moments 



 theories of social action 97

of “internalization,” moments in which actors are the receivers or the addressees 
of the effects of previous or concurrent interaction sequences. These moments 
are to be contrasted with “externalization,” those moments in which acting (tun) 
actors produce effects in the external world. Within internalization the receivers 
are said to experience or “suffer” (leiden) these effects; however, there is no neces-
sary imputation of passivity to them in the part they play in this moment of 
the interactional sequence (Nedelmann 2001: 70). There can be a range of strate-
gies and orientations taken up towards “receiving,” and the normative texture of 
such responses can also vary. The latter, it is clear, could range across a spectrum 
of responses as disparate as an emotional and normative embracing of the effects 
or pressures of social being, as one kind of extreme, through to a cold and resent-
ful, yet subtly calculated, restraint or submission, as another. The manner of 
receiving can have implications both for the cumulative formation of habitus and 
for strategic orientations to one’s more or less fl exible positional duties and 
obligations.

A further factor which bears on all of these is the necessary ability of actors to 
shift their horizons of action depending upon the motivated, purposive action in 
hand. This horizon affects the “contexts of relevance” which infl uence which par-
ticular aspects of the latent internal structures will be animated (cf. Schutz 1962; 
Habermas 1987: 122–3). The importance of shifting horizons, and the nuanced and 
fi ne-grained specifi cation of what is involved in this, can be seen in recent work on 
social action in the respective domains of morality and time.2 Thus, in relation to 
morality, Luc Boltanski and Laurent Thévenot have shown how actors, in a series 
of phenomenological gestalt shifts, can switch between different normative frame-
works and principles of justice within different social settings, or sometimes the very 
same social setting, depending upon how a given situation is defi ned (Boltanski and 
Thévenot 1991/2006; 1999: 359–77). These shifts rely on background understand-
ings of the appropriate “elementary relations” between actors involved in different 
types of sociation. The elementary relation will, for example, be exchange in a 
market situation, solidarity in a civic environment, adequate functional links in an 
industrial situation, passion in an artistic environment, and trust in a domestic one. 
These, in turn, are linked to a range of conceptions of justice or “orders of worth” 
which are typically felt to be appropriate generically to these different institutional 
settings, but which can change depending upon the specifi c nature of the dispute 
within that institution. Thus, different horizons and types of justifi cation are typi-
cally invoked in daily life depending upon the nature of the institution – polling 
stations, shop fl oors, media, artistic shows, and family ceremonies (Boltanski and 
Thévenot 1999: 366) – and situation. Boltanski and Thévenot wish not only to 
interpret their fi nely textured world but also, modestly and incrementally, to have 
an impact upon it. Accordingly, they suggest that these types of routine justifi cation 
invoked within people’s own everyday phenomenological worlds parallel, albeit 
approximately, a number of political philosophies, including Rousseau’s The Social 
Contract (the civic world), Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations (the market 
world), and St Augustine’s City of God (the world of inspiration and creativity), 
each of which can potentially further enrich debate, judgment, and practice within 
the respective everyday domains. The order of worth legitimately evoked in an 
artistic situation will be different than that invoked in a situation defi ned by the 
moral rules of the market, for example. The order of worth associated with the 
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artistic situation will be based on grace, nonconformity, and creativity, whilst that 
invoked by the market will be based simply on price. Whilst the human qualities 
invoked in the fi rst horizon will be creativity and ingenuity, those invoked in the 
second will be desire and purchasing power (Boltanski and Thévenot 1999: 
368–73).

Mustafa Emirbayer and Ann Mische’s highly infl uential “What Is Agency?,” 
which appeared in the American Journal of Sociology in 1998, is a synthesis that 
draws on a combination of pragmatism, phenomenology, and a wide range of 
empirical studies to distinguish three major temporal orientations of situated actors. 
These are: (1) the iterational orientation of agency, in which the actor draws pri-
marily on elements which are very close to Bourdieu’s notion of habitus, in which 
past patterns of thought and action are selectively and tacitly reactivated in relevant 
circumstances and are routinely incorporated into practical activity; (2)) the projec-
tive orientation, which encompasses actors’ use of creativity and invention to 
imagine a range of possible future trajectories of action (extending the work of 
Hans Joas and Alexander, who themselves draw from Mead 1932); and (3) the 
practical-evaluative orientation, which involves situationally based judgments about 
how to act “in response to emerging demands, dilemmas, and ambiguities of pres-
ently evolving situations” (Emirbayer and Mische 1998: 971). Emirbayer and 
Mische make a further series of valuable conceptual discriminations within each 
of these categories. Within the last category of the practical-evaluative, for example, 
they distinguish “three dominant tones within its internal chordal structure” (1998: 
997). The fi rst of these is problematization: the “recognition that the concrete 
particular situation at hand is somehow ambiguous, unsettled or unresolved” (1998: 
998). There are two secondary tones, in turn, within this category. These are “the 
characterization of a given situation against the background of past patterns of 
experience” and the “deliberation over possible trajectories of action, in which 
actors consider alternative hypothetical scenarios by critically evaluating the 
consequences of implementing these within real-world situations” (1998: 997–8). 
The fi nal two dominant tones are the self-explanatory ones of decision, which 
marks a resolution to move towards concrete action, and execution, which is the 
translation of resolution and capacity into concrete empirical intervention (1998: 
999–1000).

All three of these major temporal orientations – the iterational, the projective 
and the practical-evaluative – will necessarily be combined in any concrete action, 
but one of them will typically be dominant at any particular time within the horizon 
of action. It is clear that each of them will have to draw on varying combinations 
of dispositional and conjunctural internal structures with, for example, the balance 
being towards the dispositional within the iterational horizon and towards the 
conjunctural and the strategic within the practical-evaluative horizon. The precise 
combination will depend on the action at hand, and one’s focus as an investigator 
will depend, as ever, upon the particular explanatory purposes one has in mind. At 
the end of their accounts of each analytical category of temporal orientation, Emir-
bayer and Mische make reference to a number of empirical case studies in which 
that category may be elicited. These are useful in loosely illustrative ways, revealing 
the particular value of the category itself, and also pointing towards its connection 
with other categories. Thus, an example they give under the heading “Practical 
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Evaluation in Empirical Research” is that of Charles Tilly’s work (1986, 1994) on 
the stance of individuals and groups in the implementation of “repertoires of con-
tention.” Their focus is on the “shrewdness, tact and situational awareness” of these 
actors as they adapt and improvise their previously learned roles and scripts to new 
unfolding situations (Emirbayer and Mische 1998: 1001). At one and the same time 
this reveals both the practical-evaluative temporal orientations within what Mou-
zelis call the “situational-interactional,” and also the reliance of this moment on 
the predispositions of habitus, on the previously learned roles – on them knowing 
“their approximate parts” – as a necessary condition of its existence.

It is most productive to think of all the developments in the theorization of social 
action covered so far within a broader external frame of networks or social relations 
into which the actors have been thrown, and without which one cannot make sense 
of them or what they do. For network analysts themselves the focus is on regulari-
ties in how people and collectivities behave and on patterns of ties linking the 
members of social structures together (Scott 2000). The essential wider point, 
however, is that all actors are caught up in a web of relationships which can be 
infl uencing, molding, facilitating, or constraining depending on circumstances. 
Action takes place in the midst of ongoing social relations, practices, and structures. 
This meso-level of the institutionalized relationships from within which individuals 
confront the strategic terrain of possibilities and constraints has been developed in 
various ways by a number of theorists and writers. Each of them emphasizes the 
specialization of roles and tasks, mutual interdependencies, and relational structur-
ing. This work includes the conceptual elaboration by symbolic interactionists of 
interactive webs of people “doing things” and Norbert Elias’s general idea of fi gura-
tions of mutual interdependencies. More precisely, in addition to distinguishing 
between the dispositional (habitus/the iterational element) and the situational-inter-
actional (the practical-evaluative arena) in conceptualizing actors and action, Mou-
zelis separates out a further category, “the positional,” which is extremely productive 
in this context.

The positional is akin to the classical conception of role within social theory 
but without any unwelcome connotations of excessive rigidity or total subsumption 
of the actor within the role or position. It remains useful because it provides a 
sociological point of reference by which to situate the actor within the ambient 
institutional nexus, allowing us, for example, to ground the abstractions of norms, 
meaning, and power within a defi nable empirical context, and so to translate the 
abstractions into the recognizable pressures and infl uences associated with particu-
lar hierarchies, duties, prerogatives, obligations, and relationships. It is within a 
defi nable position that dispositional and conjunctural orientations and understand-
ings become focused on particular tasks and unfolding interactional performances. 
The nature of the positional is best understood by returning to Robert K. Merton’s 
by now overly neglected account of the notion of roles and role relationships. 
Merton’s notion of role-sets directs one to the number of different roles which are 
attached to any one “status” or position such as lawyer, police offi cer, medical 
doctor, politician, fi lm director, wife, mother, professor, schoolteacher, and so on. 
The position of schoolteacher will bring with it a diversity of different tasks to 
carry out daily or from time to time, and each of these tasks will bring the teacher 
into a “role relationship” with others whose own positions bring them into contact, 
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likewise, with the teacher. Illustrating the status and task-oriented specifi cs and 
relational quality of this external terrain of action, Merton notes that schoolteach-
ers thus relate “not only to the correlative status, pupil, but also to colleagues, 
the school principal and superintendent, the Board of Education, professional asso-
ciations and, in the United States, local patriotic organizations” (Merton 1957: 
42).

Drawing today on Merton’s example, taken from the US in the 1950s and 1960s, 
has the added virtue of directing attention to the specifi cs of time, place, and orga-
nizational culture within which any set of role relationships will be carried out. One 
of the most systematic theoretical treatments of this meso-level of social action has 
been provided by Ira J. Cohen; infl uenced by Merton and developing the tradition 
of structuration theory, Cohen is keen to avoid any sense that roles and role rela-
tionships somehow subsume agency, a charge that was leveled at Parsons, as we 
have seen. As a consequence he insists that roles have to be continually sustained 
through practices or active “position-taking.” This is informed by an ontological 
emphasis on the pivotal signifi cance of praxis, relationality, and process in the 
constitution of social life. In this vein Cohen describes position-practices and posi-
tion-practice relations as involving the following elements:

• vertical and horizontal sets of power relationships and interdependencies;
• positional identities defi ned in terms of identifying criteria such as docu-

mented qualifi cations and observable attributes;
• clusters of practices through which identifying criteria, prerogatives, and 

obligations are made manifest in ways that are generally acknowledged by 
others;

• a range of other position-practices that must be, or can be, interrelated with 
a given position-practice;

• a range of institutionalized reciprocities, including asymmetrical power 
relations, through which position-practice relations occur (Cohen 1989: 
210).

Parallel explorations of the structures of meso-level relations and practices have 
been developed in various ways in a number of more substantive and concrete 
sociological studies, each of them tracing their lineage to classical sources such as 
Durkheim on the division of labor and Weber’s account of bureaucracy. The most 
concrete manifestations of such emphases have been in sub-specialisms of the social 
sciences, such as organizational and industrial sociology, studies of social move-
ments and collective action, and in the fi eld of policy networks within political 
science. In industrial sociology, to take just one example, the well-known compara-
tive study of work organizations carried out by the Industrial Administration 
Research Unit at Aston University, Birmingham, UK, distinguished between six 
primary dimensions of organizational structure (Pugh et al. 1963; Pugh and Hickson 
1976), which included the specialization of activities; the standardization of pro-
cedures; the formalization of documentation; the centralization of authority; the 
confi guration of positions/roles, and the degree of fl exibility within the organiza-
tional structure, including the speed of possible changes in the shape of role rela-
tionships and expectations (Brown 1992: 105–6). Critics have pointed out that the 
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danger with such taxonomies is that they abstract from complex processes and 
become little more than reifi ed reference points for the sake of comparisons with 
an ideal type (Clegg 2007). Ideally, they should be explored in situ, with actors 
embedded within relational circumstances in which the various dimensions of orga-
nizational structure will be hybridized and evolving. There is also much to be 
gained by starting to think through the relationship of meso-level confi gurations 
to macro-level periodizations of the social such as those of modernity – in which 
actors are typically and chronically located within the social technology of several 
large, and cross-cutting, concentrated systems (Kallinikos 2004, 2006) – and 
postmodernity.

The more concrete approaches make up in substance and empirical reference 
points for what they can sometimes lack in conceptual refi nement. Further develop-
ments in refi ning our grasp of how the meso-level – within which social actors are 
inevitably situated – impacts upon social being and actors’ ability to make a dif-
ference will require the bringing together of the systematic conceptual work with 
the more substantive literature. This would provide a more refi ned sense of the 
pressures to act in particular ways which are felt by social actors in situ. A combi-
nation of these two levels of analysis, however, needs to keep sight of two simple 
but highly consequential truths. The fi rst is that the meso-level, which provides the 
external or structural terrain for any one given actor, is itself full of other social 
actors. The second is that any adequate approach to the institutional meso-level, 
including the theorization of collective actors and action, must therefore include 
within it as sophisticated an approach to individual social actors and social 
(inter)action as has been elaborated here. We can return now to the second of the 
two statements from Marx that we started out with. For the problem of fathoming 
what the possibilities and constraints are which face any particular in situ social 
actor – fathoming what the confi guration of external structures will effectively yield 
to or forbid – needs to be placed within an exploration of these parameters. The 
possibility of actors making a difference relies, quite simply, not only on the rela-
tion between social being and consciousness but also upon whether the relationally 
constituted external structures they face – and the actors within these – will be 
impermeable or malleable to their attempts not only to interpret them, but also to 
change them.

Theories of social action have been gradually, incrementally, and sometimes radi-
cally, developed and refi ned over the last century or so. Major themes of social 
being, transformative action, and external constraint have remained, whilst our 
ability to address them, both conceptually and empirically, has been greatly enhanced. 
There have been complex and careful differentiations within the conceptualization 
of the individual actor, and with respect to her relations with the external world, 
and also a curiously slow, but thankfully persistent, dawning awareness that exter-
nal structures cannot be conceptualized adequately without the existence of actors 
at their heart. There is still much work left to do. However, invigorated both by an 
explosion of specializations in a plurality of ontological themes and a contrasting 
but complementary movement towards systematic synthesis, theories of social action 
as we approach the second decade of the twenty-fi rst century have never been better 
equipped to confront the plurality of questions – old, new, and mixtures of the two 
– they continue to be called upon to address.
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Notes

1 I have argued elsewhere (Stones 2005: 67–74) that the article has shortcomings in its 
conceptualization of the relationship between cultural schemas and resources. However, 
there is much that is rich within the account, and the shortcomings do not affect its posi-
tive insights with respect to cultural schemas per se.

2 Also see Martina Löw (forthcoming), for an illuminating account of the active and con-
tingent procedures of phenomenological synthesis employed by actors as they move 
between different spatial horizons of action.
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5
Functionalism and 

Social Systems Theory

Giuseppe Sciortino

THE FOUNDATIONS OF FUNCTIONAL ANALYSIS

Functionalism has been defi ned mainly as a methodological stance, by its supporters 
and critics alike. It can be much better understood, however, as a loose tradition, 
as a network of intellectual infl uences kept together by some (broadly defi ned) theo-
retical interests as well as by a shared attribution of intellectual signifi cance to some 
analytical problems. Functionalism has evolved historically as a kind of generalized 
sensibility for certain dimensions of social inquiry, both methodological (functional-
ism) and substantive (social systems theory).

At its most basic level, functionalism may be defi ned as any approach that tries 
to assess an action or social process in terms of its consequences for the social unit 
deemed relevant. The intellectual roots are usually traced to Herbert Spencer’s deci-
sion to follow the biological usage of calling function the consequences of the 
various organs for the life of an organism. Another often-mentioned ancestor is 
Vilfredo Pareto, for his insistence on the centrality of mechanisms able to keep or 
restore a social system to a state of (dynamic) equilibrium as well as for his sharp 
distinction between subjective goals and objective outcomes. Functionalism’s roots 
may be traced also further back, to Leibniz’s theodicy or to the tradition of natural 
law. As the methodological debate on functionalism has produced more than the 
usual share of technicalities, abstruse terms, and dialogs among the deaf, it seems 
better in this context to provide a minimal and step-by-step survey of the options 
that have defi ned the various stances in the debate. This will help in highlighting 
how such methodological debates have been shaped by a variety of sociological 
concerns.

A good starting point is provided by Bronislaw Malinowski in his classic analysis 
of the Kula ring in the western Pacifi c:

Yet it must be remembered that what appears to us an extensive, complicated, and yet 
well ordered institution is the outcome of so many doings and pursuits, carried on by 
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savages, who have no laws or aims or charters defi nitively laid down. They have no 
knowledge of the total outline of any of their social structure. They know their own 
motives, know the purpose of individual actions and the rules which apply to them, 
but how, out of these, the whole collective institution shapes, this is beyond their 
mental range. Not even the most intelligent native has any clear idea of the Kula as a 
big, organized social construction, still less of its sociological function and implication
s.  .  .  .  The integration of all the details observed, the achievement of a sociological 
synthesis of all the various, relevant symptoms, is the task of the Ethnographer. First 
of all he has to fi nd out that certain activities, which at fi rst sight might appear inco-
herent and not correlated, have a meaning. He then has to fi nd out what is constant 
and relevant in these activities, and what accidental and inessential, that is to fi nd out 
the laws and rules of all the transactions. Again, the Ethnographer has to construct 
the picture of the big institution, very much as the physicist constructs his theory from 
the experimental data, which always have been within reach of everybody, but needed 
a consistent interpretation. (Malinowski 1984: 83–4)

As this passage makes clear, functionalism is primarily defi ned by the assumption 
that institutional analysis cannot (and should not) be carried out on the basis of the 
member’s accounts of those very same institutions. Functional analysis is a tool 
reserved to the observer (the ethnographer). Such a stance must, however, be prop-
erly understood. Functionalists did not deny that members (the native) had opinions 
about these institutions and ways of describing their functioning. Malinowski never 
assumed that members were participating because some hidden mechanism forced 
them “behind their backs”; on the contrary, he argued that self-interest, maneuver-
ing, manipulation, and competition were everyday occurrences. He argued quite 
forcefully that members have interests served by participating in these institutions 
and strong reasons to enter into the obligations prescribed by such arrangements. 
What Malinowski, and all subsequent functionalists, claimed was that the recon-
struction of the members’ lifeworlds and knowledge belonged to a different analyti-
cal level than institutional analysis. The latter is concerned with the ways and 
mechanisms that keep social action coordinated, not with the motivation for the 
action themselves (Luhmann 1962).

The observer, however, is bound by a specifi c frame of reference. The conse-
quences of any action or process are endless, and their impacts may be simultane-
ously signifi cant on a variety of levels. Any functional analysis has to identify the 
units whose functioning, adaptation, or adjustment is evaluated as an outcome of 
the actions and processes observed. Here the crucial link between functional analysis 
and system theory is established. In the beginning, on this point there were two 
sharply divergent options. One line of thought – particularly developed by Herbert 
Spencer and Bronislaw Malinowski – advocated a generalized anthropology – a set 
of stable needs and dispositions – as the proper structural reference for the func-
tional analysis of behavior. The analysis of whatever social process was analyzed 
was to be considered complete only when its contribution to the satisfaction of one 
or more anthropological needs had been fully reconstructed (Malinowski 1936). 
This line of analysis never succeed in becoming infl uential: it ran quickly into the 
oscillation between catalogs of “needs” too generic to be of use and ad hoc reason-
ing. Its critics, moreover, were ready to point out that linking social practices to 
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cultural systems and cultural systems to biological needs made it diffi cult to explain 
the several occasions where what is functional for the group is actually dysfunctional 
for the individual.1 Victory was attained by the strict sociological alternative, claim-
ing that the key question of any functional analysis of a social action or process 
was to identify the contribution played by it in the maintenance and change of a 
given social structure (Durkheim 1950; Merton 1949). The line was consequently 
drawn not between the actor and the organism, but between the actor and the social 
system, thus making functionalism the most consistent stronghold of anti-reduction-
ist thinking in the social sciences.

A third line of contention concerned the implications drawn by the observer from 
the existence of a functional relationship between the processes observed and its 
impact on the social structure taken as a reference point. In other words, which is 
the proper function of functional analysis? Again, the fi rst generation of functional-
ists provided two sharply radical alternatives. Some of them, particularly in anthro-
pology, assumed such a relationship was largely unproblematic. No matter how 
different they were in other regards, both Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown seemed 
somewhat to accept the idea that all signifi cant institutions had a function that 
explained their enduring presence. If certain actions or customs could be shown to 
have certain structural consequences, this was often considered enough to explain 
their existence. The risk here is the establishment of a vicious circle: as every 
observed action is thought to have some functions, everything may be “explained” 
in terms of the contribution given to the social whole, and vice versa. According to 
others, however, functional analysis was just a descriptive or exploratory tool, 
having an ancillary role to the real scientifi c task, causal analysis. Functional analysis 
was to be restricted, in other words, to the description of contexts where some very 
special condition would occur: some institutions whose functioning was unintended 
by the actors involved; where such functioning was benefi cial to at least some of 
them and where such benefi ts were not linked by those who enjoyed the benefi t to 
the specifi c behavior enacted (Merton 1936).

A large part of the methodological debate on functionalism has focused precisely 
on the discussion of the possibilities for a “third way” between these two alterna-
tives, able to distinguish casual from functional analysis without restricting the latter 
to a mere descriptive status. The existence of this “third way” was fi rst argued by 
Émile Durkheim, with his distinction between the causes of the development of a 
specifi c institutional pattern and the causes of its survival and reproduction. In his 
Rules of the Sociological Method, Durkheim argued forcefully that functional and 
causal analysis were completely different kinds of analysis. Functional analysis, 
focusing on the interdependencies of social situations, was necessary to make intel-
ligible the autonomous working of collective structures, but it could not explain the 
causes of such relationships or their historical origins. At the same time, however, 
he argued that, when functional analysis was applied to issues of institutional stabil-
ity and change, its status was not merely descriptive. To explain such long-term 
stability, it was necessary to show how the unintended consequences of actions or 
processes – patterned through a given institutional order – could produce a set of 
structural conditions where further actions and processes of the same kind will 
occur. In these cases, if the existence of a functional relationship could be success-
fully identifi ed, such analysis would be crucial also to explain its persistence or 
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constrained development. If functional analysis was coupled to issues of structural 
stability, functionalists could shift their analytic claims from the level of description 
(and interpretation) to issues of full-fl edged explanation, albeit limited to issues 
related to the persistence in a given set of states or sequences (Levy 1952).

FUNCTIONALISM AS NORMAL SOCIAL SCIENCE

The conceptual developments summarized above defi ned the basic intellectual coor-
dinates of functional analysis as we still know it: an observer’s tool aimed at the 
production of institutional accounts based on the unintended consequences of 
selected actions or processes to the maintenance of some larger structure in which 
such actions or patterns are included.

The most sophisticated versions of this basic framework have been developed 
during the 1930s and 1940s by a brilliant network of young North American intel-
lectuals. While they identifi ed with the classical functionalist program, they were 
also very critical of the quality of functional debate. They claimed the time was ripe 
to go beyond the ambiguities and inconsistencies produced – or tolerated – by the 
generations of founders. They argued in favor of a more systematic development of 
functionalism able to make it the base for sociology as a normal science. In doing 
so, however, they worked towards two different goals that, albeit fully complemen-
tary in principle, turned out to be somewhat competitive in practice.

For one group, the major fi gure in which is Talcott Parsons (to be discussed 
below), the priority was to establish an adequate theory of the social system, able 
to provide a consistent set of structural references for the analysis. The practical 
implication of such priority, however, was to tie functional analysis to a set of 
problems justifi ed independently on theoretical grounds.

Others, who will also be discussed here, argued on the contrary that the most 
urgent thing to do was to “normalize” functionalism, making functional analysis a 
standardized tool of analysis available in principle to any researcher, no matter his 
specifi c ideological and theoretical persuasions or the empirical issue at hand. This 
required the decoupling of functional analysis from system theory and the establish-
ment of strictly methodological requirements for the satisfactory development of 
functional analysis.

The most successful attempt to normalize functional analysis was carried out by 
Robert King Merton (Merton 1936, 1949). Merton’s explicit purpose was to provide 
the outline of a guide for an adequate and fruitful functional analysis. To do so, he 
started with a systematic criticism of the previous debate on functional analysis, 
arguing step by step that the most problematic assumptions that could be found in 
the previous generations of functionalists – the vision of society as a unitary body, 
the attitude that every action or process analyzed has to have some functions, the 
idea of a neat correspondence between certain social phenomena and certain societal 
functions – were not necessary elements for a functionalist approach but rather 
stumbling blocks to be abandoned. In parallel, Merton carefully denied that func-
tional analysis was linked to specifi c theoretical or ideological positions. On the 
contrary, the existence of a functional relationship, and the consequences of given 
actions or patterns for social structures, had to be assessed empirically. Merton did 
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not deny that some previous functionalists could be interested in specifi c ideological 
or theoretical objectives. But such links were not in any way intrinsic to the 
method.

Once the ground had been cleared, Merton identifi ed a certain number of requi-
sites an adequate functional analysis had to satisfy. Firstly, he defi ned as viable for 
functional analysis only standardized social units; secondly, the analysis should 
account separately for subjective disposition and unintended objective consequences; 
thirdly, the unintended consequences had to be described as a net balance of various 
– positive and negative, manifest and latent – consequences; fourthly, the functional 
consequences should be related to specifi c structural units, whose requirements 
should be made object of a separate analysis; eventually, the analysis should provide 
a satisfactory discussion of the mechanisms through which such requisites are satis-
fi ed, of the possible functional alternatives (actions or processes that could provide 
the same outcome in a different way) and structural constraints (the range of varia-
tion in the items acceptable in the given structural conditions). Only after having 
performed all these tasks, could the analyst safely assess the role played by the 
functional relationship in the dynamic process (reproduction vs. change) and its 
ideological implications.

Merton’s essay is still one of the best exemplars of intellectual argument in the 
social sciences. It is consequently no surprise it quickly became a classic. Two impli-
cations of his argument need particular attention. Firstly, Merton was quite careful 
in not entering the discussion on the exact epistemological status of functional 
analysis. He insisted, rather, that, while functional analysis did not substitute or 
subsume causal analysis, it had a specifi c and necessary role to play in an ambigu-
ously defi ned “interpretation” of sociological data (Elster 1990). This stratagem left 
open the potentialities of functional analysis without having to depend upon the 
stability issue predicated by Durkheim. Secondly, in his attempt to decouple func-
tionalism from system theory, Merton changed the kind of structural references 
used. The earlier generation of functionalists had actually dealt with two different 
structural references: the relationships between certain patterns of behavior and 
some given institutions, but also the relationships among the various institutions. 
Albeit implicitly, Merton’s proposal adopted as a structural reference ought to be 
seen as one that takes into account mostly individuals, groups, and organizations. 
The contribution of the latent functions was consequently defi ned as the contribu-
tion to the reproduction – or change – of a given structural arrangement between 
individuals, organizations, and groups, making marginal or absent the earlier insis-
tence on the relationships among institutional patterns. As a consequence, the kind 
of structural problems functional analysis defi ned no longer required a specifi c theo-
retical justifi cation.

The strategy of normalization was taken again, and further radicalized, by King-
sley Davis in his 1959 ASA presidential address. Davis had previously elaborated, 
together with Wilbert Moore, an infl uential theory of social stratifi cation based on 
the idea that social stratifi cation was the answer to two closely linked functional 
problems: allocating people to differently appealing roles and motivating the actors 
to perform the duties attached to such roles (Davis and Moore 1945). Triggering a 
wide and lively debate, their work attracted a great deal of attention to the possi-
bilities and limits of functional analysis. In 1959 Davis argued even more radically 
than Merton that functional analysis was just synonymous with non-reductionist 
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social theory. As such, it had no necessary connections to issues of social system 
stability: the problems functional analysis was used to explore had to be justifi ed 
independently from the use of the tool as such. The time was ripe to defi ne func-
tional analysis as social research tout court (Davis 1959).

Although the specifi c solutions advocated by Merton and Davis were different 
in many points, they both shared the loyalty to the sharp distinction between 
observer and member while at the same time advocating the decoupling from specifi c 
theoretical issues. In the short run, their strategy was an extraordinary success: 
functional analysis obtained or reached a level of centrality in the social science 
debate hard to imagine even in the current climate. Although never fully hegemonic, 
for a few years it really seemed as if sociology and anthropology were on the verge 
of becoming “normal sciences.” Such success may be seen in the endemic presence 
of Merton’s framework in nearly all signifi cant readers, textbooks, and theoretical 
summaries of the 1950s and 1960s, in the great popularity of functional ideas in 
the work of a vast majority of the sociologists active in those years, and, above all, 
in the fact that functional analysis was also developed and appropriated by research-
ers not working with, or even strongly opposed to, system theory.

As the entry for “functionalism” in Wikipedia informs us, functionalism was “a 
popular idea until the 1970s when it came under criticism from new ideas.” In many 
ways, this is precisely what happened. In a very short span of time, the functionalist 
centrality collapsed: if in 1964 the large majority of North American sociologists 
had agreed with the great value of functionalism for their work (Sprehe 1967), little 
more than a decade later a panelist at a session of the ASA conference in 1975 could 
easily claim that “there were no functionalists under 30 years old.” Contrary to the 
positivist expectation about the development of social theory, functionalism was 
not proven false, being substituted by stricter methodological standards and by more 
logically tight theoretical frameworks. Rather, the functionalist collapse may be 
better described as a relatively short period where the functionalist framework was 
under fi erce attack from a variety of standpoints, no matter how incompatible they 
were among themselves. Symbolic interactionists and ethnomethodologists attacked 
the very same distinction between observer and native, exchange and rational choice 
theorists challenged the non-reductionist stance, confl ict theorists, Marxists, and 
new-left theorists rejected the very distinction between theoretical, methodological, 
and political levels, neo-positivists proved that even the most sophisticated version 
of functional analysis could not qualify as causally adequate, and social critics 
blamed functionalism for being void of human values and morally suspicious. The 
attacks were more than successful in making functionalism lose legitimacy and 
centrality. When the situation cooled down, the context of sociological debate and 
practice was a very different ecological niche from the one functionalism had 
expanded in. The death knell of functionalism was not the heat of the contention 
but the winter of irrelevance: as a theoretical movement, it softly and suddenly 
vanished away.

SOCIOLOGY’S STRONG PROGRAM: SOCIAL SYSTEMS THEORY

The foregoing pages have sketched a conceptual genealogy of functional analysis. 
Even if here have been references to the substantive assumptions often made by 
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functionalists, the nature of such references has until now been left implicit. It has 
been noted that the generation of the founders had nearly always worked with a 
partly undefi ned notion of the “social” as a kind of concrete totality, as attested by 
the frequent mention of an unspecifi ed “society” as a structural whole. Many of 
the emphases on functional analysis make sense only if we take into account that 
many of the participants assumed the existence of such a whole was unproblematic 
enough to be of concern only with regard to the ways in which its parts could be 
related to it. Even Durkheim, the most sophisticated member of the founder genera-
tion, did not precisely defi ne the factors and dynamics accounting for the unity of 
the society, focusing most of his efforts in drawing a clear distinction between the 
social – taken as a whole – and the non-social (biological and psychological) ele-
ments. As has been discussed in the previous paragraph, this kind of diffi culty led 
to Merton’s attempt to decouple functional analysis from any substantive theory.

A different path was taken by Talcott Parsons with his attempt to break away 
from the very same diffi culties on strictly conceptual grounds, through the develop-
ment of a theoretical framework able to move sociological analysis beyond the 
search for social “wholes,” the construction of epochal dichotomies, and the attempt 
to identify “fi rst movers” for societal processes. Parsons argued that the develop-
ment of such a conceptual framework implied the capacity to identify some theoreti-
cal problems that could be treated only focusing on the unintended consequences 
of intentional social action. The identifi cation of these problems, however, could 
not be left to external pressures or idiosyncratic preferences. It had to be derived 
from the constraints placed by the conceptual framework itself.

According to Parsons, any satisfactory framework for the social sciences has to 
account at the same time for the autonomy of purposeful actors and the autonomy 
of a complex institutional order. Contrary to conventional wisdom, Parsons’s work 
shows a remarkable consistency in taking seriously the autonomy and freedom of 
individual actors. The center of his initial analysis is the means–end schema implying 
that actors strive to attain goals within social situations that do not determine them. 
He defi ned his analytic scheme as voluntaristic precisely because it implied that 
actors pay an active, and not only adaptive, role: they live in a social world where 
there is a structural gap between the actual and the desirable (and between the 
desirable and the desired). Social action has to be seen as a tension oriented to 
reduce such a gap (Parsons 1937, 2007).

To acknowledge this degree of structural autonomy and actors’ freedom implies, 
however, acknowledging a corresponding level of indeterminacy in their reciprocal 
interactions. Leaving individual action to its own devices, Parsons argues, implies 
a level of indeterminacy and instability both theoretically useless and empirically 
wrong. A voluntaristic vision of action requires a structural theory of the social 
order, an explanation of the ways in which a plurality of independent actors is able 
to understand and coordinate their reciprocal actions. In his fi rst major work, The 
Structure of Social Action, Parsons stressed, however, another important element 
of the puzzle: such coordination mechanisms cannot be derived from (or be sus-
tained by) intentional individual action. The very same purposeful nature of human 
actors would otherwise activate – via widespread recourse to force and fraud – a 
situation where no meaningful life could be carried out. To explain how the exis-
tence of a set of (analytically) autonomous actors requires the functioning of an 
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unintentionally generated (and sustained) social structure is the key intellectual 
puzzle that kept Parsons busy in his long and prolifi c career.

Parsonian theories have lived in a state of structural change. For more than 50 
years, Parsons constantly revised and modifi ed his positions, language, and insights. 
Although it is not possible here to account satisfactorily for the rich legacy of his 
work,2 some key elements of his argument may provide a satisfactory index for its 
enduring relevance in contemporary social theory. The theoretical direction of Par-
sons’s effort has in fact been quite stable: in all his phases, Parsons argued that the 
solution to problems of social order has to be looked for in the existence and func-
tions of the normative elements of social life.

The best and most concise statement of Parsons’s position may be found in his 
analysis of double contingency interaction (Parsons 1968). His starting point is that 
interacting actors have a double problem: to understand the other partner’s actual 
goals and preferences and to coordinate with him or her in ways that are practically 
effective. To do so, however, requires the actor not only to decide which the best 
course of action is, but also to anticipate how the partners will react to such selec-
tion. In short:

The actor is knower and object of cognition, utilizer of instrumental means and himself 
a means, emotionally attached to others and an object of attachment, evaluator and 
object of evaluation, interpreter of symbols and himself a symbol  .  .  .  Not only, as for 
isolated behaving units, animal or human, is a goal outcome contingent on successful 
cognition and manipulation of environmental objects by the actors, but since the most 
important objects involved in the interaction act too, it is also contingent on their 
action or intervention in the course of events. (Parsons, 1968:167)

At face value, such a situation does not raise problems in an individualist frame-
work. Individualists may claim that it is enough to stipulate that each actor antici-
pates all the courses of action the other members of the interaction could choose 
for each of his possible choices. The problem is that such an option would place an 
intolerable burden on the computational capabilities of human beings, even at very 
limited and rudimentary levels of social coordination. Even a minimum level of 
interactional predictability – and thus of meaningful choice – requires an extra-
individual mechanism able to prioritize the possible alternatives in ways consistent 
with the possible reaction of the interactional partners. According to Parsons, such 
a function can be performed only by only on the basis of a shared normative order 
embedded in a shared culture and defi ned by the existence of shared normative 
elements.

To understand adequately such a stance, it is necessary to ask why a non-norma-
tive solution – such as a familiarity born out of repeated interaction – could not 
provide an equally satisfactory solution. Parsons argues that this is precisely a con-
sequence of the actors’ autonomy: nothing in their past can guarantee that they will 
keep on behaving the same way. Parsons’s approach, again contrary to conventional 
wisdom, takes for granted that social expectations will often fail, that deviance and 
change are everyday possibilities. This is precisely the reason, Parsons argues, why 
social expectations cannot be grounded purely in cognitive capabilities. If the actor 
has always to adapt his expectations to the real interactional dynamics – to look 
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always for behavioral regularities rather than for normative ways of doing things – 
the burden on his information-processing capabilities will be intolerable. Plus, as is 
the case with cognitive expectations, he will be guilty of credulity and lack of under-
standing. A purposeful actor in such a situation would do the most rational thing: 
keep social interaction to the minimum and, whenever possible, try always to defect 
fi rst. To avoid such an outcome, it is necessary to rely on social expectations of a 
normative kind, expectations that are to be maintained even in face of uncertainty 
and risk. In case of disappointment, the actor will blame the deviant interactional 
partner rather than himself, and he will uphold the defi nition of the situation intact 
(in the short run).

From his earliest work Parsons acknowledged also that the functioning of such 
normative expectations cannot be described as a simple system of rules, such as 
those accepted by utilitarian thinkers. The complexity of the interaction between 
voluntarist actors needs both a shared defi nition of the situation in terms of signifi -
cant and broadly defi ned priorities (values) and specifi c expectations pertaining to 
particular identities or roles (norms). The fi rst element, he is careful to stress, pro-
vides a basic defi nition of reality that may be taken for granted (a defi nition of the 
desirable, not necessarily of the desired), shared by a plurality of differentiated and 
diversifi ed actors independently of any specifi c interaction. The second provides 
broad (but interaction-specifi c) rules of conduct whose implications may be settled, 
in case of confl ict, through references to more general and shared defi nitions. From 
Ego’s point of view, the existence of shared values allows him to anticipate what 
Alter presumably wants or requires; the existence of shared norms allows him to 
anticipate how Alter Ego will react to his actions and to anticipate the kind of sanc-
tion his actions will receive. Through his analysis of the double contingency of 
interaction, Parsons made an elegant argument in favor of the necessity of normative 
elements for any social relationship that keeps an ongoing minimal degree of social 
order.

THE ANALYSIS OF SOCIAL SYSTEMS

The fi rst question opened by such a perspective is of course how such a system 
of social expectations is able to function and reproduce itself. Here Parsons 
criticized most of previous social theorists for their failure to develop a fully socio-
logical view of the problem, making reference to extra-sociological factors such as 
biological heredity or environmental determination. In his view, it was necessary 
to face directly the scientifi c problems concerning the analytical independence 
between the personality of the actor, the cultural nature of values and norms, 
and the requirements of social interaction (Parsons 1951). To do so, Parsons 
identifi ed two signifi cant social processes: socialization, through which cultural 
patterns become – or fail to become – selectively incorporated in a personality 
system (with a particular emphasis on superegos), and institutionalization, through 
which the cultural pattern is selectively embedded – or fails to be so – in the system 
of actual social rewards (Parsons and Shils 1951). In these analyses Parsons pro-
vides a strong argument in favor of what was later known as institutionalized 
individualism, the argument being that one actor’s freedom and autonomy are not 
theoretical givens, but rather the outcome of a to-be-investigated socialized growth 
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process where social relationships and cultural templates play a crucial role (Parsons 
2007).

Social analysis, according to Parsons, can thus proceed from the ideal case of a 
social situation where the dynamics of these two processes are consistent and per-
fectly tuned. Such an ideal case he called “complete institutional integration of 
individual motivation”: the actors desire socially desirable goals using socially pre-
scribed means, and the structure of the interaction is such that their actions bring 
positive assessments by the other interactional partners and satisfactory outcomes. 
Parsons stressed many times that such a defi nition was not meant as an empirical 
description. It was an abstract point of reference to be used as a comparative crite-
rion for assessing the relative distance of the various empirical contexts, theoretically 
analogous to the notion of market equilibrium in economic theory. This notwith-
standing, this part of Parsons’s analysis has turned out to be the most controversial. 
Helped by several ambiguous statements available in Parsons’s writings, critics have 
been quick to portray Parsons as a supporter of an oversocialized conception of 
man (Wrong 1961) and as lacking a sensibility for strains and confl icts (Dahrendorf 
1968).

Parsons’s analysis of socialization and institutionalization deals with the relation-
ships between social, cultural, and personality systems. Parsons, however, was also 
interested in the kind of problems the institutional level has to deal with in order 
to function. Parsons argued that usage by previous functionalists of an indefi nite 
list of functions was at the root of both the methodological diffi culties (the prolif-
eration of new functions on an ad hoc basis) and the reduced appeal of functional 
analysis in theoretical works. The defi nition of such a list, however, turned out to 
be far from easy. In The Social System, Parsons identifi ed two functional problems 
that any social system – from a couple to a world society – has to deal with: the 
allocation of resources among the various units and the compatibility (or integra-
tion) of the various institutions, including methods of social control and methods 
for managing disputes and strains (Parsons 1951). Although The Social System is 
his best-known analysis of the problem, it is far from being the most convincing: 
as a matter of fact, the book provided only some rudimentary statements. Parsons 
started to revise his scheme in depth even before the book appeared on the book-
shelves. Already in the early 1950s, he devised a different scheme, centered on the 
identifi cation of four functional problems any social system had to manage. Such 
new scheme, best known by the acronym AGIL, was to stay at the center of all his 
subsequent work. Within this framework, any system has to deal with the following 
systemic problems: adaptation (the control and transformation of non-social 
resources); goal attainment (the management of concerted action by the social units 
involved for collective purposes); integration (the adjustment of relationships among 
the units of the system, the management of confl icts, the settling of disputes); and 
pattern maintenance (the generation of long-term commitment to shared values and 
identities). Parsons added that no system can satisfy all these requirements at once: 
as a consequence, there is a level of tension and strain that has constantly to be 
managed. In other words, any social system has the same built-in tensions between 
actual and possible, between conditional and normative, that Parsons had previ-
ously placed at the center of his analysis of individual action.

When applied to contemporary societies – a term Parsons assumed, albeit with 
some perplexities, as closely approximated by the nation-state – the AGIL scheme 
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identifi es four distinct subsystems. Adaptive exigencies become the focus of a dif-
ferentiated economic system, specialized in the development and allocation of fl uid 
resources for a variety of goals (Parsons and Smelser 1956); the attainment of col-
lective goals is entrusted to the political system, made of governmental bodies as 
well as of non-public organizations (Parsons 1969); the integrative functions are 
managed by the societal community, the abstract defi nition of social memberships 
and the management of the rights and duties attached to such a system of statuses, 
including the settling of disputes (Parsons 2007); the fi duciary system, specialized 
in the transmission and development of societal culture (Parsons 1978). Contem-
porary society is consequently described as complex web of conditional and norma-
tive elements, where differentiated institutions and systems of complex solidarities 
are kept together by a network of fl exible interdependencies.

It is likely that the main lasting achievement of the AGIL scheme is the substitu-
tion of “last-instance” explanations – rooted in structure/superstructure assump-
tions – with analysis of interdependencies among analytically irreducible elements. 
System theory has consequently substituted “total” types or wholes with nested 
levels of analysis; it has avoided reductionism through multidimensional analysis 
rather than reifi cation. In many ways, systems theory has been an inquiry into the 
modalities of coordination of the different.

Parsons’s later work was dedicated to showing how the functional analysis of 
social systems was a necessary step for the development of a scientifi cally viable 
voluntarism. The best example is perhaps provided by Parsons’s analysis of what 
he called the generalized media of interchange.

In the early 1960s Parsons focused his attention on an analytical classifi cation of 
the ways in which, given a double contingency interaction, an actor may try to bring 
about a change in what the actions of other units would otherwise have been 
(Parsons 1969). In other words, he focused on social coordination of voluntarist 
actors, within the same framework in which the analysis of socialization and insti-
tutionalization evolved. To classify the means available to the actor, Parsons selected 
two dimensions: the type of sanctions available to Ego in order to obtain Alter Ego 
compliance (positive versus negative sanctions) and the channel he could use to 
bring about such compliance (situational versus intentional). Alter Ego’s compliance 
may be looked at in four analytically irreducible ways: inducement, coercion, per-
suasion, and activation of value commitments (see fi gure 5.1).

Parsons is careful to stress that Ego’s actions inevitably have to have a symbolic 
element. First of all, Ego’s intentions have to be communicated to Alter Ego at a 
previous moment: even the most brutal coercion is meaningless without a previous 
communication of a contingent threat. Secondly, the sanction itself may be symbolic, 
as in the case in which we transfer money or property titles. Parsons’s emphasis on 
this symbolic element serves to bring attention to the fact that the interaction-level 
sanctions and rewards are interdependent with the four structural dimensions of 
societal systems. In Parsons’s view, this symbolic element allows the use in the 
interaction of more resources than are actually materially available in the environ-
ment at any given point. The capacity to pose a credible threat makes possible the 
control of many more actions and contexts than would be possible where each 
threat has to be backed by the actual use of physical force. In the same vein, the 
ability to take for granted certain symbolically generalized commitments of Alter 
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Ego makes possible a degree of trust far higher than would be possible if the life of 
Alter Ego had to be investigated in detail before each interaction. Such expansion 
of interactional means is made possible by the structural anchoring of such inter-
actional means in social system media – money, power, infl uence, and value-com-
mitment – each of them related to a functional sub-system (Parsons 1969). In the 
modern economic order, it is a well known fact that the use of money in any inter-
action relies on the existence of an institutional order that simultaneously constrains 
and enables Ego in its choices. At the same time, the aggregate composition of Ego’s 
spending decisions affects the state of the economic system in many ways, notably 
in determining processes of infl ation and defl ation. In a complex series of essays 
Parsons argued that the same applies to all the other sub-systems, through in dif-
ferent ways linked to the different natures of the media involved. The trick here is 
that what from the point of view of the actor is a means to further his interests, 
from the point of view of the institutional order is a set of conditions under which 
processes in it can be carried out stably (Parsons 1969).

AFTER THE COLLAPSE: VICISSITUDES OF A LEGACY

There are few doubts that Talcott Parsons was an extraordinarily central fi gure in 
the social science debate in the post-war decades. For many years, whoever was 
seriously interested in social theory could not help reading and discussing Parsons. 
Still today, many of the now popular approaches have to make references to his 
work in accounting for (at least) their origins. As for functionalism, such an extraor-
dinary level of centrality collapsed in a relatively short span of time. This was due 
to some intrinsic weaknesses in the construction – and even more in communication 
– of his system theory: his writings were often characterized as a nearly compulsive 
multiplication of four-squared boxes, that these same critics defi ned as an endemic 
tetra mania; there was a relative abundance of arguments by elimination, implica-
tion, and analogy as well as occasional dogmatic statements. The very speed with 
which he revised his own work made it diffi cult to follow. A second reason for the 
collapse was the fact that Parsons often did not carry out his work within the mul-
tidimensional requirements he himself set as a standard: a variety of idealist biases 
and conceptual confl ations may be found relatively easily in his corpus – and they 
have been fully exploited by critics (Alexander 1983).

Channel

Situation Intention

Positive Inducement Persuasion

Sanction type 

Negative Coercion Activation of 
commitments

Figure 5.1 Generalized media of interchange
Source: Adapted from Parsons 1969: 413
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It is likely, however, that the speed and depth of the collapse was more a conse-
quence of the 1960s climate, where many of Parsons’s concerns appeared irrelevant, 
even more than wrong, for most of the audience. As Alvin Gouldner sarcastically 
remarked, the mind boggled at the thought of a Parsonian hippie (Gouldner 1970: 
160). More ideologically inclined readers, moreover, soon discovered that his 
remarkable willingness to explore and expand the boundaries of liberalism was 
matched by an equally remarkable rigid objection to any step outside such boundar-
ies. In the climate of the period, it surely did not help.

For many years, Parsons’s work was left in a state of disarray. The criticisms 
codifi ed during the 1960s – the arch-conservative theorist devoted to the multiplica-
tion of empty, abstruse classifi cations void of any empirical or political interest – 
slowly become the conventional wisdom fi lling textbooks and undergraduate 
courses. Although system thinking developed and ramifi ed in a variety of fi elds – 
under labels such as complexity theory, autopoiesis, second-order cybernetics, emer-
gence theory – this happened in the absence of any visible link with Parsons’s project 
and within a radically empiricist and anti-agency framework he would not have 
approved. As for functionalism in general, it seemed for a while that his work was 
basically an archeological relic of a bygone era.

The situation slowly started to change in the early 1980s, when Parsons’s works 
started to be read again, albeit in a critical and mediated way. Subsequent develop-
ments may be seen as providing a full range of strategies to recognize the relevance 
of Parsons’s concerns, if not of his proposals.

The fi rst way in which Parsons’s legacy started to be appropriated is what usually 
happens with legacies. Just as drawings or books dispersed after the death of the 
original owner end up in a variety of different collections, so there has been a 
growing acknowledgment of the Parsonian elements incorporated in traditions 
previously defi ned as strong alternatives to it. This is the case with Erving Goffman’s 
dramaturgy and Harold Garfi nkel’s ethnomethodology, both of whom Alvin Gould-
ner was partly right in blaming for being somewhat covert members of the func-
tionalist tradition. Certain similarities to Parsons’s ideas have also appeared in more 
unexpected quarters, such as transaction-cost economics, political philosophy, and 
even network theory and British cultural studies.

A second strategy of selective appropriation has been focused on the attempts to 
show that, whatever the weaknesses of the overall Parsonian framework, his corpus 
contains elements or even whole dimensions still unsurpassed and consequently still 
having a contemporary signifi cance for dealing with pressing social and intellectual 
problems. These critical assessments have given a great deal of attention to Parsons’s 
vision of modernity, as a stance still useful to orient the contemporary intellectual 
debate (Fox, Lidz, and Bershady 2005; Turner 2005).

A third direction of appropriation has been provided by the attempts, during the 
1980s, to recognize the existence of a neo-functionalist – but actually more neo-
Parsonian – stance in the contemporary theory debate (Alexander 1985). This 
movement was aimed self-consciously at a critical and selective appropriation of 
Parsons’s broad theoretical orientations, able to answer to the criticism of the 1960s 
in a not merely defensive way. The main feature of such a movement has been its 
synthetic character, willing for example to cross-fertilize social system theory with 
Marxism to provide an adequate theory of societal crisis (Gould 1987), or to go 
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beyond Parsons’s underestimation of the interactional level in the interpretation of 
the social role of normative elements.

The trajectories outlined above have been successful in making Parsons a fairly 
normal “classic fi gure,” whose ideas and concepts can be appropriated consciously 
for a variety of theoretical projects. Since the 1980s, the overall relevance of such 
a legacy has been acknowledged in proving the truth of Jürgen Habermas’s warning 
that no contemporary social theory can be defi ned as serious if it ignores Parsons 
(Habermas 1981). As a consequence, the label of neo-functionalism has become less 
and less necessary up to the point of being judged no longer useful (Alexander 
1998).

RADICALIZING FUNCTIONALISM: NIKLAS LUHMANN’S 
THEORY OF SOCIAL SYSTEMS

The intellectual projects reviewed above have all in some ways desystematized 
Parsons, at least in the sense of abandoning the technical requirements of social 
system theory in favor of a more fl exible and ecumenical framework. The same 
applies to the selective appropriation of the functionalist legacy, only rarely consid-
ered nowadays in strictly methodological terms.3

For the contemporary social theory scene, however, another, distinctive, option 
is available, one implemented with particular vigor by the German theorist Niklas 
Luhmann. In his work, he reacted to the crisis of functional analysis, arguing that 
such a crisis was rooted in a lack of radicalism not an excess of it. In the same way, 
he claimed that the only way to produce a viable social system theory was to extend 
the Parsonian notion of double contingency to the ultimate. The result has been a 
theory that makes functionalism an observational device that claims to be fully 
independent of any kind of causal reasoning, and a radically anti-humanist system 
theory (Luhmann 1962, 1984).

Luhmann critiques previous functionalists as doomed by the implicit acceptance 
of causal analysis as a normative model. On the contrary, Luhmann argues that the 
real benefi t of functional analysis is to provide a conceptual reference that estab-
lishes a comparative range for a variety of alternatives. The main outcome of a 
functional analysis is not the capacity to establish if a given action or process has 
really provided a given social structure with a condition for survival but rather the 
ability to provide a regulative scheme through which a variety of actions and pro-
cesses – no matter how substantively and intrinsically different – can be seen as 
functional equivalents given a specifi c problem identifi ed by the observer (Luhmann 
1984). He consequently defi nes functional analysis as the opposite of causal analy-
sis: while the latter has the ultimate goal to exclude the existence of other possibili-
ties, functional analysis wants to show that everything can be done otherwise, that 
what in social life is considered effective and familiar is a contingent outcome of 
processes that have a range of possible alternatives. In the context of the previous 
discussion, two aspects of Luhmann’s proposals are worth stressing. First of all, 
Luhmann radicalizes further the distinction between observer and member so typical 
for functional analysis: not only is institutional analysis radically different from 
members’ accounts, but the very same experiences of the members may be treated 
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at the same time by a wide range of mutually autonomous systemic problems. The 
intrinsic nature of social action is dissolved in a grid of functional problems managed 
by a plurality of systemic codes. In the same vein, the more the observer adopts a 
functional method, the greater the detachment from any concrete instance becomes, 
as the trick of the game is just the fact that whatever happens can be done otherwise. 
Secondly, although Luhmann recognizes the autonomy of the methodological level, 
a key implication of his treatment is that functional analysis cannot be decoupled 
from system theory, as the latter is the place where the meaningfulness of a given 
functional problem can be established and communicated. Once functionalism is 
defi ned as a tool for the research of functional equivalents, the selection of the actual 
action or process observed has to be justifi ed in the light of the existence of other 
structural problems that take place at the same time. Contrary to Merton and Davis, 
functional analysis cannot be developed in isolation but only within an understand-
ing of the structural interdependence of functionally differentiated parts.

Such functional analysis requires a very different kind of social system theory. 
According to Luhmann, the key systemic problem is not stability – in whatever form 
– but rather the reduction of complexity to manageable levels. The starting point 
is that the meaning of every social unit – in the case of Luhmann each communica-
tion – is given by the fact of having been selected against a background of other 
possibilities. Each communication acquires its meaning from the web of sequences 
it is part of, not from the speaker’s intentions, the latter being reconstructed through 
communication, not revealed by it. Such sequences last as long as they last, as their 
meaning is not driven by an intrinsic purpose but rather by the sequence of selec-
tions that both psychic systems (i.e. individual consciousnesses) and social systems 
make according to their internal functioning (Luhmann 1984). Individuals are con-
sequently part of the environment of the social system and the relationship between 
social systems and personalities must be seen not as an analytic distinction but as 
a fully differentiated system–environment relation. The result is the radically dimin-
ished importance of both socialization and institutionalization processes, treated as 
reciprocal autonomous adaptations that may well take place otherwise.

Luhmann radicalizes Parsons also in his defi nition of social systems. Like Parsons, 
he sees society as defi ned primarily by the form of its differentiation, and contem-
porary society as defi ned by a functional form of differentiation in a plurality of 
sub-systems. Contrary to Parsons, however, Luhmann sees these systems as ruled 
by functional codes, which select the fl ows of communication according to their 
meaning for specifi c purposes. Everything that happens may be processed by the 
legal system in terms of lawful/unlawful, by the economic system in terms of having 
or not having the ability to pay, by the aesthetic system in terms of beautiful or 
ugly, by science as true or false, by religion in terms of immanent or transcendent. 
Nothing keeps these systems together in any special way and none of these systems 
may – in contemporary society – claim any special superordinate status. Each of 
these systems, as matter of fact, treats the rest of society as one of its environments. 
Consequently Luhmann refuses to grant modern differentiated society any kind of 
emancipatory potential. As a matter of fact, Luhmann’s most controversial stance 
is that there is no way in which it is possible to develop an emancipatory reading 
within a functionally differentiated society: such a society is not the embodiment of 
a value system, and social theory can only repeat endlessly that everything could 
have been done otherwise. In Luhmann’s sarcastic statement, “The person who 
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communicates with reference to values lays claim to a sort of values bonus  .  .  .  One 
does not discuss values, only preferences, interests, prescriptions, programs” 
(Luhmann 2002).

The fate of Luhmann’s system theory is still fairly uncertain. The level of abstrac-
tion in which he frames his works is unheard of in the social sciences, thus sharply 
reducing the potential audience. He himself admits that the development of his 
theory requires a kind of formal logic quite distinct from the one with which social 
scientists are more or less acquainted (Esposito 1992). His stances, moreover, run 
contrary to some of the most cherished holy cows of contemporary social theory: 
subjectivity, normativity, emancipation, identity, power, the foundational signifi -
cance of gender, existential meaning. There is no doubt, however, that precisely his 
level of consistent radicalism provides an intellectual challenge that may be helpful 
in rethinking much disciplinary common sense (Moeller 2006). And a few readers 
may have noticed – one example among many – that Luhmann is among the very 
few theorists taken seriously by Michael Hardt and Toni Negri in their self-defi ned 
revolutionary book, Empire.

CONCLUSIONS

Functionalism and system theory are related components of a loose tradition with 
a long history of debate and controversy. Functional analysis established itself as a 
way of bringing to light the signifi cance of the institutional order and connecting it 
with the unintentional consequences of social action. System theory has evolved as 
a conceptual framework dealing with several specifi c and interconnected problems: 
the integrated analysis of purposeful individual action and structural mechanisms 
of social coordination (i.e. social systems), the ways in which a variety of social 
institutions could operate at the same time with a minimal degree of consistency, 
the ways in which long-term large-scale social change may be conceptualized. Such 
specifi c problems, however, have been shown to be much more diffi cult than 
expected. Trying to deal with them, a variety of new issues has been added to the 
catalog: the relationships between culture and social and personality structures, 
the role of shared cultural backgrounds in shaping individual and social interests; 
the nature and future of modern contemporary society; and the meaning of institu-
tionalism as a cultural and social value.

For a few decades of the last century the sometimes uneasy alliance of functional-
ism and system theory attained an extraordinary degree of centrality in several social 
science disciplines: anthropology, sociology, and political science (on the contrary, 
attempts to initiate a dialog with economics and history produced dismal results). 
Such centrality did not last, however, and in the mid-1960s both functionalism and 
system theory collapsed. The institutional infrastructure of the movement was mar-
ginalized, disappeared, or fragmented, and the same seemed for a while to apply to 
its ideas.

In subsequent years, however, both functionalist and social system sensibilities 
and ideas have shown a certain degree of resilience. Although far from getting the 
kind of centrality enjoyed before the collapse, the tradition is signifi cant for many 
of the current points of contention in contemporary social theory. If very few would 
today subscribe to the solutions advocated by functionalists, their way of identifying 
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some problems and some of their ways of dealing with them are still unsurpassed. 
As has been documented in these pages, they have attained the (only apparently) 
paradoxical status of being problem-central and solution-marginal for a wide variety 
of debates in contemporary social theory. Such a tendency may be expected to grow 
stronger under the infl uence of two factors. Firstly, demographic change implies the 
emergence of a new generation of theorists that are emotionally detached from both 
the era of functionalism’s centrality and from the polemical reactions of the 1960s. 
For many of them, functionalism and system theory will be “just theories,” rather 
than symbols of sanctity or pollution. Secondly, the theoretical agenda again has at 
its center some issues – such as the cultural dimension of social action, the need to 
integrate a variety of social coordination mechanisms, the key role played by societal 
pluralism, the new debate on modernity – in relation to which the functionalist 
legacy has an enduring signifi cance.

Notes

1 Today, however, developments in biology have triggered a variety of new attempts to 
explain individual behavior in terms of its function for the reproductive success of specifi c 
genetic inheritances.

2 Beside Parsons’s many texts, the interested reader may fi nd some of the general introduc-
tions to his work useful, such as The Sociology of Talcott Parsons by François Bourricaud 
(1977), a text that has the advantage of having been highly appreciated by Parsons 
himself. A shorter systematic introduction has been produced by Victor M. Lidz (2000). 
A selection of Parsons’s texts is available in the reader edited by Bryan S. Turner (Turner 
1999).

3 The notable exception is Faia (1986).
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6
Structuralism and Poststructuralism

Daniel Chaffee and Charles Lemert

All sciences, including human and cultural sciences, begin with the assumption that 
the fi eld of objects and events they study is structured. In all fi elds of empirical 
study, structure is a formal term stipulating the prior existence of order in the fi eld 
under investigation. “Structuralism,” thereby, is an organized and shared attitude 
among scholars or experts that takes the structures of any observable fi eld of objects 
or events with utter seriousness, occasionally to an extreme. It is possible, broadly 
speaking, to say that all fi elds of empirical research are structuralist in the sense 
that, whatever their particular subjects, science, as it has come to be in the modern 
world, looks for structures that are enduring, organizing, and salient with respect 
to a fi eld of events and objects.

A “structuralism” can also be understood as a method because the contents of 
most empirical fi elds cannot be observed directly because, more often than not, their 
objects behave in irregular, even arbitrary, ways such that events cannot be located 
with respect to organizing structures. Thus, in social fi elds especially, the structures 
thought to organize events and objects are ultimately instruments of their measure-
ment. In sociology, for example, numeric data used to defi ne the structure of income 
distributions are also measures of inequality. “Structuralism,” thereby, is in effect 
theories of measurement, even when the structures themselves can only be described 
weakly.

Still, there are strong structural methods. In a strict sense, civil engineering is an 
instance of a pure structural science because, for example, a built bridge must obey 
strict laws of physics with respect to gravitational force and other aspects of weight 
and stress that may affect the structure’s load-bearing capacity. Yet, insofar as the 
fi nal test of a bridge’s adequacy is the extent to which the structure endures over 
time in the face of many variables – extreme weather conditions, traffi c volume and 
speed, durability and plasticity of construction materials, among others – not all 
variables can be calculated in the design phase, nor can the quality of workmanship 
and material supply be assured in construction. Thus, the structure in question 
remains abstract until such time as the bridge may collapse or be put out of service. 
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Structural engineers, in principle, want their structures to endure but, since they can 
neither fully anticipate nor absolutely control all the variables in the construction 
phase, some bridges fail.

Thus, it is better to say that, with rare exceptions, “structures” are postulates of 
logical or empirical work that cannot be directly observed and that “structuralisms” 
are the principles and methods whereby structures are discerned in the absence of 
pure, perfect observations of events and objects.

Not even structures postulated in fi elds with relatively observable objects, such 
as astrophysics, literary criticism, or molecular biology, fully meet the observing 
eye. Still, the structural assumption is applied with respect to prominent features of 
the fi eld in question. Interstellar distances, plot resolutions, or subatomic biochem-
istry are reasonably well warranted by indirect measures accepted by explicit accord 
among technically certifi ed members of the disciplines. As a result, protocols in these 
relatively pure sciences are artifacts of their social organization. Sciences could not 
endure without necessary, if insuffi cient, evidence that the fi eld investigated is 
orderly, even when the short-run evidence is unclear on this point. Hence, it could 
be said that scientifi c structuralisms require a strong demarcation between profes-
sional and lay judgment.

Yet it must be noted that this reliance on the social organization of a scientifi c 
fi eld exposes the structural element in fi elds of investigation to two extreme dangers 
– orthodoxy and scandal. Orthodoxy arises when a dominant structural principle 
is reinforced by long-valued beliefs that cause practitioners to resist innovations that 
would threaten the dominant understanding of the fi eld. Ptolemaic and Newtonian 
physics are prominent examples. Scandal arises, as in all organized human practices, 
when defense of a structural principle originates in rank ideological or fi nancial 
interests – as in extreme elements in environmental science and biochemistry that, 
historically, have suppressed or distorted evidence with respect to the harmful effects 
of global warming and tobacco smoking. Fortunately, in the long run, orthodoxies 
tend to respect good evidence and scandals are short-lived and local. Yet when 
structures cannot be precisely and defi nitively observed they will occur, because 
social organizations – even scientifi c ones – are themselves structures in which 
behaviors can be observed only imperfectly.

As a consequence, “structuralisms,” as such, are more likely to occur in the 
human or cultural sciences where the demarcation between lay and professional 
knowledge is more diffi cult to certify and maintain. This is because practitioners in 
these fi elds rely on their practical understandings which Max Weber, following 
Immanuel Kant’s philosophy of pure practical reason, described as the naturally 
occurring ability to recognize subjectively adequate meanings. In the cultural and 
human sciences, professional warrants for the nature of structures are open to chal-
lenge by individuals not technically competent in respect of the scientifi c protocols. 
In economics, for example, markets are stipulated as defi nite structures in spite of 
the evidence that markets, like subatomic particles, are at best observable by means 
of assays like price or rent fl uctuations, demand pressures, inventories, or bank 
reserves. In the end, even precise measures of the movement of the assay are sus-
ceptible to the corruption of practical, often irrational, behaviors – price-fi xing, lost 
leader product dumping, just-in-time failures, and external assaults on bank reserves 
– that upset the assumption of strong structures.
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Thus one surprising feature of all “structuralisms,” is that they tend to arise in 
fi elds in which consensus as to the defi niteness of structures is more vulnerable due 
to the intrusion of practical distorting behaviors, including both those of the scientist 
herself and of those she recognizes as fellow members of the structured social fi eld 
under investigation. Thus, in contrast to civil engineering, structural methods in 
fi elds such as cultural anthropology, the sociology of culture, and developmental 
psychology, among others, must contend with variables ever more resistant to 
precise calculation than those affecting the durability of a bridge. For one thing, the 
anthropology of cultures must contend with the inscrutability of exotic societies; 
for another, sociologies of familiar cultures must work against the ignorance of 
members of groups as to the contents of the cultures they live by; often, also, 
members may have their own good reasons for providing investigators with decep-
tive reports. The culture of street gangs is a notorious instance of both problems. 
Likewise, developmental psychologies, to their credit, usually recognize the futility 
of subjecting infants and small children to experimental instruments – thus requiring 
that the study of cognitive and emotional development must impose a structural 
scheme on subjects who are unable directly to provide corroborating information. 
An infant with neurological defi cits is not, and cannot be made into, a mouse in a 
maze. In this respect, all three of the examples have much in common with literary 
criticism, social history, and other liberal arts where the objects of study are either 
fi ctions or are long dead or otherwise unavailable to direct observation.

It is often said that the most important tool of structural methods in all fi elds is 
the archive – that is, the discovered (or maintained) residue of mental or cultural 
events held in libraries and other social forms of memory. The structural method 
is often referred to as archeological or geological in nature – a systematic reconstruc-
tion of evidently dead and buried events and objects.

STRUCTURALISMS IN THE SOCIAL, CULTURAL, 
AND HUMAN SCIENCES

“Structuralisms,” therefore, are found most often in sciences devoted to the study 
of fi elds of least certain structural values – political economy, cultural anthropology, 
social studies, literary theory, and semiotics (or semiology). Though it is tempting 
to interpret this phenomenon as a perverse reaction to the scientifi c failures of the 
fi elds in question, the more likely explanation is that structuralisms are more robust 
in those sciences where the fi eld is less open to interpretive certainty. Thus, “struc-
turalisms” are commonly found in fi elds in which observable events require a strong 
structural assumption if their sense is to be discerned.

The fi rst serious structuralism of the modern era was Karl Marx’s theory of com-
modity values, which appeared in its strongest form in Capital, volume 1 (1867). 
Marx’s structuralism serves as both the inspiration for and the model of a nearly 
pure structuralism in the social sciences – hence, it is important to understand his 
thinking well in order to appreciate the strengths and weaknesses of all 
structuralisms.

Marx understood that there was a structural scandal at work in the modern 
world. In Capital, he asks and answers the ironic question he fi rst posed in “The 



 structuralism and poststructuralism 127

Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844”: Why is it that “the worker 
becomes all the poorer the more wealth he produces” (Marx 1978: 70–9)? His 
answer was fi rst outlined in the 1848 Manifesto of the Communist Party where 
with Engels, he set forth his basic structural principle in the famous opening line 
“The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles” (Marx 
and Engels 2005: 1). In this remark he and Engels identifi ed the scandal of modern 
industrial society which professed values of human freedom and progress while, 
under the surface of a liberal ideology, the capitalist class was as ruthless in its 
exploitation of the worker as feudal lords were of the peasantry. Hence, as his 
thinking matured in the fi rst volume of Capital into a full-blown historical and 
social analysis of the capitalist mode of the production, so too did Marx’s 
structuralism.

In essays originally published as For Marx (1965), Louis Althusser (2005) pro-
posed a substantial rupture between the younger, more philosophical Marx of the 
1840s and the mature, more scientifi c, Marx of the 1860s. There can be little doubt 
that Marx’s structuralism was more pronounced in volume 1 of Capital, but it is 
hard to justify Althusser’s claim of an epistemological break. Already in the 1844 
essay “Estranged Labour,” where he fi rst identifi ed the scandal of modern capital-
ism, Marx held the view that the estrangement (or alienation) of the worker begins 
in the factory system of production wherein the worker no longer owns the means 
of production (the tools and resources owned and supplied by the capitalist class) 
and thus is cut off from the value produced by his labor (or labor power). Therein 
begins the contradiction of capitalism wherein the overt class confl ict of other his-
torical forms of production (notably feudalism and slavery) is hidden from view by 
a cynical ideology of human progress. Thus, estrangement from the value of his 
labor also alienates the worker from his human nature, from fellow workers, and 
even from himself. Two decades later, in Capital, this structural principle is devel-
oped as a comprehensive structural analysis of, in Marx’s view, the precise mecha-
nisms whereby the capitalist mode of production systematically exploits the worker 
through such structural effects as the prolongation of the working day and the sup-
pression of rates of pay – both allowed by essential attributes of the factory system 
whereby, again, the capitalist class owns the means of production which requires 
the worker to submit to the conditions set by the factory owner who, in turn, is 
moved by the structural logic of profi t.

One of the most important elements of Marx’s mature theory of the structures 
of capitalism is the way he derives the contradictions of a structural whole – in 
effect the whole of the modern world’s economic system – from the most elementary 
unit of economic exchange: the commodity. Simply put, a commodity is any thing 
(literally, res, as in reifi cation or thingifi cation), whether material or immaterial, 
that has exchange value on an open market. That value may or may not be based 
on the commodity’s use-value. In extreme drought, water, which is normally free 
in nature, can be bought and sold at a price because of its essential use-value to 
human life. On the other hand, a rare vintage of wine, with little or no use-value, 
can command a very high price. This strange fact of economic exchange entails a 
sociology of economic exchange. For any commodity to be exchanged for a value, 
it must be different in kind but equivalent in value. The modern measure of equiva-
lence between different commodities is the money system, which itself is a structured 
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social convention that must be well understood by the parties to an exchange. The 
implication is that for the commodity to have exchange value it must, in principle, 
bear a relation to all other commodities in the economy.

Hence, the exceptional aspect of Marx’s structuralism was his ability to link the 
commodity, which is the smallest object, or unit, in the economy to its most salient, 
organizing structure, the market. Even more striking is the subtlety by which 
(though himself a strict materialist for his belief that the economic substructure 
determines all in a society) Marx located the fate of the human worker in a social 
theory of human societies.

In his view the general theory of exchange values was the key to capitalism’s 
particularly deceptive but vicious exploitation (or, in the terms of his youth, estrange-
ment). One of the reasons that exchanged commodities must be qualitatively dif-
ferent but quantitatively equivalent is that the qualitative difference is the only way 
to account for the profi t which he defi ned as surplus value. If all exchanges, even 
between different commodities, are between precisely equal values, then there is no 
way to explain surplus value. In another of his famous lines, Marx said that the 
capitalist (whom he sneeringly called “Mr. Moneybags”) “must be so lucky as to 
fi nd  .  .  .  a commodity whose use-value possesses the peculiar property of being a 
source of value, whose actual consumption  .  .  .  is a creation of value” (Marx 1978 
[1867]). That commodity is, of course, the labor power of the worker, who in the 
early factory system is effectively forced to sell his labor to Mr. Moneybags for 
wages the capitalist recoups in but a few hours of the working day – thereby leaving 
the balance of his labor time as surplus value for the owner of the means of produc-
tion. Obviously in most, if not all, forms of mass production wages will be as low 
as possible, while the working day must be as long as possible – otherwise under 
capitalism there can be no surplus value, hence no profi t.

Though much has changed in capitalist economies since the days of the early 
factory system, even the introduction of laws protecting some workers and profi t-
sharing by corporations with workers among other innovations, the worker remains 
vulnerable to exploitation. Since Marx’s day, there have been numerous applications 
of his ideas, usually in combination with ideas not necessarily derived from Marxism. 
One of these is Immanuel Wallerstein’s (1976) idea of the modern world system 
which is a method for analyzing the global structure of modern economies and states 
in respect to a dominant core state that exploits weaker, peripheral regions of the 
world by extracting cheap labor and resources that are converted into valuable 
commodities and profi t. Britain in the nineteenth century and the United States in 
the twentieth were, in Wallerstein’s terms, the core states of the modern world 
system that, through military and economic power, extracted precious metals, oil, 
foodstuffs, and spices, inter alia, from colonies or virtual colonies in Africa, the 
Middle East, and Asia.

Many argue that the principal weakness of all structuralisms in the human and 
social sciences is that they tend to be deterministic by downplaying or excluding 
considerations of power and the freedoms of the human individual. This is a fair 
criticism, but it is often made at the cost of ignoring the fact that Marx meant his 
structuralism to be a historically based account of the actual conditions of working 
men and women in a social structure, the very essence of which was the alienation 
of human individuals. To be a worker under capitalism is to be alienated. This 
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defense is weakened by the evident failure of Marx and Marxism to generate a 
working theory of just how human individuals, acting alone or collectively, could 
bring about a revolution that would replace capitalist greed with socialist justice. 
The failure of actually existing socialisms in the prominent instances of Soviet Union 
and the People’s Republic of China is proof enough of the people. Yet a common 
mistake among social theorists is to counter an overly strong emphasis on the power 
of structures by accentuating the agency of the human subject. This approach, 
however, has its own weakness which is to suggest that human subjects are capable 
of acting outside of, or at least in resistance to, power-organizing structures like 
economies, states, and cultures.

Another, seriously defi cient, attempt to correct the deterministic principles of 
structuralisms is a variant of what has been called the macro–micro link. Here the 
proposal is that there are two independent (or semi-autonomous) spheres of social 
action – the macro, being structured sectors like the economy; and the micro, being 
small, local, and presumably more vibrant spheres of social interaction like trade 
unions or community action groups. It would seem, however, that Marx’s thinking 
on this score was far the suppler, at least on the point of situating the alienated 
subject (and her potential liberation) not in a sphere external to the structured 
system but directly within it. Thus, whatever its weaknesses, and there are many, 
Marx’s structuralism is a near-perfect illustration of the properties of all structural-
isms by illustrating how structures are the salient and organizing features of fi elds 
that cannot be directly observed but must be reconstructed historically and analyti-
cally. Thus, most famously, for Marx, the key structure is the mode of production 
which, in contrast to the marketplace, is hidden from view in the sense of the shop 
fl oor is private, thus not open to ready inspection.

Curiously, structuralisms subsequent to Marx’s have proven themselves able, at 
least partly, to correct some of the defi ciencies of his determinism. Of these, the 
most important is structural linguistics, which derives from the ideas of the Swiss 
linguist Ferdinand de Saussure (1857–1913). Though there is little direct evidence 
that Saussure was closely familiar with Marx’s ideas, his theory of linguistic values 
bears a striking resemblance to Marx’s theory of exchange values.

Language, according to Saussure, is a form of social exchange. The word “dog” 
is commonly assumed to correspond to the animal named by the term. But this 
correspondence is in fact a structural relation based on social conventions rather 
than the inherent properties of the class of animals named by the word. “Dog,” the 
word, is no more than an English-language convention as are the German Hund or 
the Korean . Words are not natural signs for realities or things. In effect, words 
operate in spoken languages just as do commodities in economies. Members of the 
language community, like buyers and sellers in economies, share community-wide 
conventions that are used to determine values – money (usually) in the case of 
economies, signs in the case of languages.

Saussure was, thus, the fi rst to recognize and persuasively explain the structural 
and thereby social nature of language in Course in General Linguistics (1916) which 
was in fact, a compilation of lecture notes by students at the University of Geneva. 
Here he explains that spoken words are signs exchanged by speakers in a social 
community. One of the more powerful structuralist ideas in this book is the idea 
that the principles of structural linguistics could be developed into a general theory 
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of social and economic values he called a semiology (the science of signs; often also 
called a semiotic).

Saussure’s key structural idea could well have been (though it was not) quoted 
from Marx:

Even outside language all values are apparently governed by the same paradoxical 
principle. They are always composed:
1. of a dissimilar thing that can be exchanged for the thing of which the value is to be 
determined; and
2. of similar things that can be compared with the thing of which the value is to be 
determined. (Saussure 1974 [1916]: 116–17)

Or, more generally: “Sciences are concerned with a system for equating things of 
different orders – labor and wages in one and a signifi ed and a signifi er in the other” 
(Saussure 1974 [1916]: 116). As in Marx the key to the exchange of values in human 
communities is different qualities assessed by a system of equivalencies. But what 
in language is the structuring element?

Here is where Saussure, in many ways, improves upon Marx’s scheme by provid-
ing for the role of the individual speaker in the structured linguistic community. 
This involves his famous distinction between la parole, speaking, and la langue, the 
language itself in the colloquial sense of “the tongue.” Speaking is the work of 
individuals in producing spoken statements, or signs that are observable (literally, 
audible). Language, then, is a kind of “collective intelligence” that extends beyond 
the individual speakers ordering speech into meaningful statements. In this sense 
language exhibits the most diffi cult feature of structures – their invisibility.

Just as the mode of production in Marx is a structure that, behind the market-
place, structures the values of commodities, so the countless words and rules of a 
language form a structure that can only be observed when it is put to use. Yet for 
the individual speaker competence in the language is a given if she is to produce 
meaningful speech. This entails the social proposition that words (or, more gener-
ally, signs), thereby, cannot be based in nature, which is to say that they are arbitrary 
in the sense that the signs themselves vary from language to language even though 
they can be compared across languages. “Dog” and Hund are different signs for 
the same meanings. Likewise, within a language, the exchange of meanings in speech 
depends on the ability of speakers to recognize similarities and differences. “Dog” 
cannot signify a “cat,” just as a new BMW is unlikely to be exchanged for an old 
Ford. Where Saussure improved on Marx’s theory of values was by identifying the 
speaker as the agent of the structure of language without divorcing the two spheres 
and without assuming that historically the individual speaker is alienated from and 
by the structure of his language. Linguistic alienation, when it occurs, is between 
linguistic communities when a speaker of English is ignorant of the conventions of 
the German or Korean languages.

As a social theory of structures, Saussure’s structuralism is more fl uid than 
Marx’s, though at the cost of the critical edge Marx’s offers to a diagnosis of human 
suffering. The foremost criticism of Saussure’s structuralism is that of Jacques 
Derrida (1976 [1967]) who objected to its privileging of spoken language over 
writing, a subject to which we must return in the consideration of poststructuralism. 
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At the same time, the implications of Saussure’s semiology were not lost on many 
subsequent social thinkers.

In cultural anthropology, the undisputed father of structuralism is Claude Lévi-
Strauss (1908– ). Beginning late in the 1940s Lévi-Strauss published a collection of 
essays that formed the foundation of his structural anthropology. He benefi ted 
immensely in his structural thinking from time spent in New York with the Russian 
linguist Roman Jakobson, who is said to have created the term “structuralism.” He 
also drew on the work of the French sociologist Émile Durkheim (1965 [1912]) and 
also on his extensive knowledge of fi eld reports by cultural anthropologists such as 
French anthropologist Marcel Mauss (1924). But the infl uence of Saussure is most 
striking in his comparative study of myths, which employs many of Saussure’s ideas. 
Yet the crucial difference is that Lévi-Strauss, in his early and more formalistic essays 
in Structural Anthropology (1958), took as his basic unit the mytheme, roughly the 
equivalent to the sign in Saussure’s scheme. Myths can be broken down into units 
of meaning which can then, he demonstrated, be compared across time. For example, 
from Sophocles to Shakespeare to Freud there are numerous versions of the Oedipus 
myth. By comparing the versions over time he isolated, among others, two recurrent 
mythemic elements: Oedipus kills his father/Oedipus marries his mother. He then 
interprets the elements as, in effect, signifi ers of a universal human confl ict between 
hate and love toward parents or, more formally, between underattachment to one 
parent and overattachment to the other. At one point he proposed that his struc-
turalism was meant to be a science of the human mind (by which he meant esprit, 
human spirit or even culture).

The fi rst several of Lévi-Strauss’s defi nitive structuralist essays appeared in France 
in the years immediately following World War II. They were welcomed by many in 
Europe who were hungry, after years of war and economic distress, for new sciences 
that would describe the universal properties of mankind. He applied his principles, 
with some changes, to numerous subjects – including culinary and musical cultures 
and kinship systems. His original essays in the 1940s were instrumental in inspiring 
a structuralist movement in French social thought. Roland Barthes (1915–80), the 
literary theorist, published an important essay in 1953, Elements of Semiology, 
which introduced Saussure’s ideas to a new generation. Just as important was 
Barthes’s famous collection of essays, Mythologies (1957) that, like Lévi-Strauss’s 
early essays, applied a structural semiotics to aspects of popular culture such as 
wrestling.

About the same time that Lévi-Strauss was outlining his structural anthropology, 
the French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan (1901–81) applied a structural linguistics 
to his infl uential reinterpretations of Freud’s theory of the Unconscious. Drawing 
on Saussure’s structural linguistics, Lacan gave us the infamous slogan, “the uncon-
scious is structured like a language” (in “The Agency of the Letter in the Uncon-
scious, or Reason Since Freud” in 1957) Somewhat later, Louis Althusser (1918–90) 
used Lacan’s seminar on the “Mirror Stage” (1949) to refi ne Marxism’s theory of 
culture by drawing the parallel between the mirror stage, an alleged moment when 
the infant fi rst sees herself in a mirror thereafter to face the prospect that she is a 
unity (or a self as some would say) larger and more whole than anyone can be, and 
culture as an imaginary (in which a culture is presented as if it were a totality bigger 
and more true than truth itself). The link to Marx is in the retention of Marx’s 
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claim that culture is an inversion of the reality. Likewise, the Lacanian notion that 
mental consciousness is an illusion that the psyche expresses the totality of human 
understanding to the exclusion of the unconscious mind that actively disorganizes 
consciousness. Althusser’s “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses” (1969) is 
one of the most widely referred to texts in cultural studies.

It could be said that the high-water mark of structuralism was roughly the two 
decades from 1945 to 1965. Though the movement was originally French, it spread 
into the rest of European and North American thinking. As it happens, however, 
the formalism of the early French structuralists proved to be highly unstable. The 
search for a formal science of structures in language and culture did not translate 
well from its founders – especially Lévi-Strauss and Barthes, who were brilliant 
theorists and superb writers – to their followers. In effect, the inherent determinism 
of strong structuralist programs was exposed by the political and cultural dynamism 
of the 1960s, when science itself came to be viewed by a younger generation as a 
cultural arbitrary. Yet the power of Lévi-Strauss’s thinking stands, even now, as a 
road sign along the way of social thought’s attempt to resolve the dilemma that 
Marx fi rst set out between the agency of individuals and the organizing power of 
social and cultural structures.

It is important to realize that the structuralist period was not a uniquely French 
affair. In a famous essay, “Social Structure and Anomie” (1938), the American 
sociologist, Robert K. Merton (1910–2003) outlined a very different kind of struc-
tural thinking. Merton is not usually considered a structuralist. Yet, in this and 
other of his works, he proposed a relatively strong structural theory of social action 
– that, while culture provides the individual with meaningful goals, social structures 
may well make the attainment of those goals impossible. In America, to take Mer-
ton’s example, the salient cultural goal requires the individual to work hard at an 
institutionally normal occupation in which he earns the income that represents his 
moral success. Yet if the economy does not provide income-producing jobs for all 
members of society those without will be unable to achieve the shared cultural goal. 
One of the essay’s most controversial themes was the idea that the individual who 
wishes to achieve his culture’s goals but is unable to fi nd an institutionally normal 
means (like a job) to do so may innovate by using a deviant means, as when a poor 
mother steals milk for her baby or an ambitious corporate manager frustrated in 
his career embezzles to give the appearance of monetary success. Merton’s ideas 
were, thus a strong structuralism, in the sense that he identifi ed the way individuals 
might be forced to act against their own values and those of the culture.

About the same time, another American sociologist Talcott Parsons was develop-
ing a rather more formal structural theory of social action that may have infl uenced 
Merton’s thinking to a degree. In The Structure of Social Action (1937), an enor-
mous two-volume restatement of ideas of selected classical social thinkers, Parsons 
meant to draw from writers like Émile Durkheim in France and Max Weber in 
Germany, among others, a formal theory of social action that, as it matured in later 
writings, suggested that culture, politics, the law, and the economy were the four 
necessary structural elements in modern societies. Each served a necessary function 
– culture to maintain cultural patterns, politics to distribute the goods and services 
needed by social groups, law to adjudicate confl icts where goods are unfairly dis-
tributed, and the economy, which provides the dynamic competitive energy that 
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drives individuals to pursue needs and desires in competition up to, perhaps beyond, 
the point standing down before the laws, rivals, and values that limit his freedom 
in the action system. This approach has been called structural-functionalist. When 
applied to modern societies, like that of the United States in the 1950s, Parsons’s 
scheme inclined toward an overly optimistic assessment of the system’s ability to 
resolve differences, and distribute goods and services, to avoid debilitating confl ict. 
Both Parsons and Merton were, obviously affected by the Depression of the 1930s 
and the global confl ict that followed, such that the relative affl uence in America 
after the war combined with naive elements of the American national character to 
produce a strong structuralism that was overly optimistic as to the ability of the 
social system to function as smoothly as their theories predicted.

POSTSTRUCTURALISMS AND OTHER 
CRITIQUES OF STRUCTURALISM

As in the period of the strong structuralisms in the 1940s and 1950s, there were 
two related but divergent lines of structured thinking – one Francophone, the other 
Anglophone. The poststructuralisms that developed in the 1960s and 1970s were 
also of two kinds. Both, however, attempted to resolve the unresolved problems of 
strong structuralisms that, in being formal and deterministic, were unable to obey 
the cardinal rule of structural thought – that the structure is a reconstruction based 
on archives of the events and objects in a fi eld. It is accepted that the structural 
method will not be able, except in rare instances, to generate strong numeric data 
that measure the structure’s effects with mathematical exactness. What is more 
troubling about structuralisms is their tendency to overreach the evidence – both to 
view the structures as neater than any real world can be and to exaggerate their 
capacity to organize events and objects.

Poststructuralism in France began with a fl ourish at a gathering of French think-
ers in 1966 in, of all places, Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore. The manifesto 
of the poststructuralism movement is usually considered a paper presented here by 
the philosopher Jacques Derrida (1930–2004), “Structure, Sign, and Play in the 
Discourse of the Human Sciences.” Though the ostensible purpose was scrupulously 
to scrutinize Lévi-Strauss’s method, Derrida’s underlying argument is a critique of 
the very idea of structure by associating it with all prior structuring elements that 
undermine the free play of signs in human thought and discourse. “It could be 
shown that all the names related to fundamentals, to principles, or to the center 
have always designated an invariable presence – eidos, archē, telos energia, ousia 
(essence, substance, subject), alēthia, transcendentality, consciousness, God, man, 
and so forth” (Derrida 1978: 279–80). Those unable or unwilling to read texts like 
these assume they are little more than sheer irony and utter abstraction. In fact, 
Derrida begins this paper with reference to an “event” in the “history of the concept 
of structure” that provoked a rupture in Western history (Derrida 1978: 278). He 
does not say exactly what the event is, but it is likely that a Jew born in Algeria 
had in mind the decolonizing revolutions in his native North African colony that 
were rupturing the colonial structure of the modern world. In later writings he made 
his political positions much more explicit. But in this opening salvo of the post-
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structuralists he was engaged in a method for which he would become famous, if 
poorly understood: deconstruction.

In truth, deconstruction is not so much a method as a literary attitude that seeks 
to uncover the silences in the history of philosophical and social thought and in 
effect to create silences of its own. When Derrida fi rst presented his 1966 paper in 
Baltimore, the world was already moving toward what Wallerstein would call the 
World Revolution of 1968. No one in France, especially, could have mistaken the 
event that, in France, had come to a head in Algerian independence in 1962 – a 
war that had begun in 1954 the year of France’s defeat in another of its colonies, 
Vietnam. Politics were not far from anyone’s mind and, among the French, even 
literature and philosophies are part and parcel of the political scene.

A better word than deconstruction to defi ne Derrida’s theoretical approach is the 
one he used, decentering. At a time when the Eurocentric world was being nudged, 
and not too gently, from its half-millennium reign as the center of global politics, 
he and others labeled by observers as poststructuralists were decentering the politics 
of social and philosophical thought, beginning with the claims of structuralism, to 
establish, in Lévi-Strauss’s expression, a science of the human spirit. Derrida’s 
countless books, over the years, could be described as a systematic rereading of the 
classic works of modern philosophy by attempting to locate the structural elements 
that across the long prehistory and history of modern culture led to restrictions on 
“the free play” of thought and discourse (Derrida 1973, 1976).

Thus, in Derrida’s 1966 essay (republished in one of his most important books, 
Writing and Difference, in 1967), he offers a respectful but damning critique of 
Lévi-Strauss’s structuralism. In a word, the argument is similar to his critique of 
Saussure’s structuralism (which appeared prominently in another of Derrida’s 
important books also in 1967 – Of Grammatology). As in his attitude toward those 
he, as some put it, “rereads,” Derrida seldom dismissed another thinker out of hand. 
In fact he appreciated and was infl uenced by Saussure’s structuralism as he was by 
Lévi-Strauss’s. In respect to the former he argues that the fl aw in structuralism was 
not in the idea of structure but the privileging of speech over writing. The problem, 
so to speak, with speech is that in the modern West the voice is assumed to be the 
representative of an inner self (or, one might say, the soul of meaning). This idea 
that meanings can be present in human interaction is the principle of the Center he 
attacks. Thus, alternatively writing is a form of communication in which the 
meaning is always deferred – if only by the reality that the written message, even if 
read to the other in her presence, is always mediated by the distance between the 
two – notably in books, letters, and even e-mails.

Thus Derrida’s idea is that, though there is much to be gained from Saussure’s 
semiology, its theory of the spoken sign as the presence of a meaning participates 
in the modern centering of social thought, thus limiting the free play of signifi cation. 
A spoken sign is open to direct challenge, while a written letter can only be inter-
preted at a distance. In much the same way, in the 1966 paper, Derrida criticizes 
Lévi-Strauss’s overly strong structural theory of myths by insisting that the very idea 
that the myth or the sign articulates a broad, if not universal, human meaning tends 
to destroy, as he puts it, “the tension between presence and absence” – that is, 
between the meanings presented in signs and myths and the structures that generate 
those meanings which are always absent from the performance of the 
communication.
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In effect, Derrida is here criticizing Saussure and Lévi-Strauss for being unfaithful 
to Saussure’s structuralism. Between speaking, la parole, and the language struc-
tured by the community, la langue, there is always an unavoidable tension created 
by the fact that no cultural communication communicates if the speaker or the 
mythmaker tries to bring all of the contents of the structured language into 
the uttered sentence or articulated myth. Structures are, by their nature, absent. The 
attempt in the modern West to organize them around a Center is an attempt to 
tame them, thereby to limit the freedom of communications.

Michel Foucault (1926–84) came to public notice at much the same time as 
Derrida in a series of books on subjects like the history of madness, the clinic, and 
the prison. Very probably his most notorious book of the 1960s was The Order of 
Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (1966), which was, by his own tacit 
admission, a strong structuralist history of the birth of modern social thought. 
Foucault, still relatively young, was then still somewhat under the infl uence of his 
teacher, Louis Althusser. His archeology of social knowledge (as of the birth of 
modern methods for treating both the mentally and physically ill, as in the rehabili-
tative prison) aimed to demonstrate that modern thought came into being by, in 
Althusser’s words, an epistemological break – that is, a sudden structural shift 
occurring late in the eighteenth century when, of course, modern society was coming 
into its own. 

Though Derrida and Foucault worked in quite different fi elds and lived very dif-
ferent lives, the similarities between them are hard to miss. Where Derrida attacked 
the idea of the Center, Foucault attacked the ideal of the original Subject. Where 
Derrida juxtaposed differences and deferrals of meaning to the voice as the presence 
of meanings, Foucault offered (in Archaeology of Knowledge in 1969) the concept 
of discursive formations which served, among other effects, to identify the power of 
silences and prohibitions in the history of social discourses as key to understanding 
how power in the modern world works through the silencing of oppositions.

From this rather formalized theory of the late 1960s, Foucault turned to his 
infl uential theory of power as knowledge in History of Sexuality I (1976), where 
he attacked the modern Enlightenment idea that knowledge offered emancipation 
from the limiting effects of power. On the contrary, Foucault said that, in the 
modern world, knowledge is the social form of power. Here is another turning point 
in his own structural theories and in the history of structuralism. As Marx and 
others after him understood power as a top-down effect – the dominant class 
exploiting the poor – Foucault said that power is just as much bottom-up. Power 
is structured by knowledge (or, one might say, culture) that effectively forms the 
modern individual – subjugates the human subject. Thus, Foucault’s interest in the 
human sciences, including now the practical sciences of sexualities, is the completion 
of Marx’s failed structuralism. A strong materialist theory can never explain the 
modern method of taming the subjects of the industrial era because, however 
degraded the worker is, he participates in his own degradation. Foucault left no 
doubt that top-down domination is at work, but it works not through overt force 
so much as, one might say, persuasion – the gentle force of practical knowledge 
taught to schoolchildren, patients, penitents, or university students through the 
social formation of the modern world.

There were of course many other fi gures associated with the poststructuralist 
movement. Barthes, in his later years, was a convert. Lacan was always a precursor 
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of the movement and never a pure structuralist. Foucault, as noted, started as a 
kind of structuralist, but with very different purposes from Lévi-Strauss’s. “Post-
structuralism” as a name cannot be taken with too much seriousness. While it is 
not accurate to say that the poststructuralists, so called, where part of the French 
structuralist movement, nor should it be assumed that they were a radical departure 
– and especially not from the principles laid down by Saussure. The best way of 
understanding the relation of the two movements is that both were beholden to 
Marx as well as Saussure, and even Freud – a feature particularly evident in another 
poststructuralist text by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: 
Capitalism and Schizophrenia (1980). The distinction is between taking the ideal 
of a formal science of signs and meanings too literally and the understanding that 
cultural meanings, while structured, can never be reduced to abstractions.

BOURDIEU’S HABITUS AND 
GIDDENS’S STRUCTURATION THEORY

The infl uence of this long and fruitful structuralist/poststructuralist period of French 
thought (from roughly 1945 through the 1970s) continues well into our time. Yet 
even as poststructuralism was emerging in France there were two sociologists who, 
while aware of this movement, were taking an independent path.

One of course was the prominent French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1930–
2002), who attempted to straddle the line between his French contemporaries and 
academic sociology, which until recently had been dominated by Americans. 
Bourdieu drank from the waters of Paris in the 1960s by joining in the attack on 
strong structuralisms (objectivisms), on the one hand, and the equally strong sub-
jectivisms that claimed that the individual subject is the sole and autonomous source 
of social action or agency. To this end, in Outline of a Theory of Practice (1972), 
he sketched his now famous distinction between the champ (fi eld) of social practices 
and the habitus, or the subjective disposition of actors to balance the demands of 
structures against the individual’s ability to engage in free play with those demands. 
In one of the more memorable, if obtuse, lines in all of recent social thought, 
Bourdieu defi ned the habitus as a system “of durable, transposable dispositions, 
structured structures, predisposed to function as structuring structures, that is, as 
principles which generate and organize practices and representations that can be 
objectively adapted to their outcomes without presupposing a conscious aiming at 
ends or an express mastery of the operations necessary in order to attain them” 
(Bourdieu 1977 [1972]: 72). Those willing to meditate even on the opacity of this 
statement will be rewarded by, at least, the indications that Bourdieu attempted to 
weld objective structures to subjective dispositions – without allowing either to gain 
the upper hand. His invention of the neologism “habitus” refl ected some of the 
features of the poststructuralist attitude – that is, to identify the silences in social 
thought, in this case the powerful silence at the point where determining structures 
encounter liberating subjects. Bourdieu’s empirical studies of this concept were, in 
a fashion, limited by his preoccupation with Parisian culture as the fi eld of his 
research. Yet, in both his early and his late writings, Bourdieu was one of the leading 
proponents of reproduction theory – the idea that culture and education serve to 
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reproduce the dominant structures in modern societies. His genius lay in his ability 
to mix and match the classic ideas of sociology – nowhere more so than in his 
reproduction theory, which refl ects simultaneously Marx’s top-down theory of 
power as maintaining the prevailing social structures, Durkheim’s theory of culture 
(or knowledge) as the source of the guiding dispositions of the modern individual, 
and even Weber’s notion that the individual subject requires an ethical orientation 
in order to fi nd her way through the differing spheres of modern society.

British sociologist Anthony Giddens (b. 1938) was infl uenced by structuralism, 
but like Bourdieu was not persuaded by the structuralist account of the relationship 
between social structures and the individual. Giddens writes: “Structuralist and 
post-structuralist thought alike have consistently failed to generate an account of 
reference, and it is surely not by chance that these traditions of thought have con-
centrated their attention so much upon the internal organization of texts, in which 
they play of signifi ers can be analysed as an inside affair” (Giddens 1987: 85). 
Giddens thus objects to structuralism’s distinct lack of a theory of agency. Like 
Derrida, he is opposed to the inherent determinism of structuralism, but enchanted 
with the focus on language. One of the strengths of Giddens’s structuration theory 
is that it tries to account for how it is that social structures are both constituted 
by and changed by social action. In a formulation less obtuse but nearly as charm-
ing as Bourdieu’s defi nition of the habitus, Giddens states that social structure is 
both medium and outcome of social interaction. By this he means that, in going 
through our daily lives, we draw upon structures as if they were a set of rules and 
resources, as it were. When we follow these rules, we in a sense create them. In 
this conception of structure, a social structure is less like the metaphorical girders 
of a building and more “virtual.” Giddens likes to point out that nobody can see 
social structures. Many would dispute this claim on the grounds the social struc-
tures impinge upon the lives of people with great ferocity, as for instance in the 
terrible inequalities structured around differences of gender, class, race, or economic 
status.

But to argue that social structure is invisible and virtual, for Giddens, is a guard 
against saying that we are all cultural dopes. Unlike Derrida’s version of poststruc-
turalism, Giddens holds that what is important about social structures is not only 
the interplay of signs, but the interplay of signs with the production of meaning. 
Giddens writes, “Meaning is not constructed by the play of signifi ers, but by the 
intersection of the production of signifi ers with objects and events in the world, 
focused and organized via the acting individual” (1987: 91). In this way he tries to 
maintain an acting subject in the face of the tension around social actors. It is 
perhaps a vain attempt to maintain subjectivity in the face of objective and cultural 
domination.

For Giddens, it is not speech, or writing, that is important about language, but 
talk. Talk is what we do when we use a language (in this he is closer to Foucault’s 
idea of discourse as language in practice). Giddens uses a linguistic metaphor to 
explain his social theory. He argues that social structures are like the English lan-
guage. Nobody can literally see “English” (the langue), but many people in the 
world can speak it. And when anybody speaks the English language, they draw 
upon a set of grammatical rules. Through following those rules, the rules themselves 
are reinforced, hence “medium and outcome.”
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Giddens’s structuration theory is one of the more innovative attempts at rethink-
ing social structures and how they affect our lives. Structuration theory re-evaluates 
social structure as something that is less a “fi xed” and determined idea of social 
structure into what he terms “the duality of structure”; a dynamic and active view 
of social structure as comprised of knowledgeable social agents who recursively 
draw upon a set of “rules and resources.” In short, when acting in social situations 
social actors draw upon social cues or rules, and, in drawing upon these cues and 
repeating them, the rule is created. This is the recursive creation of social structure. 
Much like other structuralisms, social action takes place in specifi c instances, but 
there is also a broader system of interaction, namely language, that patterns the 
specifi c instances. Except the key different in structuration theory is that the specifi c 
instances, in a sense, pattern and create the broader system of language.

CONCLUSION

The lessons offered by structuralism and poststructuralism continue to be taught 
and studied for the way they help social theorists rethink the still unsolved riddles 
of social order. In some ways these two joined but opposed movements address, in 
an original way, the classic question of modern thought that goes back at least to 
Hobbes’s Leviathan (1651): why does the individual freely enter into a social con-
tract with others, there to form structures that effectively limit his freedoms? The 
social sciences, including sociology, were in many ways founded on this riddle 
which, mutatis mutandis, was behind the theories of Marx, Weber, Durkheim, and 
Freud, as well as the structuralists.

In a most basic way, social science itself is an inherently structuralist enterprise. 
Markets, minds, nations, globalized societies, cultures are, like much of the natural 
word, structured things. What structuralism and its aftermath accomplished was to 
show that social structures cannot be equated with natural ones, if only because 
social things are by their nature more unruly than molecules, not to mention the 
starry skies above. Hence the structuralist dilemma: given that social things are 
structured, how do we account for the eruptions of human invention? To which 
the corollary: given that human agencies seems to be rooted in the vitality of indi-
viduals, whether alone or collectively, how does it happen that there are evident 
structural features of social life, ones that endure through human time?

In the end, it is suffi cient to accept the structuralist movements as the maturation 
of an ancient conundrum – one that attempted with limited success to discover a 
science of the contradictory relations between determining structures and liberating 
agents. To their credit, those associated with the structuralist movements collectively 
were able to move beyond their founding assumptions. In a rare instance of honest 
but mutually critical work, they contended with each other’s thoughts in ways that 
a scientifi c community ought. The result was the setting forth of an ironic principle: 
social and cultural structures create subjects by means of their determining powers. 
We, as subjects, cannot be (that is, exist) without structured relations with others, 
which structures cannot adapt to historical change without the freedom of subjects. 
It is very possible that there is no solution to the puzzle – and that the ultimate 
contribution of structuralism to social science is to impose a caution upon the urge 
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to over-defi ne the structured variables that move social beings to make and discover 
what structured meanings they have.
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7
Actor Network Theory and 

Material Semiotics

John Law

INTRODUCTION

Actor network theory is a disparate family of material-semiotic tools, sensibilities, 
and methods of analysis that treat everything in the social and natural worlds as a 
continuously generated effect of the webs of relations within which they are located. 
It assumes that nothing has reality or form outside the enactment of those relations. 
Its studies explore and characterize the webs and the practices that carry them. Like 
other material-semiotic approaches, the actor network approach thus describes the 
enactment of materially and discursively heterogeneous relations that produce and 
reshuffl e all kinds of actors including objects, subjects, human beings, machines, 
animals, “nature,” ideas, organizations, inequalities, scale and sizes, and geographi-
cal arrangements.

In this chapter I explore this defi nition, expand upon, and qualify it. I start with 
four qualifi cations.

First, it is possible to describe actor network theory in the abstract. I’ve just done 
so, and this is often done in textbooks. But this misses the point because it is not 
abstract but is grounded in empirical case studies. We can only understand the 
approach if we have a sense of those case studies and how these work in practice. 
Some other parts of social theory (for instance symbolic interactionism) work in the 
same way, and arguably that’s how natural science is too: theory is embedded and 
extended in empirical practice, and practice itself is necessarily theoretical. This 
means that if this chapter is not to betray the actor network approach it needs to 
subvert the defi nition above by translating it into a set of empirically grounded 
practices.

Second, the actor network approach is not a theory. Theories usually try to 
explain why something happens, but actor network theory is descriptive rather than 
foundational in explanatory terms, which means that it is a disappointment for 
those seeking strong accounts. Instead it tells stories about “how” relations assemble 
or don’t. As a form, one of several, of material semiotics, it is better understood as 
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a toolkit for telling interesting stories about, and interfering in, those relations. More 
profoundly, it is a sensibility to the messy practices of relationality and materiality 
of the world. Along with this sensibility comes a wariness of the large-scale claims 
common in social theory: these usually seem too simple.

Three, I’ve talked of “it,” an actor network theory, but there is no “it.” Rather 
it is a diaspora that overlaps with other intellectual traditions. As I have already 
hinted, it is better to talk of “material semiotics” rather than “actor network 
theory.” This better catches the openness, uncertainty, revisability, and diversity of 
the most interesting work. Thus the actor network successor projects are located in 
many different case studies, practices, and locations done in many different ways, 
and draw on a range of theoretical resources. How much those studies relate to one 
another is chronically uncertain, but this is better read as a sign of the strength of 
material semiotic sensibilities than as a weakness. In short, actor network theory is 
not a creed or a dogma and at its best a degree of humility is one of its intellectual 
leitmotifs.

Fourth, if all the world is relational, then so too are texts. They come from 
somewhere and tell particular stories about particular relations. This implies the 
need for a health warning. You should beware of this chapter. I hope that it works 
and is useful, but it comes from somewhere, rather than everywhere or nowhere. 
It treats the actor network approach and material semiotics in a particular way. 
It proposes and seeks to enact a particular version of this animal. Beware, then, 
of this chapter, but beware even more of any text about actor network theory 
that pretends to the objectivity of an overall view.

In what follows fi rst I offer a particular account of the intellectual origins of the 
actor network approach. Second, I characterize what I call “actor network theory 
1990.” This is the version, with all its strengths and weaknesses, that tends to fi nd 
its way into textbooks. Then I briefl y comment on reactions and responses to this 
animal. And fourth, I explore aspects of its diasporic creativity since 1995.

ORIGIN STORIES

If the actor network approach started at a particular time and place then this was 
in Paris between 1978 and 1982. The term, devised by Michel Callon, appeared 
around 1982, but the approach is itself a network that extends out in time and 
place, so stories of its origins are necessarily in part arbitrary. They lay claim to 
and include a particular version of the past created for particular purposes. In this 
section I tell four stories about its origins. My contention is that much of actor 
network theory 1990 can be understood as a product of their intersection.

Engineers, managers, and systems

It is obvious to most engineers that systems are made not simply of technical bits 
and pieces but also include people. Managers know this too, and those who study 
engineers and managers not infrequently end up thinking similarly. All are “system-
sensitive” with a strong sense of relationality. An example.
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In the late 1970s and early 1980s Thomas Hughes, historian of technology, wrote 
about Thomas Edison, engineer and manager, and his new New York electricity 
supply network. Hughes showed that this was an artful combination of transmission 
lines, generators, coal supplies, voltages, incandescent fi laments, legal maneuvers, 
laboratory calculations, political muscle, fi nancial instruments, technicians, labora-
tory assistants, and salesmen. In short, it was a system, and it worked because 
Edison engineered the bits and pieces together. Hughes emphasizes that the archi-
tecture of the system was the key. Its individual elements, people or objects, were 
subordinate to the logic of that architecture, created or reshaped in that system 
(Hughes 1983).

Edison was successful, but the world of engineering is also fi lled with failures. In 
1980 Michel Callon wrote about one of these: the “electric vehicle.” The French 
electricity monopoly utility, EDF, concluded that the age of hydrocarbons was 
ending and proposed an electric vehicle powered by accumulators or fuel cells. EDF 
would make the motor, Renault the car body, and consumers would adapt their 
lifestyles. In fact the electric vehicle was never produced. The catalysts in the fuel 
cells got contaminated and failed. Renault didn’t fancy the technical and economic 
demotion implied by the plan. And the town councils didn’t want to buy the elec-
tric-powered buses that were supposed to popularize the new technology. Callon’s 
problem, which was to become the key problem for actor network theory 1990, 
was: how can we describe socially and materially heterogeneous systems in all their 
fragility and obduracy (Callon 1980)? This is the fi rst context for actor network 
theory.

Exemplars and laboratory practices

Long before this Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientifi c Revolutions (Kuhn 
1962) was the focus of fi erce debate about the character of science. Did scientists 
use “paradigms,” pragmatic sets of intellectual and practical tools for scientifi c 
puzzle-solving? This was Kuhn’s view. Or was scientifi c knowledge a representation 
of reality produced by a special scientifi c method? Such was the view of epistemol-
ogy. In the late 1960s sociologists read Kuhn and created a sociology of scientifi c 
knowledge. A paradigm can be understood, they said, as a culture. Scientists acquire 
this culture and use it to guide their puzzle-solving practices. Successful puzzle-
solving extends the culture, which thus refl ects both physical reality and social 
practices. But success is a practical matter: the issue is, does the paradigm work or 
not? In this way of thinking the absolute truth of a theory is irrelevant. Indeed, 
there is no independent way of knowing it. This led to a methodological dictum, 
the so-called “principle of symmetry”: true and false knowledge, it was said, need 
to be explained in the same terms (Bloor 1976).

Though actor network theory is very different, it borrows from Kuhn and 
the sociologists of scientifi c knowledge. I’ll return to the principle of symmetry 
shortly. First a comment on Kuhn. He said that scientists work through cases, 
exemplars. Knowing the formalisms isn’t enough. You need to know what they 
mean in practice. Kuhn’s book, a set of exemplary case studies, exemplifi es this. 
The sociologists of science worked through exemplary case studies too. And the 
nascent actor network writers, also within the sociology of science and technology, 
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did the same. This is the basic methodological and philosophical principle that I 
mentioned in the introduction: knowledge lies in exemplars and words are never 
enough.

The sociologists of science studied scientists’ meanings and their exemplary prac-
tices. They practiced a version of interpretive sociology: creative actors, they said, 
use scientifi c culture to solve puzzles. But there are other ways of thinking about 
scientifi c practice. When Bruno Latour went to the Salk Institute in the mid-1970s 
his preoccupations were different. Drawing on the work of A. J. Greimas and eth-
nomethodology, he explored the semiotics of the practices that lead to scientifi c 
truth-claims. He noted that in the laboratory most claims about the world are vague 
and promiscuously mix the social and the natural. “Jones told me that his PhD 
student saw this blip on the graph, and he suspects it might be a sign that  .  .  .” says 
a post-doc over coffee. A tiny handful of these suggestions subsequently get trans-
muted into the much harder statements about nature that circulate in scientifi c 
papers (“the fi gures in the table show  .  .  .”). Latour observed that by the time this 
has happened the social has disappeared, along with almost everything to do with 
how the new truth was produced. With most of the messy relations gone we are 
left with nature, a textual account of nature, and a set of more or less formulaic 
statements about method that purport to explain why the latter refl ects the former. 
The intermediate and heterogeneous relations of production are deleted to generate 
two quite distinct and separate domains: reality on the one hand and knowledge of 
reality on the other (Latour 1993; Latour and Woolgar 1986). It is a system of 
purifi cation that depends on a heterogeneous web of relations that is subsequently 
effaced.

Latour does not talk of actor network theory here, but many of its elements are 
present: materially heterogeneous relations analyzed with semiotic tools; a sym-
metrical indifference to the truth or otherwise of what it is looking at; concern with 
the productivity of practice; an interest in circulation; and the predisposition to 
exemplary case studies; all of these are signatures of actor network theory.

Translation, order, and disorder

So how might we study relationality and its productivity? Latour used Greimas, but 
he and Michel Callon also drew on philosopher of science Michel Serres. Serres 
writes about order and disorder. In his world there are patches of order in a sea of 
disorder. The most interesting places lie on the boundaries between order and dis-
order, or where different orders rub up against one another. Serres generates endless 
metaphors for imagining the uncertain messengers that pass between different orders 
or between order and disorder. Angels, parasites, Hermes, the North-West Passage, 
all of these make precarious links between places that do not belong to the same 
world. The notion of translation is another of his metaphors (Serres 1974).

To translate is to make two words equivalent. But since no two words are equiva-
lent, translation also implies betrayal: traduction, trahison. So translation is both 
about making equivalent, and about shifting. It is about moving terms around, 
about linking and changing them. Michel Callon articulated this in his study of the 
electric vehicle and his subsequent work on the scallops of St. Brieuc Bay. The latter 
is another exemplary actor network case study. It is also notorious because Callon 
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analyzes people and scallops in the same terms. His “generalized symmetry” applies 
not, as in the sociology of science, to truth and falsity, to epistemology, but to 
ontology, to the different kinds of actors in the world.

Callon describes how a science of scallops is created with its own researchers, a 
science that leads to an experimental technology for rearing young scallops. He 
shows that, as a necessary part of the experiment, fi shermen are tamed too: they 
agree not to trawl near the larvae collectors. This, then, is a web of relations that 
makes and remakes its components. Fishermen, scallops, and scientists are all being 
domesticated in a process of translation that relates, defi nes, and orders objects, 
human and otherwise. Callon adds that they hold themselves together but they do 
so precariously. All it takes is for one translation to fail and the whole web of reality 
unravels. And indeed this is what happens. One winter night the fi shermen invade 
the protected areas, trawl the larval grounds, and destroy the collectors (Callon 
1986). In short, translation is always insecure, a process susceptible to failure. Dis-
order – or other orders – are only precariously kept at bay.

Poststructuralist relationality

Precarious relations, the making of the bits and pieces in those relations, a logic of 
translation, a concern with materials of different kinds, with how it is that every-
thing hangs together if it does, such are the intellectual concerns of the actor 
network tradition. However, this is a combination of concerns also found in parts 
of poststructuralism. My fi nal contextual suggestion is that actor network theory 
can also be understood as an empirical version of poststructuralism. For instance, 
“actor networks” can be seen as scaled-down versions of Michel Foucault’s dis-
courses or epistemes. Foucault asks us to attend to the productively strategic and 
relational character of epochal epistemes (Foucault 1979). The actor network 
approach asks us to explore the strategic, relational, and productive character of 
particular, smaller-scale, heterogeneous actor networks. We’ve seen this for the Salk 
laboratory and for the scallops. Here’s another example: Latour’s account of the 
Pasteurization of France.

Pasteur, a hero of French science, is said to have revolutionized French agricul-
ture. For instance, he discovered the cause of anthrax and created a vaccine for the 
disease. But how did this happen? Was he, as Hughes claimed of Edison, a great 
man? Latour rejects this because in a material-semiotic world all actions, including 
those of great men, are relational effects. To show this he charts how a network of 
domesticated farms, technicians, laboratories, veterinarians, statistics, and bacilli 
was generated. He describes how they were shaped (in some cases created) in this 
network. And he shows how the result was generative. Farms were turned into 
laboratories, vaccines made from attenuated bacteria, cattle stopped dying of 
anthrax, and Pasteur became a great man (Latour 1988b). All of which were the 
effects of a set of materially heterogeneous relations.

We are offered an historical account of particular translations through time 
rather than a diagnosis of an epochal epistemic syntax. Even so the logic is not far 
removed from Foucault’s. It can also be understood as an empirical version of Gilles 
Deleuze’s nomadic philosophy (Deleuze and Guattari 1988). Latour has observed 
that we might talk of “actant rhizomes” rather than “actor networks,” and John 
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Law has argued that there is little difference between Deleuze’s agencement (awk-
wardly translated as “assemblage” in English) and the term “actor network” (Law 
2004). Both refer to the provisional assembly of productive, heterogeneous, and 
(this is the crucial point) quite limited forms of ordering located in no larger overall 
order. This is why it is helpful to see actor network theory as a particular empirical 
translation of poststructuralism.

ACTOR NETWORK THEORY 1990

Material-semiotic relationality

The date is arbitrary, it could be 1986 or 1994, but I’m trying to catch a moment 
when actor network theory achieved recognizable form as a distinctive approach to 
social theory. A moment when the web of different origins described above had 
been woven together to craft a workable set of tools carried in a persuasive and 
well-documented set of case studies. A moment when an agenda, a vocabulary, and 
a set of ambitions became current. So what was “actor network theory 1990”? Here 
is another exemplary case study.

How did the Portuguese reach India? How did they maintain their imperial 
control? Conventional histories talk of spices, trade, wealth, military power, and 
Christianity. With some exceptions they treat technology as an essential but ulti-
mately uninteresting infrastructure. Maritime history talks of innovations in ship-
building and navigation, but is usually little concerned with the politics or economics 
of imperialism. In 1986 Law brought the two narratives together. He asked how 
the Portuguese generated a network that allowed them to control half the world. 
His answer was that ships, sails, mariners, navigators, stores, spices, winds, currents, 
astrolabes, stars, guns, ephemeredes, gifts, merchants’ drafts were all translated into 
a web. That web, precarious though it was, gave each component a particular shape 
or form that was to hold together for 150 years. He added that result was a structure 
of asymmetry. Like Pasteur’s lab in Paris, Lisbon became an obligatory point of 
passage for a whole set of tributaries. Law also argued, following Latour, that the 
ships became “immutable mobiles” circulating to and fro in space whilst holding 
their form and shape constant. This, he said was crucial to the success of the system 
(Law 1986).

This study displays all the ingredients of actor network theory 1990. There is 
semiotic relationality (it’s a network whose elements defi ne and shape one another), 
heterogeneity (there are different kinds of actors, human and otherwise), and mate-
riality (stuff is there aplenty, not just “the social”). There is an insistence on process 
and its precariousness (all elements need to play their part moment by moment or 
it all comes unstuck). There is attention to power as an effect (it is a function of 
network confi guration and in particular the creation of immutable mobiles), to 
space and to scale (how it is that networks extend themselves and translate distant 
actors). New for actor network theory, there is an interest in large-scale political 
history. And, crucially, it is a study of how the Portuguese network worked: how 
it held together; how it shaped its components; how it made a center and peripher-
ies; in short, of how differences were generated in a semiotic relational logic.
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The erosion of foundations

The single-minded commitment to relationality makes it possible to explore strange 
and heterogeneous links and follow surprising actors to equally surprising places: 
ships, bacilli, scallops, and scientifi c texts (Latour 1987). It highlights practices off-
limits or uninteresting to non-semiotic approaches: navigational innovations, bio-
logical bench work, the habits of larvae, the practices of farmers, food (Mol and 
Mesman 1996). It does this by eroding distinctions in kind, ontological distinctions. 
In short, the toolkit can be understood as a powerful set of devices for leveling 
divisions usually taken to be foundational. These are demoted and treated as the 
effect of translations. Human and non-human, meaning and materiality, big and 
small, macro and micro, social and technical, nature and culture – these are just 
some of the dualisms undone by this relationality. Obviously this posthumanism is 
intellectually radical and often controversial. Let me, then, talk of some of these 
disappearing dualisms.

In actor network webs the distinction between human and nonhuman is of little 
initial analytical importance: people are relational effects that include both the 
human and the nonhuman (think, for instance, of “Pasteur”) while object webs 
conversely include people (ephemeredes). Particular networks may end up being 
labeled “human” or “nonhuman” but this is a secondary matter. Here then, as with 
Foucault, there is a powerful if controversial nonhumanist relational and semiotic 
logic at work quite unlike that of humanist sociology. It is obnoxious to those who 
take people to be morally special, and intellectually fl awed for those who frame the 
social in terms of meaning and intersubjectivity (Collins and Yearley 1992). For the 
latter a relational semiotics misses out on what it is that constitutes the social. More 
generally, humanists simply fi nd it diffi cult to grasp the intellectual single-minded-
ness of this logic of relationality. Sometimes, for instance, they misunderstand its 
empirical studies as examples of foundational sociology, assuming that social cate-
gories are being used as an explanatory resource. But in the material semiotics of 
actor network theory the social is also being reworked (Latour 2005).

Again, the distinction between big and small is a relational effect. Callon and 
Latour (1981: 229) observe that “[i]t is no more diffi cult to send tanks into Kabul 
than to dial 999.” Their point is that the same relational logics apply at any scale. 
Whether we are “big” or “small,” the largest part of the webs we draw on and 
allow us to act are hidden. An actor is always a network of elements that it does 
not fully recognize or know: simplifi cation or “black boxing” is a necessary part of 
agency. This implies that the notion of “level” is also a relational effect. To put it 
differently, and following the Deleuzian logic mentioned above, there is no overall 
social, natural, or conceptual framework or scale within which events take place: 
as webs grow they tend to grow their own metrics. But then, without a foundational 
macro and micro the distinction between macro- and micro-sociologies similarly 
makes little sense except as a performative effect of those sociologies (Law 2000): 
class, nation-state, patriarchy become effects rather than explanatory foundations. 
This is not to say that they are not real – they may indeed be made real in practice 
– but they offer no framework for explanation.

Some of the other disappearing dualisms are less contentious. We have seen that 
the social and the technical are embedded in each other. This means that it simply 
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isn’t possible to explore the social without at the same time studying the hows of 
relational materiality. Sociologists sometimes experience this as a diversion from 
serious social analysis. Why, they wonder, does actor network theory obsess over 
material minutiae? Why doesn’t it look at what is important? The response to this 
is the counter-complaint that many sociologies have little sense of how the social is 
done or holds together. They ignore the material practices that generate the social: 
ships, sailors, currents. They simply move too quickly to a non-material version of 
the social.

This leads back to another distinction mentioned above. Sociology is usually 
interested in the whys of the social. It grounds its explanations in somewhat stable 
agents or frameworks. Actor network’s material semiotics explore the hows. In this 
non-foundational world nothing is sacred and nothing is necessarily fi xed. But this 
in turn represents a challenge: what might replace the foundations that have been 
so cheerfully undone? Is it possible to say anything about network-stabilizing regu-
larities, or are we simply left with describing cases, case by case? Actor network 
theory 1990 responded to this challenge in the only non-foundational way it could, 
by exploring the logics of network architecture and looking for confi gurations that 
might lead to relative stability. Arguably it did this in three different though over-
lapping ways.

Durability after foundations

Material durability.  There is a straightforward way in which some materials 
last longer than others. It is easier to imprison people if there are prison walls while, 
unlike traffi c patrols, sleeping policemen are never off duty (Callon and Latour 
1992). So the fi rst argument is that social arrangements delegated into non-bodily 
physical form tend to hold their shape better than those that simply depend on face-
to-face interaction. But note the caveat, “tend to”: everything is a relational effect. 
Prison walls work better if they are part of a network including guards and penal 
bureaucracies, while knotted bedsheets or the sheer passage of time will subvert 
them. As with Bentham’s panopticon, in the end it is the confi guration of the web 
that produces durability. Stability does not inhere in materials themselves.

Strategic durability.  Think again of the Portuguese maritime network. Over a 
long period the Portuguese experimented with novel designs for vessels suitable for 
exploration and exploitation. They also, and as a matter of explicit royal policy, 
created a system of celestial navigation. These were deliberate strategies to create a 
durable network. Equally important for network stability was the translation of 
strategies developed in other networks. Examples include the art of growing spices, 
and the desire of Arab mariners to avoid lethal confrontations. Such strategically 
durable confi gurations were translated whole and “black boxed” into the Portu-
guese web. How they worked was of little direct interest, though mostly indeed they 
were durable and reliable.

Do these options exhaust the strategic possibilities? The answer is, arguably not. 
In practice the actor network conception of strategy can be understood more 
broadly to include teleologically ordered patterns of relations indifferent to human 
intentions. For the Portuguese examples include the actions of the currents and the 
winds in the South Atlantic that, year after year, more or less reliably pursued their 
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own telos on an annual pattern. Again, with this third form of durability, the actor 
network position resonates with that of Foucault, who tells us that strategy is not 
necessarily located in human deliberation. In short, for a material semiotics teleol-
ogy may not reside in human intentions.

Discursive stability.  Another case study. How does an organization hold itself 
together? This was Law’s question in 1990 in his ethnography of a large scientifi c 
laboratory. He concluded that the managers worked in a series of different logics, 
four in number. Sometimes they were entrepreneurs, sometimes bureaucrats, some-
times Kuhnian puzzle-solvers, and sometimes they dabbled in charisma. Law argued 
that this was not a matter of individual character but of different modes of ordering 
that extended through people to include technologies and organizational arrange-
ments. Enterprise, for instance, generated self-reliant individualism and demands 
for performance, organizational cost centers, and management accountancy systems. 
Bureaucracy, quite differently, generated a Weberian respect for administrative due 
process, organization as a set of competent offi ces, and an accounting system 
designed to prevent fraud (Law 1994).

Law was borrowing from Foucault: the modes of ordering are mini-discourses. 
But what has this to do with stability? The answer comes in two parts. First, as 
Foucault insists, discourses defi ne conditions of possibility, making some ways of 
ordering webs of relations easier and others diffi cult or impossible. In the UK in 
1990 “enterprise” and “bureaucracy” were standard ordering strategies easy to 
enact both because they were known to managers and because they were standard 
ways of interacting with other organizations. Second, the fact that they are different 
also contributes to stability. This is because every discourse sets limits to its condi-
tions of possibility so it cannot recognize certain kinds of realities. But those realities 
exist and they have to be handled. For instance, the laboratory needed bureaucracy 
but would have been strangled by red tape if this had been the only ordering mode. 
It likewise depended on enterprise, but would have run the risk of illegality if it had 
ordered itself in this way alone. It was the multi-discursive ordering of the labora-
tory that secured its relative stability. When one mode of ordering became prob-
lematic others might be more effective. And this was the third non-foundational 
way for understanding confi gurational stability developed within actor network 
1990, and it foreshadows the move away from centering that characterizes much 
subsequent material-semiotic work.

RESPONSES AND REACTIONS

I’ve suggested that actor network theory’s refusal of essential foundations was unac-
ceptable to many. Since this, and especially the issue of humanism and nonhuman-
ism, is primarily a metaphysical quarrel perhaps all we can do is to note the 
difference and move on. But there are other critical stories about actor network 
1990. Here are three. First, it was argued that its studies were often centered, mana-
gerialist, and even military in character, attending to the powerful, sometimes in 
functionalist and masculinist mode (Star 1991). Second, it was suggested that the 
approach effaced whatever could not be translated into network terms, so failing 
to recognize its own role as an intellectual technology of Othering (Lee and Brown 
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1994). And third, it was argued that it was not very aware of its own politics, and 
in particular of the political agendas of its own stories (Haraway 1997).

In response it is possible to offer counter-narratives. First, Latour’s work on 
Pasteur shows the latter to be a network effect rather than a shaping genius. Law’s 
managers are similarly treated not as heroes but products of multiple and decentered 
discourses. In both studies the authors are trying to deconstruct power by “studying 
up” rather than down. Second, Latour’s laboratory ethnography is an explicit 
attempt to reject the Othering of French colonial anthropology by applying its 
techniques (which he originally applied in the classrooms of the Côte d’Ivoire) to 
high-status scientifi c knowledge. More studying up rather than down. If there is a 
difference between the West and the Rest it is, Latour tells us, not because the Rest 
is radically Other, but because the West has accumulated a series of small and 
practical techniques that generate cumulative advantage (Latour 1990). Third, it is 
too simple to say that actor network has no interest in the origins and construction 
of its own accounts. Steve Woolgar, who cannot quite be claimed for actor network 
theory though he co-authored the Salk laboratory study (Latour and Woolgar 
1979), raised questions of refl exivity for science studies (Woolgar 1991). Amongst 
others Latour and Law took up his challenge and wrote in refl exive mode (Latour 
1988c: 1996; Law 1994), thus exploring what science studies writing does, what it 
helps to bring into being – a continuing preoccupation to which I return below.

I could go on: there are rebuttals to each of these counter-narratives. But let me 
ask what we are doing if we write like this. One response is that we are assuming 
that something called “actor network theory” deserves criticism or defense. But do 
we want to add succor to this assumption? I have argued that the approach is not 
a single entity but a multiplicity. I have also argued that it is embedded in case 
studies. If this is right, then general criticisms or defenses of “the approach” are 
likely to mistranslate its epistemic and practical import. A second answer takes the 
form of a question. How useful it is to live in an intellectual world defi ned by criti-
cism, defense, and the desire to “win” arguments? This is a complicated question, 
but one way of translating it is to ask whether we really think that there is a single 
intellectual and political space to be “won.” Perhaps if we wash away this assump-
tion we might conceive of theoretical intersections differently: as a set of possibly 
generative partial connections. And this is how I will proceed. My interest is in how 
the material-semiotic traditions have interfered with one another to articulate new 
intellectual tools, sensibilities, questions, and versions of politics. The metaphor here 
is intellectually and politically polytheistic rather than monotheistic: there are, I 
assume, various truths and various politics. In the fi nal diasporic section of this 
chapter I articulate a small number of these. Many others, for instance to do with 
bodies, passions, and spatialities, I exclude purely for reasons of space (Gomart 
2002; Gomart and Hennion 1999; Hennion 2001; Law and Mol 2001).

DIASPORA

Enactment

Crucial to the new material semiotics is performativity. It is helpful to start with 
another case study.
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How are strawberries bought and sold? Is it possible to drive out ineffi ciencies 
and create a perfect market? In Fontaine-en-Sologne in France in 1981 the answer 
to these questions takes physical and organizational form. In a two-storey building 
the ground fl oor is for those selling strawberries, and the fi rst fl oor for those buying 
them. Crucial is the fact that buyers and sellers cannot see one another. Equally 
important is the fact that everyone in both rooms is attending to a single market 
transaction. This takes the material form of a large electronic display visible to all, 
which describes the lot being sold, and the level of the current bid. Both buyers and 
sellers can also see the auctioneer as he sits in his cabin. The prices start high and 
fall until the lot in question fi nds a buyer and the price is fi xed. If it falls too low 
the seller can withdraw his strawberries. To repeat, buyers and sellers don’t talk 
with one another directly. They aren’t supposed to fi x deals in private. The market 
is intended to be unifi ed and transparent. In short, it is supposed to reproduce the 
conditions of perfect competition (Garcia 1986; Garcia-Parpet 2007).

This study doesn’t belong to actor network: its author was a student of Pierre 
Bourdieu’s. However, it has been assimilated to material semiotics by Callon. 
Understood in actor network terms it tells of the creation of a heterogeneous, mate-
rial-semiotic reality that enacts an approximation to a perfect market (Callon 
1998a, 2007). This is instructive for a number of reasons: it tells us that “the 
market” should not be regarded as a state of nature; it suggests, like economic 
anthropology, that markets will take different forms in different places (Callon 
1998b); and, most important for my story, it tells us that neoclassical economics is 
not real until it is enacted into being (MacKenzie, Muniesa, and Siu 2007). In short, 
we are in the realm of performativity. Economics in theory is all very well, but 
economics in practice is different. And theory is only translated into practice if it is 
enacted – in practice. We saw this in the Salk laboratory and for the Pasteurization 
of France. Now we see it for economics. To understand markets we need to trace 
how the webs of heterogeneous material and social practices produce them. It is 
these that are performative, that generate realities.

Something seismic is happening here. A vital metaphorical and explanatory shift 
is taking place. We are no longer dealing with construction, social or otherwise: 
there is no stable prime mover, social or individual, to construct anything, no 
builder, no puppeteer. Pasteur, we have seen, is an effect rather than a cause. Rather 
we are dealing with enactment or performance. In this heterogeneous world every-
thing plays its part, relationally. The shift is easily misunderstood, but it is crucial. 
The metaphor of construction – and social construction – will no longer serve. 
Buyers, sellers, noticeboards, strawberries, spatial arrangements, economic theories, 
and rules of conduct – all of these assemble and together enact a set of practices 
that make a more or less precarious reality.

Multiplicity

The move to performativity has strange consequences. Here is another case study.
Annemarie Mol’s book, The Body Multiple, describes diagnostic and treatment 

practices for lower limb atherosclerosis. The condition turns up in different forms 
in different places: in the surgery it presents as pain on walking; in radiography as 
appears as an X-ray photo of narrowed or blocked blood vessels; in the ultrasound 
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department it takes the form of Doppler readings which detect increases in blood 
speeds at narrowed sections of vessels; and in the operating theater it manifests itself 
as a white paste scraped out of blood vessels by the surgeon (Mol 2002). It is tempt-
ing to say that these are different perspectives on a single disease. This, however, is 
precisely what Mol rejects. In material-semiotic mode, she argues that each practice 
generates its own material reality. This means that for atherosclerosis there are four 
actor networks or realities rather than one. Then she says that how these relate 
together, if they do so at all, is itself a practical matter. Sometimes, and for a time, 
they may be coordinated into a single reality, but often this does not happen. So 
Mol’s claim is simple but counterintuitive. In theory the body may be single but in 
practice it is multiple because there are many body practices and therefore many 
bodies.

We have seen how the studies of actor network theory 1990 describe the more 
or less precarious generation of realities. Mol has pushed this logic one step further 
by washing away a single crucial assumption: that successful translation generates 
a single coordinated network and a single coherent reality. Any such coherence, if 
it happens at all, is a momentary achievement. The logic is Serres-like: most of the 
time and for most purposes practices produce chronic multiplicity. They may dove-
tail together, but equally they may be held apart, contradict, or include one another 
in complex ways.

How do different realities relate together? How might we think of these partial 
connections (Strathern 1991)? And then, a new question, how might this patchwork 
of realities be enacted in better ways? These are the questions that arise if we 
combine the insistence that realities are enacted with the discovery that they are 
enacted differently in different places. First the issue of how realities relate.

Fluidity

The answer is: in complex ways. We have encountered this question already in 
Law’s account of the laboratory managers. Is the laboratory organized in a single 
way? No, says Law: there are multiple modes of ordering, multiple realities, and it 
works precisely because these are irreducible to one another (see also Law 2002). 
The idea there are different logics is basic, too, to Latour who has written of dif-
ferent regimes of enunciation including religion (Latour 1999), science, and the law. 
It takes feminist form in the work of Vicky Singleton on ambivalence in public 
health programs (Singleton 1998; Singleton and Michael 1993). So this is one way 
of thinking about it. Realities hold solid by relating though discontinuity, or by 
Othering one another (Law and Singleton 2005). But perhaps they also hold together 
because they fl ow into one another. Madeleine Akrich hints at this in her work on 
technology transfer: rigid technologies don’t translate successfully from the North 
to the South (Akrich 1992). Another case study builds on her work by exploring a 
fl uid technology.

In the villages of Zimbabwe pure water is a problem. But one kind of effective 
pump is widely distributed and used in rural areas. Quite simple, it is manufactured 
in Harare and sold in kit form to village collectives. Before they install it villagers 
need to drill a borehole with a surrounding concrete apron. Then they attach the 
base of the pump to the apron and lower the most important working part of the 
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pump, its piston, levers, and plunger, down the borehole on the end of a long rod. 
Then a handle is attached to the head, and the pump is ready for use (de Laet and 
Mol 2000).

The pump is a success. It is widespread, and the water that it pumps is cleaner 
than water from alternative sources. But it is also successful for two further reasons. 
First, it is very simple. Years of experience have gone into paring it down to a 
minimum. Second, and more important for my story, it is malleable. When the seals 
in the pistons fail the leather may be replaced bits of rubber tire. If the rods going 
down the well are too heavy, they can be replaced with lighter alternatives. If the 
bolts come loose it is surprisingly tolerant: often it just keeps on working. Mechani-
cally it is malleable. And its success as a source of clean water is malleable too. 
Sometimes this is measured in bacteria counts, but more often than not the indicator 
is disease – or relative lack of it.

This is a fl uid technology. It doesn’t work by insisting on rigidity and translating 
every village into a design created in Harare. Neither does it work by forcing vil-
lagers to visit Harare for spare parts. Instead it changes shape – it is a mutable 
mobile rather than the kind of immutable mobile described by Law when he talked 
of the Portuguese ships. So as we read the study, fi rst we learn something about 
objects: these may reconfi gure themselves. Second, we learn that different realities 
may be loosely rather than rigidly associated. And third, we learn that material 
semiotics does not have to imagine a single actor network: that we have moved on 
from the core preoccupations of actor network 1990. Webs may be partially associ-
ated in endless different ways but the need for a center has gone.

Realities and goods

What happens when different enacted realities overlap? Charis Cussins takes us to 
the Amboseli National Park in Kenya. This is the question: how should the elephants 
be handled, and how should people relate to them? One of the issues is overgrazing. 
There are too many elephants in the park. They need to be culled, or they need to 
be tolerated beyond the boundaries of the park. But beyond those boundaries they 
damage Maasai agriculture. What to do about this (Thompson 2002)?

There is controversy. On the one hand there are animal behaviorists. They’ve 
been studying elephants for a long time and think that these have rights that should 
be protected. They point to the international scientifi c journals where they publish 
their fi ndings, and argue that that the Amboseli elephants are a unique scientifi c 
resource for animal behavior studies. They think that culling is appropriate for 
management purposes, and they also think that while local people should be com-
pensated for damage they shouldn’t be allowed to kill elephants in revenge. Indeed, 
they are generally distrustful of the local people, who they think will act in ways 
that undermine conservation. For the same reason they are distrustful of economic 
development: other than safari tourism, conservation and development coexist 
badly. In practice they want to keep most of the elephants in the park most of the 
time, but they also want to rent buffer zones to allow some degree of migration.

On the other hand there are conservation biologists. They think that elephants 
play a key role in conservation: at the right density, neither too high nor too low, 
they foster biodiversity. They are less interested in knowledge published in interna-
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tional journals than in local ways of witnessing and authenticating links between 
elephant density and biodiversity. So, for instance, they drive visitors – scientists, 
tourists, wildlife managers, and locals – from site to site so that they can see the 
differences in tree density. Then they think that both elephants and local people are 
stakeholders. Both are actively involved in conservation in practice, and both need 
to be involved and indeed to coexist if long-term conservation is to be achieved. 
This will involve development and the creation of profi table forms of land use 
including tourism, some sustainable hunting, and the migration of elephants beyond 
the park.

This is material semiotics at work. Two realities are counterposed, and those 
realities are heterogeneous, combining and enacting the natural, the social, and the 
political. But Thompson breaks “the social” and “the natural” down further. There 
are legal issues to do with rights and responsibilities. There are land use questions. 
There are economic concerns about development. There are scientifi c or epistemic 
tensions about the nature of proper knowledge. And then, fi nally and most impor-
tant for my story, there are normative or moral issues. How should elephants and 
the Maasai be treated? What kinds of beings are they?

We’ve seen that material semiotics explores the enactment of realities, the onto-
logical. We’ve also seen that it describes the making of knowledge, the epistemologi-
cal. With Thompson’s study this philosophical list grows again, for she shows that 
practices are also about the doing of goods. Goods (or bads), knowledges, and 
realities, all are being enacted together: this is one of the ways the material-semiotic 
sensibility leads us into the diaspora.

An ontological politics

There is nowhere to hide beyond the performativity of the webs. But since our own 
stories weave further webs, it is never the case that they simply describe. They too 
enact realities and versions of the better and the worse, the right and the wrong, 
the appealing and the unappealing. There is no innocence. The good is being done 
as well as the epistemological and the ontological.

Actor network 1990 knew this in theory (Latour 1988a) though it sometimes 
forgot it in practice. It was forcibly reminded of its non-innocence by Donna 
Haraway in her own much more explicitly political material semiotics (Haraway 
1991a, 1991b). We make realities, she said. They only question is: what kind of 
difference do we want to make? Material-semiotic writers have responded to this 
question in different ways. Haraway uses tropes – most famously the cyborg – that 
interfere with and undermine politically and ethically obnoxious realities. Latour 
talks of “ontopolitics” (Hinchliffe et al. 2005; Stengers 1997) and of a “parliament 
of things” where what is real, and how these things might live together, are provi-
sionally determined (Latour 1993, 2004a). Mol talks of “ontological politics” in 
the specifi c context of healthcare (Mol 1999). STS feminist writer Moser defends 
practice-based versions of dementia (Moser 2007). Postcolonial STS writer Helen 
Verran talks of the ontic softening that would help encounters between the realities 
of Western technoscience and indigenous knowledge systems (Verran 1998, 2001). 
And Law, resisting the idea that the different versions of the real can be brought 
together at a single site of representation, offers methodological tools for partial 
connection (Law 2004).
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There are important differences in the scope and the character of these political 
visions, but most are specifi c. Such is what one would expect in the performative, 
multiple, and partially connected world of material semiotics: there are no general 
solutions. Latour’s non-modern constitution is perhaps an exception, but Haraway’s 
tropic bending leads us to specifi c Politics with a capital P, both with the cyborg 
and her subsequent writing on companion species (Haraway 2003). Mol’s ontologi-
cal politics is healthcare located. Walking therapy is cheaper than surgery and often 
more effective in treating lower limb atherosclerosis. (More recently she has defended 
“care” against individualist models for practicing diabetes control; Mol 2008). 
Moser’s interventions in dementia are also specifi c, as are Verran’s postcolonial 
visions which have to do with counting in Yoruba classrooms, and land use and 
ownership in Australia.

But if the differences between these visions are important, so too are the similari-
ties. This new material semiotics insists that the stories of social theory are perfor-
mative, not innocent. It also assumes that reality is not destiny. With great diffi culty 
what is real may be remade. And it is with this thought, the possibility and the dif-
fi culty of living and doing the real, that I end. The relational semiotic diaspora insists 
that the good and the bad are embedded in the real, and the real in the good and 
the bad. To describe the real is always an ethically charged act. But, and this is the 
crucial point, the two are only partially connected: goods and reals cannot be 
reduced to each other. An act of political will can never, by itself, overturn the 
endless and partially connected webs that enact the real. Deconstruction is not 
enough. Indeed, it is trivial (Latour 2004b). The conclusion is inescapable: as we 
write we have a simultaneous responsibility both to the real and to the good. Such 
is the challenge faced by this diasporic material semiotics. To create and recreate 
ways of working in and on the real while simultaneously working well in and on 
the good.
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8
Ethnomethodology and 

Social Theory

Richard A. Hilbert

Over the last 40 years, ethnomethodological studies have reported some remarkable 
discoveries and provided indispensable insights into the workings of society and 
social systems. At the same time, ethnomethodologists remain ambivalent regarding 
general conclusions one can properly draw from their studies or how their studies 
inform general theory. This ambivalence extends not only to how ethnomethodolo-
gists might theorize their own empirical investigations but also to what their empiri-
cal investigations imply for social theory as practiced by other social scientists. 
Efforts to resolve the ambivalence are almost always cautious, whether as bold 
efforts to theorize ethnomethodology or as informed skepticism as to whether eth-
nomethodology ought to be theorized at all. Thus a perennial question mirroring 
classical tensions between empiricism and logical reasoning haunts ethnomethodol-
ogy: when can we make general claims about diverse ethnomethodological studies 
and when are we making up fi ctions?

Precise answers to such questions are hard to come by. To begin with, “ethno-
methodology” does not name a theoretical perspective or a body of substantive 
claims. The term derives from a collection of investigations conducted by UCLA 
sociologist Harold Garfi nkel in the 1950s and 1960s published in 1967 under the 
title Studies in Ethnomethodology, universally taken to be ethnomethodology’s 
foundational text. The book makes scarce mention of social theory informing the 
text, and Garfi nkel is often inclined toward defi ning ethnomethodology as no dif-
ferent than the corpus of those studies, and studies like them, as though the empiri-
cal details of the studies speak for themselves (cf. Garfi nkel and Wieder 1992: 205). 
At the same time, however, Studies is laden with theoretical vision, lengthy dis-
courses about social phenomenologist Alfred Schutz, and express indebtedness to 
Aron Gurwitsch and Edmund Husserl, among others.

Subsequent early studies by Garfi nkel’s students and colleagues promoted meth-
odological orientations to the social world which one might easily read as theoreti-
cal, and they often included outright theoretical commentary both challenging and 
relevant to general sociology (Bittner 1965, 1967; Pollner 1974; Sudnow 1967; 
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Wieder 1970; Zimmerman and Pollner 1970; Zimmerman and Wieder 1970). 
However, none of this was systematic or put boldly forward as strong theoretical 
claims, which no doubt contributed to confusion among non-ethnomethodologists 
as to what ethnomethodologists could possibly be talking about (see Coser 1975 
and Zimmerman’s [1976] reply; also Denzin [1969, 1970] and Zimmerman and 
Wieder’s [1970] reply; cf. Maynard 1986). In response to such confusion, some 
early enthusiasts of the new scholarship stated outright that “No unifying resolution 
of these disparate ‘theories’ and ‘methods’ [within ethnomethodology] need be 
attempted” (Mehan and Wood 1975: 152). Later, accumulating ethnomethodologi-
cal studies of the in situ character of practical action began to formalize important 
reasons why such studies could not, and should not, contribute toward general 
understandings of the substantive matters they investigate (Button 1991; Watson 
and Seiler 1992). Also, conversation analysis, perhaps ethnomethodology’s most 
important sub-specialty, made great strides in revealing counterintuitive practices 
in the detailed work of ordinary talk that would not have been possible without a 
disciplined “indifference” (see Garfi nkel and Sacks 1970: 345–6) to whatever general 
claims one might otherwise be inclined to make about the matters at hand for con-
versants themselves – roles, statuses, professions, gender, relationships, social orga-
nization, structural matters of all sorts, as well as “meaning” and the mind of the 
actor (Schegloff 1987; Wilson 1991; cf. Sacks, Schegloff, and Jefferson 1974).

More recently Garfi nkel (2002) has restated misgivings about general theory, 
characterizing “the worldwide social science movement” as multiple variations of 
what he calls Formal Analysis. Their commonality, he says, resides in their unwill-
ingness to see social order in “the concreteness of things.” Rather, they fi nd order 
as outcomes of methodological procedures by which they transform “the concrete-
ness of things” into categorical phenomena legislated by the terms and protocols of 
their respective disciplines. Thus the “concreteness” of what they study, as well as 
their own actual real-time methods of transformation, escapes notice. This argument 
is an extension of one made earlier (Garfi nkel 1988), directed specifi cally at Talcott 
Parsons, where Garfi nkel states that Parsons assumed that “the real and actual 
society  .  .  .  is not to be found in the concreteness of things” but only as the product 
of theorizing and transforming the real society into an accomplished artifact, a 
stance he calls, in this earlier article, “formal, constructive analysis” (p. 106; cf. 
Garfi nkel and Sacks 1970: 340).

Yet in the same earlier paper critical of Parsons, Garfi nkel (1988: 104) attributes 
the very origins of ethnomethodology to Parsons’s The Structure of Social Action:

Ethnomethodology has its origins in this wonderful book. Its earliest initiatives were 
taken from these texts. Ethnomethodologists have continued to consult its text to 
understand the practices and the achievements of formal analysis in the work of profes-
sional social science.

Inspired by The Structure of Social Action ethnomethodology undertook the task 
of respecifying the production and accountability of immortal, ordinary society.

This in itself came as no surprise to sociologists who knew of Garfi nkel’s history 
with Parsons at Harvard University, including the latter’s supervision of his PhD 
dissertation. Ethnomethodology’s embeddedness in Parsonian theory had been well 
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known, though hardly well published prior to 1984 (but see Cuff, Sharrock, and 
Francis 1979: 167–8; Garfi nkel 1967: ix). But perhaps a few more readers were 
taken aback to see Garfi nkel, in the same later work where he expresses doubts 
about general theory and worldwide social science, stating that ethnomethodology 
fulfi lls Émile Durkheim’s mandate to examine “social facts,” that ethnomethodol-
ogy studies “the phenomena of ordinary society that Durkheim was talking about” 
(Garfi nkel 2002: 92–3), and that his own early studies were “working out Durkheim’s 
aphorism” from the start. Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, it would have been 
considered an anathema to suggest publicly that ethnomethodology had anything 
at all to do with Durkheim’s sociology except by way of contrast, possibly to dis-
credit it (see Bittner 1965; Wieder 1974). Indeed, efforts were commonly directed 
to distancing ethnomethodology from everything that had preceded it, even to the 
point of speaking of ethnomethodology as opposed to sociology, as though the 
former were an independent discipline (Mehan and Wood 1975; Wilson and Zim-
merman 1979/80).

The fi rst major statement about ethnomethodology in broad theoretical terms 
was John Heritage’s (1984) Garfi nkel and Ethnomethodology. Here was a direct 
challenge to anyone who saw few connecting links between disparate ethnometh-
odological studies or knew no reasons to articulate them. Heritage reviews Garfi n-
kel’s life as a graduate student, specifi cally his intellectual ties to Parsons and how 
“he sought to dig still deeper into the basic problems in the theory of action which 
had been raised, but incompletely dealt with, in The Structure of Social Action” 
(1984: 9). Heritage shows how Garfi nkel sought help from phenomenologists Schutz 
and Gurwitsch, whom he had the good fortune to brush shoulders with at Harvard, 
to solve the Hobbesean problem of social order, which had been Parsons’s major 
preoccupation. Finding complementary weaknesses in phenomenology, Garfi nkel 
struck out on his own, launching his now famous empirical studies.

By the early 1990s, there was a growing sense in some quarters that ethnometh-
odology had something general to offer the social sciences on their own terms, not 
simply as an accumulating set of studies of interest only to ethnomethodologists 
(see Boden 1990; Maynard and Clayman 1991). In 1992 I published The Classical 
Roots of Ethnomethodology, which sought to supplement Garfi nkel’s ties to Parsons 
with the latter’s ties to classical theorists Durkheim and Max Weber, particularly 
the way in which Parsons derived the foundations of functionalist theory (“volun-
tarism”) from the classics. The argument was basically that Parsons’s derivations, 
through logical necessity, included deliberate negations and suppressions of selected 
classical themes, which, as far as Parsons was concerned, were corrections and 
diagnosed falsehoods to be supplanted by Parsons’s own theory. The result was not 
only Parsonian theory, but also some uniquely American orthodoxies concerning 
Durkheim and Weber that cannot be defended by consulting the original texts, a 
dynamic transparent in detailed review of the texts and of The Structure of Social 
Action. That this was known already, by diverse scholars of the classics including 
even Parsons’s new advocates as expressed in “neo-functionalism,” was part of the 
argument. The argument also re-examined Garfi nkel’s intervention into the resulting 
weak spaces in Parsonian theory as described by Heritage (1984). My main offering 
was how, in negating Parsons, Garfi nkel had negated Parsons’s negations back to 
their positive forms, returning us to classical observations which Parsons had 
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expressly driven out of sociology as error. Resonance between lost classical themes 
and accumulating ethnomethodological discovery seemed, to me, quite striking (see 
also Hilbert 1986, 1987, 1989). Altogether I found near 20 such themes (1995: 
160).

Not all ethnomethodologists were happy to consider even the possibility of his-
torical links between ethnomethodology and classical theory. Informal feedback to 
Classical Roots expressed concern that such arguments would undermine Garfi n-
kel’s claim to originality or contribute to an impression that “it had all been done 
before.” Coulter (1993) criticized the book on its face simply for drawing the con-
nections, rhetorically wondering whether Garfi nkel ought to be thought of as a 
sociologist at all. Whatever ethnomethodology is, Coulter suggests, it cannot be 
reconciled with classical theory except as a sort of self-validating synthesis project 
or as a “legitimization exercise” on behalf of something that needs no 
justifi cation.

Then, in the mid-1990s, Anne Rawls published arguments linking detailed read-
ings of Durkheim’s sociology of ritual to Garfi nkel’s studies of social practices 
(Rawls 1996a, 1996b). Shortly thereafter, she and Garfi nkel entered into a collabo-
ration which resulted in some of Garfi nkel’s most succinct theoretical renderings to 
date. These include unpublished work from the late 1940s which heretofore have 
been the province of students and colleagues in the form of mimeographed copies 
(Garfi nkel 2006). They also include new statements and updates concerning ethno-
methodological studies since the early 1980s (Garfi nkel 2002). It is this latter work 
that is subtitled Working Out Durkheim’s Aphorism. This is by no means the fi nal 
word on the matter, but it does suggest that Garfi nkel himself is, for the time being, 
with appropriate qualifi cations, satisfi ed that not all theorizing violates sociology’s 
scientifi c mandate to be concrete and empirical.

But is he really? One may be forgiven for concluding that Garfi nkel waffl es on 
the relationship between studies and theory (see Garfi nkel 2002: 97). Yet such a 
conclusion probably misreads cautious ambivalence as inconsistency. Most ethno-
methodological commentaries about this relationship, even those which appear on 
the surface to be on opposite sides of a debate (Hilbert 1990; Pollner 1991), are 
nuanced in ways that display fi nely tuned compatibilities that erase “sides” and 
move them into a common effort to appreciate matters that are diffi cult to explicate 
in so many words. If anything expresses common ethnomethodological attitudes 
toward theory, including Garfi nkel’s (2002: 164 n.23), it is, in a manner Weber 
would appreciate, a determination not to reify the topics of sociological study 
(Hilbert 1987, 1992: 104–60; Maynard and Wilson 1980). In the mid-1970s, stu-
dents in Garfi nkel’s seminars were reporting that Garfi nkel had “turned against” 
one of his own most compelling phraseologies, “indexical expressions,” because 
“indexicality,” in their rendition of his complaint, had been turned into a thing. I 
have heard him express similar amazement even about the very term “ethnometh-
odology” – that it has become a thing, something “out there” in the world, an 
evolving worldwide profession that he can both witness and participate in, much 
as Erving Goffman used to sit on panels jointly discussing with others what “Goff-
manesque sociology” might be. Most disputes internal to ethnomethodology – Does 
conversation analysis turn up practices central to ethnomethodology or has it 
reverted to standard canonical social science? Can ethnomethodologists ignore their 
own participation in what they produce, in the tradition of the natural sciences, or 
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does that compromise the vision of “radical refl exivity” at the heart of ethnometh-
odology? – revolve around questions of reifi cation.

Suffi ce it to say that ethnomethodology is endlessly creative and adaptive to cir-
cumstances, with an ability to reconstitute what it has been up to for the last 40 
years in light of new directions and new studies. Its “central claims” can be expected 
to remain in dispute among its many practitioners who otherwise recognize merit 
in one another’s concrete fi ndings. Some of these disputes concern the proper rela-
tionship between empirical studies and general theoretical claims, but this does not 
make ethnomethodology itself atheoretical. The problem would be in trying to come 
to ethnomethodology for the fi rst time through theory as though it were fundamen-
tally a theoretical enterprise. Whatever general statements anyone is inclined to 
make on behalf of ethnomethodology, none of them are “true” or even intelligible 
independently of the empirical studies that inspire them.

PARSONS’S ONTOLOGY

Ties between ethnomethodology and Parsonian functionalism are probably the least 
controversial theoretical entry to ethnomethodology. The ties are plainly biographi-
cal and historical (Heritage 1984). Functionalism as a wellspring of ethnomethod-
ological vision was often obliquely referenced by early proponents of the new 
discipline (for example, Wieder 1974; Wilson 1970; Zimmerman and Wieder 1970). 
Charles Lemert, also a student of Parsons, describes Garfi nkel’s unusual qualities 
as a graduate student this way: “What separates Garfi nkel from others is that, unlike 
me, he was not taken in and, unlike others, like C. Wright Mills, he was not obses-
sively critical of Parsons” (Lemert 2006: ix). This nicely summarizes Garfi nkel’s 
attitude toward Parsons: certainly not hostility, indeed great admiration, but an 
admiration tempered by a radically empirical attitude in the form of “Well, let’s 
see.”

The great Parsons project was solving the “problem of social order” put in the 
form of a question, “How is society possible?” He conceived the problem as origi-
nating in Hobbes, and he conceived existing society in Hobbesean ways: a strictly 
behavioral order that can be witnessed by any competent observer but one neverthe-
less diffi cult to explain or to account for. The order initially on display is non-con-
troversial. Parsons called it “factual order” (Parsons 1968: 91–2) – patterned and 
repeating behavioral routines that are both structural and predictable by their regu-
larity. Why are they there, he wondered, and how might we account for them as 
opposed to the randomness that utilitarian actor theory would predict?

Parsons eventually explained social order as caused by a second order, an order 
he called “normative order” (1968: 91–2), an order he believed is just as empirical 
as the behavioral order but one which takes special skills to observe. This is the 
order of “norms and values,” the heart of Parsons’s voluntaristic theory, which was 
the subject of so much functionalist elaboration in later decades. This is culture, the 
“body of rules” (1968, passim) which precedes and survives the lives of all societal 
actors, but which internalizes to the subjectivity of actors during the process of 
socialization. This is the order that becomes, through internalization, no different 
than actors’ points of view. Thus anyone born into a society already in progress – 
and that includes virtually everyone – has to adapt to real culture as well as subscribe 
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to it voluntarily. Factual order results from social actors’ voluntary compliance with 
normative order and behavioral conformity to its prescriptive demands. Factual 
order “mirrors” normative order, in that sense, as though every standardized behav-
ior were deductively linked to a rule that prescribes it (Wilson 1970).

Parsons’s solution thus sets up a defi nite ontology: a factual order, a normative 
order, and a deductive relationship between them. Of special importance to Parsons 
was that his solution also account for actors’ subjective states, for such was the 
stated utilitarian problem in the fi rst place. Without subjectivity, actors’ patterned 
behaviors might be written off to biological instinct or environmental conditioning, 
an objectionable position Parsons calls “radical positivism” (1968: 60–9). Parsons 
saves actors’ subjectivity as internalized culture, a “body of rules,” and thus defi nite 
mental content. In that actors all internalize the same culture, Parsons’s theory also 
explains intersubjectivity, known historically to philosophers as the problem of 
other minds. People know each other’s subjective orientations because they share 
the same subjective orientations. This makes communication possible via common 
language, and it provides for the stability of both face-to-face interaction and higher 
social organization ultimately known by everyone as the society itself. So we add 
these additional elements to Parsons’s ontology: subjectivity as defi nite content and 
intersubjectivity as overlapping subjective material.

Garfi nkel’s experiments were set up as though he were looking for empirical 
verifi cation of Parsons’s analytically derived theory. His failure to validate Parsons’s 
ontology was Garfi nkel’s fi rst major achievement, for in the process he turned up 
“an immense, hitherto unknown domain of social phenomena” (Garfi nkel 1967: 
ix), phenomena he called “members’ methods,” the study of which, as a topic in 
their own right, became the basis for his new coinage to name these studies: ethno-
methodology. Partly because of the internal ecology of Parsons’s theory, and partly 
because of some natural features of the social world, any of Garfi nkel’s studies can 
be seen as addressing Parsons’s theory in its entirety. But for explanatory purposes, 
it is possible to break it down into specifi cs, which I will do here.

The most counterintuitive of Garfi nkel’s revelations challenged the very existence 
of what practically everybody, until then, took for granted as an indisputable given: 
factual behavioral order, social structure, the society at large in all of its micro and 
macro manifestations. A good example derives from a study carried out at a mental 
health clinic, where Garfi nkel assigned student researchers the task of discovering 
the standardized routine whereby patients were processed through various treat-
ment stages (Garfi nkel 1967: 18–24). His initial request was not much different 
than holding students to the highest standards of traditional social research. He 
asked them to consult fi les and to code real clinic events to fi nd objective evidence 
of factual order. In the day-to-day workings of the clinic, both clinic members and 
coders themselves took the standardized order for granted, could understand it, 
could see it and appreciate it. Coders were nevertheless unable to document it 
without grounding their documentations in “loose” knowledge of clinic routines 
that was itself uncoded. Every effort to capture the uncoded knowledge with precise 
methodological criteria depended in turn for its adequacy on yet further uncoded 
knowledge of the clinic for determining that coded versions were coded correctly. 
When coders were asked to disregard their loose knowledge in order to code clinic 
events objectively – as though commonsense knowledge corrupts or biases objective 
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renderings – they found the requests incomprehensible. Thus no matter how the 
objective renderings turned out, the actual work of the clinic (as well as the work 
of the coders) remained undescribed. It escaped detection even as it was counted 
on to produce the objective renderings. Garfi nkel called this work “ad hoc” 
practices.

Ad hoc practices were a major focus in Garfi nkel’s early work, and while he 
developed other names for them (including “glossing” [Garfi nkel and Sacks 1970], 
“let it pass,” “et cetera,” “unless,” and “factum valet” [1967: 3, 20–1]), they 
became almost synonymous with “members’ methods,” or ethnomethods, as the 
designated topic of ethnomethodology. These same practices essential for sustaining 
a Parsonian factual order were equally implicated in other Parsonian notions. Most 
commonly cited is Garfi nkel’s treatment of rule-governed behavior, the very essence 
of Parsonian explanation. As opposed to clear deductive linkages between rules and 
behavior, Garfi nkel found a chronic incompleteness in rules, in terms of both their 
number and their clarity. When playing tic-tac-toe, experimenters would erase 
opponents’ marks, replacing them with their own (Garfi nkel 1963). Subjects would 
see that as a rule violation even though nobody could document the rule either as 
written someplace or as learned sometime in the past. Likewise in chess, replacing 
an opponent’s piece with an identical piece from the box was cited as a violation 
even though it did not affect the outcome of the game and no proscription could 
be found in any of the published volumes about chess. Students cited such rules 
anyway – as “known in the fi rst place” and “there all along” – even though they 
were producing them for the very fi rst time, in effect making them up, to cover a 
precise contingency.

Indeed Garfi nkel found people can appeal to rules even without the “game” 
premise that some sort of rules are in play (cf. Bittner 1967). During conversations 
with others, he would reveal a portable tape recorder in the “record” mode hidden 
in his pocket (Garfi nkel 1967: 75). Here his fellow conversants invoked a sense of 
there having been a prior “agreement” that the conversation was private and should 
not be recorded. (This was before the proliferation of small tape recorders and well 
before Watergate.) It did Garfi nkel no good to point out that he had never entered 
into an agreement at all. At the same time, however, Garfi nkel found that people 
can sometimes violate presumably existing institutional norms with surprisingly 
little consequence. When bargaining for store merchandise in department stores, in 
apparent violation of the “institutionalized one price rule” (so named by Parsons), 
students were surprised to learn that they could secure lower prices and said they 
planned on engaging their newly acquired skills in the future (Garfi nkel 1967: 68–
70). Here Garfi nkel concludes that standardized society and standardized expecta-
tions “could consist of an attributed standardization that is supported by the fact 
that persons avoid the very situations in which they might learn about them.” He 
adds, “the more important the rule, the greater is the likelihood that knowledge [of 
the nature of rule-governed actions] is based on avoided tests” (1967: 70).

In general, Garfi nkel found that people do not so much follow rules as use them, 
manipulate them, ignore them, invoke them, or invent them whole cloth for practi-
cal purposes – to instruct others, to explain behavior in retrospect, to anticipate 
behavior, to normalize behavior, to restore temporarily disrupted order, to fi nd 
fault, to repair damaged rapport, or, most generally, simply to describe behavior as 



166 richard a. hilbert

the behavior-that-it-is, that is as factual in the fi rst place (see comments on “refl exiv-
ity” in Garfi nkel 1967: 7–11, and in Wieder 1974). At the same time, people are 
not patient with others who call forth rules, no matter how deeply respected, that 
are not seen as relevant to the actual circumstances in which they are invoked, no 
matter how compellingly one can argue that, in general or from a theoretical stand-
point, they should be relevant (cf. Garfi nkel and Sacks 1970: 363). Hence people 
appealing to rules that might apply from a disinterested categorical standpoint, but 
do not apply in the immediate here and now as a practical matter, run risks of being 
viewed as obstructionist (see Zimmerman 1970, 1974). That people eschew obstruc-
tionism may account for how easily Garfi nkel’s students were able to negotiate ways 
around apparently institutional rules such as the one-price rule.

Garfi nkel’s studies also addressed shared understanding, revealing that subjectiv-
ity is not defi nite “content” and neither is intersubjectivity a matter of material in 
common between two minds (Garfi nkel 1967: 24–31). He started off tendentiously 
assuming that Parsons was correct on this point, and, in that spirit, went looking 
for shared material. He did this by asking participants in a conversation to write 
down what they had said in one column, in the manner of a transcript, and what 
they had “understood they were talking about” in a second column, in the manner 
of detailed clarifi cation of the transcript. The transcript could then be read as short-
hand for what was intended in the actual conversation but unnecessary to delineate 
in real time. Yet Garfi nkel could show conversants that the clarifi ed version required 
further clarifi cation in order for an independent auditor to know exactly what the 
conversants originally had in mind, and he asked them to write it as a third column. 
Predictably, their renditions of the original conversation increased in length with 
every new clarifi cation. They eventually gave up on the task of “fi nishing” this 
ongoing clarifi cation process, complaining that it was impossible. For Garfi nkel, the 
impossibility resided not in the massive complexity of intended material but in the 
“branching texture” of the experiment itself, the writing, which in each case pro-
duced the “more” that needed to be clarifi ed. As he put it, “The very way of 
accomplishing the task multiplied its features” (1967: 26). Garfi nkel concludes that 
intersubjectivity or “shared agreement” is not content or material at all – it is “an 
operation [a procedure] rather than a common intersection of overlapping sets 
[mental material or content]” (1967: 30).

Closely related to this study are the experiments in which Garfi nkel (1967: 42–4) 
had students act on the assumption that what is said “refers” to what is meant and 
that it should be possible to get at the latter by clarifying the former. Hence students 
would ask people to explain what they meant by such utterances as “I had a fl at 
tire,” “How’s your girlfriend feeling?” “I’m sick of him,” and “How are you?” 
That students would even seek such clarifi cation was met with confusion and hostil-
ity, especially when offered clarifi cation prompted requests for more clarifi cation in 
kind. It is as though students were violating a background premise of any conversa-
tion before its inception: “We will know what each other is talking about (unless 
there are shared, recognizably accountable reasons for breakdown subject to repair 
through further clarifi cation, which will be understood).” Anyone who has found 
himself nodding to another’s talk without a clue as to what the person might be 
saying will appreciate this tactic, even though it is not restricted to those kind of 
interactions and is indeed invariant even in the most concerted and vigorous produc-
tions of “shared agreement.”
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ETHNOMETHODOLOGY’S RECEPTIVITY TO AND FROM 
THE SOCIAL SCIENCES

The last example above brings us to a subtle matter that may have confounded 
efforts to come to terms with ethnomethodology, especially in its early days, and 
that is the sense in which ad hoc practices are productive of impressions about the 
social world that social science cannot strictly ratify empirically: that there are 
standard and repeating behavioral routines (cf. Zimmerman and Pollner 1970), that 
society is rule-governed (Zimmerman and Wieder 1970), that people “mean” things 
by what they say (Wieder 1970), and that commonsense knowledge consists of 
mental content shared between subjective actors (Wieder 1974). These impressions, 
for societal members, are diffi cult to “see through” and are experienced almost in 
the manner of incorrigible axioms (see Pollner 1987) by the very people who are 
producing them. The subtlety consists in the fact that these commonsense axioms 
of everyday life are also the axioms of Parsonian sociology. It is a simple matter, 
then, to demonstrate how functionalist scholars are themselves implicated in the 
production of the very phenomena they present to the world as objective discovery 
(Hilbert 1992: 165–87). Nevertheless, unless Garfi nkel intended major criticism of 
human beings for doing what they do and thinking what they think, in what sense 
did his studies, in reducing Parsons’s ontology to social practices, “overthrow” 
Parsons’s theory?

No doubt this little paradox fi gures into Garfi nkel’s ability to mix dynamic criti-
cism and deep admiration with respect to his famous teacher. In Ethnomethodolo-
gy’s Program (2002), he claims nothing less than enthusiasm for the discoveries and 
accomplishments of “the worldwide social science movement” even as he character-
izes their common unwillingness to see order in the “concreteness of things.” His 
introduction to Studies states that “there can be nothing to quarrel with or to correct 
about practical sociological reasoning” (1967: viii; cf. 2002: 121). Early ethnometh-
odologists bundled Parsons with all pre-Garfi nkel sociology as “traditional sociol-
ogy,” seeming to fault the way it embraces everyday commonsense axioms as 
resources, as unquestioned premises, for further study – as they put it, “confusing 
topic and resource” (Zimmerman and Pollner 1970; Zimmerman and Wieder 1970). 
Even here, though, there is no overt claim that the traditional sociologies have got 
it, specifi cally, wrong. More to the point, standard social scientists are ignoring 
something, something perhaps substantively irrelevant to their own work, but 
nevertheless something essential to the production of their studies as well as the 
perceived stability of everyday life. Hence the term “folk science,” or science-from-
within-that-which-it-studies, to describe traditional sociology.

In his seemingly more critical mode, Garfi nkel characterizes standard social 
science as a preoccupation with replacing ad hoc social practices with methodologies 
and standard vocabularies that lack the natural ambiguities of everyday language, a 
process he calls the “substitution of objective [context-free] for indexical [context-
dependent] expressions” (1967: 4–7). Analogizing this program with tearing the 
walls of a building down to see what holds the roof up, Garfi nkel notes that the 
long-term project is doomed to failure, because, as he puts it, all expressions are 
indexical, including the meaning of “context.” Members’ practices are irremediable, 
in that sense, and invariant to anyone’s recognition of social order, including profes-
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sional sociologists’ efforts to nail down the nature of society scientifi cally. Social 
scientists always encounter a familiar “gap” between their general accounts and 
what they have on hand empirically, a gap they artfully ignore or only acknowledge 
in anticipation of closing the gap in future studies. This includes efforts to “opera-
tionalize” concepts or turn natural categories into variables or scales (cf. Benson and 
Hughes 1991; Lynch 1991), and it includes footnoted acknowledgments of the gap, 
or discussions about it in methods appendices, where again a gap appears and is 
likewise artfully ignored. In other words social scientists have to allow whatsoever 
they have on hand to count as evidence of presupposed patterns or theoretical prin-
ciples, even while using these same principles as instructed ways of seeing what, 
exactly, they have on hand. This is a practice they share with everyday members of 
society, a practice Garfi nkel calls, following Karl Mannheim, “the documentary 
method of interpretation” (1967: 77–9; cf. pp. 101–3). Examples Garfi nkel cites in 
everyday life include recognizing mailmen, friendly gestures, promises, and what 
somebody is talking about. Examples from professional sociology include recogniz-
ing “Goffman’s strategies for the management of impressions, Erikson’s identity 
crises, Riesman’s types of conformity, Parsons’ value systems, Malinowski’s magical 
practices, Bales’ interaction counts, Merton’s types of deviance, Lazarfeld’s latent 
structure of attitudes, and the U.S. Census’ occupational categories” (1967: 78–9).

As surely as Garfi nkel makes his case, such commentary surely fed impressions 
that he “had it in” for the social sciences, that he wanted to discredit the whole 
enterprise. But just as surely, ethnomethodologists are not out to discredit anyone. 
If they were, they would have to begin by discrediting the entirety of the human 
species. By extension, their studies would then seem to undermine and discredit 
whatever institutionalized ways of acting and knowing have come within their 
purview, including: the natural sciences (Bjelic and Lynch 1992; Garfi nkel 2002: 
263–85; Garfi nkel, Lynch, and Livingston 1981; Lynch 1985, 1993), police prac-
tices (Bittner 1967; Whalen and Zimmerman 1987, 1990; Whalen, Zimmerman, 
and Whalen 1988; Zimmerman 1992), professional media practices (Clayman and 
Heritage 2002; Fishman 1980; Jalbert 1999), professional medicine (Atkinson and 
Drew 1979; Heritage and Maynard 2006; Maynard 2003; Sudnow 1967), deductive 
logic and other forms of reasoning (Coulter 1991; Livingston forthcoming), math-
ematics (Livingston 1986), legal argument (Maynard 1984; Pollner 1987; Sudnow 
1965), and all manner of professional work (Boden and Zimmerman 1991; Drew 
and Heritage 1992). In none of these studies, though, have ethnomethodologists 
sought to discredit (or affi rm) the work of practitioners even as their studies reveal 
how the work of practitioners is made real and accountable in practitioners’ own 
terms. For the most part this much is apparent to any capable reader of ethnometh-
odological studies. Yet this same transparency is far less obvious where studies 
reveal the methodogenic foundations of the social sciences. Indeed sociologists have 
sometimes found themselves under such discrediting assault that they have sought 
refuge in caricatures of ethnomethodology that make it seem easy to dismiss – trivial, 
commonsensical, subjectivist, idealist, neo-positivist, reactionary, liberal, relativis-
tic, mentalistic, or ridiculous (see Maynard 1986; cf. Sharrock and Anderson 1991). 
Why is this?

The answer lies partly in the fact that sociologists’ own studies of like settings 
are competitive with Garfi nkel’s in that Garfi nkel is himself a sociologist. More 
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importantly, a tacit obligation to read ethnomethodology and somehow come to 
terms with it pervades sociology in ways that it does not pervade other professions, 
again precisely because Garfi nkel is a sociologist. And it is not altogether uncommon 
for members of a setting undergoing ethnomethodological investigation to suspect 
hostile intent or some kind of discrediting project, to wit: students asked to behave 
as guests in their own family homes, to behave deferentially and politely, found 
family members upset and annoyed, sometimes explosively so, even when the point 
of the experiment was divulged and the period of experimentation was over (Gar-
fi nkel 1967: 47–9). People asked to explain exactly what they mean by what they 
say generally fi nd such probings rude, annoying, or hostile, and they respond in 
kind (1967: 42–4). Garfi nkel’s efforts to get jurors to talk about their actual prac-
tices of deliberation, as opposed to the way they describe them in idealized accounts, 
“rapidly used up interview rapport” (1967: 113). And astronomers, after reading 
what ethnomethodologists had reported on their work by examining tape recordings 
of their pulsar discovery (Garfi nkel, Lynch, and Livingston 1981), joked that Gar-
fi nkel was a dangerous man.

Such outcomes shed light on one of the earliest named properties of social prac-
tices, their character as “uninteresting” (Garfi nkel 1967: 7–9). One indicator of 
practical success in any social occasion is the artful cover-up, the active camoufl age, 
of these practices, and that certainly includes not talking about them. They are not 
proper topics of discussion. Although “known” by virtually everybody, there is 
almost a taboo against topicalizing them. There are some loosely delimited excep-
tions, the most obvious being jokes, comedic routines, or settings – such as argu-
ments or political debates – where people are indeed trying to discredit one another, 
yet even here ad hoc practices are treated not as invariant but as momentary, cir-
cumscribed, unusual, cynical, or the antithesis of good faith. Ethnomethodology 
proposes social practices as a topic in their own right – practices without alternative 
or remedy. Hence the conundrum for sociologists: while other professions can 
rightly shrug off these studies as irrelevant to their trade, sociologists fi nd ethno-
methodology directly in their midst, commenting on them in every literature review, 
which seemingly makes them endless subjects of an endless breaching experiment 
(cf. Hilbert 1989 on Durkheimian anomie and ritual crime production). How to 
deal with ethnomethodology? Isolate the culprit. Bag it.

For the most part, such marginalization efforts have failed. Exactly why they 
failed would make a lengthy sociohistorical study in itself. There was nothing fore-
seen about ethnomethodology’s fortunes, nothing forgone on the basis of merit 
alone. In the early 1970s, informal speculation among graduate students about 
ethnomethodology’s future ran the gamut of possible outcomes – it was a mere fl ash 
in the night, better have a backup plan; it would be the hottest thing on the job 
market in a few years, you can name your salary; under political pressure it would 
be absorbed by social psychology and lose its identity; it would be institutionalized 
by prominent universities competing to establish independent Departments of Eth-
nomethodology. So what happened? As Garfi nkel might put it, people just kept 
doing studies.

Forty years after Studies we might still ponder ethnomethodology’s future, but 
“fl ash in the night” speculation has been put to rest. The number of publications, 
around 20 in 1972, has proliferated into the thousands, including individual and 
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collected articles, books, and other monographs. Ethnomethodology has inspired 
generations of diverse research around the world in at least six languages, with 
special concentrations at various campuses of the University of California, Univer-
sity of Manchester, Boston University, University of Wisconsin, University of 
London, and the Palo Alto Research Center. Ethnomethodology has infl uenced vir-
tually every substantive area of sociology as well as cognate disciplines such as 
communications, education, medicine, law, and cognitive science. Every year it is 
the focus of professional conferences and workshops all over the world. Ethnometh-
odology and conversation analysis is now an independent section of the American 
Sociological Association. Ethnomethodological studies are increasingly honored by 
the wider profession as exemplary sociology, such as Michael Lynch’s (1993) Sci-
entifi c Practice and Ordinary Action: Ethnomethodology and Social Studies of 
Science, which received the 1995 Robert K. Merton Professional Award from the 
ASA Science, Knowledge and Technology section. News of ethnomethodology’s 
practical relevance even to “applied” sociology and other professions is spreading, 
such as Maynard, Houtkoop-Steenstra, Schaeffer, and van der Zouwen (2002) on 
survey research, Maynard (2003) on diagnostic news in medicine (see Frederic W. 
Platt’s 2003 review in the Journal of the American Medical Association), and Lucy 
Suchman (1987, 1994) on computer applications. Clearly, as Deirdre Boden knew 
as far back as 1990 (p. 185), “Ethnomethodology is here to stay.”

ETHNOMETHODOLOGY’S ONTOLOGY

If “ethnomethodological theory” sets some ethnomethodologists back a few paces, 
“ethnomethodological ontology” should really set their teeth on edge, due to a 
marked reluctance to state, outright, “what is” – mostly eschewing misleading 
resemblances to philosophical statements about reality and what it contains. Eth-
nomethodology is clearly not a philosophy about “what is.” But no more is Par-
sons’s sociology a philosophy of “what is” other than derivative rephrasings of what 
Parsons, in his stated manner of discovery, asserts is empirically the case: there are 
social structures, there are norms and values, there are internalized common mean-
ings and shared expectations. What might be appropriate “there are” statements 
concerning what ethnomethodologists fi nd in their empirical studies?

One thing ethnomethodologists do not fi nd in their studies is a macro-order as 
reported by macro-oriented sociologists – conceived as social structure, class rela-
tions, interest group competition, confl ict, power struggles, cooperation, or products 
of structuration activities. But neither do they fi nd micro-order as reported by micro-
oriented sociologists – conceived as small group interaction, role-taking, role-
making, subjective interpretation, conformity to status rules, rational decisionmaking, 
or structuration activities. Instead, ethnomethodologists assert that wherever in the 
society one looks, wherever one turns one’s attention to the concrete activity empiri-
cally on display, one will fi nd, right then and there, social practices productive of, 
by and for the members, all of the micro/macro matters of relevance for those 
members in that specifi c setting (Hilbert 1990). None of it is constructed as stable 
products exportable from the immediate setting as constraint at a later time except 
insofar as whatever it “is” for members can be reconstituted as something altogether 
different in terms of the contingencies at that “later time” (see Zimmerman and 
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Pollner 1970). In that sense, both micro and macro sociological matters, in whatever 
terms, are always embedded in the immediate here-and-now settings of their produc-
tions and are not recoverable at a later date as what-they-really-are either by 
members of other settings or by professional sociologists.

Ethnomethodologists’ strong preference for empirical studies should remedy 
impressions that ethnomethodological assertions are made on the basis of logical 
necessity, such as a philosophy of radical context-embeddedness might dictate. 
Right there, in that concrete setting, is all any analyst needs to know about the 
micro/macro order that is of relevance to members of the setting. Setting members 
display the relevance in the immediacy of the here and now. There is no necessity, 
then, to account for local activity in terms of something not present – either inter-
nalized meaning or the culture at large. This is so whether we are witnessing a 
transient production of “immortal, ordinary society” (Garfi nkel 2002) in common-
sense situations in everyday life, or whether we are witnessing sociologists doing 
whatever they need to do to publish, for the world, the convincingness of their 
formal theories, their data-based claims about what kind of a thing society is 
“overall.”

As Sharrock and Button put it, “ethnomethodology makes no attempt to con-
struct a conception of the social whole” (1991: 143). They also note how easy it is 
to misread ethnomethodology as thereby “denying existence of any such whole.” 
And indeed, this makes for endless mischief, for sociologists can easily and unceas-
ingly display the convincingness of macro-sociological matters, matters which, for 
them, ethnomethodologists simply “refuse” to recognize. Obviously, they say, there 
are large-scale institutional phenomena that ethnomethodologists refuse to recog-
nize, and they can produce the evidence, and the evidence is astonishingly convinc-
ing. But somebody is doing that, is the ethnomethodological reply, and that somebody 
is: professional sociologists themselves. That they are doing it does not discredit the 
activity, and that they are doing it so well is what attracts Garfi nkel’s great admira-
tion. But that they are doing it is a phenomenon in its own right, the phenomenon 
to which ethnomethodology directs our attention.

If anything is axiomatic to ethnomethodology, then, it would be that “there are” 
social practices available for the seeing, and that wherever one fi nds them, social 
order will be right there. That these practices are not subjective or “interpretive” is 
indicated by their very empirical availability. That they are not individualistic is 
indicated by the fact that nobody is ever “free” to do just anything and have it 
count as competent membership. There is just as much constraint, on everyone, as 
Durkheim imagined (Hilbert 1992: 27–82), and trouble with the constraint leads 
to just as much anomie (Hilbert 1992: 83–103). But the constraint is observable in 
the very work being constrained. Members constrain one another, in that sense, 
though collectively they often experience the constraint as coming from outside the 
immediate setting – as policy, as tradition, as culturally mandated, as structural. 
This is a powerful impression, so powerful – and likewise so often cited in everyday 
discourse as “what society requires” – that it feeds directly into the very foundations 
and premises of most social research.

In teaching ethnomethodology I have had some success with an analogy to a jazz 
band jamming together, an improvisational session producing music known by none 
of the players in advance of playing. They “go along” with each other. None of 
them is free to play just any old thing. They are listening to one another as they 
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play. They riff, they shift from key to key, they pass melody lines off to each other. 
What they play is not laid out in advance by composition, yet, if they are any good, 
the outcome will be something that deserves to have been written. They are satisfi ed 
in the end, but should they consult with one another and discover that every one 
of them was constrained during the playing, they might, in this ambitious analogy, 
be amazed by an impression that there was “something else” constraining all of 
them at the same time. Maybe the piece was actually composed by somebody after 
all, maybe they only recognized it as they played it but once recognizing it had no 
choice but to play it. Maybe God wrote it. Maybe they had heard it as small chil-
dren. Maybe they had all dreamed it the night before. But they were certainly “going 
along” with something. Must be something big.

Naturally, jazz musicians would never be puzzled by the way I have described 
them, and they would not reach such conclusions about the origins of musical con-
straint. But this analogy suggests the kind of impressions people produce for one 
another all the time – something constrains all of us simultaneously. We experience 
it together. It must be reality. It must be society. It must be rules. It must be  .  .  .  some-
thing big. And when we want to, or if we need to – or if we are developing a social 
theory – we can fi nd what it is and name it. As Durkheim cautioned in The Elemen-
tary Forms of the Religious Life, sociologists should not view this as superstition 
or deluded thinking. When people experience moral principles, religious truths, 
stable bureaucratic policy, or objective reality, they are experiencing something 
tangibly real: social constraint. That this constraint is concrete – real, not imagined; 
local, not “somewhere else”; empirical, not theoretical – is one of ethnomethodol-
ogy’s most distinctive offerings.

Probably the most counterintuitive ethnomethodological studies are those deriv-
ing from some early initiatives by Harvey Sacks in the 1960s and 1970s, then carried 
on by others in the tradition known as conversation analysis (see Sacks, Schegloff, 
and Jefferson 1974). Conversation analysis is taken up by John Heritage in chapter 
15, but I will comment on it briefl y here. Conversation analysts have turned up 
empirical social practices whose detailed coordinations are measured in units of 
time down to tiny fractions of a second. These coordinated events are obviously 
not noticeable by conversationalists in cognitive ways, and in a certain sense they 
know nothing about them. But conversationalists nevertheless seem to “experience” 
them in embodied ways, at least to the extent that they are able to produce them 
collaboratively and respond to them in kind. More intriguingly, they appear to 
experience them as the same trans-contextual phenomena otherwise non-empirical 
but simply assumed as matters of common sense, that is as social structure – gender 
roles, for example, or status differences (West and Zimmerman 1977; Zimmerman 
and West 1975). Because of these embodied doings, Schegloff is able to speak of 
“doing being doctor” and “doing, and displaying doing, doctor” as opposed to 
conformity to exogenous demands of the doctor role – more generally “the doing 
of talk” or “doing the interaction” (Schegloff 1987: 219–20) – in explaining why 
sociologists do not have to resort to external structures beyond the here-and-now 
interaction to describe how it is that somebody is a doctor or somebody is a patient 
(cf. Wilson 1991). It is in that sense that the entire structural integrity of society, 
including whatever its members take to be factual reality (Hilbert 1992: 66–82), is 
ongoingly reproduced in ongoing behavior, not something external to the behavior 
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which is causing it or making people experience it the way they do. That these 
sense-making practices are embodied but not cognitive – and in that sense social 
but not cultural – is fascinating. That they could be species-specifi c behavior is even 
more fascinating.

Conversation analysts have also expressed interest in the distribution of conver-
sational events across myriad settings and interactions (Whalen, Zimmerman, and 
Whalen 1988). Wilson (1991) raises this question to address a “which is which” 
problem internal to the dynamics of conversational interaction: If “doing doctor” 
and “doing patient” are demonstrable productions of the here and now, what 
determines which participant does doctor and which does patient? Eschewing struc-
tural explanations, Wilson nevertheless argues that conversationalists bring to local 
settings certain foundational presuppositions of structure derived from previous 
exchanges. That these impressions are endogenously produced in every case does 
not prevent members from orienting to them subjectively as belief objects in the 
production of further here-and-now status differences. But as these structural 
impressions are not in themselves empirical, they ought not to be invoked by social 
science in accounting for here-and-now displays of doctor/patient identities.

I have commented at length about how ethnomethodology’s focus on endogenous 
local practices has resulted in its being mistyped as one of several microsociologies 
(Hilbert 1990). But ethnomethodological interest in the distribution of these prac-
tices might just as easily cause it to be mistyped as a kind of macrosociology. This 
is instructive in itself in that it points, by contrast to common impressions, to a 
generic ethnomethodological indifference (Garfi nkel and Sacks 1970) to structure 
at any level, favoring neither micro nor macro phenomena (Hilbert 1990). Whatever 
a distribution of local practices across space-time is, or however such a distribution 
might be conceived, it is not a “social whole” which Sharrock and Button (1991: 
143) point out has no place in ethnomethodological studies. Local practices exhaust 
all possible sense of what “whole society” could possibly be. Nevertheless, social 
practices are themselves empirically distributed in space and time, somewhat as a 
quasi-ecology of events whose impacts on one another are biographical, temporal, 
and sequential. For example, a conversational exchange between an employer and 
an employee might have a bearing on conversations later that evening between a 
father and other family members, and it is little more than a mapping problem to 
show how someone moves from one conversational setting to another. Indeed an 
entire biography, from birth to death, could be conceived as a series of interactional 
exchanges linked in space-time by a body’s motion from one local setting to another. 
A biography could be “drawn,” in that sense, on a map (Hilbert 1990).

What might this overall distribution “look like” and how is it not macrosocio-
logical? To begin with, an ecology of sense-making activities is not indexed or ref-
erenced by investigations intended to describe society. It is uninteresting, as members’ 
practices are themselves uninteresting. It occupies space-time in the manner of a 
population occupying territory, but it is not the society theorized via commonsense 
or professional methods of inquiry or description. It is not ordered, and it is neither 
acknowledged nor referred to in or through order-making practices, nor it is pro-
duced by those practices. It is the distribution of those practices. It is not social but 
exhibits social practices in concrete manifestations across space-time. While it is 
theoretically empirical, it is not stable and will not sit still for fl y-over photography 
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in the manner of macro-photographical maps. Its pieces and constantly shifting 
ecology are biographical, temporal, and sequential – and they are in principle 
empirical even if inaccessible for reasons quite different than why a “social whole,” 
or “society in general,” is inaccessible. A distribution of social practices is empirical, 
but not even the most dedicated of macro-sociologists will try to theorize it.

These considerations bear some momentary resonance with what Randall Collins 
calls “Interaction Ritual Chains” (1981, 1987), which he characterizes as empirical 
linkages between sites where myths of sacred objects are re-celebrated and sustained 
in the sense of Durkheim. Herein is the “ritual” of Interaction Ritual Chains, includ-
ing their linkages across space-time as a distribution of Durkheimian ritual settings, 
places and moments where “the society” and everything equivalent to it are end-
lessly reproduced (Hilbert 1990). Collins allows that these ritual sites may be con-
versations. But the contrast between Collins’s idea and ethnomethodology is just as 
illuminating. Collins uses his concept to forge a micro–macro link, wherein the 
details of local practices are conceived as micro-structure (thus connected to the 
misleading impression that ethnomethodology is microsociological) and their dis-
tribution is conceived as the “stuff” that gets reifi ed by local practices (thus con-
nected to the misleading impression that what gets theorized locally “exists” 
somewhere else in a pre-theoretical state). Ethnomethodology allows a more precise 
vision, distinguishing between what empirically (actually) and what theoretically 
(supposedly) is the case.

Thus ethnomethodologists can allow that “there are” social practices and “there 
are” distributions of these practices. Social practices happen simultaneously, all at 
once, no matter the cacophony of white noise one would pick up trying to record 
all of it. There is no order to be found there. Distributions of practical sense-making 
sites and the bodies that occupy them might be understood to be shifting and mor-
phing in a never-ending state of fl ux, but there are no repetitions or naturally occur-
ring categories – there are no natural patterns. Whatever relevance ritual chains 
have for sense production in an instance is no different than whatever conceptual 
resources local members bring from other instances, such concrete connections 
being empirical, embodied, temporal, and sequential. In any case, sense-making in 
an instance is a fully enacted accomplishment in that very instance – sometimes 
referred to as its “fi rst time through” character – and whatever topics members 
orient to in an instance, those topics do not include the distribution of social prac-
tices any more than they include social practices themselves.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

I began by noting ambivalence among ethnomethodologists concerning social theory 
as it relates to ethnomethodology. Some boldly theorize ethnomethodology, others 
eschew all contact with theory; nearly all are cautiously nuanced in their renditions. 
I conclude with this same ambivalence, repeating that that ethnomethodology is not 
accessible as a program of research in fulfi llment of a theoretical orientation, or a 
philosophy, no matter how compellingly the latter can be stated. Ethnomethodologi-
cal studies are fi rst and foremost empirical. Whatever can be said about ethnometh-
odology is no better than, and no different than, the quality of those studies. At the 
same time, though, ethnomethodologists are increasingly challenged to “say more” 
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about what their studies offer the social sciences and to say it in ways that do not 
compromise the empirical integrity of the studies.
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9
Rational Choice Theory

Raymond Boudon

WHY RATIONAL CHOICE THEORY?

The basic principles underlying rational choice theory (RCT) can be summarized 
by three statements: (1) explaining a social phenomenon means making it the con-
sequence of a set of statements which should all be easily acceptable; (2) a good 
sociological theory is a theory that interprets any social phenomenon as the outcome 
of individual actions; and (3) actions should be analyzed as “rational.” M. Hollis 
(1977) puts it this way: “rational action is its own explanation.” James Coleman 
(1986: 1) goes further, and states that an action can be held as “explained” if and 
only if it is treated as “rational”: Thus “[r]ational actions of individuals have a 
unique attractiveness as the basis for social theory. If an institution or a social 
process can be accounted for in terms of the rational actions of individuals, then 
and only then can we say that it has been explained.” As for Gary Becker, he intro-
duces the crucial statement that the social sciences can analyze behavior along two 
basic dimensions, the rational and the irrational, the latter consisting in explaining 
behavior as the effect of impersonal forces: “The  .  .  .  utility-maximizing approach  .  .  .  is 
remarkably useful in unifying a wide class of behavior  .  .  .  I do not believe that any 
alternative approach – be it founded on ‘cultural’, ‘biological’, or ‘psychological’ 
forces – comes close to providing comparable insights and explanatory power” 
(Becker 1996: 4). Briefl y, as soon as a social phenomenon can be explained as the 
outcome of rational individual actions, the explanation invites no further questions. 
In short, it contains no black boxes. By contrast, irrational explanations introduce 
necessarily various types of forces which raise further questions as to their nature 
or even reality. Becker makes the further point that the “utility-maximizing 
approach,” another name for RCT, can be extended to include endogenous prefer-
ences. Thus, the pleasure drawn from playing or smoking can increase the need to 
play or smoke. One of the reasons why Becker’s work is regarded as pathbreaking 
is that he has succeeded in answering, partially at least, a current objection against 
RCT, that is, while it can explain why individuals choose given means, it fails to 
explain why they follow their objectives or prefer one type of activity to another.
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As Becker rightly maintains, a theory appears less convincing as soon as it evokes 
psychological forces, such as when cognitive psychologists explain that people tend 
to give a wrong answer to statistical problems under the effect of some “cognitive 
bias”; or when it evokes biological forces, as when sociobiologists such as Michael 
Ruse (1993) claim that moral feelings are an effect of biological evolution; or, 
fi nally, when it evokes cultural forces for example when sociologists claim that a 
given collective belief is the product of socialization. In contrast with rational expla-
nations, such explanations raise further questions, that is, they include black boxes. 
Moreover, it is easy to fi nd data incompatible with them. Thus, once we have 
explained that most Romans in the early years of the Roman empire believed in the 
old traditional Roman polytheistic religion because they had been socialized into it, 
we are confronted with the question as to why the Roman civil servants and the 
centurions, although they had been socialized into the old polytheistic religion, 
tended to be attracted by monotheistic religions such as the Mithra cult and subse-
quently Christianity (Weber 1988 [1922]). Moreover, the notion of socialization 
generates a black box that is apparently hard to open.

Nobody has yet been able to discover the mechanisms behind socialization in the 
way that the mechanisms behind digestion have been disentangled. I am not saying 
that socialization is a worthless notion, nor that there are no socialization effects, 
but merely that the notion is descriptive rather than explanatory. It identifi es and 
christens various correlations between the way people have been raised and edu-
cated and their beliefs and behavior, but does not explain them.

THE POSTULATES OF RCT

The postulates of RCT are actually more numerous than the three already men-
tioned. As RCT is a family of theories with many versions, it is advisable to present 
the postulates in a general way in order to transcend the variants of the theory 
(Lindenberg and Fillieule 2005). The fi rst postulate (P1) states that any social phe-
nomenon is the effect of individual decisions, actions, attitudes and so forth. This 
is the classical principle of methodological individualism. A second postulate (P2) 
states that, in principle at least, an action can be understood. This is the principle 
of Verstehen (understanding) according to which any action should be treated as 
the effect of understandable motivations and/or reasons. Thus, it is understandable, 
as Émile Durkheim (1960 [1897]) suggests, that in a period of severe national or 
international crisis individuals are for a time distracted from their personal prob-
lems, thereby explaining a drop in the suicide rate in such situations. This example 
shows that some actions can be understood without being inspired by reasons. A 
third postulate (P3) states that any action is caused by reasons in the mind of indi-
viduals. Let us call P3 the postulate of rationality. A fourth postulate (P4) assumes 
that these reasons derive from the consideration by the actor of the consequences 
of his actions as he sees them. We will call P4 the postulate of consequentialism or 
instrumentalism. A fi fth postulate (P5) states that actors are concerned mainly with 
the consequences for themselves of their action. This is the postulate of egoism. A 
sixth postulate (P6) maintains that actors are able to distinguish the costs and ben-
efi ts of alternative lines of action and choose the line of action with the most favor-
able balance. P6 is the postulate of maximization or optimization.
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THE ACHIEVEMENTS OF RCT

RCT has beyond any doubt inspired successful and convincing explanations of 
many puzzling social phenomena. Its scientifi c strength was even discovered before 
it was christened. Alexis de Tocqueville’s work illustrates this point. Several of his 
analyses use what was later to be called RCT in his explanation of the relative 
stagnation of French agriculture at the end of the eighteenth century in comparison 
with British agriculture (Tocqueville 1986 [1856]). The “administrative centraliza-
tion” characteristic of eighteenth-century France is the cause of the fact that there 
are many posts available to civil servants in France and that, given the importance 
of the central state, they are more prestigious than in England. These two factors 
provoke a rate of landlord absenteeism much larger than in England. Rich French 
landlords prefer to buy an appointment as a civil servant and leave their land. As 
the farmers who rent their land don’t have the same capacity to innovate as the 
landowners, the rate of agricultural innovation is lower in France than in England. 
In England by contrast landowners have an interest in appearing to be innovators. 
If they want to be elected to Westminster, they see that they have to appear to the 
local voters to be able to improve their everyday lives, notably by introducing inno-
vations which have positive effects for all. Finally, Tocqueville succeeds in explain-
ing the macroscopic puzzling difference in the path of agricultural modernization 
between France and England at the end of the eighteenth century in terms of the 
effect of individual rational actions. The French context makes the landowner get 
a benefi t in power, infl uence, prestige and eventually income by becoming a civil 
servant. The English context means that the landowner is rather incited to take care 
of his land and to appear as a dynamic innovator, even in the case where he has 
overriding political ambitions. Tocqueville’s theory gives the impression of being 
self-suffi cient, fi rstly because its empirical statements appear congruent with the 
observational data, and secondly because its statements explaining why the actors 
behaved the way they did are self-evident, not in the logical but in the psychological 
sense.

A second macroscopic puzzling question dealing with one of the most impressive 
events of the twentieth century provides a second illustration of the strength of RCT. 
Why did the Cold War last many decades and was then abruptly concluded? Why 
did the Soviet empire collapsed suddenly in the early 1990s and not 20 years before 
or after? General causes such as the low economic effi ciency of the system and the 
violation of human rights can explain neither why it collapsed at that time nor why 
it collapsed so abruptly. The RCT can help in answering these questions. The 
Western world and the Soviet Union got involved in an arms race shortly after the 
end of World War II. Now the arms race has a “prisoner’s dilemma” (PD) structure. 
If I (the US government) do not increase my military potential while the other (the 
USSR government) does, then I run a mortal risk. So, I have to increase it, although, 
as a government, I would prefer to spend less money on weapons and more on, say, 
schools, hospitals, or welfare since these would be more appreciated by the voters. 
In this situation, increasing one’s arsenal is a dominant strategy, although its 
outcome is not optimal. The US and the USSR played this game for decades and 
accumulated so many nuclear weapons that each could destroy the planet several 
times. This “foolish” outcome was the product of “rational” strategies. The two 
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super-actors, the two governments, played their dominant strategy and could not 
do better than marginally reducing their arsenal through negotiations. The game 
stopped when the PD structure which characterized the interaction between the US 
and USSR over decades was suddenly destroyed by the threat developed by the 
President Reagan of reaching a new threshold in the arms race by developing 
the SDI project, namely the star wars strategy. The project was so expensive that 
the Soviet Union saw that it could not follow without generating serious internal 
problems. So it did not follow, and in so doing lost its superpower status, which 
was uniquely grounded in its military strength. Of course, there are other causes of 
the collapse of the Soviet Union. But an essential one is that the PD game which 
had characterized the relations between the US and the USSR was suddenly broken 
by Reagan’s move. In this case, an RCT approach helps in identifying one of the 
main causes of a major macroscopic historical phenomenon. It provides an explana-
tion as to why Mikhail Gorbachev made a move which was going to be fatal to the 
USSR, and why the USSR collapsed at that point in time. In this case, we get an 
explanation without black boxes as to why the “stupid” arms race was conducted 
in the fi rst place, and why it stopped suddenly at a given point in time, leaving one 
of the protagonists defeated. The explanation works because the RCT postulates, 
though reductionist, are not unrealistic: it is true that any government has to be 
“egoistical,” that is it has to take care of the interests of its own nation.

Obviously, it would be easy to mention many modern works that owe their sci-
entifi c value to the fact that they use the RCT model. One can think of the works 
of economists and sociologists, such as Mancur Olson (1965), Anthony Oberschall 
(1973), Samuel Popkin (1979), James Coleman (1990), Timur Kuran (1995), and 
Russell Hardin (1995), among many others, but also of historians, such as H. L. 
Root (1994), or political scientists such as B. Rothstein (2001). So, there is no doubt 
that RCT has produced many genuinely scientifi c contributions. This explains why, 
although it is widely criticized by many sociologists, it is also well established, as 
the audience of the journal created by Coleman, Rationality and Society, notably 
shows.

CAN RCT BE HELD AS A GENERAL THEORY?

So RCT is a powerful theory. But it also appears to be powerless when confronted 
with many social phenomena. We can build an impressive list of familiar phenom-
ena it is unable to explain. This combination of success and failure is worth stressing 
since the social science community seems to be divided into two parties, those who 
hold the RCT as the new gospel and those who do not believe in this gospel. Also, 
this mixture of success and failure raises an important question as to its causes.

Two examples will illustrate the point that RCT appears powerless when con-
fronted with important social phenomena. The effect of any single vote on any 
election turnout is infi nitesimally small, so that according to RCT rational actors 
should refrain from voting, since the costs of voting are not zero. As one of these 
voters, I should prefer resting, walking, writing an article, or operating my vacuum 
cleaner to voting. Still, as many people do, I vote. So, RCT appears unable to explain 
why many people vote.
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Many tentative “solutions” to this paradox have been proposed. People like to 
vote, contends one theory. People would have such strong regret if their ballot 
would have made a difference that they vote even though they know the probability 
of this event occurring is infi nitesimally small, says another (Ferejohn and Fiorina 
1974). If I do not vote, I run the risk of losing my reputation (Overbye 1995). 
Sometimes, the RCT is made more fl exible thanks to the notion of “cognitive 
frames.” Thus, G. A. Quattrone and Amos Tversky (1987) propose that the voter 
votes because he sees his motivation to vote as a sign that his party is going to win. 
Such a “frame” appears, however, not only ad hoc, but as introducing a black box. 
A. A. Schuessler (2000) introduces the conjecture that voters have an expressive 
rather than an instrumental interest in voting. None of these “solutions” has been 
widely accepted. Some of them, such as F. J. Ferejohn’s and M. Fiorina’s, display 
a high intellectual virtuosity. Still, they have not eliminated the “paradox.”

Besides voting, other classical “paradoxes” can be mentioned. Maurice Allais’s 
“paradoxes” show that, when confronted by lotteries, in many circumstances people 
do not make their choice in conformity with the principle of maximizing the 
expected utility (Allais and Hagen 1979; Hagen 1995). Bruno Frey (1997) has 
shown that people occasionally more easily accept some disagreement if no com-
pensation is offered to them than when it is offered. Thus, in a study, people more 
easily accepted the presence of nuclear waste on their city’s land when they were 
not offered compensation than when they were.

Sociology has produced many observations, which can be read as challenges to 
RCT. Thus, the negative reaction of social subjects against some given state of affairs 
has in many cases nothing to do with the costs they are exposed to by this state of 
affairs. On the other hand, actions can be frequently observed the benefi t of which 
to the actor is zero or negative. In his White Collar, C. Wright Mills (1951) has 
identifi ed what could be called the “overreaction paradox.” He describes women 
clerks working in a fi rm where they all do the same tasks, sit in a great room, all 
have the same desks, the same working environment. Violent confl icts frequently 
occur over minor issues, as being seated closer to a source of heat or light. An 
outside observer would normally consider such confl icts irrational. As the behavior 
of the women would appear to him as strange in terms of the RCT model, he would 
turn to an irrational interpretation such as childish behavior. By so doing, he would 
confess that RCT cannot easily explain the observed overreaction paradox.

Psychologists have produced many experiments, including the classical “ultima-
tum game” (Hoffman and Spitzer 1985; Wilson 1993: 62–3), that resist RCT. In 
this game, player A can propose how a given amount of money should be shared 
between himself and B. B can only accept or refuse A’s proposal. If he refuses, A 
and B get nothing. If B accepts, he gets the amount proposed by A. RCT predicts 
that A would propose, say, “80 percent of the sum for me, 20 percent for B.” In 
most cases, however, A proposes rather a 50/50 sharing. Interestingly enough, 
researchers from Zurich have shown that a subject B would normally, in contradic-
tion to RCT, refuse a sharing such as “80 percent for A, 20 percent for B,” while 
when some specifi c part of his brain is inactivated by magnetic stimulation, he would 
accept it (Henderson 2006). These cases are painful news for RCT, since people 
behave according to its predictions in the ultimatum game when the normal opera-
tion of their brain is altered.
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Many familiar observations cannot be interpreted satisfactorily in the RCT 
framework. In the conditions prevailing in most Western countries, political cor-
ruption has no tangible effects on the common man: he does not see or feel its 
effects. He considers corruption as unacceptable, though. Plagiarism can serve the 
interests of the plagiarized, since it draws public attention to the author. It is con-
sidered with severity, though. On some issues, as with the death penalty, I can have 
strong feelings, even though the probability that I am personally concerned is zero. 
In other words, in many circumstances, people are guided by considerations that 
have nothing to do with their own interests, nor with the consequences of their 
actions or reactions.

On the whole, psychologists, sociologists, and economists themselves have pro-
duced a huge number of observations which cannot easily be explained within the 
RCT frame. This raises two questions. Why does the RCT so often fail? Is there a 
model which would satisfy the scientifi c ambition behind RCT, namely trying to 
provide explanations without black boxes, and get rid of its defects?

REASONS FOR THE SHORTCOMINGS OF RCT

The social phenomena which RCT proves incapable of accounting for have many 
features in common. Three types of phenomena that evade RCT’s jurisdiction can 
be identifi ed.

Any behavior involves beliefs. To maximize my chances of survival, I look around 
before crossing the street. This behavior is dictated by my belief that, if I don’t look 
around, I’m taking a serious risk. In such a case, the belief involved is commonplace. 
It is not worth the analyst’s while to look at it more closely. To account for other 
items of behavior, however, it is crucial to explain the beliefs upon which they rest. 
Now, RCT has nothing to tell us about beliefs. So, a fi rst type of phenomenon 
resistant to RCT includes things characterized by the fact that actors base their 
choices on non-commonplace beliefs.

We can postulate that an actor holds a given belief because he endorses a theory 
of which the belief is a consequence, and that endorsing a theory is a rational act. 
But, here, the rationality is cognitive, not instrumental: it consists in preferring the 
theory that enables the sociologist to account for given phenomena in the most 
satisfying possible way (in accordance with given criteria).

So, RCT runs into trouble because it reduces rationality to instrumental rational-
ity. RCT followers have developed an interesting answer to this objection. Gerard 
Radnitzky (1987) maintains that endorsing a theory results from a cost-benefi t 
analysis. Thus, a scientist stops believing in a theory, he contends, as soon as the 
objections raised against it make defending it too “costly”. It is indeed diffi cult to 
explain why a boat hull disappears from the horizon before the mast, why the moon 
takes the shape of a crescent, why a navigator who maintains a constant direction 
returns to his starting point if we accept the theory that the earth is fl at.

But what do we achieve in replacing the word “diffi cult” with the word “costly”? 
Defending a given theory is more “costly” because it is more diffi cult. We must then 
explain why this is so, and from instrumental rationality we come back to cognitive 
rationality. We prefer the Torricelli – Pascal theory of the barometer to the Aristo-
telian one because it is less costly to defend. But it is less costly because fi rstly it 
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does not introduce the doubtful anthropomorphic idea that nature would dislike 
emptiness and secondly it predicts correctly why the quicksilver in a barometer rises 
higher at the bottom than at the top of a mountain. As long as we have not identi-
fi ed these differences, we cannot explain why it is more costly to defend the latter 
theory.

RCT is powerless with respect to a second category of phenomena: those char-
acterized by the fact that actors are following non-consequentialist prescriptive 
beliefs. RCT is comfortable with prescriptive beliefs as long as they are consequen-
tial. RCT has no trouble explaining why most people believe that traffi c lights are 
a good thing: despite the inconvenience they represent, I accept them because they 
have consequences that I judge benefi cial. Here, RCT effectively accounts for both 
the belief and the reaction inspired by that belief. But RCT is mute when it comes 
to normative beliefs that cannot readily be explained in consequentialist terms 
(Boudon 2001, 2004). The subject in an “ultimatum game” acts against his own 
interest. The voter votes, even though his vote will have no effect on the election 
result. The citizen vehemently disapproves of corruption, though it doesn’t affect 
him personally. The plagiarist gives rise to a feeling of repulsion, even when he hurts 
no one. We point an accusing fi nger at the imposter, though his machinations create 
problems for no one but himself.

RCT is powerless before a third category of phenomena, that involving behavior 
by individuals that we cannot assume to be dictated by self-interest. Regardless of 
where Sophocles’ Antigone is being played, the viewer of the tragedy unhesitatingly 
condemns Creon and approves of Antigone. The reason RCT cannot explain this 
universal reaction is simple: the spectators’ interests are in no way concerned by the 
matter before them. We therefore cannot explain their reaction by the possible con-
sequences it would have for them, nor by any consequences at all because there are 
no such consequences. The spectator is not directly involved in Thebes’ fate, because 
that fate belongs to the past and no one has any control over it any more. In this 
case the consequentialism and self-interest postulates are ipso facto disqualifi ed.

Sociologists often fi nd themselves confronted with this kind of phenomenon, 
since social actors are regularly called upon to evaluate situations in which they are 
not personally implicated. The death penalty threatens neither them nor their family 
or friends. Still, many have a strong opinion on the issue. How can a set of postu-
lates that assumes them to be self-interested account for their reactions in situations 
where their interests are not at stake and there is no chance that they ever will be? 
These remarks lead to a crucial conclusion for the social sciences as a whole, namely, 
that RCT has little if anything to tell us about public opinion, a major subject for 
sociologists.

In sum, RCT is disarmed when it comes to phenomena involving non-common-
place beliefs, involving non-consequentialist prescriptive beliefs, and/or bringing 
into play reactions that do not, by the very nature of things, spring from any self-
interest-based consideration.

BEYOND RCT: USING A BROADER THEORY OF RATIONALITY

The above considerations suggest that postulates P4, P5, P6 are welcome in some 
cases only. Reciprocally, the set of postulates P1, P2, P3 appears more general than 
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the set P1 to P6. P1 defi nes what is usually called methodological individualism. 
The set of postulates P1, P2 defi nes interpretive sociology in Weber’s sense (Weber 
1922). The set P1, P2, P3 defi nes a version of interpretive sociology where actions 
are supposed to be rational in the sense where they are grounded on reasons in the 
actor’s mind. I propose to identify the paradigm defi ned by this set as the general 
theory of rationality (GTR). It assumes that any collective phenomenon is the effect 
of human individual actions and that the action of an observed actor is always 
understandable, provided the observer has suffi cient information, and fi nally that 
the causes of the actor’s action are the reasons he has to undertake it.

Again RCT’s failures result from its move to reduce rationality to its instrumental 
variety and neglect cognitive rationality and axiological rationality, the latter being, 
as we will see, an application of cognitive rationality to prescriptive problems. 
Conversely, it is essential for sociology to be aware that many classical and modern 
sociological studies owe their explanatory effi cacy to the use of a cognitive version 
of rationality as opposed to the instrumental one.

Thanks to its broader notion of rationality, the GTR has all the advantages of 
RCT, above all offering explanations without black boxes, but not its disadvan-
tages. This is the reason why it is commonly accepted, not only by philosophers, 
but by prominent classical and modern social scientists.

By creating his notion of “axiological rationality” or “evaluative rationality” 
(Wertrationalität) as complementary to, but essentially different from “instrumental 
rationality” (Zweckrationalität), Weber supported clearly the thesis that rationality 
can be noninstrumental, in other words that rationality should not be identifi ed 
exclusively with instrumental rationality and a fortiori to the special form of instru-
mental rationality postulated by RCT (P1 to P6).

Many convincing classical and modern sociological analyses use implicitly, as in 
the case of Tocqueville, or explicitly, as in the case of Weber, the generalized con-
ception of rationality which characterizes the GTR model. A few examples will 
illustrate this point.

COGNITIVE RATIONALITY

An example from Tocqueville (1986 [1856]) illustrates how the reasons for actors’ 
beliefs and behavior are currently “cognitive. “ He wondered why French intellectu-
als on the eve of the revolution fi rmly believed in the idea of Reason with a capital 
R, and why that notion had spread like wildfi re among the public. It was an enig-
matic phenomenon, not to be seen at the time in England, the United States, or 
Germany, and one with enormous macroscopic consequences.

Tocqueville’s explanation consists in showing that Frenchmen at the end of the 
eighteenth century had strong reasons to believe in Reason. In France at that time, 
many traditional institutions seemed illegitimate. One such was the idea that the 
nobility was superior to the Third Estate. Nobles did not participate in either local 
political affairs or economic life; rather they spent their time at Versailles. Those 
who remained in the country held all the more tightly to their privileges, the poorer 
they were. This explains why they were designated with the name of a little bird of 
prey, the hobereau: a metaphor that spread immediately because it was perceived 
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as fi tting. The following equation was established in many minds: Tradition = Dys-
function = Illegitimacy, and, by opposition, Reason = Progress = Legitimacy. It was 
because this line of argument was latent in people’s minds that the call of the phi-
losophes to construct a society founded on Reason enjoyed immediate success.

The English, on the other hand, had good reason not to believe in those ideas. 
In England, the nobles played a crucial role: they ran local social, political, and 
economic life. The superiority attributed to them in people’s customary thinking 
and by English institutions was perceived as functional and therefore legitimate. In 
general, traditional English institutions were not perceived as dysfunctional. Toc-
queville proposes here, in other words, a brilliant GTR explanation of a puzzling 
macroscopic difference between France and England: people have reasons to react 
as they do, but these reasons are not instrumental (Boudon 2006).

An objection against GTR is that action is often grounded on false ideas and that 
in that case it cannot be held to be rational. Against this received idea, however, 
false beliefs can be grounded on strong reasons – on reasons perceived as valid by 
the subject – and in that sense be rational, as familiar examples show.

Vilfredo Pareto has rightly said that the history of science is the graveyard of all 
these false ideas which men have endorsed under the authority of scientists. In other 
words, science normally produces false ideas beside true ones. Now, nobody would 
accept the idea that these false ideas are endorsed by scientists under the effect of 
irrational causes, because their brains would have been wired in an inadequate 
fashion, or because their minds would have been obscured by inadequate “cognitive 
biases,” “frames,” “habitus,” by class interests or by affective causes, in other words 
by the “biological,” “psychological” or “cultural forces” evoked by Becker. Scien-
tists believe in statements which often turn out to be false because they have strong 
reasons to believe them, given the cognitive context.

We do not believe any more in the idea that nature abhors a vacuum. Aristotle 
and most Greeks did, certainly not because they were irrational, but because they 
did not know how otherwise to explain many phenomena. The believers in the 
Aristotelian theory of the barometer, in the phlogiston, in ether or in the many other 
entities and mechanisms that appear now to us as imaginary had, in their time, 
given the cognitive context, strong reasons to believe in them. It was not immediately 
perceived as important that, when a piece of oxide of mercury is heated under an 
empty bell-glass, the drop of water that appears on the bell’s wall should be taken 
into consideration. It was not immediately observed that it appears regularly, nor 
was it clearly perceived that it contradicts phlogiston theory. It was hard to predict 
that this drop of water would give Lavoisier the victory over Priestley.

Why should not the false beliefs produced by ordinary knowledge be explained 
in the same fashion as false scientifi c beliefs, namely as grounded in the mind of the 
social subject on reasons perceived by them as valid, given the cognitive context in 
which they move?

Needless to say, false beliefs should not always be explained in this fashion. Even 
scientists can hold false beliefs under the infl uence of passions and other genuinely 
irrational causes. But beliefs in false ideas can be caused by reasons in the minds of 
the actors. Even though these reasons appear to us as false, they can be perceived 
as right and strong by the actors themselves. To explain that they perceive as right 
what is wrong, we need not assume that their minds are obscured by conjectural 
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mechanisms of the kind Marxism (“false consciousness”), Sigmund Freud (“the 
unconscious”), Lucien Lévy-Bruhl (the mentalité primitive), and their many heirs 
imagined, nor by the “frames” evoked by RCT. In most cases, we get more accept-
able explanations by assuming that, given the cognitive context in which they move, 
actors have strong reasons to believe in false ideas.

Elsewhere I have produced several examples showing that the rational explana-
tion of beliefs we consider as normal in the case of false scientifi c beliefs can also 
be applied to ordinary knowledge. I have notably explored the cases of magical 
beliefs and of many false beliefs observed by cognitive psychologists (Boudon 
2001).

I will limit myself to one example belonging to the second category. When psy-
chiatrists are asked whether depression is a cause of suicide attempts, they would 
say it is. When asked why, they would answer that they have frequently observed 
patients exhibiting two features: many of their patients appear depressed and have 
attempted suicide. Of course, the answer reveals that the psychiatrists use one piece 
of information in the contingency table in fi gure 9.1: their argument is, namely, “a 
is high, hence depression is a cause of a suicide attempt.”

Now, in order to conclude that there is a correlation between depression and 
suicide attempts, one has to consider, not one, but four pieces of information, not 
only a, but the difference a/e–c/f. So, the answer of the psychiatrists follows rules 
which are invalid. But this does not prove that we should assume, say, that the 
physician’s brain is badly wired. More likely, they have subjectively strong and 
objectively valid reasons of believing what they believe. Suppose for instance that 
e in the fi gure would be equal to 20 percent, in other words that 20 percent of the 
physician’s patients have depression symptoms, and that g would also be equal to 
20 percent (20 percent of the patients have attempted suicide). Admittedly, higher 
fi gures would be unrealistic. With these assumptions, in the case where the percent-
age a of people presenting the two factors would be greater than 4, the two variables 
would be correlated, so that causality could plausibly be presumed. So, a physician 
who has seen, say, 10 people out of 100 presenting the two factors would have 
serious reason to believe in the existence of a causal relation between the two 
features.

In this example, the belief of the physician is not entirely false. In others, the 
beliefs produced by cognitive psychology appear unambiguously false. In most 
cases, I found, however, that these beliefs could be explained as grounded on reasons 
which the observer can easily understand.

Obviously, these reasons are not of the “benefi t minus cost” type. They are of 
the cognitive type. The aim pursued by the actor is not to maximize something, but 

Suicide attempted Suicide not attempted Total

Depression symptoms a b e = a + b 

No depression
symptoms

c d f = c + d 

Total g = a + c h = b + d i = a + b + c + d 

Figure 9.1 
A causal presumption can be derived from the single piece of information a if a is much larger 
than e.g. i.
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to determine whether something is likely or true. So, beside its instrumental dimen-
sion, rationality has a cognitive dimension. The GTR gives, on the whole, a more 
acceptable explanation of many phenomena than the eclectic widespread solution 
which tries to explain behavior by a mixture of instrumental rationality and irra-
tional forces. The eclectic solution starts from the idea that choice can be considered 
rational, but behavior can be considered as including unavoidably irrational com-
ponents, that is, being partially caused by sociocultural, anonymous forces beyond 
any control on the part of the individual (Elster 1989). By contrast, Weber, and 
before him Tocqueville among others, as well as the many modern sociologists 
defi ning themselves in terms of the Weberian version of interpretive sociology, start 
from the idea that the beliefs, preferences, and values of an individual can be ana-
lyzed as rationally selected by the individual. This latter theory implies, however, 
that we accept a theory of rationality including cognitive rationality, as well as the 
axiological declination of the latter, besides instrumental rationality.

The notion of cognitive rationality can be easily formalized: given a system of 
arguments {S} → P explaining a given phenomenon P, it is cognitively rational to 
accept {S} as a valid explanation of P if all the components of {S} are acceptable 
and mutually compatible and if no alternative explanation {S}′ is available and 
preferable to {S}.

The idea of explaining beliefs rationally can be illustrated by an example. The 
functionaries, military personnel, and politicians in ancient Rome were attracted 
by Mithraism and Christianity, and in modern Prussia by Freemasonry, because 
these cults were characterized by a vision of disembodied transcendence subjected 
to superior laws and a conception of the community of the faithful as a group to 
be organized hierarchically by means of initiation rituals. Now, the articles of faith 
in such religions were consistent with the social and political philosophy of these 
social categories. Their members believed that a social system could only function 
if under the control of a legitimate central authority and that that authority must 
be governed by impersonal rules. Their vision was of a functional, hierarchically 
organized society, and that hierarchy had to be founded on abilities and skills 
to be determined in accordance with formalized procedures, as was the case in 
the Roman and Prussian states. Taken together, these principles for the political 
organization of a “bureaucratic” state were, in their eyes, the refl ection of a 
valid political philosophy. And they perceived the initiation rituals of Mithraism 
in the case of the Roman offi cers and civil servants or Freemasonry in the case of 
Prussian civil servants as expressing those same principles in a metaphysical-
religious mode.

To cite another example, also from Weber: he explained why peasants had diffi -
culty accepting monotheism because the uncertainty characteristic of natural phe-
nomena did not seem to them at all compatible with the idea that the order of things 
could be subject to a single will. Monotheism was a notion which in and of itself 
implied a minimal degree of coherence and predictability.

AXIOLOGICAL RATIONALITY

Weber’s “axiological rationality” is often understood as synonymous with “value 
conformity.” I would propose rather to consider that the expression identifi es the 
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case where prescriptive beliefs are grounded in the mind of social actors on systems 
of reasons perceived by them as valid, exactly as descriptive beliefs (Boudon 
2001).

Axiological rationality can be formally defi ned: given a system of arguments {Q} 
→ N containing at least one axiological statement and concluding that the norm N 
is valid, all the components of {Q} being acceptable and mutually compatible, it is 
axiologically rational to accept N if no alternative system of arguments {Q}′ prefer-
able to {Q} and leading to prefer N’ to N is available.

This intuition contained in Weber’s notion was apparently already present in 
earlier thinkers, for example Adam Smith, which is itself an indirect proof of its 
relevance. While it is recognized that Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments does not 
rest on RCT, it is sometimes believed that his better-known work The Wealth of 
Nations does. The following example shows, however, that even in this book, Smith 
uses also GTR.

Why, asks Adam Smith (1976 [1776]: bk. 1, ch. 10), do we consider it normal 
that the public executioner is paid a high salary? His qualifi cations are low. His job 
supposes a low level of training and competence. It takes a small part of his time. 
But, as the job is the most unpleasant of all, this should be compensated by a rea-
sonably high salary. Other reasons justify the fact that physicians are well paid: 
their job is interesting and gratifying. They get satisfaction from practicing it. But 
as it implies a high level of responsibility, stress, and anxiety as well as exposure to 
criticism if a recommended cure fails, they should also be compensated for these 
negative aspects of the job by a reasonably high income. Other jobs require few 
qualifi cations, are not excessively unpleasant, and entail a low level of responsibility. 
In these cases a low salary is justifi ed. In his discussion of salaries, Smith starts, in 
other words, from the idea that the salaries rewarding various types of activities are 
normally considered by people as more or less fair. Secondly these feelings of fair-
ness are dictated by a more or less implicit system of reasons shared to a greater or 
lesser degree by all. Thirdly these reasons deal with a number of dimensions of a 
given job, and fi nally, given the characterization of a job on these dimensions, the 
public concludes that such and such job should be more or less highly paid. To use 
a concept from Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments, the relative consensus emerging 
on the question as to whether a job should be more or less highly paid than another 
derives from the set of reasons developed by “impartial spectators,” by individuals 
trying to fi gure out systems of reasons likely to be accepted by all.

First of all, Smith’s analysis does not use RCT. People do not react as they do 
when they learn that some type of job is paid in the way it is because this would 
maximize some difference between benefi ts and costs. They have reasons to believe 
what they believe, but these reasons are not of the cost-benefi t type, nor even of the 
consequential type. Smith’s argument takes, rather, the form of a deduction from 
principles. People have the feeling that it is fair to pay a reasonably high salary to 
miners or to the public executioner on the basis reasons derived from principles, 
claims Smith. If miners were not paid more than, say, low-level clerks, this would 
perhaps generate consequences (such as a miners’ strike, say), but these eventual 
consequences are not the causes of the fact that most people consider the miners 
should be paid more. People do not believe in this statement because they fear these 
eventual consequences.
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Michael Walzer, a contemporary theorist of ethics, proposes analyses of some of 
our moral sentiments similar to Smith’s (Walzer 1983). We consider conscription a 
legitimate recruitment method in the case of soldiers but not miners because the 
function of the former, but not of the latter, is vital in preserving the integrity of 
the nation. If conscription could be applied to miners, it could be applied to any 
and eventually to all kinds of activities, leading to a regime incompatible with the 
principles of democracy. In the same fashion, it is easily accepted that soldiers are 
used as garbage collectors in emergency situations. But it would be considered ille-
gitimate to use them for such tasks in normal situations. In all these examples, col-
lective moral feelings are grounded on reasons likely to be shared by many people, 
but not on reasons of the type considered in RCT.

A notion such as fairness can of course be affected by contextual parameters. 
Thus, in the ultimatum game, the 50/50 proposal is more frequent in societies where 
cooperation with one’s neighbors is essential to the current economic activity than 
in societies where competition between neighbors prevails (Henrich et al. 2001). 
Such fi ndings are not incompatible with a rational interpretation of moral beliefs, 
though. They show rather that a system of reasons is more easily evoked in some 
contexts than in others. In summary, while contextual variation in moral beliefs is 
generally interpreted as validating a cultural-irrational view of axiological feelings, 
the contextual-rational paradigm illustrated by the previous examples appears more 
satisfactory: as offering self-suffi cient explanations, namely, explanations without 
black boxes.

THE VALIDITY OF REASONS

Why does an actor consider a system of reasons to be good? Immanuel Kant has 
written that looking for general criteria of truth amounts to trying to milk a male 
goat. We can only state that a theory is better or worse than another one. Priestley 
had strong reasons for believing the phlogiston theory was true. It became diffi cult 
to follow him only from the moment when Lavoisier had shown that all the phe-
nomena Priestley had explained thanks to his phlogiston could be explained other-
wise. In other words, we can be sure that a theory is better than another one, but 
there are no general criteria of the strength of a system of reasons. More generally, 
let us assume for a while that had we been able to identify the general criteria of 
truth or rationality, the next question would be: On which principles do you ground 
the criteria? And so on, ad infi nitum.

Borrowing examples from the history of science has the advantage of clarifying 
the discussion about the criteria of rationality. But the conclusion to be drawn from 
the above example (that there are no general criteria of rationality) applies not only 
to scientifi c but to ordinary beliefs as well. And it applies not only to descriptive, 
but to prescriptive beliefs.

This latter point often meets some resistance as a consequence of a wrong inter-
pretation of David Hume’s uncontroversial theorem that “no conclusion of the 
prescriptive type can be drawn from a set of statements of the descriptive type.” 
But it should be observed that a prescriptive or normative conclusion can be derived 
from a set of descriptive statements which are all descriptive, except one, so that 
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the real formulation of Hume’s theorem should be “no conclusion of the prescrip-
tive type can be drawn from a set of statements all of the descriptive type.” I have 
developed this point more fully in Boudon (2004). It is essential since it shows that 
the gap between prescriptive and descriptive beliefs is not as wide as many people 
think. It gives a clear meaning to Weber’s assertion that axiological rationality and 
instrumental rationality are currently combined in social action, though they are 
entirely distinct from one another. As implied by the GTR model, cognitive reasons 
ground prescriptive as well as descriptive beliefs in the minds of individuals.

CONCLUSION

To summarize, we have defended three conclusions. Firstly, social action in the 
general case depends on beliefs. Secondly, beliefs, actions, attitudes should as far as 
possible be treated as rational, more precisely as the effect of reasons perceived by 
social actors as valid. Thirdly, reasons of the “cost-benefi t” type should not be given 
more attention than they deserve. Rationality is one thing, expected utility 
another.

The rationality postulate should be introduced because social actors try to act in 
congruence with reasons they perceive as valid. This explains why their own behav-
ior is normally meaningful to them. In some cases, the context makes these reasons 
of the “cost-benefi t” type. In other cases, they are not, even if we accept that we 
should interpret the notions of cost and benefi t in the broadest fashion: what are 
the costs and benefi ts to me of miners being better paid than low-level clerks, if I 
have no chance of ever becoming a clerk or a miner?

In the cases of interest to sociologists, people’s actions are understandable because 
they are moved by reasons. But these reasons can belong to several types. Action 
can rest on beliefs or not; the beliefs can be commonplace or not; they can be 
descriptive or prescriptive. Prescriptive beliefs can be consequentially grounded or 
not. In all cases, the GTR model assumes that action has to be explained by its 
meaning to the actor; it supposes in other words that it is grounded in the actor’s 
eyes on a system of reasons he perceives as valid.

One last point: the GTR is more promising than the eclectic version of RCT 
which supposes that actors are guided by “frames” and other “forces,” for this 
eclecticism is balanced by the loss of the main advantage of RCT: providing self-
suffi cient explanations. It is also more promising than the “program-based behav-
ior” model (PBBM) proposed by evolutionary epistemologists (Vanberg 2002), for 
the latter model unavoidably generates black boxes, in other words further ques-
tions of the type “Where does the program come from? Why do such actors endorse 
it while others do not?” As the GTR model has an answer to such questions, it is 
capable of generating self-suffi cient explanations.

The GTR is more general than the RCT, but it cannot be applied to all phenom-
ena. Irrationality should be given its rightful place. Traditional and affective actions 
also exist. Moreover, all actions rest on a ground of instincts. I look to my right 
and left when crossing a street because I wish to stay alive. Reason is the servant 
of passions, as Hume said. But passions need Reason: the rain dances and other 
magical rituals are motivated by the passion of the believers to survive, to see their 
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crop grow; but nobody would consider that this passion in itself explains why they 
endorse the objectively invalid belief that the rituals are effi cient.

The theory of rationality I have proposed raises fi nally some important questions 
which I will content myself with merely mentioning here. Does the fact that behavior 
and beliefs are normally inspired by strong reasons, though these reasons can be 
false, mean that any behavior or belief can be justifi ed? The answer is no. Priestley 
believed in phlogiston, Lavoisier did not. The two had strong reasons for believing 
what they believed and they saw their reasons as valid. The latter was right, the 
former wrong, though. So, the strength of reasons is a function of the context.

Exactly like cognitive reasons, axiological reasons can become stronger or weaker, 
that is, be perceived as more or less valid over time, mainly because new reasons 
are invented. When it was shown that the abolition of capital punishment could 
not be held responsible for any signifi cant increase in crime rates, the argument 
“capital punishment is good because it is an effective threat against crime” became 
weaker. This provoked a change in our moral sensibility toward capital punishment. 
There are no mechanically applicable general criteria of the strength of the reasons 
grounding prescriptive or descriptive beliefs. Still, irreversible changes in prescriptive 
as well as descriptive beliefs are currently observed because it happens currently 
that a system of reasons {S}′ appears after a while to be better than the system {S}. 
This is exemplifi ed in the descriptive case by Lavoisier and Priestley, in the prescrip-
tive case by Montesquieu (who defended the idea that political power would be 
more effi cient if it was divided) and Jean Bodin (who could not imagine that politi-
cal power would be effi cient without being concentrated). Montesquieu’s and 
Bodin’s beliefs as to what a good political organization should be were grounded 
on reasons the two perceived as valid. We know now that Montesquieu was 
right.

It can be readily shown that the above-mentioned “paradoxes” can be easily 
solved. They have no RCT solution but an easy GTR solution: plagiarism and cor-
ruption provoke a negative reaction not because of their consequences, but because 
they are incompatible with systems of reasons appearing to most people to be valid. 
The same is true of the other paradoxes: in the “ultimatum game” individuals pick 
up the 50/50 solution because they wonder which solution is fair and do their best 
to defi ne fairness in this case. Against the RCT, they do not ask what is good for 
them. People reject corruption though it is neutral to them because they endorse a 
theory from which they conclude that it is unacceptable. In all theses cases, they 
display teleological behavior: they want to reach a goal. But the goal is to maximize 
one’s interests or the satisfaction of one’s preferences only in particular cases; it may 
be also to fi nd the true or the fair answer to a question or to a situation. Given 
these various goals, they are rational in the sense that they look for the best or at 
least for a satisfactory system of reasons able to provide a ground to their 
answer.

Finally, a historical conjecture can be introduced. The success of RCT – of the 
utility-maximizing approach – in its genuine or eclectic versions is partly due to a 
sound reaction against the sociology which prevailed notably in the period 1960–80. 
Against the greatest classical sociologists, such as Tocqueville, Weber or Durkheim, 
the homo sociologicus was depicted by social scientists inspired by a Marxian or 
Nietzschean vulgate as the mere product of his social environment and as endorsing 
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mere illusions on his own actions, objectives, and values as well as on the world 
generally. Unfortunately, against this model, RCT rediscovered the rationality of 
man only in its instrumental dimension.
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Pragmatism and 

Symbolic Interactionism

Jack Barbalet

INTRODUCTION

Convention is not necessarily an adequate guide to understanding. As we shall see, 
the preceding statement implies a principle of pragmatism. It is also a necessary 
preface to any discussion of both pragmatism and symbolic interactionism as 
doctrines or bodies of thought on the one hand, and intellectual practices and their 
output, in the form of a literature and traditions of understandings, on the 
other.

The convention that is of concern here claims that symbolic interactionism is the 
expression of pragmatism in sociology. The term “symbolic interactionism” was 
fi rst presented by Herbert Blumer (1937) and designed to articulate and advance 
the pragmatic social psychology of George Herbert Mead (1934). This latter Blumer 
summarized as three basic propositions: fi rst, an actor’s perception of and orienta-
tion to an object is a function of the meaning that actor imputes to the object; 
second, the meaning an actor ascribes to an object is a function of the processes of 
interaction in which the actor is implicated; third, the meaning ascribed to an object 
by an actor is likely to change over time as the actor’s interactions change.

This convention, that symbolic interactionism is sociological pragmatism, 
requires serious qualifi cation for the following reasons. Sociological pragmatism 
encompasses more than symbolic interactionism. Second, Mead’s version of it is 
not an exclusive or unambiguous statement of pragmatism. Third, one implication 
of the previous claim is that symbolic interactionism may be subject to pragmatic 
challenge. Each of these issues will be discussed in this chapter. Additionally, 
the value of pragmatism – and especially the Jamesian version of it – will be 
demonstrated by applying it to a critique of rational choice theory. Both pragma-
tism and sociology are, importantly, reactions and alternatives to utilitarianism. 
The continuing relevance of pragmatism, therefore, can be demonstrated through 
its critique of a present manifestation of utilitarianism in the form of rational 
choice theory.
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PRAGMATISM AND SOCIOLOGY

In summary, pragmatism is a method focused on the consequences of practical 
action. Charles Peirce regarded doubt, for instance, as a result of disjuncture 
between the requirements of human existence and its environment. Doubt stimulates 
inquiry and therefore science. In dispelling doubt these practices lead to a “fi xation 
of belief” (Peirce 1966a). Thus knowledge does not represent reality, according to 
Peirce, but is an instrument for dealing with it (Peirce 1966b). Similarly, William 
James, in a paper fi rst published in 1898, following Peirce’s argument, held that to 
attain understanding of any object it is necessary to know what conceivable practical 
effects the object may produce and that it is the conception of these effects that 
constitutes the meaningful conception of the object (James 1920). The importance 
of the instrumentality of action rather than its environmental determination is also 
emphasized by John Dewey in another foundational statement of pragmatism 
(Dewey 1896).

The antecedents of action, especially external stimulation, while crucial to utili-
tarian accounts, are of secondary signifi cance in pragmatism. Pragmatism, in under-
standing or forming a meaning of action, is concerned primarily with its consequences 
or outcomes. It follows that the distinction between thought and action is not 
accepted by pragmatism as implying that each is a different entity, as in Cartesian 
dualism, for instance, but refers only to distinct functions of engagement with the 
world. Finally, as each action necessarily changes the conditions for subsequent 
actions, pragmatism regards agency, for instance, and also interest, identity, and so 
on as things that are not given in persons prior to action but discovered, emergent, 
or constructed by them in the course of action. These principles, which are spelled 
out in different ways by the founders of philosophical pragmatism – Charles Peirce, 
William James, and John Dewey – and elaborated by pragmatic social psychologists 
– especially Charles Horton Cooley (1964) and George Herbert Mead (1934) – have 
resonance in much sociology.

Hans Joas, in a discussion of the work of the leading founders of the Chicago 
School, in particular William Isaac Thomas, Robert Park, Everett Hughes, and, of 
course, Herbert Blumer, demonstrates the primary infl uence of the pragmatism of 
Peirce and Dewey especially, but also Mead, on the theoretical outlook and research 
activities of this quintessential American sociological tradition (Joas 1987: 96–106). 
The infl uence of pragmatism on American sociology, however, cannot be confi ned 
to the Chicago School.

In terms of his focus, intellectual style and theoretical formation Thorstein 
Veblen, for instance, is not of the Chicago School. Yet his work is infused with 
pragmatism and relies on its assumptions. In his critique of economic science, for 
instance, Veblen complains against the idea that human organisms can be activated 
by external stimuli to follow a predetermined direction and that they would remain 
unchanged by the experience: “the hedonistic conception of man [as] a lightning 
calculator of pleasures and pains, who oscillates like a homogenous globule of desire 
of happiness under the impulse of stimuli that shift him about the area, but leave 
him intact” (Veblen 1919: 73). In place of such a conceptualization Veblen proposes 
that agents purposefully seek “realisation and expression in an unfolding activity” 
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that “afford the point of departure for the next step in the process” and he proposes 
that within this process “both the agent and his [or her] environment” change 
(Veblen 1919: 74–5). What is true of the individual, Veblen immediately adds, is 
true of the group. This broad statement is not merely consistent with pragmatism 
but summarizes and paraphrases relevant passages of Peirce and James.

Veblen’s account of human instinct is identical with James’s (James 1890b: ch. 
24). According to Veblen, human instinct alone “denotes the conscious pursuit of 
an objective end which the instinct in question makes worth while” (Veblen 1914: 
5). Thus “ ‘instinct,’ as contra-distinguished from tropismatic action [in humans], 
involves consciousness and adaptation to an end aimed at” (Veblen 1914: 4). As 
tropismatic action is action exhaustively described in terms of an external stimulus, 
it is invariant and fi xed in its course. For Veblen, though, human instinct avoids 
such predetermination as it contains purposiveness – “adaptation to an end aimed 
at” – and coordinated object-awareness and self-awareness – “consciousness.” 
Veblen’s proximate source for this account is William James. James characteristi-
cally insists that the unique quality of human instinct is in the faculty of conscious-
ness: because of “memory, power of refl ection, and power of inference” the 
experience of instinctive impulses is always “in connection with a foresight of th[eir] 
results” (James 1890b: 390).

The infl uence of pragmatism has possibly been most forceful when least direct. 
Max Weber’s seminal study, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, for 
instance, mentions pragmatism very briefl y in a more or less dismissive footnote 
(Weber 1991: 232–3). It can be shown, however, that Weber’s reading of James’s 
The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902) made the writing of the Protestant 
Ethic possible, even though Weber rejects James’s treatment of religion in terms of 
its underlying emotions as opposed to its doctrines, which Weber, on the other 
hand, sees as elemental.

The pragmatic method, as indicated above, accounts for a thing in terms of its 
consequences. This is also a key aspect of Weber’s endeavors in The Protestant 
Ethic, in which the infl uence of a set of religious ideas on economic life is delineated 
(Weber 1991: 89–90). Nearly a decade prior to writing The Protestant Ethic, in 
1895, Weber discussed religion in his inaugural lecture, “The Nation State and 
Economic Policy” (Weber 1994). In both works the social and cultural correlates 
of religion are identifi ed and considered. But whereas in “The Nation State and 
Economic Policy” religion is a proxy for nation – Weber discusses German Protes-
tants and Polish Catholics – in The Protestant Ethic religion is for the fi rst time 
treated as an independent variable that is of interest because of the unintended 
consequences for which it is responsible, namely motivation for fi nancial gain as an 
end in itself, which Weber summarizes as the “capitalist spirit” (Barbalet 2001). 
Many things occurred in the intervening period between the writing of these two 
works, but one of relevance for an understanding of the different treatment of reli-
gion in Weber’s writing was his reading James’s Varieties, in which is enunciated 
the principle that the signifi cance of a religious experience is necessarily in its con-
sequences (James 1902: 15–19). Weber extended consideration of the consequences 
of religious experience to economic relations and organization, and in doing so 
applied the pragmatic method to Reformation Protestantism. James’s Varieties was 
the source of Weber’s theoretical breakthrough (Barbalet 2007: 29–35).
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From the examples above the relationship of continuity between distinct bodies 
of intellectual work can be seen as taking at least three forms. One is self-conscious 
indebtedness that constitutes a “tradition.” In this case the nexus between pragma-
tism and the Chicago School, and also symbolic interactionism, is one in which later 
practitioners and theorists pay homage to earlier ones. Another possibility, exempli-
fi ed in Veblen, is the application of pragmatic principles without drawing attention 
to their source. This is not the building of a tradition but the integration of earlier 
methods and fi ndings (along with others) in the broad advancement of a science or 
research endeavor. Because this use of pragmatism does not draw attention to itself 
it is not typically seen as tradition-building, and therefore recognition of the links 
between the intellectual source and its later application is discovered and attributed 
by others. A similar and possibly more unlikely use of pragmatism – extensive, 
unacknowledged but signifi cant – is in the work of Arthur Bentley, for example, 
founder of group theory in politics (Bentley 1949, 1954). A third relationship indi-
cated in this discussion, through the example of Weber’s Protestant Ethic, is that 
of denial or opposition, in which the importance of pragmatism is a signal though 
negative force or infl uence but nevertheless formative. Not only Weber’s sociology 
of religion but also Durkheim’s relies on Jamesian pragmatism in this third sense 
(Barbalet 2007: 35–9).

VARIETIES OF PRAGMATISM

In addition to the issue of multiple possibilities of inheritance, so that not only 
symbolic interactionism but other sociological formations may be expressions of 
pragmatism, there is the question of the constitution of pragmatism itself. It is, of 
course, important to acknowledge the unitary nature of pragmatism in order to 
distinguish it from other orientations and intellectual dispositions. But to do so is 
to operate at a highly general level of typological distinction or discrimination in 
which, say, idealism, rationalism, empiricism, and pragmatism are separated by 
distinctive features. When focus is directed to particular statements by exponents 
of a given theoretical orientation, on the other hand, divergence within the perspec-
tive and disagreements that constitute a large part of its intellectual vigor become 
salient and are in that sense more important than the umbrella of commonality that 
contains and encourages such differences.

At its inception the divergence alluded to in the previous paragraph was already 
manifest within pragmatism. Charles Peirce fi rst introduced the term “pragmatism” 
as the name of a logical method for going beyond formalism and abstraction by 
indicating practical consequences that could be deduced from speculative and meta-
physical claims, as indicated above (Peirce 1966a, 1966b). James drew on Peirce’s 
method and developed it through consideration of relevant psychological mecha-
nisms implicated in practical actions and their consequences (James 1920). In doing 
this James continued and expanded arguments he had presented a little earlier in 
related papers, “The Sentiment of Rationality” and “The Will to Believe,” collected 
with others in 1897 as The Will to Believe and Other Essays in Popular Philosophy 
(1956). As the titles of these papers suggest, psychological rather logical elements 
of method were paramount for James, something to which Peirce took exception. 
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Indeed, because of these objections Peirce was moved to rename his method “prag-
maticism” and reinforce his distance from James’s approach, which James continued 
to call “pragmatism,” by saying that the new name was “ugly enough to be safe 
from kidnappers” (Peirce 1966c, 1966d).

Of particular relevance in appreciating the singular thrust of Jamesian pragma-
tism is the way that certain data from his psychological theorizing are brought 
into his development of the pragmatic method. A general pragmatic notion, shared 
by all of its exponents, is that knowledge resides in concrete human acts. Among 
other things this means that knowledge, both of the external world and self-
knowledge, cannot be merely given and therefore cannot be the passive outcome 
of past experience but must be based on ongoing experience projected into the 
future, for that is where the consequences of present action are found. James’s 
appreciation of the signifi cance of the consequences of action as future-located 
leads him to emphasize not merely psychological mechanisms as integral to prag-
matism but more particularly emotions. It is only through emotions, James shows, 
that the future is apprehended; and, only an emotional basis of action can achieve 
or create one possible future against others. Before the details of this position are 
indicated, it is important to notice that not only does James bring emotional factors 
into the mechanisms of his pragmatic method, but also the insights of pragmatism 
infuse his psychology.

James’s The Principles of Psychology (1890) is premised on an implicit Darwin-
ism that leads him to write of the human organism as adapting to its environment 
through biological functions and processes. But James does not conceive the human 
organism as merely a product of external forces to which it is subjected. For James 
the human organism has interests that it is active in realizing, creating its own cir-
cumstances out of adaptive necessity. So it is with James’s treatment of mind, as 
actively projecting from present experience into the future. James conceives the 
faculty of mind pragmatically: whereas empiricist approaches tend to treat human 
mind as subject to conditioning, as a passive imprint of past experiences, James 
regards mind as a selective and interested agent in the creation of its own future. 
“Only those items which I notice shape my mind,” says James, and what is noticed 
is not accidentally achieved, which would lead experience to be “an utter chaos,” 
but comes out of “selective interest” (James 1890a: 402; emphasis in original). 
James nominates emotions as the core basis or source of selective interest.

The discussion of James’s theory of emotions in the relevant literature has focused 
almost exclusively on his treatment in chapter 25 of Principles, which proposes that 
in “coarse” emotions bodily or physical sensations are prior to emotional feelings. 
This is not James’s theory of emotions, despite conventional assumptions, but part 
of his argument concerning the necessarily physical basis of emotions, which stands 
in contrast to the idea that emotions emanate from a source external to a person’s 
experience of embodied self. James’s more comprehensive account of emotions, 
which indicates their experiential nature and their role in self-identity and action, 
is developed in additional chapters of Principles and in the essays collected in the 
Will to Believe, which together provide a comprehensive theory of emotions (Barbalet 
1999). Rather than outline the entirety of James’s theory of emotions it will be suf-
fi cient to show how he demonstrates the necessity of emotions for understanding 
action on the basis of its future orientation.
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All actions have consequences that cannot be contemporaneous with the action 
itself but are necessarily subsequent to it, so that at the present time the conse-
quences of an action must occur in the future. This means that uncertainty is con-
stant in social experience. James argues that the unease of futurity can only be settled 
by a feeling of expectancy, and that this feeling is the basis of rationality (James 
1956: 77–8). In this affective or emotional displacement of uncertainty concerning 
the future the “emotional effect of expectation” is to enable actors to proceed in 
their practical affairs (James1956: 78–9). In this way rationality is characterized in 
terms of a particular emotional confi guration that enables actors to effectively 
engage unknowable futures about which factual information – because it has not 
yet occurred – is simply not available. But the sentiment of rationality is not the 
only emotional apprehension of the unknowable future that James discusses.

In most social situations, James observes, action is taken in the absence of evi-
dence concerning its most appropriate course (James 1956: 23–4). The general form 
of such a circumstance he calls a “forced option,” a situation in which there is no 
possibility of not choosing (James 1956: 3). A paradigm case is trust. In order to 
achieve an outcome in a social context cooperation between persons is typically 
required. To effectively cooperate, one actor is frequently called upon to trust 
another. But whether trust is warranted can only be known after it is given. The 
decision to trust, therefore, cannot be based on relevant evidence. Under these cir-
cumstances the absence of evidence regarding a correct course of action means that 
deliberative calculation to aid decisionmaking is impossible, and an emotional 
rather than a logical choice or commitment is necessary if action is to occur at 
all.

James demonstrates the constructive signifi cance of emotion through the case of 
the “Alpine climber” in which an actor’s particular emotional commitment leads to 
a defi nitive concrete outcome (James 1956: 96–7). In order to avoid diffi culty an 
Alpine climber must leap from a narrow and icy mountain ledge, a feat she has not 
previously performed. If she is engaged by the emotions of confi dence and hope she 
is likely to accomplish what would otherwise be impossible. Fear and mistrust, on 
the other hand, are likely to lead to hesitation, which will increase the probability 
of missing her foothold, with the likely consequence of her falling to her death. 
Whichever emotion is engaged will be commensurate with a particular outcome, 
but with contrastingly different consequences. James’s point is that the emotional 
component of action is signifi cant in prefi guring its consequences. In that sense, an 
actor’s emotional apprehension of her agency selects one possible future from the 
optional range.

The summary role of emotion in practical conduct or human agency, then, is to 
facilitate action even in the absence of information concerning its likely outcome, 
and emotion therefore displaces the need for action to rely on logic or calculation 
alone. The evidence on which deliberative calculation relies is simply not available 
for most social actions. The emotional contribution to agency is to overcome the 
uncertainty of an unknowable future by providing an emotional orientation to one 
possible future in the realization of a present action. Otherwise action could not 
occur.

The sociological relevance of the element of emotions in James’s pragmatism is 
clear in the preceding remarks. Even in his philosophical discussion of the pragmatic 
theory of truth, for instance, there is discernible proto-sociological understanding. 
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In Pragmatism James describes the basis of truth as “a credit system” in which “You 
accept my verifi cation of one thing, I yours of another” (James 1907: 207–8). He 
goes on to say:

All human thinking gets discursifi ed; we exchange ideas; we lend and borrow verifi ca-
tions, get them from one another by means of social intercourse. All truth thus gets 
verbally built out, stored up, and made available for everyone. (James 1907: 
213–14)

Perhaps better known is his treatment of the self in Principles, comprising interac-
tions between the “I” and the “Me,” with a part of the Me, the social self, which 
forms and functions in terms of the recognition it receives from others (James 1890a: 
292–300). The predominant discussion of the self in sociological social psychology, 
which focuses on trans-subjectivity as a means to the formation of self, and which 
occurs principally through a sense of the awareness and especially the evaluations 
of others, effectively summarizes this contribution of James to the thought of the 
later pragmatic social psychology of Cooley and Mead. Cooley, for instance, cap-
tures this notion by referring to the fact that persons “liv[e] in the minds of others 
without knowing it, just as we daily walk the solid ground without thinking how 
it bears us up” (Cooley 1964: 208). But in considering the formative content of 
pragmatic social psychology the differences between Cooley and Mead are as impor-
tant as the overlapping elements of their theories.

Cooley’s concept of the looking-glass self, for instance, in which an individual’s 
self-evaluation and self-feeling derives from their apprehension of how others per-
ceive and assess them (Cooley 1964: 184–5), develops James’s notion of the social 
self. This idea of self-monitoring that is central to Cooley’s looking-glass self is 
elaborated in Mead’s notion of role-taking, in which the self has social agency 
through its capacity to anticipate the intentions of others (Mead 1934: 254). A dif-
ference between Cooley and Mead, though, is that whereas Cooley explicitly devel-
ops the emotional dimensions of this process, Mead neglects them – indeed rejects 
them – and emphasizes instead the cognitive dimensions of self (Mead 1934: 173). 
In all of this the social sources of self remain paramount and self’s relation to the 
other is integral to self-formation. While Mead may underplay emotion in self-
formation, he reiterates a crucial dimension of James’s considerations in showing 
that the self which is interior to the individual person is also a social process. His 
argument is that the impulsive tendency, the “I,” exchanges or communicates with 
the analytically distinct part or phases of the self, the “Me,” in which socially 
sourced attitudes and understandings reside (Mead 1934: 173–8). Nevertheless, 
Mead’s emphasis on cognition and symbol at the expense of emotion has had sig-
nifi cant implications for the development of symbolic interactionism.

SYMBOLIC INTERACTIONISM

As its name suggests, symbolic interactionism is an approach that builds on the 
social formation of symbols, common or shared meanings, and their use in com-
munication, both within the self and in self’s orientation to others, in interactions 
between social agents. The term symbolic interactionism was coined by Herbert 
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Blumer in his elaboration of Mead’s social psychology, but the sources of symbolic 
interactionism also include the work of early twentieth-century Chicago sociolo-
gists, including William Isaac Thomas, Robert Park and Everett Hughes. As with 
all intellectual traditions, the development of symbolic interactionism has led to 
different exponents emphasizing distinct elements of the approach, so that Blumer’s 
original formulation has provided opportunity for modifi cation, both theoretical 
and methodological, by what have become known as the Iowa School, the New 
Iowa School, and the dramaturgical approach, especially in the work of Erving 
Goffman (Hall 2007; Plummer 2000).

What unifi es symbolic interactionism, however, is a set of assumptions shared 
by the different approaches that have developed within it. These include the notion 
that social processes necessarily contain an element of emergent contingency or 
unpredictability; that social agency is prior to structural determination, and there-
fore that institutions are conditional upon agency and interaction; and, fi nally, that 
self and society are terms for continuously connected processes and not distinct and 
separate entities. These assumptions are all pragmatic. They do not, however, com-
plete pragmatic possibilities and especially those that are located in James’s elabora-
tion of the pragmatic method. The following discussion begins with Blumer’s 
statement of symbolic interactionism.

Symbolic interaction functions through a process which Blumer calls “self-indica-
tion” (Blumer 1969: 83): the acting unit is “the self”; the self acts “in and with 
regard to the situation”; and action is “formed or constructed by interpreting the 
situation” (Blumer 1969: 85). Interpretation consists of three steps, according to 
Blumer: fi rst, the acting self must “identify the things” the action is to deal with, 
such as tasks, opportunities, obstructions, distractions, and resources; second, it 
must “assess them in some fashion”; and third, it must “make decisions on the basis 
of the assessment” (Blumer 1969: 85). While it is required that action is necessarily 
constructed by the self through its interpretation of the situation, such interpreta-
tions are typically established through joint and reciprocal processes. Additionally, 
Blumer says, “previous interaction” generates “common understandings or defi ni-
tions of how to act in this or that situation,” which, he continues, “enable[s] people 
to act alike” (Blumer 1969: 86).

Two things stand out in this summary of Blumer’s position. One is that the situ-
ation which the self acts with regard to is interpreted exclusively through cognitive 
processes. The other is the tension between, fi rst, the requirements of “self-indica-
tion” that action be constructed by interpretations performed by the self, and 
second, the existence of a common stock of interpretations resulting from previous 
interactions which the self draws upon. This tension remains unresolved because of 
the commitment within symbolic interactionism to both the interpretive creativity 
of the self and at the same time an insistence that current understandings derive 
from previous interactions.

One diffi culty which arises from the symbolic interactionist position, then, which 
has frequently been noted in the secondary literature, is that postulation of a creative 
and refl exive self serves to shade over the conservative and non-refl exive conse-
quence of the stipulation that interaction produces interpretations subsequently 
drawn upon in the construction of action. In this latter instance the possibility of 
confl icting interpretations between actors is reduced by the implicit assumption that 
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common understandings arise more or less spontaneously through joint and shared 
interactions. Jamesian pragmatism, on the other hand, simply cuts through this 
conundrum by indicating the limitations of a purely cognitive understanding of 
action that has become associated with symbolic interactionism.

Like Blumer, but for quite different reasons, James holds that action is creative 
and refl exive. From the perspective of Jamesian pragmatism, action is creative 
because in realizing a possible future it is generative of a transformative process, 
and in realizing one possible future – and therefore denying others – it reconstitutes 
the basis of subsequent action. The refl exivity inherent in Jamesian pragmatism is 
through the actor’s emotional apprehension of intention and consequence. These 
are achieved not through construction and elaboration of cognitive interpretation, 
as with symbolic interactionism, but through emotional engagement.

The signifi cant role of emotion in Jamesian pragmatism is incompatible with a 
further key element of Blumer’s statement of symbolic interactionism. According 
to Blumer, actors might move from impressions of their situation to conceptual 
interpretations of it through a cognitive process of identifi cation, assessment, 
and decisionmaking (Blumer 1969: 85). According to James, on the other hand, 
impression is transformed into conception through the mediation of emotion 
(James 1956: 117). Indeed, more recent research shows that social behavior 
cannot be guided by cognitions as they arise retrospective to events (Collins 
1981: 990–4). Emotional forces, of which the subject may not necessarily be 
aware, are primarily responsible for social conduct and action. The capacity of 
cognitions to be implicated in agency is dependent upon their being affectively 
charged.

The observation that symbolic interactionism is overly cognitive and neglects 
emotions, which has been frequently made (Meltzer, Petras, and Reynolds 1975: 
83–113; Stryker 2002: 144–52), requires careful consideration. With the develop-
ment of the sociology of emotions from the mid-1970s, a number of publications 
have provided a symbolic interactionist account or theory of emotions (Denzin 
1983, 1984; Finkelstein 1980; Lynch 1982; Shott 1979). The distinctive feature of 
all of them, however, is a continuing adherence to cognitivist principles in which 
emotion remains an object of cognitive interpretation. In these accounts emotion is 
denatured, its effective capacities undermined, and rather than being a factor in 
agency becomes an artifact of interpretation.

Susan Shott, for instance, refers to the “construction of emotion by the actor,” 
a process that is “greatly infl uenced by situational defi nitions and social norms” 
(Shott 1979: 1318). She goes on to say that “within the limits set by social norms 
and internal stimuli, individuals construct their emotions; and their defi nitions and 
interpretations are critical to this often emergent process” (Shott 1979: 1323). 
Norman Denzin holds that emotions “are not mere cognitive responses to physio-
logical, cultural or structural factors [but] interactive processes best studied as social 
acts involving self and other interactions” (Denzin 1983: 407–8). While they are 
not cognitive responses, according to Denzin, emotions are not effi cacious in their 
own terms but exist as a result of cognitive apprehension through interpretation. 
Denzin says that emotions are “self-feelings” and that emotions terms, such as 
“anger,” “hate,” “guilt,” and so on, refer only to these “mental states, interactional 
experiences and judgments of others  .  .  .  that persons feel and direct  .  .  .  towards 
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themselves” (Denzin 1983: 404). These mental states and judgments are grist to the 
mill of symbolic interactionist interpretation.

These and similar accounts can be collectively described as the constructionist 
approach to emotions. Indeed, it is testament to the way in which symbolic inter-
actionism accords with key threads of the intellectual culture of late modernity that 
the majority of sociologists and anthropologists, and large numbers of psychologists 
and philosophers, who have written on emotions over the last 25 years argue that 
emotions are constructed by interpretive processes on the part of the emoting 
subject. In the broadest terms the constructionist position holds that emotional 
experiences depend on situational or cultural cues and interpretations of them, and 
therefore that linguistic practices, values, norms, and currents of belief, all of which 
are infl uential in providing the content and framework of requisite interpretation, 
constitute the substance of experience of emotions. Biological and social structural 
factors have only the remotest relevance for this approach. A corollary of construc-
tionism is that persons may voluntarily determine the emotions they experience, and 
therefore that the construction of emotions entails emotions management, a term 
associated with the work of Arlie Hochschild (1979, 1983), who, although not 
strictly a symbolic interactionist, draws upon and confi rms leading element of sym-
bolic interactionism as it relates to emotions.

The constructionist approach has enlivened discussion of emotions and drawn 
attention to the ways in which emotions are differentially experienced so that in 
different particular societies or the same society through historical time there are 
likely to be discernibly different types of emotions and emotional experiences. 
Indeed, the object of any emotion will be infl uenced by prevailing meanings and 
values, as will the way emotions are expressed; thus what is feared and how people 
show fear, for instance, indeed how they may experience fear, will necessarily vary 
between interpretive situations. But by treating emotions primarily as strategic 
evaluations derived from local meaning systems and individual interpretive prac-
tices, the constructionist approach is arguably itself a captive of cultural preferences. 
It is important to accept that emotions that escape cultural tagging are not thereby 
without individual and social consequence. Indeed, there is much evidence that 
socially important emotions are experienced below the threshold of conscious 
awareness and cannot be fully accounted for in terms of an actor’s interpretations 
of her situation, and are more likely to be determinative of the types of social inter-
pretations agents draw upon (Scheff 1990).

Hochschild attempts to indicate the interpretive framework for the construction 
of emotions in terms of “feeling rules” (Hochschild 1979). It is particularly diffi cult 
in practice to locate such feeling rules and operationally describe them except at an 
essentially commonplace and possibly tautological level, such as: “At funerals the 
appropriate emotion is mourning.” Indeed, what is meant by a funeral is a situation 
constructed by the emotion of mourning; what is meant by a party is a situation 
constructed by joyous feelings stimulated by shared food and drink. That feeling 
rules are subject to cultural and interpretive variation suggests that, rather than 
guide emotions, feeling rules are descriptions of particular emotional episodes. 
There are a number of reasons why this is so. First, as Pierre Bourdieu has shown, 
cultural regularization is a consequence of practice, not its cause (Bourdieu 1990); 
to the degree that there are feeling rules, they arise out of emotional experience and 
its preconditions, they do not determine emotional experience. Indeed, a close 



 pragmatism and symbolic interactionism 209

reading of her classic paper on emotion work and feeling rules reveals that 
Hochschild in fact demonstrates that feeling rules do not do what she claims for 
them.

While Hochschild shows that two respondents consciously engaged in emotion 
work, the evidence she provides indicates that their endeavors to effectively change 
their emotions failed to do so (Hochschild 1979: 561–2). Similarly, in her account 
of “rights” in the context of feeling rules, Hochschild confuses rejection of a right 
with refusal to lay claim to a right (Hochschild 1979: 565). Although Hochschild 
argues that emotions are induced in the subject or constructed through emotion 
work, it is more likely that when mixed emotions – or more properly, a mix of 
emotions – are experienced through complexity of situation or circumstance that 
provokes them, then, through a number of factors, particular emotions become 
backgrounded while others are foregrounded. A corrective reformulation of Hoch-
schild’s argument, then, would be to say that a respondent, through “emotion 
work,” endeavors to resolve mixed feelings by consciously attempting to emphasize 
one and de-emphasize another. The success of such endeavors will be dependent 
upon the salience of context as much as the subject’s efforts.

The approach to emotions that is found in symbolic interactionism and social or 
cultural constructionism is recent in the history of sociology. It is often stated that 
sociological interest in emotions began in the 1970s. In fact, however, sociological 
explanation through emotions is historically enduring. If sociology is thought of as 
beginning with the European Enlightenment, before it was legitimated with a name 
or organized as a discipline, through writers such as Giambattista Vico, Adam Fer-
guson, Adam Smith, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, among others, human emotions 
were regarded as essential to accounts of the source and direction of social action 
and organization. With the professionalization of sociology in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, through the work of Émile Durkheim, Vilfredo 
Pareto, Ferdinand Tönnies, Georg Simmel, and Edvard Westermarck, to mention 
only the most obvious, emotions continued to play a pivotal explanatory role. 
Indeed, even in Nietzsche’s relevant work, which is frequently allied with construc-
tionist thought, emotion is given a naturalistic as opposed to a constructionist form 
(Nietzsche 1992). Nietzsche emphasizes the signifi cance of perspective not 
construction.

During the mid-twentieth century, emotions more or less ceased to be of interest 
to sociologists, who moved away from emotions and turned to values in accounting 
for social action and relationships. By the late twentieth century there was a return 
to sociological interest in emotions. What is new from this time is the concern not 
primarily to explain social processes in terms of emotions but to account for emo-
tions in terms of social interactive and interpretive outcomes. The most obvious 
reason why this occurred is that sociology itself had changed. The scope of sociol-
ogy had narrowed so that it engaged a much more constricted notion of the social 
than it had even in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and the con-
cepts with which it worked were similarly truncated to focus on values and interac-
tions, especially outside of political and economic organizations and pursuits. The 
expansive capacity of emotions to direct social relations and be foundation to insti-
tutions is replaced therefore with a concern for the individual’s control of their 
emotions, emotions management, and the resulting cultural experience of what 
misleadingly appears as an interpretive construction of emotions.
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RATIONAL CHOICE THEORY AND THE PRAGMATIC CRITIQUE

While symbolic interactionism accords with a number of leading cultural assump-
tions, especially concerning the constructive capacity of individuals through interpre-
tive processes, another orientation, that is ostensibly the opposite of symbolic 
interactionism, in many ways shares similarities with it and is arguably also refl ective 
of individuating aspects of advanced modernist culture. Rational choice theory, in 
the simplest terms, holds that social outcomes are determined by the choices indi-
viduals make in pursuit of their self-interest (see chapter 9). The suggestion here is 
not that symbolic interactionism and rational choice theory are in any meaningful 
way equivalent but that there are elements in each that encourage comparison. Both 
function in terms of cognitive appraisals of opportunities for and imperatives in 
self-realization, one through the concept of rational self-interest, the other in terms 
of the notion of self-indication. Indeed, Blumer’s understanding that action occurs 
through a decision made on the basis of appraising the tasks, opportunities, restraints, 
and resources available in a situation (Blumer 1969: 86), while not premised on a 
commitment to means – ends rationality, is closer to the agent-centered account of 
economistic rational choice theory than it is to mainstream sociology.

An “economic” explanation considers alternative possible choices taken by an 
actor, in order to achieve their purposes, in terms of a balance between the advan-
tages, or “gains,” and disadvantages, or “costs,” that actor perceives. The “ratio-
nal” choice is the one in which the gains are highest and the costs lowest. Sociological 
accounts, on the other hand, operate through quite different preconceptions, which 
are less concerned with the choice an individual makes between alternative possibili-
ties and more concerned with the institutional arrangements that determine the set 
or types of choices that are available, the social allocation of means, the networks 
in which relations are embedded, the intermediaries who encourage or facilitate one 
choice over another, and so on.

Symbolic interactionism does not assume or imply that in seeking to achieve their 
purposes individuals will choose the highest gain over the lowest cost, and therefore 
that individuals are self-interested and rational in the economic sense. Indeed, sym-
bolic interactionism “shadows” sociological accounts as characterized in the preced-
ing paragraph by indicating the choices individuals make as a result of the operations 
of the social allocations, networks, and interactively formed meanings that predis-
pose actors to a variety of “non-maximizing” options. The question to be raised 
here is the extent to which pragmatism and symbolic interactionism can develop a 
coherent and systematic critique of rational choice theory. If this may seem like an 
odd and perverse test it in fact simply refl ects a standard form of relationship 
between sociology and economics and is therefore a reasonable expectation. Histori-
cally, sociology as a discipline developed through a critical engagement with eco-
nomics. Marx’s theory of state and society was forged through a critique of classical 
political economy; Durkheim similarly developed a theory of solidarity and norma-
tivity against the contractualist utilitarianism of nineteenth-century English eco-
nomic theory; the core of Weber’s sociology, similarly, has to be understood in 
terms of his antipathy to classical political economy and through his complicated 
relationship with the marginalist revolution. Parsons also developed his own char-



 pragmatism and symbolic interactionism 211

acteristic sociology in dialog with contemporary economic thought. What of prag-
matic sociology?

Rational choice theory assumes that actors’ preferences, which determine the 
actions that realize their self-interest, will be consistent, stable, and exogenous, that 
is, prior to the action or choice they take. The concept of the self developed by 
James shows that these assumptions are inadequate for rational choice theory’s own 
purposes, namely explanation of self-interested action. An understanding of the self 
requires consideration of three things, according to James: the constituent parts of 
self, the emotions they arouse, and the actions they prompt, namely self-seeking and 
self-preservation (James 1890a: 293). This third element clearly relates to self-inter-
est, through which James’s account directly links to the concerns of rational choice 
theory. The signifi cance of emotions, the second element, will be treated below. In 
conceptualizing the self as comprising component parts, James begins with a prin-
cipal distinction between the “I” and the “Me.” The I, who knows, is the subject 
of self, and the Me, which can be known, is the object or the empirical self. The 
empirical self comprises three elements, which effectively constitute distinct selves. 
These are the material self, comprising the body, its adornments and extensions; 
the social self, which forms through the recognition it gets from others (which is 
the only element of self conceptualized by symbolic interactionism); and the “spiri-
tual” or subjective self, which is made of concrete manifestations of a person’s 
subjective faculties and disposition, including how a person regards herself, her 
moral sensibility, conscience, and will (James 1890a: 292–7).

Each of the components of the Jamesian self is self-seeking, which satisfi es the 
behavioral foundation of rational choice theory. But the Jamesian self is a complex 
not a simplex phenomenon, and self-interest becomes proportionately complex. 
Maximization is not an imperative of the interest of each component of self. The 
material or embodied self, including its adornments and extensions, accounts for 
an interest in the body and its comforts or welfare, and the welfare of signifi cant 
others, who are extensions of the material self. The latter means that interests of a 
material self will be subject to gender and age differentiation, depending on bodily 
conditions and intimate associations. The social self, formed through the regard of 
others, accounts for a quite different type of self-interest. Its needs are recognition 
rather than maintenance. The interest of the subjective self is both more principled 
and yet more susceptible to harm than the other two types of self-interest. This is 
the self in which values predominate and may override utilities in satisfying self-
interest. But one may value risk as much as enlightenment. Subjective self-interest 
is therefore responsible for ethical subordination of material self-interest as well as 
moral lapses that threaten material welfare.

The Jamesian self offers solutions to certain perennial problems of utilitarian 
egoism, such as the supposed contradiction between self-interest and altruism (James 
1890a: 326). From the perspective of a complex Jamesian self, altruistic behavior 
can be explained in terms of extensions of the material self. The material self’s 
extensions include not only immediate family members but under certain social 
conditions may include total strangers. As an Australian tourist in Malaysia, for 
example, the bad behavior I witness of a fellow Australian otherwise unknown to 
me makes me blush with shame. This is not an instance of sympathy, but more 
directly links another’s self-interest to my own through a sense of common belong-
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ing born of the contrast with the “strangeness” of the host society. Principled altru-
ism through value-commitment, on the other hand, is sourced in the subjective 
self.

An important aspect of James’s account of the empirical self is that its parts are 
linked to the actions they promote through the emotions they arouse (James 1890a: 
293). In his discussion of the “rivalry and confl ict of the different selves” James 
says that the particular self that one chooses is dominant and that through that 
choice the others are suppressed (1890a: 309–10). He also says that the self-feeling 
that achieves this simultaneous elevation and suppression of self is volitional: “our 
self-feeling is in our power” (1890a: 312). This summarizes experiences of a realiza-
tion of self-interest or identity displacing a prior sense of having a number of pos-
sible choices refl ecting different aspects of a person’s engagements and evaluations. 
This much accords with rational choice theory. But by offering a complex rather 
than a simplex notion of self, the Jamesian approach provides a wider and more 
realistic account of what might constitute self-interest, including value aspirations 
and the regard of others as well as more straightforward utilities. These can each 
be classed as self-interest in the Jamesian schema because underlying all of them is 
an emotional engagement with distinct aspects of self. It is this part of the Jamesian 
self that has little resonance in rational choice theory, and is absent in non-Jamesian 
versions of pragmatism.

The effi cacious emotional constitution of the Jamesian actor does not imply 
rational incapacity, impossibility of impartial abstraction and only labile self-inter-
est (James 1890a: 328–9). Neither does the consolidation of the complex self 
through self-feeling deny the signifi cance of social determination. Indeed, James 
indicates the pervasiveness of the social self in resolving the dynamics of self-forma-
tion (James 1890a: 315–17). But in actualizing self-interest, however conceived, 
choices are exercised and preferences acted upon. This engagement requires a con-
scious determination, but – as we shall see – both the engagement and its agent are 
best conceived as emergent rather than established and fi nal.

A signifi cant challenge to rationalistic accounts of behavior, and especially their 
consistency-of-preferences assumption, comes from discovery of a phenomenon 
known as preference reversals, fi rst reported in an experimental study of gambling 
decisions (Lichtenstein and Slovic 1971), but which are found in a larger range of 
decisionmaking situations with general relevance for understanding preferences 
(Slovic and Lichtenstein 1983). The pattern of preference reversal identifi ed by these 
studies emerges when subjects are given a choice between a pair of options (gambles, 
risks, policies) with nearly the same expected values: option A offers a high chance 
of a modest return; option B, a lower chance of a greater return. Most subjects 
choose option A. When subjects are then asked to price each option, option B is 
typically priced higher that option A, from which a preference for option B is 
inferred. These contrasting results contravene expectation of a consistent metric, 
irrespective of measurement procedure. Preference reversals have persisted in the 
face of determined efforts to minimize or eliminate them (see the studies reported 
by Slovic and Lichtenstein 1983: 598–9). Such reversals are not isolated phenomena, 
and therefore preferences and the choices they lead to cannot satisfy the consistency 
requirement of any theory of rational choice when information-processing consid-
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erations so strongly affect decisions (Slovic and Lichtenstein 1983: 597, 599, 
603).

To describe the problem as one of information-processing or the “framing” of 
decisions (Tversky and Kahneman 1981) points in a general direction but does not 
identify the responsible mechanisms. More recently Tversky and Thaler have 
attempted to explain preference reversals in terms of stimulus-response 
compatibility:

if the stimulus and the response do not match, additional mental operations are needed 
to map one into the other. This increases effort and error and may reduce the impact 
of the stimulus  .  .  .  Because the cash equivalence of a bet is expressed in dollars, com-
patibility implies that the payoffs, which are expressed in the same units, will be 
weighted more heavily in pricing bets than in choosing between bets  .  .  .  The compati-
bility hypothesis, therefore, explains the major source of preference reversal, namely 
the overpricing of low-probability high-payoff bets. (Tversky and Thaler 1990: 207)

Inventive as this explanation is, it cannot account for preference inconsistency in 
general.

Possible approaches to decisionmaking include: (1) the high reason approach, 
which holds that logical inference following more or less conscious induction of 
information provides the best available solution to any problem – on this basis 
choices are taken rationally; (2) the information process engineering approach holds 
that certain cognitive functions associated with the engineering of the human brain 
are responsible for the way problems are solved – on this basis choices are as 
rational as brain functions permit; (3) the affect inference approach holds that 
emotional appraisals both instantaneously limit the set of relevant choice options 
and at the same time set in motion dispositional responses to the chosen option – on 
this basis outcomes are likely to be substantively although not formally rational in 
terms of a person’s complex (not simplex) self-interest. There is overwhelming 
evidence that affect or emotion not only plays a primary role in framing options 
for choice-taking but underlies rational thought. The high reason approach, 
however, explicitly denies the relevance of emotion, and the information process 
engineering approach is unconcerned with emotion, focusing exclusively on cogni-
tive mechanisms.

The primacy of affect in information-processing and decisionmaking has been 
explained neurologically in terms of what Antonio Damasio has called somatic 
markers (Damasio 1994: 173–5). Somatic markers are emotionally borne physical 
sensations which indicate to those who experience them that an event, circumstance, 
or prospect is likely to be favorable or unfavorable, pleasurable or painful. In doing 
so they “dramatically reduce the number of options for consideration” (Damasio 
1994: 175). The emotions that function in conjunction with somatic markers, which 
monitor and represent an actor’s body images juxtaposed with their circumstances, 
are pre-conscious, more or less instantaneous, and drive the relevant cognitive pro-
cesses. They are also readily seen as among the emotions to which James refers 
when indicating that the components of self are revealed to their subject through 
the emotions they provoke. The hypothesis accepted here, then, proposes that pref-
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erence reversal results from the different emotional appraisals of the values repre-
sented in the alternate choices. The affective signifi cance of risk-taking, for instance, 
in which vulnerabilities and harms are salient, is very different from that of mone-
tary worth, in which the payoff is only quantitatively meaningful.

This type of explanation allows us to make sense of another form of preference 
reversal that cannot be explained by compatibility theory and relates to the issue 
of the stability of preferences and their coherence. Practically all standard accounts 
of rational choice assume strict morality insofar as they presume that a person’s 
actions will be consistent with their values. In practice, however, individuals fre-
quently choose an action while recognizing that they would prefer not to exercise 
that preference. This can be presented as a contradiction between self-interest and 
conscience (March 1978: 603), but it could equally be regarded as a situation in 
which two forms of self-interest, coexisting but incompatible, lead to preferences 
that may or may not be acted upon. Discussion above regarding the complex self 
prepares the ground for such a view.

If an individual’s actions and their outcomes infl uence future preferences, then it 
is likely that actions may be chosen not as a result of a preference but in order to 
generate them. All competence attainment involves the selection of actions that the 
individual expects or hopes will have effects on future abilities and associated pref-
erences (March 1978: 596). More generally, individuals typically use present actions 
to discover currently unknown or construct presently absent future preferences. All 
curiosity-driven behavior is of this type. Learning about new situations and oppor-
tunities is exploration for new preferences. Indeed, it is rational to be strategic about 
preferences, to specify goals different from the outcomes an individual would wish 
to achieve. In March’s words: “we consider the choice of preferences as part of an 
infi nite game with ourselves in which we attempt to deal with our propensities for 
acting badly by anticipating them and outsmarting ourselves. We use deadlines and 
make commitments” (March 1978: 597). On a more subjective level, individuals 
typically are able to make sense of their actions only after they have been taken and 
their consequences become apparent (March 1978: 601). It is the observation and 
interpretation of the consequences of an action that allows individuals to fi nd 
meaning and merit in their actions and only then to be clear about what their pref-
erences are. In this sense, then, preferences are the outcomes of actions rather than 
their basis and only have clarity after the action has occurred and been subjectively 
interpreted by the individual.

While the future consequences of a present action are necessarily uncertain, an 
individual’s preferences for those unknown consequences of present action will also 
be uncertain. Thus, against the expectation of rational choice theory, the stability 
of preferences and also their precision will necessarily be imperfectly achievable. In 
terms of the experience of social actors this means that preferences cannot be pre-
given and unaffected by time but are achieved through engagement, discovered in 
the meaning that actions acquire in terms of their consequences, and constructed 
through curiosity and the acquisition of various competences. This account of pref-
erences demonstrates pragmatic principles and is predicted by the Jamesian model 
of the complex self discussed above. Preferences are unstable, inconsistent, endoge-
nous, and imprecise. They are not necessarily prior to action. Through their interac-
tions individuals discover and construct their preferences. This is where James and 
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symbolic interactionism entirely agree; as Blumer says, human behavior is emergent, 
continually constructed during its execution (Blumer 1969: 82).

CONCLUSION

We began with the problem of convention. Convention, like preference in utilitarian 
thought, is commonly taken to prefi gure subsequent action. According to symbolic 
interactionism, however, convention derives from prior interaction. The under-
standing of events in terms of their consequences is characteristic of pragmatism in 
general. Within pragmatism, however, there is differential emphasis on emotional 
and cognitive mechanisms of consequence. Herein are alternative but compatible 
critiques of utilitarianism: emotional self-appraisal of needs of bodily maintenance, 
esteem satisfaction and value imperative, and also emergent meanings of an actor’s 
interest, purpose, and preference.
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11
Phenomenology

Michael G. Flaherty

A quick search of Sociological Abstracts would bring the reader to hundreds of 
articles with variations on the word “phenomenology” in their titles. It is impossi-
ble, of course, to examine this large and disparate literature within the confi nes of 
a single chapter. Nonetheless, the sheer size of this literature is instructive, for it 
shows us that phenomenology has a seat at the sociological table. How did it get 
there, and what might the future hold? These are the questions I address in this 
chapter. I do so by reviewing the major contributions from Edmund Husserl, Alfred 
Schutz, Peter Berger, and Thomas Luckmann. In addition, I canvass some recent 
developments that presage continued growth.

ORIGINS AND AIMS

Joseph Kockelmans (1967: 24) describes phenomenology as “a sphere of ambigu-
ity.” He points out that the term has a long history in philosophy, with scholars 
defi ning it in divergent ways. Still, there is consensus that Edmund Husserl (1859–
1938) was the fi rst to use this term as the name for a systematic and distinctive 
philosophical position. Most of his writings were not translated into English until 
decades after his death (1960 [1931], 1965 [1910], 1970 [1936]).1 And, in any 
event, his unadulterated thinking would not have been conducive to the further 
development of the social sciences. The upshot is that his infl uence on sociology has 
been almost entirely indirect. What we know about phenomenology is a (greatly 
modifi ed) version of Husserl’s doctrine that comes to us through the diligent efforts 
of his student, Alfred Schutz, and Schutz’s students, Peter Berger and Thomas 
Luckmann.2

Husserl’s agenda was nothing if not ambitious. Indeed, Kockelmans (1967: 25) 
characterizes it as “grandiose.” According to Husserl, philosophy was in “crisis” – a 
word that appears repeatedly in his programmatic statements as well as the titles 
of his books (1965 [1910], 1970 [1936]). Philosophy was engrossed with trivialities 
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rather than that which is essential. Husserl (1960 [1931]: 11) longed for a philoso-
phy “grounded on an absolute foundation.” What can we know with absolute cer-
tainty? Only the contents of our own consciousness, as Descartes concluded in his 
famous declaration, Cogito ergo sum. Husserl viewed Descartes as “the primally 
founding genius of all modern philosophy” (1970 [1936]: 73), and Kockelmans 
(1967: 25) argues that Husserl looked upon “his own work as a radicalization of 
Descartes’ demand that all philosophical knowledge be founded in an absolutely 
certain insight.”

Husserl (1965 [1910]: 96) hoped to redirect philosophy toward the “things 
themselves.”3 The uninitiated are likely to misinterpret this phrase as representative 
of an empirical or experiential stance, but that is not what he meant. In fact, from 
his perspective, there is no way for us to know the things of the world directly. We 
only have access to our own consciousness, avows Husserl. Consciousness mediates 
and colors our perceptions of the world as well as our thoughts, emotions, and 
physical sensations. Consciousness is what matters. The things themselves, then, are 
“essential forms of consciousness” through which we know the world (Husserl 1965 
[1910]: 119); as such, they are antecedent to, and more fundamental than, experi-
ence. What we can study, what we must study, are the essential ways in which we 
are conscious of everything that constitutes our “life-world” (Husserl 1970 [1936]: 
142).

Husserl (1960 [1931]: 4) was quite frustrated with what philosophy had become, 
and he saw the need for “a radical new beginning.” This would entail returning 
philosophical inquiry to its primordial mission: “Philosophy in its ancient origins 
wanted to be ‘science,’ universal knowledge of the universe” (Husserl 1970 [1936]: 
65). To that end, he contended, philosophical inquiry must map the “invariant” 
structure and processes of human consciousness through systematic and meticulous 
description of its content (Husserl 1970 [1936]: 142). The essential forms of human 
consciousness are invariant because they are governed by universal laws, which can 
be discovered by means of phenomenological investigation. Hence, Husserl (1965 
[1910]: 71) aspired to formulate something like a “rigorous science” of subjectivity 
– one that would, in his estimation, encompass everything.

It was not his intent, however, to mimic the sciences of his own era. He did not 
believe that empiricists were equipped to deal with the “universe of subjective pro-
cesses” (1960 [1931]: 75). They would dismiss it, like the behaviorists, or reduce it 
to a materialistic substratum, in the manner of biologists. Husserl (1931 [1913]: 
113) emphasized “that Consciousness in itself has a being of its own” which 
demands a unique epistemology. Consequently, he used the word “science” in an 
idiosyncratic way, and he asserted that phenomenological investigation “can in no 
way be an empirical analysis” (Husserl 1965 [1910]: 98). The examination of con-
sciousness calls for an intuitive approach, not one rooted in experience (Husserl 
1931 [1913]: 85). From Husserl’s standpoint, those disciplines that refer to them-
selves as sciences are only engrossed in empirical ephemera. “All natural science is 
naive,” according to Husserl (1965 [1910]: 85), because it assumes that our minds 
simply receive stimuli from the environment, thereby ignoring the a priori interven-
tion of consciousness. Yet Husserl was equally critical of philosophical idealism. 
We inhabit a world of objects, but we only apprehend mental images of that 
world.
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The essential forms of consciousness are not facets of the world itself, so they 
cannot be identifi ed through observation in the traditional sense. How, then, does 
one do phenomenology? Husserl (1965 [1910]: 110, 1970 [1936]: 148) saw the 
path toward genuine scientifi c inquiry “blocked” by what he called the epoché of 
the “natural attitude.” The word “epoché” is Greek for suspension or cessation. In 
everyday life, the natural attitude is to suspend doubt concerning the contents of 
consciousness. Put differently, the lifeworld is “taken for granted” (Husserl 1931 
[1913]: 28). In order to escape from this cognitive cage, Husserl (1931 [1913]: 28) 
envisions a phenomenology with “absolute freedom from all presupposition.” One 
must arrive at a presuppositionless frame of mind before one is ready to undertake 
systematic description of the objects of consciousness. Husserl used various termi-
nology in reference to this special state of intuitive clarity. It is the “phenomenologi-
cal epoché” (1931 [1913]: 110), or the “transcendental epoché” (1970 [1936]: 148), 
or the “transcendental-phenomenological epoché” (1960 [1931]: 26). Whatever its 
name, one suspends or transcends belief in all of one’s presuppositions concerning 
the objects of consciousness. Synonymously, he referred to this method as “bracket-
ing” because one must set aside or “place in brackets” all of one’s assumptions 
(1931 [1913]: 110). Doing so enables the phenomenologist to describe or apprehend 
the contents of consciousness without recourse to preconceived notions about their 
ontological status.

Husserl had little to say about just how one is to set aside all of one’s presupposi-
tions. He offered examples of phenomenological analysis, but without specifying 
his technique. This has mystifi ed his methods for succeeding generations of phe-
nomenologists, some of whom have stepped into the breach by conceptualizing 
procedures of one kind or another. Maurice Natanson (1973: 6) contends that, if 
we seek unalloyed consciousness, phenomenology reverses the usual relationship 
between experience and skill: “The genuine beginner is an adept, not a novice. To 
begin, in this sense, is to start from the primordial grounds of evidence, from oneself 
as the center (not the sum) of philosophical experience.” This observation is appeal-
ing but ultimately unsatisfying because, of course, it begs the question: How do we 
come to look upon the contents of our consciousness with a beginner’s eyes?

Another intriguing answer can be found in an essay by Maurice Merleau-Ponty 
(1964 [1945]), “Cézanne’s Doubt.” In the title, he alludes to the phenomenological 
epoché, which the artist achieves through estrangement: “This is why Cézanne’s 
people are strange, as if viewed by a creature of another species” (1964 [1945]: 16). 
Through this cultivated estrangement, “Cézanne returns to  .  .  .  primordial experi-
ence” (1964 [1945]: 16).4 In contrast with Husserl’s antipathy for empiricism, 
however, Cézanne’s images are abstractions from recurrent observations: “He 
needed one hundred working sessions for a still life, one hundred and fi fty sittings 
for a portrait” (1964 [1945]: 9). As we will see, this crucial adjustment opens 
the door to development of an empirically grounded version of phenomenology. 
Nevertheless, Merleau-Ponty (1964 [1945]: 17) maintains that, like Husserl, 
Cézanne attempts to drive past the particulars in an effort to arrive at the very 
essence of the things themselves: “Forgetting the viscous, equivocal appearances, 
we go through them straight to the things they present.”

Most of Husserl’s writings are programmatic in nature, but he did apply his 
perspective to the study of substantive topics. Indeed, he devoted an entire book to 
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one of these subjects: The Phenomenology of Internal Time-Consciousness (Husserl 
1964 [1928]). This subject appears thematically in several of his other books, as 
well. He (1931 [1913]: 234) distinguished between what he called cosmic or objec-
tive time and phenomenological time (i.e., the consciousness of one’s own duration). 
In addition, his interest was piqued by the fact that the perceived passage of time 
is “a general peculiarity of all experiences” (1931 [1913]: 234). For Husserl (1960 
[1931]: 43), “the all-embracing consciousness of internal time” serves as an essential 
foundation for “all other syntheses of consciousness.” How is it, he asks, that 
we recognize the melody of a song, since we only ever hear one note at a time? We 
remember some notes and anticipate others while perceiving only one. As when we 
listen to a melody, self-consciousness is based upon our capacity to amalgamate 
successive events into a mental image of continuity through the integration of 
“memory and expectation” (Husserl 1964 [1928]: 79). He concludes that human 
beings have a “temporally constitutive consciousness” (Husserl 1964 [1928]: 47).

Husserl’s legacy has enriched sociology. Both symbolic interactionism and eth-
nomethodology have been profoundly infl uenced by their inheritance. And, of 
course, there are scholars who espouse his namesake, phenomenological sociology. 
This, despite the fact that Husserl never intended any of them to be his heirs and 
would not have approved of the selective way they have scavenged from his bequest 
(Heap and Roth 1973). Unquestionably, he would have objected to the compro-
mises they have made with the epistemology of the social sciences, but sociology is 
the benefi ciary of their insistence that we cannot understand conduct without paying 
equal attention to consciousness.

SOCIOLOGY AND INTERSUBJECTIVITY

Husserl is the source and inspiration, but Alfred Schutz (1899–1959) is the pivotal 
fi gure in the emergence of phenomenological sociology. On its own terms, Husserl’s 
work would have had little or no impact on sociology. Schutz is to Husserl what 
Blumer is to Mead: the student of a philosopher who devoted his life to bringing 
his mentor’s outlook into sociology. In so doing, Schutz modifi ed Husserl’s doctrines 
by blending them with kindred, if sometimes foreign, streams of thought. Integrating 
the European sensibilities of Husserl, Max Weber, and Henri Bergson with the 
American insights of William James, John Dewey, and George Herbert Mead, he 
created a syncretic constructionism that served as a springboard for multiple strands 
of contemporary interactionist research.

Not surprisingly, Schutz (1967 [1932]: 3) was drawn to “the controversy over 
the scientifi c character of sociology.” As with Husserl, he gave priority to funda-
mental issues of epistemology, and his predecessor’s infl uence is apparent. “All 
facts,” according to Schutz (1962: 5), “are from the outset facts selected from a 
universal context by the activities of our mind.” It follows that there are no facts 
per se – only “interpreted facts” (1962: 5). Interpretation implicates consciousness 
which, in turn, implicates culture. Language intervenes, therefore, between one’s 
observations and the environment: “All our knowledge of the world, in common-
sense as well as in scientifi c thinking, involves constructs” (1962: 5). Yet, like 
Husserl, Schutz (1962: 5) rejected solipsism: “This does not mean that  .  .  .  we are 
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unable to grasp the reality of the world. It just means that we grasp merely certain 
aspects of it.”

In Europe, Schutz’s scholarly activity had been an adjunct to his career in 
banking. Posted to New York in 1939 to prepare for transfer of the bank’s head-
quarters to the United States, he and his family were stranded there with the out-
break of World War II (Wagner 1983: 70). He continued to work for the bank, 
but, wanting to establish an alternative career, Schutz joined the Department of 
Sociology at the New School for Social Research in 1943. Ever the doctrinaire 
thinker, Husserl (1931 [1913]: 147, 185) pursued the elusive possibilities of “pure” 
consciousness and “pure” phenomenology, but Schutz was never concerned with 
the purity of his own intellectual positions. Given his eclectic training (in law and 
social sciences at Vienna), he was a comparatively catholic theorist, and his sudden 
exile in America would only serve to magnify this inclination.

By the middle of the 1940s, a number of scholars had tried to read Husserl into 
sociology, but Schutz (1970 [1945]: 53) was openly critical of their efforts: “So far, 
social scientists have not found an adequate approach to the phenomenological 
movement.” He recognized, however, that Husserl’s emphasis on subjectivity would 
have to be tempered for a sociological audience by connecting it to the agenda of 
a canonical scholar. Further, Schutz (1967 [1932]: 5) realized that the most conge-
nial candidate for this strategy was “Max Weber’s ‘interpretive sociology.’ ” As with 
all theorists, Weber’s work lends itself to divergent perspectives. For Schutz (1967 
[1932]: 6), he was a sociologist who had called upon his colleagues “to study social 
behavior by interpreting its subjective meaning as found in the intentions of indi-
viduals.” This mission statement dovetailed with the phenomenological focus on 
consciousness.

In Weber and Husserl, Schutz saw two scholars who put the onus on interpreta-
tion. This made for methodological as well as conceptual parallels in their work. 
As Schutz (1967 [1932]: 6–7) put it, “the special aim of sociology demands a special 
method in order to select the materials relevant to the peculiar questions it raises.” 
With his integrationist temperament, Schutz viewed Weber’s formulation of ideal 
types as a procedure that was not antithetical to phenomenology. Indeed, Schutz’s 
(1944, 1964) own use of ideal types is evident in essays such as “The Stranger” and 
“The Homecomer.” Both ideal types and the intuition of essences produce an 
abstract distillation from innumerable specifi c instances – mindful for Husserl, 
empirical for Weber. Of course, while highlighting this family resemblance, Schutz 
had to downplay epistemological differences.

Despite his efforts to integrate them, Schutz (1967 [1945]) was critical of both 
Husserl’s phenomenology and Weber’s interpretive sociology. Weber had called 
upon his colleagues to seek interpretive understanding (Verstehen), thereby assum-
ing in unexamined fashion one’s capacity to transcend subjectivity. In contrast, 
Schutz confronted the issue that Weber sidestepped: How is intersubjectivity possi-
ble? Simultaneously, Schutz’s analysis of intersubjectivity challenged Husserl’s reli-
ance on intuition to explore his own mind. Husserl believed that it was possible to 
intuit transcendental (i.e., intersubjective) essences because they are a priori features 
of everyone’s consciousness. Schutz rejects the notion that intersubjectivity is simply 
given in the nature of human consciousness. Instead, he argues that intersubjectivity 
is accomplished through socialization and social interaction.
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Schutz wrought multiple dimensions of change in phenomenology. Through his 
efforts, the emphasis shifted from subjectivity to intersubjectivity, from conscious-
ness to knowledge and meaning, from the intuition of essences to interpretation and 
typifi cation. He sought to synthesize Husserl’s philosophy with Weber’s social 
science. And, subsequent to exile in the United States, he was eager to become 
acquainted with the foremost scholars in his new homeland. Characteristically, then, 
Schutz reached out to a leading American exponent of Weber’s work: Talcott 
Parsons. Parsons had cited Schutz in his book, The Structure of Social Action, and 
Helmut Wagner (1983: 75) reports that Schutz “saw in him a thinker of related 
interests.” In 1940, Schutz wrote a long exegesis of Parsons’s book and mailed the 
draft to him with a complimentary letter inviting his assessment as well as face-to-
face discussion. They exchanged several letters during 1941, but Parsons never 
agreed to meet with Schutz because he viewed Schutz’s overture “as a demand for 
a ‘far-reaching revision of my own work’ ” (Wagner 1983: 76).

Rebuffed by Parsons, Schutz continued to cultivate intellectual connections, but 
in a very different direction: that of American pragmatism (see chapter 10). He 
was not unfamiliar with this school of thought before coming to the United States. 
Indeed, his earliest writings (1967 [1932]: 45, 66) intermingled ideas derived from 
the pragmatism of William James and the vitalism of Henri Bergson. Independently, 
but in parallel fashion, these men had explored the stream of consciousness and the 
experience of inner duration. Their separate lines of inquiry formed a confl uence of 
inspiration for Schutz. Yet pragmatism would play a larger role in his later work – 
especially that aspect of it which proved to be most fertile for the further develop-
ment of phenomenology. In his elaborate response to a provocative but deeply 
fl awed essay by William James (1890), “The Perception of Reality,” Schutz laid the 
foundation for what would come to be called the social construction of reality.

Here, in an American essay, Schutz found a perspective on reality that was quite 
compatible with Husserl’s phenomenology. Both the title of James’s essay and the 
gist of his argument suggested that it is our perception of reality that matters, not 
reality itself. He noted (1890: 291), moreover, that our perception of reality makes 
for many experiential “worlds” or “subuniverses” – an observation that would serve 
as a primitive model for Schutz. Frightened by the vertiginous implications of his 
own argument, however, James (1890: 299) backpedaled by claiming that the para-
mount reality was one of sensations.5 Schutz (1962 [1945]: 229) was duly impressed 
by this trailblazing essay, but he objected to the way James reduced reality to “a 
psychology of belief and disbelief.” For James, an early psychologist, reality was 
rooted within the individual: perceptions, sensations, and the like. Thus, Schutz 
(1962 [1945]: 229) set out “to free this important insight from its psychologistic 
setting.”

Schutz began his essay, “On Multiple Realities,” with a summary and critique 
of James. Crucially, Schutz (1962 [1945]: 208) rejected the reduction of reality to 
atomistic individualism because “the world is from the outset not the private world 
of the single individual but an intersubjective world, common to all of us.” Schutz 
(1962 [1945]: 208, 213) countered James’s psychology of belief with a sociology 
of “knowledge,” or a “cognitive” sociology, but this sociology of knowledge was 
not the study of grand ideologies.6 Rather, it was his intention (1962 [1945]: 208) 
to examine how people in everyday life collectively understand their shared world: 
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“All interpretation of this world is based upon a stock of previous experiences of 
it, our own experiences and those handed down to us by our parents and teachers, 
which in the form of ‘knowledge at hand’ function as a scheme of reference.” With 
this statement, he repositioned the analysis of social reality under the rubric of the 
sociology of knowledge. This is the “common sense knowledge” which, two decades 
later, would be indispensable to Harold Garfi nkel’s (1967: 53) formulation of 
ethnomethodology.

Unlike James or Husserl, Schutz realized that the contents of one’s consciousness 
can be neither universal nor utterly unique. In the book fi nished by his student, 
Thomas Luckmann, after Schutz’s death (Schutz and Luckmann 1973: 243, 264), 
they stress that one’s stock of knowledge is “socially conditioned” and a product 
of “socialization.” It follows that each culture and subculture will have its 
own stock of knowledge. Yet Schutz also realized that if the contents of one’s 
consciousness were utterly unique, each of us would be trapped in our own private 
world; it would be impossible to understand each other or coordinate our 
activities.

As was evident in his overture to Parsons, Schutz was intent on devising a theory 
of action. His theory was based upon the assumption that our interests are pre-
dominantly practical: “a pragmatic motive governs our natural attitude toward the 
world of daily life” (Schutz 1962 [1945]: 209). Drawing from both Weber and 
Husserl, Schutz (1962 [1945]: 210) established the scope of his theory as “the sub-
jective meaning man bestows upon certain experiences of his own spontaneous life.” 
In order to articulate this theory, he parsed our spontaneous life into an intricate 
vocabulary. Schutz (1962 [1945]: 211) defi ned conduct as “subjectively meaningful 
experiences of spontaneity, be they those of inner life or those gearing into the outer 
world.” Thus, “conduct can be overt or covert” (1962 [1945]: 211), and he was 
careful to distinguish it from mere behavior. Schutz (1962 [1945]: 211) used the 
word “action” in reference to “[c]onduct which is based upon a preconceived 
project.” One can plan or intend to think about something without this action 
affecting the world in a practical way, so Schutz’s (1962 [1945]: 212) terminology 
culminated with “working,” which he defi ned as “action in the outer world, based 
upon a project and characterized by the intention to bring about the projected state 
of affairs.” As such, working is synonymous with social interaction – the requisite 
context for our construction of reality: “Among all the described forms of spontane-
ity that of working is the most important one for the constitution of the reality of 
the world of daily life” (1962 [1945]: 212).

Schutz (1962 [1945]: 228) avowed that the driving force behind working in the 
world (i.e., the social construction of reality) is our fear of death, which he labeled 
“the fundamental anxiety.” Individually and collectively, human beings know that 
they are going to run out of time. Unique to human experience, then, is a self-
conscious awareness of one’s own mortality. According to Schutz (1962 [1945]: 
228), we are driven to construct collective forms of meaning through social interac-
tion in an anxious effort to transcend our own fi nitude: “From the fundamental 
anxiety spring the many interrelated systems of hopes and fears, of wants and sat-
isfactions, of chances and risks which incite man within the natural attitude to 
attempt the mastery of the world, to overcome obstacles, to draft projects, and to 
realize them.”
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Time was a concept of unsurpassed importance for Husserl and Bergson as well 
as James, Dewey, and Mead. At the confl uence of these lines of inquiry, Schutz 
made time a central issue in his own work. Like Husserl and Bergson, he differenti-
ated durée (i.e., our inner experience of duration) from “objective or cosmic time” 
(Schutz 1962 [1945]: 215).7 And, like the pragmatists, he used that distinction as a 
springboard for his analysis of “the time structure of the self” (1962 [1945]: 218). 
In the latter case, he is especially indebted to Mead, although not without explicit 
reservations. For example, Schutz adopted the pragmatist distinction between the I 
and the me as phases of the self in social interaction. The moment of action – the 
I – is a more or less uncertain step into the future, while the moment of refl ection – 
the me – is the self’s assessment of its own actions “only after it has carried out the 
act and thus appears  .  .  .  in memory” (Schutz 1962 [1945]: 216–17).

It was in his analysis of multiple realities and their constitutive features, however, 
that Schutz made his greatest contributions. James had posited the existence of 
subuniverses of reality, but Schutz (1962 [1945]: 230) rejected his terminology, 
opting instead to call them “fi nite provinces of meaning  .  .  .  because it is the meaning 
of our experiences and not the ontological structure of the objects which constitutes 
reality.” The multiple realities do not represent what is out there in the world, as 
James would have it; rather, they are conventional (i.e., cultural) forms of experi-
ence structured by particular constellations of “relevance” and “selective” attention 
(Schutz 1962 [1945]: 227). Hence, we “bestow the accent of reality” on “a specifi c 
cognitive style” which is “consistent” across multiple instances of it (Schutz 1962 
[1945]: 230).

If “the basic characteristics which constitute  .  .  .  [each] cognitive style” differ 
from each other, then, Schutz reasoned (1962 [1945]: 230), we should be able to 
specify realms of experience in terms of a particular combination of attributes. He 
identifi ed six of these attributes. Each fi nite province of meaning has: (1) “a specifi c 
tension of consciousness”; (2) “a specifi c epoché”; (3) “a prevalent form of spon-
taneity”; (4) “a specifi c form of experiencing one’s self”; (5) “a specifi c form of 
sociality”; and (6) “a specifi c time-perspective” (1962 [1945]: 230). In everyday life, 
for example, the characteristic tension of consciousness (i.e., degree of attentiveness) 
is “wide-awakeness”; the characteristic epoché is that of the natural attitude (i.e., 
“suspension of doubt”); working is the prevalent form of spontaneity; one experi-
ences oneself as “the working self”; intersubjectivity is the typical form of sociality; 
and the dominant time-perspective is “standard time originating in an intersection 
between dureé and cosmic time” (1962 [1945]: 230–1). Different positions along 
these dimensions make for multiple realities: “All these worlds – the world of 
dreams, of imageries and phantasms, especially the world of art, the world of reli-
gious experience, the world of scientifi c contemplation, the play world of the child, 
and the world of the insane – are fi nite provinces of meaning” (1962 [1945]: 232). 
Like James, Schutz (1962 [1945]: 226) believed that there is a “paramount reality.” 
It is not the private realm of sensations, however, but the intersubjective realm of 
everyday life.8

As a sociologist, Schutz had more to say about research methods than did 
Husserl, but his miscellaneous comments were more suggestive than defi nitive. 
There is, for instance, his observation (1962 [1945]: 220) that mutual communica-
tion is maximized during “face-to-face” interaction, or what he called a “We-
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relation.” This would seem to represent endorsement of ethnography, but Schutz 
was never explicit on that issue. Instead, echoing Husserl, Schutz (1962 [1945]: 
229) invoked the phenomenological epoché: “the suspension of our belief in the 
reality of the world as a device to overcome the natural attitude.” This radical 
version of the Cartesian method was married to the Weberian use of ideal types in 
Schutz’s (1944) paper, “The Stranger: An Essay in Social Psychology.” With oblique 
wording, Schutz (1944: 506) hinted that the stranger is a prototype for sociological 
inquiry because “the cultural pattern of the approached group is to the stranger not 
a shelter but a fi eld of adventure, not a matter of course but a questionable topic 
of investigation.”9 Despite this evocative statement, Schutz’s contributions to sociol-
ogy were decidedly analytical rather than empirical.

A POPULAR INGREDIENT

Notwithstanding his diligent efforts, phenomenology was still an exotic and unfa-
miliar school of thought when Schutz died in 1959. At that point, most of the 
writings by Husserl and Schutz were only available in German, which hampered 
dissemination of their ideas to an English-speaking audience. Moreover, even in the 
case of Schutz, phenomenology was characterized by an arcane and intimidating 
jargon. Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann (1966) would change all of that with 
the publication of their enormously infl uential book, The Social Construction of 
Reality. Both of them studied with Schutz and earned their doctoral degrees at the 
New School for Social Research. In their hands, phenomenology would become far 
more popular, but only as one ingredient in a cosmopolitan cuisine.

Berger and Luckmann continued to do what Schutz had been doing, only more 
so because they amplifi ed his efforts. Their primary agenda remained the application 
of phenomenology to the sociology of knowledge so as to change its focus from 
something like the history of ideas to a framework for the analysis of commonsense 
knowledge in everyday life. With Schutz, however, phenomenology was a prominent 
voice in a trio that included interpretive sociology and pragmatism. With Berger 
and Luckmann, phenomenology became one voice in a chorus that included Marx, 
Durkheim, Goffman, and just about everyone else who could be considered part of 
the sociological canon, as well as scholars from other disciplines – especially anthro-
pology. In this way, Berger and Luckmann made phenomenology both accommo-
dating and intelligible for English-speaking sociologists.

Prior to The Social Construction of Reality, Berger (1963) had written Invitation 
to Sociology, a very popular introduction to our discipline. In it, he had conceptual-
ized a tripartite scheme that would structure his subsequent work with Luckmann: 
man in society, society in man, and society as drama. The individual is in society 
by virtue of his or her social location, which profoundly shapes the individual’s 
behavior and life chances. By the same token, society is in the individual as a result 
of socialization, which involves learning the beliefs and commonsense knowledge 
at large in one’s community. And society is akin to drama because it is enacted 
through the performance of social roles within face-to-face settings. In The Social 
Construction of Reality, Goffman’s dramaturgical perspective would be subsumed 
within the dialectical tension between society as objective reality (i.e., man in society 
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à la Marx and Durkheim) and society as subjective reality (i.e., society in man à la 
Cooley and Mead).

Berger and Luckmann adhered to the central tenets of Schutz’s thinking, but they 
expressed certain principles with greater clarity, and they addressed problematic 
gaps in his work. They reasserted (1966: 25) that we experience multiple realities 
and that everyday life is the paramount reality, “to which consciousness always 
returns  .  .  .  as from an excursion.” But, drawing further inspiration from George 
Herbert Mead, they placed much more emphasis on social interaction and language. 
Social interaction is where commonsense knowledge is created, sustained, and 
changed. “The reality of everyday life contains typifi catory schemes,” argued Berger 
and Luckmann (1966: 30–1), “in terms of which others are apprehended and ‘dealt 
with’ in face-to-face encounters.” Moreover, socialization and the other effects of 
one’s social location are realized through interaction.

Language is the principal vehicle for social interaction and, therefore, the social 
construction of reality. Berger and Luckmann (1966: 39) devoted much more atten-
tion to language than Schutz did, but this was in accord with his teachings on the 
inescapable relationship between meaning and intersubjectivity: “Language  .  .  .  typ-
ifi es experiences, allowing me to subsume them under broad categories in terms of 
which they have meaning not only to myself but also to my fellow men.” Itself a 
product of human creativity and consensus, language both inhibits and facilitates 
further invention. For Berger and Luckmann (1966: 37), “[e]veryday life is, above 
all, life with and by means of the language I share with my fellow men. An under-
standing of language is thus essential for any understanding of the reality of every-
day life.”

Unlike other organisms, contend Berger and Luckmann (1966: 47), “man’s rela-
tionship to his environment is characterized by world-openness.” Borrowing from 
Ruth Benedict (1934: 14), they invoked the “plasticity of the human organism” 
(1966: 49). With these phrases, they refer to the fact that a human infant arrives 
ready to learn whatever it needs to know, but, by the same token, is uncommitted 
to the particular cultural arrangements in its own community. On the one hand, 
this means that human groups are free to exercise enormous creativity in the social 
construction of reality, resulting in astonishing cultural diversity. On the other hand, 
it also means that human infants pose an unavoidable challenge to the intergenera-
tional transmission of folkways. The community must restrict the behavioral rep-
ertoire of its infants to that which makes for cultural persistence. Benedict (1934: 
23) summarized the issue most succinctly: “It is in cultural life as it is in speech; 
selection is the prime necessity.” Her insight was echoed by Merleau-Ponty (1973 
[1964]: 15): “About this time, children achieve vocal utterances of an extraordinary 
richness, emitting sounds that they will be incapable of reproducing later. There 
will be a selection, a kind of impoverishment.” Their joint use of the word “selec-
tion” anticipated Berger and Luckmann’s (1966: 51) similarly elegiac conclusion: 
the “world-openness of human existence is always, and indeed must be, transformed 
by social order into a relative world-closedness.”

But how? Berger and Luckmann offer two answers. One, within the context of 
society as objective reality, is the process of institutionalization. The other, within 
the context of society as subjective reality, is the process of socialization. Lacking 
the instinctual programming that organizes the behavior of other organisms, human 
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beings must construct social institutions that guide their behavior into culturally 
approved channels. Every human society confronts the same set of existential prob-
lems: making a living (economics), leadership and confl ict resolution (politics), 
kinship (family), childrearing and other types of training (education), health and 
illness (medicine), and questions concerning the ultimate meaning of life (religion). 
All human societies must address these issues, but they do so in particular ways. In 
short, social institutions are culturally specifi c solutions to universal problems in 
human societies.

Social institutions have their origins in the habitualization of human interaction. 
Someone envisions a new way of doing things and expresses or externalizes these 
ideas, thereby making them available to others. Of course, it is not easy for the 
socialized person to even imagine truly innovative practices, and suggested changes 
are often rejected by one’s community. Still, gradually or suddenly, others may 
embrace the suggested course of action and, over time, it may become the customary 
way of doing things among those people. Berger and Luckmann (1966: 54) assert 
that the essential criterion is intersubjectivity: “Institutionalization occurs whenever 
there is a reciprocal typifi cation of habitualized actions by types of actors.” The 
payoff is mutual predictability because the resulting social institution “provides the 
direction and the specialization of activity that is lacking in man’s biological equip-
ment” (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 53).

Social institutions have their origins in the externalization of human subjectivity 
(frustration with the status quo, innovative ideas, etc.), and they are “humanly 
produced” through social interaction (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 60), but, once 
they are ratifi ed collectively, they evolve into objective features of society. Berger 
and Luckmann (1966: 60) defi ne objectivation as “[t]he process by which the exter-
nalized products of human activity attain the character of objectivity.” Put differ-
ently, social institutions have histories, although members of a society are rarely 
familiar with the actual details. Moreover, in accord with Durkheim (not Husserl 
or Schutz), Berger and Luckmann (1966: 58) point out that social institutions “are 
now experienced as possessing a reality of their own, a reality that confronts the 
individual as an external and coercive fact.”

Those who initiate social institutions – the fi rst generation if you will – typically 
have practical reasons for doing so. However, we must avoid the temptation of 
thinking that, for them at least, it is transparent that the new cultural practices are 
humanly produced. For themselves as well as their audience, the legitimation of 
novel cultural practices demands explanation and justifi cation (Berger and Luck-
mann 1966: 93). These twin processes would be undermined by baldly confronting 
the ad hoc origins of all social institutions. Hence, even the fi rst generation mystifi es 
its own authorship by legitimating its actions on the basis of some suprahuman 
entity, such as nature or God. For example, the architects of the American Revolu-
tion did not legitimate their rebellion on the basis of naked self-interest, but because 
“they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights” (Shapiro 1966 
[1776]: 78). Yet the most effective legitimation stems from a taken-for-granted 
(or natural) attitude toward all extant cultural practices on the part of succeeding 
generations, for whom things have always been this way. With intergenerational 
transmission, argue Berger and Luckmann (1966: 58), “institutionalization perfects 
itself” because the origins of social institutions become utterly opaque. Social 
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institutions originate within consciousness as innovative ideas, and ultimately return 
to consciousness (albeit of succeeding generations) as taken-for-granted understand-
ings of everyday life. Berger and Luckmann (1966: 61) refer to this process as 
internalization, “by which the objectivated social world is retrojected into con-
sciousness in the course of socialization.”

Thus, Berger and Luckmann (1966: 61) conceptualize the social construction of 
reality as three “moments in a continuing dialectical process”: externalization, 
objectivation, and internalization. Generally speaking, these processes are simulta-
neous, not sequential (1966: 129), and each of them has an essential implication 
for sociological theory. With externalization, we see that society is a human product; 
with objectivation, that society is an objective reality; and with internalization, that 
human beings are social products (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 61). Together, these 
processes make for the central paradox “that man is capable of producing a world 
that he then experiences as something other than a human product” (Berger and 
Luckmann 1966: 61). Indeed, the apotheosis of social reality occurs with its 
reifi cation.10

RECENT DEVELOPMENTS

Berger and Luckmann amplifi ed the trend, begun by Schutz, of diluting phenome-
nology with mainstream sociological theory. This made for a popular and, arguably, 
more powerful brew, but their writings were very abstract and no more empirically 
oriented than those of Schutz. Commenting on the state of phenomenology during 
the early 1970s, George Psathas (1973: 1) suggested that it was temporarily stalled 
in a programmatic and exegetical phase: “As a function of the current stage of 
development of a phenomenologically based social science, many of these authors 
fi nd it necessary to elaborate the theoretical and philosophical underpinnings of 
their work before proceeding with their studies.”

Beginning in the 1980s, however, phenomenology took a decidedly empirical 
turn. Norman Denzin (1984) was a transitional fi gure. His work was empirically 
grounded, not exegetical, but the title of his article, “Toward a Phenomenology of 
Domestic Family Violence,” implied monogamous devotion to a single theoretical 
framework. The next generation of phenomenologically tinged sociologists would 
be unabashedly empirical, but promiscuous with their conceptual inspirations. 
Indeed, unlike Psathas and Denzin, they do not wear phenomenology on their 
sleeves. They are inaugurating a pan-interactionism in which an empirically based 
phenomenology is only one of several key components. The representative scholars 
do not identify themselves as strictly phenomenological sociologists because this 
new theoretical framework includes elements of symbolic interactionism, Goffman’s 
microstructuralism, and ethnomethodology.

One of the leading practitioners is Jack Katz (1988a), and his groundbreaking 
book, Seductions of Crime, typifi es this genre. Eschewing the traditional emphasis 
on background factors such as race, class, and gender, Katz (1988a: 10) instead 
concentrates on “the minutiae of experiential details in the phenomenal foreground” 
– that is, the lived experience of one’s own criminal behavior. There is, then, a 
familiar emphasis on subjectivity, experiential creativity, and the social construction 
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of multiple realities: “What phenomenology uniquely has appreciated is not simply 
that a person’s lived world is his artifact but that by experiencing himself as an 
object controlled by transcendent forces, an individual can genuinely experience a 
new or different world” (Katz 1988a: 8). This line of inquiry leads to a profound 
sense of irony concerning the dialectical and self-mystifying qualities of agentic 
conduct: “My overall objective in this book is to demonstrate that the causes of 
crime are constructed by the offenders themselves, but the causes they construct are 
lures and pressures that they experience as independently moving them toward 
crime” (Katz 1988a: 216).

Seductions of Crime is a data-driven treatise, and the empirical materials are 
quite diverse. Katz (1988a: 11) solicits “reports of shoplifting, burglary, and vandal-
ism” from students in his classes; he assembles the fi ndings of multiple ethnographic 
studies; he collects the published biographies and autobiographies of various crimi-
nals; and he makes extensive use of police records. In a further break with phenom-
enology’s anti-empirical origins, Katz (1988b) advocates the use of analytic induction 
– an interpretive strategy fi rst proposed by Florian Znaniecki (1934). Although 
rooted in an empirical epistemology, it bears more than a passing resemblance to 
Husserl’s phenomenological procedures. One attempts to reduce particular instances 
of a phenomenon to its abstract essence. “The researcher is committed to form a 
perfect relation between data and explanation,” as Katz (1988b: 130) puts it. 
“When encountering a ‘negative case’ – evidence contradicting the current explana-
tion – the researcher must transform it into a confi rming case by revising” the theory 
(1988b: 130). His refi ned and systematized version of analytic induction shares 
methodological kinship with Merleau-Ponty’s (1964 [1945]: 17) insistence that “all 
the partial views one catches sight of must be welded together.”

The twin themes of conceptual and methodological eclecticism are elaborated 
in a subsequent book, How Emotions Work. Here, Katz (1999: 7) formulates a 
“tripartite social-psychological theory” that incorporates elements of Freudian 
psychoanalysis with Mead and Goffman’s interactionism and Merleau-Ponty’s phe-
nomenology of the body. Within this syncretic theoretical framework, Katz examines 
four of the common emotional experiences in everyday life: anger, laughter, shame, 
and crying. His approach is innovative, but his topic is in accord with the phenom-
enological focus on subjectivity. This book is thoroughly empirical, however. Katz 
assembles a sophisticated set of qualitative techniques for data collection, including 
extensive use of videotape. Once again, he makes sense of diverse data by means 
of analytic induction.

My own research offers another example of how phenomenological sociology 
has been subsumed by a pan-interactionism. Throughout the 1980s, there was 
considerable debate between scholars who espoused the constructionist and the 
positivist paradigms in the sociology of emotions. To support their respective posi-
tions, the constructionists pointed to cross-cultural variation in emotions whereas 
the positivists stressed cross-cultural uniformity. This debate rested on a fundamen-
tal misconception and its corollary: that the body is the only universal aspect of 
humanity and, therefore, that cross-cultural parallels in the emotions can only be 
predicated upon physiological processes. Rejecting this position, I demonstrated that 
the essential features of humor and amusement are derived from universal dynamics 
in the social construction of reality (Flaherty 1992). If, as Mehan and Wood (1975: 
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113) have argued, ordinary social interaction is “reality work,” then we can under-
stand the phenomenological essence of humor as “reality play” – intentional or 
unintentional activity that involves a liberating and relatively harmless toying with 
the tacitly assumed expectations apropos to a particular situation (Flaherty 1984: 
75).

In my more recent work, I have turned to the study of variation in the perceived 
passage of time (Flaherty 1999). Like the emotions, this topic represents a facet of 
subjectivity (Ellis and Flaherty 1992), and, as we have seen, the investigation of 
internal time consciousness has a long pedigree in the phenomenological literature.11 
As with Katz, however, my research breaks with the past by virtue of being empiri-
cally grounded in narrative materials which are examined through a process of 
analytic induction. The resulting theory aims at apprehending the phenomenological 
essence of internal time consciousness, and that theory is constructed from the 
conceptual building blocks we fi nd in the writings of Mead, Schutz, Goffman, and 
Garfi nkel.

Relative to the objective or cosmic time of clocks and calendars, our subjective 
experience of time can seem to pass slowly, quickly, or synchronously. This varia-
tion refl ects the density of conscious information-processing occasioned by one’s 
immediate circumstances. Problematic circumstances provoke emotional concern 
and cognitive involvement with self and situation, thereby increasing the density of 
experience per standard temporal unit (e.g., minute). As a result, time seems to pass 
slowly. Two different but related processes make for the impression that time has 
passed quickly. First, some situations demand a great deal of challenging but 
unproblematic activity (as in a “busy” interval). Given that one is familiar with, 
and possibly trained for, the demands of this situation, one can act without much 
self-consciousness or attention to time itself, thereby reducing the density of experi-
ence per standard temporal unit. When one looks back, time seems to have fl own 
by. Second, it is also the case that the erosion of episodic memory reduces the density 
of experience in almost all remembered intervals, resulting in the nearly universal 
feeling that “time fl ies.” Finally, it is possible for one’s experience to be roughly 
synchronized with the time of clocks and calendars because familiarity with the 
normal density of information-processing enables one to translate subjective experi-
ence into standard temporal units and vice versa.

Scott Harris is a third scholar whose work epitomizes recent developments in 
phenomenological sociology. He takes “an interactionist approach” to the study of 
equality in marital relationships (2006: 1), but, of course, it is not equality per se 
which is at issue. Alluding to Berger and Luckmann’s conceptual model, Harris 
(2006: 1) contends that “equality is not an independent, objective, or self-evident 
characteristic but is a socially constructed phenomenon.” Likewise, his phenomeno-
logical roots are apparent when he “attempts to bracket the ‘truth’ about the exis-
tence and meaning of inequality” in order to open an analytical space for the 
interpretive study of “claims-making” and the perception of equality and inequality 
in marital relationships (Harris 2006: x).

In his writings, Harris shows us what has become of phenomenology. First, there 
is a substantive focus on subjectivity – that is, how individuals defi ne their relation-
ships with others. Second, there is a syncretic theoretical framework that integrates 
“symbolic interactionism, phenomenology, ethnomethodology,” and Goffman’s 
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microstructuralism (Harris 2006: 22). Although Harris (2006: 10) draws explicitly 
from the legacy of Alfred Schutz, he views it as “complementary to symbolic inter-
actionism.” Third, there is an unmistakably empirical orientation toward the analy-
sis of narrative materials. Harris (2006: 72, 74) puts the word “data” in quotation 
marks to distance himself from mainstream positivism, but the fact that he invokes 
this term bespeaks a commitment to the evidentiary principles of intersubjectivity.

These traits are no less apparent in my own work as well as that of Katz. Ironi-
cally, then, phenomenology has earned a place at the sociological table, but only 
by evolving away from separatism and aligning itself with like-minded practitioners 
of the trade. It is, and will continue to be, a crucial component of the pan-
interactionism that has emerged as a powerful paradigm in contemporary 
sociology.

Notes

 1 One exception is Husserl’s Ideas (1931 [1913]).
 2 Harold Garfi nkel, another of Schutz’s students, will be dealt with elsewhere in this 

text.
 3 Martin Heidegger (1962 [1927]: 50) famously echoes this slogan: “Thus the term ‘phe-

nomenology’ expresses a maxim which can be formulated as ‘To the things 
themselves!’ ”

 4 Of course, the methodological utility of estrangement was anticipated by Georg Simmel 
(1971 [1908]).

 5 As Erving Goffman (1974: 3) put it, “after taking this radical stand, James copped out; 
he allowed that the world of the senses has a special status, being the one we judge to 
be the realest reality.” Goffman rejected the notion that any one of these worlds is more 
real than the others.

 6 Subsequent contributions to the development of cognitive sociology include those of 
Cicourel (1974) and Zerubavel (1997).

 7 Later, this distinction would be helpful in Garfi nkel’s (1967: 166) study of efforts by 
Agnes, the “intersexed” person, to manage her identity as a “normal female.”

 8 Goffman (1974: 5) would later mock the idea that the world of everyday life is “but 
one rule-produced plane of being.”

 9 Garfi nkel (1967: 37) acknowledged his methodological debt to Schutz: “For these back-
ground expectancies to come into view one must either be a stranger to the ‘life as usual’ 
character of everyday scenes, or become estranged from them.”

10 Berger (1967) elaborated on this model with a sociological theory of religion.
11 Further evidence of the importance of this topic can be found in the work of Eugene 

Minkowski (1970 [1933]).
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Feminist Theory

Mary Evans

INTRODUCTION

Fifty years ago no volume on social theory would have included a chapter on femi-
nist theory. That statement gives some indication of the extent to which feminist 
theory is a new area within social theory, but it does little to refl ect the long history 
of theoretical engagement by women with the intellectual and the academic world. 
Feminist theory did not emerge out of a theoretical vacuum, and the “making” of 
feminist theory is both a subject in itself and one which has a great deal to say about 
both the content and the context of feminist theory. No account of feminist theory 
would therefore be complete without some recognition of the way in which feminists 
have engaged with social theory and offered contributions to it. At the same time 
it must also be acknowledged that the development of feminist theory in the 
academy owed a great deal to changes in both the curriculum and the recruitment 
to higher education in the West which took place from the 1960s onwards. In a 
very important sense, the history of feminist theory is also the history of liberal 
bourgeois society: society changed its understanding of the concept (and the gender) 
of the “citizen” in answer to the demands of feminism, but feminism also changed 
its demands in relation to the changing nature of the social world.

The history of feminist theory is as long as the Western tradition of written 
engagements with the social world. Wherever we locate the origins of the “modern” 
(the fourteenth century, 1492, 1789) we can identify women writers who have asked 
questions about their place in the social world and contested prevailing ideas about 
the role and the nature of women and the feminine. This challenge to the conven-
tional has not always been conducted by women alone (for example, the most 
famous Western ally in the cause of the social emancipation of women must be John 
Stuart Mill), nor has it had a single focus, in the sense of a consistent challenge to 
the masculine or a demand for a full equalization of the social participation of 
women and men. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, quite as much as in 
the twentieth and the twenty-fi rst, there have been debates between women, and 
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between women and men, about ideas of sexual equality and sexual difference. If 
we accept a liberal interpretation of the word “theory” then we can make a case 
for much that is part of the written tradition of the West making a contribution to 
the discussion of the social implications of the biological differences between the 
sexes. Literature and the visual arts in particular constitute a long testament to the 
different understandings of the social implications of male and female and the dif-
ferent ways in which those understandings have been challenged (Knott and Taylor 
2005).

But that word “liberal” also has another importance in the history of feminism, 
for it has always been the case that questioning and examining the social meaning 
of biological difference has been a liberal preoccupation and supported by regimes 
or individuals who could be broadly described as liberal. As a general rule, in the 
West, the more authoritarian the regime the more unlikely it is to allow any intel-
lectual or social space for the discussion of sexual difference. As sociologists we all 
know that the term “natural” has to be regarded with the largest degree of skepti-
cism, but we might also note that this term has been widely used by “gender con-
servatives” to maintain (or enforce) conservatism about gender. Conservatism about 
gender, in the West, has taken the form of the assumption that women should 
occupy the private world of the household whilst men should direct and determine 
the public world. Gender conservatism has, in fact, rejoiced in the certainties of a 
binary vision about gender difference: men are men, made to hunt, fi ght, defend, 
and control the intellectual world, women are women, and as such are primarily 
responsible for all individual care that needs to be done in any society. (The majority 
of societies have been prepared to abandon all gender stereotypes at times of 
national emergency). Societies outside the West, however, and Mao’s China is the 
best example, have been prepared to allow women an equal place with men in some 
aspects of the public world (notably the labor force), but have still maintained the 
pattern of the exclusion of women from public power. Marx is well known for his 
view that the entry of women into “public production” would also lead to their 
more general emancipation, and certain socialist societies organized the degree of 
child care which made this possible. Nevertheless – and notwithstanding everything 
which Foucault and the Foucauldians might have to say about the diffuse nature of 
power – women have been systematically excluded, within both capitalism and 
socialism, from those positions within power structures which have signifi cant 
control over the lives of others.

This very general account of the social meaning of gender has included terms 
such as “nature,” the “public,” and the “private,” which have now come to be a 
matter of considerable sociological debate. It is therefore perhaps useful at this point 
to review some of the history of the past 200 years of feminist theory and look at 
the ways in which feminist theory has developed and changed, and not least in terms 
of the ways in which these shifts and realignments have been a product of, quite as 
much as a confrontation with, more general ideological and material shifts in the 
social world. As sociologists we have to explain why ideas change – if they do – quite 
as much as the social impact and content of the ideas themselves. Thus the history 
of feminist theory should not just be a historical account of those ideas but also an 
account of the context in which those ideas changed, the relationship between 
changes in one part of the social world and others.
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EARLY DEVELOPMENTS

The conventional starting point for accounts of the emergence of feminist theory in 
the West is the work of Mary Wollstonecraft, most particularly her A Vindication 
of the Rights of Woman, published in 1792 and dedicated to Talleyrand in a fl owery 
note which includes the remark that “In France there is undoubtedly a more general 
diffusion of knowledge than in any part of the European world” (Wollstonecraft 
1970). (Some 20 years later Wollstonecraft may have taken a somewhat less rosy 
view of French behavior, given Napoleon’s less than egalitarian attitude to women.) 
What is important, however, about Wollstonecraft’s work in the context of the 
twenty-fi rst century is her conviction that the degree of the emancipation of women 
is related to the general progress and “enlightenment” of a society as a whole. In 
this she shares with Marx the view that the position of women in society has to be 
thought of in terms of the society as a whole. It is thus that Wollstonecraft – unlike, 
let us say, later writers on women such as John Stuart Mill – takes an organic view 
of society: improvement of one bit of the social world is not a matter of changing 
that one context but of an overall consideration and rearrangement of the various 
parts of the social world.

Wollstonecraft’s Vindication was widely read at the time of its publication, and 
its views attracted, inevitably, both praise and censure. After her death, from puer-
peral fever, a number of female voices – not unlike that of the British newspaper 
the Daily Mail in the twenty-fi rst century – commented that women, rather than 
reading Wollstonecraft, would do well to remember that “Girls must very soon 
perceive the impossibility of their rambling about the world in quest of adventures” 
(Tomalin 1974: 243). The debate about women, after Wollstonecraft and in response 
to Wollstonecraft, took the form that it was to take for the next 200 years: women 
(and occasionally male supporters of feminism) make claims for the equal treatment 
of women in both the social and domestic spheres; conservatives and anti-feminists 
resist the arguments in terms of the “natural” and unchangeable divisions between 
the sexes.

This dynamic in social theory about women can be identifi ed throughout the 
nineteenth and much of the twentieth century, and within those years two major 
traditions in the discussion of the “woman question” can be observed. On the one 
hand were those, notably in Britain and the United States, who saw, and defended, 
the improvement in the education and civil status of women in terms of part of a 
general trajectory of social progress, whilst others saw the social position of women 
in society in terms of the structure of society itself. The fi rst group, which in Britain 
included John Stuart Mill, the great women writers of nineteenth-century fi ction 
such as the Brontës, George Eliot, and Elizabeth Gaskell, and the campaigners for 
women’s higher and professional education, together with suffragists on both sides 
of the Atlantic, invoked changes in the social position of women in terms of the 
related improvements in society as a whole. A second group, which included Marx 
and Engels, saw the position of women as unchangeable within the context of 
bourgeois society. In The Origins of the Family, Private Property and the State 
Marx and Engels suggested a relationship between the social structure of society as 
a whole and the sexual division of labor: an analysis which called for an emancipa-
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tion of women into public labor which was to inform the policies towards women 
of all state socialist societies (Marx and Engels 1984).

The divisions between these two groups on the question of the social status of 
women and men are, of course, part of the wider political and theoretical differences 
of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries between Marxism and liberal, and neo-
liberal, accounts of the social world. Yet in some ways, and viewed from the per-
spective of the early twenty-fi rst century, there are signifi cant similarities, as much 
as differences, between these two groups on the question of women. The most 
marked similarity is the way in which protagonists of both groups use uncritically 
the terms male and female, masculinity and femininity. Marx, just as much as John 
Stuart Mill, takes the view that there are decidedly natural and fi xed differences 
between women and men, differences which will be maintained regardless of other 
changes in social arrangements.

The theorist who did more than any other to shift this perception of the unalter-
able “nature” of male and female was Freud, whose ideas on the ways in which we 
learn and acquire our sexuality challenged centuries of ideas about masculinity and 
femininity. Freud famously remarked that he had little idea what women wanted, 
but even if he felt that he could not provide satisfactory answers on this point what 
he could, and did, do was to give women a crucial part in those relationships, both 
material and symbolic, through which we come to acquire our sexual identity. As 
feminist writers on Freud (Mitchell 1976; Sayers 1982) have pointed out, the father 
always occupies a somewhat more important role in Freud’s account of the psychic 
world than the mother, but even given this, what he challenged is the view that 
individual human acquisition of “maleness” and “femaleness” is unproblematic. 
After Freud, and the integration of aspects of his work and that of other psychoana-
lysts into public institutions (the most obvious example of which is the work of 
John Bowlby on mother–child attachment: Bowlby 1973), there was no going back 
to the view that the terms man, woman, male, and female were anything other than 
deeply charged with meaning and the possibilities of diversity. Despite the hostility 
to Freud from both feminist and non-feminist critics, his work – and the particular 
reclamation of it by Juliet Mitchell – was to open up practices in the material world 
and the study of representation and the symbolic world.

It is therefore something of a paradox to fi nd, as we do, in the middle of the 
twentieth century, that the second great icon of feminism, and feminist theory, 
Simone de Beauvoir, both refutes Freud’s work and endorses an understanding of 
male and female which is organized around a rigid binary division. De Beauvoir, 
best known for The Second Sex, had initially little sympathy for organized feminism 
– that sympathy was to come later in her life – but what The Second Sex does do 
is to take issue with the social allocation of women to the household and to passiv-
ity. If there is a single theme which runs through de Beauvoir’s work, her fi ction 
just as much as The Second Sex and her other work of non-fi ction, it is her revolt 
against the assignment of women to a social and emotional absence of agency. 
Whether it is in creating a heroine (in her novel She Came to Stay) who murders a 
female rival for a man’s affections, or in The Second Sex and the four volumes of 
autobiography, where female activity and agency is endorsed, de Beauvoir exhorts 
women to step out of the socially defi ned strictures of being “the other” (de Beauvoir 
1966). The “other” is, of course, the male, who possesses above all else the human 
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capacity for transcendence and the ability to impress upon the world an individual 
will. In contrast to this, women are, in de Beauvoir’s view, creatures who spend 
their lives following in the footsteps of men, ever willing to do their bidding and 
accept their defi nitions of reality. Women are, further, divided amongst themselves 
and endlessly in competition for access to those beings who might, in the twenty-
fi rst century, be described as the “alpha males.”

In the last decade of her life de Beauvoir was to engage in many of the struggles 
of French and European feminism, most particularly for women’s autonomous 
control over the technology of reproduction. But she never lost her commitment to 
the idea that both language and intelligence are gender-neutral; to her there was no 
such thing as a “female language,” and the ways in which men and women think 
were to be viewed in the same way. The contribution of her fellow Frenchwomen 
(for example Cixous and Irigaray) to feminism was the enormously infl uential idea 
of the fundamental difference between the language and understanding of men and 
women; this, to de Beauvoir, was an untenable position (Marks and de Courtivron 
1981). To de Beauvoir, the strength of feminism, indeed its appeal, was the possi-
bilities it opened up for the transcendence of femininity; to Cixous et al. feminism 
was the celebration of the difference between men and women.

In their different ways, both de Beauvoir and the group identifi ed with the “new” 
French feminism maintained a belief in the fi xed nature of male and female. Even 
though difference was to be either transcended or celebrated it was still maintained, 
and there was little sense, for any of these writers, that the “nature” of gender was 
highly unstable and something that was, quite literally, “made up” in different social 
contexts. Notwithstanding de Beauvoir’s famous remark that “women are made 
and not born,” the actual argument of her work takes for granted less the fact of 
the fi xed nature of femininity than that of the enduring nature of masculinity – and 
it is up to women, rather than men, to reposition the social meaning of their gender. 
For de Beauvoir, and generations of other Western feminists, the essential project 
of feminism is to gain for women the same rights as men, be they rights to paid 
employment or to autonomy of the person.

For over 200 years Western feminism has made a determined effort to acquire 
the same public and private civic status for women as that of men. In the nineteenth 
century Western feminism campaigned for various forms of institutional access (to 
the vote, to higher education, and to professional training for example) at the same 
time as feminists challenged the sexual double standards of their day. As writers on 
the history of sexuality have pointed out, for two centuries women have fought for 
the right to control of their bodies and for social recognition as autonomous sexual 
agents. From Wollstonecraft to de Beauvoir many of these demands were couched 
in a language of the betterment of the social world and an emancipatory model of 
human existence. Motherhood was long the stopping block to the discussion (and 
the practice) of the public emancipation of women, but two world wars, and the 
consumer revolution of the 1950s, very effectively put paid to the idea that mothers 
could remain, without paid employment, in the home and dependent on the support 
of a man. Certainly in the case of Britain in World War II, “history” moved rather 
faster than many social attitudes, and the acute and urgent need for labor power 
involved a rapid rewriting of the gendered script in relationship to both the home 
and the factory.
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War, as historians have often pointed out, frequently drives social change. 
Between 1940 and 1945 this was certainly the case for Britain. Nevertheless, 
although women (most particularly unmarried women) took a larger share in pro-
duction in World War II than had previously been the case, it was not in this period, 
but in the 1960s that the real challenges to the gender order became marked. De 
Beauvoir’s The Second Sex was fi rst published in 1949, and although the book was 
widely read at this time it was not explicitly allied to a social movement or a more 
generalized sense of discontent about the given arrangements of gender. This was, 
however, to be the case in the politically turbulent 1960s: the decade which (accord-
ing to the poet Philip Larkin) invented sex also began the most radical rewriting of 
the sexual script in Western history: for the fi rst time in that history feminist theory 
became a matter of general and popular discussion. Even if the complexities 
unleashed upon the world by feminist writers such as Judith Butler are seldom of 
concern outside the academy, feminism became a public part of Western culture, 
its major writers and theorists well known and widely discussed. “Women’s lib,” 
as second-wave feminism was popularly known, became a part of the popular 
culture of the West.

“SECOND-WAVE” FEMINISM

The roots of this hugely infl uential feminism of the 1960s and 1970s lay less in 
scarcity than in plenty. The starting point for much that was to become common-
place in feminist theory was less the material deprivation which women shared (this 
discussion was to come later) than the personal and emotional thralldom in which 
women in the affl uent West were kept. The book which made this point with a 
particularly dramatic rhetoric was Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique, fi rst 
published in the United States in 1963 (Friedan 1963). The gist of Friedan’s book 
was that in the affl uent suburbs of the United States well-educated women were 
becoming depressed and miserable, confi ned to their homes and the domestic round. 
The cry of The Feminine Mystique was strikingly similar to that of Charlotte 
Brontë’s most famous heroine Jane Eyre, who on reviewing the prospect of the calm 
and tranquil life before her asks, in a less material sense than Charles Dickens’s 
Oliver Twist, for “more.” Jane Eyre had cried out for change and diversity in 1847; 
now, over a hundred years later, another woman was voicing both her own dissat-
isfactions and those of her contemporaries at the same fate of domestic seclusion.

The Feminine Mystique was an immediate popular success, and Friedan became 
a globally known spokeswoman for the emancipation of women from the domestic 
hearth. She had identifi ed what she called the “illness that has no name,” and much 
of her book is about the waste (and in a sense the betrayal) of the education (par-
ticularly the higher education) that many women had received. With hindsight we 
can read the book as resistance to that home-centered consumer revolution which 
fueled Western economies in the 1950s and 1960s: the people who were to manage 
this newly equipped domestic space were assumed to be women, just as surely as it 
was taken for granted that no mother would wish to work outside the home.

Friedan’s book stands at the very beginning of “second-wave” feminism and is 
in many ways far less radical than many of the later publications. It was in the early 
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1970s that a cluster of books was published, in both Britain and the United States, 
which argued that a revolution was needed in public attitudes about gender. This 
went much further than Friedan had ever envisaged: the books by Germaine Greer, 
Kate Millett, Sheila Rowbotham, Eva Figes, Shulamith Firestone, et al. were not 
about making certain changes to gendered social arrangements (more day care for 
example); they were about tearing up the existing social script about gender and 
rewriting it (Figes 1970; Firestone 1970; Greer 1971; Rowbotham 1973). Two main 
arguments emerged from the authors cited and the many others writing at this time: 
fi rst, that misogyny was deeply entrenched in social practice, and, second, that the 
sexual division of labor was part and parcel of the structural order of neoliberal 
capitalism. In some authors these arguments overlapped; in others the emphasis was 
rather more on defi nitions and conditions of sexuality than conditions of labor.

By the end of the 1970s most Western societies had seen the emergence of a 
cluster of social demands which could be broadly defi ned as feminist: access for all 
women to contraception and abortion, much-enlarged state provision for child care, 
equal pay, and equal treatment in law. Britain passed, in 1967, a number of radical 
Acts of Parliament which drew on long campaigns about the reordering of sexuality 
and marriage, and throughout the 1970s other Western societies broadly followed 
the pattern of the British changes. By1980, the majority of Western societies had 
introduced legislation which 20 years previously might have been seen as impossible. 
The rate of social change about sexual life was widely described as the “sexual 
revolution,” and it was clear, by this point, that a marked differentiation had 
appeared between liberal-democratic societies of the West and those of the rest of 
the world in terms of the personal liberties allowed to individual citizens. Inevitably, 
there was social resistance, a resistance which – in the context of debates about 
abortion and gay rights – has lost none of its vehemence with the passing of the 
years.

It might appear, from the above, that by the beginning of the 1980s Western 
feminism had achieved many of its early demands and there would be little recourse 
to further discussion of the “woman question.” This proved to be entirely inaccu-
rate, and the last two decades of the twentieth century saw an intellectual fl owering 
of feminism which has been unparalleled at any other time or place. In part the 
emergence of a rich feminist intellectual tradition can be attributed to that increase 
in the number of women in higher education made possible through the reforms in 
higher education of the 1970s. The opening up of universities to large numbers of 
the age cohorts (a general Western phenomenon) included greater numbers of 
women, women who found that in the main the universities, and the wider intel-
lectual and academic cultural world to which they now had access, was little 
changed by the wider advances in the social world. This situation was not to remain 
unchallenged.

The feminist theory that evolved in the last decades of the twentieth century was, 
in part, concerned with the politics of gender in the wider social world; feminist 
theory, through writers whose academic disciplines were often those involved in 
one way or another with social policy, has always had a developed sense of the 
social implications of ideas. But what also emerged – and was much more theoreti-
cally signifi cant – was a tradition in feminist theory with two radical themes: fi rst, 
the redefi nition of those terms such as “nature,” “gender,” and “rights” which had 
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long been a taken-for-granted part of academic debates, and, second, a challenge 
to nothing less than the gendered assumptions of various “classic” disciplinary 
traditions. In both cases writers took a highly skeptical view of post-Enlightenment 
accounts of the world and found that, rather than ushering in a more emancipatory 
view of gender, the 200 years since the end of the Enlightenment had seen an increas-
ing rigidity in accounts of biological difference. In part, of course, this owed much 
to Foucauldian accounts of history; readings of history which did not endorse ideas 
about the long march of human progress opened up a space for feminists to take a 
less enthusiastic view of what was supposed to be women’s “emancipation.” Various 
writers began to suggest that the freedom to take part in the labor market on the 
same terms as men (terms which, by the end of the 1980s and given the impact of 
increasingly conservative economic policies, were often less secure than previously) 
was not, in itself, a mark of “emancipation.”

If we take the fi rst set of ideas we can identify within it writers from a number 
of academic disciplines, and the interdisciplinary nature of feminist theory has 
always been one of its distinguishing features. For example the historian Londa 
Schiebinger reiterated the question of eighteenth-century women when she asked 
“Does the mind have a sex?” (Schiebinger 1989). The philosopher Kate Soper 
questioned the extent to which “nature” was still used as an underlying assumption 
throughout the humanities and the social sciences and, in law, psychology, and 
political science respectively, Martha Nussbaum, Carol Gilligan, and Carole Pateman 
asked questions about the different meaning of rights and morality for men and 
women (Gilligan 1982; Nussbaum 1999; Pateman 1988; Soper 2005). What the 
work of these writers also opened up was the problem, within feminist theory, of 
essentialism – generally the assumption that there is a distinct and fi xed difference 
between male and female which manifests itself in different ways of understanding, 
and acting within, the world. Essentialism had become an unacceptable theoretical 
position for many feminist writers by the end of the 1980s: the rhetorical strength 
and usefulness of the concept of the “essential” difference between men and women 
(most vehemently expressed in the 1970s slogan “All men are rapists”) had now 
been replaced by a rejection of an idea which seemed to add nothing to the under-
standing of the ways in which gender and gender difference are socially created. 
Within feminism in the United States, in particular, there remained a sense of the 
political importance of maintaining the integrity of the word “woman,” but for 
feminists in other contexts, and certainly in those countries where considerable tra-
ditions of the understanding of the social construction of the self were present, 
“woman” started to be a singularly problematic word.

DIFFERENCES AND CONTINUITIES

Yet the major challenge to gender essentialism came, in 1990, not from Europe but 
from the United States, in the fi rst major book by the philosopher Judith Butler, 
Gender Trouble (Butler 1990). In essence, this book suggests that everyone – male 
and female, homosexual and heterosexual – is “performing” gender, and that this 
performance of gender is crucial for social stability and social cohesion. Butler gave 
gender a central building-block position in her account of the social world: without 
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gender and gender differentiation, she suggests, the social world cannot function, 
and many of the ideas about social organization which we hold would prove to be 
meaningless. Butler’s work (in Gender Trouble and in later books) has been hugely 
signifi cant, not least because it offers a way of disconnecting ideologies about mas-
culinity and femininity not just from people who are biologically male or female 
but also from any set of ideas which assumes the “natural” order of gender. In 
making gender a matter of both social construction and a degree of individual 
choice, Butler rejects any assumption that our gender identity is in any sense natural. 
The social acceptance and recognition of this argument would, she suggests, “have 
the effect of proliferating gender confi gurations, de-stabilizing substantive identity, 
and depriving the naturalizing narratives of compulsory heterosexuality of their 
central protagonists: ‘man’ and ‘woman’ ” (Butler 1990). In effect, what Butler is 
doing here is arguing for both the theoretical instability of gender identity and the 
political and intellectual possibilities of that situation.

The theoretical implications of Butler’s arguments have rightly been perceived as 
considerable, since what her work offers is a way of reinterpreting both the “real” 
world and the world of representation as contexts where individuals, rather than 
acting within their fi xed gender identities, seek to establish them. Gender is thus 
not a given feature of the social world but one that is acquired, “made” in the sense 
that de Beauvoir suggested it but also less secure than she assumed. Women are 
“made” in de Beauvoir’s view; they are always in the process of being made in that 
of Judith Butler. In the latter’s writing we can see the possibilities of new forms of 
human engagement with biological sex difference, forms which in many ways are 
highly suitable for Western societies of the twenty-fi rst century, where technology 
has shifted many of the boundaries of paid work and of reproduction. If we consider 
the practical implications of the disappearance of conventional gender behavior 
which Butler suggests, then we can see that many of the industries and much of the 
social behavior that actually depends on gender differentiation might disappear: a 
form of chosen androgyny does not involve sexual divisions of paid or unpaid labor 
or extensive consumerism organized around gender boundaries. Butler’s less explicit 
emphasis is on the similarities between male and female; her most recent work has 
taken issue with the negative implications of masculinity rather than those of femi-
ninity, and she has also argued against all forms of campaigning (such as laws 
against pornography or legislation for equal pay) which seem to involve fi xed defi ni-
tions of male and female (Butler 1990). What Judith Butler is therefore not sup-
porting is any form of feminism which champions a particular form of sexual 
identity, including that of lesbianism. In 1980 the poet Adrienne Rich wrote a widely 
infl uential paper entitled “Compulsory Heterosexuality,” and Rich’s argument in 
the paper underpinned many exercises, both theoretical and personal, which sought 
to remake sexual relations in terms which challenged what became known as “het-
eronormativity” (Rich 1980). Both gay men (and those later collectively known as 
“queer theorists”) examined the ways in which history, theory, and social conven-
tion assumed heterosexuality but were also widely informed by what the literary 
critic Terry Castle was to describe as the “apparitional lesbian” (Castle 1993). As 
Castle included perceptions of Marie Antoinette in the ranks of those valuing the 
love of other women, it became clear that feminist theory had taken a challenging 
and imaginative leap into the understanding and defi nition of human sexuality.
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Although Butler’s work (and the equally radical work of writers such as Rich 
and Castle) has been highly infl uential, it has also, inevitably given Butler’s views 
about political campaigns, had its critics, amongst whom Butler’s fellow citizens 
Nancy Fraser and Martha Nussbaum have been perhaps the most vocal. The thrust 
of Fraser’s arguments against Butler is that Butler ignores the material world: for 
Fraser shifts in gender identity within capitalism are perfectly acceptable and possi-
ble yet do nothing to challenge the underlying order of that world (Fraser 1998). 
Butler’s reply is that – as we have seen above – the dilution of gender identity would 
threaten the patterns of consumption which depend upon them. Martha Nussbaum 
is similarly concerned with what she sees as Butler’s refusal to recognize the validity 
of political and legislative campaigns that have long been associated with improve-
ment in women’s situation. Nussbaum writes:

Butler’s argument has implications well beyond the cases of hate speech and pornog-
raphy. It would appear to support not just quietism in these areas, but a much more 
general legal quietism – or, indeed, a radical libertarianism. It goes like this: let us do 
away with everything from building codes to non-discriminisation laws to rape laws 
because they close the space within which the injured tenants, the victims of discrimi-
nation, the raped women, can perform their resistance. (Nussbaum 1999)

Resistance, Nussbaum goes on to point out, is crucial in Butler’s work because it 
is only through resistance that individuals can challenge the very defi nitions that 
oppress them. To Butler a law which specifi cally bars discrimination against women 
is not a “good” law, but a very bad law, in that it maintains, indeed clearly sup-
ports, those same binary distinctions between men and women which inspire the 
discrimination in the fi rst place.

Whatever view is taken of Butler’s work there is no doubt that amongst the 
extensive feminist work of the late twentieth century she made the most radical 
contribution to thinking about gender, across all disciplines in the social sciences 
and the humanities. What is particularly useful about Butler’s work, even to those 
with reservations about it, is that she provides a theoretical – and potentially cross-
cultural – account of ways of destabilizing the subject and of discussing the ways 
in which identity is constructed. If we accept that we are all less than secure about 
our gender identity – and that our gender identity cannot be secure – then we can 
immediately see why human beings across all societies and all cultures should go 
to such (often extreme) lengths in order to stabilize what is otherwise fl uid. In the 
contexts of gay studies, queer theory, literary criticism, social anthropology, the 
sociology of the body, and racial and ethnic identity, Butler’s work has allowed us 
to see how we both pursue certainties about gender identity and construct both 
normative and essentialist assumptions around the terms “man” and “woman.”

Whilst the value of Butler’s work has been recognized as a major contribution 
to feminist theory there are others, contemporaries with Butler and from various 
disciplines and countries who take issue with the value of her work in the “real” 
world, in which, for example, women are routinely paid less than men and carry 
out the major part of caring responsibilities. The point that these writers stress is 
that biological difference – unlike gender difference – is for the most part not nego-
tiable and that to ask women not to organize as “women” is to prolong signifi cantly 
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certain forms of social discrimination. For women outside the relatively affl uent 
West, or for women in countries with strict religious rules about the behavior of 
male and female, to refuse to think about “women” could be regarded as collusion 
with male dominance. This criticism, however, could equally well be regarded as a 
question of political strategy rather than as a theoretical problem with Butler’s 
work.

Amongst those many writers whose work has followed paths other than those 
set by Butler are women writing on the labor market, on education, on social policy, 
on literature, and on representation. Some of this work, although not all of it, has 
been untroubled by the ideas suggested by the possibilities of the fl uidity of gender 
and has articulated much that has been of enormous value. Beverley Skeggs on 
gender and class, Sylvia Walby and Rosemary Crompton on gender and the labor 
market, Henrietta Moore on social anthropology, and Susan Bordo and Kathy Davis 
on the body are amongst those who have demonstrated the ways in which “gender 
free theory is no theory at all” (Bordo 1993; Crompton 2006; Davis 1997a, 1997b; 
Moore 1994; Skeggs 1997; Walby 1990). At the same time, many of these writers 
have drawn theoretical inspiration and direction from writers outside feminism: 
Beverley Skeggs’s work, for example, whilst brilliantly illuminating the ways in 
which the acquisition of femininity is also a matter of the acquisition of a class-
bound femininity, has acknowledged the relationship of her work to that of the 
French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu. In the same way, the other writers mentioned 
above (and many others) have both developed gendered theoretical perspectives 
within disparate disciplines whilst at the same time drawing on a canonical literature 
which in some cases may have had the most limited engagement with the question 
of gender.

ENLARGING FEMINISM

It is on the question of the part played by “classic” traditions in the making of 
feminist theory that we encounter a pattern of complexities within feminist theory. 
The decades which saw the emergence of second-wave Western feminism were also 
decades in which people of color and people from outside the West challenged many 
of the assumptions of what was taken to be “classic” theory. One of the fi rst and 
best known of such challenges was the literary critic Edward Said’s Culture and 
Imperialism, a book which took the West to task for refusing to recognize its colo-
nial, and deeply exploitative, heritage (Said 1994). The central example used by 
Said to demonstrate his argument was a discussion of Jane Austen’s Mansfi eld Park, 
a novel about a world economically supported by slave labor, in which that rela-
tionship has only the most minor of minor parts and is barely mentioned by the 
author.

Said’s account of Jane Austen did not escape criticism. But apart from critical 
voices there were many who expressed sympathy with his view, and in the following 
decades other writers – for example Paul Gilroy and Gayatri Spivak – made the 
case for examining all forms of Western “theory” for its racial and ethnic assump-
tions (Gilroy 1996; Spivak 1999). The impact of this theoretical turn for feminist 
theory was considerable, for it opened up both a new set of political ideas about 
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women (not least the relationship of white women to women of color) and suggested 
that many of the values which were a taken-for-granted part of feminism were 
themselves the very values which underpinned patterns of exploitation in the rest 
of the world. In this insistence on the inclusion of race, racial differences and social 
exploitation through race (and ethnic and religious differences) we can see two 
particular directions within feminist thought. The fi rst is the challenge by black 
feminists to “white” assumptions, not the least of these challenges being to the 
long-term refusal of “white” feminism to see race and the social impact of racial 
difference. But, and very importantly for many black feminist writers (for example 
Patricia Hill Collins), the essential ingredient of black feminist thought should be 
its determination to deal with race and sex and class, rather than simply objectifying 
black women in terms only of their race (Collins 1989).

The second direction which feminist thought took when confronted by the social 
reality of the racial and class differences between women was to point out the global 
patterns of social and cultural privilege, patterns which, typically, allowed many 
Western women to profi t by the poverty and deprivation of women outside rela-
tively rich Western societies. For example, Arlie Hochschild and Barbara Ehrenreich 
wrote of the employment by white women in the United States of women from 
countries outside the West; this employment, almost always of women as domestic 
servants, made possible the paid employment of white women and, implicitly, the 
continuation of those social and political structures which ensured that the West 
was able to continue to profi t from the material poverty of other parts of the world 
(Hochschild and Ehrenreich 2002).

The raising of this issue of racial divides between women brought with it a 
number of other questions which have remained complex and often divisive within 
feminism. Certain traditions within Western feminism had long recognized differ-
ences of class and race and the historical connections between the social emancipa-
tion of women, opposition to slavery, and postcolonial movements for the reclaiming 
of indigenous cultures (Carby 1984; Lorde 1984; Rowbotham 1973). But the post-
Said arguments about race and ethnic difference took a rather different direction: 
here the questions became those of theoretical and political relativism. For example, 
to women in the West there was little doubt that practices such as the veiling of 
women or genital mutilation were unacceptable; but once these practices were put 
in the context of a colonized culture attempting to maintain its own religious and 
cultural patterns against those of the West they began to have rather different mean-
ings. Women, particularly on the question of various dress codes, began to speak 
up for their own cultures and to argue that these were not enforced but freely chosen 
practices. By the beginning of the twenty-fi rst century it had become apparent that 
feminism had to be a very broad church indeed to contain the various differences 
within it.

In this context, in which it has been made clear, by both argument and empirical 
demonstration, that there is as much that divides women as unites them, the appeal 
of arguments such as those of Judith Butler, which effectively aim to dissolve the 
cultural meaning of the term “man” and “woman,” are very appealing. Butler’s 
destabilization of identity as a political rather than an intellectual project has much 
to offer many feminists in the West who see the possibilities of a genderless citizen. 
However, this vision of the future (not, of course, unlike many of the futures 
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envisaged by novelists, for example George Orwell in Nineteen Eighty-Four), has 
been widely attacked by those who see it as both a social agenda which abolishes 
all forms of protection for women (and by implication others with needs which 
differ from those of healthy males) and the theoretical nemesis of feminism. Without 
the category of woman, the argument goes, there can be no feminism.

At this point there is cause to refl ect that in the 200 years since the publication 
of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman feminist theory has reached a point where 
it is both theoretically assured and infl uential and yet is seen in some quarters as a 
barrier to the human emancipation of women rather than as a means of liberation. 
In some contexts, notably outside the West, it is diffi cult to see how the abolition 
of the concept of “woman” would improve the lives of those actual women strug-
gling to gain a measure of education, physical autonomy, and economic indepen-
dence. At the same time, the example of communist China reminds us that gender 
differences can be at least formally dissolved and that what was done in Mao’s 
China is being achieved in the capitalist West by the workings of the economy: the 
cost of basic subsistence together with the personal and material aspirational costs 
of a consumer society are such that women have become almost as fully integrated 
into the labor force, its values and those of consumption, as men. In this context 
the feminist theory which once, for example, decried the diffi culties women faced 
in gaining paid employment or access to professional training have to a certain 
extent been overtaken, if not by events, then at least by the dynamics of 
capitalism.

To continue by considering the gendered differences in social experience which 
still exist in the West would inevitably involve a list which would include differences 
in male and female earnings and participation in the power structures of institu-
tional life. The infamous “glass ceiling” has been broken in many contexts (in 
Britain, for example, by the fi rst woman prime minister, and in mainland Europe 
by a number of very visible female politicians), but what remains – and remains 
most apparent in an area which is of the least interest to many in a secular society 
– is the barrier to women in senior positions in all religious faiths. The resistance, 
for example, to the idea of women bishops in the Church of England touches on a 
seam of such straightforward suspicion of the female and the feminine that is worthy 
of some of the religious leaders of the sixteenth century. Nevertheless the resistance 
is of considerable interest since it manifests a deep vein of the continuing strength 
of “natural” explanations of sexual difference.

The human experience which is inevitably associated with “natural” explanations 
of sexual difference is that of motherhood. Parenthood and fatherhood have little 
that can compete with the iconic status of motherhood is Western societies; the 
condition which killed Mary Wollstonecraft is also the situation in which women 
and femininity are most commonly celebrated. Technology and changes in social 
mores have now dissolved many of the traditional expectations of motherhood (not 
least the social protection and physical engagement of a male partner), but the 
impact on women of bearing children remains one of the great divides in the social 
world. Feminists have long campaigned for improvements in those social arrange-
ments which most immediately have an impact on the condition of motherhood 
(more day care, better and more woman-friendly medical practices), and many of 
those demands have been achieved. Yet just as those demands are achieved so other 
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questions arise, the issues, for example, of same-sex parenting and the responsibili-
ties which women, rather than men, are supposed to have towards children. In all 
these debates, feminists have been actively involved in both critiques of the medical 
practices around reproduction (for example, the work of Ann Oakley and Sarah 
Franklin) and the various institutional practices (such as education) which seem to 
be most actively engaged in reproducing gender differences (Franklin 2007; Oakley 
1981).

CONCLUSION

At the beginning of the twenty-fi rst century it is therefore possible to defi ne a con-
siderable literature by feminists about the social condition of women throughout 
the world and to note the impact that some of this work has had on the actual 
practices of the social world. That last comment, however, has to be interpreted in 
two ways: fi rst, in the sense that campaigns by feminists around certain issues have 
led to changes in the law or other institutional contexts, but second, that feminism 
has itself provoked, as is sometimes argued, a reordering of gendered behavior 
which has been socially disturbing, if not actually disruptive. This backlash against 
feminism has been associated with campaigns to reverse Western legal changes 
about, for example, access to abortion or active discrimination in favor of women 
in the workplace. So far there are few signs of coordinated campaigns to reverse 
the changes inspired by feminism, but we must note the statements by women 
writers of fi ction (for example Doris Lessing and Fay Weldon) who have criticized 
signifi cant aspects of feminist campaigns.

It is apparent that what has been achieved in the West is a considerable equaliza-
tion in at least the civil status of women and men. What remains to be seen is the 
extent to which this equalization (in both debate and practice) actually challenges 
many of the assumptions of “classical” social theory. If we take the work of Marx, 
Weber, and Durkheim and examine it in the light of feminist theory we see, in large 
part, an absence of the discussion of gender per se, even if, as noted above, Marx 
(with Engels) did address the question of the relation of the sexual division of labor 
to other social divisions. But Weber and Durkheim (and later twentieth-century 
sociologists such as Parsons) attributed relatively little to gender divisions in terms 
of the overall structural organization of society. We can point out that Durkheim 
attributed the lower suicide rate of women to their greater engagement with others 
(an idea which, albeit often unattributed, supported a tradition within feminism 
which asserts the greater sense of emotional attachment to others on the part of 
women, rather than men) but discussion of gender as such is either absent or read 
in terms of “natural” binaries of male and female.

We can, therefore, read the classic tradition in sociology in the same way as 
others have read classic theoretical traditions in disciplines such as philosophy or 
political science: that these disciplines are therefore fatally fl awed. However, whilst 
much of post-Enlightenment intellectual speculation accepts as given the “nature” 
of male and female (and it is not until well into the late twentieth century that there 
is any material basis or theoretical basis for a radical challenge to this view), what 
the classic tradition in sociology has to say about the social world stands, in many 
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ways, the test of time and cannot be dismissed in terms of the “zombie concepts” 
which Beck has defi ned (Beck 2004). If we take just a view of the ideas fi rst outlined 
in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries by Marx, Weber, and Durkheim we 
can note that capitalism still fl ourishes and indeed has managed to acquire (after 
the fall of the Soviet Union) an added legitimacy as the “natural” form of human 
society; the “iron cage” suggested by Weber shows little sign of rotting away, and 
the question of the loss of social solidarity remains a potent source of social discus-
sion. Studies of the United States and Britain suggest – as Marx predicted – that the 
gap between the rich and the poor would widen, and even if the West seems to be 
perplexed by what Offer has described as the problems of affl uence, the nature of 
this affl uence (largely a greater array of relatively low-cost consumer goods) does 
little to disturb long-term structural distinctions, most particularly in class (Offer 
2005).

For all this, feminist theory has opened up new ways of studying the social world, 
not least in that context of the intersection of the social and the personal. Sociology 
has always encouraged us to recognize the social in ourselves (the driven creatures 
of the Protestant ethic or the authoritarian keepers of the institutional world), but 
the dimension which has been added is on that was once regarded as the preserve 
of psychology, that of intimate or personal relations. In this sense feminist theory 
could claim to have helped to increase vastly the scope of sociology and indeed the 
social. Anthony Giddens has suggested, in The Transformation of Intimacy, that 
feminism has contributed to the making of more “democratic” personal relations, 
and on this point there is some evidence that this has indeed been the case, although 
whether or not this new democracy is the result of ideological shifts rather than 
material ones has yet to be put to the test (Giddens 1992). The second part to his 
argument – that more democratic personal relations will underpin and inspire more 
democratic politics – has yet to be demonstrated; certain evidence (not least the 
disengagement of many Western citizens from the political system) suggests the 
contrary. Be that as it may, just as women came, in the twentieth century, to take 
a greater part in the world outside the household, so feminist theory has both 
charted and developed this shift and in doing so played its own part in the extension 
of the very idea of the “social.”
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13
Postmodern Social Theory

Jan Pakulski

Consideration of postmodern social theory (PST) brings us into a highly contested 
territory. Both the notion of social theory – a coherent body of knowledge that 
highlights the key aspects of “the social,” conceptualizes its key dimensions, and 
organizes causalities in an explanatory fashion – and the adjective “postmodern” 
are subject to intense debates and critical scrutiny (e.g. Delanty 1999; Ritzer 1997; 
Turner 2000, 2007). The position adopted here is that the adjective “postmodern” 
has a substance and distinctive – a but also multiple – meanings, and therefore 
requires elucidation, and that social theory is possible and desirable in its traditional 
role as a guide to social change. Below I overview those multiple meanings of the 
terms “postmodern,” “postmodernity,” and “postmodernization,” cast a glance on 
the key early exponents of postmodern social theory (PST), and refl ect on the 
complex origins of postmodern theorizing as a prolegomena to a more extensive 
presentation of one version of PST: a sociological argument on “postmoderniza-
tion” as intensifi cation and extension of modern trends. On the way, I note some 
disagreements with the more radical “postmodern” formulations, especially of an 
epistemological nature.

Social theory in its classical sociological form is not only possible but, in fact, 
urgently needed to assist in “making sense” of rapidly changing social confi gura-
tions. This is because these confi gurations – the ways in which individuals “band 
together” and act – have been changing particularly fast and wide thus generating 
widespread theoretical confusions and public anxieties. The confusions concern 
mainly the adequacy of classical theoretical heritage, the conceptualizations and 
explanations of social change inherited mainly from the canonical texts of nine-
teenth- and early twentieth-century thinkers. The anxieties refl ect uncertainties that 
social change inevitably amplifi es, as well as maladies that accompany alterations 
in familiar institutions and patterns of everyday life. Good theoretical accounts, 
those that combine comprehensiveness with empirical fi t, minimize both the confu-
sions and the anxieties. They also respond to public expectations that social theory 
both enlightens and anticipates, that it domesticates the unknown, especially its 
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most traumatic aspects, by naming, identifying causal connections, and charting the 
trends. This is why changes in patterns of social relations, especially those organized 
into institutions, have always constituted the main domain and the central referent 
of social theory.

While focusing on the social realm, the patterned social relations (confi gurations), 
social theory also encompasses the non-social factors: natural-ecological, biological, 
economic, etc., but only to the extent they affect the social realm. New developments 
in biology (especially genetics), environmental ecology, informatics, etc. make it 
necessary to consider these non-social factors in a more explicit manner (mainly as 
conditions of social action), but they do not warrant the change in what we consider 
the nature of “the social,” and therefore do not alter the analytical borderlines of 
the social sciences, especially sociology. However, they do prompt a rapid differen-
tiation within the sociological domain. This differentiation, apparent in all disciplin-
ary domains, is, in fact, one aspect of social change that a good social theory is 
expected to account for in the fi rst place.

PST has as its main object “postmodern” social change or “postmodernization,” 
as well as the products of this change, postmodern social confi gurations. The 
latter are sometimes referred to as “postmodernity” or the “postmodern condi-
tion.” As signaled by the quote marks, all these terms, while popular, need further 
elucidation. The prefi x “post” indicates both the historical transcendence (passing 
of a threshold, transcending modernity) and the tentative nature of theoretical 
formulations, uncertainty as to the direction of change beyond the fact that we 
are no longer living in modern society. It implies a sociohistorical discontinuity, 
a redirection of change, an ending of a distinctive (modern) period with its 
specifi c social forms and cultural outlooks. This distinctive period of modernity 
is typically dated as starting in the south-western part of Europe around the fi f-
teenth to sixteenth centuries, and culminating in the nineteenth to twentieth cen-
turies. Some historians, like Arnold Toynbee (1954 [1934]) date the postmodern 
redirection in Europe as early as the 1870s; art historians typically locate 
the origins of “postmodern style” and sensitivities to the interwar decades of 
the twentieth century; social scientists see “postmodernization,” a continuous 
social and cultural reconfi guration, as a much later development, typically follow-
ing World War II and accelerating during the turbulent 1960s and 1970s. 
One symptom of discontinuity is the very popularity of the prefi x “post” applied 
frequently (one is tempted to say indiscriminately) in social analyses and 
popular discourses; another is a pervasive sense of “disorganization” and “disor-
der”; still another is a consensus as to what “modernity” means. If Minerva’s 
owl spreads its wings at dusk, if such a consensus can be achieved only retrospec-
tively, it clearly indicates that we are leaving behind modern social and cultural 
forms.

The origins of the term, and its connotations, have strong connections with 
aesthetic criticism, especially in visual arts and architecture. These connections 
shaped the trajectory of the postmodern intellectual movement and the deployment 
of the terms in social analysis. They facilitated the initial spread of the terms in 
the domains of humanities, especially cultural/literary studies. Perry Anderson 
(1998) suggests that the postmodern intellectual movement originated in the 
historical, philosophical, and aesthetic domains but promptly expanded into the 
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social sciences (especially sociology and social geography) more or less at the 
same time as it started to dominate cultural studies, especially at new universities 
that benefi ted from a rapid expansion of tertiary education. Its early supporters 
were thus outside the infl uence and control of traditional academic and disciplinary 
establishments – a factor that contributed to radicalism, diversity, and eclecticism. 
As Hobsbawm (1994: 517) observed, “By the 1990s there were ‘postmodern’ 
philosophers, social scientists, anthropologists, historians and other practitio-
ners  .  .  .  Literary criticism, of course, adopted it with enthusiasm. In fact, 
‘postmodern’ fashions, pioneered under various names (‘deconstruction’, ‘post-
structuralism’, etc.) among the French-speaking intelligentsia, made their way into 
US departments of literature and thence into the rest of the humanities and social 
sciences.”

THE POSTMODERN APPROACH

One of the distinctive features of the postmodern movement was a combination of 
epistemological radicalism, including the critical questioning of the “Enlightenment 
legacy,” with substantive liberalism, programmatic openness to all themes, disciplin-
ary domains, and traditions. The radical epistemological position – arguably the 
least clearly articulated by movement intellectuals – deserves some critical scrutiny, 
partly because it generated the most provocative (and most critically received) post-
modern pronouncements.

According to such key postmodern intellectuals as Jean-François Lyotard, the 
intellectual response to accelerated social change warrants a radical revision in some 
key metatheoretical assumptions, including the meaning of “the social realm,” as 
well as ideological underpinnings, such as the faith in social progress, emancipation, 
the effectiveness of formal organization, and the possibility of securing objective 
and reliable social knowledge. There is a danger that these assumptions, labeled by 
Lyotard (1984 [1979]) the “metanarratives” of modernity, will obscure the view of 
change. This is a central point made by the early advocates of postmodern approach, 
most of them philosophers. They have promoted not only new “postmodern theo-
ries” (in the plural, to stress the fragmentation of disciplinary domains) that capture 
the key features of “postmodern condition,” but also a new style of theorizing, a 
“postmodern approach.” Such an approach has been derived from the works of 
(mostly German) critical thinkers: Friedrich Nietzsche, Max Weber, Georg Simmel, 
and Martin Heidegger, and subsequently developed by predominantly French intel-
lectuals, such as Michel Foucault, François Lyotard, and Jacques Derrida. At the 
heart of the new approach one can fi nd a mixture of critical skepticism, irony, and 
ambivalence, as well as the tendency to focus on the discursive/narrative foundations 
of knowledge and language–power relations. Such a mixture, according to the 
movement intellectuals, opens the way for a more reliable and less ideologically 
distorted knowledge.

In line with this programmatic critical-skeptical intention, the early postmodern 
thinkers focused mainly on “deconstruction,” the questioning of “old certainties,” 
critical re-evaluation of discourses and the accompanying knowledge–power nexus. 
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They also advocated a “paradigmatic switch” that engenders ironic self-orientation 
by encompassing, as an object of critical refl ection, the social scientifi c analysis itself. 
That helped, in turn, in revealing the blind spots and unexamined assumptions of 
modern theorizing – the latter no longer adequate in the postmodern condition. 
Such a form of critical refl ection, aware of its own epistemological foundations, 
prospects, and limitations, was welcomed as promising a more socially adequate 
knowledge.

Initially, this promise was looking good. The insights of postmodern philosophers 
have been promptly developed in a sociological realm by such thinkers as Jean 
Baudrillard (1994, 1998, 2006), Zygmunt Bauman (1992, 1997, 2006), Ulrich Beck 
(1992, 2002, 2006) and his collaborators (Beck et al. 1994), Stephen Crook and 
his colleagues (1992; Pakulski and Waters 1996), Anthony Giddens (1987, 1991), 
Mike Featherstone (1995, 2007), Fredric Jameson (1992, 1998), Scott Lash (1990) 
and his collaborators (Lash and Urry 1987, 1994), David Harvey (1989, 2001, 
2005), and Barry Smart (1993, 1998, 2000). What are the key features of postmod-
ern social theory, as suggested by these key proponents, and what are the core 
postmodern social trends they identify?

Perhaps the best way of answering these questions is by starting with negative 
references, that is, what the postmodern social thinkers oppose and object to. This 
is in line with seeing “postmodernism” as an intellectual movement that is unifi ed 
more by what it is against than what it is for. The key critical references in all 
movement intellectual products, including the postmodern social analyses, seem to 
be theoretical structuralism, especially Marxist structuralism, especially in its politi-
cized versions that embrace scientism, economic determinism, a focus on class 
confl ict, and anticipation of socialist revolution. Equally widespread are critical 
references to (“the mainstream”) modernization theory, especially its liberal Par-
sonian form that anticipates the progressive value-shift towards universalism, 
secularism, achievement, affective neutrality, instrumentalism, and self-orientation. 
Both are charged with four faults: ideological bias towards apology (assuming 
progress, emancipation, etc.); misplaced abstraction that severs the link between 
social theory and everyday experience of/in society; simplifi cation (under the guise 
of abstraction and universalism) that ignores diversity; and predictive pretension 
that results in false anticipations (and proliferation of unanticipated “anomalies”). 
In contrast to both, the advocates of postmodernization are critical of the social 
(dis) order, embrace diversity, acknowledge limited capacities to predict (but a 
possibility of accurate anticipation), and promote a type of critical refl ection that 
engages popular feelings, anxieties, and concerns. They are also skeptical as to the 
possibility of effective “social engineering” through discovering universal law-like 
regularities, especially the primary determinants and movers of social forms, and 
applying them as policy guides. Moreover, the key feature of the postmodern 
approach is also shared skepticism about progress, especially the evolutionary 
liberal schemes predicting widening rationality, value-universalism, freedom, and 
affl uence-generated happiness. Their assessments of postmodern condition tend to 
be skeptical and critical, but not in terms of identifying terminal “crises,” but 
rather revealing certain social maladies as perennial and chronic. This skeptical 
criticism is well summarized in a series of dichotomies derived from Bauman’s 
(1992) seminal work:
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modern features versus postmodern features
determinism (natural laws)  contingency, chance, probability
universalism, similarity in  particularism and localism
 time/space
confi dence, transparency,  uncertainty, skepticism, ambiguity
 sense of reality
sense of order, clarity, and  sense of disorder, provisionality
 certainty
institutional monism and  institutional pluralism, diversity
 universalism
sense of constraint, limitation  freedom of choice and stylization

It is not hard to identify in these dichotomies the “core” critical edge of post-
modern social analysis. In many ways, it is similar to the critical edge of the previous 
anti-positivist intellectual movement that reoriented European social thought from 
1890 to 1930 (Hughes 1974). Like their early twentieth-century predecessors (who 
included Dilthey, Weber, Simmel, and Pareto), the proponents of the “postmodern 
turn” question the underlying assumptions about the persistence of stable and 
deterministic social structures (versus actors), are skeptical about universal causali-
ties (versus particular patterns, contingencies), and doubt the possibility of predic-
tions (versus probabilities). Postmodern analysis seems to avoid this criticized form 
of systematic-cum-systemic theorizing, avoids generalizations and “blanket” predic-
tions, and its proponents seldom aim at producing cumulative knowledge. Rather, 
in a Simmelian fashion, they offer loose refl ections that capture both new social 
developments and the accompanying popular sensitivities and tastes. Also, in a 
Weberian fashion, they stress the importance of actors, complex contingencies, and 
probabilistic regularities. The dominant mood is critical: the postmodern thinkers 
are debunking, deconstructing, demystifying, questioning, and criticizing. It is 
backed by generalized skepticism: we are better off aware of uncertainties and 
contingencies than guided by dubious explanatory constructs combined with “meta-
narratives” of progress and emancipation. Closely related to this critical orientation 
is a tendency for critically monitoring and refl ecting upon (rather than systematically 
analyzing) social change, focusing on specifi c and particular (rather than general 
and typical) developments, producing “rich descriptions” (rather than formulating 
hypotheses), all combined with terminological innovations, often beyond obvious 
need. That attracts the accusations of atheoretical bias, descriptivism, esotericism, 
imprecision, and jargon-infestation (e.g. Sokal and Bricmont 1999).

POSTMODERN SOCIAL THEORY

It is important to note that PST emerged largely as a by-product of the postmodern 
approach, as a result of a critical and skeptical refl ection on the state of social 
knowledge. And it emerged relatively late – the main texts were published in the 
1980s and 1990s – thus carrying a strong imprint of the critical spirit engendered 
in the postmodern movement. This affected both its content, especially the strong 
philosophical references, and its form: typically critical essays, refl ections, and 
observations.
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Though the key critical referents of PST – modernity and modern conditions – 
have seldom been defi ned in a systematic way, there seems to be a consensus that 
they include the key features identifi ed by the “classical” theorists: Marx, Toc-
queville, Durkheim, Weber, and Simmel, elaborated later by such “modernization 
theorists” as Parsons and Inkeles. In these renditions, modernization implies pro-
gressive rationalization – especially through formal legalism and market transac-
tions – that displaces traditional conduct; hierarchical organization adopted in all 
domains of life, especially state administration; democratization as refl ected in 
equalization of statuses, relations, and lifestyles; the ubiquitous “division of labor” 
that transpires in occupational and scientifi c-disciplinary specialization; the separa-
tion between “high” and “low” culture, the latter subject to “massifi cation”; and 
gradual individualization engendered in the expansion of liberal norms, laws, rights, 
and popular outlooks. The outcomes of these processes have been variously described 
as “modern Western,” “modern capitalist,” “class,” “mass,” “democratic,” “orga-
nized,” and “industrial” forms of society.

Postmodernization implies a move away from these modern social confi gurations. 
While some theorists suggest that postmodernization also implies a break with the 
very central “modern” values engendered in the Enlightenment movement (rational-
ism, secularism, liberalism), these suggestions remain largely rhetorical, and most 
postmodern theorists adhere to these values, at least in practice (as opposed to 
declarations). One can summarize the contrast between the modern and postmodern 
features in another series of dichotomies:

modern society (condition) versus postmodern society (condition)
focus on production and  focus on consumption
 productive roles
industrial production and  postindustrial production and 
 organization   organization
embedded institutions  disembedded (fl oating) institutions
class structures and allied  complex hierarchies and niche lifestyles
lifestyles stable employment  episodic employment and lateral moves
 and sequential careers
stable core identities (class,  fl uid, multiple, situational 
 ethnic, etc.)   identifi cations
hierarchical national cultures  diverse multicultural and 
 (mass)   subcultural mosaic
“cleavage” and organized  issue- and leader-oriented global 
 national politics   politics
national focus and  global-local focus, opportunistic 
 policymaking   policies

Another way of characterizing postmodern social theory is by identifying some 
critical changes in focus and emphasis. Thus the advocates of postmodern social 
analysis suggest fi ve substantive shifts in focus:

• from structural to cultural: more attention given to culture, especially popular 
culture, with its vicissitudes and uncertain value-bases. This attention typi-
cally combines with interest in consumption (especially mass symbolic) and 
identity (re)formation;
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• from mass production to mass consumption and lifestyle, communication, 
and mass media: focus on mass consumption, especially of symbols/
information, on mass-mediated communication, and on popular (versus elite) 
culture;

• from interaction to discourse: a “linguistic/symbolic shift” refl ected in more 
attention paid to representations, especially in popular media and 
discourses;

• from institutions to actors and networks: focus on fl exible social networking 
based on temporary consensus rather than norms/rules and on the role of 
infl uential actors/agents of change. This is often combined with interest in 
changing identifi cations and the propagation of “model” images, especially 
in the domains of popular culture and politics;

• from typical to diverse and marginal: increased interest in non-typical (often 
specifi c and marginalized) social-cultural confi gurations, such as sexual, 
ethnic, religious, lifestyle, etc. minorities and their cultures.

As one may also expect, there is some disagreement among the theorists as to 
the scope of postmodernization, a degree of departure from modern social confi gu-
rations. Some, like Bauman and Harvey, see contemporary societies, especially their 
cultures, as already “postmodern” (though Bauman has recently abandoned this 
term and opts for a more specifi c and continuity-implying label of “liquid moder-
nity”). Others, like Baudrillard and Crook et al., refer more cautiously to ongoing 
processes of “postmodernization” understood as a directional trend, and are either 
skeptical or agnostic about the possibility of mature “postmodern” society. Still 
others, like Beck and Giddens, adhere to a view of epochal discontinuity, but dis-
tance themselves from the postmodern movement by adopting alternative labels of 
“second” or “late” modernity (analogous to “liquid” or “refl exive” modernity à la 
Bauman and Scott) and by embracing a new “globalization perspective.” This 
signals a double split within the movement: between more radical “postmodernists,” 
who share the perception of radical change (beyond the modern) and follow the 
postmodern approach, and the less radical postmodernists, who just explore social 
discontinuities and new “postmodern trends” without committing themselves to 
epistemological innovations. The second divide is between the faithful adherents 
committed to embracing the postmodern idiom, and the “defectors” who, while 
initially supporting the movement, now explore alternative theoretical frameworks 
(such as “globalization theory”).

THE KEY FIGURES

Postmodern social thinkers stress discontinuities in social development and have less 
confi dence than their predecessors in our capacity to identify the general regularities 
and causal complexes. For most of them, contingency rules OK. Thus in his Post-
modern Condition (1984), Jean-François Lyotard refl ects critically on the state of 
knowledge in contemporary society. His analysis contains not only a radical criti-
cism of the epistemological foundations of scientifi c knowledge in general, but also 
more specifi c comments about sociological knowledge, the latter as a sociological 
account of commodifi ed knowledge under the impact of information and commu-
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nication technologies. Knowledge, according to Lyotard, consists of narratives, that 
is, a mixture of norms, stories, popular wisdoms, fables, and myths. The “post-
modern condition” is characterized by increasing public realization that scientifi c 
knowledge is not different from other forms of popular knowledge: like all social 
knowledge, it is a type of discourse, a “metanarrative” or a grand story of a total-
izing type. Claims of those who see scientifi c knowledge as uniquely objective, true, 
and universally valid are greeted with incredulity or skepticism. This incredulity 
extends to all “metanarratives,” including Marxism (a story of human emancipa-
tion) and mainstream social theory (a story of progress, secularization, rationaliza-
tion, etc.), and constitutes a distinctive mark of the postmodern approach (1993). 
The accuracy and legitimacy of metanarratives are questioned, and so is their claim 
to privileged epistemological status; instead, the postmodern critics like Lyotard 
claim, their true nature as “language games” opens the way for critical revaluation 
of their substance and social function.

Lyotard’s countryman Jean Baudrillard (e.g. 1988, 1994, 1998, 2006) focuses 
attention on popular culture and the mass media. He sees postmodernity as a trend 
– a correlate of expanding mass media and mass consumption – and as the begin-
ning of a new era brought by the proliferation of mediated communication, 
symbolic consumption, and the compression of time and space. This results in self-
referentiality of signs, intensifi ed consumption of signs (e.g. brands), and the emer-
gence of social order based on symbolic consumption. Our everyday experience is 
now so pervaded by images and representations, most of them electronically medi-
ated, that the old distinction between “reality” and “representation” is obsolete. 
“Representations” are now a (the?) major part of our experience of “reality.” In 
fact, the difference between them blurs, as indicated by the often used inverted 
commas. Thus people respond to media images of the Iraq war, rather than the 
actual events, the latter either hidden from scrutiny and public gaze and/or format-
ted by journalistic/media practices. This opens the way for radical differences in 
perceptions and accounts, as proven by moon landing conspiracy theories. We no 
longer live in “reality,” he claims, but in a highly mediated “hyper-reality,” an 
important part of which is a “world of self-referential signs” (1988, 1994). Our 
response to the loss of reality is to engage in “panic productions” of what we try 
to convince ourselves is real, but can only be “hyper-real,” simulated. Baudrillard 
traces the “phases of the image” (or loss of “reality”) through four steps, from mere 
representation to hyper-real “simulation.” This may explain why our contemporary 
culture is so absorbed by creative nostalgia (retro fashions and musical tastes, the 
“heritage-ization” of history, “traditional” family values) and pastiche (mock-fed-
eration domestic architecture, theme parks, skansen-type replicas). It might even 
shed some light on the proliferation of quasi-religious beliefs, such as scientology 
and creationism, and widespread environmental anxieties, the latter fed by reports 
of environmental risks and ecological disasters, as well as sci-fi  fantasies and widely 
propagated urban mythologies (e.g. native wisdoms, spiritual paths, “law and order 
solutions”). Baudrillard also writes of the “disappearance” of the masses and classes 
through self-dissolution into mass-mediated simulations. Under the postmodern 
condition of progressive commodifi cation and mediation, the social realm – the 
webs of patterned social relations – is a by-product of second-order simulacra, that 
is, interpretations of media-propagated images.
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Baudrillard’s (1994) emphasis on the representing (“simulating”) power of the 
media has led him to highly controversial questioning the existence of the social 
realm. Society, or “the social,” does not escape the fate of increasingly mediated 
and simulated reality: it becomes “invisible” and can only be “hyper-simulated.” It 
therefore loses its capacity to explain. Subsequently (e.g. 2006) he adopted a more 
moderate view, that the new electronic and digitalized media just undermine the 
reality and autonomy of social relations (“the social”). His British counterparts, 
Mike Featherstone (1988, 1995, 2007) and Zygmunt Bauman (1992), locate the 
notion of “postmodern” more fi rmly in the realm of social relations, and give it a 
more clear historical locus. Both see contemporary society as evolving beyond 
modernity, and they defi ne “postmodern” as an emergent global social confi gura-
tion with its own distinctive organization, cultures, and popular mentalities. “[T]o 
speak about postmodernity,” according to Featherstone (1988: 198), “is to suggest 
an epochal shift or break from modernity involving the emergence of a new social 
totality with its own distinctive organizing principles.” These principles derive 
mainly from intensifi ed consumption, especially of images and signs that accompany 
the gradual “decoupling” of highly commodifi ed popular culture from the social 
realm. In a similar tone, Bauman (1992, 1997) charts the changing culture, social 
relations, and popular sensitivities. He stresses the discontinuity between modern 
concerns with regulation, supervision, and other forms of imposing order, and the 
new postmodern celebration of individual freedom, spontaneity, and choice, the 
latter refl ected particularly in stylized consumption. More recently, Bauman (2003, 
2005, 2006) has stressed the fl uid and “disembedded” nature of social relations that 
proliferate together with postmodern culture – a confi guration of “liquid moder-
nity.” Perhaps more importantly, he also provides a model of postmodern analysis 
in a form of a loose sociological refl ection that pays attention to both new social 
formations and the accompanying mentalities, sensibilities, and popular concerns.

On the other side of the Atlantic, Richard Rorty (1989, 1993, 1998, 2007), a 
philosopher, David Harvey (1989, 2001, 2005), a social geographer, and Fredric 
Jameson (1992, 1998, 2007), a cultural critic, offer a version of postmodern social 
theory highly Marxist in its theoretical inspiration, in which the postmodern condi-
tion is closely identifi ed with “late” or “consumer” capitalism. All three analyze 
postmodern trends as a continuation of modern developments: a more rapid and 
global circulation of capital, spacial reorganization of investment, intensifi cation of 
consumption, gradual commodifi cation of culture, collapse of styles and high/low 
cultural tastes, increasing populism of standards, and fragmentation of classes and 
political realignments as refl ected in the proliferation of ephemeral movements. 
Postmodernism, according to Jameson, represents a new mode of representation, 
life experience, and aesthetic sensitivity, all of which refl ect the latest stage of capi-
talist development. The key features of this stage (that evolved out of the market 
capitalism of the nineteenth century and the monopoly capitalism of the early 
twentieth century) is the global division of labor, intense consumption, especially 
of images, a proliferation of the mass media, and an increasing saturation of society 
with information technology. Above all, late capitalism integrates aesthetic produc-
tion into general commodity production, thus intensifying mass consumption of 
ever more novel goods. Jameson identifi es the features of postmodern cultural con-
fi guration, a new “mode of production” in late capitalism, as including: the blurring 
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of distinctions between popular/commercial and high-brow/classic culture; the 
weakening of the historical dimension with the emphasis on current experience and 
the organization of space (most conspicuous in contemporary architecture); the 
spread of electronically reproduced images; a wide use of pastiche; and a decline in 
affectivity that reduces the need for emotional engagement in cultural consumption. 
In his quest for “cognitive mapping” of contemporary culture in relation to the late 
capitalist economy and society, Jameson links the postmodern confi guration with 
the popular ethos, lifestyles, and mentalities of “the yuppies,” the young segments 
of a professional-managerial class, and with a new wave of American economic, 
cultural, and military domination.

Across the Pacifi c in Australia, Stephen Crook and his colleagues (1992; Pakulski 
and Waters 1996) developed a less radical theoretical vision focusing on “postmod-
ernization” – a continuous process of “reversals (hence the prefi x ‘post’) through 
acceleration” of the core processes of modernization (hence the references to clas-
sical theory). This allows them to relate clearly the processes of postmodernization 
to modernization, and explain the former as a continuation of modern trends, rather 
than a radical sociohistorical breach. This also means that their theoretical formu-
lation maintains a strong nexus with classical social theory. Thus the “reversal 
through acceleration” transforms commodifi cation into hyper-commodifi cation, 
social differentiation into hyper-differentiation, and rationalization into hyper-
rationalization. Postmodernization involves not only acceleration-cum-rerouting of 
social change, but also the blurring of boundaries between social, cultural, and 
political domains. For Crook and his colleagues, this means that fl ows of social 
action are no longer contained in social institutions. In fact, many forms of action 
take the form of more fl uid “social arrangements” that lack clear normative found-
ing and the accompanying solidity and durability. It also means that postmoderniza-
tion generates widespread uncertainty, “fear of the future,” and poses (again) the 
problem of social order.

So, what are the connotations and denotations of postmodern social theory, and 
who are “postmodern social theorists”? As suggested above, PST can be defi ned as 
a sub-category of social theory. It encompasses those explanatory accounts of social 
reconfi gurations that maintain a critical orientation and embrace the notion of dis-
continuity. Another, and much broader (and therefore often favored), way of cir-
cumscribing PST is by treating it as a body of social knowledge, that is, knowledge 
concerning social relations (“the social”), produced by key movement intellectuals. 
Considering the fact that postmodernism constitutes a very broad and amorphous 
intellectual movement – a reticulate network of intellectuals linked mainly by shared 
oppositions and dislikes, some common positive emphases (e.g. on discontinuity 
and social fl uidity), terminological preferences, frequent cross-references, and shared 
debates – such a defi nition would be blurred.

This brings us to a diffi cult question of identity and composition: who is in and 
who is out of the movement. Like all intellectual movements (e.g. contemporary 
feminism, environmentalism, and neo-Marxism), the postmodern movement is 
rather amorphous. Moreover, the recent (what looks like) defections from the move-
ment – or at least a reluctance to embrace the key identifying terms (such as “post-
modern” or “postmodernity”) by some prominent pioneers of the movement, such 
as Bauman, raises further problems of identifi cation. Not only do the boundaries 
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of the movement look more blurred, but also its identifi cations seem to be weaker 
and more transient. Today it is less clear than at the beginning of the new century 
who are the key movement intellectuals and how strong is their identifi cation with, 
and commitment to, the postmodern movement. Thus at least four important 
fi gures, Zygmunt Bauman, Scott Lash, Ulrich Beck, and Anthony Giddens, have 
recently questioned their self-identifi cation with the “postmodern theoretical camp.” 
Bauman (1997: 17–20) sees postmodern theory as a preliminary statement super-
seded by ideas spun around “liquid modernization.” Lash (1994), seems to be 
abandoning the commitment to “postmodern” and “refl exing modernization” for 
what he prefers to call “vitalism.” Giddens (1991, 2000) opts for labeling the new 
social forms as “late modern,” “radicalized modernity,” and “high modernity” 
characterized by “post-traditional social order” in which individual identities are 
constantly reshaped as a part of an ongoing refl ective accomplishment. To Giddens, 
the adjective “postmodern” describes the most extreme features of late modern 
society. Similarly, Beck (2006), an initial sympathizer (if not a supporter of the 
movement), today prefers to use the concept of “refl exive modernity” as a descriptor 
of choice for current social and cultural confi gurations. The latter places more 
emphasis on continuous individualization and re-creation of identities than on social 
discontinuities. This may indicate a decline of the movement. Such historical declines 
of intellectual movements are typically harbingered by weakening identifi cations, 
defection of supporters, weathering networks, shrinking intellectual production 
(especially publications), and declining popularity of the key concepts. It is too early 
to offer a verdict about the vitality of the postmodern movement.

THE SOCIAL FRAMEWORK

This brings us to the social origins and development of the movement (its intellectual 
origins have been traced admirably by Perry Anderson [1998]). The critical clues 
as to these origins are: shared references that allow for identifi cation of the key 
pioneers and seminal texts, a strong concentration of postmodern social analyses 
(publications) in the late 1980s and 1990s that helps in mapping the developmental 
trajectory, and the shared “critical” orientation of postmodern analyses combined 
with a shared sense of discontinuity and fl uidity (as refl ected in the prefi xes “post” 
or qualifying terms “late,” “refl exive,” “fl uid,” etc.) that betray the formative 
concerns and preoccupations.

There is no doubt that the postmodern movement is a response to accelerating 
social change, especially those aspects of change that affect “everyday life” in the 
most advanced Western societies: daily experiences, popular concerns and feelings, 
mass orientations, consumption, lifestyles, and popular culture – and through them 
the ways in which we relate to others. Over the last decades of the twentieth century 
the change seemed to be particularly rapid and pervasive, partly due to the impact 
of the new electronic media and the rapid spread of commodifi ed popular culture, 
increasingly global in scope. These processes, and the accompanying sense of histori-
cal-biographical discontinuity-cum-uncertainty, was articulated well by the pioneers 
of the postmodern movement, especially in the wave of publications in the 1980s 
and 1990s at the peak of the popularity of the postmodern idiom.
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While all advocates of the postmodern approach subscribe to the notion of dis-
continuity, a break with modernity, they seldom clearly mark the watershed. Most, 
however, would agree that the social developments in advanced societies in the 
mid-twentieth century, particularly after World War II, especially the proliferation 
of popular consumer culture and the global informational-media revolution (espe-
cially the spread of TV) that accompanies a global spread of ideas and market 
relations (e.g. Crook et al. 1992) . This consensus offers some pointers as to the 
social roots of the movement, especially its distinctive critical-skeptical orientation 
engendered in the attempts at a critical revision of the classical theoretical heritage. 
The classical social theories, one might argue (as well as their twentieth-century 
“updates”), especially in their dominant Marxist and “mainstream” (moderniza-
tion) renditions, have lost their plausibility and relevance, and this loss became 
most apparent – especially to observers in advanced societies – in the last decades 
of the twentieth century. This was a gradual process. The classical heritage looked 
quite plausible in guiding our understanding and anticipation of social change 
(notwithstanding the differences in predictions among the “classics” themselves) 
until roughly the mid-twentieth century. Then, to use the language of Kuhn, the 
“anomalies” started to pile up in the form of increasingly “unexpected,” “puz-
zling,” and “chaotic” social developments. It is these cumulative anomalies – the 
developments that “do not fi t” the anticipated developmental paths, do not sit well 
with the accompanying world-views and popular creeds, and therefore require ad 
hoc adjustments – that triggered the postmodern intellectual movement, especially 
its social-theoretical part. Since the strength and popularity of this movement seem 
to be proportionate to the scope of anomalies (and the sense of puzzlement they 
generated), it is useful to list these anomalous developments as the supporting 
argued link:

• The despotic evolution of Soviet Russia and the rise of fascism, especially 
German Nazism, followed by its spread throughout Europe, South America, 
and the Middle East was a surprising “anomaly” to both Marxists and mod-
ernization theorists. Both developments proved diffi cult to accommodate with 
the “class confl ict,” “modern trends” and progressive-emancipatory expecta-
tions. Stalinism evolved in a nationalistic and despotic direction. The fascist 
ascendancy also looked contradictory (irrational, socially “regressive,” etc.). 
Perhaps most puzzling was the effective political and ideological uniformiza-
tion of fascist and communist societies and the systematic violence embraced 
by both regimes, most evident in the horrors of Gulag and the Holocaust. 
They have badly shaken the evolutionary and universalistic assumptions of 
modern theory in all its versions.

• The post-World War II developments, especially the proliferation of the elec-
tronic media and rapidly diversifying popular culture, were less shocking; 
nonetheless they seemed at odds with the predictions of structural functional-
ists and Marxists alike. Again, the global spread of culture industries com-
bined with a “postindustrial” shift from manufacturing to service production 
proved challenging to the key theoretical predictions. The proposed theoreti-
cal modifi cations (including the Frankfurt School analyses, industrial society, 
mass society, and “postindustrial” accounts) helped to defuse a sense of 
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theoretical inadequacy. It is characteristic, however, that some of these 
accounts (especially by Ralf Dahrendorf and Daniel Bell) resorted to the prefi x 
“post” in order to signal the need for a radical reworking of the modern 
theoretical heritage.

• The turbulent last decades of the twentieth century proved particularly 
“anomalous” and therefore provoking. They witnessed not only the massive 
expansion of the electronic media – seen by McLuhan (2001 [1964]) as revo-
lutionary in their impact on mental processes and popular perceptions – but 
also a rapid expansion of market relations (investment and trade) combined 
with a new international “division of labor” that brought with it Western 
“deindustrialization” and “fl exible” forms of employment. They also wit-
nessed “refolutions” (revolutions through peaceful reforms), elite-led “national 
autonomy” movements resulting in the dissolution of the Soviet bloc and the 
Soviet Union itself.

• The developments starting the new millennium have further reinforced the 
sense of puzzlement and anxiety by highlighting the fragility and vulnerability 
of the social order to disruptive infl uences. The spread of religious fundamen-
talism (Islamic, Christian, Jewish, Hindu) was a surprise – incompatible with 
modern trajectories. Their cross-national political mobilization was a shock 
to all observers, particularly those embracing Marxism or the “mainstream” 
modernization theory – both dominant in educational curricula and policy 
debates. The terrorist attacks by shadowy “non-state agents,” the confused 
response of the American government, and the outbursts of ethno-racial 
xenophobia around the issues of migration and cultural rights have added to 
puzzlement and frustration. In a similar way, environmental anxieties entered 
the mainstream of social concerns in a largely unpredicted way. With the 
massive publicity given to climate change, this time attributed to routine 
human activities, the mass anxieties about future and the awareness of “risks” 
have intensifi ed.

This list may be skewed towards unexpected and anomalous developments, and 
the accompanying failure of the social sciences to explain and anticipate. However, 
as noted by William Saroyan, we get very little wisdom from success. The anticipa-
tion of failure proved creative by provoking intellectual ferment among social think-
ers, especially the World War II and post-war generations educated in the modern 
canon. The disparities between this canon, dominant in the educational curricula 
and policy debates, on the one hand, and the increasingly “anomalous” develop-
ments, on the other, have proved fertile grounds for critical revisions of the modern 
theoretical heritage.

As usual, the most radical critical revisions originated outside the established 
centers of learning (the Ivy League and Oxbridge universities), involved academics 
and public intellectuals who operated at the periphery of “normal” social science, 
latched on to formerly marginalized philosophical traditions (Nietzsche, Weber, 
Heidegger), and encouraged provocative formulations that travel fast-n-easy through 
the mass media networks. To the readers of Coser and Kuhn, this form of intellec-
tual ferment-cum-innovation triggered on the peripheries, outside the “core” institu-
tions, is hardly surprising.
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The critical factor was undoubtedly the ease of communication. The audience 
for these critical refl ections promptly expanded beyond the traditional academic-
intellectual circles. Postmodern critics could address the mass educated audience in 
a similar way as postmodern artists and philosophers entered the arena of popular 
culture with their refl ections and commentaries, typically in the form of critical 
essays. The electronic mediation of academic and popular cultures (increasingly 
merging into one), the proliferation of tertiary education, and the swelling ranks of 
the “chattering classes” all facilitated movement mobilization and growth. The 
focus on popular experiences, sensitivities, anxieties, and the highly accessible form 
of cultural commentary and intellectual refl ection that the critics favored, added to 
the easy accommodation of postmodern analyses within the diversifying popular 
culture. Its essays, especially social commentaries accessible to non-experts, became 
an integral part of this culture.

Perhaps the most important fertilizer for postmodern critical revisions came 
from what was widely perceived as a failure of Marxism, especially in its critical-
explanatory and social-emancipatory functions. The intellectual debris of post-
Soviet Marxism provided ready-made models for postmodern refl ection. Criticism 
of Soviet–Chinese socialism was one convenient starting point; another was a series 
of Frankfurt School “updates” that provided theoretical pointers to postmodern 
analyses of contemporary “culture industries.” This accompanied, one should stress, 
a brief revival of structural Marxism, a key initial competitor to postmodern inter-
pretations. However, this Marxist revival, which could stifl e the postmodern move-
ment, proved short-lived. Neither the initially fashionable structural analyses of 
Althusser and Poulantzas, nor the highly abstract “analytical Marxism,” nor, fi nally, 
the “dependency/world system” accounts have dealt satisfactorily with the new 
developments, including the rise of corporate elites, the “death of class,” the Soviet 
collapse, the messy postcommunist developments, the ascendancy of “Asian tigers” 
and the industrial growth of China. Moreover, the Marxist “updates” shared 
another weakness: they ignored the “everyday life” aspect, the experience of living 
in a heavily mediated and rapidly changing society. This gap between the abstract 
structural accounts and the “everyday” experience contributed to the demise of 
structural Marxism – and the initial popularity of its postmodern competitor. The 
less abstract, less doctrinal, more modest and more sociologically informed post-
modern accounts, especially by Harvey and Jameson, have helped to fi ll a gap left 
by withering Marxism in the sense of providing more relevant and convincing theo-
retical “updates,” critical of contemporary consumer capitalism but free from the 
dubious eschatologies of class exploitation, social polarization, revolution, and the 
ultimate socialist emancipation.

To some extent, these accounts are updates on updates – a reinterpretation of 
many themes initiated by Max Weber, and the critical theorists of the Frankfurt 
School (especially Theodor Adorno and Walter Benjamin). Like their early twenti-
eth-century predecessors, the postmodern thinkers prefer to debunk illusions rather 
than prophesy crises, highlight new developments and complex contingencies rather 
than formulate general regularities. Postmodern theorizing, in other words, has 
provided a fresh idiom for social criticism previously monopolized by Marxism. 
However, as argued below, it has also encountered a formidable competitor in the 
form of growing “globalization theory.” The latter is partly competitive and partly 
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complementary, focusing on the spacial aspects of social change, and on sociopoliti-
cal actors and arenas.

CRITICISMS

Critics of PST, recently more numerous than supporters of the movement, point to 
some problems. First, PST tends to contain too much radical critical epistemology 
and not enough positive sociology, especially macrosociology. Postmodern analyses 
tend to be both too abstract in embracing high-level generalizations and too specifi c 
in focusing on particular, often marginal, social and cultural developments. If PST 
is to perform its sensitizing-explanatory role by rendering meaningful and intelli-
gible past and current social-historical developments, critics point out, it should 
have a more robust substantive core, a more specifi c historical focus, and a more 
solid empirical base. Second, PST is criticized for being too fragmented, unsystem-
atic in its focus. While pursuing a noble aim of bringing social theorizing closer to 
“everyday life,” and while focusing on everyday experiences and identifying popular 
anxieties, the postmodern refl ection, critics charge, fails to discriminate between 
the central and marginal, universal and particular, typical and specifi c. It tends to 
highlight cultural currents, popular moods and sensibilities, while ignoring their 
“social substratum.” Therefore it risks marginalization, especially when facing 
the competitor in the form of burgeoning “globalization theory.” Third, PST 
focuses on cultural trends and popular mentalities but tends to ignore the socio-
political trends and key “crucial episodes,” such as the peaceful collapse of Soviet 
communism, the postcommunist liberalization of the social and economic order, 
the diffusion of democratic governments, the spread of environmental concerns, 
etc. Fourth, PST is criticized for its relentless analytic innovation. While the empha-
sis on discontinuities and the tendency to veer into the domains of philosophy, 
social geography, or cultural anthropology are understandable (they refl ect the 
origins of the movement and its key critical concerns), the tendency to multiply 
concepts and coin new terms for almost any observed regularity is an obvious 
weakness. It exposes PST to accusations of analytical promiscuity, imprecision, and 
jargon-peddling.

This necessarily potted summary of criticisms may give a biased impression. The 
critics are often excessively harsh: they seldom do justice to the historical innova-
tiveness of Foucault’s analyses, the provocative brilliance of Baudrillard’s commen-
taries, the synthetic sophistication of Bauman’s essays, the sociological anchoring 
of Ritzer’s interpretations, and the comprehensiveness of Harvey’s and Jameson’s 
studies. The “mainstream” version of PST produced by these thinkers deserves more 
recognition than granted by the critics. While this “mainstream” postmodern 
account allies itself with the new postmodern intellectual movement, it also main-
tains strong links with classical sociological theory. This is most apparent in the 
postmodern analyses of modernization and its maladies, to which we now turn. The 
major advantage of postmodern social theory over its closest competitors, especially 
globalization theory, rests in its capacity to articulate and account for the new social 
maladies and the accompanying popular concerns, especially about social (dis)order. 
This point, essential in shaping the future of PST, deserves special attention.
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MODERNIZATION AND ITS DISCONTENTS

As noted by Fukuyama (1999), social order is back on the agenda of social analysis. 
This is due to disruptions in the “international” and internal “societal” order. The 
former takes the form of the post-Cold War reshuffl es and repositioning, and, 
perhaps more importantly, the failure of states and international organizations to 
stabilize peaceful relations. The latter seems to be weakening in advanced societies, 
as refl ected in the erosion of established models of (bureaucratic) organization, 
(nuclear) family, (class) politics, and (national) identity, economy, and culture. 
These disruptions are non-revolutionary, and they take a form of cumulative erosion, 
rather than “crises.” Taken together, they mark the end of the certainties that per-
meated the “golden age” of post-war liberal-democratic capitalism. These certainties 
refl ected the established modalities of life, and they encompassed the widespread 
belief in the effectiveness of modern strategies of building social order through the 
strengthening of the state – both its external sovereignty and its internal administra-
tive capacities – through bureaucratic organization based on the principle of hier-
archical authority and rule-compliance; through gradual extension of legal regulation, 
including the governmental control of (national) economies, cultures, and societies; 
through legally safeguarded individual rights in civil, political welfare, and cultural 
domains; through organized national, ethno-religious-regional, and class identities 
and the accompanying (“social cleavage”) party politics; through hierarchical (high-
brow-lowbrow, vanguard-popular) national cultures; through stable occupational 
divisions refl ected in careers, status expectations, as well as established lifestyles and 
outlooks; and fi nally through systematic socialization in nuclear families based on 
hierarchical and gender-specifi c norms.

These modalities, and the accompanying certainties, started to crumble in 
advanced societies in the post-World War II decades. Since these developments have 
been widely recognized and commented upon, a cursory listing will suffi ce: The 
weakening of “corporate deals” and the collapse of the Cold War superpower 
arrangements, combined with the proliferation of supranational blocs (EU, NAFTA, 
ASEAN) and non-state actors, from TNCs and NGOs through drug cartels and 
terrorist networks to global movements, and the assertions of formerly peripheral 
states and regions (China, Asian Tigers, India), have undermined the global sense 
of order and predictability. The position and status of the USA as a “sole super-
power” and the world safeguard of the liberal order has been undermined, especially 
in the wake of Chinese ascendancy, the “war on terror” and the Iraq debacle. 
Similarly, the organizing capacities of nation-states and their core institutions have 
weakened, with large corporations operating internationally, and national elites 
embracing non-interventionist, deregulatory, low-tax strategies of growth. These 
deregulatory strategies have been almost universally embraced: by neoliberals, neo-
conservatives, and in Great Britain by “New Labour.” Internally, class identities, 
cultures, and politics have been decomposing, together with their institutional 
articulations (unions, class parties), thus undermining corporatist “deals,” and the 
role of the state as a social “broker-cum-manager” of social order. A rapid shift 
from industrial organization (factory system, autonomous industrial enterprise, 
national economy) to “postindustrial” service provision by large but often 
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amorphous corporate networks that operate internationally, in an increasingly 
deregulated environment, has been shaking the foundations of occupational divi-
sions, identities, and lifestyles. The “de-industrialization” of advanced societies – a 
shift of manufacturing and simple services to the areas of cheap labor – has accom-
panied “fl exible” reorganization that undermines the stability of employment, 
predictable careers, and the accompanying occupational status hierarchies. This is 
exacerbated by the declining willingness of governments to intervene (especially 
through restrictive regulation and redistribution) into labor market processes and 
corporate governance. The latter has undergone a signifi cant change, with manage-
rial decisions increasingly shifting into the hands of central fi nancial controllers, 
resulting in increased employment mobility, uncertainty and, in many low- and 
medium-skill areas, deteriorating working conditions. While employment remains 
high, fueled by rapidly rising credit-consumption, especially of information and 
communication technologies and entertainment, it tends to favor the young, skilled, 
and fl exible, those ready to and capable of adjusting to changing expectations. 
Increasingly, career trajectories are replaced by lateral “shifts” and episodic “fl exi-
ble” contract employment. The discontent among the lower ranks (rather than 
classes), many of them “fl exibly” deployed, is defused by widening access to credit 
and consumption opportunities, absorbed into deviant subcultures (often associated 
with drug use), and suppressed by widening surveillance-cum-control, including 
privatized security and prison industries (the latter mainly in the USA). When it 
surfaces, it is through outbursts of violence and low-level urban deviance associated 
with social marginalization. As noted by Garland (2001: 194), the social reactions 
to deviance and crime have changed more than the deviance and crime themselves, 
in line with increasing security consciousness. “This desire of security, orderliness, 
and control, for the management of risk and the taming of chance is, to be sure, an 
underlying theme in any culture. But in Britain and America in recent decades that 
theme has become a more dominant one.”

The change affects social hierarchies by increasing their fragmentation and com-
plexity. The winners are few and dispersed, their legitimacy based on educational 
credentials (cultural capital) and economic “achievement,” the latter often associ-
ated with predatory business and fi nancial ventures. They are socially amorphous 
– do not cluster into conscious and culturally cohesive collectivities of classes, status 
groups, or establishments. Moreover, they lack the sense of confi dence and status 
trappings of the old ruling classes – a fact that weakens their social legitimacy and 
identity. Instead of social groupings, they form fi ckle top “layers” of corporate 
executives, property owners, and fi nance and investment experts, located predomi-
nantly in the vicinity of metropolitan corporate headquarters, with increasingly 
diverse, often bohemian, lifestyles. Complex, multidimensional, and local social 
“maps,” especially those recognizing the role of cultural and social capitals, capture 
the character of complex social hierarchies better than ladder-like socio-economic 
or status-occupational gradations (e.g. Bourdieu 1984; Brooks 2000; Pakulski 
2004).

The socially stabilizing role of the family has been weakened by progressive 
individualization. This is refl ected in the rapidly increasing divorce rates, declining 
birth rates, and a rapid shift from a complementary to a partnership model. While 
divorce lowers the burden associated with failed relations, it also undermines the 
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stable environment for the socialization of children. Families have fewer children, 
which is a result of liberation and social autonomization of women, and a refl ection 
of abandonment of pro-natal state policies. Similarly, the partnership model, while 
promoted by the highly educated, the liberally minded, and feminists, is less a matter 
of preference and choice, and more a necessity: fewer and fewer families can main-
tain their lifestyles on single income. Two-income families have to reshape and 
renegotiate their tasks and duties – or face serious strain in their relations.

The common trend in governance is away from “social regulation” and towards 
the marketization and privatization of services, mixing nationalized and private 
delivery, and dismantling centralistic administration, typically accused of rigidity, 
ineffi ciency, and high cost. The aspiration is for “effective governance” in which 
cost-effi ciency combines with fl exibility, thus allowing for periodic tax cuts and 
adjustments to diversifying demand (“fl exible services”). This is increasingly diffi cult 
because national governments have a reduced capacity to shape “their” economies, 
as fi nancial markets expand internationally and transnational corporations move 
production around the world. The collapse of Soviet communism and the liberaliza-
tion of eastern Europe, the rapid entry of China into the world market, the expan-
sion and liberalization of the European Union, and the widening of free trade 
agreements marked the end to state-regulated national economies and to the socialist 
experiment with central economic planning-cum-management. One intended effect 
has been de-étatization marked by states shedding their social responsibilities. Since 
this is often portrayed as a “global trend,” one unintended consequence has been 
a spread of anti-globalist sentiment, often fusing nationalism with a sense of inse-
curity. This is most clearly articulated in attitudes towards mass migrations, espe-
cially a “forced” circulation of people that occurs mainly from the peripheries to 
the core (refugees, illegal migrants, and “undocumented” job-seekers) (e.g. Casteles 
2003). The migrations are as large (estimated by the UN Population Division in 
2005 at 185–192 million, up from about 175 million in 2000 and circa 120 million 
in the 1990s) as they are traumatic – both for migrants and the “receiving” popula-
tions. For the former, migration is typically an escape from deprivation and persecu-
tion into “3D” (dangerous, diffi cult, and dirty) work; for the latter it is often seen 
as an invasion of foreigners who “steal jobs” from the locals, dilute national cul-
tures, and spread criminality (e.g. Garland 2001; World Migration 2005).

The end of the “golden age” presented a major challenge for the “Fordist” 
industrial enterprises and bureaucratic organization, especially in the USA and 
Europe, with intense product diversifi cation, constant innovation, intensifi cation of 
production technologies, and internationalization of production, all requiring high 
employment fl exibility, complex management, and constant monitoring of demand. 
The more radical responses have been termed “post-Fordist.” They are consistent 
with the trends noted above, especially with the “fl exible” labor organization. 
“Flexible” technologies (computers in design/production, international “component 
manufacturing”) coincide with “fl exible” organization (fi nancial and strategic man-
agement, JIT, quality, teamwork, task-monitoring) and proliferating “fl exible 
labor,” highly mobile, often sub-contracted or employed on a part-time basis. The 
onset of “post-Fordism,” and especially the new “enterprise system” in service 
provision, have coincided with a rapid rise in productivity (estimated by Sennett 
[2006] at exceeding wages by over 300 percent in 1995–2006). The digital 
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revolution has been affecting not only “fl exible” manufacturing (“Toyotism”), retail 
(“WalMartization”), and simple services (“McDonaldization”), but also white-
collar tasks in complex service provision. (Head 2005). The super-rational “enter-
prise system” adopted in large retail/distribution, health services, telecommunication, 
IT, and educational fi rms, combines task standardization with electronic tagging 
that allow for monitoring and rationalization of complex processes. The growing 
number of “managed care organizations” (such as AmTech and TeleTech in the 
USA) adopt the elements of this system, thus increasing their effi ciency and effective-
ness. While in many cases this increases top-down supervision, lowers staff com-
mitment, and marginalizes older workers, the typical victims of rationalization and 
downsizing (e.g. Head 2005), in leading high-tech (IT, biotech) fi rms, the new 
system opens up the bottom-up channels of communication and initiative that 
empower the staff and feeds into fl exible innovation (e.g. Brown and Deguid 
2006).

By the mid-twentieth century the focus of mass culture had shifted from mechani-
cal print to new electronic media: radio, fi lm, gramophone records, and (after World 
War II) television. The powers of “extension” of these media were much greater 
and more immediate than those of print. The Frankfurt School thinkers, especially 
Walter Benjamin, welcomed new technologies (especially fi lm) in the 1930s as a 
challenge to the elitist “aura” of high culture and a path to democratization. Some 
30 years later, Marshall McLuhan was preaching the revolution that would come 
in the wake of television overcoming what he saw as alienating, hierarchical, and 
individualizing aspects of print-based mass cultures. The electronic “cool” media 
required active participation of the viewer in the construction of meaning, they are 
kaleidoscopic rather than linear, and encourage the sense of involvement that under-
lies the integrative “global village” effect. It is the form, the medium itself, rather 
than the content, that generates this effect – a clear contrast to Baudrillard’s subse-
quent conclusions about the social impact of mass consumption of signs.

There has also been a broad consensus among the observers of contemporary 
culture. Modern culture is not only highly commodifi ed (accessed mainly as con-
sumer product), but also intensely (doubly) rationalized, popularized, diversifi ed 
and globalized. The different value-spheres require the work of distinctive cultural 
“experts,” while the production and distribution of cultural goods is subject to 
technical rationalization (as in the technologies of video-making and music record-
ing). The commodifi cation of culture facilitates its mass expansion as popular con-
sumer culture, heavily dominated by American production. While the commodifi cation 
and mass expansion of culture has often been portrayed as degradation, it also 
marks – as noted earlier – a signifi cant democratization of cultural consumption, 
weakening of cultural exclusions, and erosion of hierarchy. Cultural consumption 
also diversifi es into “vertical” sub-cultural segments and lifestyle-related niches – 
increasingly cross-cutting and weakening the old national and ethno-regional divi-
sions. Popular forms, proliferating with the mass media, appeal across class and 
national boundaries thus resulting in proliferation of age-generational, regional, and 
lifestyle segments .This differs from the anticipations of Frankfurt School thinkers 
predicting the “massifi cation” and “standardization” of mass (popular) culture. In 
contrast, the followers of French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu see culture and knowl-
edge (especially cultural competency legitimized through high education) as a form 
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of capital. Here, the question of a “mass” culture is set aside in favor of a return 
to the culture-class/elite nexus (e.g. 1984). The “distinction” of elite culture, accord-
ing to Bourdieu, is linked to formal features that mirror social distinction. Elite 
tastes (like chamber music) are formalized and abstract, refl ecting the elite claim to 
“abstraction” from the demands of work and ordinary life. The (anti-)taste of lower 
classes and strata, by contrast, is for the useful and immediately gratifying in a 
reduction of “art” to “life.” Culture is thus part of the changing system of class-ifi -
cation: tastes and preferences locate one in a complex fi eld that is social as well as 
cultural. Within this fi eld, the capacity to produce (and be seen to produce) pure 
aesthetic judgments is a form of capital that can be invested and deployed to secure 
favorable social positions.

Perhaps it is the interface of the liberal trends in the economy and high consump-
tion with popular culture that generates most “disorganization” and provokes 
uncertainty and anxiety. Both are propelled by new information and communication 
technologies, especially computerization, that revolutionize the delivery of images 
and sound – increasingly cheaply, individually, and on demand (podcasting, the 
internet). The problem is that it produces both a long mass-consumption-driven 
economic boom, accompanied by widening consumer choices and almost full 
employment, as well as social dislocations and pathologies. On the positive side, it 
is associated with affl uence, increasing consumption, and economic growth in the 
core; with widening availability of goods and services, including widening access to 
information; with increasing cosmopolitanism and postmaterial orientations; and 
with declining social distances (gender, ethno-racial), prejudices, and discrimination. 
On the negative side, intensifying popular cultural consumption undermines intel-
lectual elites, widens the opportunities for manipulation, “hollows the middle” 
(especially in the US and UK), facilitates the erosion of citizenship rights (especially 
following security scares), and spreads a “risk society” syndrome focused mainly 
on environmental concerns. Many of these trends look familiar to the observers of 
the fi rst (1790–1840) and second (1890–1920) “industrial revolutions” – both of 
which were associated with rapid cultural reconfi gurations. However, the current 
trends look distinctive, mainly because they are so strongly driven by (political, 
corporate, and cultural/media) elites, so fi rmly anchored in the domain of popular 
culture, mass consumption, and easy communication, all in the contest of weakening 
associations and identities. They generate widespread concerns mainly because of 
the changing role of the state – its gradual withdrawal from the role of the key 
social organizer of national culture, underwriter of social pacts, and guarantor of 
(widening) citizenship rights, including social/welfare rights. State interventions, 
while powerful, are increasingly restricted to enforcement of law and order (espe-
cially national security) and strengthening the “business infrastructure.” Citizens 
are increasingly seen and treated as consumers. Managing society and culture is seen 
as incompatible with freedom and consumer choice. Therefore the fashionable 
developmental strategies pursued by national elites focus on the reduction and 
minimization of state intervention in social life.

While the followers of “globalization theory,” the key competitor to PST, see 
these trends as a part of general “weakening of national boundaries,” the “hyper-
extension” interpretation depicts globalization as a side effect of intense differen-
tiation combined with hyper- commodifi cation and rationalization, the former 
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associated with an international division of labor, the latter transpiring with the 
widening scope of market relations. Both are responsible for the specifi c “market-
liberal” nature of globalization that diminishes some regulatory powers of nation-
states. It affects social confi gurations as both a cultural current – a popular outlook 
incorporated into all the products of popular culture – as well as infl uential and 
popular elite outlooks that affect politics and policy. The ruling elites, as well as 
big sections of compliant publics, are increasingly skeptical of social intervention-
ism, partly in response to the intellectual climate generated by the media and 
popular culture, and partly in response to elite persuasion that point to dysfunctions 
of interventionist policies (“governability crisis,” “fi scal crisis,” “welfare depen-
dency crisis,” “legitimation crisis”) and publicize the collapse of socialism as the 
evidence of failed state interventionism.

Changes in work, politics, and popular culture are accompanied by a fracturing 
and weakening of identities, especially those associated with “master collectivities” 
and established roles. Modern society used to provide a set of shields against change-
generated uncertainties and anxieties in the form of these strong “master” identities 
that underlay the social anchoring in nations, classes, local communities, and fami-
lies, the latter accompanied by gender-specifi c norms. This anchoring, and the 
accompanying identities, as noted by Kellner (1995), Warde (1996), and Bradley 
(1996), have been weakening and fracturing due to the combined effects of differ-
entiation, consumption, and proliferating mass-mediation. For Crook at al. (1992) 
“master identities” are victims of social differentiation, internal fracturing, and the 
accompanying cultural decomposition. Kellner (1995, 2003) attributes this mainly 
to media spectacles. Warde (1996, 1997) and Bauman (1997) see the process as a 
correlate of consumption practices. It is proliferating consumer roles – rather than 
productive roles – that are the main site for the accomplishment of the “lifestyle” 
choices, the latter increasingly refl ected in identifi cations. The nexus between con-
sumption and identity makes each a matter of anxiety. Consumption- and lifestyle-
generated identifi cations (one is hesitant to call them identities, because of their 
fl eeting and situational nature) are superfi cial, requiring constant reinforcement. 
Consumption is hazardous because each choice has consequences for identity: a 
wrong choice marks the carefully presented surface of self. Warde argues that there 
are mechanisms in place to prevent consumption from causing identity anxieties; 
they range from advertising and consumer guides to delegation, convention, and 
complacency.

The process of decomposition of old “master identities” – especially class, gender, 
and ethno-national – has been exacerbated by communications technologies McLu-
han’s radical claims that electronic media not only make available previously inac-
cessible cultural objects but change the way in which we experience the world seems 
to be widely accepted. Cultures shaped by television (and now the internet) process 
“reality” in different ways to print cultures. They generate consumption/lifestyle 
identifi cations that are more fl eeting and situationally evoked than the old “master 
identities.” The waning of class identities (together with class organizations, cul-
tures, politics) represents a transformation of social into cultural relations. It is also 
the refl ection of unwillingness to mobilize class idiom by political elites. Class identi-
ties weaken together with class organizations and the whole social constellation of 
“class politics” (e.g. Pakulski and Waters 1996).
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The process of fracturing and decomposition is aided by trends in popular 
culture. Commodifi ed popular cultures seldom promote just “products”; typically 
they promote (life)styles, totalizing images in which looks, outlooks, and actions 
form recognizable models that can be chosen and easily emulated, typically through 
stylized consumption. They invariably contain the elements of packaged identifi ca-
tion that aims at adding stability to the promoted consumption. If consumption is 
salient to identity, so too must be cultural globalization: wherever we live in the 
advanced world, we watch American TV programs on Chinese or Korean sets, drive 
Japanese cars and wear clothes made in China, Indonesia, or India, but fashioned 
in the international design centers of New York, London, or Milan. This also means 
that identifi cations based on these models are manipulable and fi ckle; they band 
adherents together into weak “imagined communities,” often with generational 
referents – yuppies, boomers, greens, X-ers, sophisticatos, bobos, etc. – that are 
easily dissolved and fail to give a sense of belonging, let alone a consistent norma-
tive guidance. They are easily adopted and shed, like the lifestyles (and consumption 
patterns) they promote. National and familial identities seem to be exceptions; they 
prove more stable and are often mobilized as “fall-backs” – a fact that is seldom 
appreciated as a source of political pathologies. However, they seem to be under 
pressure from above and below: from above comes media- and consumption-based 
global culture, from below come alternative projections of “imagined communities” 
from religious groups, indigenes, migrants, and sub-nationalists. These processes 
can meet each other in a “hybridization” or “creolization” of culture that multiplies 
the bases of collective identifi cation and establishes complex relations with national 
cultures. Current debates about multiculturalism (salient not only in settler and 
high-migration societies, such as the UK, US, Canada, and Australia, but also in 
migration-affected France, Germany, and Italy) echo these themes.

This has some serious implications for social solidarities that weaken, become 
less culturally embedded, more vulnerable to manipulations. Beck (2002) points to 
the long-lasting trends in the weakening of community and familial solidarities. 
Industrial society, according to him, was really quasi-traditional, generating social 
classes and the modern family surrogates for community and household that could 
provide secure roots for stable identities. Only recently has the full impact of mod-
ernization been felt. The eclipse of class and family throws the individual on her 
own resources. Selves must be constructed “refl exively” from resources to hand (e.g. 
media) in an increasingly risky world. For Giddens (1991), too, the “radicalization” 
of modernity accelerates change, including the “dis-embedding” of individuals from 
traditional identity supports. In modern societies, individuals achieve a measure of 
ontological security by reposing trust in expert systems that range from banks to 
health-care organizations. Expert systems institutionalize refl exivity and provide 
stable, seemingly risk-free, environments. They also sequester experience, removing 
pain and death from public view. In a radicalized (“late”) modernity we are more 
aware of the high-consequence (but low-probability) risks of failure in systems, 
while the agenda of “life politics” problematizes sequestration. The tasks of con-
structing specifi c identities and sustaining them through appropriate lifestyles and 
consumption thus fall more heavily on increasingly socially dis-embedded individu-
als. So, a radicalized late modernity brings a radicalized individualism that puts 
more pressure on us to make choices about selfhood while removing (quasi-)tradi-
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tional identity supports. Both Beck and Giddens seem to imply that social “solidar-
ity,” in either of Durkheim’s senses (mechanical or organic), is a thing of the past. 
But intensely solidaristic groups and communities – from charismatic churches to 
lifestyle groups and youth gangs – are a prominent feature of contemporary culture. 
The contradiction is only apparent: when the task of individualized, refl exive self-
hood becomes too hard to bear, we take fl ight to an all-embracing community, or 
media-provided model, or a doctrine that provides for all our social-psychological 
needs. But this leaves unanswered questions about the origins and status of contem-
porary solidary groups. One solution is to argue that somehow traditional or pre-
modern “sociality” (in Maffesoli’s term) has been revitalized in contemporary 
circumstances. On Maffesoli’s (1995) view, an intense solidarism that is not medi-
ated by (modern) institutions is a kind of biological given, a manifestation of the 
life-force. The erosion of institutions and old identities simply allows forces of 
association to reassert themselves in a new form.

THEORETICAL SYNTHESIS: POSTMODERNIZATION

Alternatively – as already implied in the overview above – these developments can 
be interpreted in a more dramatic way as symptoms of a movement away from 
“modern” forms of social organization as such. On this view, the crises of organized 
society marks the radical reorganization of modern society, away from the modern 
confi gurations. There is some evidence to warrant this view. Regularities and insti-
tutional patterns that have defi ned modern societies – from class to work to family 
structure and cultural tastes – have fragmented or radically changed shape. Accepted 
and modern hierarchies of determination, in which economic factors determine the 
shape of political and cultural processes, for example, have been eroded or reversed. 
Contemporary consumer cultures, spread through the accessible media, dissolve 
master identities and the accompanying social solidarities into fl eeting identifi cations 
backed by fi ckle commitments subject to easy manipulation. If we grant for the 
moment that it is plausible to argue that contemporary societies are moving beyond 
recognizably modern confi gurations, two questions arise. Can the idea of “postmo-
dernity” be given any sociological content? Can we give a satisfying account of the 
processes that drive “postmodernization”?

As suggested above, there are three types of affi rmative answers to the fi rst ques-
tion. The fi rst suggests that the postmodern condition is the scandalous mirror-
image or inversion of the modern. Some French theorists, such as Michel de Certeau, 
Gilles Deleuze, and Michel Maffesoli, seem to suggest such an inversion. Ideas of 
“progress” and “emancipation” are abandoned in favor of a valorization of the 
play of desire and the celebration of difference. Universal and objective standards 
(as of truth, goodness, and beauty) are rejected in favor of relative and variable 
local standards (“my” or “our” truths). Organization and functional differentiation 
of social relations are seen as oppressive. Disorganization and de-differentiation are 
celebrated as a basis of “neo-tribalism.”

The second positive answer suggests that postmodern confi gurations should be 
understood as new forms of advanced social order, where “social” and “order” 
retain most of their modern connotations but take different forms. For some 
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analysts, such as Harvey and Jameson, developments in postmodern culture embody 
the logic of the recent development of (consumer-oriented) capitalism. For sociolo-
gists such as Bauman or Featherstone, a decentered and globalized postmodern 
order is built around consumption and pluralized lifestyles.

The third answer is arguably the most radical. On this view, the postmodern is 
post-societal or even post-social. For Baudrillard, the world is saturated by sounds 
and images from mass media, eroding the distinction between “representation” and 
“(social) reality” producing the “end of the social.” Needless to add, such a view 
denies the possibility of postmodern social theory as a comprehensive explanatory 
construct; at the very best, what is possible is a “sensitizing” critical social 
commentary.

None of these answers is satisfactory. The postmodern intellectual movement 
needs a more comprehensive social theory that can fulfi ll its key cognitive and 
social functions: facilitate the understanding of change, absorb (explain) the anoma-
lies, reduce anxieties by squaring social developments with expectations, generate 
a sense of familiarity. Therefore a fourth answer is suggested – one more embedded 
in classical theory, general and comprehensive. It can be summarized in four 
points:

• Since the pace of social change has intensifi ed, and the outcomes – the social 
confi gurations, patterned social relations – are in statu nascendi, the proces-
sual focus – on the process of postmodernization – offers the best option for 
theoretical advancement. It is necessary to identify and focus on the key pro-
cesses of postmodernization that operate across the social spectrum, across 
the fi eld of social relations.

• These processes are not new. In fact, the sources of postmodern social dynam-
ics are fi rmly anchored in processes constitutive of modern society. What is 
new is the intensity of those processes (“hyper-”) combined with their specifi c 
interaction across the time-space and sectoral boundaries.

• The processes of postmodernization, like their predecessors (processes of 
modernization), are open-ended in the sense of being capable of generating a 
broad diversity of social confi gurations. However, in the initial stage of their 
operation they appear as “destabilizing” and “corrosive” of the old social 
forms, thus generating a widespread sense of social fl uidity (“liquid society”) 
and uncertainty, triggering popular anxieties and posing the “problem of 
order.”

• The responses to the problem of order are also partly old and partly novel; 
they take the form of a variety of “social ordering” – attempts at stabilizing 
the patterns of social relations through institutionalization. What is novel is 
some of the (refl exive) strategies of ordering, and a high degree of fl exibility, 
readiness for negotiated adjustment.

On the most abstract level, modern society, a type of society that emerged in 
Europe and North America in the late nineteenth century, was a product of four 
constitutive processes. First and foremost it was a result of long-lasting rationaliza-
tion, that is, changes in intellectual technology, the dominant mode of thinking, 
from emulative (traditional) to deliberate and calculative (rational). It was Max 
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Weber who identifi ed the sources of (uniquely and peculiarly Western) rationalism, 
mainly in the exemplary action of Protestant divines, analyzed its forms (especially 
the instrumental and substantive) and, above all, charted its spread. Rationalization 
transpired in widening market relations, scientifi c outlooks, legal formalism, bureau-
cratic organization, professional ethos, national power-politics, technical art, etc. 
Modernization has been closely identifi ed with this Western (in origin) progressive 
rationalization of various domains of life. At the heart of these processes lay a ten-
dency, indeed a compulsion, for systematic and deliberate calculation in terms 
effectiveness/effi ciency and according to chosen standards. Rationalization, espe-
cially in its instrumental form, increased both the effectiveness and predictability of 
action, though it also widened the scope of unintended consequences. Progressive 
rationalization, transplanted from the West to other regions and cultures, generated 
bureaucratically organized societies, promoted formal legalism, science, and mar-
ketization, and shaped complex webs of class, status, and command relations. It 
also generated disenchanted and refl exive cultures, including formalized and tech-
nique-based art. The dynamics of modernity, seen by Weber as “fate,” an “iron 
cage,” were complex, because rationalization progressed by leaps and spread slowly 
to non-Western societies, depending on historical circumstances (the “trucks”), and 
the actions of powerful elites (the “switchmen”), the latter identifi ed with charis-
matic leaders.

The second and parallel constitutive process of modernization has been identifi ed 
by Marx as progressive commodifi cation, that is, involvement of objects, ideas, 
qualities – and importantly for Marx also human labor – in the process of (market) 
exchange, thus increasing alienation. Commodity production-cum-exchange con-
trasts with, and replaces, traditional forms of obligation-based exchange, thus 
resulting in a social expansion of “markets.” When commodifi ed, goods, services, 
and qualities acquire exchange value that widens their circulation but also shapes 
social relations of reciprocity and exchange. While the core elements of Marxist 
historical materialism have proven dubious, the proposition of progressive com-
modifi cation (especially of intellectual processes and knowledge) as a “master 
process” shaping contemporary society seems to have withstood the test of time. 
While Marx focused his attention on the consequences of the commodifi cation of 
labor, his twentieth-century followers, especially Adorno, Horkheimer, and Benja-
min, commented on the commodifi cation of culture, especially in the context of the 
proliferation of popular consumer culture. This aspect of “cultural commodifi ca-
tion” marks the developmental path of modern capitalism in its “core” advanced 
form.

The third process is social differentiation (cum integration), most famously identi-
fi ed by Durkheim as a constitutive process of the modern “division of labor.” While 
its origins are hazy – Durkheim suggested some critical increases in social interaction 
(“moral density”) accompanying demographic concentration (in proto-cities?), as 
the main propellant of differentiation – the consequences have been analyzed with 
clarity. Particularly important for Durkheim is that differentiation encourages 
further differentiation (as “resolution” of competition) and a new form of social 
integration. Thus progressive differentiation implies increasing social complexity 
combined with the formation of “organic” social bonds that are based on the rec-
ognition of complementarity. This form of social integration is stronger than the 
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older “mechanical” bonds based on similarity (shared beliefs and outlooks). It 
supersedes the older forms in large social settings, and it paves the way for the 
spread of individualism – a typically modern outlook (and social norm) appreciating 
and promoting the distinctiveness and uniqueness of each human being. Moderniza-
tion is thus identifi ed primarily with growing social complexity (specialization-cum-
hierarchy), organic integration, and a spreading “cult of the individual.” Anomic 
pressures minimized by integrative-regulative activities were famously linked by 
Parsons with the evolving value systems and the coordinating role of state 
governments.

Finally, one should add to the list of the constitutive processes of modern society 
individualization, the term recently popularized by Beck (2002) and seen as the 
emergence of the socially produced autonomous self. We owe the classical sociologi-
cal formulations of this process to Georg Simmel and G. H. Mead and, to a lesser 
extent, Sigmund Freud. Simmel provided a compelling argument about the sources 
of individualization, identifi ed with a growing focus of perception and judgment on 
the individual human subject. He saw it as a correlate and by-product of urban-
metropolitan life marked by dense and complex social interactions. Pre-modern life, 
according to him, was characterized by ascribed and “concentric” group member-
ship (family, clan, village), and the resulting strong all-enveloping collective identi-
ties. Modern urban life results in complex cross-cutting, voluntary and partial 
membership in complex social networks. Each group and association in these net-
works generates specifi c but partial identifi cations (refl ected in complex obligations). 
This results in unique “portfolios” of identifi cation – individual identities. Such 
identities, according to Simmel, require constant refl exive reconciliation. Mead 
charted the developmental dynamics of the individual self in those complex webs, 
especially the process of internalization of the “generalized other.” While the major 
contributions of Freud were in the psychological (rather than sociological) domain, 
his late account of tensions between widening cultural constraints and the instinc-
tual desires adds to the central account of modern individual identity and “expres-
sive-repressive” culture.

The destabilizing and paradoxical effects of postmodernization arise from the 
“hyper-extensions” of the core processes of modernization: commodifi cation, ratio-
nalization, differentiation, and individualization. They not only interact, but also 
increase in pace, scope, and intensity, and operate on social forms that are already 
modernized. This hyper-extension can give the appearance of reversals. Thus hyper-
commodifi cation results in the extension of commodity relations well beyond what 
traditionally constituted market transactions, thus drawing into the orbit of market 
relations once non-commodifi ed regions (e.g. knowledge/intellectual property, 
images and styles, family relations, worship/televangelism). Hyper-rationalization 
appears as splits in “expert cultures,” and it transpires in a wide diversity of “value-
rational” responses (often confused with irrationality) and pluralizes modes of 
rationalization (e.g. enterprise systems, the “new politics” of social movements, 
fundamentalisms, and new age cults). In the cultural sphere, hyper-rationalization 
appears as the proliferation of recipes for desirable effects: from marital happiness 
and spiritual satisfaction, through a successful career and progressive social involve-
ment, to an attractive personality, social attractiveness, and effective dating. In 
contrast to the modernizing versions, however, the techniques start to proliferate 
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and mix beyond the separated areas of expertise. Thus serious political and corpo-
rate decisions are made with the assistance of “personal” and “spiritual” advisors; 
lifestyle choices are harmonized with deep and hidden desires. Religious doctrines 
and practices are subject to interpretive hyper-rationalization no less than more 
mundane pursuits. Hyper-differentiation appears as the proliferation of specializa-
tions, lifestyles, and outlooks into fragments that are subsequently recombined in 
an unpredictable and hybrid fashion (e.g. cross- and multi-disciplinary areas, Bund-
like groupings, syncretic lifestyles, multi-media, transdisciplinary science). The 
proliferation of interdisciplinarity in science, for example, leads to paradoxical 
proximities, whereby a geneticist, a mathematician, and a chemist working on a 
similar problem may communicate more easily among themselves than among their 
disciplinary colleagues. Hence a proliferation of problem-teams, task-forces, and 
brain trusts that utilizes the advantages of this de-differentiation resulting from 
hyper-differentiation. Finally, the process of hyper-individualization results in a 
cultural (value-normative) shift whereby everyone is expected to demonstrate a 
capacity for judgment and choice, and to shape their life in a conscious, intentional 
manner, as a self-centered project. What in the past constituted an option, often 
welcomed as modern liberation, now becomes a (burdensome) compulsion (e.g. 
consumer choices, lifestyle choices, political preferences). One articulation of hyper-
individualism is in the erosion of collective identities mentioned above; another is 
in the changing form of family and gender relations.

Is postmodern social theory in this “hyper-extension” version capable of respond-
ing to the popular expectation of explaining social change – and perhaps even 
assisting in strengthening social order? Only to some extent. While providing an 
explanatory framework, it points to the sources of (chronic) social disorder. In that 
sense, it suggests that social order is a fragile accomplishment, increasingly diffi cult 
to attain at the time of accelerated (hyper-)change. What is viable is a pursuit of 
order in the form of ongoing “social ordering” that takes multiple forms: “modern 
ordering” through social organization and institutionalization; neo-traditional 
ordering through reinforcement of old social norms, values, and underlying solidari-
ties; and the new “refl exive ordering” that aims at imposing regularity and predict-
ability in conduct through negotiations between the key actors. This negotiated 
ordering takes the forms of “local understandings,” “social pacts,” and agreements 
that have a non-institutional character, and therefore more fl exibility.

CONCLUSION

The future of PST is uncertain. This is not only because it is still underdeveloped, 
and because the movement within which it evolved is showing signs of decomposi-
tion, but also because it has a serious new competitor in the novelty stakes in the 
form of “globalization theory” (e.g. Berger and Huntington 2003; Robertson 1992; 
Waters 1999). The origins of globalization theory and the “globalization camp” are 
similar to the origins of PST – both were triggered by dissatisfaction with the old 
theoretical frameworks and multiplying anomalies. The accounts in terms of glo-
balization deal well with the key “anomalies” and have an alluring simplicity, 
mainly due to their reliance on a single master concept. While attempts to develop 
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a comprehensive postmodern social theory persist, the “mainstream” postmodern 
analysis continues its critical, somewhat anarchic and wildly diverse growth, mainly 
on the boundaries of traditional social science disciplines (cultural studies, media 
studies, minority studies, etc.). The apex of its popularity, as marked by a prolifera-
tion of publications, university courses, conferences, and symposia, was reached in 
the late 1990s. Since then, there has been a notable decline, perhaps a symptom of 
the withering away of an intellectual movement that engenders theoretical 
production.
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14
Social Constructionism

Darin Weinberg

Few terms in social theory ignite controversy like the term social constructionism.1 
While embraced as a creed by scholars working throughout the human sciences, it 
is also the focus of some of the most passionate criticism one is likely to fi nd in the 
academy. Some of this criticism is levied from outside the social sciences and is 
based largely on caricature and misunderstanding (cf. Gross and Levitt 1994; Sokal 
and Bricmont 1998). But much of it also comes from social scientists themselves, 
who fear that social constructionism threatens the very foundations of their craft 
(cf. Boudon 2004). I do not share this fear, and in this chapter seek to put it to rest. 
Indeed, I argue not only that it poses no threat to the social sciences but that a 
commitment to some form of social constructionism is an indispensable feature of 
all social scientifi c research. It is only if they are socially constructed that things 
might be amenable to sociological analysis. Hence the question we should be asking 
is not the categorical: Are we or are we not constructionists? It is one of degree: 
Are there any aspects of our lives that must inevitably fall beyond the reach of social 
scientifi c understanding? I argue that social constructionists are best understood as 
those least willing to forsake the promise of the social sciences and, therefore, most 
dedicated to extending their reach into knowledge domains wherein they have 
hitherto been discounted. Social constructionism thus entails a thoroughly sociologi-
cal regard for all knowledge forms (including, of course, those produced by social 
scientists).

Quite obviously, this is a partisan defi nition in a contested theoretical fi eld. While 
few would dispute the claim that social constructionism is in some sense concerned 
with the sociology of knowledge, there is a wide range of opinion as to what 
“knowledge” ought to mean in this context. Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann, 
for example, clearly intended their classic text The Social Construction of Reality 
(1967) as a contribution to the sociology of knowledge, but the knowledge they 
sought to analyze was, following Alfred Schutz, the commonsense knowledge of lay 
members of society rather than philosophically or scientifi cally validated knowledge. 
They specifi cally avoided problematizing the epistemological standards by which 
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competing claims to knowledge are judged. Likewise, many constructionist research-
ers focus on news programming and other products of the mass media but very 
rarely explicitly attend to their epistemic merits, except to sometimes summarily 
discount them by way of uncritical contrasts with received scientifi c wisdom 
(Woolgar and Pawluch 1985). This research certainly yields important insights but, 
because it neglects epistemological questions, contributes little to our understanding 
of knowledge as such. To my mind, social constructionism’s most original and 
important contributions to social theory per se stem from its unyielding empirical 
investigations of what counts as genuine knowledge and why. Therefore the themes 
I emphasize in this chapter highlight how social constructionism has contributed to 
our understanding of what knowledge is, and the comparative value of the social 
sciences for illuminating knowledge as an empirically observable and researchable 
phenomenon rather than a merely imagined normative ideal.

The chapter is divided into fi ve parts. I fi rst trace the multiple origins of social 
constructionist thought, paying particular attention to Marxian ideology critique 
and, more broadly, to what is often called the sociology of error. I note the more 
prominent debates and challenges that emerged among early social constructionists 
who sought to show the social forces governing the ideas of others without thereby 
undermining their own claim to intellectual authority. In part two I consider the 
contributions of the “strong program” in the sociology of scientifi c knowledge. 
Emphasis is given to the consequences of adopting the “principle of symmetry,” 
or the principle that both true and false beliefs must be explained in the same 
way. Part three addresses the so-called “practice turn.” Here I consider the main 
sources and key ideas of those who advocate an understanding of knowledge as 
competent performance rather than as beliefs or propositions that mirror things-
in-themselves. In part four I discuss the concept of refl exivity. Here I consider the 
value of explaining our own research practices sociologically. I conclude with a 
brief statement of what I take to be the distinctive virtues of the social construc-
tionist approach.

THE ROOTS OF SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONISM

It is all too common in writings on the origins of social constructionism to rest 
content with a tracing of the phrase itself back to certain landmark texts like Berger 
and Luckmann’s (1967) The Social Construction of Reality or Spector and Kitsuse’s 
(1987) Constructing Social Problems. Without discounting the importance of these 
texts, I would contend that it is deeply misleading to confl ate the term “social con-
struction” (or any other term) with the concept(s) it is meant to capture (Skinner 
1989). As Lynch (1998: 29) notes, since its introduction into the social scientifi c 
lexicon, the term “social construction” has been adopted by “diverse constituen-
cies  .  .  .  for different reasons.” These constituencies have put the term to a wide 
variety of uses, many of which are plainly incompatible. Most of these constituen-
cies also have intellectual roots that go considerably deeper than the trendy terms 
in which they sometimes express their views. Much more important than tracing 
the roots of the term social construction itself, then, is to trace the roots of the 
various intellectual movements within which this term has found a home.
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Nowadays using the term “social construction” is usually meant to convey that 
something that has been widely considered beyond the scope of social infl uence is 
actually the product of specifi c sociohistorical or social interactional processes. 
Hence, social constructionism thrives particularly vigorously among social scientists 
interested in the study of such matters as beauty, gender, morality, pathology, race, 
science, and sexuality. Whereas it was once widely believed that these phenomena 
were determined by fi xed natural and/or metaphysical laws and were therefore 
sociohistorically invariant, social constructionists have repeatedly demonstrated the 
extent to which their characteristics are, in fact, culturally relative or historically 
specifi c. The conceptual resources with which such demonstrations are achieved hail 
from a wide variety of theoretical traditions both within and beyond the social sci-
ences (Holstein and Gubrium 2008). But for present purposes it will be useful to 
begin with the three most prominent founders of modern social theory: Émile Dur-
kheim, Max Weber, and Karl Marx. Each of these writers set major precedents for 
social constructionist social theory.

Despite his common association with positivism, Durkheim has exercised a con-
siderable infl uence on social constructionist research through his later thought as 
exhibited, for example, in Primitive Classifi cation (1963) and The Elementary 
Forms of the Religious Life (1954). In these writings, Durkheim argued that systems 
of classifi cation refl ect the social organization of the societies in which they occur. 
Though it may be debated whether he was referring to “knowledge” in the conven-
tional sense, his infl uence can be seen in the work of various important twentieth-
century anthropologists like E. E. Evans-Pritchard who articulated and effectively 
promoted a culturally relativist sociology of knowledge (Douglas 1980). This turn 
toward classifi cation and the sociology of knowledge in anthropology provided 
important precedent for a diverse assortment of writers including Pierre Bourdieu, 
Mary Douglas, Peter Winch, and Michel Foucault who, in their turn, have also 
become important fi gures in the constructionist canon. A more direct Durkheimian 
infl uence can also be seen in the work of David Bloor and other contributors to the 
“strong program” in the sociology of knowledge (cf. Bloor 1982), of whom I will 
have more to say below.

Because social constructionists tend to stress the diverse meanings social actors 
confer upon their experiences, Weber’s role in legitimating and popularizing Ver-
stehen sociology must be acknowledged as an important precedent. Weber’s thoughts 
on Verstehen refl ect the infl uences of a variety of earlier writers associated with 
German idealism, including such patriarchs of the constructionist tradition as 
Immanuel Kant, Wilhelm Dilthey, and Friedrich Nietzsche. Though the specifi cs of 
Weber’s often obscure refl ections on social action, rationality, and knowledge are 
rarely given explicit coverage in constructionist texts, he must nonetheless be cred-
ited with helping to create a space wherein subjective meaning could be considered 
a legitimate topic for social scientifi c study. Were it not for Weber’s infl uence, the 
social sciences may well have provided far less fertile soil for social constructionist 
cultivation than has in fact been the case. More concretely, Weber’s writings on 
ideal types, meaning, values, and rationalization also exercised a variety of specifi c 
infl uences on other seminal contributors to the constructionist canon, including 
Alfred Schutz, Karl Mannheim, members of the Frankfurt School, and Jürgen 
Habermas.
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Among the classical theorists, it is Marx who has had the greatest impact on 
social constructionism by way of his writings on ideology. Marx developed this 
concept to suggest how people can suffer from a false consciousness that renders 
them complicit in their own oppression. This idea was developed by later Marxists 
like Georg Lukács and Antonio Gramsci, whose elaborations on concepts like class 
consciousness, reifi cation, and hegemony have exercised immense infl uences on 
social constructionist research by linking the putative legitimacy of ideas to the 
interests of actors suffi ciently powerful to infl uence the standards by which their 
legitimacy is measured. This linkage of what societies regard as valid knowledge to 
the power structures comprising those societies has remained a lively and fruitful 
enterprise. Beyond its Marxian roots, the linkage of power and knowledge can be 
seen in the social constructionist traditions stemming from the postcolonial writings 
of people like Edward Said, Stuart Hall, and the Birmingham School of cultural 
studies, Michel Foucault’s studies of power/knowledge, Pierre Bourdieu’s studies of 
symbolic violence, the feminist standpoint theories of people like Dorothy Smith, 
and, of course, Howard Becker’s, Edwin Lemert’s, and Erving Goffman’s studies of 
labeling.

Transforming the Marxian critical concept of ideology into a general and non-
critical concept of knowledge as such, Karl Mannheim (1936) called for the socio-
logical analysis of all knowledge (except natural science) as socially embedded and 
constructed. This was, of course, a monumental precedent for social construction-
ism, but it tended to undermine the possibility of critiquing knowledge claims by 
leveling the epistemological ground between critic and the object of critique. Man-
nheim’s sociology of knowledge was therefore looked upon by his Marxist contem-
poraries with considerable suspicion. Indeed, it has been precisely this diffi culty of 
reconciling the sociology of knowledge (which seeks to explain ideas with reference 
to their social contexts) with epistemology (which seeks to establish procedures for 
validating ideas), that has, since Mannheim, continued to provoke the most pas-
sionate debate amongst social constructionists and their critics (cf. Hacking 1999; 
Hollis and Lukes 1982; Wilson 1970). Mannheim (1936) sought to achieve this 
reconciliation by both exempting the natural sciences from his purview and by 
arguing that a “socially unattached intelligentsia” (p. 155) might succeed in over-
coming the biases inherent to their original class positions. However, he gave no 
real account of how they could do so and has been taken to task by critics for 
ducking the problem more than truly resolving it (cf. Merton 1937; von Schelting 
1936).

Berger and Luckmann (1967) also exempted the natural sciences from their 
analysis and, rather than seeking to resolve the tension with epistemology, simply 
declared it beyond the scope of the sociology of knowledge:

To include epistemological questions concerning the validity of sociological knowledge 
in the sociology of knowledge is somewhat like trying to push a bus in which one is 
riding  .  .  .  Far be it from us to brush aside such questions. All we would contend here 
is that these questions are not themselves part of the empirical discipline of sociology. 
They properly belong to the methodology of the social sciences, an enterprise that 
belongs to philosophy and is by defi nition other than sociology. (Berger and Luckmann 
1967: 13)
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Like Berger and Luckmann, most social constructionists have sought to avoid 
direct confrontations with either the natural sciences or epistemology. Hence, it has 
been common to distinguish between the natural and social dimensions of studied 
phenomena and confi ne attention to the social construction of the latter (as when 
feminist scholars distinguished between biologically determined sex and socially 
constructed gender, or when medical sociologists distinguished between biologically 
determined disease and socially constructed illness experience or disability). Like-
wise, most constructionists have passed the buck when it comes to dealing with the 
diffi cult question of distinguishing truth and falsity, or, for that matter, establishing 
any technique for arbitrating the intellectual value of competing claims once the 
presumption to possess universal epistemological criteria has been abandoned. They 
instead rely implicitly on the epistemological standards of their own respective dis-
ciplines, or sub-disciplines, to assert the legitimate authority of their ideas and 
sociologically reductionist accounts of the ideas of those they study. The result is 
that most social constructionists have been forced to choose between an unsustain-
ably parochial relativism and what Bloor (1991: 12) called the sociology of error. 
More precisely, they have had either to advocate a permanent suspension of ques-
tions concerning the comparative value of their own ideas and those they study, or 
dogmatically insist that their own ideas are epistemologically sound and those they 
study amount to mere myths and illusions. In any case, most social constructionists 
have remained studiously silent on the question of how we might more reasonably, 
justly, compassionately, or systematically arbitrate the intellectual value of compet-
ing claims. It is this silence that has most consistently infuriated critics.

Social constructionist theory has also drawn a great deal from the legacy of what 
is often called microsociology. For the most part this tradition stems from the 
American pragmatist tradition inaugurated by people like Charles Pierce, William 
James, John Dewey, and George Herbert Mead. In contrast to many of their Euro-
pean predecessors, the pragmatists tended to emphasize creative agency over struc-
turally deterministic explanations of social events and to highlight how social order 
can be a product of egalitarian negotiation rather than exploitation and domination. 
Central to this theoretical program was the tenet that human experience of the 
world is always mediated by the socially inherited meanings actors actively confer 
upon it. The Chicago School of sociology enthusiastically embraced this tenet, as 
may be seen in W. I. Thomas’s famous theorem, “If men defi ne situations as real, 
they are real in their consequences” (Thomas and Thomas 1928: 572). The turn 
away from structural determinism toward a focus on the situated negotiation of 
meaning was codifi ed by Herbert Blumer (1969) into what he christened symbolic 
interactionism. Long before Berger and Luckmann published The Social Construc-
tion of Reality, symbolic interactionists took it as axiomatic that whatever grasp 
people have of the world is inevitably mediated by socially constructed symbolic 
devices. Through labeling theory and, later, the “social worlds” perspective fi rst 
outlined by Anselm Strauss, Tomatsu Shibutani, and Howard Becker, symbolic 
interactionists have made major contributions to the constructionist canon (cf. 
Clarke 1990; Star 1989; Wiener 1981).

However, it was not until the advent of ethnomethodology in the 1960s that 
critical attention was given to questions of epistemology as such. Harold Garfi nkel 
and Harvey Sacks (1970) notoriously recommended a policy of indifference to 
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received sociological wisdom in studies of the routine production of social order. 
Sociology was thus placed on an epistemological par with all other forms of practi-
cal reasoning (including water witching!). The presumption that epistemology might 
somehow facilitate the transcendence of our ordinary practical reasoning skills was 
abandoned in favor of a radically empirical approach to the study of what Mel 
Pollner (1987) has called mundane reason – not the normative ideal of Reason val-
orized in the academy, but the actual, empirically observable, ways in which people 
organize judgments of rationality and competence as they go about their everyday 
lives. Beginning in the late 1970s this approach was trained directly on the research 
practices of natural scientists and mathematicians, thus making even more explicit 
the anti-epistemological ambitions implicit in Garfi nkel’s program.2 Though its rela-
tion to social constructionism has sometimes been contested (Button and Sharrock 
1993; Lynch 2008), there can be no questioning the fact that ethnomethodology 
has exerted a profound infl uence on the development of social constructionist 
studies throughout a very wide range of research domains (see chapter 8).

By explicitly forsaking a priori justifi cations of epistemological privilege in favor 
of a thoroughly empirical regard for rationality in action, ethnomethodologists have 
given powerful impetus to the social constructionist agenda. However, they also 
invited some rather thorny questions that have haunted not only their own work 
but that of others who have followed the radically anti-foundationalist path. Perhaps 
most signifi cantly: if they endorse neither the positivist presumption of direct obser-
vational access to the world nor any rationalist presumption to possess a universally 
valid epistemology, then exactly what grounds can ethnomethodologists, or any 
other anti-foundationalists, provide to support the intellectual legitimacy of their 
claims? By far the most prominent answer to this question has been to reference 
the real-time contingencies of academic dialog (cf. Lynch 1993: 144–7). In other 
words, rather than staking claim to any principled entitlement to intellectual respect-
ability, ethnomethodologists offer both a retrospective claim (and a prospective 
pledge) to have been (and to continue to be) competently responsive to the contin-
gent demands of academic dialog as they emerge in situ – that is, in any actual case. 
This is a pretty good answer that is well supported by the manifest fact that eth-
nomethodology has been taken quite seriously indeed throughout the social sciences. 
However, it also begs some important questions.

Given the historically enduring fact that academic dialog tends to be a deeply 
fragmented, contentious, and polysemous set of activities, what exactly could it 
mean to be adequately responsive to its contingencies? Aren’t we inevitably com-
pelled to make hard choices about whom and what to take seriously amongst a din 
of ongoing, cross-cutting academic disputes and discussions? Armed with founda-
tionalist, or unquestioned, standards of epistemic authority, we are a good deal 
better equipped to make and defend these choices than we are if, following the 
ethnomethodological lead, we seek to improvisationally negotiate whatever epis-
temic landscapes in which we may fi nd ourselves. The improvisational solution to 
the problem of epistemic legitimacy can also seem rather anemic and parasitic 
insofar as it conspicuously fails to provide guidance as to how one might legitimately 
devise and defend epistemic standards of one’s own. So it is that we fi nd the bulk 
of contemporary constructionist research situated between the horns of an apparent 
dilemma. Either (1) refuse to problematize one’s epistemic standards and slip into 
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a parochial relativism or mere sociology of error, or (2) actively problematize those 
standards thereby confi ning oneself to the ephemeral posture of what Theodor 
Adorno (1990) called a negative dialectic with the orthodoxies of others. Adopting 
the fi rst option one remains vulnerable to the charge of blind dogmatism, while 
adopting the second option relegates one to the posture of gadfl y or perpetual critic 
and systematically undermines one’s capacity to defend any manner of constructive 
and/or cumulative research program. To my mind, the most important develop-
ments in contemporary constructionist theory stem from efforts to resolve this 
dilemma.

THE SOCIOLOGY OF SCIENTIFIC KNOWLEDGE

Proponents of the strong program in the sociology of scientifi c knowledge (SSK) 
have exercised a profound infl uence on social constructionism (see chapter 23). 
Scientifi c knowledge is the archetypal empirical example of valid knowledge in 
Western societies. It therefore provides the indispensable critical case for social 
constructionists who would hope to move beyond the sociology of error. Barry 
Barnes, David Bloor, Simon Schaffer, Steve Shapin, and others associated with the 
Science Studies Unit at the University of Edinburgh, are widely credited as the fi rst 
to consistently treat the theoretical contents of the natural sciences and mathematics 
as amenable to sociological explanation (but see also Bourdieu 1975, 1990a; Fleck 
1979). Building on Thomas Kuhn’s (1970) groundbreaking book The Structure of 
Scientifi c Revolutions, Barnes, Bloor, and company articulated cogent critiques of 
the claim that sound science and epistemology are beyond the scope of sociological 
explanation. In Shapin’s (1995: 297) words:

SSK set out to construct an “anti-epistemology,” to break down the legitimacy of the 
distinction between “contexts of discovery and justifi cation,” and to develop an anti-
individualist and anti-empiricist framework for the sociology of knowledge in which 
“social factors” counted not as contaminants but as constitutive of the very idea of 
scientifi c knowledge  .  .  .  SSK developed in opposition to philosophical rationalism, 
foundationalism, essentialism, and, to a lesser extent, realism.

However, despite their fi erce opposition to philosophically foundationalist con-
struals of science and mathematics, SSK remained equally fi ercely committed to 
defending the sociology of science as itself a thoroughly scientifi c rather than anti-
scientifi c research program (cf. Barnes 1974; Bloor 1991). Just like any other sci-
entifi c enterprise, the sociology of science, they argued, must be a wholly naturalistic 
form of empirical inquiry dedicated to the production of maximally general theoreti-
cal laws that provide causal explanations of the phenomena under consideration. 
Far from being antithetical to the scientifi c ethos, they insisted their sociologically 
relativist understanding of scientifi c knowledge was required by it (Barnes and Bloor 
1982: 21–2). The indisputable fact that beliefs regarding what is and is not credible 
knowledge vary both culturally and by historical period requires the sociologist of 
knowledge to adopt a value-free naturalism that neither consecrates nor denigrates 
particular beliefs but seeks only to explain why people have adopted them. The 
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Edinburgh School succeeded in articulating a theoretically powerful and radically 
sociological alternative to philosophically foundationalist arguments regarding the 
nature of valid knowledge. In doing so, they decisively established their studies as 
both the most important precedents and most important critical foils for all sociolo-
gists of knowledge who have since sought to follow in their wake.

The Edinburgh School offered macro-sociological explanations of scientifi c 
knowledge. The fact that controversy has been endemic to the scientifi c enterprise 
provided Edinburgh scholars excellent opportunities to use fi ne-grained descriptions 
of the arguments asserted by scientifi c disputants to empirically demonstrate the 
manifest variance in their willingness to be persuaded by one another’s reasoning. 
These episodes provided stark evidence that neither scientifi c reason nor the experi-
mental fi ndings brought to bear in these debates provided unequivocal grounds for 
their resolution. Hence, they inferred, the causes of both the disputes and their reso-
lutions must be found beyond the manifest conduct of the debates themselves – that 
is, in the social structurally determined interests and intellectual dispositions scien-
tifi c disputants brought to those debates (Barnes 1977; Shapin and Schaffer 1985). 
With relatively minor modifi cations this approach was applied at a more microso-
ciological level of analysis by Harry Collins and his colleagues at the University of 
Bath (cf. Collins 1985). The sociological study of scientifi c controversies and their 
closures became a prime device for demonstrating both the disunity of scientifi c 
rationality and the insinuation of broader social interests, dispositions, and proc-
esses into the very heart of scientifi c theory development. Because scientifi c knowl-
edge production, it appeared, is inevitably socially interested, scientifi c knowledge 
must therefore be recognized as inevitably socially constructed.

Echoing broader Durkheimian tendencies in anthropology and sociology toward 
the study of “belief systems,” the Edinburgh and Bath schools cast the beliefs of 
scientists as relatively coherent conceptual schemes comprising general propositions 
woven together by a diverse set of Wittgensteinian family resemblances. Scientifi c 
practice was seen to consist primarily in efforts to expand the scope of particular 
conceptual schemes by applying them to new cases in ways that could be justifi ed 
among one’s peers. Hence, the benchmarks of scientifi c validity were identifi ed as 
the locally agreed upon epistemic standards of particular scientifi c movements rather 
than somehow transcendental epistemologies or ontologies. In opposition to foun-
dationalist philosophy of science, SSK appealed to empirical cases of science in 
action to show that the progressive articulation of what Kuhn (1970) called scientifi c 
paradigms is demonstrably not governed by any discernibly uniform methodology 
nor the intrinsic nature of things studied but by the creative inclinations of scientists 
themselves. However, because these inclinations are governed by the shared and 
relatively enduring interests of those involved, the continuous propagation of a 
paradigm does not result in its disintegration. Rather, epistemic standards remain 
as stable and enduring as are the shared social interests of those who honor them. 
Intellectual consensus follows shared interests. The empirical confi rmation of scien-
tifi c theories is thus cast as analogous to the empirical confi rmation of witchcraft 
documented by Evans-Pritchard among the Azande (Bloor 1991: 138–46).

Bloor’s impartial and symmetrical characterization of the reasons scientists and 
the Azande hold to their respective belief systems exhibits the SSK axiom requiring 
a totally value-neutral and naturalistic regard for the causes of people’s beliefs. This 
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so-called “principle of symmetry” has proven a valuable rhetorical tool in SSK’s 
struggle to emancipate the sociology of knowledge from the sociology of error 
imposed upon it by foundationalist philosophers of science. It has allowed SSK to 
align itself with the value-neutrality espoused by scientists since the Enlightenment 
and to mount the serious, and credible, charge that philosophical foundationalism 
amounts to little more than a vestige of the theological dogmatism against which 
the likes of Galileo had to struggle. However, the principle of symmetry also has 
costs. Though a thorough account of these costs is beyond the scope of this chapter 
(see Freedman 2005; Pels 1996), it will suffi ce to note here that the posture of value-
neutrality implies a level of detachment from the world under study and an apparent 
commitment to what John Dewey called the “spectator theory” of knowledge that 
is diffi cult to reconcile with the interest-governed theory of scientifi c knowledge with 
which SSK explains the scientifi c work of others. If, as Bloor (1991: 7) has argued, 
SSK style explanations must be refl exively applicable to SSK itself, this tension seems 
to present a rather considerable problem. To date, there are conspicuously no SSK 
case studies of the social interests governing SSK. Insofar as refl exivity is a funda-
mental tenet of SSK, this seems a rather puzzling omission. One particularly plau-
sible explanation for it is that the presumption to value-neutrality very seriously 
hobbles the prospects of refl exively identifying the interests governing SSK 
analysis.

Despite this gap in its literature, SSK has done much to lead the way toward a 
viable solution to the social constructionist dilemma of reconciling the production 
of tenable epistemic standards with a thoroughly naturalistic, or empirical, regard 
for the processes through which that production takes place. SSK may have so far 
downplayed the extent to which sociology too is socially constructed, but this need 
not require others to do so (cf. Bourdieu 1988; Calhoun 2007; Turner and Turner 
1990). However, if this is to be made a viable enterprise we must refi ne SSK’s prin-
ciple of symmetry. While all “good reasons” for holding a belief are inevitably 
socially constructed, or provisionally institutionalized normative conventions, it 
does not follow that they are equivalent to other kinds of social causes of belief 
(Freedman 2005; Kusch 1999). A viable approach to reconciling the assertion of 
tenable epistemic standards with a thoroughly sociological understanding of their 
production will require a more careful, and less reductionist, regard for the relation 
between our commitments to particular epistemic standards and our other social 
interests.

THE PRACTICE TURN

At least since Marx penned his famous “Theses on Feuerbach,” social scientists 
have found much to value in the notion of practice. Its appeal has been various. 
Marx himself saw the concept of practice, or “human sensuous activity,” as a 
resource with which to avoid the antinomy of idealism and materialism. This would, 
in turn, free us from “the chief defect of all previous materialisms” which was to 
understand “the object, reality, what we apprehend through our senses  .  .  .  only in 
the form of object or contemplation” (Marx 1983: 155). The erroneous cleavage 
of reality from human sensuous activity resulted in a false Cartesian dichotomy 
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between mind and body – subject and object – that prevents our properly grasping 
either the nature of knowledge or the worldly causes and consequences of our 
various intellectual habits. Marx insisted that contemplation does much more than 
ethereally refl ect upon the nature of reality. It is, for better or worse, a product, 
feature, and consequential producer, of reality. Hence, for Marx, the idea that 
knowledge could ever be “detached” or “disinterested” is at best a mistake and at 
worst a ruse designed to mask the complicity of intellectual authority with political 
and economic power.

The ideas that reason and knowledge are not detached and disinterested, but 
historically conditioned and materially embodied forms of practical engagement 
with the world are also central to American pragmatist thought. The pragmatists 
argued that knowledge production, scientifi c or otherwise, should be freed from 
the misconceived dream of transcending the human condition. Epistemic standards 
should instead refl ect our much more realistic concerns to merely improve the 
human condition. By pragmatist lights, the acquisition of knowledge thus consists 
not in developing what Richard Rorty (1980) called a mirror of nature but in 
developing habits and practical skills that promote the good of the individual and 
society. Moreover, grounded as they are in the pursuits of actual communities, 
epistemic standards are best understood with reference to the interests and activities 
of those for whom they hold rather than as abstract, universally valid principles. 
Pragmatists advise us to expect our epistemic terms of reference to be multiple 
and to change along with the changing conditions under which they are applied. 
The comparative evaluation of knowledge claims is not forsaken but is nested 
deeply within the specifi c practical contexts within which it must inevitably be 
accomplished.

While these Marxist and pragmatist ideas never completely disappeared, their 
infl uence declined dramatically during the mid-twentieth century as structuralist, 
positivist, and otherwise scientistic sensibilities overtook the social sciences. Due 
primarily to felt social pressures to emulate the natural sciences, mid-century social 
scientists embraced the principles of value-neutrality, detachment, and disinterested 
inquiry, and thereby installed Cartesian fallacies into the heart of mainstream social 
science. The contemporary resurgence of interest in the idiom of practices refl ects 
the widespread rejection of structuralism, positivism, and scientism by many of the 
most important social theorists of the last 40 years (cf. Alexander 1982; Bourdieu 
1990b; Calhoun 1995; Collins 1991; Foucault 1980; Garfi nkel 1984; Giddens 1984; 
Habermas 1984; Smith 1989; Turner 1996). It also refl ects a broader set of social 
scientifi c interests and challenges, including the antinomy between structure and 
agency, that between macro and micro levels of analysis, the ramifi cations of the 
fact that social action is embodied, and an increasingly meticulous regard for the 
phenomenology, temporality, and spatiality of “lived experience” and social interac-
tion (cf. Schatzki, Knorr-Cetina, and von Savigny 2001). These are, of course, a 
mutually implicative set of themes, but it is important to note that the practice turn 
in contemporary theory consists only in a partial confl uence of relatively distinct 
research programs. The practice turn has also been infl uenced by many of the major 
philosophical developments of the twentieth century, including the phenomenology 
of Martin Heidegger, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, and Michael Polanyi; Ludwig 
Wittgenstein’s insights regarding language use and rule-following; Michel Foucault’s 
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genealogical investigations; Richard Rorty’s anti-representationalism, and post-
structuralism more generally.

Proponents of the practice turn take seriously what SSK, following the philoso-
pher Mary Hesse, calls the thesis of fi nitism (cf. Barnes, Bloor, and Henry 1996). 
This is the idea that all our criteria for adequate understandings of the world, 
including our scientifi c understandings, are inevitably learned. That is, they are the 
products of our particular, fi nite, experiences and the specifi c, fi nite, techniques we 
have acquired practically to cope with our lives. To the extent that we share epis-
temic standards at all they have been forged in, and enforced through, specifi c col-
laborative efforts to more effectively manage the myriad practical challenges we 
encounter. These standards, like any other tools, are things we devise and learn to 
use in the accomplishment of particular tasks. It follows, then, that epistemic stand-
ards well suited to one domain of practical activity may or may not be well suited 
to another. For example, the criteria we have devised to judge epistemic excellence 
in Western university settings may or may not be suitable outside those settings. 
The criteria we use to judge excellence in the study of demographic trends may or 
may not be adequate to the study of conversation, and so on. By these lights, it is 
only under the specifi c conditions of their practical use that we may judge either 
the adequacy of our epistemic standards themselves or the adequacy with which 
they have been applied in any given case. Hence we may note that various types of 
scientist may hold various levels of commitment to different epistemic standards 
depending upon the types of research in which they participate.

Relatedly, insofar as they are devised, learned, and applied in the course of spe-
cifi c practical activities, it follows that in the fi rst instance epistemic standards are 
tied to those activities rather than the particular people who participate in them. 
Whereas philosophically foundationalist epistemologies have tended to cast knowing 
as a relationship between an isolated rational mind (or linguistic proposition) and 
an enduring and self-consistent natural world, proponents of the practice turn tend 
to cast knowing as a matter of observably competent performance within a particu-
lar domain of practical activity (cf. Chaiklin and Lave 1993; Hutchins 1995; Lynch 
1993; Weinberg 2002). Epistemic standards are thus seen to pertain to more than 
just the use of descriptive, explanatory, or logical propositions. They extend to the 
whole range of discursive and non-discursive competences required to adequately 
participate in a given practical domain. By these lights, epistemic standards cease 
to exist as fi xed universal rules for validly linking “the mind” or “language” with 
a preformed natural world and come instead to be seen as provisional and socially 
situated rules for defi ning and identifying adequate performance.

And because their valid defi nition, identifi cation, and practical engagement is 
inevitably predicated on these provisional and socially situated rules, the ontological 
characteristics of both knowing subjects and known objects lose their fi xity and 
universality. Whatever characteristics subjects and objects are observed to possess 
are held to exist only in and through the embodied activities comprising the particu-
lar practical domains wherein they are observed to occur (cf. Bourdieu 1990b; 
Coulter 1989; Goodwin 1994; Knorr-Cetina 1999; Pickering 1995). Hence, for 
example, I have shown in my own work how the mental illnesses and addictions 
held to affl ict patients in two recovery programs were given empirical form and 
causal force only in and through the distinctive patterns of therapeutic practice 
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found in these programs (Weinberg 2005). Not only were patients’ disorders identi-
fi ed and engaged in ways bearing no evident relationship to formally codifi ed 
nosologies like the DSM IV, but assessments of both their presence and absence in 
patients’ behavior were dictated only by the moral economy of program practice. 
Genetic, neurological, and other kinds of biological evidence that might be used to 
great advantage in other settings for the treatment of mental disorder had absolutely 
no part in it. This is not to argue, as some social constructionists have in the past, 
that ontology ought to be reduced to epistemology. Rather, it is to argue that neither 
our various ontologies nor our various epistemologies should be divorced from the 
historically and culturally situated social practices in which they arise, develop, and 
are given meaning and value.

The idiom of practice calls our attention to the fact that theorizing, language use, 
social action, and worldly events more generally, derive both their intelligibility and 
their value only from the socially constructed contexts within which they are 
observed. These social contexts may be those within which events actually occur, 
as when people observe and track the practical upshot of one another’s actions in 
the course of interacting with each other. But they may also be the social contexts 
of more distant observers, like social scientists, who track the practical upshot of 
people’s behavior for their own social scientifi c activities (Bourdieu 1984, 1987). 
Because different people know and value different things about these social contexts 
they often interpret events differently.3 This is as true of social scientists as it is of 
the people they study. Neither segments of human behavior nor any other worldly 
events have intrinsic or unequivocal meaning. Their meanings are instead multiple 
and projected upon them by actors with any number of different practical interests 
in them. However, this by no means forecloses on the possibility of evaluating dif-
ferent accounts of events as more or less helpful or astute given the practical pur-
poses for which these accounts are made. But such evaluations, and a critical 
consideration in the social construction of our epistemic standards, must involve 
identifying just what those practical purposes happen to be.

REFLEXIVITY

The expression refl exivity has a wide variety of defi nitions (cf. Ashmore 1989; Lynch 
2000; Woolgar 1988), only some of which are pertinent here. One early defi nition 
was given by Garfi nkel (1984: 4), who wrote of the “essential refl exivity of accounts 
of practical action.” By this he meant to note the inevitable fact that, in order to 
make sense of one another, interactants formulate the meaning of each other’s 
actions in light of more inclusive formulations of their relationships and their 
ongoing interactions. In keeping with the idiom of practice, the meaning of social 
action is thus seen to derive solely from its perceived practical relevance to the 
ongoing accomplishment of some shared activity. Pollner (1991) has called this 
endogenous refl exivity, refl exivity as an inevitable feature of the ordinary forms of 
collective action that social scientists study, and distinguished it from what he called 
referential refl exivity, or refl exivity as not only a topic of social scientifi c inquiry 
but a resource for it. Just as ordinary activities are seen to be refl exively organized 
and to refl exively constitute their realities, so too are scientifi c activities seen to do 
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so (cf. Drew, Raymond, and Weinberg 2006; Holstein and Gubrium 1995). By these 
lights, refl exivity is conceived as a locally achieved phenomenon largely of interest 
to those who study dyadic or small group interactions.

Another prominent understanding of refl exivity takes a more macrosociological 
view. Ulrich Beck, Anthony Giddens, and Scott Lash (1994) have noted a global 
trend among late modern societies wherein the epistemological privilege historically 
accorded technical and scientifi c expertise itself becomes problematized, a process 
they have dubbed “refl exive modernization.” In a related trend, factions in different 
political, cultural, and economic struggles have grown increasingly savvy in their 
ability to use experts as mercenaries – as is evident, for example, in debates concern-
ing global warming, intelligent design, and the linkage of cigarette smoking and 
cancer. Scientifi c and technological projects are thus seen to be deeply embedded in 
and bound up with wider social, economic, and political activities that not only 
infl uence the direction of their development but contribute to the stability or insta-
bility of their perceived epistemic legitimacy and, indeed, the perceived legitimacy 
of science and technology in general. This insight has led prominent intellectuals as 
otherwise dissimilar as Michel Foucault and Jürgen Habermas to cast aspersions on 
the very possibility of dissociating technical or scientifi c expertise from the regimes 
of power within which they operate and to question the compatibility of scientifi c 
expertise and liberal democracy (see also Jasanoff 2005; Turner 2003).

We see, then, that both (1) the micro-interactional practices that engage particu-
lar researchers with their research subjects and professional colleagues, and (2) the 
macro-interactional practices that engage scientifi c (including social scientifi c) 
projects, movements, and disciplines with their wider social contexts have become 
the foci of empirical sociological investigation. This research decisively demon-
strates, at both micro and macro levels of analysis, that the social sciences cannot 
be dissociated from the social worlds they seek to understand. They are, inevitably, 
constituent features of those worlds. Hence, beyond the litany of powerful theoreti-
cal arguments against philosophical foundationalism (Weinberg 2008), we may also 
point to any number of empirical demonstrations of the fact that a detached, disin-
terested, or value-free social science is now, and has always been, an ill-conceived 
illusion. Social scientifi c knowledge is itself socially constructed. However, it by no 
means follows that the interests that govern social scientifi c work are reducible to 
mere economic greed, political ambition, tribalism, or any other such generically 
specifi ed interests. Following Bourdieu (1975), we may instead fi nd that, depending 
on the level of institutional autonomy achieved among members of a scientifi c com-
munity, the interests governing their research are more or less uniquely adapted to 
their positions in that scientifi c community. Moreover, we may also fi nd that peo-
ple’s interests change along with changes in their practical understanding of their 
research and/or their position in the social world (Pickering 1995). Therefore, the 
critical question is not whether or not knowledge production is governed by social 
interests – of course it is – but, rather, which specifi c interests, to what extent, how 
stable are these interests, and why?

A growing contingent of social scientists now takes seriously the idea that by 
refl exively interrogating the interests served by social scientifi c work we may succeed 
in making it a subtler and more valuable craft (cf. Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992; 
Camic 1996). To the extent that we have lost faith in Berger and Luckmann’s (1967: 
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13) foundationalist claim that devising “the methodology of the social sciences  
.  .  .  belongs to philosophy and is by defi nition other than sociology,” we increasingly 
appreciate the need to naturalize our regard for own epistemic bearings, locating 
them empirically in the historical legacy of our craft and in our worldly aspirations 
for that craft, rather than the otherworldly realm of a putatively transcendental 
analytic logic. Forsaking the false dream of achieving what Rorty (1991: 13) has 
called a “God’s eye point of view” of the world, means that we must assume 
responsibility for the mortality of our epistemic projects and the techniques by 
which we seek to see them through. This entails acquainting ourselves empirically 
with the worldly circumstances of our research, their attendant possibilities for 
learning and progress, and then devising the specifi c role(s) we would hope for our 
research to play in realizing those possibilities. If we no longer countenance the 
claim that knowledge consists in articulating the sentences in which nature would, 
if she could, describe herself, then we must provide more justifi able statements of 
what it is we think our research is, and ought to be, doing.

Some of the best-known efforts in this regard have construed the work of social 
scientists predominantly as a form of writing, calling attention to many of the 
textual techniques by which epistemic authority is conveyed (cf. Atkinson 1990; 
Clifford and Marcus 1986; Van Maanan 1988; Woolgar 1988). However, as often 
as not, these exercises have been undertaken not to epistemically ground the social 
sciences but to deconstruct and destabilize them. While critical interrogations of the 
pretenses of academic writing are by no means without value, they do little to 
overcome what I have been calling the constructionist dilemma of reconciling the 
production of tenable epistemic standards with a thoroughly empirical regard for 
the processes through which that production takes place. Moreover, they overlook 
the fact that writing is itself only one component of a much more richly organized 
round of collective activity that both infl uences and is infl uenced by what we write. 
Epistemic authority, and the legitimacy of the various epistemic standards upon 
which it rests, is not achieved unilaterally through textual tricks, but collectively, 
as all of us engaged in a given domain of knowledge production proffer mutually 
critical assessments of the value of our own and each other’s contributions to the 
work and worlds we share (Pels 2000; Wacquant 1992: 36–46; Weinberg 2002, 
2006). Empirically informed refl exive dialog hones our research skills by facilitating 
a more explicit regard for the specifi c nature of our collective work in all its myriad 
forms and the distinctive resources and constraints that attend the specifi c condi-
tions under which it is accomplished. Indeed, this point can be generalized. Far from 
being threatened, all knowledge production stands to benefi t considerably from a 
detailed regard for the myriad macro and micro social conditions that shape, facili-
tate, and constrain it.

CONCLUSION

Because social constructionism is far too diverse, both theoretically and substan-
tively, to yield to a chapter-length synopsis, I have been content to provide only a 
more focused discussion of the aspects of social constructionism most interesting 
and important from the standpoint of contemporary social theory. To my mind, 
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these are those aspects that pertain to the nature of knowledge as such and its rela-
tion to the worlds it concerns. Too often both boosters and critics of social con-
structionism alike have assumed that to argue something is socially constructed is 
to argue it is mythical or unreal. This assumption, of course, requires that it be 
possible to distinguish between the mythic and the real in ways that avoid implicat-
ing culturally and/or historically specifi c epistemic standards. This is precisely what 
I have argued here is impossible.

Neither nature, nor logic, nor the words of those we study provide guarantees 
that our descriptions correspond, in the positivist sense, with the things they are 
about. Instead, our interpretations, descriptions, analyses, and theories are socially 
constructed to do particular kinds of work. Their forms are thoroughly mediated 
by the interests and practical involvements for which they are devised. But, contra 
Descartes, these interests and practical involvements do not necessarily distort our 
understanding. Because no understanding of the world is disinterested or divorced 
from practical action, it is senseless to speak of distortion without also speaking to 
the specifi c, socially constructed, standards by which distortion is measured. These 
standards are inevitably contestable, in science and philosophy no less than any-
where else (Habermas 1987: 408–9). Hence, if and when epistemic disputes arise 
they are not, and could never be, resolved by recourse to fi xed natural or logical 
standards. They can be resolved only by recourse to the provisional standards we 
ourselves create in light of the specifi c practical projects we hope to fulfi ll. These 
standards embody our claims to power/knowledge and we must expect to be held 
accountable for them. But while our claims are certainly fallible and may be fl awed, 
they are by no means always arbitrary. Their legitimacy resides in the practices they 
make possible and in our willingness to defend them in open and inclusive dialog.

Notes

1 For present purposes I am treating the term “social constructionism” as synonymous with 
terms like “constructionism,” “social constructivism,” etc. Though I am aware that these 
terms are sometimes used to draw more refi ned lines of theoretical distinction, more often 
they are used interchangeably.

2 One might also call this research anti-ontological insofar as Garfi nkel and his colleagues 
wished to demonstrate how both ideas and their worldly referents are constructed through 
socially situated practice. In other words, they sought to demonstrate how ideas and the 
things those ideas concern are socially constructed in tandem. Hence, for example, Gar-
fi nkel, Lynch, and Livingston (1981: 137) insist their analysis is not of ideas as such but 
the optically discovered pulsar itself as a “cultural object.” The notion that ideas and 
their worldly referents are co-constructed has since become a major concern of so-called 
posthumanist or post-social investigators like Michel Callon, Donna Haraway, Bruno 
Latour, John Law, Karen Knorr-Cetina, and Andrew Pickering. I have more to say on 
this below.

3 Stephen Turner (1994) notes an unfortunate tendency among some practice theorists to 
neglect this fact and treat practices as if they implicate identical contents in the minds of 
their participants. While it may be sensible to speak of the enforcement of normative 
standards as causes of people’s capacities to share in social practices, we should not 
assume these capacities take identical forms.
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15
Conversation Analysis as 

Social Theory

John Heritage

Conversation analysis (CA) emerged as a recognizably distinct approach to the 
analysis of social life in the privately circulated lectures of Harvey Sacks (1992 
[1964–72]). Its earliest publications, initially placed in non-sociological journals 
such as American Anthropologist (Schegloff 1968), Semiotica (Schegloff and Sacks 
1973), and Language (Sacks, Schegloff, and Jefferson 1974), became visible to 
sociologists as an outgrowth of Harold Garfi nkel’s ethnomethodology (Douglas 
1970; Sudnow 1972; Turner 1974). In 1975, Harvey Sacks was killed in an auto-
mobile accident, and the hiring freeze in American universities consequent on the 
oil shock and “stagfl ation” of the 1970s (Wiley 1985) forced almost all the fi rst 
generation of CA graduate students into other walks of life. Dominant sociological 
fi gures of the 1970s lined up to dismiss CA as dustbowl empiricism (Coser 1975), 
or “do it yourself linguistics” (Goldthorpe 1973), or a “re-enchantment industry” 
fi t only for the counter-cultural hippies of southern California (Gellner 1975). 
Under these circumstances CA was all but extinguished as a fi eld of sociological 
analysis.

The early 1980s witnessed a resurgence of the fi eld. The resistance of sociological 
journals to publish CA research resulted in the creation of several signifi cant anthol-
ogies. Regenerated during the subsequent years of the decade, the fi eld has now 
grown to become the dominant method for the sociological study of interaction, 
and reaches into anthropology, linguistics, communication, cognitive science, and 
electrical engineering. Published papers run into the thousands, and the method is 
practiced in many dozens of countries on all the continents of the world. Citation 
rates for classic CA papers have roughly doubled during each of the past two 
decades, and Sacks, Schegloff, and Jefferson’s (1974) effort at “do it yourself lin-
guistics” is now, according to the editor of Language, “by far the most cited” and 
downloaded paper in the journal’s 80-year history (Joseph 2003).

In this essay, I suggest some ways in which CA represents a contribution to social 
theory. These suggestions may be thought to be tendentious, not least because 
Coser’s calumny stuck and CA is sometimes thought of as a kind of atheoretical 
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empiricism – a method without a substance, as he so unfortunately phrased it. This 
latter point of view strikes me as self-evidently false, and in what follows I sketch 
the CA contribution to a view of social interaction as a social institution, I give a 
brief account of how its institutional order articulates with other elements of social 
systems, and conclude with a view of CA as a contribution to a theory of self–other 
relations.

BACKGROUND

The proximate origins of CA are to be found in the work of Erving Goffman and 
Harold Garfi nkel. These two giants of American social theory essentially inaugu-
rated the study of everyday life as a research focus in its own right. They did so by 
dissenting from the dominant view of post-World War II sociology that the specifi cs 
of the everyday world are too random and disorderly to support systematic analysis. 
However they arrived at their forms of dissent from very different perspectives.

Emerging from a specifi cally Durkheimian tradition (Goffman 1955, 1956; 
Goffman and Verhoeven 1993), Goffman started from the perspective that what he 
came to call the interaction order (Goffman 1983) is an institutional order in its 
own right. The interaction order, he argued, comprises a complex set of interac-
tional rights and obligations which are linked both to “face” (a person’s immediate 
claims about “who s/he is” in an interaction), more enduring features of personal 
identity, and also to large-scale macro social institutions. Goffman also observed 
that the institution of interaction underlies the operation of other social institutions, 
mediating the business they transact, and he repeatedly rejected the idea that it is a 
kind of colorless, odorless substrate through which sociological and psychological 
processes exert their infl uence on human affairs (Goffman 1964; Kendon 1987). 
The interaction order that Goffman depicts is structural and driven by a logic which 
is external to the individual and which supports an objective hermeneutics of indi-
vidual accountability. As Goffman wrote in the introduction to Interaction Ritual: 
“I assume that the proper study of interaction is not the individual and his psychol-
ogy, but rather the syntactical relations among the acts of different persons mutually 
present to one another” (Goffman 1967:2).

It is this external normative order of “syntactical relations” that provides for the 
sequential ordering of action (Goffman 1971) and which also provides for action’s 
public accountability. In turn, this enmeshes the individual in a web of lines and 
associated face claims (Goffman 1955), thereby permitting persons to analyze one 
another’s conduct and arrive at judgments about personal motives and identities. It 
is a core feature of social order.

Harold Garfi nkel arrived at convergent conclusions from a very different starting 
point: phenomenologically inspired theoretical investigations of the subjectively 
meaningful character of human social action. Having studied with Parsons at 
Harvard, Garfi nkel apprehended clear defi ciencies in the treatment of action, rea-
soning, mutual understanding, and social representations in The Social System 
(Parsons 1951) and other studies emanating from Harvard during that period 
(Garfi nkel 1960, 1967; Heritage 1984a, 1987). Drawing on the researches of Alfred 
Schutz (Schutz 1962), his objections centered on the lack of process in Parsons’s 
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treatment of action, its failure to conceptualize the dynamic and methodical basis 
in terms of which actions are produced and recognized, weaknesses in the treatment 
of processes of mutual understanding in the context of action, and failures to grasp 
the dynamic reproduction of collective knowledge and representations accompany-
ing this process.

Drawing on experiments with games and other “breaching experiments” which 
engineered departures from everyday expectations (Garfi nkel 1963), Garfi nkel con-
cluded that shared methods of practical reasoning inform both the production of 
action, and the recognition of action and its meanings. In fact, he argued, we 
produce action methodically to be recognized for what it is, and we recognize action 
because it is produced methodically in this way. As Garfi nkel made the point in his 
own inimitable prose: “the activities whereby members produce and manage the 
settings of organized everyday affairs are identical with members’ procedures for 
making these settings accountable” (Garfi nkel 1967). His experiments clearly indi-
cated that social actions, shared understandings, and, ultimately, social institutions 
are underpinned by a complex body of presuppositions, tacit assumptions, and 
methods of inference – in short, a body of methods or methodology – that informs 
the production and recognition of culturally meaningful objects and actions (see 
chapter 8).

Methods of commonsense reasoning are fundamentally adapted to the recogni-
tion and understanding of events-in-context. In Garfi nkel’s analysis, ordinary under-
standings are the product of a circular process in which an event and its background 
are dynamically adjusted to one another to form a coherent “gestalt.” Garfi nkel 
described this process, following Mannheim, as “the documentary method of inter-
pretation,” and he argued that it is a ubiquitous feature of the recognition of all 
objects and events, from the most mundane features of everyday existence to the 
most recondite of scientifi c or artistic achievements. In this process, linkages are 
assembled between an event and its physical and social background using a varie-
gated array of presuppositions and inferential procedures. The documentary method 
embodies the property of refl exivity: changes in an understanding of an event’s 
context will evoke some shift or elaboration of a person’s grasp of the focal event 
and vice versa. When it is employed in a temporally dynamic context, which is a 
characteristic of all situations of social action and interaction, the documentary 
method forms the basis for temporally updated shared understandings of actions 
and events among the participants.

CONVERSATION ANALYSIS

Conversation analysis, developed by Harvey Sacks in association with Emanuel 
Schegloff and Gail Jefferson, emerged at the intersection of the perspectives devel-
oped by Goffman and Garfi nkel. The two men most centrally involved in its foun-
dation, Harvey Sacks and Emanuel Schegloff, were both students of Erving Goffman 
at the University of California at Berkeley during the l960s, and also had frequent 
and extensive contact with Harold Garfi nkel at UCLA during the same period 
(Schegloff 1992a). From Goffman, CA took the notion that talk-in-interaction is a 
fundamental social domain that can be studied as an institutional entity in its own 
right. From Garfi nkel came the notion that the practices and procedures with which 
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parties produce and recognize talk are talk’s “ethnomethods.” They form the 
resources which the parties unavoidably must use and rely on to produce and rec-
ognize contributions to interaction which are mutually intelligible in specifi c ways, 
and which inform the participants’ grasp of the context of their interaction in a 
continuously updated, step-by-step fashion. This fusion is directly expressed in one 
of the earliest published papers in CA:

We have proceeded under the assumption  .  .  .  that in so far as the materials we worked 
with exhibited orderliness, they did so not only for us, indeed not in the fi rst place for 
us, but for the co-participants who had produced them. If the materials (records of 
natural conversation) were orderly, they were so because they had been methodically 
produced by members of the society for one another. (Schegloff and Sacks 1973)

From these early papers and Sacks’s lectures (Sacks 1992 [1964–72]), CA emerged 
as a study of the institution of conversation that focuses on the procedural basis of 
its production. This basis was conceived as a site of massive order and regularity, 
whose normative organization and empirical regularities could be addressed using 
the sorts of basic observational techniques that a naturalist might use in studying 
animals or plants (Sacks 1984a). As it has emerged, the fi eld has consolidated 
around two basic theoretical and methodological assumptions.

The structural analysis of action in ordinary conversation

Fundamental to the inception of CA is the notion that social interaction is informed 
by institutionalized structural organizations of practices to which participants are 
normatively oriented. It is this structural assumption, which is fundamentally associ-
ated with Goffman, that differentiates CA as an approach to the study of social 
action from sociolinguistics, which focuses on variations in language (such as accent 
and dialect) and their sociological determinants, and the sociology of language, 
which fundamentally considers languages in relation to the nation-state and other 
macro-level social processes.

Within this view structure underlies variations in its implementation. Associated 
with this view is the notion that these organizations of practices – as the conditions 
on which the achievement of mutually intelligible and concerted interaction depends 
– are fundamentally independent of the motivational, psychological, or sociological 
characteristics of the participants. Rather than being dependent on these character-
istics, conversational practices are the medium through which these sociological and 
psychological characteristics manifest themselves.

It is this structural assumption which informs, in fact mandates, the basic CA 
imperative to isolate organizations of practices in talk without reference to the 
sociological or psychological characteristics of the participants. For example, a 
structured set of turn-taking procedures is presupposed in the recognition of an 
“interruption.” Moreover, both the turn-taking procedures and the associated 
recognizability of interruptive departures from them are anterior to, and indepen-
dent of, empirical distributions of interruptions as between males and females or 
between powerful and powerless individuals. It is thus only after the structural fea-
tures of, for example, turn-taking and interruption have been determined that it is 
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meaningful to search for the ways in which sociological factors such as gender, class, 
ethnicity, etc., or psychological dispositions such as extroversion, may be manifested 
– whether causally or expressively – in interactional conduct.

From its inception, CA has placed a primary focus on the sequential organization 
of interaction. Underlying this notion are a number of fundamental ideas. First, in 
doing some current action, speakers normally project (empirically) and require 
(normatively) the relevance of a “next” or range of possible “next” actions to be 
done by a subsequent speaker (Schegloff 1972). Second, in constructing a turn at 
talk, speakers normally address themselves to preceding talk and, most commonly, 
the immediately preceding talk (Sacks 1987, 1992; Schegloff and Sacks 1973). 
Speakers design their talk in ways that exploit this basic positioning (Schegloff 
1984), thereby exposing the fundamental role of this sequential contextuality in 
their utterances. Third, by the production of next actions, speakers show an under-
standing of a prior action and do so at a multiplicity of levels – for example, by an 
“acceptance,” an actor can show an understanding that the prior turn was possibly 
complete, that it was addressed to them, that it was an action of a particular type 
(e.g. an invitation) and so on. These understandings are (tacitly) confi rmed or can 
become the objects of repair at any third turn in an ongoing sequence (Schegloff 
1992b).

CA starts from the presumption that all three of these features – the grasp of a 
“next” action that a current projects, the production of that next action, and its 
interpretation by the previous speaker – are the products of a common set of socially 
shared and structured procedures. CA analyses are thus simultaneously analyses of 
action, context management, and intersubjectivity because all three of these features 
are simultaneously, if tacitly, the objects of the actors’ actions. Finally, the proce-
dures that inform these activities are normative in that actors can be held morally 
accountable both for departures from their use and for the inferences which their 
use, or departures from their use, may engender. This analytic perspective represents 
a crystallization into a clear set of empirical working practices of the accumulated 
assumptions embodied in a wide range of ethno-scientifi c approaches described 
elsewhere (Heritage 2002a).

The primacy of ordinary conversation

The second assumption can be stated more briefl y. It is that “ordinary conversation” 
between peers represents a fundamental domain for analysis and that the analysis 
of ordinary conversation represents a basic resource for the extension of CA into 
other “non-conversational” domains. This conception was fi rst expressed in work 
on turn-taking (Sacks, Schegloff, and Jefferson 1974), by which point it had become 
apparent that ordinary conversation differs in systematic ways from, for example, 
interaction in the law courts or news interviews. The conceptualization of these 
differences has developed substantially in recent years (Drew and Heritage 1992; 
Heritage 2005; Heritage and Clayman, forthcoming).

There is every reason to view ordinary conversation as the fundamental domain 
of interaction, and indeed as a primordial form of human sociality (Schegloff 
1996a). It is the predominant form of human interaction in the social world and 
the primary medium of communication to which the child is exposed and through 
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which socialization proceeds. It thus antedates the development of other, more 
specialized, forms of “institutional” interaction both phylogenetically in the life of 
society and ontogenetically in the life of the individual. Moreover, the practices of 
ordinary conversation appear to have a “bedrock” or default status. When they are 
subject to processes of historical change these tend to be slow and unrecognized, 
nor are they generally subject to discursive justifi cation (by reference, for example, 
to logic, equity, or effi ciency) in ways that practices of interaction in legal, medical, 
pedagogical, and other institutions manifestly are. Research is increasingly showing 
that communicative conduct in more specialized social institutions embodies task- 
or role-oriented specializations and particularizations that generally involve a nar-
rowing of the range of conduct that is generically found in ordinary conversation 
(see below). The latter thus embodies a diversity and range of combinations of 
interactional practices that is unmatched elsewhere in the social world. Interactional 
conduct in institutional environments, by contrast, embodies socially imposed and 
often irksome departures from that range (Atkinson 1982).

ORDERS OF ANALYSIS

Acceptance of the notion that conversation embodies a specifi c institutional order 
invites investigation of its constituent practices in terms of their contribution to 
fundamental aspects of conversational and social organization. A number of domains 
of organization are the objects of continuing investigation (Schegloff 2006).

Turn-taking

The fi rst is what Schegloff (2006) calls the “turn-taking” problem, which concerns 
“who should talk or move or act next and when should they do so.” Turns at talk 
are valued in their own right and they represent a scarce resource because, ordinar-
ily, only one person can talk at a time. Even in two-party conversation the coordi-
nation problem is considerable: granted that one party has the fl oor, how is it to 
be managed that the speaker’s turn has ended and the recipient should begin talking? 
The problem is signifi cantly greater in multi-party interactions. A solution to this 
problem is necessary for coordinated social action to occur at all.

In the well-known analysis developed by Sacks, Schegloff, and Jefferson (1974), 
the turn-taking problem is solved via a normative system in which single units of 
talk are allocated to speakers, at the end of which a next speaker (which includes 
a current one) is allocated a next unit via an ordered set of rules. The signifi cance 
of this solution is that it is stated in terms of units of talk and rules for their alloca-
tion, rather than persons and their social attributes. An institutional problem is 
resolved in a completely institutionalized way.

An important facet of this solution is that, through the turn-taking system, the 
parties administer rights both to claim occupancy of a turn-space and to “own” the 
talk which is implemented within it – the latter being particularly apparent in 
the management of turns in which a second speaker completes a fi rst speaker’s 
sentence (Lerner 1989, 2004). Though the implementation of these rights is 
most often semi-automated and outside the sphere of what Giddens (1984) calls 
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discursive consciousness, violations of these rights (for example in interruptions 
[Jefferson 2004a; Schegloff 2000]) become visible as complainable departures from 
the norms of turn occupancy (Schegloff 2002). The turn-taking system is not merely 
“technical,” it is also “moral” – a dimension which it shares with other systems 
through which the interaction order is managed.

Sequence organization

A second problem is the “sequence organizational” problem and concerns “how 
successive turns or actions are formed up to be ‘coherent’” (Schegloff 2006). The 
central insight that drives the CA approach to this problem is that contributions to 
interaction anticipate, invite, and in some cases require responses. This is largely 
because these contributions are situated in an action space within which social rights 
and obligations are mobilized. Turns at talk offer or request goods and services 
(including information), position their producers relative to others in social relations 
and epistemic space, and undertake courses of action embracing narrative, play, 
humor, and. beyond these, the whole kaleidoscope of conjoint human conduct from 
shaking hands to making love.

The starting point for work on sequential organization was the observation that 
some fi rst actions make certain kinds of next actions unavoidably relevant, to the 
point that if the relevant next action is not done it will be “noticeably absent,” and 
may be the object of sanctions or other remedial measures (Sacks 1992 [1968]; 
Schegloff 1968). A central property of these sequences of actions, termed adjacency 
pairs, is that of “conditional relevance.” Conditional relevance is readily apparent 
as a feature of greetings (which require return greetings), questions (which require 
answers, or at least responses), and related actions.

This analysis opened up two crucial features of the “sequence organizational 
problem”. First and prospectively in time, it provided a mechanism through which 
an agent can get another to do something (Heritage 1984a; Schegloff and Sacks 
1973). At the same time it provides an institutionalized motivation for the other to 
respond – to avoid sanctions, or the inferences which might otherwise be drawn 
from failure to respond. Second, and retrospectively in time, it provided a mecha-
nism through which mutual understandings might be managed in interaction. For 
the second action, in being designed as a response to the fi rst, must perforce display 
an analysis of what kind of “fi rst” it is. And the doer of the fi rst can inspect the 
second action to determine whether the second embodied an appropriate or correct 
understanding of the fi rst. Embedded in sequence structure therefore is an apparatus 
through which intersubjective understandings of social actions can be displayed, 
checked, and, where necessary, corrected (Schegloff 1992b, 2007).

Adjacency pairs provide an armature around which secondary organizations can 
form. These organizations can be schematically represented as expansions that are 
organized in relation to a “base” adjacency pair (fi gure 15.1). Most of these expan-
sions address the appropriateness of fi rst actions, management of the prospects that 
desirable second actions will come to pass, and management of situations in which 
those second actions depart from the expectations (or desires) of the producers of 
fi rst actions. Detailed description of these organizations is beyond the scope of this 
chapter, but they are extensively described in Schegloff (2007).
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Of course social interaction is not exclusively built up from actions embodying 
this level of normative constraint. A majority of actions invite response without 
requiring it and are less constraining of its content. A conceptualization recently 
developed by Stivers and Rossano (2007) suggests that pressure to respond is mobi-
lized through a variety of dimensions of action, including gaze, intonation, epistemic 
imbalance between actors, and aspects of interrogative syntax (or morphology). In 
this viewpoint, more “relaxed” sequences of interaction are mobilized and realized 
in a step-by-step process through these locally implemented response-mobilizing 
resources, while the more canonically constraining adjacency pair formats involve 
the simultaneous deployment of many if not all of them.

Intersubjectivity and repair

Little can be achieved in interaction if the parties cannot grasp what is being said 
to them or grasp it incorrectly. Indeed as Schegloff (2006: 77) has noted, “if the 
organization of talk in interaction supplies the basic infrastructure through which 
the institutions and social organization of quotidian life are implemented, it had 
better be pretty reliable, and have ways of getting righted if beset by trouble.” The 
organization of repair consists of a coordinated set of practices designed to address 
problems of speaking, hearing, or understanding talk (Schegloff, Jefferson, and 
Sacks 1977). These practices are implemented within a narrowly defi ned temporal 
space that begins in the speaker’s current turn, extends through the responsive turn, 
and ends at the initial speaker’s next turn. Correspondingly, the organization of 
repair is distinctively formed and implemented as between speaker-initiated and 
executed repairs, and repair that is initiated and/or executed by a recipient. Repair 
must necessarily involve practices for identifying what is being (or to be) fi xed and 
which is the replacement, and these differ between speakers and recipients.

Similar to turn-taking, the organization of repair is generally designed to respect 
the rights of speakers to “say what they wish to say” and to own it. By defi nition, 
a current speaker has the fi rst opportunity to fi x problems encountered in an 
ongoing turn at talk, and if unfi xed problems are encountered by recipients the latter 
will tend to initiate repair on the prior speaker’s talk rather than attempting to fi x 
it unilaterally (Schegloff, Jefferson, and Sacks 1977) or, in contexts where the 
speaker’s turn is in trouble, wait for the speaker to solicit assistance (Goodwin and 

Pre-expansion (pre-sequence)

            Base First Pair Part     

Insert Sequence                  Adjacency 

            Base Second Pair Part  Pair 

Post-expansion

Figure 15.1 Adjacency pairs and their expansions
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Goodwin 1986). Moreover unilateral fi xes, when they occur, tend to be disguised 
or off-record (Jefferson 1987), or indeed “abdicated” (Jefferson 2007). However 
the rights of speakers in the context of repair do not extend indefi nitely. In a remark-
ably apt, but imaginary, illustration of a Wittgensteinian language game, Stanley 
Cavell (1968: 159) observes that:

“It is always conceivable” that, for example, the language game(s) we now play with 
the question “What did you say?” should not have been played. What are we conceiv-
ing if we conceive this? Perhaps that when we ask this of A, only A’s father is allowed 
to answer, or that it is answered always by repeating the next to last remark you made, 
or that it is answered by saying what you wished you had said, or perhaps that we can 
never remember what we just said, or perhaps simply we have no way of asking that 
question  .  .  .

And he asks:

What would our lives look like, what very general facts would be different, if these 
conceivable alternatives were in fact operative? (There would, for example, be different 
ways and purposes for lying; a different social structure; different ways of attending 
to what is said; different weight put on our words; and so forth.)

The organization of repair is implicated in another great principle of conversational 
organization: the principle of progressivity (Schegloff 1979). In a brilliant passage, 
Schegloff (2007: 14–15) frames the issue in this way:

Among the most pervasively relevant features in the organization of talk-and-other-
conduct-in-interaction is the relationship of adjacency or “nextness.”  .  .  .  Moving from 
some element to a hearably-next-one with nothing intervening is the embodiment of, 
and the measure of, progressivity. Should something intervene between some element 
and what is hearable as a/the next one due – should something violate or interfere with 
their contiguity, whether next sound, next word or next turn – it will be heard as 
qualifying the progressivity of the talk, and will be examined for its import, for what 
understanding should be accorded it. Each next element of such a progression can be 
inspected to fi nd how it reaffi rms the understanding-so-far of what has preceded, or 
favors one or more of the several such understandings that are being entertained, or 
how it requires reconfi guration of that understanding.

Schegloff notes that the organization of repair is sensitive to this fundamental prin-
ciple of progressivity at the within-turn level where the progression of an action is 
at issue (Schegloff 1979), and at the level of sequence where progression involves a 
jointly constructed course of action (Schegloff 2007). Within the matrix of repair 
practices, progressivity is pitted against intersubjectivity (Heritage 2007a) and, as 
Schegloff (2006: 79) also notes, these practices “make intersubjectivity always a 
matter of immediate and local determination, not one of abstract and general shared 
facts, views or stances.” As Garfi nkel (1967: 30) repeatedly noted, shared under-
standing is constructed from a multiplicity of methods of talking. The organization 
of repair permits humans to exploit these multiplex connections between language 
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and the world, while providing a safety net when our high-wire act with language 
goes awry.

The epistemic order

A large proportion of interaction involves the conveying of information. In this 
process persons continually position themselves with respect to the epistemic order: 
what they know relative to others, what they are entitled to know, and what they 
are entitled to describe or communicate. This activity is the object of highly elabo-
rated management practices (Pomerantz 1980). Epistemic positioning is, fi rst and 
foremost, conducted with reference to co-interactants in the here and now, but may 
also involve non-present others, commonsense knowledge, and more abstract and 
socially patterned rights and obligations to knowledge.

Epistemic positioning is conducted through the entire resources of language and 
sequence organization (Goodwin 1979; Goodwin 1996; Heritage 2007b). For 
example, declarative sentences ordinarily establish a positive epistemic gradient 
between speaker and hearer. Declaratives encode the speaker’s right to know and 
to assert what is being declared, rights which are commonly predicated on the 
assumption that the speaker knows something that the recipient does not. Corre-
spondingly, interrogative sentences ordinarily establish a negative epistemic gradient 
between speaker and hearer. They encode the speaker’s desire to obtain information, 
a desire which is commonly predicated on the assumption that the question recipient 
knows something that the questioner does not.

These gradients can be adjusted through practices of turn design (Pomerantz 
1988). The assertion that “John’s coming” can be epistemically downgraded in 
certainty (“John may be coming”), or presented as a matter of belief (“I think John’s 
coming”), or hearsay (“Bill says that John’s coming” [Pomerantz 1984a]). Corre-
spondingly, the question “Is John coming?” can be adjusted to reduce the negative 
gradient between speaker and recipient: “John’s coming isn’t he?” or “Surely John’s 
coming?”. Numbers of interactional practices are available to subvert or resist the 
positionings that these designs instantiate (Heritage 1998, 2007b; Raymond 2003; 
Schegloff and Lerner 2006).

Over and above turn design, considerable sequential resources are devoted to 
establishing and securing relative epistemic positioning. For example, pre-announce-
ment sequences (“Did you hear about X?”) are commonly implemented prior to 
informings as a means of establishing that what is purportedly and projectedly new 
information is indeed new (Terasaki 2004). Similar issues attend the delivery of 
stories (Goodwin 1984, 1986; Sacks 1974). Responses to information recurrently 
contain elements that allow tellers to infer that the epistemic gradient on which 
their action was based was indeed the case, and that what was said was informative 
to the recipient. For example, the word “oh” is virtually dedicated to this task 
(Heritage 1984b, 1998, 2002b).

Other practices addressed to the epistemic order between interactants include 
sequential positioning: a fi rst describer has implied epistemic authority in relation to 
some described state of affairs relative to a second speaker even when the parties are 
in full agreement. Thus a range of additional practices is required when the epistemic 
claims related to going fi rst and going second require modifi cation (Heritage and 



310 john heritage

Raymond 2005; Raymond and Heritage 2006; Schegloff 1996b; Stivers 2005). In 
another dimension of interaction, the selection of referring expressions embodies 
very precise recognition of who and what an interlocutor knows, while also encoding 
nuanced information about the purposes of utterance (Sacks and Schegloff 1979; 
Schegloff 1972, 1996c; Stivers 2007). Finally speakers may show exceptional caution 
in describing states of affairs that fl y in the face of mundane expectations and com-
monsense knowledge (Jefferson 2004b; Sacks 1984b).

The intensity with which epistemic positions, rights, and obligations are indexed 
and policed in practices of turn design and sequence organization is vivid testimony 
to their fundamental status within social relations. This is not simply a matter, 
important though it is, of the construction of epistemic communities and cultures. 
It is also intertwined with the ownership of experience and of rights to its expres-
sion. Very fundamental rights to knowledge and opinion accrue to persons who 
have them by virtue of personal experience (Sacks 1984b), and the interactional 
policing of epistemic claims is arguably central to the management and maintenance 
of personal identity (Raymond and Heritage 2006). Correspondingly, reconciliation 
of personally owned knowledge and experience with the “better knowledge” of 
distinctively expert and empowered epistemic communities is a central dilemma for 
modern societies in which expert knowledge (for example, of “risk”) cannot be 
directly translated into the coin of personal experience.

Social solidarity

A common theme from the social contract theory of the seventeenth century through 
to contemporary game theory and ethology is that social relations in groups involve 
a tradeoff between competition and cooperation (Byrne and Whiten 1988; Dunbar 
1996; Goffman 1971). To conceptualize this tradeoff in social interaction it is useful 
to draw on Brown and Levinson’s (1987) extension of Goffman’s analysis of face. 
In Brown and Levinson’s analysis, each person is conceived as having two kinds 
of face wants: (1) positive face wants involving the desire for affi rmation and 
acceptance, and (2) negative face wants involving the desire to remain unimpeded. 
This extension itself echoes the social contract tradition of political theory, in par-
ticular the concepts of liberty advocated by Hobbes and Rousseau respectively 
(Berlin 1969). In the spirit of Goffman’s treatment of Durkheim’s concept of ritual, 
social interaction can be viewed as driven by social contract considerations writ 
small, and as an arena within which individuals pursue personal objectives 
while maximizing and, where necessary, trading off, both of these classes of face 
wants.

Almost, if not all, social actions position both the actor and the recipient in social 
space, thereby defi ning (or at least proposing) a social relationship between them. 
Greetings, for example, invoke recognition of another and invite reciprocation and 
ratifi cation of that recognition. Requests assert the legitimacy of the requested thing, 
the requester’s right to request it of the recipient, and invoke the requestee’s obliga-
tion to supply it and so on. As Goffman (1971: 95) noted, even the act of speaking 
expresses a right to speech and a corresponding obligation to listen. The sequence 
organizational conventions of the interaction order provide important resources that 
tilt social action in favor of cooperation.
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A primary resource is preference organization. This term describes the formats 
of turns in which, broadly speaking, affi liative and disaffi liative actions are per-
formed. Granted a fi rst action that requires response, affi rming and affi liative 
actions are done briefl y and with no delay, while disaffi liative and rejecting actions 
are signaled by delay and other pre-indications that there is trouble ahead. The 
import of this patterning, which is highly regular and clearly insitutionalized, is that 
the probability of affi liative actions actually occurring is maximized, while the prob-
ability of disaffi liative actions actually occurring is minimized (Davidson 1984; 
Pomerantz 1984b; Sacks 1987).

Just as signifi cant in this regard is conduct when face-threatening rejections are 
produced. As Goffman (1971) was among the fi rst to note, rejections are over-
whelmingly associated with accounts. In a context in which a fi rst action embodies 
a range of ways in which speakers presuppositionally position themselves relative 
to recipients in terms of needs, desires, rights, and obligations, accounts address 
which one of these presuppositions is defective. In this context, inability and other 
kinds of “no fault” accounts predominate (Heritage 1984a) for the simple reason 
that they manage contexts of rejection so that contingent grounds are invoked rather 
than those that threaten the presumptive relationship between the parties. In this 
connection, accounts function as “secondary elaborations of belief” that preserve 
not only the status quo of the relationship, thereby permitting its future use, but 
also, and ultimately, the normative underpinnings of social action itself (Heritage 
1987, 1988).

While the discussion has so far focused on second (responsive) actions, it is of 
course the case that large numbers of fi rst actions are also (potentially) face-threat-
ening. Requests intrude on recipients’ negative face (Brown and Levinson 1987), as 
does troubles-telling (Jefferson 1980, 1988), while the delivery of bad news may 
damage both the positive and negative face of its recipients. Complex sequential 
negotiations surround these activities (Maynard 2003; Schegloff 1988), and turn 
design is routinely the object of efforts to maintain a balance between the assertion 
of entitlement to a good and a recognition of the contingencies that may surround 
its provision (Curl, Drew, and Ogden forthcoming). More generally, persons in 
interaction must continually position themselves relative to one another in terms of 
rights and obligations, the imposition of burdens on others, hierarchy and social 
distance, and of course the formulation of positions of relatedness, friendship, and 
love (Brown and Levinson 1987). Goffman (1955) recognized these concerns as 
lying at the core of social order:

An unguarded glance, a momentary change in tone of voice, an ecological position 
taken or not taken, can drench a talk with judgmental signifi cance. Therefore, just as 
there is no occasion of talk in which improper impressions could not intentionally or 
unintentionally arise, so there is no occasion of talk so trivial as not to require each 
participant to show serious concern for the way he handles himself and the others 
present.

After decades of research on language and social interaction, the relevance of these 
concerns is beyond question.
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THE INTERACTION ORDER AS AN INSTITUTION

What kind of institution is the interaction order as sketched in these few para-
graphs? At its most basic it is an institutional order that regulates the relationships 
within the simplest social system there can be. This social system comprises just two 
persons: self and other. In a famous discussion, John Rawls (1971) suggests that 
human cooperation might be maximized if the principles underpinning a just and 
fair society were conceived and agreed by persons who could not know in advance 
what their actual position in such a society was to be. Such a state of affairs is of 
course wholly counterfactual. Yet, with regard to the rights and obligations of the 
interaction order, the Rawlsian conception may be less far-fetched. All human 
interaction involves continuous interchange between the roles of speaker and hearer. 
Rights and obligations to speak and listen fl uctuate accordingly and are accommo-
dated within a turn-taking system that administers opportunities to act without 
much reference to the particular actors involved. In sequence organization, rights 
to mobilize response are available to all competent users of the language on every 
occasion of its use. In acts of speaking, a person may at any point be the producer, 
or the recipient, of talk that is in need of repair. The rights and obligations associ-
ated with those roles are distributed in accordance with the primary rights of the 
speaker – as agent – to be understood in the way that he or she wishes to be under-
stood, and the secondary rights of recipients to demand that speakers make them-
selves clear. In regard to knowledge, epistemic gradients can fl uctuate from moment 
to moment between participants depending on the topic, or its details, under discus-
sion. The management of solidary face relationships is an obligation of speakers 
just as it is of recipients, and at all points in interaction.

It is perhaps for just these reasons that a powerful sense of injustice can be 
mobilized by departures from the conventions of the interaction order – the inter-
ruptions, snubs, and impositions of persons who could have, and should have, 
known better and acted differently. By the same token, it may not be unrealistic to 
fi nd in the pragmatics of communication a universal foundation for a theory of 
freedom and justice (Habermas 1970, 1979). At the same time, as Parsons (1951) 
was pre-eminent in recognizing, a normative order is not to be confused with an 
empirical one. Symmetrical rights in a fl uctuating interactional order do not trans-
late into symmetrical rights in a social one. An “equal opportunity” interaction 
order self-evidently does not translate into “equal opportunity” social relations, nor 
is the interaction order any prophylactic against inequality. The manipulation of 
expectations is almost certainly a fundamental feature of hominid evolution (Byrne 
and Whiten 1988), and the manipulation of normative expectations is a mechanism 
of social advantage. Indeed departures from symmetrical rights, whether enforced 
through the medium of interaction or by other means, may be a central means by 
which the “oil” of power is gleaned from the “shale” of interaction.

THE INTERACTION ORDER AND SOCIETAL INSTITUTIONS

It is clear that, as Goffman (1983) observed in his presidential address to the Ameri-
can Sociological Association, the interaction order is an institution that mediates 
the operation of other institutions in society. Without the interaction order, the 
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institutions which are the primary subject matter of sociology – the economy, polity, 
law religion, war-making, the reproductive (family, socialization, education), and 
the reparative (medicine) – cannot function. All of them rest on the institution of 
talk. Moreover, as Schegloff (2006) notes, the institution of talk can survive the 
collapse of these other institutions more or less unscathed. And indeed it survives 
across historical time and changing social structures: with some adjustments for 
culture and diction, we can “follow” the interactions portrayed in Shakespeare and 
Euripides, Chaucer and Aeschylus.

At the same time, it is clear that the interaction order undergoes signifi cant 
modifi cation when it is pressed into institutional purposes. No one could mistake 
questioning in a school classroom, for the give and take of question and answer in 
ordinary conversation (Heritage 1984a; Levinson 1992). Nor could either of these 
be confused with questioning in a courtroom (Atkinson and Drew 1979; Drew 
1992), a news interview (Clayman and Heritage 2002), or a medical consultation 
(Boyd and Heritage 2006). Within the interactional matrix of these institutions, 
every resource that can be deployed to make conversation “ordinary” can be 
deployed to make these interactions expressive of institutional purpose and asym-
metry (Drew and Heritage 1992).

In his address, Goffman wrestled with the interaction order’s intrication within 
normative systems which, whether based on the fundamentals of class, race, and 
ethnicity or lodged in institutional roles or both, lead to social outcomes that are 
distant from the Rawlsian ideal. He was right to do so. In many languages, inter-
actants are grammatically obligated to encode markers of relative status between 
speaker and hearer. In such languages orientations to relative social status, because 
they are grammaticalized, are built into the structure of every act of communication 
(Agha 1994; Brown and Gilman 1960; Enfi eld 2007). In the absence of sanctions 
and regulation, the interaction order offers no defense against the dynamics of 
exclusion, or of in-group formations (Goodwin 2006), nor against unconscious 
institutional racism in the interactional treatment of persons, nor the outcomes of 
that treatment (Stivers and Majid 2007; van Ryn and Fu 2003), nor, again, against 
the confl uences of interactional and social power which it mediates (Kollock, 
Blumstein, and Schwartz 1985; West 1984a, 1984b). Investigation into how interac-
tion is embedded in the reproduction of race, class, and gender inequalities, though 
overdue, is a clear prospect for contemporary CA research (Kitzinger 2005a, 2005b; 
Land and Kitzinger 2005; Speer 2005).

CONCLUSION

In his war diary of 1918, Georg Simmel (1923) distinguished between sociological 
legacies that are in cash and in real estate. Viewed in these terms, both the method 
and the substance of CA have a distinctly landed appearance. They are paradigmatic 
in Kuhn’s (1962) sense of the term. An existing, but evolving, body of methods and 
fi ndings ranging across data collection, representation, and analysis have become 
broadly standard in the fi eld. The method and its substance are contiguous with, 
and capable of interfacing with, other styles of sociological analysis, including both 
qualitative and quantitative methods. The relevance of the method and its substance 
across a range of disciplines from electrical engineering, robotics, and cognitive 
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science, through linguistics, psychology, and anthropology are widely acknowl-
edged. Applications of the method to the study of social institutions are so extensive 
as to be beyond the descriptive scope of this chapter. In short, a large amount of 
highly fertile sociological territory has been recovered from the chaotic riparian 
swamps to which the analysis of interaction was consigned by an earlier generation 
of scholars from Parsons (1951) to Chomsky (1957).

All but invisible to most sociologists, CA has also evolved into a large-scale, 
cross-cultural, cross-linguistic fi eld. It is a major contributor to an emerging cross-
disciplinary domain of study that asks what it is to be distinctively human, and that 
responds in terms of converging trends in neurobiology, zoology, evolutionary 
theory, anthropology, and psychology (Enfi eld and Levinson 2006). The questions 
to which this fi eld is addressed are strikingly similar to those that animated Mead’s 
(1934) analysis of mind, self, and society nearly a century ago – the distinctive 
nature of mind (and mind-reading) and human intentionality (Astington 2006), its 
embeddedness in stable sequences of interaction, its involvement in self and identity, 
and its cultural, social, and anthropological variability.

The distinctively sociological contribution of CA to this enterprise is to establish 
the existence of stable organizations of human interaction, and to situate them 
fi rmly within an understanding of social relations. It is a very considerable elabora-
tion of the theoretical inheritance accrued from Goffman and Garfi nkel and, more 
distally, from Durkheim and Mead. It has involved a paradigm shift in the con-
ceptualization of human action from the notion of a (or even “the”) structure of 
social action (Parsons 1937) to a pluralized conception of variegated structures 
(Atkinson and Heritage 1984) designed to meet the fundamental exigencies of 
human life described here, together with others described elsewhere (Schegloff 
2006).

At the end of “On Face Work,” Goffman (1955) observed that “universal human 
nature is not a very human thing.” However the same claim may not so easily be 
made about the interaction order. Sacks, Schegloff, and Jefferson’s (1974) model of 
turn-taking has held up across numerous languages, as have the Schegloff-originated 
models of repair and person reference (Enfi eld and Stivers 2007). Even minutiae of 
interaction, such as systematic practices for showing that a question was inappro-
priately asked, have been found across languages as diverse and distant as English 
and Mandarin (Heritage 1998; Wu 2004). In the preface to Presumptive Meanings, 
Levinson (2000: xiv) observes that:

Current perspectives on the relation between universal human nature and cultural 
factors often seem to me to be inverted: for example, language is held to be essentially 
universal, whereas language use is thought to be more open to cultural infl uences. But 
the reverse may in fact be far more plausible: there is obvious cultural codifi cation of 
many aspects of language from phoneme to syntactic construction, whereas the uncodi-
fi ed, unnoticed, low-level background of usage principles or strategies may be funda-
mentally culture-independent  .  .  .  Underlying presumptions, heuristics and principles of 
usage may be more immune to cultural infl uence simply because they are prerequisites 
for the system to work at all, preconditions even for learning language.

Perhaps there is, after all, an interaction order for all of humankind.
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Globalization Theory

John Boli and Frank J. Lechner

Sociological theories of globalization vary signifi cantly in terms of their underlying 
epistemologies, focal points, and empirical import. The three theoretical perspectives 
of primary concern here – world-system theory, world polity theory, and globaliza-
tion theory – derive from different theoretical traditions, conceive globalization in 
dissimilar ways, and emphasize different aspects of globalization. We provide some 
insight into these variations but concentrate on the substance of the theories. For 
each, we ask: What is the theoretical core of the perspective? What does it posit as 
the primary driving forces in globalization? What consequences of globalization are 
its primary concern? To what empirical phenomena does it draw attention? What 
empirical phenomena does it neglect? We comment only briefl y on how well each 
holds up under empirical scrutiny. Apart from discussing the three main lines of 
argument, we also touch on related globalization perspectives but must omit many 
relevant complexities and controversies.

We refrain from conceptual analysis of the term globalization, mainly because 
consensus about it is practically unthinkable. The literature is replete with defi ni-
tions and explications: globalization is fl ows of goods, capital, people, and informa-
tion (Held et al. 1999), or it is the decrease in geographic constraints on interaction 
(Waters 2001), or it is the rise of a global, information-based network society 
(Castells 1996), or, from a more critical and politically engaged standpoint, it is 
economic liberalization, neoliberalism, and the expansion of corporate capitalism 
(McMichael 2005). Scholte (2005), who prefers to view globalization as “deterri-
torialization,” provides a useful critical analysis showing that many such defi nitions 
are inadequate or redundant. We limit ourselves here to explaining what globaliza-
tion means from different theoretical perspectives, recognizing that different theories 
deal with different aspects of a broad and elastic concept.
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CULTURAL THEORY: GLOBALIZATION AS 
RECONCEPTUALIZATION AND HYBRIDITY

Roland Robertson ushered the concept of globalization into the social sciences in a 
series of essays written in the 1980s and collected in a single volume in 1992.1 
Robertson had found his way to the analysis of globalization through work in the 
sociology of religion and critical analysis of modernization theory. In an early book, 
Nettl and Robertson (1968) argued against prevailing views of modernization as a 
single path leading to a largely standard modern society. Rather, they emphasized 
the global fi eld of societies and states that acts as a point of reference for any given 
society. Comparisons are endemic, both past and present. States and societies 
compare themselves with other states and societies, not just with their own histories 
or lines of development. The goals they purse depend heavily on what they learn 
from such comparisons; refl exivity, emulation, and borrowing are central. States’ 
ability to pursue these goals depends heavily on the nature of their interdependence 
with the larger world. Modernization was thus not a sequence of evolutionary stages 
but a “global culture of modernization,” as Robertson (1991: 211) later would 
describe it.

Robertson’s studies in religion yielded further insight into globalization as a cul-
tural process. Fundamentalism was on the rise in the 1970s and 1980s, and most 
interpretations of this religious resurgence viewed it as regressive or reactionary 
withdrawal from modernity. Robertson (1992: ch. 11) saw it instead as part and 
parcel of the globalization process (see also Lechner 2005). In his view, fundamen-
talism is one way for societies to come to grips with the globalizing world with 
which they are so ineluctably interdependent. Globalization challenges established 
identities and meaning systems by confronting them with many apparently 
viable alternatives, thereby relativizing national and local identities. As the chief 
cultural predicament of societies in a globalized world, relativization implies that 
fundamentalist impulses are universal, not peculiar to Islam or the Christian right. 
Fundamentalism is inherent in a key axis of global cultural tension, the universal-
ism-particularism dialectic (more on this below). Global culture universalizes prob-
lems of meaning and identity, of value and belief, but it also legitimates distinct, 
particular identities and meaning systems. Fundamentalists respond to the global 
condition by constructing particular visions of world order and distinct systems of 
value and belief, but these responses are not parochial. They are proclaimed as 
universalistic truths, as candidates for globalization with greater or lesser resonance 
in global society. Fundamentalism is thus globalization at work, and it resonates 
widely because it offers simplifi ed and comprehensive visions of the world that travel 
well because they are easily digested.

In analyzing the global condition, then, Robertson has taken a neo-Parsonian 
“cultural turn” (Robertson 1992: ch. 2) grounded in concrete elements of global 
change. Globalization “refers both to the compression of the world and intensifi ca-
tion of consciousness of the world as a whole” (Robertson 1992: 8). Compression 
of the world (or “space-time compression,” the phrase made famous by Harvey 
1989), refl ects the development of technologies of rapid travel and communication 
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since the eighteenth century. A journey that once required months now requires less 
than a day; a message that once must travel for weeks now arrives in milliseconds. 
The shrinking world impels expanding consciousness of ever larger geographical 
and social spaces, above all consciousness of the world as a single interconnected 
society, an all-encompassing yet distinct arena of culture and action. As indicated 
above, the globe has become a frame of reference for social actors, just as the 
“nation” became a frame of reference in the early modern period of European 
nation-building and the “Roman world” was a frame of reference during the cen-
turies of Roman imperial hegemony. “Consciousness of the world as a whole,” 
coupled with Robertson’s emphasis on increasing interdependence among peoples 
and places, impels states, national societies, individuals, and religio-ethnic groups 
to take into account actors, identities, movements, and so on, that reach far beyond 
local and national frames of reference. Processes of identity, meaning-making, and 
action refl ect global shrinking and global awareness.2

This is the global condition that makes relativization so prominent. Relativization 
characterizes the relationships among all of the key elements of what Robertson 
(1992: 27) calls the “global fi eld” or “global-human condition.” These elements are 
selves (individuals), national societies, the world system of societies, and humankind 
(humanity as a whole). As seen above, national societies are relativized with respect 
to the world system of societies. They are also relativized with respect to human-
kind, which complicates identity and action considerably. National citizenship, so 
central to modern identity, is an exclusive status, while humankind entails a Kantian 
universalistic (world) citizenship that adheres in all people. This relationship pro-
duces the familiar dynamic of confl ict and inconsistency between universal human 
rights and citizen rights, impelling not only much meaning-making on the part of 
states and societies but also much social mobilization on behalf of or against migrant 
world citizens who do not hold national citizenship where they live. Similarly, the 
construct of humankind relativizes the system of societies: if humankind as a whole 
is foremost, the Realpolitik of interstate competition and self-interested action loses 
its legitimacy. All of these globalization-induced cultural tensions generate great 
dynamism in world society.

The universalism-particularism dialectic operates in two directions. One is the 
universalism of the particular, i.e., the legitimacy enjoyed by peoples and cultures 
insofar as they maintain their integrity and authenticity. In the global ideology of 
cultural relativism, societies have a right to their own cultures and traditions (cul-
tural imperialism is illegitimate) and they should not be judged by standards outside 
their own cultures (ethnocentrism is pernicious). What is more, societies have an 
obligation to establish a unique and distinctive identity. Failure to do so projects 
an image of weakness, passivity, or a too eager acceptance of outside infl uences. 
But this distinctive identity is not for local consumption alone; in the global condi-
tion, it is to be trumpeted to the larger world. Thus, global culture constantly 
expands as new forms of particularism (including various fundamentalisms) strive 
to make themselves known.

The other direction of the dialectic is the particularism of the universal, for which 
Robertson (1995) coined the term “glocalization.” When universalistic cultural 
elements, ideologies, and institutions encounter local contexts, they change. Local 
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actors adapt the universal to local conditions and interests, often in surprising ways. 
McDonald’s in East Asia is much more than just a fast food joint (Watson 2006); 
Coca-Cola is so indigenized that many Indians think it is an Indian company. Local 
meaning systems foster varied interpretations of global cultural infl uences – fans of 
Dallas (Liebes and Katz 1990) or of George Lamming’s novels (Griswold 1987) 
experience even highly packaged popular culture in strikingly different terms depend-
ing on the local context. The global context thus is less homogenizing than many 
have claimed (or feared).

Largely compatible with Robertson’s analysis, an independent strain of cultural 
globalization theory has emerged in anthropological studies of national and local 
cultures. Exemplifi ed most prominently by the work of Ulf Hannerz (1987, 1990, 
1996), and in part prompted by world-system theory’s concern about cultural 
imperialism (below), this perspective raises fundamental questions about the nature 
of local culture and identity. Hannerz conducted extensive fi eld research in the 
central Nigerian town of Kafanchan, noting the legacy of the British colonial period 
but also learning about a multitude of infl uences in this polyglot crossroads that 
engender a vibrant, rich, and innovative local culture. He realized that “local” 
culture is never “pristine” or “tradition-true.” Traditions are borrowed, they may 
be short-lived, they derive from many forms of exchange with outside cultures both 
near and far. Local culture mixes and stirs the many infl uences to which it is subject, 
creating a complex stew containing many different tastes.

Hannerz describes the mixing and stirring of local culture as “hybridization” and 
“creolization,” processes not peculiar to colonialism or imperialism but routinely 
in operation for local cultures in most locales and for much of human cultural 
history. Globalization intensifi es hybridization and increases the distance that cul-
tural infl uences can travel, making it possible for particular infl uences to reach all 
parts of the world. Much hybridization occurs at a less than global level, however, 
often involving geographical or cultural neighbors. For this reason, Hannerz prefers 
to speak of the “transnationalization” of culture in a way analogous to Scholte’s 
(2005) concept of supraterritoriality. When he assesses the amount of space occu-
pied by various cultural infl uences in local cultures, he fi nds only a modest share 
deriving from globalized cultural elements.

Turned the other way around, a creolized culture has certain advantages in reach-
ing out to the globe. Taylor (1997) shows, for example, how West African singer 
and percussionist Youssou N’Dour has mixed French, Cuban, jazz, hip hop, and 
soul elements with traditional Senegalese griot (praise singer) musical forms to create 
distinctive songs that appeal to many disparate audiences. This is glocalization in 
reverse: the globalized forms are reinterpreted at the local level and then globalized 
anew. Tomlinson (1991) pushes this analysis further in an illuminating critique of 
the cultural imperialism thesis. To continue with Hannerz’s terminology, if all cul-
tures are hybrid cultures and creolization is the normal state of affairs, how are we 
to decide what is “truly” local or indigenous? Why is the cultural adaptation 
entailed by modern forms of interchange more pernicious than that of earlier forms? 
What does it mean to say that local cultures are being undermined by irresistible 
globalization forces? Tomlinson recognizes that cultures sometimes die, but the 
culprit in such cases is not cultural “contamination” but military conquest and 
annihilation.
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WORLD-SYSTEM AND RELATED THEORIES: 
GLOBALIZATION AS THE HISTORY OF CAPITALISM

Rooted in the French historical tradition associated with the Annales d’histoire 
économique et sociale, the infl uential journal founded in 1929 by Marc Bloch and 
Lucien Febvre, world-system theory crystallized in the work of Immanuel Waller-
stein (1974–89). Brought to full prominence by Fernand Braudel, the Annales 
School rejected prevailing emphases on politics, signal events, and elite individuals 
in favor of “total histories” dealing with economic, technical, social, and cultural 
processes affecting the everyday lives of entire populations. It also insisted on the 
importance of the longue durée, seeking to understand social change over extended 
historical periods. Another important element in world-system theory’s genesis was 
dependency theory, a mostly Latin American theoretical tradition which itself was 
stimulated by the structuralist (desarrollista) school initiated by Raúl Prebisch, an 
Argentinian economist who argued that colonialism had locked Latin American 
economies into a subordinate position on the “periphery” of the world economy, 
producing mainly primary export products at disadvantageous terms of trade while 
falling ever further behind developed “center” countries in terms of high value-
added production. The periphery was therefore in a state of dependency vis-à-vis 
the center, not “undeveloped” but “badly developed” and thus unable to make the 
shift from primary production to manufacture. These ideas formed the baseline for 
dependency theory, which coalesced in the 1970s.

In its radical form, as in the work of Frank and Amin, dependency theory relied 
on Marxian epistemology, insisting on the primacy of relations of production and 
the centrality of political economy, that is, the interplay between economic forces 
(means and relations of production, property relations, the structure and distribu-
tion of capital) and political arrangements. It was thus a materialist theory, and its 
Marxian underpinnings led to the conclusion that political arrangements are sub-
ordinate to economic forces. They also pointed to a revolutionary political stance: 
only the overthrow of capitalism on a worldwide scale could free the periphery from 
its enslavement to the core. World-system theory agrees, and its proponents often 
see themselves as engaged in a global class struggle on behalf of workers and peas-
ants seeking to break the iron grip of global capitalism.

Core of the theory

World-system theory is a theory of history, and the history it theorizes is that of 
global capitalism. Wallerstein’s three-volume magnum opus, The Modern World-
System, begins with the “long sixteenth century” (Braudel’s term, roughly 1480–
1640), the take-off period of the capitalist world economy. Western European 
powers colonized coastal areas in many parts of the world, using their superior 
weapons and naval technology to extract resources (gold and silver, slaves, exotic 
foods) and open up markets for manufactured goods. Merchants developed trading 
systems in eastern and northern Europe to obtain grain, timber, furs, and other 
basic goods. Plantation economies emerged in colonized areas, especially in the 
Americas, worked in large part by slave and indentured labor to supply sugar, 
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coffee, rum, and cotton. A world division of labor emerged. The core of the world 
system (northern France and the Low Countries, England, northern Italian cities) 
shifted toward manufactures while relying on peripheral areas for agricultural and 
other primary products. Backed by the power of increasingly capable states, capital-
ist classes in the core fashioned a self-reinforcing cycle of economic and military 
superiority. Core industrialization in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
increased the core’s relative advantages, yielding a phase of intense colonization that 
brought virtually the entire globe into the capitalist world economy under the tute-
lage of globe-spanning empires centered around competing core powers.

Contrary to conventional economic arguments, for world-system theory (as for 
Prebisch) large portions of the world are poor and poorly developed not because 
they are excluded from the capitalist world economy but because they have long 
been incorporated into it in a structurally subordinate position. Frank (1966) 
famously called this feature of the world economy the “development of underde-
velopment,” as capitalist incorporation undercut local industries and trading systems 
and reversed prior economic progress (see e.g. Rodney 1972 on Africa).

Crucial to the world-system approach is the fact that, while the capitalist world 
system comprises a single interconnected world economy, the political system is 
composed of multiple independent (sovereign) states. Interstate competition rein-
forces capitalist competition and impels core states to promote and protect the 
interests of their respective capitalist classes. Given the high mobility of capital 
relative to other factors of production (labor and land), interstate competition also 
allows capitalists to play states off against one another. The contrasting case is a 
world empire, in which a single state (Rome being the classic example) exerts politi-
cal control over the associated world economy. World empires are characterized by 
tributary relations (payments in return for autonomy) on the periphery and political 
control at the core to prevent the emergence of a powerful merchant/capitalist class 
that could threaten the political, military, and religious elites atop the empire. The 
multi-centered character of late medieval Europe militated against the establishment 
of a new trans-European empire and facilitated the heavy dependence of monarchs 
on major capitalist houses (e.g. the Fuggers in the sixteenth century, the Rothschilds 
in the nineteenth). Capital thus could act with far greater freedom than in a world 
empire.

The dynamics of the world system derive from inherent properties of capitalism, 
which are captured in the up-and-down cycles of the world economy known as 
Kondratieff waves or K-waves. Named for the Russian economist who fi rst posited 
their existence in the 1920s, K-waves last 40 to 60 years and consist of an expan-
sionary A-phase followed by stagnation or contraction in the B-phase.3 Most theo-
ries of the K-wave cycle attribute A-phase expansion to a burst of innovation and 
technical development producing new “leading industries” (e.g. cotton and textile 
manufacturing in the eighteenth century, steel and railroads in the nineteenth 
century) that facilitate rising profi ts and rapid capital accumulation. Contraction 
ensues when the leading industries can no longer keep up the pace of innovation 
and the new markets they have created become saturated. The A-phase expansion 
of resources and capital eases tensions in the core, both among capitalists and 
between capital and labor, as some of the economic growth benefi ts the workers 
(proletariat) in the core and thereby lowers class-based tensions. It also facilitates 
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military build-ups (Goldstein 1988), however, and spurs the search for new markets 
in areas not yet incorporated into the world economy. Contraction in the B-phase, 
in the form of falling rates of profi t, excess production, rising unemployment, social 
unrest, and so on, intensifi es core competition and the struggle for hegemony over 
the world system as a whole. Wars of ever larger scale ensue; examples often 
adduced include the “fi rst world war” between Britain and France in the eighteenth 
century, partially waged in North America, and the world wars of the twentieth 
century.

Contractions in the world economy and increased competition in the core can 
work to the benefi t of the semi-periphery, those political units that have achieved 
a moderate level of economic development and serve as a buffer zone between the 
core and the periphery. Challengers to the dominant core powers normally arise in 
the semi-periphery, often by means of a repressive state that limits the penetration 
of foreign (core) capital and mobilizes extraordinary military power while pushing 
state-led industrialization. The prototypical case is Prussia, which united Germany 
and mobilized for militarized development to reach core status in the late nineteenth 
century. The USA similarly rose from peripheral to core status in the nineteenth 
century, under a relatively limited state that was nonetheless strong enough to crush 
resistance in its own periphery (the South) and reorient its primary production to 
the North rather than Britain.

While K-wave cycles represent the principal economic dynamic of the world 
system, hegemonic competition is the principal political dynamic. Three powers 
have gained hegemonic status in modern capitalism’s history: the United Provinces 
of the Netherlands in the seventeenth century, Britain in the nineteenth century, and 
the USA in the twentieth century. Periods of large-scale or protracted warfare are 
crucial in hegemonic shifts. The Netherlands briefl y achieved hegemony following 
the Thirty Years War that exhausted continental land powers, using its advanced 
naval technology and commercial acumen to dominate world trade. Britain built 
the world’s largest naval and commercial fl eets in the eighteenth century and gained 
hegemony in the nineteenth century in the wake of the Napoleonic Wars. Its hege-
mony was reinforced by its leading position in nineteenth-century industrialization 
– textile manufacturing, coal and steel production, railroads, and so on. The break-
through for the USA came with World Wars I and II, often seen as two phases of 
a single systemic crisis. Hegemonic rise and fall, for world-system theorists, is as 
inevitable as economic cycles. The advantages that powered the new hegemon’s rise 
eventually are superseded by competing powers, the costs of world-systemic control 
and maintenance become excessive, rising costs of production lead to capital fl ight. 
The current hegemon, the USA, is struggling with just these problems (Wallerstein 
2003), threatened by China’s rapid rise from peripheral to near-core status on a 
rocket that has been fueled in considerable part by investment capital from the 
core.

In more abstract terms, then, world-system theory conceives of the world economy 
as comprised of three zones: core, periphery, and semi-periphery. The core is the 
leading zone, characterized by relatively free markets for labor, land, and capital; 
advanced technology, skilled labor, and, therefore, high labor productivity; large 
amounts of capital and ongoing capital accumulation; and consequent advantages 
in terms of resources and coercive power that enable it to dominate the world 
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economy. The periphery, heavily subjugated to and exploited by the core, was ini-
tially characterized by coercive forms of labor (serfdom, slavery, indentured status, 
and the like), limited markets in land and capital, low levels of technology and labor 
skill, low productivity, and limited capital accumulation. The semi-periphery occu-
pies an “in-between” zone of mid-level development, exploited by the core but 
exploiting parts of the periphery. It thereby mediates tensions between core and 
periphery, contributing to the overall stability of the world system but also posing 
a threat to the core.

Over time, of course, the general level of development of the world economy has 
risen. The leading sectors in the core are no longer manufacturing industries but a 
growing array of sectors engaged in the production and application of knowledge, 
along with “pure” capitalist sectors like fi nancial services. Technology-intensive 
manufacturing has shifted to the semi-periphery, labor-intensive manufacturing to 
the periphery. Correspondingly, marketization of the factors of production in the 
semi-periphery and periphery has been extensive, and coercive means of labor 
control have declined. Uneven development remains the rule in the periphery because 
core powers exercise “neocolonial” (economic rather than political) control. 
However, export-led development in the semi-periphery, organized by states working 
in close cooperation with (and imposing few regulations on) private capital to take 
advantage of low labor costs ensured by weak or non-existent labor organizations, 
has produced more dynamic development in numerous countries and increased the 
pressure on core countries that are burdened by much higher labor and social costs 
of production.

Given its Marxian foundation and economic emphasis, world-system theory 
brings two interrelated issues to the fore: exploitation and inequality. The core 
exploits the non-core, capital exploits labor. Exploitation increases capital accumu-
lation in the core but inhibits it in the periphery, thus maintaining the basic world-
system structure. Severe inequality results, heavily favoring the core over the 
non-core, capital over labor, global and national elites over the middle and lower 
classes. Inequality is tempered in core countries where labor is well organized (the 
welfare states of western and northern Europe) but is all the worse elsewhere. Indi-
vidual countries may rise and fall but the stratifi cation structure is largely undis-
turbed, and the inherent tendency of the capitalist world economy is to increase 
inequality.

While world-system theory is essentially materialist, it projects a vital role for 
cultural ideology in system dynamics (Lechner and Boli 2005). Capitalists bombard 
the public realm with ideologies of free markets and trade, strong individualism, 
and limited states – classic liberal ideas repackaged as global neoliberalism and 
embedded in economic governance bodies like the IMF (International Monetary 
Fund) and WTO (World Trade Organization). Uninhibited capitalism is the surest 
means of producing the greatest good for the greatest number; the greatest good is 
maximum consumer choice and consumption. Capitalism stokes the fi res of racism 
and sexism to justify systemic exploitation and stratifi cation. “Counter-systemic” 
resistance movements, which gather annually at the World Social Forum, see through 
the ideological smokescreens laid down by global capitalism, returning fi re with 
analyses and images blaming capitalism for poverty, war, environmental degrada-
tion, state repression, and much more. Culture is, thus, the “ideological battle-
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ground of the modern world-system” (Wallerstein 1990). But the battle is fought 
largely on capitalism’s terrain and on highly unequal terms, given the far greater 
resources at the command of capitalist classes.

The unequal material and ideological contest between capital and its opponents 
does not entail the permanent victory of capitalism, however. Ever faithful to Marx, 
world-system theorists remain convinced of the ultimate collapse of global capital-
ism due to its internal contradictions (Wallerstein 2004). Capitalism must expand 
to new markets and new sites of production to survive its periodic crises of over-
production and falling accumulation, but sows the seeds of its own destruction 
because of the environmental devastation and counter-systemic movements that it 
evokes.

Globalization in world-system terms is thus the formation, differentiation, and 
elaboration of the capitalist world economy. What globalizes are the techniques, 
goals, structures, and values of capitalism in a global division of labor marked by 
steep stratifi cation. The driving force is economic competition buttressed by inter-
state political and military competition for regional and global domination. Core 
capitalist enterprises drive globalization; core states construct and control global 
governance mechanisms to protect and promote capitalist interests. Resistance to 
capitalism also globalizes in the form of counter-systemic social movements and 
ideologies, but the consequences of globalization are mostly negative: inequality, 
poor working conditions, environmental degradation, cultural imperialism, and 
so on.

World-system theory has moved in new directions in the past two decades, 
leading to changes in the nomenclature but not in the basic thrust of the theory. 
On the one hand, scholars likes Chase-Dunn and Hall (1997) have generalized the 
theory, studying small- and medium-scale systems such as the stateless tribal systems 
of indigenous peoples in pre-Columbian North America and the Mesopotamian 
region conquered by the Akkadians after 2400 BC. On the other hand, scholars 
such as Abu-Lughod (1989) and Frank and Gills (1993) have extended the analysis 
much further back in time, arguing that a single world system has prevailed since 
AD 1300 or even 5000 BC. These two new directions, described by the moniker 
“world systems research,” complement one another insofar as studies of “minisys-
tems” show how they contributed to lines of development leading to the modern 
world system.

Related theories

A prominent relative of world-systems theory is study of the transnational capitalist 
class (TCC), exemplifi ed in the work of Sklair (2001, 2002) and Robinson (2004). 
TCC theorizing posits the emergence in recent decades of a global ruling class, 
interacting through dense networks that exclude all but the most powerful, and 
dominating the global system in its own interests. Robinson’s conceptualization 
follows Marx’s classic model of class formation: “the TCC is the capitalist group 
that owns or controls transnational capital” (2004: 36 n.1). This group mobilizes 
as a class “for itself” to shape the policies and programs of individual states and, 
especially, major global economic governance bodies like the IMF and WTO. The 
emerging result, for Robinson, is a transnational capitalist state analogous to 
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national capitalist states, “captured” (indeed, largely created) by the TCC and 
managing to ensure that capitalist interests and ideologies dominate global develop-
ment. Sklair promotes a broader concept of the TCC that has four components: a 
“corporate fraction” (Robinson’s focus) that owns and controls transnational cor-
porations (TNCs), a “state fraction” of globalizing bureaucrats and politicians, a 
“technical fraction” of globalizing professionals, and a “consumerist fraction” of 
merchants and media. Sklair insists on the high degree of interaction and circulation 
of individuals among these four fractions and the general coincidence of interests 
among them, which is embodied most centrally, in his view, by the “culture-
ideology of consumerism.” Consumerism implies that “the meaning of life is to be 
found in the things that we possess. To consume, therefore, is to be fully alive, and 
to remain fully alive we must continuously consume” (Sklair 2002: 62). The TCC, 
particularly the corporate and merchants/media fractions, push consumerist ideol-
ogy deep into every society. The ideology facilitates the commodifi cation of ever 
more aspects of daily life and aligns individual values and attitudes with the interests 
of the TCC. Globalization driven by the TCC thus induces far-reaching homogeni-
zation of consumption patterns, individual aspirations and world-views, political 
structures, symbolic culture, and so on.

One of the more interesting theoretical approaches to globalization, building on 
but also departing from world-system ideas, is the analysis of global commodity 
and value chains (Gereffi  and Korzeniewicz 1994; Gereffi , Humphrey, and Sturgeon 
2005; Schmitz 2004). Detailed study of specifi c industries, production systems, and 
networks takes pride of place in this work. Key theoretical issues revolve around 
the accumulation of capital (rents) in value chains – which segments of the chain 
benefi t most and which benefi t least? – and chain governance mechanisms. Most of 
the theoretical and empirical work in this tradition points to disproportionate ben-
efi ts for companies in developed countries that control, initiate, or manage value 
chains. Value chain analysis thus accords well with world-system theory’s assertions 
about peripheral subordination to the core. Regarding governance, Gereffi , Hum-
phrey, and Sturgeon (2005) use three chain characteristics (transaction complexity, 
transaction codifi cation, and supplier capabilities) to explain the degree of formal 
coordination and power asymmetries in value chains. They point to a gradual shift 
toward chain governance structures that are less controlled by developed country 
companies and better integrated into local economies, a trend counter to world-
system theory. Virtually all of the policy proposals emerging from this tradition seek 
to improve the benefi ts to the less developed countries, in part through state policies 
and in part through company and entrepreneurial strategies to occupy higher value-
added nodes on the chains (Schmitz 2004).

Another related perspective, stimulated by the collapse of communism and the 
resurgence of the USA as the “world’s only superpower,” is theory of empire, some-
times presented as an alternative to “neoliberal” accounts of globalization. Works 
in this vein have fl ourished since the USA’s invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq in 
2002–3. Some, such as Foster (2006), Harvey (2003), and Smith (2004), view 
American domination as rather ordinary imperialism like that of Britain in the 
nineteenth century, though of greater power and scope. As the leading capitalist 
power, the USA bears the burden of making the world safe for capital by providing 
the global public goods (order, stability, governance institutions) that only the 



 globalization theory 331

dominant state can provide. American imperialism is for these authors entirely 
consistent with American history, which they see as imperialist from very early on 
but never avowedly so. In Ferguson’s (2004) variant, US imperialism is both neces-
sary and benefi cent; he argues that peace and prosperity have thrived only where 
the US presence has been clear and vigorous. Wood (2005) analyzes imperialism 
historically (Roman, Chinese, and Spanish “empires of property,” Arab Muslim, 
Venetian, and Dutch “empires of commerce,” British settler-colony imperialism) to 
argue that US imperialism is both more sweepingly global and less directly political 
than earlier forms. The key for the contemporary “empire of capital” is maintaining 
the free fl ow of capital throughout the globe, not controlling territory.

Wallerstein (2003) himself goes against the grain of most imperialism analyses, 
emphasizing the decline of American hegemony since the Vietnam War and viewing 
the latest burst of American militarism as a further hastening of that decline (see 
also Johnson 2007). For Wallerstein, the US empire is coming to an end as a new 
round of struggle among core powers takes shape. The obvious challenger, China, 
has rapidly risen from peripheral to semi-peripheral status and seems destined to 
become a major core power in the near future.

For most theories of empire, globalization as such is not a central topic. Some 
analysts (Petras and Veltmeyer 2001) explicitly reject the globalization perspective, 
arguing that it is an ideological device masking the pernicious inequality and exploi-
tation of capitalist imperialism. On the whole, imperialism arguments recognize only 
a one-sided globalization that amounts to little more than Americanization.

Such is not the case for a much-discussed and rather elusive treatment by Hardt 
and Negri (2000). They reject the view that US-led capitalist domination is essen-
tially a new round of classic imperialism. The USA may be the world’s only super-
power but Empire is not American hegemony superseding older European powers: 
“no nation-state can today form the center of an imperialist project. Imperialism is 
over” (2000: xiv; italics in original here and below). Rather, Empire is a “decentered 
and deterritorialising apparatus of rule that progressively incorporates the entire 
global realm within its open, expanding frontiers” (2000: xii). Empire is global 
networks of production, exchange, technique, media management, and so on, that 
are assuming global sovereignty and thereby displacing or subordinating nation-
states. Empire is global capitalism, as in world-system theory, but it is a new form 
of postmodern capitalism in which global agencies exercise extensive regulation in 
the interests of capital. It is also, Hardt and Negri claim, a vulnerable form of capi-
talism in that it empowers (and gains its strength from) “the multitude,” i.e. all 
those who work or are in need of work. The multitude’s potential to disrupt Empire 
and fashion a “spontaneous and elementary communism” (2000: 294) derives from 
its increasing concentration in forms of “immaterial labor,” by which they mean 
information, symbolic production, and the manipulation of affect. Immaterial labor 
fosters cooperative relations among the multitude because it is homogenous (unlike 
the highly differentiated character of industrial occupations), it operates largely 
autonomously, and it engenders democratic impulses in the form of demands for 
global citizenship that would return control of social space to the multitude. Hardt 
and Negri thus share the long-term optimism of world-system theorists regarding a 
bottom-up restructuring of global capitalism conditioned by problems inherent in 
global capitalism itself.4 In their various ways, authors writing in this vein bolster 
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popular and political critiques that inspire the “anti-” or “other-” globalization 
movement, a broad range of groups and organizations that challenge the injustices 
of capitalist world society and advocate egalitarian alternatives (Notes from 
Nowhere 2003).

WORLD POLITY THEORY: GLOBALIZATION AS 
THE ENACTMENT OF WORLD CULTURE

Arising almost contemporaneously with world-system theory, world polity theory 
rejects the materialist, actor-centric epistemology of Marxian analysis in favor of a 
“deep-culture” or institutional approach. It combines Durkheimian attention to the 
role of symbolic rituals in defi ning and affi rming social reality with Weberian 
emphasis on the sources and dynamics of societal rationalization. Its chief architect, 
John W. Meyer, initially developed this deep-culture approach, commonly described 
(for historical reasons we must omit) as neoinstitutional theory, in studying educa-
tional systems and credentialing. Deliberately setting aside education’s avowed 
purposes – transmitting knowledge and values, i.e. socializing individuals – Meyer 
(1977) brought to light the institutional effects of schooling. For example, at the 
individual level, education defi nes broad social status: the high school dropout has 
a much lower social status than a college graduate, and this status difference in and 
of itself strongly affects individual life chances regarding employment, occupation, 
leisure activities, and so on. At the societal level, education creates child and youth 
age-grade categories (and, hence, distinct “markets” for clothing companies or toy 
designers), legitimates particular bodies of knowledge (which companies and states 
learn to incorporate into their operations, e.g. psychological testing), and so on. 
More generally, Meyer insisted on education’s mutual interpenetration with the 
broader cultural environment in which it is embedded, arguing that schools and 
schooling both refl ect and help shape fundamental conceptions of social reality, 
actors, knowledge, and much more.

Meanwhile, Meyer and his colleague Michael Hannan were directing a large 
cross-national quantitative project studying education, economic development, and 
political structures around the world in the post-war period (Meyer and Hannan 
1979). One of the central topics of the project was the post-war expansion of 
schooling. Multivariate analyses demonstrated that schooling expansion was essen-
tially a self-generating process, i.e. it was rampant in all regions of the world and 
was largely independent of national characteristics such as level of economic devel-
opment, type of political regime, and ethnic heterogeneity (Meyer et al. 1977). 
Formal education thus appeared to have become a global process, even a global 
imperative – an obligation that states would ignore only to their peril and shame. 
Assuming responsibility for a standardized national educational system, free and 
obligatory at the lower levels, appeared to have become a standard feature of a 
global cultural model of the state. The suspicion arose that many other features of 
modern world society might also have “gone global” in this way, becoming embed-
ded in an overarching world culture and spreading through a set of differentiated 
authority structures constituting a globe-spanning world polity.
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Core of the theory

World polity theory begins with the ontological core of world culture – a diffuse, 
inchoate, but broadly institutionalized set of defi nitions of the nature of reality. 
Cultural ontology defi nes nature, the universe, gods, society, groups, organizations, 
individuals, and so on. It defi nes the characteristics, capacities, and pathologies of 
social entities – the individual, the state, the organization, the ethnic group – and 
imbues these entities with varying forms of sacrality, purpose, and meaning (Meyer, 
Boli, and Thomas 1987). Most central are the individual, highly sacralized (Elliott, 
forthcoming) and anointed as the ultimate source of sovereign authority, and the 
state, which organizes the sacred nation on behalf of the citizenry and assumes 
primary responsibility for the two great purposes of the human project, progress 
and justice. Also signifi cant are the family and the religio-ethnic group, though the 
individualist bias of world culture gnaws at the collectivist bonds defi ning these 
entities.

Modern world culture insists on the rational capability of entities: they can iden-
tify alternative courses of action, compare costs and benefi ts, and choose optimal 
actions accordingly. The ends toward which action is to be oriented (Weber’s value 
rationality) are defi ned within deep culture as a set of “interests” that entities are 
to pursue. Rational action is strongly legitimated as the superior mode of behavior, 
and the rationalized cultural environment offers an enormous array of rationalized 
means by which actors can pursue their interests. They include scientifi c and techni-
cal knowledge, systematic accounting, principles of organization, jurisprudence, 
interaction skills, educational curricula, and on and on. The paradox of rationalized 
world culture is that purportedly rational actors engage much more in cultural 
“enactment” than in rational action. Actors enact the cultural models of actors and 
actorhood that the cultural environment supplies, seeking to actualize the models 
in themselves and in the organizations through which they act. Here world polity 
theory adopts a decidedly Durkheimian mode: enactment is a ritualized process of 
affi rming the identity, meaning, and sacrality of actors through purportedly rational 
action. The catch is that the demonstrable rationality of most action is unknown 
or, at best, dubious. Actors, whether individuals, organizations, or states, generally 
lack the resources, information, and expertise required to behave optimally. Ratio-
nality is not simply “bounded”; it is beyond the reach of most actors most of the 
time. In consequence, rationality usually is ex post facto wishful thinking. To main-
tain the fi ction of their rationality, actors in hindsight construct rationalized expla-
nations of their behavior, selectively editing the past and present to put the right 
foot forward for the future.

This analysis leads world polity theory to predict considerable structural and 
rhetorical isomorphism among actors (a prominent theme that Meyer was instru-
mental in bringing into organizations research [Powell and DiMaggio 1991]). States 
are primary candidates for isomorphic structuration because they face precisely 
those conditions that make ritualized rationality most compelling: complex and 
uncertain environments, rapid change, insuffi cient or over-abundant information, 
internal organizational incoherence, ever-increasing demands from the external 
environment and internal forces, and so on. In addition, states are culturally depicted 
(not least by much academic theorizing) as aggressive competitors struggling for 
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resources and status in an anarchic interstate system, a world-view which compels 
states both to embrace change and to drink deeply from every available source of 
legitimacy. New states are thus likely to adopt prevailing global cultural models of 
the state more or less wholesale (Meyer et al. 1997). For example, they adopt formal 
constitutions, build school and health care systems, organize military and police 
forces, pass labor laws, and so on. Older states are likely to be receptive to changes 
driven by global cultural trends as long as the changes are accompanied by reason-
ably authoritative claims regarding their necessity, legitimacy, and effectiveness. 
When, for example, the international women’s movement made women’s empower-
ment a global principle grounded in considerations of justice and women’s person-
hood, established states realized that they had a responsibility to extend political 
rights to women in the 1920s (Berkovitch 1999). When protecting the natural envi-
ronment became a global cultural principle backed by scientifi c claims of the inti-
mate co-dependency of the human and natural worlds, established states rapidly 
created environmental protection agencies in the 1970s (Frank 1997).

For world polity theorists, these examples show that world cultural change 
readily produces changes in actor identity and interests and, thus, changes in the 
structure and behavior of actors. The effi cacious, responsible, well-constituted state 
could ignore schooling in the eighteenth century, women’s rights in the nineteenth 
century, or the environment through most of the twentieth century. In earlier times, 
states did not know that their interests extended to such matters. Authoritative 
theories of the instrumental advantages and moral necessity of these interests had 
yet to be constructed and institutionalized in world culture. Once in place, however, 
these theories embed new interests in global models of the state, and both new and 
old states eventually (and, often, suddenly) fi nd implementation of these new inter-
ests obvious, natural, and reasonable. The same logic applies to other actor entities: 
the more deeply they are embedded in world culture, the greater the global isomor-
phism they display. Thus, TNCs are especially likely to rely on standard technical 
means (for example advanced accounting principles, complex fi nancial instruments), 
turn to common sources of expert advice (organizational, engineering, design, and 
environmental management consultants), adopt similar measures of corporate social 
responsibility, and so on.

World polity theory recognizes the power capabilities of states and TNCs, the 
infl uence of capitalist groups on states and intergovernmental organizations, and 
other key features of world-system theory. With its emphasis on world culture, 
however, it also recognizes a major globalizing role for international nongovern-
mental organizations (INGOs). INGOs are especially important in forming, debat-
ing, crystallizing, and propagating world culture (Boli and Thomas 1997, 1999). 
Other global actors (states, TNCs, IGOs) also do much world cultural work, but 
INGOs range over a much broader array of social sectors and they are much less 
constrained than power actors by the rigors of competition and interest-oriented 
constituencies. Hence, for many INGOs world cultural work is their primary activ-
ity. They make rules for globalized sports, codify best practices for globalized pro-
fessions, set technical standards for product functionality and safety, and so on. 
INGOs are also especially highly engaged in promoting global actor models and the 
means of actualizing them. They push theories of the effi cacy or effi ciency of scien-
tifi c, technical, legal, and other forms of knowledge that defi ne actor properties, 
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strengths, and weaknesses. They push innumerable specifi c instrumental means 
deemed suitable for the attainment of actor interests. They also push normative 
claims derived from the global moral order to urge actors to behave responsibly 
with respect to broad conceptions of virtue and justice (Boli 2006). Often such 
normative pursuits take the form of global social movements that promote equality 
and respect for those whom globalization excludes or victimizes: the poor, the 
marginalized, the oppressed, the exploited.

INGOs are important for another, related, reason: they provide the best window 
through which to examine the content of world culture. In this claim world polity 
theory is self-consciously tautological: it reads the content of world culture from 
the structures, operations, and purposes of INGOs while arguing that INGO struc-
tures, operations, and purposes are enactments of world culture. Thus, for example, 
Boli and Thomas (1997) infer that world culture defi nes and legitimates the indi-
vidual as the central social entity because INGOs are constructed primarily around 
individuals – as members, voters, offi cers, intended benefi ciaries of INGO activities, 
and so on. Collective entities such as the family, religio-ethnic group, village, or 
social class are much less central to world culture because they are rarely embed-
ded in INGOs, even as benefi ciaries. Similarly, they infer that world culture is 
highly rationalized because most INGOs operate in highly rationalized sectors – 
science, technique, production, professions, information, standardization, account-
ing, and the like – and most INGOs are formally organized structures employing 
rationalized means of action. INGOs thus refl ect or embody world culture while 
they also propagate it and help shape it through their everyday work. This thrust 
in world polity analysis reinforces and overlaps with other work describing the 
rise of a “global civil society” (Keane 2003), “activists beyond borders” (Keck 
and Sikkink 1998), or a “third force” (Florini 2000) mostly distinct from states 
and the world market that increasingly crystallizes new global problems, infl uences 
the global policy agenda, and negotiates the link between global and local 
settings.

As we have seen, world-system theory depicts a world of divergent development, 
with great differentiation between core, semi-periphery, and periphery. World polity 
theory implies considerable convergent global development due to isomorphism 
processes that homogenize actor interests, structure, and action. Homogenization 
is slowed, however, by two factors. One is the considerable gap between actor 
models, however passionately embraced, and practical action. The deep and broad 
legitimation of world culture impels actors to adopt global models and purposes. 
Rhetorical adoption is easy; practical implementation is not. Actualization of the 
models requires material resources, expertise, organizational acumen, political will, 
and much more. Many actors – states, individuals, corporations, IGOs – are ill 
equipped to meet these requirements. Expressed commitments to effective national 
health care, improved personal leadership skills, or full compliance with interna-
tional accounting standards remain pipe dreams far beyond practical actor capabili-
ties. Organizational inertia, interest groups, and local cultures inhibit or distort the 
implementation of world cultural models and methods. Actors may embrace world 
cultural models and purposes only rhetorically, masking their true intentions in acts 
of bad faith undertaken solely to gain legitimacy. These and other factors ensure 
that loose coupling between world culture and local situations is widespread and 
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routine. Isomorphism is on the rise but world culture is not a steamroller fl attening 
all cultural variation in one sweep (Lechner and Boli 2005).

A second brake on world culture’s homogenization effects derives from legitima-
tions of diversity and difference that inhere in world culture itself (Lechner and 
Boli 2005). Here world polity theory resembles Robertson’s analysis of the 
universalism of particularism. World culture defi nes social entities and their 
identities in diffuse terms, but it is not diffuse about identity as such: actors have 
identities; actors should ponder and explore their identities; actors should develop 
unique and distinctive identities. Modern actors should “break the mold,” strike 
off in new directions, “make something of the self.” Above all, modern actors 
should be “true to the self.” Difference and diversity are thus deeply legitimated. 
Authenticity is prized.5 Particularism is championed universally. This cultural logic 
impels individuals, organizations, religio-ethnic groups, etc. to emphasize or invent 
anew distinct features, habits, traditions, and mores. Particularly highly empowered 
in this respect are peoples who are oppressed or exploited by mammoth global 
forces – “indigenous peoples,” who constitute a reservoir of authentic (primordial) 
diversity of great value to humanity, and migrant peoples, strangers in a strange 
land, whose right to their own languages and cultures is well ensconced in 
world culture (and therefore much debated). The right to be different is also an 
obligation, though the distinctiveness that results often has an air of superfi ciality 
about it.

World polity theory is evidently compatible with globalization theory à la Rob-
ertson and Hannerz. Both perspectives begin with culture and conceive globalization 
as the construction of transcendent (supraterritorial or deterritorialized) cultural 
constructs, though world polity theory adds the neoinstitutional argument. World 
polity theory is less compatible with world-system theory, though not entirely so. 
Both world-system and world polity theory discuss global social movements, albeit 
not in common terms. World-system theory treats counter-systemic movements as 
seemingly automatic, natural responses to globalizing capitalism’s exploitation and 
inequality – from this point of view, environmental movements typically challenge 
the logic of capitalist accumulation in response to actual environmental harm caused 
by capitalist actors. World polity theory offers a deep-culture explanation for many 
social movements – they represent the ritual affi rmation and reconstruction of the 
sacred individual, nation, nature, etc. – that extends to many types of movements 
not treated by world-system theory. From this point of view, environmental move-
ments serve as carriers of world-cultural scripts and may mobilize transnation-
ally even in settings not directly affected by environmental devastation (Frank, 
Longhofer, and Schofer 2007).

An important limitation of world polity scholarship is its modest historical range, 
concentrating on the post-war period and reaching back only to the mid-nineteenth 
century. It has rather little to say about the preceding three or four centuries, which 
are so integral to world-system theory’s understanding of global capitalism. Meyer, 
Boli, and Thomas (1987) refer to Christendom’s role in the emergence of the 
world polity and world culture but a comprehensive genealogy corresponding to 
Wallerstein’s three-volume opus is lacking. Garrett’s (2001) enlightening analysis 
of Christendom’s vital role in the emergence of natural law and human rights 
ideologies could serve as a model for such an endeavor.
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CONCLUSION

Theories of globalization, exemplifi ed by the perspectives we have summarized, are 
a vital part of sociological theory more generally. Inspired to varying degrees by 
Marx, Weber, and Durkheim, students of globalization are creatively rethinking 
both the analytical approaches and substantive issues that marked the now classical 
traditions. In particular, they are trying to capture the distinctive features of the 
contemporary “global age.” Relative to early efforts, such as Marshall McLuhan’s 
notion that “[a]s electrically contracted, the globe is no more than a village” (1994: 
4), the recent advances in scholarship jointly offer a more systematic analysis that 
has also generated more fruitful research. According to one argument about the 
nature of global transformations, the current age is wholly different from the pre-
ceding “modern” age since much of social life occurs beyond the constraints of the 
nation-state (Albrow 1996). The authors we have reviewed here take different posi-
tions on this point, with Wallerstein emphasizing long-term continuities, Meyer 
treating nation-state institutions as enactments of world culture, and Robertson 
agreeing that globalization entails the reorganization of human experience. They 
also vary in the extent to which they view theory as a form of critique: in contrast 
with Robertson and Meyer’s mainly academic scholarship on “generic” globaliza-
tion, which interprets resistance to current globalization in the context of an emerg-
ing world culture (Lechner and Boli 2005: ch. 7), Wallerstein aligns more closely 
with the anti-capitalist rhetoric and “critical” analysis of globalization inherent in 
“global justice” movements (Evans 2005). While Robertson and Meyer take a more 
“cultural” approach to globalization by comparison with Wallerstein’s “material-
ist” analysis, at their most ambitious they also aim to overcome the old dichotomies 
in social theory. In spite of the differences among them and the limitations of each 
individual research direction we have reviewed, globalization theorists collectively 
help to shape the agenda of sociological theory for the twenty-fi rst century. The key 
scholarly task, their work implies, is to understand the nature and organization of 
world society.

Notes

1 The term “globalization” was not new; Waters (2001) reports instances of its use from 
around 1960, and Scholte (2005: 50) traces its cognates “globalize” and “globalism” 
back to Reiser and Davies (1944).

2 Scholte’s (2005) critical analysis arrives at a similar conceptualization: the essence of 
globalization is “supraterritoriality” or “deterritorialization.” The supraterritorial is that 
which transcends territorial boundaries and identities. It is not limited by considerations 
of geography or spatial location. It is “transworld simultaneity and instantaneity” 
(p. 61).

3 Kondratieff posited four phases in each cycle: infl ationary growth, recession, defl ationary 
growth, and depression. Most world-system work simplifi es the cycle into two phases.

4 Due to its high-fl own rhetoric, sweeping generalizations, and paucity of empirical refer-
ents, Hardt and Negri’s analysis has evoked extensive criticism. Dean and Passavant 
(2003) offer a thoughtful collection of critical essays.
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5 Ritzer (2004) devotes an entire book to a critique of globalization’s transformation of 
cultures into inauthentic (commodifi ed, standardized, meaningless) shadows of them-
selves. Globalization creates what he calls non-places, non-things, non-people, and non-
services (2004: ch. 3), replacing everything that is authentic with woefully McDonaldized 
substitutes.
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17
Genetics and Social Theory

Oonagh Corrigan

INTRODUCTION

The term “revolution” has been used to describe developments in the fi elds of 
genetic science and molecular biology during the past 20 years. The fast pace of 
technological change, the huge fi nancial investment in genetics and biotechnology, 
the emergence of an ever-increasing array of genetic tests in the clinic and the 
increasing blurring of boundaries between biology and culture have prompted an 
explosion of sociological contemplation and empirical work. Social scientists are 
not alone in these endeavors, and other disciplines such as moral philosophy, law, 
medicine, and public policy have been drawn into deliberation on the so-called ELSI 
(ethical, legal, and social issues) aspects of the “new genetics.” However, despite 
this ardent focus of attention on genetics the cup of social theory is far from running 
over.

Sociology has a long and at times hostile relationship with the biological sciences. 
While founding fi gures of the discipline such as Auguste Comte and Émile Durkheim 
respected the rigors of the natural scientifi c method, they were keen to distinguish 
sociology from the other natural sciences, highlighting sociology’s unique position 
in demonstrating the role of social institutions and in determining social behavior, 
interaction, and identity formation. The nature versus nurture debate raged for 
much of the twentieth century. Lombroso’s theories on criminal behavior in the late 
nineteenth century, based on an evolutionary model of human development that 
could identify the propensity of such behavior by scientifi c and statistical methods 
such as measuring human skulls, have been rightly vilifi ed by sociologists. In the 
1970s too, Edward O. Wilson’s sociobiology, a theory of human behavior and 
society premised largely on a convergence of Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution 
and a crude hypothesis about the function of human genes, has been severely criti-
cized by most sociologists. Such theories have drawn on the biological sciences to 
explain human behavior and social interaction. The popularity too of social con-
structionism in recent decades has tended not only to undermine scientifi c authority 
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in general but has contributed towards a polar opposition between biological and 
sociological explanations for human behavior. Human behavior and social interac-
tion are viewed primarily as determined by social conditions, and explanations 
based on biology are seen as reductionist and false. Although in recent years the 
“sociology of the body” has come to be regarded as making a valued contribution 
to the neglected issue of the body by sociologists, here too the literature tends to 
position biological accounts as false, highlighting instead its social construction.

What sense, then, are we to make of the new genetics? Is this simply a scientifi c 
enterprise that falsely explains human behavior, interaction, and identity, one which 
should be exposed and opposed by sociologists for its false assumptions? I suggest 
that we need to approach the fi eld more openly, and in particular that theories 
should be aligned closely to empirical work in this regard. Yes, we need to assess 
whether, like Lombroso’s theories which once provided legitimacy for the stigmati-
zation of certain races and groups within society, the new genetics too is a dangerous 
ideology. But we should also question the extent to which social theories locked 
into a view that the biological sciences lead inexorably to biological reductionism 
can contribute to an understanding of the complexities of the role played by molecu-
lar biology and genetics in contemporary society. As this chapter will demonstrate, 
theoretical contributions depicting a largely gloomy landscape where the specter 
of eugenics and notions of genetic determinism loom large, fail to capture the com-
plexities of the new genetics era. One confounding factor for social theorists is that 
failure is as much a feature of the new genetics as is success. Much of the initial 
theorizing is premised on an expectation that genetics has the power to reshape our 
biology and social relations, yet science’s failure in human genetic engineering to 
deliver promised cures anticipated from the much-publicized Human Genome 
Project, as well as the failure of the biotech fi nancial sector to secure longer-term 
fi nancial success and the refusal of the public to accept GM foods in Europe, all 
stand in contrast to the anticipation, hype, and publicity that surround genetics. 
However, DNA has become a successful “cultural icon,” and while the biotech 
sector has yet to be regarded as a fi nancial success, endeavors have attracted multi-
billion-dollar investments by governments and funding bodies in Western and newly 
emerging Eastern market economies. Furthermore, the number of genetic tests now 
available in the clinic is rising, and patient groups have increasingly become involved 
not simply as passive recipients of genetic knowledge, tests, research, and treatments 
but as active “genetic citizens” involved in securing the hoped-for benefi ts in terms 
of treatments and cures for disease. Hype, hope, and fear have characterized scien-
tifi c endeavors and challenge social theorists to make sense of the new milieu of 
science and society.

“OLD” GENETICS AND EUGENIC IDEOLOGY

As already indicated, the recent focus of attention has been on the so-called “genet-
ics revolution” associated with large fi nancial investments, and the unprecedented 
scientifi c activity in molecular biology and genetics that has been taking place since 
the late 1980s. Nevertheless, as sociologists and other scholars are keen to demon-
strate, the so-called “new genetics” cannot be divorced from its history despite the 
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desire by scientists to draw clear lines of demarcation between present practices and 
much of the disreputable and ideologically driven quasi science that fueled past 
eugenic practices. Furthermore, as historian Evelyn Fox Keller (2000) argues, much 
of the twentieth century can be understood both scientifi cally and culturally as “the 
century of the gene.” This chapter begins, then, with an account of the history of 
the “old” genetics and its relationship with eugenics, as it is important to understand 
the legacy this has created for contemporary understandings, practices, and 
concerns.

Gregor Mendel’s explanations of heredity in the latter half of the nineteenth 
century created the foundation for modern genetics. Based largely on experiments 
in peas and the fruit fl y, he established that traits were passed intact, with each 
member of the parental generation transmitting half of his and her hereditary factors 
to each offspring, with traits such as brown eyes “dominant” over others.

Genetic theories coalesced with Darwin’s (1994 [1859]) ideas of natural selection, 
and spawned the social movement of eugenics which prevailed during the early 
twentieth century. Furthermore, the rise of medicine, and in particular public health 
and welfare policy, as well as a more general approach of seeing biology as a solu-
tion to social problems such as crime, drunkenness, and poverty was the broader 
societal context within which eugenics took hold.

While genetics provided explanations for the transmission of physical character-
istics such as hair color, fi nger length, and certain diseases such as Huntington’s 
Chorea, eugenics was formulated on the theory that behavioral characteristics were 
also inherited. The idea of eugenics, a process for selectively breeding humans in 
order to preserve and promote “desirable” characteristics, was fi rst formulated by 
the scientist and cousin of Darwin, Francis Galton. A major motivation underpin-
ning many eugenicists was the idea of human progress. The idea of progress was 
not based solely on the advancement of scientifi c knowledge but also on genetic 
improvement. Interestingly, it was at a meeting held by the Sociological Society in 
England in 1904 that Galton described eugenics as “the science which deals with 
all infl uences that improve the inborn qualities of a race; also with those that develop 
them to the utmost advantage” (Johnson 1914: 99). The ultimate goal of eugenics 
was the improvement of the human race, or, more specifi cally, to preserve the 
“purity” of certain ethnic groups or “races” (Stephan 1996). Galton intended eugen-
ics to extend to any technique that might serve to increase the representation of 
those with “good genes,” in this way accelerating evolution.

Eugenics was as much a social movement as a scientifi c one, and while eugenics 
has become most closely associated with the Nazi regime, in the early twentieth 
century Fabian socialists and leftist intellectuals were also enthusiastic supporters 
(Paul 1995). Appearing to offer technocratic solutions to social problems and the 
prevalent anxieties of the time about the perceived social and biological degenera-
tion of modern societies, eugenic programs were as popular in liberal social demo-
cratic spheres as they were in totalitarian regimes. Many endeavors focused on 
promoting the improvement in human stock through so-called “positive eugenics,” 
including such practices as the encouragement of “good breeding” (Richards 2004) 
and improvements in the health and fi tness of “human stock.” However, eugenics 
programs also had darker, more sinister aspects. Galton proposed that the human 
race might also be improved by eliminating society’s so-called “undesirables.” 
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Encompassing both “positive” and “negative” aspects, these ideas increased in 
popularity during the early decades of the twentieth century. Programs emerged in 
various Western countries manifesting themselves in multiple forms, ranging from 
“better baby” competitions, to contraception and abortion facilities, through to 
compulsory sterilization.

A human genetics program emerged, focusing on the analysis of various condi-
tions, particularly those seen to be creating a burden for society. The so-called 
“feebleminded” were a particular focus. Psychologist and eugenicist Henry Goddard 
was of the opinion that “feeblemindedness” was a hereditary condition of the brain 
that made those who had inherited it more prone to becoming criminals, paupers, 
and prostitutes. Societal problems such as poverty, vagrancy, prostitution, and alco-
holism were understood by eugenicists as primarily the outcome of a person’s genetic 
inheritance rather than emanating from social, political, and economic factors. 
Research in human heredity was carried out in laboratories to develop eugenically 
useful knowledge. Much of this research was based on case studies of particular 
families. Histories and family pedigrees of the Jukes family, for example, a US family 
of paupers, criminals, harlots, epileptics, and mental defectives, were recorded and 
used for decades as a textbook example of how heredity shaped human behavior. 
The pedigree chart was used to track the presence or absence of a given trait (phe-
notype) through two or more generations of a family. By using the pedigree charts, 
eugenicists gave the impression that vague behaviors are well-established genetic 
traits, whereas most pedigrees made by the eugenicists showed nothing about bio-
logical heredity and were anecdotal in nature. A visiting scientifi c committee to the 
Eugenics Record Offi ce in 1935 found that the collection of data was haphazard, 
that many questionnaires were improperly completed by the family members them-
selves, and that second- or third-hand reports were trusted. The committee con-
cluded that virtually all pedigree information collected over the preceding 
quarter-century was worthless for genetic purposes. Nevertheless, such was the 
ideology surrounding eugenics that the belief in heredity of behavioral characteris-
tics prevailed.

The mental and behavioral characteristics of different “races” was also a focus 
of the eugenics movement, and in northern Europe and the United States eugenics 
was frequently used to support ideas of the existence of a superior white, middle-
class Protestant elite, such as the so-called Aryan race. Beginning in 1907, compul-
sory sterilization laws were passed in many states in the US, with Denmark and 
Germany passing such measures in the 1930s. While these countries adopted com-
pulsory sterilization programs designed to prevent the continued breeding of those 
deemed to be undesirable, the eugenic movement in Nazi Germany led not only to 
the sterilization of hundreds of thousands of individuals but ultimately to Hitler’s 
fi nal solution, the Holocaust, where millions of “undesirables” were murdered. In 
Nazi Germany the so-called “undesirables” included Jews, Gypsies, the mentally 
defective, and those with genetic diseases such as Huntington’s Chorea. Neverthe-
less, while Nazi Germany is popularly seen as the extreme point of eugenics, many 
eugenicists of all political persuasions opposed the Nazi excesses and, of course, 
eugenics was well developed long before the Nazis came to power. Interestingly, 
state negative eugenics was most developed in the social/liberal countries of northern 
Europe and North America, with the Catholic Church being the only really effective 
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opposition in the rest of the world. Therefore, while historians and social and politi-
cal scientists have documented the horrors of Nazi eugenics, their work also suggests 
the need to be attentive to the complexities and broad spectrum of eugenic 
practices.

BIG SCIENCE: ETHICS, AND THE NEW GENETICS

Driven by political ideology and associated with the dangers of nationalism, eugen-
ics, at least how it had been practiced, fell into disrepute following the end of the 
Nazi period. Scientists were keen to distinguish the many shoddy scientifi c studies 
associated with eugenic programs from the scientifi c theories of Mendel and Darwin, 
and the science of genetics was not accorded the same degree of importance during 
the immediate post-war period. Although the process for discovering the chromo-
somal location of genes and their relation to each other continued, this task was 
a laborious, diffi cult, and slow one. Despite the discovery by James Watson and 
Francis Crick in 1953 of the physical structure of DNA (the molecular structure 
that holds genetic information), which was considered to be a landmark scientifi c 
breakthrough, scientists still faced a daunting task in identifying all the genes of the 
human body. By the 1980s, however, genetic maps were good enough to allow sci-
entists to go “hunting” for genes among families of people with inherited diseases 
such as Huntington’s disease and cystic fi brosis. Nevertheless, it was the invention 
of PCR (polymerase chain reaction) technology that accelerated the pace of gene 
discovery (Rabinow 1997) by enabling DNA to be replicated and amplifi ed. This 
technique, along with the availability of new high-speed computer sequencing tech-
nology, helped facilitate the global endeavor to map and sequence the entire human 
genome.

The Human Genome Project marks the entry of genetics into what scholars of 
science and technology studies have termed “big science” (Galison and Hevly 1993; 
Weinberg 1961), and offi cially began in 1990 with the aim of completing the genetic 
sequencing of certain forms of bacteria, yeast, plants, animals, and ultimately 
human beings. As with previous big science projects this was a large-scale collabora-
tive project, coordinated by the US Department of Energy and the National Insti-
tutes of Health; the UK’s Wellcome Trust was also a major partner, and additional 
contributions came from Japan, France, Germany, China, and others. In all, 20 
research groups from six countries were involved. One-third of the human genome 
was sequenced in the UK at the Sanger Institute. The scale and cost of the project 
were huge. It is estimated that work carried out in sequencing the single gene 
responsible for cystic fi brosis alone cost between US$50 million and US$150 million. 
Headed by James Watson in the USA, who played a key role as both scientist and 
political lobbyist, the project was as much a political and economic endeavor as a 
scientifi c one. The project’s aims were to identify all genes, determining the sequences 
of the 3 billion chemical base pairs that make up human DNA, and to store this 
information in databases.

The ethos underpinning the project was based on the notion of a “public 
commons” (Olson 2002) – that information should be for the common good of all 
society and should be made freely available via the internet to scientists worldwide. 
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For many of those involved in developing the project, such as John Sulston, former 
director of the UK’s Sanger Centre, this was a crucial moral and democratic justifi -
cation and motivating factor (Sulston and Ferry 2002). Nevertheless, as Nowotny, 
Scott, and Gibbons (2001) argue, in contemporary society the boundaries between 
the private and public spheres of science have merged, and the two strands are now 
co-produced. The twin goals of the new biotech era are the generation of health 
and wealth. Alongside the public effort there was an understanding that the private 
biotech sector was crucial to capitalize on the knowledge generated, and to trans-
form it into useful technologies and products such as new drugs and treatments. A 
further muddying of the waters between private and public involves the patenting 
of genes and genetic testing kits, including activities by a rival private venture 
company, Celera Genomics. Such activity threatened to undermine the exercise as 
one based on a public commons ethos (Olson 2002). Nevertheless, public good and 
ensuring public interests have been key (albeit merely rhetorical) themes of the 
project’s organizers. Alongside scientifi c research, the establishment of programs of 
research into the social, ethical, and policy implications of genomics have been seen 
as crucial to promotion, education, and guidance regarding the conduct of genetic 
research and the development of related medical and public policies. This has 
prompted a proliferation of deliberation of these issues and given sociology a role 
in seeking both to conduct research and contribute to policy formation. Unsurpris-
ingly, one of the fi rst concerns to be discussed by scholars was the extent to which 
the new genetics could be separated from the eugenic practices of the past.

A NEW EUGENICS?

There are now well over one thousand genetic tests available in UK clinics alone, 
and while acknowledging some fundamental differences between the past and 
present, the increasing prevalence of genetic testing has led a number of social sci-
entists to view contemporary genetic practices as a continuation or resurrection of 
eugenic programs, albeit in a modifi ed form. Troy Duster for example, suggests that 
the introduction of genetic testing and screening programs has created a “back 
door” to eugenics (1990). Duster clearly warns against the dangers in the develop-
ment of prenatal testing for genetic defects, gene therapies, and genetic solutions to 
problems associated with various racial minority groups. He documents an increas-
ing propensity to see crime, mental illness, and intelligence as expressions of genetic 
dispositions, and sees current genetic practices as perpetuating the dual myths that 
race is a genetic trait and that problems stemming from racial inequality can be 
fi xed biologically. Feminists and disability scholars, too, have expressed concern 
about the social implications of genetic testing, especially as it frequently results in 
aborting those fetuses identifi ed as having a defective gene. While acknowledging 
that the recent implementations of practices and policies related to genetic technolo-
gies are very different from the past, Ann Kerr and Tom Shakespeare (2002), warn 
that there is a fi ne line between contemporary policies and practices on abortion 
and diseases and the past practice of compulsory sterilization and deviancy. They 
argue that genetics reinforces medical-genetic defi nitions of disability, encourages 
judgments about the social worth of disabled persons, and ultimately involves deci-
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sions about what kinds of persons ought to be born. The eugenics of the past was 
based on state-organized social programs, whereas today interventions based on 
genetic knowledge are largely a matter of individual choice. However, as a number 
of sociologists have noted, what is presented as an individual “choice” about repro-
ductive decisionmaking masks the extent to which such choices are governed by 
social norms which are reinforced by public health screening and “education” pro-
grams (Jallinoja 2001; Kerr and Cunningham-Burley 2000; Petersen and Bunton 
2002).

The most pessimistic theories on eugenics have been put forward by Giorgio 
Agamben (1998) and Zygmunt Bauman (1989), who share the view that genocide 
and other forms of eugenic practice are the inevitable outcomes of modernity. 
Agamben’s ideas are a development of Michel Foucault’s concept of biopolitics 
(Foucault 1981), which claim that modern power is characterized by a fundamen-
tally different rationality than that of sovereign, pre-modern power. Whereas sov-
ereign power was characterized by the right of the sovereign to decide over life and 
death, modern power is characterized by a productive relation to life. From the late 
nineteenth century the life, health, and wellbeing of the population all became a 
central concern for the management of society. For Foucault, the transition from 
sovereign power to biopower centers on the new political subject becoming a target 
of a regime of power that operates through governance of the variabilities of bio-
logical life itself (Rabinow and Rose 2006). Here the management of health at the 
level of both the individual and the population is a key concern for modern forms 
of rationality and governmentality. Agamben (1998) argues that the political man-
agement of life and death involves the moral judgment of whose life is worth pre-
serving. While this expresses itself in contemporary modern biomedicine and various 
health and social welfare practices, it also inevitably involves the elimination of 
certain sub-populations by the state as part of the goal for the health and welfare 
of the population at large. For Agamben, the Holocaust is the ultimate exemplar 
of biopower. As Nikolas Rose notes, for Agamben the concentration camp is “the 
biopolitical paradigm of the modern,” where the collective body of the people 
becomes a resource for politics and the purging of defective individuals becomes an 
essential part of the care for life (Rose 2001: 3). However, Rabinow and Rose (2006) 
disagree that the elimination of populations stems from the inherent rationality of 
modernity. Rather, they suggest that, while Agamben’s ideas have their merits, they 
are based on a highly general philosophical deployment of the term biopolitics that 
is “totalizing and misleading” and that the Holocaust was an extraordinary excep-
tion emerging only as a result of particular set of historical and technical conditions 
(2006: 3). Identifying a new confi guration of race, health, genealogy, reproduction, 
and knowledge that are intertwined, Rabinow and Rose develop the concept of 
biopower to refl ect the genetics and new biomedical knowledges and practices in 
the twenty-fi rst century.

Anxieties about the dangers of a new kind of eugenics have also been expressed 
by Jürgen Habermas (2003). However, Habermas follows a slightly different tack 
to other commentators in that what concerns him is not so much the problematic 
ways in which choices and identities are being socially engineered or the shaping of 
the social, but rather that individuals and subsequent generations are being biologi-
cally engineered and manipulated. Whereas in the past eugenic practices were aimed 
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at future populations based on the encouragement of natural traits through selective 
breeding, new practices such as human genetic engineering and stem cell technolo-
gies are predicated on the irrevocable alteration of an individual’s genetic makeup. 
Given that such alterations could subsequently be passed on through biological 
inheritance to future generations, Habermas sees the new genetics as having the 
potential to fundamentally and irrevocably alter human nature. Like Habermas, 
Fukuyama (2002) understands human nature to be rooted in our biological being, 
in particular in our genes. For him the important issues at stake are the capacities 
of biotechnology, in particular through the development of genetic engineering, 
cloning, and stem cell technologies, to alter human nature and transform our values, 
and thus move us into a “posthuman” stage of history. His concern about the power 
of biotechnology to alter not only human behavior but also social institutions leads 
him to argue for strong international regulations to obstruct any technological 
advance that he sees as having the potential to disrupt the unity or the continuity 
of human nature, and thereby the human rights that are based upon it. These theo-
ries have generated much debate, sitting awkwardly as they do with other social 
theories insofar as they are premised largely on a biological view of human nature 
that presuppose a biological essence to human identity, and as such they contravene 
many contemporary concepts based on the “social construction” of the body (see 
chapter 26).

GENES ARE US?

By contrast a number of other theorists are more concerned with the social and 
cultural power of genetics to construct a false account of what it is to be human. 
Genetics, they argue, promotes an essentialist ideology reducing the qualities of 
human identity to mere biology. Echoing more widespread nature versus culture 
debates and social theoretical opposition to sociobiology, Abby Lippman (1991, 
1992) and others since have coined the term “geneticization” to refer to the growing 
tendency to describe health and disease, the causes and the cures of illness, in genetic 
terms to the detriment of social and other environmental explanations involved in 
shaping the manifestation and meaning of bodily characteristics and behavior. 
Building upon the concept of medicalization, whereby individuals come to perceive 
their bodies in conformity with biomedical categories, geneticization is conceptual-
ized as a problematic process based on false biological reductionist and deterministic 
assumptions which generate a sense of fatalism, whereby individuals see themselves 
as predominantly determined by their genes. Dorothy Nelkin and Susan Lindee 
(1995), for example, argue that the gene has become a very powerful cultural icon, 
and that a process of genetic essentialism is occurring whereby what it is to be 
human is increasingly understood in genetic terms. Such geneticization, these critics 
argue, stems from highly exaggerated claims made by scientists and the ways in 
which powerful metaphors, such as “genetic blueprint” and “book of life,” are used 
to describe the human genome. The media in particular are seen to play a vital role 
in conveying and promoting the iconic status of the gene. Indeed, the gene, as Nelkin 
and Lindee argue, has become “much more than a biological structure, a unit of 
heredity, or a sequence of DNA; it has also become a powerful cultural icon. It 
is  .  .  .  both a scientifi c concept and a powerful social symbol, the gene has many 
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powers” (Nelkin and Lindee 1995: 2). Suggesting that contemporary understand-
ings of genetics represents a “mirage” (Conrad 1999) based on “biofantasies” 
(Petersen 2001), sociologists have attempted to challenge its iconic status by reveal-
ing the failure of genetics to live up to the promises made, and point to lack of evi-
dence about the extent to which genes cause common diseases, as has been suggested 
in exaggerated claims made by scientists and the media.

Nevertheless, concerns about geneticization are not shared by all scholars in this 
area. Other theorists suggest that the concept of genetic determinism and the extent 
to which the wider public have come to understand themselves as biological beings 
determined by their genes have been overstated. Carlos Novas and Nikolas Rose 
(2000), for example, maintain that such approaches over-simplify shifts in the forms 
of personal identity that arise as a result of the growing awareness of genetic risk. 
They claim that knowledge of the new genetics does not so much result in individu-
als seeing themselves and their lives along predetermined genetic lines, but rather 
transforms their identities and relations with medical experts in novel and unex-
pected ways. The growth in various forms of patient activism, such as those coalesc-
ing around web-based forums and patient organizations (Novas 2006), that not 
only raise funds to fi nd cures for genetically based diseases but also help direct sci-
entifi c agendas, are evidence, they argue, of a more active, self-actualizing form of 
personhood. At the same time, a number of commentators have noted that culture 
is becoming increasingly biologized. Paul Rabinow, for example, has coined the 
term “biosociality” (Rabinow 1992) to refer to the new forms subjecthood and 
social and political practices that are emerging. He sees these as providing a possible 
basis for overcoming the nature/culture split.

RECONCEPTUALIZING NATURE AND CULTURE

Fox Keller (1992) also sees the new genetic era as one in which the forces of nature 
and nurture are radically reconceived. While the genetics associated with early 
twentieth-century eugenics was based on the immutability of nature (save for the 
elimination of genetic traits through systems of breeding control), the success of 
molecular biology has led to the reconceptualization of nature as an increasingly 
malleable entity. This blurring of the distinction between nature and culture has of 
course been argued by other cultural theorists. In her writings about human and 
animal reproduction, and in particular in her account of the making of Dolly the 
cloned sheep, anthropologist Sarah Franklin (2003, 2007) speaks of the culturing 
of biology and the biologizing of culture. Also, cultural theorist and feminist Donna 
Haraway (1991), in her celebratory accounts of the breaking down of distinctions 
between nature and culture, sees human genetic engineering and manipulation as 
playing a key role in women’s emancipation from their bodily limitations. Such 
developments, she argues, can provide life-enhancing reconfi gurations and the means 
to overcome our biological, neurological, and psychological limitations. However, 
for Fox Keller (1992), the blurring boundaries between nature and culture have 
some unintended negative consequences. Fifty years ago, fears about the specter of 
eugenics had been quelled as the aims of genetics operated under a clear demarca-
tion between biology and culture where molecular biology seemed to have little if 
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any bearing on human behavior. However, the power of the new genetics to prevent 
the birth of those with genetic defects and its promise to alter behaviors and condi-
tions associated with genetic defects now makes the distinction between biology and 
culture more diffi cult to sustain. What was harmful about early twentieth-century 
eugenics was not the biological manipulation of the gene pool but its social engi-
neering. According to Fox Keller, this does not mean we are returning to another 
form of explicit social engineering, or a new eugenics period. However, she urges 
caution about the presentation of the various preventative and treatment options, 
as “individual choices.” Rather, we must recognize such choices are increasingly 
infl uenced by a new reinforced distinction that is being drawn between the normal 
and the abnormal:

I suggest that the distinction that had earlier been made by the demarcation between 
culture and biology (or between nature and nurture) is now made by a demarcation 
between the normal and the abnormal; the force of destiny is no longer attached to 
culture, or even to biology in general, but rather to the biology or the genetics of 
disease.  .  .  .  The freedom molecular biology promises to bring is the freedom to rout 
out the domain of destiny inhering in “disease causing genes” in the name of an 
unspecifi ed standard of normality – a standard that remains unexamined not simply 
by oversight but by the internal logic of the endeavor. (Fox Keller 1992: 298)

THE RECONFIGURATION OF RACE

Excited by the possibilities of the new genetics to overcome binary divisions between 
nature and culture, Paul Gilroy (2000) has a utopian vision for the reconceptualiza-
tion of race. Alongside developments in molecular medicine, the neurosciences, and 
reproductive technologies, the new genetics is now seen as having a major impact 
on conceptions of race and difference. As David Skinner (2006) notes, following 
World War II, and in response to the horrors of eugenics, science was put to the 
service of anti-racism, with notions of race as a biological category being marginal-
ized. However, the biological sciences, and genetics in particular, are attaching a 
renewed signifi cance to concepts such as race. Responses to this have prompted 
opposing visions of what this means for racism. As previously stated, Duster (1990) 
is wary of a “back door to eugenics”, while Gilroy (2000) welcomes opportunities 
for the new genetics to ultimately make redundant false notions of biological dif-
ference based on racial distinctions. While Duster and Gilroy are in agreement that 
race takes on a renewed emphasis with the rise of the new genetics, they dispute 
the effects. For Duster the association of certain genetic conditions and racial 
groups, such as sickle cell disease with black ethnic populations, leads to prejudicial 
stereotyping of such populations, furthering existing health inequalities. By contrast, 
Gilroy suggests that the scientifi c accuracy of genetics testing will refute prejudices 
based on previously held false beliefs about racial difference based on mere skin 
color, and thus lead to a better understanding of race and difference. Skinner, 
however, sees both these utopian and dystopian scenarios as problematic and overly 
simplistic. Rather than envisioning a wholly utopian or dystopian view, he sees the 
consequence of a new genetic understanding of race as generating public discourses 
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which “are likely to be complex and varied – at some points destabilizing and at 
others reinforcing notions of absolute differences between peoples and populations” 
(Skinner 2006). Here too, though, Skinner points to the dissolving distinction 
between nature and culture as indicative of a reassessment of kinship and ancestry 
that at times reinforces biological relatedness and at others reconfi gures them. While 
genetic testing for disease and paternity testing focus on the primacy of biological 
relatedness, developments in reproductive technology such as surrogacy and egg and 
sperm donation challenge the importance of biological ties in family life. Further-
more, as Skinner argues, while the contemporary popularity of ancestry and genea-
logical tracing would appear to reinforce the importance of biological ties, studies 
indicate that they do not supersede other ways of making sense of identity. In line 
with Novas and Rose (2000), who claim that, far from generating resignation to 
fate and passivity, new genetic technologies oblige individuals to formulate life and 
risk management strategies, Skinner argues genetics would appear to provide a 
means for individuals to establish new forms of human agency and subjecthood.

THE VALUE OF GENES

The new genetics has been accompanied by an interest in the special properties of 
the genes of certain nations and indigenous communities. In this context genes are 
a resource for scientists and pharmaceutical companies to generate increased knowl-
edge about the function and properties of particular genes with the potential to 
capitalize on this knowledge by generating new drugs. The rise of private and public 
tissue collection has created enormous storehouses of biological matter (and bio-
information) with great potential for generating commercial value. At the same time, 
liberal interpretations of novelty and innovation that have prevailed since the 1980s 
have made the patenting of genes and gene sequences by companies and researchers 
a routine phenomenon (Hayden 2007). Drawing on Marx’s theory of “surplus 
value,” Catherine Waldby (2000, 2002) has coined the term “biovalue” to convey 
the notion of a surplus value of vitality and instrumental knowledge for human 
biological material. Value here refers not simply to the economic surplus generated 
by the procurement of genes and other human biological materials that generate 
income for biotech and pharmaceutical companies, but also to their moral value. 
Such endeavors rely on the collection of DNA and frequently other forms of data, 
including health-related data from individuals within the population under study. 
While various discourses, including the concept of “the gift” (Tutton 2002), have 
been invoked to present this moral element as one based on altruism, the dominant 
moral concept deployed is that of informed consent. Informed consent gives ethical 
legitimacy to the collection of DNA insofar as it is understood to promote human 
agency and respect the rights of individuals to determine the uses to which their 
body parts can be put (Corrigan 2003, 2004). Informed consent is premised on 
notions of individual autonomy (Corrigan 2003; Wolpe 1998) and as such has 
provided little moral legitimacy for research to collect genetic samples from popula-
tions that value collective decisionmaking. In the South Pacifi c island of Tonga, for 
example, the islanders opposed individual informed consent procedures for the 
collection by scientists of their population’s DNA as they argued this ignored the 
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traditional Tongan role of the extended family in decisionmaking (Burton 2002). In 
the case of the Human Genome Diversity Project, a project involving the collection 
of human DNA from populations around the globe in order to study the diversity 
and unity of the entire human species, researchers attempted to avoid opposition 
to the research by using group consent. However, this too has been rejected by many 
indigenous populations, who criticized this approach for failing to address critical 
social issues of group identity and community rights (Reardon 2001). Many indig-
enous peoples and environmental NGOs oppose the granting of patents on biologi-
cal materials such as genes, plants, animals, and humans invoking the concepts of 
biocolonialism and biopiracy to highlight the exploitation of indigenous communi-
ties and developing countries whose genetic materials have been used with the intent 
of developing the health and wealth of Western economies. In response to this cri-
tique, policymakers and scientists have produced models of benefi t-sharing (Hayden, 
forthcoming) where profi ts generated and/or health-related benefi ts are offered to 
those populations providing DNA samples.

GENETIC CITIZENS

Concerns about the commercial interests and the adequacy of informed consent 
alone to provide ethical legitimacy have also been raised about the new breed of 
biobanks and human genetic databases in Western countries. Following the contro-
versy and eventual collapse of the deCODE Iceland Project in the late 1990s, an 
Icelandic-sector genetic database that had departed from the normal practice in 
research of gaining specifi c informed consent from participants and had formed a 
coalition with the industrial sector, issues surrounding the ethics and governance of 
such projects have been brought to the fore. The controversy that soon followed 
the Icelandic case is indicative of the kinds of issues that have been raised in relation 
to subsequent biobank proposals. In particular, the involvement of a commercial 
company with monopoly rights over scientifi c discoveries emerging from the project 
generated concerns about the commercialization of these materials and the fact that 
sensitive personal health-related information was being collected without the explicit, 
informed consent of individuals. However, in ensuing ethical debate and policy dis-
cussions, full informed consent was seen as diffi cult to achieve given the inability 
to know in advance the eventual uses to which the collection of samples would be 
put. Furthermore, following the rejection by the public of genetically modifi ed foods 
in Europe, policymakers were concerned about what they conceived to be public 
mistrust or misunderstanding of genetics. Public opposition to genetically modifi ed 
foods has furthered debate on the public understanding of science, the role of 
democracy and the necessity for governance and regulation. While policymakers 
and scientists frequently suggest such opposition is based on a public defi cit of sci-
entifi c knowledge, social scientists reject this. For example, Bryan Wynne (Wynne 
1993) claims that the public understands only too well the provisional nature of 
scientifi c knowledge and is aware that problems can emerge in the future that are 
in the present unknown. More recently, in response to a perceived breakdown of 
the public’s trust in science, attempts have been made by science funding agencies, 
policymakers, and governmental bodies to adopt public engagement strategies and 
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to develop means of exploiting the opportunities offered by new genetics without 
undermining public trust. As Corrigan and Petersen (2008) note in relation to 
genetic databases, this has produced various strategies aimed at the “engendering 
of trust – or rather the management of mistrust which has become a central issue 
for contemporary risk governance.” These strategies are often presented as part of 
a more inclusive democratic process of government and entail such activities as the 
setting up of citizen’s juries and carrying out surveys and public consultation exer-
cises. Such work is often undertaken by sociologists and other social scientists. Some 
such research draws upon Rawls’s theory of deliberative democracy (Rawls 1971), 
and here social scientists often work alongside moral philosophers (Burgess 2005) 
as part of the multidisciplinary bioethics fi eld. However, others sociologists remain 
skeptical about these endeavors, claiming that such exercises are designed to stave 
off the kind of public opposition that has thwarted the deployment of genetically 
modifi ed foods rather than being a genuine attempt to make the practice of science 
a more democratic one. Certainly, as Marli Huijer argues, “from the perspective of 
democracy rather than science, the challenge is how to conceptualize democratic 
negotiation and decisionmaking processes on global science projects” (Huijer 2003: 
480).

HOPE AND FUTURE PROMISES

There are a growing number of patient initiatives in pursuit of genetics research and 
in the hope for fi nding genetic cures. In the US, PXE International, a non-profi t-
making organization established by patients and their families, is one such example 
(Novas 2006). It has been successful in lobbying the government and encouraging 
researchers to undertake clinical studies to help fi nd cures for the disease PXE, and 
has established a blood and tissue registry with rights on how such material is used, 
and a share in the intellectual property that arises from it. Furthermore, patient 
groups can challenge the commercialization of genetics, as in the case of disease 
advocacy organization the Canavan Foundation, which sued the Miami Children’s 
Hospital (the owner of the patent on the gene linked to the disease) for restricting 
research and access to genetic testing. However, as Petersen and Bunton claim:

In a “free market” economy not everyone is able to “participate” equally in decision-
making about the introduction of new genetic technologies, and not everyone has 
access to the conditions, products and services that are seen as necessary to maintaining 
or advancing health and well-being. (2002: 205)

Furthermore, the engagement of patients in the investments of the new genetics 
is premised on hopes for new treatments and cures that have yet to be realized. The 
promissory nature of the new genetics and associated stem cell technologies is, for 
Fox Keller (1992), the key to understanding its scientifi c, political, and economic 
impetus. It is not simply the force of science that drives developments but, just as 
important, the cultural success in capturing the imagination of scientists and public 
alike about the possibility of controlling nature and our biological destinies. Tech-
niques involving the genetic modifi cation of plants and animals that began to emerge 
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in the late 1970s were accompanied by an ideological expansion of molecular biology 
– institutionally, culturally, and economically. In particular, anticipation about the 
kinds of possibilities that genetics opens up in relation to the control of nature helped 
mobilize scientifi c endeavors and raise expectations and visions of the future. Notions 
of a biotechnology revolution underpinned by scientifi c, governmental, and regional 
policy initiatives designed to bring about the twin objectives of wealth and health 
creation have generated widespread expectations about the rapid impact of biotech-
nology. Sociologists highlight the ways in which promoters of new technologies build 
expectations through the creation and citation of technological visions. Nevertheless, 
the process of development is far from smooth. As sociologists of science and tech-
nology studies have shown, “genetic advances are incremental, haphazard, contested 
and complex. Science is partial, unreliable, incomplete and sometimes inaccurate, 
despite the hyperbole of researchers” (Shakespeare 1999: 681). Paul Nightingale and 
Paul Martin (2004) argue that, counter to expectations of a revolutionary model of 
innovation, biotechnology innovation is instead following a historically well estab-
lished process of slow and incremental change. These commentators note that most 
research fi elds can be seen to move through various cycles of hype and disappoint-
ment, expressing tensions between generative visions on the one hand and the mate-
rial “messiness” of innovation on the other.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has drawn on some of the key theoretical perspectives on contemporary 
genetic practices but is by no means an all-encompassing account of work in this 
area. Undoubtedly social theorists are in agreement that genetics and associated 
technologies have had, for good or ill, an impact upon social relations and human 
identities, and in redefi ning social norms. However, whereas some theorists such as 
Habermas (2003) and Fukuyama (2002) attribute to genetics powerful capabilities 
to radically alter human cells and transform “human nature,” others, such as Night-
ingale and Martin (2004), suggest that the process whereby genetic knowledge can 
be transformed into useful applications is a messy, slow, and contingent one. Gene 
therapy and stem cell technologies have so far been largely unsuccessful, and there 
are very few cures yet for diseases caused solely by a genetic mutation, much less 
conditions that involve multi-factorial disease where genes are thought to play a 
role alongside other biological and environmental factors. Nevertheless, a myriad 
of genetic tests are now commonly in place, and while these are generally used to 
confi rm the existence of a known genetic mutation where the potential for such 
disease is already suspected through its pre-existence in the family, knowledge about 
such mutations can have a profound effect on individuals and their families. Here 
sociology, largely through empirical research based on ethnographic approaches, 
has made a useful contribution in understanding their effect. Such studies reveal the 
dilemmas and experiences faced by those confronted with knowledge of having, or 
having the ability to pass on, genetic mutations. To regard this as a new, emerging 
form of eugenics would be rather misleading, but as Kerr and Shakespeare (2002), 
Fox Keller (1992), and others have argued, we need to be aware of the norms gov-
erning “freedom,” reproductive “choice,” and the “normal and pathological.”
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Paternity testing too is a subject that is starting to be addressed by sociologists. 
Given that paternity testing is a tool that can be used to identify the biological father, 
questions about the implications of this and other associated reproductive technolo-
gies for gender and family relations are extremely important and require sociological 
analysis. The growing popularity of genetic tests for genealogy searching (Nash 
2004) illustrates further reconfi gurations of kin relations and notions of race and 
geographical identities. Here companies promote genetic tests that purport to estab-
lish information regarding an individual’s biological lineage and the geographical 
location of his or her ancestors. The ways in which these tests are being deployed 
by individuals, as well as by institutions regulating populations and their entitle-
ments, as in the case of government immigration and indigenous land rights, is an 
important issue for social theory to address.

The use of DNA in forensics has huge implications for criminal justice systems 
and human rights. The UK now has the largest DNA crime database in the world, 
with over 5 percent of UK population samples included on the database and with 
predictions that one in four UK males will soon have their DNA samples stored on 
it. This, and the use of genetic information by other institutions, are likely to be 
issues for further deliberation. Furthermore, while Nowotny, Scott, and Gibbons 
(2001) and others explain some of the contemporary shifts between science and 
society as features of the collapse of polar oppositions such as “science and society,” 
“nature and nurture,” and “private and public,” more work is required to examine 
and make sense of the messiness of this milieu. In particular, issues concerning the 
political economy demand considerable attention.

Finally, sociology needs to be refl ective regarding its potential in contributing 
towards ethical and policy-related processes. Francis Fukuyama is a former member 
of the USA’s President’s Council on Bioethics, and other social theorists mentioned 
in this chapter have taken part in various bioethics commissions and studies into 
issues surrounding genetics. Social theory, as always, needs to remain useful in 
explaining social phenomena and should be tethered closely to the empirical world 
it seeks to explain. In the area of genetics, social theory can be deployed as a tool 
for policy and governance, and it is incumbent upon social theorists to refl ect upon 
this process too.
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Economic Sociology

Richard Swedberg

There exists no single and generally accepted defi nition of economic sociology, and 
one reason for this is that the term is used by economists as well as sociologists. 
Gary Becker, for example, views economic sociology as the study of non-economic 
phenomena with the help of microeconomics. The defi nition that will inform this 
chapter, however, is the one that is most often used by sociologists and that is also 
much more common. This is that economic sociology is that part of sociology that 
deals with economic phenomena, and that analyzes these with the help of sociologi-
cal concepts and methods.

As a sub-discipline of sociology, economic sociology traces its historical roots 
primarily to Max Weber and Karl Marx, but also to Émile Durkheim and Georg 
Simmel. Among Marx’s works Capital is obviously central, but many of his other 
writings are of great interest to modern economic sociology (e.g. Marx 1906, 1970, 
1973). Max Weber’s contributions include in particular The Protestant Ethic and 
the Spirit of Capitalism, General Economic History, and Economy and Society. The 
last of these three important works contains a chapter in which Weber attempts to 
outline a theoretical program for what he termed Wirtschaftssoziologie (Weber 1958 
[1904–5], 1978 [1922], 1981 [1923]).

While Durkheim was more interested in such topics as morality and religion than 
in the economy, he is also the author of The Division of Labor, which argues that 
the social effects of the modern exchange economy may be as important as its purely 
economic effects (Durkheim 1984). Simmel similarly argues, in The Philosophy 
of Money, that the cultural effects of money equal its economic effects (Simmel 
1990).

After around 1920, the area of economic sociology fell more or less into oblivion, 
even if a few outstanding economists and sociologists turned to the topic with much 
creativity. This small number includes, fi rst and foremost, Joseph Schumpeter 
(1883–1950), Karl Polanyi (1886–1964), and Talcott Parsons (1902–79). While 
they all created high-quality works, they nonetheless did not succeed in making 
economic sociology itself generally accepted.
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Joseph Schumpeter viewed “economic sociology” as an integral part of what he 
called “social economics”; he also published a few essays in economic sociology 
as well as the sociologically inspired Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy (Schum-
peter 1991, 1994 [1942]). Karl Polanyi made a frontal attack on the market 
economy in The Great Transformation; he also formulated a new and important 
conceptual apparatus for a socio-economic or sociological approach in other writ-
ings (Polanyi 1957 [1944]; Polanyi, Arensberg, and Pearson 1971 [1957]). Talcott 
Parsons, fi nally, applied his general systems approach to the economy in a study 
co-authored with Neil Smelser (Parsons and Smelser 1956).

In the mid-1980s, and more or less independent of all earlier work in the fi eld, 
economic sociology suddenly began to come alive again on a broad scale, and it 
has continued to do so ever since. Since this time important changes have taken 
place in the theoretical approach of economic sociology. New topics have been 
added to its agenda, and a number of advances have been made in analyzing various 
areas of the economy.

THE PRESENT STATE OF ECONOMIC SOCIOLOGY

When economic sociology was revived in the 1980s, this primarily took place in 
the United States; and this is also where modern economic sociology is most devel-
oped. Economic sociology, however, has during the last decade or so also developed 
strongly in Europe. While it seems to be catching on also in Latin America and Asia, 
it is by no means as accepted and institutionalized as economic sociology is in the 
United States and Europe.

Modern American economic sociology often refers to economic activities as being 
embedded in social structures, a term from Polanyi that Mark Granovetter has 
popularized (Granovetter 1985). The idea that economic activities are socially con-
structed, as opposed to given by nature in one unchangeable form, represents 
another fundamental idea. US sociologists have also often drawn heavily on the 
following three traditions in their work: cultural sociology, organizational sociology, 
and network analysis.

Economic sociology is today represented at several of the major universities in 
the United States, such as Stanford, Cornell, and so on. In numerical terms, one can 
speak of a steady increase in the number of economic sociologists since the 1980s, 
even if exact fi gures are not available.

For the reader who is interested in knowing exactly what is being taught in 
courses in economic sociology in the United States, there exists a collection of syllabi 
and other teaching resources, made available through the American Sociological 
Association (ASA). The fact that the ASA recently published a third edition of these 
course descriptions is itself a sign that the fi eld is growing and becoming more 
institutionalized (Anderson et al. 2006). Pointing in the same direction of increased 
institutionalization is also the fact that there now exist three readers in economic 
sociology, namely The New Economic Sociology: A Reader (edited by Frank 
Dobbin), The Sociology of Economic Life (edited by Mark Granovetter and Richard 
Swedberg), and Readings in Economic Sociology (edited by Nicole Woolsey-Biggart). 
The second is the most popular reader in the fi eld and was recently reissued in a 
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second and expanded edition (Granovetter and Swedberg 1992, 2001; cf. Biggart 
2002; Dobbin 2004).

In the United States a sure sign that a sub-fi eld in sociology is being taken seri-
ously is that it gets its own section at the ASA, and this is also what has happened 
with economic sociology. After some lobbying by Wayne Baker and other people, 
the section for economic sociology came into being in 2001, and today it has various 
prizes, a newsletter (Accounts), a webpage, and so on. At one of the ASA’s recent 
meetings it was reported that the economic sociology section currently has the 
largest number of student members (in percentage terms). This fact indicates that 
the fi eld is very popular among graduate students.

Many of those who helped to introduce economic sociology in the mid- to late 
1980s are still active in the fi eld and keep making contributions. This is true, for 
example, of Mark Granovetter, who is seen by many as the quintessential economic 
sociologist because of his extremely infl uential article “Economic Action and Social 
Structure” (Granovetter 1985; see also e.g. Granovetter 1995a, 1995b, 2002). 
Through this article Granovetter launched the term “embeddedness” and forcefully 
advocated the use of networks analysis in economic sociology, an agenda he has 
continued to work on. Similarly Harrison C. White, Granovetter’s thesis adviser at 
Harvard University and a very infl uential fi gure in economic sociology, has contin-
ued to deepen his analysis of markets, which goes back to the early 1980s (White 
1981). White’s Markets from Networks represents his most important contribution 
in this respect (White 2001).

Some other pioneers from the 1980s who have continued to contribute to 
the fi eld are Viviana Zelizer and Bruce Carruthers. Viviana Zelizer has continued 
to do work on different types of monies and currencies, and her studies have 
become increasingly infl uential. But she has also branched out in new directions, 
such as consumption and the way that economic factors and intimacy are 
often interrelated (e.g. Zelizer 1994, 2002). Bruce Carruthers, who began his 
career with a study of the fi nancial market in eighteenth-century London 
(Carruthers 1996), has not only co-authored the fi rst undergraduate textbook 
in economic sociology but also done important work on a number of topics, includ-
ing credit and credit-rating systems (Carruthers 2005; Carruthers and Babb 
2000).

While the average age of the key people is probably somewhere in the fi fties, a 
younger generation is also emerging. The people who are part of this new genera-
tion have already shown what they can do. Important work has, for example, been 
carried out by Sarah Babb and Marion Fourcade-Gourinchas. The former has 
studied the role of economists in twentieth-century Mexico (Babb 2001), and the 
latter has produced a comparative study of the emergence of modern economics 
(Fourcade-Gourinchas 2001, forthcoming). Together the two have carried out a 
study of the way that neoliberalism has been received in France, England, Chile, 
and Mexico (Fourcade-Gourinchas and Babb 2003).

Other young scholars who belong in this category of new and coming people 
include Nina Bandelj (2007), Brook Harrington (2007), Rakesh Khurana (2002, 
2007), Greta Krippner (2001), Valery Yakubovich (2002), Milan Zafi rovski (2001), 
and Ezra Zuckerman (1999). The topics they cover run from investments to embed-
dedness to labor markets in Russia.
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Before turning to the topic of major themes in modern economic sociology, the 
situation outside of the United States needs to be discussed. This means, fi rst of all, 
Europe, and in Europe, fi rst of all France. It has gradually been realized outside of 
France that several of the country’s major sociologists have been very interested in 
economic topics. This is especially true of Pierre Bourdieu and Luc Boltanski but 
also, to some extent, of Raymond Boudon and Bruno Latour.

Bourdieu’s early work on Algeria contains a very suggestive analysis of various 
economic phenomena that differs on many points from mainstream American eco-
nomic sociology (see especially Bourdieu 1979, but also see his last contribution 
to economic sociology in Bourdieu 2000). While mainstream economic sociology 
focuses on embeddedness, networks, and the social construction of the economy, 
Bourdieu has a much more structural approach to economic phenomena. Drawing 
on the concepts of habitus, fi eld, interest, and capital (social, cultural, and so on), 
Bourdieu is less interested in how the offi cial economy works than in how people 
live their lives as part of the economy, struggling with – and against – the existing 
economic power structure. One reason why Bourdieu’s analysis is considerably more 
realistic than that of mainstream economic sociology, has to do with its emphasis 
on the concept of interest. Much of mainstream economic sociology, in contrast, 
primarily traces the impact of social relations, and leaves interest (including the 
search for profi t) to the economists.

Luc Boltanski draws less on a structuralist approach than Bourdieu, emphasizing 
instead the ways in which economic actors view reality and justify their actions 
(Boltanski and Thévenot 2006). His basic idea is that economic actors develop so-
called conventions, as part of their efforts to coordinate economic actions, and that 
these conventions constitute a few standard ways of thinking about reality and 
justify why certain actions should be taken. What is novel in Boltanski’s approach 
is primarily the emphasis on justifi cation; the idea of the importance of conventions 
is something that he shares with the so-called school of conventions which consists 
mainly of economists (see e.g. Storper and Salais 1997).

Together with Eve Chiapello, Boltanski has also published a major study entitled 
The New Spirit of Capitalism, in which it is argued that we are currently witnessing 
the emergence of a new type of capitalism, network capitalism (Boltanski and Chia-
pello 2005). Social scientists, the two authors argue, have added to the ideology of 
this project through their naive advocacy of networks, decentralization, and fl exible 
production – all of which according to Boltanski and Chiapello are part of “the 
new spirit of capitalism.”

While the works of Bourdieu (who died in 2002) and Boltanski currently dominate 
economic sociology in France, it would be incorrect to leave the reader with the 
impression that little else has been produced in this country than the studies by these 
two authors. Important work on the role of economists in French life has, for 
example, been produced by Frédéric Lebaron, who is a student of Bourdieu (e.g. 
Lebaron 2000). Philippe Steiner, trained as a historian of economic thought, has 
helped to develop a sociology-of-knowledge approach to economic thought in France, 
made a splendid study of the approach of the Durkheimians to economic sociology, 
and has also written on economic sociology in general (Steiner 2001, 2005).

There is also Michel Callon, who has spearheaded the application of actor network 
theory (ANT) to the economy, questioning in particular the theory of markets (see 
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chapter 7). One of Callon’s interesting ideas is close to the notion of externality, 
namely that the market “overfl ows” in a number of ways, and in this manner affects 
society. He is best known, however, for his thesis that economic theory creates the 
reality that it studies – the so-called performativity thesis (Callon 1998; Economy 
and Society 2002; for a critical appreciation, see especially MacKenzie, Muniesa, and 
Siu, 2007). Finally, Emanuelle Lazega is currently working on an important study of 
a commercial court in Paris (for a sample, see Lazega 2003; see also the work by Yves 
Dezalay on international economic arbitration, e.g. Dezalay and Garth 1996).

In the days of Max Weber and Werner Sombart, German scholars dominated the 
fi eld of economic sociology, something that is not the case today, even if such major 
fi gures in social theory as Jürgen Habermas and Niklas Luhmann have done some 
interesting work in the fi eld (e.g. Luhmann 1982 [1970]; for Habermas, see Sitton 
1998). Nonetheless, there is one area where German economic sociologists have 
been in the forefront, and that is in the sociology of fi nance.

Led by Karin Knorr-Cetina, a number of interesting and imaginative studies of 
fi nance have been carried out, typically with an ethnographic dimension (e.g. Knorr-
Cetina and Bruggers 2002; Knorr-Cetina and Preda 2005). Modern electronic 
markets, it has for example been shown, are far more social than one might think. 
It should also be noted that Knorr-Cetina draws heavily on sociology of science and 
phenomenology in her research. By doing so, she has helped to broaden the reper-
toire of contemporary economic sociology.

Before leaving Germany, the work of Jens Beckert and Christoph Deutschmann 
must be mentioned. The former has produced some interesting theoretical work in 
economic sociology, including a study of the role of uncertainty in economic life 
(Beckert 1996). He has also recently published a pioneering comparative study of 
inheritance in the nineteenth century (Beckert 2007). Christoph Deutschmann, in 
contrast, looks more at macro phenomena, especially how capitalism has turned 
into a kind of religion in modern times (Deutschmann 2001).

While work in economic sociology in the other European countries is not as 
highly developed as in France or Germany, some interesting individual contributions 
have nonetheless been produced. Geoffrey Ingham, Nigel Dodd, and some other 
people in England have, for example, looked at money from a sociological perspec-
tive (e.g. Dodd 1994; Ingham 1998, 2004). Patrik Aspers has carried out a study 
of the market for fashion photography in Sweden, and Olav Velthuis has studied 
the art market in the Netherlands (Aspers 2001; Olav Velthuis 2005).

What is happening in economic sociology outside of Europe and North America 
is little known. It seems clear, however, that the interest for economic sociology is 
on the rise in for Russia (see especially the work of Vadim Radaev, e.g. Radaev 
1997). From various sources it also appears that occasional courses on economic 
sociology are being taught in Latin America and Asia – but details are missing, and 
there is little knowledge in the United States and Europe about what type of research 
is being carried out.

NEW DEVELOPMENTS

The last 10 to 15 years in economic sociology have been characterized by dynamic 
growth, and many new developments have taken place. Some new topics have been 



 ECONOMIC SOCIOLOGY 365

broached, such as wealth, entrepreneurship, and the role of law in the economy. 
Earlier insights have also been elaborated upon and developed in new directions. 
The latter is, for example, true of Mark Granovetter’s ideas about embeddedness 
and Harrison White’s theory of production markets. There is also the ongoing 
attempt to consolidate economic sociology by going back to the classics and learn 
from these (for Weber, see e.g. Swedberg 1998).

Theory and theory-related advances

When economic sociology was revived in the mid-1980s sociologists were basically 
at a loss when it came to theory. There was a strong sense that sociologists should 
develop their own approach, and that this approach should differ from that of 
mainstream economics – but that was about all. The heritage of economic sociology, 
especially the ideas of Max Weber on Wirtschaftssoziologie, was not an option since 
they were little known. To draw on Marx’s work did not seem as much of an option 
either, since the days of radical sociology were over.

It was in this situation that Mark Granovetter came up with the suggestion that 
one might be able to unite the ideas of Karl Polanyi on embeddedness with the new 
and evolving approach of networks analysis (Granovetter 1985). Following this 
suggestion, the task of economic sociology would be to trace the way that economic 
actions are structured in networks. Economic actions, in brief, do not follow the 
short and direct paths of maximization, as the economists claim; they rather follow 
the considerably more complex paths of networks.

This embeddedness project has been quite successful, and during the recent 
decade it has been tested and added to by Granovetter himself as well as by his 
students and some other followers. Attempts have, for example, been made to 
establish theoretically (and empirically) what balance is needed between embedded 
relationships and pure market relationships (e.g. Uzzi 1996, 1997).

During the last 10 years this perspective has also been challenged, and one may 
speak of a general attempt to go beyond embeddedness and replace it with some 
totally different approach. One of these challenges came from Pierre Bourdieu, who 
several times criticized the embeddedness approach for its failure to deal with struc-
tural factors. In Bourdieu’s own theory there is especially the concept of fi eld that 
takes care of the structural dimension and which allowed him to handle macro 
issues, something that Granovetter is less interested in doing.

Other critics argue that the embeddedness leaves too much of economic thought 
intact, since it takes as its point of departure that there exist economic actions that 
need to be embedded in the social structure. This criticism is somewhat misguided 
since Granovetter has been a consistent and sharp critic of mainstream economic 
theory and the tendency to treat economic action as something separate from the 
social (for a general discussion of the problems of embeddedness, see especially 
Krippner et al. 2004; see also Krippner 2001).

Some economic sociologists have been considerably less critical of economics 
than Granovetter, and they often draw on the work of various members of so-called 
new institutional economics. They also argue that Granovetter has diffi culty in 
dealing with the role of institutions in economic life (as opposed to networks), and 
that sociologists have much to learn on this score from economists, such as Douglass 
(e.g. Nee and Ingram 1998).
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Whether economic sociologists should draw on game theory or not represents 
another issue that has recently been raised, and for which the embeddedness 
approach provides little guidance. Since a few years back the major American jour-
nals in sociology often contained analyses that make use of game theory; this is also 
an approach that has become part of mainstream economics.

So far economic sociologists have remained suspicious of game theory, and have 
at the most shown sympathy for the attempt to mix empirical analysis with game 
theory of the type that can be found in the work of Avner Greif (Greif 1998, 2005; 
see e.g. Swedberg 2001). All in all, we may conclude that economic sociology is 
currently characterized by several theoretical approaches, and that a fi rm theoretical 
core of the type that can be found in mainstream economics is defi nitely missing.

Various theoretical alternatives to the embeddedness approach have also been 
explored during the last decade, including the works that make up the early or 
classical tradition in economic sociology. Another reason for paying attention to 
these early works may be academic legitimation; there is also a sense that economic 
sociology does have a past, and that this past deserves to be better known.

Most of this interest in the past has gone into exploring the work of Karl Polanyi 
and Max Weber. The latter produced several studies that are relevant for economic 
sociology, including one on the stock market that has recently been translated 
(Weber 2000). The scholarship on Karl Polanyi’s work has also accelerated during 
the last decade, and includes an important study by economic sociologist Fred Block 
(2003) on the coming into being of The Great Transformation. This last work, 
it may be added, was also recently reissued by Block, with a preface by Joseph 
Stiglitz.

Joseph Schumpeter and Georg Simmel are two other classics in economic sociol-
ogy whose works continue to fascinate. This is particularly true for Simmel’s work 
on money and Schumpeter’s theory of the entrepreneur. The beginnings of a second-
ary literature on The Philosophy of Money have slowly started to emerge even if 
much work remains to be done before Simmel’s work on the economy is exhausted 
(e.g. Poggi 1993). Schumpeter’s stature as an economic sociologist is, by contrast, 
well established; one of his lesser-known essays on the entrepreneur has also recently 
been translated into English (Schumpeter 2003; Swedberg 1991).

While it was common in the 1980s for economic sociologists to be quite hostile 
to economics, it has gradually come to be better understood that modern economics 
is a multifaceted science and that it contains many ideas and works that are of much 
relevance to economic sociology. Some economists have also come to think that they 
can improve their own analyses by opening these up to sociological concepts and 
ways of thinking. The work of Herbert Simon has, for example, continued to be 
close in spirit to that of economic sociology, and so has that of George Akerlof (e.g. 
Akerlof and Kranton 2000; Schelling 2006). By now there also exist full-scale 
attempts by economists to theorize social interactions (e.g. Gui and Sugden 2005; 
Manski 2000).

What economists write on development has also continued to be of theoretical 
relevance, and many economic sociologists follow the works of such people as 
Jeffrey Sachs, Amartya Sen, and Joseph Stiglitz with much interest (Sachs 2000, 
2005; Sen 1999; Stiglitz 2003). Some economic sociologists have also been attracted 
to Douglass North’s attempt to recast the concept of institution and introduce it 
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into economic analysis (e.g. North 1990, 2005). There also exists a certain fascina-
tion with behavioral economics, especially its attempt to introduce emotions and 
the notion of fairness into economics (e.g. Berezin 2004; Camerer 2004).

New developments in analyzing old topics (networks, 
markets; and fi rms)

In Granovetter’s article from 1985 it was argued, to repeat, that economic activities 
were not simply embedded in social relations but in networks. Many of Granovet-
ter’s early students at New York University at Stony Brook in the 1980s also used 
network analysis in their studies of the economy. Some of them focused on the kind 
of networks that can be found around fi rms, while others analyzed the networks 
that are formed by directors sitting on several boards, so-called interlocks. While 
big hopes were initially attached to the latter type of study, it was eventually realized 
that research on interlocks had a limited – but still important – function to fulfi ll 
(e.g. Mizruchi 1996).

One of the many strengths of networks analysis is that it represents a fl exible 
tool with which a number of social phenomena can be approached, and recent 
developments in economic sociology tend to confi rm this (e.g. Zuckerman 2003). 
Networks analysis has, for example, been used to explore various types of economic 
interactions that cannot be categorized either as some form of custom or some type 
of organization. These intermediary social forms – which are sometimes referred to 
as “network forms of organization” – have also been studied.

A special mention should also be made of the work of Ronald Burt (1992, 1993, 
2005). In a very infl uential and much-cited work from the early 1990s he suggested 
that entrepreneurship can be understood with the help of networks analysis. His 
basic idea is that the entrepreneur connects two groups of people (say, sellers and 
buyers), who otherwise would be socially disconnected. The entrepreneur, in his 
capacity as a middleman, straddles according to this argument a so-called “struc-
tural hole.”

That networks analysis is very fl exible can be illustrated by mentioning a few 
more articles that draw on this approach. In one of these – co-authored by Paul 
DiMaggio and Hugh Louch (1998) – a specifi c kind of consumer purchase is ana-
lyzed, namely purchases for which people use their networks of friends and acquain-
tances. These are then contrasted to purchases, where the buyer does not need a 
referral or network, and it is shown that people prefer to use acquaintances and the 
like when, for example, they buy second-hand cars and houses.

Another example of a suggestive network analysis can be found in the work of 
John Padgett, who has become something of an expert on the early history of Flor-
ence (Padgett and Ansell 1993). The famous Medici family, he shows, held its power 
partly because of its skill in building and at crucial moments activating various types 
of economic and political networks. Padgett’s work also illustrates the technical 
skills that are needed to work with networks theory today.

Next to networks, markets have been one of the most popular topics in economic 
sociology from the very beginning of its revival in the mid-1980s. One of the very 
fi rst articles that helped to launch economic sociology in the early 1980s was, for 
example, devoted to precisely this topic. Its author was Harrison C. White, a physi-
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cist turned sociologist and a major fi gure more generally in twentieth-century sociol-
ogy. After a break in working on markets in the early 1990s, White came back to 
this topic, adding several new features to his earlier model (White 2001). One of 
White’s followers has also added to his ideas on how the identity of market actors 
is related to their place in the market (Aspers 2001).

White argues that the typical (industrial) market has a small number of actors 
who, by signaling to one another through price and volume, may turn into a group 
with a stable social structure – in brief, into a market. An alternative theory to that 
of White, however, has been suggested by Neil Fligstein, according to which the 
characteristic feature of modern markets is their emphasis on stability (1996; for 
an elaboration see Fligstein 2001). Market actors do not want volatility in price or 
cutthroat competition, according to this argument; they want stable markets and 
as few surprises as possible.

A special mention must also be made of the elegant study by Joel Podolny on 
the role of status in markets (Podolny 1992; for later elaborations and additions, 
see Podolny 2005). Podolny’s argument is that buyers are willing to pay a premium 
for status, something which is obviously profi table for the seller. Having status, 
however, also restricts the seller to a small market since he or she would otherwise 
lose status (and the earlier market).

Not only networks and markets have been on the agenda of economic sociology 
for two decades by now, but also fi rms. One major reason for this is that sociolo-
gists since a long time back have done work in organization theory and, as part of 
this, studied fi rms. Many sociologists are also employed in business schools, where 
organization theory is often taught.

One important contribution that sociologists have made to the analysis of fi rms, 
and which has grown considerably in importance during the last decade, is popula-
tion ecology (e.g. Hannan and Carroll 1995). Instead of just analyzing one or a few 
fi rms, the focus of this type of approach is on whole populations of fi rms in some 
area of the economy (say railroads, newspapers, or breweries). The task then 
becomes to study how these populations of fi rms come into being, expand, and 
gradually decline.

Another type of analysis which has become popular during the last decade looks 
at the diffusion in a population of fi rms of ideas, ways of doing things, and the like. 
The way that the social relations between the fi rms are structured will clearly infl u-
ence the speed and range of the diffusion. One of the best-known studies of this type 
has been authored by Gerald Davis and looks at the way that knowledge about ways 
to block hostile takeovers spread among US fi rms in the 1980s (Davis 1991).

An important novelty, when it comes to recent sociological research on fi rms, has 
to do with entrepreneurship. While this topic was occasionally touched on in the 
1980s, one could not speak of a full sociology of entrepreneurship – something which, 
however, is possible today (e.g. Swedberg 2000; Thornton 1999). Mark Granovetter, 
for example, has helped to theorize why people who are not particularly entrepre-
neurial in their home countries become successful entrepreneurs once they are in a 
foreign environment. The secret, Granovetter suggests, is that extended family ties 
may prevent entrepreneurship in the home country, but will be absent in the new 
country – with successful entrepreneurship as a result (Granovetter 1995a).



 ECONOMIC SOCIOLOGY 369

Additions have also been made to Alfred Marshall’s well-known ideas about 
industrial districts, especially by Annalee Saxenian through her study of Silicon 
Valley (Saxenian 1996). By contrasting the decentralized and informal social struc-
ture of Silicon Valley to the centralized and formal social structure of Route 128, 
Saxenian has tried to pinpoint the factors that are conducive to entrepreneurship 
and those that are not. Her study also contains information about Frederick Terman, 
the fascinating Dean of Engineering at Stanford, who more or less invented the 
formula of Silicon Valley (business–state–university cooperation).

New topics: fi nance, law, stratifi cation, comparative 
and historical studies

While there exists a distinct continuity to the study by economic sociologists of such 
topics as networks, markets, and fi rms, even if new and interesting contributions 
have also been made during the last decade, this is less the case with the topics that 
now will be discussed. These are fi nance, law, stratifi cation, and comparative-
historical studies.

In fi nance, for example, a series of important developments has taken place 
during the last decade, set off by the decision to deregulate the banking sector in 
the early 1980s. Sophisticated analyses of the social mechanisms that operate in this 
type of market have begun to appear, as exemplifi ed by the work of such people as 
Donald MacKenzie, Yuval Millo, and Ezra Zuckerman. The former argues in a 
major monograph that the development of the option market in the United States 
shows that economic theory to some extent creates the reality that it analyzes. In 
making this argument, MacKenzie draws heavily on Callon’s theory of “performa-
tivity” (MacKenzie 2006; see also MacKenzie and Millo 2003). Another example 
of a recent and important study of the social mechanisms that operate in modern 
fi nancial markets is that of Ezra Zuckerman. The main focus of his work is to show 
that fi rms that are not tracked by security analysts are systematically undervalued 
in the market (Zuckerman 1999).

Economic sociology has also brought ethnography and culture to the study of 
money and fi nance, and thereby altered the kind of questions that can be asked and 
also what kind of material to look for (e.g. Abolafi a 1996). In this way, for example, 
Viviana Zelizer has been able to show that people in their everyday lives do not see 
money as some unitary substance, but rather divide it up into different monies or 
currencies (Zelizer 1994). Karin Knorr-Cetina and Urs Brugger have used phenom-
enology to analyze what it means for people such as brokers to interact with one 
another with the help of computers (Knorr-Cetina and Brugger 2002; see also Aspers 
2001).

Economists started to analyze law, together with legal scholars interested in an 
economic approach, many years before economic sociology came alive. While the 
fi eld of law and economics quickly became very strong, legal topics initially attracted 
little attention among economic sociologists. Slowly, however, it has been realized 
that law constitutes a central part of the modern economy, and a broad program 
for how to analyze its role from a sociological perspective has recently been formu-
lated (Swedberg 2003b). This program outlines the task that an “economic sociol-
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ogy of law” may want to undertake; it also points to a small number of already 
existing studies which are highly relevant in this context.

Lauren Edelman is one of the pioneers in introducing a sociological approach to 
law and economics. She has especially suggested that one should bring together the 
study of organizations with that of law; and one of her earliest studies that does 
this deals with due process in the workplace (Edelman 1990). The same approach 
is also used in another study that analyzes a related subject, namely the legalization 
of the workplace (Sutton et al. 1994).

But other topics than the workplace have also been studied in the nascent eco-
nomic sociology of law. One study, for example, attempts to show how networks 
analysis may be of help in analyzing the social structure of illegal cartels (Baker and 
Faulkner 1993). Another looks at the new types of property that have evolved in 
eastern Europe as part of the privatization process (Stark 2001).

The claim that the study of stratifi cation and wealth represents a new develop-
ment for economic sociology may sound strange to anybody, except for sociologists. 
Has not economic sociology always studied these topics, from Marx to C. Wright 
Mills and beyond? Questions of inequality, however, are generally handled in sociol-
ogy in a special sub-fi eld called stratifi cation, and not in economic sociology. And 
wealth, as it turns out, is rarely studied at all in contemporary sociology. Recently, 
however, stratifi cation experts and economic sociologists have begun to study wealth 
and how it is related to the workings of the economy (e.g. Keister and Moller 2000; 
Spilerman 2000).

Another illustration of the attempt to bring together the study of stratifi ca-
tion with the workings of the economy can be found in the work of Victor Nee 
(1989). Using recent changes in China as his empirical example, Nee argues 
that, when a society goes from having an economic system based on redi-
stribution to one of exchange via the market, this also tends to be refl ected in 
its stratifi cation. This so-called market transition theory has led to a lively 
debate among sociologists (for a discussion of the literature, see e.g. Cao and 
Nee. 2000).

Before concluding this overview of recent developments in economic sociology, 
something needs to be said about the recent attempt by practitioners in this fi eld of 
study to develop a historical as well as a comparative economic sociology. Sociolo-
gists have a long and successful tradition of analyzing historical and comparative 
topics, and it can be argued that they have a comparative advantage in this area in 
relation to economists.

One of these historical studies tries to follow the social construction of a 
whole industry, and another the evolution of accounting (Carruthers and Espeland 
1991; Granovetter and McGuire 1998). Other studies focus on different countries 
and periods, basically making the argument that economic activities can be 
organized in many different ways. Marion Fourcade-Gourinchas makes, for example, 
this point for economic theory itself, by showing how economic theory refl ects 
the social environment of the countries in which it happens to have emerged (Four-
cade-Gourinchas 2001, forthcoming). Frank Dobbin has made the interesting 
and ambitious argument that not only do the industrial policies of various 
countries differ, but they also refl ect the way that political power is organized 
(Dobbin 1994).
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CONCLUDING REMARKS

It is clear that economic sociology has developed very strongly since its revival in 
the mid-1980s. Not only its fi rst decade of existence, but also its second, have been 
very dynamic. Signs indicate that more growth is to be expected, because of the 
huge number of graduate students who are interested in economic sociology and 
also because of the growing tendency for sociology departments around the world 
to offer courses in this topic.

While it seems obvious that economic sociology is here to stay as a distinct sub-
fi eld of sociology, it is less clear what its impact on economics ultimately will be or 
its importance more generally for the understanding of economics in social science. 
At the moment, the impact of economic sociology on economics is negligible in the 
sense that only a very small number of economists read sociology or are interested 
in what sociologists are doing. A few exceptions exist, but they remain exactly that, 
exceptions.

On the other hand, there is also the fact that economists themselves as well as 
many other social scientists are today starting to pay attention to the role that 
institutions, norms, and social interactions are playing in economic life. Whether 
one wants to label this latter trend “economic sociology” or not is perhaps not so 
important – as long as a genuinely social perspective is introduced into the analysis 
of economic phenomena. With this caveat in mind, one may argue that economic 
sociology is here to stay not only as a sub-fi eld of sociology but also as a general 
approach to economic analysis.
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Cultural Sociology

Isaac Reed and Jeffrey C. Alexander

A foundational principle of cultural sociology is that meaning is relational – that 
the meanings of symbols, words, tropes, metaphors, ideologies, and so on emerge 
in concert and contrast to other meanings of social import. This is as true of the 
terms “culture” and “cultural sociology” as it is of anything else. In particular, cul-
tural sociology in its current use and meaning emerges both diachronically in con-
trast to the humanities, anthropology and the sociology of culture, and synchronically 
in relation to the core sociological terms of structure, action, and critique.

FROM THE HUMANITIES TO CULTURAL SOCIOLOGY, VIA THE 
SOCIOLOGY OF CULTURE

The old-fashioned defi nition of culture, which had as its institutional locus the 
humanities departments of elite Western universities in the early and mid-twentieth 
century, referred to what Matthew Arnold called “the best that has been thought 
and said.” Culture was, according to this defi nition, intellectual and artistic activity 
and the artifacts produced by this activity, and to have culture was to possess the 
ability to interpret these artifacts, and the taste to distinguish the good ones from 
the bad ones. Simultaneously, Western anthropology developed a totalizing concept 
of culture that was expected to do the comparative work of differentiating the 
peoples of the world. Culture was thus the counterpoint to the concept of “human 
nature” which formed the subject of physical anthropology.

Over and against these defi nitions, the sociology of culture has developed a more 
nuanced, and more critical, account of the role of the symbolic and the artistic in 
society. The pretensions of the humanities’ defi nition of culture, and the construction 
of the literary, dramatic, and musical canon that went along with it, were revealed 
as the tools of social exclusion and the maintenance of hierarchy. Furthermore, by 
carefully examining the aesthetics of both popular cultural artifacts, and the creative 
cultural activities of classes, races, and genders traditionally excluded from the realm 
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of high arts production and appreciation, the sociology of culture has been essential 
to the deconstruction of the high/middle/lowbrow culture typology. Meanwhile, 
historical sociology has shown the connections between the anthropological imagi-
nation and various nationalist and colonialist projects of nineteenth-century Europe, 
whereby the totalizing concept of culture was complicit in the exoticization and 
simultaneous subordination and colonization (and sometimes extermination) of 
native populations. Extensive debates about the political valences and historical 
guilt of the concept of culture have ensued. But perhaps more importantly for 
ongoing empirical research, sociologists have found the anthropological concept of 
culture to be underspecifi ed; for sociology, differentiating culture from nature is not 
enough. Rather, culture must be defi ned in relation to society, history, and individual 
psychology, and, furthermore, the differentiation between culture and nature must 
be itself be examined historically with an eye towards its varying social effects (many 
anthropologists have also come to this conclusion). Thus while sociology has drawn 
extensively on symbolic, structuralist, and linguistic anthropology for its own studies 
of culture, it has resisted the temptation to directly confl ate culture with the social 
as such, and the culture/society distinction has been a productively unstable one.

In approaching culture as a social object of study, then, the sociology of culture 
forms a sub-fi eld alongside the sociology of religion and the sociology of science, 
and takes within its purview both high literature and pulp fi ction, Fellini fi lms and 
Hollywood schlock, art music and rock “n” roll. With the advent of the production 
of culture perspective in the 1970s, centered around the work of Richard Peterson, 
and the concepts of fi eld and cultural capital, drawn from the work of Pierre 
Bourdieu, this sub-fi eld has gained both empirical purchase and theoretical sophis-
tication. In taking culture as its object of study, however, the sociology of culture 
tends to bring to bear both methods and theories which were designed for the study 
of other sociological phenomena, and tends, still, towards the inclination that social 
structure and the actions of individuals can be used explain culture, as opposed to 
the other way around. This is the basic meaning of “reduction” which, by tracing 
culture’s “refl ection,” “mediation,” “expression,” “determination by,” “isomor-
phism with,” or “homologous relation to” deeper and more real social networks, 
class tensions, or material realities, explains culture and gives the sociology of 
culture its name.

Yet the sociology of culture so constituted begs certain questions, and remains 
theoretically incomplete, and it is in the encounter with this incompleteness that 
one fi nds the origins of cultural sociology. Why are social actors so interested in 
cultural artifacts in the fi rst place, as opposed to other, functional equivalent, status 
markers? Does the role of culture in modern and late capitalistic societies exceed 
its use as a tool for buying and selling, and status differentiation? Despite their 
suspicions about how modern rationality emptied the world of meaning, both 
Durkheim and Weber had moments where they viewed the construction and use of 
social meaning as the most basic social process in all societies, and Marx made clear 
in his passage on commodity fetishism that the supposed difference between a 
“civilized” Englishman and an African “savage” was an illusion – both worshiped 
at the altar of something that, for them, gave life meaning.

It is thus that cultural sociology emerges from the opposition between the human-
ities and the sociology of culture to offer both a concrete and an analytic defi nition 
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of culture. Concretely, culture refers to those social objects and activities which are 
primarily or exclusively symbolic in their intent or social function, such as art, 
music, and sports. Analytically, culture refers to the symbolic and ideational element 
of any social action, social relationship, or historical pattern. Culture is signifi ers 
and their signifi eds, gestures and their interpretation, intended and unintended 
meanings, written discourse and effective speech, situational framing and scientifi c 
paradigms, moral and political ideals, and so on. The methodologies for studying 
culture so conceived range widely, and include surveys of attitudes and beliefs, par-
ticipant observation, ethnography, structured and unstructured interviews, textual 
analysis of written and visual media, and conversation analysis. Ultimately, however, 
all of these methods involve the interpretation of meaning, and thus cannot be 
mapped directly from the methods of the natural sciences, though the extent to 
which scientifi c methods can be adapted to the study of culture is a matter of sig-
nifi cant dispute.

What must be remembered, however, is that non-reductionist cultural sociology 
remains interested, ultimately, in the explanation of social action – it is not a return 
to the full, un-ironic engagement of aesthetics, and it is not a version of de gustibus 
non est disputandum (on this, see Born, forthcoming). The point is not to give up 
on the explanation of taste – or on the explanation of any other social phenomenon 
– but rather to approach this task of explanation from a perspective that makes 
meaning central, and refuses to set the relationship of meaning to society in advance 
as one in which real interests, structures, and opportunities drive the ephemeral 
imaginations of those who interpret culture.

This brings us the central terms of sociological theory in relation to which cultural 
sociology defi nes itself, and which, in its more ambitious theoretical moments, it 
attempts to reform: structure, action, and critique.

CULTURE AS STRUCTURE

Repeatedly in sociological theory and research, culture is distinguished from social 
structure. Talcott Parsons distinguished the cultural from the social system in a 
strictly analytic fashion (his student Niklas Luhmann would later claim that this 
should in fact be a concrete distinction). And Parsons suggested that the study of 
culture in all its symbolic elaborations could be left to anthropology, and that soci-
ology could focus on the place where culture and social structure met, namely, on 
the institutionalization of values and norms. Structural functionalism suggested that 
culture, through normative interpenetration, could perform an integrative function 
in the service of social equilibrium, and thus that social change came with a break-
down in value consensus (as in Chalmers Johnson’s theory of social revolution).

These assertions were subjected to relentless attack for suppressing the role of 
strife and domination in society (and in the use of culture). However, it is perhaps 
more instructive, now, to notice a deeper problem with structural functionalism, 
namely its interpretive deafness. By approaching culture as “norms and values,” 
structural functionalism not only projected certain liberal ideals onto its model of 
society, but, more signifi cantly, evacuated meaning from culture, robbing its analysis 
of nuance and empirical specifi city. For, an engagement with the multiple layers of 
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the symbolic immediately reveals that culture in modern societies is neither homog-
enous nor consensual. Rather, the size and makeup of collectivities that share certain 
symbolic articulations vary signifi cantly (from small religious cults to large voting 
populations), and these symbolic articulations are contested both within and without 
collectivities.

Mid-century Marxism and post-1960s confl ict theory insisted that culture was 
more of a guarantor of hierarchy, exploitation, and inequality, and thus saw culture 
as ideology. And though the political commitments and theoretical presuppositions 
of confl ict theory were fundamentally at odds with those of Parsonian functional-
ism, one can discern in the studies of the objective basis of systematically distorted 
communication, and in references the political and economic functions of ideology, 
very similar problems to those that plagued the structural-functional approach. Here 
too, culture is assumed to be relatively uniform, at least in its social effects, and its 
study is guided by theoretical intuitions about the workings of the social system, 
and in particular the exploitation of labor. Thus Marxist repudiations of culture as 
ideology also suffered from a lack of musicality, and inattention to the empirical 
details of culture’s varied production, performance, and reception.

In both cases, these problems were exacerbated by imagining social structures as 
hard, real, and external to the actor, in opposition to culture as a more pliable and 
less effi cacious possession of individual minds. Furthermore, both structural func-
tionalism and Marxism were embedded in teleological philosophies of history and 
social evolution that enabled them to locate the appropriate relations between social 
structure and culture in an a priori theoretical manner. As these teleologies came to 
be seen as more the meaningful, ideational constructions of sociologists’ own cul-
tures than ontological certainties about actual societies, the strict scientifi c distinc-
tion between social structure and culture began to break down, as did the various 
conceptions of their relationship. This breakdown created an opening for sociology 
to develop the tools necessary for a more sensitive and empirically sophisticated 
approach to culture in its collective forms. This has been accomplished by studying 
culture as a structure in its own right, a theoretical development that has taken three 
central forms.

The study of symbolic boundaries, associated with the work of Michele Lamont 
(Money, Morals and Manners, 1994), has shown how actors construct and maintain 
meanings as a mode of ordering, including, and excluding their fellow humans, over 
and against the exigencies of social structure. Thus, the economic basis for class is 
overwritten by an attribution of certain moral qualities to certain humans, based 
on criteria (including religion, race, and so forth) that may cross-cut the expectations 
of more reductively minded sociologists who would map class consciousness directly 
onto economic position, and so on.

The study of discourse and its relationship to power, based on the pioneering 
work of Michel Foucault, has enabled sociologists to examine not only articulated 
boundaries, but also unstated exclusions, and more generally the cultural construc-
tion of certain taken-for-granted “positivities” of modern life. Thus one can examine 
from a refl exive historical perspective how certain kinds human subjects (for 
example, insane people and medical patients) and social problems (for example, 
homosexuality) came to be of such great concern, and how their meaningful con-
struction affected the way they were dealt with, inside and outside of mainstream 
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society. Though Foucault’s work has been largely appropriated in the humanities as 
a set of theorems concerning power and knowledge more appropriate to critical 
theory than to empirical sociology, his early studies of madness, medicine, and the 
episteme of the classical and modern ages are in fact rich historical reconstructions 
of landscapes’ meaning, and their essential role in the social processes of treatment, 
exclusion, and philosophical understanding. These issues are developed in Foucault’s 
Madness and Civilization (1988 [1964]) and in Mukerji (1990).

Finally, the conception of culture as a structure in its own right has enabled the 
sociological transformation of a set of tools from literary theory and semiotics. 
Culture can be studied as a social text, replete with codes, narratives, genres, and 
metaphors. Then, culture can be examined in both its concrete and analytic auton-
omy from social structure, which enables us to isolate and make clear its effects 
(and its varying political valences) from a sociological point of view. So, for example, 
the long struggle for women’s rights in the United States can be seen as a discursive 
battle for civil inclusion, according to which a new set of actors came to be coded 
in a democratic and morally positive way (see Alexander 2006). This conception of 
culture suggests, moreover, that social structures themselves are interpreted variably 
by social actors, and thus must be attended to hermeneutically by cultural sociolo-
gists, with an eye to their meaningful aspects, their locality, and their historical 
specifi city (see Alexander 2003; Geertz 1973).

Culture in action

Since culture is often contrasted to social structure, and furthermore associated with 
subjectivity, then it should not be surprising that it has often been erroneously con-
fl ated with action and its related terms: agency, refl exivity, and consciousness. 
However, as culture has become recognized as a structure in its own right, the rela-
tionship of culture to action has become a key component of sociological theory 
and research. The ongoing debate about culture and action has its roots in two dif-
ferent sociological traditions, both of which contribute to contemporary cultural 
sociology. On the one hand, the analytic tradition, descending from Parsons’s for-
malization of Max Weber’s means–ends approach to action, approached culture in 
terms of the ways culture sets the ends of action. Action is thus structured not only 
by interests, but by norms as well. Originally opposed to economistic accounts of 
social action, the strictly analytic approach to purposive action has been revived in 
contemporary sociological debates about agency and rationality. But a deeper under-
standing of the role of culture for action has been developed from within this tradi-
tion by recognizing culture as an internal environment for action, arguing thus that 
culture orients action by structuring subjectivity. Social actors respond to sets of 
internal typifi cations of the social world and thus are dependent upon meaningful 
symbolization in setting their goals, and in imagining how they can go about 
meeting them. By reintroducing the symbolic as an environment of action full of 
rich narratives and morally and emotionally loaded oppositions, this approach 
integrates the expanded approach to culture-as-structure elaborated above.

On the other hand, the pragmatic tradition, descending from George Herbert 
Mead and Herbert Blumer, rejects the means–ends characterization of action 
outright, and suggests instead that actors constantly negotiate situations in an 
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improvisatory way, attempting to make sense of and solve both social and physical 
problems as they arise. Originally, because of its distance from the analytic abstrac-
tions of the Parsonian tradition, and its tendency towards methodological individu-
alism, this tradition was not really oriented towards culture per se, though it had a 
conception of the use of symbols and framing on the micro level. Increasingly, 
however, the descendants of this tradition have developed a conception of culture-
as-use that conceives of the knowledgeable agent as the link between culture and 
society. It is actors, in social situations, that draw on culture when institutional 
consistency breaks down.

Thus the contemporary debate is structured by two positions, that of culture-in-
action (illustrated in Swidler 1986), and that of culture as thick environment for 
action (see Alexander 1988). Both approaches have signifi cant insights to offer. The 
fi rst emphasizes that actors continually work to render coherent and solvable dis-
cursive and institutional problems that arise in the fl ow of social life. The second 
emphasizes the way in which the social world is constructed for the actor by previ-
ous interpretations and collective languages. In either case, these approaches suggest 
the importance of culture for the study of social life. For example, we should 
perhaps discuss the discursive repertoires of politicians, and the resonance of these 
repertoires with the shared codes of their audience-electorates, as opposed to the 
“revealed preferences” of either. The contrasts between the two approaches have, 
however, produced signifi cantly different forms of theory and research.

One important manifestation of the symbolic interactionist tradition has been 
Gary Fine’s development of the concept of idiocultures, whereby small groups 
develop an idiosyncratic set of meanings (beliefs, knowledge, and customs) that 
forms the basis for mutual understanding and further interaction and action. Thus 
cooks in various classes of restaurants develop an aesthetic language that enables 
them to communicate with each other concerning the manifestly practical problems 
of smell and taste.

Alternately, Robin Wagner-Pacifi ci has developed the concept of social drama 
within the more analytic tradition of action and its environments, so as to enable 
the study of social situations where symbolic and physical violence interact. In 
studying terrorist kidnappings, standoffs between government and its discontents, 
and surrenders, she develops a deep understanding of morally loaded environments 
for action. When the social fabric is breached, actors must work within certain 
dramatic frameworks, and with certain obtainable identities. Thus, in a standoff 
between the Freemen of Montana and the US government, it was a mediator who 
had fought in Vietnam and, like some of the leaders of the Freemen, had formed 
his core identity in the crucible of that experience and its subsequent narration who 
was able bridge the symbolic gap between the antagonists. Action was deeply struc-
tured by the symbolic environments of traumatic memory and the enactment of 
masculinity.

The specifi city of the kinds of meanings that are enacted, however, points to both 
the possible misinterpretations of the relationship between action and culture, and 
to the way forward in the theoretical debate. For the exclusive emphasis on culture 
as it is used by actors can support the naturalistic approach to social structure and 
thus an understanding of culture as unstructured and primarily the possession of 
individuals. In this conception, it is meaning-less institutions that set the parameters 
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of the action problem, and culture is merely the way actors make sense of things 
as they are solving it, perhaps important for fi lling out an explanation, but not 
essential to it. The environments to action approach is faced with a similar danger, 
for insofar as it retains vestiges of Parsons’s action frame of reference, it can be 
taken to indicate that sociology can produce, in theory alone, a mechanistic expla-
nation of the interaction of norms and interests that will apply everywhere, regard-
less of cultural differences.

Perhaps most signifi cantly, it is important that action theory be prevented from 
becoming a sort of existential meditation on the capacities (or incapacities) of 
human freedom, rather than a way to examine the social contingencies of actually 
existing meaning. If the knowledgeable agent becomes a sort of philosophical and 
methodological hero, whose refl exivity about her location in structure ultimately 
makes her the master of the cultural formations in her head, then the sociological 
purpose of examining cultural structures is vitiated, as collective meaning forma-
tions melt away in the face of agency and knowledge as developed by Anthony 
Giddens in The Constitution of Society (1984).

Thus the way forward in the action-culture debates lies in the development of a 
meaning-full account of action through a theorization of social performance, by 
linking action theory to Erving Goffman’s dramaturgical sociology and Kenneth 
Burke’s literary theory, but also Judith Butler’s reconception of the poststructuralist 
tradition of social thought. By thinking of social situations of varying scope (from 
small group interactions to media events watched by millions) as dramas being 
played out on a public stage, with certain actors and audiences, props and social 
powers, emergent scripts and cultural backgrounds, we can conceive of the exigen-
cies of social action in a thoroughly cultural way that does not reduce meaning to 
social structure. Action, then, is the putting into scene of certain intended and 
unintended meanings. This is to say that the theorization of action not only has to 
take into account cultural structures, but must further focus on how actions are 
themselves interpretations of these structures, and thus responds to logics of meaning 
and identity underneath the interests and norms that were once supposed to do the 
work of explaining them; this argument is developed in Alexander, Giesen, and Mast 
2006.

CULTURE AND CRITIQUE

The sociologically inspired critique of culture used to be based almost entirely on 
references to the social as existing outside of culture itself. It was thus diametrically 
opposed to the sense of criticism associated with the detailed reading of the literary 
canon, and with humanistic studies more generally. The obvious exception was 
Marxist literary criticism, in particular that of Georg Lukács and Raymond 
Williams, which entered into literary texts themselves to fi nd the logics of ideology. 
While their work foreshadowed the development of cultural studies, it remained 
nonetheless within the discourse of suspicion about culture, usually understood as 
bourgeois culture (and its discontents). This, in the course of twentieth-century 
criticism and the invention of cultural studies, was expanded into the study of the 
many varieties of hegemonic culture, to the point where Gramsci’s term was no 
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longer associated with a specifi cally Marxist perspective, but rather used as the 
touchstone of cultural criticism from the perspective of almost any dominated or 
oppressed social group.

There is, in this form of cultural study, a deep and ongoing tension between the 
process of debunking ideology, and the more diffuse and obscure process of “decon-
struction.” The latter term – taken from Derrida but usually combined with a Fou-
cauldian analysis of power/knowledge – has, at times, produced an overarching 
suspicion of all norms and normalcy, and indeed the very process of making norma-
tive claims about how society should be ordered. This has had a strange effect on 
the academic left, introducing a strand of extreme skepticism which would be 
entirely incomprehensible to Marxists with a strong sense of the utopian promise 
of revolution. In reforming the project of critique, cultural sociology attempts to 
avoid this aspect of the postmodern turn.

Instead, cultural sociology aims to connect the normative orientation towards 
democracy, social inclusion, and the critique of power with the interpretation of 
cultures, asking what the basis is, in extant social meaning, for the improvement of 
the conditions under which humans live together. The project of hermeneutics, once 
associated with the conservative aesthetic hierarchies of the German philosophical 
tradition, can now be seen as a rich source of critique in a post-positivist and post-
orthodox-Marxist age, as exemplifi ed by the work of Michael Walzer. The episte-
mological implication of his work is that sociological critique must abandon its 
pseudo-scientifi c assumption of an exterior stance or view from nowhere, and 
develop critical distance through extensive engagement, dialog, and interpretation. 
Thereby, critical perspectives on contemporary societies will share some of the 
empirical purchase of cultural sociology, and will attend to the communicability of 
new normative understandings of justice and equality. More generally, insofar as 
sociological critique is no longer beholden to scientifi c certainty, revolutionary 
upheaval, and the genre of debunking, its normative repertoire of critical tropes, 
subtle ironies, and imagined ideals can be expanded (for a fuller version of this 
argument, see Reed 2007).

THE CULTURAL TURN IN SOCIOLOGY: 
EMPIRICAL MANIFESTATIONS

Ultimately, then, the theoretical reorientation implied by cultural sociology has 
enabled sociologists to approach a variety of sub-fi elds of empirical research from 
a different perspective. This is what is known as “the cultural turn.” Though the 
end goal is often the same – the explanations of sets of patterned social actions – the 
means to that end now involve ferreting out the varied meanings of a dominant 
discourse, examining the signifi cation systems embodied in rituals, and asking how 
social life is lived according to symbolic frameworks.

Sociology’s ongoing preoccupation with modernity, and the history of state for-
mation, has led to a focus on the constitution of nations as collective identities. In 
explaining economic takeoff in western Europe, the consolidation of the power of 
states, and the emergence and importance of democratic publics and the free press, 
sociologists have increasingly focused on the construction of nations as “imagined 
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communities” and “discursive fi elds,” and nationalism as “a unique form of 
social consciousness” (for example in Anderson 1991; Greenfeld 2007 [1992]; 
Spillman 1997).

The sociology of sex and gender has likewise experienced a cultural overhaul. 
While feminist and queer theory have questioned the naturalness of the sex/gender 
distinction, sociological research has examined the effects of actually existing cul-
tural schemas of gender and sex for social outcomes, including family structure, 
women’s tendency to join or opt out of the workforce, and the ongoing existence 
of sexism in wage levels and status attainment. These studies examine gender as 
both a highly rigid structure of meaning, but also its varying enactment by women 
and men who attempt to negotiate the political and economic contradictions of 
modern society (for instance in Blair-Loy 2003; Hays 1996; Stacy 1990).

Finally, sociology’s longstanding normative concern with democracy and its 
incipient populism has also taken a cultural turn. For example, analyses of American 
political participation and activism have investigated how certain meanings either 
enable or discourage civic participation. The results have often been counterintui-
tive: doctrines of individual empowerment encourage activity and public responsi-
bility, while norms of civility and politeness discourage political conversation and 
involvement which is developed in Eliasoph (1998) and Lichterman (1996).

REINTERPRETING THE CLASSICS

Culture has thus moved towards the center of sociological discourse, as both a topic 
of study and a perspective from which to view the social. As reinterpretation is a 
primary form of theoretical advance, the perhaps predictable result of this has been 
that, simultaneously, the classics of social theory have come to be seen in a new 
light. New readings of Karl Marx, Max Weber, and Émile Durkheim have 
emerged.

While all twentieth-century Marxisms have given more importance to culture 
and ideology than did the crude economic Marxist orthodoxy that followed Marx’s 
death, the turn to culture in the 1960s and 1970s is evident in the increasing atten-
tion given to Marx’s analysis of commodity fetishism in Capital, as well as to the 
importance of the early, humanist, and perhaps even idealist-Hegelian, Marx. Either 
way, Marx is read as attentive to the capacity of meaning as a social force. One 
important result of this has been the way structuralist and poststructuralist theories 
of language have merged with Marxist historiography to produce a central thesis 
concerning postmodernism, namely that the postmodern age is one in which the 
workings of capitalism are increasingly dependent on signifi ers as well as signifi eds, 
that is, on the relational fi eld of social symbolism. These approaches are illustrated 
in Jameson (1992) and Baudrillard (1981 [1972]).

Likewise, the last 40 years have seen a recovery of Weber’s sociology of art, as 
well as continuing debate over The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. 
However, most signifi cantly, the concern with culture has also entered in to Webe-
rian debates about the consolidation of state power and the institutionalization of 
rational bureaucracy. Here, sociologists have increasingly read Weber as a herme-
neutic student of rationality as cultural form specifi c to Western history. In doing 
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so, Weber’s concerns are read as not so different from Foucault’s, and bureaucracy 
is less a mechanism to be uncovered than a form of symbolic action to be inter-
preted. This interpretation is developed in Gorski (2003).

Finally, the cultural turn in sociology has seen a renaissance and reconsideration 
of Durkheim later works, and in particular, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life 
(1912). This work has come to be seen as a key prolegomenon to the symbolic study 
of society as general project, including to the study of the role of culture in modern, 
industrial societies. Durkheim is thus read as uncomfortable with the materialist 
interpretations given to The Division of Labor in Society and as having made a key 
epistemic break in the years between the publication of Suicide and Elementary 
Forms (see Alexander 1986). As a result, Durkheim can be seen as a precursor to 
cultural structuralism in his emphasis on the autonomy of symbolic forms, and the 
importance of belief and ritual for the organization of society.

CULTURAL SOCIOLOGY: “NEW CLASSICS”

Another aspect of this process of reinterpretation has been the emergence of new 
classic texts, required reading for any cultural sociologist. Though the cultural 
sociological canon, if there is one, is a dynamic and expanding group of texts, here 
we mention three.

Wilhelm Dilthey’s essay, “The Construction of the Historical World in the Human 
Sciences” (1976) marked the author’s departure from psychologism and entry into 
the study of meaning as itself a structure. It thus sets the stage for twentieth-century 
hermeneutics, and, eventually, for cultural sociology itself. Dilthey begins from 
German Romanticism’s emphasis on the internal self and the complexities of subjec-
tive experience, and thus rejects any equation of the social and natural sciences. But 
he also rejects the notion that the human sciences and the interpretation of history 
are thus doomed to be unsystematic and arbitrary in their conclusions. Rather, he 
suggests that the interpretation of society and history must look towards the shared, 
background meanings which make individual subjectivity and experience possible, 
and that these meanings will contain the key to producing explanations of historical 
events and social phenomena.

Ferdinand de Saussure’s Course in General Linguistics (1998) provided the essen-
tial tools for the task Dilthey had set. In his structural theory of language, linguistic 
signs are divisible into signifi er and signifi ed, and meaning is determined relationally 
and is thus “arbitrary and conventional.” Saussure’s ideas on language – already 
intended, in his writings, to describe processes of symbolization more broadly – 
became the basis for structural anthropology, and more generally, the theoretical 
movements of structuralism and poststructuralism. Saussure’s theory of meaning 
provides cultural sociology with the ability to study chains of signifi cation empiri-
cally, and thus map in detail the collective representations to which Durkheim 
attributed so much force.

The essays collected in Clifford Geertz’s Interpretation of Cultures (1973) brought 
Saussure’s and Dilthey’s insights together, and helped launch the contemporary cul-
tural turn. Geertz’s controversial concept of “thick description” articulated the 
methodological inclination of cultural sociology to get inside actors’ meanings. But 
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it was what Geertz brought to his own efforts at thick description which expanded 
indefi nitely the scope of cultural sociology. Geertz was able to use the concepts of 
humanistic and aesthetic criticism – such as genre, trope, metaphor, etc. – to describe 
social phenomena such as sporting events, the performance of state power, and 
religion. In his later work, Geertz suggested that this effort represented a “blurring” 
of genres of academic writing – between literary criticism and anthropology, for 
example. This may be so. But what Geertz’s work also suggested was a new, self-
sustaining, and coherent genre of sociological writing, in which the tools of criticism 
were put to a different, and distinctly sociological use, namely, the development of 
understanding for the purpose of social explanation.

FURTHER THEORETICAL QUESTIONS FOR CULTURAL 
SOCIOLOGY: REFRAMING “INTERPRETATION”

As a burgeoning paradigm for empirical research, cultural sociology – which began 
as an argument against the reductionisms of the sociology of culture and the cyni-
cism of Marxist literary criticism – must confront its own positive knowledge claims, 
rather than rest content as a counterpoint or “alternative” to the mainstream socio-
logical instinct to be suspicious of culture. This is to say that, in the future, cultural 
sociology must come to a fuller self-understanding, through an examination of the 
epistemologically and methodologically fraught term interpretation.

First, cultural sociology must provide a self-consistent account of the role of the 
investigator in social analysis. Though most cultural sociologists accept neither sci-
entifi c norms nor postmodern normlessness as the parameters for their truth claims, 
what norms they do accept is an important issue to discuss in the abstract. In par-
ticular, it seems clear that sociologists want the meanings they reconstruct to be 
translatable, so that cultural comparison is possible, so as to perceive more clearly 
the varied relationships of meaning in action. Thus even single case studies or eth-
nographies implicitly contain a comparison, at least to the investigator’s own mean-
ingful social contexts, and this comparative consciousness forms an important basis 
for the development of theory and research in cultural sociology. Thinking along 
these lines intersects with advances in the sociology of knowledge, and in particular 
with the sociology of science in the form of the “strong program” associated with 
David Bloor.

The second question concerns how forms of interpretation common to cultural 
sociology may apply outside the domain of what is either analytically or concretely 
called culture. A lot of work within poststructuralist theory has examined the sym-
bolic and discursive basis for what sociologists are more likely to call social struc-
ture, namely, institutional formations, social sanction and exclusion, and even 
violence, as argued in Butler (1989). The extent to which these aspects of social life 
can actually be explored empirically, however, remains to be explored in terms of 
the philosophy of social science. Thus, for example, we need to ask how even the 
reconstruction of political strategies and economic exigencies involves the interpre-
tation of highly reifi ed and strictly executed meaning.

Finally, cultural sociology – which frequently claims the importance of local knowl-
edge, the contingency of interpretation, and the constructedness of social reality over 



 CULTURAL SOCIOLOGY 389

and against the more standard forms of social structural analysis – must come to terms 
with the historical dimension of sociological analysis. Both “culture” and “history” 
are terms which, in academic discourse, tend to be used to defy the universalist claims 
of sociological theories that aspire to scientifi c status. Thus it is not surprising that 
many of their theoretical concerns and epistemological quandaries overlap. History, 
as a profession, has taken on board – to a certain degree – the claims of culture. Cul-
tural sociology, likewise, should take on the great problems of comparative-historical 
sociology – the transition to modernity, the origins and maintenance of capitalism, 
the nature of the colonial encounter, the causes of social revolutions – which have for 
so long been comprehended under the aegis of political economy.
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Historical Sociology

Krishan Kumar

WHY “HISTORICAL SOCIOLOGY”?

In one sense, an entry on “historical sociology” in a Companion of this kind might 
seem redundant, if not actually counter-productive. If one believes, with C. Wright 
Mills, that “all sociology worthy of the name is ‘historical sociology’ ” (Mills 1959: 
146), then history should inform all branches of sociology. There should not be a 
separate, potentially ghettoizable, sub-fi eld called “historical sociology,” comparable 
to “family sociology” or the “sociology of education.” Those areas have their subject 
– the family, the educational system. What is the “subject” of historical sociology? 
Is it not rather simply an approach, a way of doing sociology? What if we were to 
turn it around, and say “sociological history”? The meaningless of specifying an 
object of study becomes immediately apparent. No historian would think of teaching 
a course in “sociological history,” yet it is quite common now to fi nd sociologists 
teaching courses in historical sociology, or “comparative-historical sociology.”

The peculiarity of this is even more evident if we recall the establishment of the 
discipline of sociology in the nineteenth century. Nearly all the important practitio-
ners – Karl Marx, Alexis de Tocqueville, Max Weber, Georg Simmel – were historical 
in their approach (see e.g. Abrams 1982). Even Émile Durkheim, usually accounted 
the least historically minded of the “founding fathers,” declared that “it is only by 
carefully studying the past that we can come to anticipate the future and to under-
stand the present” (Durkheim 1977: 9). Anyone attempting to describe and explain 
large-scale social changes – as all the major early sociologists conceived their task 
– was forced to consider history, even if they were sometimes tempted to abridge 
and schematize it by their use of general categories (“from militant to industrial 
society,” “from mechanical to organic solidarity,” “from Gemeinschaft to Gesell-
schaft,” etc). For what is “social change” but history? The idea that sociology could 
do without history would have seemed incomprehensible to them, as it would have 
done to any student of the human sciences at the time (only economics perhaps then 
began its long and disastrous turn away from history).
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It is clear that, in this respect at least, the legacy of the founding fathers has not 
been lasting. Sociology has had to rediscover, slowly and painfully, its kinship with 
history. It is as if the famous injunction of E. H. Carr’s – “the more sociological history 
becomes, and the more historical sociology becomes, the better for both” (Carr 1964: 
66) – has failed to have its desired effect. Whatever the case with history – and the 
retreat there, from the social sciences, is evident too (Thomas 2006) – sociology has 
manifestly not taken upon itself to become historical, not at least as a mainstream 
assumption. It has indeed accepted history, but on its own terms. “Historical sociol-
ogy” has become an accepted and even respected branch of the discipline – there is 
a fl ourishing section, for instance, within the American Sociological Association – but 
it has, like most areas of sociology, had to resign itself to being a sub-fi eld, an enclave 
within the discipline, with its own methods and even to a good extent its own char-
acteristic concerns. Hence the need to specify it as a specialized area, alongside “eco-
nomic sociology,” or “cultural sociology,” or “the sociology of religion.”

THE RECOVERY OF HISTORICAL SOCIOLOGY

Why did sociology, despite its earlier embrace, part company with history? Why 
has the relationship had to be re-established? The usual explanation still seems the 
correct one. At the end of the nineteenth and in the early twentieth centuries, espe-
cially in the developing discipline of anthropology, social scientists reacted against 
the dominant evolutionism of the previous epoch. Though evolutionism and the use 
of history were not and are not the same thing (see e.g. Nisbet 1970), their common 
reference to time and to long-term social change made them joint targets of the new 
functionalism, which insisted on the need to understand social order before – and 
perhaps, as the more urgent task, instead of – social change. Social scientists were 
directed to examining the institutions and structures of “social systems” – conceived 
in an essentially universalist, ahistorical way – as a way of understanding how they 
contributed to the maintenance of social order and social integration. This led away 
from a “diachronic” to a more “synchronic” approach to the study of society. The 
teachings of Bronislaw Malinowski in anthropology and of Talcott Parsons in soci-
ology were especially infl uential in this reorientation of social science in the 1920s 
and 1930s. Consequently for much of the period from the 1930s to the 1960s 
history was more or less banished from mainstream sociology, at least in the West 
(in the Soviet Union Marxism substituted for sociology, which at least had the effect 
of keeping historical approaches alive).

There was a marked revival of historical sociology in the 1960s – a revival that 
can be seen as marking the beginning of the second “long wave” of historical sociol-
ogy (the fi rst can be seen as lasting from the mid-eighteenth-century Enlightenment 
to the 1920s) (Smith 1991). What seems to have driven it was – in the face of the 
challenge of the Soviet Union and the communist model – an attempt to understand 
the basis of Western capitalist societies, and in particular their robust ability to 
withstand the challenges of communism and working-class revolution. Ironically 
this marked a continuation of the functionalist project, but now with a historical 
twist that sought to uncover the historical origins of the long-term stability of 
Western societies. Despite the differences of subject matter, this concern is what 
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linked such major works of historical sociology as Neil Smelser’s Social Change in 
the Industrial Revolution (1959), Reinhard Bendix’s Work and Authority in Indus-
try (1956) and Nation-Building and Citizenship (1964), Clark Kerr and others’ 
Industrialism and Industrial Man (1960), and S. M. Lipset’s First New Nation 
(1963). A particular aspect of this inquiry – the confl ict between democracy and 
dictatorship in modern states, and the social requisites of democracy – was a central 
feature of two other infl uential works of historical sociology of this period, S. M. 
Lipset’s Political Man (1960) and S. N. Eisenstadt’s The Political Systems of Empires 
(1963). One might also mention, as part of the general concern with the problems 
of “modernization” shared by all these works, Robert Bellah’s pioneering study, 
Tokugawa Religion: The Cultural Roots of Modern Japan (1957), and Ronald 
Dore’s Education in Tokugawa Japan (1965).

It was partly in response to this school – dominated by Parsonian concerns of 
consensus and integration – that a reaction set in in the later 1960s, leading to a 
second phase of the second long wave of historical sociology. Once more purely 
intellectual infl uences were matched by signifi cant political and social changes. The 
1960s saw the rebirth of confl ict in the West, in the form of student protests, worker 
militancy, and the black movement in the United States. An important stimulus to 
this revival were the massive “national liberation” struggles throughout the Third 
World, as former colonies threw off European imperial rule. One consequence of 
the turmoil was the return of confl ict theories of society, especially of its major 
representative, Marxism. Marxism, critically interrogated and fruitfully applied, 
was the guiding spirit of Barrington Moore Jr.’s Social Origins of Dictatorship and 
Democracy (1969), the work usually taken as marking the opening of the new wave 
in historical sociology.

Moore sought to understand the different “routes to modernity” taken by coun-
tries such as Britain, the United States, France, Russia, China, and India. Some had 
ended up as democracies, some as dictatorships. Moore found the key in the differ-
ent resolutions of the “peasant problem,” and in the managing of the transition to 
capitalist relations in the countryside. Much of the study was taken up with the 
analysis of various forms of revolution, the “capitalist revolutions” of the English 
and French particularly, but also the American Civil War seen in similar terms. 
Against these examples, which largely produced democracies, were seen the com-
munist revolutions of Russia and China and their dictatorial outcomes (in India the 
future still was uncertain, Moore thought).

Moore’s powerful and wide-ranging work set the agenda for much of the histori-
cal sociology of the 1970s and 1980s (see. e.g. Adams, Clemens, and Orloff 2005b). 
It was the self-confessed inspiration of the infl uential study by his Harvard student 
Theda Skocpol, States and Social Revolutions (1979). This comparative study of 
revolutions in France, Russia, and China once more engaged with Marx, but the 
“state-centered” perspective that Skocpol brought to bear on her cases evidently 
derived from Tocqueville and Weber. The fi scal crisis of the state, rivalry between 
state elites, international competition, and the pressures of the international system: 
these were the factors that Skocpol showed were the principal causes of the revolu-
tions (though, as if it were necessary to pay due respect to both Marx and Moore, 
Skocpol also tried, less successfully, to integrate this analysis with class struggles in 
the countryside).
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Revolutions and radical social movements indeed were the focus of some of the 
best work in historical sociology in the 1970s and 1980s. Here insights from Toc-
queville and Weber, with their stress on the state, politics, and culture, increasingly 
challenged the economically based interpretations of the Marxists. Charles Tilly was 
a leading spirit in this, with a cascade of works beginning with The Vendée (1964) 
and continuing with From Mobilization to Revolution (1978) and later European 
Revolutions, 1492–1992 (1993). But Marx remained important, especially as shown 
in the work of the British Marxist historians Eric Hobsbawm, Lawrence Stone, and 
E. P. Thompson, who had considerable infl uence on the historical sociology of these 
decades. Thompson’s magisterial The Making of the English Working Class (1963) 
held pride of place, but Hobsbawm’s studies in the history of labor and labor move-
ments – e.g. Primitive Rebels (1959) and Labouring Men (1964) – were also impor-
tant, as was Stone’s Causes of the English Revolution (1972). Sociologists and 
historians engaged in a highly productive debate about the political potential of 
working-class movements, much of it concerning the fate of working-class move-
ments in the nineteenth century and beyond (see e.g. Kumar 1988). William Sewell’s 
Work and Revolution in France (1980), which showed how the culture of work can 
decisively infl uence working-class politics, was an infl uential study, as was Craig 
Calhoun’s The Question of Class Struggle (1983), a skillful interrogation of E. P. 
Thompson’s model of English working-class development.

Marx was also evidently the inspiration for one of the most powerful and endur-
ing stands of historical sociology, the “world-system” model of Immanuel Waller-
stein as expounded in his three-volume study, The Modern World System (1974–89). 
The signifi cance of this work lay not simply in its analytical power but in its stimulus 
to the investigation of non-Western societies, something largely neglected in the 
earlier period. By treating the capitalist world as a single global system, Wallerstein 
– originally himself an Africanist – was able to suggest an ongoing interaction of 
all the cultures and societies of the world, at least since the sixteenth century. Not 
only did Wallerstein himself, in a continuing stream of publications over three 
decades, actively develop and propagate this model, but at his base, the Fernand 
Braudel Center at the State University of New York at Binghampton, he gathered 
around him an immensely fertile and productive group of scholars – Giovanni 
Arrighi, Terence Hopkins, Christopher Chase-Dunn, Caglar Keyder – who also 
explored and elaborated the model in a series of wide-ranging investigations of the 
historical development of different societies across the globe (see e.g. Arrighi 1994; 
Chase-Dunn 1989; Keyder 1987).

It might have been thought that sociologists, with their interest in Marx and 
Weber, would have been active contributors to debates on “the transition from 
feudalism to capitalism.” But with the exception of the world-system school – which 
in any case avoided any detailed investigation of the feudal past – sociologists 
seemed reluctant to tackle this important area of historical sociology. There was R. 
J. Holton’s The Transition from Feudalism to Capitalism (1985), largely a critical 
review of the ideas of Adam Smith, Marx, and Weber on the transition; later Richard 
Lachmann’s Capitalists in Spite of Themselves (2000) more creatively synthesized 
Marx and Weber to provide an original account of the different routes out of feu-
dalism taken by different European nations in the early modern period. Beyond 
that, there was some reference to the great work of Marc Bloch, Feudal Society 
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(English translation, 1961), and a general awareness that the Annales School of 
French historians, with their emphasis on structure and la longue durée, would be 
particularly congenial to sociologists. Fernand Braudel’s trilogy Civilization and 
Capitalism 15th–18th Century (1981–4) occasionally got respectful mention, but 
its strongly materialist approach may have put off sociologists increasingly infl u-
enced by “the cultural turn” in sociology. At any rate it scarcely fi gures in the work 
of historical sociologists. Nor was there any general recognition in the sociological 
literature of the importance of the work of the American historian Robert Brenner 
on the agrarian origins of capitalism (see Aston and Philpin 1985). This neglect of 
signifi cant contributions by historians is a recurrent feature of contemporary histori-
cal sociology, to which I shall return.

One might make one further general point here. Some of the best work in histori-
cal sociology in these decades was done under the infl uence of Marxism, even when, 
perhaps especially when, in disagreement with Marx. Whatever the fate of Marxism 
as a general social theory, it remains the case that of all the theoretical traditions 
Marxism is the one that most insistently demands an engagement with history. 
“Historical materialism,” as the name implies, is historical through and through; 
for Marx human beings are constituted by history, they are historical beings (“the 
cultivation of the fi ve senses is the work of all previous history”). Even before the 
fall of the Soviet Union, social theorists had begun to turn away from Marxism. 
Culture and politics came to occupy center-stage. This necessary reassertion of the 
importance of meaning and values, and of the state and political power, nevertheless 
seemed to mean a turning away from an approach that, for all its emphasis on the 
economic, offered the most wide-ranging and comprehensive interrogation of the 
historical record as a necessary means of understanding our present condition. For 
historical sociology, nothing could be more suggestive or stimulating. One has to 
hope that the current disfavor into which Marxism has fallen will prove to be tem-
porary, more a reaction to recent political events than a permanent shift. To abandon 
it – especially in a period in which global capitalism seems to be fl exing its muscles 
as never before, and in which Marx therefore seems as relevant as at any previous 
time – would be to deprive historical sociology of one of its most important sources 
of inspiration, and a continuing resource for large-scale and imaginative engagement 
with the past.

A THIRD WAVE?

By the late 1980s it was generally felt that historical sociology had come of age – or, 
at least, that it had achieved a reasonable degree of respectability in the profession. 
This had perhaps always been truer of Europe, where journals such as the British 
Journal of Sociology, the Sociological Review and the Archives Européennes de 
Sociologie had for long carried historical articles, and sociologists such as Philip 
Abrams, Anthony Giddens, Bryan Turner, and W. G. Runciman had produced an 
impressive body of work marked by a strong concern with history. But it had taken 
longer in America, despite the prominence of scholars such as Barrington Moore, 
Theda Skocpol, Charles Tilly, and Immanuel Wallerstein. A suspicion of history had 
been a marked feature of American sociology for most of its development, and it 
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took time to overcome this. Given the global prominence of American sociology, it 
was therefore symbolically important that historical sociology now received recogni-
tion in the discipline there. By the mid-1980s there was a suffi cient body of high-
quality work for Randall Collins to announce that this was “the golden age of 
historical sociology” (Collins 1985: 107).

A good marker of this was the appearance of an important exercise in scholarly 
stocktaking, a volume edited by Theda Skocpol with the title Vision and Method 
in Historical Sociology (1984). Here a largely younger generation critically assessed 
the work of their teachers in historical sociology – Bendix, Moore, Tilly, and others. 
Equally telling was the publication of a number of other works of stocktaking by 
some of the senior practitioners in the fi eld, such as Charles Tilly’s As Sociology 
Meets History (1981) and Big Structures, Large Processes, Huge Comparisons 
(1984), and Philip Abrams’s Historical Sociology (1982). By 1991 Dennis Smith 
could publish a full-length survey under the title The Rise of Historical Sociology. 
All this meant that there was now a suffi cient body of scholarly work that could 
be the material for critical refl ection. These reviews and assessments have continued 
throughout the subsequent decades, testifying to the current health and vitality of 
the fi eld (see Adams, Clemens, and Orloff 2005a; Delanty and Isin 2003; Mahoney 
and Rueschmeyer 2003; McDonald 1996).

There were other signs as well. Historical sociologists were now well represented 
at the annual meetings of the American Sociological Association, and the ASA’s 
section on “Comparative and Historical Sociology” had a healthy membership and 
a lively newsletter. Historical articles no longer featured only in “outlier” journals 
such as Comparative Studies in Society and History, the Journal of Historical Soci-
ology, Social Science History, and – an early leader in the fi eld among sociological 
journals – Theory and Society, but in the central journals of the profession, the 
American Sociological Review, the American Journal of Sociology, and Sociological 
Theory. It was also particularly important that historical sociology was well repre-
sented at the elite American research universities – not just the “Ivies,” Harvard, 
Princeton, Columbia, and – latterly – Yale, but at some of the major public universi-
ties, such as the University of California at Berkeley and Los Angeles and the Uni-
versity of Michigan. These gave undoubted luster to the subject – but also, because 
of their greater resources, the sense that historical sociology was “something of a 
luxury good – the sociological equivalent of a Paneria watch or a Prada bag” 
(Adams, Clemens, and Orloff 2005b: 30). Graduates doing work in historical sociol-
ogy were assured that there would be jobs, but that the number of institutions open 
to them would be relatively small, though highly prestigious.

Nevertheless there was no doubting the burgeoning of research in historical 
sociology in the 1980s and 1990s, with the younger generation particularly well 
represented. This has led some scholars to talk of a “third wave” of historical soci-
ology, with the break-up of the Marxist paradigm that set the agenda of questions 
for the “second wave” sociologists of the 1970s and early 1980s (Adams, Clemens, 
and Orloff 2005b: 32–63.). This is a moot point. What we see rather is a mixture 
of old and new, with some strong continuities but also some new emphases and 
new directions.

Thus there has been continued historical work on states and state-formation. 
This very much builds on the 1970s, with the appearance then of such important 
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works as Perry Anderson’s Lineages of the Absolutist State (1974), Charles Tilly’s 
edited volume, The Formation of National States in Western Europe (1975), and 
Gianfranco Poggi’s The Development of the Modern State (1978). There was also 
the rediscovery of the historical essays of Otto Hintze (1975), with its Weberian 
emphasis on the primacy of politics and of confl icts between states. Since then there 
have been Michael Mann’s imposing multi-volume study, The Sources of Social 
Power (1986–93), John A. Hall’s Power and Liberties (1986), Charles Tilly’s Coer-
cion, Capital and European States, AD 990–1992 (1992), Thomas Ertman’s Birth 
of the Leviathan (1997), and George Steinmetz’s edited volume, State/Culture 
(1999). Paul Corrigan and Derek Sayer, in The Great Arch: English State Formation 
as Cultural Revolution (1985) took up a challenge from E. P. Thompson (and 
Antonio Gramsci) in attempting a comprehensive sociological history of the English/
British state. The have been some important recent studies in particular of the fascist 
state, such as Mabel Berezin’s Making the Fascist Self (1997) and Michael Mann’s 
Fascists (2004). The infl uences in all these are mixed, but there is no mistaking the 
imprint of Weber and Hintze alongside newer approaches from cultural sociology, 
law, and international relations. It is here perhaps that the departure from Marx is 
at its clearest, given Marxism’s notoriously negligent treatment of the modern state 
and the nature of political power (though the Gramscian modifi cation of this tradi-
tion has been highly infl uential).

Revolution too represents a continuity, at least in the sense of its systematic and 
comparative study. In 1991 Jack Goldstone produced his long-awaited Revolution 
and Rebellion in the Early Modern World, something of an anomaly in the spirit 
of the times in its insistence on the strongly material – in this case demographic – 
basis of revolutions. But in the meantime two things had happened to reshape 
thinking about revolutions. There was the Iranian revolution of 1979, which with 
its strongly religious character threw many theories into the melting pot; and there 
were the anti-communist revolutions of 1989 in central and eastern Europe, which 
also upset many views that revolution no longer applied to Europe and was largely 
a phenomenon of the “Third World.” Taken with the general revival of fundamen-
talist religion across the world and the decline of secular Marxist movements, theo-
rists were forced to re-examine the revolutionary tradition and to propose new ways 
of thinking about the past and future of revolution. The result has been an explo-
sion of studies in the area, in which older thinkers such as Fanon have joined newer 
thinkers such as Foucault in supplying some of the analytical tools, though both 
Marx and Tocqueville remain highly resilient (see e.g. Foran 2005; Goodwin 2001; 
Kumar 2001; Skocpol 1994).

A newer entrant into the fi eld of historical sociology has been nations and nation-
alism – another area neglected by the Marxists, and indeed most of the early soci-
ologists, with the partial exception of Weber. Here too there have been precursors 
in the more immediate past: Ernest Gellner briefl y elaborated a theory of national-
ism in his Thought and Change (1964), and his student Anthony Smith had already 
in the 1970s begun his extensive array of publications on the subject. There was 
also the pioneering study of Michael Hechter, Internal Colonialism (1974), with its 
examination of the different nations of the United Kingdom. But it was not until 
Gellner put his thoughts on nationalism into a full-scale book, Nations and Nation-
alism (1983), that the subject really took off among sociologists. A key work was 
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Anthony Smith’s The Ethnic Origins of Nations (1986), which linked modern 
nations to their distant ethnic pasts. More “modernist” in conception, seeing with 
Gellner nations as essentially new inventions, was Benedict Anderson’s stimulating 
Imagined Communities (1983) and the historian Eric Hobsbawm’s Nations and 
Nationalism since 1780 (1990). Nationalism was indeed an area where many dis-
ciplines were fruitfully engaged, with historians, anthropologists, sociologists, and 
political scientists in constant interaction.

But all agreed on the crucial importance of history for elucidating the main 
problems in the fi eld. Political scientist John Armstrong, in his Nations before 
Nationalism (1982), tended to side with the “primordialists,” such as Anthony 
Smith; historian John Breuilly, in Nationalism and the State (1982), with the mod-
ernists. Also modernist in orientation was sociologist Rogers Brubaker’s Citizenship 
and Nationhood in France and Germany (1992), which identifi ed two ideal types 
of nationhood, “civic” and “ethnic,” through a careful historical comparison of the 
main representatives of the two types. Another powerful contribution of a sociolo-
gist was Liah Greenfeld’s Nationalism: Five Roads to Modernity (1992), which 
argued for the early invention of nationalism in sixteenth-century England. This 
was challenged by Krishan Kumar, The Making of English National Identity (2003), 
but a lively debate on the antiquity or otherwise of nations and nationalism has 
remained one of the most notable features of contemporary work in the fi eld (see 
e.g. Ichijo and Uzelac 2005). Currently one might say, given the extent of the inter-
est among younger sociologists, that this area bids fair to remain one of the strongest 
concerns of historical sociology. What is particularly striking is the rise in interest 
among American sociologists, in what had been until the 1990s a fi eld largely tilled 
by British and other European sociologists (even though several worked in America). 
A notable example is Miguel Centeno’s examination of a neglected fi eld, the sense 
of nationhood – or the absence of it – in Latin America, in his Blood and Debt: 
War and the Nation State in Latin America (2002); also good, for the same region, 
is Jonathan Eastwood’s The Rise of Nationalism in Venezuela (2006).

State, revolution, nation: these are topics that belong fairly squarely to the main 
tradition of historical-sociological analysis so that, whatever the shifts of emphasis 
between the 1960s and 1990s, they represent fundamental continuities. The same 
can be said of historical studies of working-class movements, a staple of the 1960s 
and 1970s but now – as part of the movement away from Marxism – somewhat 
rarer. But there have been some penetrating studies of the nineteenth-century French 
working class in Mark Traugott’s Armies of the Poor (1985), Ronald Aminzade’s 
Ballots and Barricades (1993), and Roger Gould’s Insurgent Identities (1995). These 
studies show the still continuing infl uence of some of Charles Tilly’s earlier work, 
especially (with Louise and Richard Tilly) The Rebellious Century, 1830–1930 
(1975), as well as that of William Sewell. Noticeably lacking, as in the past, is any 
similar attention to the historical development of the middle and upper classes – 
though Julia Adams’s The Familial State: Ruling Families and Merchant Capitalism 
in Early Modern Europe (2005) is a good step in that direction. But we badly need 
studies to complement such work by historians as Arno Mayer’s The Persistence of 
the Old Regime (1981), which indicates the social and political importance of the 
upper classes of European societies well into the twentieth century, despite general 
processes of “bourgeoisifi cation.” Historical sociology, moreover, has too often 



 HISTORICAL SOCIOLOGY 399

followed the old pattern of considering classes as worlds unto themselves, insulated 
from each other, without seeing that their dynamic interaction is the key to their 
development. Since Marx’s writings such as the Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis 
Bonaparte give us as good a model as need be of how to do this, it is ironic that it 
is largely left-wing history and sociology that has developed the model of the com-
partmentalized class – Thompson’s The Making of the English Working Class being 
in this respect an unfortunate infl uence.

NEW DEPARTURES, WIDER HORIZONS

What of the newer developments in historical sociology? A major event was the 
fi rst complete English translation of Norbert Elias’s The Civilizing Process (1978–
82), a work actually fi rst published in German in 1939 but which had virtually 
disappeared in the intervening period. Elias traced the process by which, starting 
from the “court society” of the higher nobility and the absolutist monarchs, Euro-
pean societies gradually rid themselves of internal violence and the coarser forms 
of social interaction, leading to a general pacifi cation of society and a gentling of 
manners. Part of the appeal of Elias’s approach was his extensive use of manuals 
of manners and etiquette, introducing a welcome element of everyday life into his 
analysis and indicating a set of cultural tools that might be profi tably employed by 
other historical sociologists. Gradually fi ltering into the consciousness of sociolo-
gists – a process energetically aided by disciples such as Eric Dunning, Stephen 
Mennell, and Johan Goudsblom – Elias’s work received widespread acclaim, although 
his infl uence has been diffuse and hard to pin down with any precision. A number 
of studies of the history of food and eating habits – e.g. Stephen Mennell’s All 
Manners of Food (1985) – acknowledge his inspiration, as do some studies of sport, 
but it is hard to think of any major work of historical sociology that could be fi rmly 
called “Eliasan.” Certainly he has so far had greater impact on European – and 
more on Continental than British – sociology than American, and that might be 
part of the story, given the global dominance of English-language sociology (it was 
the translation of Elias’s work into English that boosted his reputation even on the 
Continent). But one can expect an increasing amount of work in historical sociology 
to refl ect Elias’s original and wide-ranging approach.

This is all the more likely given the popularity among sociologists of the work 
of Michel Foucault, whose interests and approaches in many respects parallels 
Elias’s. The more immediate impact of Foucault’s work, most of which appeared in 
the 1960s and 1970s, was in social theory. But his studies of prisons and peniten-
tiaries (Discipline and Punish, 1975), of insanity and its institutional treatment 
(Madness and Civilization, 1961), and of sexuality and its discontents (History of 
Sexuality, 1976), are also deeply historical and have found echoes in several major 
studies, as in Andrew Scull’s Museums of Madness (1979) and The Most Solitary 
of Affl ictions: Madness and Society in Britain 1700–1900 (1993). A particular focus 
has been the Foucauldian concept of “governmentality” and his concern with moral 
regulation, as in Alan Hunt’s Governing Morals (1999) and David Wagner’s The 
New Temperance (1997). Not surprisingly this has also been a theme central to the 
work of some feminist sociologist, such as Nicola Beisel’s Imperiled Innocents 
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(1997), a study of the notorious anti-obscenity campaign of Anthony Comstock in 
nineteenth-century America.

It is noticeable, nevertheless, that the contribution of feminist sociologists – or 
of other sociologists working on women – has in general not matched that of others 
scholars in the fi eld of historical sociology. This is particularly surprising in view of 
the enormous amount of excellent work done by feminist historians in recent 
decades – outstanding among whom have been Louise Tilly, Joan Scott, Catherine 
Hall, Leonore Davidoff, Lynn Hunt, Lyndal Roper, and many others. Davidoff and 
Hall’s Family Fortunes: Men and Women of the English Middle Class 1780–1850 
(1987) could indeed stand as an exemplary model for historical sociologists of 
gender and the family. Once more the striking thing is the lack of attention on the 
part of sociologists to relevant historical work. The fi eld is certainly not entirely 
barren – Pavla Miller’s Transformations of Patriarchy in the West, 1500–1900 
(1998) is a notable study, as is Karen Hansen’s A Very Social Time: Crafting Com-
munity in Antebellum New England (1994), an account of the signifi cant role of 
women in the public life of mid-nineteenth-century New England; and sociologists 
of sexuality such as Jeffrey Weeks (e.g. Making Sexual History, 2000) have made 
important contributions. Moreover sociologists such as Sylvia Walby and Mary 
McIntosh have frequently incorporated history into their analyses of family and 
gender relations. But compared to anthropologists, historians, political theorists, 
philosophers, and literary theorists, sociologists have been conspicuously marginal 
in the historical debates concerning the family, marriage, sex, and gender. Perhaps 
it is the very abundance and quality of the work of feminist historians – and histori-
cally minded feminist political theorists and philosophers, such as Carole Pateman 
and Jean Elshtain – that discourage sociologists from attempting to emulate them. 
But this is too important a fi eld for sociologists to abandon to historians and politi-
cal theorists.

More promising among the newer developments is the fi eld of “collective 
memory.” This too takes off from some earlier work – the work in particular of 
Durkheim’s disciple, Maurice Halbwachs, stretching from his early The Social 
Frameworks of Memory (1925) to his posthumously published The Collective 
Memory (1950). Halbwachs insisted that even the most individual of memories were 
the product of collective or social experiences; time itself was socially conceived, 
dependent on the way different groups organize it for their own purposes. Memory 
could also be spatially ordered: one of Halbwachs’s most original works – La 
Topographie légendaire des évangiles en terre sainte (1941) – was a study of the 
shifting locations of the revered pilgrimage sites in the Holy Land, and of their 
varying place in the collective memory of various Christian groups over time.

Sociology has been slow to follow in Halbwachs’s footsteps. Anthropologists, in 
the work of Evans-Pritchard and his followers, were quick to enter the fi eld. So too 
were social psychologists, as shown in David Middleton and Derek Edwards’s edited 
collection, Collective Remembering (1990). Literary historians made a strong 
showing, with such outstanding and infl uential works as Paul Fussell’s The Great 
War and Modern Memory (1975). Even geographers weighed in, as in David 
Lowenthal’s stimulating The Past Is a Foreign Country (1985). Most active, perhaps 
not surprisingly, have been the historians, in such innovative studies as Eric 
Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger’s edited collection, The Invention of Tradition 
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(1983), Raphael Samuel’s Theatres of Memory (1994), on British popular memory, 
John Gillis’s excellent collection, Commemorations (1994), on national identity, and 
Pierre Nora’s multi-volume The Realms of Memory (1984–92), a panoramic survey 
of the collective memories of the French. And of course there has been a wave of 
Holocaust studies, attempting to assess its impact on the collective memory of Jews 
and others (see e.g. Novick 2000). All these works by scholars from varying disci-
plines have had an infl uence far outweighing anything yet done by sociologists.

An early sociological work in the fi eld, Edward Shils’s Tradition (1981), fell on 
stony ground, perhaps because there was so little to fertilize it in the discipline at 
the time. But sociology is belatedly catching up. The doyen in this fi eld is Barry 
Schwartz, with numerous studies including George Washington: The Making of An 
American Symbol (1987) and Abraham Lincoln and the Forge of National Memory 
(2000). A thoughtful and wide-ranging general account, How Societies Remember 
(1989), was provided by Paul Connerton. Lynn Spillman considered commemora-
tive practices in Australia and the United States in her Nation and Commemoration 
(1997). Jeffrey Olick gathered a number of scholars together to provide a useful 
conspectus of the fi eld in States of Memory (2003), and went on to make his own 
effective contribution in In the House of the Hangman (2005), a study of German 
collective memory in the immediate post-World War II period. Eviatar Zerubavel 
has made a number of valuable studies of the social uses of history, as in Time Maps: 
Collective Memory and the Social Shape of the Past (2003); and another consistent 
contributor in the fi eld of historical sociology, Robin Wagner-Pacifi ci, has recently 
offered The Art of Surrender (2005), an illuminating comparative account of how 
the rituals surrounding military surrender in three different historical periods reveal 
both current postures and future fault lines between the contending parties. Finally 
sociology has also taken on the Holocaust, most powerfully in Zygmunt Bauman’s 
Modernity and the Holocaust (1989), but also as the outstanding example of his-
torical “trauma,” as in Bernard Giesen’s Triumph and Trauma (2002). Currently 
one might say that collective memory is becoming one of the most promising areas 
of historical sociology – perhaps because it is one of the few that seems to have 
been genuinely open to the contributions by scholars in other disciplines.

Lastly, in this account of newer developments, one might consider the return to 
religion. This indeed is going back to the roots, since religion was the subject of the 
best-known work of historical sociology of the classical period, Weber’s The Prot-
estant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1920) – not to mention Weber’s other 
historical studies of the world religions of Islam, Hinduism, and Judaism. Bryan 
Turner, in such works as Weber and Islam (1974), was an early interrogator of some 
of Weber’s key fi ndings, and has continued to produce wide-ranging works of com-
parative-historical analysis, such as Orientalism, Postmodernism and Globalism 
(1994). David Martin too questioned some of the traditional assumptions about 
religion in the modern world, in such historically informed works as A General 
Theory of Secularization (1978). Others were slower to realize the continued impor-
tance of religion, and to move beyond debates about “secularization” to re-examine 
some of the traditional ideas about religion’s historic role and destiny. But things 
began to shift in the 1980s and 1990s, stimulated no doubt by the renewed chal-
lenge of Islam and by “fundamentalist” revivals in many other parts of the world, 
among Jews, Christians, Hindus, and Buddhists.
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The result has been some exciting new work among sociologists. Rodney Stark 
essayed an interpretation of The Rise of Christianity (1996), making skillful use of 
data on contemporary religious movements, such as the Moonies and the Mormons. 
Robert Wuthnow produced an ambitious historical account, Communities of Dis-
course (1989), which compared religious and secular ideologies from the Reforma-
tion to the nineteenth century. Philip Gorski, one of the most assiduous promoters 
of the return to religion, argued in The Disciplinary Revolution (2003) for the 
importance of religion – specifi cally Calvinism – in state-formation in a number of 
leading northern European countries in the early modern period. Geneviève 
Zubrzycki, in The Crosses of Auschwitz (2006), presented a fascinating analysis of 
the centuries-old relation between religion and nationalism in Poland, using as her 
starting point a contemporary dispute between Poles and Jews about the meaning 
of Auschwitz. Also with a focus on nationalism was Khaldoun Samman’s Cities of 
God and Nationalism (2007), a bold foray into the two-millennia history of the 
“world cities” of Mecca, Jerusalem and Rome, and the threat posed to their tradi-
tional cosmopolitanism by the nationalism of the modern period. All these works 
– the latter by younger scholars – indicate what is a veritable renaissance in the 
historical sociology of religion, and suggest that this will be a central area of future 
work in the fi eld.

PROMISE AND PERFORMANCE

There is no doubting the renewed energy and enterprise of historical sociology. After 
a hiatus of more than half a century, the fi eld has re-emerged to engage some of the 
best minds in the discipline. Particularly important is the involvement of a large 
number of younger scholars. The case for understanding societies in time, the con-
viction that a sociology without history is thin and superfi cial, have entered the 
consciousness and practice of a suffi cient number of sociologists for us to feel that 
a critical threshold has been passed. Historical sociology is here to stay.

But inevitably there are caveats. There are challenges that still need to be met, 
gaps that ought to be fi lled, criticisms that must be addressed. The mission of his-
torical sociology is far from accomplished.

The easiest to deal with are the gaps. There are a number of areas of contemporary 
concern that historical sociologists have been very slow to engage with, once more 
leaving the fi eld to others. Globalization is one such (see chapter 16). This cries out 
for historical analysis, and it has begun to get some from historians, as in A. G. 
Hopkins’s edited collection, Globalization in World History (2002), Bruce Mazlish 
and Ralph Buultjens’s edited volume, Conceptualizing Global History (2004), and 
Jürgen Osterhamel and Niels Petersson’s Globalization (2005). There is also Chris-
topher Bayly’s masterful The Birth of the Modern World 1780–1914: Global Con-
nections and Comparisons (2004). Given the increasing interest in globalization 
among sociologists, this seems an obvious fi eld in which scholars could and should 
undertake historical work. How “new” is globalization? How are we to understand 
the current phase of globalization by comparison with other phases in the past? Are 
we indeed in a radically new situation, demanding new ways of thinking about the 
contemporary world? These questions seem to need urgent attention, but they are 
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not on the whole currently getting this from sociologists. Paul Hirst and Grahame 
Thompson’s pioneering Globalization in Question (1996) stands out as something 
of a lone contribution, and even there the historical analysis is rather perfunctory. 
The same is true of what is generally considered the leading text in the fi eld, Global 
Transformations (1999), by David Held and others, as well as more recent accounts 
such as Robert Holton’s Making Globalization (2005). The infl uential work on 
globalization by Anthony Giddens and Ulrich Beck makes historical assumptions 
but is remarkably lacking in historical analysis and investigation.

Sociologists of globalization acknowledge the need for history but do not seem 
to wish to undertake the task. This is all the more puzzling since, in the world-
systems approach of Wallerstein and others, sociologists can claim to have marked 
out a position on globalization well before others – with a few exceptions such as 
the “world historian” William McNeil – entered the fi eld. Since the world-systems 
approach turned on macro-historical analysis, one might have assumed that in the 
newer guise of globalization theory the same would have been true. It has not been 
so and, without history, globalization theory runs the risk of becoming schematic 
and mechanical.

A linked area is the whole question of “the rise of the West,” and the need to 
address the Eurocentric quality of much thinking in history and sociology. This is 
the question classically posed by Weber in The Protestant Ethic and more generally 
in his studies of non-Western religions. Did the West really invent modernity, or 
even capitalism? A whole generation of historians from both East and West has 
recently been examining the received accounts in classical sociology and Western 
thought more generally. Works by R. Bin Wong (1997), Sanjay Subrahmanyam 
(1990), and Kenneth Pomeranz (2000) have been transforming our understanding 
of the relations between the West and the rest of the world, and in particular our 
assumptions of Western superiority in economic and technological developments in 
the crucial early modern period. Historical anthropology too has made an invalu-
able contribution (see e.g. Abu-Lughod 1989; Goody 1996, 2004). Here again is 
an area one would have thought crucial to sociology, in view of the working assump-
tions of so many of the classical sociologists and the inheritance that they have 
passed on to us. But it is so far a thinly worked fi eld of historical sociology. There 
are some good edited collections, such as Shmuel Eisenstadt’s Multiple Modernities 
(2002), and his own impressive Japanese Civilization: A Comparative View (1996). 
Jack Goldstone too has valiantly entered the fray, in some wide-ranging articles (e.g. 
2002) that are a prelude to a full-scale work. But sociologists generally have seemed 
unwilling to take on the challenge – perhaps understandably daunted by the range 
and quantity of historical work that they would have to absorb, much of it dealing 
with non-Western societies.

A third area is empire and imperialism. This has experienced a major resurgence 
recently, fueled partly by debates about the “American empire,” but also by the sense 
that empires may have much to teach us about an increasingly multicultural and 
perhaps post-national world. Sociologists such as Karen Barkey and von Hagen 
(1997), Michael Mann (2003), and George Steinmetz (2005) have made some valu-
able contributions in this area. But little in sociology yet matches the contribution of 
political scientists and political theorists such as Michael Doyle (1986), Sankhar 
Muthu (2003), and Jennifer Pitts (2005), still less the work of historians such as 
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Anthony Pagden (1995), David Armitage (2000), or John Eliott (2006). It is true that 
empire fi gured only marginally in the writings of the early sociologists (though Marx 
gives a considerable lead). But given its persistence and even revival in the modern 
world it is surprising that it is only now that some sociologists are turning to it. This 
is particularly regrettable given the enormous amount of excellent historical work 
done on empires, and the instructive range of cases that are available for consideration 
(as Eisenstadt showed in his early but somewhat cumbersome sociological work, The 
Political Systems of Empires (1963) – a work that had virtually no successors).

This brings us to the problem that has been mentioned a number of times in this 
survey. Historical sociologists have shown a marked degree of reluctance to engage 
with the work of historians or even to make much use of it in their own studies. 
This has not always been the case – both Barrington Moore and Theda Skocpol, 
for instance, drew profusely on historical studies in their work on revolutions and 
social change, as did the earlier generation of Smelser, Bendix, and Bellah. But the 
very success of historical sociology since that time has meant that current historical 
sociologists have felt that they should, or at least can, engage mainly with the work 
of other historical sociologists rather than that of historians (see Abbott 1994). So 
works on revolution, for instance, by historical sociologists will contain ample refer-
ences to Skocpol, Goodwin, Goldstone, and Foran, but hardly any to notable work 
by, say, John Dunn or Fred Halliday or Perez Zagorin. In studies of class and class 
confl ict, one looks in vain for more than passing references to the work of Patrick 
Joyce or Ross McKibbin; work on capitalism and modernity will use Wallerstein 
and Anderson but not Carlo Cipolla or Jonathan Clark. In many areas of growing 
interest to sociologists – war, the military, fascism, empire – historians such as Eric 
Hobsbawm, Victor Kiernan, Michael Howard, John Eliott, Geoffrey Parker, Mark 
Mazower, Geoffrey Hosking, and Dominic Lieven remain severely underused.

Partly, as these names imply, the problem is one of the general ignorance by 
American scholars of work done across the Atlantic (the opposite problem is not 
so acute). But a more serious issue might be the rigid insistence that work in histori-
cal sociology must be “theoretical” and “comparative” – and historians are often 
neither, at least not to the satisfaction of many sociologists. The fact that many 
individual studies contain important theoretical insights, with clear implications for 
comparative analysis, is often ignored. And yet what could have been more sugges-
tive for the theoretical and comparative study of revolution than Tocqueville’s 
account of the coming of the French Revolution, The Ancien Régime and the Revo-
lution (1856)? What more illuminating about nations and nationalism than Eugen 
Weber’s The Modernization of Rural France, 1870–1914 (1976)? Again and again 
studies by historians of individual cases have lit up whole areas of general concern 
to the sociologist. Historical sociology ignores the work of historians at its peril, 
and is certainly the poorer for the neglect. The excessive striving towards “theory,” 
here as elsewhere in sociology, can have pernicious effects.

Much of this refl ects what remains the most serious weakness of historical sociol-
ogy: its insulation and “ghettoization.” Historical sociology has been given its head 
by the profession, but at the price of becoming yet another specialization, another 
area or “sub-fi eld” of the discipline, with its own section, its own networks, its own 
professional activities, its own favored journals. At least in the United States, and 
to a lesser extent elsewhere, historical sociology has failed so far to transform the 
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discipline, to make it feel that history should inform every important sociological 
study, not merely those with an obvious historical subject such as the Reformation 
or the French Revolution. Charles Tilly, a long-standing and leading practitioner in 
the fi eld, some time ago protested at the “institutionalization” of historical sociology 
– the “fi xing of a labeled specialty in sections of learned societies, journals, courses, 
a share of the job market.” This would, he feared, have a stultifying effect, because 
“institutionalization may well impede the spread of historical thinking to other parts 
of sociology. The other parts need that thinking badly” (quoted in Smith 1991: 3). 
Tilly’s fears have to a good extent been realized. Sociologists in general have been 
quite prepared to let historical sociology fl ourish in its own enclosure, so long as 
its practitioners did not disturb others or attempt to convert them to the ways of 
historical sociology.

To some extent historical sociologists have only themselves to blame. Historical 
sociologists have too often assumed that their task is to apply social theory to the 
past rather than to show the relevance of history to the present. They have wished 
to do history better than historians, to demonstrate that as against the “unrefl ect-
ing,” “untheoretical” historians, they can bring social theory to bear on the great 
questions of state formation, revolution, and religious change. That way they will 
explain the things that historians ignore or sweep under the carpet – large questions 
of causality, for instance. That has been the message of some of the best-regarded 
exercises in historical sociology, from Skocpol’s studies of revolution to Ertman’s 
account of the divergent development of modern states and Gorski’s emphasis on 
religion in the creation of new states. The most admired works of historical sociol-
ogy have barely anything to say about the present – so that, for instance, when the 
Iranian revolution of 1979 occurred sociologists of revolution had to scramble to 
fi nd ways of dealing with what seemed an unexpected novelty. Similarly Richard 
Lachmann’s Capitalists in Spite of Themselves is an elegant exercise in historical 
explanation. But having shown why England, France, and Italy found different 
solutions to the transition to capitalism in early modern Europe, we are left wonder-
ing as to the long-term consequences of these differences, and what additional 
factors will have to be found to account for subsequent developments, especially 
where these diverge substantially from the situation of the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries (Ertman’s Birth of the Leviathan leaves us with a similar question).

There is of course nothing to be said against history per se, whether written by 
historians or sociologists. Sociologists have shown that they can do as good or even 
better history than historians, including the use of archival material. But their col-
leagues in sociology have understandably felt that perhaps this is of little concern 
to them, where there seem no implications for the study of present-day society. If 
there is a division of labor between historians and sociologists, one form of this is 
that historians concentrate on the past and sociologists on the present. This does 
not mean that history is irrelevant to the present – far from it, that is, or should be, 
the whole point of a sociology informed by history. What it does mean is that his-
torical sociologists have a greater obligation than historians to show the relevance 
of their studies to the present, otherwise they risk being sidelined and shunted off 
into the ghetto reserved especially for them.

It is worth noting that this is a point that has been forcefully made in the case of 
historians themselves. “The function of the historian,” said E. H. Carr (1964: 26), 
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“is neither to love the past nor to emancipate himself from the past, but to master 
and understand it as the key to the present.” Others have expressed a similar thought 
differently. All history is “contemporary history,” said Benedetto Croce, “because, 
however remote in time events thus recounted may seem to be, the history in reality 
refers to present needs and present situations wherein those events vibrate” (quoted 
in Carr 1964: 21). Then, though with a different emphasis, there is C. Wright Mills’s 
pithy remark, echoing a sentiment of George Santayana’s, that “we study history in 
order to get rid of it” (Mills 1959: 154). All these comments stress the relevance of 
history to the present, whether as a means of understanding it or of freeing ourselves 
from it. Not only can we not study the past except through the prism of present 
concerns (whether or not we acknowledge that); we cannot get a true sense of our 
situation in the present except by the light that the past casts on it.

This is something that, ironically, sociologists seem to need to grasp even more 
than historians. One might have thought that sociologists, whose main concern has 
always been contemporary society, would when they turn to history have been most 
aware of it (after all, it was to understand the different attitudes towards business 
of Protestants and Catholics in his own time that led Weber to investigate the origins 
of “the Protestant ethic”). Instead they seem to want to show that they can be as 
good as or better than the historians. There is a kind of antiquarianism here that 
is quite remarkable. The best history, whether it is Edward Gibbon on the rise and 
fall of the Roman empire or Jacob Burckhardt on the civilization of the Renaissance, 
has a pointed message for its contemporary readers. Others have been equally con-
vinced of the value of using the past to cast light on the present. Historical novelists, 
such as Walter Scott, have always seen this as their purpose, as have the great history 
painters, such as David. Following the great examples of Handel and Verdi, the 
Russian composer Modest Mussorgsky chose historical subjects for his operas, most 
famously Boris Godunov, when he wished to comment on the contemporary condi-
tion of Russia. When, towards the end of his life, he attempted another such exer-
cise, he chose, in Khovanshchina, to portray the violent political confl icts that 
attended the birth of the state created by Peter the Great – confl icts between the old 
(“Moscow”) and the new (“St. Petersburg”) that he thought had marked Russian 
history ever since. “The past in the present,” he wrote to his friend Vladimir Stasov 
in explaining his design, “that’s my task!” It is a view of their enterprise that many 
historical sociologists still need to learn.
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The Sociology of Religion

Michele Dillon

Before Max Weber and Émile Durkheim made religion a central analytical focus 
for sociology, anthropologists had made the crucial intellectual move wrestling the 
study of religion away from theology and abstract scholastic debates about faith 
and divinity. The classical comparative studies of religion in “primitive” or pre-
industrial societies produced by the British anthropologists James Frazer (e.g. 1935 
[1890]), William Robertson Smith (e.g. 1997 [1894]), Edward Tylor (e.g. 1950 
[1891]), and Andrew Lang (e.g. 1899) established the fact that religion was a cul-
tural phenomenon and as such, open to cultural and sociohistorical analysis. And 
an additional boost came from psychology, specifi cally from the American pragma-
tist William James (1898) and his thesis that religion could be studied objectively 
and scientifi cally, i.e. by its visible practical consequences.

But while these various studies contributed to setting the groundwork for the 
sociology of religion, the historical context of their publication was also signifi cant 
and continues to shadow the sociology of religion. These books were published in 
the late nineteenth century, an era when, not unlike the present moment in history, 
intellectuals, poets, and politicians struggled with questions over the very structures 
of the modern social order and the character of human society. Expanding rational-
ity, technological and scientifi c triumphs, Darwinism, Freud’s discovery of the 
unconscious, industrial strife, and fl edgling nationalist movements all converged to 
suggest that religion belonged to the primitives and would have little practical con-
sequence in modern society other than perhaps for culturally defensive purposes.

This is the Janus-faced inheritance of the sociology of religion. On one side, confi -
dence that religion can be studied scientifi cally as an exciting social, cultural, and 
historical phenomenon. On the other side, the lurking suspicion that what we study 
is really something else disguised as religion and even if we are sure it is religion, that 
it really is not as relevant as we claim, or only has relevance in explaining deviations 
from modernity as apparent allegedly in the world-views of fundamentalists, those 
who are different from us moderns. This inheritance in large part accounts for the 
long preoccupation in the fi eld with the puzzle of secularization and the (somewhat 

The New Blackwell Companion to Social Theory   Edited by Bryan S. Turner  
© 2009 Blackwell Publishing Ltd.  ISBN: 978-1-405-16900-4



410 MICHELE DILLON

ironic) emergence in recent years of intellectual talk of the post-secular. In this chapter, 
I review the central theoretical strands that have shaped and comprise the sociology 
of religion, a narrative that inevitably begins with Weber and Durkheim.

MAX WEBER’S SOCIOLOGY OF RELIGION: 
DEFINITION AND METHODOLOGY

Max Weber’s writings on religion demonstrated both the signifi cance of different 
historical and cultural contexts on the evolution, development, and societal implica-
tions of different religions as well as drawing attention to the intricate cultural 
intertwining of religion and societal structures. Although Weber never offered a 
formal defi nition of religion, it is clear from his writings that what he saw as socio-
logically signifi cant was the substantive content of beliefs: how do particular beliefs 
about salvation orient social actors to the world and motivate social action? Dif-
ferent world religions produce different world-orientations with different practical 
consequences for the sorts of institutions and authority structures that emerge. If 
the early Calvinists’ concerns about salvation could indirectly work to produce the 
expansion of capitalism through the rationalization of the idea of the calling, what 
other non-religious processes and outcomes might be understood by recognizing the 
tracks of underlying religious ideas and interests?

It is these empirically demonstrable Weberian insights – though perhaps indirectly 
infl uenced by William James’s pragmatism (see chapter 10) – on the practical 
societal consequences of religious world-views that gave sociologists the charge to 
consider religion in terms of particular social-historical contexts. Although Weber 
himself modeled the comparative study of religion on a macro historical-cultural 
plane, the practical challenges encountered in conducting large-scale comparative 
studies, coupled with the sociological exceptionalism of particular national contexts, 
has made the comparative study of religion (and of other social processes) less nor-
mative than we might expect given Weber’s dominance in the discipline. Yet, as I 
note in a later section, the changing global currents portend a shift in this tide. 
Nonetheless, sociologists of religion have produced many comparative local-based 
studies showing precisely that, as Weber underscored, different beliefs and different 
contexts impact the religion-social action nexus. Further, Weber’s defi nition of soci-
ology as the interpretive study of subjectively meaningful social action (1978: 4–5) 
has been infl uential in accounting for the pervasiveness of ethnographic studies of 
religion as various researchers seek to understand how specifi cally located individu-
als and groups make sense of their world despite the apparent anomalies between 
their beliefs and the social contexts of their everyday interaction.

ÉMILE DURKHEIM’S SOCIOLOGY OF RELIGION: DEFINITION AND 
METHODOLOGY

Unlike Weber, Durkheim was very deliberate in setting about elaborating a specifi -
cally scientifi c methodology for the sociological study of religion. He was committed 
to offering precise defi nitions of religion, church, and the sacred/profane such that 
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sociologists would be able to both recognize and differentiate between religion and 
non-religion. While Durkheim acknowledged that the “science of comparative reli-
gions is greatly indebted” to Frazer (2001 [1912]: 25), and while he drew on the 
writings of Frazer, Lang, Tylor, and Robertson Smith, among others, Durkheim was 
also at pains to carve a social science of religion that went beyond the “old methods 
of the anthropological school” (2001 [1912]: 79). Their objective, he argued, was 
“to reach beyond national and historical differences to the universal and truly 
human bases of religious life” independent of their social setting (2001 [1912]). 
While sharing the anthropologists’ scientifi c objectives of seeking understanding of 
“the religious nature of man,” Durkheim was emphatic that since religion was not 
inherent in the individual, but “a product of social causes, there can be no question 
of determining it apart from a social setting” (2001 [1912]).

Durkheim’s incessant emphasis that sociology should explain social facts, social 
phenomena, in terms of their social rather than their individual manifestations per-
vades his discussion of religion. This emphasis on the social setting and social con-
sequences of religion, and persuaded by Tylor’s argument that a narrow defi nition 
of religion as belief in a supreme being would exclude tribal beliefs in spiritual beings 
(2001 [1912]: 31), led Durkheim to offer an expansive defi nition of the sacred. 
Durkheim argued that all religions make a classifi catory distinction between the 
sacred – all those things set apart and forbidden – and the profane (2001 [1912]: 
36), and what is deemed sacred does not inhere in the thing itself but is so defi ned 
by the particular society: “What makes a thing holy is  .  .  .  the collective feeling 
attached to it” (2001 [1912]: 308). “Since neither man nor nature is inherently 
sacred, this quality of sacredness must come from another source” (2001 [1912]: 
76), and that source is society. Hence, “it is the unity and the diversity of social life 
that creates both the unity and the diversity of sacred beings and things” (2001 
[1912]: 309).

Durkheim also explicated a clear defi nition of what constitutes religion as a social 
practice, stating, “Religious phenomena fall quite naturally into two basic catego-
ries: beliefs and rites. The fi rst are states of opinion and consist of representations 
[symbols]; the second are fi xed modes of actions [specifi c practices]” (2001 [1912]: 
36). What we believe, or what we worship, and how we worship comprises the 
domain of religion. And not surprisingly, following Durkheim’s emphasis on the 
collective nature of social life, religious beliefs and rites or rituals are not unique to 
the individual but are, and must necessarily be, shared collectively:

Religious beliefs proper are always held by a defi ned collectivity that professes them 
and practices the rites that go with them. These beliefs are not only embraced by all 
the members of this collectivity as individuals, they belong to the group and unite it. 
The individuals who make up this group is bound to one another by their common 
beliefs. A society whose members are united because they share a common conception 
of the sacred world and its relation to the profane world, and who translate this 
common conception into identical practices, is what we call a church. Now historically, 
we fi nd no religion without a church. (2001 [1912]: 42–3)

Despite Durkheim’s own historical-anthropological foray into the study of 
Australian totemism which formed the basis for his sociology of religion (and for 
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his sociology of knowledge more generally; see Turner 2005: 287–8), he did not see 
the historical antecedents of a phenomenon as necessary to sociological analysis. 
This is, of course, a major difference between Durkheim and Weber. And though 
Durkheim emphasized the centrality of beliefs to religion, he was not interested in 
the content of belief per se but in how those beliefs tied the believers into the larger 
collectivity. Durkheim was thus interested in the functions of collectively shared 
beliefs and practices and specifi cally, as also elaborated in Suicide, how these related 
to social integration. This perspective on religion is well represented in the plethora 
of empirical studies today documenting the many varied ways that religion appears 
to have a socially integrating function.

WEBER, DURKHEIM, AND SECULARIZATION

The secularization thesis has its origins in both Weber’s and Durkheim’s analyses 
of religion. Weber’s infamous words in the closing pages of The Protestant Ethic 
and the Spirit of Capitalism were simultaneously prophetic and misleading. Weber 
concluded:

The Puritan wanted to work in a calling; we are forced to do so. For when asceticism 
was carried out of monastic cells into everyday life, and began to dominate worldly 
morality, it did its part in building the tremendous cosmos of the modern economic 
order. This order is now bound to the technical and economic conditions of machine 
production which to-day determine the lives of all individuals who are born into this 
mechanism, not only those directly concerned with economic acquisition, with irresist-
ible force.  .  .  .  In [Richard] Baxter’s view the care for external good should lie on the 
shoulders of the “saint like a light cloak, which can be thrown aside at any moment.” 
But fate decreed that the cloak should become an iron cage.  .  .  .  In the fi eld of its highest 
development, in the United States, the pursuit of wealth, stripped of its religious and 
ethical meaning, tends to become associated with purely mundane passions, which 
often actually give it the character of sport.  .  .  .  The modern man is in general, even 
with the best will, unable to give religious ideas a signifi cance for culture and national 
character which they deserve. (1904–5: 181–3)

Weber rightly predicted that the rationality of modern society would extend well 
beyond the economic sphere into all the crevices of everyday life. And he rightly 
recognized what has come to be known as US exceptionalism – that developments 
in American society take on a different, more accentuated hue than found in other 
Western capitalist societies. It was America’s exceptionalism in regard to religion, 
however, that Weber did not fully appreciate. And although there is some slight 
ambiguity in Weber in regard to secularization – he was emphatic that scientifi c 
knowledge, for example, cannot answer the values questions that modern society 
must necessarily confront – nevertheless, his presumption that religion would lose 
its signifi cance in rationally advanced societies contributed to reigniting the cinders 
of secularization theory throughout much of the twentieth century.

Durkheim’s conceptualization of the evolving place of religion in modern society 
was far more ambiguous. On the one hand, Durkheim recognized that, with the 
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rise of modern society, and especially the increase in individualism (required by the 
specialized division of labor) and the progressive expansion in science as the basis 
of knowledge, the dogmatic hold of traditional religious systems would wane (cf. 
2001 [1912]: 325). He argued that

the realities to which religious speculation is applied are the same realities that will 
later serve as the objects of scientifi c refl ection: nature, man, and society. The mystery 
that seems to surround them is entirely superfi cial and dissipates upon closer observa-
tion: lift the veil with which the mythological imagination has cloaked them, and they 
appear as they are. Religion endeavors to translate these realities into an intelligible 
language that is no different in kind from the language employed by science; both 
involve connecting things to one another, establishing internal relations between them, 
classifying them, and systematizing them.  .  .  .  Both, in this respect, pursue the same 
goal; scientifi c thought is merely a more perfect form of religious thought. It seems 
natural, then, that religion should progressively fade as science becomes more adept at 
completing its task.  .  .  .  What science disputes in religion is not its right to exist but its 
right to be dogmatic about the nature of things, the kind of special competence it 
claimed for its knowledge of man and the world. In fact, religion does not know itself. 
It knows neither what it is made of nor what needs it satisfi es. Far from handing down 
the law to science, it is itself an object of scientifi c study!  .  .  .  [And since] religious 
speculation has no proper object, religion clearly cannot play the same role in the future 
that it has in the past. (2001 [1912]: 324–5)

At the same time however, Durkheim also recognized that scientifi c knowledge 
alone is not suffi cient to affi rm the bonds necessary to social integration. Thus, he 
did not see science and religion in confl ict with one another but as having interde-
pendent functions. Science provides knowledge, but religion and its functional 
equivalents provide action – the “moral remaking” that exists around sacred rituals 
and beliefs. Hence, he argued, “science could not possibly take religion’s place. For 
if science expresses life, it does not create it” (2001 [1912]: 323). It does not revital-
ize social ties. Durkheim argued, moreover, that religion would maintain itself as a 
social fact, a social reality that science could not deny; in short, religion would adapt 
and transform itself rather than disappear (2001 [1912]: 324–6). Precisely because 
Durkheim saw religion or the sacred as that which compels individuals to assemble, 
to act in unison (and therein to bend their individual impulses to the moral or social 
force of the collectivity), and as a consequence to be strengthened in their individual 
and collective ability to cope with the joys and sorrows of everyday life (2001 
[1912]: 311, 313, 309), he regarded religion as eternally necessary.

There is something eternal in religion, then, that is destined to survive all the particular 
symbols in which religious thought has successfully cloaked itself. No society can exist 
that does not feel the need at regular intervals to sustain and reaffi rm the collective 
feelings and ideas that constitute its unity.  .  .  .  Now, this moral remaking can be achieved 
only by means of meetings, assemblies, or congregations in which individuals, brought 
into close contact, reaffi rm in common their common feelings: hence those ceremonies 
whose goals, results, and methods do not differ in kind from properly religious ceremo-
nies. (2001 [1912]: 322)
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Notwithstanding Durkheim’s claims regarding the enduring facticity of religion 
and its socially integrative power, subsequent cohorts of sociologists were generally 
more embracing of Weber’s prediction (and Durkheim’s partial acknowledgment 
too) that religion would be undermined by the progressive forces of rationality and 
science. Secularization theory has undergone a variety of emphases (see e.g. Tschan-
nen 1991), but its core assumption is that social change is invariably accompanied 
by a progressive pattern of decline in the authority and signifi cance of religion in 
society, both in public culture and in individual lives.

The appeal of evolutionary theories that propose a relatively uncomplicated, 
linear, and progressive model of social change helps to account for the embrace of 
the secularization thesis. After all, the march of history – as evaluated by Weber, 
Durkheim, and Marx too – was a history demonstrating the ever-expanding division 
of labor and its related increase in the production capacity and resources of modern 
capitalist societies. Rationality, notwithstanding its excesses – variously denoted by 
Weber’s iron cage, Durkheim’s pathologies, and Marx’s alienated labor – was widely 
recognized as the modus operandi of modern capitalist society. And within this 
evolutionary framing, the presumption that religion would be driven further and 
further to the margins by the dominance of reason and science in everyday life made 
intellectual sense. Moreover, if modern individuals were to be disenchanted, why 
would they (re)turn to religion in a society where the allure of mass consumption 
seemed far more powerful and comforting?

This view of advancing secularization was further bolstered as a result of 
the towering presence of Talcott Parsons in sociology for much of the twentieth 
century. Parsons completed his doctorate in sociology at the University of Heidel-
berg, the same university where Max Weber had been a professor until his death 
in 1920, and he subsequently played a critical role in making Weber’s work 
accessible to American students. In 1930, Parsons’s translation of Weber’s Protestant 
Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism was published, and Weber’s Theory of Social 
and Economic Organization was published in 1947 – translated, edited, and with 
an introduction by Parsons. And although Parsons’s general theorizing in The Struc-
ture of Social Action (1937) owes much to both Weber and Durkheim (and to 
Pareto), his subsequent essays on religion and culture (e.g. 1963) were strongly 
Weberian.

MODERNIZATION AND THE DIFFERENTIATION OF 
INSTITUTIONAL SPHERES

Following Weber, Parsons (1963) argued that the signifi cance of religion was critical 
to understanding the historical development and culture of modern society. And, 
importantly, following Weber’s discussion of the rational differentiation of societal 
spheres, Parsons also argued that, just as society evolves and becomes more complex 
in its structure and institutions, so too does religion. Just as the economy, the family, 
and the legal system, for example, become more differentiated and specialized in 
the societal functions they perform, religion too becomes differentiated from these 
specialized institutional functions and creates its own system of differentiation 
(Christianity differentiated itself from Judaism, Protestantism differentiated itself 
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from Catholicism, and so on with the differentiation of discrete Protestant denomi-
nations; Parsons 1963: 392–3).

The process of structural differentiation and autonomous specialization was a 
central strand in Parsons’s modernization theory. Although modernization theory 
acknowledged the structural differentiation within religion, it was also implicit (fol-
lowing Weber) that religious values – as sources of ultimate justifi cation – would 
necessarily lose their public relevance, and in Luckmann’s (1967) terms become 
invisible. In fact, even if relegated to the private sphere, modernization theorists saw 
traditional religious attachments as a hindrance to modernization and consequently 
argued that it was necessary to pry individuals from such attachments (Smelser 
1968: 134).

Structural differentiation, as explained by Neil Smelser, means that the economy, 
politics, science, and other institutional spheres no longer relied on the justifi cation 
provided by religious beliefs and sanctions but developed their own autonomous 
rationality: “Insofar as [autonomous rationality] replaces religious sanctions, secu-
larization occurs in these spheres” (1968: 135). Similarly, religious and other value 
systems necessarily “undergo a process of secularization as differentiation proceeds” 
and lose their all-encompassing legitimacy within the religious sphere (as in other 
spheres) and adopt mechanisms that are not directly sanctioned by religious values. 
“Hence there is a paradoxical element in the role of religious or nationalistic belief 
systems. Insofar as they encourage the breakup of old patterns, they may stimulate 
economic modernization. Insofar as they resist their own subsequent secularization, 
however, these same value systems may become impediments to economic advance 
and structural change” (Smelser 1968).

AMERICAN RELIGIOUS EXCEPTIONALISM: FREEDOM AND 
DENOMINATIONALISM

Modernization theorists held American society as the apogee of modernization. And 
where else could one fi nd such clear-cut evidence of institutional differentiation than 
right within the specifi c context of the US? Most notably, functional differentiation 
was vividly seen in the legal-rational, institutional separation of church and state 
(Parsons 1963). This historical differentiation affi rmed that the church has its spe-
cifi c functions and sphere of authority and the state has its discrete institutional 
functions and authority, and each sphere does not (in principle) impede or tread on 
the specialized functions of the other. This highly rational arrangement contrasted 
with the European situation, where church and state since the time of Constantine 
had long been inexorably tied to one another, and which in the Reformation era 
did not lead to the splitting of church and state but to a realignment of church and 
state, whether of Protestantism and the state in England during the reign of Henry 
VIII, or of Catholicism and the state in France, Ireland, etc. The remnants of these 
alignments still play out locally in various guises today in Europe.

In the US, however, the institutional differentiation between church and state 
cannot be seen simply as the result of modernization’s inexorable force in requiring 
increased rationalization and secularization per se. It was emergent, rather, from a 
more complicated convergence of historical circumstances: America’s interlinked 
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history of immigration and religious freedom which gave rise to denominationalism. 
Both religious freedom and denominationalism are core, interrelated strands in the 
narrative of American religious exceptionalism, the view that religion in America is 
substantively different, more vibrant, than in other Western democratic countries.

Religious freedom

The coupling of religion and freedom in American everyday life and its attendant 
impact on the vitality of church activity was especially striking to Alexis de Toc-
queville during his travels in the eastern part of America in the 1830s. Coming from 
France, with its very different, European experience of a hierarchical, state-estab-
lished, dominant religion, de Tocqueville observed that, in America, “the spirit of 
religion and the spirit of freedom  .  .  .  are intimately united and  .  .  .  reign in common” 
(1946 [1835]: 308). And, importantly, de Tocqueville reported that this spirit gener-
ated rather than diminished religious activity. Thus he wrote:

In the United States on the seventh day of every week the tradition and working life 
of the nation seems suspended; all noises cease; a deep tranquility, say rather the solemn 
calm of meditation, succeeds the turmoil of the week, and the soul resumes possession 
and contemplation of itself. On this day, the marts of traffi c are deserted; every member 
of the community, accompanied by his children, goes to church, where he listens to 
strange language which would seem unsuited to his ear.  .  .  .  On his return home he does 
not turn to the ledgers of business, but he opens the book of Holy Scripture; there he 
meets with sublime and affecting descriptions of the greatness and goodness of the 
Creator, of the infi nite magnifi cence of the handiwork of God, and of the lofty destinies 
of man, his duties, and his immortal privileges. (1946 [1840]: 143)

Although de Tocqueville’s observations come from a snapshot of the 1830s, and 
although they would not in any case meet the canon of scientifi c sociology that was 
soon to be established by his compatriot, Auguste Comte, the signifi cance of de 
Tocqueville in the American cultural imagination is such that his historical portrait 
of religion in American life is the received view. Few empirical studies of religion in 
the US were conducted in the hundred years between de Tocqueville’s visit and the 
establishment of national opinion polls in the 1940s. The few existing historical 
studies of particular communities document the strong cultural presence of the 
church in the early decades of the twentieth century, but they also present a picture 
of differentiation in individuals’ religious activity (e.g. Dillon and Wink 2007; Lynd 
and Lynd 1929). Nonetheless, while religious activity in America has always been 
less uniform than might be inferred from de Tocqueville, the fact remains that the 
practical ethos of religious freedom that is uniquely American has complicated the 
secularization trajectory of American society and has made the contrast between it 
and Europe even more striking today than in past centuries.

Denominationalism

Denominationalism, the second, related strand in the narrative of American excep-
tionalism, refers both to the institutional reality refl ected in the diversity of Christian 
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churches and sects present in America from the early seventeenth century onwards 
and to the cultural acceptance of the idea of religious freedom, an ethos given 
accentuated emphasis during the revolutionary period. As the American religious 
historian Sydney Ahlstrom (1972: 381–2) has pointed out, denominationalism as 
an idea implicitly rejects the notion that there is one true church, and by extension, 
the view that any single church should enjoy the privileges of state protection. 
Denominationalism, therefore, can be seen as part of the secularizing process, dem-
onstrating that the differentiation between spheres (e.g. church and state) is also 
accompanied by a differentiation within any given sphere (the splitting of the 
church, following the Reformation, into multiple, different churches or 
denominations).

Institutional differentiation (of church and state, and among denominations) 
contributed to making religious activity part and parcel of the cultural fabric of 
what it means to be an American – giving religion its legitimate place among other 
culturally sanctioned activities (work, recreation). Since the revolutionary era, 
American freedom has invariably meant a populist belief in freedom of choice (cf. 
Hatch 1989), and, in regard to religion, successive generations have interpreted this 
freedom as the freedom to choose not an anti-religious stance (as seen in French 
anti-clericalism, for example) but to actively choose and switch among denomina-
tional options. Therefore, as modernization scholars have argued, “To be modern 
means to be see life as alternatives, preferences and choices – self-conscious choice 
implies rationality” (Apter 1965: 10). The quirk in American society is that this 
rationality is exercised by many in favor of religion rather than its eschewal.

Thus the structure of denominational choices available to Americans appears to 
have enhanced rather than attenuated the plausibility of religion. This scenario was 
unexpected not only by modernization scholars but also by those coming from a 
more micro-analytical and phenomenological perspective. Most notably, Peter 
Berger (1967) argued that societal contexts characterized by denominationalism 
rather than by a dominant monopoly (one true) church, would experience the 
decline of religion; in this view, religious pluralism would inevitably breed uncer-
tainty in regard to religion and threaten the plausibility of any and all religious 
belief systems. If there are so many religious options, as evidenced by diverse 
denominations, how can individuals sustain belief in the truth of their chosen 
option? Berger stated:

when different religious systems, and their respective institutional “carriers” are in 
pluralistic competition with each other.  .  .  .  The problem [becomes]  .  .  .  one of con-
structing and maintaining subsocieties that may serve as plausibility structures for the 
demonopolized religious systems.  .  .  .  For the individual, existing in a particular reli-
gious world implies existing in the particular social context within which that world 
can retain its plausibility. (1967: 49–50)

When the everyday life in a given community revolves around one (true) church, 
individuals in that here and now would not be prompted to imagine that there may 
be an alternative church (or truth). This was the experience for most people growing 
up in Europe; you went to the Catholic church (in Italy, Ireland, France) or to the 
Anglican church (in England) or to the Lutheran church (in Sweden), and this act 
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was not a decision as such – it was habit and it was the habit over many genera-
tions, and was not given a second thought. By contrast, growing up in America 
presented an array of local choices, especially pronounced from the mid-nineteenth 
century onwards. If for whatever reason one was prompted to leave one’s own 
particular (inherited) church, the alternative was not no church (as was practically 
the case in Europe), but, to the contrary, a plurality of alternatives from which to 
choose. California, unlike Puritan New England, is not renowned for its religious 
fervor. Yet in the 1930s, while it had only two movie theaters, it had many different 
churches, including Lutheran, Presbyterian, Episcopal, Congregational, Unitarian, 
Free Methodist, Mormon, Plymouth Brethren, Evangelical, Christian Science, Apos-
tolic Church, Seventh Day Adventist, Catholic, Russian Orthodox, as well as a Unity 
Center, and Hebrew Orthodox, Reihaisho Hershinto, and Buddhist temples (Dillon 
and Wink 2007: 24). This is American religious pluralism. With all of these options 
available, one can readily appreciate that Berger’s predictions concerning the implau-
sibility of religious truth might well have been borne out.

The empirical reality, of course, is that the increased differentiation within the 
religious sphere in the US, and the ethos of religious freedom that denominational-
ism both refl ected and encouraged as a practical matter, did not render religion 
implausible, it rendered it all the more plausible – providing a niche for (almost) 
everyone. As underscored by Will Herberg (1955), denominational identity was a 
culturally necessary marker of patriotism, decency, and civic commitment in post-
war America. The situation in Britain and Europe, however, was quite different; 
and not surprisingly, given their trends indicating a slide away from traditional or 
church-based institutional religion, British and European sociologists were among 
those who most readily embraced the secularization thesis (e.g. Dobbelaere 1981; 
Wilson 1966). This move, however, opened up other avenues of sociological inquiry 
into religion, most notably conceptual and empirical work on sects (e.g. Wilson 
1959), a preoccupation with its origins in Weber.

RATIONAL CHOICE THEORY AND SUPPLY-SIDE LOGIC

Although there were early critics of secularization theory on both sides of the Atlan-
tic (e.g. Greeley 1982; Martin 1978), it was the persisting contrast in religious 
vibrancy between the US and western Europe that prompted a major turn in socio-
logical theorizing in the US away from the secularization thesis. Rational choice 
scholars of religion adopted a framework drawing out the implications for religious 
vitality derived from the competitive religious environment that denominationalism 
fostered. Already in the 1960s, Peter Berger had pointed out the contrasting distinc-
tion between the monopolistic control of the church in western Europe and the 
pluralistic situation created by American denominationalism. He argued:

The key characteristic of all pluralistic situations, whatever the details of their historical 
background, is that the religious ex-monopolies can no longer take for granted the 
allegiance of their client populations. Allegiance is voluntary and thus, by defi nition, 
less than certain. As a result, the religious tradition, which previously could be authori-
tatively imposed, now has to be marketed. It must be “sold” to a clientele that is no 
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longer constrained to “buy.” The pluralistic situation is, above all, a market situation. 
In it, the religious institutions become marketing agencies and the religious traditions 
become consumer commodities. And at any rate a good deal of religious activity in 
this situation comes to be dominated by the logic of market economics. (1967: 137)

The metaphor of the religious market was given further elaboration by a group 
of social scientists who have come to be identifi ed with a rational choice approach 
to religion. This perspective conceptualizes the individual religious adherent as a 
rational actor, and conceptualizes the societal context in terms of a religious mar-
ketplace in which different fi rms (denominations) compete for the loyalty of con-
sumers by actively selling distinct religious products whose rewards are perceived 
as being more compensatory and satisfying than their costs (e.g. Finke and Stark 
1992; Iannaccone 1990, 1995).

In 1980 Rodney Stark and William Bainbridge published a paper which they 
stated was “the pivotal work in a series of papers, published and forthcoming, which 
present a new exchange paradigm for analyzing and explaining religious phenom-
ena” (1980: 114). Among the several deductive propositions outlined, they argued 
that “humans seek what they perceive to be rewards and avoid what they perceive 
to be costs” (1980: 115); thus “they will tend to act rationally to maximize rewards 
and minimize costs” (1980: 118). Stark and Bainbridge defi ned “compensators” – 
faith that empirically unsubstantiated rewards will be obtained – as key to their 
theory of religion; faith in intangible promises, in the likely rewards of a given belief 
system is what motivates individuals to persist in religious behavior (exchanging 
compensators for rewards; thus believers avoid sinful behavior now in order to 
triumph in heaven [1980: 123]). Stark and Bainbridge deduced that “religion must 
emerge in human society” because supernatural belief acts as a general compensator 
system for individuals as they confront existential questions (1980: 124).

Having outlined a framework for seeing the individual as a rational religious 
actor, Stark and his collaborators then turned their gaze to the religious marketplace. 
Finke and Stark (1992) elaborated a “new approach to American religious history,” 
one that argued that “religious organizations can thrive only to the extent that they 
have a theology that can comfort souls and motivate sacrifi ce” (1992: 5). Their 
statistical analysis of detailed historical data in America from 1776 to 1980 led 
them to conclude that the churching of America was driven by the entrepreneurial 
activities of church preachers who actively sought to make adherents out of unbe-
lievers. Importantly, they found that the winners in the American religious economy, 
those who increased their market share, were those upstart sects like the Methodists 
and the Baptists whose “emotion-packed messages centered on experience with the 
sacred and warned of the evils of the secular” (Finke and Stark 1992: 85). The 
losers, by contrast, were the established denominations – especially Congregational-
ists and Episcopalians – whose complacency and theological elitism did not appeal 
to the masses (1992: 85–6).

Finke and Stark thus elaborated a supply-side theory of religion; they argued 
that, while there will always be a latent demand for religion – people invariably 
need compensators as they wrestle with existential questions about the meaning of 
life (Stark and Bainbridge 1980) – this demand needs to be stoked by entrepreneurial 
churches (supplier fi rms) that are able to provide a religious product that will be 
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seen as a good investment. Notably, in the rational choice perspective, a good reli-
gious investment is not one that comes easily and allows for free riders (e.g. Ian-
naccone 1995); to the contrary, as the fortunes of the American denominations 
attest, it is the churches that are strict in their religious demands and in the costs 
they impose (and hence offer the promise of greater rewards) that are the more 
successful (Finke and Stark 1992).

For rational choice scholars, a pluralistic religious economy produces religious 
vitality: the more clearly demarcated choices are available (because there are more 
specifi c fi rms/denominations competing), the more religious exchange behavior is 
fostered. This approach thus rejects the assumptions of secularization theory, seeing 
it as being applicable to the monopolized religious context in Europe but unsuited to 
American denominationalism and its twin, religious freedom; monopolies breed lazi-
ness, whereas competition breeds vitality (Finke and Stark 1992: 19). Therefore, not-
withstanding Berger’s (1967) observation that market economics would characterize 
a pluralistic religious context, Finke and Stark argue that Berger’s core understanding 
that the sacred canopy of one, true religion covering the whole society is shattered by 
religious pluralism is a Eurocentric perspective, and one that is contravened by the 
religious vitality produced by American religious pluralism (1992: 18–19).

The explanatory power of the rational choice framework in making sense of the 
historical and contemporary vibrancy of religion in the US was seen as such a sig-
nifi cant development in the sociology of religion that it (taken along with other 
American-based studies of the diversity and vitality of American institutional reli-
gion) prompted Stephen Warner (1993) to announce an “emerging new paradigm” 
in the early 1990s. In the years since, the early advocates of rational choice and 
other scholars have tested the paradigm’s claims using diverse data sources from 
both the US and elsewhere, and several researchers have taken issue with the varying 
assumptions and claims promulgated by its proponents (see Chaves and Gorski 
2001 for a critical review). On the other hand, several researchers have found 
it analytically useful to think about changes in religious beliefs and in macro-
institutional practices in terms of the monopoly/competitive infl uences in the 
religious environment.

CHANGES IN THE RELIGIOUS-SPIRITUAL MARKETPLACE

US/European exceptionalism continues unabated today. Americans are far more 
likely than their European and Canadian peers to express belief in God and in 
the afterlife, to affi liate with a religious tradition, and to attend religious services. 
And while religiously framed moral debates on abortion, gay rights, and end-of-life 
issues are not uncommon in other Western societies, they are an ongoing feature of 
American local and national politics. In Europe, cultural secularization is such 
that Europe’s Christian past has become politically controversial and is seen as an 
inappropriate collective memory for the European Parliament to acknowledge in 
the new Constitution for a unifi ed Europe. By contrast, in America, the irony is not 
the attempt to diminish the church in everyday life (a ritual played out locally every 
Christmas season contesting/advocating the display of religious symbols in the 
public square), but the great expectations that are invested in the church. American 
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churches have so many non-religious functions – providing an array of social 
welfare, education, counseling, and therapeutic services – it is easy to forget that 
their primary purpose is worship. American policymakers, civic leaders, and citizens 
alike look to the church to solve the ills of modern society. These problems are the 
byproduct of social arrangements in which instrumental rationality, as Weber pre-
dicted, appears triumphant over values rationality, and the moral, socially respon-
sible individualism envisaged by Durkheim has been sidelined by the dominance of 
contractual relations. Hence, the religious sphere by default becomes the system of 
integration; it is burdened with picking up the pieces from the fragmentation of the 
self and of social ties, and with redeeming the malfunctioning of the state, the 
economy, and the family.

The continuing viability of the church as a bridge between the self and society 
has come into question, however, with the proliferation of non-church-based spiri-
tual seeking. Since the mid-1960s, a vastly expanded spiritual marketplace with a 
diverse mix of Eastern philosophies and practices, alternative ways of thinking 
about the sacred, and a variety of self-help therapeutic groups and manuals addressed 
at satisfying the individual’s inner needs (e.g. Glock and Bellah 1976; Roof 1993, 
1999; Wuthnow 1998), has produced a growing trend toward the uncoupling of 
religion and spirituality in the US (e.g. Roof 1993, 1999; Wuthnow 1998). This 
uncoupling, however, is far from straightforward. The ambiguity of the sacred that 
was problematic for Durkheim as for the early anthropologists has come full circle, 
evident in the multiplicity of ways in which scholars and ordinary individuals con-
strue what spirituality denotes. The emphasis on the varieties of religious experience 
fi rst elaborated by William James (1902) receives support today from the diverse 
ways in which individuals are negotiating religious and spiritual involvement (e.g. 
Roof 1999).

And, once again, what spirituality means to Europeans is different in important 
ways from what it means in America; the differing signifi cance of religion in both 
settings matters to how spirituality is construed. For Europeans, as Stifoss-Hanssen 
argues, “Spirituality is expressed by atheists and agnostics, by people deeply engaged 
in ecology and other idealistic endeavors, and by people inspired by religious 
impulses not easily understood by classic religious concepts (e.g. sacredness). My 
point is that a big area of study is at risk of being left out if sacredness is used as 
the central defi ning concept.  .  .  .  I recommend putting existentiality in the place of 
sacredness” (1999: 28).

In the US, by contrast, spirituality includes existential spirituality but it also 
includes a large proportion of individuals who specifi cally and intentionally seek 
the sacred, and indeed many who do so in varying ways through institutionalized 
religion. Americans who describe themselves as spiritual but not religious include 
those who are born-again Christians but who bypass churches and organized reli-
gion in order to prioritize a personal relationship with Jesus (e.g. Roof 1999). These 
individuals clearly are culturally different from seekers who engage in Eastern spiri-
tual practices only, and from those who negotiate a spirituality that is derived from 
a diverse mix of religious and spiritual traditions (e.g. Dillon and Wink 2007; Roof 
1999; Wuthnow 1998).

The expansion of the spiritual marketplace has resulted in considerable contro-
versy about the social and personal implications of unchurched spirituality. In 
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particular, a number of American cultural critics (e.g. Bellah et al. 1985) have argued 
for a connection between Americans’ increased interest in spiritual seeking and the 
increased narcissism of contemporary society, a trend that is perceived as being 
detrimental to civic engagement. Coming from a Durkheimian–Parsonian values-
consensus/societal integration perspective, Robert Bellah, for example, argues that 
a therapeutic, self-centered, and narcissistic individualism underlies spiritual seeking 
and that these self-oriented interests are displacing the socially responsible individu-
alism that has historically characterized American society. In this view, the “triumph 
of the therapeutic” (Rieff 1966) in post-1960s America and the growth of interest 
in both psychotherapy and spirituality is portrayed as refl ecting a desire for immedi-
ate gratifi cation among individuals for whom feeling good has become the prime 
goal in life.

In essence, the elevation of personal experience as the arbiter of moral authority 
and its lack of grounding in the external authority imposed by an institutionalized 
religious tradition is seen as detrimental to the practices of spiritual and social com-
mitment associated with church participation (Bellah et al. 1985). Whereas churches 
play a critical role in the creation of a responsible community, spiritual seeking 
appears less suited to providing the same resources (cf. Bellah et al. 1985). Typically, 
it does not entail the same degree of exposure to the parables of service to others 
repeated in scriptural readings and sermons, the church-based friendship connec-
tions that encourage collaboration in volunteer activities, and the organized service 
and care opportunities that many churches provide their members. In short, skepti-
cism toward an individualized spiritual seeking fi ts well with the sociological view 
that social institutions are essential to the maintenance of community and society.

Research (e.g. Dillon and Wink 2007) comparing church-centered religious par-
ticipation and a more individualized sacred-spiritual seeking shows, however, that 
as long as individuals are disciplined in their spiritual practices – that they actually 
engage in spiritual practices (e.g. meditation) and do so on a regular basis, rather 
than simply describe themselves as spiritual – then the consequences of spiritual 
seeking are not as detrimental for civic engagement and concern for others as some 
critics have suggested. Like church participation, disciplined spiritual seeking too 
can function to bridge the self and society. It is true that individuals who are 
attracted to spiritual seeking are different in many respects from those who are 
church-goers. But common to both, is the recognition that the sacred matters, 
though how they defi ne and integrate the sacred in daily life varies (Dillon and Wink 
2007).

In any case, the increased interest in spirituality in America again complicates 
what sociologists can say about secularization. On the one hand, there have been 
notable declines in recent decades in church attendance and in the proportion of 
those who express a denominational affi liation (Hout and Fischer 2002). Further, 
among those who are committed to church, and especially so among Catholics, 
there is a remarkable autonomy shown in regard to the authority of church offi cials 
on a variety of moral and social issues. These varying empirical realities can be 
taken as evidence of the march of secularization. On the other hand, the stability 
of belief in God and the afterlife, the vitality of local congregations, the continuing 
evidence of religious institutional loyalty, and the evidence of commitment to new 
forms of spiritual engagement make the counter-point. Moreover, this evidence of 
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the continuing relevance of religion/spirituality cannot be dismissed as being con-
fi ned to the private sphere alone. To the contrary, the popularity of Christian-themed 
movies and rock music, the persistence of civil religious rituals and discourse in 
American public life, and the salience of religious values in shaping voting and 
public policy debates suggest that religious attachments and infl uences cannot so 
easily be pried from the public sphere.

RELIGION AND GLOBALIZATION

One consequence of the paradigmatic shift from classical secularization theory to 
rational choice supply-side models is the tendency to de-emphasize the comparative 
study of religion. If the US is so different from Europe, and it is – historically, cul-
turally, and institutionally – why should sociologists embark on comparative studies 
of religion and society? Any emphasis on exceptionalism, whether American or 
indeed European exceptionalism (see Davie 2001) can have the effect of making the 
study of religion particularistic as researchers concentrate on understanding religion 
in its specifi c local guises; thus in the US, for example, there has been a lot of 
emphasis on studying local congregations.

This trend is counterbalanced, however, by the increased scholarly attention to 
globalization (see chapter 16). As sociologists pay attention not just to the eco-
nomic but to the cultural, social, and political dimensions of globalization (e.g. 
Robertson 1992), the study of issues and themes related to religion and globaliza-
tion will most likely gain momentum. Among other transformations, globalization 
challenges our traditional understanding and conceptualization of territorial and 
cultural-intellectual boundaries (e.g. Sassen 2007), and this expansion necessarily 
challenges the conceptual defi nitions of religion and of religious borders that have 
characterized sociology. Thus, as Peter Beyer argues, “a more important question 
to pose of contemporary religion than what religion is or what religion does (the 
substantive versus functional debate) is the question of what religion and the reli-
gions are becoming” (2003: 58).

Apprehending these emergent processes can take many forms. We already see an 
increase in sociological attention to globalized religious movements and the chang-
ing global religious landscape. David Martin’s (2002) study of Pentecostalism in 
Latin America and Southeast Asia is a case in point, while in Europe the changing 
religious, political, and cultural dynamics resulting from the steady increase in 
Europe’s Muslim population are beginning to receive careful scholarly attention (e.g. 
Al Sayyad and Castells 2007). Some of this interest is driven, of course, by the re-
emergence of fundamentalist religion (e.g. Giddens 2003), and its heightened asso-
ciation with the globalization of terror and the religious framing of violence both 
by its perpetrators and cultural commentators (e.g. Huntington 1996); these link-
ages were fi rst addressed by Weber in his analysis of the different world-orientations 
of world religions including Islam (e.g. Weber1978: 623–8). Though controversial, 
Weber’s elaborations of different world-religious types (e.g. the Protestant capitalist, 
the Islamic warrior) can be retrieved to re-energize the global comparative study of 
religion and politics. Apart from the study of global religious movements and trans-
national religious identities, sociologists of religion also have a timely opportunity 
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to investigate how the trend toward decentralization and non-hierarchical authority 
made possible (if not required) in the globalizing, network society changes the con-
tours of religious organizations, inter-institutional relationships, and collective iden-
tity (cf. Castells 2000).

Although the study of religion should be a fruitful cross-disciplinary endeavor, 
and while talk of intra- and inter-disciplinary boundaries may sound old-fashioned 
given today’s intellectual zeitgeist of a post-disciplinary world, one specifi c challenge 
for sociologists of religion is not to cede the study of religion and globalization to 
globalization scholars, but to make the study of globalizing processes a core area 
within the sociology of religion. Otherwise, the explanations offered of how religion 
and globalization impact each other may be only partial, especially if they are not 
grounded in the accumulated knowledge produced by sociologists of religion in 
regard to the multiple and multilayered ways in which religious beliefs and practices 
intertwine in expected and unexpected directions with the institutional, cultural, 
and sociohistorical contexts in which they are embedded.

Post-secular society

The need for comparative study is further prompted by the recent murmurings in 
intellectual circles. Most notably, the idea that we are now living in a post-secular 
society has gained considerable currency following the implicit theoretical shift 
indicated by Jürgen Habermas (2002) in his continuing appraisal of the economic, 
political, and intellectual pathologies of modernity. Rethinking his analysis of the 
relation between religion and rationality, Habermas concedes “the continuity of 
religion in secularized environments” and the preservation of “sacred scriptures and 
religious traditions,” such that he now recognizes that a refl exively understood 
religion, rather than a rationality devoid of religion, can help human society to deal 
with “a miscarried life, social pathologies, the failures of individual life projects, 
and the deformation of misarranged existential relationships” (quoted in Nemoianu 
2006: 26). Thus Habermas states: “It is in the best interest of the constitutional 
state to act considerately toward all those cultural sources out of which civil solidar-
ity and norm consciousness are nourished” (Nemoianu 2006: 27). Habermas’s new 
openness to the cultural relevance of religion contrasts with the view articulated in 
his theory of communicative action which required that “the authority of the holy 
is gradually replaced by the authority of an achieved consensus. This means a freeing 
of communicative action from sacrally protected normative contexts  .  .  .  the spell-
binding power of the holy, is sublimated into the binding/bonding force of criticiz-
able validity claims and at the same time turned into an everyday occurrence” 
(Habermas 1987: 77; cf. Dillon 1999).

The notion of a post-secular society has intellectual appeal. It simultaneously 
references the secularization of society while also affi rming that something may have 
changed such that we are in a post-phase. It affi rms the Enlightenment while rec-
ognizing that Enlightenment thought did not get everything right. Sociologically, 
however, it is uncertain how accurate, and ultimately how useful, this term is. If 
post-secular society refers to “the continuity of religion in secularized environ-
ments,” we must wonder whether those environments were ever truly secularized 
or whether secularization was only partial (and thus not really meeting the 
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Weber–Parsons defi nition of secularization); or whether it means that religion has 
re-emerged in what was for a time a secularized society (though this notion would 
be at odds with the evolutionary march of secularization as the end point of history). 
We must also probe whether and in what ways the post-secular society is substan-
tively different from the “Christianizing” of secular society – the leveraging of the 
church (i.e., religious values) on the state – observed by Parsons (1963)?

Further, if we embrace the notion of post-secular society, are we implying that 
we once knew the secular society (or that we could legitimately call certain societal 
contexts secular)? If so, where was that secular society? And when was it secular? 
And if a given society was secular (until whenever), what evidence do we see today 
that it is now post-secular? These are not simply rhetorical questions, but can be 
answered by much-needed empirically sound comparative-historical research.

In the meantime, in evaluating the analytical usefulness of embracing the idea of 
the post-secular society, we should heed the lessons of sociology’s past mispercep-
tions. One thing we have learned in late modernity is to be suspicious of grand, 
generalizing claims. We have come to know that modern society is a complex mosaic 
of institutional and cultural unevenness, that sees the rational and the non-rational 
mixed up in all kinds of unanticipated ways, and in the most unexpected of places. 
Because religion, ultimately, has to be carried either tacitly or explicitly by individu-
als and collectivities, we need to be attentive to how the specifi c social and cultural 
contexts in which individual lives are lived shape how religion is construed and 
practiced, and how those contexts temper the generalized inferences we make about 
religion. Thus while it may well be empirically true to talk about specifi c post-
secular enclaves, locales, or even societies, (and to talk about specifi c secular com-
munities, societies, etc.) it would be a distortion of the complexity of societal 
processes and of everyday life to sweepingly shroud the current era in the West, not 
to mention the global face of religion, in a post-secular veil.

We can and should unveil the religious, the secular, and the post-secular – but it 
needs to be accomplished with empirical attentiveness to the differentiated processes 
that can then help to illuminate what is really going on. And, if we fi nd that indeed 
all three terms – or even any two of the three – are necessary to explaining the 
nature of our current societal experience, then perhaps we should reconsider why 
it is apparently the case that, despite the evident gains for rationality and progress, 
there is nonetheless a need for some kind of “transcendental grounding” (Habermas 
1987: 397) that human society cannot avoid. This question undoubtedly would give 
sociologists much to ponder and contest for many years to come.
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Demography

John MacInnes and Julio Pérez Díaz

There shall be no more thence an infant of days, nor an old man that hath 
not fi lled his days: for the child shall die an hundred years old  .  .  .  (Isaiah 65: 
20)

Consider men as if even now sprung up out of the earth, and suddenly, like 
mushrooms, come to full maturity, without all kind of engagement to each 
other.  (Hobbes 1984 [1651])

Mankind is like the sea, ever ebbing or fl owing, every minute one is 
born another dies. Those that are the people this minute, are not the people 
the next minute. In every instant and point of time there is a variation. 
No one time can be indifferent for all mankind to assemble.  (Filmer 1991 
[1680])

INTRODUCTION

As a discipline, demography must appear to be one of the least suitable candidates 
for inclusion in a volume on social theory. It is the intellectual and institutional child 
of the modern European bureaucratic state. For military, economic, and administra-
tive reasons, the state came to be interested not only in the size of its component 
population, its evolution and reproduction, but in all kinds of data relevant to the 
management of its resources, both domestically and in its overseas colonies. Here 
lies the institutional genesis of demography and its close associates, the census, map 
and science of statistics (Anderson 1991; Mackenzie 1981; Marsh 1982). To this 
day most demographers work directly for the state, while its more autonomous 
academic practitioners are almost invariably tied closely to state and supra-state 
organizations, such as the United Nations or European Union. It is thus hardly 
surprising that much of the “theory” that demographers use, and especially its core 
concept of the “demographic transition,” has been driven at times by the interests 
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of states in general and that of the United States in particular (Hodgson 1983, 1988, 
1991; Szreter 1993).

The content and subject matter of demography also appear relentlessly technical, 
descriptive, and atheoretical: more a question of arithmetic than social theory. 
Moreover, this is a vision many demographers themselves embrace. Mills’s (2005) 
survey of recent articles in the journal Demography found that they employed 
exclusively theories from other disciplines, most notably those of the household 
economics of Becker (1960, 1991). To the extent that contemporary demography 
has its “own” theory it is that of the “demographic transition,” but the latter has 
been plagued by both its political distortion and the failure of the most extensive 
attempts to reconcile the theory with the empirical evidence available (Coale 1986; 
Hodgson 1988; Robinson 1997) such that one of its most prominent theorists, Paul 
Demeny (1972) could summarize it thus: “in traditional societies, fertility and mor-
tality are high. In modern societies, fertility and mortality are low. In between there 
is the demographic transition.”

SOCIOLOGY AND DEMOGRAPHY

This perhaps explains why it is unusual to fi nd many references to demography in 
contemporary sociology. Sociological texts (e.g. Giddens 2006) rarely include any 
reference to demographic analysis. Yet this absence is rather paradoxical, since 
sociology deals with themes that are directly related to population: the family and 
its evolution, population “aging,” migration, gender relations, and so on. In insti-
tutional terms, in many countries it is not possible to study demography to degree 
level: its teaching is subsumed under sociology, economics, or related subjects. 
Moreover sociology makes much use of the output of demography as a discipline 
in the form of “population studies.” It is, after all, rather diffi cult to study social 
change without paying some attention to the changing demographics of different 
societies. Finally this absence is fairly recent. In the interwar period many sociolo-
gists, such as Kingsley Davis in the USA or David Glass in Britain, took a keen 
interest in demography. Indeed Davis’s sociological theory of modernization and 
fertility decline (1937) was almost certainly a key source of Parsons’, later sociology 
of the family. However the focus of this interest – low fertility and the prospect of 
population stagnation or decline – also helps explains its rapid waning in the “baby 
boom” years of the 1950s and 1960s.

It is demography’s technical and methodological aspects that sociology especially 
tends to ignore, as if these were indeed a question of arithmetic. An unintended 
but largely uncontested intellectual division of labor has grown up between 
the two disciplines such that demography studies and predicts the volume of popula-
tion and its components in different societies (total population, fertility rates, 
dependency ratios, mortality rates, population pyramids, and so on) while sociology 
studies what these people think and do, the structure of social relations between 
them, social change, and so on. This can be seen, for example, in the development 
of the “sociology of the body” (see chapter 26). The latter hardly studies what 
only bodies can do – give birth, have sex, reproduce, die – for that can safely be 
left to demography. Sociology of the body rather focuses on the interpretation of 
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the changing symbolic meanings attached to bodies or represented by them in dif-
ferent social contexts.

This intellectual division of labor is not, of course, innocent. We think it has 
its roots in two related but distinct phenomena. One is the way it suited Enlighten-
ment liberalism to deny the carnal origins of human beings, as can be vividly 
seen in the exchange between Hobbes and Filmer that opens this chapter. For the 
anti-patriarchalists, like Hobbes, it seemed as if the only way to assert both 
the rights of the citizen against the divine right of kings and assert the triumph of 
politics over nature was to split off the civic and social mind from the natural or 
supernatural body. To this day most social scientists are predisposed both to prefer 
“nurture” to “nature” accounts of human behavior, and to see a fairly clear dividing 
line between them.

However, we think that the struggle against patriarchalism has advanced suffi -
ciently over the last four centuries to allow us to contest the law of the father 
without ceasing to see children as the offspring of their biological parents. But we 
are interested here only in one legacy of this split: the relative indifference of sociol-
ogy as a discipline to the sexual reproduction of people and the effort, time, energy, 
and resources it requires, as opposed to sociology’s focus on the social reproduction 
of the roles, structures, institutions, or discourses they might come to occupy. To 
make a perhaps crude generalization, for most sociology, most of the time, repro-
duction has meant socialization (MacInnes 1998).

The other root may lie in the institutional genesis of demography, and its inti-
mately related twin, statistics, as the emerging bourgeois state’s chief quantity sur-
veyor. Its business was indeed technical and applied: to count rather than to 
understand. This technocratic character, together with its over-intimate connections 
as a discipline in its early years with the eugenics movement (Hodgson 1991; 
Soloway 1990; Szreter 1996), perhaps explains the relative disinterest of sociology 
in contemporary demography: especially compared to the much closer relationship 
between the disciplines in the fi rst half of the twentieth century. In the 1920s and 
1930s the fi rst versions of what was later to become demographic transition theory 
appeared in sociology journals.

DEMOGRAPHY AND ECONOMICS

At fi rst, the development of what might commonly be thought of as “theory” in 
demography is to be found in works of classical political economy, where popula-
tion enters as an economic variable alongside others such as the size of the work-
force, growth of economic activity, the level of prices or supply of fertile land. 
However, this has led to a situation where any work containing the term “popula-
tion,” regardless of how it is understood, can be considered as part of a the evolution 
of demography, as far back as Plato’s Republic. For example, Malthus is often 
thought of as a founding father of the discipline, when it is far from clear that he 
was a demographer at all. He paid little or no attention to the dynamics of popula-
tion as such. Indeed his specifi cally political objective was to demonstrate that the 
relationship between population volume and the supply of land must make any 
fundamental social change impossible, in contrast to the claims of the French 
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Revolution. When, later, Marx, for example, critically analyzed Malthus’s approach, 
that did not turn him into a “demographer.” What Marx, Malthus, and others such 
as Ricardo in his “Law of Diminishing Returns” studied, was not population as 
such but rather the relation between size of population, considered as a stock, and 
other economic variables. The central question of population was simply quantita-
tive: its size.

This relationship has been turned somewhat on its head by Gary Becker’s “House-
hold Economics” which seeks to analyze the family as a reproductive institution 
by treating its “product” – children – as analogous to a consumer durable and 
the family as an economic enterprise much like any other. While such an approach 
may have the merit of integrating the analysis of production and reproduction 
(a theme we return to below) it has attracted criticism, bordering on derision, 
from sociologists and other economists alarmed at the kind of assumptions 
Becker’s model requires (Blake 1968; Robinson 1997). At the same time it has 
inspired rather lurid fl ights of fancy by those determined to perceive any and 
every aspect of social life in exclusively market terms, such as the apparently 
serious claim by Posner and Landes (1978) that low fertility might be addressed 
by auctioning babies.

DEMOGRAPHY AND THE CONCEPT OF POPULATION

Here, on the contrary, we present an alternative vision of demography and its 
place in social theory by suggesting that it is precisely in its methodology, usually 
regarded as merely technical, that demography has a decisive and distinctive theo-
retical contribution to make. In turn the essence of this methodology is precisely to 
leave behind the idea of population as a quantitative economic variable, a stock of 
people, and instead focus on that aspect of population that only demography can 
properly consider: a population’s capacity to reproduce itself or population as a 
reproductive system. From our point of view the early origins of demography as 
the study of population reproduction are rather to be found in the works of early 
statisticians such as William Petty, John Gaunt, or Edmund Halley, who developed 
various tools for analyzing population trends which over time have culminated 
in the what we see as the essential theoretical component of modern demography: 
the life table.

Demography is the study of population. This apparent statement of the 
obvious conceals an essential ambiguity in the term “population” that is funda-
mental to understanding demography and its relation to other social sciences 
and to biology. The term population can be taken to refer to any group of 
human beings considered as a “stock,” as a defi ned group of persons at a point 
in time: the number of inhabitants of a territory, a social class, or any group sharing 
a common characteristic. It is in this sense, for example, that we fi nd the term 
used in statistics to refer to a wider group from which a sample to be studied has 
been drawn.

However the term population also has another meaning, rooted in biology, which 
for us is paramount: a population is something that reproduces itself over time. For 
human beings reproduction is sexual, and, like other living organisms, humans are 
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mortal. This dependence of human beings as a species upon their sexual genesis has 
a number of important consequences. First they exist as two sexes, which creates 
the possibility of both sexual and gender relations. Second the maintenance of the 
human species over time requires suffi cient reproductive sexual activity to produce 
successive generations of human beings, such that there are enough births to at least 
partially replace those members of the population who die. In this sense population 
is not a stock but a fl ow, so that the composition of the currently living is continu-
ally changing as people die and others are born, and the volume at any point in 
time of the population, considered as a stock, is determined by the rates of mortality 
and fertility. In this sense there is also only one, global, human population, insofar 
as its reproduction is not in any way dependent upon any particular segment of that 
population located in a particular state or territorial unit successfully reproducing 
itself. When demography, and other social sciences use the term in the plural, this 
can refer only to administratively defi ned stocks: typically the inhabitants or some-
times the legal residents or again citizens of states.

This confusion between two discrete meanings of the term population is well 
illustrated by the attempt of the distinguished demographer Livi Bacci (1990) to 
defi ne the term. On the one hand he distinguishes a population from “transitory or 
occasional collectivities” such as might be found in a “sports stadium a factory or 
an army.” A population needs continuity over time, he argues. This requires repro-
duction and therefore implies relations of reproduction that “unite parents and 
children and guarantee the succession of generations.” However, he adds, a popula-
tion is also characterized by its specifi c character and limits, usually, but not exclu-
sively, territorial, but also sometimes ethnic or religious. Populations, however, are 
not eternal. They rise and fall, he argues, especially as a consequence of migration. 
They can die out, as a result of chronic low fertility, or by the fusion of previously 
separate populations. We see here the analytical contradiction resulting from demog-
raphy’s intimate relation with (territorially based) states. States like to regard their 
inhabitants as populations both for purely instrumental reasons and because it 
reinforces their banally nationalist “natural” character (Billig 1995). This is true no 
matter how “transitory or occasional” they may prove to be (and in the longue 
durée of history no state endures for ever).

However, even the most “applied” demography has to recognize that such states 
are neither hermetically sealed nor historically immutable. One need only look at 
the map of Europe since 1989 to see a remarkable procession of discursive “popula-
tions” appear and disappear in a fashion absolutely analogous to the emptying and 
fi lling of a sports stadium. The problem is twofold. Having legs, people move. 
Reproduction relations spill over state boundaries as migration locates successive 
generations in supposedly distinct populations. Being social and historical rather 
than biological entities, states expand and contract territorially, sometimes to 
nothing at all. Thus to treat a population as a system of reproduction we have to 
exercise extreme caution in reducing population systems to specifi c territorial areas, 
or treating fertility and immigration on the one hand, or mortality and emigration 
on the other, as distinct phenomena: they may be bound together by the nature of 
territorial boundaries that may have little direct effect on population dynamics. As 
we shall see, if we are insuffi ciently cautious, we can easily fall into essentially racist 
forms of argument about the natural characteristics of distinct populations.
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LIFE EXPECTANCY AND THE REPRODUCTIVE REVOLUTION

How can we best distinguish how population(s) reproduce themselves? What is 
fundamental is not the size of population that a given technological, economic, and 
social order might sustain. The size of a population, as a stock, tells us nothing 
about how that population reproduces itself over time, and crucially, the volume of 
births and associated reproductive effort that goes into maintaining it: what might 
be called the balance between life and death. We take life expectancy to be perhaps 
the most important demographic indicator, as it is at the core of reproduction. Over 
the last two centuries, life expectancy, and thus the manner in which populations 
reproduce themselves, has undergone a fundamental and unrepeatable change. If 
life expectancy is short, a population can reproduce itself only by means of sustain-
ing a high rate of births. Conversely, if the means can be found to increase life 
expectancy, the volume of population at any point in time can be maintained or 
even increased with a much lower, and even declining, rate of births.

What distinguishes pre-“demographic transition” populations from our contem-
porary demographic reality almost everywhere beyond sub-Saharan Africa is that 
in the former the balance between life and death was a thoroughly wretched one: 
low life expectancy and high mortality rates at early ages meant a constant struggle 
to keep the birth rate, and thus the supply of generally miserably short lives, suffi -
ciently high to maintain the population. This struggle was periodically aggravated 
by a variety of demographic crises: epidemics, poor harvests, warfare. The Black 
Death, which probably killed off about one-third of the population of Europe in 
the fourteenth century, is well known. However, it is often forgotten that as recently 
as 1918–19 “Spanish fl u” killed anywhere between 30 and 100 million people 
worldwide. Troop movements associated with World War I accelerated and global-
ized its reach. It probably had its origin in the US, but killed between 7 and 17 
million in India, and wiped out one-quarter of the populations of Alaska and Samoa 
(Patterson and Kyle 1991; Potter 2001).1 The historical breakthrough to demo-
graphic security is very recent. In the most fortunate states it stretches back two 
centuries. In most it occurred only in the course of the twentieth century: for many 
only in the last few decades. An indication of this progress is given by fi gure 22.1, 
which traces female life expectancy at birth for different regions of the world over 
the last half-century.

The demographic transition in Spain reveals the nature of this breakthrough with 
particular clarity, as it occurred relatively late and rapidly, and with good enough 
statistical records to allow us to chart its course precisely. Between the 1880s and 
1940s, life expectancy at birth doubled from 37 to 76 years. Life expectancies at 
birth deal in averages which can never reveal the full story. A better measure is to 
take the age by which half of an original birth cohort have met their deaths. Until 
the generations born towards the end of the 1880s (and therefore reaching this age 
in fi rst two decades of the last century) this age was less than 25. Just over half a 
century later those born just after the end of the civil war could wait until their 
eighties before they had witnessed the death of half their peers (Cabré i Pla 1999).

Much valuable effort has gone into exploring the causes of this dramatic, and 
increasingly global, change and the relative importance of the contributions of 
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technological and economic change, improvements in public health, medical 
knowledge, and so on (Boserup 1996; McKeown 1979). However, this has had, 
as a less welcome side effect, the tendency to see this demographic change as exclu-
sively a “result” caused by other social and economic factors. This has been facili-
tated by the willingness of demography to eschew theory and keep “explanations” 
where they belong: in other disciplines, especially economics. Much less effort 
has gone into exploring the consequences of the other side of this two-way relation-
ship: the impact on economic and social development of an unprecedented fall 
in the volume of social effort devoted to population reproduction (Peréz Diaz 2004). 
As we argue below, we think that demography, and in particular the changing 
dynamics of population reproduction, holds the key to explaining the unprecedented 
pace and volume of change in gender relations in post-transition societies. This 
does not mean, of course, substituting one determinist explanation with another, 
such that demographic change becomes the “cause” of modernity. It does, however, 
mean taking account of the vital demographic component of social and economic 
change without which it is almost impossible to understand key aspects of modern 
society.

Again the case of Spain makes our point particularly clearly, but the story for 
the rest of Europe is basically similar. By 1990 the crude birth rate in Spain was 
less than one-third of what it had been one hundred years earlier: about 10 births 
per 1,000 women each year, compared to over 35. Yet throughout this period, 
except for the crises caused by fl u epidemic and the civil war, there never ceased to 
be more births than deaths in the population, such that population doubled over 
this time (Blanes, Gil, and Pérez 1996).

Such a spectacular result was achieved because the effi ciency of the reproductive 
system underwent a fundamental transformation, rather like the shift from a steam 
engine to an internal combustion engine, rooted above all in the reduction of infant 
and child mortality. This had two results, direct and indirect. Directly, less early 
mortality meant longer lives. We might compare the situation to that of a hotel 
where the average length of stay of its guests increased. When the guests stay longer 
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the hotel manager has fewer vacated beds to fi ll with new arrivals. Indeed, unless 
the fl ow of new guests slows down dramatically, the hotel would soon be overfl ow-
ing. The demographic transition thus quadrupled global population across the 
twentieth century. Indirectly, fewer female deaths in the years before reaching their 
fertile years meant that fewer potentially life-producing lives were “wasted” from 
the perspective of the reproductive system. This means that fertility rates and mor-
tality rates themselves do not capture the full impact of the change. The key indica-
tor was in fact identifi ed in 1960s by the French demographer Louis Henry (1965) 
as the rate of reproduction of years of life.

A shown in fi gure 22.1, this fundamental change has spread the world over, with 
the exception of sub-Saharan Africa, where the AIDS pandemic has reversed what 
had always been a halting growth in life expectancy. An illuminating example is 
Vietnam. Between 1965 and 1973 the USA dropped more bombs on this small 
country than were used in World War II. An estimated 1.4 million Vietnamese 
combatants and between 1 million and 4 million civilians were killed, and up to 4 
million suffered dioxin poising resulting from the use of chemical defoliants such 
as agent orange. Despite this onslaught, life expectancy continued to rise, to levels 
approaching those of Europe, as table 22.1 shows.

Overall, some of this increased effi ciency resulted in the unprecedented expansion 
of world population (shown in fi gure 22.2), but, as in the case of Spain, improve-
ments in effi ciency have usually been translated fairly quickly into declining fertility. 
For example, the fertility rate for the world as a whole is now approaching the level 
of the United States in the 1950s. This revolution, which demographers usually call 
the “demographic transition” but which we prefer to call the “reproductive revolu-
tion” (MacInnes and Pérez Díaz 2005), has had three main consequences, crucial 
to modernity, which have also tended to be obscured by the concentration on the 
exploration of its non-demographic “causes.” These are a fall in the strategic politi-
cal importance of fertility, or sustaining a high birth rate; the decline of patriarchy 
and direct state control of women; and a transformation in the age structure of 
populations (population aging). We will look at each of these in turn, attempting 

Table 22.1 Expectation of life at birth, Vietnam, 1950–2005

Males Females

1950–1955 39.1 41.8

1955–1960 41.3 44.6
1960–1965 43.5 47.4
1965–1970 45.7 50.2
1970–1975 47.7 53.1
1975–1980 53.7 58.1
1980–1985 56.8 61.2
1985–1990 61.1 64.9
1990–1995 66.1 69.6
1995–2000 69.0 72.4
2000–2005 71.2 74.9

Source: United Nations Population Division, Population Database 2006 revision.



436 JOHN MACINNES & JULIO PÉREZ DíAZ

to show how what we see as critical demographic theory can correct the frequently 
alarmist and usually incorrect analyses of these topics that issue not least from 
demographers themselves. However before we do so, let us return briefl y to what 
we see as the theoretical core of demography: the “currency” of reproduction: years 
of life.

YEARS OF LIFE: AGE GROUPS, GENERATIONS AND LIFE TABLES

In the social sciences we make use of the concept of age groups so regularly that 
they end up becoming an object of investigation in themselves. But although we 
often talk of the characteristics, behavior, and changes in “age groups,” such groups 
have no more material an existence than Hobbes’s mushrooms. Today’s 14-year-olds 
will be 15 next year, and 50 in another thirty-six. Such use of the word “age” is a 
perversion of language, because it ends up converting it into some kind of fi xed, 
unchanging, reality through which individuals pass, when it is the individuals who 
are real, and it is the ages that pass through them. The distinction between ages and 
the individuals who have them is fundamental. We can, of course, equate age group 
and life course, imagining that a cross-sectional division of age groups also gives us 
a picture of a succession of life stages, from infant to senior citizen, but the cost of 
doing so is to rule out that which we are usually concerned to investigate in the 
fi rst place: social change.

Considered as a birth cohort or generation in the demographic sense, individuals’ 
ages become closer to their authentic meaning: sequential, temporary, stages of a 
life course. An early appreciation of the sociological signifi cance of the life table 
approach is that of Ryder (1965), who saw the cohort – a group of people born at 
the same calendar time – as the key concept of demography:
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the passage of time is identifi ed for the individual constituent elements as well as for 
the population as a whole.  .  .  .  Individual entries and exits are dated, and the difference 
between date of entry and date of observation, for the individual, is his age at that 
time. Age is the central variable in the demographic model. It identifi es birth cohort 
membership  .  .  .  It is a measure of the interval of time spent within the population, and 
thus of exposure to the risk of occurrence of the event of leaving the population, and 
more generally is a surrogate for the experience which causes changing probabilities 
of behavior of various kinds. Age as the passage of personal time is, in short, the link 
between the history of the individual and the history of the population

The problem of course, is that given the hegemony of the one-off cross-sectional 
survey (and not without reason: it is quick and cheap) we often do not have data 
by birth cohort. This is slowly changing as information technology innovation has 
rendered both longitudinal and repeated cross-sectional survey data easier and 
cheaper to collect, but for the moment at least, the transversal view of society 
dominates, and not only for technical or methodological reasons. Politically, the 
transversal survey yields fast, affordable, policy-relevant results. When a week is a 
long time in politics, a genuine understanding of the roots of social change lies 
further down the agenda than immediate policy-relevant period indicators. Ideologi-
cally, the kind of dataset produced by the survey is a perfect analog of the “nation” 
reproduced in the minds of its members via their perception of the way transverse 
simultaneity links their diverse individual experiences as they march onward together 
down calendrical, homogeneous, empty time (Anderson 1991: 25–34). Homoge-
neous empty time of the kind in which men might indeed spring up “like mush-
rooms” and in which not only the popular but also the scientifi c imagination could 
fi nd it not only possible but obvious to imagine the “people” as a constant, mea-
sured inter alia by its volume, contained by the borders of “its” territory and quite 
unaffected by the continual sea-like change in its composition.

It is here that demography furnishes us with a key analytical tool: the life table, 
and the Lexis diagram, named after its nineteenth-century “inventor” although 
Vandeschrick (2001) suggests that this is a misnomer (fi gure 22.3). Lexis diagrams 
effectively present three variables in one plane, by plotting both calendrical time 
(on the horizontal axis) and “personal time” or generational age (on the vertical 
axis). The experience of each generation thus appears as a 45-degree line in the 
chart, and various characteristics can be computed for different coordinates rather 
than the vertical slice presented by the results of a cross-sectional survey at a par-
ticular point in time. It is an extremely useful tool since if we have suffi cient data 
(and one of the merits of demography’s association with the state is often the avail-
ability of a great range of high-quality data) it allows us to separate out the effects 
of age and historical time, and thus look at the experience of successive generations 
across the life course, thus dispensing with static “age groups.”

This is especially useful when we consider the impact of the reproductive 
revolution, for one if its effects, as a direct result of the democratization of 
longer life expectancy, is not only to change the distribution of “age groups” in 
a society, but also, by altering the life courses of successive generations, substantially 
to change the characteristics of those who comprise these age groups across 
calendrical time. As a result, what has often been a useful method in sociology – 
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using the results of cross-sectional survey broken down by age to construct a 
model of what a generational life course might look like – becomes increasingly 
unreliable because of the pace of both demographic and social change. Just as 
the experience of today’s youth does not refl ect the past life course of older people, 
neither does the experience of today’s older people tell us much about the future 
of today’s youth. This might appear to carry stating the obvious to new heights, 
but on the contrary, it is an “insight” that constantly gets forgotten. Let us look 
at some examples.

POPULATION PYRAMIDS

Perhaps the best-known image of demography is that of diagrams depicting the age 
structure of a population as a pyramid with a distinctive shape. The rapid changes 
experienced by these pyramids in recent years highlights the demographic transfor-
mations we have referred to. Everywhere the weight of the old and so-called “oldest 
old” in the population is growing, and that of the young decreasing, resulting in a 
change in the shape of these pyramids from a triangle to rectangle, as shown in 
fi gure 22.4. This is referred to by demographers and others as “population aging,” 
usually summoning up fears of whether the “dependency” of the old must pose an 
unsustainable burden on the welfare state, where it exists. The imminent retiral of 
the “baby boom” cohorts adds to this pessimism (Demeny 2003; Lutz, O’Neill, and 
Sherbov 2003).

However, precisely because they are based on age groups, this is a rather distorted 
way to portray what might be thought of as modernity’s greatest achievement: the 
generalization of longer life expectancy. The pyramids tell us about social change 
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only so long as we assume that the characteristics of the component layers of the 
pyramid do not change over time. Only if we confuse age and historical time can we 
even imagine the phenomenon of population “aging” in the fi rst place. Age is not 
and cannot be a characteristic of a population. It is a characteristic of those individu-
als who comprise it. A population might come to have relatively more older people 
within it, but that is a very different thing, especially if, as we have already suggested, 
social change means that the characteristics of age groups are far from static. The 
power of this dubious metaphor lies rather in what it manages to imply: that a popu-
lation with a higher average age is not a great achievement, but rather some kind of 
problem. That aging populations, like aging individuals, are slow, less “fl exible” or 
dynamic, in decline or about to die out. This perhaps refl ects a rather older propen-
sity in demography to regard at least some early deaths as desirable, from Malthus 
through to its fl irtation with eugenics in the fi rst half of the last century. It is politi-
cally far easier to summon up fear of “population aging” in abstract terms than to 
suggest that it would be better if grannie or grandad died sooner.

There are two simple points to make about population aging, that have been 
largely overlooked in the contemporary debate. Much of the concern focuses on the 
calculation of “dependency ratios” based on the ratio of those of “working age” 
(16 to 64) to those aged 65 or over. However, age structure has an increasingly 
weak relationship to real dependency ratios because economic activity patterns have 
altered much faster. The feminization of employment has almost doubled women’s 
employment in Europe over the last half-century. Meanwhile the vast increase in 

Figure 22.4 Population pyramid diagrams from the UN Population Division’s Population Ageing 
2006 Wallchart (UN publication ST/ESA/SER.V251). Reproduced by permission
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higher education and training has meant that youngsters enter the labor market 
much later than before (Mason and Jensen 1995; Peréz Diaz 2004). Conversely a 
rapidly falling proportion of older workers stay on till the formal age of retirement. 
Increased living standards, the more rapid accumulation of assets across the life 
course, and expanding opportunities for leisure encourage them to swap income for 
time. The net result of these changes has been that the ratio of those in employment 
to the rest of the population has been positive or neutral across the last half-century 
in most European countries. The second is that this ghostly army of the “dependent” 
old is actually a vast supplier of income, assets, and time, both to younger genera-
tions and to each other (MacInnes 2006). The caring needs of elderly people are 
substantially met by their peers. The biggest single source of childcare in Europe 
after parents themselves is  .  .  .  grandparents.

THE STRATEGIC IMPORTANCE OF FERTILITY

Modern states have always had a keen interest in population questions both 
because they need an adequate quantity of recruits for their armies or labor for 
their offi ces and factories and also because they fear the prospect of any relative 
decline in the “quality” of their population compared to other states. In the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries such fears were expressed in straightforwardly racial 
and eugenic language, across the political spectrum (MacInnes and Pérez Díaz 
2007; Solway 1990; Szreter 1984; Teitelbaum and Winter 1985). They now tend to 
be expressed in debates about the quality of the education and training systems.

In the 1920s and 1930s the impact of the fertility decline released by the repro-
ductive revolution brought forth alarmist claims from both progressive and conser-
vative analysts about the impending “death” of the nation, either through 
demographic weakness or military defeat (Spengler 1926). The intellectual architect 
of the UK welfare state, William Beveridge, could assert that the “revolutionary fall 
of fertility among the European races within the past fi fty years, while it had some 
mysterious features, was due in the main to practices as deliberate as infanticide” 
(1925: 10). Keynes (1937) speculated about the “Economic effects of a declining 
population” in The Eugenics Review. Alva Myrdal virtually invented the Scandina-
vian welfare state model by arguing cogently in her 1939 work Nation and Family 
that, while moral campaigns denouncing “family limitation” simply spread knowl-
edge about contraception, the thorough collectivization of childrearing costs might 
deliver a different result (Myrdal 1968).

Differential fertility (the phenomenon whereby those with higher levels of 
education or higher incomes tended to be among the fi rst to have smaller families) 
awakened the specter of national or racial degeneration and brought forth a eugenic 
response that took a long time to fi nally wither away. The rise of Nazism and 
the experience of the Holocaust made directly eugenic language less easy to use; 
however, in Britain its swansong came as late as Sir Keith Joseph’s notorious 1974 
Egbaston speech:

The balance of our population, our human stock is threatened.  .  .  .  a high and rising 
proportion of children are being born to mothers least fi tted to bring children into the 
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world and bring them up. They are born to mothers who were fi rst pregnant in ado-
lescence in social classes 4 and 5. Many of these girls are unmarried, many are deserted 
or divorced or soon will be. Some are of low intelligence, most of low educational att
ainment.  .  .  .  They are producing problem children, the future unmarried mothers, 
delinquents, denizens of our borstals, sub-normal educational establishments, prisons, 
hostels for drifters. Yet these mothers, the under-twenties in many cases, single parents, 
from classes 4 and 5, are now producing a third of all births.

Nowadays this discourse tends to be presented in terms of the preservation 
of national culture, the provision of adequate education, the problems of integra-
tion, and so on. Either way the conclusion reached is broadly similar. Fertility 
is falling below replacement level in almost every affl uent society, with the possible 
exception of the United States (Bongaarts 2002; Caldwell and Schindlmeyer 
2003; Frejka and Calot 2001; Frejka and Ross 2001; Goldstein, Lutz, and Testa 
2003; Lesthaeghe and Willems 1999). Too low a rate of (the right sort of) fertility 
must aggravate population aging and, in the longer term, threaten national eviscera-
tion via population decline (Chesnais 1998; Grant et al. 2004). Yet such an 
argument merely threatens to reproduce the interwar debate about differential class 
fertility and racial degeneration in international and explicitly racist terms. There 
is no global fertility shortage. The fear, although it is rarely presented directly as 
such, is rather that “they” are having too many children, while “we” are not having 
enough.

There are two issues to consider here. One, as we have indicated, is the tendency 
to confuse population as a reproductive system with the stock of people in a state, 
such that both demographers and politicians can speak about a state’s “population 
replacement level” of fertility as though immigration did not exist. The other is a 
struggle between employers and states, conducted within a discourse of “work–life 
balance” over how much each should bear the costs of the further socialization of 
childcare costs.

After the interlude of the baby boom of the 1950s and 1960s, fertility fell to new 
lows throughout Europe, especially in the Mediterranean and former Soviet coun-
tries. This led to renewed interest in natalist policies and a rash of ad hoc measures 
by state and regional governments to encourage more or earlier babies, either 
through fi scal transfers or measures to facilitate “work–life balance” (McDonald 
2005; MacInnes 2006; MacInnes and Pérez Díaz 2007; Neyer 2003; OECD 2001). 
Many of these unwittingly repeat the essentials of Myrdal’s early study. Fertility 
change has been closely tied up with other social changes, such as a drift of most 
major early life transitions (termination of education, entry to the labor market, 
emancipation from the parental home, formation of a stable partnership, parent-
hood) to later ages, a compression in the length of men’s working lives (fewer hours 
per year for fewer years) and, of course, a rapid and substantial expansion in 
women’s education and employment. As notable as the feminization of employment 
and the collapse of the male breadwinner system has been the collapse of marriage 
as an institution. Not only has the proportion of children born outside of marriage 
exploded (so that in many European countries only a minority of children are born 
to married parents), “legitimacy” has, for the fi rst time, become almost irrelevant, 
divorce rates have risen steadily, and many states, by recognizing gay marriage, have 
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explicitly broken the link between the marriage contract and sexual reproduction. 
This led many conservative analysts to lament the decline of the family (Davis 1937; 
Fukuyama 1999; Lasch 1977), and more radical analysts to discern a “transforma-
tion of intimacy” (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 1995; Giddens 1992) and states to 
puzzle over how women might best be encouraged to be both mothers and workers 
(Brewster and Rindfuss 2000; Castles 2003).

However, the longitudinal perspective afforded by a critical demography suggests 
quite a different conclusion. It is hardly surprising if the leap in the effi ciency in 
reproduction has freed labor up to go elsewhere, in much the same way as techno-
logical innovation and economic progress has done in agriculture and industry. 
Societies with high fertility and mortality had been universally characterized by 
systematic restrictions to any alternative use of what was in some ways their most 
important means of production: women’s bodies. This ranged from the direct regu-
lation of reproductive sexuality through such institutions as marriage, proscriptions 
against adultery or other sexual activity outside marriage, restriction of divorce and 
the prohibition of abortion and other forms of contraception through to the preven-
tion of women entering the public sphere on anything like equal terms to men. 
However, as the progress of liberal thought found it harder to resist feminist argu-
ment (Mann 1994) it also gradually found it less necessary to do so. Indeed, states 
faced with labor shortages and over-full employment in the long boom of 1945 to 
1970 played an active role in the feminization of employment. Over the course of 
the twentieth century, and especially in its fi nal third, states gradually decided that 
they had “no business in the bedroom” (a phrase coined by future Canadian prime 
minister Pierre Trudeau in a 1967 television interview) and controls over sexuality, 
both plastic and reproductive, were relaxed or abolished.

Nor is it surprising that the much looser social control of sexual reproduction 
made possible by the fruits of the reproductive revolution has started to rob the 
family (and especially its patriarchal head) of the power it previously enjoyed, as 
well as rendering its internal affairs increasingly public. But de-industrialization and 
what might be called “de-familization” have one fundamental difference. Much 
longer lives means the survival at the same point in time of more generations. This 
further changes the distribution of reproductive work as parents and grandparents 
and other family members increasingly share the burden. Orthodox demography 
has tended to understand this development in terms of the second demographic 
transition, whereby changes in values drove renewed changes in demographic 
behavior (Inglehart 1975; Van de Kaa 1987). However, in our view the relationship 
might better be seen the other way around: an utterly changed system of population 
reproduction made materially possible what had previously been only a utopia: the 
destruction of the foundations of patriarchy and the generalization, for the fi rst 
time, of the idea of the fundamental equality of the sexes.

It is often forgotten just how recent has been both the withdrawal of the state 
from the bedroom and the dismantling of the systematic restriction of alternatives 
to motherhood for women via “equal rights” policies. Both have been made possible 
by the demographic transformations that the reproductive revolution has ushered 
in. If we wish to understand why patriarchy has weakened so dramatically in many 
states in a few decades after reigning supreme for millennia, demography is a good 
place to start.
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THE REGULATION OF FERTILITY AT “HOME” AND ABROAD

In the course of the twentieth century governments gradually discovered that rapidly 
decreasing fertility was compatible not only with population stability but also popu-
lation growth, while the upward turn in fertility rates in the “baby boom” after 
World War II drew their attention away from domestic demographic issues to that 
of differential fertility within a global perspective. In the climate of the Cold War 
it was feared that too rapid population growth in the “Third World” might choke 
off economic growth and open the door to the spread of communism. This was 
accompanied by alarmist predictions of what “population explosion” might happen 
if mortality there continued to fall but fertility remained unchecked (e.g. Ehrlich 
1968). As a result attention within demography switched to the search for a model 
of the demographic transition that might provide policy recipes for the achievement 
of the swiftest possible fertility falls in “developing” countries (Hodgson 1988; 
Szreter 1993). One of the largest ever social science projects was launched at the 
University of Princeton to mine the history of Europe for what insights could be 
gleaned from the fall of fertility there (Coale 1986).

Old ideas often die hard, however. Demographers, politicians, and others struggle 
to free themselves from the idea that low or “below replacement” fertility is a 
problem, and search for “blockages” to higher fertility, chiefl y in the form of argu-
ments that the relative economic cost of children has increased, or that employment 
has become less compatible with parenting. There is no doubt that even in a socially 
protected and regulated labor market children impose restrictions and burdens on 
parents, particularly working ones. However, the question is not whether these exist, 
but whether any change in their relative weight might account for falling fertility. 
The answer is controversial, but our view is a resounding “no.” There is a simpler 
explanation for falling fertility. Fewer people choose to become parents, and parents 
in turn have fewer children because, for almost the fi rst time in history, they have 
the freedom to make this choice.

Part of the problem here is rooted in demography’s continued reliance on 
other disciplines for its theoretical ideas, rather than paying suffi cient attention to 
the explanatory power of its own contribution. It is all too easy for sociology, eco-
nomics, or political science to take a “variable” such as fertility, from demography 
and seek explanations for it – whether in the form of accounting for the decline of 
fertility thorough changes in economic behavior or values and attitudes, or searching 
for policy remedies for what is wrongly assumed to be a social problem. But such 
efforts tend to overlook the way the laws of operation of the reproductive system 
have been transformed by the reproductive revolution and the withering of 
patriarchy.

THE CONTEMPORARY SITUATION OF DEMOGRAPHY

Paradoxically, the “atheoretical” and empirical character of demography has rein-
forced its scientifi c character and saved it from disciplinary disintegration. Because 
of its applied character and intimate relation with the state, and the way in which 
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the latter, both at central and local level, has developed ever more rigorous systems 
for the collection and recording of reliable data, demography has been able to base 
itself on data which is carefully defi ned, exists in very long time series, and lends 
itself to comparative analysis. It is the only fi eld of social science in which we can 
draw upon regular census data: that is, data on (almost) all individuals, rather than 
on samples. The fact that states are interested in having accurate and timely data 
on the number, whereabouts, and other basic characteristics of their inhabitants has 
led to the development not only of national but also international databases with 
a steadily increasing range of valuable information. To this can be added other 
information from more specifi c offi cial surveys on such issues as the labor market, 
health, crime, household composition, and so on, including surveys with an invalu-
able longitudinal or panel component, such as the European Community Household 
Panel Study or its successor, European Union Statistics on Income and Living Condi-
tions. Statistical methods for analyzing this data have been revolutionized by the 
development of information technology that facilitates calculations and analysis that 
simply could not be undertaken only a few years ago, as well as making such analy-
sis ever more accessible to the social scientist with only a minimum of quantitative 
expertise. It has also led to new techniques such as Event History Analysis, which 
has its roots in biology and epidemiology, but is now being applied to great effect 
in demography and sociology.

However, this tremendous advance at the level of the availability and coverage 
of data and techniques for its analysis has not been accompanied by a corresponding 
development of demographic theory. Instead it has been left to the economists, from 
Malthus to Boserup, Easterlin, and, above all, Becker, to explore and develop theo-
ries of demographic change, while a somewhat lesser role has been taken by sociolo-
gists, such as Dumont and later Kingsley Davis, Alva Myrdal, and, above all, Talcott 
Parsons (1956). This helps to explain why, although there is universal recognition 
that demographic change has been a fundamental aspect of the rise of modernity, 
particularly the explosion of world population that started in the eighteenth century 
and now appears to be reaching its conclusion, this demographic revolution has 
always been seen as an effect of other, more basic, social and economic changes, 
rather than some kind of revolutionary change in its own right. Our argument here, 
however, is that the reproductive revolution has been one equal in status and impor-
tance to the already well-known and discussed political and economic revolutions 
(Hobsbawm 1962).

DEMOGRAPHY IN THE ERA OF 
POPULATION MATURITY

The end of the explosive growth of global population is now in sight. As a result 
the demographic map of the world, in terms of the distribution and demographic 
behavior of population, has been in constant evolution, and the themes of interest 
and discussion in demography has undergone almost constant change. Let us 
focus on what seem to us to be the two further key areas of development, 
beyond the issue of population aging and fertility decline that we have already 
discussed.
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Life expectancy

Current attention has come to be focused on what, if any, are the limits to the 
growth of life expectancy. Recent statistical studies of mortality in what might be 
called the “oldest old,” those surviving to 100 years and more, have questioned the 
classical assumption of Gompertz that the probability of dying increased exponen-
tially with age. What has been more recently discovered it that at very advanced 
ages the probability of dying changes from exponential to linear. This apparently 
trivial fi nding in fact has tremendous theoretical implications, for if the survival 
curve is not logistic, neither does it have an upper limit. Any fi nal limit to longevity 
ceases to be predictable (Horiuchi and Wilmoth 1998). However, the rectangulariza-
tion of survival curves, together with quite unexpected advances in the survival rates 
of the very old, have given rise to new unknowns that it has become urgent to 
address, not least for practical purposes, especially making any reliable population 
projections. This question has theoretical relevance too, insofar as it has led to dis-
cussion between evolutionary biologists and sociologists (Gavrilov and Gavrilova 
2001). With the rise of longevity, increased interest has focused on morbidity and 
what has come to be called “healthy life expectancy” or the number of years people 
can expect to live in good health. Changing ages of death have also changed the 
pattern of pathologies that bring it about, together with patterns of ill health in 
general. This has come to be known as the epidemiological transition, with obvious 
implications for the demand for health care, and other public services.

Migration

For the fi rst time in history, more people in the world now live in cities than in the 
country, while the nature of urban spatial mobility has changed substantially even 
over the last two decades. The global spread of the reproductive revolution fi rst 
experienced in Europe has altered geostrategic global politics: the Chinese and 
Indian states are no longer potential but actual world power players Added to this, 
the technology of mobility has revolutionized international migration, revealing the 
vast distance between states’ desire to control population movements and their 
empirical ability to do so. At the same time new empirical data sources have opened 
up, following states’ needs to monitor this process, and try to understand and 
predict future population movements.

This process of migration raises hitherto underexplored theoretical questions for 
demography as a discipline as soon as it treats population at anything less than a 
global level, for it raises the question of the logical basis of the frontier used to 
defi ne any movement as migration. Here states’ capacity to marry the nationalist 
imagination to state regulation and the technical tools of analysis of demography 
comes up against the reality of people’s increasing mobility (Adams and Kasakoff 
2004) as economic development and technical innovation have brought down trans-
port costs, while the internet and innovation in information technology has revolu-
tionized communications and transformed what has been variously called time-space 
convergence, compression or distanciation (Giddens 1990; Harvey 1989; Janelle 
1969). Urry’s (2000) suggestion that such mobility renders classical sociology virtu-
ally irrelevant has been dismissed as what Michael Mann has referred to as “Glo-
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baloney” by Favell (2001). Held et al. (1999) and Torpey (2000) have shown how 
the world of the late nineteenth century, before more affl uent states started to police 
and seal their borders, may have been still more mobile than that of the early twenty-
fi rst. Zelinsky (1971), in a work that deserves more attention than it has received, 
has made the useful suggestion that demography might think in terms of a migration 
transition.

CONCLUSION

We have argued that there are two main reasons why social theory ought to pay 
more attention to demography than it has perhaps done in the past. The fi rst is 
empirical. We are living through a period of very rapid demographic change bound 
up with the processes of modernization that has seen an upward leap in life expec-
tancy whose upper limits still remain far from clear. This revolution has ushered in 
other demographic changes such as declining fertility and nuptiality, the redistribu-
tion of world population, and vast changes in migration patterns both within and 
between states. These demographic changes have manifold and profound social 
consequences, such as alterations in the structure and power of the family, the 
decline of patriarchy, intergenerational relations, and the future shape of globaliza-
tion. The second is theoretical. By focusing on longitudinal processes, the analytical 
tools of a critical demography, which we have argued can be seen as rooted in the 
development of the life table and its analogs, have much to offer social theory trying 
to understand processes of social change. It can do this through its capacity to dis-
tinguish different dimensions of time and thus bring biography and history together 
in a way that does not “fl atten” individuals’ experiences into the kind of structural 
snapshot of society offered by the one-off transversal survey. By remembering, like 
Filmer, that society comprises mortals with a sexual genesis, and not just social roles 
or positions in structure or discourse that need fi lling, we have a better chance of 
understanding contemporary social change.

Note

1 Ironically it was called “Spanish” fl u because the non-belligerent status of that country 
freed its press from the censorship that restricted reporting of the epidemic in combatant 
states.
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Science and Technology Studies: 

From Controversies to Posthumanist 
Social Theory

Sophia Roosth and Susan Silbey

Science and Technology Studies (STS) names a heterogeneous body of research, 
scholars, journals, professional associations, and academic programs that focus on 
the history, social organization and culture of science and technology. Begun in the 
1960s in response to the recognizable growth in science in the contemporary world 
and to the educational and economic policy implications of this explosion of scien-
tifi c research and development, STS also responded to issues of public responsibility 
that seemed to be engendered by technological innovation. In the 1960s, the Vietnam 
War encouraged scientists to become politically active; in 1975, the Asilomar Con-
ference on Recombinant DNA set a precedent in which scientists regulated their 
own community, established formal norms, and supported legally enforceable guide-
lines for research; and in the early 1980s, public recognition of the AIDS epidemic 
sparked rumors of the virus’s origin in laboratory mishaps. The burgeoning synergy 
of attention and concern in the late twentieth century produced, by the twenty-fi rst 
century, a continuous concatenation between science and public policy concerns. By 
the time STS fi rst emerged as an interdisciplinary conversation, signifi cant accounts 
of the work of scientists, the production of scientifi c knowledge, and the impact of 
technological innovation had been produced in each of the social sciences from their 
distinctive disciplinary perspectives. Across the diverse research traditions, however, 
there seemed to be a shared or received view of science as the work of great minds, 
usually male, discovering nature’s hidden patterns and mechanisms. If the “focused 
confl uence” of research begged for integration (Edge 1995: 3–24), STS scholarship 
not only integrated the existing scholarship but revised these conventional accounts 
of science.

EARLY SOURCES

The earliest roots of STS can be traced to the sociology of knowledge and the 
philosophy of science, representing opposing positions on the possibilities of 
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transcendent, universal knowledge of nature. The theoretical materials of STS devel-
oped from debates between those seeking to establish secure empirical methods for 
understanding nature and the sociologists who insisted that our access to nature, 
as well as other minds, was inevitably fi ltered through our collectively created forms 
of cognition and communication. If Comte (1896: vol. 1, p. 2) taught that we must 
discover “invariable relations of succession and resemblance” in human society 
using the same scientifi c methods as we study the world of nature, Durkheim chal-
lenged the reductionism of science for understanding human society, insisting that 
we consider social phenomena sui generis, as things in the themselves. Although 
“social facts” are the consequences of human interaction, they are nonetheless 
“endowed with coercive power,” constraining the possibilities of human action and 
agency (Durkheim 1950).

In the early decades of the twentieth century, Mannheim, building on Kant and 
Durkheim and enamored of Dilthey, sought a sociology that would provide objective 
knowledge while also capturing “authentic experience,” empathetic, lived experi-
ence of persons that was more than could be represented by simple calculable and 
external facts and statistics (Kaiser 1998). In his major work, Ideology and Utopia 
(1936 [1929]), Mannheim developed the concept of ideology into a full-blown 
theory of knowledge that became the impetus for both the American and European 
sociology of science. Mannheim extended the notion of ideology from mere inter-
ests, psychological, material, or otherwise, to a more comprehensive world-view, 
with embedded assumptions, perspectives, and lenses through which experience and 
information are inevitably apprehended and interpreted. Mannheim argued that all 
knowledge develops from particular, concrete situations which provide the constitu-
tive presuppositions that ground all knowledge-making and knowledge claims. 
Thus, sociology of knowledge must, according to Mannheim, analyze all knowledge 
claims to expose their ultimate presuppositions, as well as the social and historical 
situation from which they emerged. Mannheim was adamant, however, that he was 
not describing moral or epistemological relativism, which he believed was as ethi-
cally dangerous as the moral poverty of the natural sciences. Rather, Mannheim 
argued that by identifying the particular social bases of perspectives we can place 
knowledges in relation to each other, what he described as relationism, producing 
a new kind of objectivity. In America, Merton (1937, 1968 [1941], 1973 [1942]) 
critiqued Mannheim’s account of the sociology of knowledge for its failure to dif-
ferentiate among different types of knowledge and for failing to recognize the 
uniqueness of science as a way of making knowledge. If Mannheim had devoted 
less attention to the natural sciences, it was because modes of understanding nature, 
he thought, had produced unprecedented danger: science had led to disproportion-
ate development of human capacities without developing a parallel capacity for 
understanding human action and the governance of people rather than things. If 
the project of analyzing the production of knowledge was incomplete, it would be 
taken up in the 1970s by the Edinburgh school of STS, known as the sociology of 
scientifi c knowledge, by subjecting science to Mannheim’s sociological critique, 
which Merton had failed to do.1 But we get ahead of ourselves.

Before the sociology of science and knowledge was taken up in the STS of 
the 1970s, it was resisted at home, in Europe, by scientists and by philosophers. 
The logical positivists of the 1920s Vienna circle were part of a continuing effort 
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to secure for empirical science epistemological foundations challenged by the 
constructivism of sociology. Whereas nineteenth-century Comtean and twentieth-
century logical positivism were initially defi ned by their embrace of the verifi ability 
principle, which posits that statements bear meaning only if they can be confi rmed 
by sense data (Ayer 1936), positivism has since become a label used polemically to 
refer to naive empiricism. Positivists assigned discussions about “what is real” to 
metaphysics, as irrelevant and beyond the purview of science. Positivists were con-
cerned with specifying what could science legitimately reveal, and how far beyond 
immediate sense data we could make empirical claims. Thus, one of the central 
philosophical questions of logical positivism concerned processes of scientifi c induc-
tion, especially generalizations (across observations) that are themselves incapable 
of direct empirical verifi cation. Rudolf Carnap of the Vienna circle of logical posi-
tivists attempted to resolve the problem of induction by defi ning simplicity as an 
ideal of explanatory parsimony that could be applied to validate unverifi able 
generalizations.

Karl Popper, writing in Vienna at a time when the dominant intellectual move-
ments were Marxism and psychoanalysis as well as logical positivism, produced a 
theory of scientifi c fact-making that inverted the positivists’ problem of verifi ability 
by focusing on processes of falsifi ability. By his forceful development of a positivist 
program of research, Popper may have provided an opening toward the constructiv-
ism (that would emerge prominently in STS). Although Popper was not an admirer, 
in any way, of constructivism, by describing how scientists use powers of both 
deduction and falsifi cation to make predictions, disproving hypotheses rather than 
verifying statements, Popper provided an opening for others. Popper took issue with 
conventionalists’ claim that theoretical systems are neither verifi able nor falsifi able, 
arguing that the entire effort of science was to falsify claims and hypotheses. He 
specifi cally argued that the distinction between falsifi able and non-falsifi able systems 
could be made on the basis of experimental methodology, and much of his work 
identifi ed and developed the techniques for positivist scientifi c methods.

Ludwik Fleck, working in Poland at about the same time as Popper and Mannheim, 
was writing against the Vienna circle and logical positivism. Building on Durkheim’s 
injunction to sociologists to treat “social facts as things,” Fleck theorized not social 
facts but the production of scientifi c facts, naming the community of persons who 
mutually exchange ideas and maintain intellectual interaction a “thought collec-
tive.” The “thought collective,” a carrier for the historical development of a fi eld 
of thought, parallels Durkheim’s “social group” whose continuous interactions 
generate inescapable, normative practices and constraints, i.e. social facts. In this 
way, Fleck defi nes a scientifi c fact as a thought-stylized conceptual relation that can 
be investigated from the perspective of history and psychology (both individual and 
collective), but argues that it cannot be constructed exclusively from these perspec-
tives alone. Fleck argues that a thought collective and its thought style leads percep-
tion, trains it, and produces a stock of knowledge. Thought style sets the preconditions 
for any cognition, determines what can be counted as a reasonable question and a 
true or false answer, provides context, and sets limits to judgment about the nature 
of “objective reality.” In this way, Fleck emphasized the theory-ladenness of obser-
vations, directly challenging the naive empiricism of the logical positivists for whom 
sense data came fi rst and inductive theorizing followed.
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By the 1930s, Fleck and Mannheim aside, science was understood to be a 
bounded activity in which science impacts society, and technology – as applied 
science – develops linearly from (basic) science. The entire process was regarded as 
a value-free, amoral enterprise that is legitimated by the claims both that its truths 
exist independent of, and prior to, any social authority and that it has provided the 
grounds of human progress. This “internalist” account described an essentially 
autonomous and asocial process consistent with positivistic philosophies of science 
as a self-regulated search for timeless, universal, irrefutable facts. Facts are them-
selves understood, in this received or traditional conception of science, to exist 
independent of the procedures for making or discovering them. “Scientifi c facts were 
considered to exist in a realm outside of the blood, sweat and tears of our everyday 
sensual and material world, outside of history, outside of society and culture” 
(Restivo 2005: xi). This understanding of science is best illustrated by the work of 
Robert K. Merton (1973 [1942]). Writing during and immediately after World War 
II, Merton believed that Mannheim had mistakenly treated all knowledge and 
knowledge production as the same, failing to understand how the practices and 
norms of science were distinct. He fi rst identifi ed four norms that supposedly gov-
erned the activities of scientists: universalism, communalism, disinterestedness, and 
organized skepticism (Merton 1973 [1942]; cf. Hollinger 1983). In later work, he 
identifi ed norms of originality, reward, and humility (1968 [1941]). Ironically, by 
taking up Mannheim’s project, Merton seem to come to a very different conclusion, 
describing science in terms more consistent with the historically conventional inter-
nalist account than with the sociology of knowledge: autonomous scientifi c practices 
characterized by a unique and timeless ethos. Fine work by Merton and his students 
on the social organization and institutionalization of science was soon swamped by 
the criticism for its failure to emphasize ways in which these norms failed to provide 
an accurate picture of scientifi c behavior or to recognize shared practices across 
different forms of knowledge production. Gieryn, a student of Merton, would later 
break with Merton’s theory by describing how the very distinction between science 
and non-science must be kept up, maintained, and sustained. In his model of 
“boundary work” – the expulsion of that which is defi ned as non-science, the expan-
sion of science to maintain explanatory authority over previously non-scientifi c 
realms, and the maintenance of scientifi c autonomy – Gieryn (1999) eschewed the 
structural functionalism that constrained Merton’s work but built from it and pro-
moted a thoroughly constructivist account of science.

By the 1960s, however, few realms of human action were immune from acknowl-
edgment of their historicity, including science. Within each of the traditional social 
science disciplines (history, philosophy, sociology, economics, anthropology, and 
political science), germs of a more complex understanding of science and technology 
were developing. Even within the sciences, critical thinking about basic assumptions 
and paradigms was developing, for example, work by biologists Stephen Jay Gould 
and Richard Lewontin about the sciences of race (cf. Chorover 1979; Gould 1981, 
1996; Hammonds, forthcoming; Harding 1993; Lewontin 1991; Lewontin, Rose, 
and Kamin 1984). Despite diverse theoretical, pragmatic, and disciplinary sources, 
science and technology studies seemed to force an orienting consensus that science is 
a social institution. Thomas Kuhn, deeply infl uenced by the work of Ludwik Fleck, 
argued in his groundbreaking The Structure of Scientifi c Revolutions (1996 [1962]) 
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that science does not progress by accumulating ever more accurate descriptions of 
nature. Rather, new scientifi c paradigms are produced in opposition to previous para-
digms, but the shape of the new paradigm cannot be predicted in advance. Kuhn 
defi ned paradigms as a coherent body of knowledge, as “an accepted model or 
pattern” (1996 [1962]: 23) with a series of questions defi ned and refi ned by scientists 
that constitute a scientifi c tradition that shapes the way questions are asked and 
information is gathered. Paradigms become dominant because they are more able 
than their competitors to answer questions that are deemed relevant at a particular 
historical moment while accounting for anomalies that have accumulated under the 
previous paradigm. By rejecting the belief that science followed a logical progress 
towards truth and placing Popperian theory within a historical context, Kuhn set the 
groundwork for later analyses of scientifi c knowledge production, namely the Sociol-
ogy of Scientifi c Institutions (SSI) and the Sociology of Scientifi c Knowledge (SSK).

As in any fi eld of cultural production, STS is constituted more by its oppositions 
and debates than by a single theoretical paradigm, set of research questions, or 
canon of readings. Although engaged discourse may generate scholarly production, 
STS may be more fractious than other scholarly fi elds or interdisciplinary engage-
ments. Because STS scholarship takes the creation of knowledge as its object of 
study, it has been hyper-refl exive about its own knowledge-production practices, 
leading to extended yet insightful debate. Sometimes referred to as the science wars, 
these scholarly disputes suffused much of academia in the 1990s, where they went 
by a more generic label as “culture” wars. One line of cleavage developed about 
the strength and depth of a constructivist account and the suffi ciency of internalist 
histories of science. Another derives from the conjunction of science and technology 
within the same intellectual rubric, and yet other lines of cleavage developed from 
epistemological debates and professional competitions among the constituent disci-
plines. This self-refl exive critique in a heterogeneous joining of topics and disciplines 
has produced an abundance of shorthand expressions and acronyms to describe the 
distinctive camps and orientations. For example, some observers distinguish the 
scholarship of STS from the subject of study, the latter (science, technology, and 
society) a subject that can be studied via STS or through any traditional discipline 
such as history, sociology, or philosophy without adopting any particular epistemo-
logical position with regard to the social construction of science. Those who focus 
on the sociology of scientifi c knowledge (SSK) distinguish themselves from those 
who do the social construction of technology (SCOT) or the social history of tech-
nology (SHOT) or the sociology of scientifi c institutions (SSI). The STS coalition 
probably speaks more to the marginality of science and technology to the central 
concerns of the constituent disciplines than to any necessary or comfortable mar-
riage between the study of science and of technology or across the disciplinary per-
spectives. Because the history, social organization, and logic of science has been a 
topic of minor interest for each of the disciplines (in comparison, for example, to 
concerns about state development, inequality, or freedom), scholarly communities 
addressing science and/or technology in each discipline were relatively small and 
perhaps particularly guarded. Nonetheless, the divergent perspectives and heated 
debates have energized the fi eld, producing an abundant literature in books and 
academic journals, a substantial network of professional associations, and dozens 
of departments offering undergraduate and advanced degrees in STS.2
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Covering an enormous array of topics, STS scholarship has proliferated beyond 
easy categorization. Several recent publications have nonetheless built synthetic, yet 
varying, accounts of STS from its various disciplinary streams (e.g. from history, 
Golinski 1998; Proctor 1991; from sociology, Barnes, Bloor, and Henry 1996; 
Shapin 1993; from political theory, Rouse 1987; from philosophy of science, Hacking 
1999. In addition, see Biagoli 1999; Fischer 2007; Hackett et al. 2007; Haraway 
1994; Hess 1997; Rouse 1992; Sismondo 2004; Traweek 1993). For purposes of 
textual organization, we will describe STS scholarship within two very general 
rubrics: fi rst, work that looks at the institutionalization, reception, and appropria-
tion of science and technology, and second, research that looks more centrally at 
the production of science and technology than at their appropriation, distribution, 
regulation, and use. Across this diverse collection of research, one fi nds an array of 
theoretical positions and resources. If there was a structural functional orientation 
in Merton’s early work, those who took up the topic of the institutionalization of 
science pursued diverse theoretical paths, none of which was unique to STS. If one 
can fi nd a common thread, and it is tendentious at best, there was a consistent 
muckraking materialism that revels in exposing the play of interest, power, and 
privilege where Merton had observed norms of disinterest, humility, communalism, 
and universality. Where Merton had identifi ed a basic norm of skepticism, the STS 
critics describe convention and credulity. If SSI was a project devoted to discovering 
how scientifi c facts were produced through institutional hierarchies of interest and 
power as well as debate and consensus, SSK was more concerned with the content 
rather than context of science. This second strand of STS scholarship produced a 
more thoroughly constructivist account of science and technology (which was none-
theless also present in the studies of power and interest in policy and institutions). 
And while rival theoretical approaches were contested, and heated debates ensued 
over nuanced distinctions as well as clear oppositions, this stridently constructivist 
program of scholarship produced the distinctive theoretical contributions of STS 
scholarship that have infl uenced scholarship across the social sciences: an intensively 
researched and theorized account of the social construction of knowledge and 
expertise, and the identifi cation of things as well as persons as active agents in the 
networks of interactions that constitute the social. This distinctive posthumanist 
perspective emerged directly from the unique research site of STS scholars: from the 
close observation of scientists at work in their laboratories. The extensions and 
conceptualization of processes and tools of social construction developed from close 
study across diverse fi elds, such as economic markets, banks, weapons, and design 
as well as scientifi c laboratories.

STS STUDIES OF THE INSTITUTIONALIZATION, RECEPTION, AND 
APPROPRIATION OF SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY

Although it had long been clear that science and technology impact society, an 
impact that was already documented in historical scholarship and economic devel-
opment, STS explored the ways in which social forces constitute the organization 
and dissemination of science, but also the content and substance of scientifi c knowl-
edge itself.
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Merton’s four norms of scientifi c institutions claimed that science is socially 
infl uenced, although without going so far as to suggest that the content of truth-
claims is sociological in nature, as sociologists of scientifi c knowledge later would. 
Merton also weaved Marxian arguments regarding the determination of belief 
systems by class structure into his theory. Merton’s question was partly pragmatic 
in nature: he sought to identify the variables that affect the development of science, 
the goal of which was “the extension of certifi ed knowledge” (1973 [1942] 226). 
Merton’s norms (disinterest, universality, communism, and organized skepticism), 
parallel those of the Protestant ethic and owe a debt to Weber in this respect, and 
are embedded in institutional values internalized by scientists. However, Merton 
claimed that these institutional norms clashed with the value placed upon scientifi c 
authorship, credit regimes, and funding, creating a pathogenic culture in which 
phenomena such as plagiarism and fabrication of data are endemic (cf. Silbey and 
Ewick 2002). Writing in the years leading up to World War II, Merton was acutely 
aware of the external political infl uences that can shape scientifi c practice, “the ways 
in which logical and nonlogical processes converge to modify or curtail scientifi c 
activity” (1973 [1942] 255). However, Merton believed these instances to be the 
exceptions that prove the rule, as political interests usually run counter to the sci-
entifi c norms Merton set forth. Recent developments in the intellectual property 
regime have, however, transformed the basic norms of contemporary science such 
that it would be diffi cult to claim disinterest or communism as institutional 
constraints.

As STS developed in the early 1960s and 1970s, it was animated less by the theo-
retical issues driving Merton in sociology specifi cally and the theoretical debates in 
the social sciences generally than by more immediate policy concerns where the role 
of science and technology seemed to be both a product and a driving force. These 
early policy concerns developed into a fl ourishing industry on scientifi c and tech-
nological controversies (e.g. Nelkin 1979, 1982; Nelkin and Pollack 1981). Such 
work exposes the divergent theoretical assumptions, rival experimental designs, and 
contrary evidentiary interpretations, at the same time displaying the communally 
developed procedures for reaching closure on debate to restore continuity and con-
sensus (Hagstrom 1965; Collins and Pinch 1993, 1998).

Although these institutional and policy topics were present in the pre-STS work, 
science and technology studies developed not only a more nuanced but also a more 
critical stance toward science and technology than had prevailed in the earlier, pre-
1960s disciplinary accounts of autonomous, progressive scientifi c development. STS 
contributed its critical dimension by revealing and unpacking the embedded, often 
unrefl ective, claims of scientifi c expertise in law and elsewhere. Emerging simultane-
ously within periods of intense public skepticism of the roles of science and technol-
ogy in the anti-Vietnam War movement in the United States in the 1960s and 1970s, 
and the growing anti-nuclear and environmental movements in the United Kingdom 
and Europe in the 1980s, the constructivist position that social forces constitute not 
only the context but also the content of science developed from roots in sociology 
and anthropology and spread from there. At the same time, researchers explored 
the ways in which such expert authority is constructed and legitimated in and 
through government policies and programs (Hilgartner 2000; Wynne 1987). STS 
scholars also study public and private systems of risk analysis in such diverse fi elds 
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as weapons, environmental management, and fi nancial markets (Gusterson 2004; 
MacKenzie 1990, 2001, 2006; Masco 2006). Some, not all, of this research adopts 
a distinctly progressive, democratic stance, worrying about the consequences of 
concentrated expertise and public exclusion from critical decisions and the public 
responsibilities of science (Collins and Evans 2002; DeVries 2007). Perhaps this was 
an outgrowth of movements such as Science for the People that emerged as orga-
nized opposition to the American war in Vietnam but continue to this day in studies 
concerning such issues as genetically modifi ed foods, the explosion in the use and 
marketing of pharmaceuticals, as well as global warming and world-wide environ-
mental degradation, unplanned growth, resource depletion, and inequality. Much 
feminist scholarship on sex and gender also emerged from grassroots activism, pio-
neered for example in groups such as the Boston Women’s Health Collective, which 
produced an informed, gender-sensitive, and critical account of women’s health and 
sexuality, Our Bodies, Ourselves, in 1973, now in its twelfth edition, and translated 
into 20 languages and Braille. Although some of this early literature was quite 
essentialist, arguing for fundamental differences from nature, not social organiza-
tion, critical reactions generated some of the more important and longer-lasting 
theoretical advances, for example in the work of Marilyn Strathern (1980) and 
Donna Haraway (1991; cf. Merchant 1990; Tuana 1989).

Considerable lines of research in this general rubric follow the Mertonian lead, 
focusing on science institutions and funding, science education and public under-
standings of science, and technological innovation, planning, and assessment. 
Closely related are studies of the role of science and science advising in government 
(e.g. Jasanoff 1990; Mukerji 1989) and the role of scientifi c evidence in law (Cole 
2001; Jasanoff 1995; Smith and Wynne 1989). Since the 1980s, when American 
law changed markedly as a result of the Bay–Dole Act, allowing the results of pub-
licly funded research to be patented and licensed, the institutional and distributional 
issues associated with technology licensing and transfer have been the subject of 
extensive research (Owen-Smith 2005).

A corollary of research on the public understanding of science (PUS) and social 
movements is the question of how social groups organize and defi ne themselves around 
scientifi c facts, a phenomenon anthropologist of science Paul Rabinow terms “bioso-
ciality” – that is, a mode of sociality in which “nature will be modeled on culture 
understood as practice; it will be known and remade through technique, nature will 
fi nally become artifi cial, just as culture becomes natural” (1992: 10). Examples of 
social movements developing around scientifi c information include groups of people 
sharing a genetic illness (Taussig, Rapp, and Heath 2003). Still more recently, science 
studies scholars have turned towards questions of environmental risk and global 
inequalities, synthesizing Ulrich Beck’s work on the dynamics of environmental and 
technological risk in a period of refl exive modernization with social movement theory. 
For example, Kim Fortun’s Advocacy after Bhopal analyzes protest in the global South, 
and Adriana Petryna’s Life Exposed adapts Rabinow’s biosociality to argue that 
“biocitizenship” is a means by which people call upon their shared disordered biology 
in order to claim government resources and medical care. Using science to make policy, 
law, and property constitutes a thick strand of STS scholarship.

Recognition of the historical embeddedness of science drew scholars away from 
philosophical questions regarding how scientifi c knowledge is logically generated 
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and verifi ed, and towards questions of the material practices that embody the work 
of doing science. This historical social constructivist orientation probably claims 
more than some in the fi eld would admit. It has been the source of shared interests 
as well as extended controversy among science and technology scholars and between 
the fi eld and the practitioners under study: scientists, engineers, and 
policymakers.

PRODUCTION OF SCIENTIFIC KNOWLEDGE: ELUSIVE 
BOUNDARIES AND POSTHUMANIST SOCIAL SCIENCE

While STS scholarship is marked by a multitude of varying approaches and schools 
of thought, one theoretical aspect has unifi ed much of the research – that is, the 
question of the ontology of scientifi c things and the relations of diverse heteroge-
neous people, animals, machines, and things to one another. Whether taking the 
name of “assemblage” (Callon), “network” (Latour), “cyborg” (Haraway), “parlia-
ment of things” (Latour), “capillary” (Foucault), “the body multiple” (Mol 2002), 
or “rhizome” (Deleuze), the emergent properties of the Rube Goldbergesque complex 
systems that refuse encapsulation within the boundaries that distinguish what is 
interior or exterior to science, agential or passive, living or inert, intentional or 
otherwise, have been of prime importance to scholars of science. Indeed, recognizing 
how diverse elements become “black-boxed” as things and determining what kinds 
of knowledge are deployed and what powers assembled in this process of “entifi ca-
tion” is where science studies both draws upon and makes its distinctive contribu-
tion to social theory at large. It begins from the “Strong Programme” exploring the 
construction of social scientifi c knowledge and leads to recent publications in post-
humanist social science.

In defi ning what became known as the Edinburgh school’s Strong Programme of 
the sociology of scientifi c knowledge, David Bloor listed four central tenets: (1) SSK 
is concerned with the conditions that cause certain knowledge claims; (2) SSK 
should not prejudice research by observing and treating statements regarded as true 
differently than those that are regarded as false; (3) SSK should explain different 
belief systems symmetrically; and (4) SSK should refl exively apply these methods to 
itself. Specifi cally rejecting Merton’s distinction that science constituted a unique 
mode of producing knowledge, SSK scholars, in effect, pursued a rigorous construc-
tivist sociology of knowledge, subjecting science to the same intensive examination 
that Mannheim had applied to social or cultural knowledge. In doing so, however, 
SSK erased a distinction between knowledge of things and knowledge of persons 
that Mannheim believed was essential to understanding not the uniqueness of 
science but the uniqueness of human, sentient life, and reintroduced a different 
fl avor of scientism within the sociology of science. “Where Mannheim and his 
mentors and colleagues distinguished between Verstehen [understanding] and Erk-
lärung [explanation], Bloor  .  .  .  called for studies which are simply “causal” and 
“empirical” (Kaiser 1998: 76).

Producing an accurate analysis of the construction of scientifi c facts required a 
new methodology with which to examine scientifi c activity. Beginning in the 1970s, 
scholars approached scientifi c culture as a fi eld of social practice like any other, and 
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hence subject to the same tools of investigation and analysis as had been used by 
anthropologists and sociologists in other social fi elds (Callon 1986; Clarke and 
Fujimura 1992; Collins 1985, 2004; Dumit 2004; Franklin 2007; Gieryn 1999; 
Knorr-Cetina 1981; Landecker 2007; Latour and Woolgar 1986; Lynch 1985, 1993; 
Pickering 1984, 1995; Rheinberger 1997; Traweek 1988). Although the research 
methods were not new and much of the theoretical apparatus with which anthro-
pologists and sociologists undertook closely observed ethnographic studies of labo-
ratory practices, processes of scientifi c discovery, and technological invention were 
also not new, some vigorously touted the attention to subjects closer to home as an 
innovation. As we have been suggesting throughout, science studies built on nearly 
a century of social constructivist theorizing and empirical research about the widest 
range of activities. What was new was subjecting scientists, and later engineers in 
work groups, to the same scrutiny and in-depth analysis of social organization, 
culture, and epistemology that anthropologists had long applied to small-scale, often 
pre-industrial societies and tribes and sociologists had applied to street gangs, police, 
and factory workers. These early forays into laboratory studies self-consciously 
appropriated the ethnographic voice in analyzing scientifi c activity, producing rich 
descriptions of the unarticulated and often tacit understandings that made science 
and scientists. In the preface to Karin Knorr-Cetina’s The Manufacture of Knowl-
edge, Rom Harré describes laboratory studies: “Suppose that instead of approaching 
the scientifi c community with Marx or even Goffman in hand, one were to adopt 
the stance of the anthropologist coming into contact with a strange tribe.  .  .  .  Lab-
oratories are looked upon with the innocent eye of the traveler in exotic lands” 
(Knorr-Cetina 1981: vii–viii).

These studies critiqued, and also built on, Merton’s research that had identifi ed 
functional, normative requisites for scientifi c communities as well as Kuhn’s (1996 
[1962]) account of the paradigmatic development of scientifi c theories. While both 
Merton and Kuhn had described the structures of normal science, for example dia-
lectical developments among theory, experimentation, and career advancement, the 
laboratory studies added to the mix insights from critical theory, ethnomethodology, 
and symbolic interaction, to pay particularly close attention to the cumulative con-
sequences of micro-transactions, discursive strategies, and forms of representation 
within the production of a particular scientifi c fact or practice. These same perspec-
tives and research methods were also adopted to study technological innovation, 
engineers, and designers (Downey 1998; Forsythe 2001; Gusterson 1996; Helmreich 
1998; Henderson 1999; Pinch and Trocco 2002). These closely observed studies of 
scientifi c and engineering practice have also led to extensive research on processes 
of cognition and categorization (Bowker and Star 1999).

Much of this work was infl uenced by Garfi nkel’s Studies in Ethnomethodology, 
in which he argued that “the objective reality of social facts” is an “ongoing accom-
plishment of the converted activities of daily life” that must be studied by closely 
examining the ad hoc activities and utterances of daily life (1967: vii). Scholars of 
science like Gaston Bachelard drew upon Garfi nkel’s work in calling for a focus 
upon scientifi c projects rather than scientifi c objects, where a “project” is the activity 
of giving body to reason. Gilbert and Mulkay similarly applied an ethnomethod-
ological discourse analysis to science, arguing that scientifi c worlds were constituted 
by “an indefi nite series of linguistic potentialities” (1984: 10). In this way, they 
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demonstrated that science is not a distinct realm of social action, but is like other 
social settings, rife with confl ict, compromise, pragmatic adjustments, and power, 
as well as taken-for-granted habits that make social settings transparent and familiar 
to socially competent members but alien and uninterpretable to non-member 
outsiders.

In The Manufacture of Knowledge: An Essay on the Constructivist and Contex-
tual Nature of Science (1981) Knorr-Cetina explicitly adopted the literary devices 
of ethnography to frame her study of a food science lab in Berkeley, in which she 
examined how facts are fabricated within the context of social life. Rather than 
taking a hard-line constructivist position, she argued that culture imposes the con-
straints and “the system of reference which makes the objectifi cation of reality 
possible” (1981: 2). Further, “the experimenter is a causal agent of the sequence of 
events created” (1981: 3), all experimentation is a process of production, and facts 
are fabricated by social consensus and experimenters’ “expectation-based tinker-
ing.” The scientifi c facts produced in this manner, Knorr-Cetina argued, are geared 
towards reaching previously predicted solutions rather than solving open-ended 
problems, and are marked by analogical reasoning and the manipulation of scientifi c 
concepts through analogy and metaphor. In order to understand such processes, 
Knorr-Cetina adopted a position of “methodological relativism” that emphasized 
letting one’s subjects speak. Instead of referring to scientifi c cultures or social groups, 
Knorr-Cetina described the objects of her research as “variable transscientifi c fi elds” 
– opportunity-directed networks of scientists connected through resource relation-
ships, resources being either materials and tools necessary for experimentation or 
the raw material of ideas that can be converted into success through the consensus 
of a scientist’s peers. In her later Epistemic Cultures: How the Sciences Make Knowl-
edge (1999) Knorr-Cetina revised the focus of her analysis, not examining the con-
struction of knowledge as she and other early laboratory ethnographers had, but 
rather the way the machineries of knowledge construction are themselves con-
structed. She compared high-energy physics and molecular biology labs as knowl-
edge cultures in order to expose the “knowledge machineries of contemporary 
sciences.” Rather than looking at the kinds of things found in laboratories, she 
attended to the unique relations between things that are brought together in 
laboratories.

By the 1980s it was well understood, and in some scholarly networks taken for 
granted, that science is in this regard the same as all other human activities, a socially 
constructed phenomenon: the product of collectively organized human labor and 
decisionmaking. “Facts do not fall out of the sky, they are not ‘given’ to us directly, 
we do not come to them by means of revelation  .  .  .  [W]ork is embodied in the fact, 
just as the collective toil of the multitude of workers in Rodin’s workshop is embod-
ied in The Thinker. This is what it means to say that a fact is socially constructed” 
(Restivo 2005: xiii). This does not mean that any statement can secure the status 
of scientifi c fact; social construction is not a recipe for cognitive solipsism or moral 
relativism. Nor does it mean that scientifi c facts are completely arbitrary accidents. 
It means only that scientifi c facts are contingent: the ways in which a fact is pro-
duced – the choice of topic, location of research, the constraints of resources, the 
accumulation of empirical evidence, the transparency of methods – are part of the 
constitution or construction of the fact.
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Collins coined the term “experimenters’ regress” to refer to the impossibility of 
defi nitively proving the results of an experiment by replicating those results. Collins 
argues that agreement regarding the results of experiments is arrived at socially, as 
scientists reach a consensus founded upon “shared perception” and “the forms of 
life or taken-for-granted practices – ways of going on – in which they are embed-
ded” (1985: 9, 18). Such consensual agreement breaks the logical short-circuit of 
infi nite regress by using “tacit knowledge” (Polanyi 1997) which allows practitio-
ners to separate relevant and meaningful information from data that can be qualifi ed 
as insignifi cant or artifactual. Collins pointed out that all experiments have a certain 
amount of interpretive fl exibility built into them – as well as a dose of uncertainty 
– because (1) the results of an experiment are predicated upon faith in the equip-
ment used in the experiment; (2) the conclusion rests upon belief that enough data 
have been gathered in order to adequately prove a theory; and (3) belief that the 
data are not an artifact of experimental noise. Pickering (1984) also claimed that 
scientifi c narratives obscure the fact that scientists agree only retrospectively upon 
the validity of a theory (cf. Collins and Pinch 1993, 1998).

Ian Hacking connected this social constructivist work emerging in the 1980s with 
the earlier philosophy of science. He responded to Carnap’s, Popper’s, and Kuhn’s 
theories of so-called “mummifi ed” science by also drawing attention to what scien-
tists do rather than how they think. In so doing, he articulated the relation of theory 
and experiment – “We represent in order to intervene, and we intervene in the light 
of representations” (1983: 31). To address the persistent issues of the relationships 
among observable sense data, statements, meanings, induction across observations, 
and generalizations, Hacking distinguished several different types of realism, dif-
ferentiating between the realism of concepts and the realism of things. Further, he 
elaborated upon Kuhn’s claim that different scientifi c paradigms are incommensu-
rable by pointing to three different forms of incommensurability – topic, dissocia-
tion, and meaning incommensurability. Topic incommensurability refers to when 
different paradigms take different types of questions to be theoretically relevant. 
Dissociation refers to the way in which different types of phenomena are classed 
into sets that refl ect upon certain types of questions – that is, what kinds of phe-
nomena can be used in tandem to reach an inductive account of a principle. Meaning 
incommensurability, the most radical incommensurability, refers to when the terms 
of one paradigm cannot be explained or accounted for in the terms of another. 
Hacking identifi ed three sticking points that characterize the debate between adher-
ents and detractors of social constructivism as it was developing in STS scholarship: 
contingency (constructivists believe that there is no one accurate system that is 
inevitable for producing a successful science: “a research program that does not 
incorporate anything equivalent to the standard model, but which is as progressive 
as contemporary high energy physics” [Hacking 1999: 70]); metaphysics (classifi ca-
tions are convenient ways to represent the world, but not determined by an objective 
reality); and stability (constructivists provide external conditions for the stability of 
a concept, whereas non-constructivists offer internal explanations). Contingency 
does not imply randomness – Hacking conceded that “scientists who do not simply 
quite have to accommodate themselves to that resistance [of the world]” (1999: 71) 
and that the fi t between theory, phenomenology, schematic model, and apparatus 
is a robust one (1999: 72). Thus, constructivism, according to these conditions, 
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claims that X is not predetermined, although that which can be counted as X is 
specifi ed by resistance and robustness.

Thus while some of the early work focused on the contextual shaping of the 
content of science and technology, STS as a mature fi eld rejected the notion of a 
natural or fi xed boundary between science and its context. Considerations of orga-
nization, resources, and human capacity seemed obvious with respect to technologi-
cal innovation, but in the traditional disciplines had often been relegated to the 
boundaries of science or the social conditions of its making. What became known 
through Gieryn’s work (1999) as “boundary work” – the discourses and practices 
of institutional legitimacy and exclusion – became a central focus of STS research 
tracking the human transactions – symbolic and material – that shaped scientifi c 
facts as well as membership in scientifi c communities. They attended to the ways 
in which science is internally defi ned as a privileged site of knowledge production, 
focusing their attention on the indistinguishability of science from non-science. For 
example, Daston and Park (2001) dismiss of distinctions between medieval and 
early modern periods and attendant distinctions of pre-scientifi c from scientifi c 
inquiry, and feminist scholars claim that feminine science has historically been 
devalued as mere “art” (Hubbard 1990). Others looked at activities not heretofore 
categorized as science by contemporary scientists, such as Newton and Boyle’s 
alchemical interests and the relationship of these to the works that are taken to have 
made the scientifi c revolution (Dobbs 1975; Newman and Principe 2002). No longer 
do scholars regard it as appropriate to isolate the elements of scientists’ work that 
have over time proven useful and scientifi cally productive, discarding what modern 
science has rejected as aberrational or simply wrong.

Similarly, any hard and fast distinction between basic science and applied tech-
nology became diffi cult to sustain, once the work practices of scientists and engi-
neers were closely observed. The advance of modern physics, for example, is 
described as a productive collaboration between theory, instrumentation, and exper-
iment in Peter Galison’s Image and Logic (1997). Galison breaks with both logical 
positivism and antipositivism by arguing that physics communities are heteroge-
neous and intercalated with one another within “trading zones,” areas of cultural 
contact in which scientists deploy pidgins with which they are able to converse 
across sub-disciplinary lines. Finally, any hard and fi xed division between the disci-
plinary approaches to the production or reception of science began to merge in 
important studies. Steven Shapin and Simon Schaffer’s infl uential book Leviathan 
and the Air-Pump (1985) encouraged scholars to move among the historical, anthro-
pological, and sociological approaches to the study of science and technology.

Recent studies of elusive boundaries between science and non-science have 
focused on the ways in which non-scientists participate in the construction of sci-
entifi c knowledge. Steven Epstein (1996), for example, described the ways in which 
gay rights activists became expert analysts of the existing medical knowledge con-
cerning AIDS when the epidemic fi rst took hold, and eventually became co-produc-
ers of new knowledge, especially the treatment protocols and drug trials. Emily 
Martin’s (1987) research responded to critiques of both the science and pseudo-
science of gender and reproductive medicine while exploring the production and 
appropriation of scientifi c knowledge and lay models of scientifi c information. The 
scholarly work on reproductive medicine and technology, like the work on AIDS, 
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followed upon grassroots activism that exposed the limitations, and often ideologi-
cal or biased assumptions, of the then conventional science in these areas.

In the attempts to produce fuller, more comprehensive and complex, accounts of 
science, its methods and its subject matter, scholars have also looked far beyond the 
borders of Europe and the US to understand, for example, the ways in which math-
ematical equations are understood in some African cultures (Verran 2001), or to 
investigate more carefully postcolonial science (Abu El-Haj 2001; Mitchell 1991; 
Ong and Collier 2005; Prakash 1999; Redfi eld 2000; Tsing 2005). These studies 
have emphasized how scientifi c knowledge is produced and disseminated in service 
of the state, how colonial resources and lay knowledge have been exploited to further 
scientifi c and technological growth in the metropol (Hayden 2003; Helmreich 2007), 
and how Otherness and the exotic have been constructed by scientifi c projects 
embedded in colonial legacies (Jasanoff 2005; Reardon 2004; Schiebinger 1993).

This burgeoning increase in empirical observation of the practice of science has 
produced two notable contributions: the work of the “Strong Programme” of SSK 
which we have already mentioned and actor network theory (ANT), to which we 
turn now. Latour’s ANT posits that scientifi c facts are things in motion that must 
be followed in order to understand how scientists circulate scientifi c texts and 
inscriptions – “immutable mobiles” – as a means of gathering support for their theo-
ries by enrolling the support of colleagues (see chapter 7). According to Latourian 
theory, facts and machines in the making are underdetermined and are collectively 
constructed by actors and actants, where an actant is an agent that cannot speak, 
and thus must be represented by a spokesperson. Central to ANT is the claim that 
the settlement of controversy is the cause of natural facts, not the result of them, 
and similarly that the settlement of scientifi c controversies causes, and is not the 
result of, social stability. Central to the production of facts, as Latour argues, is the 
process by which scientifi c facts come to be accepted as facts – that is, the way in 
which supporters are enrolled and actor networks are extended by trials of strength 
until the cost of dissent becomes too high (Latour 1987). Scientifi c facts are produced 
under constraints that vary historically and culturally; thus scientifi c inquiry is both 
enabled and constrained by what is already known, by technological capacity and 
the material resources that are available, and human capacity for work, imagination, 
collaboration, and communication. Those constraints shape the content of the 
science as well as the process of producing that content. The contingency of scientifi c 
facts implied by social constructivism is potentially prescriptive: if scientifi c facts are 
produced in particular contexts and are shaped by social factors, then they are con-
testable (see chapter 14). As Hacking put it in The Social Construction of What?, 
to claim that something is socially constructed is to claim that it is not inevitable, 
and hence it is possible to say that “X is quite bad as it is” and “We would be much 
better off if X were done away with, or at least radically transformed” (1999: 6).

In the development of ANT, Latour and Callon profoundly infl uenced the course 
of science studies by arguing that objects – things rather than persons or animate 
beings – are agential, operating in concert with humans within extended heteroge-
neous networks of objects and persons. The analysis of the scientifi c fact as a con-
structed thing is extended to the full range of obdurate materiality. Latour made no 
fundamental distinctions between people and things, treating their infl uence upon 
scientifi c action as symmetrical, in this sense extending SSK’s injunction to treat all 
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belief systems and truth claims as symmetrical to the treatment of all phenomena 
symmetrically. Alongside Latour and Callon, Haraway also promoted what would 
eventually be considered a posthuman sociology that identifi es and maps distributed 
agency. The very title of Haraway’s book, Simians, Cyborgs and Women (1991), 
highlights her interest in the ways in which different forms of agency, capacity, and 
effectiveness circulate in practices and accounts of technoscience. Writing specifi -
cally against Latour and Callon, however, Collins and Yearley (1992) pointed out 
that, despite claims to the contrary, the relation of human and nonhuman actors is 
asymmetrical in ANT. Although Latour and Callon may have symmetrically attrib-
uted agency to inanimate matter, as they claimed in their studies of scallops and 
door closers, critics focused on the differential interpretive apparatus required for 
theorizing the action of persons and the action of things. If the “French school” 
insisted on the symmetrical treatment of persons and things, critics claimed, they 
would be unable to distinguish, even if they did not wish to valorize, the true from 
the false, and would fall into the “relativist’s regress.” “Symmetry of treatment 
between the true and the false requires a human-center universe” Collins and 
Yearley (1992: 303) wrote.

This turn towards the agency of things has been embraced by posthumanist 
theory, both within science studies and more broadly. Three ideas are combined 
variously by different authors in posthumanist theory: the hybrid assemblage of 
social and material elements in our world; the agency (Latour 2005) or “performa-
tivity and power” (Pickering 2005) of the material world, and fi nally, the resistances 
enacted by social and material phenomena in their interplay with each other. Within 
science studies, posthumanist theory is particularly noticeable in analyses the 
human–machine interface from the point of view of instrument design as well as 
the role of technology, for example computers, in human relations and development 
(Stone 1995; Suchman 2006; Turkle 1985). Other research focuses on human rela-
tions with animals or nature in general (for example, Haraway 1989; Latour 2004). 
Work on human–animal relations followed two intellectual trajectories: fi rst, a 
thread of laboratory studies that examines the role of model organisms in the pro-
duction of scientifi c knowledge (Creager 2002; Kohler 1994; Rader 2004), and 
second, feminist science studies that interrogated the relationships of scientists to 
animals, particularly in reference to how animals stand in for humans in scientifi c 
narrative (Haraway 1989), a research agenda that gained momentum following a 
series of legal decisions establishing that biological materials were patentable, alien-
able, and commodifi able technologies (Diamond v. Chakrabarty; Moore v. The 
Board of Regents of the University of California). In essence, this thread of STS 
scholarship marries in-depth technical knowledge of particular scientifi c fi elds or 
pieces of technology with examinations of the public and private uses for business, 
management, government, and interpersonal relations.

CONCLUSION

Over the decades, STS has produced a set of useful concepts that together constitute 
something much more than Mannheim’s sociology of knowledge: black boxes, the 
Matthew principle, trading zones, boundary objects and boundary work, 
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experimenter’s regress, epistemological symmetry, and actants are now part of the 
general sociological repertoire for describing, and explaining, the processes of social 
construction.

Most recently, science studies generally have become concerned with how theories 
developed to study science can be made relevant to the rest of the social sciences, 
to any and all claims of knowledge, whether scientifi c, social, or political. STS has 
become a generalized study of expertise. Partly, this interest has arisen from the ugly 
battles of the science wars, in which STS scholars were attacked for critiquing sci-
entifi c knowledge to the point of vertiginous relativism if not outright solipsism. In 
part, however, is it simply a logical extension of the unrelenting refl exivity of the 
Strong Programme of SSK, in which all beliefs and all knowledge claims should be 
subject to symmetrical, impartial examination.

However, unrelieved skepticism about the construction of knowledge has had 
(what should have been sociologically expected) unintended political consequences. 
The science wars – between scientists and STS scholars – may be over, but this issue 
has a newfound critical importance in contemporary political debates. For example, 
in political debates surrounding climate change, many science studies scholars were 
disturbed to realize that their own critical tools were used to question scientifi c facts 
and to reopen black boxes. In the case of current debates over climate change, the 
tools of STS have not been deployed in order to point towards the contingency and 
underdetermination of social circumstances, but invoked by global-warming deniers 
to delay any political or material response to compelling empirical evidence of 
climate change. Other politically driven right-wing groups have also adapted the 
constructivist argument to suggest that “intelligent design” of the universe is as 
appropriate an account as natural selection and Darwinian evolution. Thus, as one 
scholar confessed, his worst fears came true. Mobiling the rhetorical staples of SSK, 
British STS scholar Steven Fuller testifi ed in the Dover, PA (USA) trial that “intelligent 
design” deserved time in science classes equal to that devoted to evolution; neither 
has determinant nor otherwise compelling status as more legitimate science.

Such developments have prompted a new round of debates among science studies 
scholars, echoing the fi eld’s origins. Renewed concerns about the implications for 
democracy of the complexity and inaccessibility of scientifi c knowledge, and yet its 
increasing importance for our collective survival, are producing what Collins and 
Evans (2002) call the third wave of science studies. STS scholars have joined the 
age-old discussions among philosophers, political scientists, and sociologists gener-
ally about politics: “How we shall live together in the polis?” (DeVries 2007; Latour 
2005). The discussion for STS is not just about science; it never was. However, a 
renewed empirical consensus seems to be emerging. As Latour reiterates in “Why 
Has Critique Run out of Steam?” (2004), the goal of science studies was “never to 
get away from facts but closer to them,” to “renew empiricism.”

Notes

We are very grateful for the thoughtful comments and suggestions by Douglas Goodman, 
Stefan Helmreich, and David Kaiser that have saved us from many an embarrassing error. 
Any remaining inadequacies are our responsibility alone.
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1 For an excellent and thorough analysis of the genealogy of the sociology of scientifi c 
knowledge from Mannheim through Merton to Barnes and Bloor whom we will discuss 
below, see Kaiser 1998.

2 Journals include, for example, Social Studies of Science for science studies generally, Isis 
for the history of science, Science Technology and Human Values covering contemporary 
science, policy and culture, History and Technology, Science in Context, Minerva, Osiris, 
Technology and Culture, Studies in History and Philosophy of Science, and a wide range 
of specialized and regional publications such as Metascience, Science Studies, Knowledge 
and Technology in Society, Public Understandings of Science, History of Science, Philoso-
phy of Science, British Journal of the Philosophy of Science, British Journal of the History 
of Science, Science for the People, and Science Technology and Société. Professional 
associations include, for example, Society for the Social Studies of Science, Society for 
the History of Technology, ICOHETEC (International Committee for the History of 
Technology), HSS (History of Science Society), and IASTS (International Association for 
Science, Technology and Society). A list of departments offering undergraduate and 
advanced degrees in STS can be found at <http://web.mit.edu/hasts/about/index.html>.
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Mobilities and Social Theory

John Urry

“A self does not amount to much, but no self is an island; each exists in a 
fabric of relations that is now more complex and mobile than ever 
before”  (Lyotard 1984: 15)

“Transportation is civilisation”  (Ezra Pound 1973 [1917]: 169)

THE MOBILITIES PARADIGM

It sometimes seems that all the world is on the move. International students, the 
early retired, terrorists, members of diasporas, holidaymakers, businesspeople, 
slaves, sports stars, asylum seekers, refugees, backpackers, commuters, young mobile 
professionals, prostitutes – these and many others seem to fi nd the contemporary 
world is their oyster or at least their destiny. Criss-crossing the globe are the route-
ways of these many groups intermittently encountering one another in transporta-
tion and communication hubs, searching out in real and electronic databases the 
next coach, message, plane, back of lorry, text, bus, lift, ferry, train, car, website, 
wifi  hot spot, and so on. The scale of this traveling is immense (see Urry 2007). It 
is predicted that by 2010 there will be at least 1 billion legal international arrivals 
each year (compared with 25 million in 1950); there are 4 million air passengers 
each day; at any one time 360,000 passengers are in fl ight above the US, equivalent 
to a substantial city; 31 million refugees roam the globe (Papastergiadis 1999: 10, 
41, 54); and there were 552 million cars in 1998 with a projected 730 million in 
2020, equivalent to one for every 8.6 people (Geffen, Dooley, and Kim 2003). In 
1800 people in the US traveled 50 meters a day – they now travel 50 kilometers a 
day (Buchanan 2002: 121). Today world citizens move 23 billion kilometers; by 
2050 it is predicted that that fi gure will have increased fourfold to 106 billion 
(Schafer and Victor 2000: 171).

However, people do not spend more time traveling, since this has remained con-
stant at around one hour or so per day (Lyons and Urry 2005). But people are 
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traveling further and faster, if not more often or spending more time actually “on 
the road.” And given the spread of various communications such as post, fax, the 
internet, fi xed-line phones, mobiles, mobile computing, and so on, whose uses have 
all increased in recent decades, it is striking that so far people do still physically 
travel. Such movement shows little sign of substantially abating in the longer term 
even with September 11, SARS, Bali, Madrid and London bombings, and other 
global catastrophes. Being physically mobile has become, for the rich and even for 
some poor, a “way of life” across the globe.

Materials too are on the move, often carried by these moving bodies whether 
openly, clandestinely, or inadvertently. The “cosmopolitanization” of taste means 
that consumers in the “North” expect fresh materials from around the world “air-
freighted” to their table, while consumers in the “South” often fi nd roundabout 
ways to access consumer goods from the North. And more generally there are 
massive fl ows of illegal if valuable materials, drugs, guns, cigarettes, alcohol, and 
counterfeit and pirated products.

This movement of people and objects is hugely signifi cant for the global environ-
ment, with transport accounting for one-third of total carbon dioxide emissions 
(Geffen, Dooley and Kim 2003). Transport is the fastest-growing source of green-
house emissions, and with the predicted growth of car and lorry travel within China 
and elsewhere throughout the world, the rapid growth of air travel and transport, 
and the political movement especially in the US critiquing the thesis of global climate 
change, there has been little likelihood of this growth abating. Many other “envi-
ronmental” consequences follow from the growth of mass mobilities: reduced air 
quality; increased noise, smell, and visual intrusion; ozone depletion; social frag-
mentation; and medical consequences of “accidental” deaths and injuries, asthma, 
and obesity (Whitelegg and Haq 2003).

The internet has simultaneously grown incredibly rapidly, faster than any previ-
ous technology and with huge impacts throughout much of the world. There are 1 
billion internet users. Also since 2001 there are world-wide more mobile phones 
than landline phones (Katz and Aakhus 2002a). The overall volume of international 
telephone calls increased at least tenfold between 1982 and 2001 (Vertovec 2004: 
223). Virtual communications and mobile telephony are calling into being new ways 
of interacting and communicating within and across societies, especially with some 
less well-developed societies jumping directly to mobile rather than landline 
telephony.

These converging mobile technologies appear to be transforming many aspects 
of economic and social life that are in some sense on the “move” or away from 
“home.” In a mobile world there are extensive and intricate connections between 
physical travel and modes of communication, and these form new fl uidities and are 
often diffi cult to stabilize. Physical changes appear to be “dematerializing” connec-
tions, as people, machines, images, information, power, money, ideas, and dangers 
are “on the move,” making and remaking connections at often rapid speed around 
the world (see Urry 2007, for more detail throughout).

Indeed issues of movement, of too little movement for some or too much for 
others or of the wrong sort or at the wrong time, are central to many people’s lives 
and to the operations of many public, private, and non-governmental organizations. 
Thus social life presupposes people, images, ideas, and objects being at least from 
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time to time on the move. It is an empirical question as to how important such 
movement is within different societies or types of society. Contemporary societies 
demonstrate more movement for more people across longer distances albeit occur-
ring for shorter time periods. Further, there are more diverse forms of such move-
ment. Also, movement is increasingly deemed as a right, as in the UN Declaration 
of Universal Rights or the constitution of the European Union. And those who, for 
whatever reason, are denied such movement suffer multiple forms of exclusion. 
There is an ideology of movement and distinct forms of “capital” acquired by those 
on the move.

Various theorists as well as more empirical analysts are now mobilizing a “mobil-
ity turn,” a different way of thinking through the character of economic, social, and 
political relationships. There is we might say a “mobility” structure of feeling in 
the air, with Simmel and Benjamin, Deleuze and Lefebvre, de Certeau and Erving 
Goffman proving important guides. Such a turn is spreading in and through the 
social sciences, mobilizing analyses that have been historically static, fi xed, and 
concerned with predominantly a-spatial “social structures.” The mobility turn is 
postdisciplinary. Elsewhere I develop a new cross or postdisciplinary mobilities 
paradigm (Hannam, Sheller and Urry 2006; Sheller and Urry 2006; Urry 2007). It 
is argued that thinking through a mobilities “lens” provides a distinctively different 
social science productive of different theories, methods, questions, and solutions.

So the aim in this chapter is both to make the substantive claim that there are 
multiple kinds of movement and that much social science has inadequately examined 
them, and that there is a putative new paradigm which involves a postdisciplinary, 
productive way of doing social science, especially in the new century where mobility 
issues would seem to be center-stage.

A-MOBILE SOCIAL SCIENCE

Initially, then we can note that much social science has been “a-mobile.” First, there 
has been neglect of movement and communications and the forms in which they 
are economically, politically, and socially organized. Thus although such activities 
(such as holidaymaking, walking, car driving, phoning, fl ying) are often personally 
and culturally signifi cant within people’s lives, they have been mostly ignored by 
social science. Along with others I have sought to draw such topics into the view-
fi nder of social science, especially the analysis of holidaymaking, leisurely travel, 
and the “productive” experiences of different forms of movement (Lyons and Urry 
2005; Urry 2002).

Second, there has been the minimization of the signifi cance of these forms of 
movement for the nature of work, schooling, family life, politics, and protest, that 
is, within crucially important social institutions. And yet for example families 
depend upon patterns of regular visiting, schools are chosen in terms of catchment 
areas, work patterns depends on the way congestion structures commuting fl ows, 
new industries depend upon new migrants, protest movements depend upon marches 
and co-present demonstrations. These patterns of movement structure how these 
social institutions and activities develop and change, something minimized in con-
ventional “structural” analyses.
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Third, social science mostly focuses upon the patterns in which human subjects 
directly interact together and ignores the underlying physical or material infrastruc-
tures that orchestrate and underlie economic, political, and social patterns. Almost 
all mobilities presuppose large-scale immobile infrastructures that make possible the 
socialities of everyday life. These “immobile” infrastructures include paths, railway 
tracks, public roads, telegraph lines, water pipes, telephone exchanges, pylons, 
sewerage systems, gas pipes, airports, radio and TV aerials, mobile phone masts, 
satellites, underground cables, and so on (Graham and Marvin 2001). Intersecting 
with these infrastructures are the social solidarities of class, gender, ethnicity, nation, 
and age orchestrating diverse mobilities (see Ray 2002), including both enforced 
fi xity within “enclaves” (Turner 2007) as well as coerced movement (Marfl eet 
2006).

Overall the term “mobile” or “mobility” is used in four main ways (see Jain 
2002). First, there is the use of mobile to mean something that moves or is capable 
of movement, as with the mobile (portable) phone but also with the mobile person, 
home, hospital, kitchen, and so on. Mobility is a property of things and of people. 
Many technologies in the contemporary era appear to have set in motion new ways 
of people being temporarily mobile, including physical prostheses that enable the 
“disabled immobile” to acquire some means of movement. Mostly the term mobile 
here is a positive category, except in the various critiques of what has been termed 
“hypermobility” (Adams 1999).

Second, there is the sense of mobile as a mob, a rabble or an unruly crowd. The 
mob is seen as disorderly precisely because it is mobile, not fully fi xed within bound-
aries and therefore needs to be tracked and socially regulated. The contemporary 
world appears to be generating many signifi cant new mobs or multitudes, including 
smart mobs that generate for their governance, new and extensive physical and/or 
electronic systems of counting, regulation and fi xing within known places or speci-
fi ed borders (Hardt and Negri 2000; Rheingold 2002; Turner 2007).

Third, there is the sense of mobility deployed in mainstream sociology/social 
science. This is upward or downward social mobility. It is presumed that there is 
relatively clear cut vertical hierarchy of positions and that people can be located by 
comparison with their parents’ position or with their own starting position within 
such hierarchies. There is debate as to whether or not contemporary societies have 
increased the circulation of people up and down such hierarchies, making the 
modern world more or less mobile. Some argue that extra circulation only results 
from changes in the number of top positions and not in increased movement 
between them (Goldthorpe 1980).

Fourth, there is mobility as migration or other kinds of semi-permanent geo-
graphical movement. This is a horizontal sense of being “on the move,” that refers 
to moving country or continent often in search of a “better life” or to escape from 
drought, persecution, war, starvation, and so on. Although it is thought that con-
temporary societies entail much mobility in this sense, especially through diasporic 
travel (Cohen 1997), previous cultures also presupposed considerable movement, 
such as from Europe to the dominated countries of their various empires or later 
to North America.

This chapter investigates all these senses of “mobility.” Such a generic “mobili-
ties” includes various kinds and temporalities of physical movement, ranging from 
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standing, lounging, walking, climbing, dancing, to those enhanced by technologies, 
of bikes, buses, cars, trains, ships, planes, wheelchairs, crutches (see Cresswell 2006; 
Kellerman 2006; Thomsen, Nielsen, and Gudmundsson 2005; Urry 2007 for recent 
book-length treatments).

Movements examined range from the daily, weekly, yearly, and over people’s 
lifetimes. Also included are the movement of images and information on multiple 
media, as well as virtual movement as communications are effected one-to-one, 
one-to-many, and many-to-many through networked and embedded computers. A 
mobilities turn also involves examining how the transporting of people and the com-
municating of messages, information, and images may overlap, coincide, and con-
verge through digitized fl ows. And the ways in which physical movement pertains 
to upward and downward social mobility are also central to a mobilities analysis. 
Moving between places physically or virtually can be a source of status and power, 
an expression of the rights to movement either temporarily or permanently. And 
where movement is coerced it may generate social deprivation and exclusion.

The classical sociological tradition did not entirely neglect such issues, but only 
Simmel really put the organization and consequences of mobilities within social life 
center-stage in his analysis. Accordingly I turn to Georg Simmel, the one “classical” 
sociologist who attempted to develop a mobilities paradigm though analyses of 
proximity, distance, and movement within the modern city (Jensen 2006: 146). In 
subsequent sections I examine important other contributions in developing a mobili-
ties paradigm.

SIMMEL AND MOBILITIES

Simmel notes the exceptional human achievement involved in creating a “path” 
between two particular places. No matter how often people have gone backwards 
and forwards between the places and “subjectively” connected them in their mind, 
it is “only in visibly impressing the path into the surface of the earth that the places 
were objectively connected” (Simmel 1997: 171; emphasis added). This permanent 
“connection” between places is derived from the “will to connection” which is a 
shaper of things and of relations. Animals by contrast cannot accomplish such a 
“miracle of the road,” an even more developed “impressing  .  .  .  into the surface of 
the earth” having the effect of “freezing movement in a solid structure” (1997: 
171).

And this freezing, this achievement of connection, reaches its zenith with a bridge 
that “symbolizes the extension of our volitional sphere over space” (Simmel 1997: 
171). Only for humans are the banks of the river not just apart but separated and 
thus potentially bridgeable. And like Marx’s analysis of the “architect” (as opposed 
to the bee) humans are able to “see” these connections in their mind’s eye as sepa-
rated and as therefore needing connection. Simmel summarizes the power of human 
imagination, of “conception”: “if we did not fi rst connect them in our practical 
thoughts, in our needs and in our fantasy, then the concept of separation would 
have no meaning” (1997: 171).

Such a bridge can moreover become part of “nature,” picturesque, as it accom-
plishes the connection between places. For the eye the bridge stands in a close and 
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fortuitous relationship to the banks. Such a freezing of movement can seem like a 
natural “unity,” with high aesthetic value, almost an improvement upon “nature” 
since it “naturally” appears to connect the banks.

So what of movement? Simmel distinguishes between various socio-spatial pat-
terns, including nomadism, wandering, a royal tour, diasporic travel, the court’s 
travel, migration, and adventure. What is distinct is the “form of sociation  .  .  .  in 
the case of a wandering group in contrast to a spatially fi xed one” (Simmel 1997: 
160). And these variations stem from the “temporal duration” implicated in the 
period “away.” Time structures the “nuancing of the course of a gathering” – but 
this is no simple and direct relationship. Sometimes a short time encounter can lead 
to the conveying of secrets through the role of the temporary “stranger,” while on 
other occasions spending a long time together is necessary for mutual adaptation 
and trust to develop.

Simmel also emphasizes how physical or bodily travel is interconnected with 
other mobilities. He hypothesizes that there was more travel by scholars and mer-
chants in the Middle Ages than there was at the beginning of the twentieth century. 
This is because in the latter period there were “letters and books, bank accounts 
and branch offi ces, through mechanical reproduction of the same model and through 
photography” (Simmel 1997: 165). In the Middle Ages all this information “had 
to be brought about through people traveling” from place to place since there were 
few other “systems” to move ideas, information and especially money (1997: 167). 
And yet that traveling was almost always full of “dangers and diffi culties,” espe-
cially since there were relatively few “expert systems” that would mitigate the risks 
of such physical travel (1997: 167). Indeed there were also many itinerant poor, the 
vagabonds, whose lives were based upon a “restlessness and mobility” and which 
generated various “fl uid associations” such as bands of “wandering minstrels” 
characterized by the “impulse for a continuous change of scene, the ability and 
desire to ‘disappear’ ” (1997: 168).

Simmel had much to say about the contemporary city where new modes of move-
ment and restlessness are widespread. The metropolitan type of personality consists 
in “the intensifi cation of nervous stimulation which results from the swift and unin-
terrupted change of outer and inner stimuli” (Simmel 1997: 175). The modern city 
involves the “unexpectedness of onrushing impressions  .  .  .  With each crossing of the 
street, with the tempo and multiplicity of economic, occupational and social life,” he 
says that the city sets up a “deep contrast with small town and rural life with refer-
ence to the sensory foundations of psychic life” (1997: 175; and see Simmel 1990).

And because of the richness and diverse sets of onrushing stimuli in the metropo-
lis, people are forced to develop an attitude of reserve and insensitivity to feeling. 
Otherwise most would not be able to cope with overwhelming experiences gener-
ated by a high density and movement of population. Onrushing stimulations produce 
a blasé attitude, the incapacity to react to new sensations with appropriate energy. 
The movement of the city, as well as the rapid movement of money, generates reserve 
and indifference (Jensen 2006: 148–9).

Thus Simmel provides an early examination, paralleling Marx and Engels in The 
Manifesto of the Communist Party, of the effects of “modern” patterns of mobility 
upon social life (Marx and Engels 1952; see also Berman 1983; Simmel 1997). 
Simmel analyzes the fragmentation and diversity of modern life and shows that 
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motion, the diversity of stimuli, and the visual appropriations of place are centrally 
important to new modern urban experiences.

Moreover, because of money with “all its colourlessness and indifference” (Simmel 
1997: 178; see also 1990) and its twin, the modern city, a new precision comes to 
be necessary in social life. Agreements and arrangements need to demonstrate 
unambiguousness in timing and location. Life in the mobile, onrushing city presup-
poses punctuality, and this is refl ected by the “universal diffusion of pocket watches” 
(Simmel 1997: 177). This was as symbolic of the “modern” as the ubiquitous mobile 
phone is today. Simmel argues that the “relationships and affairs of the typical 
metropolitan usually are so varied and complex that without the strictest punctual-
ity in promises and services the whole structure would break down into an inextri-
cable chaos” (1997: 177). This necessity for punctuality: “is brought about by the 
aggregation of so many people with such differentiated interests who must integrate 
their relations and activities into a highly complex organism” (1997: 177).

So the forming of a complex system of relationships means that meetings 
and activities have to be punctual, timetabled, rational, a system or “structure 
of the highest impersonality” often involving much distance-keeping politeness 
(Simmel 1997: 178; Toiskallio 2002: 171). This “system-ness” of mobility results 
in the individual becoming “a mere cog in an enormous organization of things 
and powers”; as a result “life is made infi nitely easy for the personality in 
that stimulations, interests, uses of time and consciousness are offered to it from 
all sides” (Simmel 1997: 184). Simmel tellingly notes how as a consequence 
“they carry the person as if in a stream, and one needs hardly to swim for oneself” 
(1997: 184).

But simultaneously modern city life produces people each with a “highly personal 
subjectivity,” a tendency to be “different,” of standing out in a striking manner and 
thereby seeking attention, a “culture of narcissism” (Lasch 1980; Simmel 1997: 
178). People gain self-esteem through being aware of how they are perceived by 
others. But because of the scale of mobility in the metropolis, there is a “brevity 
and scarcity of inter-human contacts” (Simmel 1997: 183). Compared with the 
small-scale community, the modern city gives room to the individual and to the 
peculiarities of their inner and outer development. It is the spatial form of modern 
urban life that permits the unique development of individuals who socially interact 
with an exceptionally wide range of contacts. People seek to distinguish themselves; 
they try to be different through adornment and fashion encountering each other in 
brief moments of proximity.

Simmel places particular emphasis upon the eye as a “unique sociological 
achievement” (1997: 111) that is the “most direct and purest interaction that 
exists” (1997: 111). People cannot avoid taking through the eye without at the 
same time giving. The eye produces “the most complete reciprocity” of person 
to person, face to face (1997: 112). Such face-to-face co-presence is key to the 
obligations to, and consequences of, travel. Boden and Molotch summarize how 
“Copresent interaction remains, just as Georg Simmel long ago observed, the 
fundamental mode of human intercourse and socialization, a ‘primordial site for 
sociality’ ” (1994: 258).

Simmel also examines the attractions of the “adventure” in shaping the desire to 
be elsewhere; such “adventures” occur “outside the usual continuity of this life” 
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(1997: 222). Because life has become “easy” in the city, so it is outside, in places 
of adventure, where the body might come to life, it is a “body in motion” that fi nds 
its way, being natural, knowing nature, saving oneself “naturally.” The adventure 
thus enables the body to escape the blasé attitude, to be rejuvenated during moments 
of bodily arousal in motion.

More generally Simmel sets himself against analyses that seek to explain social 
phenomena in terms of individual acts. Important social phenomena are not the 
consequence of combinations of a lower order. He is anti-reductionist, being con-
cerned with an array of emergent social forms, the elementary substance of social 
life (Lash 2005: 11). Simmel’s approach speaks of how “things fi nd their meaning 
in relation to each other, and the mutuality of the relationships in which they are 
involved constitutes what and how they are” (Simmel 1990: 128–9).

Some elements of Simmel’s ideas were developed within the Chicago School 
which in the fi rst half of this century provided a range of post-Simmelian mobility 
studies especially concerned with the itinerant lives of hoboes, gangs, prostitutes, 
migrants, and so on (see e.g. Park 1970). However, this development was cut short 
in its tracks as a range of structural or static theories took over within sociology, 
including structural functionalism, positivist analysis of “variables,” structural 
Marxism, and so on. Meanwhile the study of mobilities turned into the professional 
examination of “transport” including “transport geography,” and to a lesser extent 
of “tourism,” that were taken to be differentiated and specifi c domains that should 
be researched far away from the provocative promptings of Simmel’s essays and 
analyses.

In the next sections I describe an eclectic range of other “mobility” theories 
and programs of research in order to develop Simmel’s sketch for a mobilities para-
digm. This paradigm has waited one hundred years to get out of the garage, we 
might say.

SEDENTARISM

I begin somewhat surprisingly with sedentarist thinking derived from Heideggerian 
notions. For Heidegger dwelling means to reside or to stay, to dwell at peace, to be 
content or at home within a place. To build (bauen) involved cherishing and pro-
tecting, tilling soil and cultivating vines. Such building involved care and was 
habitual. Heidegger wants to ensure how building and dwelling can be combined 
once again, calling this “letting dwell” (1993: 361; Zimmerman 1990: 151).

Such dwelling involves a staying with things which are bodily ready to hand. 
Thus Heidegger argues against the separation of man [sic] and space, as though 
they stand on opposite sides. Rather to speak of men [sic] is to speak of those who 
already dwell through moving through space: “To say that mortals are is to say that 
in dwelling they persist through spaces by virtue of their stay among things and 
locales. And only because mortals pervade, persist through, spaces by their very 
essence are they able to go through spaces” (Heidegger 1993: 359). But people only 
go through spaces in ways which sustain them through the relationships which are 
established “with near and remote locales and things” (1993: 359). When one goes 
to open the door of a room one is already part of that room. A person is not a sepa-
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rate “encapsulated body” since such a person already pervades the space of the 
room they are about to enter. Only because of the form of dwelling is it possible to 
go through that particular door. To dwell we might say is always to be moving and 
sensing, both within and beyond.

Heidegger, like Simmel, discusses the signifi cance of bridges. They do not connect 
banks that are in a sense already “there.” The banks only emerge as a consequence 
of a bridge that now crosses the stream. A bridge causes the banks to lie across from 
each other. This has the effect that surrounding land on either side of the stream is 
brought into closer juxtaposition. Heidegger argues that the bridge functions as an 
actant since it “brings stream and bank and land into each other’s neighbourhood. 
The bridge gathers the earth as landscape around the stream” (1993: 354).

Furthermore, a new bridge reorganizes how people dwell/move within that area. 
Bridges initiate new social patterns, forming a locale or connecting different parts 
of a town, or the town with the country, or the town with “the network of long-
distance traffi c, paced and calculated for maximum yield” (Heidegger 1993: 354). 
A bridge is ready on call, waiting for slow movement across it, the “lingering” ways 
of people to and fro across the bridge, moving from bank to bank. Tourist places 
are waiting also, on call for inspection by a tourist group said to be ordered there 
by the vacation industry (Heidegger 1993).

Ingold analogously writes how “landscape is constituted as an enduring record 
of – and testimony to – the lives and works of past generations who have dwelt 
within it, and in so doing, have left there something of themselves” (1993: 152). 
Landscape is thus neither nature nor culture, neither mind nor matter. It is the world 
as known to those who have dwelt in that place, those who currently dwell there, 
those who will dwell there, and those whose practical activities take them though 
its many sites and journey along its multiple paths. It is, Ingold argues, the “task-
scape” of any environment that produces the social character of a landscape. Paths 
especially demonstrate the accumulated imprint of the countless journeys made as 
people go about their everyday business. The network of paths shows the sedi-
mented activity of a community stretching over generations; it is the taskscape made 
visible (Ingold 1993: 167). People imagine themselves treading the same paths as 
earlier generations as the path gets impressed into the ground. And thus the redirec-
tion of a path, or its elimination with a new road, will often be viewed as vandalism 
against that community and its collective memories and forms of dwelling/moving 
in and through a given place (and see Ingold 2004).

NOMADISM

Almost the opposite set of ideas is provided by metaphors and theories of fl uidity 
and nomadism (Bauman 2000; Cresswell 2002: 15–18). Many writers have devel-
oped metaphors of sea, river, fl ux, waves, liquidity, the vagabond, the pilgrim, and 
nomadism. Such metaphors often draw upon Derrida, who says: “Différance is 
incompatible with the static, synchronic, taxonomic, ahistoric motifs in the concept 
of structure” (1987: 27).

Deleuze and Guattari elaborate on the implications of nomads, external to 
each state (1986: 49–53). Nomads characterize societies of deterritorialization, 
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constituted by lines of fl ight rather than by points or nodes. They maintain that: 
“the nomad has no points, paths or land  .  .  .  If the nomad can be called the Deter-
ritorialized par excellence, it is precisely because there is no reterritorialization 
afterwards as with the migrant” (1986: 52). More generally here, this neo-vitalism 
emphasizes process and change, as the core of social life (see Lash 2005). There is 
no stasis, only processes of creation and transformation. There is nothing before 
movement; movement expresses how things are.

Other mobile metaphors are those of the vagabond and the tourist (Bauman 
1993). The vagabond is a pilgrim without a destination, a nomad without an itiner-
ary; while the tourist “pay[s] for their freedom; the right to disregard native con-
cerns and feelings, the right to spin their own web of meanings  .  .  .  The world is the 
tourist’s oyster  .  .  .  to be lived pleasurably – and thus given meaning” (Bauman 
1993: 241). Both vagabonds and tourists move through other people’s spaces, they 
involve the separation of physical closeness from any sense of moral proximity and 
they set standards for happiness (Bauman 1993: 243). More generally, Bauman 
argues that there is a shift from modernity as heavy and solid to one that is light 
and liquid and where speed of movement of people, money, images, and information 
is paramount (2000; the strange death of Concorde partly shows the limits of this 
claim).

A further nomadic metaphor is the “motel” (Morris 1988). The motel has no real 
lobby, it is tied into the network of highways, it functions to relay people rather than 
to provide settings for coherent human subjects, it is consecrated to circulation and 
movement, and it demolishes the sense of place and locale. Motels “memorialize 
only movement, speed, and perpetual circulation” (Morris 1988: 3); they “can never 
be a true place” and one is only distinguished from another in “a high-speed, empiri-
cist fl ash” (Morris 1988: 5). The motel, like the airport transit lounge, represents 
neither arrival nor departure but the “pause” (Morris 1988: 41; Augé 1995).

Wolff and others criticize the masculinist character of many of these nomadic 
and travel metaphors since they suggest that there is ungrounded and unbounded 
movement (see the critique in Skeggs 2004). But clearly different social categories 
have very different access to being “on the road” both literally and metaphorically. 
Jokinen and Veijola show that certain male metaphors can be rewritten or coded 
differently (1997). If these male metaphors are so rewritten, as say, paparazzi, home-
less drunk, sex tourist, and womanizer, then they lose such positive valuation. 
Jokinen and Veijola also propose female metaphors of movement, including those 
of the prostitute, the babysitter, and the au pair (1997).

MATERIALS ON THE MOVE

There was a “spatial turn” in the social sciences during the 1980s. This involved 
theory and research that demonstrated that social relations are spatially organized 
and such spatial structuring makes a signifi cant difference to social relations (see 
Gregory and Urry 1995). Massey proclaimed that “space matters” to social life 
(1994). Now space is increasingly viewed as made up of moving elements with 
various “power-geometries.” Most relevant here is the way that spaces are viewed 
as comprised of various materials, of objects and environments, that are intermit-
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tently in motion. These materials are assembled and reassembled in changing con-
fi gurations and rearticulated meanings (Cresswell 2002).

Studies of travel, migration, and belonging show how cultural objects are on the 
move and how they may hold their meaning as they move and are moved around. 
There are different kinds of objects and they variably hold or lose their value as 
they move from place to place. Objects variably mobilize place and they are involved 
in the reconstitution of belonging and memory (Lury 1997; Molotch 2003).

Analyses here often draw upon science and technology studies which are often 
concerned with “transport,” with how the laws of science sometimes but contin-
gently work similarly across the globe through the effective movement of scientifi c 
procedures, methods, and fi ndings. Machines and machinations travel (Law and 
Mol 2001: 611). Science and technology studies show how humans are intricately 
networked with machines, and also with software, texts, objects, databases, and so 
on. Law thus goes on to argue much more generally that “what we call the social 
is materially heterogeneous: talk, bodies, texts, machines, architectures, all of these 
and many more are implicated in and perform the social” (1994: 2). Such hybrids 
are on occasions tightly coupled with complex, enduring, and predictable connec-
tions between peoples, objects, and technologies, and these may move scientifi c 
fi ndings across multiple and distant spaces and times (Law 1994: 24). A particular 
scientifi c theory and set of fi ndings may form an “immutable mobile” where relative 
distance is a function of the relations between the heterogeneous components com-
prising that actor network (Latour 1999; Law and Hassard 1999). The invariant 
outcome of a network may be delivered so as to overcome regional boundaries. 
Things can be made close through networked relations.

Mobilities involve heterogeneous “hybrid geographies” of humans-and-machines 
that contingently enable people and materials to move and to hold their shape as 
they move across various networks (Whatmore 2002). Dant develops the hybrid of 
the “driver-car” that is neither the car nor the driver but the specifi c hybrid or 
intermittently moving combination of the two (2004). There are many other mobile 
hybrids, including the “leisure-walker,” the “train-passenger,” the “cycle-rider” and 
so on (as set out in Urry 2007).

MIGRATIONS AND DIASPORAS

Multiple mobilities have been central to much historical development and are not 
simply “new.” Thus over many centuries there were complex trading and travel 
routes that constituted what we now call the Mediterranean world (Braudel 1992). 
The ships, sea routes, and interconnectivity of the slave and post-slave trade engen-
dered what Gilroy terms the “Black Atlantic” (1993). And the complex mobilities 
of diasporas and transnational migrants are key to examining many contemporary 
postcolonial relationships. There is a “diasporization” of communities in the con-
temporary era (Cohen 1997).

But although these are not new, the mobile character of such processes is now 
much more evident. Analyses of migration, diasporas, and more fl uid citizenships 
are central to critiques of the bounded and static categories of nation, ethnicity, 
community, and state present in much social science (Brah 1996; Joseph 1999; Ong 
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1999; Ong and Nonini 1997). Various works theorize the multiple, overlapping, 
and turbulent processes of migration, dislocation, displacement, disjuncture, and 
dialogism. These massive contemporary migrations, often with oscillatory fl ows 
between unexpected locations, have been described as a series of turbulent waves, 
with a hierarchy of eddies and vortices, with globalism being a virus that stimulates 
resistance, and with the migration system’s “cascading” moves away from any state 
of equilibrium (Papastergiadis 1999: 102–4, 121).

For example, the fl uid diaspora of the 32 million or so Latinos now living in the 
US is the largest ethnic group in Los Angeles, forming a city within a city, and they 
will soon outnumber whites living in California (Davis 2000). There are wide-
ranging processes of “cultural syncretism that may become a transformative tem-
plate for the whole society” as the US becomes Latinized (Davis 2000: 15). Much 
of this syncretism stems from such “transnationalized communities” moving between 
Mexico, a “nomadic” country, and the US “like quantum particles in two places at 
once” (Davis 2000: 77).

In studies of such turbulence around the world, analyses of the global level are 
intertwined both with more “local” concerns about everyday transportation and 
material cultures, as well as with the “technologies” of information and communi-
cation technologies and the emerging infrastructures of mobility and surveillance 
(see Clifford 1997; Sheller 2003). These studies of far-fl ung communities also bring 
out why and how members of such diasporic communities, although increasingly 
using the internet and mobile telephony, do meet on occasions face to face, in other 
words with the necessity of travel and meetings to reconstitute friendship or business 
networks or a family life lived at a distance (see Miller and Slater 2000, on 
Trinidad).

Also increasingly signifi cant within the contemporary world are many forms of 
forced migration (see Marfl eet 2006). Such migrants originate in zones of economic 
and political crisis in the most vulnerable parts of the developing world. Their mobil-
ity is engendered by the instability of economic, social, and environmental structures 
and especially the weakness of local states. Migrants mainly originate from “wild 
zones” that the globalizing world engenders, and especially from a “culture of 
terror” and from sites overwhelmed by the early consequences of “global heating” 
(Lovelock 2006). As Ascherson writes, “the subjects of history, once the settled 
farmer and citizens, have now become the migrants, the refugees, the Gastarbeiter, 
the asylum seekers, the urban homeless” (cited in Papastergiadis 1999: 1). And once 
people are forced to migrate, they then encounter the legal and social systems of the 
developed world, which sets up many restrictions and limitations upon their migra-
tion and upon their capacity to stay. And their journeys are often extraordinarily 
long and complex, involving multiple relationships often of an exploitative character, 
various transit points especially in major cities and different modes of transport, 
some of which are notoriously unsafe (Marfl eet 2006: ch. 10).

PROXIMITIES AND PLEASURES

Patterns of movement involve intermittent face-to-face proximities with other people 
(friends, kin, workmates, colleagues, networks), with other places (beaches, cities, 
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river valleys, mountains, lakes) and with events (conferences, meetings, Olympics, 
festivals, exhibitions: Urry 2002, 2003). These face-to-face proximities produce a 
strong obligation to travel in order to experience the person, place, or event and to 
be in their presence (but see de Botton 2002 on the contrary delights of armchair 
travel).

Especially signifi cant are occasioned intermittent face-to-face conversations and 
meetings that “have” to occur within certain places at certain moments. Such inter-
mittently occurring meetings seem obligatory for the sustaining of family, friendship, 
work groups, businesses, and leisure organizations (Goffman 1963, 1971a, 1971b, 
1972). At the same time there are periods of distance and solitude in between these 
intermittent moments of co-presence.

Such mobilities often also entail distinct social spaces or nodes where these face-
to-face encounters take place, such as stations, hotels, motorways, resorts, airports, 
corners, malls, subway stations, buses, public squares, leisure complexes, cosmo-
politan cities, beaches, galleries, roadside parks, and so on (Amin and Thrift 2002). 
These are places of intermittent movement where specifi c groups come together, 
normally now involving the use of phones, mobiles, laptops, SMS messaging, wire-
less communications, and so on, often to make arrangements “on the move.” Some 
of these “meetings” consist of “underground” social gatherings or “smart mobs” 
(Rheingold 2002), while other groups involve moving through relatively smooth 
corridors linking different nodes, as with business class air travel, fast lanes, express 
checkouts, business lounges, and so on (see Lassen 2006 on the smooth corridors 
of aeromobility).

In particular, places are also experienced through various senses. Various theories 
of romanticism, the sublime, the picturesque, and the performative are necessary to 
account for why certain groups feel a burning desire to be by a given lake, up a 
mountain, on that beach. These are distinctly visceral desires and they mobilize huge 
numbers of people regularly to travel and move around particular sites, so effecting 
the tourist gaze (Urry 2002).

Moreover, different modes of travel involve different embodied performances, 
they are forms of material and sociable dwelling-in-motion, places of and for various 
occasioned activities. Different means of transport provide contrasting experiences, 
performances, and affordances (Gibson 1986). Thus the railway in the late nine-
teenth century provided new ways of moving, socializing and seeing the swiftly 
passing landscape (Schivelbusch 1986). Recent analyses show how the car is “dwelt 
in” or corporeally inhabited and experienced through a combination of senses 
(Featherstone, Thrift and Urry 2004). These sensuous geographies of the car are 
not so much located within individual bodies but extend to familial spaces, neigh-
borhoods, regions, and national cultures through various sensuous dispositions 
(Sheller 2004).

Various technologies are organized around and are part of movement. The iconic 
Sony Walkman was described as virtually an extension of the skin, molded like 
much else in modern consumer culture to the body and designed for movement (Du 
Gay et al. 1997: 23–4). Indeed there are many activities possible while on the move, 
some of which presuppose new mobile technologies. These include talking face to 
face and on mobile phones, glancing at the scenery, texting, working, listening to 
music (Walkman/iPod), using computers, information-gathering, and being con-
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nected through maintaining a moving presence with others also on the move (Lyons, 
Jain and Holley 2007).

SYSTEMS

Human beings are nothing without objects organized into various systems (see 
Graham and Marvin 2001). The systems come fi rst and serve to augment the oth-
erwise rather thin powers of individual human subjects. Those subjects are brought 
together and serve to develop signifi cant powers only because of the systems that 
implicate them, and especially signifi cant are those systems that move them, or their 
ideas, or information or various objects. There are various points to note about 
such mobility systems: they are organized around the processes that circulate people, 
objects, and information at various spatial ranges and speeds; these various mobility 
systems and routeways often linger over time with a powerful spatial fi xity; and 
such mobility systems are based on increasingly expert and alienating forms of 
knowledge. There are interdependent systems of “immobile” material worlds, and 
especially exceptionally immobile platforms (transmitters, roads, garages, stations, 
aerials, airports, docks), and they structure mobility experiences through forming 
complex adaptive systems. These systems, almost all now software-based, ensure 
and make it seem unexceptional that products can be purchased, meetings will 
happen, components will arrive at the factory, planes will be waiting, messages will 
get through, money will arrive, and so on. These systems make repetitive or iterative 
actions possible and mostly happen without much cognitive thought (Thrift 2004). 
They produce regular and repetitive “spaces of anticipation” distributing econo-
mies, peoples, activities across the world.

In the modern world automobility is by far the most powerful of such mobility 
systems (Featherstone, Thrift and Urry 2004), while other such systems include the 
pedestrian system, the rail system, and aeromobility. Historically earlier systems 
include the road system of the Roman empire, the medieval horse system after the 
invention of the stirrup, and the cycle system in twentieth-century China. Histori-
cally most societies have been characterized by one major mobility system that is 
in an evolving and adaptive relationship with that society’s economy, through the 
production and consumption of goods and services and the attraction and circula-
tion of the labor force and consumers. Such mobility systems are also in adaptive 
and co-evolving relationships with each other, so that some such systems expand 
and multiply while others may over time shrink in terms of their range and impact. 
Such systems provide the environment within which each other system functions.

Further, the richer the society the greater the range of mobility systems that will 
be present and the more complex the intersections between such systems. These 
mobility systems have the effect of producing substantial inequalities between places 
and between people in terms of their location and access to these mobility systems. 
All societies presuppose multiple mobilities for people to be effective participants. 
Such access is unequally distributed but the structuring of this inequality depends 
inter alia on the economics of production and consumption of the objects relevant 
to mobility, the nature of civil society, the geographical distribution of people and 
activities, and the particular mobility systems in play and their forms of interdepen-
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dence. We might say that unforced “movement” is power, that is, to be able to move 
(or to be able voluntarily to stay still) is for individuals and groups a major source 
of advantage and conceptually independent of economic and cultural advantage. 
High access to mobility depends upon access to more powerful mobility systems 
and where there is not confi nement to mobility systems reducing in scale and 
signifi cance.

These systems have the effect of spreading connections that become less based 
upon predictable co-presence and more upon relatively far-fl ung networks of at least 
partially weak ties. Thus the apparently different domains of work, family, and 
social life each become more networked – and in a way more similar to each other 
(see Larsen, Urry and Axhausen 2006). Moreover, networks within these domains 
increasingly overlap so movement between and across them becomes signifi cant. 
Weak ties spread from domain to domain, especially with the growth of network 
capital that dramatically enhances the power of some nodes, and overall generate 
social inequalities that increasingly seem to depend upon relative levels of access to 
the array of resources necessary for networking, what I term “network capital” 
(Urry 2007).

And as people are moving about so information about them as human subjects 
is forcibly left behind in countless traces. Much of what was once “private” and 
carried close or on the person as body now exists outside of that body and outside 
the “self.” Or, the self, we can say, is hugely distributed across various databases 
spread through time-space. There has been an irreversible shifting of the social 
world towards the “database-ization” of everyday life on the move (Information 
Commissioner 2006).

CONCLUSION

In this chapter I set out a range of social theoretical ideas that relate to the new 
mobilities paradigm. Especially signifi cant are the varied writings of Simmel. 
However, there was little further development during much of the twentieth century. 
But in the past decade or so an array of new initiatives in both theory and methods 
has begun to make possible the mobilities paradigm. I have set out the contributions 
of sedentarist and nomadic theories, analyses of moving materials, the study of 
migrations and diasporas, the signifi cance of “proximity” and “pleasure” and the 
nature of systems (see Urry 2007: ch. 2 on some methodological implications of the 
paradigm).

This paradigm is not just substantively different, in that it remedies the academic 
neglect of various movements of people, objects, information, and ideas. It is trans-
formative of social science, authorizing an alternative theoretical and methodologi-
cal landscape. It enables the “social world” to be theorized as a wide array of 
economic, social, and political practices, infrastructures, and ideologies that all 
involve, entail, or curtail various kinds of movement of people, or ideas, or informa-
tion or objects. And in so doing this paradigm brings to the fore theories, methods, 
and exemplars of research that so far have been mostly out of sight. The term 
“mobilities” refers to this broad project of establishing a “movement-driven” social 
science in which movement, potential movement, and blocked movement are all 



492 JOHN URRY

conceptualized as constitutive of economic, social, and political relations (see many 
of the papers in the new journal Mobilities).

And in making the subterranean visible it redraws many ways in which social 
science has been practiced, especially as organized within distinct “regions” 
or “fortresses” of policed, bounded, and antagonistic “disciplines.” I use the 
term subterranean to indicate how this paradigm is not being generated de novo. 
There are various paradigmatic fragments found in multiple archives that rest 
uneasily within their current disciplinary fortresses. The new paradigm is seeking 
to release these fragments from their cage and enable them to fl y, confronting 
and engaging with other “angels” in fl ight, as Serres (1995) might fancifully 
express it.
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25
Sociological Theory and Human 
Rights: Two Logics, One World

Judith Blau and Alberto Moncada

Human rights, as South African jurist Albie Sachs put it, include both the right to 
be the same as everyone else and the right to be different from everyone else (An-
Na’im 2002: 1). That is, all humans have equal rights to freedom, security, and 
peace, and all humans have equal rights to their own identity, personality, and 
culture. In their origins human rights are ancient, but the most important milestone 
in their advance was December 10, 1948, when the UN General Assembly adopted 
and proclaimed the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR; UN 1948). 
However, it has only been in the last approximately two decades that what is called 
the “human rights revolution” gathered momentum to sweep the globe, connect 
communities, transform locales, and shape laws and constitutions. Human rights 
can be thought of as a logic and language that unites people world-wide, peasant 
farmers and slum dwellers, nomads and factory workers, miners and fi shermen. 
What has made this practically possible is the widespread diffusion of electronic 
communications and media, a shared vision that is rests on the principles enshrined 
in the UDHR, but also, as we will describe, a new consciousness that we all share 
one planet. Human rights is also a logic that stands in opposition to global 
capitalism.

The same communications technologies that spur the human rights revolution 
also transformed the character and intensity of capitalism. Global capitalism is 
driven by a logic and set of practices that can be described as follows: (1) investors 
can transfer funds instantaneously from tax havens to banks to multinationals, 
which imperils and destabilizes burgeoning economies; (2) producers transfer opera-
tions from one place to another with lightning speed, creating massive unemploy-
ment; (3) commodities are marketed globally without recognition of fragile 
economies; (4) agribusiness buys up immense tracts of land, displacing peasant 
farmers and harming ecosystems; and (5) unregulated trade imperils local producers 
by undercutting them. The ideology of neoliberalism holds that “the social good 
will be maximized by maximizing the reach and frequency of market transactions, 
and it seeks to bring all human action into the domain of the market” (Harvey 
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2005: 3). Thus poised on one side is the logic of neoliberalism and on the other, 
the logic of human rights.

For many in the world today, this is the logic of accumulation and exploitation 
versus the logic of humanity and human rights. There are many puzzles, not least 
of which is the extraordinary ease with which the logic of human rights has found 
its way into barrios, urban slums, peasant villages, and fi shing communities. One 
reason is that there has been a dramatic increase in the numbers of nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs) that advocate human rights. They have dense interconnec-
tions through their networks and some have consultative status with the UN or 
their own governments. Another reason is that all humans have the same needs and 
therefore relate to the same human rights. A global consciousness is, however, new. 
People have discovered that everyone shares the same planet and that all share what 
Peter Singer calls, One World: “now people living on opposite sides of the world 
are linked in ways previously unimaginable” (Singer 2002: 9).

THE TWO LOGICS

Human rights might be understood as resting on two pillars. One is human equality: 
as stated in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights: “All human beings are 
born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason and con-
science and should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood” (UN 1948). 
Another is that universal rights include the rights to differences that follow from 
recognition of diversity as highlighted in the Universal Declaration on Cultural 
Diversity: “The defence of cultural diversity is an ethical imperative, inseparable 
from respect for human dignity” (UNESCO 2001).

Together these two statements are the foundations of international human rights 
doctrine and law, empowering people to seek recognition of their rights, and they 
are the driving force behind the global human rights movement. They also help to 
shape inquiry on a variety of topics of special interest to social scientists, and to 
name a few: global civil society (Köhler 1998), development (Uvin 2004), interna-
tional peace (Galtung 1994), ethics and mutual recognition (Turner 2006a). We will 
elaborate, but it is important to indicate here that human rights challenge Western, 
especially American, social thought that rests on such principles as individualism 
and competition that are at odds with human rights principles, which favor coop-
eration and egalitarian relations. Human rights are also compatible with more par-
ticipatory forms of democracy than representative democracy allows, and as states 
embrace human rights they introduce welfare protections for their citizens.

At the international level, and sometimes at the national level, human rights law 
covers many areas, with specifi c prohibition on harmful acts, such as rape, traffi cking 
in persons, and housing evictions, and also encompasses standards, such as laws for 
occupational safety, decent jobs, health care, and the affi rmative rights of race and 
cultural minorities, women, and protections for people who are vulnerable, such as 
children and the elderly. In sum, the logic of human rights draws from the universally 
shared conception of humanity, the essence of which is equality and uniqueness.

The logic of human rights stands in stark opposition to neoliberalism, which puts 
market freedoms ahead of human welfare, and profi ts ahead of society. In defense 
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of free and unimpeded markets, Margaret Thatcher famously declared in 1987, 
“There is no such thing as society.” Sociologists were appalled. Since then, under 
the banner of market fundamentalism (neoliberalism, or the Washington Consensus) 
the World Trade Organization (WTO), the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and 
the World Bank have pursued policies that have increased poverty, slowed growth 
rates in Third World countries, ripped apart societies, and contributed to environ-
mental disasters, while a tiny number have amassed enormous wealth (for example 
see Brysk 2005; Khor 2001). Thatcher’s statement helps to clarify the contrasting 
logics, between, on the one hand, of markets and the accumulation of wealth, and, 
on the other hand, of society and social forms in which human rights are 
embedded.

THE COMPREHENSIVE SCOPE OF HUMAN RIGHTS

After 1948, when the General Assembly of the UN adopted the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights, there was some interest in human rights among scholars, 
but for the most part human rights were situated in the domain of groups with 
practical objectives, such as Amnesty International (founded in the UK in 1961) and 
Human Rights Watch (founded as Helsinki Watch in 1978). Not entirely, but to a 
great extent, the Cold War had the effect of bifurcating rights: the Soviet Union 
defended socioeconomic rights and the US and its allies, civil and political rights. 
Political scientists (e.g. Donnelly 1989) fi rst took up human rights after the end of 
the Cold War, but sociologists were slow to do so. Among the very earliest sociolo-
gists to write about human rights was Bryan S. Turner (1993), and since then soci-
ologists’ interest in the fi eld has grown, as we explain below. Although human rights 
are inherently multidisciplinary, sociology is especially suited to the study of human 
rights because regardless of whether human rights deal with health, housing, civil 
rights, non-discriminatory rights, or anything else, they are expressed and realized 
interpersonally and socially, that is, in communities and societies.

FOUR PARADOXES

One way of describing the scope of human rights is to consider the implications of 
four paradoxes. One, already suggested, is that human rights are both universal and 
particularistic. That is, everyone, regardless of their nationality, gender, race, ethnic-
ity, religion, or sexual orientation, have identical rights to equality of personhood, 
to dignity, and to economic and social security. It is also the case that every human 
being has the right to their own unique identity, personality, and cultural traditions 
(Recep 2005).

A second paradox arises from the fact that persons are citizens of nation-states 
and as such have certain protected territorial rights – in particular, civil and political 
rights – and under the United Nations human rights framework everyone also has 
universal, unconditional, and deterritorialized rights, including economic and social 
rights. (To be sure, the state is accountable for ensuring these rights, but regional 
and international governments are beginning to hold states themselves accountable 
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for protecting the rights of their citizens.) Additionally, migrants, asylum seekers, 
refugees, and stateless persons have transnational rights that states may not readily 
recognize. A cruel reality is that many states do not recognize people’s universal 
rights, confounded by the fact that multinationals and fi nanciers recognize no 
borders, whereas human populations are mostly trapped in their country of birth.

The third paradox arises from the fact that “rights holders” are “rights agents” 
– that is, people possess rights and simultaneously have obligations and responsibili-
ties. In recognition of this link between “holders” and “agents” human rights 
doctrine and practice highlight “solidarity,” “reciprocity,” and “deontology.” The 
fourth paradox is that some rights can only be secured and enjoyed collectively, 
such as clear air, transparent governance, and democracy, which underscores the 
links between rights, reciprocity, and collective responsibilities and also the connec-
tions between human rights and common goods, especially the environment.

The core assumptions of human rights have far-reaching consequences, and 
are the point of departure for a broad range of queries, including in the following 
areas: collective or public goods (Kaul et al. 2003); women’s rights (Epstein 2007); 
world poverty (Pogge 2005); environmental sustainability (Page and Redclift 2002); 
participatory democracy (Gould 2004; Green 1999); fair trade (Aaronson and 
Zimmerman 2006); cultural rights (Chiriboga 2006); corporate responsibility 
(Monshipouri, Welch, and Kennedy 2003); transnational citizenship (Basok and 
Ilcan 2006; Shafi r and Brysk 2006); cultural rights (An-Na’im 2002; Jovanović 
2005); worker rights (Gross 2003); global governance (Monbiot 2003); food 
(Maxwell and Slater 2004); and international peace (Coicaud, Doyle, and Gardner 
2003). Human rights are therefore comprehensive in their implications. They 
are also comprehensive in their scope. Michael Ignatieff writes, “human rights 
has gone global by going local, imbedding itself in the soil of cultures and world-
views” (2001: 7).

HUMAN RIGHTS AS AN INTERNATIONAL FRAMEWORK

Human rights, both as concept and as a set of practical objectives, are hardly new, 
and can be found in all religious traditions, ancient and modern, as well as in all 
philosophical traditions, including in the writings of Plato, Abu Al-Farabi, St. 
Thomas Aquinas, and Enlightenment philosophers (Ishay 2004; Lauren 2003). 
What we know now as civil and political rights, at least in the formal sense, evolved 
beginning in the thirteenth century as natural law (the natural equal rights of all 
human beings) in English common law and under King Magnus in Norway. These 
principles were unequivocally affi rmed in the 1776 US Declaration of Independence 
and the 1789 French Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen. The next 
signifi cant steps in the evolution of human rights came with the abolition of the 
slave trade in 1803–8, the emancipation of slaves in the US in 1865, and then fi nally 
the abolition of slavery altogether, in Brazil in 1888.

The horror and trauma of the Holocaust spurred the member states of the newly 
created United Nations to negotiate and sign the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights. It is an extraordinary document, revolutionary in its implications, and at 
the time of its adoption, and still today, no state can meet its standards. It is also a 
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bold document. The Preamble asserts it is the “common standard of achievement 
for all peoples and all nations,” and to that end every individual and every organ 
of every society must keep the Declaration “constantly in mind” (UN 1948).

Although drawing on old and distinguished traditions, the UDHR uniquely clari-
fi es what human rights are, how they are related to one another, how states must 
hold them, and why securing human rights for everyone is essential for world peace, 
security, and human happiness. The UDHR encompasses those rights that evolved 
in the West with state formation, namely civil and political rights, but also economic 
rights (the right to work, labor protections, social protection, and an adequate 
standard of living), social rights (education, the rights of the elderly, medical care, 
and the right to leisure), and cultural rights (to enjoy community traditions), and 
the rights of all to benefi t from advances in science.

The UDHR is, however, a statement of principles, not law, and the original plan 
was to promulgate a treaty that would encompass all the provisions of the UDHR, 
along with enforcement mechanisms. Owing to the opposition of the United States, 
this did not happen, and instead the UDHR was divided into two treaties: the 
International Covenant for Civil and Political Rights (CCPR) and the International 
Covenant for Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (CESCR). Each was ratifi ed 
and went into force in 1976. Whereas most countries ratifi ed both, the US only 
ratifi ed the CCPR and included as a reservation that it would not recognize the 
Treaty Body that is responsible for monitoring and compliance.

The US has continued to be the spoiler; it has ratifi ed few international human 
rights treaties that protect workers’ rights (under the auspices of the International 
Labour Organization [ILO]), and has not ratifi ed treaties on the rights of women, 
the rights of the child, migrant rights, and abolition of the death penalty (see Blau 
and Moncada 2005; Pubantz 2005). Besides, the US has not ratifi ed any of the seven 
human rights treaties promulgated by the Organization of American States (OAS), 
has ratifi ed fewer ILO treaties (conventions) than practically any other country, and 
rarely ratifi es environmental treaties under the aegis of the UN Environmental 
Agency, including the Kyoto Protocol for Climate Change. In fact, the US is not 
really a party to any international human rights agreement (including those pro-
mulgated by the UN, the United Nations Educational, Scientifi c, and Educational 
Organization [UNESCO], ILO, and OAS) because the US always includes as a res-
ervation to every human rights treaty that it does ratify the phrase that it is “not 
self-executing” (Henkin 1990).

The governments of all the major regions – the Americas, Asia, Africa, the Arab 
League, and the European Union – have adopted their own human rights charters, 
and continue to add supplemental treaties, such as ones dealing with the rights of 
migrants and the rights of indigenous peoples. These charters and treaties are very 
similar to those encompassed within the UN framework, but the rationale is that 
proximate countries that share similar histories and circumstances are best able to 
monitor human rights violations and deal with offenders. Besides these recent 
human rights charters, the vast majority of the 191 countries that do have constitu-
tions have revised or substantially rewritten their constitutions to include human 
rights provisions (Blau and Moncada 2006). Our sense is that democratization 
movements go hand in hand with human rights campaigns and together these mobi-
lize states to rewrite constitutions, but playing a major role in this immense wave 
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of constitutional revision is that states are trying to buffer their populations against 
the force of globalization.

STATE-BASED HUMAN RIGHTS

In the West, civil, political, and property rights were advanced in successive success-
ful uprisings, movements, and revolutions. Their philosophical underpinnings 
can be traced in the writings of Thomas Hobbes, Edmund Burke, Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, and, most especially, John Locke. In the state of nature, Locke contended, 
all men are rational and capable of action and creativity. Thus natural rights were 
derived by Locke from natural law, still a tenet of human rights. His idea that 
property was a fundamental right, as well as his conception that government rested 
on the consent of citizens, played, of course, a key role in the US Federalist Papers, 
the Declaration of Independence, and the US and French Constitutions.

From the late eighteenth century to the fi nal decades of the nineteenth in indus-
trialized countries, the term, “rights” meant civil and political rights for men, and, 
as we have mentioned earlier, white men. Women’s suffrage was not achieved until 
later, fi rst in New Zealand in 1893, and then in other countries. Economic and 
social rights were achieved incrementally in the West, and nearly always in response 
to waves of protest.

Playing an exceedingly important role in advancing the idea of social rights was 
sociologist T. H. Marshall (1950), who contended that a full citizen possesses civil, 
political, and social rights, and the state has an obligation to uphold the social rights 
of its citizens. While this may have seemed obvious to people living in the Soviet 
Union and China, Marshall legitimized social and economic rights within a Western 
context and laid the groundwork for the British welfare state. With British Prime 
Minister Margaret Thatcher the nineteenth-century conception that welfare was 
theft of hard-earned property was resurrected. Besides, corporations were quick to 
signal to all governments that they would not pay taxes or in other ways support 
welfare state regimes. States everywhere reduce social expenditures in response to 
the pressures of globalization (Scholte 2000), jeopardizing precisely those programs 
that are in line with human rights. Of course there are countervailing forces. A 
recent important development is the likely possibility that individuals and groups 
may be able to seek formal remedy in the UN for violation of economic and social 
rights (Squires, Langford, and Thiele 2005).

THE TWO OPPOSITIONAL LOGICS

In sum, human rights is an ethic of interconnectedness and solidarity and a perspec-
tive that relates human needs to rights and to responsibilities (Turner 1993). In an 
interconnected world, human rights offer a logic that stands in opposition to the 
logic of neoliberalism, and arguably to the logic of self-interest and private property 
on which capitalism depends. We will not discuss this latter supposition because the 
UN considers capitalism as a throughput for many of its development and human 
rights programs, although UN agencies, especially the United Nations Development 
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Programme (UNDP), have not hidden their opposition to the neoliberal policies of 
the IMF, the WTO, and the World Bank. Their policies and practices have, without 
question, aggravated poverty (New Economics Foundation 2006; UNDP 2003) 
and economic inequalities (World Institute for Development Economics Research 
2006).

To understand how these logics oppose one another, it is useful to examine how 
they evolved in relation to each other. The epicenter of neoliberalism is the United 
States, which has the margin of power in international fi nancial institutions, pos-
sesses the world’s reserve currency, and is the richest country in the world. The US 
is also the world’s superpower, with over 7,000 military bases and a nuclear capa-
bility that is many, many times greater than that of all other countries combined. 
The US uses its considerable power to advance the neoliberal project in ways that 
are consistent with its own national culture. For example, the US has the only con-
stitution in the world that gives corporations rights of personhood, and is virtually 
the only constitution in the world that does not encompass people’s fundamental 
rights to economic and social security.

The US does not “own” neoliberalism; rather, neoliberalism is an ideology and 
set of practices that dominate the contemporary world economy, privileging the 
economic rights of investors and owners over the rights and welfare of workers, 
over human populations, over societies, and over the environment (Blau 1993). 
Where did neoliberalism come from? Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan 
were the fi rst world leaders to embrace the neoliberal project, thereby abandoning 
Keynesian economics. Its origins were at the University of Chicago when a group 
of economists launched what would become “trickle-down economics,” or “market 
fundamentalism,” reviving principles of the libertarian nineteenth-century “Man-
chester School of Economics.” In a nutshell, the aim, which they sought to accom-
plish through the World Bank and the IMF, was to turn around the economies of 
Third World countries by privatizing their government programs, eliminating trade 
barriers, and easing restrictions on transnationals. Markets, according to the neo-
liberal logic, must be free, unencumbered by governments and societies, and uncon-
strained by national borders (see Stiglitz 2003).

Harvey (2005: 93 ) writes that, as early as 1982, Keynesian economics had been 
purged from the corridors of the IMF and the World Bank, and was never an impedi-
ment to the WTO, which was established in 1995, completing an ideological tri-
umvirate that together imperiled the economies of the Third World and eliminated 
job security for the workers in the First World. By around 2004, it was clear that 
market reforms had led to extremely high levels of indebtedness, the devastation of 
social services and education, the collapse of indigenous agriculture, and, addition-
ally, populations were worse off as the result of migration, job displacements, and 
the phenomenal growth of urban slums. There was no doubt that the economies of 
poor countries were sliding backwards because market reforms had in fact resulted 
in negative growth (New Economics Foundation 2006; World Commission on the 
Social Dimension of Globalization 2005; World Institute for Development Econom-
ics Research 2006).

Yet neoliberalism confronted an increasingly powerful human rights movement, 
or as it is sometimes called, “the human rights revolution.” It too is global and rests 
on an entirely different logic. Although, as noted, human rights were fi rst formally 
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codifi ed internationally in 1948, they became global only when they “hit the 
ground,” which is to say became the objective of peoples’ movements, infused civil 
society, and were embraced by trade unions. The internet, which made neoliberalism 
possible, also became a powerful tool for civil society actors, unions, and movement 
actors. As has always been the case, the vanguard are the oppressed: peasants, 
Dalits, slum dwellers, the landless, factory workers, indigenous peoples, and perse-
cuted minorities. They are the world’s dispossessed, and comprise nearly two-thirds 
of the entire world’s population (Amin 2003). They organize through NGOs and 
community-based organizations, which in turn are connected by far-fl ung networks; 
they launch campaigns and disruptions; they host blogs; and they demonstrate at 
trade talks.

To give just two examples, Via Campesina, the international peasant movement, 
has regional coordinators in all continents and 150 member organizations, and 
Shack/Slum Dwellers International (SDI) has member organizations in 21 countries. 
Largely responsible for the global movement against genetically modifi ed (GM) 
seeds, the food sovereignty movement for peasants, and the “local food movement” 
in Europe, Via Campesina has been increasingly successful in shaping national poli-
cies that benefi t local peasants and farmers. Its origins may have been rural, but Via 
Campesina organizers have become adept at forging links with university research 
centers and other NGOs, such as Food First.

SDI has been successful at the national level, in advancing housing rights often 
in partnership with other NGOs, in winning court cases against local and state 
governments, securing micro-loans from banks for its members, and, internationally, 
in attracting the support of housing experts, obtaining funding from European 
governments and NGOs. Both Via Campesina and SDI have consultative status at 
the UN, and both have been active at the World Social Forum, which has been a 
powerful force in its own right, attracting labor unions, NGOs, and various move-
ments (see e.g. Wallerstein 2007). The charter of the World Social Forum embraces 
human rights, and the many hundreds of groups that participate in the annual forum 
have discovered that what they have in common is human rights (Blau 2007).

To summarize, then, as a counterthrust to neoliberalism, people have launched 
what Kofi  Annan, the former Secretary General of the UN, called “a global revolu-
tion.” This revolution has been a groundswell, uniting peoples through networks 
and in large coalitions to advance fundamental rights. The human rights focus of 
the newly reorganized global workers’ union, the International Trade Union Con-
federation, is indicative of this revolution and how powerful human rights has 
become a vehicle for solidarity among the world’s peoples.

What, then, can be concluded about these oppositional logics? First, human rights 
defenders and advocates need the support of the United Nations but it is practically 
constrained by its member states. In particular, the US has been an obstacle to the 
advance of human rights, both in America and overseas, notwithstanding rhetoric 
to the contrary, and even then, only a slim majority of countries are reliable and 
staunch supporters of human rights. Second, poised on one side is the United 
Nations, along with its specialized agencies, especially the ILO, the World Health 
Organization, UNESCO, UNDP, and a few other specialized agencies , and posed 
on the other side are WTO, the IMF, the World Bank, and major investors and 
CEOs of multinationals. Opponents of neoliberalism are nevertheless increasingly 
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vocal and growing in number. As a report of the British New Economics Founda-
tion (2006) concluded, “the global economy must work for the people.”

THE EPISTEMIC RUPTURE

The overriding assumption in Western political theory until very recently was that 
because political rights were the backbone of the liberal state and its constitution, 
political rights constituted the sum total of rights (Freeden 1991: 1). That is, even 
though people in principle have rights rooted in a universal natural law it is the 
nation-state that in practice confers rights, and the rights it confers are political ones 
and no more than that. Judiciary systems and legal thought have evolved in the tradi-
tion that includes Hobbes, Locke, and Bentham, and this tradition has con tinued, 
as we will note below, in the work of such theorists as Rawls and Dworkin. Even 
T. H. Marshall (1950), whose work on social rights was so pioneering, positioned 
rights within the context of the state. Even though the 1948 Universal Declaration 
formulates rights as inalienable (independent of the state), universal (that is, global), 
and indivisible (including political, economic, social, and cultural rights), realist 
assumptions about sovereignty dominated political theory about rights through most 
of the second half of the twentieth century, and to a considerable extent still do. Yet 
these are unrealistic assumptions in today’s world.

To pose the contrast in sharper terms, contemporary human rights rest on 
assumptions about global solidarity in the face of diminishing natural resources and 
climate change, collaboration, equality, and substantive freedoms, whereas Western 
conceptions of rights rest on assumptions of state sovereignty inherited from the 
realist school of international relations and strong assumptions from Western eco-
nomic and political liberalism about individualism, meritocracy, competition, and 
abstract freedoms (see Blau and Moncada 2007).

CONTEMPORARY PHILOSOPHY

It is useful to compare the elements of an individualistic rights-based philosophy 
with the assumptions of a substantive human rights philosophy, because this helps 
to clarify why liberal principles rest uneasy within human rights. For this purpose 
we use Ronald Dworkin, but we could easily have used Isaiah Berlin or John Rawls. 
Dworkin, in his Taking Rights Seriously (1977). 

defends a conception of positive rights that generate entitlements and protect individuals’ 
dignity. In asserting that “rights are trumps,” he contends that where a right stands 
nothing else can interfere. His writings have been useful in advancing legal arguments 
against discrimination because of his emphasis on equality, but he fails to make a case for 
substantive rights on which any epistemology of human rights, in our view, must stand.

Dworkin here, but other philosophers as well who defend the rights and freedoms 
of individual, autonomous persons, such as Isaiah Berlin, Richard Rorty, and John 
Rawls, have diffi culty putting humans into a social context. Liberal rights-based phi-
losophers focus exclusively on the rights and freedoms of individual, autonomous 
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persons, who may be anyone – citizens, foreigners, workers, young, old, black or 
white. An expanded conception of rights must recognize, in our view, the rights of 
embodied human beings in pursuit of happiness, fulfi llment, and accomplishment, as 
well as economic and social security. Another criticism of this liberal tradition is that 
it is agnostic regarding questions bearing on what constitutes the good community or 
the good society. It is useful to briefl y sketch new contributions in ethics, moral phi-
losophy, and political philosophy that may address questions relevant for human 
rights.

The ethical turn has emerged within poststructuralism, both in philosophy and 
literary theory, and major contributors have been Emmanuel Lévinas (1981) and 
Judith Butler (2005). At the center of this thinking has been the ethical signifi cance 
of recognizing, transcending, and respecting social boundaries, of intersubjectivities, 
and the problematic nature of alterity. Because this work centers on the importance 
of empathetic and egalitarian relations, it rejects essentializing the other and clarifi es 
the importance of inter-cultural and inter-group dialog across the great divides of 
race, sexuality, ethnicity, nation, class, indigeneity, and language.

If the work in ethics is helpful for understanding how to negotiate “betweenness,” 
this work, like social constructionism generally, can verge on relativism, at funda-
mental odds with the premises of human rights (see chapter 14). Here tenets of 
moral philosophy are useful because from this vantage point it is possible to query 
the signifi cance of non-contingent moral claims. On the one hand, questions such as 
“How can I better appreciate the differences between us?” are ones about ethics, 
whereas “I value your loyalty” and “I have deontological responsibilities to you, and 
you to me,” are moral assertions. The recent realist (or naturalist) turn in moral 
philosophy is relevant for human rights because of its insistence on the substantive 
and empirical underpinnings of social relations and the central role that human needs 
and human cooperation play. It is claimed by moral realists that egalitarianism is a 
moral good, and therefore that having social responsibilities is also a moral good, 
because, just as having food and water are moral goods, having responsibilities to 
ensure these goods is also moral because these goods verifi ably satisfy human needs 
(Boyd 1988).

Political philosophy more directly engages questions about distributive justice 
and departs from ethics and moral philosophy in the way it engages questions about 
the polity and political economy. One of the most ambitious undertakings in this 
area is Carol C. Gould’s Globalizing Democracy and Human Rights (2004). In it 
she poses three challenging questions: (1) How can increasingly globalized political 
and economic institutions be opened up to democratic participation by all those 
affected by decisions? (2) How can people’s rights be assured to guarantee an ade-
quate standard of living for all? (3) Is there a way to retain cultural and social dif-
ferentiation at the local level while preventing violations of human rights? In her 
ambitious and comprehensive analysis, Gould argues that human rights must have 
priority even over democracy because people who have human rights will inevitably 
create deep forms of democracy, and what protects them both is pluralization and 
empowerment. Arguing that a social correlate of empathy is solidarity, she develops 
a model for the radical decentralization of political and economic power in “caring” 
communities, somewhat along the lines of philosopher Judith M. Green (1999), 
and proposes ways of expanding the participation of stakeholders in global 
decisionmaking.
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TOWARD A RIGHTS-BASED SOCIOLOGY

As background, challenging liberal assumptions is sometimes tantamount to embrac-
ing the assumptions of a rights-based sociology whether that is the intention or not. 
For example, Sjoberg, Gill, and Cain (2003) propose rejecting prevailing, assump-
tions about rational choice, individualism, self-interest, and scientifi c neutrality to 
deal more holistically and empathetically with the human experience. Immanuel 
Wallerstein is more blunt. He argues that the liberal assumptions of Western social 
science, and Western science, generally – value neutrality, objectivity, universalism, 
causality, and meritocracy – are used to justify the exercise of power in the modern 
world (Wallerstein 2006: 77). Any social science project that makes the social sci-
entist the advocate and cheerleader for humans is, in our view, a rights-based social 
science project.

Social theory that centers on human rights draws from the impulses in similarly 
themed work in philosophy and political theory that engages questions about 
freedom and rights, but sociologists more directly engage questions about what sorts 
of societies, and communities best promote substantive freedoms and human rights. 
Instead of asking “How best can we explain social behavior and social arrange-
ments?” the human rights epistemology prompts instead questions such as “How 
best can we enhance the human experience  .  .  .  the collective good  .  .  .  the rights of 
disadvantaged minorities  .  .  .  pluralism?” and “How can we promote solidarities?” 
Yet one thing is unquestionably clear and that is that, regardless of the specifi c realm 
– political, economic, educational, medical, housing, food and water – human rights 
are embedded in communities, social relations, and society. Sociologists have abun-
dant opportunities to contribute to the understanding and advance of human 
rights.

In “Outline of a Theory of Human Rights” Turner (1993) contrasts the concep-
tion of Western (liberal) citizenship with the premises of the UDHR that instead 
rest on ideas of solidarity and the ethic of responsibility and of recognition. He 
stresses the importance of common vulnerability and human misery throughout the 
world, proposing the importance of “collective compassion.” In his recent book on 
vulnerability and human rights (2006a; see also Turner 2006b), he further expands 
on the universal dimension of human rights – stemming from universal frailties – 
while also stressing the paradox that human rights also include the right to a par-
ticular identity, which he clarifi es in terms of multiculturalism and an ethic of 
recognition.

In an elegant analysis, Anthony Woodiwiss (2005) asks the question: Why did 
the West choose some rights and not others? He traces his answer through the works 
of European philosophers, Weber, Durkheim, Elias, and Foucault, and in interna-
tional comparisons including the US, Japan, England, and the European continent. 
He concludes that the West privileges property rights at the expense of other rights. 
In a deft account of the intellectual history of the internationalization of human 
rights discourse, he clarifi es the dominant role that the US played in the UN in more 
or less successfully marginalizing economic, social and cultural rights. Woodiwiss’s 
own position is that the US’s position on human rights is increasingly unacceptable, 
and that globalization has opened up an expansive world discussion on human 
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rights that recognizes the importance of protection, the equal status of civil, politi-
cal, and social rights, and the rights to development and of indigenous groups.

In contrast to Britain and much of western Europe, social citizenship failed to 
take hold in the US, in spite of Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s ambitions to incorporate 
into the US Constitution provisions for economic and social rights (see Blau and 
Moncada 2006). Although stillborn, his proposal was very much along the lines of 
what would later become the British and European welfare state. The intellectual 
pioneer was T. H. Marshall (1950), as earlier noted, who contended that by fulfi ll-
ing the duties of citizenship (employment and military service) citizens were entitled 
to social rights, including housing, employment, and health care. Marshall’s legacy 
has been considerable, and most highly industrialized countries, except the United 
States, have social rights provisions. New work that responds to the realities of 
globalization, however, suggests that Marshall’s work needs updating. Murray 
(2007) proposes that a contemporary conception of social rights must include envi-
ronmental rights and expanded conceptions of democratic rights and workplace 
rights.

Some human rights theorists make globalism their central focus, as does Richard 
A. Falk (2000), who notes that human rights have only recently “come in from the 
cold,” but dramatically so, and arrived on the global scene through far-fl ung net-
works of international and national NGOs that transcend nation-states. He goes 
on to note that most social science thinking is state-centric and that many social 
scientists have failed to recognize the growing practical signifi cance of human rights. 
Besides documenting emerging movements for the rights of the marginalized, for 
humane governance, and for self-determination, Falk also clarifi es variation in the 
area of expressions of human rights, such as the greater community focus found in 
Islamic and African societies.

After making the point that multiple actors have overlapping responsibilities for 
upholding human rights, Koen de Feyter (2005) stresses that, although the obliga-
tions of states have been recognized, those of economic actors have been neglected. 
In his view multinationals and businesses must be held accountable for safeguarding 
human rights. Feyter also highlights, as we have, the importance of civil society 
actors (NGOs) in advocating and demanding the protection of people’s rights. He 
describes, for example, how in 2001, the Brazilian Movement of Landless Workers 
held an “international tribunal on the crimes of the latifundio [landowners] and on 
the offi cial policies of human rights violators.” The tribunal was chaired by a 
member of the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights, with prominent intel-
lectuals and representatives of international NGOs serving on the jury. Extra-legal, 
to be sure, but the tribunal shone a spotlight on human rights abuses, and thereby 
put pressure on the Brazilian government, which responded by transferring vast 
land holdings to peasant farmers.

New interest among sociologists in human rights is consistent with the recent 
“normative turn” in sociology, especially evident in the areas of race, gender, migra-
tion, Latino studies, and the sociology of children. Havidán Rodríguez (2004) comes 
to the sociology of human rights by way of disaster research, and Keri Iyall Smith 
(2006) does so through indigenous studies. What we are calling the normative turn 
in sociology was evident at the 2004 meetings of the American Sociological Associa-
tion, at which Michael Burawoy (2005) underscored in his presidential address the 
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importance of a committed and engaged “public sociology.” Elsewhere he makes 
the connections between public sociology and human rights: “at the heart of sociol-
ogy must lie a concern for society as such  .  .  .  for those social relations through 
which we recognize each other as humans” (Burawoy 2006: 1). This marks a shift 
in sociology, away from scientism (the conception of the analyst as a neutral and 
objective observer) and the idea that relatively autonomous and rational individuals 
competitively pursue their interests.

REPRESSIVE REGIMES AND HUMANITARIAN CRIMES

There is remarkable similarity in human rights principles, at least formally, across 
all civilizations. Countries with varied civilizational orientations – Buddhist, Chris-
tian, Hindu, and Islamic – all recognize state-based liberal rights, at least in princi-
ple, and these include the right to vote, the right to a fair trial, and freedom of 
speech. Although there is variation in the relative emphasis on communitarian or 
collective rights or individual rights, virtually all countries embrace in principle civil 
and political rights. That is, these rights are included in practically all recently 
revised constitutions (Blau and Moncada 2006). Yet some regimes violate their citi-
zens’ rights with impunity: Burma, Chad, China, Egypt, Ethiopia, Iran, North 
Korea, Russia, Saudi Arabia, Syria, and Zimbabwe. What they have in common are 
long histories of colonial oppression and occupation, and little or no experience 
with democracy. These countries brutally violate the civil and political rights of citi-
zens, repress speech and press freedoms, and have unreliable and capricious judi-
ciary systems.

The international community is for all practical purposes prevented by the UN 
Charter and international customary law from violating national sovereignty for 
the purpose of protecting populations even when the state is causing them great 
harm and suffering. Outsiders watch with horror as a state brutally suppresses and 
sometimes slaughters its own people, and the most the international community can 
do is to impose boycotts, which is fraught with problems since they can harm the 
people they are intended to help. The hope, of course, is that internal, home-grown 
movements will successfully lead to regime change, as was the case in South Africa, 
the Republic of Korea, and recently in Nepal, and also in democratization move-
ments in Chile, the Czech Republic, Georgia, Ghana, Latvia, and Uruguay. In all 
contemporary comparisons, it is important to remember that barbaric atrocities 
were committed by Germany as well as by its satellite states, Austria and Poland, 
and that Nazi sympathizers ran the governments of Belgium, Denmark, France, the 
Netherlands, and Norway.

Louise Arbor (2006: 1) distinguishes human rights violations – “actions and 
omissions that interfere with a person’s birthright” – and humanitarian crimes – “so 
heinous they shock the human conscience.” The International Criminal Court, 
under the Rome Statute (UN 2003), hears four types of case: genocide, crimes 
against humanity, apartheid, and war crimes. Sociologist John Hagan (2005) draws 
on Hannah Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem (1977 [1963]), to illustrate the reason-
ing behind having an international court, and not simply national courts, to try such 
heinous crimes.
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For Arendt, it was not Eichmann who was singularly guilty but rather the whole 
of German society, a view that also informed thinking in South Africa, and later in 
Rwanda and elsewhere, leading to the establishment of Truth and Reconciliation 
Commissions. These commissions establish courts to hear cases of egregious human 
rights abuses and they also aim in community trials and hearings to repair the social 
fabric through a process of atonement and recognition (see Robertson 1999). These 
commissions and the processes they set in motion should be of great interest to 
sociologists because they highlight over time social processes and overlapping groups 
and communities, and they clarify the articulation of social control and social norms 
within institutions, communities, and the state. Although Arendt contended that all 
the citizens of an entire nation can be complicit in evil and villainous acts against 
other human beings, there are many questions left for sociologists as to the societal 
conditions that make such evil and villainy possible.

CONCLUSIONS

The sociological perspective provides a distinctive vantage point on human rights, 
complementing the contributions of philosophers, legal scholars, and political sci-
entists because sociologists bring to human rights an understanding of the embodied 
human condition. Besides political and civil rights, people have rights to housing, 
food, water, health care, and a decent education, or, in other words, the rights that 
sociologists understand to be the basis of security. Human rights also include the 
rights to culture and identity, another area of sociological knowledge. What a 
human rights perspective brings to sociology is, fi rst, an understanding that these 
rights are interdependent and advanced together; second, that rights are entitle-
ments; and, third, that human rights are the objective of any political, social, and 
economic order, and not the means.

The recent normative turn in sociology, along with renewed interest in 
social realism (evident in qualitative research and ethnography), provides the 
epistemic grounding for inquiries about human rights. Social theorists now 
recognize the democratic character of knowledge and the interactive character 
of theory, knowledge, and praxis. NGOs and, towards this end, human rights 
advocates can be savvy partners for advancing an understanding and deep 
appreciation of human rights. The domain of human rights, is broad and 
expansive, bridging the humanities, law, and the social and natural sciences; indeed, 
it is a perspective, not simply a fi eld, and one with broad scope and great 
promise.
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The Sociology of the Body

Bryan S. Turner

INTRODUCTION: THE BIOLOGICAL AND THE SOCIAL

From a conceptual point of view, “the body” may appear to be either outside “the 
social” or even opposed to it, and hence the body from this standpoint cannot be 
of interest to sociologists. If we start with a simple distinction between nature and 
nurture in which sociology concerns itself with the cultural nurturing of individuals 
as social beings, then once more the body belongs to nature and not to society. This 
exclusion of the body from the realm of the social can be said to have its origin in 
Greek thought. For Aristotle, man as zoon logon ekhon (a living being capable of 
speech) rises above the merely biological world of necessity when he creates the 
polis as a site of rational public discourse. If the polis is the world of choice, then 
the biological world of the body is the site of need. Recent philosophical accounts 
of the biological by writers such as Giorgio Agamben have developed this Aristote-
lian separation of bios and zoe or politics and biology to emphasize the distinction 
between “the [political] forms of life” and “bare life.” In part this way of thinking 
about the separation between biology (the world of natural necessity) and politics 
(the world of action, judgment and decision) has drawn heavily on Hannah Arendt’s 
observations in The Human Condition (1958: 23) that the word “social” is Roman 
in its origin and has no equivalent in Greek. This legacy from the classical world 
may also have been further reinforced by Christian thought, especially in the Letters 
of St. Paul, that the body stands in opposition to the spiritual nature of human 
beings. In Christian theology, the body is alien to the social world and needs to be 
controlled and disciplined by piety. This legacy received its critical affi rmation in 
the distinction between mind and body in the philosophy of Descartes, especially 
in the starting point of Cartesianism: I think, therefore I am.

This legacy may serve to give us some explanation of the apparent absence of 
the body from the traditional discourse of the social sciences. In this chapter, I 
attempt to outline why this absence is problematic and why the sociology of the 
body opens up new possibilities for empirical research and social theory. As a pre-
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liminary position, we might start with three short observations. First we can observe 
that even in Greek thought the separation of thinking and embodiment was not 
part of Aristotle’s philosophy. The idea of human beings as “rational animals” did 
not for Aristotle express such a divorce since embodiment is not separate from 
thinking. Contemporary interpretations of Aristotle have argued that, since thinking 
and embodiment are necessarily united, legein (to lay down, to gather, or to pick 
out) and noein (the way of being) “constitute the way in which the human being 
embodies himself as a whole” (Brogan 2005: 100). Second, the distinction between 
nature and nurture is in fact open to dispute and interpretation, and they cannot 
be successfully disconnected. It is not in fact obvious on refl ection that the body 
falls outside of the social. Third, the distinction itself is historically and culturally 
variable in the sense that one can fi nd periods in human history when nature and 
nurture are indeed seen to be in opposition, and other cultures and periods in which 
they are seen to be in harmony. The main drift of this chapter is that in modern 
societies biological life often appears to be given some priority over the social and 
the cultural – for example in the popularity of genetic explanations of human 
behavior and institutions. The idea that criminal behavior is genetically determined 
or that the criminal is a special biological type are well established notions in posi-
tivist criminology (Davie 2005). Because the body in modern society has an uncer-
tain ontological status (as a living organism, as part of nature, or as a system of 
biological information), we can think of the modern world as a “somatic society” 
that is a social system in which political and social problems are often expressed 
through or manifest in the body. For instance the problematic status of young 
women in the hierarchy of social roles is thought to be expressed through such 
conditions as anorexia nervosa (Turner 1992).

THE ORIGINS OF THE SOCIOLOGY OF THE BODY

Professional sociology has been slow to accept the development of the sociology of 
the body as a recognized sub-fi eld within the university undergraduate curriculum. 
There is no recognized offi cial section of the American Sociological Association on 
the human body, but the body has, as one might expect, had more intellectual 
exposure in social anthropology, where it is diffi cult to undertake ethnographic 
research on ritual and myth without attending to the body. The anthropological 
contribution can be readily documented in the work for instance of Mary Douglas, 
whose Purity and Danger (1966) remains one of the most infl uential theories of the 
body as classifi catory system. Her research on the classifi cation of pollution and 
taboo through metaphorical references to apertures in the human body – what goes 
into man does not defi le him, but what comes out does – remains the classical text 
on the categorization of risk. There is a well-established anthropological tradition 
of research on such topics as dance, tattooing, body symbolism, and somatic clas-
sifi cation schemes from the work of Marcel Mauss onwards (Blacking 1977). 
Anthropologists have made important contributions to the analysis of body decora-
tion (Caplan 2000), to the study of healing and trance in relation to body states 
(Strathern 1996), and in general to the idea of bodily performance such as in dance 
as an expression of cultural values (Hahn 2007).
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The study of the body is beginning to emerge in sociology because there is a 
range of problems and issues in modern societies associated with the human body 
that cannot be easily ignored. For example the political and cultural complexity of 
the body is a product of changes in medical and biological sciences, and their appli-
cation to human reproduction. It is also a consequence of social movements such 
as the disability movement, feminism, and environmentalism. The body as a topic 
of research is increasingly important in studies of modern sexuality (Richardson and 
Seidman 2002; Seidman, Fisher, and Meeks 2006). Many of the most pressing moral 
problems of the modern world are related to changes in the character of human 
embodiment. The changing nature of aging is one such key issue. With stem cell 
research, it has been claimed that in principle we can live forever (Appleyard 2007). 
Furthermore in advanced societies, women in old age can claim an unlimited right 
to reproduce through assisted reproduction. With the use of drugs (or, metaphori-
cally speaking, “mental steroids”) to enhance brain cells, it is theoretically possible 
to manufacture an intellectual elite. These are some of the political and ethical issues 
relating to the human body that modern society needs to address and which sociol-
ogy cannot ignore.

The sociology of the body developed initially in British sociology at the beginning 
of the 1980s (Turner 1984). This specifi cally British context in the emergence of the 
sociology of the body was a consequence of the relatively strong development of 
medical sociology in Britain, especially through the journal Sociology of Health and 
Illness. In addition, continental philosophy and French social theory probably had 
a more signifi cant impact on British than on American sociology. Michel Foucault 
and Pierre Bourdieu were especially infl uential in this regard, but it is also evident 
that French feminist theory played an important role (Evans and Lee 2002; James 
and Hockey 2007). The work of Jean-Luc Nancy has been important in continental 
philosophy, where he developed the perspective of Maurice Merleau-Ponty in his 
analysis of touch, the body, and spirituality (James 2006). Sociological studies of 
the body were also interested in the impact of consumerism on the representation 
of the body in urban societies (Featherstone 1982), in gender differentiation through 
bodily practices, and in the “mask of aging” (Featherstone and Hepworth 1991). 
The journal Body & Society was founded in 1995.

Although initially these developments were somewhat confi ned to British sociol-
ogy, there has subsequently been an expanding global interest with Five Bodies 
(O’Neill 1985), Le Gouvernement des corps (Fassin and Memmi 2004), and with 
Soziologie des Korpers (Gugutzer 2004). In addition, the study of the body is dis-
tinctively multidisciplinary in orientation, with major contributions from history, 
religious studies, philosophy, and archaeology. In this context, one can identify a 
number of infl uential works such as Richard Sennett’s Flesh and Stone (1994), 
Thomas Laqueur’s Making Sex (1990), J. J. Brumberg’s Fasting Girls (1988), and 
Jean-Luc Nancy’s The Ground of the Image (2005).

One can of course fi nd earlier sociological roots to the study of the body 
in various sociologists, as illustrated by Erving Goffman in The Presentation of Self 
in Everyday Life (1959) and on the stigmatized body (1964), or by Norbert 
Elias on the civilizing process (1978). The study of the body has drawn upon 
a heterogeneous range of theoretical sources from Michel Foucault’s History of 
Sexuality (1979), and, through the work of Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann 
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(1967), it has drawn upon the philosophical anthropology of Arnold Gehlen (1980). 
It is possible to identify an intellectual history that includes Karl Marx’s Paris manu-
scripts, where he developed the notions of praxis, species-being, technology, and 
alienation that were subsequently to prove infl uential in critical theories (Markus 
1978). Sociology has drawn signifi cantly from modern philosophy At least one 
linking theme here is the impact of Friedrich Nietzsche, Martin Heidegger, and 
broadly “continental philosophy” in terms of the creation of a social ontology. 
Finally, the sociology of the body can be seen as an aspect of a broader philosophi-
cal criticism of the legacy of Cartesian rationalism by the Frankfurt School, 
existentialism, and phenomenology.

CONCEPTUAL DISTINCTIONS: WHAT IS THE BODY?

If sociology involves the study of social action and interaction, then we need to 
provide a convincing description of the actor. The contention of the sociology of 
the body is simply that in commonsense terms the social actor is embodied. In con-
junction with this claim, there is by implication the notion that the conventional 
sociology of action, in not taking embodiment seriously, has an implicit cognitive 
bias, privileging mental willing (choice and decisionmaking) over embodied prac-
tices. In these terms the sociology of the body involves the study of the embodied 
nature of the social actor, social action, and social exchange, the cultural representa-
tions of the human body, the social nature of performance (in dance, games, sport, 
and so forth), and the reproduction of the body and populations in the social struc-
ture. In intellectual terms, the sociology of the body is an attempt to offer a critical 
sociological refl ection on the separation of mind and body that has been character-
istic of Western philosophy since the time of René Descartes (1591–1650).

Recent sociological theory has been signifi cantly infl uenced by feminism, cultural 
anthropology, and postmodern philosophy, and hence sociologists have been con-
cerned to understand how the naturalness of the body is socially constructed as a 
social fact. For example, sociologists have questioned the notion that right-handed-
ness is produced by left- and right-sidedness in the brain by arguing that the supe-
riority of right-sidedness in human societies is a cultural convention that is reinforced 
by socialization. As a result, the sociology of the body has had a critical edge in 
medical sociology, disability studies, and radical feminism, where activists have used 
sociology to deconstruct the dominant, hegemonic interpretations of the body as an 
unchanging aspect of nature or as a machine or simply an organism. Sociologists 
have generally criticized the claim that the body is simply a natural phenomenon 
and that this form of naturalism tends to support existing relations of power and 
authority, especially in a patriarchal system. In a postmodern framework, the sociol-
ogy of the body shades off into queer theory, lesbian and gay studies, fi lm theory, 
dance studies, radical feminism, and postmodernism (Halberstam and Livingston 
1995). In all of these areas, the work of Judith Butler (1990, 1993) on the theory 
of identity construction through language, interpellation, and performativity has 
been deeply infl uential. These radical theories in general emphasize the fl uidity and 
volatility of the gendered body in challenging existing social boundaries. Feminist 
writers thus conceptualize the (female) body as “leaky” (Shildrick 1997) or “vola-
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tile” (Grosz 1994). For reasons that will become clear shortly, I do not think these 
forms of constructionism are entirely satisfactory and I shall attempt to develop a 
modifi ed form of constructionism as the basis for future research. One aspect of 
this alternative position is to make a distinction between performance and 
representation.

It is important to distinguish between the body and embodiment. The former 
topic includes cultural analyses of how the body is represented in society and how 
it functions as a symbolic system. Studies of embodiment focus by contrast on 
practice and performance. For example, the body of the king was often taken to be 
a symbolic representation of the sovereignty of the state, and by contrast the study 
of courtly rituals might focus on embodiment such as the actual bodily practices of 
court offi cials around the monarch. In medieval Christianity, the spirituality of the 
pope was represented through the purity of his body and the notion that popes were 
destined to enjoy long lives on this corrupt earth (Paravicini-Bagliani 2000). This 
distinction between symbolic cultures and performance is a useful if not signifi cant 
conceptual distinction in sociology. This distinction can also be associated with the 
division between various forms of structuralism, on the one hand, and phenomenol-
ogy, on the other.

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES

In the light of this discussion, one can identify four theoretical traditions in the 
sociology of the body. The fi rst demonstrates that the body is not a natural phe-
nomenon but is a social construct. This argument is normally deployed to criticize 
an assumption about “essentialism” – for example that anatomy is an essential 
aspect of the division between men and women. The second perspective explores 
how the body is a representation of the social relations of power. The point of 
research in this tradition is to read the body as a text that represents power relations 
in society. In a third orientation, sociology examines the phenomenology of the 
“lived body,” that is, the experience of embodiment in the everyday world. Finally, 
sociology, in this case much infl uenced by anthropology, looks at bodily perfor-
mance of acquired practices or techniques.

The notion that the body is socially constructed has been the dominant perspec-
tive of modern sociology and it is closely associated with radical social movements, 
which typically employ constructionism as a critical tool to deny that the body is 
simply a natural object (Radley 1995) (see chapter 14). For example, feminist 
theory has examined the social construction of the body and rejected the notion of 
an essential or natural body. Simone de Beauvoir, in The Second Sex (1972a), 
argued famously that women are not born but become women through social and 
psychological processes that construct them as essentially female. Her work inau-
gurated a research tradition concentrating on the social production of differences 
in gender and sexuality. The basic contribution of feminist theories of the body has 
been to disturb and disrupt the hegemonic view that the differences between male 
and female (bodies) in the everyday world can be take for granted, as if they were 
facts of nature. In a similar fashion, de Beauvoir (1972b) wrote critically about age 
to show that age categories are deeply problematic and that we cannot take age as 
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unambiguously a natural or chronological status. Feminism in the 1970s was intel-
lectually important in establishing the difference between biologically determined 
sex and the social construction of gender roles and sexual identities. Empirical 
research has subsequently explored how the social and political subordination of 
women is orchestrated through various medical categories that defi ne psychological 
depression and physical illness. Critical research in medical sociology, such as Susan 
Bordo’s Unbearable Weight (1993), examined anorexia nervosa, obesity, and eating 
disorders. There have also been important historical studies of anorexia (Brumberg 
1988), while the popular literature was infl uenced by Susan Orbach’s Fat Is a Femi-
nist Issue (1985).

Sociological research on the body in popular culture has explored how women’s 
bodies are literally constructed as consumer or sexual objects, for example through 
the application of medical technology (Davis 2002; Negrin 2002). Cosmetic surgery 
involves the actual reconstruction of the body in order to produce desirable social 
and aesthetic effects. While cosmetic surgery is now simply routine, the negative 
effects of such surgery have come to public attention through sensational cases such 
as the death of Lolo Ferrari, whose 18 operations created what were reputed to be 
the largest female breasts in the world. There are other notorious celebrity cases 
such as that of Jocelyne Wildenstein, who has reconstructed her face to resemble a 
leopard (Pitts 2003). Similarly Orlan’s surgical performances were designed to 
expose and to challenge the alliance between medicine, market, and aesthetics in a 
consumer society where the human (typically female) body is being simultaneously 
physically and socially reconstructed. More recently, the notion of the constructed 
body has become especially signifi cant in political advocacy by disability groups. 
Infl uenced by sociological theory, disability activists argue that “disability” is not 
physical impairment, but fundamentally a loss of social rights (Barnes, Mercer, and 
Shakespeare 1999).

Within this constructionist perspective, there has also been considerable socio-
logical interest in the social implications of machine–body fusions, or cyborgs 
(Featherstone and Burrows 1995). There is a well-known association between tech-
nology and masculinity. In popular culture, Robocop was at one stage the ultimate 
cyborg in the merging of machine and organism, but he also illustrated very tradi-
tional gender themes about power and sexuality. While the technology of Robocop 
now looks antiquated by comparison with the sophisticated computerized world of 
Terminator, Star Wars, and Matrix, this perspective on man as homo faber remains 
a vivid myth representing Man as the maker and builder, whose hands are potent 
tools and weapons. These pervasive urban myths elevate a particular form of mas-
culinity, thereby denying the potential of alternative relations between the body and 
technology (Wajcman 1991). In recent social theory, feminists have sought to con-
front the conventional relationship between women and technology, and to explore 
the potential benefi ts for women of reproductive technologies, but also to consider 
the general emancipatory implications of technologies (Haraway 1991). The new 
information technology and the possibility of virtual reality and cyberspace have all 
attracted great interest. Computer simulations and networks create the possibilities 
of new experiences of disembodiment, re-embodiment, and emotional attachment. 
All of these technological developments threaten to transform conventional assump-
tions about the nature of social relationships.
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Technological constructionism, as opposed to social constructionism as an implicit 
theoretical framework, can also be said to include the political statements of 
the artistic performances by Stelarc and Orlan. In a series of controversial artistic 
events, Stelarc demonstrated the interconnections between the body, technology, 
and the environment to promote the idea of the end of the body as a natural 
phenomenon (Fleming 2002). In the case of Orlan’s career, the surgical reconstruc-
tions of her face are intended to be performances in which she ironically calls into 
question the transformation of women’s bodies by cosmetic surgery. By transform-
ing surgery into a public drama, she has critically exposed the exploitative relation-
ship between the cosmetics industry, the medical establishment, and gender 
stereotypes. Her public performances literally show that medical technology can 
socially and physically reconstruct her body. Here we see the body being used as 
a site upon which a performance occurs delivering a powerful political statement 
(Featherstone 2000). Orlan’s surgery displays the power of medical technology, 
while also calling technology into question as part of the commercial apparatus of 
a consumer society. Although this technological dimension is an underdeveloped 
aspect of the theory of social constructionism, I include this example here in order 
to make a clear contrast with more deterministic theories of the cultural production 
of the body.

Secondly, the body is often understood as a cultural representation of social 
organization and power relations. This approach has become a common aspect of 
art criticism and history (Adler and Pointon 1993), and has been fundamental to 
social anthropology. The human body has been a persistent metaphor for social and 
political relations throughout human history. Social functions have been historically 
represented through different parts of the body. For instance, we refer to “the head 
of state” and “the head of the corporation” to talk about organizational power and 
leadership, while the heart has been a rich metaphor for life, imagination, and emo-
tions. It has been understood as the house of the soul and the book of life, and the 
“tables of the heart” provided a perspective into the whole of nature (Doueihi 
1977). Similarly, the hand defi nes people and objects that are beautiful (handsome) 
or useful (handy) or damaged and incomplete (handicap). Following the work of 
Michel Foucault, historical research has demonstrated how representations of the 
body are expressions of relations of power, particularly between men and women. 
One classic illustration has been the historical argument that anatomical maps of 
the human body varied between societies in terms of the dominant discourse of 
gender (Petersen 1998).

Social anthropologists have also shown how disturbances are typically grasped 
in the metaphors by which we understand mental and physical health. Bodily meta-
phors have been important in moral debate about these social disruptions. The 
division between good and evil has drawn heavily on bodily metaphors; what is 
seen as sinister is related to left-handedness, the illegitimate side, the awkward side 
(Hertz 1960). Our sense of social order is spoken of in terms of the balance or 
imbalance of the body. In the eighteenth century, as doctors turned to mathematics 
to construct a Newtonian geography of the body, the idea of hydraulic pumps was 
used to express such phenomena as human digestion and blood circulation. The 
therapeutic bleeding of patients by knife or leech was thought to assist these hydrau-
lic mechanisms, and to relieve morbid pressures on the minds of the disturbed. 
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Severe political disruptions in society were often imagined in terms of poor social 
digestion. The idea that political unrest produced disorder in the gut was refl ected 
in the master metaphor of the government of the body. Ideas about dietary manage-
ment were translated into notions about the need for fi scal constraint, reduction in 
government expenditure, and downsizing of public functions. In the discourse of 
modern management theory, a lean and mean corporation requires a healthy man-
agement team.

Thirdly, the notion of the “lived body” was developed by the French philosopher 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty in Phenomenology of Perception (1982). In creating the 
phenomenology of the everyday world, he was concerned to understand human 
consciousness, perception and intentionality (see chapter 11). Applying Edmund 
Husserl’s phenomenology of intentional consciousness to everyday phenomena from 
the perspective of corporeal existence, Merleau-Ponty wanted to describe the lived 
world without the use of the conventional dualism between subject and object. 
Hence, he was critical of the legacy of Cartesianism, namely Descartes’s cogito ergo 
sum (“I think, therefore I am”). Cartesianism had consecrated the dualism between 
mind and body which had become an essential presupposition of Western science. 
In developing the idea of the “body-subject” that is always situated in a specifi c 
social reality, he dismissed behavioral and mechanistic approaches, arguing that the 
body is constitutive of our being in the world. Perception cannot therefore be treated 
as merely a disembodied consciousness. This perspective, which was later developed 
in philosophy by Jean-Luc Nancy, has important implications for how sociologists 
think about “the social actor.” Research inspired by this idea of the lived body and 
lived experience has been important in demonstrating the intimate connections 
between body, experience, and identity. In medical sociology studies of traumatic 
experiences resulting from disease or accident have shown how damage to the body 
transforms the self-image and notions of identity. Sociological research has concen-
trated on how damaged embodiment can have major implications for self-under-
standing and how shared narratives of trauma can be valuable in sustaining an 
adequate sense of self-worth (Becker 1997). Research on violence and torture has 
also drawn upon the sociology of the body to understand how the everyday envi-
ronment (of tools and domestic appliances) can be used to undermine the ontologi-
cal security of people (Scarry 1985).

Finally, we can also examine how human beings are embodied and how they 
acquire corporeal practices that are necessary for walking, dancing, shaking hands, 
and other everyday activities. Infl uenced by Marcel Mauss (1979) and his concept 
of “body techniques,” anthropologists have attempted to describe how people learn 
to manage their bodies according to social norms. Children for instance have to 
learn how to sit properly at table and boys learn how to throw in ways that differ-
entiate them from girls. This anthropological legacy suggests that we should think 
about embodiment as an ensemble of practices. These assumptions about practice 
and embodiment have been developed by Pierre Bourdieu in terms of a set of infl u-
ential concepts. Following Aristotle’s discussion of practice and virtue, “hexis” 
refers to deportment (gait, gesture, or posture) by which people carry and socially 
present themselves. “Habitus” refers to the dispositions through which tastes or 
preferences are manifest. Habitus is literally the habitual way of doing things. 
Bourdieu has employed these terms to study the everyday habitus of social classes 
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in France in Distinction (1984). The body is invested with symbolic capital whereby 
it becomes a corporeal expression of the hierarchies of social power. The body is 
permanently cultivated and represented by the aesthetic preferences of different 
social classes whereby, in French culture for example, mountaineering and tennis 
require the fl exible, slim, and pliant bodies of the middle and upper classes, whereas 
the working-class sports of wrestling and weightlifting produce an entirely different 
body and habitus. Bourdieu’s work, which is important in identifying the signifi -
cance of embodiment and practice in the notions of hexis and habitus, has been 
infl uential in studies of habitus from boxing (Wacquant 1995) to classical ballet 
(Turner and Wainwright 2003), and in studies of female piety in Islam (Mahmood 
2005).

Social theory and empirical work inspired by the legacy of Bourdieu are currently 
the most promising framework for developing sociological perspectives on the body. 
Whereas the work of Foucault was probably the most important infl uence on the 
study of the body in the 1980s, Bourdieu’s intellectual legacy has become increas-
ingly signifi cant in the development of the sociology of the body in the 1990s and 
beyond (Wacquant 2004). While Distinction (1984) played an important role in the 
evolution of sociological research on the working class, sociology has yet to incor-
porate fully the insights of Pascalian Meditations (2000) for an understanding of 
refl exive embodiment. Both the potential and limitations of Bourdieu can be illus-
trated by an examination of one neglected area in sociology, namely performance. 
The need for an understanding of embodiment and lived experience is crucial in 
approaching the performing arts, but also for the study of sport. Dance has an aes-
thetic immediacy, which cannot be captured by discourse analysis. This commentary 
brings out the important difference between the body as text and representation 
and the body as embodiment and practice. Thus choreography is in one sense the 
text of the dance, but performance takes place outside the strict directions of the 
choreographic work. Dance is a theoretically interesting topic because it demon-
strates the analytical limitations of cultural interpretations of the body as text, and 
directs our attention to the phenomenology of performance.

In concluding this section, I propose to simplify this fourfold division of recent 
theoretical perspectives by reducing its complexity to two fundamental but distinc-
tive theoretical options. There is either the cultural decoding of the body as a system 
of meaning that has a defi nite structure existing separately from the intentions and 
conceptions of individuals, or there is the phenomenological study of embodiment 
that attempts to understand human practices that are organized around the life 
course (of birth, maturation, reproduction, and death). Bourdieu’s sociology offers 
one possible solution to this persistent tension between representation and practice. 
The notions of habitus, practice, and bodily knowledge offer useful research con-
cepts for looking simultaneously at how status difference is inscribed on the body 
and how we experience the world through our bodies, which are involuntarily 
ranked in terms of their cultural capital (Bourdieu 1977, 2000). This reconciliation 
of these traditions can be assisted by distinguishing between the idea of the body 
as representation and embodiment as practice and experience. In my own work, I 
have argued elsewhere that these theoretical confl icts between representation and 
practice can be resolved by sharply distinguishing between “the body” as a cultural 
system in which bodies are produced as carriers of powerful symbolic realities and 
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“embodiment” as the practices that are necessary to function in the everyday world 
(Turner and Rojek 2001).

EMBODIMENT AND HUMAN MOVEMENT

We can illustrate the issues about embodiment by further considering the question 
of human movement in dance. As a “natural language,” dance occurs in a myriad 
of forms and with multiple cultural functions. In traditional societies dance takes 
place in specifi c ritualized tradition, for example as a war dance. These traditional 
performances often occur in stylized or ritualized settings such as a court. There is 
typically an important relationship between the training of the body, the norms of 
civility, and the political power of the court. For example, Javanese dance required 
precise, formalized movements, and performances were evaluated in terms of their 
exact adherence to formal rules that had to be mastered with considerable care and 
diligence. In classical Japanese dance, or nihon buyo, the rules that determine the 
use of fans have to be acquired in such a manner that there is no division between 
body and mind, because the performer perfectly embodies the performance (Hahn 
2007). These rules determined that certain postures would be repeated according 
to their ritualistic signifi cance. The dexterity and training of the performer produced 
an authentic aesthetic experience, and not one whose aura could be diminished by 
its rule-bound reproducibility. Training produced a natural, apparently spontaneous 
fl ow of the body according to specifi c rules and codes.

While Bourdieu offers a set of concepts that are highly relevant to the study of 
dance, perhaps the most interesting critical response to Bourdieu’s sociology came 
from Richard Shusterman in Pragmatist Aesthetics (1992) and Surface & Depth 
(2002). Shusterman makes an important contribution to aesthetic theory by examin-
ing the relationship between the pragmatist legacy of John Dewey and Bourdieu’s 
cultural sociology. In his emphasis on the body in relation to aesthetics, Shusterman 
establishes the important point that Bourdieu’s analysis of the cultural fi eld is exclu-
sively concerned with the audible (musical taste) and the visual (conventional works 
of art). Performance is not adequately addressed by Bourdieu despite the centrality 
of a theory of practice to his sociology as a whole. Shusterman argues that Bourdieu’s 
sociology of the aesthetic is implicitly parallel to Theodor Adorno’s critique of 
popular culture. Visual culture – such as a Baroque painting – or literary culture – 
such as a Shakespearian sonnet – have more cultural capital than a dance, which is 
necessarily impermanent. For example, Shusterman, who has been interested in rap 
music as a critique of American society, does not regard rap as simply an expression 
of inauthentic popular culture. He claims that Bourdieu failed to provide an ade-
quate sociology of experience, particularly aesthetic experience, and that Bourdieu’s 
reluctance to treat the experience (of movement) seriously is associated with the fact 
that appreciation of rap falls outside the cultural arena of privilege accorded to 
intellectual self-consciousness and refl ection. Reliance on such intellectual introspec-
tion will not help us penetrate to “the deeper, unconscious, socially structured strata 
of the self that help shape individual consciousness” (Shusterman 2002: 224). 
Despite Bourdieu’s own protests to the contrary, Shusterman (2002: 221) claims 
that Bourdieu failed to deal with lived experience, especially an ephemeral experi-
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ence of a dance gesture – “No sympathetic attention is given to the phenomenologi-
cal dimension of lived experience, its power of meaningful, qualitative immediacy, 
and its potential for the transformation of attitudes and habits.” While Shusterman 
takes rap as a powerful instance of these aesthetic presuppositions, dance in general 
provides as it were a litmus test of the scope of traditional aesthetic theory, in which 
the Kantian legacy of disinterested, rational judgment is still hegemonic.

This focus on dance can help us also to consider the current status of the sociol-
ogy of the body, mainly because the promise and limitations of social studies of the 
body are replicated in dance studies. My principal criticisms of the existing sociol-
ogy of the body are fi rstly that it has become too self-consciously theoretical, and 
hence it is often divorced from actual empirical research. While theories relating for 
example to the social construction of the body proliferate, there are few important, 
genuinely creative ethnographies of embodiment. Secondly, both the sociology of 
the body and contemporary dance studies, insofar as they have been infl uenced by 
postmodern perspectives, by concentrating on the body as a cultural text, have often 
neglected, somewhat paradoxically, the issue of human performance. Dance brings 
into sharp focus the important issue that the aesthetics of the body cannot be under-
stood without attention to performance, and postmodern readings of the body as 
text have obscured not illuminated this basic point. Let us put Shusterman’s argu-
ment in a slightly different framework (Turner and Wainwright 2003). Sociologists, 
including Bourdieu, have neglected the issue of the body-in-movement. Specifi cally 
there is really no development of the sociology of dance – although there is a respect-
able fi eld of anthropological research. This absence comes out in Shusterman’s 
observation that our taste for popular music is often displayed by movement – 
tapping feet, swaying hips, clicking fi ngers, or shaking heads. By contrast, apprecia-
tion of classical music is often shown by the absence of any such bodily 
movements.

A RESEARCH AGENDA: REPRODUCTION AND LONGEVITY

The study of the body has a promising research future, but it is also in danger of 
becoming repetitive and conventional rather than innovative. One major research 
area for this sub-fi eld is to explore the transformation of the body by modern science 
and technology. Reproductive technologies and the new social gerontology provide 
two good examples (Turner 2004). This aspect of the sociology of the body has 
been particularly infl uenced by the social philosophy of Foucault. His approach has 
proved to be useful because he described a conceptually important division between 
the study of the individual body and the study of populations. In the fi rst area of 
the “anatomo-politics of the human body,” Foucault (1979: 139) examined how 
various forms of discipline have regulated individuals, and in the second he referred 
to the “bio-politics of the population” (1979: 139), involving the regulatory controls 
of populations. Anatomo-politics is concerned with the micro-politics of identity, 
concentrating on the sexuality, reproduction, and life histories of individuals. The 
clinical inspection of individuals has become a routine part of the anatomo-politics 
of society, whereas the bio-politics of populations employed demography and epi-
demiology to manage whole populations. While the anatomo-politics of medicine 
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involves the discipline of individuals, the bio-politics of society achieves a surveil-
lance and regulation of populations. Foucault’s study of the body was thus organized 
around the notions of discipline and regulatory controls which collectively consti-
tute a system of “governmentality.”

This paradigm is helpful in understanding developments in contemporary 
biological sciences and their application to individuals and populations. The social 
consequences of cloning, genetics, and new reproductive technologies are already 
revolutionary, and the social confl icts emerging from these scientifi c innovations 
for state policies, politics, and law will be profound (see chapter 17). There is an 
obviously important area of comparative and legal research on state responses to 
genetic research and patent policy. These developments raise new questions about 
the legal ownership of the human body in modern societies. These ethical and politi-
cal issues are already signifi cant in the area of organ transplants and reproduction, 
and the legal and social problems associated with these scientifi c developments 
will became more intense as new medical procedures become feasible and afford-
able. Medical technology and microbiology hold out the promise (for example 
through the Human Genome Project, cloning, transplants, “wonder drugs,” and 
microsurgery) of human freedom from aging, disability, and disease. These medical 
possibilities have given rise to utopian visions of a world wholly free from disease 
and disability – a new mirage of health. It is clear that the human body will come 
to stand in an entirely new relationship to self and society as a result of these tech-
nological developments.

These social changes raise important legal issues for the ownership and use of 
the human body. For example, we might assume that in a liberal society people 
should be free to sell parts of their bodies for commercial gain. While we might 
believe that selling one’s hair for commercial gain would be trivial, selling a kidney 
is clearly more serious. These changes create further opportunities for the develop-
ment of a global medical system of governance in which medicine may exercise an 
expanded power over life and death. Few national governments have as yet attempted 
to regulate this global medical system through legislation.

The emergence of a new eugenics is implicitly embedded in the emergence of 
these new biotechnologies, which are forcing modern states to develop science poli-
cies that will address the new challenge, for example of asexual reproduction. At 
one level, eugenics is simply any strategy to improve human reproduction. The term 
“eu-genesis” refers, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, to “the quality of 
breeding well and freely,” while “eugenic” or “the production of fi ne offspring” 
appeared fi rst in 1833. The eugenics of the 1930s that were associated with authori-
tarian regimes have been widely condemned as an attack on human dignity. We 
might say that if fascist eugenics involved compulsory state policies, post-war eugen-
ics were thought to be individualistic and discretionary. The new eugenics allegedly 
enhances human choice and liberates us from the determinism of our genetic inheri-
tance. However, any policy that infl uences reproduction can be described as 
“eugenic.” For example, handing out free contraceptives and giving contraceptive 
advice to schoolchildren constitute eugenic practices. Fascist eugenics involved a 
policy of public regulation of breeding and, in modern times, the one-child family 
policy of the Chinese Communist Party has involved a draconian attempt to control 
population growth.
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The sex act is still regarded in the liberal tradition as a private matter, and his-
torically states and their legislatures have been reluctant to regard reproductive 
activity as a matter of public concern unless such activity took place with children. 
However, new reproductive technologies have major consequences for the public 
domain, and in general the new biotechnology holds out the prospect of a posthu-
man future; therefore eugenics can no longer be left entirely to individuals making 
private decisions about their reproductive goals and the biological futures of their 
children. Although states have in the past attempted to control the spread of sexu-
ally transmitted diseases among the military, and have waged educational campaigns 
to promote the use of condoms, democratic states have been reluctant to control 
directly the spread of AIDS through the use of criminal law. The separation of 
private sex acts from reproduction by technology does complicate the legal issue. 
There are few contemporary societies in which individuals (heterosexual, gay, or 
lesbian) have an unlimited right to reproduce by whatever technological means 
possible regardless of the future implications for social identities and relationships. 
Nevertheless, reproductive technology has advanced rapidly, and in principle we can 
expect these technologies to change the conditions under which reproduction takes 
place. These technologies have profound implications therefore for how bodies are 
reproduced and who owns them. In Foucault’s terms therefore, eugenics is probably 
the original case of governmentality.

IMMORTAL BODIES

In terms of medical science research is unclear what causes aging (Turner 2007). Of 
course, medical interest in the human aging process goes back to writers such as 
Luigi Cornaro (1464–1566), who in his Discourses on the Temperate Life (1558) 
argued that his own longevity was a result of temperance, exercise, and diet. The 
body’s fi nite supply of vital spirits could be soberly husbanded by diet and exercise. 
His discourses, which were translated in 1903, had an impact on American temper-
ance ideas, and can be regarded as the earliest defense of a low-calorie diet. George 
Cheyne (1671–1743) took a similar view of the relationship between diet, healthy 
living, and social order in his The Natural Method of Cureing the Diseases of the 
Body (1742). While diet can help prolongevity, the idea that human aging is inevi-
table has been a fundamental presupposition of scientifi c gerontology ever since. If 
aging is an inevitable process of cellular degeneration, then the question about life 
extension does not arise, apart from mere fanciful speculation.

More recently, however, considerable attention has been given to whether medical 
science could successfully reverse or at least delay this aging process. Between the 
1960s and 1980s the view put forward by biologists was that normal cells had a 
“replicative senescence,” because normal tissues can only divide a fi nite number of 
times before becoming quiescent. Cells were observed in vitro in a process of natural 
senescence, but eventually experiments in vivo established an important distinction 
between normal and pathological cells in terms of their cellular division. Pathologi-
cal cells appeared paradoxically to have no necessary limitation on replication, and 
therefore “immortalization” was seen to be the defi ning feature of a pathological 
cell line. Biologists concluded that fi nite cell division meant that the aging of the 
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whole organism was inevitable. Basic cellular research confi rmed the view that 
human life had an intrinsic predetermined limit around 120 years of age, and that 
it was through pathological developments that some cells might out-survive the 
otherwise inescapable senescence of cellular life. The longevity of individuals was 
determined primarily by cellular senescence.

This conventional framework was eventually challenged by the discovery that 
human embryonic cells were capable of continuous division in laboratory conditions 
and showed no sign of any inevitable replicative crisis. Stem cells were now seen to 
be capable of indefi nite division, and hence were “immortalized.” The cultivation 
of these cells as an experimental form of life has disrupted existing presuppositions 
about the boundaries between the normal and the pathological, and therefore 
between survival and extinction. Stem cell research has begun to open up an arena 
within which the body has reserves of renewable tissue, suggesting thereby that the 
limits of biological growth are not fi xed immutably. The body has a surplus of stem 
cells capable of survival beyond the death of the organism. With these developments 
in micro-biogerontology, the capacity of regenerative medicine to expand the limits 
of life becomes a plausible prospect, creating new opportunities for what we might 
call “health capitalism,” that is, the possibility of new markets in regenerative 
medicine.

The human consequences of these changes will be rapid and radical, but little sys-
tematic thought has been given to the social and political consequences of extended 
longevity. Although it is mere speculation, this new pattern of aging will produce a 
range of major socio-economic problems (Dumas and Turner 2007). Growing world 
inequality between the rejuvenated North and the naturally aging South would 
further exacerbate existing social confl icts between deprived social groups and 
wealthy aging populations. There may well be a failure of the labor market to cope 
with the increasing number of human survivors, and there would be parallel crises 
in housing markets and in pension schemes. The current crisis in the global pensions 
industry is perhaps an indication of a deeper crisis around the resources necessary to 
sustain the increasing longevity of the world population. The inability of the food 
supply to keep up with population expansion would increase economic dependency 
on genetically modifi ed food if global warming reduces the amount of available arable 
land. The rapid transformation of family structures would continue as the elderly 
survived in greater numbers, presumably taking on new partners and reproducing 
children in new households through unlimited serial monogamy.

The theological notion of an afterlife would probably disappear, since most sur-
vivors would literally experience eternal life or at least indefi nite life on earth. It is 
reasonable to assume that, while medical sciences could reduce mortality, there 
would at least in the short term be an increase in morbidity as chronic illness and 
geriatric diseases increased. Living forever would mean in practice living forever in 
a morbid condition, increasingly dependent on medical technology. One answer to 
the question “Could we live forever?” would be that, while we might experience 
prolonged survival, it might not constitute living as a meaningful experience. With 
mere survival, there would be increasing psychological problems such as depression, 
ennui, and despair as surviving populations experienced new levels of boredom 
through the endless repetition of their lives, resulting periodically in episodes of 
collective hysteria, chronic boredom, and anguish. The problem of “killing time” 
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for survivors with ancient bodies would present individuals with an unprecedented 
existential crisis (Raposa 1999).

CONCLUSION: THE BODY, SELF, AND SOCIETY

A critical response to this discussion of reproduction and aging might plausibly ask: 
what have these developments got to do with the body as such? The answer is that, 
if one takes the notion of embodiment seriously, then self and body are merely two 
sides of the same ontological coin, and hence these scientifi c developments have 
profound implications for selfhood and modernity. Reproductive technology and 
new patterns of aging resulting from technologies of prolongevity are thus relevant 
to the sociology of the body, because these examples point to an important fi eld of 
research, namely the changing relationships between embodiment, selfhood, and 
social relations. New technologies suggest that humans might acquire different types 
of embodiment, and will have as a consequence to develop different ways of relating 
to and thinking about the body. Anthropological research has discovered that 
radical surgery involving organ transplants forces people to rethink their relation-
ship to the inside of their bodies. In popular imagination, a transplant is subjectively 
rather like having another person inside one’s body. In short, these areas of research 
are relevant to the sociology of the body because they raise in a new way a tradi-
tional debate about the relationship between the body, self, and society. If traditional 
sociology could be described as the study of self and society as a version of the 
macro and micro distinction, then we might argue that the sociology of the body 
suggests that in fact three concepts – body, self, and society – can be broadly 
regarded as defi ning the intellectual fi eld occupied by sociology.

There are three components of the self. Most importantly, there is refl ection. To 
be a self, we must be able to refl ect upon our identities, our actions, and our rela-
tionship with others. In order to recall our own biographical narrative we must 
have consciousness, language, and memory. Selfhood, whatever else it involves, must 
presuppose a capacity for continuous self-assessment and oversight of behavior. 
Secondly, the self is not an independent, free-fl oating consciousness, because the self 
is also defi ned by its relationship to human embodiment. Recognition of the self 
depends not simply on memory and consciousness, but also on its peculiar physical 
characteristics. We can refl ect on our bodies as objects, but my hand does not have 
the same type of objectivity to me as the hammer it holds. In short, while the con-
scious self is a refl ective agent, the body is not just an object that is external to that 
subjectivity, but participates in an embodied agency towards the everyday world. 
The fi nal dimension of this scheme is the notion of the self as a product of or situ-
ated within a dense network of social relationships. The self in the Western tradition 
has not been invariably captured in the isolated fi gure of Robinson Crusoe, but has 
been interpreted as a social being that cannot survive without a social world. We 
are embedded in social networks. while specifi c aspects of the self are typically 
emphasized by philosophers, theories of the self have in practice to address all three 
aspects (Seigel 2005).

Sociology has characteristically defi ned the self as simply the product of social 
processes (such as socialization) and social relationships (such as the looking-glass 
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self). Émile Durkheim is the classical representative of this tradition, but the idea 
of social determinism was also present in Erving Goffman’s notion of the self as 
merely a script that has to be delivered within a dramaturgical setting (Goffman 
1959). This interpretation of sociology is, however, too simplistic. Like the Western 
philosophical tradition as a whole, sociology has struggled conceptually with the 
contradictions between action, structure, and the refl ective self. Theoretical solu-
tions to this traditional quandary are too numerous to mention, but the sociology 
of the body suggests that any solution to the structure and agency dilemma must 
take seriously the embodiment of the refl ective self.

We might plausibly argue that the idea of the refl ective self was a dominant theme 
of the Enlightenment and was given its classic statement in Kant’s defi nition of 
Enlightenment as freedom from infantile tutelage. In Kant’s treatment of reason he 
argues that in practice we must presuppose our freedom from empirical determin-
ism, if we are to justify our sense of moral responsibility and obligation (Ward 
1972). At a later stage, the Romantic reaction to Kantian rationalism placed greater 
emphasis on individuality, subjectivity, and embodiment. This Romanticism was 
famously illustrated by Goethe, who in some respects launched the cult of mobility, 
youth, and inwardness, resulting in the full-blown Bildungsroman of nineteenth-
century European culture (Moretti 1987). With industrialization and the develop-
ment of the idea of “the social” in industrial society, sociology emerged to defi ne 
the individual as a product of social forces. This image of the passive self was char-
acteristic of sociology in the middle of the twentieth century, in which theories of 
mass society, the managerial revolution, and the other-directed self limited the 
capacity of the individual to act independently. The individual, who was now passive 
rather than refl ective and active, was analyzed notoriously in William H. Whyte’s 
The Organization Man (1956). In this conclusion, I want to propose speculatively 
that the corporeal self may become the dominant theme of modern society, because 
the scientifi c revolutions in information science, micro-biology, and genetics 
have created a new language of genetic determinism in which both the social self 
of mass society and the refl ective self of the Enlightenment are challenged by tech-
nological notions of embodiment and refl exivity. For example, the idea of the 
“criminal gene” or the “divorce gene” means that we can, on scientifi c grounds, 
avoid any recognition of individual refl exivity and responsibility in favor of genetic 
determinism. Individuals are thought, at least within the popular press, to be driven 
by whatever combination of genes they happen to have fortuitously inherited at 
birth. Our selves are not determined by a moral education but are an outcome of 
genetic contingency.

The rise of the sociology of the body can be seen in part as a response to these 
manifold social changes, including reproductive technologies, health consumerism, 
and genetic science. In response to these social changes, a variety of sociological 
perspectives on the body have emerged. It is unlikely and quite possibly undesirable 
that any single theoretical synthesis will fi nally emerge out of this heterogeneous 
ensemble of perspectives. The creative tension between interpreting the body as 
cultural representation and interpreting embodiment as lived experience will con-
tinue to produce innovative and creative approaches. There are, as I have attempted 
to demonstrate, new issues on the horizon which sociologists will need to examine, 
such as the posthuman body, cybernetics, genetic modifi cation, the life-extension 
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project, and artifi cial bodies (Fukuyama 2002). The wealth, diversity, and quality 
of this research indicates that the sociology of the body is not simply a passing theo-
retical fashion but an important and vibrant aspect of contemporary sociology.
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27
Cosmopolitanism and Social Theory

Daniel Chernilo

The relationship between cosmopolitanism and social theory cannot be recon-
structed directly. What we commonly refer to as the leading fi gures in the history 
of social theory – Marx, Weber, Durkheim, Simmel, Parsons – did not write much, 
if at all, on cosmopolitanism. True, in the Communist Manifesto Marx and Engels 
(1976) used the term loosely as an adjective to describe the new kind of cultural 
artifacts with world-wide orientation that were being created in capitalism. Thus, 
although they spoke of “cosmopolitan” literature and science – the German term 
they used there was Weltbürgertum – this hardly amounts to a systematic treatment 
or valuation of it as an idea. More poignantly, in his lectures on political sociology 
Émile Durkheim (1992) used the notion of cosmopolitanisme to recover Kant’s idea 
of perpetual peace as he tried to reconcile the old natural law cosmopolitan credo 
with the nascent force of nationalism just before World War I. But again in this case 
the highly politicized meaning Durkheim gave to the concept does not warrant, at 
least without further ado, depicting his sociological viewpoint as cosmopolitan. This 
chapter therefore begins with a note of caution. The assessment of the connections 
between cosmopolitan thinking and social theory cannot replicate the paths fol-
lowed by those who have reconstructed how social theory relates to a number of 
alternative social and intellectual trends: the rise of capitalism (Giddens 1971) and 
the critiques of the Enlightenment (Hawthorn 1987), liberalism (Seidman 1983), 
Romanticism (Nisbet 1967), and nationalism (Chernilo 2007a). Rather, we need 
fi rst to identify the defi ning elements of cosmopolitanism as an intellectual tradition 
and only then can we attempt to move on and assess the extent to which they are 
compatible with the modern social theory’s main features.

This chapter’s starting point is that such a connection between cosmopolitanism 
and social theory can be found in and is based on a claim to universalism. First and 
foremost, this means that they both equally work under the normative presupposi-
tions of the fundamental unity of the human species and the ultimate equality of 
all human beings. All forms of gender, ethnic, cultural, national, and religious dif-
ferences must be theorized as something internal to the substantive unity of human-
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ity; the very existence of such differences is taken as the expression of the ultimate 
equality of all human beings. My argument here is, then, that this cosmopolitan 
layout underlies, over the past two centuries, the work of the most salient social 
theorists not only in their normative standpoints but also in their concepts and 
methods. In other words, for classical cosmopolitanism and modern social theory 
alike, humanity can only be meaningfully comprehended if treated as a single 
subject. So, even if it would be wholly inappropriate to see sociology as the social 
scientifi c incarnation of a cosmopolitan program that had developed mostly at a 
philosophical level, I would nonetheless like to argue that social theory is highly 
compatible with a cosmopolitan outlook because of the claim to universalism they 
both share.

There are, of course, important differences in the way in which the old tradition 
of cosmopolitan thinking, which goes back to Greek Stoic philosophy (d’Entrèves 
1970: 22–36; Harris 1927; Rommen 1998: 3–29), and modern social theory, under-
stand and justify this claim to universalism. The precise delimitation of these differ-
ences lies beyond the scope of this chapter, but let me at least summarily state the 
most important ones in relation to the forthcoming discussion. The fi rst has to do 
with the fact that, whereas a universalistic idea of the unity of humankind was 
already at the center of all ancient empires’ world-views (Voegelin 1962), in modern 
social theory we are in the presence of a claim to such universalism. I shall demon-
strate below that social theory requires the two presuppositions I introduced above 
– the fundamental unity of humankind and the ultimate equality of all human beings 
– but in modernity sociologists can no longer argue that they have found the defi ni-
tive answers to these questions. They have to believe in, and have to work with, 
these notions of unity and equality but cannot to establish them dogmatically in any 
particular and defi nitive way. Rather, social theory uses this claim to universalism as 
a regulative ideal, a standard to strive for even though it is known in advance that 
it will never be fully accomplished (Emmet 1994; Kant 1973). This leads, secondly, 
to the recognition that, whereas the old cosmopolitan tradition states its universalism 
on the basis of metaphysical presuppositions, such an ultimate orderly cosmos based 
upon a divine natural law (Toulmin 1990), or, as Immanuel Kant himself (1999) 
would still have it, as a teleological law of providence, modern social theory makes 
use of this universalistic claim as something to be internally granted. In modernity, 
a cosmopolitan viewpoint cannot be imposed from above – or the outside – on 
human beings themselves. The claim that a certain ultimate unity underwrites all 
kinds of social relations and ways of life needs to be demonstrated with arguments 
that are indeed theoretically consistent and empirically sound, but its ultimate tri-
bunal is the fact that they are potentially acceptable to human beings themselves. 
Finally, social theory’s cosmopolitanism is established upon the notion that it is only 
in modernity that human beings can realize the fact that whole globe is actually 
becoming a single place. Social theory emerged alongside, as much as it helped give 
form to, the view that the rise of modernity created the possibility of the historical 
actualization of the ancient ideal of a single humanity. It is only in modernity that 
humanity as such becomes responsible for the creation of the institutional framework 
within which its own ultimate unity can be effectively realized.

Modern social theory’s cosmopolitanism does not in this sense refer directly or 
primarily to the politics of world citizenship and the legal constitution of humanity 
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as a world-wide political community. Its cosmopolitan orientation is more sociologi-
cal in scope as it seeks to fi nd further empirical support and historical evidence for 
the normative claim of humanity’s ultimate unity. Rather, I should like to argue 
throughout that the constant refi nement of social theory’s conceptual tools and 
methodological devices is geared towards the universalistic conceptualization of 
social life as a way of recognizing and coming to terms with all the sociocultural 
variation to be found in modernity. In speaking of modern social theory’s cosmo-
politan layout, therefore, I refer to a deep philosophical commitment that must be 
out there in operation regardless of whether it is explicitly recognized. Social theory’s 
long-term research agenda – the understanding of the rise and main features of 
modern social life in a way that it is theoretically sophisticated, methodologically 
sound, and empirically cross-cultural – depends upon its consistency with cosmo-
politanism’s normative universalism. In what follows, I seek to demonstrate these 
theses by reassessing the work of key social theorists during three phases in the 
history of social theory.

PHASE 1. CLASSICAL SOCIAL THEORY: MODERNITY AS A 
WORLD PHENOMENON

We commence with the founding fi gures of modern social theory because the picture 
we draw from the agenda of these early thinkers is bound to leave a mark on the 
way in which we assess social theory’s current state, features and challenges. Clas-
sical social theory emerged, by the late nineteenth century, as an intellectual program 
focused on trying to understand and conceptualize the nature of a whole new set 
of social relations – capitalism, the modern state, national democracy, the socialist 
revolution – which was having an impact all across the globe. Represented in the 
conventional fi gures of Karl Marx, Georg Simmel, Max Weber, and Émile Durkheim, 
classical social theory still inhabited at least partly the tradition of the Enlightenment 
and therefore it partially embraced the natural law foundations of earlier forms of 
normative universalism (Chernilo 2007b). My argument here is that these writers 
wanted to retain the orientation behind previous forms of normative universalism 
but needed this universalism to work under two new conditions. One, it had to be 
sustained without such natural law metaphysical presuppositions as God’s ultimate 
responsibility for earthly affairs or the natural telos of a law of providence. Two, 
it had to be able to incorporate an increasing amount of sociocultural diversity 
within an ever wider universalistic framework. There was the need to allow for 
ethical disagreement and empirical variation without, in the same move, discarding 
the possibility of universalism altogether.

Classical social theory’s commitment to the universalistic core of earlier forms of 
natural law thinking thus needed a subtler claim to universalism; that is, it could 
no longer deploy cosmopolitanism’s previous normative project uncritically. If we 
now try to formalize the way in which they actually did this, we may say that the 
general commitment towards universalism remained but that it became differenti-
ated into normative, conceptual, and methodological dimensions. Normatively, 
classical social theory advanced the view that modern society exists only as it pro-
gressively encompasses the whole globe and all human beings. Conceptually, social 
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theorists were after the delimitation of what was the truly social element that con-
stitutes modern social relations. And methodologically, they sought to establish the 
right procedures with which to guide and justify the results of their empirical 
research in different historical and cultural settings. Separate work needed to be 
done within each of these three realms because, although they could still in principle 
converge, they no longer did so automatically or necessarily. Classical social theory 
remained committed to such general presuppositions as the fundamental unity of 
the human species and the ultimate equality of all human beings but, as the older 
religious and secular answers were no longer held to be valid, they had to renew 
the justifi cations of these earlier forms of normative universalism. The specifi c way 
in which each of the classic writers of sociology did so, and the extent to which 
they were consistent in their attempts, may be assessed as more or less successful, 
but the cosmopolitan layout behind their proposals needs to be acknowledged and 
accounted for.

In terms of their conceptualization of modernity as a world phenomenon, classi-
cal social theorists tried to answer the key question of the extent to which a geo-
graphically particular set of historically circumscribed processes had led to the rise 
of a number of evolutionary tendencies that were having a universalistic impact all 
over the world. The European origins of modernity did not prevent them from rec-
ognizing its inextricably world-wide impact and universalistic vocation. In other 
words, they were simultaneously interested in the local origins, national organiza-
tion, and global vocation of modernity. Indeed, it has been demonstrated that the 
kind of science the classical fi gures of social theory were about to establish was 
more a science of the social in general than the science of any particular national 
society (Turner 2006a). Thus, whereas Marx (1973) attributed to labor the key 
human capacity of transforming nature and in the process transforming human 
beings themselves, Weber (1949, 1976) stressed that meaning was involved in all 
kinds of social actions; Simmel’s (1909) notion of sociation underlined the formative 
moment of interaction and Durkheim (1964) conceived of social facts as external 
and exercising normative coercion. Their refl ections on the rise and main charac-
teristics of the European nation-state are made in the context of a world, literally 
the whole planet, which was now taken as a single place. All these writers tried to 
conceive of analytical devices that could defi ne what is “the social” element in 
modern social relations as abstractly and generally as possible (Chernilo 2007a; 
Frisby and Sayer 1986; Outhwaite 2006).

Their cross-cultural thrust is also expressed in their methodological refl ections. 
We wholly miss the critical impetus behind Marx’s monumental effort if we argue 
that his explanation of the generation and appropriation of surplus value in capital-
ism holds valid for Belgian but not for Venezuelan workers. Weber’s repeated dictum 
that “one need not to be Caesar in order to understand Caesar” is pointless if, 
because I was born in Chile in the late twentieth century, it is assumed I will never 
be able to understand sociologically British rule in India or the rationale behind the 
suicide bombers in Iraq or Palestine. And despite a certain naivety in his use of 
offi cial statistics, can we simply say that there is no resemblance between Durkheim’s 
methodological refl ections on statistically construed comparisons between suicide 
rates and, say, guidelines on the prevention of eating disorders by the World Health 
Organization? Surely, the point here is not to uncritically defend these methodologi-
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cal answers as fl awless and honor the letter of these works as sacred texts. These 
writers’ own application of their procedures may be judged as inconsistent, and 
even the proposals themselves might not have lived up to the high cognitive exigen-
cies that were their very raison d’être. But the opposite postmodern view of totally 
disregarding their work because it is “dated” and “Eurocentric” offers no better 
way of dealing with the complex problems we now face in our own time.

The cosmopolitan layout they were implicitly establishing remains valid as general 
research program: we refi ne our key concepts and methodological rules to make the 
knowledge they help producing comparable data across different cultural settings 
and historical periods. In so doing, we try to avoid confl ating any one particular 
feature with an ahistorical universal, a one-off occurrence for a general pattern, or 
a limited set of trends for the defi nitive march of progress. Only a broad cosmo-
politan layout is able to uphold simultaneously the global impact of modernity and 
the view that all human beings are conceived of as part of the same human species. 
It was nothing short of the whole globe that was being dramatically transformed 
in modernity, and this globe was to be regarded as a single place inhabited by one 
and the same human species. If nothing else, this is one of modernity’s main accom-
plishments: it made human beings themselves aware of their fundamental unity for 
the fi rst time. Or to put it differently, even if one were to concede that classical 
sociologists were theorizing under Eurocentric assumptions in relation to economic 
underdevelopment and the lack of political self-rule (Larraín 1989; Muthu 2003), 
these restrictions were for them never thought of as essentially constitutive or ulti-
mately insurmountable. Rather the opposite: these differences were most often 
explained as part of a historical process which had long-term structural causes, and 
these were indeed trends that the agents themselves could overcome. Their norma-
tive starting point as critical heirs of the natural law tradition is also the normative 
corollary of their empirical work: despite all differences, humankind is effectively 
one and could justly be theorized only as such. Their conceptualization of moder-
nity’s global reach requires the normative assumption of a universalistic conception 
of humanity, and this in turn reinforces, via conceptual and methodological argu-
ments, its cosmopolitan layout. The emergence of modern society is thus understood 
as humanity itself being able to forge its destiny at last. Even if modernity is not 
conceptualized as a self-conscious and intended development, modern social theory’s 
cosmopolitan layout now differs from previous notions of human nature because it 
is seen for the fi rst time as an evolutionary accomplishment of humanity’s own 
history.

PHASE 2. MODERNIST SOCIAL THEORY: SOCIAL SYSTEM AND 
INDUSTRIAL SOCIETY

The period of modernist social theory encompasses roughly from the outbreak of 
World War II till the end of the 1970s. The cosmopolitan credentials of the empiri-
cal sociology and social theory being developed during this period are possibly 
harder to fi nd than those of the previous generation; not least because the institu-
tional growth of sociology now took place under sustained state auspices. This 
phase’s research agenda developed around issues such as troop morale, the enhance-
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ment of economic productivity, and nationwide public policies that were indeed 
themes the state itself found most worthy of research funding. Furthermore, the 
trend toward decolonization that marked this period world-wide led to an approach 
in which nationalization, industrialization, and modernization were all taken as 
synonymous with the strengthening of state control over civil society, internally, and 
with the state’s absolute sovereignty, externally. As in the case of classical social 
theory, moreover, the sociologists of this generation used the term cosmopolitanism 
only rarely – if at all. But the approach which proved helpful in the previous section 
may also be of use here: the question is less whether the word “cosmopolitanism” 
is or is not found in this period’s writings and more whether the concepts, methods, 
and normative standpoints being now advanced by leading social theorists are 
compatible with the claim to universalism that constitutes social theory’s cosmo-
politan layout.

My thesis in this section is that the two notions that became most widely accepted 
within social theory during this period also fulfi ll the universalistic criterion we put 
forward above: social system and industrial society. I am aware of the fact that to 
argue that these two concepts could be seen not only as compatible with, but as 
key representatives of, a cosmopolitan layout in modernist social theory is not pre-
cisely a conventional interpretation. Rather the opposite, they have been broadly 
taken as the expression of sociology’s obsession with the nation-state during this 
time (Giddens 1973; Smith 1979). But I believe my case gains plausibility if we see 
that both concepts became the two most salient analytical tools of this period pre-
cisely because they were envisaged and deployed with a highly universalistic orienta-
tion (Chernilo 2007a). At the conceptual level, a technical conception of the social 
system was the most important innovation during this period. The concept of system 
had of course already made its way into sociological analysis, via the work of 
Herbert Spencer, in the late nineteenth century, but it was only now, above all with 
the work of Talcott Parsons, that a coherent and abstract concept of social system 
became part and parcel of the sociological lexicon. For its part, the most important 
of this period’s epochal diagnoses seems to have been that of the industrial society. 
The notion of industrial society was not only thought of as applicable to different 
sociocultural settings but it was also designed to pay special attention to the way 
in which modern social life was being materially reproduced. Beyond Parsons 
(1963), who also wrote often enough on industrial society, the concept plays a 
central role in the work of a number of leading sociologist at the time such as 
Raymond Aron (1967), Reinhard Bendix (1964), and Barrington Moore (1967). As 
it is Aron the writer who made the biggest effort in fully unfolding the notion ana-
lytically, it is on the basis of his work that industrial society’s cosmopolitan layout 
will be assessed here.

Parsons (1977) defi nes social systems as systems of interaction. He chooses the 
notion of system because it is the most abstract analytical tool with which to defi ne 
not only a scientifi c object of inquiry but also the dimensions to be studied within 
that object. Through the concept of social system a unit of analysis becomes clearly 
defi ned so that the sociologist can compare different but analogous units. At the 
most abstract level, Parsons (1967) distinguishes four “evolutionary universals” – 
adaptation, differentiation, inclusion, and value generalization – that are the mecha-
nisms through which social relations change in the long term. The argument is that 
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all forms of social relations must resolve these four key functional problems. At the 
most abstract defi nition of society, this means that there is one specialized language 
– a generalized symbolic medium of exchange – for each of its four sub-systems and 
that these media control the internal operations within each sub-system as well as 
the exchanges between them (Chernilo 2002). Parsons delineates thus: (A) adapta-
tion problems in the way in which society achieves the material resources it needs 
for its survival (an economy whose medium is money); (G) goal attainment problems 
to decide society’s priorities (a polity that operates with political power); (I) integra-
tive problems that threaten society’s internal fairness (a community that is based on 
infl uence); and (L) internal consistency problems owing to its own multiple norma-
tive orientations (fi duciary institutions such as schools, universities, and churches 
that require the development of value-commitments). In this connection, Parsons’s 
(1971) notion of society refers to the nation-state as much as it refers to a notion 
of modern society that, geographically, oscillates from “the West” to “the whole 
world” and, normatively, hints towards a cosmopolitan international order (Chernilo 
2007a, 2008). His theorization of modernity takes its particular location and origins 
as given but seeks to explain it in terms of its truly universalistic vocation and 
world-wide impact as represented in such principles as individual freedom, collective 
self-determination, social welfare, and the rule of law. And the cosmopolitan layout 
of Parsons’s social theory is also apparent in his thesis that one and the same ana-
lytical scheme is to be deployed for the study of all kinds of social relations – from 
face-to-face interactions to truly global processes. Indeed, Parsons’s (1978) own late 
application of the AGIL scheme to what he referred to as the “paradigm of the 
human condition” is nothing but the application of this theoretical model to the 
idea of humanity itself: (A) the physico-chemical system; (G) the human organic 
system; (I) the action system; and (L) the telic system. The same level of abstraction 
that made Parsonian social theory prone to criticism is in this case the guarantee of 
the universalistic commitment of its knowledge claims: his whole theoretical frame-
work necessarily requires the presupposition of the fundamental unity of human 
species.

The concept of industrial society was, for its part, devised for representing the 
stage of development of social relations in the mid-twentieth century. Thus, at the 
very beginning of his 18 Lectures on Industrial Society, Raymond Aron (1967: 3) 
explicitly states that industrial society is an analytical concept that should not be 
mistaken for any specifi c form of sociopolitical arrangement: “no one national 
society is the industrial society as such, and all the industrial societies together do 
not compose one industrial society.” The concept of industrial society is therefore 
an analytical device that is nowhere to be found in its pure form but which should 
nonetheless help us understand modernity’s predominant type of social relations. It 
refers more to a framework for the understanding of the reproduction of social life 
in general and less to any particular sociopolitical unit. This highly universalistic 
orientation of industrial society can be further recognized if we take another of its 
features into account. The notion of industrial society tried to grasp those issues in 
which “socialist” and “capitalist” regimes mirrored each other and, by the same 
token, the concept was also expected to highlight those elements in which the 
“industrial world” – both socialist and capitalist – differed from the developing or 
non-industrial one. The underlying presupposition behind this use of industrial 
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society is that, even if taking into account all kinds of ethnic, geographical, and 
indeed political differences, the whole globe needed to be assessed against the 
highest level of economic output that humanity as such had so far achieved.

In other words, the claim seems to be that no essential division within the human 
species can be used to account for disparities in socioeconomic development. On 
the one side, the argument is that humanity had reached a certain stage of economic 
development (industrialization) and that there were two equally modern ways of 
arriving at that stage: capitalism and socialism. On the other side, the fact that only 
certain groups of human beings had actually reached that stage, and were actually 
profi ting from industrialism’s benefi ts, had to be explained via historical and struc-
tural merits rather than on the basis of national personalities, cultural essences, or 
racial traits. Indeed, mainstream social theory was then highly enthusiastic about 
the fact that all states and peoples could modernize and become industrialized if 
only the right measures were devised and the right policies correctly put in place 
on the ground. No historical, cultural, or ethnic difference in the way in which 
technology is adapted to local settings was able to deny the fact that the human 
species is only one: “The dialectic of universality is the mainspring of the march of 
history” (Aron 1972: 306). And social theory’s key intellectual challenge was thus 
no other than the “move from a national to a human frame of reference” (Aron 
1972: 200). The universalistic impact of the world’s technological unifi cation under 
the auspices of industrialism becomes the infrastructure upon which a deeper rec-
ognition of humanity’s unity could be achieved.

PHASE 3. CONTEMPORARY SOCIAL THEORY: TOWARDS AN 
EXPLICIT COSMOPOLITAN APPROACH

After the end of the 1990s’ uncritical celebration of globalization we are now in a 
position to advance more sober accounts of those empirical trends that have indeed 
made the world a smaller place. Thanks to the efforts of globalization studies, 
though, cosmopolitanism has increasingly become an explicit feature of contempo-
rary social theory in a way that was not the case in the past. Take as an indication 
of this the fact that since the year 2000 there have been at least three special issues 
of important scholarly journals devoted solely to cosmopolitanism: Theory, Culture 
& Society (19(1–2), 2002), edited by Mike Featherstone, the British Journal of Soci-
ology (57(1), 2006), edited by Ulrich Beck and Natan Sznaider, and the European 
Journal of Social Theory (10(1), 2007), edited by Robert Fine and Vivienne Boon. 
In all three periodicals we fi nd not only a number of theoretical approaches to cos-
mopolitanism but also the empirical application of an emergent cosmopolitan per-
spective to issues like migration, humanitarian military interventions, and the memory 
of traumatic events such as the Holocaust. It is thus no exaggeration to assert that 
the claim to universalism underlying the relationship between social theory and cos-
mopolitanism has taken an exciting new turn. I believe we can distinguish four major 
versions of cosmopolitanism in contemporary social sciences and these I shall briefl y 
review in what follows: Niklas Luhmann’s notion of world society, Ulrich Beck’s 
methodological cosmopolitanism, Jürgen Habermas’s postnational constellation, 
and Robert Fine and Bryan S. Turner’s cosmopolitan social theory.1
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A radical follower of Parsons’s systemic approach, Luhmann is the only writer 
of this last group who does not make consistent use of the term cosmopolitanism. 
A reason for this may well be his skepticism towards concepts with a heavy norma-
tive orientation. For him, this kind of notion puts too much of a metaphysical load 
into social theory’s already complex task of explicating the social. In the case of 
cosmopolitanism, Luhmann may have argued that its natural law presupposition – 
for instance, the ontologically burdened idea of a single human species – is precisely 
the kind of philosophical dead weight that is neither plausible nor necessary in 
sociology. As a vetted intellectual tradition, cosmopolitanism may be seen as part 
of the old way of European thinking from which he was trying to break away. 
Having said this, Luhmann’s (1977) forceful attempt to decouple the notion of 
society from the historical formation of the nation-state, and his argument that the 
idea of society must be linked to the notion of “world society,” equally point in a 
direction that is widely compatible with cosmopolitanism (Chernilo and Mascareño 
2005). Luhmann’s notion of world society is twofold. Its world aspect points to the 
self-referential, all-inclusive, and endless nature of the social as composed only by 
meaningful communications (Luhmann 1995: 69). The idea of the world here 
knows of no other limits than those thus far achieved by the ever-growing expansion 
of communication processes. And the society element refers to communication as 
the only element that is able to encompass all the features that make society an 
emergent reality: social life understood as continuous, improbable, and meaningful. 
It is only with the rise of modernity, Luhmann argues, that the idea of society can 
effectively be associated with the notion of world society because modernity marks 
the threshold that creates a world-wide communicative system which cannot help 
but turn the world into a single place.

The second cosmopolitan perspective within contemporary social sciences is that 
of Ulrich Beck (2000, 2006). I have commented elsewhere on the main features of 
Beck’s conception of the nation-state (Chernilo 2006), so I can now concentrate on 
his contribution to the explicit incorporation of cosmopolitanism into the mainstream 
of European sociology. Beck’s main proposition is that if earlier, rather philosophical, 
approaches to cosmopolitanism saw it as an active and purposive task, a new social 
scientifi c cosmopolitanism is needed because of what he calls the “cosmopolitaniza-
tion of reality  .  .  .  a process of compulsory choice or a side effect of unconscious 
decisions” (Beck 2004: 134). Cosmopolitanism has transcended the terrain of norma-
tive political philosophy and landed in the everyday life of individuals for better and 
worse. Empirical sociologists need to realize that older assumptions based on a 
nation-state perspective no longer make sense in helping us comprehend and act upon 
world-wide risks such as climate change, international terrorism, and the AIDS epi-
demic. Beck’s principal contribution lies at the methodological level – thus his pro-
posal of methodological cosmopolitanism – because the kind of shift he is after can 
help improve the social relevance and public vocation of the social sciences. Both as 
a social scientifi c observer and as a citizen-actor, he argues that the task is to encour-
age the transition from an uncritical cosmopolitan condition – that is poorly under-
stood and uncritically accepted – to a cosmopolitan moment – that can be refl exively 
conceptualized and intelligently worked upon (Beck and Sznaider 2006: 6).

The third cosmopolitan perspective to be reviewed here is that of Jürgen Haber-
mas. His interest in cosmopolitanism over the past decade is consistent with the 
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universalistic fundamentals of his earlier philosophical and sociological work, but 
here I can only devote attention to three features of his cosmopolitan perspective 
(Fine and Smith 2003). First, Habermas’s (1998) incorporation of cosmopolitanism 
consciously relates itself to Immanuel Kant’s writing on the subject. By making 
explicit the original connection between cosmopolitanism and the rise of modernity, 
Habermas differentiates his position from those of Luhmann and Beck who, as we 
have just reviewed, see that it is precisely those trends which mark a rupture 
with the recent past that make cosmopolitanism relevant in the present. Second, 
Habermas (2001) also follows Kant in the idea that a cosmopolitan world order 
cannot be founded on any grandiose idea of a world state but rather on a voluntary 
federation of nations. Habermas agrees with Kant in the idea that the design of a 
cosmopolitan order must be federal or multilayered, that is, it implies the recogni-
tion of local, national, international, and global fi elds of action. Although his own 
labeling of this current period as a “postnational constellation” is misleading, as it 
seems to hint towards an alleged decline of the nation-state, Habermas’s argument 
is in fact that cosmopolitan law complements rather than overrides or supersedes 
previous and geographically more restrictive legal orders (Held 1995). Finally, 
Habermas breaks with Kant’s metaphysical justifi cation of cosmopolitanism as a 
“law of providence.” There is a sense of logical necessity in Kant’s cosmopolitan 
law because it is inscribed in the very nature of modern legal relations. In the same 
way as individuals resign part of their liberty to enter into a civil association that 
protects their rights, Kant believes that states must also enter into a kind of volun-
tary association and thus replace their state of permanent warfare for one of per-
petual peace. Habermas’s postmetaphysical view of cosmopolitanism, for its part, 
is based on the idea of the free and rational agreement of all those who are poten-
tially involved – citizens, denizens, foreigners, and refugees alike. His cosmopolitan 
perspective can only be accredited from within; it is never imposed from above as 
a law of nature or historical progress but has to be the result of an inclusive process 
of deliberation. The claim to universalism underwriting the notion of human rights 
is appealing for him precisely because it works both as a moral norm and as a state-
enforced positive law (Habermas 2006).

I have called the fi nal position I would like to review in this chapter cosmopolitan 
social theory not only because it explicitly points beyond disciplinary boundaries 
restrictively defi ned but also because it is concerned above all with cosmopolitanism 
as a way of thinking about the present. I will concentrate here on two scholars who 
have been most consistent on the importance of cosmopolitanism for understanding 
our current world and age – Bryan S. Turner and Robert Fine – although other 
voices could well have been considered (Calhoun 2002; Delanty 2006). Bryan 
Turner (1990) pioneered the view of the history of social theory being advanced in 
this chapter as he demonstrated almost two decades ago that, right from its incep-
tion, social theory has been simultaneously concerned with the national and global 
arenas. More recently, as I have already pointed out, he reassessed the work of 
classical social theorists as broadly compatible with a cosmopolitan perspective 
(Turner 2006a). In my view, Turner has contributed decidedly to the sociological 
debate on cosmopolitanism on two grounds. On the one hand, the theme of human 
frailty – “our propensity to morbidity and inevitable mortality” – underlies his 
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bodily justifi cation of human rights. He thus points beyond the claim that rights 
can only be granted by the state and begins to develop a notion of “rights enjoyed 
by humans qua humans” (Turner 1993). On the other hand, Turner is concerned 
with the question of rebutting the kind of “cultural relativism” that promotes what 
he calls “epistemological disinterest” – the kind of intellectual position that “cannot 
support political and legal judgements about ethics and politics” (Turner 2006b). 
He has moved a step further in the defense of the universalistic core of cosmopoli-
tanism because in addition to human rights we are in need of “a corresponding set 
of cosmopolitan obligations and virtues” such as “irony  .  .  .  to achieve some emo-
tional distance from our local culture; refl exivity with respect to other cultural 
values; care for other cultures  .  .  .  and an ecumenical commitment to dialogue” 
(Turner 2001: 134, 150). These virtues may, for instance, allow participants in 
inter-faith dialogs to de-essentialize each other’s positions. Turner’s “methodological 
irony” points to the recognition of internal contradictions within one’s own world-
view and allows for skepticism towards one’s own values.

Robert Fine has, for almost a decade now, also been engaged in the reconstruc-
tion and renovation of cosmopolitan thinking. He has devoted attention to a 
number of issues that are at the center of contemporary cosmopolitan thinking, 
such as the question of crimes against humanity (Fine 2000), the history of modern 
cosmopolitan thinking (Fine 2003a), the cult of the new in recent cosmopolitan 
literature (Fine 2003b), humanitarian military interventions (Fine 2006a), and 
cosmopolitanism as an empirical research agenda (Fine 2006b). His interest in 
cosmopolitanism derives from his long-term engagement with the canon of social 
theory in relation to the tradition of natural law theory (Fine 2001, 2002) and 
he argues that, although natural law theory is not the most popular subject in 
current social theory, the explication of the connections between both traditions 
may actually reinvigorate current cosmopolitan thinking (Fine 2007). His method-
ological approach to the history of social theory can be described as a systematic 
critique of the way in which social theory claims to have “jumped over” natural 
law whereas in fact, more often than not, it mirrors the tradition it seeks to over-
come. He has demonstrated the continuities between Kant’s cosmopolitanism 
and the tradition of natural law theorizing – “Grotius, Pufendorf and the rest” – 
which Kant himself thought he had moved beyond. Fine relocates cosmopolitanism 
within the development of critical theory and reveals the pivotal role played 
by Hegel and Marx not so much in criticizing Kant but rather in serving as a bridge 
between the Kantian reconstruction of natural law and cosmopolitan social theory. 
This is the reason why Fine’s cosmopolitan social theory centers on cosmopolitan 
law as a contradictory social form of right. Cosmopolitanism is not the apex 
of modernity, the synthetic moment within which all previous struggles of modernity 
will necessarily dissolve. Rather, as with all forms of rights, cosmopolitan law is 
bound to clash with other legal forms, is open to confl ictive interpretations, and 
can indeed be cynically misused. Cosmopolitanism should then be seen as a perma-
nent act of normative judgment rather than as an already established number 
of principles and rules. It is no teleological law of nature but a way in which concrete 
human beings battle for equal recognition and treatment in the face of all their 
differences.
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CONCLUSION: COSMOPOLITANISM’S UNIVERSALISM 
AND ITS CRITICS

Cosmopolitanism has proved no simple topic for those interested in the past of 
social theory. Current social theory cannot ignore it either if it wishes to remain 
connected with some of the most important social trends of our own time. Regard-
less of whether social theorists have referred to cosmopolitanism explicitly, my 
proposition in this chapter is that a claim to universalism is the tie that binds cos-
mopolitanism and the tradition of modern social theory. In addition to the old 
natural law propositions of the fundamental unity of the human species and the 
ultimate equality of all human beings, modern social theory adds the view that 
modernity creates the structural conditions and institutional framework for realizing 
humanity’s own fundamental unity for the fi rst time. All three propositions consti-
tute therefore what I have called here modern social theory’s cosmopolitan layout. 
This chapter has thus attempted to discover the presence of cosmopolitanism within 
past and present social theory, to describe its most salient features and indeed to 
convince of its current appealing. I have tried to unfold this claim to universalism 
for the three periods of classical, modernist and contemporary social theory and to 
demonstrate that for all three phases a certain canon can be recovered and made 
compatible with cosmopolitanism’s key normative and conceptual commitments. 
Social theory, both past and present, has kept the cosmopolitan torch alight because 
it requires, and in turn reinforces, this kind of cosmopolitan layout. A subsidiary 
argument running through this piece is that social theory has on the whole rejected 
nationalistic or racial explanations and viewpoints. Rather the opposite, social 
theory seems to require a wider and broader outlook in which differences in eco-
nomic and political development are attributed to structural causes which are never 
referred back to an essentialist understanding of ethnicity, religion, culture or 
nationality. Social theory’s claim to universalism pushes its explanations beyond 
both the ethnographic description that merely mimics the participant’s viewpoint 
and eternal general laws based on self-consciously metaphysical presuppositions.

The universalistic orientation of cosmopolitanism has however proved highly 
contentious within social theory and the social sciences at large. For instance, Mike 
Featherstone’s (2002) largely friendly assessment of cosmopolitanism queries whether 
its western roots make its universalistic aspirations untenable. This comment begs 
though the question of whether it makes sense to label the classical tradition of 
Greek philosophy as Western – what would exactly mean to say that Plato and 
Cicero belong to “the West?” More importantly it misses the point that at the center 
of social theory’s cosmopolitanism there is a claim to universalism so that the geo-
graphical origins of an intellectual tradition are far less important than its ultimate 
self-regulating orientation towards an ever widening and more robust conception 
of the human species. And if we now look at the critiques to modern cosmopolitan-
ism and trace them back to Kant’s self-conscious use of the term towards the end 
of the eighteenth century, we also witness the fi erce resistance these proposals have 
encountered ever since. I should then like to close this chapter with a brief assess-
ment of these criticisms and the problems they raise – for cosmopolitan thinking as 
much as for the critics themselves.
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In nineteenth-century anthropology, for example, cosmopolitanism’s universalism 
was already being strongly resisted. This rejection was based either on the self-trans-
parent superiority of the white colonizer or on a highly uncritical defense of the native’s 
viewpoint – the alleged supremacy of empire’s civilizing mission against the myth of 
the noble savage. In either version, the same claim was made, that the power difference 
underwriting the imperial encounter just dooms the very attempt at fi nding the 
common ground around which human beings can recognize each other’s differences 
as constitutive of their fundamental equality. Cosmopolitanism then becomes, if not 
a fantastic dream, a wholly untenable position for all practical purposes. Indeed, this 
mode of conceiving things has permeated into important sections of the social sciences 
and humanities, as the problems raised by these “thick” descriptions did not fade away 
during the twentieth century. It is as though social scientifi c thinking remained trapped 
in the imperial web of ideas and institutional practices so that all attempts at correct-
ing the shortcomings of these universalistic propositions only worsened the case they 
tried to defend (Said 2003). Identity politics theorists, as much as romantics of civil 
society, have kept defending a view of “the local,” “the particular,” “the non-Western,” 
“the native,” and “the authentic” that still regards the universalistic orientation 
behind cosmopolitanism as decisively misguided and politically dangerous.

It is in this context that twentieth-century feminist critics have not been short of 
arguments for resisting the driving force behind these universalistic statements and 
thus adding their own vindication of “the female” to the list above (Nicholson 
1990). Cosmopolitanism would thereby be rejected because it contributes to the 
reproduction and even the reinforcement of masculine domination and prejudices: 
human equality means, for all relevant purposes, male equality. Similarly, the post-
modern critique of metanarratives – progress, liberal democracy, communism – 
sought to uncover the metaphysical and natural law presuppositions and illusions 
that still remained within social theory. This rejection of metaphysics lies at the 
center of the postmodern theorists’ attack on social scientifi c thinking, and cosmo-
politanism’s universalistic orientation makes it an easy target indeed. The argument 
here runs that, as the heirs of the Enlightenment’s belief in reason, early as much 
as recent forms of cosmopolitan thought would reproduce not so much the insights 
as the shortcomings of that eighteenth-century philosophical movement. In that 
sense, postmodern critics certainly share the view that cosmopolitanism is unable 
to overcome the power difference underwriting all forms of intercultural, racial, 
gender, or class relations. But to this charge they add that it is cosmopolitanism’s 
metaphysical baggage – i.e. precisely its claim to universalism – that creates the 
ultimate impasse. They hold that cosmopolitanism’s universalism fails in practice 
because the institutions that were established upon its ideals have been unable to 
correct or even to curb the injustices against which they were fi rst devised. But above 
all they quarrel against it in theory because cosmopolitanism simply cannot provide 
suffi cient support for its fundamental propositions on the ultimate unity of the 
human species and equality of all human beings. Insofar as plurality, diversity, and 
fragmentation seem to have won the popular vote, universalistic normative state-
ments become little more than old Enlightenment metaphysical dead weight that is 
still contaminating contemporary social theory.

These different criticisms have certain traits in common. They point to the imper-
fections, defi ciencies, and incompleteness that have accompanied the cosmopolitan 
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program, in both theory and practice, right from its inception. And they also seem 
to agree on the fact that cosmopolitanism is not merely intellectual self-deception but, 
far more intensely, they treat it as an ideological weapon that the powers that be are 
always happy to use hypocritically to legitimize their domination and undercut nor-
mative grounds for resistance. As those of us who remain advocates for cosmopoli-
tanism’s universalism would be simply unwilling to learn from past failures, these 
critics’ point effectively comes down to the fact that idiocy, if not dishonesty, is at the 
center of cosmopolitanism’s current revival. Against this, I believe we can here return 
to Kant’s own ambivalent assessment of the French Revolution and the universalistic 
ideals it upheld but could not actually establish. Kant surely assessed the revolution 
as a dramatic event marked by lost opportunities and forsaken promises, but this did 
not lead him to throw out the baby with the bathwater and abandon universalistic 
ideals altogether. On the institutional side, the failures in the implementation of uni-
versalistic ideals only make apparent that there are no angels inhabiting this earth of 
ours; there are only human beings who can be greedy as well as altruistic. Errors, and 
even the cynical use of universalistic principles, are the expression of the gap between 
ideals and reality but they do not prove that the institutional strategies established 
upon these universalistic ideals were a wrong path to follow. On the theoretical side, 
the lesson seems to be that even though any of the metaphysical presuppositions 
underlying cosmopolitanism can be refuted, we do not forsake the project of trying 
to fi nd a better and more convincing way of grounding it. Modern social theory’s 
cosmopolitanism requires no specifi c conception of human nature but a perennial 
search for ever more inclusive ways of grounding its universalism; it requires no 
defi nitive kind of universalism but a claim to it. Cosmopolitanism’s universalism must 
be thought of as a regulative ideal rather than as a fi xed set of contents.

Cosmopolitanism’s universalism does not seek to ignore or override particular 
ways of life; rather the opposite, it expects to defend and promote them. If genocide 
has been recognized as “the supreme crime against humanity” it is precisely because 
“it aims at the destruction of human variety, of the many and diverse ways of being 
human” (Benhabib 2004: 128). The critics’ position ultimately becomes untenable 
because they fail to grasp that their recognition and protection of particular ways of 
life requires a wider conception of humanity’s ultimate unity. For their claim on 
authenticity and locality to be effectively communicated to, translated for, and under-
stood by anyone outside the particular instance, critics need to appeal to a higher and 
more general moral order within which human beings treat one another as individuals 
who belong to the same species. Cosmopolitanism’s claim to universalism cannot be 
dishonored without falling into the “performative contradiction” of undermining the 
very position of equality the critics must presuppose to launch their argumentative 
attacks and get their case heard. Otherwise, the critics are left in a normative vacuum 
in which either total indifference among persons and groups (postmodern fatigue as 
much as utilitarian selfi shness) or the brute application of the law of the strongest 
prevails (Schmittian Realpolitik). Or, as Margaret Archer (2000: 32) put it with her 
usual sharpness: “if resistance is to have a locus, then it needs to be predicated upon 
a self which has been violated, knows it and can do something about it.” We can try 
to avoid this normative morass, however, via the reintroduction of cosmopolitanism’s 
claim to universalism, but the critics can now only do so through the back door; they 
have to advance surreptitiously, rather than justify upfront, the universalistic common 
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ground that is needed for a normative argument to have any real purchase. They are 
unable to recognize, and indeed unwilling to accept, that their vindication of the local, 
the particular, and the female does require a claim to universalism. Their attempts 
end up, then, begging the ultimate normative question posed by cosmopolitanism: 
where can normative grounds be founded if not in a strongly universalistic belief in 
the ultimate unity of the human species?

Notes

I should like to thank Robert Fine for his comments to this article and indeed his unrelenting 
support for over seven years now. I am also grateful to Bryan Turner for his invitation to 
contribute to this Companion and his helpful editorial suggestions, and, last but not least, 
to Aldo Mascareño for his insightful criticisms and generous ideas. Material help for the 
realization of this article has been provided by the Chilean Council for Science and Technol-
ogy (Grant Numbers 107082, 1080213).

1 I cannot discuss here contemporary accounts that are closer to political philosophy than 
to social theory. A word seems needed, however, on recent attempts at linking republican-
ism and cosmopolitanism (Benhabib 2004, 2007; Bohman 2004). On the basis of Hannah 
Arendt’s (1958, 1992) classic accounts of totalitarianism and crimes against humanity, 
this strand of cosmopolitan thought emphasizes that such cosmopolitan norms as human 
rights need to be attached to the granting of membership rights to all human beings within 
the framework of an idea of humanity now constituted as a universalistic political com-
munity. They hint towards a notion of humanity which refers both to the fundamental 
legal status of all human beings and to their belonging to a – still in the making – uni-
versalistic political community.
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28
The Future of Social Theory

Stephen Turner

Social theory, both the term and the subject, preceded the discipline of sociology. 
Non-academic writers, such as Herbert Spencer (1969 [1851]; 1897 [1876]), and 
Benjamin Kidd (1894), academics from other fi elds, such as the economist Simon 
Patten (1896), as well as socialist thinkers, wrote extensively on the subject. Some 
of this “social theory” never became part of sociology. But during the fi rst decade 
of the twentieth century, in the course of the division of the social sciences into dis-
ciplines in the United States, social theory had a disciplinary home. Disciplinariza-
tion produced a demand for theory writing of a particular kind: for a history with 
canonical texts, and for systematization, at least for the purposes of teaching a 
settled subject, and required theorists to pay attention to one another. This led, in 
the United States, to many surveys both of the history (Barnes 1948; Barnes and 
Becker 1961 [1938]; Becker 1971; Ellwood 1971) and present (House 2004) of 
social theory, and to such things as a catalog of sociological concepts logically 
arranged, by University of Chicago graduate Earle Edward Eubank (1932), to a 
series of dissertations on founding fi gures, and to classifi cations of theory. Eubank, 
like many Americans, was an admirer of the neo-Kantian infl uenced system-building 
of German social theorists and celebrated these “masters of sociology.” But the most 
powerful and infl uential adaptor of this style was Talcott Parsons (1937).

The division of academic subjects in other national university traditions came 
much later – indeed, in France sociology was not separated from philosophy until 
the 1950s, and the different trajectory of European social theory refl ected these 
institutional facts. In Europe, social theory remained more open, more philosophi-
cal, and less “scientifi c.” In the United States, the politics of disciplinary competition 
and the role of the Rockefeller philanthropies led to an emphasis on the idea of 
sociology as a science (Camic 1995). Parsons, infl uenced by Harvard writers on 
science, such as his patron L. J. Henderson (1970 [1941–2]), combined the impulse 
toward conceptual system construction and systematic surveys of past theory with 
the aspiration of making sociology a science. Parsons took from Henderson the 
belief that every science possessed and required a single, unifi ed, conceptual scheme, 
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and he set about providing one through an analysis of what he took to be the most 
important canonical fi gures in sociology including Vilfredo Pareto, Émile Durkheim, 
and especially Max Weber, as well as the economist Alfred Marshall. Parsons’s huge 
undertaking, similar to the many analogous systems provided by his German coun-
terparts in the 1930s that were infl uenced by the neo-Kantian idea that an organized 
and hierarchical scheme of concepts was the key to being a science, had little to 
distinguish it other than his insistence that this was “science” in the sense of natural 
science. But Parsons had historical luck on his side. His shrewd and relentless poli-
ticking at Harvard made him a key fi gure when Harvard emerged from World War 
II as the most powerful university in the world.

Sociology in Britain had only a tenuous academic hold at this time and sociology 
in the rest of Europe, with the exception of France, had been subject to a radical 
discontinuity as a result of the rise of fascism and Nazism. American university 
models were widely copied in the re-establishment of the sometimes politically 
tainted universities of Europe, and a generous system of provision for visiting schol-
ars and students to the United States was established. Sociology was the great ben-
efi ciary of this change and of American foundation funding in the social sciences, 
which was motivated in part by the desire to establish an alternative to communism. 
As a result, Parsons’s ideas became more infl uential outside the United States than 
they had ever been within it (where they were often dismissed for their association 
with Ivy League snobbery, an association well warranted by Parsons’s penchant for 
cultivating and then aggressively backing protégés from the Harvard undergraduate 
population), and provided a common lingua franca within which the idea of what 
was now called “sociological theory,” or even “theoretical sociology” in Robert 
Merton’s terminology (1967), could be taught and discussed. Infl uential as Parsons 
was, there was plenty of other “theory” around: symbolic interactionism, phenom-
enology, exchange theory, and various forms of Marxism. And to some extent the 
power of Parsons even served to legitimate these rivals in the eyes of empirical 
sociology.

In the 1960s sociology grew rapidly in public esteem and student interest. Parsons, 
and “positivism” or the aspiration to science, was attacked both by critics both 
within and outside sociology but most virulently by student radicals, and various 
forms of left sociology, such as critical theory, increased in infl uence. In the early 
1970s the infl uence of Parsons collapsed. But the debate lingered in Germany, where 
Niklas Luhmann (1970) produced dozens and dozens of impressive texts in lan-
guage that relied on Parsons-like systemic ideas and a kind of debate between 
Luhmann and Jürgen Habermas, the grand fi gure of the second Frankfurt School. 
Habermas, in The Theory of Communicative Action (1984), produced a systematic 
alternative to Parsons’s similarly sweeping and canon-oriented Structure of Social 
Action (1937). With the revised canon of Marx, Durkheim, Weber, and G. H. Mead, 
theory was fl ourishing and becoming more diverse, as movements such as realism 
in Britain and ethnomethodology staked their claims.

Yet here the story becomes confused. Several important changes occurred more 
or less simultaneously over the next two decades, which led to theory being dis-
placed from its former role in relation to sociology. The institutional setting is 
important to understanding this. After a rapid rise in popularity during the 1960s 
and a turn in the public spotlight along with the student movement of the late 1960s, 
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both sociology and social theory suffered a near-death experience in the 1970s as 
student interests became more vocational and sociology came to be blamed for the 
excesses and failures of the welfare state to deliver on its promises to solve problems 
such as poverty. The ending of the student movement was a world-wide phenome-
non, and it had the effect of damping student interest everywhere. In the United 
States student enrollment in sociology courses dropped dramatically and the number 
of bachelors degrees granted fell to less than a third of the peak it had reached in 
the early 1970s.

One immediate effect was that the issues of theory and methodology, such as the 
debate over positivism, became less central: the audience for these debates had been 
graduate students fi nding their intellectual identity rather than mature scholars and 
research practitioners. But the ongoing estrangement between social theory and 
sociology had intellectual causes as well. One of the important developments of the 
1970s and 1980s was the return to the classics, a process whose general character, 
well captured by the title “DeParsonizing,” had important implications for the 
character of writing in social theory. The classics that were being rediscovered in 
their full historical complexity were not “sociologists” in any narrow sense of this 
word, and not in the narrow sense, for example, of a widely read summary Reinhard 
Bendix, an infl uential commentator on Weber, who had written an “intellectual 
portrait” of Weber which omitted both his “philosophical” methodological writings 
and his political writings, making Weber into the narrower kind of “sociologist” 
that Bendix himself was (1960). When Weber’s methodological and political writ-
ings were “rediscovered” they became central to a new Weber and a raft of new 
Weber scholarship. Durkheim was of course trained as a philosopher and unintelli-
gible without reference to the philosophical tradition in which he was trained and 
in which he originally taught. His image as a precursor to the survey research tradi-
tion was also revised. The “new” classics were thus interdisciplinary or nondisci-
plinary and both were more closely akin in their thinking to philosophy and political 
theory than the older view had depicted them. As the classics were restored to their 
historical context, however, they became less relevant to sociology as it was then 
practiced.

The process of revising the image of the classics was bitter and divisive. Adherents 
of the old scientistic view of theory, such as Randall Collins, and the Parsonians, 
routinely complained about articles about “what Weber meant” and were hostile 
to the whole style of scholarship and specialist intellectual habitus that it was associ-
ated with. This hostility refl ected the subversive nature of the new history of the 
classics. In the era of Merton/Parsons domination, the systematic, scientifi c, and 
classically oriented elements had often been combined in the work of a single 
scholar. They established the acceptable way of approaching the classics, of treating 
them as precursors to the Merton/Parsons model of theoretical sociology. Alvin 
Gouldner (Chriss 1999), a student of Merton, was perhaps a paradigm example of 
this, but other fi gures, such as Lewis Coser (1975) and Reinhard Bendix (1960), 
also fi t this pattern. During the 1970s and 1980s many of these fi gures were engaged 
in a bitter rearguard action, in which they used their power as editorial advisors to 
suppress the newer scholarship. This struggle, inevitably, went to the young. Recap-
turing classics as real historical fi gures rather than precursors to structural function-
alism and survey sociology was a necessary struggle. But the victory was pyrrhic: 
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the price was the removal of the classic fi gures from the core of conventional socio-
logical discussion and the marginalization of their study.

The second major change involved the idea of culture and cultural sociology. 
Many former theorists, especially students of the students of Parsons, came to iden-
tify themselves as cultural sociologists. This transformation was led by Clifford 
Geertz, a Parsonian anthropologist, who published an infl uential collection of essays 
called The Interpretation of Culture (1973) which transformed his previous com-
mitment to the Parsonian doctrine into a postmodern notion of “the mind fi lled 
with presuppositions” which diminished the role of idea of consensus but expanded 
the insistence on the omnipresent signifi cance of culture. This built on Parsons’s 
own cultural turn in The Social System (1951), in which the social system or society 
was the subject but culture and especially the modern value commitment were the 
primary explainer. It is thus not surprising that Parsonians, such as Robert Bellah, 
hitherto a typical product of the Parsonian career-making machine, reappeared as 
cultural sociologists in the 1980s and 1990s. It allowed them to get rid of the 
baggage of Parsons’s complex models of “the system,” his commitment to “system-
atic theory,” and his aspiration to science, thus eliminating the controversial ele-
ments of his theory.

In this new form, its political signifi cance was inverted. It could be remade as a 
left doctrine, assimilated to Michel Foucault (1981), Pierre Bourdieu (1977 [1972]), 
and the powerful but mechanically Marxist writings of cultural studies theorist 
Stuart Hall (1997; Hall, Morley, and Chen 1996). The Parsonian account explained 
the remarkable stability, as well as the good things about modern capitalist society 
in terms of culture, especially the “modern” values. The left account used the same 
explanation to explain the pervasive false consciousness that produced the stability, 
and the bad things, of modern capitalist society. The issue of meritocracy is a simple 
example of this: for Parsons, and in a more subtle way for sociologists like Michael 
Young (1958), meritocracy was central to modernity, and of course the universalism 
which Parsons took to be a major value of modern society was also an Enlighten-
ment value. The left, which absorbed Carl Schmitt’s dictum that “Words, such as 
state, republic, society, class, as well as sovereignty, constitutional state, absolutism, 
dictatorship, economic planning, neutral or total state, and so on, are incompre-
hensible if one does not know exactly who is to be affected, combated, refuted, or 
negated by such a term” (1976 [1932]: 30–1), looked at these Enlightenment 
notions accordingly. Merit was unquestionably a concept that “affected, combated, 
refuted, or negated.” For feminists, it excluded women; for Bourdieu, writing about 
“distinction” (1977 [1972]), it was enacted in practice in the French educational 
system as a means of excluding the working class from positions of authority in the 
system and the state. The processes of internalization of values which were central 
to Parsons were replaced in Bourdieu by processes of reproduction that assured the 
continuity of dominance by the dominant (Bourdieu and Passeron 1977).

The cultural turn was also aided by the rise of social constructionism (see 
chapter 14). Berger and Luhmann’s book The Social Construction of Reality 
(1966) was the most cited sociology book of its time. The term was soon applied, 
contrary to the authors’ specifi c disclaimers, not only to scientifi c concepts, produc-
ing the widely infl uential “Strong Programmes” in the sociology of knowledge and 
other related ideas. It quickly spreading to gender studies, leading to Judith Butler’s 
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famous formulation about the social construction of gender differences – that every-
one is in drag – as well to such areas as disability studies in which the disabled were 
regarded not so much as disabled but as mislabeled. Finally, it became a common-
place that what died in the last part of the twentieth century was “the social” and 
that social relations had become mediatized. Media, it was argued should henceforth 
be the new vehicle and subject of social theory (cf. Gane 2004).

The cultural turn had paradoxical implications for social theory. On the one 
hand, it expanded the audience for social theory, which now became a staple of lit-
erature departments and the humanities as well as central to new fi elds such as 
media studies and to changing fi elds such as communications. On the other hand, 
the traditional concerns of social theory were replaced and its explanatory structure 
simplifi ed into a relatively crude and easily parodied model, in which culture was 
made into an instrumentality of unconscious domination in which the dominated 
were complicit in their own domination by virtue of accepting or enjoying the ideas 
and activities that led them to be dominated. This simultaneous expansion of the 
audience of social theory, its sideward movement into the topics of culture, the car-
rying through of themes such as social construction into applied disciplines, the 
widespread employment of ideas derived from critical theory across the social sci-
ences and then philosophy, the contemporary rise of “theory” in literary studies, 
and the use of ideas like practice and hidden mechanisms of oppression by social 
movements created a new and quite different space for social theory. This space was 
often very far removed from disciplinary sociology, and especially from empirical 
research in sociology, which, especially in the United States, had come to focus on 
the secondary data analysis and the construction of causal models – something that 
required minimal “theory.”

But sociology itself changed signifi cantly during these two decades in another 
profound way. A new issue dominated sociology: gender. Schemes for the increased 
employment of women were imposed on universities in the United States; other 
countries followed. “Affi rmative action” was enthusiastically taken up in sociology, 
partly by groups which believed themselves (often correctly) to have been excluded 
from positions of infl uence, partly by the old guard which saw it as a means of 
excluding their younger adversaries. The regime was applied most rigidly to social 
sciences, where there were more women available. In short order, gender issues 
became essential to sociology, and gender inequality became its central subject. In 
bookstores the category of sociology in many places was merged with that of 
women’s studies. The women’s studies movement and the “Black Studies” move-
ment provided a model of solidaristic relations between academic subjects and social 
movements that proved to be replicable in relation to other causes. In the United 
States, the sociology of relations became assimilated to the reality of black studies 
programs and evolved into an African American-oriented fi eld from which whites 
were essentially excluded. The pattern was repeated world-wide for other excluded 
groups, and other social movements, such as gay and lesbian movements, would be 
given similar treatment. These relations attracted a new group of students to sociol-
ogy, and created new audiences for sociological writing.

The kind of theory that was attractive to these audiences was the kind that 
validated the social movements that they were allied to and in particular validated 
their claims to oppression. In most of the cases these claims were that the ordinary 
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nominally egalitarian procedures of the liberal state were the source of hidden forms 
of oppression which resulted from such things as the masculinist assumptions 
inscribed into the law (MacKinnon 1989) or that the nominally egalitarian and 
race- and gender-blind procedures of the liberal state represented the denial of ethnic 
values and the imposition of whiteness. Values, such as the value of mothering, 
which facilitated the relegation of women to the mommy track or to self-exclusion 
from the job market, were understood in these terms. “Hidden injuries” thinkers 
such as Sennett (1977), and theorists whose primary focus was oppressive practices 
such as Foucault, Bourdieu, Dorothy Smith (1990), and Patricia Hill Collins (2000 
[1990]), “theorized” these hidden forms of oppression and explained why the 
oppressed unconsciously conspired in their own oppression. This particular kind of 
utility, a utility for social movements in their aim of transforming consciousness and 
recognizing and combating “victimization,” established a new relationship between 
social theory and the now signifi cantly transformed audience of sociology students 
for whom these victimization narratives were central parts of their personal identity 
(Glassner and Hertz 2006).

These new usages had obvious continuities with Marxism. As Michael Burawoy 
put it in his important American Sociology Association presidential address about 
public sociology (Burawoy 2005), this new kind of relationship with social move-
ments could be understood in terms of Gramsci’s idea of the organic intellectual 
who represented and led, but who was also bound to, the proletariat (1996). But 
there was also a rupture. The new social movements typically abandoned not only 
the grand theoretical narrative of Marxism, with its commitment to the idea of the 
historical mission of the proletariat, but grand theoretical narrative itself, restricting 
themselves, as Foucault did, to a model of protest and resistance. The effect of this 
new user relation was to exclude as useless much of what theory had traditionally 
talked about, while at the same time uncritically taking for granted theoretical 
notions, such as practice, and various de-Marxifi ed and renamed versions of the 
notion of false consciousness.

What did this have to do with theory? Although “theorists” in the younger gen-
eration took up these authors, commented on them, explicated them, and both 
endorsed and criticized them, “theory talk” about, and criticism of, these theoretical 
notions were not of any interest to these users, and not welcomed. A new and quite 
different kind of theoretical discourse emerged that was, in practice, entirely segre-
gated from “theory talk.” Feminist social theorists engaged in extensive and some-
times acrimonious, not to say vituperative, discussions with one another focused on 
the question of who truly represented the viewpoint of women or how to represent 
the standpoint of particular oppressed groups of women. Although they creatively 
extended the ideas of male and white domination, this was not “theory talk,” and 
theories were used uncritically – uncritically except for the central issue of their 
utility for the cause. For example, the concept of practices, which was the subject 
of extensive debate and discussion in the 1990s (Schatzki 1996; Schatzki, Knorr-
Cetina, and von Savigny 2001), was used by feminists without their participation 
in, or even acknowledgment of, this debate.

This division between men’s and women’s spheres of discussion was paralleled 
by quite different attitudes toward and enactments of theoretical debate. Women 
complained about being excluded and ignored by theorists, and this was partly true 
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(Ferree, Khan, and Morimoto 2007). But movement women did not want into the 
“boys’ club” of theory so much as want deference from it for their views. The 
extensive efforts of theory organizations to include women were frequently rebuffed 
by women, and were always subject to the diffi culty that while women wished to 
have their theoretical contribution recognized they had no wish to play the game 
of traditional theory – of allowing themselves to be subjected to searching critique 
from all directions. This difference in style was enacted in a number of dialogs-of-
the-deaf encounters between theorists and feminists in which feminists said they 
were deeply offended by what was no more, and usually less, than standard kinds 
of questions and criticisms. The paradoxical character of these demands is on 
display in the article on gender studies in Craig Calhoun’s centennial volume on 
American sociology. Myra Marx Ferree and her collaborators speak of themselves 
as feminists being “incensed” and “offended” (Ferree, Khan, and Morimoto 2007: 
474) But what produced this reaction was merely innocuous criticism by standard 
empirical sociologists. Being exposed to the rougher kinds of critical exchanges 
typical of theory and to what they regarded as a lack of suitable respect and defer-
ence by the “boys’ club” of theory was simply not acceptable to them, and they did 
not submit to it. But the deference issue had another side: males were routinely told 
that they did not have the authority to speak to women’s issues. And it was a stan-
dard gimmick of feminist presentations for many years to forbid men to speak, or 
prevent them from speaking until all the women who wished to speak had had their 
say. Women, in any case, did not have any compelling reason to pay the price of 
admission to theory discussion. They had an audience apart from the theory audi-
ence, an organic relation to a movement, and a strong sense of the legitimacy of 
their cause. And they also had something that traditional theory after the demise 
of the student movement lacked: an avidly interested and personally motivated 
student audience.

The “boys’ club” had troubles of its own. The relations between theory and tra-
ditional empirical sociology, which had been good during the era of Robert Merton 
and Paul Lazarsfeld, also degenerated. One of the reasons for this was purely techni-
cal. Merton and Lazarsfeld had supported a notion of theory construction in which 
middle-range theories were the source of hypotheses which could be tested though 
statistical methods involving 2 by 2 tables, and which required background knowl-
edge (which they understood as theoretical) to assess the “causal” relationships 
using the elaboration method, namely of partialing the tables, understood as a total 
relationship by variables that might render the relationship spurious or otherwise 
change the values through the introduction of “test” variables. Causal modeling, 
which replaced this method, relied on an absolute minimum of background knowl-
edge, which was understood as knowledge so trivial or uncontested that little or no 
“theory” was needed, and this minimum was steadily reduced by the creation of 
new statistical methods to eliminate spurious relationships and detect latent vari-
ables (Pearl 2000). This change meant that, during the period in which “theorists” 
were shifting their attention to the classics, to Foucault, and to culture, the relevance 
of “theory” of any kind to the practical enterprise of empirical sociology was 
diminishing.

The role of theory in teaching declined accordingly. The present situation of 
theory teaching in the United States, though it is more extreme than elsewhere, is 
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one in which little theory is on offer. The chairman of the theory section of the 
American Sociological Association posed the question of how theory was taught at 
the leading American sociology departments, and by whom, and published the 
results of some of this inquiry on the section website, prompting a blog discussion 
on the section homepage (<http://www.asatheory.org/>). In this discussion it became 
evident that theory was for the most part no longer taught in leading American 
sociology departments to the extent that it once had been, that the people teaching 
theory were in many cases people who did not write or publish in the area of theory. 
There was a widely held perception that it was better for empirical sociologists 
rather than “theorists” to teach theory because empirical sociologists were better 
able to show how theory could be used or could be made useful than theorists.

Theory done by theorists – consisting of things like papers on the subject of what 
Weber meant – was seen as largely irrelevant to the role theory had in the curricu-
lum: to provide graduate students the means of giving some theoretical content to 
their empirical studies. The attitudes toward theory of non-theorists who teach these 
courses is exemplifi ed in one especially explicit syllabus, which collects a variety of 
quotations illustrating the uselessness of theory for empirical sociology and unintel-
ligibility. The syllabus writer comments that “ ‘theory’ can be defi ned in practice as 
what people called ‘theorists’ do, but is as well or better defi ned as the guiding ideas 
used by practicing sociologists to understand the world” (Shrum 2003: 8). The syl-
labus writer quoted here, Wesley Shrum, adds that “Sociological theorists remain 
committed to studying each other, rather than the subject of which they signed up: 
the social world” (Shrum 2003: 9).

Not surprisingly, the opportunities to learn “theorists’ theory” diminished quickly. 
Judith Butler observed in a recent interview that when she was a student at Yale it 
was possible to get a solid grounding there in classical social theory (2004). She 
points out that this is no longer the case, though in fact there are more opportuni-
ties at Yale than at many other American departments. Thus the estrangement of 
theorists’ theory and sociology has had consequences. The most important of these 
consequences has been that reproduction, the training of theorists in theorists’ 
theory, has essentially ceased in American sociology. Sociology students still learn 
some theory in some departments, but the kind of thorough training in a common 
core of texts that was the normal entry ticket for students interested in theorists’ 
theory in the 1960s and early 1970s now no longer exists. At best, there are highly 
idiosyncratic treatments of theory in a few sociology departments and a small theory 
community among the students in those departments. But the training is limited and 
the sense of a larger community with core confi dences and points of reference and 
common concerns is no longer there within sociology. Nor are theoretical interests 
thought to be a ticket to a career in sociology. The dearth of production in the area 
of theory and the retirement of many teachers of theory has meant that there is a 
certain amount of demand, but the demand is being fi lled by sociologists whose 
interest in theory is distinctly secondary. The picture outside the United States is 
often better, but the pressures and the competition are the same.

So what do these institutional facts mean for the future of social theory? They 
indicate that the older relation to sociology of a semi-autonomous fi eld of social 
theory doing theory-talk, and through this providing ideas which can be studied 
empirically, is no longer viable. This was a relationship that in large part survived 
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because of the centrality of the idea of a scientifi c sociology based on the model of 
physics, that is to say a relationship with theorists and empirical researchers engaged 
in a fruitful dialog in pursuit of the common goal of an overarching empirical 
science. This goal no longer motivates anyone but an eccentric faction of American 
sociologists. Inquiry that has theoretical context and is primarily driven by discip-
linary concerns does continue – economic sociology is an example. But the primary 
intellectual impetus to sociological research now comes from the organic relations 
between sociologists and social movements, which use theoretical ideas, but are 
driven primarily by particular notions of oppression and injury that are rooted in 
personal experience and related to policies and programs.

Yet social theory goes on, both within sociology, and, increasingly, outside of it. 
The same forces that led to the estrangement between social theory and empirical 
sociology have brought social theory closer to political theory, to such topics as 
citizenship and such fi gures as Arendt and Schmitt, for example, and to other bodies 
of thought, such as pragmatism and cultural studies in the humanities. Despite the 
displacement of theory from sociology, the subject has matter fl ourished, in different 
settings and forms. Durkheim, for example, once freed from Parsons, took his place 
as a theorist of religion and culture: a recent volume on “teaching Durkheim” was 
published by the American Academy for Religion, a religious studies association, 
and included chapters on the use of Durkheim in the classroom from scholars in 
various fi elds – only one of whom was in a sociology department (Godlove 2005). 
Weber became part of the canon of political theory (Weber 1994). Indeed, the his-
torical study and interpretation of the classics has fl ourished over the last few 
decades to a greater extent than it had when they were tied to the project of scientifi c 
sociology. Much of this thinking, for example Chantal Mouffe’s Schmittian approach 
to democratic theory (1985, 1999), is politically engaged. But it is also willing, in 
ways that “organic” sociology is not, to debate its premises and commitments and 
to measure itself against past theoretical traditions.

The persistence of social theory and its survival outside of sociology tells its own 
tale. It shows that the tradition of social theory is deeper and richer than the disci-
pline of sociology on which it depended. Its future, however, is better understood 
by extrapolating from its pre-disciplinary past, which was also “engaged,” open to 
contestation, and unconcerned about boundaries.

NEW CHALLENGES AND THE PERSISTENCE OF THE OLD REGIME

If we ignore the relationship between social theory and sociology, and ask what the 
challenges to the social theory tradition are today, four come immediately to mind. 
In each case they represent competitors to social theory or problems with the rele-
vance of social theory. The most obvious of these challenges arises from the oldest 
organic relation of social theory, with the left. With the demise of the Soviet Union 
and the emergence of capitalist-like states from state socialism in eastern Europe, 
Marxism and Marxist thought has been compelled to rethink itself and to fi nd some 
theoretical basis for the project of critique (Žižek 2001). Post-Marxist thinkers such 
as Zygmunt Bauman have proposed such notions as “liquid modernity” to capture 
the nature of social transformations that made irrelevant the older more mechanistic 
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materialism and its view of the social (2000). As noted, many who think about this 
transition have turned to the idea of media on the grounds that the space in the 
determination of human relations formally occupied by the social, that is to say 
personal relations between people, is now occupied by the media, which mediates 
relations between people.

The second challenge comes from evolutionary theorizing. The idea that the 
subject matter of the social was more or less an autonomous subject in which such 
questions as what is the source of social order and what binds people together could 
be understood and accounted for in terms of features of the social world itself is 
subject to a powerful challenge from evolutionary psychologists. They regard the 
social patterns established by evolution in the genetically reinscribed responses of 
other primates not only as constraining the answers that can be given to these tra-
ditional social theory questions but in large part answering them. Even the evolution 
of cultural forms, long disregarded as a serious topic in social theory and in anthro-
pology, is now subject to extensive mathematical treatment using evolutionary 
models (Richerson and Boyd 2006). Social theorists lack the cultural status to set 
the terms of conventional wisdom on these subjects. The terms are set instead by 
writers such as Steven Pinker, who has dismissed as false most of the standard 
objections made by social scientists to the reductive explanation of human culture 
by reference to consideration sexual selection. Pinker says, for example, that the 
idea that “throughout history the bride and groom had no say in marriage” (1997: 
431–2) and many other social science commonplaces about kinship and social psy-
chology are bunk, and makes universalizing claims about the effects of such things 
as sexual selection – ignoring the fact that the effects would be quite different if 
marriages were arranged or greatly constrained by kinship rules, as they have been, 
Pinker notwithstanding, in much of the world for most of human history.

The third challenge comes from a closely related source, namely cognitive neu-
roscience. To the extent that aspects of social interaction can be shown to be exhib-
ited in actual brain structures, social theory is compelled to listen. When it is 
discovered, for example, as it recently was, that altruistic behavior is centered in a 
certain portion of the brain, theorizing that ignores the phenomenon of altruism or 
accounts for it entirely in non-altruistic terms, fails to match the “scientifi c” facts. 
An extensive body of research in neuroeconomics has now begun which addresses 
such problems as the neurochemical character of trust, the question of whether 
punishing free riders is on its own a source of pleasure for the punisher, and so forth 
(Fehr and Fishbacher 2005; Fehr, Fischbacher, and Kosfeld 2005). This creates a 
new universe of facts that social theorists need to take account of, facts which stand 
in a peculiar relationship to the history of social theory.

One important example should make this clear. Early sociological social psycho-
logical theorizing was greatly infl uenced by the idea of imitation, especially in the 
formulation of Gabriel Tarde (1903). The recent discovery of mirror neurons in 
human and monkey brains provides an actual neurocognitive mechanism for this 
social theoretical idea (Hurley and Chater 2005; see also the exchange between 
Lizardo [2007] and Turner [2007]). And the very possibility of validating our social 
theoretical distinctions by strapping a subject into an fMRI or some other neuro-
scientifi c method radically alters the kind of relation to science social theory can 
have and the kind of science that social theory can be. On the one hand, it frees 
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social theory from the necessity to, as Noam Chomsky famously put it, “imitate the 
surface features of the more established sciences” (1967), i.e. to be like physics, and 
enables social theory to ground its distinctions in an accepted and uncontroversial 
substrate of scientifi c facts. The technologies of neuroscience also offer some tanta-
lizing possibilities. If some of these central concepts of social theory, such as authori-
tarianism or charisma, could be studied in terms of the particular neuro-structures 
that they involve, social theory would become “scientifi c” in a more powerful and 
dramatic way than the kind of imitation science that statistical sociology represents. 
And if so, it could become allied with and an extension of an acknowledged “real 
science.” On the other hand, it raises the question of whether many traditional 
social theoretical notions with cognitive implications, such as the idea of collective 
memory, do in fact correspond to anything in the brain, and forces us to ask whether 
we should take seriously mental concepts, such as Geertz’s “head full of presupposi-
tions,” which may fail to correspond to anything discoverable by neuroscience.

A fourth challenge is a bit more familiar in that it is closely related to rational 
choice thinking of the kind that is highly familiar to those practicing social science. 
Much rational choice thinking in social science has been addressed to issues that 
are removed from the classical tradition and classical problems of social theory. This 
cannot be said of an increasingly important body of applications of rational choice 
and game theory ideas which is directly concerned with problems of social theory, 
particularly problems which arise from the social contract tradition and are con-
cerned with the establishment of norms (Bicchieri 2006; Skyrms 2004). This type 
of thinking is especially associated with Hobbes and tends to use essentially eigh-
teenth-century concepts together with elaborate mathematical arguments to produce 
conceptually clear formal analyses of problems of convention, norm, and collective 
order. As this style of techno-ethics has evolved, it has begun to take on additional 
problems in political philosophy, and curiously enough has begun to assimilate and 
even rely on empirical work in the social sciences, particularly social psychology 
(cf. Bicchieri 2006). Ironically, this conceptually very thin kind of social theory has 
managed to get more out of contemporary empirical social science than social theory 
itself, which almost never refers to this kind of research.

One reason for this surprising relationship is that some social psychologists have 
concerned themselves with ethical issues such as distributive justice and to inquire 
empirically into circumstances which encourage the idea of equity and in which some 
evidence could be found for a human disposition to equitable solutions to distribu-
tional problems. This kind of analysis represents a more subtle challenge to the tra-
ditional concerns of social theory, which have typically been more closely bound 
to the history of Europe and its actual class relations and confl icts. By pitching the 
problem on a very abstract and unhistorical level, these kinds of social philosophy 
present themselves as empirically based explanatory accounts relying on a minimum 
of plausible assumptions which explain actual empirical phenomena in the social 
world and answer fundamental questions traditionally associated with social theory. 
This style of thinking has a high level of prestige and American analytic philosophy 
is extensively studied in European philosophical circles infl uenced by analytic phi-
losophy, and proceeds in close relation to certain branches of economics.

A fi fth challenge is more global. Understanding the world – the project the critics 
of social theory think has been abandoned by “theorist’s theory,” today means more 
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than just making itself useful for empirical sociology. It means, at a minimum, con-
tributing to an understanding of such topics as the peaceful collapse of Soviet com-
munism, the environmental challenge, the Asian challenge to Western domination 
(especially the rise of China), and the US reaction to the security threats.1 It must 
be said that these topics are almost entirely absent from empirical sociology and 
cultural sociology: so much for their engagement with reality. The tradition of social 
theory, however, was concerned with such issues, and Weber, and notably even 
Durkheim, remain inspirations for the discussion of issues of war and peace today 
(cf. Wendt 1999).

But there are obstacles to social theory making original contributions to 
such questions. One is the political center of social theory. Social theory has anti-
liberalism in its genes: Comte was a critic of liberalism, and his successors, such 
as Durkheim, were as well – right down to Bourdieu and Foucault. German social 
theory in general was anti-liberal, with the ambiguous exception of Weber himself. 
The social movements with which sociologists have allied themselves in recent 
decades – the resistance paradigm discussed earlier – have typically been based on 
hostility to the market, to globalization, and even to free discussion and cultural 
production – which cultural studies treats as a form of corporatized false conscious-
ness. In consequence, for many sociologists, “society” has come to mean resistance 
by the local and the marginal, and a rejection of “seeing like a state,” which is 
associated with masculinist assumptions about power, patriarchy, and whiteness.

The realities of globalization, the problems of the environment, the collapse of 
the Soviet Union, and so forth, however, are bound up with the successes of liberal-
ism. To get back to the “reality” that “theorists’ theory” has supposedly abandoned, 
it is these anti-liberal assumptions – the now conventional assumptions of much 
standard sociology as well as of much social theory – that must be interrogated. 
The idea that resistance and solidarity is a sign of political virtue and is also 
the special business of sociology is fundamental to the Burawoy model of public 
sociology. But resistance to globalization and liberalism is also almost always self-
interested resistance to economic processes which dissolve privilege. And among the 
most extreme and, in global terms, inegalitarian forms of privilege that are threat-
ened by these processes are the privileges of citizenship in European states, states 
which preserve the advantages of their citizens by excluding poor countries and 
their citizens from their markets and economies. Understanding any of this within 
the limits of the resistance paradigm is pointless, and the focus on resistance 
obscures the larger processes. Weber did better because he adopted a “standpoint” 
that the resistance paradigm devalues. Weber’s follower Raymond Aron explained 
the standpoint well when he said “I was always inclined to ask myself what I could 
do in the place of those in power” (1990: 30). In asking this question one acknowl-
edges the discipline of reality in a way that the resistance paradigm rejects as ideo-
logical and unprogressive. But the resistance paradigm is no longer entitled to the 
notions of “ideology” and “progress.” Indeed, it is the product of the failure of the 
grand narrative of Marxism that enshrined these notions in social theory.

Is social theory up to the challenge of dealing with the liberalized world? The 
process has already begun, though it is not without diffi culties. The rise of citizen-
ship studies, though rooted in T. H. Marshall’s classic essay, is an example: citizen-
ship is a normative and legal concept that is part of the liberal conception of the 
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state, but it also has a critical edge (cf. B. Turner 1986). The study of the public 
sphere (Alexander 2006; Calhoun 1992), though it is rooted in Habermas’s Marxist 
critique of liberal public as sham (Habermas 1992), nevertheless acknowledges the 
centrality of the problem of the public sphere and public discussion to understand-
ing modern politics, and avoids reducing the public realm to its extra-political 
determinants, such as class, as Marxist critiques formerly did.

CONCLUSION: HOPE AND SKEPTICISM

Ulrich Beck says that the core ideas of the tradition of social theory are “zombie 
concepts” (2004: 152), mindlessly persisting and of no relevance to the present, and 
he calls for a conceptual revolution: not so much new social theory extending the 
past as a complete replacement for it. If skeptics like Beck are right, there is no 
point to extrapolating from the pre-disciplinary past of social theory: social theory 
as hitherto known is simply dead. If the skeptics like Shrum are right, the end of 
its role in relation to sociology would be the end of its purpose. But the skeptics 
are wrong. It is telling that on the commentary pages of the Financial Times, a 
newspaper read most assiduously by the international elite, Weber is routinely 
invoked – far more frequently than empirical sociology is, and more often than the 
kind of “public sociology” that aspires to infl uencing public opinion. The audience 
of the Financial Times is interested in understanding the world and subject to the 
discipline evoked by Aron. The fact that century-old texts help them do it is evidence 
enough that the concepts of classical social theory, far from being Zombies, are 
often as useful as ever, and that the needs remain. Social theory is changing in the 
face of its challenges. But it needs to change much more.

Note

1 I am indebted to Jan Pakulski for suggesting this list.
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