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Preface

Although this is not a text for beginners, it is hoped not only academics but
advanced undergraduate and graduate students will wish to engage with the
ideas set out in the following pages. Readers will encounter exposition and
critique of contemporary theoretical problems and approaches, and be
invited to form a personal judgement about the author’s proposals for the
future development of theoretical sociology. The contents and design of the
chapters, and of the notes that follow each chapter, have two principal
objectives. With reference to key problems and themes in social theory and,
to some extent, in the social sciences generally, the intention is, first, to criti-
cally review a range of mainly contemporary theoretical and other materials
that are not currently available in one book, and second, to offer a
contribution to the development of social theory and to the theoretical
development of sociology. With these objectives in mind it is proposed to
engage in a critique of four long-standing deficient modes of social scientific
thought — reductionism, essentialism, reification and functional teleology — and
to develop, in part on the basis of theoretical synthesis allied to sustained
critique of these four defective forms of theoretical-methodological reasoning,
a set of interrelated concepts that refer, in particular, to agency-structure
and social chance, and to time-space and micro-macro. The concepts and
supporting ontological arguments are brought together to form an inte-
grated theoretical and methodological framework, elements of which
figure in each chapter; an overview of the framework is provided in the
final chapter.

Three additional features of the book should be mentioned here. First,
although concerned with social theory and in particular, sociological theory,
reference will be made throughout to policy-related illustrations and appli-
cations of theoretical constructs; this will help clarify what are inevitably
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rather abstract ideas, and will serve also to make the point that social
theory and theoretical sociology are relevant to empirical work, including
analyses of governance, politics and public policy in (post)modern society.
Second, with reference to the relatively recent movement towards a
‘return’ to sociological theory (Mouzelis, 1991; McLennan, 1995) in the
aftermath of postmodern and other rejections of social science knowledge,
it is intended that the book should help stimulate a climate of renewed
interest in theoretical sociology while also, as stated earlier, providing a con-
tribution to the development of sociology as an academic discipline. Third,
there is no necessary antithesis between, on the one hand, an enthusiasm
for sociology and, on the other, recognition of the importance of develop-
ments in other social sciences. A theme that permeates most of the chapters
is that it is desirable that there should be dialogue between theorists from
different disciplines and among interdisciplinary scholars; interdisciplinary
work is capable of enhancing social science’s explanatory powers while also
contributing to the theoretical and methodological development of indi-
vidual disciplines, including sociology.

Rethinking Social Theory is, then, primarily addressed to scholars and
advanced students in social theory and in sociology, though it is anticipated
that some of the concepts and concerns discussed in the book will also be
of interest to readers whose main disciplines are, for example, political
science, policy studies and social geography, as well as those whose social
science commitments include interdisciplinary activities.



Introduction

The Legacy of Four Cardinal Sins

Criticisms of sociology’s explanatory and emancipatory failures took a
fashionable but often theoretically crude turn (Strinati, 1993) in the 1980s
when a number of writers — including postmodern critics such as Baudrillard
(1983: 4) and others who will be referred to in the following chapter —
rejected efforts to further the intellectual development of sociology as an
academic discipline; it was argued that any such efforts are misplaced, and
to some it seemed that the future of the discipline itself was in doubt. In a
paper entitled ‘The collapse of British sociology?’, Philip Abrams (1981: 53)
reported a sense that sociology in Britain was facing ‘impending disaster’
and that ‘we might ... expect to see a withering away of sociology before
too long’. Some years previously, Horowitz (1964: 3) had claimed that soci-
ology in the 1940s and 1950s had degenerated into what he described as a
cul de sac. In his The Coming Crisis of Western Sociology (1971) Gouldner had
forecast a distinctly gloomy picture, as did Seidman a quarter of a century
later; Seidman argued that sociology, particularly sociological theory, was on
the edge of a major crisis (1994: 2). As Bottomore (1984: 12) has observed,
the history of sociology is littered with pronouncements that the discipline
is ‘in crisis’ and on the brink of terminal decline. Mostly, these predate the
postmodern genre (Smart, 1990: 397). On the whole, such claims tend to be
overdone. Undoubtedly, contemporary theoretical sociology has been in the
doldrums (see Gibbs, 1989: 11; White, 1992: 3; Holmwood, 1996: 1-3). A
factor in this state of affairs was noted by May (1993: 558): ‘the moder-
nity/postmodernity debate ... has currently ground to a halt’. But even if
May’s judgement, a judgement which writers such as, for example, Turner
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(1994) have challenged, is accepted as accurate, this does not signal the end
of sociology. To the contrary, there are grounds for feeling confident about
the future of the discipline. The situation of sociology has changed for the
better (Bryant, 1995: 156) since the early 1980s when Abrams had spoken
of a ‘withering away’ of the discipline.! At the present time, despite undoubted
difficulties, a major drive towards a post-postmodern ‘return’ to sociological
theory and method (McLennan, 1995) seems both feasible and desirable
(Archer, 1995; 2000; Mouzelis, 1995; Stones, 1996; Ritzer, 2000; Turner and
Rojek, 2001).

Leaving aside for a moment the question of whether the term ‘crisis’
tends to be overused, it can be argued that many of sociology’s undoubted
problems of theory and of explanatory failure — as well as problems in gen-
eral social theory — have been associated with an unfortunate tendency to
draw, explicitly or not, upon one or more of four long-standing forms of
deficient reasoning that in various ways continue to plague social theory
and the social sciences; these four ‘cardinal sins’? are reductionism, essen-
tialism, reification and functional teleology in the specific terms that they
are defined below.’?

Reductionism

A reductionist theory is one that illegitimately attempts to reduce the
complexities of social life to a single, unifying principle of explanation or
analytical prime mover (Hindess, 1986a; 1988) such as ‘the interests of
capitalism’, ‘patriarchy’, ‘rational choice’, ‘the risk society’, ‘trust’, ‘the
information society’, ‘globalization’, or whatever. For example, in accounts
of government and the policy process, conventional theories of the state
(theories such as pluralism, elitism, corporatism, or Marxism) are reduc-
tionist in so far as each of them is predicated on the view that government
and public policy can be reduced to a single substantive principle of expla-
nation. A feature of reductionist, general theories of this kind is their onto-
logical inflexibility; each of the theories rests on a priori assumptions about
the nature of the state and of society in regard to factors affecting the dis-
tribution of power, and in regard to the nature of political and policy
dynamics. A more adequate and empirically sensitive form of enquiry
would recognize that some policy sectors (education, health, foreign
policy, agriculture, trade and industry, social services, and so on) may
be pluralist whereas others are dominated by policy networks that have
an elitist or corporatist form; moreover, power distributions and policy
dynamics within each sector may shift over time, or at any given moment
in time they may vary spatially (James, 1997). Thus in the present example
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we may conclude that rather than employ any of the above reductionist
theories of the state, a better understanding of the complexities of politics,
power, and public policy is likely to be gained through the use of non-
reductionist, ontologically flexible methods of investigation such as, for
example, policy network analysis (Rhodes, 1997; Marsh, 1998; Marsh and
Smith, 2000) which is a contemporary political science approach that will
be referred to in various places throughout the book. Arising from these
remarks, three general aspects of anti-reductionism should be clarified at
the outset. First, to reject a priori theoretical commitment to analytical
prime movers is not to say there are never situations where a very small
number of factors (or perhaps only one) may have causal primacy; this,
however, should be treated as an empirical question rather than as some-
thing that, in advance of empirical enquiry, is theoretically predetermined
on the basis of some reductionist social theory. Relatedly, it is not sug-
gested that a substantive theory should, in ‘grand theory’ fashion,* attempt
to encompass all the possible factors that may shape the phenomena under
investigation; every worthwhile substantive theory is partial in terms of
the type and number of phenomena to be explained and the range of
explanatory variables addressed (Sibeon, 1999a). Second, there is a differ-
ence between non-reductive multi-factorial explanation, and what I term
‘compounded reductionism’. The latter involves attempts to combine or
synthesize two or more reductionisms (which by definition are mutually
exclusive); attempts such as Dominelli’s (1997) to combine two or more
reductionist theories (of capitalism and of patriarchy, for example), result
in theoretical contradiction and explanatory failure (a policy-related dis-
cussion of this is found in Sibeon, 1999¢). Third, care should be taken to
avoid what I term ‘deferred reductionism’. This takes an Althusserian-like
form where reductionist explanation is not removed from social analysis,
but rather, is postponed or deferred until ‘the last instance’: straightforward
or ‘obvious’ reductionism is replaced by a seemingly non-reductionist and
multi-factorial approach that, however, turns out to have a single-order,
reductionist theory at its base. An example is Farganis’s feminist critique
of postmodern theory. Farganis acknowledges that social class, age, ethni-
city, and sexuality are important dimensions of social existence, but then
goes on to argue that, in the final analysis (‘in the last instance’), it will
always be the case that gender is the ultimate or primary axis of social life
(1994: 15-16). Another example is Harvey’s attempt to blend Marxism
with postmodernism: despite his postmodern-sounding caveats that refer
to contingency and multidimensionality, it is clear that for Harvey the
social is animated by a ‘prime mover’, namely, the mode of production
(1989: 107) and what Harvey regards as its ‘characteristic’ pattern of social
relations (1990: 418).

©,
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Essentialism

Essentialism is a form of theorizing that in a prioristic fashion presupposes
a unity or homogeneity of social phenomena, such as the law or some other
social institution, or taxonomic collectivities such as ‘women’, ‘men’, ‘the
working class’, ‘black people’, or ‘white people’. While it is inescapable that
we have to engage in a certain amount of hypostatization and idealization
of phenomena in order to be able to refer to them at all, we should not
falsely essentialize them or theoretically ascribe to them more homogene-
ity than they actually possess. Essentialist reasoning does not regard the
degree of homogeneity or heterogeneity of social phenomena as an empir-
ical variable for investigation, but rather, presupposes on theoretical or
political grounds® a ‘necessary’ unitaryness of the phenomena in question;
see, for instance, Albrow’s useful criticisms (1996: 91-2, 94-5) of essential-
ist notions of ‘globalization’. Very often, essentialist thinking is linked to or
is a corollary of a reductionist theory (indeed, it tends to be reductionism
that underpins or nurtures the other illicit forms of reasoning identified in
this introductory chapter); and like reductionism, essentialism sometimes
takes a disguised, tacit or ‘last instance’ form, as when, say, ‘the working
class’ or ‘women’ are said to be social categories that, though perhaps
acknowledged to be in some respects internally divided and cross-related to
other categories, should nevertheless be regarded, for theoretical or politi-
cal reasons, as ultimately possessing a primary, overriding commonality that
transcends all other affiliations or category memberships. Against essential-
ism, it can be argued that where unitaryness is found to be a feature of any
social phenomenon, this is a contingent and emergent — and perhaps also a
temporary — outcome of social processes, and not a ‘necessary effect’ of the
social totality.

Reification

Reification is the illicit attribution of agency to entities that are not actors
or agents. Problems surrounding this invalid theoretical-methodological
procedure, and an alternative, non-reified conception of agency, are dis-
cussed in Chapters 2 and 5. For the moment it is sufficient to briefly sketch
elements of the critique of reification that underpins some of the concepts
and propositions developed later in the book. An agent or actor, it will be
argued in Chapter 5, is an entity that in principle has the means of formu-
lating, taking, and acting upon decisions. This non-reified definition draws
upon Harré’s (1981) concept of agency and Hindess's (1988: 45) ‘minimal
concept of actor’, a concept which specifies that ‘for something to be an
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actor ... it must be capable of reaching decisions and of acting on some of
them’. On the basis of this explicitly non-reified definition, there are but
two types of actors: individual human actors; and ‘social actors’ (Hindess,
1986a: 115) or ‘supra-individuals’ as Harré calls them (1981: 141). The
latter are organizations (government departments such as the Home Office,
private firms, professional associations, organized pressure groups, and the
like); committees, such as the Cabinet or, say, a local residents’ committee
or tenants’ association; and micro-groups, such as a household. Examples of
non-actors, these being entities that cannot exercise agency — in other words,
entities that, in principle, do not have the means of formulating and taking
decisions and of acting on at least some of them — are ‘society’, ‘the state’,
social movements, and taxonomic collectivities such as ‘the middle class’,
‘British people’, ‘heterosexuals’, ‘young people’, and so on. These entities
cannot exhibit agency for the reason that they are not actors; in other
words, they are entities that ‘have no identifiable means of taking decisions,
let alone acting on them’ (Hindess, 1988: 105). This non-reified conception
of agency signifies, for example, that the notion that, let us say, ‘men’ are an
entity (an actor) that can take action to remedy gender (or any other)
inequalities, is a reified, reductionist and essentialist notion that has impli-
cations for governance and public policy (Sibeon, 1997; 1999b); that is to
say, in so far as agency is a factor in the production or reproduction of social
structure (or ‘social conditions’; see Chapters 2 and 5), it is, I suggest, incon-
trovertible that only actors as defined above can be said to have causal
responsibility for existing social conditions, including forms of inequality,
and only actors are capable of formulating and carrying out actions that
reproduce or alter those conditions. As will become evident in the later
chapters, reification, like the other three ‘cardinal sins’ identified in this
Introduction, is not confined to any particular paradigm or theory; reifica-
tion, in the terms that I have defined it, crops up almost everywhere across
the theoretical landscape. This is indicated in the following illustrations
which are drawn from widely contrasting paradigms and perspectives.
Touraine’s early work on a sociology of action and his later writings on
modernity contain a number of illuminating theoretical and empirical
insights relating to the study of politics and social action. He is described by
Delanty as a theorist who is committed to ‘the return of agency’ (1999:
122) to social theory. Delanty’s overall assessment (1999: 122-44) of
Touraine, however, seems rather too generous. Touraine’s conception of
agency and social action is marred by reification. For instance, in his The
Voice and the Eye, Touraine regards ‘society’ as an actor (1981: 31, 59), and
he claims, too, that social movements are actors (ibid.: 77). He also argues
that social classes are actors (ibid.: 32): ‘I am unprepared to consider any
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social category whatever ... as a non-actor. The working-class ... is a
historical actor, a suffering, fighting, thinking actor ... always an actor’ A
problem here that will be examined more closely in Chapter 5 is that
‘society’, social movements and social classes cannot legitimately be said to
exhibit agency; they are not forms of agency, but rather, elements of social
structure (or the ‘conditions of action’, see Chapters 2 and 5). In his more
recent theorizing, Touraine’s (1995) conception of agency and social action
continues to display the tendency towards reification that featured in his
earlier writings. Similarly, some of Habermas’s central theoretical concepts
exhibit a tendency towards reification: for example, his attribution of
agency to social systems is revealed in such statements as ‘Social systems
regulate their exchanges with their social and natural environments by way
of co-ordinated interventions into the external world’ (Habermas, 1987:
159-60). There are also strong reifying tendencies in the following:
Luhmann’s (1982: 265) attribution of agency to what he calls autopoietic
social systems; Law’s (1991b: 173-4) blend of poststructuralism and trans-
lation sociology, which leads him to the view that ‘an agent is a structured
set of relations’; Foucault’s implicit claim that it is discourses, rather than
the ‘subjects’ who employ them, that are agents (see Danaher et al., 2000:
33); and the anti-humanist notion of agency (sometimes described as
‘posthuman agency’ or ‘material agency’) in Callon (1986), Latour (1988)
and, for example, in Pickering’s (2001) use of poststructuralism and actor
network theory which he employs in his studies of scientific knowledge and
scientific practices. For Pickering and actor network theorists, the material
world of nature and physical objects is said to display agency, this being a
conception of agency that Jones (1996: 296) rejects — rightly so, in my view —
as an ‘obscure, hollow metaphysics’.

Functional teleology

Functional teleology is an invalid form of analysis involving attempts to
explain the causes of social phenomena in terms of their effects, where
‘effects’ refers to outcomes or consequences viewed as performances of
‘functions’. The point to be made here — always bearing in mind the earlier
non-reified definition of actor (or agent) — is that in the absence of a
demonstration of intentional and successful planning by actors somewhere,
sometime, it is a teleological fallacy to attempt to explain the causes of
phenomena in terms of their effects (Betts, 1986: 51). All too often, reduc-
tionist theorists — including some who subscribe to varieties of ‘critical
social theory’ — begin with a current social or cultural item (a social practice
of some kind or, say, a law, a welfare or health system, or a public policy),
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then attempt to ‘work backwards’ and claim, without any demonstration of
intentional planning by previous actors, that the item came into being
‘because’, in the view of the theorist, it accorded with the interests of, say,
a taxonomic collectivity such as ‘the upper class’ or ‘white people’ or ‘men’.
Related to this neglect of agency and, as will become clearer in later
chapters, to a number of simplistic conceptions of the relation of agency to
social structure and to power, interests and social chance, teleology is
flawed by a problem of logic in so far as the factors (‘causes’) that bring a
social or cultural item into being must necessarily predate the existence of
that item, whereas effects or consequences can, of course, only occur in
respect of an item that is already in existence. Although Durkheim in some
of his substantive work was guilty of engaging in a certain amount of func-
tional teleology, he was nevertheless aware, in parts of his methodological
writings, of the importance of, as he saw it, separating causal explanation
from functionalist explanation (Durkheim, 1982: 90, 95). Durkheim
argued that it is necessary in sociological enquiry to distinguish between the
causes of something (the factors which bring a social or cultural item — such
as religion or a cultural belief system — into existence in the first place), and
the functions of something (the functional consequences of that item for the
social system, once the item has come into existence). Illegitimate func-
tionalist teleology conflates causal and functionalist explanation and
attempts to explain the cause of an item in terms of the item’s ‘functions’,
that is, in terms of the item’s consequences or effects where these are
understood in terms of the item fulfilling a system ‘need’.® Functionalist
teleology occurs when, for instance, particular marriages are explained in
terms of a societal or system ‘need’ for the reproduction of marriage as a
social institution; this, however, is rather like claiming that two people got
married in order to reproduce marriage as an institution (or that they later
divorced in order to undermine the institution of marriage)!

At various points throughout the book it will be demonstrated that the
four ‘cardinal sins’ — reductionism, essentialism, reification and functional
teleology in the terms defined above — have permeated large areas of
‘modern’ and ‘postmodern’ social theory and continue to influence sociology
and other social sciences. It is important to emphasize quite strongly that
these four problematical modes of theoretical and methodological thought
are not only a part of the intellectual history of the social sciences: in a vari-
ety of guises — and despite, as will be noted in later chapters, some contem-
porary theorists’ partially successful efforts to avoid them — these ways of
thinking, quite often in unnoticed ways, continue to influence social theory
and method. One of this book’s themes is that the future development of
social theory and of sociology, as well as progress in developing the explanatory
potential of other social sciences, requires that the defective forms of
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theoretical and methodological reasoning outlined in this Introduction
should, given their apparent resilience and continuing influence, be sub-
jected to sustained critique. The form of critical analysis envisioned here
is not an exercise that offers no positive alternatives in place of that
which is being criticized; critique of the four ‘cardinal sins’ is employed
in this book as the basis for setting out a number of interrelated concepts
and postulates that, it is argued, are capable of contributing to the devel-
opment of sociological theory and method. The intention in what follows
is to draw quite extensively on the work of some leading contemporary
sociological theorists such as Margaret Archer, Nicos Mouzelis and Derek
Layder (though in places it will also be necessary to criticize aspects of
the approaches adopted by these writers). It will be shown, also, that
there is no reason to remain exclusively within the ambit of the more
‘mainstream’ theoretical schools; lesser-known writers such as Roberto
Unger and his work on ‘formative contexts’, the conceptualizations asso-
ciated with, for example, translation sociology/actor network theory, and
theory relating to time-space and material diffusion, have much to con-
tribute to the future development of social theory and of sociology and
other social science disciplines.

In the first chapter a number of metatheoretical concerns will be exam-
ined with particular reference to sociological discourse and its relation to
other disciplines and to the wider society, and with reference to postmodern
theory, theoretical pluralism, and controversy surrounding the idea of syn-
thesis; it will be argued that metatheory is indispensable to social enquiry
and that there are advantages to be gained from an epistemology which
specifies that metatheory, substantive theory, methodology and empirical
data should be consistent with each other and should regulate each other
(Archer, 1995; Layder, 1998a). In Chapter 2 the main topics are agency—
structure and micro-macro: it will be argued that these dualisms are peren-
nial but also contemporary problematics in social theory and the social
sciences, and that theories which emphasize only one aspect of a dualism,
or else which attempt to abandon the idea of dualism altogether, are
seriously flawed. Chapter 3 will critically evaluate some major theoretical
initiatives that have arisen out of efforts to address the theoretical problems
and disputes identified in the preceding chapter, and this is taken further in
Chapter 4 with particular reference to the writings of Archer, Mouzelis, and
Layder. In Chapter 5 the arguments that were set out earlier in the book are
developed in greater depth and with particular emphasis being placed on,
first, the dialectics of agency, structure, and social chance, and second, con-
troversies surrounding conceptions of ‘power’ and ‘interests’. Time—space is
the focus of attention in Chapter 6. Here, attention shifts to neglected
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dimensions of social reality that relate to temporality and, in particular, to
spatiality; one of the arguments developed in the chapter is that social
network analysis and the study of materials and material diffusion processes
are significant areas for future development in the social sciences. Chapter 7
draws together the concepts and postulates that figured in the earlier
chapters and provides an overview of a multi-level (meta)theoretical and
methodological framework that is ontologically flexible and epistemologi-
cally pluralist.

Notes

1 Although Bryant (1995: 151-62) is far from complacent about the conceptual
and political difficulties that confront sociology, he observes (ibid.: 156): ‘British
Sociology is ... in better shape than seemed possible in the early 1980s’. In America,
Ritzer similarly describes (2000: xix) a revival of interest in sociology and, in parti-
cular, he refers to the vibrancy of current debates in theoretical sociology. It seems
likely that the current renewal of academic interest in sociological theory and the-
oretical social science will continue into the foreseeable future (Albrow, 1999;
Calhoun et al., 2002; Sharrock et al., 2003).

2 This expression, not one of my making, originated at a conference where parti-
cipants suggested my approach to sociological theory (Sibeon, 1999a) rested partly
on identification of four ‘cardinal sins’ of theoretical-methodological reasoning; the
term was subsequently taken up in Thompson'’s (2000: 38) commentary on my line
of argument, and [ am content to continue using what seems to be an apt descrip-
tion of four defective forms of reasoning that, either singly or in combination, have
in my opinion been major (meta)theoretical sources of explanatory failure in social
theory and the social sciences.

3 Not all theorists define each of these constructs in the exact terms set out here
(DiMaggio, 1997). For example, the expression essentialism is sometimes used in a
way that comes close to my definition of reductionism; this is evident in, for
instance, Miller’s (1993: 695) critique of Durkheim and Montesquieu. For other
theorists, such as Mouzelis (1995: 181), essentialism refers to the failure to perceive
the socially constructed nature of social phenomena (see also the discussion in
Sayer, 1997). Reification for some authors, such as Layder (1994: 31-2), refers to a
mistaken assumption that society has ‘a life of its own’ and exists independently of
social action, which is not quite the same as regarding reification as the illegitimate
attribution of agency to entities that, in principle, have no means of formulating,
taking, and acting upon decisions.

4 ‘Grand theories’, such as Parsonian structural-functionalism and Marxism,
attempt to explain the historical and present-day totality of social behaviour and
social structure. Another way of putting this is to say that grand theories over-
generalize: they produce large, sweeping generalizations that bear little relation to
concrete empirical happenings in particular times and particular places. Although
theoretical generalizations are not illegitimate, indeed, they are unavoidable in
social science, one of this book’s arguments is that they should be of modest scope,
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and provisional. ‘Grand’ theories, as Mouzelis (1995: 34) observes, ‘tend to be
either inconclusive (holding only in certain conditions not specified by the theory)
or trivial’.

5 Essentialism, in the terms defined here, may be invoked for political rather than
purely theoretical or ontological reasons. Sometimes this results in theoretical con-
tradiction: an instance is where essentialist theorizing, by virtue of its essentialism,
is acknowledged to have no empirical explanatory value, but is nevertheless said to
be justified in terms of a ‘theory of practice’ that is felt to be necessary to the real-
ization of some political or ethical objective. Within feminism, it has been argued,
for example, by Spivak who employs a notion of ‘strategic essentialism’, that while
reductionist and essentialist conceptions of the social category ‘women’ have no
empirical or theoretical legitimacy, feminist use of reductionist and essentialist con-
cepts is nevertheless justified for tactical, political reasons:

It is not possible ... to ... escape ... essentialism or essentialization ... In ...
critical practice, you have to be aware that you are going to essentialize any-
way ... strategically you can look at essentializations not as descriptions of the
way things are, but as something that one must adopt to produce a critique of
things. (Spivak, 1990, cited in Clough, 1994: 116)

The idea of ‘strategic essentialism’ is, it can be argued, not only analytically
redundant but also politically and programmtically self-defeating (Sibeon, 1999c¢;
Thompson, 2000).

6 ‘Functions’ and ‘consequences’ are not synonymous; the former refers to con-
sequences that are presumed to be the fulfilment of some system need (or ‘func-
tional prerequisite’), whereas the latter makes no such presumption. An example of
a system need (such needs may be regarded as ‘conditions of existence’) in the case
of, say, factories might be that factories as ongoing social systems require, for their
continued survival as systems, a mechanism for recruiting and training new
members of staff.

It can be argued, and here I am adapting Mouzelis’s defence of Mertonian
functionalism (for example, Mouzelis, 1995: 132-3), that despite the controversy
surrounding functionalism, it is legitimate to engage in (non-teleological) function-
alist investigation of the conditions-of-existence (system needs) of a social system
or a social whole, providing the following methodological principles are adhered to.
First, a distinction between causal and functionalist explanation should be pre-
served, the latter being incorporated into analysis when the focus of enquiry is the
conditions of existence of social phenomena and their implications for social action.
Second, in non-teleological functionalist analyses it is important to distinguish ‘nec-
essary conditions’ of existence of social phenomena from ‘sufficient causes’. For
instance, in the above example a recruitment and training mechanism can be
thought of as a ‘necessary’ device that satisfies factories’ (systemic) need for some
mechanism that is suitable for replacing and training staff. But this explanation
refers to factories in general and goes only some way towards providing an adequate
account of any particular recruitment/training mechanism within a factory; here,
a ‘sufficient’ explanation would have to relate analysis of general systemic ‘needs’
to a more detailed, contextual analysis of local factors — including, crucially the
operation of agency — that shape recruitment/training mechanisms in specific
locations. Third, and this relates closely to the last point, employing both social
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integration and system integration modes of analysis, and exploring links between
them (see Chapter 3), facilitates investigation of the ways in which the conditions
of existence of social phenomena are satisfied (or not, as the case may be), while
ensuring that the significance of agency — which tends to be ignored in teleological
functionalist theories that emphasize the consequences of action while downplaying
actors’ reasons for action — is not lost sight of.



Metatheoretical Preliminaries

Without entering into unnecessarily detailed debate of the philosophy of
social scientific explanation, the aim of this first chapter is to provisionally
outline the part that metatheoretical reflection plays in the social sciences
generally and in the construction of the sociological concepts and postu-
lates that figure later in the book. Following a brief statement of the ratio-
nale for employing metatheoretical concepts in the social sciences, there is
a discussion of the relation of sociological discourse to other discourses and
to the wider society. This is followed by a review of controversies sur-
rounding postmodern rejection of theoretical foundations, and an account
of theoretical pluralism and cumulative sociology. The chapter ends with an
argument in favour of theoretical synthesis as a procedure that is capable of
aiding the theoretical and methodological development of sociology as an
academic discipline.

Metatheory

One of the first points to make here is that in the social sciences it is appro-
priate to distinguish between theory (sometimes referred to as substantive
theory) consisting of propositions that are intended to furnish information
about the social world, and metatheory, which is not primarily or directly
concerned with specific explanatory problems or with generating new
empirical knowledge but with matters of a more general kind relating to
ontology, epistemology, and methodology.! Metatheory, some aspects of
which were touched upon in the Introduction in connection with critique
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of the four ‘cardinal sins’, is intended to inform and hopefully improve the
construction of substantive theories and the design of empirical studies.
Metatheorists are largely concerned with ontological questions, including
the following. What, in general terms, is ‘society’? What sorts of things exist
in the social world? If there are such things as actors or agents, what sort of
things are they? Are activities and society indivisible (‘two sides of the same
coin’) and so tightly melded together that (as claimed in doctrines of onto-
logical duality) it is impossible to separate them? Does it make sense to
employ a stratified social ontology that refers to micro and macro spheres
or ‘levels’ of society, or is micro-macro — as Foucault, Elias, and Giddens
claim — a spurious and misleading distinction? And when we turn to epis-
temology, it is important to ask: how is reliable knowledge acquired? Is, for
example, ‘lay’ actors’ self-experience a better guide to social reality than the
supposedly ‘objective’ perspective of the social analyst? Indeed, a perhaps
more fundamental question is whether there is an objective social reality
that exists ‘out there’ independent of our conception of it: maybe there are
no ‘real’ things in the social world, but only words (that is, the names of
things)? These kinds of questions, which do not refer directly to specific
empirical explanatory problems in the way that substantive theories do, are
the stuff of metatheory and of metatheoretical concepts such as ‘agency—
structure’, ‘micro-macro’ and ‘time—space’. Sometimes the expression sensi-
tizing theory is used in place of the term metatheory. Sensitizing (or meta-)
theory can and should inform the construction of substantive theories, but
we have seen that the two types are distinct. In the social sciences substan-
tive theories aim to generate new empirical information about the social
world, whereas meta- or sensitizing theories and concepts are concerned
with general ontological and epistemological understandings; metatheories
and meta-concepts are designed to equip us with a general sense of the kinds
of things that exist in the social world, and with ways of thinking about
the question of how we might ‘know’ that world. Of relevance here is
Mouzelis’s parallel distinction between substantive generalizations and
methodological generalizations; in regard to the latter, which are akin to
metatheoretical concepts, Mouzelis (1993a: 684) notes that ‘their aim is less
to tell us things we do not know about the social than to provide us with
conceptual tools for asking interesting questions and preparing the ground
for the empirical investigation of the social world’. In short, the job of
metatheoretical concepts is to generate, at the meta-level, conceptual tools
that inform the development of concepts, substantive theories and explana-
tory schemes, and that underpin the design of empirical studies. This does
not mean, as we shall see later, that meta-concepts and metatheories should
be regarded as immune from theoretical and empirical sources of revision.

©
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Not all researchers and theorists are happy with the idea of metatheory.
Postmodernists tend, mistakenly in my view, to reject metatheory on the
grounds that it is a form of ‘grand narrative’ (Lyotard, 1986) or ‘grand theory’.
It is true that some meta- or sensitizing theories formulate ‘large’ general-
izations pertaining to common social processes that may be found in a wide
variety of social settings. For example, Giddens’s (1989: 295) structuration
theory, which is one of the better-known examples of metatheory, consists
of postulates that ‘are intended to apply over the whole range of human
social activity, in any and every context of action’. Metatheoretical generali-
zations of this kind, however, are not the same thing as universal (‘grand’)
generalizations associated with reductionist substantive theories such as
Marxism, rational choice theory, and radical feminism, theories which are
rightly criticized by postmodernists; see, for example, the criticisms by
Nicholson and Seidman (1995: 7). In contrast to such theories, Giddens’s
structuration theory is an example of a sensitizing or metatheory that does
not invoke the reductionism associated with ‘grand’ substantive theories,
such as radical feminism which simplistically reduces the complexity of
social relations to the notion of patriarchy; structuration theory is ontologi-
cally flexible (Cohen, 1987: 279-80, 285, 289, 291), a term that refers to
metatheory of a kind which leaves the door open for the development of a
wide range of perhaps competing substantive theories, and for relatively
open-ended empirical investigation and empirical interpretation that
involve no commitment to explanations that rely on generalizations of the
kind associated with reductionist substantive theories. Here it is worth not-
ing that Holmwood’s criticism of metatheory, which he associates with
‘grand theory’, is grounded not in postmodernism but in a commitment to
a pragmatic sociology that develops theory only in relation to, and as an
integral part of, practical empirical research activity (1996: 133). There are
three problems associated with Holmwood’s rejection (1996: viii, 31-2) of
metatheory per se. First, what Holmwood does not allow for is that there
are helpful as well as inadequate metatheoretical schemes. Those that he
criticizes — which build upon versions of Parsonian structural-functionalism,
Marxism, and postmodernism — have in common the characteristic that
they are prone to one or more of the ‘cardinal sins’ that were outlined in
the Introduction; but as this book is designed to demonstrate, not all
metatheory or metatheoretical concepts are of the kind described by
Holmwood. Second, in response to Holmwood’s (1996: 47-8) justifiable
criticism of Jeffrey Alexander’s preference for the independence of ‘theo-
retical logic’ from empirical sources of revision, there is no reason why
immunity from empirically based scrutiny should be sought for meta-
theory; later in the chapter it will be argued that metatheory, (substantive)
theory, and empirical data should regulate or modify each other. Third,



METATHEORETICAL PRELIMINARIES

Holmwood does not seem to appreciate that metatheoretical suppositions
of one kind or another are unavoidable in substantive theory and in empiri-
cal explanatory work (see Archer, 1995: 12); far better, then, rather than
allow metatheoretical assumptions to influence sociological enquiry in hid-
den or unacknowledged ways, to make such assumptions explicit and avail-
able to the critical scrutiny of others (Ritzer, 1992; 2001). Paradoxically,
given Holmwood’s (Holmwood and Stewart, 1983) quest to avoid theoreti-
cal (as distinct from empirical) contradictions, explicit metatheoretical
reflection concerned with social ontology is, as Archer (1998) observed, a
way of helping to avoid the tacit importation of theoretical contradictions
into substantive explanatory schemes; this will be discussed later in the
chapter.

The relation of sociological discourse to other
discourses and to the wider society

Postmodern theorists deny that sociological discourse or other disciplinary
discourses can have validity (Baudrillard, 1983: 4). It therefore becomes
necessary — if one wishes to employ metatheoretical arguments in support
of sociological theory as a disciplinary activity, and if, more generally, one
wishes to endorse the legitimacy of the idea of disciplinary knowledge — to
address the emergence of postmodern theory as a body of thought that chal-
lenges the very notion of social science and rejects disciplinary knowledge of
the kind associated with, for example, sociology, economics, political science,
public administration, and psychology. Within the space available, the inten-
tion is to focus only on those aspects of postmodernism that relate to the
central concerns of the book as a whole. Reference will be restricted to what
might be termed poststructural postmodernism (Baudrillard, 1983; Lyotard,
1986), and for present purposes poststructural and postmodern approaches
will be regarded as broadly similar. Hence the discussion that follows is not
primarily concerned with those versions of postmodern thought that draw
upon Marxism (such as Jameson, 1991, and Harvey, 1989) or versions which
argue in non-Marxist terms that we live in a postmodern type of society (see
the useful discussion in Lyon, 1994, and Kumar, 1995).

Postmodernism as a type of theory, as distinct from the idea of the post-
modern as historical periodization and as a type of society, rejects the gener-
alizations and nomothetic knowledge that characterize social science, and
instead favours small-scale, particularistic or ideographic ‘narratives’
(Dickens, 1990: 105). Postmodern theorists also adopt a relativism which
supposes that all perspectives or theories — such as lay and academic
perspectives, religious, political, and professional discourses — have in
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common the characteristic that they ‘produce’ the social reality to which
they refer, rather than reflect in mirror-image fashion an ontologically prior
or pre-existing reality. On this view, the world is theoretically constructed
and is a product of lay or academic theories; there is no ontologically prior,
pre-theoretical, or materially real social world. Unlike structural theorists
who argue that pre-existing structure determines thought, postmodernists,
poststructuralists, and also ethnomethodologists (Garfinkel, 1967) believe
that thought determines or creates (a sense of ) ‘structure’ — social reality is
an effect of lay, academic, professional, or political discourses. The assump-
tion here is that there are, so to speak, as many social realities as there
are languages and theories, and since there is no pre-discursive or pre-
theoretical social reality ‘out there’ against which we can test the empirical
adequacy of our theories, it follows that we cannot say of any theory that it
is a ‘better’ or ‘more accurate’ representation of reality than any other
theory. A related postmodern assumption is that all knowledge, including
academic knowledge, is an ‘embedded’ product of the context of its pro-
duction (Bauman, 1987: 4). That is to say, postmodernists suppose, in a
fashion that is curiously reminiscent of determinist modernist theories, that
a person’s forms of thought are largely determined by that person’s struc-
tural location in the social totality (as a man, let us say, or as a woman or a
black or white person) and by social, historical circumstances that are par-
ticular to a specific time and place. This goes beyond an understanding that
social contexts may in various ways and to a varying extent influence actors’
perception and perspectives, and is a type of hypercontextualism
(Alexander, 1992) which assumes that social contexts determine actors’
forms of thought. Another feature of postmodern theorizing is hostility
towards ‘western’ rationality, the latter being supplanted by the postmod-
ern notion that knowledge is and should be a fragmented pastiche that has
no coherence. Vincent (1992: 188), a political scientist, notes that post-
modern thinkers ‘oppose all closure, totalizing discourse and erasure of
difference. They do not believe in truth, rationality, knowledge, subject-
centred inquiry or the search for a coherent epistemology ... Contradiction,
difference and incoherence are welcomed.” In line with the earlier reference
to poststructuralist and postmodern relativism, part of the postmodern
argument in favour of contradictory thought is that readers of texts (and
observers of social circumstances) are free to construe what they read or see
in any way that they like and that any interpretation or reading of a text (or
of ‘society’) is as good as any other. This, incidently, has a potentially
awkward implication for postmodernists. Since they accord more impor-
tance to readers than to authors, postmodern theorists presumably should
not rebut critical modernist readings of postmodern theory nor ‘modernist’
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readings — such as the one offered in this chapter — which, while not unsym-
pathetic to certain nuances of postmodern thought, reject the central tenets
of postmodern theorizing.

Against Gellner (1993) who sees almost nothing of value in postmodern
thinking, it can be argued that aspects of postmodern theory are relevant to
the development of sociological theory (Lemert, 1993) and to methodo-
logical concerns relating to the design of empirical studies (Fox, 1991).
Poststructuralist and postmodern views of contingency (Bauman, 1992a;
Lyon, 1994: 4), locale, and power can legitimately be regarded — subject to
the conceptual and methodological departures from postmodernism
described in this and later chapters — to have a theoretically sensitizing part
to play in the (re)construction of sociological theory ‘after postmodernism’.
It is worth observing, for example, that Bauman’s (1992a: 192-6) depiction
of the characteristics of postmodernity (multiple loci of power, contingency
and time-space variability, cultural pluralism, flexible and shifting identities,
and so on) is in some respects quite close to the anti-reductionist, anti-
essentialist and flexible-but-realist social ontology that underlies the approach
that I employ in this and later chapters. Putatively non-reductionist post-
modern notions of social indeterminacy and time-space variability, provid-
ing they are modified in the direction of realist ontology in the terms
mentioned earlier, are relevant not only to sociology but also to, for exam-
ple, political science (Marsh and Stoker, 1995a; Hay, 2002) and to policy
analysis (Fox and Miller, 1995; Rhodes, 1997). Postmodern theory, to put
this another way, has a certain amount of merit in so far as it attempts to
criticize ‘modern’ theories of the kind that are reductionist and essentialist
or which involve functional teleology. In general, however, it seems clear that
postmodern thought contains so many deficiencies — including those set out
below — that it cannot provide a suitable theoretical or methodological basis
for engaging in social analysis.

Without attempting to provide an extended critique, it is possible to
briefly identify the main problems of postmodern theory in so far as these
relate to the themes of this book. First, postmodern theorists, when they
criticize ‘modern’ theories, tend to equate the latter with problems that are
associated with the four problematical forms of theoretical/methodological
reasoning that were identified in the Introduction (namely reductionism,
essentialism, reification, and functional teleology). To some extent, post-
modern critics have here a valid point. However, one of the tasks of this
book is to document the proposition that it is possible to develop - in
general social theory and in sociology, and other social sciences — forms of
reasoning that avoid the four general ‘sins’ that are associated with many
areas of modern theorizing, but while also avoiding the problems that
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attend relativism, hypercontextualism, and the flawed postmodern doctrine
of anti-foundationalism. Second, attention should be drawn to an episte-
mological contradiction centred upon the previously mentioned distinction
between the postmodern as a ‘type of society’, and the postmodern as a ‘type
of theory'. In the former mode, postmodern writers assert that something
called ‘postmodern society’ is empirically real and exhibits definite struc-
tural characteristics (consumerism, extreme cultural pluralism and diver-
sity, social fragmentation, individualism, informationalism, and so on); in
the latter mode, however, postmodernists claim that society is never some-
thing that is real but is, rather, an effect of discourse. We are simultaneously
being told that on the one hand (postmodern) society exists, but that on the
other, it doesn’t. There is an evident contradiction here (not, of course, that
this is a problem for postmodern theorists who, as already noted, welcome
incoherence and contradiction); the (meta)theoretical contradiction in
question revolves around postmodern attempts to combine realist ontology
with idealist epistemology. Third, postmodern theory neglects not only
actors’ subjectivity, but also intersubjectivity. As Best and Kellner (1991:
61) have observed, postmodern theory underestimates the significance of
interpersonal relations and of what Goffman (1983) terms ‘the interaction
order’. Crucially, interaction and intersubjectivity mediate the relation of
agency to structure. This will be discussed in Chapters 2 and 7 with refer-
ence to the micro-sphere of social reality. The more general point to be
made here is that postmodern thought lacks an adequate theory of agency
and of the actor or agent, and subscribes to a flawed conception of
agency-structure (see Chapter 2). Postmodern theorists have a tendency to
employ deterministic conceptions of the actor, conceptions that, as briefly
noted earlier, are curiously reminiscent of the social determinism and reifi-
cation associated with reductionist modernist paradigms such as Marxism,
radical feminism, and Parsonian structural-functionalism. Postmodernists
claim that knowledge and theories embody a standpoint that has been
determined by the structural location of the theorist in terms of his or her
membership of social categories to do with, say, race, gender, or social class,
or in terms of the allegedly cognitively determining effect of ‘local’ circum-
stances. What we have here is a determinist and reductionist conception of
agency in which actors are seen as products or effects of discourses which,
it is claimed, are themselves determined by social contexts. Such concep-
tions — which reveal that postmodern theory no less than some versions of
modern theory is implicated in reproduction of the ‘cardinal sins’ — entail
an objectivist conception of agency and structure that sits uncomfortably
alongside an opposed, idealist epistemology that, as noted above, is also a
part of the postmodern genre. This last point signifies, fourth of all, that
postmodern theorists’ relativism and their view of the relation of discourses
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to social contexts, is contradictory. On the one hand, there is a distinct
postmodern tendency (as in Seidman, 1994: 325) to claim that society or
social contexts determine actors’ discourses. This, we have just seen, is anal-
ogous to theories of structural predetermination which suppose that actors’
forms of thought are largely determined by their structural location(s) (that
is, determined by, for example, their membership of various social cate-
gories such as ‘women’, ‘white people’, ‘men’, or ‘the middle class’, as well
as by specific (‘local’) social-historical circumstances). On the other hand,
as observed earlier, postmodernists claim that discourses do not refer to any
ontologically prior or pre-discursive social reality, for no such reality exists;
instead, it is the other way round for postmodernists — discourses ‘produce’
or construct social reality (that is, discourses produce ‘society’ or social con-
texts). Stated in these terms, there is here a patent contradiction: it is
argued by postmodernists both that discourses produce (or ‘determine’)
social contexts, and that discourses are determined by social contexts. For
reasons that will be returned to later in the chapter, I believe it is appro-
priate, at least in regard to this matter (but not necessarily in relation to
others) to endorse the position of Berger and Luckmann (1971), White
(1992: 305) and Law (1986¢: 3—4; 1991a: 18), each of whom regards the
relation of discourses to social contexts as dialectical, though sometimes —
as in Berger and Luckmann’s work — without properly recognizing that the
relation is often only loosely dialectical. By the latter I mean that there is no
automatic or necessary symmetry or ‘direct link’ between action and struc-
ture (see Chapters 3 and 5). Subject to this important proviso, it can be
argued that actors’ discourses — that is, actors’ forms of thought and social
practices — both shape and are shaped by the social world(s) of which they
are a part: in a loosely dialectical sense that is associated with a stratified
ontology as described in Chapter 3, there are grounds for suggesting that
actors, employing this term in the strictly non-reified terms outlined in the
Introduction, are to some extent both products and creators of society. To
say this, in light of the earlier remarks, is to first of all reject the idea of any
one-way causal relation in which either discourse or context are determi-
nant — rather, and while no necessary ‘direct links’ are involved, each shapes
the other to a greater or lesser degree, this being an empirical question; and
second, what is also being rejected here is postmodernists’ contradictory
endorsement of two opposed and mutually exclusive forms of one-way
causal determination.

Implicit in the above arguments concerning discourses in general, is the
proposition, which will be examined more closely in the following section,
that sociological discourse, like others, is in various ways related to — with-
out being wholly constitutive of or wholly determined by — its social con-
text. When discussing the relation of sociology to its social context(s), there
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is also a need to consider the question of linkages between sociology and
other social science disciplines. Although sociology can be regarded as an
academic discipline in its own right, there are good reasons for suggesting
that cross-disciplinary activity may have beneficial spin-offs for sociology as
well as for other social sciences. As suggested by the examples in the fol-
lowing chapters, cross-disciplinary links may enhance the development of
sociological theory and, in turn, enable sociological theory to contribute to
the development of theory in other social sciences. That is to say, theoreti-
cal initiatives directed towards the reconstruction of sociology following
‘the postmodern turn’ are likely to be enhanced by a process of theoretical
(and methodological) renewal that draws upon and contributes to concep-
tual developments in other social sciences. It should not be overlooked that
a confident, outgoing orientation of this kind will not threaten the cogni-
tive and institutional identity of sociology; rather, in the intellectual and
academic institutional climate of interdisciplinary collaboration in teaching
and research that has come into existence in recent years, it is perhaps the
insularity of an exclusively inward-looking disciplinary preoccupation that
is more likely to hold back the development of sociology as an academic
discipline. And nor, leaving aside interdisciplinary connections, should we
lose sight of the significance of the relation of sociology, and of other social
science disciplines, to social theory.

Social theory, although far from easy to define in any concise way (see
Outhwaite, 2000a: 4; 2000b), deals in general categories of thought that
refer to the social, these being conceptual categories that tend towards
philosophical reasoning but which are broader than those associated with
philosophy or with individual social sciences such as anthropology, socio-
logy, or economics. Turner (2000a: xiii) writes: ‘Social theory is a diverse
and complex collection of perspectives that attempt to understand, to
interpret, and to explain social phenomena.” He refers (2000b: 1) to ‘the
phrase “social theory”, rather than a more specific reference to sociological,
cultural, or political theory. Social theory encompasses the general concern
with the nature of the social in modern society.” Turner’s observations serve
to illustrate that the dividing line between sociological theory and social
theory is a rather blurred one (Antonio, 1998: 63). Nevertheless, there is a
distinction to be made in so far as the general categories of thought that
comprise social theory (such as Marxism, hermeneutics, cultural analysis,
and the relation of subjectivity to social structure) tend, whenever they
enter disciplinary discourses, to be employed in differing and specialized
ways within each discipline; when economists, psychologists, social geogra-
phers, political scientists, policy academics, and sociologists draw upon
social theory that refers to, say, the characteristics of the modern state or the
nature of human subjectivity, there is a tendency to employ such theory in
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somewhat different ways that reflect the particularities of each discipline in
terms of topics and types of explanatory problems. Thus, social theory is
both an important and wide-ranging theoretic field in its own right?* (which
is not to say it is a unitary or integrated field), and also an intellectual
resource that is drawn upon and selectively mediated by scholars working
within particular disciplines. Conversely, theoretical, methodological, and
empirical developments within disciplines are capable of contributing to
general social theory. Mutual influence between general social theory and
disciplinary theory and method, is, however, not as well developed as it
might be. For example, there is not much cross-fertilization of ideas
between social theory and current work on postnational governance and
public policy (see the discussion in Sibeon, 1999b; 2000) or between
general social theory and geographers’ theoretical work on time—space (see,
for instance, Benko and Strohmayer, 1997). For the purposes of investigat-
ing the social it seems to me that general social theory, including the
classics (Camic, 1997), is a source of intellectually enrichening insights.
Nevertheless, though capable of contributing to disciplinary theoretical
renewal, social theory appears to be somewhat isolated from and unin-
formed by, in particular, the important questions of social ontology that are
currently debated within and across a number of social science disciplines;
there is, therefore, a case to be made for greater two-way traffic between,
on the one hand, developments in general social theory, and on the other,
disciplinary and interdisciplinary theoretical innovation.

The question of theoretical foundations

I suggested earlier that while aspects of postmodern thought are a source
of potentially useful analytical precepts, the postmodern genre as a whole
is seriously flawed. In addition to the earlier criticisms it should be observed
that although it is true that there are differences of emphasis among post-
modern critics of academic sociology (Martino, 1993: 179), it can in general
be said that the strong, distinctive form of postmodern ‘anti-foundationalism’
is itself a meta-narrative that is foundational; the postmodern theory that
there can be no general theory is itself a general theory. Anti-foundationalism
also fails to rigorously analyse epistemological incommensurability between
the postmodern as periodization and as theory (see the earlier reference
to theoretical contradiction as between the postmodern as a ‘type of
society’ and as a ‘type of theory’), and is unduly deterministic (Turner,
1990: 248). In place of empirical enquiry involving explicit theoretical cri-
teria and rules of methodological procedure, postmodernists prefer ‘pas-
tiche’, ‘irony’, ‘parody’, theoretical ‘mischief’, deconstructive ‘playfulness’,
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and the like (Featherstone, 1988). Impulses of this kind represent, in my
opinion, a somewhat whimsical aestheticism that enjoyed its heyday at the
height of the postmodern turn during the late 1980s and early 1990s; they
are not impulses that have any useful part to play in the contemporary
reconstruction of sociological theory ‘after postmodernism’. It is necessary,
too, to critically examine postmodern theorists’ portrayal of the targets at
which their criticisms are aimed. In rejecting sociology, or any other social
science discipline that attempts to base its activities on metatheoretical,
theoretical and methodological guidelines (‘foundations’), postmodernists
and others have tended to depict sociology as dogmatic and over-confident.
It is, however, doubtful whether the whole of post-war European and
American sociology exhibits the degree of superficiality and smug sense of
infallibility imputed to it by, for example, Gurnah and Scott (1992: 41,
195). It can just as easily be argued — even if we leave aside the question,
raised in the Introduction, of whether the discipline is infused by a peren-
nial sense of ‘crisis’ — that sociology in the modern era is characterized by
theoretical pluralism and by epistemological uncertainty and reflexivity,
and that these characteristics of the discipline have ‘accelerated since the
1950s’ (Gibbs, 1989: 11). The history of sociological thought (see the
account by Swingewood, 2000) suggests that, on the whole, sociological
theory and methodology are permeated as much by intellectual caution and
introspection as by smugness or certitude (Calhoun et al., 2002). And of
course, Gurnah and Scott’s and others’ confident assertion that there never
can be nor should be any ‘foundations’ for sociological practice is, as I have
already intimated, itself a foundational claim. Nor is Seidman (1992: 48)
plausible when he implies that to formulate a sociological perspective
based on explicitly articulated theoretical or metatheoretical premises
(‘foundations’) is the same as suggesting that all other, competing sociolog-
ical perspectives should be denied the right to exist. Seidman is also uncon-
vincing in so far as he begins by arguing that ‘foundational rationales ... [for
a perspective] ... are never more than local, ethnocentric prejudices’ (1992:
60), then goes on, as all postmodernists must, to develop a foundational
rationale for his own perspective.’

Earlier, it was briefly noted that the postmodern tendency to associate
social science disciplines with one or more of the four cardinal sins
described in the Introduction, is not entirely misplaced; it was observed in
the Introduction that reductionism, essentialism, reification, and functional
teleology are quite widespread in social theory and in the social sciences.
As observed earlier in the present chapter, however, it is possible to avoid
these inadequate forms of ‘modern’ analysis without having to embrace
postmodern hypercontextualism; one of the central themes in the follow-
ing chapters is precisely the possibility of developing sociological theory in
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directions that avoid a crude either-or choice between flawed and ontologically
rigid versions of modernist theory, and the no less flawed approach of post-
modern theorists. Foundations, which I suggest ought to be regarded as
metatheoretical and methodological postulates that serve as provisional and
revisable guides to the construction of substantive theories and the design of
empirical studies, should, it will be argued in this book, be based on an onto-
logically flexible but anti-postmodernist and realist conception of the social.

The approach advocated in this chapter entails a pliable ontology involv-
ing a processual conception of the social as potentially indeterminate and
variable across time and social space; as just noted, however, the ontology,
although flexible in terms that will be returned to shortly, is realist — there
is an ontologically prior, albeit heterogeneous and often shifting empirical
reality ‘out there’ — and therefore we are speaking here of a conceptual
framework that, while employing what some might regard as a postmodern-
type emphasis on time-space variability and contingency, does not endorse
the relativism and hypercontextualism of postmodern epistemology.
Lyotard’s postmodern rejection of ‘grand narratives’ is, in part, a rejection
of reductionist, single-order ‘modernist’ theories which emphasize, say,
capitalism or gender or globalization as universal principles of explanation;
it is entirely possible to concur with Lyotard’s criticism of such theories and
to borrow from postmodernists their sense of conceptual flexibility while
at the same time insisting, against postmodernism, upon approaches that
are based on ontological and epistemological realism. A pliant but realist
ontology recognizes, in other words, that it is possible to conceive of foun-
dations in terms of (meta)theoretical postulates pertaining to social
processes and mechanisms to do with, for example, such concepts as agency,
structure, time—space and social chance, rather than to specific hypostatized
empirical structures, events or social patterns. It can be argued, for example,
that Giddens'’s theory of structuration is ontologically flexible (see Cohen,
1987: 279-80, 285, 289). In regard to Giddens’s assumptions about large-
scale social processes, Cohen (1987: 297) observes: ‘Consistent with the
ontological flexibility of structuration theory at large, Giddens holds open
for substantive enquiry all questions regarding specific systemic patterns as
well as the degree to which systems are stable, organized and permeable.’
Referring to the concepts employed in structuration theory, Cohen’s clarifi-
cation of the idea of ontological flexibility at metatheoretical and theoreti-
cal levels of analysis, is worth noting:

A primary consideration in the formulation of ontological concepts of this kind
must be to allow the widest possible latitude for the diversity and contingencies that
may occur in different settings. Therefore, hypostatized accounts of trans-historical
determination of circumstances or the universal trajectories of events are neither
necessary nor desirable. To the contrary, an acceptable ontology of potentials may
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be sufficiently flexible to allow for the development of a variety of different
substantive theories addressed to the same subject-matter. (1987: 279)

The type of realism referred to by Cohen, and by Stones (1996: 232) who
argues for a new and sophisticated realism in sociology, is not at all the same
thing as the ill-founded versions of realism found in crude modernist theo-
ries of the kind that replicate one or more of the four ‘cardinal sins’ that,
either singly or in combination, continue to directly or else indirectly influ-
ence large areas of social theory and social scientific practices.®
Postmodern criticisms of foundations also relate to the question raised
earlier concerning the relation of sociological discourse to social contexts.
Against postmodernism, there is a case for holding to the view that sociol-
ogy is a discipline in its own right and that as such it can be, and should be,
improved and developed (Mouzelis, 1989: 613; 1991: 2-6). This need not
conflict with the parallel view that sociology does not stand in grand isola-
tion from ‘lay’ discourses (Friedrichs, 1972: 298). It can be argued, without
sacrificing the notion that the discipline has a cognitive and institutional
identity, that the relation of sociological discourse to lay discourses and to
social conditions is, as mentioned earlier, a relation that is loosely dialecti-
cal; this is described by Giddens as ‘the double hermeneutic’. The concepts
and theories generated by sociology ‘spiral in and out’ of social life (Giddens,
1987:32) although there is no ‘necessary match’ between changes in lay and
social science discourses (Giddens, 1993: 13-14). Whenever social scien-
tists investigate the empirical world, actors’ meanings and concepts will
tend to wind their way — though some of them may be modified during the
process — into social science discourse. For example, sociological studies of
juvenile crime draw upon and necessarily refer to (critically or otherwise)
the concepts of criminality, responsibility for one’s own actions, and so on,
that are employed by relevant actors such as young offenders and their
peers, probation officers, police officers, and magistrates. The point I am
making here is that actors’ meanings permeate, and are crucial resources
for, social scientific accounts of the empirical world. Conversely, social
scientific concepts and research findings (in psychology, economics, socio-
logy, policy studies, and so on) are sometimes diffused to settings outside
academia. As Mouzelis (1995: 52) notes, the extent to which particular
social science discourses have or do not have an impact upon social con-
texts is an empirical variable, though this is something that poststructural-
ists and postmodernists would question (for them, the social world as
described by academics is entirely a product of academic discourse).
Heuristically speaking, it seems reasonable to suppose that while there is no
‘direct link’ between academic and lay discourses (changes in the one do
not automatically result in matching changes in the other), there tends to
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be a loosely dialectical linkage in so far as each influences the other to a
greater or lesser extent, this being a matter for empirical assessment in each
instance. More generally, and here I refer to a postulate that will form part
of the discussion of agency-structure in Chapter 2, the relation of social
science discourse (or indeed, any discourse) to social contexts is such that
each is partly shaped by the other but neither fully determines the other;
each has relative autonomy (Mouzelis, 1995: 52). For example, to say that
social science discourse spirals into and out of the social fabric® is not to
imply that sociologists by virtue of their having a social location cannot
legitimately formulate general social science propositions about the nature
of social life (White, 1992: 5, 304): rather, and here I disagree with the rel-
ativism of Gurnah and Scott (1992) and Seidman (1992; 1994), the extent
to which such propositions embody (or do not, as the case may be) any
identifiable cultural, regional, ethnic, political, or gender-related nuances or
specificities of time and place, and, where any of these are shown to exist,
their implications for social science knowledge, are matters that in each
instance merit collaborative academic assessment and reflexive response.
Taken together, these considerations suggest that archetypal absolutist and
positivist scientism, or the hypercontextualism and relativism of poststruc-
turalism and postmodernism, are not the only epistemological alternatives:
relatively impersonal generalized categories of social science knowledge are
possible (Alexander, 1992: 323).

In relation to the controversies that surround the idea of theoretical
‘foundations’, an important epistemological but also partly ontological
proposition is that metatheory, substantive theories, and empirical data
should, first, be compatible with each other, and, second, should influence
each other. Earlier in the chapter, when criticizing Holmwood’s rejection of
the idea of metatheory, it was noted that there is no compelling reason why,
despite Alexander’s claim to the contrary, metatheoretical concepts should
be regarded as immune from empirical sources of revision. There is a case
for suggesting that ‘meta’ or sensitizing theory — it was observed earlier that
in the social sciences metatheory focuses on social ontology, epistemology,
and aspects of methodology (Layder, 1998a) — should in principle be
regarded as revisable in the light of reflections that accumulate at the point
where substantive theory and empirical data intersect; the relation of this
intersection to metatheory should be regarded as a dialectical relation. That
is, theory—data reciprocity should itself stand in a mutually regulatory rela-
tion to metatheory; theory, data, and metatheory should shape each other.
Hence the meta-concepts and postulates outlined in this book, though it
is argued they have heuristic value for the conduct of empirical enquiry
and the development of substantive theories, are provisional and open to
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revision in the sense just described (Sibeon, 1999a). In some respects this
epistemological framework is similar to Archer’s (1995), whose morpho-
genetic social theory is discussed in Chapter 4. Archer makes a distinction
between, in her terminology, Social Ontology, Explanatory Methodology,
and Practical Social Theory; her argument is, first, that these should be
mutually regulative and be consistent with each other (1995: 28), and,
second, that an advantage of having an explicit social ontology/metatheory
is that — since metatheoretical assumptions of an ontological kind are
unavoidable and will inevitably influence substantive theory — explicitness
at the level of metatheory will reduce the likelihood of ontological contra-
dictions arising at the level of substantive theories and methodology.
However, as Archer rightly observes, having an explicit epistemology that
connects and ensures consistency between the various elements referred to
above, is not an absolute guarantee against error (ibid.: 5). For example, she
notes that what she describes as ‘conflationary’ conceptual schemes may
exhibit consistency between social ontology, explanatory methodology, and
practical social theory, yet because they are conflationary (see Chapter 4)
such schemes, she argues, can have no explanatory success. In effect, then,
the criteria of explicitness, consistency, and mutual regulation in the rela-
tion between the elements — ontology, methodology, and substantive theo-
ries — that comprise Archer’s epistemology are, while ‘no guarantee against
error’ (ibid.: 17), a necessary but not a sufficient condition for explanatory
success; the additional (‘sufficient’) condition for such success is, she argues,
her morphogenetic social theory. My own (meta)theoretical framework as
set out in the following chapters, has an affinity with Archer’s and also with
Layder’s (1998a; 1998b: 92)” whose theory of social domains (see Chapter 4)
is in some respects an extension and elaboration (Layder, 1998b: 85) of
Archer’s ‘analytical dualism’ which, as we shall see in the next chapter, is
opposed to the duality of action and structure that is the hallmark of
Giddens’s (1984) structuration theory.

Theoretical pluralism, cumulative sociology, and synthesis

Some postmodernists display a tendency to suppose, mistakenly, that their
critics wish to instigate single-paradigm disciplinary regimes, or that to
advocate a particular style or form of sociological reasoning somehow
implies that other approaches or paradigms have no right to exist. In
response to postmodern misapprehensions of this kind it is important to
spell out that in sociology — as in other disciplines — the vast majority of aca-
demics tend to believe there should always be room for opposed paradigms
and for competing syntheses and theories. A reason for accommodation of
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intellectual diversity is that, as well as ethical and political issues to do with
freedom of academic expression, recognition of the legitimacy of theoreti-
cal pluralism is an appropriate way of acknowledging the probable
inevitability of intellectual uncertainties and complex ambiguities sur-
rounding both the contents of social theory and the relation of observers
and social investigators to the social world (Alexander, 1987). The post-
modern idea that critique of postmodern theorizing is synonymous with an
attempt to stifle theoretical discussion is profoundly mistaken and perhaps
also slightly odd. Not even Wallace (1992: 64), a keen advocate of concep-
tual standardization and theoretical consolidation in sociology, would argue
for closure of theoretical debate: ‘we should be self-consciously and per-
petually tentative about any ... [perspective] ... we reach and therefore
permit nonconformity, encourage challenge, and welcome revision’. It is
entirely possible, however, to endorse the legitimacy of theoretical plural-
ism while also arguing that greater attention should in future be given to
the development of ontologically flexible metatheoretical and theoretical
concepts that are part of a relatively cumulative orientation towards the
development of sociological theory and the construction of empirical
knowledge. That having been said, it is important that, for example, there
be room for the intellectual loner whose work falls outside any cumulative
tendencies. The so-called intellectual ‘maverick’ is occasionally a source of
highly individualistic innovation. A prime example is Norbert Elias. At the
time (the 1930s) that he wrote The Civilizing Process, Elias did not engage
with the ‘leading lights’ of sociology, nor with their opponents. As Bauman
(1979: 123) observed, ‘Elias did not address himself to any of the concerns
recognized by contemporary sociologists as theirs ... he did not engage,
even polemically, any of the dominant writers accepted as leading authori-
ties of the profession. He spoke, therefore, past rather than to the discipline
as it was at the time." Despite this, Elias arguably made a substantial con-
tribution to the development of sociological theory (Mennell, 1992). While
acknowledging, however, the importance of accommodating intellectual
diversity, it can also be argued that the profileration of approaches in socio-
logy over the last quarter of a century or so, and more recently the unset-
tling effects of the cultural turn and of postmodern rejection of disciplinary
practices, are factors which suggest that at the present time a rather greater
emphasis on cumulative sociology is justified. Such an emphasis may nur-
ture sociological reflexivity in so far as a cumulative orientation that works
across paradigms and across disciplines is an orientation that, where it is
internalized to become a routinely sustained theoretical and methodologi-
cal procedure, sensitizes the theoretician and the empirical researcher to
the dialectics of continuities and discontinuities in the production and
accumulation of sociological knowledge. Moreover, as evidenced by, for
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example, Giddens’s theory of structuration, a wide-ranging synthesis and
critique of the work of others are by no means incompatible with theoreti-
cal innovation; it is not only the academic ‘loner’, such as Elias, who is capable
of creating new intellectual pathways. Importantly, a cumulative orienta-
tion can engender a reflexive process of learning from previous mistakes.
The existence of highly specialized sub-disciplinary academic networks
that have little contact with other networks (see Webster, 1993) and the
generally non-cumulative style of theory development and knowledge con-
struction in sociology and social theory are, I suggest, part of the explana-
tion of why it is that sociologists too often re-employ variants of unhelpful
concepts — including those that involve combinations of reductionism,
essentialism, reification, and functional teleology — that replicate or com-
pound previous explanatory failures. Illustrations are contemporary femi-
nist uses of a confused postulate that is known as ‘strategic essentialism’
(Charles, 1994: 582-3; Spivak, 1990);® neo-Marxist employment of the
problematical concept ‘structural contradictions’ as a way of referring to
allegedly empirical (or ‘real’) contradictions which, upon closer inspection,
turn out to be theoretical contradictions and therefore instances of explana-
tory failure (see the useful discussion in Holmwood and Stewart, 1983:
235); and the reificationist tendencies of writers as diverse as Touraine
(1981: 31-2, 59), Eyerman and Jamison (1991: 80), Clegg (1989: 188,
200), and actor network theorists such as Callon (1986: 204; 1991: 140,
142) and Law (1991b: 172-3) who persist in attributing agency to pheno-
mena (such as social movements, physical objects, written materials, dis-
eases, and networks of social relations) that it would be better to regard not
as agency but as part of the conditions-of-action, or ‘structure’ (see Chapters
2 and 5). In light of the above and the earlier references to the ‘cardinal
sins’, there is justification for increased emphasis upon a relatively cumula-
tive sociological orientation in which the development of concepts builds
upon critique and draws upon the work of in particular, those theorists and
researchers who attempt — even if not always successfully — to develop con-
ceptual schemes that go beyond the four deficient forms of theoretical and
methodological reasoning that were identified in the Introduction.
Implicit in the arguments set out above is the desirability of theoretical
and metatheoretical synthesis as a way of combining what appear to be the
useful elements of theories and conceptual frameworks drawn from a range
of, in some cases, mutually opposed schools of thought. Here it is worth
emphasizing that theoretical synthesis does not always involve attempts to
combine theories that are either wholly alike, or wholly unalike. A multi-
dimensional comparison of a number of theories may reveal that in their
original form (that is, prior to any attempts to re-work them) they are
already similar in some dimensions (for example, methodology, field of
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study, or unit of analysis) but dissimilar in other dimensions, such as
epistemology or substantive world-view (Glucksmann, 1974: 231-2). For
instance, what Law refers to as recursive historical contingency is, as he
notes (1994: 97), a method of enquiry associated with symbolic inter-
actionism, with Elias’s figurational sociology, and with Giddens’s theory of
structuration. An aspect of synthesis that was touched upon earlier is
reflected in Giddens’s observation that synthesis implies some degree of
closure of the diversity of standpoints within an academic discipline, but
that this is not the same as supposing that synthesis rests on simplistic
‘cumulative and uncontested’ models of the generation of sociological
knowledge (1987: 31). There is room in sociology for special theories and
theoretical pluralism, and for cumulative and synthetic orientations (Bryant
and Jary, 1991: 30). In fact, however, there is considerable opposition to
the idea of synthesis; part of the reason for this was broached in the earlier
discussion of postmodern thought. Postmodernists’ rejection of theoretical
synthesis and conceptual integration is part and parcel of their hostility
towards foundational perspectives and cumulative social science. However,
although postmodernists are ‘for’ theoretical fragmentation, the idea of
theoretical consolidation via synthesis is, ironically enough, compatible
with the postmodern notion that the boundaries between theories should
be subverted or dissolved (Kellner, 1990: 277): there is, as the following
chapters will endeavour to show, something to be gained by engaging in a
process of synthesis that involves ‘intertradition boundary work’
(Alexander and Colomy, 1992: 41). Not, of course, that all objections
against the idea of synthesis are postmodern. Traditional objections take the
form that opposing paradigms are incommensurable (for example, Jackson
and Carter, 1991) and that it is logically impossible to combine — in a single
scheme — mutually exclusive concepts (Holmwood, 1996: 36, 39). The post-
modern and other objections are flawed. The grounds for this judgement
derive partly from the previously described idea of ontological flexibility;
partly from related arguments concerning an avoidance of essentialism and
reductionism; and to some extent from the previously mentioned procedure
which Glucksmann (1974) refers to as a multi-dimensional comparison of
theories. There may also be variation in the extent to which concepts are
tied to their theoretical origins — that is, variation in the range of meanings
that can meaningfully be ascribed to a particular concept, and the degree to
which concepts can be modified or re-worked — and it would be simplistic
to claim that the truth of this matter lies either with Durkheim or with
Garfinkel (Wallace, 1992: 62-3). In other words, it is not necessary to sup-
pose that all concepts are wholly context (or ‘paradigm’) dependent; for
example, the concept of fortuity or social chance (this being a significant
concept in some of the approaches described in later chapters) has evolved
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in a variety of sociological paradigms (Smith, 1993). Therefore, in response
to traditional objections of the kind voiced by Hamilton (1974: 150) in his
criticism of the idea of synthesis, all that need be said here is that there are,
as illustrated in the following chapters, good reasons for suggesting that syn-
thesis and theoretical integration — within, but also, wherever appropriate,
across social science disciplines — is perfectly legitimate providing the inte-
gration, where it combines otherwise unaligned or mutually exclusive con-
cepts, does not contradict itself through failure to re-work the cluster of
imported conceptualizations so as to make them compatible.

Summary

Veta-concepts and metatheory, sometimes referred to as sensitizing theory,
are unavoidable in social analysis. The meta-concepts — such as agency,
structure, micro and macro — referred to in this and later chapters are devel-
oped in conjunction with a critique of the four ‘cardinal sins’ of (meta)theo-
retical and methodological reasoning (namely reductionism, essentialism,
reification, and functional teleology).

Postmodern theory, though one or two elements of postmodern thought can
usefully be incorporated into social analysis, is an inadequate metatheoreti-
cal framework: postmodern theory entails idealism and hypercontextualism,
is determinist, and has a confused notion of the relation of discourses to their
social contexts.

Discourses, whether academic, political, cultural, professional or other dis-
courses, spiral into and out of social contexts, but they have varying degrees
of independence and there is no ‘necessary match’ here: the relation between
discourses and context(s) is generally loosely dialectical — discourse and
context may to some extent influence each other, but change in the one does
not result in automatic or matching change in the other.

There are grounds for suggesting that social analysis should be based on a
flexible, realist social ontology that in some sense is minimal: by ‘minimal” is
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meant that it is not metatheory or social ontology, nor indeed substantive
theory but empirical enquiry that should do the bulk of the work in revealing
the characteristics and significance of any particular empirical phenomena.
Overblown and inflexible ontologies tend to lead to premature (meta)theo-
retical and ontological closure. There is a case, also, for suggesting that four
important elements — metatheory, substantive theory, methodology, and
empirical materials — should (a) be consistent with each other, and (b)
should regulate each other. This means that metatheoretical (including onto-
logical) concepts should be regarded as open to theoretical and empirical
sources of revision.

°
The argument of this book is that there is much to gain from a cumulative,

synthetic orientation that involves both disciplinary and interdisciplinary
activities.

Notes

1 In discussions of methodology and philosophy of social scientific explanation,
it is appropriate to retain an analytical distinction between ontology and episte-
mology. However, it should be borne in mind that we are speaking here of a matter
of emphasis and focus: there is some blurring of the distinction in so far as, for
example, realist epistemological propositions concerning the question of how we
might acquire reliable knowledge about the empirical world are not unconnected
to ontological conceptions of, in general terms, the kinds of things that constitute
social reality. In short, our conception of what and how we can know about any par-
ticular things is conditioned by our conception of the general nature of things.

2 The difficulty, as evidenced in the literature, of clearly demarcating ‘social’
from ‘sociological’ theory, is not central to this chapter, though it is something that
is worth noting. For Delanty (2000: 22) the ‘defining characteristics of modern
social theory’ are ‘three problems; the socialization of the individual (or social sub-
jectivity), the rationality of knowledge, and the legitimation of power’. Delanty,
though his introductory account of the foundations of social theory is scholarly and
generally insightful, seems convinced (ibid.: 23) in his claim that there is an impor-
tant distinction to be made between sociological theory and social theory, yet his
claim relies on the vague assertion that the former is in some unspecified way ‘more
narrowly defined’ than the latter (ibid.: 43). These observations are less a criticism
of Delanty than a reflection of the absence of unambiguous conceptual schemes for
addressing both the question of the distinction to be made between sociological
theory and social theory and the question of the relation of the one to the other (see
Sica, 1998; Antonio, 1998: 63).

3 Interestingly, Seidman’s (1992) rationale for postmodern thought is in some
sense an inverted form of Spivak’s feminist ‘strategic essentialism’ (see Introduction,
note 5). Seidman does not argue for strategic essentialism but for a putative strategic
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anti-essentialism that is also anti-foundational. He states (1992: 60) that instead of
epistemological and ontological (that is, metatheoretical) debate of, for example,
agency-structure and idealism-materialism, all such matters should be decided not
by theoretical or metatheoretical reasoning and/or by methodological considera-
tions but by selecting a conceptual ‘solution’ that has the most favourable ‘moral-
political consequences’; unfortunately, we are not told how this rather vacuous
criterion of conceptual-cum-political adequacy might be operationalized.

My own view is that Seidman’s and others’ postmodern prescription for turn-
ing the whole of sociology into a series of ‘local’, particularistic, and discontinuous
discourses geared in some unspecified way to the achievement of (which?) moral-
political objectives, should, as Krokidas put it, be avoided as ‘a particularly bad piece
of metatheoretical advice’ (1993: 534).

4 Tt is worth recalling here that, as briefly noted in the Introduction, the four
illicit modes of theoretical reasoning described earlier, while perhaps most visible in
certain types of ‘modernist’ theorizing (such as Marxism, radical feminism, rational
choice theory, structuralism, and teleological functionalism), are not absent from
poststructuralist/postmodern approaches such as Foucault’s which in places slides
towards reification and essentialism (see Chapter 3).

5 For reasons that are examined later in the book and which are implicit in this
chapter’s discussion of a flexible but realist social ontology, the frequently employed
distinction between modernist theories (by which postmodernists generally mean
reductionist, essentialist, and teleological theorizing), and postmodern theories
which refuse to countenance realist ontologies, is not an altogether satisfactory dis-
tinction. The distinction implies an oversimplified either-or choice of metatheoret-
ical orientations.

Also, the ‘type of society’ version of postmodernism tends to assume that mod-
ern and postmodern societies are two readily identifiable and distinct structural
types that are almost entirely unalike. In fact, the dividing line between
modern/postmodern societies is far more blurred than most postmodern theorists
recognize, and postmodernists generally fail to recognize that there are empirical
discontinuities and continuities as between the so-called ‘traditional’, ‘modern’, and
‘postmodern’ types of society (on this, see Smart, 1991: 20, and Rose, 1988: 362).

6 In her study of social stratification and forms of inequality, Bradley (1996) to
some extent mirrors the arguments set out here concerning the loosely dialectical
relation of discourses to their social contexts, whereby discourses spiral into and out
of the social fabric (though I would want to emphasize more explicitly than Bradley
the more general metatheoretical postulate that discourses may be modified (a) as
they travel across time-space, and (b) as they are mediated at differing levels —
micro, mezo, and macro — of social process: see Chapters 6 and 7). Combining
modernist realism with a postmodern-type flexible ontology, she observes that for post-
structuralists and postmodernists, ‘class’ and ‘women’ are purely mental or linguistic
constructions with no real empirical referents. Hence, she argues, postmodernists
signally fail to address ‘real’ social differentiation and social inequalities. For Bradley,
social categories such as ‘men’, ‘class’, or ‘race’ and ethnicity may indeed be fluid
and mutable, but the constructs (‘men’ and so forth) that refer to those categories
have some basis in ‘lived experiences’ (material reality); the constructs, when
employed in social scientific, cultural, political, professional or other discourses are
perhaps not a perfect match with, but are at least partly or loosely grounded in,
material reality (Bradley, 1996: 3, 6-7, 9-10, 202-3). In turn, the discursive con-
structs that refer to these social categories tend in one form or another to ‘feed back’
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to material reality and modify social categories and contexts (1996: 8) The general
question of the relation of discourses to social contexts is taken up in Chapter 3.

7 However, what I call metatheory is referred to by Layder (1998a: 94) as
‘general theory’; he fears that the term ‘meta’-theory implies a body of theorizing
that is cut off from empirical concerns, and that use of the term therefore lends
ammunition to empiricists and others who reject general, abstract ‘sensitizing’ the-
ory of the kind that both Layder and I regard as having an indispensable part to play
in sociological practice. While I am sympathetic to Layder’s concerns, my inclina-
tion, along with Ritzer’s (1992), is to retain what is, after all, a fairly well-established
terminology: the word ‘meta’, it seems to me, is as good a term as any for denoting
a distinction between general sensitizing (or meta-) theory, and substantive theories.

8 See Introduction, note 5.
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Agency-structure and Micro—macro

In the following pages, which provide part of the theoretical background to
themes and topics that will take centre-stage in later chapters, the intention
is to provide a synopsis and critique of various theorists’ attempts to
handle two highly significant but controversial metatheoretical formula-
tions — widely referred to as agency—structure and micro—macro — that in my
approach are grounded in the previously described idea of a flexible but
realist social ontology allied to concept development that builds upon a cri-
tique of the four ‘cardinal sins’. Conceptual controversies and ambiguities
surrounding agency-structure and micro-macro are perennial but also con-
temporary features of general social theory, and of theoretical and method-
ological debate in virtually all of the social science disciplines (Ritzer,
1990). This chapter has two main aims. They are, first, to establish in
general terms the importance of agency-structure and micro-macro as con-
cepts that refer to differing dimensions of social reality, and second, to
review conceptual problems and disputes surrounding contemporary
debate of these concepts and, on the basis of critique, to offer a personal
view of how the concepts should be employed. The chapter begins by
examining some of the ways in which the concepts have been used in clas-
sical theory, and more particularly, in modern social theory. With reference
to the work of major contemporary sociological theorists such as Giddens,
Archer, and Mouzelis, the later section of the chapter addresses problems
of definition and interpretation, as well as differences of theoretical
approach that continue to shape debate of these contested concepts.
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Agency-structure and micro—macro in
classical and contemporary theory

Mouzelis argues that ‘the present debate on the links between micro and
macro sociology, as well as the older, related debate on methodological indi-
vidualism versus holism, have led precisely nowhere’ (1993a: 680, my italics).
He perhaps slightly overstates the case. Nevertheless, progress in resolving
the difficulties to which Mouzelis refers, has undoubtedly been slow and
fragmented. Theoretical, methodological, and empirical advances have
tended to be scattered across various social science disciplines and across
specialized areas of social theory, and at the present time there is, bearing
in mind the discussion in the preceding chapter, a good case for a rather
more cumulative and synthetic approach to conceptual and methodologi-
cal problems surrounding agency-structure and micro-macro. It should be
observed, first of all, that there is a certain amount of concept standardiza-
tion in the ways that the terms ‘agency’, ‘structure’, ‘micro’ and ‘macro’ are
used, but also some definitional variation and not a little ambiguity; there-
fore, in addressing instances of theoretical disagreement concerning these
concepts it is not always easy to distinguish between substantive differences
of perspective among opposing theorists, and exchanges that seemingly
reflect terminological confusion and misunderstanding of others’ theoreti-
cal position. Part of the concern of this chapter will be to map variations in
uses of these terms, as well as tracing important differences of perspective.
I will also indicate, in the next section, my conception of how these con-
cepts should be employed, taking into account — here as elsewhere through-
out the book — the earlier arguments for concept development that builds
upon critique of the four problematical modes of reasoning that were
defined and discussed in the Introduction.

In social theory and in social science disciplines, agency tends to be asso-
ciated with human creativity and social action, structure with patterned
relations, with constraints upon action, and with macro-social phenomena;
micro is for the most part employed as a term that denotes settings of face-
to-face interaction (situations of ‘co-presence’, as Giddens calls them),
while macro is frequently used to refer to ‘society’ and social institutions.
Quite often, agency is linked to micro, with structure (or ‘social structure’)
being more commonly associated with macro-social phenomena. Later, it
will be argued that some of these conceptualizations are highly problemati-
cal, and should therefore be resisted. Nevertheless, it is important to recog-
nize that they enjoy quite wide support and there is a general (though not
universal) tendency among social theorists to accord considerable impor-
tance to distinctions between agency and structure, and micro and macro.
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It is the view of some contemporary theorists that agency-structure
(Archer, 1988: ix—x) and micro-macro (Knorr-Cetina, 1981: 2; Munch and
Smelser, 1987; Ritzer, 1990) are the core underlying problematics of social
theory and sociology; this is not a view with which I have any major dis-
agreement, though I would add that ‘social chance’ and ‘time-space’ are
also significant, and that all of these metatheoretical concepts (meta-
concepts, for short) are too often employed in a tacit fashion that fails to
explicitly address the part that they play in the development of substantive
concepts and theories and in the design of empirical studies.

The major classical theorists — there is space here to refer only very
briefly to Marx, Durkheim, and Weber — each in their own way tackled the
problematics with which this chapter is concerned. Though Marx often
referred to agency, subjectivity, and individual consciousness, it is very clear,
taking into account his work as a whole, including changes in emphasis as
between the ‘early’ and ‘late’ Marx (for example, Marx, 1954; 1957; 1964;
1973; 1984), that he gave analytical primacy to social structure and to
‘objective’ social reality. In terms of micro—macro, the bulk of his work was
concerned with macro-structural phenomena. In opposition to Hegel’s ide-
alism, Marx argued that it is not ideas that shape society; rather, material
existence largely determines ideas. Concepts such as ideology, class inter-
ests, structural contradictions, and false consciousness are employed by
Marx in ways that make some allowance for agency and subjectivity but
which tend to prioritize the macro-structural elements of society, particu-
larly economic institutions. Structuralist Marxism associated with, in par-
ticular, the writings of Althusser (1965; 1971) and Poulantzas (1973) is an
attempt to remove economism, social determinism, and reductionism from
‘orthodox’ Marxism. However, it can be argued that the central structural-
ist Marxist concepts of ‘relative autonomy’ and ‘determination in the last
instance’ fail to displace economic reductionism and determinism from
Marxist and neo-Marxist theorizing (see the excellent discussion of this
point in Hindess, 1981; 1983a: 39-42).

Like Marx, Durkheim focused mainly upon ‘objective’ and macro dimen-
sions of the social. Durkheim’s later work (1965; 1982) had a considerable
influence on twentieth-century structuralist thought. His emphasis
(Durkheim, 1951; 1964) on macro-social phenomena led him to insist that
‘social facts’ — a concept used by Durkheim to signify, for example, religion,
the division of labour, the ‘collective conscience’ or central value system of
a society, and social institutions such as property and marriage — should be
explained in terms of other social facts; this was a fairly significant step in
the history of sociological thought, since it explicitly codified and elabo-
rated the idea that explanatory problems encountered at one level of real-
ity (Durkheim’s main interest being the social, the level at which social
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facts have their existence) cannot legitimately be reduced to phenomena
which occur at other levels of reality (such as the psychological, or the bio-
logical). Like physical facts in nature, social facts in Durkheimian terms
have distinct empirical properties of their own; for example, it is often pos-
sible to discern patterned regularities and also causal relations between
social facts. As just noted, a defining characteristic of social facts is that they
are not reducible to — that is, cannot be explained in terms of — phenomena
that exist at other levels of reality. For example, in Durkheim’s (1964)
theory of social development it is argued that the transition from traditional
to modern society resulted from population growth and an increase in
‘dynamic density’ (the ‘extent of interaction’ or number of social relation-
ships per person) leading to increased competition for land and other
resources, and to the emergence of a specialized division of labour as a
response to increased competition; here, social change occurs for social reas-
ons that cannot legitimately be reduced to the level of individual motives.
That is to say, individuals as they went about their lives did not set out to
produce a new type of society with a high level of occupational and social
specialization. In Durkheim’s theoretical scheme, ‘jumping’ levels of analy-
sis, and in particular, attempting to explain the social level of reality in
terms of the psychological level consisting of individual motives and indi-
vidual attributes, is rejected as an illicit methodological procedure. This
relates, of course, to the argument that society has emergent properties that
are ‘more than’, and therefore cannot be explained in terms of, the interac-
tions and actions of individuals; because social facts are ‘emergent’ (a con-
cept that will be examined more closely in Chapter 3) they must, as noted
earlier, be explained at the level of reality — the social — at which they occur,
that is, in terms of other social facts. It was this strongly anti-individualist
reasoning that underscored Durkheim’s (1951) classic study of suicide
rates. For Durkheim, social facts, including the social facts that shape
suicide rates, are macro-phenomena that are relatively continuous — they
precede any particular individual, and will continue to exist long after par-
ticular individuals have departed the social scene. Although a Durkheimian
focus on macro-structure and ‘objective’ social reality usefully addresses
aspects of the social that some later theorists such as symbolic interaction-
ists and phenomenologists tended to neglect, the approach is vulnerable to
the criticism that it fails to properly take account of the significance of
agency and of the micro-social; this is something that will be returned to
later.

We have noted that Marx and Durkheim tended to downplay agency and
to place too much emphasis upon social structure and upon the idea of an
‘objective’ macro-social order that largely determines social action. When
compared with Marx and with Durkheim, Weber (1932; 1947; 1949; 1978)

&)
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in some respects had what might be called a more ‘balanced’ view of agency
and structure.! He recognized the importance of macro-structural
processes, such as the rise of capitalism as a social and economic system, but
his conception of macro-structure was non-reductionist in so far as he
remained empirically open to the possibility that social phenomena may
have multiple, interlocking causes; this relates to Weber’s understanding —
which contrasts with Marx’s rather deterministic conception of historical
development — of the part that unplanned ‘conjunctions’ (by which Weber
meant unintended and causally unrelated combinations of social pheno-
mena) may play in shaping the course of social life (Turner, 1992a; Kalberg,
1994a). Weber also gave more emphasis than either Marx or Durkheim to
actors’ meanings, understandings, and motives. His work influenced the
development of interpretative sociology, even though he himself was, as
Campbell (1998) observed, more individualist than, for example, interpre-
tative theorists and researchers who, in the years after Weber’s death
became associated with the symbolic interactionist tradition. Weber was
more complex and arguably more sophisticated than Marx and Durkheim
in his treatment of agency—structure and micro-macro: he attempted, with
some success, to avoid the extremes, as he saw them, of positivism and ide-
alism, and he also tried to give due theoretical and methodological weight
to individuals and social action while attempting to develop a non-reductive
conception of the macro-social. However, it also has to be said, with refer-
ence to the concerns of this chapter, that there was a certain amount of
ambiguity in his reasoning (Kalberg, 1994b: 13-14, 31). Weber’s work
undoubtedly had a micro and agency dimension; indeed, his methodologi-
cal prescriptions advocated an individualist and micro-orientated ‘bottom-
up’ approach to the study of social structure. But in his empirical studies,
such as The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1932), he empha-
sized macro-structure and did so in somewhat ‘top-down’, macro-to-micro
fashion; large-scale patterns of meanings and social institutions (to do with,
for example, Calvinist religion and the ‘spirit of capitalism’) were regarded
by Weber as forces that powerfully shaped the forms of thought and behav-
iour of individuals. The existence, however, of certain tensions and ambigu-
ities in Weber’s work does not obscure the importance of his contribution
to the development of sociological thought; for example, his work is rele-
vant to recent theorizing on the relation of agency and structure to ‘social
chance’ (see Chapter 5).

When we turn to modern social theory we find there are approaches —
some that draw quite explicitly on classical theory — which emphasize
structure in ways that neglect agency and which accord analytical primacy
to the macro-social. One such approach — some others are discussed below —
is structuralism. Structuralist theory entails an analytical movement from
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subject (or actor) to structure: people are viewed as products of structure
and as ‘decentred’ from their own meanings, and for structuralists it is struc-
ture, not agency, that is the main focus of analysis. Theoretical movement
from action to structure rests on a claim that structure is self-regulatory,
systemically self-sustaining, and synchronic: ‘At the heart of the idea of
structuralism is the idea of system: a complete, self-regulating entity that
adapts to new conditions by transforming its features whilst retaining its
systemic structure’ (Scholes, 1974: 10). It is evident that this statement
entails reification (here I am using the definition of reification set out in the
Introduction). Reification together with determinism based on a reduc-
tionist notion of language and action is a feature of the sub-field of struc-
turalism that became known as structuralist linguistics (Saussure, 1974;
Lévi-Strauss, 1963; 1974): in this objectivist, autonomizing conception of
language, ‘it is not we who think and then use words but our language that
thinks for us’ (Sharp, 1980: 99). The deterministic supposition that lan-
guage (or langue in Saussurian terms) is an autonomous entity existing
independently of its situated practice by individuals or groups is part of the
structuralist proposition that human actors are unknowingly ‘inserted’ into
language (Barthes, 1967). Relatedly, in structuralist linguistics there is no
correspondence between a word and the object to which the word refers;
rather, the meaning of a word (or sound-image) is determined by its rela-
tion to other words and to concepts of objects (but not, as just noted, to
objects in the real world).

Not only structuralism, but also poststructuralism (for example, Lacan,
1977; Foucault, 1970; 1972; 1980a) is implicated in a form of social deter-
minism that neglects agency. The structuralist link between words/sound-
images (the signifier) and the concept of an object (the signified) is broken
by poststructuralist theorists, for whom meanings are constantly shifting
and arbitrary. Structuralists propose, first of all, that neither signifier nor sig-
nified represent or are linked to anything ‘real’, but second, that there is a
more or less stable link between signifier and signified. Poststructuralism
rejects the second proposition. Texts and, by implication, society are open
to multiple ‘readings’ (an emphasis on the reader) and any interpretation or
reading is never ‘finished’ or ‘final’ but is and should be subject to endless
challenges and re-interpretations (Derrida, 1982). Nothing is really real and
therefore analysis has to centre on discourses and the processes involved in
textual constructions of a putative ‘reality’. For example, the poststruc-
turalist concept of intertextuality refers to the interplay of texts, which
results in texts modifying each other when they are read and re-read
(re-interpreted) and therefore texts — and any account or ‘discourse’ that
purports to refer to a ‘real’ empirical world — are indeterminate and subject
to continuous re-interpretation and reformulation; and nor, as intimated
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earlier, is there a conventional or ‘correspondence theory’ criterion for
arbitrating among interpretations or discourses, since for poststructuralist
theorists there is no real world ‘out there’ against which competing dis-
courses or representations can be empirically tested. As briefly noted in the
Introduction, in poststructuralist and postmodern theory it is not only that
discourse reigns supreme; a deterministic conception of agency is also
involved in so far as, despite an ostensible emphasis on authors and ‘read-
ings’, the author or actor is ‘decentred’ and viewed as an effect or product
of discourse(s). Discourse theory, and here 1 have in mind Laclau and
Mouffe’s (1985; 1987) influential work, borrows in part from Saussure’s
structuralist linguistics. However, unlike structuralist linguistics, discourse
theory also draws upon poststructural and postmodern theory and it is
argued that discourses (and societies) are never ‘closed’ — there are no
‘fixed’ or stable meanings — but rather, they exist in a state of endless refor-
mulation and flux. Incorporated within discourse theory, then, are the
following poststructuralist propositions: there is no pre-discursive social
reality and therefore no benchmark against which we can empirically test
the veracity of competing discourses or representations of ‘reality’ (rather,
what counts as ‘truth’ is, as, for example, Foucault insisted, a matter of
politics, power and rights to define the world); any discourses which attempt
to convey a sense of ‘the real world’ are arbitrary, and endlessly reformula-
ble; and actors’ forms of thought and actions are effects or products of dis-
courses. Discourse theory raises interesting questions about ‘the social
construction of reality’ and about the part that politics plays in exchanges
between competing discursive attempts to define the world (Derrida,
1996; Laclau, 1990: 31-3). However, my own sympathies lie with the view
that discourse theory can legitimately be criticized for its brand of social
determinism and neglect of agency, and for its refusal to take seriously the
idea that there exists an ontologically complex and more or less indetermi-
nate but nevertheless real empirical world that is at least partly indepen-
dent of discursive activities.

The following are examples of other deterministic approaches that ele-
vate one or another conception of structure above agency. It was observed
earlier that structuralist Marxism is a theoretical perspective that is flawed
by a commitment to social determinism and a neglect of agency. The ‘last
instance’ reductionism of revised Marxism is revealed in, for instance,
Leonard’s Marxist theory of social work; he argues that ‘ideology’ rests ulti-
mately on ‘economic imperatives’ (1984: 49) and, in effect, his argument is
that the empirical complexities of social life are reducible to the thesis that
‘economic production is determinant “in the last instance” (1984: 104).
Habermas’s (1986; 1987; 1989) theoretical scheme is another example of
over-emphasis on macro-structural phenomena and a neglect of agency.
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Habermas attempts, in theoretical terms that are ultimately contradictory,
to combine voluntaristic action theory with a deterministic systems theory;
it is true that, in principle, non-contradictory theoretical syntheses of action
and structure are possible (see Chapter 1), but such a synthesis is not
achieved by Habermas. Systems are imbued with agency in his theoretical
scheme (1987: 159-60), and thereby reified. A further complication — relat-
ing to the system/social integration distinction which will be discussed in
Chapter 3 — is Habermas’s contradictory tendency to largely ignore agency
in the study of what he calls ‘System’ (polity and economy). In his theoretical
framework, System is inspected only in system-integration terms, whereas,
he argues, the ‘Lifeworld’ (taken-for-granted meanings employed in every-
day life among family, friends and associates) should be viewed in social-
integration terms: this neglect by Habermas of agency and actor-actor
relations in politics, bureaucracies, and markets, and conversely, the neglect
of systemic, role-patterned, and institutional aspects of the lifeworld, limits
the usefulnessness of his approach to agency-structure (see the useful dis-
cussion in Mouzelis, 1997). This is not to deny that there is much that is of
value in Habermas’s extensive writings; rather, it is to challenge and criti-
cize his handling of agency-structure. Much the same can be said of
Bourdieu (1977; 1984; 1990; 1998), who is widely regarded as another
major theorist of agency-structure. Bourdieu, for all his references to the
importance of agency, is ultimately committed to a deterministic view of
agency; his version of what he calls ‘constructivist structuralism’ is much
closer to structuralism than to constructivism. For example, Bourdieu
(1984: 110) believes actors’ dispositions are largely determined by the
social positions they occupy and by their ‘habitus’ (this is defined by
Bourdieu as tacit knowledge, derived from life experience, which actors
habitually draw upon).

Having briefly identified a number of classical and contemporary macro-
structural perspectives that tend to downplay the micro-social order and to
neglect subjectivity, agency, and intersubjectivity, it is important to note
that adoption of a macro-social approach does not necessarily mean that
agency will be neglected or viewed in purely deterministic terms. As will
become clearer later, a macro-social orientation need not rely upon theories
of structural predetermination. For example, Roberto Unger’s (19873;
1987b; 1987¢; 1997) theoretical work, which has been largely overlooked
by European and American theorists, is indubitably of macro scope, but
Unger recognizes that contingency and indeterminacy play a large part in
human affairs (see the discussion of Unger’s work in Chapter 7). A closely
related point is that the macro-social order, though likely to have some
influence upon social life at ‘lower’ — that is, mezo or micro — levels of social
process, may shape social conditions not only in the direction of systemic
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stability and predictability, but also in the direction of unpredictability,
indeterminacy, and social flux. The point being made here is that although
seemingly paradoxical in light of the connotations of constraint and prede-
termination that have tended, erroneously, to be seen as the hallmark of the
concept ‘structure’, structural conditioning may sometimes take the form
of the creation of tendencies that stimulate social indeterminacy and
unpredictability. An illustration is to be found in the policy process associ-
ated with the European Union (EU). In political science and policy analy-
sis literature — including writing on governance (Rhodes, 1997; Burns, 1999;
Kooiman, 1999) - there is for the most part an understanding that the
macro-dimension of politico-administrative systems influences the policy
process and to a greater or lesser extent shapes interaction among political
and policy actors. In the case of the EU, which may be regarded as a macro-
postnational system of governance (Cram, 1997), it is often argued (for
example, Kassim, 1994; Richardson, 1996; Cram et al., 1999) that the
architecture of the European Union - including the complex formal and
also informal relations between its main organizational and institutional
components; dispersed loci of power and shifting, highly variable sources of
influence; and the EU’s multi-level governance processes within and across
nation—states — makes for a Euro policy process that, far from being corpo-
ratist or hierarchical, is highly fluid, unstable, and variable: this is quite
often reflected in shifting, unpredictable patterns of interaction among
political and policy actors at the micro and mezo levels of the EU policy
process (see the empirical material in Bulmer, 1993, and Judge et al., 1994).
Macro-shaping of social conditions may, then, be in the direction of the
routinization of social action — or, as in the example of the European Union
policy process, in the direction of social flux and indeterminacy (George
and Bache, 2001). This is one reason — there are others, which are discussed
in the following section — for challenging the tendency of some theorists to
assume, often in a tacit kind of way, that the idea of macro-structure must
necessarily imply constraints upon agency, institutionalization of behaviour,
and predictability of social outcomes.

Empirical investigation of situations of co-presence — which is where a
large part of our lived experience occurs — is a vital part of the study of
social life. As Layder (1997: 1) observes: ‘Much of everyday social life is
conducted at ... [the] ... face-to-face level in which participants formulate
their conduct in the light of the behaviour and intentions of the others pre-
sent.” Even in what Albrow refers to as ‘the global age’, where the signifi-
cance of relations associated with place, community, and family is often said
to be in decline, face-to-face relations ‘still matter’ (Albrow, 1996: 138,
167). If we wish to avoid what Mouzelis (1991: 138) calls ‘downwards
reductionism’ (or ‘downwards conflation’ in Archer’s (1995: 7) terms),
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which rests on the assumption that micro-phenomena have no dynamics of
their own and can be explained in terms of macro-phenomena, it is neces-
sary to incorporate micro-situational theory and methodology into socio-
logy’s modus operandi. Macro-structural theories — including variants of
structuralism, Parsonian structural-functionalism, and Marxism — which
portray actors’ forms of thought and practices as direct or indirect expres-
sions of a determinate macro-system or macro-discourse, are rejected by
micro-situational researchers associated with the symbolic interactionist
approach, an approach that focuses upon actors’ creativity and capacity for
modifying existing meanings and also upon the emergence of ‘new’ mean-
ings and intentions that come into being during the actual process of face-
to-face interaction.? The intellectual roots of symbolic interactionism — and
here I am not concerned with differences of emphasis among its propo-
nents (see Meltzer et al., 1975) — lie in the writings of Weber, Georg
Simmel, Robert Park, William Isaac Thomas, Charles Horton Cooley, John
Dewey, and George Herbert Mead (see Rose, 1972). Interpretative socio-
logy as represented by, for example, Cooley (1902), Mead (1967) and
Blumer (1969) stands in sharp contrast to, say, structuralism, Marxism and
Parsonian sociology, and gives emphasis to subjective experience and, in
particular, the intersubjective ‘negotiation’ of experiences and meanings in
situations of co-presence. In regard to agency-structure and micro-macro, it
should be noted that postmodern and poststructuralist thought and dis-
course theory fail to recognize the significance of intersubjectivity and the
interaction order. Although modern macro-structural theory and postmod-
ern theory are in some respects diametrically opposed, what they tend to
share in common is a determinist image of social action (Turner, 1990:
248). Poststructuralist and postmodern theorists fail to perceive the analyt-
ical significance of a non-deterministic conception of the micro-social
sphere (Best and Kellner, 1991: 66); for example, postmodern theory
(together with structuralism and discourse theory) neglects interaction and
intersubjectivity as a crucial mediating factor that may result in ‘local’
modifications or perhaps local transformations of the contents and mean-
ing of macro ‘discourses’. As already noted, in the symbolic interactionist
tradition the typical unit of analysis is situations of co-presence, and inves-
tigation focuses on local handling of trans-situational meanings and also the
emergence — during the process of interaction — of wholly or partially new
meanings and motives: writers within this tradition emphasize that even
(macro-) institutionalized meanings and understandings that stretch widely
across time and space can be re-assembled, re-negotiated, and ‘mixed’ in
novel ways in local (micro-) settings. Unlike, say, structuralist linguistics or
discourse theory, a micro-situational approach to the study of words,
language, and cognition rests on the methodological rubric, ‘Don’t ask for
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the meaning: ask for the use’ (Ryle and Findlay, 1972: 7), which in turn is
derived from a theoretical postulate which suggests that practice and
speech in micro-settings are not ‘signifiers’ of macro-structures (Heller,
1986: 155-7). In micro-social studies informed by symbolic interactionism,
emphasis is placed on intersubjectivity and interaction (Simmel, 1971: 23);
the approach is therefore distinguishable not only from methodological col-
lectivism but also from methodological individualism.?> Micro-social analy-
sis, it is worth noting, is of considerable value in the field of policy studies
(Haimes, 1993). For example, Jewson and Mason’s (1986) study of equal
opportunities policies in a manufacturing firm and in a local authority drew
attention to the importance of adopting a micro-empirical focus as a means
of gaining an understanding of participants’ meanings and motives; by con-
centrating their enquiry on the in situ employment of meanings and the
negotiation of, and sometimes the re-formulation of meanings during ongo-
ing social interaction in organizational contexts, Jewson and Mason were
able to empirically document actors’ struggles and confusions surrounding
‘liberal’ versus ‘radical’ conceptions of equal opportunities policies and
practices. Also, and while care must be exercised whenever attempts are
made to extrapolate from individual case studies, it would appear that
Jewson and Mason’s micro-situational study throws light on general prob-
lems and ambiguities surrounding equal opportunities policies, problems
that are not entirely ‘local’ or situationally specific and which in some form
are likely to be encountered wherever such policies are practised (see
Bagilhole, 1997). It is not only in sociology that there has been some
renewal of interest in micro-studies. In political science, Marsh and Stoker
(1995b: 292-4) argue that future work within their discipline should pay
explicit attention to micro-processes, and that greater attention should also
be given by political scientists to the problem of finding a satisfactory
method of integrating micro-, mezo- and macro-levels of analysis (see
Chapters 3 and 7). However, it is important to observe that in terms of
finding a satisfactory way of addressing agency—structure and micro-macro,
there are limits to what can be achieved by micro-situational analysis.
Symbolic interactionism, and also phenomenology (Schutz, 1962; 1972)
are not well equipped, theoretically or methodologically, to undertake
investigation of macro-phenomena; this limitation is discussed in some
detail in Chapter 7, which pulls together key methodological aspects of the
arguments set out in the earlier chapters. As well, it will be observed in the
next chapter that some writers have argued that symbolic interactionists’
emphasis on intersubjectivity and interaction has resulted in neglect of a
‘Weberian’ recognition of the importance of the individual and of subjec-
tivity (for example, Campbell, 1998: Layder, 1997). For the present, how-
ever, it remains to identify a number of central themes and controversies
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arising from the various points made above; to do this it is intended to refer
in the following section to three major sociological theorists (namely
Archer, Giddens, and Mouzelis) whose work throws up a number of rather
complicated conceptual twists and turns relating to contemporary debate
of agency-structure and micro-macro.

Themes and controversies

In order to adequately address contemporary themes and controversies that
relate to the preceding discussion, it is necessary, first of all, to recognize the
existence of miscommunication among theorists. It was briefly observed
earlier that a certain amount of ambiguity and also variation in meaning are
features of the debate surrounding agency-structure and micro-macro.
Caution is therefore required in mapping differing uses of these concepts.
Misinterpretations occur quite often. An instance is Mouzelis’s (1991: 35)
criticism that Giddens’s theory of structuration ignores what Mouzelis calls
‘macro action’ (a term Mouzelis uses to denote action that has far-reaching
consequences affecting many people; he particularly has in mind decisions
made by people in positions of authority such as government ministers or
the heads of large firms, as well as decisions made by meetings or commit-
tees whose members have a high level of formal authority, such as a meet-
ing of heads of state). This criticism, which is repeated in Mouzelis (1993a:
682), seems to rest, as Giddens (1993: 7) himself observes in a response to
Mouzelis’s critique, on a misunderstanding of how the theory of structura-
tion relates to what Mouzelis (but not Giddens; see later) terms the
‘micro-macro’ distinction: nowhere, despite Mouzelis’s claim to the con-
trary, does Giddens deny the existence of what Mouzelis rather confusingly
calls ‘macro action’. Another example of misinterpretation over the debate
of agency-structure and micro-macro is McLennan’s (1995: 121) erro-
neous claim — made in a paper that in other respects is scholarly and
insightful — that Mouzelis (1991) criticizes Giddens on the grounds that
Giddens associates micro with voluntarism and with agency, and macro
with structure viewed as constraint upon agency. In point of fact, Giddens
(1984:139; 1993: 7) rejects the conflations micro-agency and macro-structure
(as does Mouzelis, 1991: 32); it is also the case that Mouzelis (1991: 32)
recognizes that Giddens opposes these conflations, and here McLennan
seems to have misinterpreted the theoretical positions of both Giddens and
Mougzelis. It is true, as I shall observe in Chapter 3, that Mouzelis (1989;
1991; 1993b; 1995; 1997) formulates reasons for being critical of some
aspects of Giddens’s conceptual framework, but these are not the reasons
adduced by McLennan.
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Leaving aside the above examples of conceptual confusions that arise
from contemporary theorists’ misapprehension of others’ terminologies and
differing ways of handling agency-structure and micro-macro, there are
divergences that rest less on misunderstandings than on real differences of
approach at the level of social ontology. One of these differences concerns
the unusual and, in my opinion, the inadequate conception of micro-macro
that is to be found in Archer’s morphogenetic social theory (as with the
work of many of the theorists criticized in this and other chapters, what fol-
lows is not intended to be a wholesale condemnation of Archer’s theoreti-
cal scheme: there is much that is invaluable in her framework, as indicated
in Chapter 4). Most theorists employ the term ‘micro’ to refer to social
phenomena or units of analysis — situations of face-to-face interaction, or
co-presence — that in terms of ‘size’ are small-scale, as distinct from macro-
phenomena that (as in the case of social institutions) are large-scale in the
sense that they extend widely across time and social space. In contrast,
Archer (1995: 8-9, 12) argues that micro-macro should not refer to differ-
ences in the absolute ‘size’ of social phenomena, but rather, to relative dif-
ferences in size and to a relational conception of scale associated with the
concept of ‘emergence’. It is perhaps unusual, given the sheer significance
of Archer’s critique of social theory and her ‘anti-conflationary’ theoretical
sociology, that her view of this matter has hardly been noticed (indeed, and
as King (1999: 199) observes, her theoretical framework as a whole has,
until very recently, received surprisingly little attention from social theorists
and sociologists). The immediate point of interest here is Archer’s insis-
tence that a given unit of analysis may be ‘micro’ in relation to one stratum
of society, and ‘macro’ in relation to another: ‘what justifies the differenti-
ation of strata and thus use of the terms “micro” and “macro” to character-
ize their relationship is the existence of emergent properties pertaining to
the latter but not to the former, even if they were elaborated from it’
(Archer, 1995: 9). Thus, in Archer’s terms, a dyad may be regarded as micro,
but if that dyad formed part of a slightly larger social grouping (a commit-
tee or a household, say), then the latter, in relation to the dyad, would be
investigated as a ‘macro’ phenomena. Archer’s own illustration of this prin-
ciple, a principle which in my opinion misappropriates the otherwise
important notions of relationalism and emergence, is as follows: the ‘socie-
tal properties of Britain’ (1995: 10) may be ‘macro’ when viewed in terms
of a study that is focused on Britain, but ‘micro’ when Britain is looked at
in the context of Europe. Archer’s unusual conception of micro-macro —
though I have no quarrel with the general idea of ‘emergence’, to which she
refers* — should be resisted, in favour of a more conventional definition. It
is obviously true that the size of social phenomena and of social wholes
(a family, a small group, an organization, a community or whatever) is in
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some sense relative rather than absolute, but in social enquiry this can be
perfectly adequately catered for without having to incur the potential con-
fusion of a switch to a new conceptual terminology in which, say, France is
for some purposes described as a micro-entity, and a small group of friends
described as a macro-entity. A reason for Archer’s wish to abandon con-
ventional distinctions between micro and macro, is her contention that
‘micro-macro’ and ‘agency-structure’ are simply different ‘versions of
exactly the same debate’ (Archer, 1995: 7, my italics). Here I disagree with
Archer, for reasons that are set out at the end of this chapter, where it will
be observed that micro is not at all the same thing as agency, and macro is
not the same thing as structure. Like Giddens and Mouzelis, whose work
was briefly mentioned earlier, [ believe (though not for the same reasons as
Giddens or Mouzelis) that it is appropriate to avoid the conflations micro—
agency and macro—structure. Given the conceptual variations that exist
among major sociological theorists concerned with these matters, these
being a potentially confusing series of variations that have received remark-
ably little attention in the literature, it will be necessary for me to return to
these matters later: for instance, Giddens’s reasons for avoiding theoretical
conflation of micro with agency and macro with structure are not cotermi-
nous with Mouzelis’s. Also, my own conception of agency-structure and
micro—macro in some respects departs from Giddens (who elides the dis-
tinction between micro and macro and conflates agency with structure)
and from Mouzelis (whose interesting recasting of structuration theory is
not, however, completely satisfactory; see Chapter 4). It should be observed
that another of Archer’s motives for proposing her unusual notion of
micro—macro is her assumption (1995: 10-11) that those who employ the
term ‘micro’ to refer to small-scale phenomena, such as situations of
co-presence, tend to regard the micro-social sphere of interpersonal relations
as insulated from the macro-social sphere. This is a curious and unwar-
ranted assumption on Archer’s part. Numerous researchers and theorists
who employ the micro-macro distinction to indicate differences in the
properties and scale of social phenomena insist on precisely the idea of links
between micro and macro (for example, Knorr-Cetina and Cicourel, 1981;
Munch and Smelser, 1987; Ritzer, 1992) even though they might disagree
about the nature of the links; many, if not most, theorists are strongly
opposed to the notion of what Archer (1995: 10) critically refers to as an
“isolated” micro world’. Many aspects of Archer’s morphogenetic social
theory may be regarded as a significant contribution to theoretical sociol-
ogy (see Chapter 4). However, for the reasons to which I have just referred,
we should reject Archer’s notion of micro-macro. The micro-macro dis-
tinction, providing it is employed differently than in Archer’s work and
used in ways that avoid the four sins of theoretical and methodological
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reasoning referred to earlier, is a useful conceptual tool for marking out
variation in the properties and temporal and spatial scale of social pheno-
mena, for denoting corresponding differences in the nature and size of the
units of analysis employed in social enquiry, and for exploring links between
those units of analysis.

Archer (1988; 1995; 1998) is centrally involved in the contemporary
debate of ‘dualism versus duality’, a debate which centres mainly though
not exclusively upon critique of Giddens’s theory of structuration
(Giddens, 1981; 1982; 1984; 1991b; 1993). Dualism and duality relate in
various ways to this chapter’s focus upon agency-structure and
micro-macro; what follows is a preliminary theoretical sketch, leaving
further treatment of dualism-duality until the next chapter. Giddens
(1984: 139-44), who subscribes to what might be termed a ‘flat’ rather than
‘hierarchical’ social ontology, collapses the distinction between micro and
macro, as do some other theorists such as Elias, Foucault, Callon, and
Latour, and poststructuralist and postmodern theorists. Giddens believes
tensions between micro-theorists and macro-theorists arise out of ‘a phoney
war’ (1984: 139) and that micro-macro is a false and unhelpful dualism
(1993: 4) that polarizes social scientists into proponents of two opposing
approaches; he also is of the view that the distinction helps perpetuate a
mistaken tendency on the part of some theorists to equate micro with
agency, and macro with structural constraint upon agency (1984: 139;
1993: 7). Another factor in Giddens’s unwillingness to employ these terms
is that the micro-macro distinction is a dualism that has tended to empha-
size the difference between small groups and larger social phenomena.
Archer, as noted earlier, makes a similar critical observation, but she rejects
Giddens'’s elision and substitutes her idiosyncratic version of micro-macro
dualism — whereas for Giddens (1979: 204-5), a more important distinction
is between face-to-face interaction in situations of co-presence, and inter-
relations with others who are physically (spatially) absent, and often tem-
porally absent as well (this relates to Giddens’s questionable re-shaping of
Lockwood’s (1964) distinction between social-integration and system-
integration modes of analysis; see the discussion of this in the following
chapter). Giddens argues that just as micro-macro is a false dualism, so too
is agency-structure. This is dealt with more fully in Chapter 3, with refer-
ence not only to Giddens but to other theorists. Briefly put, Giddens
favours the idea of a duality — not a dualism — of action and structure. In
structuration theory the ‘duality of structure’ is a concept which insists that
agency (or action) and structure are not separate domains, but instead are
‘two sides of the same coin’: the notion of duality specifies that structure is
not external to or apart from action — unless structure is currently being
practised (or instantiated) by people, it has no current existence (other than
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as ‘memory traces’ in people’s minds). On those occasions when structure
is not being put into practice by people (that is, not being instantiated), it
has only a ‘virtual’ existence; structure is ‘all in the mind’ unless and until
it is instantiated. In other words, action and structure are a duality, not a
dualism; they are not different kinds of social things, but two aspects of the
same thing and are, so to speak, inseparably rolled together into one. This
concept of a duality of structure and action is, as we shall see in Chapter 3,
a reason for Giddens’s (1984: 2) empbhasis on ‘social practices’. In Chapter 4
it will be observed that Archer is highly critical of what she calls ‘central
conflationism’ (here she mainly has in mind Giddens'’s conflation of agency
and structure), as is Layder and Mouzelis, although, as we shall see,
Mouzelis tries to accommodate both duality and dualism in his theoretical
approach. Giddens’s ‘methodological bracketing’ connotes a methodologi-
cal procedure that rests on his distinction between what he terms ‘institu-
tional analysis’, a form of analysis which refers to the study of large-scale,
historical processes and which ‘places in suspension the skills and awareness
of actors’ (Giddens, 1984: 375), and ‘strategic conduct analysis’ which
Giddens (ibid.: 373) defines as ‘social analysis which places in suspension
institutions as socially reproduced, concentrating upon ... actors’. Giddens
argues that for the purposes of practical empirical analysis it is necessary to
employ this distinction and, in effect, to concentrate any particular piece of
analysis on either agency or structure. His argument, in effect, is that even
though in reality action and structure are not ontologically separate or dif-
ferent things, it is in (research) practice necessary to treat them as distinct,
separable phenomena. A number of critics, including Layder (1984: 215;
1998b: 101) have suggested that although at the ontological level Giddens
argues for a duality in which agency/action and structure are inextricably
combined and therefore cannot be separated or treated theoretically as an
ontological dualism, his practical strategy of methodological bracketing
involves a separation of action and structure which, in effect, smuggles back
in to his framework the ontological dualism that he is trying to avoid.
Layder is right. For reasons that are implicit in the preceding pages and
which will be returned to in the following chapter, it can, I suggest, be rea-
sonably argued that the dualisms of agency—structure and of micro-macro
are indispensable in social analysis; we should, as Layder (1994) aptly puts
it, seek to build bridges between agency and structure (and between micro
and macro) rather than theoretically collapse these distinctions by com-
pressing the elements so tightly together that they cannot be separated. It
follows that as well as my being critical of Giddens’s insistence upon a
‘duality’ of action and structure, I am unconvinced by the rejection of dual-
ism in Law’s (1994) ‘sociology of ordering’ (which is a synthesis of struc-
turalism, poststructuralism, actor network theory, and, to a much lesser
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extent, symbolic interactionism). Although Law’s Foucauldian focus on
social networks and recursion is not without some merit (see Chapter 6), I
cannot go along with his attempt to dissolve the micro—macro distinction
(for details, see Law 1994: 11, 18, 138) nor his attempted dissolution of the
agency-structure distinction (1994: 158-60, 103, 138). Law’s supposition
that maintaining the agency-structure distinction is synonymous with
essentialist and reductionist reasoning is profoundly mistaken, as should be
clear from the preceding chapter. Law draws upon structuralist and post-
structuralist ‘decentring of the subject’ (1994: 24) and, borrowing from
Foucault, he regards agents as effects of discourse (ibid.: 113): since there
is no ‘knowing subject’ (ibid.: 113), there can be no dualism of agency and
structure. Stated in more general terms, Law wrongly assumes that the
agency-structure distinction is redundant by virtue of agency being vari-
able, contingent, and relational; against Law, however, it can be argued that
agency is, indeed, often contingent and relational but that this is no reason
for collapsing the distinction between structure and agency (this is taken up
in some detail in the next chapter).

There is another complication arising from divergence in contemporary
sociological theorists’ handling of the micro-macro distinction. Mouzelis
(1995: 123) observes that a reason for Giddens's rejection of the
micro—macro distinction is Giddens’s belief that social scientists tend to
erroneously link micro with agency, and macro with structure. But such
links are not necessary nor endorsed by all social scientists and therefore,
Mouzelis argues, it is a pity that Giddens rejects the micro-macro distinc-
tion, thereby abandoning an invaluable analytical tool. Giddens tries to
replace micro-macro with his own conception of the social-integration/
system-integration distinction: for Giddens, a social integration form of
analysis focuses on the study of ‘co-presence’ relations (that is, face-to-face
interaction in local settings or in small groups) and system integration is a
form of analysis concerned with relationships across time and space.
Mouzelis (1995: 124; 1997) suggests this leads Giddens to wrongly regard
face-to-face relations as micro-phenomena whereas — as noted earlier, with
reference to Mouzelis’s (1991: 83, 109; 1995: 124) concept of ‘macro
action’ — face-to-face relations between powerful actors (such as a meeting
of heads of state or of the chief executives of large corporations) should in
Mouzelis’s view be classified as macro-phenomena in so far as the decisions
taken at such meetings may, unlike decisions taken by ‘weak’ actors such as
shopfloor workers in a factory, have repercussions that stretch widely across
time-space and that may affect the lives of literally millions of people. One
of Mouzelis’s (1991: 83) examples is the meeting between Churchill,
Roosevelt, and Stalin at Yalta in 1945, an encounter that ‘led to crucial deci-
sions which ... shaped the map of post-war Europe and radically affected
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millions of lives’. Although there are grounds for agreeing with both
Giddens’s and Mouzelis’s refusal to link micro with agency and macro with
structure, and with Mouzelis’s rebuttal of Giddens’s modification of
Lockwood’s (1964) social/system integration distinction, there nevertheless
is a case for challenging Mouzelis’s criticism that Giddens errs in linking
micro with co-presence; as briefly observed earlier, it is better to remain
with the conventional understanding that face-to-face interactions are
micro-phenomena. For Mouzelis, as we have seen, co-presence is not the
defining feature of micro-interaction, since such interaction in those cases
where the participants are powerful tends to result in decisions with
far-reaching (‘macro’) consequences that extend widely across time and
space. Mouzelis's arguments are unconvincing. At least in regard to the
matter under discussion here, it is better to remain with social scientific
convention and to define all situations of co-presence — irrespective of the power
of the participants — as micro-social phenomena; also, micro-social
phenomena should be regarded as relatively autonomous of, though not
completely detached from or unaffected by, macro-social phenomena,
these being empirical questions. If we were to apply Mouzelis’s terms to,
say, governance in the European Union, his conception of ‘macro action’ (or
‘macro-events’) would apply to, for example, interactions in the Council of
Ministers or in the European Commission. Mouzelis’s formulation is prob-
lematical, for the following reasons. First, the emergent micro-situational
properties of a face-to-face situation (a committee, that meets regularly, say,
or else an ad hoc meeting) may significantly influence the course of inter-
action and thereby shape the decisions taken (for empirical examples in the
foreign policy field, see Russett and Starr, 1996: 242-3). In his general
theoretical framework Mouzelis recognizes the interactional-situational
dimension of social action but for some reason — despite a brief, unexpli-
cated reference to ‘macro actors’ having forms of power that may not be
‘positional’ (Mouzelis, 1991: 144) — this is not related by him to his for-
mulation of ‘macro-events’ and ‘macro action’. In Mouzelis’s references to
powerful actors involved in what he terms ‘macro events’, an overriding
emphasis is given to positional power (for example, 1991: 91; 1995: 24)
(see the discussion of power in Chapter 5). It is as if Mouzelis believes that
personal interaction and power dynamics in relations among top dogs can
in principle have no significant emergent micro-processual or relational
dimensions that affect decision-making. Second, as Giddens notes, Mouzelis
wrongly downplays the extent to which ‘macro action’ involves far more
than an initiating decision made by a few powerful leaders; social action
and processes leading up to and during decision-making, and afterwards in
the implementation phase, are often embedded in systems of power that entail
a very large number of ‘routinized circumstances of co-present interaction’
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(Giddens, 1993: 7). In respect of these factors, Mouzelis’s insistently
hierarchical concept of ‘macro action’, is an oversimplification. Third,
events which Mouzelis (1991: 90-1) describes as ‘micro-events’, where
decisions are taken by weak or so-called ‘micro actors’ (1991: 144; 1995:
27, 120), may, depending on the circumstances and the operation of social
chance and unintended consequences, turn out to have far-reaching
(‘macro’) outcomes; for example, the seeds of radical political transforma-
tion may, in principle at least, be found in encounters among ‘ordinary’
people. And more mundanely, it often happens that decisions taken by, say,
a group of shopfloor workers in a factory may turn out to have quite far-
reaching consequences extending far beyond their own workplace. In terms
of the operation of power and in terms of causes and effects, the social
fabric is rather more empirically complex and more heterogeneous and
unpredictable than Mouzelis implies. Fourth, some meetings of committees
with a ‘top dog’ membership may be routine, with no significant decision
taken; in what sense, in terms of Mouzelis’s own formulation, can such
meetings be described as ‘macro events’ that are energized by ‘macro
actors’? Fifth, and closely related to the first point above, Mouzelis’s exam-
ples of ‘macro events’ and his references to ‘macro actors’ (powerful actors,
in his scheme) rest on a largely systemic, role/positional conception of
power. He gives insufficient attention to relational and broadly Foucauldian
dimensions of power; his writing contains many examples of a tendency to
adopt, in regard to the matters under discussion here, a mechanical and
overly systemic view of power (for example, Mouzelis, 1991: 75, 83, 90-1,
168). Finally, and again related to an earlier point, a fairly commonplace
observation among policy analysts and political scientists concerned with
governance and public policy (for example, Parsons, 1995; Rhodes, 1997;
Dye, 1998) is that in the field of politics and policy ‘big’ decisions are often
not implemented in the way intended by the policy-makers, and sometimes
decisions taken by top dogs have only minor consequences. In some
instances there may be technical implementation difficulties, or successful
resistance by implementation agents such as administrators or profession-
als; and contingent events can throw a public policy off course in innumer-
able ways (Richardson, 1996; James, 1997). Moreover, and while the ideas
of ‘postmodern public administration’ (Fox and Miller, 1995) and recent
Dutch scholarship on governance (Kickert and van Vught, 1995; Kickert
et al., 1997a, 1997b; Kooiman, 1999) sometimes involve an over-reaction
against the traditional concept of hierarchical government (for a review and
critique, see Sibeon, 2000), the fact remains that traditional mechanisms of
hierarchical, ‘top-down’ government are in some policy sectors declining in
significance in the face of newer, non-hierarchical mechanisms of societal
‘steering’ and ‘co-governance’ (Pierre and Peters, 2000; Kooiman, 2003). All
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in all, and despite there being much that is invaluable in Mouzelis’s overall
theoretical framework, his specific proposals concerning what he describes
as macro-action, macro-events, and macro-actors are — like Archer’s and
Giddens’s dissimilar though no less problematical conceptions of
micro-macro — open to criticism and they should not, in my opinion, be
incorporated into current efforts to reconstruct sociological theory ‘after
postmodernism’.

The preceding discussion has entailed exposition and clarification of
theoretical themes together with critique and, where appropriate, the dis-
cussion moved beyond critique in order to enable me to outline some of my
own proposals for the development of sociological theory and metatheory;
now I should like to draw together the earlier references to agency—structure
and micro-macro so as to summarize my own approach to these important
meta-concepts. Reification, it was argued in the Introduction, is one of four
long-standing ‘cardinal sins’ that continue to influence many areas of social
theory and methodology. My conception of agency was sketched in the
Introduction with reference to a non-reified concept of actors (or agents)
as entities that, in principle, are capable of formulating and taking decisions
and of acting on at least some of them; this non-reified definition of agency
will be developed at greater length in Chapter 5. It is a parsimonious defi-
nition that rests on a minimal concept of actor (Hindess, 1988: 45) which
does not insist upon any other restrictions on what may count as an actor
(such as, on the one hand, the criterion of a ‘postmodern subject’ who is
‘fraught with cognitive confusion, emotional malaise, and ontological inse-
curity’ (Smith, P., 2001: 25), or on the other, so-called modernist criteria of
subjectivity such as ‘rational’ thought, a unitary self-identity, the holding
of logically consistent attitudes, or having a ‘coherent’ or integrated set of
objectives). However, my explicitly anti-reified conception of agency does
insist upon the ‘minimal’ concept of actor in the form just stated. This
tightly drawn conception of agency, though in some sense minimal, is actu-
ally ‘stricter’ and more focused than in the work of most social theorists or
theoretical sociologists, such as Habermas, Bourdieu, Giddens, Archer,
Mouzelis, or Layder; there is among social theorists an unfortunate ten-
dency to treat agency as a received notion, and to attribute agency to
entities — social classes and other taxonomic collectivities, social movements,
social networks, and the like — that, on the basis of the above definition,
cannot conceivably be regarded as actors or agents but should, rather, be
thought of as elements of structure. In my approach (for example, Sibeon,
1999a; 2000) the concept structure (or ‘social structure’) refers, as I shall
clarify shortly, to temporally enduring or temporally and spatially extensive
social conditions that to a greater or lesser extent influence actors’ forms of
thought, decisions and actions, and which, depending on the circumstances,
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facilitate or constrain actors’ capacities to achieve their objectives.
Structure refers to the ‘conditions of action’ (Betts, 1986: 41) or, put more
simply, ‘social conditions’ (Hindess, 1986a: 120-1). The conditions-of-
action/social conditions (‘structure’) are, in effect, the circumstances in
which actors (as defined above) operate, including the resources that actors
may draw upon. On this intentionally broad and ‘minimal’ definition,
which will be amplified in Chapter 5, structure refers to a variety of pheno-
mena that include discourses; institutions; social practices; individual and
social actors (from the standpoint of any particular actor there is agency-in-
structure, that is to say, structure includes other actors and their motives,
capabilities, actions and the intended and unintended outcomes of their
actions; conversely, there is structure-in-agency, in the sense that actors’
form of thought, decisions, and actions are to a greater or lesser extent
influenced by structure); social systems or networks (these are defined
below); and power distributions, with power viewed as multi-dimensional
and as a partly systemic, partly relational phenomena. Social conditions
(‘structure’) are very often fluid; should some conditions become stabilized
across large extensions of time—space, this is not a necessary effect of the
social totality but a contingent outcome of interaction between agency,
structure and social chance. It is also worth re-emphasizing with reference
to the four forms of deficient reasoning described in the Introduction, that
social conditions (‘social structure’) are not a unitary phenomenon that can
be said to have a single ‘cause’; to insist otherwise in advance of empirical
enquiry, is to engage in essentialist and reductionist theorizing.
Micro-macro as defined in my theoretical framework — and here, as
stated earlier, I in some respects part company with a number of major con-
temporary sociological theorists including Giddens, Archer, and Mouzelis —
refers to differences in the units of and scale of analyses concerned with the
investigation of varying extensions of time—space. Micro-analysis, which like
macro-analysis can refer to institutional and/or figurational dynamics
(Mouzelis, 1991; 1995) (this relates to the discussion of system and social
integration in Chapter 3) involves investigation of meanings, positions/
roles, and actor-actor relations in small-scale settings of face-to-face inter-
action (situations of co-presence); macro-analysis is the study of large
time—-space extensions of actors, social conditions and ‘materials’ (this term
is defined in Chapter 6), including large social systems and networks. Social
systems and social networks, which can be studied at macro- but also
micro-levels of analysis, are in my theoretical scheme regarded as the same
type of phenomena; they refer to more or less patterned relations between
actors, and between social institutions and positions/roles. In later chapters,
and particularly in Chapter 7, it will be argued that micro and macro are
distinct and relatively autonomous levels of social process. On this last
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point I am largely in agreement with sociological theorists such as Layder
(1994; 1997) and Mouzelis (1991; 1995); since there is no ‘upwards’ or
‘downwards’ determination of social life,®> events at one level do not deter-
mine events at another, although there may be contingently produced and
contingently sustained empirical connections between levels.

Finally, it is necessary to clarify a central theoretical rubric that will
underpin some of the discussion in the next chapter; this concerns the pre-
viously mentioned contention that there are no good reasons for equating
micro with agency, and macro with structure. The conflations ‘micro-
agency’ and ‘macro-structure’ should be rejected, for the following reasons.
First, ‘micro-agency’ is a false conflation for the reason that some social
actors (for example, large organizational actors such as central government
departments, the European Union, or corporations such as General Motors)
are not micro-entities; and, second, structure (social conditions/the conditions-
of-action) may be said to exist at macro or micro levels of social
process or, always providing the relative autonomy of these levels is
recognized, at both levels simultaneously. A defining characteristic of
macro-conditions (macro-structure) is that — as contingently reproduced out-
comes — they have become extensive across time-space; the question of
which conditions have become temporally and spatially extensive, bearing
in mind that that which is ‘macro’ is not given by nature or by the social
totality, is something that has to be empirically determined on each occa-
sion that the question arises. Social conditions (‘social structure’) may, then,
be macro-phenomena; that is, they may be conditions that stretch widely
across time—space. As briefly observed earlier, however, social conditions
(‘structure’) may also be micro-phenomena; these, viewed in terms of the
matters under discussion in this chapter, are of two main types. First, some
micro-conditions are to a greater or lesser extent local expressions of macro-
phenomena that extend widely across time—space; for example, at least some
elements of the interaction that takes place between a schoolteacher and
his or her pupils in a classroom are reflections of macro-social institu-
tions and role scripts to do with education. Second, however, some micro-
conditions (‘structure’) such as a uniquely local but temporally reproduced
set of power relationships, may be confined to a specific micro-setting and
have no significant connections to any other micro-setting or to the macro-
social order. If they are temporally relatively enduring rather than episodic,
any such purely local and unique features of a micro-setting, even though
they are not spatially extensive, should for analytical purposes be regarded
as elements of structure: certainly for the actors located in the setting, and
indeed for other actors who have dealings with that setting, enduring
setting-specific properties of interaction are no less a part of the conditions-
of-action (‘structure’) than those features of the setting that are local
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ramifications of the macro-social order. In these terms, social structure may
be defined as a contingently reproduced set of social conditions at the
macro- and/or micro-levels of social process; that is, ‘structure’ refers to
contingently sustained social conditions that extend across relatively large
stretches of time and/or social space. There are, then, very good reasons for
suggesting that it is important to avoid the quite widespread tendency to
tacitly conflate agency with micro, and structure with macro.

Summary

Agency—structure and micro—macro are major meta-concepts that refer to
highly significant dimensions of social reality; however, debate of these meta-
concepts is characterized by conceptual controversies and ambiguities.The
classical theorists engaged with agency—structure and micro—macro and in
doing so raised ontological issues that have continuing relevance: for exam-
ple, Marx and Durkheim tended to neglect agency in favour of an emphasis
on the idea of an ‘objective’ macro-social order; Weber attempted, with a
certain amount of success, to encompass subjective and objective dimensions
of the social and to develop a ‘balanced’ conception of agency and structure.

Structuralism, poststructuralism, and discourse theory are examples of
deterministic approaches that in a priori fashion elevate one or another
conception of structure above agency; this tendency is also evident in the
writings of, for example, Habermas and Bourdieu. It should be noticed that
the idea of macro-structure can refer to relatively indeterminate social con-
ditions, and need not necessarily imply constraints upon agency, institution-
alization of behaviour, and predictability of social outcomes.

°
Micro-social perspectives such as symbolic interactionism are a necessary
part of social analysis, though such perspectives are neither theoretically or
methodologically equipped for macro-level analysis concerned with large

extensions of time—space; hence the importance of finding a satisfactory way
of integrating micro, mezo and macro levels of analysis.

Miscommunication and conceptual inconclusiveness, as well as plain disagree-
ment are features of recent debates of agency—structure and micro—macro.
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The intricate web of conceptual ambiguity and controversy that characterizes
contemporary debate of these key meta-concepts has been insufficiently
documented, this being something that is addressed in this book. For
instance, major sociological theorists such as Mouzelis and Archer employ
idiosyncratic definitions of micro—macro, and some theorists — including
Giddens, Elias, Foucault, poststructuralists and postmodernists, and actor-
network theorists — employ a ‘flat’ rather than hierarchical (or ‘depth’)
social ontology and thereby efface a distinction between micro and macro.

Drawing upon critique of the four ‘cardinal sins’ and employing the flexible
social ontology referred to in Chapter 1, agency is defined in terms of an
explicitly anti-reificationist and minimal concept of actor; social structure is
defined, in similarly ‘minimal’ fashion, as ‘social conditions’ (or the ‘conditions-
of-action’); and micro—macro refers to the units and scale of analyses
concerned with the investigation of varying temporal and spatial extensions
of the social. In particular, it was emphasized that social structure is not a
unitary phenomenon with a single cause; social structure is a contingently
reproduced set of social conditions, not a necessary effect of the social total-
ity or something that is historically predetermined.

Finally, it was observed that levels of social process (micro, mezo and
macro) are relatively autonomous and that ‘upward’ and *downward’ confla-
tion are forms of analysis that should be avoided: and that agency is not
synonymous with micro (for the reason that some actors — such as the European
Union — are not micro-entities) and that social structure is not synonymous
with macro (structure may be macro; or it can be micro, either in the form
of local ramifications of the macro-social order, or in the form of relatively
enduring but uniquely ‘local’ conditions-of-action).

Notes

1 This to some extent relates to the commentary on epistemology, ontology, and
realism in the concluding chapter.

2 Symbolic interactionist research focuses attention on co-presence. A fuller
account of the notion of ‘types’ of social interaction, though there is not the space
to develop this here, would relate co-present encounters to a typology of commu-
nications among physically separated actors. Here there are a number of established
analytical avenues that merit closer attention than has been accorded to them by
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contemporary theorists and methodologists. One such avenue is Schutz’s (1972)
phenomenological sociology, including his distinction between the Umwelt, which
refers to face-to-face relations, and the Mitwelt which refers to the realm of social
reality that consists of relations with, in particular, people who are spatially distant
from us. The Mitwelt includes, for example, a friend whom one saw most days but
who has now moved to another part of the country and with whom one now has
only infrequent contact; the Mitwelt also includes, at a ‘deeper’ level of anonymity
than in the example just given, countless people whom we have never met but with
whom we are somehow connected, such as the mail-sorter who helps ensure our
letters are delivered to us, and the official who handles our social security records.
Contemporary factors relating to Umwelt and Mitwelt relations include, for exam-
ple, cheap and rapid transportation and the increased physical mobility of people.
Also relevant is the increasing use of electronic communication, including cyber-
space interaction, which introduces dynamics of interaction that in some ways dif-
fer from those that occur in face-to-face interactional contexts (see Fox and
Roberts, 1999). Other underexplored theoretical perspectives that are of potential
relevance here are network analysis, and Elias’s (1978, 1991) conceptual scheme
relating to ‘figurations’. Also, Layder’s (1997) theory of social domains is to some
extent attuned, in a fashion that is sensitive to the idea of time—space, to the existence
of variable degrees of ‘personalization’ in social relations.

3 Methodological individualism, as in rational choice approaches, is an ‘upward
conflationist’ (Archer, 1995) form of reductionism that illegitimately attempts to
reduce the complexities of social life to a single explanatory principle which speci-
fies that the social fabric is the aggregated outcome of the decisions and actions of
countless human individuals (see the illuminating critique in Hindess, 1988). Four
problems associated with methodological individualism are, first, micro-interaction
and intersubjectivity, which are either completely ignored or else downplayed in
‘rational choice’ and other theories based on methodological individualism; second, there
are important actors other than human individuals (see Chapter 5); third, methodo-
logical individualism fails to grasp the significance of the emergent properties of social
systems and of society, the latter being ‘more than’ the sum of its parts (individu-
als) (see the discussion of ‘emergence’ in Chapter 3); fourth, and related to the pre-
vious points, actors operate within conditions of action (‘structure’) which are
themselves not reducible to the actions of individuals (nor, indeed, to any other
single principle of explanation). Aggregated outcomes of individual actions are not
unimportant (consider ‘global warming’, for example), but there are no good
reasons for reducing the whole of social scientific explanation to the actions of indivi-
duals; methodological individualism, in short, is a reductionism that has no useful
part to play in social analysis. Conversely, methodological collectivism is an opposed
but equally illegitimate form of reductionism that — as in Marxism, teleological
functionalism, structuralism, some versions of cultural studies, and radical feminism —
attempts to explain agency as a necessary effect of the social totality or of discrete
structural mechanisms (‘capitalism’, ‘patriarchy’, ‘system needs’, and the like) that
are said to be directly or indirectly causally determining. With regard to methodo-
logical individualism and methodological collectivism, we should reject both of
these mutually exclusive and general forms of reductionism, on the grounds that
society is not reducible to any single general principle of ‘micro’ or ‘macro’ expla-
nation. Nor should attempts be made to combine both of these reductionisms in a
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single explanatory scheme; when this is attempted, the inevitable result, as in
Dominelli’s (1997) purportedly ‘anti-sexist’ and ‘anti-racist’ normative theory of
social work, is theoretical contradiction and explanatory failure (see Sibeon, 1999¢).
4 Archer’s (1995: 173-4) particular understanding of emergence is, however,
somewhat restrictive: see the discussion of emergence in Chapter 3.
5 See note 3 on methodological individualism and methodological collectivism.



3

Links between Theoretical Approaches

In order to flesh out the earlier arguments for a synthetic orientation
towards sociological theory’s underlying ontological concerns — prominent
among which, as we have seen, are agency—structure and micro-macro — this
chapter examines selected aspects of the work of leading social theorists and
establishes links between their work and the concepts and controversies
identified earlier. The chapter opens with a short overview of the work of
four major social theorists, each of whom have important and interesting
things to say about structure and action and the micro—macro distinction;
the theorists that I have selected are Peter Berger, Norbert Elias, Michel
Foucault, and also Anthony Giddens. There then follows a section that
focuses upon interrelated meta-concepts and ontological themes that, it is
argued, are of considerable importance to theory construction as well as to
methodology and the conduct of empirical enquiry. These are: (a) the con-
cept of ‘emergence’; (b) the social integration and system integration dis-
tinction; (c) the question of the relation of discourses to their
spatio-temporal contexts; (d) structural (or systemic) contradictions; and (e)
the concept of recursion (or ‘path dependency’).

Agency-structure and micro—-macro in the work of four major theorists

Peter Berger — a dialectical approach

Some years ago in an important volume on theoretical sociology (Knorr-
Cetina and Cicourel, 1981) an American writer, Karin Knorr-Cetina (1981: 41)
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referred to ‘a widening gap between micro- and macro-social theories and
methodologies’. In Britain, Outhwaite (1983: 17) suggested that opposition
between micro-social and macro-social perspectives was ‘the most impor-
tant opposition in contemporary social theory’. Throughout the 1980s, par-
ticularly in the United States (for example, Alexander et al., 1987; Ritzer,
1990) there were innumerable attempts to address what Knorr-Certina
(1981: 2) had called ‘the micro-macro problem’. It was against this back-
ground that Wuthnow er al. (1984: 21) in adopting the term ‘Bergerian
sociology’ reflected a renewal of interest (see also Hunter and Ainlay, 1986)
in Peter Berger's earlier sociological attempts to construct a theoretical
integration of micro- and macro-sociologies (Berger, 1966; Berger and
Luckmann, 1971). Berger’s thinking concerning what he regards as a dialec-
tical link between micro and macro is exemplified in Berger and Luckmann’s
(1971) The Social Construction of Reality. In what follows it is mainly Berger
and Luckmann’s book that I shall refer to.

Bergerian sociology is a large-scale synthesis that draws upon Marx,
Durkheim, Weber, Mead, and in particular, the sociologically oriented phe-
nomenology of Schutz (1972) whose own approach had been influenced
by Weber. Berger’s central argument is that human subjectivity is — during
the course of social interaction — externalized and objectified, and in turn,
objectified social reality acts back upon and shapes subjectivity. The general
form of Berger’s theory of micro-macro is indicated in the following
observation (Berger and Berger, 1978: 18-19):

The micro-world and what goes on within it only makes full sense if it is understood
against the background of the macro-world that envelopes it; conversely, the macro-
world has little reality ... unless it is repeatedly represented in the face-to-face
encounters of the micro-world.

There is a two-way relation between micro and macro. Actors’ meanings
and interaction in micro settings, when repeated and objectivated across
time and space (this entails what Berger calls ‘habitualization’ or institu-
tionalization) in effect ‘become’ the macro-social world via a process that
Berger describes as the social construction of reality; however, once it has
been constructed ‘from the bottom upwards’ in the way just indicated, the
macro-social order (defined as temporally and spatially extensive institu-
tionalized meanings and practices) enters back into the micro-sphere and
shapes the consciousness and actions of individuals. This dialectical process
is expressed in three of Berger’s (1969: 3-4) key concepts: people’s mean-
ings, intentions and actions construct a social world (‘externalization’),
which over time becomes institutionalized (the process of ‘objectivation’);
and the objectified social world is then mentally absorbed or re-appropriated
by individuals (‘internalization’). As Berger and Luckmann (1971: 79) put
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it: ‘Society is a human product. Society is an objective reality. Man (sic) is
a social product.” At the heart of Berger’s theory, then, are the notions that
the relation between actors (the producers of the social world) and the
social world (the product of actors) is a dialectical one in which the prod-
uct (‘society’) continuously acts back upon its producers, and that society
has no meaningful existence apart from its regularized re-enactment in
countless micro-settings. There is considerably more to Bergerian sociology
than I have the space to discuss here; however, the above account is suffi-
cient to highlight those aspects of Berger’s schema that relate to this
chapter’s concerns.

Berger’s theoretical reflections have an importance that should not be
under-estimated. For example, Turner (1992b) observes that Giddens's
(1991b) theory of self and the pluralization of meanings is, to some extent,
an investigation of ground that had been explored twenty years earlier by
Berger and Luckmann. In much of his work, Berger, with some success, tries
to avoid simplistic assumptions which specify that societies are character-
ized by unity or coherence, and he also avoids the equally simplistic notion
that societies are chaotic, entirely indeterminate and in a state of constant
flux (Berger and Luckmann, 1971: 80-1). There can be little doubt that
Bergerian sociology is an instructive and worthwhile attempt to integrate
subjective and objective domains of social reality and to link micro-social
and macro-social spheres (Hunter and Ainlay, 1986). The importance of
Berger’s work, especially when compared to Durkheimian, Marxist and
Parsonian theorizing, lies in the significant (meta)theoretical questions that
are raised by its phenomenologically-oriented focus on the subjective
dimension of social life and the nature of consciousness, and the relation of
subjectivity to culture.

However, Berger, who, as we have seen, set out to provide an account of
both the subjective and objective dimensions of society and of links
between them, over-emphasized the subjective at the expense of the objec-
tive.! He often writes as if objectivated social reality has no relatively inde-
pendent existence apart from the subjectivities of the individuals involved
in its creation or maintenance. It is claimed that we ‘reify’ institutions (for
Berger, reification means forgetting that society is ‘person-made’) if we
‘bestow on them an ontological status independent of human activity’
(Berger and Luckmann, 1971: 107). Berger frequently refers (for example,
ibid.: 35) not to an objective social reality that has real existence, but to
actors’ ‘sense of” or ‘experience of’ an objective social world that, he sug-
gests, actors tend to falsely reify; individuals attribute a Durkheimian
‘thing-like’ facticity to an institutionalized macro-social order that they
take for granted as normal, inevitable and ‘given’, but which, according to
Berger, is actually a social order comprised of externalized, ongoing subjectivity
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that is only precariously sustained. Berger, who is keen to avoid what he
regards as reification and to avoid Parsonian functionalism, supposes that,
in effect, people and society (or social contexts) are ‘the same thing’ and
possess the same or similar properties. This leads Archer (1995: 13, 63) to
suggest that Berger and Luckmann’s social constructionism is an idealist
version of the ‘central conflationism’ that, she argues, mars Giddens’s struc-
turation theory. Wuthnow er al. (1984: 243-6) take the view that there is a
theoretical contradiction or at least an ambivalence in Berger’s theorizing,
since he appears to be arguing simultaneously for two opposed theoretical
principles relating to the duality—dualism debate (this debate, which will be
returned to later, was introduced in Chapter 2 with reference to structura-
tion theory). On the one hand, Berger appears to be saying that people and
society are in some sense the same kind of thing: structure is objectified
subjectivity, and therefore structure embodies subjectivity. I concur with
Wuthnow et al. that this type of theoretical argument — which implies that
if we begin with social institutions we can ‘work backwards’ to uncover
individual subjectivities/intentions that created or recreated the institutions —
features quite strongly in Berger’s work. This limits the usefulness of Berger’s
theoretical framework. Collapsing the distinction between subjectivity/
action and structure makes it difficult to account for unintended and per-
haps unwanted cultural objects and structures; we are prevented from
studying cultural objects and the ‘parts’ of social systems, and relations
between them, in their own right, independently of the subjective inten-
tions of those involved in creating or maintaining them. On the other hand,
as Wuthnow et al. rightly observe, Berger in another phase of his analysis
seems to be contradictorily arguing that, after all, ‘people’ and ‘society’ are
different types of phenomena. That is, Berger contends that externalization
and objectivation mean that cultural objects such as social institutions
(including myths and legitimations which justify the social order) often do
differ from the subjective intentions of individuals. In this connection,
Mouzelis (1991: 78) is of the opinion that, unlike Giddens, Berger and
Luckmann do not conflate subject and object, but rather, postulate a dialec-
tical link between the two; for Mouzelis, Berger’s theory should be regarded
as a theory that subscribes to the notion of a subject—object dualism at the
paradigmatic level (see Chapter 4). Mouzelis’s observation centres on those
strands in Bergerian sociology which — employing the concepts of external-
ization and objectivation — seem to accord to social institutions a certain
amount of autonomy from subjectivity. My own interpretation of Berger’s
dialectic of subjective and objective dimensions of social reality is in some
respects congruent with Wuthnow et al’s observation that Berger and
Luckmann attempt to follow two mutually exclusive theoretical strategies.
Contradictorily, Berger and Luckmann collapse the distinction between
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subjectivity/action and structure while simultaneously arguing for the relative
autonomy of structure from subjectivity; the former implies a duality
of action and structure (or in other words, of subject-object), the latter a
dualism in which action and structure are seen as dialectically connected
but nevertheless as distinct and separable phenomena.? This theoretical
contradiction appears to be related to Berger and Luckmann’s desire to find
a solution to the problem of how, on the one hand, to avoid Durkheimian
and Parsonian social determinism and methodological collectivism, while,
on the other, avoiding methodological individualism: the Bergerian solution
to this problem is, as described earlier, to theoretically construct a dialecti-
cal relation between subjectivity/action and social institutions/‘society’.
The problem with this ‘solution’, however, is that in trying to avoid both
methodological collectivism and methodological individualism - two
opposed forms of reduction that Archer (see Chapter 4) refers to as ‘down-
ward conflation” and ‘upward conflation’ — Berger and Luckmann came up
with a theoretical scheme that reproduces both of these deficient concep-
tions of the relation of subjectivity/action to structure. This critical inter-
pretation is supported by Bhaskar (1979) who suggests Berger and
Luckmann adopt both of the opposed approaches that they criticized. On
the one hand, Berger and Luckmann’s concepts of externalization and
objectivation imply that society has no emergent properties and is the
aggregated outcome of individual subjectivities and actions; on the other,
the proposition that objectivated social reality is internalized by individuals
(as part of a people-society dialectic that reproduces society) entails a
deterministic conception of agency that smacks of downwards conflation.
It is Berger and Luckmann’s particular prescription for avoiding upwards
and downwards conflation that leads them to reproduce these antithetical
conflations and to attempt, in contradictory fashion, to combine both of
them in a single, synthetic framework. Like each of the other theorists dis-
cussed in this chapter, Berger offers thought-provoking formulations that
enrich our appreciation of the complexities that surround agency-structure
and micro-macro but ultimately we must conclude that his contribution to
the development of sociological theory is less than satisfactory.

Norbert Elias: figurational (or ‘process’) sociology

Elias is perhaps best known for his classic treatise The Civilizing Process, first
published in 1939. His ‘figurational sociology’, or process sociology as he
came to call it in his later work (1978; 1991), contains a number of impor-
tant concepts and theoretical insights as well as a rich body of empirical
material (Dunning and Rojek, 1992; Mennell, 1992). As will be noted
shortly, his work relates closely to agency—structure and micro—macro.
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Although it will be suggested later that his approach is deficient in certain
respects, there are a number of conceptually important elements in Elias’s
framework: these include his processual image of the social world; his
largely relational view of power; and his theoretical and methodological
emphasis on social networks (‘figurations’) and interdependencies. The
concept ‘figurations’ refers to interrelations — whether co-operative or con-
flictual — between interdependent individuals; the concept refers equally to
small-scale networks (such as small groups, or, say, households) and to
figurations of much larger scale, including whole societies (Elias, 1978: 131).
A crucial aspect of figurations, in the terms that Elias views them, is that
social analysts should avoid an atomistic notion of individuals as isolated
beings or as ‘self-contained’ entities that are somehow detached from the
social fabric; the focus of enquiry in figurational sociology is interdependen-
cies between people, interdependencies that shape individuals’ forms of
thought and actions. There is, as Law (1994: 113) observes, some similarity
between aspects of Eliasian sociology and actor network theory; while the
points of similarity between these otherwise dissimilar approaches should
not be exaggerated, what Elias and actor network theorists have in common
is their rejection of methodological individualism and methodological col-
lectivism, and their emphasis on social networks and interdependencies.
Elias’s focus on interdependencies among individuals is bound up with his
mainly relational notion of power. His conception of power is one with
which I have some sympathy (see Chapter 5). Elias regards power (contra
Foucault’s version of relationism) as a ‘capacity’ that individuals can possess
and exercise, but power nonetheless is largely relational and may fluctuate —
it is not something that is structurally predetermined or necessarily vested
for long periods in any particular individuals, social groups or strata; there
is, in other words, no single or invariant locus of power in society but,
rather, shifting patterns of power within social networks/figurations.
Relatedly, and somewhat like the view of power associated with Giddens'’s
concept of a ‘dialectic of control’ (see later), interdependencies for Elias sig-
nify that rather than power being something that is divided between domi-
nant individuals, on the one hand, and ‘the powerless’, on the other, people
tend for the most part to have at least some control over each other, arising
from the interdependencies associated with the ‘interweaving of countless
individual interests and intentions’ (Elias, 1994: 389, my italics). For exam-
ple, even ostensibly all-powerful individuals such as absolute monarchs or
dictatorial rulers are in some degree dependent upon administrative staff
(Elias, 1978: 65-9).

Of relevance to the notion of ‘interweaving’, the concept emergence will
be examined later in the chapter and for the moment it should be noted
that Elias’s concept of figurations and therefore — in Elias’s terms — of the
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social fabric in general, entails a commitment to a notion of emergence
(though not in the objectivist, dualistic sense discussed later). The social
fabric is the unintended outcome of interwoven activities, and is emer-
gent in so far as it is ‘more than’ the sum of individuals’ activities (Elias,

1994: 444):

This basic tissue resulting from many single plans and actions of men (sic) can give
rise to changes and patterns that no individual person has planned or created. From
this interdependence of people arises an order sui generis, an order more com-
pelling and stronger than the will and reason of the individual people composing it.
It is this order of human impulses and strivings, this social order which determines
the course of historical change.

Thus, and here we glimpse a difference between Elias and part of Berger and
Luckmann'’s theoretical scheme, society is not a reflection of subjectivity or
of people’s intentions. In Elias’s terms, society is an outcome that is planned
and intended by no particular individuals even though it results from indi-
viduals’ intentional actions: and in turn, the emergent, unintended social con-
texts that are produced by intentional actions condition future intentions and
actions. Structure or social context is, in other words, both an unintended out-
come of actions and something that shapes intentional actions. Employing
this conception of the social order, Elias rejects reductionist theories which
claim to have discovered ‘first causes’ or single causes of social phenomena:
the social is the ever-changing outcome of a complex, unintended interweav-
ing of intentional actions. Hence for Elias, society is never a state, a condition,
or a static formation, but rather a continuous figurational process.

An aspect of his processual conception of the social is his rejection of a
dichotomous distinction between individual and society (Elias, 1978; 1983;
1991). The distinction, argues Elias, is an entirely false one. Society in gen-
eral as well as smaller-scale social contexts are figurations of interdependent
people (ibid.: 113), and to support the notion of an individual-society
dichotomy is, according to Elias, to reify society and to endorse atomistic
psychology. Individuals and (‘figurational’) society are inextricably inter-
woven, and figurations, though emergent in the sense described above, have
no separate ontological existence apart from the networks of interdepen-
dent, interrelated individuals who constitute them; on the one hand, indi-
viduals are not isolated entities acted upon by an autonomous social fabric
that exists apart from people, and, on the other, the social fabric (‘society’)
has no existence independent of individuals’ activities. This theoretical
principle is developed empirically by Elias in The Civilizing Process (1994)
and The Court Society (1983) where empirical materials are deployed in
support of the idea that subjectivity and psychological mindsets are shaped
by and shape figurations (Elias, 1994: 446).
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In some, though not all, respects I concur with Elias’s general notion of
contingency and his processual conception of the social: this relates to the
discussion of the dialectics of agency, structure, and social chance in
Chapter 5. More specifically, although certain elements of his framework
are questionable, there is heuristic value in his proposition that individual
mindsets and behaviour shape and are shaped by unintentionally produced
and unintentionally re-produced social contexts. It is also worth noting that
policy network analysis — which has become a centrepiece of theory and
methodology in the disciplines of political science and public administration/
public policy — makes use of conceptual tools (to do with resource inter-
dependencies and relational, shifting configurations of power and social
action) that, though the parallel remains unexplored in the literature, bear
some resemblance to the analytical methods employed in Elias’s process
sociology (see the data on governance processes and the conceptual frames
developed for the purposes of policy analysis in, for example, Pierre and
Peters, 2000; Stoker, 2000a; 2000b; Hay, 2002).

However, there are some aspects of Elias’s theoretical framework that are
open to criticism. First, there is a certain amount of unresolved inconsis-
tency between, on the one hand, Elias’s postmodern-like emphasis on inde-
terminacy and the open-endedness of social change (not, I hasten to add,
that postmodernists are the only theorists to acknowledge indeterminate
and processual aspects of social life), and on the other, his modernist-sounding
thesis that there is an overall direction (‘the civilizing process’) to history.
True, the civilizing process — a long-term historical trend towards a refine-
ment of social manners — is not claimed by Elias to be monocausal, nor
inevitable: nor does Elias claim the civilizing process is entirely unilinear or
without variations, breaks or even temporary ‘reversals’ in the overall direc-
tion of change. Nevertheless, his theory speaks — in a rather universalizing
manner — of a quite specific, directional process of historical development
and to some extent there is a tension between Elias’s processual metatheo-
retical position and his substantive theory of ‘civilizing’ social development.
This is not to say Elias’s process sociology as a whole has no value. Nor is it
suggested here that his theory of ‘the civilizing process’ is incapable of
being refined and improved, rather than abandoned. Indeed, the theory is
in some respects a significant improvement on reductionist and teleological
modernist theories of social change (Sztompka, 1993: 206-7), and is an
improvement upon postmodern accounts which, it was argued in Chapter
1, are inherently flawed. As it stands, however, The Civilizing Process has a
universalizing ‘grand theory’ feel to it. There is some justification, there-
fore, for taking the view that the theory of the ‘civilizing process’ could, in
principle at least, become a better theory if its propositions were related
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more closely to subtheories referring to specific spatio-temporal conditions
under which its propositions do or do not hold true (see Mouzelis, 1995:
71-4).

Second, there is a tension between Elias’s sense of emergence, referred to
earlier, and other aspects of his handling of agency—structure. As already
observed, for Elias the social fabric consists of figurations, which are net-
works of interrelated, interdependent people: social structure and social
systems are said to be figurational, that is, they are ‘people who are con-
stantly moving and constantly relating to other people’ (Elias, 1978: 113).
Figurations, though unintended and in some sense emergent outcomes of
the interweaving of myriad intentions and actions rather than embodiments
of individuals’ subjectivity, are seen as having no existence independent of
individuals and their activities, and therefore, argues Elias, individual-
society is a false dichotomy: people and (figurational) society are inextrica-
bly interwoven. The claim being made here by Elias is fundamental to his
theoretical position and to any critique of it: Individuals are not ‘isolated’
beings but rather should be thought of as interrelated in figurations that
shape (and are shaped by) individuals’ forms of thought and actions, and to
make a theoretical separation between individuals and society is, for Elias,
to endorse both an atomistic psychology and a reified notion of society
(Layder, 1986). Now it can certainly be argued that the proposition that
activities reproduce or alter (and are influenced by) social contexts and
social systems is not itself erroneous, but it is a proposition that is some-
times deployed in ways that wrongly imply that there is a ‘direct link’ between
individuals and society (Layder, 1997: 91) or between action/activities and
structure. Layder (ibid.: 228) is critical of those theorists (such as Berger
and Luckmann, Elias, and Giddens) who compress action and structure into
an indivisible amalgam and who claim every encounter or activity simultane-
ously ‘creates’ and re-creates society. Rather than examine here some impor-
tant general issues that implicitly are raised by this criticism of Elias, it will
be better to focus upon them as and when they arise in later parts of the
chapter and in the next chapter.

Third, a related criticism of Elias that also links into the later discussion,
is Mouzelis’s (1995: 76-80) observation that social structure has a
figurational/syntagmatic element (actual social practices and relations
between people), the investigation of which calls for a social-integration
form of analysis focused on the study of actor-actor relations; and an
institutional/paradigmatic element (the mental and, for Mouzelis and for
Giddens, the ‘virtual” aspect of society, comprised of roles/positions, values,
rules, and social institutions) that should be studied in terms of a system-
integration form of analysis that focuses not upon actor—actor relations but
upon part—part relations (the relations between the ‘parts’ of social systems,
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for example, role-role relations or links between systems of rules). The
criticism developed by Mouzelis is that while some theorists, such as
Talcott Parsons (1966; 1967; 1971) over-emphasize the institutional
dimension of society and neglect the figurational, Elias’s over-emphasis on
the figurational dimension causes him to largely ignore the institutional and
its relation to the figurational. Mouzelis (1995: 80) goes on to say:

Of course, the ways in which figurations and institutional structures are linked to
each other constitutes one of the most interesting problems in sociological theory.
I am not sure where its solution lies, but I am quite certain that no progress
towards it will be made so long as we conflate, or refuse to distinguish between ...
figuration ... Land] institutional structures.

Mouzelis's observation raises important and controversial ontological
themes that go well beyond Elias and which will be returned to in the
following chapter.

Michel Foucault: discourse reigns supreme

Foucault’s writings are remarkably wide-ranging (for example, 1970; 1972;
1980a; 1980b; 1982). Here it is intended to refer only to those aspects of
his work that relate to agency-structure and micro-macro and to the
related conceptual themes identified earlier. Foucault’s conception of the
topic of ‘power’, which is, of course, one of his central concerns, will be dis-
cussed in Chapter 5 as part of a critical review of theories of power. The fol-
lowing sketch refers to selected aspects of Foucault’s work and will set the
scene for a critique which in large part will be critical of Foucault’s overall
approach. In speaking, though, of his ‘overall approach’ it is necessary to
note that there are some differences between Foucault’s early structuralist
emphasis on the ‘archaeology’ of knowledge (a search for deep, hidden
codes that determine discursive practices) and, in his later work, a post-
structuralist focus on ‘genealogy’. The scale of this transition in Foucault’s
work is sometimes exaggerated (see Dean, 1994). It is true that the early
and later phases of Foucault’s writings are in some respects dissimilar — for
example, in comparison with the early Foucault his more recent work gives
more emphasis to the relation of power to knowledge, to the contingent
aspects of social life, and to the idea of self and agency — but throughout his
work there are also continuities, to do with, for example, his scepticism
towards representation theories of social reality, and it remains the case that
the concept ‘discourse’ in one way or another figures in all his writings.
Foucault rejects ‘totalizing’ (or ‘grand’) theory, and instead expresses an
interest in small-scale (or ‘local’) narratives. This epistemological standpoint
runs alongside an ontological conception of modern society as highly dif-
ferentiated and fragmented: contradictorily, however, Foucault also argues,
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in grand theory fashion, that each historical period is characterized by a
single episteme (a world-view or mind-set which defines what is thinkable
and knowable). The episteme, though it may subsume conflicting view-
points, is ultimately a relatively unitary practico-cognitive structure
(Foucault, 1970: 168). The concept discourse for Foucault refers to specific
discourses and discursive practices (a psychiatric discourse, for example, or
a discourse of criminal justice, or more generalized discourses such as
nationalism or sexism). Viewed in terms of the approach adopted in this
book, attractive features of Foucault’s concepts of episteme (or ‘regime of
truth’) and discourse are his insistence that these are not simply expressions
of ‘objective’ interests (the so-called ‘real’ interests of, for example, taxo-
nomic collectivities such as classes or gender categories), and his idea that
historically there is no predetermined transition or unilinear development
from one episteme to another. Relatedly, Foucault argues that discursive
practices should not be seen as the intentional effect of the will of any
single actor (such as ‘the state’); this, incidentally, resonates with the ideas
of Elias and with, for example, the position taken by Archer whose morpho-
genic social theory is discussed in the next chapter. Another Foucauldian
concept, that of discipline, refers to the notion that as a consequence of
surveillance of the population by professionals, administrators and others,
and as an effect of processes not unlike those which many sociologists call
socialization and internalization, individuals engage in self-control and act
responsibly as subjects whose subjectivities are constructed for them by the
episteme and by the discourses associated with a particular epoch. Subject
to the criticisms of Foucault set out later and in Chapter 5, the Foucauldian
concept of ‘discipline’, suitably modified to avoid the four ‘cardinal sins’
described in the Introduction, is acceptable but also, let it be noted, unex-
ceptional; individual actors’ forms of thought and practices are, as so-called
‘conventional’ or non-Foucauldian social scientists have long been aware,
influenced by social contexts and by patterned systems of thought and
social practices (‘discourses’).

Foucault’s views on power will be discussed in Chapter 5, but here it is
worth mentioning — leaving aside the criticisms concerning, in particular,
failure to adequately grasp systemic dimensions of power and its ‘storage’
in, for example, social institutions, roles, and patterned sets of rules — that
Foucauldian emphasis on strategic, relational, and non-unitary aspects of
power, is, I suggest, an invaluable counter to the rather mechanical concep-
tions of power and social action found in modernist structural theories asso-
ciated with, for example, Marxism and structural-functionalism. Related to
this are Foucault’s (1991) ideas on governmentality, a line of reasoning
that, I have suggested elsewhere (Sibeon, 1997: 114-19), is a source of
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conceptual insights that, with some revision, can usefully be incorporated
into studies of governance and the policy process.

However, there are certain inadequacies in Foucault’s theoretical posi-
tion, a number of which relate not only to the concerns of this chapter but
to the book’s overall approach to questions of social ontology. First, despite
Foucault’s rejection of ‘totalizing’ (or ‘grand’) theory, critics have observed
that in some parts of his work his conception of society is overly holistic
and unitary. It can be argued, with reference to the four ‘cardinal sins’, that
some of his ideas have essentialist undertones. In his early, ‘structuralist’
period Foucault (1970) did not adopt Lévi-Strauss’s idea of universal uncon-
scious structures (this was one reason why in interviews Foucault frequently
said that he was ‘not a structuralist’). Instead, Foucault argued that uncon-
scious codes and rules underpin a specific episteme (and its associated dis-
courses); an episteme is relatively unitary, and is not universal but is, rather,
characteristic of a particular society and epoch. It has been suggested, how-
ever, that Foucault’s supposition that each society has a current episteme or
regime of truth (its ‘general politics of truth’) is too holistic (White, 1992:
227-8). Usually there exist numerous conflicting and interacting ‘politics of
truth’ within a society; for Padgett and Ansell (1989: 33), a problem with
Foucault’s theorizing is that it fails to acknowledge discontinuities between
macro-cognitive and micro-behavioural spheres of the social, resulting in an
approach that ‘rips individuals out of their (often contradictory) multiple net-
work contexts and obscures ... heterogeneity and complexity’. Supporters of
Foucault would no doubt argue, and not without a certain amount of justifi-
cation, that the above criticism has rather less force when it is applied to
Foucault’s (1980b) ‘genealogical’ thesis which argues that history is discon-
tinuous (there is no ‘necessary’, ‘logical’, or evolutionary progression from one
episteme to another) and that since there is no immanent direction to history,
the meanings associated with a particular era are contingent outcomes of
events and struggles. What we have here, however, is one of the tensions and
ambiguities that are to be found in Foucault’s work; some strands of his writ-
ing veer towards holism and essentialism, whereas elements of his critique of
modernist theorizing imply diversity, heterogeneity, and a fragmentation of
the social. It is also worth noting that in his governmentality writings (1991),
which preoccupied Foucault in the years immediately preceding his death in
1984, we find criticism of essentialist theories which suppose that governance
discourses (and policy programmes) necessarily ‘hang together’ or form a
unity: however, O’'Mally et al. (1997: 513, 515) in their much-quoted paper
on governmentality correctly observe that while Foucault refers to hetero-
geneity and diversity between government programmes, he fails to acknowl-
edge heterogeneity within programmes.
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Second, the tendency in poststructural and postmodern theory — including
Foucauldian writing — to collapse distinctions between agency and structure
and between micro and macro, results in what Archer calls ‘central conflation’.
Like Elias and Giddens, Foucault compacts agency and structure together,
instead of treating them as a dualism comprised of separable, ontologically dis-
tinct and relatively autonomous dimensions of the social. Analytical and
methodological problems associated with duality and central conflation are re-
examined in the next chapter, and for the moment it is sufficient to observe
that while the motive behind Foucault’s attempt to ‘transcend’ dualism is in
some ways laudable (the intention in much of his work is to avoid, as he sees
it, the ‘extremes’ of humanism and structuralism), one of the problems of dual-
ity theorizing is that formally eliding dualistic distinctions does not remove the
possibility that one or other of agency and structure is — even if not overtly — in
fact given analytical primacy. In Foucault’s theoretical scheme, structure is ele-
vated to prominence, resulting in a flawed and lopsided form of analysis that
tends to neglect the part that agency plays in social life.

Third, and this criticism follows closely on the heels of the previous
remarks, Foucault’s theorizing implies a notion of agency that rests on an
unfortunate combination of reification and social determinism. In his ear-
lier, structuralist phase, Foucault ‘decentred the subject’ and in his later,
poststructuralist phase it is — despite numerous references to the self — still
discourses that dominate action; the claim is made that subjectivity is an
effect of discourses. Indeed, it seems that Foucault presumes discourses are
themselves actors or agents. The problem here is that there is a crucial sense
in which discourses — patterned ways of thinking and of behaving — are a
form of material that must be mobilized by actors (as defined in the
Introduction) before the discourse(s) can be said to have any social conse-
quences or effects. Discourses influence (though do not determine) actors,
and are a part of structure (defined in Chapter 5 as relatively enduring
‘conditions-of-action”) but discourses as such are not actors, a point that is lost
upon poststructuralists who, as we have seen, refuse to distinguish between
agency and structure and therefore do not regard them as relatively
autonomous phenomena. It is true that Foucault’s later work attempted to
‘bring in’ agency, but this was done in a way which over-emphasized indi-
viduality and — in common with poststructural and postmodern theory in
general — failed to provide a theory of intersubjectivity (Best and Kellner,
1991: 66); what this highlights is that Foucault not only downplays the sig-
nificance of subjectivity and of agency and its relative autonomy from
structure, but also fails to appreciate the significance of intersubjective/
micro-interactional dimensions of agency and social action, and of power.

Finally, Foucault’s theorizing displays strong elements of another of the
‘cardinal sins’, namely functional teleology. The logic of Foucault’s position
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asserts that society has a need for docile, obedient, and self-controlling
subjects and that disciplinary technologies arise in response to that need.
However, this tacit assertion by Foucault is made without reference to the
part that agency plays in the constitution of social life, and without refer-
ence to the contexts of agency (political, organizational, occupational,
administrative, professional, religious, familial, and so on) and their influ-
ence upon the exercise of agency. There is in Foucault’s work a failure to
acknowledge the significance of links between agency and social settings
(for example, organizational and inter-organizational contexts of action)
and a general neglect of subjectivity (other than as ‘an effect of discourse’)
and of intersubjectivity, all of which are crucial factors in the creation,
application, and transformation or reproduction of discursive practices; the
existence and form of the latter tend to be ‘explained’ by Foucault in terms
of their satisfying the functional needs of ‘disciplinary society’. As observed
earlier,? it is legitimate to enquire into the functional needs (or ‘conditions
of existence’) of social phenomena - including social wholes, whether a
small group, an organization, or a nation—state — but such enquiry is incom-
plete and cannot fully explain the form taken by phenomena (such as a
‘discourse’) that may have been shown empirically to contribute to the
maintenance of social wholes. A fuller, more rounded explanation of the
phenomenon in question has to also make reference to agency and the con-
texts of action; failure to incorporate a non-reified concept of agency into
social analysis as part of a dual system- and social-integration approach,
results in illegitimate teleological forms of explanation such as one finds in
the work of Foucault.

Anthony Giddens: duality versus dualism

In regard to Giddens’s theorization of the ‘duality versus dualism’ debate
and the relation of his theorizing to the concerns of this chapter, all that is
necessary here, bearing in mind the brief discussion of structuration theory
in Chapter 2, is to provide a critique of his concept of ‘the duality of struc-
ture’. First, however, let us recall what is entailed in Giddens’s commitment
to a duality of action and structure.

Giddens’s concept of duality is central to his theory of structuration, a
theory which attempts to avoid voluntarism on the one hand (an approach
that he associates with, for example, ethnomethodology and phenomeno-
logy), and determinism on the other, which Giddens associates with struc-
turalism and functionalism: he draws upon some of these and other
theoretical schools, and combines them in a synthesis that departs from
conventional sociological conceptions of social structure. Giddens employs
the term structure to refer not to particular social forms such as groups,
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organizations or collectivities (1982: 121), but to ‘generative rules and
resources’ (ibid.: 127). Social groups, families, committees, organizations,
and so on are not structures; they are systems that ‘have’ structures or struc-
tural properties. Structure consists of rules, defined as ‘social conventions
and knowledge of the context of their application’ (Giddens, 1981: 170),
and resources, which are ‘capabilities of making things happen’ (ibid.).
Rules include, for example, unwritten norms as well as written regulations.
Resources are of two main types: ‘allocative resources’ such as land and raw
materials, and ‘authoritative resources’ consisting of non-material resources
such as status or hierarchical position. According to Giddens’s concept of
the ‘dialectic of control’ (1984: 16, 374), structure generates behaviour, but
does not wholly determine it: although power is rarely equally distributed,
everyone — including subordinates — almost always possesses at least some
power and most individuals are able to exercise an element of choice aris-
ing from the relational dynamics of power (prisoners sometimes go on
hunger strike, factory workers may ‘work to rule’, babies cry as a way of
attracting attention, and so on). Although Giddens rejects the objectivism
and determinism of structural linguistics, he explains his use of the term
structure by making illustrative reference to Saussure’s distinction between
wholes (language/or langue) and parts (situated speech acts/or parole).
Structure refers to the ‘structural properties’ of language (these include the
rules of grammar) which have only ‘virtual’ existence in so far as they have
no existence anywhere in time-space; they exist only as ‘memory traces’,
except on those occasions when they are instantiated in speech acts or in
written form (Giddens, 1981: 170-1). This illustration serves also to bring
out the point that, for Giddens, structure both constrains and enables
action: ‘every language involves relatively “fixed” categorizations that con-
strain thought at the same time as they make possible a whole variety of
conceptual operations that without language would be impossible’
(Giddens, 1981: 171). When these understandings are applied not only to
language but to society and social life in general, we are left with a con-
ception of the social in which structure (rules and resources) has no exis-
tence in time or space other than when instantiated by people in social
settings.4 Structure is not external to or apart from action: unless structure
is instantiated in action, it has no existence other than as memory traces in
people’s minds (Giddens, 1989: 256). In other words, structures (defined as
rules and resources) have no temporality or spatiality. It is often com-
mented that for Giddens it is systems as instantiated, reproduced sets of
social relations that extend across time and space, and while systems have
structural properties, systems, as just noted, are not structures. However,
Giddens apparently believes that not only structure but also systems, as he
defines them, are ‘virtual’ until instantiated; although his stance on this
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matter is somewhat ambiguous, it seems to me that, in effect, Giddens is
saying that there is a duality — not a dualism — of action and of system
(Giddens, 1977: 14, 118; 1981: 172; 1984: 17; see also Archer, 1995: 96;
Cohen, 1989: 87-8). Thus while Mouzelis (1995: 118) is correct when he
says that for Giddens structure is ‘virtual’, he is incorrect when he says that
Giddens regards systems as actual or ‘real’ rather than virtual. On this
particular issue, my interpretation of Giddens is similar to Archer’s (1995:
96; 1996: 690). Therefore I suggest that, like Mouzelis, writers such as Scott
(1995: 204) and Hay (2002: 121) err in supposing that, in Giddens’s
schema, systems have real rather than virtual existence. However, the more
general point to be made for the moment is that rather like Berger, Elias,
and Foucault (though these theorists, of course, are unidentical in many
other respects), Giddens collapses a distinction between agency and struc-
ture and he employs a form of theorizing that Archer, who was mentioned
earlier, describes as ‘central conflation’. Giddens argues for a duality of
structure in which agency and structure are viewed as ‘two sides of the
same coin’. Structure is both the medium and the (largely unintended) out-
come of action: instead of regarding action and structure as separable, rela-
tively autonomous elements (a dualism) whose interconnections remain to
be empirically discovered in each instance, Giddens dissolves the distinc-
tion between these elements. His intention is to avoid giving primacy to
either action or to structure and this is expressed in his concept ‘social prac-
tices’, a concept which encapsulates Giddens’ idea of duality: ‘The basic
domain of study of the social sciences is neither the experience of the indi-
vidual actor, nor the existence of any form of social totality, but social prac-
tices ordered across space and time’ (Giddens, 1984: 2, my italics). Social
practices are, so to speak, a combination of action and structure: as observed
earlier, structure is both the medium and the (largely unintended) outcome
of social action/social practices. For reasons that were outlined in the pre-
ceding chapter and which will be taken further in the following chapter,
there is a good case for suggesting that Giddens’s concept of duality should
be rejected. In social analysis, agency-structure and micro-macro should be
employed as dualisms that refer to distinct, relatively autonomous phe-
nomena. In sum, the major problem with structuration theory is that
Giddens collapses, in his terms, structure (rules and resources), systems
(reproduced practices across time-space) and agency/social action into an
amalgam within which the various elements are fused so tightly together
that they cannot be separated. This makes it impossible to investigate these
elements separately, to investigate their mutual influences one upon the
other over time, or to ascertain the relative impact of each upon any given
social situation. Moreover, to attempt to resolve this practical problem of
social analysis by means of Giddens’s strategy of ‘methodological bracketing’
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merely serves to reintroduce and reinforce the idea of a dualism of structure
and action. In other words, dualism is rejected in the ontological phase of
Giddens'’s schema, only to be readmitted in the methodological phase; here,
rather than being consistent with each other and regulating each other,
ontology and methodology exist in a contradictory relation one to the other.

Codification of some key theoretical concepts and postulates

At this stage of the discussion, it will be helpful if we link together some of
the earlier arguments in such a way as to codify a number of interconnected
concepts and postulates that form part of the book’s overall (meta)theo-
retical framework. Building upon the arguments developed so far, each of
the following will be discussed in turn: (a) the idea of emergence; (b)
system and social integration as forms of analysis; (c) the relation of dis-
courses to their social contexts; (d) the concept of structural (or systemic)
contradictions; and (e) the notion of recursion (‘path dependency’).

Emergence

The idea of emergent properties — an idea that is not reificationist so long
as we adhere to the definition of actor (or agent) outlined in the
Introduction, and which is discussed more fully in Chapter 5 — refers to
properties of a social whole (or indeed, of any social phenomena) that are
not manifest in any of its constituent parts, properties that arise by virtue
of the relation between or interaction among the parts. Emergence can be
found at micro-, mezo- and macro-levels of social process. For example, a
person has emergent properties — these include human consciousness, a
capacity for decision-making, and intentional causal powers — that cannot
be found in any of the parts (molecular cells) that constitute the person
(Harré, 1981). This rubric (‘emergence’) also applies to, for instance, com-
mittees and organizations: these are entities that can with justification be
said to be ‘more than’ the sum of individual members’ personalities, forms
of thought, dispositions, intentions, and the like. For example, a formal com-
mittee or organization in the public sector is likely to have institutionalized
mechanisms of legitimation, resource-attraction and decision-making, and
more generally causal powers of a kind that for empirical explanatory pur-
poses cannot be reduced to the level of its individual members (Holzner,
1978; Clegg, 1989: 187-8). Informal groups also have emergent properties
in the form of, for example, routinized patterns of interaction, informal
systems of rules, and mechanisms of social control that very often emerge
simply by virtue of the group’s existence. As already noted, emergent prop-
erties of social wholes are also to be found at the macro-level of social



LINKS BETWEEN THEORETICAL APPROACHES

process. For instance, general cultural values and norms are in varying
degrees given expression in everyday practices and routines that for the
purposes of social explanation cannot legitimately be reduced to the attri-
butes of individuals; the aggregated outcomes of individual actions are not
unimportant, but there are no good reasons for endorsing methodological
individualism, which is a reductionist doctrine that attempts to reduce the
whole of social explanation to the actions of individuals (Hindess, 1988).
In the Durkheimian tradition, Parsons (1967) insisted that differing types
of social phenomena exist at different levels of social reality. For example,
he argued that the personality system, the social system, and the cultural
system each have distinct properties that are peculiar to the system in ques-
tion. Hence it is not legitimate to try to explain phenomena which occur at
one level of reality (for example, the social) in terms of phenomena that
occur at another level (for example, the psychological). The question of
emergent properties that relate to a distinction between differing levels of
social reality is an aspect of the micro-macro distinction which was dis-
cussed in Chapter 2 (also see Chapter 7). Theorists who reject ‘micro-macro’,
such as Law (1994) whose framework blends structuralism with poststruc-
turalism, efface the distinction between micro and macro and thereby
obscure the idea that emergent properties may arise at differing levels of
social process. It has been argued by classical as well as many modern theo-
rists that such properties require investigation and explanation at the level
of social process at which they occur. This is exemplified in Durkheim’s
(1982: 110) methodological prescription which states that we should
explain social facts in terms of other social facts. The influence of Durkheim
is evident in Mouzelis’s (1991: 78) insistence that ‘macro social facts must
primarily be explained by other macro-facts’; here the word ‘primarily’
serves to temper Mouzelis’s injunction, but nevertheless his theoretical
position is more Durkheimian than Layder’s, whose work is examined in
the next chapter. Layder’s methodological emphasis (1997: 241-3) is
placed precisely on the argument that it is wrong to attempt to explain
macro-social phenomena exclusively in terms of other macro-social phe-
nomena, or to attempt to explain micro-happenings exclusively in terms of
other micro-happenings. Layder’s arguments concerning the existence of a
stratified social ontology are based on the idea that social reality is made up
of four social ‘domains’. These are individual biography/subjectivity; ‘situ-
ated activity’ (face-to-face interaction/intersubjectivity); ‘social settings’
(the locations in which situated activity occurs); and macro-social pheno-
mena (‘contextual resources’, in Layder’s terminology). Although these are
relatively autonomous domains with distinct properties and effects of their
own, they interpenetrate and therefore it is necessary to empirically explore
links and mutual influences between them (Layder, 1997). The point to be
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made here is that social enquiry often requires that we work across rather
than only within micro-, mezo- and macro-domains of social reality. In
other words, recognition of the existence of emergent properties should not
prevent us from searching for connections between phenomena (including
causal connections) both within and between domains or ‘levels’ of social
reality. It is also worth noting that these theoretical observations can use-
fully be brought to bear upon the work undertaken by political scientists
and policy analysts involved in policy network analysis: as some political
scientists recognize, ‘policy network’ tends to be employed almost exclu-
sively as a mezo-level inter-organizational concept, and there is insufficient
work on the exploration of links between this level and the micro- and
macro-dimensions of the policy process (Marsh and Smith, 2000).
Moreover at a global level, the occurrence of interaction between national
government actors and between them and other (for example, subnational
and supranational) actors, results in the empirically complex emergent
properties that are characteristic of contemporary postnational governance
(Sibeon, 2000; Rumford, 2002).

There is another aspect of emergence that calls for comment. This con-
cerns Archer’s (1995: 167, 173-4) understanding of emergent properties.
Her concepts of ‘structural’ and ‘cultural’ emergence (ibid.: 173-9) are in
my opinion too restrictive since they refer to ‘necessary’ relations between
two or more phenomena which constitute another, emergent phenome-
non. For instance, Archer, like Sayer (1992: 92) observes that the existence
of landlords and tenants are ‘logically necessary’ to the existence of each
other and to landlord—tenant relations, and to the existence of rent as an
emergent and institutionalized form of economic transaction. Excluded
from Archer’s definition of structural or cultural emergence, however, are
‘new’ properties that result from purely contingent interaction among
phenomena, as distinct from the special case (that is, phenomena that are
‘necessarily’ related to each other) which Archer (1995: 173) has in mind.
My concept of emergence, which is wider than Archer’s and is in some
respects similar to Coleman’s (1990: 5), makes no assumptions as to
whether, say, phenomenon A and phenomenon B are ‘necessary’ to each
other or to the emergence of phenomenon C. If two causally unrelated
phenomena (A and B) fortuitously combine and result in a new pheno-
menon (C) — even though they are not ‘necessary’ to C, which could have
resulted from interaction among elements other than A and B — then,
unlike Archer, I regard C as emergent simply by virtue of its being ‘more
than’ the sum of its constituent elements (that is, more than the sum of A
and B). This, it should be noted, relates to a more general understanding
that social phenomena resulting from diachronic interconnections
between agency, structure, and social chance typically exhibit emergent
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properties; in other words, there is reason to suppose that emergence
is ubiquitous.

System integration and social integration

In this section I draw primarily though not exclusively upon Mouzelis’s
codification and insightful elaboration of Lockwood’s (1964) very impor-
tant distinction between system and social integration. In both theoretical
and empirical work it is appropriate to employ a distinction between a
social integration approach (the study of agency/actors and of social rela-
tions — whether co-operative or conflictual — among actors), and a system
integration approach (which refers to the study of relations between the
‘parts’ of social systems, including, for example, relations between positions/
roles, rules and social institutions). This distinction indicates that society
has at least two ‘faces’ or dimensions. In Mouzelis’s (1995: 127) words: ‘a
social whole can refer both to a system of interrelated actors (to a figura-
tional whole) and a system of interrelated rules, roles or social positions
(institutional whole)’. Put simply, social integration refers to the study of
agency and actor—actor relations, system integration to the study of
part-part relations. In the social sciences it is necessary to study both
dimensions, as well as links between them. If, for instance, we wish to focus
attention upon system ‘needs’ (see the Introduction, note 6) it is important,
as Mouzelis (1991; 1995) observes, to draw upon the distinction between
social integration (a focus upon agency and figurational wholes/relations
among actors) and system integration (analysis of institutional wholes and
of relations between institutions or between, say, roles/positions). If the
social integration mode of analysis is lost sight of in studies that refer to a
social system’s conditions-of-existence (system ‘needs’), this courts the
‘cardinal sins’ and results in theoretical and methodological problems, includ-
ing the problem of reification; in reificationist theories, structural ‘parts’
(rules, positions/roles, social institutions) are wrongly treated as though
they are actors with decision-making powers. In order to avoid teleology
(trying to explain, without reference to intentional planning, a cause of
something in terms of its effects) and reification (the attribution of agency
to entities that are not actors), it is necessary to employ the following prin-
ciple. When a social system or social network (or any social whole, such as
a small group, an organization, a profession, or a society) is inspected in
institutional terms (a system integration mode of analysis) it is legitimate to
enquire into the system’s conditions of existence, providing that figurational
analysis (a social integration approach) is also brought into the picture so as
to examine the part played by actors and actor—actor relations in the creation,
reproduction or change of the system in question.
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A few additional observations are called for. First, the social integration
and system integration distinction is not synonymous with the micro—
macro distinction. As already noted, system integration and social integra-
tion forms of analysis may be undertaken at micro- and macro-levels of
social process. Mouzelis (1997) rightly rejects Giddens’s (1984: 376, 377)
formula whereby social integration refers to situations of co-presence, and
system integration to interaction across time-space. However, Mouzelis’s
particular reason for rejecting Giddens'’s formulation, is flawed: as argued in
Chapter 2, we ought not accept Mouzelis’s rather curious and inconsistent
claim (1995: 124; 1997) that face-to-face interaction among powerful
actors is a macro-phenomenon that should not be regarded as micro-
situational interaction. I suggest a more adequate reason for rejecting
Giddens’s re-working of Lockwood'’s distinction is that actor-actor relations/
social integration can refer to face-to-face encounters in situations of co-
presence; to individual-individual relations across relatively large stretches
of space and time; and to inter-organizational relations between social
(‘organizational’) actors (see Chapter 5). Second, I should like to empha-
size rather more strongly than Mouzelis that there are ‘degrees of system-
ness’ and that the system integration and social integration distinction is
relevant not only in the case of investigation of tightly coupled social
systems/social networks, but also situations characterized by relatively inde-
terminate or ‘loose’ configurations of action (see Chapter 6). Third,
Mouzelis (1991: 172-93; 1997) is correct to reject Habermas’s use of the
system integration and social integration distinction. Habermas (1987: 151-2)
defines social and system integration in more or less the same terms as those
referred to above, but then he proceeds to a dubious theoretical formula
which specifies that what he calls the System (polity and economy) should
be studied from the standpoint of a system integration approach and that
what he terms the Lifeworld (households, relations among kin, friends,
neighbours, and so on) should be studied in terms of a social integration
approach. For Habermas, the system is steered and co-ordinated in an auto-
matic way by the media of power (in the case of the polity) and by money
(in the case of the economy); these media do not, so to speak, rely upon
agency/actor—actor relations — they are said to work on the basis of systemic
mechanisms that express system ‘logic’ and system functional imperatives
(‘system needs’). The lifeworld, in contrast, rests on actor-actor relations
and should, according to Habermas, be studied exclusively from a social
integration vantage point. Habermas’s reasoning in connection with this
matter, is untenable. Social relations are an important part of political life
and of social happenings in public bureaucracies (the ‘polity’), and the same
is true of private firms and the marketplace (the ‘economy’). Conversely, a
system integration focus on relations between roles/positions or between
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roles and social institutions can hardly be excluded from, say, social
investigation concerned with households or community life (the lifeworld).
Against Habermas, it can be argued that all social spheres — including those
he labels the System and the Lifeworld — should be investigated from both
system and social integration perspectives. These remarks lead to a fourth
and more general observation: it should be emphasized, once again, that it
is desirable that all instances of concept formation should be based upon
critique of the four ‘cardinal sins’ outlined in the Introduction. Otherwise,
potentially useful concepts or conceptual distinctions may be marred or
misused by virtue of their being unnecessarily linked to defective forms of
theoretical-methodological reasoning. For example, a distinction between
system integration and social integration approaches is deployed in
Marxism (Mouzelis, 1995: 122) and in, for instance, radical feminism, both
of which entail reductionist theorizing. Fifth, it was mentioned earlier that
Mougzelis (1995: 80) observes that the question of how figurational and
institutional structures (and therefore, social and system integration modes
of analysis) are related to each other, is a difficult theoretical problem and
that he is unsure as to where its resolution lies. Here Mouzelis is alluding
to an aspect of the agency—structure problematic. Part of the solution to the
problem to which he refers revolves around theoretical synthesis allied to
concept development that builds upon sustained critique of reductionism,
essentialism, reification, and functional teleology, and that also explicitly
confronts the important question of the relation of discourses to the social
contexts in which they are located.

The relation of discourses to their social contexts

With regard to the highly complex matter of the relation of discourses to
society or to social contexts, ethnomethodologists along with poststruc-
turalists, discourse theorists, and postmodernists believe the former consti-
tute the latter, whereas structuralists tend to reverse the direction of
determination and to argue that structure determines thought. In regard to
this issue, though not necessarily others, my own theoretical position is very
roughly similar to that of White (1992: 305) and Law (1986¢: 3—4), both of
whom regard the relation of discourses to social contexts as a two-way or
‘dialectical’ process. In Chapter 1 it was argued that the relation of dis-
courses (including discursive practices) to social contexts is generally loosely
dialectical (each to a variable extent influences the other, but without there
being any necessary or direct correspondence or ‘perfect match’ between
them; change in the one does not necessarily result in automatic or match-
ing change in the other): discourse, using this term broadly to include
actors’ forms of thought and related practices within any particular field of
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action, spirals into and out of social contexts in sometimes highly disorderly
and unpredictable fashion. That this should be so is not surprising. Dis-
courses are not expressions of some unified social totality; rather, they are
quite often mediated in differing ways by a variety of actors, circumstances,
and mechanisms that, moreover, may be discontinuous across micro-,
mezo- and macro-levels of social process (see Chapter 7). This is not to say
there can never be a relatively close correspondence between discourse and
context. There may be cases where, for a period of time at least, discourse
powerfully shapes context(s), or alternatively, where contextual factors are
conducive to the development of, or have a pronounced conditioning effect
upon, particular forms of thought: these, however, are contingent occur-
rences; they are matters for empirical investigation, not for a priori theo-
retical predetermination of the kind associated with, say, structuralism or
poststructuralism/discourse theory or with an exclusive commitment to
phenomenology or symbolic interactionism. Recall, too, that from the
standpoint of any particular actor or discourse, the social context (‘struc-
ture’) includes other actors and other discourses. It is, also, worth observing
that Berger and Luckmann’s (1971) view of language and society to some
extent resembles the conception outlined above, although as we have seen,
Berger and Luckmann err in sometimes implying that there is a ‘direct link’
between discourse(s) and society. With reference to structuration theory
and discourse, processes analogous to those discussed here are described by
Giddens — in terms of the relation of academic to lay discourses — as ‘the
double hermeneutic’ (1984: xxxv).> In regard to postmodernism, it was
argued in Chapter 1 that there is a tendency among postmodernists to
attempt, contradictorily, to combine two opposed (meta)theoretical
claims: on the one hand, it is argued that discourses create or produce
social contexts (the postmodern argument here being that there is no pre-
discursive, ontologically prior social reality), and, on the other, that dis-
course is in some sense determined by social context (by, that is, actors’
structural location — as ‘men’, ‘white people’, or whatever — in the social
totality).®

In recent years policy analysts have increasingly begun to recognize the
significance of language and discourse in the policy process. For example,
Thrift (1994: 22-3) in a paper on international monetary systems makes the
point that certain forms of thought and practices tend to become institu-
tionalized in policy networks. A similar point is made by Hoppe (1993: 77),
and also by Haas (1992: 5) in connection with the relation of the policy
process to transnational epistemic communities. An epistemic policy com-
munity is a network of socially recognized ‘experts’ with expertise relevant
to a particular policy domain; while members may come from a variety of
disciplines or professional backgrounds, they tend to subscribe to a common
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discourse and to share beliefs about the nature and causes of policy problems,
and about possible solutions and desired policy outcomes (Haas, 1992: 3).
The issues under discussion here, as shown in these references to policy
studies, are not only of interest to theoreticians; they relate closely to the
study of empirical processes. It is important to recognize that actors’ forms
of thought in general, but also systems of thought of the kind that may be
found in occupations, professions, and policy communities, are not neces-
sarily internally coherent and highly crystallized. Discourses may to a
greater or lesser extent be internally splintered (White, 1992: 305), the
extent to which this occurs being an empirical question. For example, the
‘same’ perspective or ideology may be mediated in different contexts at
different levels of crystallization, explicitness, and internal conceptual con-
sistency (Rootes, 1981). Of significance, too, is the point that theories, per-
spectives, and ideologies have ‘publics’ (mass media, professional groups,
administrators, consumer or client groups, and so on), and ideologies for
their survival may, in differing spatio-temporal contexts, have to be flexibly
modified in order to meet the demands of different ‘publics’ (Bouchier,
1977). The part that discourse plays in politics, governance, and the policy
process is, then, as indicated in these brief examples, a field of enquiry that
is of considerable importance (Sibeon, 1997: 65-8).

It perhaps hardly needs to be said that unresolved conceptual disputes
surround the question of the relation of discourses to ‘society’ or to specific
social contexts or situations. These conceptual problems relate to episte-
mological and ontological issues that were discussed earlier, and in particu-
lar, they relate to the question of whether, and if so in what terms, it is
legitimate to regard social reality as a product of discourse. Is there an onto-
logically prior, pre-discursive social reality ‘out there’? The argument devel-
oped here and in previous chapters rests upon a flexible but realist social
ontology, and upon critique of the four ‘cardinal sins’ in the specific terms
that these were defined in the Introduction. My approach to the question
of the relation of discourses to their social contexts acknowledges the emer-
gent properties of social systems, of institutions and of other phenomena,
and rejects the idea that there is a ‘direct link’ between subjectivities and
the objective dimension of social life, while at the same time recognizing
that social reality is in some sense socially constructed: the social fabric con-
sists in part of socially constructed materials that over time have become
institutionalized (or ‘consigned’, in the terminology of actor network
theory). An important point that I should like to establish here is that even
if we allow that social reality is, as poststructuralists and postmodernists
claim, discursively constituted, there nevertheless is a (socially constructed)
reality ‘out there’. As Mouzelis (1995: 61) observes, discursively constituted
arrangements (for example, the notion that formal paper qualifications are
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necessary for entering the teaching profession or for practising as a surgeon)
may over the course of time become firmly established social patterns that
to all intents and purposes are irreversible: “discursivity” by no means always
entails fragility or malleability; it is compatible with institutionalized arrange-
ments with high degrees of immutability’. Once socially constructed — and I
have already clarified that, like Layder (1997), I am not suggesting there is
a direct link between subjectivities/action and institutional social orders —
the social world may over time acquire an objective facticity in the form of,
in particular, social institutions, rules, roles/positions, and resource and
power distributions. In regard to these ontological issues, my own theoret-
ical position, as indicated earlier and also in the later chapters, endorses
Mouzelis’s insistence upon recognition of the significance of systemic phe-
nomena, while also acknowledging, in rather less systemic vein, what
Stones (1996: 232) calls ‘sophisticated realism’: that is to say, the social
world is ‘real’, but at the same time it is often highly variable, and empiri-
cally ‘messy’. The central point for emphasis here, however, is that elements
of a discursively constituted social world, if and when they are stablized
(‘institutionalized’) across time and space, can legitimately be said to be real
and to be objective elements of social structure: such elements are onto-
logically prior to, though in principle they may be open to modification or
transformation by, the discursive, interpretative, and practical activities of
any particular actors who encounter them.

Structural contradictions

Marxist theorists, including structuralist Marxists such as Poulantzas (1973)
and Althusser (1965; 1971) argue that we should be aware of the existence
of socially and politically important phenomena known as ‘structural con-
tradictions’, and that these are inherent features of capitalist society. It is
argued, in objectivist terms, that there are incompatibilities or contradic-
tions between the various elements or ‘parts’ of the (capitalist) social
system, as distinct from contradictions that are perceived and experienced
by actors; in terms of this objectivist notion of structural contradictions as
phenomena that exist among and within the parts of social systems (parts
such as economy, polity, and culture), it is structures themselves, not actors’
experiences, perceptions, intentions, and activities, that are said to be in ten-
sion. An opposing, subjectivist conception is developed by Berger and
Luckmann (1971: 80-2, 224) who, in rejecting notions of institutional, sys-
temic or functional ‘logic’, deny that an external observer can determine
the degree of integration (or malintegration) of a social system. In Marxist
objectivist theories it is, as just noted, the structures themselves that are
said to be in tension. Phenomenologically oriented theorists such as Berger
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and Luckmann (1971: 224) reject both Marxist and structural-functional
concepts of contradiction, malintegration or integration: “functional inte-
gration”, if one wants to use this term at all, means the integration of the
institutional order by way of various legitimating processes. In other words,
the integration lies not in the institutions but in their legitimation.” On this
view, neither structural contradictions or, conversely, structural compati-
bilites can have an independent existence of their own within or among
structures. In opposition to Marx and Parsons, Bergerian sociology supposes
that ‘contradictions’, or alternatively ‘compatibilities’ among the elements
of social systems, lie in the eyes of actors who perceive and experience
them, and not in the structural elements themselves. For Berger and
Luckmann the converse of ‘legitimation’ in the sense just referred to is that
any ‘crisis’ of structural arrangements — as in, for example, the proposition,
which gained currency in the 1980s, that there is a ‘legitimation crisis of the
welfare state’ — is not a matter of ‘contradiction’ among or within the struc-
tures themselves, but a crisis of legitimation of those structures by actors. The
problem here, however, is that in rejecting objectivist theorizing, Berger and
Luckmann (1971: 82) go to the other extreme and endorse subjectivism; it
is argued that the integration or malintegration of an institutional order ‘can
be understood only in terms of the “knowledge” that its members have of it’
(my italics). This statement encapsulates the subjectivism associated with
Bergerian sociology and with phenomenological sociology in general.
Giddens employs a concept of structural contradictions; his concept,
however, is somewhat ambiguous. In some of his writings he gives the
impression that he rejects objectivist theories of contradictions in favour of
a subjective, actor-oriented definition (1976: 127-8; 1993: 134). However
in The Constitution of Society, where he refers to objective and subjective
elements, he develops a concept of structural contradictions that inclines to
the former (1984: 198-9). He makes a distinction between structural con-
tradiction (‘disjunction of structural principles of system organization’) and
conflict (‘actual struggle between actors or groups’). Here Giddens, in con-
trast to Berger, appears to be suggesting — in terms that sit uneasily along-
side his commitment to a duality of action and structure — that structural
contradictions can exist objectively (1984: 315) even where they are not
perceived, experienced or acted upon by actors who, for whatever reason,
remain unaware of their ‘interests’ (ibid.: 199, 318). Implicit in these refer-
ences to Giddens’s theory of ‘structural contradictions’ are unresolved
problems surrounding not only his conception of a duality of action-and-
structure and of action-and-system as he defines these terms, but also a lack
of clarity concerning his commitment to the idea of ‘unacknowledged inter-
ests’ (ibid.: 198-9, 318) (see the discussion of power and interests in
Chapter 5). Another major contemporary sociological theorist referred to
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earlier, Mouzelis, attempts to balance objectivist and subjectivist notions of
systemic contradictions. However despite his frequent critical references to
the ‘denial’ of agency by poststructuralists, structuralist Marxists and structural-
functionalists, when it comes to the topic of ‘structural contradictions’ he
argues, in effect, that structural or systemic incompatibilities/contradictions
are ‘objective’ (1995: 77-8) and can be said to exist even where actors are
subjectively unaware of their existence (ibid.: 122); it is true that Mouzelis
does insist that, in accordance with his use of the system integration and
social integration distinction, it is necessary to also take account of actors’
perceptions of or responses to systemic or structural contradictions, but for
him a (systemic) contradiction is ontologically prior to actors’ experience
of and responses to it. Although Mouzelis’s position is nuanced in the terms
just described, he tends to incline towards the objectivist position. Also of
interest is Archer’s analysis. With reference to the work of Weber,
Lockwood and others, she discusses (1995: 219-21) ‘necessary compatibil-
ities’ between the components of social systems (such as, in Ancient India,
compatibilities between caste, religion, polity, and law) and ‘necessary
incompatibilities’ between system parts, as in the case of societies based on
patrimonial bureaucracy with an in-built contradiction between bureau-
cratic centralization, and economic and societal pressures for decentraliza-
tion. Archer’s and others’ notions of ‘necessary’ and ‘objective’
compatibilities/incompatibilities between the parts of social systems should
be viewed extremely cautiously (it can be argued that there is an objective
element in social life, but this is interwoven with subjectivity; see later);
nevertheless Archer (ibid.: 214-15) is aware of at least some of the sub-
tleties of the dialectics of agency and structure in so far as she recognizes
that to some extent systemic compatibilities and incompatibilities are the
partly intended, partly unintended outcomes of actions.

We cannot duck the issues that are under discussion here. Structural or
systemic tensions of various kinds are recurrent features of social life. Some
of these occur at the macro-level of social process. For example, it is per-
fectly clear that in India there has been a certain amount of contradiction
or incompatibility between the traditional caste system and aspects of the
industrialization process (Gould, 1987). System incompatibilities of this
kind (like social structure in general) are not reducible to agency, that is,
they are not reducible to the intentions and activities of any particular
actors. Macro-structure in general (including structural compatibilities/
incompatibilities) stretches in time and space away from any particular
actors or any particular encounters or activities. An example at the mezo-
level of social process concerns policy sectors where there may arise struc-
tural incompatibilities that are akin to tension within what Merton (1968)
has described as role sets: it is legitimate to speak of certain positions/roles
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(those of, for instance, hospital administrators, on the one hand, and physicians,
on the other) as existing in a state of tension with each other, tensions
which outlive the individuals who happen to occupy the roles at any par-
ticular point in time. And yet behaviour is not wholly role-determined; to
some extent, it is role-determining. Therefore it is appropriate, I suggest, to
regard system incompatibilities/tensions such as inter-role tension (or ‘con-
tradiction’) as part of the dialectics of agency and structure whereby action
and structure influence each other, this being a dialectic which departs
from Bergerian sociology in so far as it is not claimed that there is an invari-
ant or ‘direct’ link between action and structure, but that there is a more or
less loose interweaving and interpenetration of these elements. Importantly,
the interweaving of structure and activities — and this would apply irre-
spective of whether the focus of analysis happens to be system compatibil-
ities or incompatibilities — should be investigated in an ontologically
flexible fashion without recourse to theories which entail reductionism,
essentialism, reification or functional teleology. This means that, for exam-
ple, theories predicated on methodological individualism or methodologi-
cal collectivism should be avoided; and I have already argued the case for
structure-action dualism, not duality. Though not identical to Layder’s
(1997) theory of social domains (this is discussed in the next chapter), my
approach to structural or system contradictions is in some respects com-
patible with Layder’s. What I am proposing here is a conception of structural
contradictions (or conversely, compatibilities) that is neither objectivist nor
subjectivist. Structure, including incompatibilities/contradictions among
structural elements such as roles, predisposes or conditions certain kinds of
action and the latter intentionally and/or unintentionally reproduces or
elaborates structure, including any incompatible elements of structure such
as recurrent role-role tensions or incompatibilities. In any given field of
action, structure/social context partly shapes and is partly shaped by activ-
ities, as part of an ongoing diachronic interplay between structure and
agency/action. It is not difficult to conceive of situations, as in Merton'’s
(1968) classic example of role set conflict, where current actors are con-
fronted by institutionalized role conflicts and contradictory expectations;
patterned, ongoing conflicts and contradictions inherited from the past are
elements of structure (relatively enduring conditions-of-action) that con-
front current actors. Also, where patterned, reproduced incompatibilities
(‘contradictions’) between roles, rules or between social institutions have a
long history, it is likely that at various times in the past certain compromises
will have been struck by contending parties who are involved in the con-
tradiction(s) (which is to say that agency has a part to play in the history of
structural contradictions). Some of these compromises, though in principle
open — to a greater or lesser extent — to re-inspection and re-negotiation, may
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have become institutionalized and therefore these too become an established
part of the structure or social context that confronts present-day actors. I
am suggesting, in other words, that patterned compatibilities and incom-
patibilities (of values, of roles, of perspectives, social practices, and so on)
are part of an action-structure dialectic: actors’ forms of thought, pre-
ferences and actions spiral into and out of contexts, and we have seen that
a social context may exhibit significant recurrent compatibilities or incom-
patibilities among its constitutive elements and that these are objective ele-
ments of the social that are not reducible to the actions of any particular
individuals. Present-day structure, as noted above, may also include institu-
tionalized mechanisms that in the past were designed to attempt to contain
or deal with experienced structural contradictions. The more general point
to be made here is that the idea of structural (or system) contradiction can-
not legitimately be ignored or side-stepped by social investigators: the term —
along with the opposite notion of structural compatibilities — refers to
important kinds of phenomena that arise from the interplay of activities
and structures over time and which are neither wholly objective nor wholly
subjective components of social reality.

Recursion and path dependency

The concept ‘recursion’ (sometimes known as path dependency) refers to
self-reproducing or self-generating tendencies (Law, 1994: 14-16) that
occur at the micro-, mezo- and macro-levels of social process and which are
associated with, in particular, social systems or social networks (see Chapter 6).
The theoretical and methodological principle that is involved here, a prin-
ciple implicit in much of the earlier discussion, is that the existence of tem-
poral or spatial continuities cannot be presumed in advance of empirical
enquiry. Should any particular set of social conditions be reproduced across
time and space, this is a relatively fortuitous and unpredictable outcome
arising from conjunctions of agency, structure, and social chance (the latter
is discussed in Chapter 5), rather than the automatic unfolding of some
putative structural exigency; nevertheless, in certain circumstances —
including those where recursive tendencies exist — some outcomes are more
likely than others.

Where social stability is a feature of any particular context of action, it is
probable that one of the factors involved in the process of social reproduc-
tion is recursion. Some versions of this concept, it can be argued, should be
rejected for the reason that they are a form of reification, as in Luhmann’s
(1982; 1989) claim that tightly coupled social systems are ‘autopoietic’ or
self-sustaining in a sense that implies systems exhibit agency (in effect,
Luhmann proposes that systems are actors in the terms that actor was
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provisionally defined in the Introduction, where it was argued than an actor
or agent is an entity that in principle is able to formulate, take, and act upon
decisions). Similarly, in discussing governance, public policy, and recursion,
Mayntz does not examine the concept agency and she exposes herself to the
charge that, like Habermas, she employs a reified conception of social sys-
tems. She claims that social systems and social networks ‘under certain con-
ditions are able to define their own boundaries, and to actively protect
themselves from external intervention’ (1993: 17), and that systems have
an ‘ability to organise ... capacity to act’ (ibid.: 18). Mayntz’s claims are
open to challenge: to say that an entity — such as a social system — may have
recursive tendencies is not to say that the entity in question is thereby an
actor or agent. When compared with Luhmann and Mayntz, my use of the
concept (‘recursion’) is somewhat closer to — though far from identical with —
its applications in symbolic interactionism, in Elias’s process sociology, and
in Giddens’s structuration theory (see Law, 1994: 97, 112).

Some of the better accounts of recursion are to be found in the disci-
plines of political science and public policy. An example is Wilsford’s
(1994: 269) path dependency model of recursion: ‘In a path-dependency
model, existing policy (that is, the institutions and the rules of the game in
place in a particular policy domain at a particular moment) acts as a focus-
ing device for policy ... to channel future policy movement along a certain
path.” Wilsford (ibid.: 253) also brings out the point that a path dependency
model (the idea that events, circumstances, and decisions predispose future
events) is not the same thing as historical determinism. Though he rightly
rejects the idea of historical and structural predetermination, he provides
little conceptual underpinning for this rejection. However, what seems
clear from his paper is that he is critical of theories of structural predeter-
mination without wanting to replace such theories with the equally prob-
lematical assumption that the social world is entirely ‘chaotic’; instead,
though he does not state the matter in quite these terms, he recognizes that
time—space stability and policy continuities occur, but that these are con-
tingently reproduced continuities and not (despite claims to the contrary in
various reductionist and functional teleological theories) necessary effects
of the social totality. Policy network theorists and researchers have empha-
sized that some policy networks (see Chapter 6) are conducive to the
development of recursive patterns of public policy and practice. M.J. Smith
(1993: 72) observes that once in existence, systemic patterns in policy com-
munities tend to be reproduced via institutionalized rules, regularized inter-
organizational interaction among a small cohort of state and non-state
actors, and ‘standard operating procedures’; in these ways policy networks
enstructure certain perspectives, objectives, and interests within the policy
process (1993: 234). Recursion and path dependency is also relevant to an
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understanding of political and policy processes associated with postnational
governance (Sibeon, 1997; 2000). In the European Union (EU), for example,
when subnational actors (such as local authorities or regional bodies within
member states) and national actors (such as national governments or actors
who are a part of national government) commit themselves to programme or
policy agreements with actors from other member states or perhaps with
the EU itself, it sometimes happens that massive ‘sunk costs’ make policy
reversal or withdrawal unattractive, even in circumstances where — had
such costs not existed — the actors would have preferred (because of a
change in preferences or perhaps, for example, because of a new awareness
of unanticipated consequences arising from earlier policy decisions) to
reverse policy or even withdraw from the policy programme (Pierson,
1998: 316). Political and policy actors, that is to say, sometimes become
‘locked into’ a particular set of political, planning or resource arrangements
or frameworks.

Recent work on path dependence has emphasized the ways in which initial institu-
tional or policy decisions — even suboptimal ones — can become self-reinforcing over
time. These initial choices encourage the emergence of elaborate social and eco-
nomic networks, greatly increasing the cost of adopting once-possible alternatives
and therefore inhibiting exit from a current policy path. (ibid.)

One aspect of recursion in the EU policy process is to do with what polit-
ical scientists and policy analysts call ‘the spillover effect’. Schmidt (1996:
234, 236) is one among many observers who have pointed out that a supra-
national approach (that is, an approach to governance and policy that is
shaped more by the EU as a supranational body than by inter-governmental
negotiation among member states) in one policy sector — such as agriculture
or competition policy — may ‘spill over’ and engender a supranational orien-
tation in other policy sectors; once a supranational organization such as the
European Union is created, it tends through various recursive processes to
expand its influence to a range of policy sectors.

Recursion, defined as self-reproducing or path-setting tendencies within
any particular field of action, is in some sense an outcome of interaction
between agency, structure, and social chance (the idea of interaction
between these elements is developed in some detail in Chapter 5). As we
saw in the examples drawn from politics, governance, and the policy
process, recursive tendencies among social phenomena are not outcomes
that are structurally or historically predetermined and nor are they simply
a product of agency. There are, then, grounds for suggesting that the con-
cept recursion, if appropriately employed, is capable of contributing to the
construction of well-founded empirical accounts of social stability within
any given field of action.
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Summary

The first part of this chapter, bearing in mind problems and themes identified
in the preceding chapter, examined four major theorists’ efforts to address
agency-structure and micro—macro.

The dialectical approach of Peter Berger is an imaginative attempt to theo-
retically and methodologically integrate the investigation of micro- and
macro-realms of society. In Bergerian sociology, actors’ meanings are objec-
tivated (institutionalized) and ‘become’ a macro-social order which is then
absorbed or re-appropriated by individuals; people are both creators and
products of society. Though a thought-provoking effort to ‘integrate’ micro
and macro, Berger’s synthetic framework is in some respects contradictory
and fails to avoid pitfalls associated with upwards and downwards conflation.

Norbert Elias’s figurational (or ‘process’) sociology, like Berger’s work, is
insightful and directs our attention to important dimensions of the social.
Elias’s processual conception of social life, his thesis on the unintended
nature of society, and his ideas on power, are of considerable importance; but
Elias wrongly implies there is a ‘direct link’ between activities and social
structure, and tends to neglect the significance of the institutional dimension
of society and its relation to the figurational.

Michel Foucault, along with each of the writers whose work is discussed in
this chapter, has provided an original and significant contribution to our
understanding of agency—structure and micro—macro. His wide-ranging writ-
ings on discourses, power, and the self illuminate certain aspects of social
life. There are, however, unresolved problems in Foucault’s approach. His
method of analysis tends towards essentialism and the ‘grand theory’ style
that he says he wishes to avoid; he collapses distinctions between agency and
structure, and micro and macro; and some of his theorizing inclines towards
reification and social determinism.

°
Anthony Giddens’s concept of a duality of action and structure is part of his

general (meta)theory of structuration. Examination of the conceptual com-
ponents of structuration theory is instructive and there is considerable merit
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in Giddens’s extensive critique of theories of agency—structure and of
micro—macro. However, an argument set out in this and later chapters is that
the relation of structure to action is a dualism, not a duality, and that
Giddens’s duality schema extends not only to his concept of structure but
also to his concept of system(s).

The second part of the chapter expanded upon certain themes referred to
earlier, and directed attention to (meta)theoretical concepts and postulates
that, it was argued, are of major importance to the future development of
metatheory and substantive theory, and to the conduct of empirical studies.

Emergence refers to those properties of social phenomena that are not man-
ifest in constituent parts of the phenomena in question, properties that arise
by virtue of the relation between or interaction among the parts. The exis-
tence of emergent properties at the micro-, mezo- or macro-levels does not
prevent us searching for causal or other connections among phenomena
within but also across levels of social process.

The social integration/system integration distinction is an indispensable ana-
lytical tool, though it has been misapplied by, for example, Giddens and
Habermas. A social integration approach concentrates on the study of
agency and actor—actor relations (whether co-operative or conflictual), a
system integration mode of analysis being concerned with the study of
part—part relations (that is, relations between the parts of social systems
and structures, such as relations between positions/roles, rules, and social
institutions). How figurational and institutional structures and social and
system integration forms of analysis are related to each other, are important
questions.

The relation of discourses to social contexts is another unavoidable metathe-
oretical issue that social theorists and empirical investigators must necessarily
address — either implicitly, or preferably, explicitly and reflectively — during
the course of their work. It was argued, further to the discussion of this point
in Chapter 1, that there are no invariant or ‘direct’ links between discourses
(whether academic, political, professional, cultural, or other discourses) and
social contexts, though empirically contingent and more or less loosely
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dialectical links may develop between discourse and context; that the social
fabric is ‘real” albeit in some sense socially constructed; and that society —
even though it is partly discursively constituted — has emergent and unin-
tended properties that are not reducible to any particular discourses.

The concept structural contradictions, which is another concept that cannot
legitimately be side-stepped by social investigators, refers to ‘objective’ ten-
sions between the parts of social systems or structures. It is argued that
objectivist and subjectivist notions of structural contradictions should be
replaced by a conception of structural compatibilities/incompatibilities that
entails an ontologically flexible and loosely dialectical postulate of agency—
structure and of links between social integration/figurational and system
integration/institutional dynamics.

The concept recursion (or ‘path dependency’) is important in so far as it
refers to self-reproducing or self-generating tendencies at the micro-, mezo-
and macro-levels of social process; it is argued that recursion, like social
structure in general, should be regarded as an outcome of interaction
between agency, social structure, and social chance.

Notes

1 The emphasis in Bergerian sociology on the subjective element of a
person—society dialectic can be illustrated with reference to the concept ‘structural
contradictions’, which is discussed later in the chapter. Berger is opposed to Marxist
or functionalist notions of ‘objective’ or ‘structural’ contradictions/incompatibilities or
tensions within or between the elements or ‘parts’ (institutions, systems of rules, roles,
and so on) of social systems, and where the parts and the systems are seen as having a
separate ontological existence from individuals. Berger and Luckmann (1971: 82)
reject any such ontological separation: they argue that the question of whether insti-
tutions are integrated (or ‘hang together’ as they put it) or else are ‘malfunctioning’
(as in situations of ‘legitimation crisis”) is not a matter of institutional or functionalist
‘logic’ but a question of how the institutions are perceived by individuals.

For reasons implicit in the earlier chapters, there are grounds for taking the
view that Berger and Luckmann are indeed correct to acknowledge the subjective
dimension of what are often called ‘structural’ (or ‘systemic’) ‘contradictions’.
However, for the social analyst it also becomes necessary — when systems are
regarded as having an emergent and relatively autonomous existence that is at least
partly independent of individual subjectivities — to find an adequate way of account-
ing for the objective dimensions of ‘contradictions’; this Berger and Luckmann fail to
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do. Later in the chapter with reference to structural contradictions and the
system/social integration distinction, it is argued that subjective and objective
dimensions can be suitably incorporated into social analysis without recourse to
reductionist and reified notions (as in Marxism and teleological functionalism) of
‘objective’ structural or systemic contradictions.

2 This ambiguity in Berger’s theoretical position, an ambiguity which seems to
stem from theoretical contradiction, is reflected in the existence of three conflict-
ing interpretations concerning the question of whether Berger employs a
Durkheimian, materialist, and social determinist framework (an interpretation of
Berger that is voiced by Hamilton, 1974: 139), or conversely an idealist mode of
analysis (Wuthnow et.al. 1984: 28-9); or whether he steers a middle course that
‘avoids the distortions of one-sidedly “idealist” or “materialist” interpretations’
(Hunter and Ainlay, 1986: 40).

The above connects to the ‘duality versus dualism’ debate. In the case of
language, Berger and Luckmann (1971: 53) subscribe to a dualism of agency and struc-
ture that is positively Durkheimian: ‘language has the quality of objectivity. I
encounter language as a facticity external to myself and it is coercive on me.
Language forces me into its patterns.” And yet, throughout The Social Construction
of Reality the predominant emphasis is on subjectivity and the ways in which the
objectified social world is not ‘objective’ per se, but rather, ‘appears’ to be objective
to individuals who have mistakenly ‘reified’ the social (Berger and Luckmann, 1971:
106). It is, then, perhaps not surprising that there are conflicting interpretations of
the matters under discussion here. As already noted, Archer (1995: 13, 63), who is
critical of Berger and Luckmann, regards their work as an idealist ‘central’ ‘confla-
tion” of agency and structure (that is, a duality), whereas Mouzelis (1991: 78), who
is mindful of Berger and Luckmann’s concepts of ‘externalization’ and ‘objectiva-
tion’, sees in their work a paradigmatic dualism in which there is a dialectical rela-
tion between subjectivity and social institutions: alternatively, Bhaskar (1979)
believes that in trying to avoid what Archer terms ‘upwards’ and ‘downwards’ con-
flation, Berger and Luckmann end up by contradictorily incorporating both confla-
tions into their framework.

3 See the Introduction, note 6.

4 In the case of resources such as land it is difficult — in terms of Giddens'’s con-
cept of structure as ‘rules and resources’ — to apply Giddens’s rubric that resources
have only a ‘virtual’ existence. In fact, many if not most discussions of Giddens tend
to refer to structure as rules, rather than rules and resources. This is consistent with
Giddens’s idea that rules often entail the mobilization of resources and with his
insistence (1984: 18) that ‘rules cannot be conceptualized apart from resources’.
Moreover, Giddens (ibid.: 33) himself makes the point that allocative resources
such as land, though they might seem to have ‘real’ existence in a way that he denies
to structure, are only resources when linked to and defined by rules. The net effect,
according to, for example, Mouzelis (1995: 195) is that resources are certain kinds
of rules and we may assume that structure, for Giddens, amounts to a set of rules.

5 I am inclined to agree with Layder’s (1998a: 96) observation that ‘the double
hermeneutic’ exaggerates the degree to which social scientific discourse enters into
the everyday world. That said, research concerned with the study of the relation of
academic knowledge to the formulation and implementation of public policies indi-
cates that some conceptual schemas ‘travel’ from academia into policy communities
(Weiss, 1986; Stenson, 1993: 49). And in regard to popular culture, while it may be
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true that Giddens has a tendency to over-estimate the extent to which social science
concepts are incorporated into ‘lay’ discourses, it should not be overlooked that
there are a variety of routes — for example, professional training, the work of writ-
ers engaged in the popularization of academic ideas, media accounts of research
findings or of newsworthy conference reports, and so on — by which at least some
concepts developed in such disciplines as psychology, sociology, and economics
filter into everyday language.

6 The ‘society shapes discourse’ variant of postmodern theory, which often is con-
cerned with radical cultural politics, tends to borrow from rather crude ‘modern’
theories of social inequality, and at times comes close to replication of archetypal
modernist and reductionist versions of the oversimple and determinist notion that
actors’ forms of thought and interests are determined by what is taken to be their
structural location (as ‘middle-class people’, ‘heterosexuals’, ‘white people’, ‘men’
‘colonialists’, or whatever) within the social totality. Here, Hindess's excellent
critique (for example, 1987a; 1987b; 1988; 1989) remains relevant. Some of the
ambiguities and theoretical contradictions that arise from an unfortunate theoreti-
cal fusion of ‘emancipatory’ postmodern cultural politics with crude versions of
modernist theorizing, are set out in Antonio (1998) and in the trenchant critique by
Rojek and Turner (2000). A generally thoughtful and useful introduction to some
of the issues touched upon here is provided by Nash (2000) in her text on political
sociology.



4

Three Major Contributors to
Contemporary Sociological Theory:
Archer, Mouzelis and Layder

Most of the themes featured in the previous chapters are taken up in
the work of three writers who — though they have not, as yet, attracted the
amount of attention that their work merits — are significant figures in the
recent movement towards a renewal of sociological theory; the authors
whose work will be considered here (Margaret Archer, Nicos Mouzelis, and
Derek Layder) have made incisive inroads into still unresolved problems
that require attention if sociology — which, as observed in Chapter 1, was
much criticized during ‘the cultural turn’ - is to continue to convincingly
demonstrate its theoretical and empirical explanatory potential in the
period ‘after postmodernism’. Although the recent work of these writers is,
in my view, of considerable importance to the future theoretical and
methodological development of the discipline, their contributions are, as
we shall see, by no means satisfactory in all respects. Throughout the book
numerous references are made, often in approving fashion, to various
aspects of the work of these writers, therefore, here I shall give rather more
attention to critique than to exposition; it is hoped this does not convey an
impression of their work that seems more critical than I intend.
Comparative (meta)theoretical analysis of the writings of Giddens,
Archer, Mouzelis, and Layder — at the present time, remarkably little com-
parative analysis of their work exists — reveals a number of rather intricate
threads of similarity and difference in their approaches, and it is important
that these should be unravelled; therefore as well as an element of relatively
straightforward description and also critique of theoretical positions, in
what follows it will in places be necessary to attempt to unpack some quite
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complicated conceptual variations and nuances of theoretical meaning in
the writings of these major contemporary sociological theorists.

Margaret Archer: morphogenetic social theory

Archer’s main contributions to theoretical sociology (1982; 1988; 1995;
1996) centre on her morphogenetic social theory: ‘The “morpho” element
is an acknowledgement that society has no pre-set form or preferred state:
the “genetic” part is a recognition that it takes its shape from, and is formed
by, agents, originating from the intended and unintended consequences of
their activities’ (Archer, 1995: 5).! Morphogenesis refers to the elaboration
of structural forms, and morphostasis to their maintenance (Archer, 1982).
I have reservations about certain features of Archer’s framework. For exam-
ple, in Chapter 2 I criticized her unusual notion of micro-macro, and in
Chapter 3 it was suggested her conception of structural and cultural emer-
gence is too restrictive by virtue of focusing only upon ‘necessary relations’
among phenomena. And later, I shall express some reservations about her
use of the notion of activity dependence. In general, however, her approach —
which builds upon her anti-conflationist formulations — has much to offer
the future development of sociological theory and method.

Archer (1995: 46-57) rejects what she describes as ‘downward confla-
tion’, a mode of analysis which is associated with methodological collec-
tivism. In downward conflationist theorizing, agency is explained in terms of
structure: for example, in Parsons’s later work the central value system is
said (with reference to structure and social system) to induce compatibility
among institutions and (in terms of agency) to socialize agents so that they
energize the social system. Downward conflation rests upon a notion of
structural determinism, as distinct from a less strong ‘structural condition-
ing’ (ibid.: 216): in downward conflationist paradigms actors are portrayed
as unreflective, socialized beings who lack creative or innovative capacities
of the kind that may shape structure. In such theories, as Archer critically
observes (1998: 83), there is little or no sense of society as something which
in its existing form may be desired by no one; society, Archer argues, is an
unplanned outcome of inter-group conflict, negotiation, and compromise.
Rather than allow that interaction can have intended and unintended con-
sequences that lead to emergent structural properties, some of which may
be large-scale, it is argued by some Marxists, structuralists, structural-
functionalists, and other downward conflation theorists that society is the effect
of in-built systemic forces or tendencies. In contrast, in ‘upward conflation’,
to the extent that Archer associates this with interpretative sociology,
the larger social system (‘society’) is portrayed as an aggregation of micro
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(face-to-face) interactions.? Archer associates upwards conflation with
interactionist sociology (Archer, 1995: 60), with ‘the neo-phenomenological
school’ (ibid.: 84), and with methodological individualism (ibid.: 34-46).
She argues that upward conflationist ontology wrongly treats structure as
the product of agency exercised by current as distinct from previous actors,
and wrongly assumes that structure is no more than ‘other actors’ and their
activities. She observes that these postulates erroneously disallow the
proposition that structures have aggregative and emergent properties that
are ‘more than’ the sum of the interacting individuals and their decisions and
actions, such properties having a shaping or ‘conditioning’® influence upon
actors’ forms of thought and activities (and very often, structure operates
as a major constraint upon certain types of action); relatedly, upward con-
flation theorists tend to see structure as readily alterable by actors, provid-
ing they have the necessary motivation and information to promote social
change. In both upward and downward forms of conflation, relative auton-
omy is withheld from agency and from structure: primacy is erroneously
given to agency or to structure as the ultimate constituent of society, rather
than investigating ‘the two-way interplay between them’ (Archer, 1998:
74). A third mode of reasoning rejected by Archer (1995: 167-8) is what
she terms ‘central conflation’ (ibid.: 61), which she associates, in particular,
with Giddens. In rejecting duality theorizing of the kind found in struc-
turation theory, Archer, drawing on Bhaskar’s (1989a; 1989b) critical real-
ism, insists that individuals and society, far from being ‘two sides of the
same coin’, are different kinds of phenomena: ‘[Individuals and society] do
not constitute two moments of the same process. Rather, they refer to
radically different things’ (Bhaskar, 1989a: 33). Archer (1995: 101) is of the
view that Giddens’s concept of ‘social practices’ does not do justice to
either action or structure; the concept decentres agency in favour of prac-
tices, and also downplays structure which is seen as not real but only
‘virtual’ until instantiated by agency. In structuration theory, relative autonomy
is granted to neither agency or structure and both are seen as inextricably
bonded together; therefore there is no possibility of investigating their
interplay, or of ascertaining the relative importance of each in any particu-
lar situation (Archer, 1998: 75, 81). In Archer’s analytical dualism, in which
agency and structure are distinct, separable phenomena, temporality is seen
as a central aspect (1995: 92) of the mutually shaping relation between
agency and structure; structure precedes action which in turn leads to
structural reproduction or elaboration, and the cycle is then repeated (ibid.:
157-8, 192-4). Archer’s argument is that structuration theory is flawed by
the failure to acknowledge temporality in the sense to which I have just
referred, resulting in an inability to conceptually separate agency and social
structure in a way that might allow us to study links between the two and
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allow us to assess the relative influence of each in any given social context.
For Archer, then, Giddens is an ‘elisionist’ (ibid.: 93) who collapses agency
and structure together — structure has no existence outside of its instantiation
by agency — and who denies that structure has emergent or autonomous
properties, and that structure precedes action (ibid.: 93-101).

Arising from Archer’s involvement in the ‘duality versus dualism’ debate
it should, to take up a point made in the previous chapter, be observed
that miscommunication and misunderstanding among contemporary the-
orists is undoubtedly related, at least in part, to the fact that certain terms
which are central to the debate are sometimes defined and handled in
quite different ways. For example, Archer rejects Giddens’s duality con-
cept and argues that social science should be predicated wholly upon dual-
ism. However, Mouzelis, whose work is discussed later, does not reject so
much as reconstruct and extend structuration theory: employing the term
duality to refer to unreflective orientations of actors to structure, and dual-
ism as a term for describing actors’ reflexive orientation to structure,
Mougzelis, contra Archer, claims structuration theory is not wrong but
incomplete and that what sociological theory and method require is both
duality and dualism (in, that is, the particular terms that these are defined
by Mougzelis). Thus, for Archer, whose position entails outright rejection of
Giddens’s concept of duality, dualism refers to a temporal separation
between action and an ontologically prior structure which is subsequently
reproduced or elaborated by action; whereas for Mouzelis, who attempts
to reconstruct structuration theory, duality and dualism refer to differences
in actors’ mental orientations — reflexive or otherwise — to social structure.
There are here fundamentally different uses of the terms duality and dual-
ism, and it is important that these differences should be made explicit; this
is something to which I shall return shortly, with reference to Mouzelis’s
theorizing.

I suggested earlier that Archer’s extensive conceptual framework — which
I cannot do full justice to within the confines of this chapter — is capable of
contributing significantly to the development of sociological theory and
methodology. In particular, her clarification of the grounds for rejecting
upwards, downwards, and central conflation, is invaluable, as also, for exam-
ple, is her concept (discussed in Chapter 1) of a flexible but realist social
ontology allied to her epistemological and methodological arguments; her
work on a stratified conception of the actor; and her work on ‘positional
interests’ (see Chapter 5) and on the dialectics of agency and structure.
However, there is one aspect of her framework that, in addition to those
mentioned earlier, is open to criticism. Archer’s view of the ‘activity depen-
dence’ of social structure rests on an argument that current structures are
the effects of actions taken by people who, as she puts it, are ‘long dead’ and
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there is, therefore, a ‘temporal escape’ of structures from past actions
(Archer, 1995: 147, 148, 253). She argues that the activity dependence of,
for example, demographic structure is ‘past tense’: in her words, ‘Here the
activity dependence of such structures can be affirmed in only one accept-
able way: by reference to the activities of the long dead’ (ibid.: 143). And
in more general terms it is claimed that: ‘we are all born into a structural
and cultural context which, far from being of our making, is the unintended
resultant of past interaction among the long dead’ (ibid.: 253). Archer’s
insistence that present structures are effects of past actions is linked to a
confusing conflation of, first, the relation of present-day actors to current
structures, and, second, the relation of present-day actors and structures to
previous actors and previous structures. Both of these dimensions — which
refer to synchronic and diachronic dialectics of action and structure (for a
convenient sketch, see Ritzer, 2000: 48) — are undoubtedly important, but
Archer tries to run them together in a way that wrongly downplays the
extent to which present-day social contexts may be dependent upon the
activities of current actors. Archer recognizes that current activities in
aggregate have the effect of unintentionally reproducing or modifying
society (for example, ibid.: 72): and yet in her discussion of the activity
dependence of society she seems to paint current actors out of the picture.
Archer is right to refute methodological individualism as a form of upward
conflation (1995: 77; 1998: 76-8), but this should not be allowed to
obscure the extent to which the activity dependence of current contexts or
structures may relate to current activities. She says that the activity depen-
dence of social structures may be ‘present tense or past tense’ (1995: 145),
this being an empirical question. Thus there are, according to Archer (ibid.:
145), some present-day social structures that are ‘ontologically independent
from the activities of those people here present’ (my italics). This is taking
things too far. As I have already suggested, it is legitimate to refute method-
ological individualism, to argue that structures have emergent properties,
and to observe that the activity dependence of present structures relates to
past actions; but these statements should not be taken as far as Archer’s
extreme claim that some current structures may be entirely independent of
current actors. It seems that here, in a way that sits uneasily alongside some
of the implications that may be thought to arise from what Archer (ibid.:
141) elsewhere calls the ‘no people; no society’ truism, she wants to iden-
tify situations where, in her view, there is a total separation of current struc-
ture from current action (in contradistinction to Giddens’s opposing
schema where structure/system and action are mutually constitutive to
such an extent that it is impossible to separate them). When compared
with Archer’s formulation of the activity dependence of society, an in some
ways more satisfactory stratified social ontology is provided by Derek
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Layder; selected aspects of his theoretical framework will be outlined in the
final section of the chapter.

Nicos Mouzelis: ‘back to sociological theory’

The frequency of my earlier brief references to Mouzelis — one or two of
which, however, departed from certain aspects of his conceptual framework —
reflects his position as one of the leading figures in the contemporary move-
ment towards a reconstruction of sociological theory (for example,
Mouzelis, 1989; 1991; 1993a; 1993b; 1994; 1995; 1997; 2000). Mouzelis's
Back to Sociological Theory (1991) is a landmark in the movement to reject
postmodern theory while at the same time re-appraising traditional socio-
logical concerns in the light of recent theoretical developments. Within the
space available for this chapter, what follows is an abridged review of but
two strands of his extensive theoretical work. The first refers to Mouzelis’s
useful codification of three significant dimensions of social action; the
second is in the nature of a critique of his handling of the ‘duality versus
dualism’ debate.

Three dimensions of social action: positional,
dispositional, and situational

Highly significant aspects of agency-structure and micro-macro are to be
found in Mouzelis’s (1991: 196-200; 1995: 136-7) typology which distin-
guishes between role/positional, dispositional, and situational-interactional
dimensions of social action. He emphasizes that in social analysis it is nec-
essary to focus on each of these. Analysis which gives emphasis to the
role/positional dimension is, following the Durkheimian/Parsonian tradition,
a form of analysis that is mainly concerned with investigation of the ways
in which social positions and more or less predefined role scripts which are
part of a macro-institutional order, are significant factors that shape local
interaction. Mouzelis (1991: 106) illustrates his typology with reference to
the role-scripts of teacher and pupil, and shows that at least some aspects
of what goes on in the classroom are shaped by the roles/positions of the
participants. The dispositional dimension of social life, the second dimension
in Mouzelis’s typology, borrows from Bourdieu’s (1977, 1990) concept of
‘habitus’. This refers to actors’ general ‘dispositions’ (attitudes, skills, norms,
and so on) that do not derive from specific roles — the roles of teacher and
student in Mouzelis's example — but rather, from the actor’s wider experi-
ences of life in regard to social class, ethnicity, religion, gender, attendance
at specific educational establishments, and so on. The actor brings to any
specific encounter (for example, teacher—student) those acquired generalized
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aspects of self which, though not derived from the specific roles involved
in the encounter, nevertheless partly shape the pattern of interaction that
develops among the participants. The point here is that general life experi-
ences affect how we act in any particular situation and the dispositional
dimension helps us understand, for example, why it is that, though there
may be many similarities in their role performances, no two teachers ever
perform the role of teacher in exactly the same way. The third dimension of
interaction, the situational-interactional dimension which is described in the
work of Mead (1967) and other symbolic interactionists, refers to emergent
and contingent features of the interactional situation itself and in particu-
lar to situated meanings that come into existence during, and as an outcome
of, the process of interaction within a micro-setting such as a classroom;
these are emergent features of social action and interaction that derive
neither from positions/roles nor dispositions.

Assessed in terms of its usefulness as an analytical tool, Mouzelis’s typol-
ogy of social action is in my view heuristically important to the develop-
ment of substantive theories and to the design of empirical studies,
particularly if it is broadened to include social (‘organizational’) actors and
inter-organizational relations (Sibeon, 1997: 77-80) (see Chapter 5), and if
extended to include a more explicit focus on time-space and material dif-
fusion processes (this is discussed in Chapter 6).

Duality plus dualism?

A remarkable, and relatively unexamined degree of complexity and varia-
tion surrounds the ways in which the ‘duality versus dualism’ debate has
been handled by contemporary sociological theorists. It was observed ear-
lier that Archer (1995; 1998) rejects Giddens’s concept of a duality of
structure, and argues instead for a dualism of structure and action. By dual-
ism, Archer means that there is a temporal separation between structure
and action: structure precedes the action which reproduces or elaborates it.
For her, theorizing should always (1995: 101) be premised on dualism; in
her view, duality is a form of central conflation that should be entirely
excluded from social analysis. In contrast, Mouzelis, employing the terms
duality and dualism differently from Archer, argues that there is a place for
duality in social analysis, but that dualism is also necessary: that is to say,
Mouzelis does not reject Giddens’s structuration theory (where structure is
‘rules and resources’), instead he reconstructs it so as to embrace both dual-
ity and dualism. In doing so, Mouzelis retains Giddens’s definition of struc-
ture: he states, ‘I shall continue to use the term “structure” in the way
Giddens has defined it’ (1995: 196). However, Mouzelis defines duality as
a concept that, paradigmatically speaking (see later), refers to situations
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where actors have no cognitive distance from ‘rules’ (he has in mind
situations where there is an unreflective, routine drawing upon rules); and
dualism for Mouzelis is a term that indicates, again in a paradigmatic sense,
scenarios where actors draw reflexively upon rules for theoretical-analytical,
strategic or monitoring purposes. There are here some (meta)theoretical
disjunctions that have received little attention in the literature. Giddens
(1993: 3, 6), it should be noticed, acknowledges Mouzelis’s observation
that reflexivity (‘distance from rules’) is significant, but says Mouzelis has
misunderstood structuration theory’s concept of the duality of structure
and that reflexivity should not be equated with dualism. For Archer, dual-
ism refers to a temporal separation of structure and agency, and duality to
a collapsing of this separation; for Mouzelis (and for Giddens, claims
Mouzelis) the duality—dualism distinction refers to differences in actors’
orientations — reflexive or otherwise — to structure. In regard to this matter,
I am closer to Archer than to either Giddens or Mouzelis. That said,
Mouzelis’s quite complex theoretical formulation of duality—dualism does
raise, as indicated below, a number of interesting and important questions.

Mouzelis (1995: 120) evidently considers that he remains fairly close to
structuration theory, in so far as he refers to a distinction between structure
as ‘virtual rules’ (my italics) and system as ‘actual social games or systems’
(my italics). Many commentators appear to share this understanding of
Giddens'’s theory of structuration. (Whereas, as noted in Chapter 3, my dis-
senting interpretation — like Archer’s (1995: 96; 1996: 690), although she
does not amplify the point — is that Giddens’s notion of duality applies
both to his concept of structure and to his concept of system: were this not
so, probably much of the controversy surrounding structuration theory
would not have arisen, since it is commonplace in social science to assert
both that actors employ forms of thought that are carried in the head (the
‘virtual’ element) and that there exist real (‘actual’) material things such as
social systems or networks that, though ultimately dependent upon activi-
ties, are relatively autonomous and external to individuals and to any par-
ticular activities.) The virtual/actual distinction refers to paradigm and
syntagm (paradigmatic and syntagmatic being terms drawn from structural
linguistics). That is, Mouzelis (1995: 118) says Giddens’s ‘structure’ refers
to a virtual set of rules that, like Saussure’s langue, exist outside time and
space (as memory traces in actors’ minds), and that this notion of structure
refers to the paradigmatic dimension of social life; on the other hand, says
Mouzelis, Giddens’s concept of system refers to syntagmatic, ‘actual’ pat-
terned relations in time-space. It is via the processes of structuration that
the paradigmatic becomes syntagmatic: ‘the term structuration ... signifies
the process by which structures lead to the constitution of social systems’
(Mougzelis, 1995: 118). Mouzelis (ibid.: 120) states that actors can relate to
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the former (structure as ‘virtual rules’) in terms of duality (a view that
Mougzelis ascribes to Giddens), and in terms of dualism (which, Mouzelis
says, is denied by Giddens); also, actors may relate to the latter (‘actual’
social systems or social games) in terms of duality and dualism — therefore
these two concepts, duality and dualism, are ‘both equally indispensable’
(ibid.). In effect, Mouzelis extends and reconstructs — but does not reject —
Giddens’s duality of structure. He does this by arguing that actors’ relation
to structure (defined, after Giddens, as ‘rules’) and to social objects in
general, is more varied than is implied in structuration theory (Mouzelis,
1995: 119). Mouzelis, then, distinguishes between paradigm (general rules
that are ‘virtual’) and syntagm (‘actual’ and observable instances or appli-
cations of rules) and he argues that in both cases — the paradigmatic and the
syntagmatic — actors may, depending on the circumstances, relate to social
objects in terms of a subject-object duality or in terms of a subject-object
dualism. Here, as I have already pointed out, Mouzelis is not rejecting
Giddens’s concept of a duality of action and structure, since he believes
Giddens’s concept is entirely legitimate; rather, and the point bears repeat-
ing, Mouzelis is arguing that structuration theory, in so far as it employs the
idea of duality to the exclusion of dualism, is incomplete: for Mouzelis, the
paradigmatic and syntagmatic dimensions of the relation of actors to social
structures and to social objects involve both duality and dualism. This leads
Mouzelis to a fourfold classification — with the elements regarded as con-
tinua rather than either-or states of affairs (1991: 100) — which refers to
variation in the relation of actors to ‘virtual’ structures (as ‘rules’) (the par-
adigmatic aspect) and, syntagmatically, to ‘actual’ social objects or systems
(1991: 99-100; 1995: 119-21). Paradigmatic duality, Mouzelis suggests, is
associated with Giddens’s duality of structure, whereby actors unreflexively
enact (‘instantiate’) rules, and where rules are both the medium and
outcome of social action; there is, so to speak, a ‘lack of distance’ between
subject and object (Mouzelis, 1991: 99). Mouzelis says this is akin to struc-
turalism, where actors are seen as ‘drawing on more or less “hidden” rules in
a natural-performative manner’ (1995: 121); and ‘it is on this partial case
[that is, paradigmatic duality] that Giddens bases his duality-of-structure
notion’ (ibid.: 121). Paradigmatic dualism is where actors, for theoretical-
analytical, strategic, or monitoring purposes distance themselves (‘stand
back’) reflectively from a ‘virtual’ body of rules (that is, in Giddens’s and
Mouzelis's terms, from structure). For Mouzelis the essence of paradigmatic
dualism is distance between actors and rules, and ‘This distance can be
vis-a-vis rules known and followed by the subject, in which case the actor’s
reflexivity is enhanced; or the distance may be vis-d-vis rules that other
agents adopt and follow and which the actor wants to explore and/or
change’ (1991: 99). Syntagmatic duality is where the actor is vital to the
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existence of a social context (that is, to the existence of an ‘actual’ — not
virtual — social system, social context or social game(s)). Where there is
syntagmatic duality, the actor contributes very significantly to the construc-
tion and reproduction of interaction in a social system (Mouzelis, 1991:
100). Here the context is not ‘external’ to the actor, an example being a
factory worker’s relation to a small shopfloor work group of which he is a
member (1995: 120). Syntagmatic duality is associated by Mouzelis with
the writings of Mead and Schutz, where systems and actors’ activities are
seen as inseparable (ibid.: 121). Syntagmatic dualism refers to states of
affairs where the actor is not vital to, or has little effect upon the social con-
text (for example, an office cleaner or junior clerk in a multinational cor-
poration), and therefore, says Mouzelis, the context is ‘external’ to the actor
in the sense implied by Durkheimian sociology where society is regarded as
external to individuals (ibid.: 121). As Mouzelis puts it, syntagmatic dual-
ism applies where ‘actors’ orientations focus on interactions or social sys-
tems to the production or reproduction of which they contribute but
slightly’ (Mouzelis, 1991: 100).

It is important not to lightly dismiss Mouzelis's distinction between par-
adigmatic duality, paradigmatic dualism, syntagmatic duality, and syntag-
matic dualism: these analytical categories draw our attention to important
dimensions of the social, and more narrowly, they open up some interest-
ing questions about structuration theory and its critics. However, it is diffi-
cult to avoid the conclusion that Mouzelis’s typology, for all its apparent
conceptual sophistication, is ultimately unsuccessful. The notion of duality
as understood by most commentators (myself included) and as advocated
by Giddens is, I argued earlier, seriously flawed, and here I would wish to
endorse Archer’s critique of central conflation, but equally, Mouzelis’s
notion of duality—dualism as a way of describing the extent to which actors
are essential to a (syntagmatic) social context and of describing the degree
to which actors’ orientations to (paradigmatic) rules or discourses are
reflexive, rests upon a confusing and unnecessary re-definition of the terms
‘duality’ and ‘dualism’. There is, I suggest, a temporal separation (a dualism)
between pre-existing structure (the ‘conditions-of-action’) and the action
which reproduces or elaborates structure, irrespective of whether, in regard
to the paradigmatic dimension, the action is reflexive (where actors draw
upon rules or discourses in a reflective way) or unreflexive (where dis-
courses or other elements of the conditions of action/social context are
drawn upon unreflectively, or in a habitual kind of way). Nor is any useful
analytical purpose served by Mouzelis’s notion of syntagmatic duality and
dualism, where the duality—dualism distinction becomes a way of denoting
whether or not some particular actors are ‘essential’ to the reproduction of
a social context. It also seems clear that Mouzelis is wrong to infer that
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Giddens regards structure (‘rules’) as virtual/paradigmatic, and systems (for
Giddens these are reproduced social relations) as ‘real’ or ‘actual’ (syntag-
matic):* as argued earlier, there are passages in Giddens’s writings which
suggest, despite some ambiguity in his formulation of duality, that he sees
both structure and systems, as he defines these, in virtual/duality terms.
Mouzelis (1995: 197), in suggesting structuration theory’s duality is not
wrong but incomplete and should be complemented by dualism, states that
he agrees with Archer’s and Layder’s criticism that Giddens’s rejection of
the agency-structure distinction means Giddens cannot examine how far,
in concrete situations, actors are influenced or constrained by social con-
texts. Here we witness, in the terms outlined above, a degree of potential
conceptual confusion arising in part from theoretical dialogue involving
concepts that are defined and used in different ways by the parties involved:
as we have seen, Archer (1995: 96) is of the view that Giddens sees systems
(rather than only structure) in duality/virtual terms, and she also argues
that duality should be completely abandoned rather than, as in Mouzelis’s
approach, retained but complemented by a focus on dualism; and Giddens,
as noted earlier, refutes Mouzelis's ascription of reflexivity to action—
structure dualism and hence refutes Mouzelis’s ascription of a lack of reflexi-
vity to Giddens’s concept of duality of structure. It seems appropriate that
future work should address more closely the (meta)theoretical discontinu-
ties highlighted above. For the present, however, it should be noted that
Layder, as I shall show in the next section, in some respects departs from
the theoretical positions of both Giddens and Mouzelis, while endorsing
certain aspects of Archer’s framework.

Derek Layder: the theory of social domains

Layder’s writings often give special emphasis to the relation of theory and
social ontology to sociological methodology (for example, 1993; 1998a),
and even where his primary concern is theory and metatheory (for exam-
ple, 1994; 1997; 1998b) the question of how theory and method relate to
each other is never entirely absent from his work. A focus on connections
between metatheory and methodology is certainly not unimportant (see
Chapter 7). However, in what follows, given the concerns of the present
chapter, it is Layder’s metatheorizing, particularly his (meta)theory of
social domains, that is the main focus of attention. Like Mouzelis and
Archer, Layder is an enthusiastic advocate of sociological renewal in terms
that are critical of poststructuralist and postmodern relativism while at the
same time attempting to steer clear of modernist ‘grand theory’ paradigms.
He favours a ‘modest’, circumscribed approach to social explanation, an
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approach which — though retaining an epistemological commitment to
realism — recognizes that social reality is multiform, relatively indetermi-
nate and unpredictable, and that, therefore, reductionist single-order theo-
ries and notions of original or prime causes are unlikely to achieve
explanatory success. Layder, though he draws elements of contrasting para-
digms and perspectives into his synthetic metatheoretical schema, is criti-
cal of certain aspects of the approaches that he borrows from. This relates
in part to his criticism of the three forms of conflation — downwards,
upwards, and ‘central’ — that Archer also strongly opposes. Layder is, for
example, opposed to the notion of duality and to any approach which col-
lapses distinctions between agency and structure and between micro and
macro. Symbolic interactionism, structuration theory, and Foucauldian the-
orizing are criticized for having a flattened ontology that ignores ‘vertical’
differentiation of the various spheres (or ‘domains’) of social reality. For
Layder, the social world is made up of differing kinds of phenomena —
including those that are subjective or objective, and micro or macro — and
it is this ontological multidimensionality which dictates that social reality
cannot adequately be accounted for in terms of any single, unidimensional
principle of explanation such as ‘intersubjectivity’, ‘habitus’, ‘figurations’, or
‘social systems’ (Layder, 1998b: 86-7).

Layder’s theory of social domains is an attempt — a largely successful one,
in my opinion — to develop a flexible, non-reductionist social ontology as a
means of addressing agency-structure and micro-macro. Terms that Layder
uses interchangeably with ‘domains’ or ‘social domains’ include ‘dimensions’
or ‘orders’, or sometimes ‘layerings’ so as to emphasize the stratified nature
of his social ontology. Implicit in my earlier remarks is Layder’s contention
that no domain has analytical primacy. Another feature of his framework is
that the domains are interwoven and interdependent, but at the same time
each has relative autonomy (that is, each has distinct properties and effects
of its own). Layder argues that social reality is made up of four social
domains, which relate to the subjective and objective realms of the social.
The subjective dimension of social life consists of two domains, the indi-
vidual-subjective which Layder refers to as ‘psychobiography’, and the
intersubjective which he terms ‘situated activity’: the objective or systemic
dimension consists of ‘social settings’ (these are the social contexts or loca-
tions in which situated activity occurs) and ‘contextual resources’ (a term
which Layder uses to refer to widespread cultural phenomena, and to the
distribution of resources relating to, for example, social class, gender,
ethnicity, and other sources of inequalities and power differences). Central
to Layder’s conception of society is his understanding, which is described
below, that ‘objective’ systemic factors influence though do not determine
the subjective dimension (the domains of psychobiograpy and situated
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activity); conversely, psychobiography and situated activity partly shape but
do not determine social settings and contextual resources (as just noted,
these in Layder’s scheme constitute the objective dimension of the social).

Psychobiography is the term that Layder uses to refer to largely unique,
asocial components of an individual’s dispositions, behaviour, and self-
identity, these being aspects of the individual that are relatively independent
of face-to-face interaction and of the macro-social sphere. It is worth not-
ing that his concept of psychobiography (Layder, 1997) in some respects is
a forerunner of the recent renewal of sociological interest in agency and the
self; this interest is reflected in, for example, McNay’s (2000) work on gen-
der and agency, Turner and Rojek’s (2001) conception of society and
culture, and Archer’s (2000) text which builds on her ‘morphogenetic’ the-
oretical foundations as described earlier and which gives special attention
to agency. When Layder (1997: 26) refers to ‘the dialectic of separateness
and relatedness’, he means that individuals are made up of unique elements
of cognition, emotion, and behaviour that are in some sense separate from
the social world, yet at the same time those elements of self are related in
various ways to social conditions and social experiences. Layder’s insistence
upon the relative autonomy of psychobiography causes him to strenuously
resist poststructuralist and postmodern attempts to ‘decentre the subject’
and to portray people as effects of discourses (here Layder’s argument is
that psychobiography is a highly significant mediating factor that influences
the manner in which discourses are handled by individuals). And while he
is generally sympathetic towards symbolic interactionism, he criticizes
interactionists’ failure to recognize the significance of psychobiography/
subjectivity, which is not reducible to interaction/intersubjectivity. He is
critical, too, of Elias for over-reaction against individualist conceptions and
thus for failure to acknowledge the unique aspects of individuals. Similarly,
while Bourdieu’s concept of ‘habitus’ is not rejected by Layder, its empha-
sis upon the type of dispositions (‘social’ dispositions) that are acquired
through group memberships and social experiences is, for Layder, incom-
plete in so far as no attention is given to individual psychological disposi-
tions that are more to do with individual psychobiography than with social
experiences.

The second domain that forms part of the subjective realm of society is
situated activity, which refers to face-to-face interaction/intersubjectivity.
This is the domain that figures in the symbolic interactionist literature
(Joas, 1988). Following Goffman (1983: 4), Layder (1997: 88, 93) sees sit-
uated activity in terms of situations of co-presence where two or more indi-
viduals are able to monitor and reflectively respond to unfolding action; this
excludes larger gatherings such as crowds, audiences or, say, mass political
demonstrations of the kind, for example, that contributed to the overthrow
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of Communist governments in Eastern Europe in 1989/90 (though this, of
course, is not to deny that instances of situated activity may occur within
the context of larger gatherings). Situated activity subsumes three types of
encounters (Layder, 1997: 133): transient, intermittent, and regularized.
Transient, one-off encounters (ibid.: 94-5) include encounters between
strangers in public places (on the street, on trains or buses, in queues, and
so on); the expression ‘intermittent encounters’ (ibid.: 96-7) describes, for
example, meetings between spatially dispersed acquaintances, friends, or
family members who periodically make contact with each other; ‘regular-
ized’ encounters (ibid.: 97-9) are ongoing interactions among, say, family
members or work colleagues. The domain of situated activity, which forms
part of what Goffman calls ‘the interaction order’, is described by Layder
(ibid.: 245) as a volatile ‘hotbed of creativity’; here Layder makes the point,
however, that the innovative, creative new meanings that frequently
emerge in situations of co-presence very often remain within the location
in which they arise (in non-routine situations new, emergent meanings may
‘travel’ across time-space and have implications for the macro-social order,
but in routine situations, argues Layder, the new meanings that emerge in
locales generally have no implications for other locales or for the macro-
social order).

In Layder’s terminology, social settings, which together with contextual
resources (see below) form part of the objective realm of society, is a term
that refers to the locations — the home, the street, schools, restaurants and
shops, workplaces, theatres and sporting stadia, and so on — within which
situated activity occurs. Although situated activity intertwines with set-
tings, the latter are relatively autonomous (Layder, 1998a: 158). Settings
vary in terms of the extent to which they are formally organized: some set-
tings (for example, a court of law) exhibit highly formalized rules, practices,
and authority relations, whereas others (for example, family settings) are
less formalized, although all social settings, Layder notes (1997: 3), are
underpinned by ‘an elaborate social fabric of rules, understandings, obliga-
tions and expectations’. He emphasizes the importance of differentiating
situated activity from social settings, the latter, as just noted, being locales
of activity (1998a: 157). Settings, to repeat, are locations of activity that are
relatively independent of face-to-face activities, and of the macro-social
order. In other words, within settings we encounter conditions of action —
discourses, resource patterns, social positions/roles, and more or less insti-
tutionalized practices — that are inherited from the past and which, though
domains interpenetrate and influence each other, are not reducible to any
of the other domains.

The domain that Layder calls contextual resources is comprised of two
elements. First, ‘society-wide’ (1997: 4) distributions and ownership
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of resources — money, homes, material possessions, health care, and the
like — associated with, for example, divisions of social class, gender, and race;
and, second, widespread cultural understandings, discourses (including
legitimatory discourses), and social practices. In other words, ‘contextual
resources’ is a macro-domain that, for Layder, is to do with large-scale
patterns of power, domination, and material inequality, as well as widely
dispersed and patterned cultural phenomena (discourses, cultural values
and beliefs, and so on).

In light of the issues that have been raised for discussion in this and pre-
vious chapters, Layder’s theory of social domains prompts the following
observations. First, the point has already been made that while each
domain is relatively independent of the others, the domains interpenetrate
and overlap. There is no simple correspondence or causal connection
between domains (for example, interaction in local settings may, depend-
ing on the circumstances, tend to subvert or support the macro-social
order): in other words, social investigators should be alert to the develop-
ment of contingent — as opposed to structurally predetermined — links
between domains. Second, and closely related to the point just made, none
of the domains has analytical primacy; Layder’s approach is ontologically
flexible and empirically ‘open’. Third, Layder’s (meta)theory has the
advantage that it incorporates subjective and objective dimensions of the
social. This is important, since any social ontology that neglects one or other
of these dimensions will, at best, be lopsided and incomplete. Fourth, Layder
has a well-developed conception of certain aspects of time-space. For
example, he notes (1997: 77) that it is not possible to adequately represent
his theory in diagrammatic form. We can think of social processes over
time as existing in a ‘horizontal’ plane, but this obscures the ‘vertical’ lay-
ering of the four domains, and even more complexly, such layering is itself
dynamic and always in ‘process’ (1997: 24). Also, there exist differing time
frames. Interconnections of objective and subjective aspects of social real-
ity, and of agency-structure, are complex conjunctures of time-space
where the relatively short time-frames of face-to-face interaction (situated
activity) meet the extended time-frames of long-standing institutional
conditions that extend from the past into the present (1998b: 88). Fifth,
in the preceding chapter it was briefly noted that Mouzelis is close to
Durkheim when he asserts that ‘macro social facts must primarily be
explained in terms of other macro-facts’ (Mouzelis, 1991: 78) whereas Layder’s
stratified social ontology and his conception of relatively autonomous but
interpenetrating domains that influence each other, cause him to stress
(Layder, 1997: 241-3) that it is an error to try to explain macro-social
phenomena exclusively in terms of other macro-social phenomena; we
have here a difference of emphasis, with Layder giving more weight than
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Mouzelis to the notion of a stratified social ontology in which social
phenomena may legitimately be partly explained in terms of other pheno-
mena that exist at differing levels of reality. Of the two, Layder’s rather
than Mouzelis’s is, in my view, the more correct emphasis (and this is a
question of emphasis, not an either/or choice: moreover, the precise extent
to which social explanation should be concerned with causal connections
or influences within or across levels of social reality is something that may
vary from case to case). Sixth, Layder argues — in terms with which I have
much sympathy, although my approach (for example, Sibeon, 1999a) dif-
fers from his in certain respects — that while society is, as Archer (1995:
72) observes, activity-dependent, there is no direct link between action and
structure. This relates, of course, to the debate of duality versus dualism.
Layder observes that there is a ‘loose coupling’ between the relatively
independent domains described above. He argues (1997: 99, 236) that fail-
ure to adequately take into account the relative autonomy of the interaction
order is a factor in the misplaced tendency of some theorists — including
Giddens, Bourdieu, Habermas, Berger and Luckmann, and Elias — to
suppose that there is a direct link between action and structure (or system).
Layder acknowledges that system reproduction is dependent upon routine,
reproductive activities in situations of co-presence; however, the extent to
which system reproduction is dependent upon any particular situated
activities is an empirical variable, not a constant factor. In regard to the
aspects of agency—structure under discussion here, I am, in general terms,
at one with Archer and Layder. It surely is the case that ‘no people: no
society’ and that society is in some sense utterly dependent upon activities
but, and this is the reason why it is necessary to acknowledge subjective
and objective dimensions of society and to incorporate these into social
explanation, relatively enduring social conditions (‘structure’) siretch in time
and space away from any particular activities or specific encounters, and have
emergent properties that are not reducible either to activities/interactions
in general nor to any particular individuals or particular interactions; and
in turn, emergent structures have a conditioning influence upon (though
do not determine) social activities.

Summary

The theorists discussed in this chapter are major figures whose contributions
to sociological theory are, it was argued, centrally relevant to the future
development of social theory and social science.

@)
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Margaret Archer: morphogenetic social theory

There is considerable merit in Archer’s conceptual framework, which in large
part is built upon critique of three forms of conflation: downward conflation
(which is associated with methodological collectivism) mistakenly attempts to
explain agency in terms of structure; upward conflation, which Archer identifies
with methodological individualism, interactionism, and phenomenology, is a
defective form of reasoning that treats current structures as products of present
as distinct from past activities, and assumes structure is no more than ‘other
actors’ and their activities; central conflation, which Archer associates with, in
particular, Giddens’s theory of structuration, is rejected by Archer for its com-
mitment to a duality of structure and action rather than a dualism in which
there is a temporal separation between structure and the action that reproduces
or elaborates it. Other important aspects of Archer’s work include her flexible
but realist social ontology and her work on ‘positional interests’ (see Chapter
5). However, her conception of the activity dependence of social structure
pushes her rejection of upward conflation ‘too far’, to the point of claiming that
some current structures may be entirely independent of current activities.

Nicos Mouzelis: ‘Back to Sociological Theory’

A highly significant contribution to our understanding of agency—structure
and micro—macro is Mouzelis’s codification of a typology that — drawing
respectively on Durkheim, Parsons, Bourdieu, and Mead — identifies three
types or dimensions of social action: these are positional/role, dispositional,
and situational-interactional. This schema — like Mouzelis’s insightful elabo-
ration of the system and social integration distinction discussed in the pre-
vious chapter — is developed by Mouzelis into an invaluable analytical tool.
Also, its usefulness is capable of being enhanced by the inclusion of social
(*organizational’) actors in addition to individual human actors (see Chapter 5),
and by including an explicit focus on time—space and material diffusion
processes as discussed in Chapter 6.

However, Mouzelis’s contribution to the ‘duality versus dualism’ debate is a
mix of, on the one hand, thought-provoking and potentially illuminating
insights, and on the other, flawed (meta)theoretical interpretations; the lat-
ter are such that, in the final analysis, his handling of duality/dualism has to
be adjudged unsatisfactory. Mouzelis retains Giddens’s concept of structure,
but instead of regarding dualism as a temporal separation between structure
and action and duality as a collapsing of this separation, Mouzelis defines

@9



THREE MAJOR CONTRIBUTORS TO CONTEMPORARY SOCIOLOGICAL THEORY

duality as an unreflexive actor orientation to structure and dualism as reflective
actor orientation to structure (here Mouzelis, as Giddens observes, has
misunderstood Giddens’s concept of duality). Unlike Archer and Layder, Mouzelis’s
thesis is that duality and dualism (as defined by him) both have a part to
play in social analysis: this postulate is combined with a virtual/actual dis-
tinction that refers to paradigm and syntagm, to produce a fourfold typology
that encompasses analytical categories that Mouzelis identifies as paradig-
matic duality, paradigmatic dualism, syntagmatic duality, and syntagmatic
dualism. These formulations by Mouzelis, though they point to interesting
questions, are ultimately unsuccessful — as they stand, they serve no useful
(meta)theoretical or methodological purpose.

Derek Layder: the theory of social domains

Like Archer, Layder’s conceptual framework entails a form of (meta)
theorizing that is critical of upwards, downwards, and central conflation. In
regard to the latter, Layder’s commitment to dualism relates to his con-
tention that social reality is best described in terms of a stratified or ‘depth’
social ontology that involves rejection of any attempts to collapse distinc-
tions between micro and macro (or between agency and structure). By way
of an extension and reformulation of the idea of micro-, mezo-, and macro-
levels of social process, Layder’s ontology refers to four ‘layers’ or *‘domains’,
none of which has analytical primacy and each of which has relative auton-
omy (in Layder’s terms, each has distinct properties and effects of its own),
although the domains interpenetrate and overlap.

Two of the domains (*psychobiography’ and ‘situated activity’) constitute the
subjective dimension of the social, and two (‘social settings’ and ‘contextual
resources’) refer to the objective or systemic dimension. Psychobiography is
to do with the individual-subjective realm that is comprised of largely
unique, asocial components of self; situated activity is to do with intersub-
jectivity and interaction; social settings are the locales within which situated
activity occurs; and the expression ‘contextual resources’ describes macro-
distributions and ownership of resources, together with widespread dis-
courses and practices.

Layder argues there is no simple correspondence or causal connection
between domains — any links between them are likely to be in the form of
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‘loose couplings’ that are relatively contingent and not structurally
predetermined: put another way, there are no ‘direct links’ between domains —
this being a point that Layder emphasizes as part of his criticism of aspects
of the writings of Giddens, Bourdieu, Berger and Luckmann, Elias, Habermas,
and Foucault.

The four domains have ‘vertical’ and ‘lateral’ dimensions and the domains
are, argues Layder, complex conjunctions of time—space. Of particular signi-
ficance is Layder’s handling of the ontological premise that society has
emergent properties — large-scale structures, though ultimately activity-
dependent, stretch temporally and spatially away from any particular indi-
viduals, activities or encounters.

Notes

1 Structural reproduction and elaboration for Archer are largely unintended out-
comes of action. This is reminiscent of Elias’s conception of the social fabric (though
Archer does not endorse Elias’s ‘compression’ of individual and society). Any alter-
ation of structural properties is likely to be a largely unplanned outcome of strug-
gle, adjustment, and compromise among various groups and actors; the elaboration
of structure within any particular field of action, or within society more generally,
is likely to have been planned and intended by no-one and perhaps wanted by no-
one, this being, as Archer observes, an outcome that continuously motivates actors
to continue to struggle in an effort to secure outcomes that accord more closely with
their interests (Archer, 1998: 83).

2 A rejection of Margaret Archer’s morphogenetic social theory, and a defence of
what she critically dismisses as ‘upwards conflation’, are provided by King (1999). His
critique is of interest, since it relates to some of the central themes of this chapter.
King is a supporter of Randall Collins’s (1981; 1983; 1988) methodological situation-
alism, which is based on a micro-reduction of ‘macro’ phenomena. King’s largely one-
sided commitment to the interpretative tradition and the subjective element of the
social causes him to reject Archer’s conception of an objective social structure that,
though it originates from the intended and unintended consequences of people’s
activities (Archer, 1995: 5), is emergent, ontologically prior to current actors, and
relatively independent of past and present activities. In a nutshell, King’s argument is
that structure/social contexts are indeed relatively independent of any one individual,
but not of all (past and present) individuals and their interaction. Against Archer, then,
King defines social structure as ‘other people’ and their activities and interactions in
the past and the present.

King, in my view, makes some worthwhile points. He rightly argues that some-
times Archer erroneously blurs the distinction between methodological individual-
ism and symbolic interactionism/phenomenology (in one or two parts of his paper,
however, King himself veers towards such blurring); and that Archer in her major
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work on morphogenetic theory (1995) engages in hardly any discussion of the
conceptual details and empirical work of interpretivists (she alludes critically to
interpretivism in a highly generalized sort of way that does not get to grips with
interactionist and phenomenological concepts). He is, in my opinion, also correct in
his assertion (1999: 205) that Archer has a tendency to overlook that the interpre-
tivist tradition, despite her implied claim to the contrary, is not oblivious to the con-
straints of the past — such as pre-existing typifications and social routines — and their
impact upon present actors. (What King, though, does not go on to properly
acknowledge is, first, that the ‘constraints from the past’ that he is talking about are
not the same as Archer’s and, second, that micro-social perspectives are a necessary
but not a ‘sufficient’ modus operandum for social science; see Chapter 7).

In the end, King’s critique of Archer is impaired by its adherence to what
Archer terms ‘upward conflation’. It is, of course, the case that, as Archer (1995:
141) crisply put it, ‘no people: no society’: but as she says, this is a truism that — for
the purposes of social enquiry — has limited explanatory value; this is discussed in
the present chapter. While society cannot exist without people and social activities,
there is no ‘direct link’ between individuals and their activities, and society (Layder,
1997); on this, see the critique of Berger and Luckmann in Chapter 3. Emergence,
and the relative autonomy of and temporal separation between structure and
action, mean that the social is not reducible to the activities of previous and current
actors. Against King, there are good reasons for holding to a conception of the social
in which there are ontologically prior social structures (the ‘conditions of action’)
that temporally precede the actors who engage with them, and which are ‘more
than’ ‘other people’ and their co-present interactions. Indeed, at the end of his
paper, King somewhat ambiguously concedes the ontological dualism which his
paper strives to avoid: he suggests (1999: 223) that, despite his earlier arguments, a
‘heuristic’ notion of social structure, a notion not associated with micro-reduction,
may after all be necessary for the purposes of practical social analysis. The contra-
diction here is evident: in King’s approach, micro-reduction of the social is advo-
cated at the level of metatheory/social ontology, only to be rejected at the level of
methodology. This relates to my argument in Chapter 1, where it was suggested
metatheory/social ontology, substantive theory, methodology, and data interpreta-
tions should (a) be consistent with each other and (b) should regulate each other.

3 In Archer’s theoretical scheme there is no structural determination of agency, but
rather, there is ‘structural conditioning’ (1995: 216). Structure provides ‘strategic guid-
ance’ for actors (ibid.: 215-16). This relates to actors’ interests: ‘situational logics ...
predispose agents towards specific courses of action for the promotion of their inter-
ests’ (ibid.: 216). For example, capitalists have a vested interest in the maximization
of profits (ibid.: 204). Structural conditioning of agency and interaction occurs in the
sense that structure shapes the situations and positions/roles in which actors are
involved, and attaches particular interests — to do with, for example, occupation or
social class — to particular positions, thus predisposing (but not ‘compelling’) actors to
adopt one course of action rather than another (ibid.: 203-3, 254; 1998: 82). Archer’s
idea of ‘vested’ (or ‘positional’) interests is, potentially at least, analytically fruitful;
however, it will be necessary to assess how far her concept ‘vested interests’ represents
a shift away from the largely discredited notion of ‘real’ (‘objective’) interests (see
Chapter 5, particularly the section on power and interests).

4 In a later paper Mouzelis (2000: 760) again notes that critics have accused
Giddens of engaging in ‘central conflation’ (to use Archer’s apt expression); he once
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again suggests the critics are wrong and he repeats his assertion that Giddens applies
‘duality’ to structure (as rules/the paradigmatic dimension) but not to systems/the
syntagmatic dimension, and that, therefore, argues Mouzelis, Giddens does not con-
flate or ‘merge’ the situated actor and the environment of action. As I have observed
in this chapter, Mouzelis’s criticism of Giddens is that Giddens’s approach should
be broadened so as to include the idea that in the paradigmatic and syntagmatic
dimensions actors may relate to objects in terms of both subject-object duality and
dualism. Mouzelis’s schema here is in some respects sophisticated and he raises very
interesting theoretical questions: in the end, however, for the reasons I have given,
his approach to these theoretical matters is unconvincing.



5

Social Action, Power and Interests

The previous chapters gave expression to the premise that social theorists,
in seeking to reflect systematically upon the nature of the social, invariably
find it necessary to in one way or another confront the metatheoretical
themes that were identified in the first chapter. In relation to those themes
the discussion thus far has tended to concentrate on concepts and theo-
retical issues to do with agency-structure, and to a lesser extent micro—
macro; in the present chapter, while continuing to recognize agency/action
and social structure as major dimensions of social reality, it is proposed to
broaden the scope of the earlier analysis by addressing the idea of social
chance, and also by examining conceptions of power and interests. As in all
the chapters, the postulates and concepts developed in the following pages
subsume critique of the four illicit forms of theoretical and methodologi-
cal reasoning — reductionism, essentialism, reification, and functional
teleology — that were defined in the Introduction (other, less appropriate
definitional terms are sometimes applied to these forms of reasoning): as
demonstrated earlier, versions of these problematical modes of theorizing
continue to exert a damaging influence upon social theory and social
science.

The chapter opens with some preliminary remarks on agency and social
action, the intention being to ground the later discussion in a restatement
and extension of a number of earlier observations concerning agency and
the important concept actor (or agent).
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Agency and social action

In their account of the nature of sociology as an academic discipline, Turner
and Rojek (2001: 144) rightly observe that ‘the tension between determin-
ism and voluntarism is integral to sociological analysis’. Central to this ten-
sion, of course, is the debate of agency and structure. I suggested earlier that
the notion of actor — and therefore, agency — has tended (despite countless
references to the term in social science literature) to become something of
a received notion in social theory and in the social sciences.! To insist upon
an explicit, non-reified concept of actor, and on a concept of agency as a
conditioned though not structurally determined capacity to formulate and
carry out intentional acts, is not to engage in a sterile form of metatheoriz-
ing; rather, it is to insist, at the metatheoretical level, on conceptual clarity
of a kind that helps us avoid reification when we engage in practical social
analysis. It is, for example, worth reiterating that certain aspects of the con-
cept actor — such as the notion of responsibility for actions or for outcomes —
are highly significant in political analysis and in studies of public policy and
the policy process. For instance, in confronting problems surrounding the
theme ‘democracy and governance’, a number of political scientists have
recently been concerned to address issues relating to the development of a
conception of agency and of causal responsibility for political and policy
outcomes (Hay, 1995; 2002; Rhodes, 1996; 1997). The ostensibly simple
but in fact highly complex idea that agency is associated with causal
responsibility for public policies is implicit in Richardson and Lindley’s ref-
erence to ‘possibly the ultimate question for all of us concerned with public
policy, i.e. who is accountable and responsible for public policy’ (1994: 3, my
italics). Classical ‘top-down’ models of state steering of society (‘govern-
ment’) do not capture the empirical reality of ‘governance’ (Pierre and
Peters, 2000; Richards and Smith, 2002; Kooiman, 2003). Under the com-
plex, multi-level conditions of contemporary European governance there
are empirical difficulties in determining which individual and social (‘orga-
nizational’) actors did influence, or in principle were able to influence
which political decisions and policy outcomes (Sibeon, 1999b), a situation
which raises questions about the nature of democracy and political
accountability. Nowadays policy tends to be constructed in sectoral policy
networks (agriculture, education, health, environmental policy, foreign
policy, and so on) in which a variety of state and unelected non-state actors
(and sometimes, supranational actors such as the European Union) jointly
formulate and implement policy through a process of ‘governance’ that
entails interaction, negotiation, and compromise, and it is therefore some-
times extremely difficult to ascertain who was responsible for which deci-
sions or outcomes (Rhodes, 1996). The purpose of these policy-related and
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political illustrations is to bring out the point that running alongside the
existence of empirically complex investigative tasks focused on agency (and
its interplay with structure), there is a need for conceptual clarity at the
metatheoretical level in regard to the concept ‘actor’; it is no use asking
which actors were responsible for what, or which actors, in principle, might
reasonably be held responsible and accountable for particular outcomes if,
at the outset, we are not clear what an actor is. Here I am not, incidentally,
suggesting all outcomes are intended effects of particular agencies; on the
one hand it is true that many social scenarios — including ‘society’ — cannot
legitimately be regarded as intentionally produced by any particular actors
(Elias, 1978; Archer, 1995; 2000). But on the other, it is also the case that
there are periods when some actors have greater influence in particular
social spheres than other actors, and the question of causal responsibility for
outcomes — which in turn raises the question of what sorts of entities can
properly be said to be actors/agents — is therefore significant both analyti-
cally and politically.?

Many of the earlier arguments are relevant to the present discussion and
it will, I think, be helpful at this stage to recall the main elements of the
conception of actor and agency set out in the Introduction. I employ an
equivalent of what Brubaker (1984: 92) and others call a philosophical
anthropology, by which is meant a conception of the essence of what it
means to be a human being or individual actor (as distinct from, say, social
structures, machines® or nature), although my theoretical scheme refers
both to individual human actors and social (‘organizational’) actors.
Hindess’s (1986a: 115) definition of actor, which informs my conception of
agency, is worth repeating: an actor is ‘a locus of decision and action where
the action is in some sense a consequence of the actor’s decisions’. An actor
is something that has a capacity to formulate and take decisions and to act
on some of them, the question of which decisions are acted upon, or can be
acted upon, being an empirical matter. Like Hindess, I argue that there are
two main types of actors: individual human actors and social actors
(Hindess, 1986a: 115) or supra-individuals (Harré, 1981: 150-2) such as
committees, families, small groups, and crucially, organizations in the state,
private, or voluntary sectors, including interest groups, political parties,
universities, trade unions, professional associations, private firms, central
government departments, local authorities, and so on. Most theorists and
researchers, when they refer to agency, and when they do not engage in
reification, suppose that only people are actors, that is, that only individu-
als can have intentional causal powers. Against such a view, it can be argued
that the decisions of social actors — and it is the decisions of such actors that
shape much of the social, economic, and political terrain in (post)modern
society — are not simply aggregations of the decisions of individuals
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(Hindess, 1986a: 124). This relates to the concept ‘emergence’ which was
discussed in Chapter 3; emergent properties arise not only within social
structure but also, with regard to agency, within social actors as decision-
making entities with causal powers that are not reducible to individuals
(Harré, 1981: 142, 148, 150). Social actors such as public bureaucracies are
characterized by formal institutionalized mechanisms of resource attraction
and allocation, decision-making and so on, as well as formal networks of
positions/roles and informal patterns of norms and of influence and com-
munication that are ‘more than’ individual human actors; and these char-
acteristics result in a form of agency that is different to individual human
agency. For example, it was observed in the Introduction that organizations
as social actors are capable of engaging in decisions and actions — as when a
trade union decides to ‘go on strike’, or a political party or a government
department commits itself to a particular line of action — that, though indi-
viduals influence the organization’s decision-making, and some more so
than others, are not reducible to the attributes, decisions or actions of indivi-
duals (Holzner, 1978; Clegg, 1989: 187-8; Hindess, 1990: 25-9). A postu-
late which specifies that there are supra-individual entities (social actors in
my terminology) that exhibit emergent properties including, in particular,
a form of agency that is not reducible to the agency of individual actors, is,
as almost any investigation of the history of sociological thought will reveal,
in some sense not new to sociology: see, for example, Maclver and Page
(1950/1964: 14-15). But it is a postulate that, as the present and earlier
discussion is intended to indicate, has not been adequately handled in socio-
logy nor in other social sciences.

Social (‘organizational’) actors are in varying degrees internally differen-
tiated (Clegg, 1989: 189, 198) and sometimes organizational action (or
public policy) is a relatively indeterminate, uncertain outcome of internal
processes involving deliberation and perhaps conflict, bargaining, and nego-
tiation among individual actors and among the various groups that com-
prise the organization. Conceptual and empirical difficulties that attend
such apparently simple questions as whether social networks (or policy net-
works) exhibit agency, or whether, say, the European Union is a ‘political
system’ (Peters, 1994: 10-11), or an aggregation of individual and social
actors, or else a social actor per se (Sibeon, 1997: 61-5), are indications that
the sociology of agency and of agency-structure is underdeveloped and
offers relatively few reliable guidelines for the purposes of practical social
analysis. Certainly it would seem that ‘modern’ sociology has some way to
go in developing a satisfactory conceptual framework for handling ques-
tions of agency-structure; and structuralism, poststructuralism, discourse
theory, postmodernism, and some areas of cultural studies have tended to
duck the issue of agency and of agency—structure altogether, by ‘decentring
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the subject’ and by reducing both structure and agency to an effect of
discourse (for example, see Shillings’s (2001: 340-1) criticisms of the deter-
minism and implicit reification in cultural studies accounts of ‘the body’).

Among the various elements that form the conception of action and
agency outlined earlier, a case was made for what Hindess terms a ‘minimal’
concept of actor. Against postmodern theory, it is not assumed that individual
actors are necessarily angst-ridden or internally fragmented, with no conti-
nuity in social identity or self-identity. And against, on the other hand, some
modernist conceptions it is not assumed that actors employ a holistic ratio-
nality, have an integrated or consistent set of objectives, or necessarily
exhibit continuities in social or self-identity. These aspects of self, and the
forms of thought actors employ for deliberating and acting upon the situa-
tions in which they are involved, are treated as empirical questions for
investigation in each instance; they are not matters that can legitimately be
decided in advance of empirical enquiry on the basis of some reductionist
or essentialist theory. Nor, therefore, are actors seen as ‘cultural dopes’; con-
versely, there is no reason to agree with Giddens’s (1984) presumption that
actors are characterized by ‘knowledgeability’. To repeat: these are empiri-
cal questions — not matters for a priori theoretical predetermination. It was
also observed earlier that agency—structure is not co-terminous with micro—
macro. In Chapter 2 it was argued that micro is not synonymous with
agency, nor is macro the same thing as structure; some actors (such as orga-
nizations) are not micro-entities, and structure (the ‘conditions-of-action’)
may be macro or micro. As well, one of the central arguments in Chapter 3
was that, contra Elias, there are no good reasons for collapsing a distinction
between individual(s) and society or for implying the existence of a ‘direct
link’ between action and structure; here there is a parallel with Giddens'’s
idea of a duality of action and structure, an idea that, it was suggested ear-
lier, should be rejected in favour of a dualism of structure and action.
Unlike duality, it was argued, dualism allows us to examine the interplay
over time between pre-existing structure and action and to ascertain the
relative importance of each in any given situation. Structure, it was sug-
gested, conditions action to a greater or lesser extent, but does not wholly
determine action (Archer, 1995; 2000). Relatedly, it was argued that
Mouzelis’'s (1995) distinction between positional, dispositional, and situa-
tional dimensions of social action is a heuristically useful analytical tool,
particularly when it is modified in the directions that were briefly indicated
in Chapter 4.

Implicit throughout much of the earlier discussion of agency, is the
equally important matter of non-agency.® If, as I argue, an actor is an entity
that, in principle, has the means of formulating and taking decisions and of
acting upon some of them, then there are other kinds of entities that,
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notwithstanding numerous claims to the contrary, cannot be said to possess
intentional causal powers and which, therefore, cannot be said to be actors.®
Agency is not synonymous with the occurrence of social effects. Countless
phenomena that have social effects (such as a shaping or conditioning influ-
ence upon agency) are not actors and should be regarded as components of
structure, not as forms of agency. All sorts of phenomena have social
consequences — this is true of, say, magazines, rain, the HIV virus, the River Nile,
motor cars, the Internet, and the Moon - but to say these phenomena are
agents simply by virtue of their having social effects is to engage in reifica-
tion (which I regard as the attribution of agency to entities that are not
actors in the strict sense that actor is defined above), to mystify both the
idea of agency and of structure, and to occlude possibilities for studying the
interplay over time between them.” In the Introduction it was noted that,
for example, Touraine, Habermas, Luhmann, Foucault, poststructuralist and
actor network theorists engage in reification. Numerous other instances are
to be found in social science literature. For example, reification is evident in
Offe’s (1984) account of modern capitalism, an account in which agency is
attributed to sub-systems as analytical categories, causing Keane and Held
(1984: 258) to comment: ‘the only remaining agents in [ Offe’s] anonymous
world appear to be Madame Economic Sub-system and Messieurs Political-
Administrative and Legitimation Sub-systems!’. For reasons that should by
now be clear, there are, I suggest, also problems with Law’s (1991a) con-
ception of agency, which is heavily influenced by structuralism, poststruc-
turalism, and actor network theory. According to Law (1991b: 173-4), ‘an
agent is a structured set of relations with a series of (power) effects ... .
Thus, unlike Hindess, my primary definition of agency refers to relations
and their power-relevant effects, rather than to strategies and intentions.” To
claim, as Law does, that ‘social relations’ are agents (or actors) is to engage
in reification; for how can ‘social relations’ formulate, take and act upon
decisions? I cannot agree, either, with Callon’s use of poststructuralism and
actor network theory; he goes as far as claiming that, for instance, scallops
(1986: 204) and the Chernobyl nuclear plant (1991: 142) are actors.
Claims of this kind are to be found in other areas of theorizing relating to
science, a case in point being Pickering’s (2001) notion of ‘posthuman
agency’ which attributes agency to machines and physical objects.® Such
claims are also to be found in some of the more ‘mainstream’ areas of soci-
ological literature. For example, Clegg (1989: 200) contends that computer
systems and accounting systems display agency, and that ‘Agency may be
vested in non-human entities as diverse as machines, germs ... and natural
disasters. These ... may be agents under the appropriate conditions’ (ibid.:
188). Such views are misplaced, and should be rejected. Nor, despite claims
to the contrary by, for example, Touraine (1981: 31-2, 77-8), Scott (1990: 6)
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and Munck (1995: 677-8), are social movements actors/agents: their
time—space boundaries are — subject to a qualification that I will return to
in a moment — highly indeterminate and they are not entities equipped
with mechanisms for ‘internal’ deliberation and action involving the for-
mulation and taking of decisions and their implementation. It is perhaps
not inconceivable that some very small professional or ‘ad hoc’ movements
(Tilley, 1994: 18) might under certain circumstances be actors in the sense
described earlier; but the larger ‘communitarian’ movements (ibid.: 18)
such as the womens movement, cannot legitimately be regarded as actors.
In the case of, for example, ecological concerns, there are individual human
actors such as environmental activists, professional researchers and acade-
mic consultants, government officials and so on, as well as social (‘organi-
zational’) actors such as central government departments, Greenpeace, and
Friends of the Earth; but ‘the Green movement’ as such can ‘do’ nothing —
it is not an actor. This is not to say that social movements — comprised of
discourses, networks, and actors that may interrelate to a greater or lesser
extent — are unimportant; it is to say only that they should be regarded by
social researchers as part of the conditions-of-action (‘structure’) within
which actors operate, rather than as instances of the operation of agency.
Also of significance to practical social analysis, and indeed to politics, gover-
nance and public policy, is the observation that taxonomic collectivities
(Harré 1981; Harré and Bhaskar 2001) such as ‘society’, ‘the middle class’,
‘women’, ‘men’, ‘black people’, ‘white people’ and so on, are not actors.
Therefore they can bear no causal responsibility for existing social condi-
tions, among which are included forms of inequality, and nor are they enti-
ties (actors) that can formulate, take and act upon decisions intended to
reproduce or modify those conditions (Hindess, 1986a). It follows, on the
view taken here, that models of governance, public policy, and political
practice based on reified notions of causal responsibility for and capacity to
intentionally act upon social conditions, are likely to be self-defeating

(Sibeon, 1997; 1999¢).

Social structure

My ontologically flexible and minimal concept of structure, like the previ-
ously discussed minimal concept of actor/agent, carries relatively little
ontological baggage, leaving it to empirical enquiry to do ‘most of the work’
in discovering, describing or explaining, for any particular social sphere or
context, the precise nature and effects of structure. But of course, the use
of ‘minimal’ concepts in conjunction with a flexible social ontology that is
framed by critique of the four ‘cardinal sins’, does not mean that ‘anything
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goes’ nor that social phenomena are allowed to escape definition: on the
view taken here, social structure — to put it at its simplest — refers to tem-
porally enduring or temporally and spatially extensive circumstances,
whether enabling or constraining, within which actors operate. I regard
social structure as mutable but more or less persistent conditions-of-action
(or ‘social conditions’) which in varying degrees influence, though do not
wholly determine, the operation of agency in any given spatio-temporal
context(s). And structure and action are, I have argued, different kinds of
phenomena: in short, structure and action should be understood as a dual-
ism, not a duality.

In Chapter 2, ‘social structure’® was defined as temporally and very often
spatially extensive social conditions that to a greater or lesser extent influ-
ence actors’ forms of thought, decisions and actions. Structure,'® it was
observed, includes (but conira methodological individualism, is not
reducible to) ‘other’ actors and their actions (there is agency-in-structure,
just as there is structure-in-agency); discourses; social institutions; recurrent
practices, and resource and power distributions (‘power’ is discussed later
in the present chapter). Structure also includes social systems/social net-
works, defined as more or less patterned relations — at macro-, mezo- or
micro-levels of social process (see Chapter 6) — between actors and
between social institutions and positions/roles (that is, in my conceptual
scheme as distinct from Parsonian frameworks which regard positions/roles
as the defining characteristic of social systems, it is argued that social
systems/social networks consist of both institutional/system integration and
figurational/social integration elements). It is not, therefore, suggested here
that social structures and social systems are the same thing; the former
includes, as well as social systems or social networks (I use these terms
interchangeably), a diversity of other phenomena, including configurations
of action and social situations that are considerably ‘looser’ than those asso-
ciated with social systems/networks. Structure, it was also argued earlier,
can be a macro-phenomenon (that is, social conditions — including distri-
butions of actors, actor—actor relations, discourses, social practices, patterns
of role-role relations, and power configurations — that stretch widely across
time-space), or structure can be a micro-phenomenon; micro-structure
consists of local ramifications of macro-structure, or purely local (‘idiosyn-
cratic’) but relatively enduring conditions-of-action. The various levels —
micro, mezo and macro — at which social structure exists, are relatively
independent: in my approach there is no ‘upwards conflation’ - that is,
there is no assumption, as in methodological individualism and method-
ological situationalism, that micro-events determine the macro-social
sphere and that the latter therefore has no independence from the former;
nor is there any commitment to the ‘downward conflation’ associated with
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methodological collectivist theories which imply that the micro-realm has
no relative autonomy from the macro-social sphere. Any connections
between levels of social process are contingent empirical outcomes of
dialectical, diachronic links between agency, structure, and social chance
(this last concept, which for the moment may be taken as a reference to
indeterminacy and fortuity, will be returned to shortly). A related premise
is that, though relatively autonomous of social action and interaction, struc-
ture nevertheless in some sense is activity-dependent. An important point
here is that, as Layder (1997) and other critics of duality theory have
rightly argued, there is no ‘direct link’ between action and structure; but
nor, as we saw in Chapter 4, is Archer’s alternative and strongly dualistic
view of activity dependence entirely satisfactory (in that chapter it was
observed that having endorsed the maxim ‘no people: no society’, Archer
then contradictorily implies — and here she pushes her rejection of ‘upwards
conflation’ too far — that some current structures are entirely independent
of current activities).

Another theme that was developed earlier is that social conditions
(‘structure’) are always potentially indeterminate and shifting, and that if
and when particular segments of the social become stabilized across time—
space (for example, as a consequence of recursive or ‘pathdependency’
tendencies as described in Chapter 3), this is a relatively contingent and —
in principle — reversible outcome; the conditions-of-action (‘structure’) are
not historically predetermined nor a necessary effect of some putative sys-
temic exigency or prime mover. But nor should crude structural concep-
tions of ‘rigid’ system determination and predictability be replaced by
equally crude postulates (such as those associated with postmodern theory)
which portray the social as endless flux and purely random change. As
Callon and Latour have observed, ‘There is no chaos, but no rigid system
either’ (1981: 282). A conception of social structure — and its relation to
agency/activities — which in some respects is similar to my own, is set out
by Tom Burns:

Human agents — individuals as well as organized groups, organizations ... are sub-
ject to material, political and cultural constraints on their actions. At the same
time, they are active, often creative forces, shaping and re-shaping social structures
and institutions and their material circumstances. They thereby change, intention-
ally and unintentionally (often enough through mistakes and failures), the condi-
tions of their own activities and transactions. (1986: 9)

Notice that one of Burns’s underlying assumptions is that the social fabric
is to some extent unintended, fluid and unpredictable; it is this unplanned,
contingent dimension of the social — and importantly, its differentiation
from and its relation to agency and to structure — that underpins the
attempt below to construct an adequate conception of social chance.
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Social chance

The idea of social chance — a concept employed here to refer to certain
categories of unforeseen happenings — subsumes though goes further than
