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Preface

For this edition of Sociological Theory, we are pleased to be with a new publisher, SAGE Publishing. SAGE
brings a new look, new energy, and an exciting future for this book. As with all previous editions, this edition
offers a comprehensive overview of the history of sociological theory from its inception to the latest theoretical
developments. Our goal is to combine a discussion of the major classical theorists (Marx, Weber, Durkheim,
and Simmel) with the most important contemporary theories and theorists. In one convenient volume, this
book offers students a handy overview of much of what they need to know about sociological theory, both past
and present.

In-depth discussions of theories (often enlivened with examples) are accompanied by informative and—we
believe—engaging biographical sketches of many of the most important thinkers in the history of sociology.
Once again, Sociological Theory offers two historical chapters surveying the early history of the field (Chapter
1) and recent developments (Chapter 6). These chapters provide an overview that allows students to put the
work of each theorist in its historical, social, and political context.
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Changes in the Tenth Edition

As is always the case, we faced difficult decisions about what to add and what to cut. There are some
important additions to this edition. Most broadly, throughout this edition we have updated references and
added new material. As such, the student can be assured that the treatment of all theorists in this book, as well
as reference to contemporary scholarship, is as up-to-date as possible. In order to ensure that the text did not
become too lengthy and cumbersome, we also removed or rewrote some sections. These decisions reflect the
changing face of sociological theory. Among the major changes/additions are the following:

In Chapter 1, we have added a discussion of colonialism to the section on social forces. Colonialism, as
we point out in Chapter 1 and Chapter 15, is an important, though often neglected (at least in
mainstream sociological theory), factor in the development of modern society. We’ve added this material
to underline its importance.
The timelines in both Chapters 1 and 6 have been updated with new material and the timeline in
Chapter 1 has a new, easier to navigate form.
To Part I, the classical section of the book, we have added contemporary application sections at the end of
Chapters 2–5. This addition is motivated by the understanding that students are eager to understand the
relevance of classical theory for the contemporary moment. In each of the contemporary application
sections, we summarize two or three recent research studies that make use of classical theoretical
concepts. While the kinds of applications vary, we have chosen those that deal with cutting-edge
sociological issues: racism, the Internet, consumerism, and the environment, among others.
Chapter 3 includes new material on Durkheim’s debate with Gabriel Tarde, an enhanced section on
collective effervescence, and updates on contemporary commentary on Durkheim.
Chapter 5, on Simmel, has been updated to include material from his recently translated later writings.
This addition is significant because it introduces the concept of “life” and shows how it influenced
Simmel’s overall theory.
In Chapter 6, we have expanded the discussion of the historical significance of the early women
founders and W.E.B. Du Bois, especially Du Bois’s contribution to the development of the Atlanta
School of Sociology.
The most significant addition to this volume is a new chapter, Chapter 15, on theories of race and
colonialism. In addition to historically influential theories of race and colonialism, this chapter includes
a section on contemporary Indigenous theories.
To Chapter 18, we have added a section on prosumption theory, the most recent development in the
study of consumer society. This section shows the ways in which the Internet and prosumer movements
are changing the character of contemporary capitalism.

Thus, the text is much as it always has been but is renewed once again. The wonderful things about theory are
both its continuity and its ever-changing character. We have tried to communicate those and other joys of
sociological theory to readers in the early stages of their exposure to it.
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Log onto the password-protected Instructor Resources site study.sagepub.com/ritzertheory to access:

A Microsoft® Word test bank, is available containing multiple choice, true/false, and essay questions for each chapter. The
test bank provides you with a diverse range of pre-written options as well as the opportunity for editing any question and/or
inserting your own personalized questions to effectively assess students’ progress and understanding.
Editable, chapter-specific Microsoft® PowerPoint® slides offer you complete flexibility in easily creating a multimedia
presentation for your course. Highlight essential content and features.
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1 A Historical Sketch of Sociological Theory: The Early Years
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Chapter Outline

Introduction
Social Forces in the Development of Sociological Theory
Intellectual Forces and the Rise of Sociological Theory
The Development of French Sociology
The Development of German Sociology
The Origins of British Sociology
The Key Figure in Early Italian Sociology
Turn-of-the-Century Developments in European Marxism

A useful way to begin a book designed to introduce sociological theory is with several one-line summaries of
various theories:

The modern world is an iron cage of rational systems from which there is no escape.
Capitalism tends to sow the seeds of its own destruction.
The modern world has less moral cohesion than earlier societies had.
The city spawns a particular type of personality.
In their social lives, people tend to put on a variety of theatrical performances.
The social world is defined by principles of reciprocity in give-and-take relationships.
Especially in the past, but still in the present, Western societies are organized around the interests of
men, to the disadvantage of women and minorities.
Modern racism emerged with colonialism in the 18th and 19th centuries.
People create the social worlds that ultimately come to enslave them.
People always retain the capacity to change the social worlds that constrain them.
Society is an integrated system of social structures and functions.
Society is a “juggernaut” with the ever-present possibility of running amok.
Although it appears that the Western world has undergone a process of liberalization, in fact it has
grown increasingly oppressive.
The world has entered a new postmodern era increasingly defined by the inauthentic, the fake, by
simulations of reality.
Paradoxically, globalization is associated with the worldwide spread of “nothing.”
Nonhuman objects are increasingly seen as key actors in networks.

This book is devoted to helping the reader better understand these and many other theoretical ideas, as well as
the larger theories from which they are drawn.
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Introduction

Presenting a history of sociological theory is an important task (S. Turner, 1998), but because we devote only
two chapters (1 and 6) to it, what we offer is a highly selective historical sketch (Giddens, 1995). The idea is
to provide the reader with a scaffolding that should help in putting the later detailed discussions of theorists
and theories in a larger context. As the reader proceeds through the later chapters, it will prove useful to
return to these two overview chapters and place the discussions in their context. (It will be especially useful to
glance back occasionally to Figures 1.1 and 6.1, which are schematic representations of the histories covered in
those chapters.)

The theories treated in the body of this book have a wide range of application, deal with centrally important
social issues, and have stood the test of time. These criteria constitute the definition of sociological theory used in
this book.1 A number of the theorists who are briefly discussed in Chapter 1 (for example, Herbert Spencer
and Auguste Comte) will not receive detailed treatment later because they are of little more than historical
interest. Other theorists (for example, Karl Marx, Max Weber, and Emile Durkheim) will be discussed in
Chapter 1 in their historical context, and they will receive detailed treatment later because of their continuing
importance. The focus is on the important theoretical work of sociologists or the work done by individuals in
other fields that has come to be defined as important in sociology. To put it succinctly, this is a book about
the “big ideas” in sociology that have stood the test of time (or promise to)—idea systems that deal with major
social issues and that are far-reaching in scope.

We cannot establish the precise date when sociological theory began. People have been thinking about, and
developing theories of, social life since early in history. But we will not go back to the early historic times of
the Greeks or Romans or even to the Middle Ages. We will not even go back to the 17th century, although
Richard Olson (1993) has traced the sociological tradition to the mid-1600s and the work of James
Harrington on the relationship between the economy and the polity. This is not because people in those
epochs did not have sociologically relevant ideas, but because the return on our investment in time would be
small; we would spend a lot of time getting very few ideas that are relevant to modern sociology. In any case,
none of the thinkers associated with those eras thought of themselves, and few are now thought of, as
sociologists. (For a discussion of one exception, see the biographical sketch of Ibn-Khaldun.) It is only in the
1800s that we begin to find thinkers who can be clearly identified as sociologists. These are the classical
sociological thinkers we shall be interested in (Camic, 1997; for a debate about what makes theory classical,
see R. Collins, 1997b; R. W. Connell, 1997), and we begin by examining the main social and intellectual
forces that shaped their ideas.
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Social Forces in the Development of Sociological Theory

All intellectual fields are profoundly shaped by their social settings. This is particularly true of sociology,
which not only is derived from that setting but also takes the social setting as its basic subject matter. We will
focus briefly on a few of the most important social conditions of the 19th and early 20th centuries, conditions
that were of the utmost significance in the development of sociology. We also will take the occasion to begin
introducing the major figures in the history of sociological theory.

Figure 1.1 Sociological Theory: The Early Years
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Abdel Rahman Ibn-Khaldun: A Biographical Sketch

Georgios Kollida / Alamy Stock Photo

There is a tendency to think of sociology as exclusively a comparatively modern, Western phenomenon. In fact, however, scholars
were developing sociological ideas and theories long ago and in other parts of the world. One example is Abdel Rahman Ibn-
Khaldun.

Ibn-Khaldun was born in Tunis, North Africa, on May 27, 1332 (Alatas, 2011, 2014; Faghirzadeh, 1982). Born to an educated
family, Ibn-Khaldun was schooled in the Koran (the Muslim holy book), mathematics, and history. In his lifetime, he served a
variety of sultans in Tunis, Morocco, Spain, and Algeria as ambassador, chamberlain, and member of the scholars’ council. He also
spent two years in prison in Morocco for his belief that state rulers were not divine leaders. After approximately two decades of
political activity, Ibn-Khaldun returned to North Africa, where he undertook an intensive five-year period of study and writing.
Works produced during this period increased his fame and led to a lectureship at the center of Islamic study, Al-Azhar Mosque
University in Cairo. In his well-attended lectures on society and sociology, Ibn-Khaldun stressed the importance of linking
sociological thought and historical observation.

By the time he died in 1406, Ibn-Khaldun had produced a corpus of work that had many ideas in common with contemporary
sociology. As described in his Muqaddimah, Ibn-Khaldun was committed to the scientific study of society, empirical research, and
the search for causes of social phenomena. He devoted considerable attention to various social institutions (for example, politics,
economy) and their interrelationships. He was interested in comparing primitive and modern societies.

One particular topic that Ibn-Khaldun studied was state formation. He argued that “the rise and decline of North African states lay
in the essential differences in social organization between pastoral nomadic and sedentary societies” (Alatas, 2011:15). Relying on
the concept of ‘asabiyyah, Ibn-Khaldun developed a cyclical theory of state formation. ‘Asabiyyah refers to a group’s feeling of
solidarity or social cohesion. It comes from a shared knowledge of common descent. Nomadic groups had a high level of ‘asabiyyah
and, therefore, “could defeat sedentary people in urban areas and establish their own dynasties” (15). However, once nomadic groups
settled, they would lose ‘asabiyyah and become vulnerable to “attack by another group of nomads with superior ‘asabiyyah’” (15).
There are interesting similarities and differences between Ibn-Khaldun’s ideas and later sociological theories. On the one hand, Ibn-
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Khaldun’s ‘asabiyyah anticipates the concept of social cohesion in the work of theorists like Emile Durkheim, 400 years later. On the
other hand, Ibn-Khaldun’s description of historical cycles strongly contrasts with the focus on linear and progressive social
development assumed by many of the classical theorists.

Ibn-Khaldun did not have a dramatic impact on classical sociology, but as scholars in general, and Islamic scholars in particular,
rediscover his work, he may come to be seen as being of greater historical significance.

Political Revolutions

The long series of political revolutions that were ushered in by the French Revolution in 1789 and carried over
through the 19th century was the most immediate factor in the rise of sociological theorizing. The impact of
these revolutions on many societies was enormous, and many positive changes resulted. However, what
attracted the attention of many early theorists was not the positive consequences but the negative effects of
such changes. These writers were particularly disturbed by the resulting chaos and disorder, especially in
France. They were united in a desire to restore order to society. Some of the more extreme thinkers of this
period literally wanted a return to the peaceful and relatively orderly days of the Middle Ages. The more
sophisticated thinkers recognized that social change had made such a return impossible. Thus, they sought
instead to find new bases of order in societies that had been overturned by the political revolutions of the 18th
and 19th centuries. This interest in the issue of social order was one of the major concerns of classical
sociological theorists, especially Comte, Durkheim, and Parsons.

The Industrial Revolution and the Rise of Capitalism

At least as important as political revolution in shaping sociological theory was the Industrial Revolution,
which swept through many Western societies, mainly in the 19th and early 20th centuries. The Industrial
Revolution was not a single event but many interrelated developments that culminated in the transformation
of the Western world from a largely agricultural to an overwhelmingly industrial system. Large numbers of
people left farms and agricultural work for the industrial occupations offered in the burgeoning factories. The
factories themselves were transformed by a long series of technological improvements. Large economic
bureaucracies arose to provide the many services needed by industry and the emerging capitalist economic
system. In this economy, the ideal was a free marketplace where the many products of an industrial system
could be exchanged. Within this system, a few profited greatly while the majority worked long hours for low
wages. A reaction against the industrial system and against capitalism in general followed and led to the labor
movement as well as to various radical movements aimed at overthrowing the capitalist system.

The Industrial Revolution, capitalism, and the reaction against them all involved an enormous upheaval in
Western society, an upheaval that affected sociologists greatly. Four major figures in the early history of
sociological theory—Karl Marx, Max Weber, Emile Durkheim, and Georg Simmel—were preoccupied, as
were many lesser thinkers, with these changes and the problems they created for society as a whole. They
spent their lives studying these problems, and in many cases they endeavored to develop programs that would
help solve them.

Colonialism
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A key force in the development of modern, capitalist societies was colonialism, which “refers to the direct
political control of a society and its people by a foreign ruling state” (Go, 2007a:602). In some cases,
colonialism led to colonization, which was when foreign nations established permanent settlements in a
colonial possession (2007a:602). An example is the North American colonies, which became the nations of
the United States and Canada. Colonialism emerged in the 15th century when Portugal established trading
colonies in Asia, and Spain violently plundered South America. This was followed by a period of colonial
expansion by the Netherlands in the 17th century, and France and England in the 18th and 19th centuries
(MacQueen, 2007).

In addition to being a political relationship, colonialism also had economic, social, and cultural aspects (Go,
2007a). Colonies were a source of wealth for European nations. In Capital, Karl Marx argued that the
development of capitalism was fueled by the “primitive accumulation” of gold and silver in the colonies
([1867] 1967:351). Moreover, once the Industrial Revolution was further advanced, colonies became stable
sources of raw materials, such as the cotton used in textile manufacture. These materials were farmed on
plantations by African slaves, who had been brought to the Caribbean and North America to support colonial
development. Colonialism also shaped European identity. Modern racism developed as European nations
attempted to legitimize their domination of African and indigenous populations. Scientific theories, such as
Social Darwinism, proposed hierarchies of racial superiority, and Europeans contrasted their civilized societies
to the so-called uncivilized, savage, and barbaric societies of colonized peoples.

While colonialism, and the ideas shaped by colonialism, served as an often unacknowledged backdrop to the
development of sociological theory (see Steinmetz, 2013, and Raewyn Connell, 2007, for thorough
treatments, and R. Collins, 1997b, for a dissenting view), colonialism has not been a major topic for
sociological analysis. There are exceptions. Some classical theorists (Tocqueville, Comte, Spencer, and
Martineau) wrote about colonialism. Both Tocqueville and Martineau traveled widely to America
(Tocqueville, Martineau), Algeria (Tocqueville) and India (Martineau). Each was very critical of the
American treatment of slaves and Indigenous people, though, in contradiction of this, Tocqueville was a
strong advocate for French colonialism in Algeria. Mostly, Spencer was critical of colonialism. Though he saw
colonized people as “inferior races,” he objected to the militarism and violence of colonial conquest (Raewyn
Connell, 2007:17; Francis, 2011). Marx, as noted, described the role that colonies played in the primitive
accumulation of capital. Though he didn’t directly address colonialism, Durkheim regularly compared modern
Western society to the non-Western, “primitive” societies described by anthropologists of the time. Weber
wrote at length about imperialism and supported German imperialism, though, as Steinmetz (2013) points
out, he didn’t comment much on colonialism. As an extension of his critique of American race relations,
W.E.B. Du Bois wrote extensively and critically about the relationship between colonialism, capitalism, and
race.

The Rise of Socialism

One set of changes aimed at coping with the excesses of the industrial system and capitalism can be combined
under the heading socialism (Beilharz, 2005g). Although some sociologists favored socialism as a solution to
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industrial problems, most were personally and intellectually opposed to it. On one side, Karl Marx was an
active supporter of the overthrow of the capitalist system and its replacement by a socialist system. Although
Marx did not develop a theory of socialism per se, he spent a great deal of time criticizing various aspects of
capitalist society. In addition, he engaged in a variety of political activities that he hoped would help bring
about the rise of socialist societies.

However, Marx was atypical in the early years of sociological theory. Most of the early theorists, such as
Weber and Durkheim, were opposed to socialism (at least, as it was envisioned by Marx). Although they
recognized the problems within capitalist society, they sought social reform within capitalism rather than the
social revolution argued for by Marx. They feared socialism more than they did capitalism. This fear played a
far greater role in shaping sociological theory than did Marx’s support of the socialist alternative to capitalism.
In fact, as we will see, in many cases, sociological theory developed in reaction against Marxian and, more
generally, against socialist theory.

Feminism

In one sense, there has always been a feminist perspective. Wherever women are subordinated—and they have
been subordinated almost always and everywhere—they seem to have recognized and protested that situation
in some form (Lerner, 1993). While precursors can be traced to the 1630s, high points of feminist activity and
writing occurred in the liberationist moments of modern Western history: a first flurry of productivity in the
1780s and 1790s with the debates surrounding the American and French revolutions; a far more organized,
focused effort in the 1850s as part of the mobilization against slavery and for political rights for the middle
class; and the massive mobilization for women’s suffrage and for industrial and civic reform legislation in the
early 20th century, especially the Progressive Era in the United States.

All of this had an impact on the development of sociology, in particular on the work of a number of women in
or associated with the field—Harriet Martineau (Vetter, 2008), Charlotte Perkins Gilman (J. Allen, 2011),
Jane Addams, Florence Kelley, Anna Julia Cooper, Ida Wells-Barnett, Marianne Weber, and Beatrice Potter
Webb, to name a few. But their creations were, over time, pushed to the periphery of the profession, annexed,
discounted, or written out of sociology’s public record by the men who were organizing sociology as a
professional power base. Feminist concerns filtered into sociology only on the margins, in the work of
marginal male theorists or of the increasingly marginalized female theorists. The men who assumed centrality
in the profession—from Spencer, through Weber and Durkheim—made basically conservative responses to
the feminist arguments going on around them, making issues of gender an inconsequential topic to which
they responded conventionally rather than critically in what they identified and publicly promoted as
sociology. They responded in this way even as women were writing a significant body of sociological theory.
The history of this gender politics in the profession, which is also part of the history of male response to
feminist claims, is only now being written (for example, see Deegan, 1988; Fitzpatrick, 1990; Linda Gordon,
1994; Lengermann and Niebrugge-Brantley, 1998; R. Rosenberg, 1982).

Urbanization
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Partly as a result of the Industrial Revolution, large numbers of people in the 19th and 20th centuries were
uprooted from their rural homes and moved to urban settings. This massive migration was caused, in large
part, by the jobs created by the industrial system in the urban areas. But it presented many difficulties for
those people who had to adjust to urban life. In addition, the expansion of the cities produced a seemingly
endless list of urban problems—overcrowding, pollution, noise, traffic, and so forth. The nature of urban life
and its problems attracted the attention of many early sociologists, especially Max Weber and Georg Simmel.
In fact, the first major school of American sociology, the Chicago school, was in large part defined by its
concern for the city and its interest in using Chicago as a laboratory in which to study urbanization and its
problems.

Religious Change

Social changes brought on by political revolutions, the Industrial Revolution, and urbanization had a profound
effect on religiosity. Many early sociologists came from religious backgrounds and were actively, and in some
cases professionally, involved in religion (Hinkle and Hinkle, 1954). They brought to sociology the same
objectives they espoused in their religious lives. They wished to improve people’s lives (Vidich and Lyman,
1985). For some (such as Comte), sociology was transformed into a religion (Wernick, 2000, 2005a, 2005b).
For others, their sociological theories bore an unmistakable religious imprint. Durkheim wrote one of his
major works on religion. Morality played a key role not only in Durkheim’s sociology but also in the work of
Talcott Parsons. A large portion of Weber’s work also was devoted to the religions of the world. Marx, too,
had an interest in religiosity, but his orientation was far more critical.

The Growth of Science

As sociological theory was being developed, there was an increasing emphasis on science, not only in colleges
and universities but in society as a whole. The technological products of science were permeating every sector
of life, and science was acquiring enormous prestige. Those associated with the most successful sciences
(physics, biology, and chemistry) were accorded honored places in society. Sociologists (especially Comte,
Durkheim, Spencer, Mead, and Schutz) from the beginning were preoccupied with science, and many wanted
to model sociology after the successful physical and biological sciences. However, a debate soon developed
between those who wholeheartedly accepted the scientific model and those (such as Weber) who thought that
distinctive characteristics of social life made a wholesale adoption of a scientific model difficult and unwise
(Lepenies, 1988). The issue of the relationship between sociology and science is debated to this day, although
even a glance at the major journals in the field, at least in the United States, indicates the predominance of
those who favor sociology as a science.
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Intellectual Forces and the Rise of Sociological Theory

Although social factors are important, the primary focus of this chapter is the intellectual forces that played a
central role in shaping sociological theory. In the real world, of course, intellectual factors cannot be separated
from social forces. For example, in the discussion of the Enlightenment that follows, we will find that that
movement was intimately related to, and, in many cases, provided the intellectual basis for, the social changes
discussed above.

The many intellectual forces that shaped the development of social theories are discussed within the national
context where their influence was primarily felt (Levine, 1995; Rundell, 2001). We begin with the
Enlightenment and its influences on the development of sociological theory in France.

The Enlightenment

It is the view of many observers that the Enlightenment constitutes a critical development in terms of the later
evolution of sociology (Hawthorn, 1976; Hughes, Martin, and Sharrock, 1995; Nisbet, 1967; Zeitlin, 1996).
The Enlightenment was a period of remarkable intellectual development and change in philosophical
thought.2 A number of long-standing ideas and beliefs—many of which related to social life—were
overthrown and replaced during the Enlightenment. The most prominent thinkers associated with the
Enlightenment were the French philosophers Charles Montesquieu (1689–1755) and Jean-Jacques Rousseau
(1712–1778) (B. Singer, 2005a, 2005b). The influence of the Enlightenment on sociological theory, however,
was more indirect and negative than it was direct and positive. As Irving Zeitlin puts it, “Early sociology
developed as a reaction to the Enlightenment” (1996:10).

The thinkers associated with the Enlightenment were influenced, above all, by two intellectual currents—
17th-century philosophy and science.

Seventeenth-century philosophy was associated with the work of thinkers such as René Descartes, Thomas
Hobbes, and John Locke. The emphasis was on producing grand, general, and very abstract systems of ideas
that made rational sense. The later thinkers associated with the Enlightenment did not reject the idea that
systems of ideas should be general and should make rational sense, but they did make greater efforts to derive
their ideas from the real world and to test them there. In other words, they wanted to combine empirical
research with reason (Seidman, 1983:36–37). The model for this was science, especially Newtonian physics.
At this point, we see the emergence of the application of the scientific method to social issues. Not only did
Enlightenment thinkers want their ideas to be, at least in part, derived from the real world, they also wanted
them to be useful to the social world, especially in the critical analysis of that world.

Overall, the Enlightenment was characterized by the belief that people could comprehend and control the
universe by means of reason and empirical research. The view was that because the physical world was
dominated by natural laws, it was likely that the social world was too. Thus, it was up to the philosopher,
using reason and research, to discover these social laws. Once they understood how the social world worked,
the Enlightenment thinkers had a practical goal—the creation of a “better,” more rational world.

41



With an emphasis on reason, the Enlightenment philosophers were inclined to reject beliefs in traditional
authority. When these thinkers examined traditional values and institutions, they often found them to be
irrational—that is, contrary to human nature and inhibitive of human growth and development. The mission
of the practical and change-oriented philosophers of the Enlightenment was to overcome these irrational
systems. The theorists who were most directly and positively influenced by Enlightenment thinking were
Alexis de Tocqueville and Karl Marx, although the latter formed his early theoretical ideas in Germany.

The Conservative Reaction to the Enlightenment

On the surface, we might think that French classical sociological theory, like Marx’s theory, was directly and
positively influenced by the Enlightenment. French sociology became rational, empirical, scientific, and
change-oriented, but not before it was also shaped by a set of ideas that developed in reaction to the
Enlightenment. In Seidman’s view, “The ideology of the counter-Enlightenment represented a virtual
inversion of Enlightenment liberalism. In place of modernist premises, we can detect in the Enlightenment
critics a strong anti-modernist sentiment” (1983:51). As we will see, sociology in general, and French
sociology in particular, have, from the beginning, been an uncomfortable mix of Enlightenment and counter-
Enlightenment ideas.

The most extreme form of opposition to Enlightenment ideas was French Catholic counterrevolutionary
philosophy, as represented by the ideas of Louis de Bonald (1754–1840) and Joseph de Maistre (1753–1821)
(Reedy, 1994; Bradley, 2005a, 2005b). These men were reacting against not only the Enlightenment but also
the French Revolution, which they saw partly as a product of the kind of thinking characteristic of the
Enlightenment. Bonald, for example, was disturbed by the revolutionary changes and yearned for a return to
the peace and harmony of the Middle Ages. In this view, God was the source of society; therefore, reason,
which was so important to the Enlightenment philosophers, was seen as inferior to traditional religious
beliefs. Furthermore, it was believed that because God had created society, people should not tamper with it
and should not try to change a holy creation. By extension, Bonald opposed anything that undermined such
traditional institutions as patriarchy, the monogamous family, the monarchy, and the Catholic Church.

Although Bonald represented a rather extreme form of the conservative reaction, his work constitutes a useful
introduction to its general premises. The conservatives turned away from what they considered the “naïve”
rationalism of the Enlightenment. They not only recognized the irrational aspects of social life but also
assigned them positive value. Thus, they regarded such phenomena as tradition, imagination, emotionalism,
and religion as useful and necessary components of social life. In that they disliked upheaval and sought to
retain the existing order, they deplored developments such as the French Revolution and the Industrial
Revolution, which they saw as disruptive forces. The conservatives tended to emphasize social order, an
emphasis that became one of the central themes of the work of several sociological theorists.

Zeitlin (1996) outlined 10 major propositions that he sees as emerging from the conservative reaction and
providing the basis for the development of classical French sociological theory.

1. Whereas Enlightenment thinkers tended to emphasize the individual, the conservative reaction led to a
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major sociological interest in, and emphasis on, society and other large-scale phenomena. Society was
viewed as something more than simply an aggregate of individuals. Society was seen as having an
existence of its own with its own laws of development and deep roots in the past.

2. Society was the most important unit of analysis; it was seen as more important than the individual. It
was society that produced the individual, primarily through the process of socialization.

3. The individual was not even seen as the most basic element within society. A society consisted of such
component parts as roles, positions, relationships, structures, and institutions. Individuals were seen as
doing little more than filling these units within society.

4. The parts of society were seen as interrelated and interdependent. Indeed, these interrelationships were
a major basis of society. This view led to a conservative political orientation. That is, because the parts
were held to be interrelated, it followed that tampering with one part could well lead to the
undermining of other parts and, ultimately, of the system as a whole. This meant that changes in the
social system should be made with extreme care.

5. Change was seen as a threat not only to society and its components but also to the individuals in society.
The various components of society were seen as satisfying people’s needs. When institutions were
disrupted, people were likely to suffer, and their suffering was likely to lead to social disorder.

6. The general tendency was to see the various large-scale components of society as useful for both society
and the individuals in it. As a result, there was little desire to look for the negative effects of existing
social structures and social institutions.

7. Small units, such as the family, the neighborhood, and religious and occupational groups, also were seen
as essential to individuals and society. They provided the intimate, face-to-face environments that
people needed in order to survive in modern societies.

8. There was a tendency to see various modern social changes, such as industrialization, urbanization, and
bureaucratization, as having disorganizing effects. These changes were viewed with fear and anxiety, and
there was an emphasis on developing ways of dealing with their disruptive effects.

9. While most of these feared changes were leading to a more rational society, the conservative reaction led
to an emphasis on the importance of nonrational factors (ritual, ceremony, and worship, for example) in
social life.

10. Finally, the conservatives supported the existence of a hierarchical system in society. It was seen as
important to society that there be a differential system of status and reward.

These 10 propositions, derived from the conservative reaction to the Enlightenment, should be seen as the
immediate intellectual basis of the development of sociological theory in France. Many of these ideas made
their way into early sociological thought, although some of the Enlightenment ideas (empiricism, for example)
were also influential.3
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The Development of French Sociology

We turn now to the actual founding of sociology as a distinctive discipline—specifically, to the work of four
French thinkers: Alexis de Tocqueville, Claude Saint-Simon, Auguste Comte, and especially Emile
Durkheim.

Alexis de Tocqueville (1805–1859)

We begin with Alexis de Tocqueville even though he was born after both Saint-Simon and Comte. We do so
because he and his work were such pure products of the Enlightenment (he was strongly and directly
influenced by Montesquieu [B. Singer, 2005b], especially his The Spirit of the Laws [1748]) and because his
work was not part of the clear line of development in French social theory from Saint-Simon and Comte to
the crucially important Durkheim. Tocqueville has long been seen as a political scientist, not a sociologist,
and, furthermore, many have not perceived the existence of a social theory in his work (e.g., Seidman,
1983:306). However, not only is there a social theory in his work, but it is one that deserves a much more
significant place in the history of social theory not only in France but also in the rest of the world.

Tocqueville is best known for the legendary and highly influential Democracy in America ([1835–1840] 1969),
especially the first volume, which deals, in a very laudatory way, with the early American democratic system
and came to be seen as an early contribution to the development of political science. However, in the later
volumes of that work, as well as in later works, Tocqueville clearly develops a broad social theory that deserves
a place in the canon of social theory.
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Alexis de Tocqueville: A Biographical Sketch

Time Life Pictures / The LIFE Picture Collection / Getty Images

Alexis de Tocqueville was born on July 29, 1805, in Paris. He came from a prominent though not wealthy aristocratic family. The
family had suffered during the French Revolution. Tocqueville’s parents had been arrested but managed to avoid the guillotine.
Tocqueville was well educated, became a lawyer and judge (although he was not very successful at either), and became well and
widely read, especially in the Enlightenment philosophy (Rousseau and Montesquieu) that played such a central role in much
classical social theory.

The turning point in Tocqueville’s life began on April 2, 1831, when he and a friend (Gustave de Beaumont) journeyed to the
United States ostensibly to study the American penitentiary system. He saw America as a laboratory in which he could study, in their
nascent state, such key phenomena to him as democracy, equality, and freedom. He traveled widely throughout much of the then-
developed (and some undeveloped) parts of the United States (and a bit of Canada), getting as far west as Green Bay (Wisconsin),
Memphis (Tennessee), and New Orleans (Louisiana), traveling through large parts of the Northeastern, Middle Atlantic, and
Southern states, as well as some Midwestern states east of the Mississippi River. He talked to all sorts of people along the way, asked
systematic questions, took copious notes, and allowed his interests to evolve on the basis of what he found along the way.
Tocqueville (and Beaumont) returned to France on February 20, 1832, having spent less than a year studying the vast physical and
social landscape of the United States, as it existed then.

It took Tocqueville some time to get started on the first volume of Democracy in America, but he began in earnest in late 1833 and the
book was published by 1835. It was a great success and made him famous. The irony here is that one of the classic works on
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democracy in general, and American democracy in particular, was written by a French aristocrat. He launched a political career while
putting the finishing touches on volume two of Democracy, which appeared in 1840. This volume was more sociological (Aron, 1965)
than the first, which was clearly about politics, particularly the American political system and how it compared to other political
systems, especially the French system. (In general, Tocqueville was very favorably disposed to the American system, although he had
reservations about democracy more generally.) Volume two was not well received, perhaps because of this shift in orientation, as well
as the book’s more abstract nature.

Tocqueville continued in politics and, even though he was an aristocrat, was comparatively liberal in many of his views. Of this, he
said:

People ascribe to me alternatively aristocratic and democratic prejudices. If I had been born in another period, or in
another country, I might have had either one or the other. But my birth, as it happened, made it easy for me to guard
against both. I came into the world at the end of a long revolution, which, after destroying ancient institutions, created
none that could last. When I entered life, aristocracy was dead and democracy was yet unborn. My instinct, therefore,
could not lead me blindly either to the one or the other.

(Tocqueville, cited in Nisbet, 1976–1977:61).

It is because of this ambivalence that Nisbet (1976–1977) argues that unlike the development of Marxism flowing from Marx’s
intellectual certainty, “at no time has there been, or is there likely to be, anything called Tocquevilleism” (p. 65).

Tocqueville lived through the Revolution of 1848 and the abdication of the king. However, he opposed the military coup staged by
Louis Napoleon, spent a few days in jail, and saw, as a result, the end of his political career (he had become minister of foreign affairs
but was fired by Louis Napoleon). He never accepted the dictatorship of Napoleon III and grew increasingly critical of the political
direction taken by France. As a way of critiquing the France of his day, Tocqueville decided to write about the French Revolution of
1789 (although he believed it continued through the first half of the 19th century and to his day) in his other well-known book, The
Old Regime and the Revolutions, which was published in 1856. The book focused on French despotism but continued the concerns of
Democracy in America with the relationship between freedom, equality, and democracy. Unlike the second volume of Democracy in
America, Old Regime was well received and quite successful. It made Tocqueville the “grand old man” of the liberal movement of the
day in France.

Tocqueville died at age 53 on April 16, 1859 (Janara, 2011; Mancini, 1994; Zunz and Kahan, 2002). One can gain a great deal of
insight into the man and his thinking though The Recollections of Alexis de Tocqueville (Tocqueville, [1893] 1959), his posthumously
published memoirs of the Revolution of 1848 and his role in it.

Three interrelated issues lie at the heart of Tocqueville’s theory. As a product of the Enlightenment, he is first
and foremost a great supporter of, and advocate for, freedom. However, he is much more critical of equality,
which he sees as tending to produce mediocrity in comparison to the higher-quality outcomes associated with
the aristocrats (he himself was an aristocrat) of a prior, more inegalitarian, era. More important, equality and
mediocrity are also linked to what most concerns him, and that is the growth of centralization, especially in
the government, and the threat centralized government poses to freedom. In his view, it was the inequality of
the prior age, the power of the aristocrats, that acted to keep government centralization in check. However,
with the demise of aristocrats, and the rise of greater equality, there are no groups capable of countering the
ever-present tendency toward centralization. The mass of largely equal people are too “servile” to oppose this
trend. Furthermore, Tocqueville links equality to individualism (an important concept that he claimed to
“invent” and for which he is credited), and the resulting individualists are far less interested in the well-being
of the larger “community” than were the aristocrats who preceded them.

It is for this reason that Tocqueville is critical of democracy and especially socialism. Democracy’s
commitment to freedom was ultimately threatened by its parallel commitment to equality and its tendency
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toward centralized government. Of course, from Tocqueville’s point of view, the situation would be far worse
in socialism because its far greater commitment to equality, and the much greater likelihood of government
centralization, posed a far greater threat to freedom. The latter view is quite prescient given what transpired in
the Soviet Union and other societies that operated, at least in name, under the banner of socialism.

Thus, the strength of Tocqueville’s theory lies in the interrelated ideas of freedom, equality, and especially
centralization. His “grand narrative” on the increasing control of central governments anticipates other
theories, including Weber’s work on bureaucracy and especially the more contemporary work of Michel
Foucault on “governmentality” and its gradual spread, increasing subtlety, and propensity to invade even the
“soul” of the people controlled by it.

Claude Henri Saint-Simon (1760–1825)

Saint-Simon was older than Auguste Comte (see the following), and, in fact, Comte, in his early years, served
as Saint-Simon’s secretary and disciple. There is a very strong similarity between the ideas of these two
thinkers, yet a bitter debate developed between them that led to their eventual split (Pickering, 1993; K.
Thompson, 1975).

The most interesting aspect of Saint-Simon was his significance to the development of both conservative (like
Comte’s) and radical Marxian theory. On the conservative side, Saint-Simon wanted to preserve society as it
was, but he did not seek a return to life as it had been in the Middle Ages, as did Bonald and Maistre. In
addition, he was a positivist (Durkheim, [1928] 1962:142), which meant that he believed that the study of
social phenomena should employ the same scientific techniques that were used in the natural sciences. On the
radical side, Saint-Simon saw the need for socialist reforms, especially the centralized planning of the
economic system. But Saint-Simon did not go nearly as far as Marx did later. Although he, like Marx, saw the
capitalists superseding the feudal nobility, he felt it inconceivable that the working class would come to replace
the capitalists. Many of Saint-Simon’s ideas are found in Comte’s work, but Comte developed them in a more
systematic fashion (Pickering, 1997).

Auguste Comte (1798–1857)

Comte was the first to use the term sociology (Pickering, 2011; J. Turner, 2001).4 He had an enormous
influence on later sociological theorists (especially Herbert Spencer and Emile Durkheim). And he believed
that the study of sociology should be scientific, just as many classical theorists did, and most contemporary
sociologists do (Lenzer, 1975).

Comte was greatly disturbed by the anarchy that pervaded French society and was critical of those thinkers
who had spawned both the Enlightenment and the French Revolution. He developed his scientific view,
positivism, or positive philosophy, to combat what he considered to be the negative and destructive philosophy
of the Enlightenment. Comte was in line with, and influenced by, the French counterrevolutionary Catholics
(especially Bonald and Maistre). However, his work can be set apart from theirs on at least two grounds. First,
he did not think it possible to return to the Middle Ages; advances in science and industry made that
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impossible. Second, he developed a much more sophisticated theoretical system than his predecessors, one
that was adequate to shape a good portion of early sociology.

Comte developed social physics, or what in 1839 he called sociology (Pickering, 2011). The use of the term social
physics made it clear that Comte sought to model sociology after the “hard sciences.” This new science, which
in his view would ultimately become the dominant science, was to be concerned with both social statics
(existing social structures) and social dynamics (social change). Although both involved the search for laws of
social life, he felt that social dynamics was more important than social statics. This focus on change reflected
his interest in social reform, particularly reform of the ills created by the French Revolution and the
Enlightenment. Comte did not urge revolutionary change, because he felt the natural evolution of society
would make things better. Reforms were needed only to assist the process a bit.

This leads us to the cornerstone of Comte’s approach—his evolutionary theory, or the law of the three stages.
The theory proposes that there are three intellectual stages through which the world has gone throughout its
history. According to Comte, not only does the world go through this process, but groups, societies, sciences,
individuals, and even minds go through the same three stages. The theological stage is the first, and it
characterized the world prior to 1300. During this period, the major idea system emphasized the belief that
supernatural powers and religious figures, modeled after humankind, are at the root of everything. In
particular, the social and physical world is seen as produced by God. The second stage is the metaphysical
stage, which occurred roughly between 1300 and 1800. This era was characterized by the belief that abstract
forces like “nature,” rather than personalized gods, explain virtually everything. Finally, in 1800, the world
entered the positivistic stage, characterized by belief in science. People now tended to give up the search for
absolute causes (God or nature) and concentrated instead on observation of the social and physical world in
the search for the laws governing them.

It is clear that in his theory of the world Comte focused on intellectual factors. Indeed, he argued that
intellectual disorder is the cause of social disorder. The disorder stemmed from earlier idea systems
(theological and metaphysical) that continued to exist in the positivistic (scientific) age. Only when positivism
gained total control would social upheavals cease. Because this was an evolutionary process, there was no need
to foment social upheaval and revolution. Positivism would come, although perhaps not as quickly as some
would like. Here Comte’s social reformism and his sociology coincide. Sociology could expedite the arrival of
positivism and hence bring order to the social world. Above all, Comte did not want to seem to be espousing
revolution. There was, in his view, enough disorder in the world. In any case, from Comte’s point of view, it
was intellectual change that was needed, and so there was little reason for social and political revolution.

We have already encountered several of Comte’s positions that were to be of great significance to the
development of classical sociology—his basic conservatism, reformism, and scientism and his evolutionary
view of the world. Several other aspects of his work deserve mention because they also were to play a major
role in the development of sociological theory. For example, his sociology does not focus on the individual but
rather takes as its basic unit of analysis larger entities such as the family. He also urged that we look at both
social structure and social change. Of great importance to later sociological theory, especially the work of
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Spencer and Parsons, is Comte’s stress on the systematic character of society—the links among and between
the various components of society. He also accorded great importance to the role of consensus in society. He
saw little merit in the idea that society is characterized by inevitable conflict between workers and capitalists.
In addition, Comte emphasized the need to engage in abstract theorizing and to go out and do sociological
research. He urged that sociologists use observation, experimentation, and comparative historical analysis.
Finally, Comte believed that sociology ultimately would become the dominant scientific force in the world
because of its distinctive ability to interpret social laws and to develop reforms aimed at patching up problems
within the system.
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Auguste Comte: A Biographical Sketch

Hulton Archive / Hulton Archive / Getty Images

Auguste Comte was born in Montpelier, France, on January 19, 1798 (Pickering, 1993:7; Wernick, 2005a; Orenstein, 2007). His
parents were middle class, and his father eventually rose to the position of official local agent for the tax collector. Although a
precocious student, Comte never received a college-level degree. He and his whole class were dismissed from the Ecole
Polytechnique for their rebelliousness and their political ideas. This expulsion had an adverse effect on Comte’s academic career. In
1817, he became secretary (and “adopted son” [Manuel, 1962:251]) to Claude Henri Saint-Simon, a philosopher 40 years Comte’s
senior. They worked closely together for several years, and Comte acknowledged his great debt to Saint-Simon: “I certainly owe a
great deal intellectually to Saint-Simon.… [H]e contributed powerfully to launching me in the philosophic direction that I clearly
created for myself today and which I will follow without hesitation all my life” (Durkheim, [1928] 1962:144). But, in 1824, they had
a falling-out because Comte believed that Saint-Simon wanted to omit Comte’s name from one of his contributions. Comte later
wrote of his relationship with Saint-Simon as “catastrophic” (Pickering, 1993:238) and described him as a “depraved juggler”
(Durkheim, [1928] 1962:144). In 1852, Comte said of Saint-Simon, “I owed nothing to this personage” (Pickering, 1993:240).

Heilbron (1995) describes Comte as short (perhaps 5 feet, 2 inches), a bit cross-eyed, and very insecure in social situations, especially
ones involving women. He was also alienated from society as a whole. These facts may help account for the fact that Comte married
Caroline Massin (the marriage lasted from 1825 to 1842). She was an illegitimate child whom Comte later called a “prostitute,”
although that label has been questioned recently (Pickering, 1997:37). Comte’s personal insecurities stood in contrast to his great
security about his own intellectual capacities, and it appears that his self-esteem was well founded:

Comte’s prodigious memory is famous. Endowed with a photographic memory, he could recite backwards the words of
any page he had read but once. His powers of concentration were such that he could sketch out an entire book without
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putting pen to paper. His lectures were all delivered without notes. When he sat down to write out his books he wrote
everything from memory.

(Schweber, 1991:134)

In 1826, Comte concocted a scheme by which he would present a series of 72 public lectures (to be held in his apartment) on his
philosophy. The course drew a distinguished audience, but it was halted after three lectures when Comte suffered a nervous
breakdown. He continued to suffer from mental problems, and, once, in 1827, he tried (unsuccessfully) to commit suicide by
throwing himself into the Seine River.

Although he could not get a regular position at the Ecole Polytechnique, Comte did get a minor position as a teaching assistant
there in 1832. In 1837, Comte was given the additional post of admissions examiner, and this, for the first time, gave him an
adequate income (he had often been economically dependent on his family until this time). During this period, Comte worked on
the six-volume work for which he is best known, Cours de Philosophie Positive, which was finally published in its entirety in 1842 (the
first volume had been published in 1830). In that work, Comte outlined his view that sociology was the ultimate science. He also
attacked the Ecole Polytechnique, and the result was that, in 1844, his assistantship there was not renewed. By 1851, he had
completed the four-volume Systeme de Politique Positive, which had a more practical intent, offering a grand plan for the
reorganization of society.

Heilbron argues that a major break took place in Comte’s life in 1838 and it was then that he lost hope that anyone would take his
work on science, in general, and sociology, in particular, seriously. It was also at that point that he embarked on his life of “cerebral
hygiene”; that is, Comte began to avoid reading the work of other people, with the result that he became hopelessly out of touch
with recent intellectual developments. It was after 1838 that he began developing his bizarre ideas about reforming society that
found expression in Systeme de Politique Positive. Comte came to fancy himself as the high priest of a new religion of humanity; he
believed in a world that eventually would be led by sociologist-priests. (Comte had been strongly influenced by his Catholic
background.) Interestingly, in spite of such outrageous ideas, Comte eventually developed a considerable following in France, as well
as in a number of other countries.

Auguste Comte died on September 5, 1857.

Comte was in the forefront of the development of positivistic sociology (C. Bryant, 1985; Halfpenny, 1982).
To Jonathan Turner, Comte’s positivism emphasized that “the social universe is amenable to the development
of abstract laws that can be tested through the careful collection of data,” and “these abstract laws will denote
the basic and generic properties of the social universe and they will specify their ‘natural relations’” (1985:24).
As we will see, a number of classical theorists (especially Spencer and Durkheim) shared Comte’s interest in
the discovery of the laws of social life.

Even though Comte lacked a solid academic base on which to build a school of Comtian sociological theory,
he nevertheless laid a basis for the development of a significant stream of sociological theory. But his long-
term significance is dwarfed by that of his successor in French sociology and the inheritor of a number of its
ideas, Emile Durkheim. (For a debate over the canonization of Durkheim, as well as other classical theorists
discussed in this chapter, see D. Parker, 1997; Mouzelis, 1997.)

Emile Durkheim (1858–1917)

Durkheim’s relation to the Enlightenment was much more ambiguous than Comte’s. Durkheim has been
seen as an inheritor of the Enlightenment tradition because of his emphasis on science and social reformism.
However, he also has been seen as the inheritor of the conservative tradition, especially as it was manifested in
Comte’s work. But whereas Comte had remained outside of academia (as had Tocqueville), Durkheim
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developed an increasingly solid academic base as his career progressed. Durkheim legitimized sociology in
France, and his work ultimately became a dominant force in the development of sociology, in general, and of
sociological theory, in particular (Rawls, 2007; Milbrandt and Pearce, 2011).

Durkheim was politically liberal, but he took a more conservative position intellectually. Like Comte and the
Catholic counterrevolutionaries, Durkheim feared and hated social disorder. His work was informed by the
disorders produced by the general social changes discussed earlier in this chapter, as well as by others (such as
industrial strikes, disruption of the ruling class, church-state discord, the rise of political anti-Semitism) more
specific to the France of Durkheim’s time (Karady, 1983). In fact, most of his work was devoted to the study
of social order. His view was that social disorders are not a necessary part of the modern world and could be
reduced by social reforms. Whereas Marx saw the problems of the modern world as inherent in society,
Durkheim (along with most other classical theorists) did not. As a result, Marx’s ideas on the need for social
revolution stood in sharp contrast to the reformism of Durkheim and the others. As classical sociological
theory developed, it was the Durkheimian interest in order and reform that came to dominate, while the
Marxian position was eclipsed.

Social Facts

Durkheim developed a distinctive conception of the subject matter of sociology and then tested it in an
empirical study. In The Rules of Sociological Method ([1895] 1982), Durkheim argued that it is the special task
of sociology to study what he called social facts (Nielsen, 2005, 2007a). He conceived of social facts as forces
(Takla and Pope, 1985) and structures that are external to, and coercive of, the individual. The study of these
large-scale structures and forces—for example, institutionalized law and shared moral beliefs—and their
impact on people became the concern of many later sociological theorists (Parsons, for example). In Suicide
([1897] 1951), Durkheim reasoned that if he could link such an individual behavior as suicide to social causes
(social facts), he would have made a persuasive case for the importance of the discipline of sociology. His basic
argument was that it was the nature of, and changes in, social facts that led to differences in suicide rates. For
example, a war or an economic depression would create a collective mood of depression that would in turn
lead to increases in suicide rates.

In The Rules of Sociological Method ([1895] 1982), Durkheim differentiated between two types of social facts—
material and nonmaterial. Although he dealt with both in the course of his work, his main focus was on
nonmaterial social facts (for example, culture and social institutions) rather than material social facts (for
example, bureaucracy and law). This concern for nonmaterial social facts was already clear in his earliest major
work, The Division of Labor in Society ([1893] 1964). His focus there was a comparative analysis of what held
society together in the primitive and modern cases. He concluded that earlier societies were held together
primarily by nonmaterial social facts, specifically, a strongly held common morality, or what he called a strong
collective conscience. However, because of the complexities of modern society, there had been a decline in the
strength of the collective conscience. The primary bond in the modern world was an intricate division of
labor, which tied people to others in dependency relationships. However, Durkheim felt that the modern
division of labor brought with it several “pathologies”; it was, in other words, an inadequate method of
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holding society together. Given his conservative sociology, Durkheim did not feel that revolution was needed
to solve these problems. Rather, he suggested a variety of reforms that could “patch up” the modern system
and keep it functioning. Although he recognized that there was no going back to the age when a powerful
collective conscience predominated, he did feel that the common morality could be strengthened in modern
society and that people thereby could cope better with the pathologies that they were experiencing.

Religion

In his later work, nonmaterial social facts occupied an even more central position. In fact, he came to focus on
perhaps the ultimate form of a nonmaterial social fact—religion—in his last major work, The Elementary
Forms of Religious Life ([1912] 1965). Durkheim examined primitive society in order to find the roots of
religion. He believed that he would be better able to find those roots in the comparative simplicity of primitive
society than in the complexity of the modern world. What he found, he felt, was that the source of religion
was society itself. Society comes to define certain things as religious and others as profane. Specifically, in the
case he studied, the clan was the source of a primitive kind of religion, totemism, in which things like plants
and animals are deified. Totemism, in turn, was seen as a specific type of nonmaterial social fact, a form of the
collective conscience. In the end, Durkheim came to argue that society and religion (or, more generally, the
collective conscience) were one and the same. Religion was the way society expressed itself in the form of a
nonmaterial social fact. In a sense, then, Durkheim came to deify society and its major products. Clearly, in
deifying society, Durkheim took a highly conservative stance: one would not want to overturn a deity or its
societal source. These books and other important works helped carve out a distinctive domain for sociology in
the academic world of turn-of-the-century France, and they earned Durkheim the leading position in that
growing field. In 1898, Durkheim set up a scholarly journal devoted to sociology, L’année sociologique
(Besnard, 1983). It became a powerful force in the development and spread of sociological ideas. Durkheim
was intent on fostering the growth of sociology, and he used his journal as a focal point for the development
of a group of disciples. They later would extend his ideas and carry them to many other locales and into the
study of other aspects of the social world (for example, sociology of law and sociology of the city) (Besnard,
1983:1). By 1910, Durkheim had established a strong center of sociology in France, and the academic
institutionalization of sociology was well under way in that nation (Heilbron, 1995).
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The Development of German Sociology

Whereas the early history of French sociology is a fairly coherent story of the progression from the
Enlightenment and the French Revolution to the conservative reaction and to the increasingly important
sociological ideas of Tocqueville, Saint-Simon, Comte, and Durkheim, German sociology was fragmented
from the beginning. A split developed between Marx (and his supporters), who remained on the edge of
sociology, and the early giants of mainstream German sociology, Max Weber and Georg Simmel.5 However,
although Marxian theory itself was deemed unacceptable, its ideas found their way in a variety of positive and
negative ways into mainstream German sociology.

The Roots and Nature of the Theories of Karl Marx (1818–1883)

The dominant intellectual influence on Karl Marx was the German philosopher G.W.F. Hegel (1770–1831).

Hegel

According to Terence Ball, “[I]t is difficult for us to appreciate the degree to which Hegel dominated German
thought in the second quarter of the 19th century. It was largely within the framework of his philosophy that
educated Germans—including the young Marx—discussed history, politics, and culture” (1991:25). Marx’s
education at the University of Berlin was shaped by Hegel’s ideas as well as by the split that developed
between Hegel’s followers after his death. The “Old Hegelians” continued to subscribe to the master’s ideas,
while the “Young Hegelians,” although still working in the Hegelian tradition, were critical of many facets of
his philosophical system.

Two concepts represent the essence of Hegel’s philosophy—the dialectic and idealism (Beamish, 2007a;
Hegel, [1807] 1967, [1821] 1967). The dialectic is both a way of thinking and an image of the world. On the
one hand, it is a way of thinking that stresses the importance of processes, relations, dynamics, conflicts, and
contradictions—a dynamic rather than a static way of thinking about the world. On the other hand, it is a
view that the world is made up not of static structures but of processes, relationships, dynamics, conflicts, and
contradictions. Although the dialectic generally is associated with Hegel, it certainly predates him in
philosophy. Marx, trained in the Hegelian tradition, accepted the significance of the dialectic. However, he
was critical of some aspects of the way Hegel used it. For example, Hegel tended to apply the dialectic only to
ideas, whereas Marx felt that it applied as well to more material aspects of life, for example, the economy.

Hegel is also associated with the philosophy of idealism (Kleiner, 2005), which emphasizes the importance of
the mind and mental products rather than the material world. It is the social definition of the physical and
material worlds that matters most, not those worlds themselves. In its extreme form, idealism asserts that only
the mind and psychological constructs exist. Some idealists believed that their mental processes would remain
the same even if the physical and social worlds no longer existed. Idealists emphasize not only mental
processes but also the ideas produced by these processes. Hegel paid a great deal of attention to the
development of such ideas, especially to what he referred to as the “spirit” of society.
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In fact, Hegel offered a kind of evolutionary theory of the world in idealistic terms. At first, people were
endowed only with the ability to acquire a sensory understanding of the world around them. They could
understand things like the sight, smell, and feel of the social and physical world. Later, people developed the
ability to be conscious of, to understand, themselves. With self-knowledge and self-understanding, people
began to understand that they could become more than they were. In terms of Hegel’s dialectical approach, a
contradiction developed between what people were and what they felt they could be. The resolution of this
contradiction lies in the development of individuals’ awareness of their place in the larger spirit of society.
Individuals come to realize that their ultimate fulfillment lies in the development and the expansion of the
spirit of society as a whole. Thus, in Hegel’s scheme, individuals evolve from an understanding of things to an
understanding of self to an understanding of their place in the larger scheme of things.

Hegel, then, offered a general theory of the evolution of the world. It is a subjective theory in which change is
held to occur at the level of consciousness. However, that change occurs largely beyond the control of actors.
Actors are reduced to little more than vessels swept along by the inevitable evolution of consciousness.

Feuerbach

Ludwig Feuerbach (1804–1872) was an important bridge between Hegel and Marx (Staples, 2007). As a
Young Hegelian, Feuerbach was critical of Hegel for, among other things, his excessive emphasis on
consciousness and the spirit of society. Feuerbach’s adoption of a materialist philosophy led him to argue that
what was needed was to move from Hegel’s subjective idealism to a focus not on ideas but on the material
reality of real human beings. In his critique of Hegel, Feuerbach focused on religion. To Feuerbach, God is
simply a projection by people of their human essence onto an impersonal force. People set God over and
above themselves, with the result that they become alienated from God and project a series of positive
characteristics onto God (that he is perfect, almighty, and holy), while they reduce themselves to being
imperfect, powerless, and sinful. Feuerbach argued that this kind of religion must be overcome and that its
defeat could be aided by a materialist philosophy in which people (not religion) became their own highest
object, ends in themselves. Real people, not abstract ideas like religion, are deified by a materialist philosophy.

Marx, Hegel, and Feuerbach

Marx was simultaneously influenced by, and critical of, both Hegel and Feuerbach. Marx, following
Feuerbach, was critical of Hegel’s adherence to an idealist philosophy. Marx took this position not only
because of his adoption of a materialist orientation but also because of his interest in practical activities. Social
facts like wealth and the state are treated by Hegel as ideas rather than as real, material entities. Even when he
examined a seemingly material process like labor, Hegel was looking only at abstract mental labor. This is very
different from Marx’s interest in the labor of real, sentient people. Thus, Hegel was looking at the wrong
issues as far as Marx was concerned. In addition, Marx felt that Hegel’s idealism led to a very conservative
political orientation. To Hegel, the process of evolution was occurring beyond the control of people and their
activities. Since people seemed to be moving toward greater consciousness of the world as it could be, there
seemed no need for any revolutionary change; the process was already moving in the “desired” direction.
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Marx took a very different position, arguing that the problems of modern life can be traced to real, material
sources (for example, the structures of capitalism) and that the solutions, therefore, can be found only in the
overturning of those structures by the collective action of large numbers of people (Marx and Engels, [1845]
1956:254). Whereas Hegel “stood the world on its head” (that is, focused on consciousness, not the real
material world), Marx firmly embedded his dialectic in a material base.

Marx applauded Feuerbach’s critique of Hegel on a number of counts (for example, its materialism and its
rejection of the abstractness of Hegel’s theory), but he was far from fully satisfied with Feuerbach’s position
(Thomson, 1994). For one thing, Feuerbach focused on the religious world, whereas Marx believed that it was
the entire social world, and the economy in particular, that had to be analyzed. Although Marx accepted
Feuerbach’s materialism, he felt that Feuerbach had gone too far in focusing one-sidedly, nondialectically, on
the material world. Feuerbach failed to include the most important of Hegel’s contributions, the dialectic, in
his materialist orientation, particularly the relationship between people and the material world. Finally, Marx
argued that Feuerbach, like most philosophers, failed to emphasize praxis—practical activity—in particular,
revolutionary activity (Wortmann, 2007). As Marx put it, “The philosophers have only interpreted the world,
in various ways; the point, however, is to change it” (cited in R. Tucker, 1970:109).

Marx extracted what he considered to be the two most important elements from these two thinkers—Hegel’s
dialectic and Feuerbach’s materialism—and fused them into his own distinctive orientation, dialectical
materialism,6 which focuses on dialectical relationships within the material world.

Political Economy

Marx’s materialism and his consequent focus on the economic sector led him rather naturally to the work of a
group of political economists (for example, Adam Smith and David Ricardo) (Howard and King, 2005). Marx
was very attracted to a number of their positions. He lauded their basic premise that labor was the source of all
wealth. This ultimately led Marx to his labor theory of value, in which he argued that the profit of the capitalist
was based on the exploitation of the laborer. Capitalists performed the rather simple trick of paying the
workers less than they deserved, because they received less pay than the value of what they actually produced
in a work period. This surplus value, which was retained and reinvested by the capitalist, was the basis of the
entire capitalist system. The capitalist system grew by continually increasing the level of exploitation of the
workers (and therefore the amount of surplus value) and investing the profits for the expansion of the system.

Marx also was affected by the political economists’ depiction of the horrors of the capitalist system and the
exploitation of the workers. However, whereas they depicted the evils of capitalism, Marx criticized the
political economists for seeing these evils as inevitable components of capitalism. Marx deplored their general
acceptance of capitalism and the way they urged people to work for economic success within it. He also was
critical of the political economists for failing to see the inherent conflict between capitalists and laborers and
for denying the need for a radical change in the economic order. Such conservative economics was hard for
Marx to accept, given his commitment to a radical change from capitalism to socialism.

Marx and Sociology
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Marx was not a sociologist and did not consider himself one. Although his work is too broad to be
encompassed by the term sociology, there is a sociological theory to be found in Marx’s work. From the
beginning, there were those who were heavily influenced by Marx, and there has been a continuous strand of
Marxian sociology, primarily in Europe. But for the majority of early sociologists, his work was a negative
force, something against which to shape their sociology. Until very recently, sociological theory, especially in
America, has been characterized by either hostility to or ignorance of Marxian theory. This has, as we will see
in Chapter 4, changed dramatically, but the negative reaction to Marx’s work was a major force in the shaping
of much of sociological theory (Gurney, 1981).

The basic reason for this rejection of Marx was ideological. Many of the early sociological theorists were
inheritors of the conservative reaction to the disruptions of the Enlightenment and the French Revolution.
Marx’s radical ideas and the radical social changes he foretold and sought to bring to life were clearly feared
and hated by such thinkers. Marx was dismissed as an ideologist. It was argued that he was not a serious
sociological theorist. However, ideology per se could not have been the real reason for the rejection of Marx,
because the work of Comte, Durkheim, and other conservative thinkers also was heavily ideological. It was the
nature of the ideology, not the existence of ideology as such, that put off many sociological theorists. They
were ready and eager to buy conservative ideology wrapped in a cloak of sociological theory, but not the
radical ideology offered by Marx and his followers.

There were, of course, other reasons why Marx was not accepted by many early theorists. He seemed to be
more an economist than a sociologist. Although the early sociologists would certainly admit the importance of
the economy, they would also argue that it was only one of a number of components of social life.

Another reason for the early rejection of Marx was the nature of his interests. Whereas the early sociologists
were reacting to the disorder created by the Enlightenment, the French Revolution, and later the Industrial
Revolution, Marx was not upset by these disorders—or by disorder in general. Rather, what interested and
concerned Marx most was the oppressiveness of the capitalist system that was emerging out of the Industrial
Revolution. Marx wanted to develop a theory that explained this oppressiveness and that would help
overthrow that system. Marx’s interest was in revolution, which stood in contrast to the conservative concern
for reform and orderly change.

Another difference worth noting is the difference in philosophical roots between Marxian and conservative
sociological theory. Most of the conservative theorists were heavily influenced by the philosophy of Immanuel
Kant. Among other things, this led them to think in linear, cause-and-effect terms. In contrast, Marx was
most heavily influenced, as we have seen, by Hegel, who thought in dialectical rather than cause-and-effect
terms. Among other things, the dialectic attunes us to the ongoing reciprocal effects of social forces.

Marx’s Theory

To oversimplify enormously, Marx offered a theory of capitalist society based on his image of the basic nature
of human beings. Marx believed that people are basically productive; that is, in order to survive, people need
to work in, and with, nature. In so doing, they produce the food, clothing, tools, shelter, and other necessities
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that permit them to live. Their productivity is a perfectly natural way by which they express basic creative
impulses. Furthermore, these impulses are expressed in concert with other people; in other words, people are
inherently social. They need to work together to produce what they need to survive.

Throughout history, this natural process has been subverted, at first, by the mean conditions of primitive
society, and, later, by a variety of structural arrangements erected by societies in the course of history. In
various ways, these structures interfered with the natural productive process. However, it is in capitalist society
that this breakdown is most acute; the breakdown in the natural productive process reaches its culmination in
capitalism.

Basically, capitalism is a structure (or, more accurately, a series of structures) that erects barriers between an
individual and the production process, the products of that process, and other people; ultimately, it even
divides the individual himself or herself. This is the basic meaning of the concept of alienation: it is the
breakdown of the natural interconnection between people and what they produce. Alienation occurs because
capitalism has evolved into a two-class system in which a few capitalists own the production process, the
products, and the labor time of those who work for them. Instead of naturally producing for themselves,
people produce unnaturally in capitalist society for a small group of capitalists. Intellectually, Marx was very
concerned with the structures of capitalism and their oppressive impact on actors. Politically, he was led to an
interest in emancipating people from the oppressive structures of capitalism.

Marx actually spent very little time dreaming about what a utopian socialist state would look like (Lovell,
1992). He was more concerned with helping to bring about the demise of capitalism. He believed that the
contradictions and conflicts within capitalism would lead dialectically to its ultimate collapse, but he did not
think that the process was inevitable. People had to act at the appropriate times and in the appropriate ways
for socialism to come into being. The capitalists had great resources at their disposal to forestall the coming of
socialism, but they could be overcome by the concerted action of a class-conscious proletariat. What would
the proletariat create in the process? What is socialism? Most basically, it is a society in which, for the first
time, people could approach Marx’s ideal image of productivity. With the aid of modern technology, people
could interact harmoniously with nature and other people to create what they needed to survive. To put it
another way, in socialist society, people would no longer be alienated.

The Roots and Nature of the Theories of Max Weber (1864–1920) and
Georg Simmel (1858–1918)

Although Marx and his followers in the late 19th and early 20th centuries remained outside mainstream
German sociology, to a considerable extent, early German sociology can be seen as developing in opposition
to Marxian theory.

Weber and Marx

Albert Salomon, for example, claimed that a large part of the theory of the early giant of German sociology,
Max Weber, developed “in a long and intense debate with the ghost of Marx” (1945:596). This is probably an
exaggeration, but, in many ways, Marxian theory did play a negative role in Weberian theory. In other ways,
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however, Weber was working within the Marxian tradition, trying to “round out” Marx’s theory. Also, there
were many inputs into Weberian theory other than Marxian theory (Burger, 1976). We can clarify a good deal
about the sources of German sociology by outlining each of these views of the relationship between Marx and
Weber (Antonio and Glassman, 1985; Schroeter, 1985). It should be borne in mind that Weber was not
intimately familiar with Marx’s work (much of it was not published until after Weber’s death) and that Weber
was reacting more to the work of the Marxists than to Marx’s work itself (Antonio, 1985:29; B. Turner,
1981:19–20).

Weber did tend to view Marx and the Marxists of his day as economic determinists who offered single-cause
theories of social life. That is, Marxian theory was seen as tracing all historical developments to economic
bases and viewing all contemporaneous structures as erected on an economic base. Although this is not true of
Marx’s own theory, it was the position of many later Marxists.

One of the examples of economic determinism that seemed to rankle Weber most was the view that ideas are
simply the reflections of material (especially economic) interests, that material interests determine ideology.
From this point of view, Weber was supposed to have “turned Marx on his head” (much as Marx had inverted
Hegel). Instead of focusing on economic factors and their effect on ideas, Weber devoted much of his
attention to ideas and their effect on the economy. Rather than seeing ideas as simple reflections of economic
factors, Weber saw them as fairly autonomous forces capable of profoundly affecting the economic world.
Weber certainly devoted a lot of attention to ideas, particularly systems of religious ideas, and he was
especially concerned with the impact of religious ideas on the economy. In The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit
of Capitalism ([1904–1905] 1958), he was concerned with Protestantism, mainly as a system of ideas, and its
impact on the rise of another system of ideas, the “spirit of capitalism,” and, ultimately, on a capitalist
economic system. Weber had a similar interest in other world religions, looking at how their nature might
have obstructed the development of capitalism in their respective societies. A second view of Weber’s
relationship to Marx, as mentioned earlier, is that he did not so much oppose Marx as try to round out Marx’s
theoretical perspective. Here Weber is seen as working more within the Marxian tradition than in opposition
to it. His work on religion, interpreted from this point of view, was simply an effort to show that not only do
material factors affect ideas but ideas themselves affect material structures.

A good example of the view that Weber was engaged in a process of rounding out Marxian theory is in the
area of stratification theory. In this work on stratification, Marx focused on social class, the economic
dimension of stratification. Although Weber accepted the importance of this factor, he argued that other
dimensions of stratification were also important. He argued that the notion of social stratification should be
extended to include stratification on the basis of prestige (status) and power. The inclusion of these other
dimensions does not constitute a refutation of Marx but is simply an extension of his ideas.

Both of the views outlined above accept the importance of Marxian theory for Weber. There are elements of
truth in both positions; at some points Weber was working in opposition to Marx, while at other points he
was extending Marx’s ideas. However, a third view of this issue may best characterize the relationship between
Marx and Weber. In this view, Marx is simply seen as only one of many influences on Weber’s thought.
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Other Influences on Weber

We can identify a number of sources of Weberian theory, including German historians, philosophers,
economists, and political theorists. Among those who influenced Weber, the philosopher Immanuel Kant
(1724–1804) stands out above all the others. But we must not overlook the impact of Friedrich Nietzsche
(1844–1900) (Antonio, 2001)—especially his emphasis on the hero—on Weber’s work on the need for
individuals to stand up to the impact of bureaucracies and other structures of modern society.

The influence of Immanuel Kant on Weber and on German sociology generally shows that German sociology
and Marxism grew from different philosophical roots. As we have seen, it was Hegel, not Kant, who was the
important philosophical influence on Marxian theory. Whereas Hegel’s philosophy led Marx and the Marxists
to look for relations, conflicts, and contradictions, Kantian philosophy led at least some German sociologists
to take a more static perspective. To Kant, the world was a buzzing confusion of events that could never be
known directly. The world could be known only through thought processes that filter, select, and categorize
these events. The content of the real world was differentiated by Kant from the forms through which that
content can be comprehended. The emphasis on these forms gave the work of those sociologists within the
Kantian tradition a more static quality than that of the Marxists within the Hegelian tradition.

Weber’s Theory

Whereas Karl Marx offered basically a theory of capitalism, Weber’s work was fundamentally a theory of the
process of rationalization (Brubaker, 1984; Kalberg, 1980, 1990, 1994, 2011a, 2016). Weber was interested in
the general issue of why institutions in the Western world had grown progressively more rational while
powerful barriers seemed to prevent a similar development in the rest of the world.

Although rationality is used in many different ways in Weber’s work, what interests us here is a process
involving one of four types identified by Kalberg (1980, 1990, 1994; see also Brubaker, 1984; D. Levine,
1981a), formal rationality. Formal rationality involves, as was usually the case with Weber, a concern for the
actor making choices of means and ends. However, in this case, that choice is made in reference to universally
applied rules, regulations, and laws. These, in turn, are derived from various large-scale structures, especially
bureaucracies and the economy. Weber developed his theories in the context of a large number of comparative
historical studies of the West, China, India, and many other regions of the world. In those studies, he sought
to delineate the factors that helped bring about or impede the development of rationalization.

Weber saw the bureaucracy (and the historical process of bureaucratization) as the classic example of
rationalization, but rationalization is perhaps best illustrated today by the fast-food restaurant (Ritzer, 2013).
The fast-food restaurant is a formally rational system in which people (both workers and customers) are led to
seek the most rational means to ends. The drive-through window, for example, is a rational means by which
workers can dispense, and customers can obtain, food quickly and efficiently. Speed and efficiency are dictated
by the fast-food restaurants and the rules and regulations by which they operate.

Weber embedded his discussion of the process of bureaucratization in a broader discussion of the political
institution. He differentiated between three types of authority systems—traditional, charismatic, and rational-
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legal. Only in the modern Western world can a rational-legal authority system develop, and only within that
system does one find the full-scale development of the modern bureaucracy. The rest of the world remains
dominated by traditional or charismatic authority systems, which generally impede the development of a
rational-legal authority system and modern bureaucracies. Briefly, traditional authority stems from a long-
lasting system of beliefs. An example would be a leader who comes to power because his or her family or clan
has always provided the group’s leadership. A charismatic leader derives his or her authority from extraordinary
abilities or characteristics, or more likely simply from the belief on the part of followers that the leader has
such traits. Although these two types of authority are of historical importance, Weber believed that the trend
in the West, and ultimately in the rest of the world, is toward systems of rational-legal authority (Bunzel,
2007). In such systems, authority is derived from rules legally and rationally enacted. Thus, the president of
the United States derives authority ultimately from the laws of society. The evolution of rational-legal
authority, with its accompanying bureaucracies, is only one part of Weber’s general argument on the
rationalization of the Western world.

Weber also did detailed and sophisticated analyses of the rationalization of such phenomena as religion, law,
the city, and even music. But we can illustrate Weber’s mode of thinking with one other example—the
rationalization of the economic institution. This discussion is couched in Weber’s broader analysis of the
relationship between religion and capitalism. In a wide-ranging historical study, Weber sought to understand
why a rational economic system (capitalism) had developed in the West and why it had failed to develop in
the rest of the world. Weber accorded a central role to religion in this process. At one level, he was engaged in
a dialogue with the Marxists in an effort to show that, contrary to what many Marxists of the day believed,
religion was not merely an epiphenomenon. Instead, it had played a key role in the rise of capitalism in the
West and in its failure to develop elsewhere in the world. Weber argued that it was a distinctively rational
religious system (Calvinism) that played the central role in the rise of capitalism in the West. In contrast, in
the other parts of the world that he studied, Weber found more irrational religious systems (for example,
Confucianism, Taoism, Hinduism), which helped inhibit the development of a rational economic system.
However, in the end, one gets the feeling that these religions provided only temporary barriers, for the
economic systems—indeed, the entire social structure—of these societies ultimately would become
rationalized.

Although rationalization lies at the heart of Weberian theory, it is far from all there is to the theory. But this
is not the place to go into that rich body of material. Instead, let us return to the development of sociological
theory. A key issue in that development is this: Why did Weber’s theory prove more attractive to later
sociological theorists than Marxian theory?

The Acceptance of Weber’s Theory

One reason is that Weber proved to be more acceptable politically. Instead of espousing Marxian radicalism,
Weber was more of a liberal on some issues and a conservative on others (for example, the role of the state).
Although he was a severe critic of many aspects of modern capitalist society and came to many of the same
critical conclusions as did Marx, he was not one to propose radical solutions to problems (Heins, 1993). In
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fact, he felt that the radical reforms offered by many Marxists and other socialists would do more harm than
good.

Later sociological theorists, especially Americans, saw their society under attack by Marxian theory. Largely
conservative in orientation, they cast about for theoretical alternatives to Marxism. One of those who proved
attractive was Max Weber. (Durkheim and Vilfredo Pareto were others.) After all, rationalization affected not
only capitalist but also socialist societies. Indeed, from Weber’s point of view, rationalization constituted an
even greater problem in socialist than in capitalist societies.

Also in Weber’s favor was the form in which he presented his judgments. He spent most of his life doing
detailed historical studies, and his political conclusions were often made within the context of his research.
Thus, they usually sounded very scientific and academic. Marx, although he did much serious research, also
wrote a good deal of explicitly polemical material. Even his more academic work is laced with acid political
judgments. For example, in Capital ([1867] 1967), he described capitalists as “vampires” and “werewolves.”
Weber’s more academic style helped make him more acceptable to later sociologists.

Another reason for the greater acceptability of Weber was that he operated in a philosophical tradition that
also helped shape the work of later sociologists. That is, Weber operated in the Kantian tradition, which
meant, as we have seen, that he tended to think in cause-and-effect terms. This kind of thinking was more
acceptable to later sociologists, who were largely unfamiliar and uncomfortable with the dialectical logic that
informed Marx’s work.

Finally, Weber appeared to offer a much more rounded approach to the social world than did Marx. Whereas
Marx appeared to be almost totally preoccupied with the economy, Weber was interested in a wide range of
social phenomena. This diversity of focus seemed to give later sociologists more to work with than the
apparently more single-minded concerns of Marx.

Weber produced most of his major works in the late 1800s and early 1900s. Early in his career, Weber was
identified more as a historian who was concerned with sociological issues, but, in the early 1900s, his focus
grew more and more sociological. Indeed, he became the dominant sociologist of his time in Germany. In
1910, he founded (with, among others, Georg Simmel, whom we discuss next) the German Sociological
Society (Glatzer, 1998). His home in Heidelberg was an intellectual center not only for sociologists but also
for scholars from many fields. Although his work was broadly influential in Germany, it was to become even
more influential in the United States, especially after Talcott Parsons introduced Weber’s ideas (and those of
other European theorists, especially Durkheim) to a large American audience. Although Marx’s ideas did not
have a significant positive effect on American sociological theorists until the 1960s, Weber was already highly
influential by the late 1930s.

Simmel’s Theory

Georg Simmel was Weber’s contemporary and a cofounder of the German Sociological Society. Simmel was a
somewhat atypical sociological theorist (Frisby, 1981; D. Levine, Carter, and Gorman, 1976a, 1976b). For
one thing, he had an immediate and profound effect on the development of American sociological theory,
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whereas Marx and Weber were largely ignored for a number of years. Simmel’s work helped shape the
development of one of the early centers of American sociology—the University of Chicago—and its major
theory, symbolic interactionism (Jaworski, 1995, 1997). The Chicago school and symbolic interactionism
came, as we will see, to dominate American sociology in the 1920s and early 1930s (Bulmer, 1984). Simmel’s
ideas were influential at Chicago mainly because the dominant figures in the early years of Chicago, Albion
Small and Robert Park, had been exposed to Simmel’s theories in Berlin in the late 1800s. Park attended
Simmel’s lectures in 1899 and 1900, and Small carried on an extensive correspondence with Simmel during
the 1890s. They were instrumental in bringing Simmel’s ideas to students and faculty at Chicago, in
translating some of his work, and in bringing it to the attention of a large-scale American audience (Frisby,
1984:29).

Another atypical aspect of Simmel’s work is his “level” of analysis, or at least that level for which he became
best known in America. Whereas Weber and Marx were preoccupied with large-scale issues like the
rationalization of society and a capitalist economy, Simmel was best known for his work on smaller-scale
issues, especially individual action and interaction. He became famous early for his thinking, derived from
Kantian philosophy, on forms of interaction (for example, conflict) and types of interactants (for example, the
stranger). Basically, Simmel saw that understanding interaction between people was one of the major tasks of
sociology. However, it was impossible to study the massive number of interactions in social life without some
conceptual tools. This is where forms of interaction and types of interactants came in. Simmel felt that he
could isolate a limited number of forms of interaction that could be found in a large number of social settings.
Thus equipped, one could analyze and understand these different interaction settings. The development of a
limited number of types of interactants could be similarly useful in explaining interaction settings. This work
had a profound effect on symbolic interactionism, which, as the name suggests, was focally concerned with
interaction. One of the ironies, however, is that Simmel also was concerned with large-scale issues similar to
those that obsessed Marx and Weber. However, this work was much less influential than his work on
interaction, although there are contemporary signs of a growing interest in the large-scale aspects of Simmel’s
sociology.

It was partly Simmel’s style in his work on interaction that made him accessible to early American sociological
theorists. Although he wrote heavy tomes like those of Weber and Marx, he also wrote a set of deceptively
simple essays on such interesting topics as poverty, the prostitute, the miser and the spendthrift, and the
stranger. The brevity of such essays and the high interest level of the material made the dissemination of
Simmel’s ideas much easier.

This early American focus on Simmel’s microsociology had the negative effect of obscuring two further
aspects of Simmel’s work. First, Simmel was an influential figure in the lebensphilosophie (life philosophy)
movement. The concept of “life” was foundational for all of Simmel’s work (Pyyhtinen, 2010). Basically, he
held the view that human action is an expression of ever-changing, dynamic life forces. Human society exists
as a tension between the movement of life and human efforts to stabilize life in social and cultural forms.
Recent English translations of Simmel’s The View of Life ([1918] 2011) and Rembrandt ([1916] 2005) have
stimulated scholarship on this aspect of his work.
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Second, the focus on Simmel’s smaller essays had the negative effect of obscuring Simmel’s more massive, and
macro-sociological, works. For example, the English translation of Simmel’s The Philosophy of Money ([1907]
1978, see Poggi, 1993) has made it attractive to a whole set of theorists interested in culture and society.
Although a macro orientation is clearer in The Philosophy of Money, it always existed in Simmel’s work. For
example, it is clear in his famous work on the dyad and the triad. Simmel thought that some crucial
sociological developments take place when a two-person group (or dyad) is transformed into a triad by the
addition of a third party. Social possibilities emerge that simply could not exist in a dyad. For example, in a
triad, one of the members can become an arbitrator or mediator of the differences between the other two.
More important, two of the members can band together and dominate the other member. This represents on
a small scale what can happen with the emergence of large-scale structures that become separate from
individuals and begin to dominate them.

This theme lies at the base of The Philosophy of Money. Simmel was concerned primarily with the emergence
in the modern world of a money economy that becomes separate from the individual and predominant. This
theme, in turn, is part of an even broader and more pervasive one in Simmel’s work: the domination of the
culture as a whole over the individual. As Simmel saw it, in the modern world, the larger culture and all its
various components (including the money economy) expand, and as they expand, the importance of the
individual decreases. Thus, for example, as the industrial technology associated with a modern economy
expands and grows more sophisticated, the skills and abilities of the individual worker grow progressively less
important. In the end, the worker is confronted with an industrial machine over which he or she can exert
little, if any, control. More generally, Simmel thought that in the modern world, the expansion of the larger
culture leads to the growing insignificance of the individual.

Although sociologists have become increasingly attuned to the broader implications of Simmel’s work, his
early influence was primarily through his studies of small-scale social phenomena, such as the forms of
interaction and types of interactants.
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The Origins of British Sociology

We have been examining the development of sociology in France (Comte, Durkheim) and Germany (Marx,
Weber, and Simmel). We turn now to the parallel development of sociology in England. As we will see,
continental European ideas had their impact on early British sociology, but more important were native
influences.
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Sigmund Freud: A Biographical Sketch

Hi-Story / Alamy Stock Photo

Another leading figure in German social science the late 1800s and early 1900s was Sigmund Freud. Although he was not a
sociologist, Freud influenced the work of many sociologists (for example, Talcott Parsons and Norbert Elias) and continues to be of
relevance to social theorists (Chodorow, 1990; Craib, 1994; A. Elliott, 1992, 2004; A. Elliott and Frosh, 1995; Kaye, 1991, 2003;
Kurzweil, 1995; Movahedi, 2007).

Sigmund Freud was born in the Austro-Hungarian city of Freiberg on May 6, 1856. In 1859, his family moved to Vienna, and in
1873, Freud entered the medical school at the University of Vienna. Freud was more interested in science than in medicine and took
a position in a physiology laboratory. He completed his degree in medicine, and after leaving the laboratory in 1882, he worked in a
hospital and then set up a private medical practice with a specialty in nervous diseases.

Freud at first used hypnosis in an effort to deal with a type of neurosis known as hysteria. He had learned the technique in Paris
from Jean Martin Charcot in 1885. Later, he adopted a technique, pioneered by a fellow Viennese physician, Joseph Breuer, in
which hysterical symptoms disappeared when the patient talked through the circumstances in which the symptoms first arose. By
1895, Freud had published a book with Breuer with a series of revolutionary implications: that the causes of neuroses like hysteria
were psychological (not, as had been believed, physiological) and that the therapy involved talking through the original causes. Thus
was born the practical and theoretical field of psychoanalysis. Freud began to part company with Breuer as he came to see sexual
factors, or more generally the libido, at the root of neuroses. Over the next several years, Freud refined his therapeutic techniques and
wrote a great deal about his new ideas.

By 1902, Freud began to gather a number of disciples around him, and they met weekly at his house. By 1903 or 1904, others (like
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Carl Jung) began to use Freud’s ideas in their psychiatric practices. In 1908, the first Psychoanalytic Congress was held, and, the next
year, a periodical for disseminating psychoanalytic knowledge was formed. As quickly as it had formed, the new field of
psychoanalysis became splintered as Freud broke with people like Jung and they went off to develop their own ideas and found their
own groups. World War I slowed the development of psychoanalysis, but psychoanalysis expanded and developed greatly in the
1920s. With the rise of Nazism, the center of psychoanalysis shifted to the United States, where it remains to this day. But Freud
remained in Vienna until the Nazis took over in 1938, despite the fact that he was Jewish and the Nazis had burned his books as
early as 1933. On June 4, 1938, only after a ransom had been paid and President Roosevelt had interceded, Sigmund Freud left
Vienna. Freud had suffered from cancer of the jaw since 1923, and he died in London on September 23, 1939.

Political Economy, Ameliorism, and Social Evolution

Philip Abrams (1968) contended that British sociology was shaped in the 19th century by three often
conflicting sources—political economy, ameliorism, and social evolution.7 Thus, when the Sociological
Society of London was founded in 1903, there were strong differences over the definition of sociology.
However, there were few who doubted the view that sociology could be a science. It was the differences that
gave British sociology its distinctive character, and we will look at each of them briefly.

Political Economy

We have already touched on political economy, which was a theory of industrial and capitalist society traceable
in part to the work of Adam Smith (1723–1790).8 As we saw, political economy had a profound effect on
Karl Marx. Marx studied political economy closely, and he was critical of it. But that was not the direction
taken by British economists and sociologists. They tended to accept Smith’s idea that there was an “invisible
hand” that shaped the market for labor and goods. The market was seen as an independent reality that stood
above individuals and controlled their behavior. The British sociologists, like the political economists and
unlike Marx, saw the market as a positive force, as a source of order, harmony, and integration in society.
Because they saw the market, and more generally society, in a positive light, the task of the sociologist was not
to criticize society but simply to gather data on the laws by which it operated. The goal was to provide the
government with the facts it needed to understand the way the system worked and to direct its workings
wisely.

The emphasis was on facts, but which facts? Whereas Marx, Weber, Durkheim, and Comte looked to the
structures of society for their basic facts, the British thinkers tended to focus on the individuals who made up
those structures. In dealing with large-scale structures, they tended to collect individual-level data and then
combine them to form a collective portrait. In the mid-1800s, it was the statisticians who dominated British
social science, and this kind of data collection was deemed to be the major task of sociology. Instead of general
theorizing, the “emphasis settled on the business of producing more exact indicators, better methods of
classification and data collection, improved life tables, higher levels of comparability between discrete bodies
of data, and the like” (Abrams, 1968:18).

It was almost in spite of themselves that these statistically oriented sociologists came to see some limitations in
their approach. A few began to feel the need for broader theorizing. To them, a problem such as poverty
pointed to failings in the market system as well as in the society as a whole. But most, focused as they were on
individuals, did not question the larger system; they turned instead to more detailed field studies and to the
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development of more complicated and more exact statistical techniques. To them, the source of the problem

had to lie in inadequate research methods, not in the system as a whole. As Philip Abrams noted, “Focusing
persistently on the distribution of individual circumstances, the statisticians found it hard to break through to
a perception of poverty as a product of social structure.… They did not and probably could not achieve the
concept of structural victimization” (1968:27). In addition to their theoretical and methodological
commitments to the study of individuals, the statisticians worked too closely with government policy makers
to arrive at the conclusion that the larger political and economic system was the problem.

Ameliorism

Related to, but separable from, political economy was the second defining characteristic of British sociology
—ameliorism, or a desire to solve social problems by reforming individuals. Although British scholars began to
recognize that there were problems in society (for example, poverty), they still believed in that society and
wanted to preserve it. They desired to forestall violence and revolution and to reform the system so that it
could continue essentially as it was. Above all, they wanted to prevent the coming of a socialist society. Thus,
like French sociology and some branches of German sociology, British sociology was conservatively oriented.

Because the British sociologists could not, or would not, trace the source of problems such as poverty to the
society as a whole, the source had to lie within the individuals themselves. This was an early form of what
William Ryan (1971) later called “blaming the victim.” Much attention was devoted to a long series of
individual problems—“ignorance, spiritual destitution, impurity, bad sanitation, pauperism, crime, and
intemperance—above all intemperance” (Abrams, 1968:39). Clearly, there was a tendency to look for a simple
cause for all social ills, and the one that suggested itself before all others was alcoholism. What made this
perfect to the ameliorist was that this was an individual pathology, not a social pathology. The ameliorists
lacked a theory of social structure, a theory of the social causes of such individual problems.

Social Evolution

But a stronger sense of social structure was lurking below the surface of British sociology, and it burst through
in the latter part of the 19th century with the growth of interest in social evolution (Maryanski, 2005;
Sanderson, 2001). One important influence was the work of Auguste Comte, part of which had been
translated into English in the 1850s by Harriet Martineau (Hoecker-Drysdale, 2011). Although Comte’s
work did not inspire immediate interest, by the last quarter of the century, a number of thinkers had been
attracted to it and to its concern for the larger structures of society, its scientific (positivistic) orientation, its
comparative orientation, and its evolutionary theory. However, a number of British thinkers sharpened their
own conception of the world in opposition to some of the excesses of Comtian theory (for example, the
tendency to elevate sociology to the status of a religion).

In Abrams’s view, the real importance of Comte lay in his providing one of the bases on which opposition
could be mounted against the “oppressive genius of Herbert Spencer” (Abrams, 1968:58). In both a positive
and a negative sense, Spencer was a dominant figure in British sociological theory, especially evolutionary
theory (Francis, 2007, 2011; J. Turner, 2000, 2007a).
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Herbert Spencer (1820–1903)

In attempting to understand Spencer’s ideas (Haines, 2005; J. Turner, 2005), it is useful to compare and
contrast them with Comtian theory.

Spencer and Comte

Spencer is often categorized with Comte in terms of their influence on the development of sociological theory
(J. Turner, 2001), but there are some important differences between them. For example, it is less easy to
categorize Spencer as a conservative. In fact, in his early years, Spencer is better seen as a political liberal, and
he retained elements of liberalism throughout his life (Francis, 2011). However, it is also true that Spencer
grew more conservative during the course of his life and that his basic influence, as was true of Comte, was
conservative.

One of his liberal views, which coexisted rather uncomfortably with his conservatism, was his acceptance of a
laissez-faire doctrine: he felt that the state should not intervene in individual affairs except in the rather
passive function of protecting people. This meant that Spencer, unlike Comte, was not interested in social
reforms; he wanted social life to evolve free of external control.9

This difference points to Spencer as a social Darwinist (G. Jones, 1980; Weiler, 2007a). As such, he held the
evolutionary view that the world was growing progressively better. Therefore, it should be left alone; outside
interference could only worsen the situation. He adopted the view that social institutions, like plants and
animals, adapted progressively and positively to their social environment. He also accepted the Darwinian
view that a process of natural selection, “survival of the fittest,” occurred in the social world. That is, if
unimpeded by external intervention, people who were “fit” would survive and proliferate whereas the “unfit”
eventually would die out. (Interestingly, it was Spencer who coined the phrase “survival of the fittest” several
years before Charles Darwin’s work on natural selection.) Another difference with Comte was that Spencer
emphasized the individual, whereas Comte focused on larger units such as the family.

Comte and Spencer shared with Durkheim and others a commitment to a science of sociology (Haines,
1992), which was a very attractive perspective to early theorists. Another influence of Spencer’s work, shared
with both Comte and Durkheim, was his tendency to see society as an organism. In this, Spencer borrowed his
perspective and concepts from biology. He was concerned with the overall structure of society, the
interrelationship of the parts of society, and the functions of the parts for each other as well as for the system as
a whole.

Most important, Spencer, like Comte, had an evolutionary conception of historical development (Maryanski,
2005). However, Spencer was critical of Comte’s evolutionary theory on several grounds. Specifically, he
rejected Comte’s law of the three stages. He argued that Comte was content to deal with evolution in the
realm of ideas, in terms of intellectual development. Spencer, however, sought to develop an evolutionary
theory in the real, material world.

Evolutionary Theory
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It is possible to identify at least two major evolutionary perspectives in Spencer’s work (Haines, 1988; Perrin,
1976).

The first of these theories relates primarily to the increasing size of society. Society grows through both the
multiplication of individuals and the union of groups (compounding). The increasing size of society brings
with it larger and more differentiated social structures, as well as the increasing differentiation of the functions
they perform. In addition to their growth in size, societies evolve through compounding, that is, by unifying
more and more adjoining groups. Thus, Spencer talks of the evolutionary movement from simple to
compound, doubly-compound, and trebly-compound societies.

Spencer also offers a theory of evolution from militant to industrial societies. Earlier, militant societies are
defined by being structured for offensive and defensive warfare. While Spencer was critical of warfare, he felt
that in an earlier stage it was functional in bringing societies together (for example, through military conquest)
and in creating the larger aggregates of people necessary for the development of industrial society. However,
with the emergence of industrial society, warfare ceases to be functional and serves to impede further
evolution. Industrial society is based on friendship, altruism, elaborate specialization, recognition for
achievements rather than the characteristics one is born with, and voluntary cooperation between highly
disciplined individuals. Such a society is held together by voluntary contractual relations and, more important,
by a strong common morality. The government’s role is restricted and focuses only on what people ought not
to do. Obviously, modern industrial societies are less warlike than their militant predecessors. Although
Spencer sees a general evolution in the direction of industrial societies, he also recognizes that it is possible
that there will be periodic regressions to warfare and more militant societies.

In his ethical and political writings, Spencer offered other ideas on the evolution of society. For one thing, he
saw society as progressing toward an ideal, or perfect, moral state. For another, he argued that the fittest
societies survive and that unfit societies should be permitted to die off. The result of this process is adaptive
upgrading for the world as a whole.

Thus, Spencer offered a rich and complicated set of ideas on social evolution. His ideas first enjoyed great
success, then were rejected for many years, and more recently have been revived with the rise of
neoevolutionary sociological theories (Buttel, 1990; Sanderson, 2007).

The Reaction Against Spencer in Britain

Despite his emphasis on the individual, Spencer was best known for his large-scale theory of social evolution.
In this, he stood in stark contrast to the sociology that preceded him in Britain. However, the reaction against
Spencer was based more on the threat that his idea of survival of the fittest posed to the ameliorism so dear to
most early British sociologists. Although Spencer later repudiated some of his more outrageous ideas, he did
argue for a survival-of-the-fittest philosophy and against government intervention and social reform:

Fostering the good-for-nothing at the expense of the good, is an extreme cruelty. It is a deliberate
stirring-up of miseries for future generations. There is no greater curse to posterity than that of
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bequeathing to them an increasing population of imbeciles and idlers and criminals.… The whole
effort of nature is to get rid of such, to clear the world of them, and make room for better.… If they
are not sufficiently complete to live, they die, and it is best they should die.

(Spencer, cited in Abrams, 1968:74)

Such sentiments were clearly at odds with the ameliorative orientation of the British reformer-sociologists.
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The Key Figure in Early Italian Sociology

We close this sketch of early, primarily conservative, European sociological theory with a brief mention of one
Italian sociologist, Vilfredo Pareto (1848–1923). Pareto was influential in his time, but his contemporary
relevance is minimal (for one exception, see Powers, 1986). There was a brief outburst of interest in Pareto’s
(1935) work in the 1930s, when the major American theorist, Talcott Parsons, devoted as much attention to
him as he gave to Weber and Durkheim. However, in recent years, except for a few of his major concepts,
Pareto also has receded in importance and contemporary relevance (Femia, 1995).
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Herbert Spencer: A Biographical Sketch

Print Collector / Hulton Archive / Getty Images

Herbert Spencer was born in Derby, England, on April 27, 1820 (Francis, 2011; Haines, 2005). He was not schooled in the arts and
humanities, but rather in technical and utilitarian matters. In 1837, he began work as a civil engineer for a railway, an occupation he
held until 1846. During this period, Spencer continued to study on his own and began to publish scientific and political works.

In 1848, Spencer was appointed an editor of The Economist, and his intellectual ideas began to solidify. By 1850, he had completed
his first major work, Social Statics. During the writing of this work, Spencer first began to experience insomnia, and over the years his
mental and physical problems mounted. He was to suffer a series of nervous breakdowns throughout the rest of his life.

In 1853, Spencer received an inheritance that allowed him to quit his job and live for the rest of his life as a gentleman scholar. He
never earned a university degree or held an academic position. As he grew more isolated and physical and mental illness mounted,
Spencer’s productivity as a scholar increased. Eventually, Spencer began to achieve not only fame within England but also an
international reputation. As Richard Hofstadter put it: “In the three decades after the Civil War it was impossible to be active in any
field of intellectual work without mastering Spencer” (1959:33). Among his supporters was the important industrialist Andrew
Carnegie, who wrote the following to Spencer during the latter’s fatal illness of 1903:

Dear Master Teacher … you come to me every day in thought, and the everlasting “why” intrudes—Why lies he? Why
must he go? … The world jogs on unconscious of its greatest mind.… But it will wake some day to its teachings and
decree Spencer’s place is with the greatest.

(Carnegie, cited in Peel, 1971:2)
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But that was not to be Spencer’s fate.

One of Spencer’s most interesting characteristics, one that was ultimately to be the cause of his intellectual undoing, was his
unwillingness to read the work of other people. In this, he resembled another early giant of sociology, Auguste Comte, who
practiced “cerebral hygiene.” Of the need to read the works of others, Spencer said, “All my life I have been a thinker and not a
reader, being able to say with Hobbes that ‘if I had read as much as other men I would have known as little’” (Wiltshire, 1978:67). A
friend asked Spencer’s opinion of a book, and “his reply was that on looking into the book he saw that its fundamental assumption
was erroneous, and therefore did not care to read it” (Wiltshire, 1978:67). One author wrote of Spencer’s “incomprehensible way of
absorbing knowledge through the powers of his skin … he never seemed to read books” (Wiltshire, 1978:67).

If he didn’t read the work of other scholars, where, then, did Spencer’s ideas and insights come from? According to Spencer, they
emerged involuntarily and intuitively from his mind. He said that his ideas emerged “little by little, in unobtrusive ways, without
conscious intention or appreciable effort” (Wiltshire, 1978:66). Such intuition was deemed by Spencer to be far more effective than
careful study and thought: “A solution reached in the way described is more likely to be true than one reached in the pursuance of a
determined effort [which] causes perversion of thought” (Wiltshire, 1978:66).

Spencer suffered because of his unwillingness to read seriously the works of other people. In fact, if he read other work, it was often
only to find confirmation for his own, independently created ideas. He ignored those ideas that did not agree with his. Thus, his
contemporary, Charles Darwin, said of Spencer: “If he had trained himself to observe more, even at the expense of … some loss of
thinking power, he would have been a wonderful man” (Wiltshire, 1978:70). Spencer’s disregard for the rules of scholarship led him
to a series of outrageous ideas and unsubstantiated assertions about the evolution of the world. For these reasons, sociologists in the
20th century came to reject Spencer’s work and to substitute for it careful scholarship and empirical research.

Spencer died on December 8, 1903.

Zeitlin argued that Pareto developed his “major ideas as a refutation of Marx” (1996:171). In fact, Pareto was
rejecting not only Marx but also a good portion of Enlightenment philosophy. For example, whereas the
Enlightenment philosophers emphasized rationality, Pareto emphasized the role of nonrational factors such as
human instincts (Mozetič and Weiler, 2007). This emphasis also was tied to his rejection of Marxian theory.
That is, because nonrational, instinctual factors were so important and so unchanging, it was unrealistic to
hope to achieve dramatic social changes with an economic revolution.

Pareto also developed a theory of social change that stood in stark contrast to Marxian theory. Whereas
Marx’s theory focused on the role of the masses, Pareto offered an elite theory of social change, which held
that society inevitably is dominated by a small elite that operates on the basis of enlightened self-interest
(Adams, 2005). It rules over the masses of people, who are dominated by nonrational forces. Because they lack
rational capacities, the masses, in Pareto’s system, are unlikely to be a revolutionary force. Social change occurs
when the elite begins to degenerate and is replaced by a new elite derived from the nongoverning elite or
higher elements of the masses. Once the new elite is in power, the process begins anew. Thus, we have a
cyclical theory of social change instead of the directional theories offered by Marx, Comte, Spencer, and
others. In addition, Pareto’s theory of change largely ignores the plight of the masses. Elites come and go, but
the lot of the masses remains the same.

This theory, however, was not Pareto’s lasting contribution to sociology. That lay in his scientific conception
of sociology and the social world: “My wish is to construct a system of sociology on the model of celestial
mechanics [astronomy], physics, chemistry” (cited in Hook, 1965:57). Briefly, Pareto conceived of society as a
system in equilibrium, a whole consisting of interdependent parts. A change in one part was seen as leading to
changes in other parts of the system. Pareto’s systemic conception of society was the most important reason
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Parsons devoted so much attention to Pareto’s work in his 1937 book, The Structure of Social Action, and it was
Pareto’s most important influence on Parsons’s thinking. Fused with similar views held by those who had an
organic image of society (Comte, Durkheim, and Spencer, for example), Pareto’s theory played a central role
in the development of Parsons’s theory and, more generally, in structural functionalism.

Although few modern sociologists now read Pareto’s work, it can be seen as a rejection of the Enlightenment
and of Marxism and as offering an elite theory of social change that stands in opposition to the Marxian
perspective.
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Turn-of-the-Century Developments in European Marxism

While many 19th-century sociologists were developing their theories in opposition to Marx, there was a
simultaneous effort by a number of Marxists to clarify and extend Marxian theory (Beilharz, 2005f; Steinmetz,
2007). Between roughly 1875 and 1925, there was little overlap between Marxism and sociology. (Weber is an
exception to this.) The two schools of thought were developing in parallel fashion with little or no interchange
between them.

After the death of Marx, Marxian theory was first dominated by those who saw in his theory scientific and
economic determinism (Bakker, 2007a). Wallerstein calls this the era of “orthodox Marxism” (1986:1301).
Friedrich Engels, Marx’s benefactor and collaborator, lived on after Marx’s death and can be seen as the first
exponent of such a perspective. Basically, this view was that Marx’s scientific theory had uncovered the
economic laws that ruled the capitalist world. Such laws pointed to the inevitable collapse of the capitalist
system. Early Marxian thinkers, like Karl Kautsky, sought to gain a better understanding of the operation of
these laws. There were several problems with this perspective. For one thing, it seemed to rule out political
action, a cornerstone of Marx’s position. That is, there seemed no need for individuals, especially workers, to
do anything. In that the system was inevitably crumbling, all they had to do was sit back and wait for its
demise. On a theoretical level, deterministic Marxism seemed to rule out the dialectical relationship between
individuals and larger social structures.

These problems led to a reaction among Marxian theorists and to the development of “Hegelian Marxism” in
the early 1900s. The Hegelian Marxists refused to reduce Marxism to a scientific theory that ignored
individual thought and action. They are labeled Hegelian Marxists because they sought to combine Hegel’s
interest in consciousness (which some, including the authors of this text, view Marx as sharing) with the
determinists’ interest in the economic structures of society. The Hegelian theorists were significant for both
theoretical and practical reasons. Theoretically, they reinstated the importance of the individual,
consciousness, and the relationship between thought and action. Practically, they emphasized the importance
of individual action in bringing about a social revolution.

The major exponent of this point of view was Georg Lukács (Fischer, 1984; Markus, 2005). According to
Martin Jay, Lukács was “the founding father of Western Marxism,” and his work History and Class
Consciousness ([1922] 1968) is “generally acknowledged as the charter document of Hegelian Marxism”
(1984:84). Lukács had begun in the early 1900s to integrate Marxism with sociology (in particular, Weberian
and Simmelian theory). This integration was soon to accelerate with the development of critical theory in the
1920s and 1930s.
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Summary

This chapter sketches the early history of sociological theory. The first section deals with the various social
forces involved in the development of sociological theory. Although there were many such influences, we
focus on how political revolution, the Industrial Revolution, and the rise of capitalism, colonialism, socialism,
feminism, urbanization, religious change, and the growth of science affected sociological theory. The second
part of the chapter examines the influence of intellectual forces on the rise of sociological theory in various
countries. We begin with France and the role played by the Enlightenment, stressing the conservative and
romantic reaction to it. It is out of this interplay that French sociological theory developed. In this context, we
examine the major figures in the early years of French sociology—Alexis de Tocqueville, Claude Henri Saint-
Simon, Auguste Comte, and Emile Durkheim.

Next, we turn to Germany and the role played by Karl Marx in the development of sociology in that country.
We discuss the parallel development of Marxian theory and sociological theory and the ways in which
Marxian theory influenced sociology, both positively and negatively. We begin with the roots of Marxian
theory in Hegelianism, materialism, and political economy. Marx’s theory itself is touched upon briefly. The
discussion then shifts to the roots of German sociology. Max Weber’s work is examined in order to show the
diverse sources of German sociology. Also discussed are some of the reasons why Weber’s theory proved more
acceptable to later sociologists than did Marx’s ideas. This section closes with a brief discussion of Georg
Simmel’s work.

The rise of sociological theory in Britain is considered next. The major sources of British sociology were
political economy, ameliorism, and social evolution. In this context, we touch on the work of Herbert Spencer
as well as on some of the controversy that surrounded it.

This chapter closes with a brief discussion of Italian sociological theory, in particular the work of Vilfredo
Pareto, and the turn-of-the-century developments in European Marxian theory, primarily economic
determinism and Hegelian Marxism.
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Notes

1. Such a definition stands in contrast to the formal, “scientific” definitions (Jasso, 2001) that often are used in
theory texts of this type. A scientific definition might be that a theory is a set of interrelated propositions that
allows for the systematization of knowledge, explanation, and prediction of social life and the generation of
new research hypotheses (Faia, 1986). Although such a definition has a number of attractions, it simply does
not fit many of the idea systems that are discussed in this book. In other words, most theories fall short on one
or more of the formal components of theory, but they are nonetheless considered theories by most
sociologists.

2. This section is based on the work of Irving Zeitlin (1996). Although Zeitlin’s analysis is presented here for
its coherence, it has a number of limitations: there are better analyses of the Enlightenment, there are many
other factors involved in shaping the development of sociology, and Zeitlin tends to overstate his case in
places (for example, on the impact of Marx). But on the whole, Zeitlin provides us with a useful starting
point, given our objectives in this chapter.

3. Although we have emphasized the discontinuities between the Enlightenment and the counter-
Enlightenment, Seidman makes the point that there also are continuities and linkages. First, the counter-
Enlightenment carried on the scientific tradition developed in the Enlightenment. Second, it picked up the
Enlightenment emphasis on collectivities (as opposed to individuals) and greatly extended it. Third, both had
an interest in the problems of the modern world, especially its negative effects on individuals.

4. While he recognizes that Comte created the label “sociology,” Eriksson (1993) has challenged the idea that
Comte is the progenitor of modern, scientific sociology. Rather, Eriksson sees people like Adam Smith, and
more generally the Scottish Moralists, as the true source of modern sociology. See also L. Hill (1996) on the
importance of Adam Ferguson, Ullmann-Margalit (1997) on Ferguson and Adam Smith, and Rundell
(2001).

5. For an argument against this and the view of continuity between Marxian and mainstream sociology, see
Seidman (1983).

6. First used by Joseph Dietzgen in 1887, the term was made central by Georgi Plekhanov in 1891 (Beamish,
2007a). Although Marx certainly operated from the perspective of dialectical materialism, he never used the
concept.

7. For later developments in British sociology, see Abrams et al. (1981).

8. Smith is usually included as a leading member of the Scottish Enlightenment (Chitnis, 1976; Strydom,
2005) and as one of the Scottish Moralists (L. Schneider, 1967:xi), who were establishing a basis for
sociology.

9. This said, Mark Francis (2011) argues that contemporary interpreters of Spencer have overemphasized his
commitment to laissez-faire capitalism. Referring to the work of Thomas Leonard (2009), Francis says that
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“references to Spencer as a prophet of laissez-faire capitalism were also very scarce before the second half of
the twentieth century” (2011:168).
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2 Karl Marx
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Introduction

Marx began his most famous work, The Manifesto of the Communist Party (Marx and Engels [1848] 1948),
with the following line: “There is a spectre haunting Europe, the spectre of communism.” It might be said
that the same ghost is haunting our understanding of Marx. It is difficult to separate the ideas of Marx from
the political movements that they inspired. Nevertheless, as Tom Rockmore (2002:96) tells us, we must try
“to free Marx from Marxism.”

For many, Marx has become more of an icon than a thinker deserving of serious study. The symbolism of his
name tends to muddle understanding of his ideas. Marx is the only theorist we will study who has had
political movements and social systems named after him. He is probably the only theorist your friends and
family have strong opinions about. He is often criticized, as well as praised, by people who have never actually
read his work. Even among his followers, Marx’s ideas frequently are reduced to slogans such as “the opium of
the people” and “the dictatorship of the proletariat,” but the role of these slogans in Marx’s encompassing
theory often is ignored.

There are many reasons for this lack of understanding of Marx’s social theory, the main one being that Marx
never really completed his social theory. He planned, early in his career, to publish separate works on
economics, law, morals, politics, and so forth, and then “in a special work, to present them once again as a
connected whole, to show the relationship between the parts” (Marx, [1932] 1964:280). He never did this
final work and never even completed his separate work on economics. Instead, much of his time was taken up
by study, journalism, political activity, and a series of minor intellectual and political arguments with friends
and adversaries.

In addition, although Marx could write clear and inspiring prose, especially in his political tracts, he often
preferred a vocabulary that relied on complex philosophical traditions, and he made these terms even more
difficult to understand by implicitly redefining them for his own use. Vilfredo Pareto made the classic critique
of Marx by comparing his words to a fable about bats. When someone said they were birds, the bats would
cry, “No, we are mice.” When someone said they were mice, they protested that they were birds. Whatever
interpretation one makes of Marx, others can offer alternative interpretations. For example, some stress
Marx’s early work on human potential and tend to discount his political economy (see, for example, Ollman,
1976; Wallimann, 1981; Wartenberg, 1982). Others stress Marx’s later work on the economic structures of
society and see that work as distinct from his early, largely philosophical work on human nature (see
Althusser, 1969; Gandy, 1979; McMurty, 1978).1 One interpreter of Marx made the following comment,
which applies equally to this chapter: “Virtually every paragraph in this chapter could be accompanied by three
concise paragraphs describing why other readers of Marx, erudite and influential, think that this paragraph is
wrong, in emphasis or substance” (R. Miller, 1991:105). And, of course, the differing interpretations have
political consequences, making any disagreement extremely contentious.2

Despite these problems, Marx’s theories have produced one of sociology’s most productive and significant
research programs. When Marx died in 1883, the 11 mourners at his funeral seemed to belie what Engels said

82



in his eulogy: “His name and work will endure through the ages.” Nevertheless, Engels seems to have been
right. His ideas have been so influential that even one of his critics admitted that, in a sense, “we are all
Marxists now” (P. Singer, 1980:1). As Hannah Arendt (2002:274) wrote, if Marx seems to be forgotten, it is
not “because Marx’s thought and the methods he introduced have been abandoned, but rather because they
have become so axiomatic that their origin is no longer remembered.”

It is for these reasons that a return to Marx has proven so productive to those working in sociology. Thinking
about Marx helps to clarify what sociology and, indeed, our society have taken for granted. Rediscoveries and
reinterpretations of Marx have often renewed sociology and opened up a fresh perspective on such issues as
alienation, globalization, and the environment (Foster, 2000).

Despite differing interpretations, there is general agreement that Marx’s main interest was in the historical
basis of inequality, especially the unique form that it takes under capitalism. However, Marx’s approach is
different from many of the theories that we will examine. For Marx, a theory about how society works would
be partial, because what he mainly sought was a theory about how to change society. Marx’s theory, then, is an
analysis of inequality under capitalism and how to change it.

As capitalism has come to dominate the globe and the most significant communist alternatives have
disappeared, some might argue that Marx’s theories have lost their relevance. However, once we realize that
Marx provides an analysis of capitalism, we can see that his theories are more relevant now than ever
(Antonio, 2011; McLennan, 2001:43). Marx provides a diagnosis of capitalism that is able to reveal its
tendencies to crises, point out its perennial inequalities, and, if nothing else, demand that capitalism live up to
its own promises. The example of Marx makes an important point about theory. Even when their particular
predictions are disproved—even though the proletariat revolution that Marx believed to be imminent did not
come about—theories still hold a value as an alternative to our current society. Theories may not tell us what
will happen, but they can argue for what should happen and help us develop a plan for carrying out the change
that the theory envisions or for resisting the change that the theory predicts.
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The Dialectic

Vladimir Lenin (1972:180) said that no one can fully understand Marx’s work without a prior understanding
of the German philosopher G.W.F. Hegel. We can only hope that this is not true, because Hegel was one of
the most purposefully difficult philosophers ever to have written. Nevertheless, we must understand some of
Hegel in order to appreciate the central Marxian conception of the dialectic.

The idea of a dialectical philosophy had been around for centuries (Gadamer, 1989). Its basic idea is the
centrality of contradiction. While most philosophies, and indeed common sense, treat contradictions as
mistakes, a dialectical philosophy believes that contradictions exist in reality and that the most appropriate
way to understand reality is to study the development of those contradictions. Hegel used the idea of
contradiction to understand historical change. According to Hegel, historical change has been driven by the
contradictory understandings that are the essence of reality, by our attempts to resolve the contradictions, and
by the new contradictions that develop.

Marx also accepted the centrality of contradictions to historical change. We see this in such well-known
formulations as the “contradictions of capitalism” and “class contradictions.” However, unlike Hegel, Marx
did not believe that these contradictions could be worked out in our understanding, that is, in our minds.
Instead, for Marx, these are real, existing contradictions (Wilde, 1991:277). For Marx, such contradictions are
resolved not by the philosopher sitting in an armchair but by a life-and-death struggle that changes the social
world. This was a crucial transformation because it allowed Marx to move the dialectic out of the realm of
philosophy and into the realm of a study of social relations grounded in the material world. It is this focus that
makes Marx’s work so relevant to sociology, even though the dialectical approach is very different from the
mode of thinking used by most sociologists. The dialectic leads to an interest in the conflicts and
contradictions between various levels of social reality, rather than to the more traditional sociological interest
in the ways these various levels mesh neatly into a cohesive whole.

For example, one of the contradictions within capitalism is the relationship between the workers and the
capitalists who own the factories and other means of production with which the work is done. The capitalist
must exploit the workers in order to make a profit from the workers’ labor. The workers, in contradiction to
the capitalists, want to keep at least some of the profit for themselves. Marx believed that this contradiction
was at the heart of capitalism, and that it would grow worse as capitalists drove more and more people to
become workers by forcing small firms out of business and as competition between the capitalists forced them
to further exploit the workers to make a profit. As capitalism expands, the number of workers exploited, as
well as the degree of exploitation, increases. This contradiction can be resolved not through philosophy but
only through social change. The tendency for the level of exploitation to escalate leads to more and more
resistance by the workers. Resistance begets more exploitation and oppression, and the likely result is a
confrontation between the two classes (Boswell and Dixon, 1993).
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Dialectical Method

Marx’s focus on real, existing contradictions led to a particular method for studying social phenomena that has
also come to be called “dialectical” (T. Ball, 1991; Friedrichs, 1972; Ollman, 1976; L. Schneider, 1971;
Starosta, 2008).

Fact and Value

In dialectical analysis, social values are not separable from social facts. Many sociologists believe that their
values can and must be separated from their study of facts about the social world. The dialectical thinker
believes that it is not only impossible to keep values out of the study of the social world but also undesirable,
because to do so would produce a dispassionate, inhuman sociology that has little to offer to people in search
of answers to the problems they confront. Facts and values are inevitably intertwined, with the result that the
study of social phenomena is value-laden. Thus, to Marx, it was impossible and, even if possible, undesirable
to be dispassionate in his analysis of capitalist society. But Marx’s emotional involvement in what he was
studying did not mean that his observations were inaccurate. It could even be argued that Marx’s passionate
views on these issues gave him unparalleled insight into the nature of capitalist society. A less passionate
student might have delved less deeply into the dynamics of the system. In fact, research into the work of
scientists indicates that the idea of a dispassionate scientist is largely a myth and that the very best scientists
are the ones who are most passionate about, and committed to, their ideas (Mitroff, 1974).

Reciprocal Relations

The dialectical method of analysis does not see a simple, one-way, cause-and-effect relationship between the
various parts of the social world. For the dialectical thinker, social influences never simply flow in one
direction as they often do for cause-and-effect thinkers. To the dialectician, one factor may have an effect on
another, but it is just as likely that the latter will have a simultaneous effect on the former. For example, the
increasing exploitation of the workers by the capitalist may cause the workers to become increasingly
dissatisfied and more militant, but the increasing militancy of the proletariat may well cause the capitalists to
react by becoming even more exploitative in order to crush the resistance of the workers. This kind of
thinking does not mean that the dialectician never considers causal relationships in the social world. It does
mean that when dialectical thinkers talk about causality, they are always attuned to reciprocal relationships
between social factors as well as to the dialectical totality of social life in which they are embedded.

Past, Present, Future

Dialecticians are interested not only in the relationships of social phenomena in the contemporary world but
also in the relationship of those contemporary realities to both past (Bauman, 1976:81) and future social
phenomena. This has two distinct implications for a dialectical sociology. First, it means that dialectical
sociologists are concerned with studying the historical roots of the contemporary world as Marx (1857–[1858]
1964) did in his study of the sources of modern capitalism. In fact, dialectical thinkers are very critical of
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modern sociology for its failure to do much historical research. A good example of Marx’s thinking in this

regard is found in the following famous quotation from The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte:

Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do not make it under
circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly encountered from the past.
The tradition of all the dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brain of the living.

(Marx, [1852] 1970:15)

Second, many dialectical thinkers are attuned to current social trends in order to understand the possible
future directions of society. This interest in future possibilities is one of the main reasons dialectical sociology
is inherently political. It is interested in encouraging practical activities that would bring new possibilities into
existence. However, dialecticians believe that the nature of this future world can be discerned only through a
careful study of the contemporary world. It is their view that the sources of the future exist in the present.

No Inevitabilities

The dialectical view of the relationship between the present and the future need not imply that the future is
determined by the present. Terence Ball (1991) describes Marx as a “political possibilist” rather than a
“historical inevitabilist.” Because social phenomena are constantly acting and reacting, the social world defies a
simple, deterministic model. The future may be based on some contemporary model, but not inevitably.3
Marx’s historical studies showed him that people make choices but that these choices are limited. For
instance, Marx believed that society was engaged in a class struggle and that people could choose to participate
either in “the revolutionary reconstitution of society at large, or in the common ruin of the contending classes”
(Marx and Engels [1848] 1948). Marx hoped and believed that the future was to be found in communism,
but he did not believe that the workers could simply wait passively for it to arrive. Communism would come
only through their choices and struggles.

This disinclination to think deterministically is what makes the best-known model of the dialectic—thesis,
antithesis, synthesis—inadequate for sociological use. This simple model implies that a social phenomenon
will inevitably spawn an opposing form and that the clash between the two will inevitably lead to a new,
synthetic social form. But in the real world, there are no inevitabilities. Furthermore, social phenomena are
not easily divided into the simple thesis, antithesis, and synthesis categories adopted by some Marxists. The
dialectician is interested in the study of real relationships rather than grand abstractions. It is this
disinclination to deal in grand abstractions that led Marx away from Hegel and would lead him today to reject
such a great oversimplification of the dialectic as thesis, antithesis, synthesis.

Actors and Structures

Dialectical thinkers are also interested in the dynamic relationship between actors and social structures. Marx
was certainly attuned to the ongoing interplay between the major levels of social analysis. The heart of Marx’s
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thought lies in the relationship between people and the large-scale structures they create (Lefebvre, 1968:8).
On the one hand, these large-scale structures help people fulfill themselves; on the other, they represent a
grave threat to humanity. But the dialectical method is even more complex than this, because, as we have
already seen, the dialectician considers past, present, and future circumstances—both actors and structures.
Figure 2.1 is a simplified schematic representation of this enormously complex and sophisticated perspective.

FIGURE 2.1 Schematic Representation of a Sociologically Relevant Dialectic
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Human Potential

A good portion of this chapter will be devoted to a discussion of Marx’s macro-sociology, in particular his
analysis of the macrostructures of capitalism. But before we can analyze these topics, we need to begin with
Marx’s thoughts on the more microsociological aspects of social reality. Marx built his critical analysis of the
contradictions of capitalist society on his premises about human potential, its relation to labor, and its
potential for alienation under capitalism. He believed that there was a real contradiction between our human
potential and the way that we must work in capitalist society.

Marx ([1850] 1964:64) wrote in an early work that human beings are an “ensemble of social relations.” He
indicates by this that our human potential is intertwined with our specific social relations and our institutional
context. Therefore, human nature is not a static thing but varies historically and socially. To understand
human potential, we need to understand social history, because human nature is shaped by the same dialectical
contradictions that Marx believed shapes the history of society.

For Marx, a conception of human potential that does not take social and historical factors into account is
wrong, but to take them into account is not the same as being without a conception of human nature. It
simply complicates this conception. For Marx, there is a human potential in general, but what is more
important is the way it is “modified in each historical epoch” (Marx, [1842] 1977:609). When speaking of our
general human potential, Marx often used the term species being. By this he meant the potentials and powers
that are uniquely human and that distinguish humans from other species.

Some Marxists, such as Louis Althusser (1969:229), have contended that the mature Marx did not believe in
human nature. There are certainly reasons to downplay human nature for someone interested in changing
society. Ideas about human nature—such as our “natural” greed, our “natural” tendency to violence, our
“natural” gender differences—have often been used to argue against any social change. Such conceptions of
human nature are innately conservative. If our problems are due to human nature, we had better learn to just
adapt instead of trying to change things.

Nevertheless, there is much evidence that Marx did have a notion of human nature (Geras, 1983). Indeed, it
makes little sense to say there is no human nature. Even if we are like a blank chalkboard, the chalkboard
must be made out of something and must have a nature such that chalk marks can show up on it. Some
conception of human nature is part of any sociological theory. Our concept of human nature dictates how
society can be sustained and how it can be changed, but most important for Marx’s theory, it suggests how
society should be changed. The real question is not whether we have a human nature, but what kind of nature
it is—unchanging or open to historical processes (the use of the idea of human potential here indicates that we
think it is open):

Unless we confront the idea, however dangerous, of our human nature and species being and get
some understanding of them, we cannot know what it is we might be alienated from or what
emancipation might mean. Nor can we determine which of our “slumbering powers” must be
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awakened to achieve emancipatory goals. A working definition of human nature, however tentative
and insecure, is a necessary step in the search for real as opposed to fantastic alternatives. A
conversation about our “species being” is desperately called for.

(D. Harvey, 2000:207)

Labor

For Marx, species being and human potential are intimately related to labor:

Labour is, in the first place, a process in which both man and Nature participate, and in which man
of his own accord starts, regulates, and controls the material reactions between himself and Nature.
… By thus acting on the external world and changing it, he at the same time changes his own
nature. He develops his slumbering powers and compels them to act in obedience to his sway.… We
presuppose labour in a form that stamps it as exclusively human. A spider conducts operations that
resemble those of a weaver and a bee puts to shame many an architect in the construction of her
cells. But what distinguishes the worst architect from the best of bees is this, that the architect raises
his structure in imagination before he erects it in reality. At the end of every labour process we get a
result that existed in the imagination of the labourer at its commencement. He not only effects a
change of form in the material on which he works, but he also realizes a purpose.

(Marx, [1867] 1967:177–178)

We see in that quotation many important parts of Marx’s view of the relation between labor and human
nature. First, what distinguishes us from other animals—our species being—is that our labor creates
something in reality that previously existed only in our imagination. Our production reflects our purpose.
Marx calls this process in which we create external objects out of our internal thoughts objectification. Second,
this labor is material (Sayers, 2007). It works with the more material aspects of nature (e.g., raising fruits and
vegetables, cutting down trees for wood) in order to satisfy our material needs. Finally, Marx believed that this
labor does not just transform the material aspects of nature but also transforms us, including our needs, our
consciousness, and our human nature. Labor is thus at the same time (1) the objectification of our purpose, (2)
the establishment of an essential relation between human need and the material objects of our need, and (3)
the transformation of our human nature.
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Karl Marx: A Biographical Sketch

Print Collector / Hulton Archive / Getty Images

Karl Marx was born in Trier, Prussia, on May 5, 1818 (Antonio, 2011; Beilharz, 2005e). His father, a lawyer, provided the family
with a fairly typical middle-class existence. Both parents were from rabbinical families, but, for business reasons, the father had
converted to Lutheranism when Karl was very young. In 1841, Marx received his doctorate in philosophy from the University of
Berlin, a school heavily influenced by Hegel and the Young Hegelians, supportive, yet critical, of their master. Marx’s doctorate was
a dry philosophical treatise, but it did anticipate many of his later ideas. After graduation, he became a writer for a liberal-radical
newspaper and within 10 months had become its editor in chief. However, because of its political positions, the paper was closed
shortly thereafter by the government. The early essays published in this period began to reflect a number of the positions that would
guide Marx throughout his life. They were liberally sprinkled with democratic principles, humanism, and youthful idealism. He
rejected the abstractness of Hegelian philosophy, the naïve dreaming of utopian communists, and those activists who were urging
what he considered to be premature political action. In rejecting these activists, Marx laid the groundwork for his own life’s work:

Practical attempts, even by the masses, can be answered with a cannon as soon as they become dangerous, but ideas that
have overcome our intellect and conquered our conviction, ideas to which reason has riveted our conscience, are chains
from which one cannot break loose without breaking one’s heart; they are demons that one can only overcome by
submitting to them.

(Marx, [1842] 1977:20)

Marx married in 1843 and soon thereafter was forced to leave Germany for the more liberal atmosphere of Paris. There he continued
to grapple with the ideas of Hegel and his supporters, but he also encountered two new sets of ideas—French socialism and English
political economy. It was the unique way in which he combined Hegelianism, socialism, and political economy that shaped his
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intellectual orientation. Also of great importance at this point was his meeting the man who was to become his lifelong friend,
benefactor, and collaborator—Friedrich Engels (Carver, 1983). The son of a textile manufacturer, Engels had become a socialist
critical of the conditions facing the working class. Much of Marx’s compassion for the misery of the working class came from his
exposure to Engels and his ideas. In 1844, Engels and Marx had a lengthy conversation in a famous café in Paris and laid the
groundwork for a lifelong association. Of that conversation, Engels said, “Our complete agreement in all theoretical fields became
obvious … and our joint work dates from that time” (McLellan, 1973:131). In the following year, Engels published a notable work,
The Condition of the Working Class in England. During this period Marx wrote a number of abstruse works (many unpublished in his
lifetime), including The Holy Family ([1845] 1956) and The German Ideology ([1845–1846] 1970) (both coauthored with Engels), but
he also produced The Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 ([1932] 1964), which better foreshadowed his increasing
preoccupation with the economic domain.

While Marx and Engels shared a theoretical orientation, there were many differences between the two men. Marx tended to be
theoretical, a disorderly intellectual, and very oriented to his family. Engels was a practical thinker, a neat and tidy businessman, and
a person who did not believe in the institution of the family. In spite of their differences, Marx and Engels forged a close union in
which they collaborated on books and articles and worked together in radical organizations, and Engels even helped support Marx
throughout the rest of his life so that Marx could devote himself to his intellectual and political endeavors.

In spite of the close association of the names of Marx and Engels, Engels made it clear that he was the junior partner:

Marx could very well have done without me. What Marx accomplished I would not have achieved. Marx stood higher, saw
farther, and took a wider and quicker view than the rest of us. Marx was a genius.

(Engels, cited in McLellan, 1973:131–132)

In fact, many believe that Engels failed to understand many of the subtleties of Marx’s work (C. Smith, 1997). After Marx’s death,
Engels became the leading spokesperson for Marxian theory and, in various ways, distorted and oversimplified it, although he
remained faithful to the political perspective he had forged with Marx.

Because some of his writings had upset the Prussian government, the French government (at the request of the Prussians) expelled
Marx in 1845, and he moved to Brussels. His radicalism was growing, and he had become an active member of the international
revolutionary movement. He also associated with the Communist League and was asked to write a document (with Engels)
expounding its aims and beliefs. The result was the Communist Manifesto of 1848 ([1848] 1948), a work that was characterized by
ringing political slogans (for example, “Working men of all countries, unite!”).

In 1849, Marx moved to London, and, in light of the failure of the political revolutions of 1848, he began to withdraw from active
revolutionary activity and to move into more serious and detailed research on the workings of the capitalist system. In 1852, he
began his famous studies in the British Museum of the working conditions in capitalism. These studies ultimately resulted in the
three volumes of Capital, the first of which was published in 1867; the other two were published posthumously. He lived in poverty
during these years, barely managing to survive on a small income from his writings and the support of Engels. In 1864, Marx became
reinvolved in political activity by joining the International, an international movement of workers. He soon gained preeminence
within the movement and devoted a number of years to it. He began to gain fame both as a leader of the International and as the
author of Capital. But the disintegration of the International by 1876, the failure of various revolutionary movements, and personal
illness took their toll on Marx. His wife died in 1881, a daughter in 1882, and Marx himself on March 14, 1883.

Marx’s use of the term labor is not restricted to economic activities; it encompasses all productive actions that
transform the material aspects of nature in accordance with our purpose. Whatever is created through this free
purposive activity is both an expression of our human nature and a transformation of it.

As we will see below, the process of labor has been changed under capitalism, making it difficult for us to
understand Marx’s conception, but we get close to Marx’s concept when we think of the creative activity of an
artist. Artwork is a representation of the thought of the artist. In Marx’s terms, artwork is an objectification of
the artist. However, it is also true that the process of creating the art changes the artist. Through the process
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of producing the art, the artist’s ideas about the art change, or the artist may become aware of a new vision
that needs objectification. In addition, the completed artwork can take on a new meaning for the artist and
transform the artist’s conceptions of that particular work or of art in general.

Labor, even artistic labor, is in response to a need, and the transformation that labor entails also transforms
our needs. The satisfaction of our needs can lead to the creation of new needs (Marx and Engels, [1845–1846]
1970:43). For example, the production of cars to satisfy our need for long-distance transportation led to a new
need for highways. Even more significantly, although few people thought they needed cars when cars were
first invented, now most people feel that they need them. A similar change has occurred with the mobile
phone (e.g., the iPhone). Whereas a generation ago few thought they needed a mobile phone, now many
people need one, and regularly purchase updated models as they become available.

We labor in response to our needs, but the labor itself transforms our needs, which can lead to new forms of
productive activity. According to Marx, this transformation of our needs through labor is the engine of human
history.

Not only do the objective conditions change in the act of production … but the producers change,
too, in that they bring out new qualities in themselves, develop themselves in production, transform
themselves, develop new powers and ideas, new modes of intercourse, new needs and new language.

(Marx, [1857–1858] 1974:494).

Labor, for Marx, is the development of our truly human powers and potentials. By transforming material
reality to fit our purpose, we also transform ourselves. Furthermore, labor is a social activity. Work involves
others, directly in joint productions, or because others provide us with the necessary tools or raw materials for
our work, or because they enjoy the fruits of our labor. Labor does not transform only the individual human; it
also transforms society. Indeed, for Marx, the emergence of a human as an individual depends on a society.
Marx wrote, “Man is in the most literal sense of the word a zoon politikon, not only a social animal, but an
animal which can develop into an individual only in society” ([1857–1858] 1964:84). In addition, Marx tells
us that this transformation includes even our consciousness: “Consciousness is, therefore, from the very
beginning a social product, and remains so as long as men exist at all” (Marx and Engels, [1845–1846]
1970:51). Consequently, the transformation of the individual through labor and the transformation of society
are not separable.
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Alienation

Although Marx believed that there is an inherent relation between labor and human nature, he thought that
this relation is perverted by capitalism. He calls this perverted relation alienation (Beilharz, 2005a; Cooper,
1991; Meisenhelder, 1991). The present discussion of Marx’s concept of human nature and of alienation is
derived mainly from Marx’s early work. In his later work on the nature of capitalist society, he shied away
from such a heavily philosophical term as alienation, yet alienation remained one of his main concerns
(Barbalet, 1983:95).

Marx analyzed the peculiar form that our relation to our own labor has taken under capitalism. We no longer
see our labor as an expression of our purpose. There is no objectification. Instead, we labor in accordance with
the purpose of the capitalist who hires and pays us. Rather than being an end in itself—an expression of
human capabilities—labor in capitalism is reduced to being a means to an end: earning money (Marx, [1932]
1964:173). Because our labor is not our own, it no longer transforms us. Instead, we are alienated from our
labor and therefore alienated from our true human nature.

Although it is the individual who feels alienated in capitalist society, Marx’s basic analytic concern was with
the structures of capitalism that cause this alienation (Israel, 1971). Marx uses the concept of alienation to
reveal the devastating effect of capitalist production on human beings and on society. Of crucial significance
here is the two-class system in which capitalists employ workers (and thereby own workers’ labor time) and
capitalists own the means of production (tools and raw materials) as well as the ultimate products. To survive,
workers are forced to sell their labor time to capitalists. These structures, especially the division of labor, are
the sociological basis of alienation.

First, the fact that labor is external to the worker, i.e., it does not belong to his essential being; that
in his work, therefore, he does not affirm himself but denies himself, does not feel content but
unhappy, does not develop freely his physical and mental energy but mortifies his body and ruins his
mind. The worker therefore only feels himself outside his work, and in his work feels outside
himself. He is at home when he is not working, and when he is working he is not at home. His
labor therefore is not voluntary, but coerced; it is forced labor. It is therefore not the satisfaction of a
need; it is merely a means to satisfy needs external to it.

(Marx, [1850] 1964:72)

As a result, people feel freely active only in their animal functions—eating, drinking, procreating. In the
essentially human process of labor, they no longer feel themselves to be anything but animals. What is animal
becomes human, and what is human becomes animal. Certainly eating, drinking, procreating, and so on are
human functions, but when separated from the sphere of all other human activity and turned into sole and
ultimate ends, they become animal functions.

Alienation can be seen as having four basic components. First, workers in capitalist society are alienated from
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their productive activity. They do not produce objects according to their own ideas or to directly satisfy their
own needs. Instead, workers work for capitalists, who pay them a subsistence wage in return for the right to
use them in any way they see fit. Because productive activity belongs to the capitalists, and because they decide
what is to be done with it, we can say that workers are alienated from that activity. Furthermore, many
workers who perform highly specialized tasks have little sense of their role in the total production process. For
example, automobile assembly-line workers who tighten a few bolts on an engine may have little feel for how
their labor contributes to the production of the entire car. They do not objectify their ideas, and they are not
transformed by the labor in any meaningful way. Instead of being a process that is satisfying in and of itself,
productive activity in capitalism is reduced, Marx argued, to an often boring and stultifying means to the
fulfillment of the only end that really matters in capitalism: earning enough money to survive.

Second, the workers in capitalist society are alienated not only from productive activities but also from the
object of those activities—the product. The product of their labor belongs not to the workers but to the
capitalists, who may use it in any way they wish because it is the capitalists’ private property. Marx ([1932]
1964:117) tells us, “Private property is thus the product, the result, the necessary consequence of alienated
labour.” The capitalist will use his or her ownership in order to sell the product for a profit.

If workers wish to own the product of their own labor, they must buy it like anyone else. No matter how
desperate the workers’ needs, they cannot use the products of their own labor to satisfy their needs. Even
workers in a bakery can starve if they don’t have the money to buy the bread that they make. Because of this
peculiar relation, things that we buy—that are made by others—seem to us to be more an expression of
ourselves than do the things we make at our jobs. People’s personalities are judged more by the cars they drive,
the clothes they wear, the gadgets they use—none of which they have made—than by what they actually
produce in their daily work, which appears to be an arbitrary and accidental means for making money in order
to buy things.

Third, workers in capitalist society are alienated from their fellow workers. Marx’s assumption was that people
basically need and want to work cooperatively in order to appropriate from nature what they require to survive.
But in capitalism, this cooperation is disrupted, and people, often strangers, are forced to work side by side for
the capitalist. Even if the workers on the assembly line are close friends, the nature of the technology makes
for a great deal of isolation. Here is the way one worker describes his social situation on the assembly line:

You can work next to a guy for months without even knowing his name. One thing, you’re too busy
to talk. Can’t hear.… You have to holler in his ear. They got these little guys coming around in
white shirts and if they see you runnin’ your mouth, they say, “This guy needs more work.” Man,
he’s got no time to talk.

(Terkel, 1974:165)

Of course, much the same is true in the newest version of the assembly line: the office cubicle. But in this
social situation, workers experience something worse than simple isolation. Workers often are forced into
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outright competition, and sometimes conflict, with one another. To extract maximum productivity and to
prevent the development of cooperative relationships, the capitalist pits one worker against another to see who
can produce more, work more quickly, or please the boss more. The workers who succeed are given a few extra
rewards; those who fail are discarded. In either case, considerable hostility is generated between the workers
toward their peers. This is useful to the capitalists because it tends to deflect hostility that otherwise would be
aimed at them. The isolation and the interpersonal hostility tend to alienate workers in capitalism from their
fellow workers.

Finally, workers in capitalist society are alienated from their own human potential. Instead of being a source of
transformation and fulfillment of our human nature, the workplace is where we feel least human, least
ourselves. Individuals perform less and less like human beings as they are reduced in their work to functioning
like machines. Even smiles and greetings are programmed and scripted. Consciousness is numbed and,
ultimately, destroyed as relations with other humans and with nature are progressively controlled. The result is
a mass of people unable to express their essential human qualities, a mass of alienated workers.

Alienation is an example of the sort of contradiction that Marx’s dialectical approach focused on. There is a
real contradiction between human nature, which is defined and transformed by labor, and the actual social
conditions of labor under capitalism. What Marx wanted to stress is that this contradiction cannot be resolved
merely in thought. We are not any less alienated because we identify with our employer or with the things
that our wages can purchase. Indeed, these things are a symptom of our alienation, which can be resolved only
through real social change.
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The Structures of Capitalist Society

In Europe in Marx’s time, industrialization was increasing. People were being forced to leave agricultural and
artisan trades and to work in factories where conditions were often harsh. By the 1840s, when Marx was
entering his most productive period, Europe was experiencing a widespread sense of social crisis (Seigel,
1978:106). In 1848, a series of revolts swept across Europe (soon after the publication of Marx and Engel’s
Communist Manifesto). The effects of industrialization and the political implications of industrialization were
especially apparent in the mostly rural states collectively referred to as Germany.

At the beginning of the 19th century, cheap manufactured goods from England and France began to force out
of business the less efficient manufacturers in Germany. In response, the political leaders of the German states
imposed capitalism on their still mainly feudal societies. The resulting poverty, dislocation, and alienation
were particularly evident because of the rapidity of the change.

Marx’s analysis of alienation was a response to the economic, social, and political changes that Marx saw going
on around him. He did not view alienation as a philosophical problem. He wanted to understand what
changes would be needed to create a society in which human potential could be adequately expressed. Marx’s
important insight was that the capitalist economic system is the primary cause of alienation. Marx’s work on
human nature and alienation led him to a critique of capitalist society and to a political program oriented to
overcoming the structures of capitalism so that people could express their essential humanity (Mészáros,
1970).

Capitalism is an economic system in which great numbers of workers who own little produce commodities for
the profit of small numbers of capitalists who own all of the following: the commodities, the means of
producing the commodities, and the labor time of the workers, which they purchase through wages (H. Wolf,
2005b). One of Marx’s central insights is that capitalism is much more than an economic system. It is also a
system of power. The secret of capitalism is that political powers have been transformed into economic
relations (Wood, 1995). Capitalists seldom need to use brute force. Capitalists are able to coerce workers
through their power to dismiss workers and close plants. Capitalism, therefore, is not simply an economic
system; it is also a political system, a mode of exercising power, and a process for exploiting workers.

In a capitalist system, the economy seems to be a natural force. People are laid off, wages are reduced, and
factories are closed because of “the economy.” We do not see these events as the outcomes of social or political
decisions. Links between human suffering and the economic structures are deemed irrelevant or trivial.

For example, you might read in the newspaper that the Federal Reserve Board of the United States has raised
interest rates. A reason often given for this action is that the economy is “overheated,” which is to say that
there is the possibility of inflation. Raising interest rates does indeed “cool off” the economy. How does it do
so? It puts some people out of work. As a result, workers become afraid to demand higher wages, which might
get passed on as higher prices, which might lead to additional interest-rate increases and to still more workers
losing their jobs. Thus, inflation is averted. By raising interest rates, the Federal Reserve Board adopts a policy
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that helps capitalists and hurts workers. This decision, however, usually is presented as a purely economic one.
Marx would say that it is a political decision that favors capitalists at the expense of workers.

Marx’s aim is to make the social and political structures of the economy clearer by revealing “the economic law
of motion of modern society” (quoted in Ollman, 1976:168). Furthermore, Marx intends to reveal the internal
contradictions that he hopes will inevitably transform capitalism.

Commodities

The basis of all of Marx’s work on social structures, and the place in which that work is most clearly tied to his
views on human potential, is his analysis of commodities, or products of labor intended primarily for
exchange. As Georg Lukács ([1922] 1968:83) put it, “The problem of commodities is … the central,
structural problem of capitalist society.” By starting with the commodity, Marx is able to reveal the nature of
capitalism.

Marx’s view of the commodity was rooted in his materialist orientation, with its focus on the productive
activities of actors. As we saw earlier, it was Marx’s view that in their interactions with nature and with other
actors, people produce the objects that they need in order to survive. These objects are produced for personal
use or for use by others in the immediate environment. Such uses are what Marx called the commodity’s use
value. However, in capitalism, this process takes on a new and dangerous form. Instead of producing for
themselves or for their immediate associates, the actors produce for someone else (the capitalist). The
products have exchange value; that is, instead of being used immediately, they are exchanged in the market for
money or for other objects.

Use value is connected to the intimate relation between human needs and the actual objects that can satisfy
those needs. It is difficult to compare the use values of different things. Bread has the use value of satisfying
hunger; shoes have the use value of protecting our feet. It is difficult to say that one has more use value than
the other. They are qualitatively different. Furthermore, use value is tied to the physical properties of a
commodity. Shoes cannot satisfy our hunger and bread cannot protect our feet because they are physically
different kinds of objects. In the process of exchange, however, different commodities are compared to one
another. One pair of shoes can be exchanged for six loaves of bread. Or if the medium of exchange is money,
as is common, a pair of shoes can be worth six times as much money as a loaf of bread. Exchange values are
quantitatively different. One can say that a pair of shoes has more exchange value than a loaf of bread.
Furthermore, exchange value is separate from the physical property of the commodity. Only things that can be
eaten can have the use value of satisfying hunger, but any type of thing can have the exchange value of a
dollar.

Fetishism of Commodities

Commodities are the products of human labor, but they can become separated from the needs and purposes of
their creators. Because exchange value floats free from the actual commodity and seems to exist in a realm
separate from any human use, we are led to believe that these objects and the market for them have
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independent existences. In fully developed capitalism, this belief becomes reality as the objects and their
markets actually become real, independent phenomena. The commodity takes on an independent, almost
mystical external reality (Marx, [1867] 1967:35). Marx called this process the fetishism of commodities (Dant,
1996; Sherlock, 1997). Marx did not mean that commodities take on sexual meanings, for he wrote before
Freud gave the term fetish this twist. Marx was alluding to the ways in which the practitioners of some
religions, such as the Zunis, carve figures and then worship them. By fetish, Marx meant a thing that we
ourselves make and then worship as if it were a god.

In capitalism, the products that we make, their values, and the economy that consists of our exchanges all
seem to take on lives of their own, separate from any human needs or decisions. Even our own labor—the
thing that, according to Marx, makes us truly human—becomes a commodity that is bought and sold. Our
labor acquires an exchange value that is separate from us. It is turned into an abstract thing and used by the
capitalist to make the objects that come to dominate us. Hence, commodities are the source of the alienation
discussed above. Even the labor of self-employed commodity producers is alienated, because they must
produce for the market instead of to achieve their own purposes and satisfy their own needs.

Thus, the economy takes on a function that Marx believed only actors could perform: the production of value.
For Marx, the true value of a thing comes from the fact that labor produces it and someone needs it. A
commodity’s true value represents human social relations. In contrast, in capitalism, Marx tells us, “A definite
social relation between men … assumes, in their eyes, the fantastic form of a relation between things” ([1867]
1967:72). Granting reality to commodities and to the market, the individual in capitalism progressively loses
control over them. A commodity, therefore, is “a mysterious thing, simply because in it the social character of
men’s labor appears to them as an objective character stamped upon the product of that labor: because the
relations of the producers to the sum total of their own labor is presented to them as a social relation, existing
not between themselves, but between the products of their labor” (Marx, [1867] 1967:72).

Think, for example, of the cup of coffee that you might have bought before sitting down to read this text. In
that simple transaction, you entered into a relationship with hundreds of others: the waitperson, the owner of
the coffee shop, the people working at the roaster, the importer, the truck driver, dockworkers, all the people
on the ship that brought the beans, the coffee plantation owner, the pickers, and so on. In addition, you
supported a particular trading relation between countries, a particular form of government in the grower’s
country that has been historically shaped by the coffee trade, a particular relation between the plantation
owner and the worker, and many other social relations. You did all this by exchanging money for a cup of
coffee. In the relation between those objects—money and coffee—lies hidden all those social relations.

Marx’s discussion of commodities and their fetishism takes us from the level of the individual actor to the level
of large-scale social structures. The fetishism of commodities imparts to the economy an independent,
objective reality that is external to, and coercive of, the actor. Looked at in this way, the fetishism of
commodities is translated into the concept of reification (Lukács, [1922] 1968; Sherlock, 1997). Reification
can be thought of as “thingification,” or the process of coming to believe that humanly created social forms are
natural, universal, and absolute things. As a result of reification, social forms do acquire those characteristics.
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The concept of reification implies that people believe that social structures are beyond their control and
unchangeable. Reification occurs when this belief becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. Then structures actually
do acquire the character people endowed them with. People become mesmerized by the seeming objectivity
and authority of the economy. People lose their jobs, make career choices, or move across the country because
of the economy. According to Marx, however, the economy is not an objective, natural thing. It is a form of
domination, and decisions about interest rates and layoffs are political decisions that tend to benefit one group
over another.

People reify the whole range of social relationships and social structures. Just as people reify commodities and
other economic phenomena (for example, the division of labor [Rattansi, 1982; Wallimann, 1981]), they also
reify religious (Barbalet, 1983:147), political, and organizational structures. Marx made a similar point in
reference to the state: “And out of this very contradiction between the individual and … the community the
latter takes an independent form as the State, divorced from the real interests of individual and community”
(cited in Bender, 1970:176). Capitalism is made up of particular types of social relations that tend to take
forms that appear to be and eventually are independent of the actual people involved. As Moishe Postone
(1993:4) tells us, “The result is a new, increasingly abstract form of social domination—one that subjects
people to impersonal structural imperatives and constraints that cannot be adequately grasped in terms of
concrete domination (e.g., personal or group domination).”

Capital, Capitalists, and the Proletariat

Marx found the heart of capitalist society within the commodity. A society dominated by objects whose main
value is exchange produces certain categories of people. The two main types that concerned Marx were the
proletariat and the capitalist. Let us start with the proletariat.

Workers who sell their labor and do not own their own means of production are members of the proletariat.
They do not own their own tools or their factories. Marx ([1867] 1967:714–715) believed that proletarians
would eventually lose their own skills as they increasingly serviced machines that had their skills built into
them. Because members of the proletariat produce only for exchange, they are also consumers. Because they
don’t have the means to produce for their own needs, they must use their wages to buy what they need.
Consequently, proletarians are completely dependent on their wages in order to live. This makes the
proletariat dependent on those who pay the wages.

Those who pay the wages are the capitalists. Capitalists are those who own the means of production. Before
we can fully understand capitalists, we must first understand capital itself (H. Wolf, 2005a). Capital is money
that produces more money, capital is money that is invested rather than being used to satisfy human needs or
desires. This distinction becomes clearer when we look at what Marx considered to be “the starting-point of
capital” ([1867] 1967:146): the circulation of commodities. Marx discussed two types of circulation of
commodities. One type of circulation is characteristic of capital: Money ➜ Commodities ➜ (a larger sum of)
Money (M1-C-M2). The other type is not: Commodities ➜ Money ➜ Commodities (C1-M-C2).

In a noncapitalist circulation of commodities, the circuit C1-M-C2 predominates. An example of C1-M-C2

100



would be a fisherman who sells his catch (C1) and then uses the money (M) to buy bread (C2). The primary

goal of exchange in noncapitalist circulation is a commodity that one can use and enjoy.

In a capitalist circulation of commodities (M1-C-M2), the primary goal is to produce more money.

Commodities are purchased in order to generate profit, not necessarily for use. In the capitalist circuit,
referred to by Marx as “buying in order to sell” ([1867] 1967:147), the individual actor buys a commodity with
money and, in turn, exchanges the commodity for presumably more money. For example, a store owner would
buy (M1) the fish (C) in order to sell them for more money (M2). To further increase profits, the store owner

might buy the boat and fishing equipment and pay the fisherman a wage. The goal of this circuit is not the
consumption of the use value, as it is in the simple circulation of commodities. The goal is more money. The
particular properties of the commodity used to make money are irrelevant. The commodity can be fish or it
can be labor. Also, the real needs and desires of human beings are irrelevant; all that matters is what will
produce more money.

Capital is money that produces more money, but Marx tells us it is more than that: it is also a particular social
relation. Money becomes capital only because of a social relation between, on the one hand, the proletariat,
which does the work and must purchase the product, and, on the other hand, those who have invested the
money. The capacity of capital to generate profit appears “as a power endowed by Nature—a productive
power that is immanent in Capital” ([1867] 1967:333); but, according to Marx, it is a relation of power.
Capital cannot increase except by exploiting those who actually do the work. The workers are exploited by a
system, and the irony is that the system is produced through the workers’ own labor. The capitalist system is
the social structure that emerges from that exploitive relationship.

Capitalists are those who live off the profit of capital. They are the beneficiaries of the proletariat’s
exploitation. Within the idea of capital is contained a social relation between those who own the means of
production and those whose wage labor is exploited.

Exploitation

For Marx, exploitation and domination reflect more than an accidentally unequal distribution of wealth and
power. Exploitation is a necessary part of the capitalist economy. All societies have exploitation, but what is
peculiar in capitalism is that the exploitation is accomplished by the impersonal and “objective” economic
system. It seems to be less a matter of power and more a matter of economists’ charts and figures.
Furthermore, the coercion is rarely naked force and is instead the worker’s own needs, which can now be
satisfied only through wage labor. Dripping irony, Marx describes the freedom of this wage labor:

For the conversion of his money into capital … the owner of money must meet in the market with
the free labourer, free in the double sense, that as a free man he can dispose of his labour-power as
his own commodity, and that on the other hand he has no other commodity for sale, is short of
everything necessary for the realization of his labour-power.

(Marx, [1867] 1967:169)
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Workers appear to be “free laborers,” entering into free contracts with capitalists. But Marx believed that the
workers must accept the terms the capitalists offer them, because the workers can no longer produce for their
own needs. This is especially true because capitalism usually creates what Marx referred to as a reserve army of
the unemployed. If a worker does not want to do a job at the wage the capitalist offers, someone else in the
reserve army of the unemployed will. This, for example, is what Barbara Ehrenreich discovered is the purpose
of many of the want ads for low-paying jobs:

Only later will I realize that the want ads are not a reliable measure of the actual jobs available at any
particular time. They are … the employers’ insurance policy against the relentless turnover of the
low-wage workforce. Most of the big hotels run ads almost continually if only to build a supply of
applicants to replace the current workers as they drift away or are fired.

(Ehrenreich, 2001:15)

The capitalists pay the workers less than the value that the workers produce and keep the rest for themselves.
This practice leads us to Marx’s central concept of surplus value, which is defined as the difference between the
value of the product when it is sold and the value of the elements consumed in the formation of that product
(including the worker’s labor). The capitalists can use this profit for private consumption, but doing so would
not lead to the expansion of capitalism. Rather, capitalists expand their enterprises by converting profit into a
base for the creation of still more surplus value.

It should be stressed that surplus value is not simply an economic concept. Surplus value, like capital, is a
particular social relation and a form of domination, because labor is the real source of surplus value. “The rate
of surplus-value is therefore an exact expression for the degree of exploitation of labor-power by capital, or of
the laborer by the capitalist” (Marx, [1867] 1967:218). This observation points to one of Marx’s more colorful
metaphors: “Capital is dead labor, that, vampire-like, only lives by sucking living labor, and lives the more, the
more labor it sucks” ([1867] 1967:233).

Marx ([1857–1858] 1974:414) makes one other important point about capital: “Capital exists and can only
exist as many capitals.” What he means is that capitalism is always driven by incessant competition. Capitalists
may seem to be in control, but even they are driven by the constant competition between capitals. The
capitalist is driven to make more profit in order to accumulate and invest more capital. The capitalist who
does not do this will be outcompeted by others who do. “As such, he shares with the miser an absolute drive
towards self-enrichment. But what appears in the miser as the mania of an individual is in the capitalist the
effect of a social mechanism in which he is merely a cog” (Marx, [1867] 1967:739).

The desire for more profit and more surplus value for expansion pushes capitalism toward what Marx called
the general law of capitalist accumulation. Capitalists seek to exploit workers as much as possible: “The constant
tendency of capital is to force the cost of labor back towards … zero” (Marx, [1867] 1967:600). Marx basically
argued that the structure and the ethos of capitalism push capitalists in the direction of the accumulation of
more and more capital. Given Marx’s view that labor is the source of value, capitalists are led to intensify the
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exploitation of the proletariat, thereby driving class conflict.

Class Conflict

Marx often used the term class in his writings, but he never systematically defined what he meant (So and
Suwarsono, 1990:35). He usually is taken to have meant a group of people in similar situations with respect to
their control of the means of production. This, however, is not a complete description of the way Marx used
the term. Class, for Marx, was always defined in terms of its potential for conflict. Individuals form a class
insofar as they are in a common conflict with others over the surplus value. In capitalism, there is an inherent
conflict of interest between those who hire wage laborers and those whose labor is turned into surplus value. It
is this inherent conflict that produces classes (Ollman, 1976).

Because class is defined by the potential for conflict, it is a theoretical and historically variant concept. A
theory about where potential conflict exists in a society is required before identifying a class.4 Richard Miller
(1991:99) tells us that “there is no rule that could, in principle, be used to sort out people in a society into
classes without studying the actual interactions between economic processes on the one hand and between
political and cultural processes on the other.”

For Marx, a class truly exists only when people become aware of their conflicting relation to other classes.
Without this awareness, they only constitute what Marx called a class in itself. When they become aware of
the conflict, they become a true class, a class for itself.

In capitalism, Marx’s analysis discovered two primary classes: bourgeoisie and proletariat.5 Bourgeoisie is
Marx’s name for capitalists in the modern economy. The bourgeoisie owns the means of production and
employs wage labor. The conflict between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat is another example of a real
material contradiction. This contradiction grows out of the previously mentioned contradiction between labor
and capitalism. None of these contradictions can be resolved except by changing the capitalist structure. In
fact, until that change occurs, the contradiction will only become worse. Society will be increasingly polarized
into these two great opposing classes. Competition with megastores and franchise chains will shut down many
small, independent businesses; mechanization will replace skilled artisans; and even some capitalists will be
squeezed out through attempts to establish monopolies, for example, by means of mergers. All these displaced
people will be forced down into the ranks of the proletariat. Marx called this inevitable increase in the
proletariat proletarianization.

In addition, because capitalists have already reduced the workers to laboring machines performing a series of
simple operations, mechanization becomes increasingly easy. As mechanization proceeds, more and more
people are put out of work and fall from the proletariat into the industrial reserve army. In the end, Marx
foresaw a situation in which society would be characterized by a tiny number of exploitative capitalists and a
huge mass of proletarians and members of the industrial reserve army. By reducing so many people to this
condition, capitalism creates the masses that will lead to its own overthrow. The increased centralization of
factory work, as well as the shared suffering, increases the possibility of an organized resistance to capitalism.
Furthermore, the international linking of factories and markets encourages workers to be aware of more than
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their own local interests. This awareness is likely to lead to revolution.

The capitalists, of course, seek to forestall this revolution. For example, they sponsor colonial adventures with
the objective of shifting at least some of the burden of exploitation from the home front to the colonies.
However, in Marx’s view ([1867] 1967:10), these efforts are doomed to failure because the capitalist is as
much controlled by the laws of the capitalist economy as are the workers. Capitalists are under competitive
pressure from one another, forcing each to try to reduce labor costs and intensify exploitation—even though
this intensified exploitation will increase the likelihood of revolution and therefore contribute to the
capitalists’ demise. Even good-hearted capitalists will be forced to further exploit their workers in order to
compete: “The law of capitalist accumulation, metamorphosed by economists into pretended law of nature, in
reality merely states that the very nature of accumulation excludes every diminution in the degree of
exploitation” (Marx, [1867] 1967:582).

Marx usually did not blame individual members of the bourgeoisie for their actions; he saw these actions as
largely determined by the logic of the capitalist system. This is consistent with his view that actors in
capitalism generally are devoid of creative independence.6 However, the developmental process inherent in
capitalism provides the conditions necessary for the ultimate reemergence of such creative action and, with it,
the overthrow of the capitalist system. The logic of the capitalist system is forcing the capitalists to produce
more exploited proletarians, and these are the very people who will bring an end to capitalism through their
revolt. “What the bourgeoisie, therefore, produces, is, above all, its own gravediggers” (Marx and Engels,
[1848] 1948).

It is not only the ultimate proletariat revolution that Marx sees as caused by the underlying contradictions of
capitalism, but also many of the various personal and social crises that beset modern society. On the personal
side, we have already discussed some of the facets of the alienation that Marx believed was at the root of the
feeling of meaninglessness in so many people’s lives. At the economic level, Marx predicted a series of booms
and depressions as capitalists overproduced or laid off workers in their attempts to increase their profits. At
the political level, Marx predicted the increasing inability of a civil society to discuss and solve social problems.
Instead, we would see the growth of a state whose only purposes are the protection of the capitalists’ private
property and an occasional brutal intervention when economic coercion by the capitalists fails.

Capitalism as a Good Thing

Despite his focus on the inevitable crises of capitalism and his portrayal of it as a system of domination and
exploitation, Marx saw capitalism as primarily a good thing. Certainly, Marx did not want to return to the
traditional values of precapitalism. Past generations were just as exploited; the only difference is that the old
exploitation was not veiled behind an economic system. The birth of capitalism opened up new possibilities
for the freedom of the workers. Notwithstanding its exploitation, the capitalist system provides the possibility
for freedom from the traditions that bound all previous societies. Even if the worker is not yet truly free, the
promise is there. Similarly, as the most powerful economic system ever developed, capitalism holds the
promise of freedom from hunger and from other forms of material deprivation. It was from the viewpoint of
these promises that Marx criticized capitalism.
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In addition, Marx believed that capitalism is the root cause of the defining characteristics of the modern age.
Modernity’s constant change and propensity to challenge all accepted traditions are driven by the inherent
competition of capitalism, which pushes capitalists to continuously revolutionize the means of production and
transform society:

Constant revolutionizing of production, uninterrupted disturbance of all social conditions,
everlasting uncertainty and agitation distinguish the bourgeois epoch from all earlier ones. All fixed,
fast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient and venerable prejudices and opinions, are swept
away, all new-formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify. All that is solid melts into air,
all that is holy is profaned, and man is at last compelled to face with sober senses, his real conditions
of life, and his relations with his kind.

(Marx and Engels, [1848] 1948:11)

Capitalism has been a truly revolutionary force. It has created a global society; it has introduced unrelenting
technological change; it has overthrown the traditional world. But now, Marx believed, it must be overthrown.
Capitalism’s role is finished, and it is time for the new stage of communism to begin.
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Materialist Conception of History

Marx was able to criticize capitalism from the perspective of its future because of his belief that history would
follow a predictable course. This belief was based on his materialist conception of history (often simply
shortened to the term historical materialism [Vandenberghe, 2005]). The general claim of Marx’s historical
materialism is that the way in which people provide for their material needs determines or, in general,
conditions the relations that people have with each other, their social institutions, and even their prevalent
ideas.7

Because of the importance of the way in which people provide for their material needs, this, along with the
resultant economic relations, is often referred to as the base. Noneconomic relations, other social institutions,
and prevalent ideas are referred to as the superstructure. It should be noted that Marx’s view of history does not
envision a straightforward trend in which the superstructure simply comes into line with the base. Human
history is set into motion by the attempt to satisfy needs, but as noted above, these needs themselves are
historically changing. Consequently, advances in the satisfaction of needs tend to produce more needs so that
human needs are both the motivating foundation and the result of the economic base.

The following quotation is one of Marx’s best summaries of his materialist conception of history:

In the social production which men carry on they enter into definite relations that are indispensable
and independent of their will. These relations of production correspond to a definite stage of
development of their material forces of production. The totality of these relations of production
constitutes the economic structure of society, which is the real foundation on top of which arises a
legal and political superstructure to which correspond definite forms of social consciousness. At a
certain stage of their development, the material forces of production in society come in conflict with
the existing relations of production or—what is but a legal expression of the same thing—with the
property relations within which they had been at work before. From forms of development of the
forces of production these relations turn into their fetters. Then occurs a period of social revolution.
With the change of the economic foundation the entire immense superstructure is more or less
rapidly transformed.

(Marx, [1859] 1970:20–21)

The place to start in that quotation is with the “material forces of production.” These are the actual tools,
machinery, factories, and so forth used to satisfy human needs. The “relations of production” are the kinds of
associations that people have with each other in satisfying their needs.

Marx’s theory holds that a society will tend to adopt the system of social relations that best facilitates the
employment and development of its productive powers. Therefore, the relations of production correspond to
the state of the material forces of production. For example, certain stages of low technology correspond to
social relations characterized by a few large landowners and a large number of serfs who work the land in
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return for a share of the produce. The higher technology of capitalism corresponds to a few capitalists who are
able to invest in the expensive machinery and factories and a large number of wage workers. As Marx
succinctly, if somewhat simplistically, puts it, “The hand-mill gives you society with the feudal lord; the
steam-mill society with the capitalist” (Marx, [1847] 1963:95). Marx adds that these relations between people
also can be expressed as property relations: the capitalist owns the means of production, and the wage laborer
does not.

Capitalist economies foster unique relations between people and create certain expectations, obligations, and
duties. For example, wage laborers must show a certain deference to capitalists if they want to keep their jobs.
For Marx, what was important about these relations of production was their propensity to class conflict, but it
is also possible to see the effect of the relations of production in family and personal relations. The
socialization necessary to produce the “good” male worker also produces a certain type of husband. Similarly,
early capitalism’s requirement that the man leave the home to work all day led to a definition of the mother as
the primary caretaker of the children. Hence, changes in the forces of production led to deep changes in the
family structure. These changes, too, can be seen as relations of production.

Marx is never quite clear about where the relations of production leave off and the superstructure starts.
However, he clearly felt that some relations and forms of “social consciousness” play only a supporting role in
the material means of production. Marx predicted that although these elements of the superstructure are not
directly involved, they tend to take a form that will support the relations of production.

Marx’s view of history was a dynamic one, and he, therefore, believed that the forces of production will change
to better provide for material needs. For example, this is what happened with the advent of capitalism, when
technological changes made factories possible. However, before capitalism could actually occur, there had to
be changes in society, changes in the relations of production. Factories, capitalists, and wage laborers were not
compatible with feudal relations. The feudal lords, who derived their wealth solely from the ownership of land
and who felt a moral obligation to provide for their serfs, had to be replaced by capitalists who derived their
wealth from capital and who felt no moral obligation to wage laborers. Similarly, the serf’s feeling of personal
loyalty to the lord had to be replaced by proletarians’ willingness to sell their labor to whoever will pay. The
old relations of production were in conflict with the new forces of production.

A revolution is often required to change the relations of production. The main source of revolution is the
material contradiction between the forces of production and the relations of production. However, revolution
also results from another contradiction: between exploiters and the exploited. According to Marx, this
contradiction, which has always existed, leads to revolutionary change when the exploited line up in support of
a change in the relations of production that favors changes occurring in the forces of production. Marx did not
believe that all workers’ revolts could be effective, only those in support of a change in the forces of
production. An effective revolution, according to Marx, will cause the supporting relations, institutions, and
prevalent ideas to change so that they validate the new relations of production.
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Cultural Aspects of Capitalist Society

In addition to his focus on the material structures of capitalism, Marx also theorized about its cultural aspects.

Ideology

Not only do the existing relations of production tend to prevent changes necessary for the development of the
forces of production, but similarly, the supporting relations, institutions, and, in particular, prevalent ideas also
tend to prevent these changes. Marx called prevalent ideas that perform this function ideologies. As with many
terms, Marx is not always precise in his use of the word ideology. He seems to use it to indicate two related
sorts of ideas.

First, ideology refers to ideas that naturally emerge out of everyday life in capitalism but, because of the nature
of capitalism, reflect reality in an inverted manner (Larrain, 1979). To explain this meaning of the term, Marx
used the metaphor of a camera obscura, which employs an optical quirk to show a real image reflected upside
down. This is the type of ideology represented by the fetishism of commodities or by money. Even though we
know that money is nothing but a piece of paper that has value only because of underlying social relations, in
our daily lives we treat money as though it had inherent value. Instead of our seeing that we give money its
value, it often seems that money gives us our value.

This first type of ideology is vulnerable to disruption because it is based on underlying material contradictions.
Human value is not really dependent on money, and we often meet people who are living proof of that
contradiction. In fact, it is at this level that we usually become aware of the material contradictions that Marx
believed will drive capitalism to the next phase. We become aware, for example, that the economy is not an
objective, independent system, but a political sphere. We become aware that our labor is not just another
commodity and that its sale for wages produces alienation. Or if we don’t become aware of the underlying
truth, we at least become aware of the disruption because of a blatantly political move in the economic system
or our own feeling of alienation. It is in addressing these disruptions that Marx’s second use of ideology is
relevant.

When disruptions occur and the underlying material contradictions are revealed, or are in danger of being
revealed, the second type of ideology will emerge. Here Marx uses the term ideology to refer to systems of
ruling ideas that attempt once again to hide the contradictions that are at the heart of the capitalist system. In
most cases, they do this in one of three ways: (1) they lead to the creation of subsystems of ideas—a religion, a
philosophy, a literature, a legal system—that makes the contradictions appear to be coherent; (2) they explain
away those experiences that reveal the contradictions, usually as personal problems or individual idiosyncrasies;
or (3) they present the capitalist contradiction as really being a contradiction in human nature and, therefore,
one that cannot be fixed by social change.

In general, members of the ruling class create this second type of ideology. For example, Marx refers to
bourgeois economists who present the commodity form as natural and universal. Or he criticizes bourgeois
philosophers, such as Hegel, for pretending that material contradictions can be resolved by changing how we
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think. However, even the proletariat can create this type of ideology. People who have given up the hope of
actually changing society need such ideologies. But no matter who creates them, these ideologies always
benefit the ruling class by hiding the contradictions that would lead to social change.

Freedom, Equality, and Ideology

For an example of ideology, we will look at Marx’s ideas about the bourgeois conception of equality and
freedom. According to Marx, our particular ideas of equality and freedom emerge out of capitalism. Although
we take our belief in freedom and equality to be an obvious thing, any historical study will demonstrate that it
is not. Most societies would have considered the idea that all people are essentially equal as absurd. For most
cultures throughout history, slavery seemed quite natural. Now, under capitalism, we believe quite the
opposite: inequality is absurd, and slavery is unnatural.

Marx thought that this change in our ideas could be traced to the everyday practices of capitalism. The act of
exchange, which is the basis of capitalism, presupposes the equality of the people in the exchange, just as it
presupposes the equality of the commodities in the exchange. For the commodities, the particular qualitative
differences of their use values are hidden by their exchange value. In other words, apples and oranges are made
equal by reducing them to their monetary value. The same thing happens to the differences between the
people involved in the exchange. Most exchanges in advanced capitalism involve people who never meet and
don’t know each other. We don’t care who grew the apples and oranges we buy. This anonymity and
indifference constitutes a kind of equality.

Furthermore, freedom is assumed in this exchange, since any of the partners to the exchange are presumed to
be free to exchange or not as they see fit. The very idea of capitalist exchange means that commodities are not
taken by force but are freely traded. This is also true of the exchange of labor time for wages. It is assumed
that the worker or the employer is free to enter into the exchange and free to terminate it. Marx ([1857–1858]
1974:245) concludes that “equality and freedom are not only respected in exchange which is based on
exchange values, but the exchange of exchange values is the real productive basis of all equality and freedom.”
Nevertheless, Marx believed that capitalist practices result in an inverted view of freedom. It seems that we are
free; but in fact, it is capital that is free and we who are enslaved.

According to Marx, freedom is the ability to have control over your own labor and its products. Although
individuals may seem free under capitalism, they are not. Under previous social forms, people were directly
dominated by others and so were aware of their unfreedom. Under capitalism, people are dominated by
capitalist relations that seem objective and natural and therefore are not perceived as a form of domination.
Marx ([1857–1858] 1974:652) decries “the insipidity of the view that free competition is the ultimate
development of human freedom.… This kind of individual freedom is therefore at the same time the most
complete suspension of all individual freedom, and the most complete subjugation of individuality under
social conditions which assume the form of objective powers.”

Because the capitalist owns the means of production, the exchange of wages for labor time cannot be free. The
proletariat must work in order to live, but the capitalist has the choice to hire others from the reserve army of
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labor, or to mechanize, or to let the factory sit idle until the workers become desperate enough to “freely”
accept the capitalist’s wages. The worker is neither free nor equal to the capitalist.

Hence, we see that the first level of the ideology of freedom and equality emerges from the practices of
exchange in capitalism, but that our ideas are inverted and do not represent real freedom and equality. It is
capital that is freely and equally exchanged; it is capital that is accepted without prejudice; it is capital that is
able to do as it wishes, not us. This first type of ideology is easily disrupted, and our awareness of this
disruption drives capitalism to the next phase. Despite the ideology of equality and freedom, few workers feel
equal to their employers; few feel free in their jobs. This is why the second type of ideology is necessary. These
disruptions somehow must be explained away or made to look inevitable.

This is especially true with the ideology of equality and freedom, because these ideas are among the most
threatening to capitalism. They are another example of how capitalism creates its own gravediggers. Older
forms of unfreedom and inequality were clearly tied to people, and there was hope, therefore, of becoming free
and equal by changing the hearts of the people who oppressed us. When we become aware of the source of
unfreedom and inequality under capitalism, we begin to realize that capitalism itself must be changed.
Ideologies therefore must be created to protect the capitalist system, and one way in which they do this is by
portraying inequality as equality and unfreedom as freedom.

Marx believed that the capitalist system is inherently unequal. The capitalists automatically benefit more from
the capitalist system, while the workers are automatically disadvantaged. Under capitalism, those who own the
means of production, those with capital, make money from their money. Under capitalism, capital begets
more capital—that is, investments give a return—and as we saw above, Marx believed that this was derived
from the exploitation of the workers. Not only are the workers automatically exploited, but they also bear the
burden of unemployment due to technological changes, geographical shifts, and other economic dislocations,
all of which benefit the capitalist. The rule of capitalism is reflected in the common saying that the rich get
richer while the poor get poorer. Constantly increasing inequality is built into the capitalist system.

Any attempt toward a more equal society must take into account this automatic propensity of the capitalist
system to increased inequality. Nevertheless, attempts to make the capitalist system more equal often are
portrayed as forms of inequality. From the Marxist viewpoint these attempts would be the second form of
ideology. For example, ideologues promote a flat tax that taxes the rich and the poor at the same rate. They
argue that because the rate is the same for rich and poor, it is equal. They ignore the fact that a graduated tax
rate may be just compensation for the built-in inequality of capitalism. They create an ideology by portraying
the obvious inequalities of the capitalist system as inevitable or as being due to the laziness of the poor. In this
way, inequality is portrayed as equality, and the freedom of the rich to keep the fruits of exploitation trumps
the freedom of the workers.

We see in this example not only the two types of ideology but also another instance of how Marx thought that
capitalism is a good thing. The ideas of freedom and equality emerge from capitalism itself, and it is these
ideas that drive us toward the dissolution of capitalism, toward communism.
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Religion

Marx also sees religion as an ideology. He famously refers to religion as the opiate of the people, but it is
worthwhile to look at the entire quotation:

Religious distress is at the same time the expression of real distress and also the protest against real
distress. Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, just as it is the
spirit of spiritless conditions. It is the opium of the people.

(Marx, [1843] 1970)

Marx believed that religion, like all ideology, reflects a truth but that this truth is inverted. Because people
cannot see that their distress and oppression are produced by the capitalist system, their distress and
oppression are given a religious form. Marx clearly says that he is not against religion per se, but against a
system that requires the illusions of religion.

This religious form is vulnerable to disruption and therefore is always liable to become the basis of a
revolutionary movement. We do indeed see that religious movements have often been in the forefront of
opposition to capitalism (for example, liberation theology). Nevertheless, Marx felt that religion is especially
amenable to becoming the second form of ideology by portraying the injustice of capitalism as a test for the
faithful and pushing any revolutionary change off into the afterlife. In this way, the cry of the oppressed is
used to further oppression.
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Marx’s Economics: A Case Study

This chapter is devoted to an analysis of Marx’s sociology, but, of course, it is his economics for which he is
far better known. Although we have touched on a number of aspects of Marx’s economics, we have not dealt
with it in a coherent fashion. In this section, we look at Marx’s economics, not as economics per se, but rather
as an exemplification of his sociological theory (Mazlish, 1984).8 There is much more to Marxian economics,
but this is the most relevant way to deal with it in a book devoted to sociological theory.

A starting point for Marxian economics is in the concepts, previously touched on, of use value and exchange
value. People have always created use values; that is, they have always produced things that directly satisfy
their wants. A use value is defined qualitatively; that is, something either is or is not useful. An exchange value,
however, is defined quantitatively, not qualitatively. It is defined by the amount of labor needed to appropriate
useful qualities. Whereas use values are produced to satisfy one’s own needs, exchange values are produced to
be exchanged for values of another use. Whereas the production of use values is a natural human expression,
the existence of exchange values sets in motion a process by which humanity is distorted. The entire edifice of
capitalism, including commodities, the market, money, and so forth, is erected on the basis of exchange
values.

To Marx, the basic source of any value was the amount of socially necessary labor time needed to produce an
article under the normal conditions of production and with the average degree of skill and intensity of the
time. This is the well-known labor theory of value. Although it is clear that labor lies at the base of use value,
this fact grows progressively less clear as we move to exchange values, commodities, the market, and
capitalism. To put it another way, “The determination of the magnitude of value by labor-time is therefore a
secret, hidden under the apparent fluctuations in relative values of commodities” (Marx, [1867] 1967:75).
Labor, as the source of all value, is a secret in capitalism that allows the capitalists to exploit the workers.

According to Peter Worsley, Marx “put at the heart of his sociology—as no other sociology does—the theme
of exploitation” (1982:115). The capitalists pay the workers less than the value the workers produce and keep
the rest for themselves. The workers are not aware of this exploitation, and often, neither are the capitalists.
The capitalists believe that this extra value is derived from their own cleverness, their capital investment, their
manipulation of the market, and so on. Marx stated that “so long as trade is good, the capitalist is too much
absorbed in money grubbing to take notice of this gratuitous gift of labor” ([1867] 1967:207). In sum, Marx
said:

The capitalist does not know that the normal price of labor also includes a definite quantity of
unpaid labor, and that this very unpaid labor is the normal source of his gain. The category, surplus
labor-time, does not exist at all for him, since it is included in the normal working-day, which he
thinks he has paid for in the day’s wages.

(Marx, [1867] 1967:550)
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This leads us to Marx’s central concept of surplus value. This is defined as the difference between the value of
the product when it is sold and the value of the elements consumed in the formation of that product.
Although means of production (raw materials and tools, the value of which comes from the labor involved in
extracting or producing them) are consumed in the production process, it is labor that is the real source of
surplus value.

The surplus derived from this process is used by the capitalists to pay for such things as rent to landowners
and interest to banks. But the most important derivation from it is profit. The capitalists can use this profit for
private consumption, but that would not lead to the expansion of capitalism. Rather, they expand their
enterprise by converting it into a base for the creation of still more surplus value.

The desire for more profit and more surplus value for expansion pushes capitalism toward what Marx called
the general law of capitalist accumulation. The capitalists seek to exploit workers as much as possible: “The
constant tendency of capital is to force the cost of labor back towards … zero” (Marx, [1867] 1967:600). Marx
basically argued that the structure and the ethos of capitalism push the capitalists in the direction of the
accumulation of more and more capital. In order to do this, given Marx’s view that labor is the source of value,
the capitalists are led to intensify the exploitation of the proletariat. Ultimately, however, increased
exploitation yields fewer and fewer gains; an upper limit of exploitation is reached. In addition, as this limit is
approached, the government is forced by pressure from the working class to place restrictions on the actions of
capitalists (for example, laws limiting the length of the workday). As a result of these restrictions, the
capitalists must look for other devices, and a major one is the substitution of machines for people. This
substitution is made relatively easy, because the capitalists already have reduced the workers to laboring
machines performing a series of simple operations. This shift to capital-intensive production is, paradoxically,
a cause of the declining rate of profit since it is labor (not machines) that is the ultimate source of profit.

As mechanization proceeds, more and more people are put out of work and fall from the proletariat to the
“industrial reserve army.” At the same time, heightening competition and the burgeoning costs of technology
lead to a progressive decline in the number of capitalists. In the end, Marx foresaw a situation in which society
would be characterized by a tiny number of exploitative capitalists and a huge mass of proletarians and
members of the industrial reserve army. In these extreme circumstances, capitalism would be most vulnerable
to revolution. As Marx put it, the expropriation of the masses by the capitalists would be replaced by “the
expropriation of a few usurpers by the mass of people” ([1867] 1967:764). The capitalists, of course, seek to
forestall their demise. For example, they sponsor colonial adventures with the objective of shifting at least
some of the burden of exploitation from the home front to the colonies. However, in Marx’s view, these
efforts are ultimately doomed to failure, and the capitalists will face rebellion at home and abroad.

The key point about the general law of capitalist accumulation is the degree to which actors, both capitalist
and proletarian, are impelled by the structure and ethos of capitalism to do what they do. Marx usually did not
blame individual capitalists for their actions; he saw these actions as largely determined by the logic of the
capitalist system. This is consistent with his view that actors in capitalism generally are devoid of creative
independence. However, the developmental process inherent in capitalism provides the conditions necessary
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for the ultimate reemergence of such creative action and, with it, the overthrow of the capitalist system.
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Communism

Marx often wrote as though changes in the mode of production were inevitable, as in the quotation about the
hand-mill giving you feudalism and the steam-mill giving you capitalism. Unless one wishes to find reasons
for rejecting Marx’s theories, it is probably best to interpret Marx’s historical materialism as motivated by a
desire to identify some predictable trends and to use these trends to discover the points where political action
could be most effective. This is certainly the way that Marx used his theories in his concrete political and
economic studies, such as Class Struggles in France ([1850] 1964) and The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis
Bonaparte ([1869] 1963). The truth of historical materialism, then, does not depend on the inevitability of its
historical predictions, but on whether a focus on the way that we satisfy our material needs is the best way to
reveal the opportunities for effective political intervention.

If the goal of Marx’s materialist view of history was to predict those points where political action could be
most effective, then it is his view of what changes will lead to the next stage that is most important. Marx
thought that capitalism had developed its productive powers so that it was ready to enter a new mode of
production, which he called communism. Most of his analysis dwelt on conflicts in the present that will lead to
this new economic form.

Despite the importance to Marx of the future communist society, he spent surprisingly little time depicting
what this world would be like. He refused to write “recipes for the kitchens of the future” (Marx, cited in T.
Ball, 1991:139). The era in which Marx wrote was filled with talk of revolutions and new forms of society—of
communism, socialism, anarchy, and many more now forgotten. Charismatic political leaders appeared on the
historical stage and stirred audiences with their speeches. Marx, however, was intellectually opposed to
painting utopian visions of the future. To Marx, the most important task was the critical analysis of
contemporary capitalist society. He believed that such criticism would help bring down capitalism and create
the conditions for the rise of a new socialist world. There would be time to construct communist society once
capitalism was overcome. In general, however, Marx believed that communism would involve taking decisions
about what is to be produced away from the reified economy that runs in the interests of the few capitalists
and putting in its place some sort of social decision making that would allow the needs of the many to be
taken into account.
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Criticisms

Five problems in Marx’s theory need to be discussed. The first is the problem of communism as it came to
exist. The failure of communist societies and their turn to a more capitalistically oriented economy raise
questions about the role of Marxian theory within sociology (Antonio, 2011; Aronson, 1995; Hudelson, 1993;
Manuel, 1992). Marx’s ideas seem to have been tried and to have failed. At one time, almost one-third of the
world’s population lived under states inspired by the ideas of Marx. Many of those formerly Marxist states
have become capitalist, and even those (except, perhaps, for Cuba) that still claim to be Marxist manifest
nothing but a highly bureaucratized form of capitalism.

Against this criticism, it could be argued that those states never truly followed Marxist precepts, and that it is
unfair for critics to blame Marx for every misuse of his theory. However, those making the criticism claim that
Marx himself insisted that Marxist theory should not be split from its actually existing practice. As Alvin
Gouldner (1970:3) writes, “Having set out to change the world, rather than produce one more interpretation
of it, Marxist theory must ultimately be weighed on the scales of history.”

The second problem is often referred to as the missing emancipatory subject. Critics say that although Marx’s
theory places the proletariat at the heart of the social change leading to communism, the proletariat has rarely
assumed this leading position and often is among the groups that are most opposed to communism. This
problem is compounded by the fact that intellectuals—for example, academic sociologists—have leapt into the
gap left by the proletariat and substituted intellectual activity for class struggle. In addition, the intellectuals’
disappointment at the proletariat’s conservativism is transformed into a theory that emphasizes the role of
ideology much more strongly than Marx did and that tends to see the “heroes” of the future revolution as
manipulated dupes.

The third problem is the missing dimension of gender. One of the main points of Marx’s theory is that labor
becomes a commodity under capitalism, yet it is a historical fact that the commodifying of labor has happened
less to women than to men. To a large degree, men’s paid labor still depends on the unpaid labor of women,
especially the all-important rearing of the next generation of workers. Sayer (1991) points out that the missing
dimension of gender not only leaves a hole in Marx’s analysis but also affects his primary argument that
capitalism is defined by its growing dependence on wage labor, because the growth of wage labor has been
dependent on the unpaid labor of women. Patriarchy may be an essential foundation for the emergence of
capitalism, but Marx simply ignores it.

The fourth problem is that Marx saw the economy as driven almost solely by production, and he ignored the
role of consumption. The focus on production led him to predict that concerns for efficiency and cost cutting
would lead to proletarianization, increasing alienation, and deepening class conflict. It could be argued,
however, that the central role of consumption in the contemporary economy encourages some creativity and
entrepreneurship and that these provide at least some wage labor jobs that are not alienating. People who
create new video games or direct movies or perform popular music are less alienated from their work, even
though they are firmly entrenched in a capitalist system. Although there are only a few such jobs, their
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existence gives hope to the alienated masses, who can anticipate that they, or at least their children, might
someday work in interesting and creative jobs.

Finally, some might point to Marx’s uncritical acceptance of Western conceptions of progress as a problem.
Marx believed that the engine of history is humanity’s always improving exploitation of nature for its material
needs. In addition, Marx thought that the essence of human nature is our ability to shape nature to our
purposes. It may be that these assumptions are a root cause of many of our current and future ecological crises.
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Contemporary Applications

Marx’s impact on academic scholarship and research has been massive. A full review cannot be provided in a
chapter such as this one; therefore, we present some highlights. In broadest terms, his ideas have impacted
political theory (Lenin, 1972), cultural theory (Lukács, [1922] 1968; Gramsci, 1971; Adorno, [1966] 1973),
economic sociology (Baran & Sweezy, 1966), spatial theory (Lefebvre, [1974] 1991), and globalization theory
(Wallerstein, [1974] 2011). In addition, Antonio (2011) provides a list of some of the substantive topics that
have been studied using Marx’s theories: democracy and civil society, the media, the transnational class
system, global political trends, violence, financial and ecological crisis, among others. In the present moment,
Marx’s theories are being used quite actively to address pressing social problems: growing inequality, the
economic crisis of 2008, and ecological crisis.

For example, in 2013, economist Thomas Piketty published Capital in the Twenty-First Century. This book
was number one on the New York Times best-seller list and was reviewed, positively, by major popular
magazines such as The Economist. Though Piketty has denied the connection (D. Harvey, 2014), given the
title it is hard to avoid making comparisons to Marx’s Capital. Piketty is certainly not a Marxist. According to
David Harvey (2014), Piketty misunderstands the basic mechanisms of capitalism. For example, he treats
capital as a thing rather than a social process. This said, Piketty shares with Marx a focus on the distribution
of wealth in capitalist society. The central argument of the book, which echoes Marx’s main theoretical point,
is that capitalism is beset with structural contradictions (though not the same contradictions described by
Marx). These contradictions inevitably lead to increasing wealth inequality. Indeed, the most important
contribution of Piketty’s Capital is that it provides long-term empirical economic data, and therefore strong
support, for an argument that Marxists have been making since the 19th century: inequality is a growing and
endemic feature of capitalism.

While Piketty lacks a Marxist theoretical foundation, recent analyses of the 2008 economic crisis demonstrate
the continuing relevance of Marxist theory. In their edited volume Business as Usual: The Roots of the Global
Financial Meltdown, Calhoun and Derluguian (2011a) arrange several essays that use Marx to understand the
origins of the Great Recession. By these accounts, the problems of 2008 will not be overcome through the
self-correcting features of the capitalist market or the development of new government policy. Rather, the
crisis is just the most recent in a cycle of crises all of which point to the ever-deepening contradictions of
capitalism. To reproduce itself, capitalism, Harvey (2011:90) argues, needs to “find a path to a minimum
compound 3-percent growth forever.” In other words, to survive, capitalism must grow endlessly. However,
capitalism faces increasing limits to growth. Wallerstein (2011b:80) says there are three kinds of limits: the
growing costs of personnel, the costs of inputs, and the costs of taxation. In other words, over time it becomes
so costly for capitalism to do business that the system must become unsustainable. Wallerstein argues that the
crises are reaching the point where they can no longer be overcome. Hence, he predicts an end to the capitalist
system in the near future.

Finally, some have discussed Marx’s potential contribution to the analysis of environmental problems. For
example, Foster (2015) argues that Marx’s writings contain an important, but long ignored, environmental
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theory. In the 1850s, Marx developed the concept of social metabolism (Foster 2015:2). This concept, Foster
says, played a central role in Marx’s later economic theory. It describes the relationship between humans and
nature: “Man, through his own actions, mediates, regulates and controls the metabolism between himself and
nature” (Marx, cited in Foster, 2015:2). Ideally, humans are able to balance this relationship with nature.
However, capitalism, with its drive for endless accumulation, wrecks the balance. It creates a “metabolic rift”
between humans and nature. Extending these ideas to the present moment, Foster says that after centuries of
capitalist accumulation we now face a “global ecological rift” (Foster, 2015:9). The metabolism of the entire
planet is at risk. The only way that we will overcome this rift is to shift humanity away from the values of
endless accumulation to those of economic equality and sustainability. Relying on the Marxist concept of
dialectic, Foster (2015:11) argues that even if we remain ideologically blind to the dangers, the shift will be
“inevitably” propelled by the emergence of an environmental proletariat. Those most hard hit by economic and
environmental hardship will rise up to demand an end to capitalism or any future economic systems that
disturbs the social metabolism.
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Summary

Marx presents a complex and still relevant analysis of the historical basis of inequality in capitalism and how to
change it. Marx’s theories are open to many interpretations, but this chapter tries to present an interpretation
that makes his theories consistent with his actual historical studies.

The chapter begins with a discussion of the dialectical approach that Marx derived from Hegel and that
shapes all of Marx’s work. The important point here is that Marx believed that society is structured around
contradictions that can be resolved only through actual social change. One of the primary contradictions that
Marx looked at was between human potential (nature) and the conditions for labor in capitalism. For Marx,
human nature is intimately tied to labor, which both expresses and transforms human potential. Under
capitalism, our labor is sold as a commodity, and the commodifying of our labor leads to alienation from our
productive activity, from the objects that we make, from our fellow workers, and even from ourselves.

Next, the chapter presents Marx’s analysis of capitalist society. We begin with the central concept of
commodities and then look at the contradiction between their use value and their exchange value. In
capitalism, the exchange value of commodities tends to predominate over their actual usefulness in satisfying
human needs; therefore, commodities begin to appear to be separate from human labor and from human need
and eventually appear to have power over humans. Marx called this the fetishism of commodities. This
fetishism is a form of reification, and it affects more than just commodities; in particular, it affects the
economic system, which begins to seem like an objective, nonpolitical force that determines our lives. Because
of this reification we don’t see that the very idea of capital contains a contradictory social relation between
those who profit from their investments and those whose actual labor provides the surplus value that
constitutes profit. In other words, the ability of capital to generate profit rests on the exploitation of the
proletariat. This underlying contradiction leads to class conflict between the proletariat and bourgeoisie,
which eventually will result in revolution because proletarianization will swell the ranks of the proletariat. This
section concludes by stressing that despite his criticisms of capitalism, Marx believed that capitalism has been
good and that his criticisms of it are from the perspective of its potential future.

Marx felt that he was able to take the view from capitalism’s potential future because of his materialist
conception of history. By focusing on the forces of production, Marx was able to predict historical trends that
allowed him to identify where political action could be effective. Political action and even revolution are
necessary because relations of production and ideology hold back the necessary development of the forces of
production. In Marx’s view, these changes eventually will lead to a communist society.

We also offer a discussion of some of the most important nonmaterial (cultural) aspects of Marx’s theory—
especially ideology and religion—as well as some of his famous ideas on economics, especially the labor theory
of value.

The chapter ends with some criticisms of Marx’s theories. Despite their significance, these criticisms have
contributed to the strength of the Marxist approach, even where the strengthening of some Marxist
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approaches has meant abandoning some of Marx’s most strongly held positions.
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Notes

1. The approach here is based on the premise that there is no discontinuity or contradiction between Marx’s
early work on human potential and his later work on the structures of capitalist society—that his early ideas
continue, at least implicitly, in his later work even though these ideas were certainly modified by his study of
the economic structures of capitalism.

2. In Joseph Stalin’s Soviet Union, there was no problem about the “correct” interpretation of Marx. Stalin
himself provided the interpretation and brutally eliminated all those, such as Leon Trotsky, who disagreed.

3. Marx did, however, occasionally discuss the inevitability of socialism.

4. Marx did acknowledge that class conflict often is affected by other forms of stratification, such as ethnic,
racial, gender, and religious; however, he did not accept that these could be primary.

5. Although his theoretical work looked mainly at these two classes, his historical studies examined a number
of different class formations. Most significant are the petty bourgeois—small shopkeepers employing at most
a few workers—and the lumpenproletariat—the proletariat who readily sell out to the capitalists. For Marx,
these other classes can be understood only in terms of the primary relationship between bourgeoisie and
proletariat.

6. Marx might be seen as an exception to his own theory. He does acknowledge that it is possible for some
individuals among the bourgeoisie to lay aside their class characteristics and adopt a communist consciousness
(Marx and Engels, [1845–1846] 1970:69).

7. Antonio (2011:119–120) distinguishes between a hard and a soft material determinism. “Although hard
determinist passages exist in Marx’s texts, he suggested much more often a complex, historically contingent
materialism, which ought not to be reduced to ‘technological determinism’ (i.e., social change arises from
technical change) or to ‘reflection theory’ (i.e., ideas are mere emanations of material reality).”

8. One way of looking at Marx’s economic theory (for example, the labor theory of value) is as a specific
application of his more general sociological theory. This stands in contrast to G. A. Cohen’s (1978) work, in
which his overriding concern is the underlying economic theory in Marx’s work. Although Cohen sees the
“economic” and the “social” as being interchangeable in Marx’s work, he clearly implies that Marx’s economic
theory is the more general.
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Introduction

There are two main themes in the work of Emile Durkheim. The first is the priority of the social over the
individual, and the second is the idea that society can be studied scientifically. Because both of these themes
continue to be controversial, Durkheim is still relevant today.

We live in a society that tends to see everything as attributable to individuals, even clearly social problems such
as racism, pollution, and economic recessions. Durkheim approaches things from the opposite perspective,
stressing the social dimension of all human phenomena. However, even some who recognize the importance
of society tend to see it as an amorphous entity that can be intuitively understood but never scientifically
studied. Here again, Durkheim provides the opposing approach. For Durkheim, society is made up of “social
facts,” which exceed our intuitive understanding and must be investigated through observations and
measurements. These ideas are so central to sociology that Durkheim is often seen as the “father” of sociology
(Gouldner, 1958; Tiryakian, 2009). To found sociology as a discipline was indeed one of Durkheim’s primary
goals.

Durkheim ([1900] 1973:3) believed that sociology, as an idea, was born in France in the 19th century. He
wanted to turn this idea into a discipline, a well-defined field of study. He recognized the roots of sociology in
the ancient philosophers—such as Plato and Aristotle—and more proximate sources in French philosophers
such as Montesquieu and Condorcet. However, in Durkheim’s ([1900] 1973:6) view, previous philosophers
did not go far enough because they did not try to create an entirely new discipline.

Although the term sociology had been coined some years earlier by Auguste Comte, there was no field of
sociology per se in late-19th-century universities. There were no schools, departments, or even professors of
sociology. There were a few thinkers who were dealing with ideas that were in one way or another
sociological, but there was as yet no disciplinary “home” for sociology. Indeed, there was strong opposition
from existing disciplines to the founding of such a field. The most significant opposition came from
psychology and philosophy, two fields that claimed already to cover the domain sought by sociology. The
dilemma for Durkheim, given his aspirations for sociology, was how to create for it a separate and identifiable
niche.

To separate it from psychology, Durkheim argued that sociology should be concerned with the study of social
facts, phenomena irreducible to individual psychology. Even within French academic circles this approach
proved controversial and was challenged by key figures such as Gabriel Tarde (1843–1904). Durkheim’s
collaborator Célestin Bouglé referred to the debate between Tarde and Durkheim as the “famous duel”:
Should sociology focus on the individual or the collective? (Fournier, [2007] 2013:60) In contrast to
Durkheim’s social realism, which took as its starting point the autonomous reality of society, Tarde argued that
society is made up of the imitative relations between individuals (Tarde, 1903). In other words, there are no
shared beliefs, values, and social structures that, in themselves, direct human action. Rather, beliefs and values
are transmitted (and therefore shared) when individuals imitate one another. According to this view, sociology
should study the psychological basis of imitation rather than society in itself. Durkheim criticized this
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perspective as speculative and based in imaginative ideas rather than a rigorous scientific study of society (see
Fournier, [2007] 2013:344). Despite a recent interest in Tarde’s version of sociology (Candea, 2010; Latour,
2007), Durkheim’s social realism won the day and shaped the course of the discipline.

To separate sociology from philosophy, Durkheim argued that it should be oriented toward empirical
research. This seems simple enough, but the situation was complicated by Durkheim’s belief that sociology
was also threatened by a philosophical school within sociology itself. In his view, the two other major figures
of the epoch who thought of themselves as sociologists, Comte and Herbert Spencer, were far more interested
in philosophizing, in abstract theorizing, than they were in studying the social world empirically. If the field
continued in the direction set by Comte and Spencer, Durkheim felt, it would become nothing more than a
branch of philosophy. As a result, he found it necessary to attack both Comte and Spencer (Durkheim, [1895]
1982:19–20) for relying on preconceived ideas of social phenomena instead of actually studying the real world.
Thus, Comte was said to be guilty of assuming theoretically that the social world was evolving in the direction
of an increasingly perfect society, rather than engaging in the hard, rigorous, and basic work of actually
studying the changing nature of various societies. Similarly, Spencer was accused of assuming harmony in
society rather than studying whether harmony actually existed.
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Social Facts

In order to help sociology move away from psychology and philosophy and to give it a clear and separate
identity, Durkheim ([1895] 1982) proposed that the distinctive subject matter of sociology should be the
study of social facts (see M. Gane, 1988; Gilbert, 1994; Nielsen, 2005, 2007a; and the special edition of
Sociological Perspectives [1995]). Briefly, social facts are the social structures and cultural norms and values that
are external to, and coercive of, actors. Students, for example, are constrained by such social structures as the
university bureaucracy as well as the norms and values of American society, which place great importance on a
college education. Similar social facts constrain people in all areas of social life.

Crucial in separating sociology from psychology and philosophy is the idea that social facts are to be treated as
“things” (S. Jones, 1996) and studied empirically. This means that we must study social facts by acquiring data
from outside of our own minds through observation and experimentation. The empirical study of social facts
as things sets Durkheimian sociology apart from more philosophical approaches.1

128



Emile Durkheim: A Biographical Sketch

Bettmann / Bettmann / Getty Images

Emile Durkheim was born on April 15, 1858, in Epinal, France. He was descended from a long line of rabbis and studied to be a
rabbi, but by the time he was in his teens, he had largely disavowed his heritage (Strenski, 1997:4). From that time on, his lifelong
interest in religion was more academic than theological (Mestrovic, 1988). He was dissatisfied not only with his religious training
but also with his general education and its emphasis on literary and aesthetic matters. He longed for schooling in scientific methods
and in the moral principles needed to guide social life. He rejected a traditional academic career in philosophy and sought instead to
acquire the scientific training needed to contribute to the moral guidance of society. Although he was interested in scientific
sociology, there was no field of sociology at that time, so, between 1882 and 1887, he taught philosophy in a number of provincial
schools in the Paris area.

His appetite for science was whetted further by a trip to Germany, where he was exposed to the scientific psychology being
pioneered by Wilhelm Wundt (Durkheim, [1887] 1993). In the years immediately after his visit to Germany, Durkheim published a
good deal, basing his work, in part, on his experiences there (R. Jones, 1994). These publications helped him gain a position in the
department of philosophy at the University of Bordeaux in 1887.

In his role at Bordeaux, he offered public lectures on the social sciences and covered topics such as social solidarity, the family,
suicide, crime, and religion. These were the first courses in social science offered in a French university. His main responsibility,
however, was teaching courses in education to schoolteachers where he focused on moral education. Durkheim saw himself not
merely as an educator and “scholar but also as a citizen” (Fournier, [2007] 2013:117). As a result, his lectures had a “practical
character” that would address the problems encountered in everyday work. Durkheim was admired for his teaching, which was
described as original, systematic, and “strikingly powerful.” He was listened to with a “sort of fervor” that exercised a “considerable
influence” on his students and at times concerned university administration (Watz, cited in Fournier, [2007] 2013:348).

The years that followed were characterized by a series of personal successes for Durkheim. In 1893, he publicly defended his Latin
thesis on Montesquieu and his French doctoral thesis, which was soon published as The Division of Labor in Society (Durkheim,
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[1892] 1997; Fournier, [2007] 2013). There was some resistance to the work. It was described as moralistic and deterministic, and
some of the examiners were wary of Durkheim’s focus on sociology because it was “too closely related to socialism” (Perreur, cited in
Fournier, [2007] 2013:153). Nevertheless, the defense was regarded as a great success: “[O]ne of the most remarkable of oral
examinations, and one of the most completely satisfying.” (Fournier, [2007] 2013:155). His major methodological statement, The
Rules of Sociological Method, appeared in 1895, followed (in 1897) by his empirical application of those methods in the study Suicide.
Each of these works increased Durkheim’s reputation as one of the major figures in the developing field of sociology, but, again,
were challenged by his competitors who criticized Durkheim’s method and were troubled by his rejection of psychological accounts
of social life. By 1896, he had become a full professor at Bordeaux. In 1902, he was summoned to the famous French university, the
Sorbonne, and, in 1906, he was named professor of the science of education, a title that was changed in 1913 to professor of the
science of education and sociology. The other of his most famous works, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, was published in
1912.

Durkheim, as we will see throughout this book, had a profound influence on the development of sociology, but his influence was not
restricted to it (Halls, 1996). Much of his impact on other fields came through the journal L’Année Sociologique, which he founded in
1898. Though the journal contained original articles (including a piece by Georg Simmel in the first issue), it was largely a collection
of book reviews and bibliographic materials. Its purpose was to “fight the still widespread conception according to which sociology is
a branch of philosophy” and to counter the “popular sociology of the day” (Heilbron, 2015:82-83).

Though Durkheim, the editor, clearly took on the bulk of the work, especially in the early issues, this was a collaborative enterprise
drawing together scholars trained in philosophy but committed to the development of a rigorous scientific sociology. Durkheim used
the Année to build a team of like-minded scholars, a task crucial to the development of scientific sociology. Prominent figures
included Célestin Bouglé, Gaston Richard, Francois Simiand, Henri Hubert, and Durkheim’s nephew Marcel Mauss. The work was
hard, occupying at least 4 to 5 months per year. The focus on book reviews and bibliography, though important, frustrated
Durkheim because it took away from the equally important task of getting on with doing original sociological work (Fournier,
[2007] 2013). Durkheim was not only concerned about his own time but also that of his younger collaborators: “I feel responsible for
all that, and that causes me a lot of pain. I cannot tell you how painful I find it” (Fournier, [2007] 2013:376).

Alongside his nephew Marcel Mauss, one of Durkheim’s most promising collaborators and students was his own son André
Durkheim, who had trained as a linguist. Despite his promise, André was sent to the front lines of World War I and died from
wounds on December 17, 1915. Durkheim attempted to remain strong, to continue his work, but he died shortly afterward on
November 15, 1917. Many remarked that his death was caused by the loss of André. Mauss wrote, “The death [of André] affected
him both as a father and as an intellectual; it was this that brought about the death of Durkheim” (Mauss, cited in Fournier, [2007]
2013:722). Though, at the time, Durkheim was a celebrated figure in French intellectual circles, it was not until over 20 years later,
with the publication of Talcott Parsons’s The Structure of Social Action (1937), that his work became a significant influence on
American sociology.

A social fact is every way of acting, fixed or not, capable of exercising on the individual an external
constraint; or again, every way of acting which is general throughout a given society, while at the
same time existing in its own right independent of its individual manifestations.

(Durkheim, [1895] 1982:13)

Note that Durkheim gave two ways of defining a social fact so that sociology is distinguished from
psychology. First, a social fact is experienced as an external constraint rather than an internal drive; second, it
is general throughout the society and is not attached to any particular individual.

Durkheim argued that social facts cannot be reduced to individuals, but must be studied as their own reality.
Durkheim referred to social facts with the Latin term sui generis, which means “unique.” He used this term to
claim that social facts have their own unique character that is not reducible to individual consciousness. To

130



allow that social facts could be explained by reference to individuals would be to reduce sociology to

psychology. Instead, social facts can be explained only by other social facts. We will study some examples of
this type of explanation below, where Durkheim explains the division of labor and even the rate of suicide
with other social facts rather than individual intentions. To summarize, social facts can be empirically studied,
are external to the individual, are coercive of the individual, and are explained by other social facts.

Durkheim himself gave several examples of social facts, including legal rules, moral obligations, and social
conventions. He also refers to language as a social fact, and it provides an easily understood example. First,
language is a “thing” that must be studied empirically. One cannot simply philosophize about the logical rules
of language. Certainly, all languages have some logical rules regarding grammar, pronunciation, spelling, and
so forth; however, all languages also have important exceptions to these logical rules (Quine, 1972). What
follows the rules and what are exceptions must be discovered empirically by studying actual language use,
especially since language use changes over time in ways that are not completely predictable.

Second, language is external to the individual. Although individuals use a language, language is not defined or
created by the individual. The fact that individuals adapt language to their own use indicates that language is
first external to the individual and in need of adaptation for individual use. Indeed, some philosophers
(Kripke, 1982; Wittgenstein, 1953) have argued that there cannot be such a thing as a private language. A
collection of words with only private meanings would not qualify as a language because it could not perform
the basic function of a language: communication. Language is, by definition, social and, therefore, external to
any particular individual.

Third, language is coercive of the individual. The language that we use makes some things extremely difficult
to say. For example, people in lifelong relationships with same-sex partners have a very difficult time referring
to each other. Should they call each other “partners”—leading people into thinking they are in business
together—“significant others,” “lovers,” “spouses,” or “special friends”? Each seems to have its disadvantages.
Language is part of the system of social facts that makes life with a same-sex partner difficult even if every
individual should be personally accepting of same-sex relationships.

Finally, changes in language can be explained only by other social facts and never by one individual’s
intentions. Even in those rare instances where a change in language can be traced to an individual, the actual
explanation for the change is the social facts that have made society open to this change. For example, the
most changeable part of language is slang, which almost always originates in a marginal social group. We may
assume that an individual first originates a slang term, but which individual is irrelevant. It is the fact of the
marginal social group that truly explains the history and function of the slang.

Some sociologists feel that Durkheim took an “extremist” position (Karady, 1983:79–80) in limiting sociology
to the study of social facts. This position has limited at least some branches of sociology to the present day.
Furthermore, Durkheim seemed to artificially sever sociology from neighboring fields. As Lemert (1994:91)
puts it, “Because he defined sociology so exclusively in relation to its own facts, Durkheim cut it off from the
other sciences of man.” Nevertheless, whatever its subsequent drawbacks, Durkheim’s idea of social facts both
established sociology as an independent field of study and provided one of the most convincing arguments for
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studying society as it is before we decide what it should be.

Material and Nonmaterial Social Facts

Durkheim differentiated between two broad types of social facts—material and nonmaterial. Material social
facts, such as styles of architecture, forms of technology, and legal codes, are the easier to understand of the
two because they are directly observable. Clearly, such things as laws are external to individuals and coercive
over them. More important, these material social facts often express a far larger and more powerful realm of
moral forces that are at least equally external to individuals and coercive over them. These are nonmaterial
social facts.

The bulk of Durkheim’s studies, and the heart of his sociology, lies in the study of nonmaterial social facts.
Durkheim said, “Not all social consciousness achieves … externalization and materialization” ([1897]
1951:315). What sociologists now call norms and values, or, more generally, culture (Alexander, 1988), are
good examples of what Durkheim meant by nonmaterial social facts. But this idea creates a problem: How can
nonmaterial social facts like norms and values be external to the actor? Where could they be found except in
the minds of actors? And, if they are in the minds of actors, are they not internal rather than external?

Durkheim recognized that nonmaterial social facts are, to a certain extent, found in the minds of individuals.
However, it was his belief that when people begin to interact in complex ways, their interactions will “obey
laws all their own” (Durkheim, [1912] 1965:471). Individuals are still necessary as a kind of substrate for the
nonmaterial social facts, but the particular form and content will be determined by the complex interactions
and not by the individuals. Hence, Durkheim could write in the same work, first, that “[s]ocial things are
actualized only through men; they are the product of human activity” ([1895] 1982:17) and, second, that
“[s]ociety is not a mere sum of individuals” ([1895] 1982:103). Despite the fact that society is made up only of
human beings and contains no immaterial “spiritual” substance, it can be understood only through studying
the interactions rather than the individuals. The interactions, even when nonmaterial, have their own levels of
reality. This has been called relational realism (Alpert, 1939).

Durkheim saw social facts along a continuum of materiality (Lukes, 1972:9–10). The sociologist usually
begins a study by focusing on material social facts, which are empirically accessible, in order to understand
nonmaterial social facts, which are the real focus of his or her work. The most material are such things as
population size and density, channels of communication, and housing arrangements (Andrews, 1993).
Durkheim called these facts morphological, and they figure most importantly in his first book, The Division of
Labor in Society ([1893] 1964). At another level are structural components (a bureaucracy, for example), which
are a mixture of morphological components (the density of people in a building and their lines of
communication) and nonmaterial social facts (such as the bureaucratic norms).

Types of Nonmaterial Social Facts

Since nonmaterial social facts are so important to Durkheim, we will examine four different types—morality,
collective conscience, collective representations, and social currents—before considering how Durkheim used
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these types in his studies.

Morality

Durkheim was a sociologist of morality in the broadest sense of the word (R. T. Hall, 1987; Mestrovic, 1988;
Varga, 2006). Studying him reminds us that a concern with morality was at the foundation of sociology as a
discipline. Durkheim’s view of morality had two aspects. First, Durkheim was convinced that morality is a
social fact, in other words, that morality can be empirically studied, is external to the individual, is coercive of
the individual, and is explained by other social facts. This means that morality is not something that one can
philosophize about, but something that one has to study as an empirical phenomenon. This is particularly true
because morality is intimately related to the social structure. To understand the morality of any particular
institution, you have to first study how the institution is constituted, how it came to assume its present form,
what its place is in the overall structure of society, how the various institutional obligations are related to the
social good, and so forth.

Second, Durkheim was a sociologist of morality because his studies were driven by his concern about the
moral “health” of modern society. Much of Durkheim’s sociology can be seen as a by-product of his concern
with moral issues. Indeed, one of Durkheim’s associates wrote in a review of his life’s work that “one will fail
to understand his works if one does not take account of the fact that morality was their center and object”
(Davy, trans. in R. T. Hall, 1987:5).

This second point needs more explanation if we are to understand Durkheim’s perspective. It was not that
Durkheim thought that society had become, or was in danger of becoming, immoral. That was simply
impossible because morality was, for Durkheim ([1925] 1961:59), identified with society. Therefore, society
could not be immoral, but it could certainly lose its moral force if the collective interest of society became
nothing but the sum of self-interests. Only to the extent that morality was a social fact could it impose an
obligation on individuals that superseded their self-interest. Consequently, Durkheim believed that society
needs a strong common morality. What the morality should be was of less interest to him.

Durkheim’s great concern with morality was related to his curious definition of freedom. In Durkheim’s view,
people were in danger of a “pathological” loosening of moral bonds. These moral bonds were important to
Durkheim, for without them the individual would be enslaved by ever-expanding and insatiable passions.
People would be impelled by their passions into a mad search for gratification, but each new gratification
would lead only to more and more needs. According to Durkheim, the one thing that every human will always
want is “more.” And, of course, that is the one thing we ultimately cannot have. If society does not limit us,
we will become slaves to the pursuit of more. Consequently, Durkheim held the seemingly paradoxical view
that the individual needs morality and external control in order to be free. This view of the insatiable desire at
the core of every human is central to his sociology.

Collective Conscience

Durkheim attempted to deal with his interest in common morality in various ways and with different
concepts. In his early efforts to deal with this issue, Durkheim developed the idea of the collective conscience. In
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French, the word conscience means both “consciousness” and “moral conscience.” Durkheim characterized the
collective conscience in the following way:

The totality of beliefs and sentiments common to average citizens of the same society forms a
determinate system which has its own life; one may call it the collective or common conscience.… It
is, thus, an entirely different thing from particular consciences, although it can be realized only
through them.

(Durkheim, [1893] 1964:79–80)

Several points are worth underscoring in this definition. First, it is clear that Durkheim thought of the
collective conscience as occurring throughout a given society when he wrote of the “totality” of people’s beliefs
and sentiments. Second, Durkheim clearly conceived of the collective conscience as being independent and
capable of determining other social facts. It is not just a reflection of a material base, as Marx sometimes
suggested. Finally, although he held such views of the collective conscience, Durkheim also wrote of its being
“realized” through individual consciousness.

Collective conscience refers to the general structure of shared understandings, norms, and beliefs. It is
therefore an all-embracing and amorphous concept. As we will see below, Durkheim employed this concept to
argue that “primitive” societies had a stronger collective conscience—that is, more shared understandings,
norms, and beliefs—than modern societies.

Collective Representations

Because collective conscience is such a broad and amorphous idea, it is impossible to study directly and must
be approached through related material social facts. (For example, we will look at Durkheim’s use of the legal
system to say something about the collective conscience.) Durkheim’s dissatisfaction with this limitation led
him to use the collective conscience less in his later work in favor of the much more specific concept of
collective representations (Nemedi, 1995; Schmaus, 1994). The French word représentation literally means
“idea.” Durkheim used the term to refer to both a collective concept and a social “force.” Examples of
collective representations are religious symbols, myths, and popular legends. All of these are ways in which
society reflects on itself (Durkheim, [1895] 1982:40). They represent collective beliefs, norms, and values, and
they motivate us to conform to these collective claims.

Collective representations also cannot be reduced to individuals because they emerge out of social interactions,
but they can be studied more directly than collective conscience because they are more likely to be connected
to material symbols such as flags, icons, and pictures, or connected to practices such as rituals. Therefore, the
sociologist can begin to study how certain collective representations fit well together, or have an affinity, and
others do not. As an example, we can look at a sociological study that shows how representations of Abraham
Lincoln have changed in response to other social facts.
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Between the turn of the century and 1945, Lincoln, like other heroic presidents, was idealized.
Prints showed him holding Theodore Roosevelt’s hand and pointing him in the right direction, or
hovering in ethereal splendor behind Woodrow Wilson as he contemplated matters of war and
peace, or placing his reassuring hand on Franklin Roosevelt’s shoulder. Cartoons showed admirers
looking up to his statue or portrait. Neoclassical statues depicted him larger than life; state portraits
enveloped him in the majesty of presidential power; “grand style” history painting showed him
altering the fate of the nation. By the 1960s, however, traditional pictures had disappeared and been
replaced by a new kind of representation on billboards, posters, cartoons, and magazine covers. Here
Lincoln is shown wearing a party hat and blowing a whistle to mark a bank’s anniversary; there he is
playing a saxophone to announce a rock concert; elsewhere he is depicted arm in arm with a
seductive Marilyn Monroe, or sitting upon his Lincoln Memorial chair of state grasping a can of
beer, or wearing sunglasses and looking “cool,” or exchanging Valentine cards with George
Washington to signify that Valentine’s Day had displaced their own traditional birthday
celebrations. Post-1960s commemorative iconography articulates the diminishing of Lincoln’s
dignity.

(B. Schwartz, 1998:73)

Abraham Lincoln functions in American society as a collective representation in that his various
representations allow people to think about themselves as Americans—as either American patriots or
American consumers. His image is also a force that motivates Americans to perform a patriotic duty or to buy
a greeting card. A study of this representation allows us to better understand changes in American society.

Social Currents

Most of the examples of social facts that Durkheim refers to are associated with social organizations.
However, he made it clear that there are social facts “which do not present themselves in this already
crystallized form” ([1895] 1982:52). Durkheim called these social currents. He gave as examples “the great
waves of enthusiasm, indignation, and pity” that are produced in public gatherings (Durkheim, [1895]
1982:52–53). Although social currents are less concrete than other social facts, they are nevertheless social
facts because they cannot be reduced to the individual. We are swept along by such social currents, and this
has a coercive power over us even if we become aware of it only when we struggle against the common
feelings.

It is possible for these nonmaterial and ephemeral social facts to affect even the strongest institutions. Ramet
(1991), for example, reports that the social currents that are potentially created among a crowd at a rock
concert were looked at as a threat by Eastern European communist governments and, indeed, contributed to
their downfall. Rock concerts were places for the emergence and dissemination of “cultural standards,
fashions, and behavioral syndromes independent of party control” (Ramet, 1991:216). In particular, members
of the audience were likely to see an expression of their alienation in the concert. Their own feelings were
thereby affirmed, strengthened, and given new social and political meanings. In other words, political leaders
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were afraid of rock concerts because of the potential for the depressing individual feelings of alienation to be
transformed into the motivating social fact of alienation. This provides another example of how social facts are
related to but different from individual feelings and intentions.

Given the emphasis on norms, values, and culture in contemporary sociology, we have little difficulty
accepting Durkheim’s interest in nonmaterial social facts. However, the concept of social currents does cause
us a few problems. Particularly troublesome is the idea of a set of independent social currents “coursing”
through the social world as if they were somehow suspended in a social void. This problem has led many to
criticize Durkheim for having a group-mind orientation (Pope, 1976:192–194). (Such an idea was prevalent
in the late 1800s and early 1900s, especially in the work of Franklin H. Giddings [Chriss, 2006].) Those who
accuse Durkheim of having such a perspective argue that he accorded nonmaterial social facts an autonomous
existence, separate from actors. But cultural phenomena cannot float by themselves in a social void, and
Durkheim was well aware of this.

But how are we to conceive of this social consciousness? Is it a simple and transcendent being,
soaring above society? … It is certain that experience shows us nothing of the sort. The collective
mind [l’esprit collectif] is only a composite of individual minds. But the latter are not mechanically
juxtaposed and closed off from one another. They are in perpetual interaction through the exchange
of symbols; they interpenetrate one another. They group themselves according to their natural
affinities; they coordinate and systematize themselves. In this way is formed an entirely new
psychological being, one without equal in the world. The consciousness with which it is endowed is
infinitely more intense and more vast than those which resonate within it. For it is “a consciousness
of consciousnesses” [une conscience de consciences]. Within it, we find condensed at once all the vitality
of the present and of the past.

(Durkheim, [1885] 1978:103)

Social currents can be viewed as sets of meanings that are shared by the members of a collectivity. As such,
they cannot be explained in terms of the mind of any given individual. Individuals certainly contribute to
social currents, but, by becoming social, something new develops through their interactions. Social currents
can only be explained intersubjectively, that is, in terms of the interactions between individuals. They exist at
the level of interactions, not at the level of individuals. These collective “moods,” or social currents, vary from
one collectivity to another, with the result that there is variation in the rate of certain behaviors, including, as
we will see below, something as seemingly individualistic as suicide.

In fact, there are very strong similarities between Durkheim’s theory of social facts and current theories about
the relation between the brain and the mind (Sawyer, 2002). Both theories use the idea that complex,
constantly changing systems will begin to display new properties that “cannot be predicted from a full and
complete description of the component units of the system” (Sawyer, 2002:228). Even though modern
philosophy assumes that the mind is nothing but brain functions, the argument is that the complexity of the
interconnections in the brain creates a new level of reality, the mind that is not explainable in terms of
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individual neurons. This was precisely Durkheim’s argument: that the complexity and intensity of interactions
between individuals cause a new level of reality to emerge that cannot be explained in terms of the individuals.
Hence, it could be argued that Durkheim had a very modern conception of nonmaterial social facts that
encompasses norms, values, culture, and a variety of shared social-psychological phenomena (Emirbayer,
1996).
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The Division of Labor in Society

The Division of Labor in Society (Durkheim, [1893] 1964; Gibbs, 2003) has been called sociology’s first classic
(Tiryakian, 1994). In this work, Durkheim traced the development of the modern relation between
individuals and society. In particular, Durkheim wanted to use his new science of sociology to examine what
many at the time had come to see as the modern crisis of morality. The preface to the first edition begins,
“This book is above all an attempt to treat the facts of moral life according to the methods of the positive
sciences.”

In France in Durkheim’s day, there was a widespread feeling of moral crisis. The French Revolution had
ushered in a focus on the rights of the individual that often expressed itself as an attack on traditional
authority and religious beliefs. This trend continued even after the fall of the revolutionary government. By
the mid-19th century, many people felt that social order was threatened because people thought only about
themselves and not about society. In the less than 100 years between the French Revolution and Durkheim’s
maturity, France went through three monarchies, two empires, and three republics. These regimes produced
14 constitutions. The feeling of moral crisis was brought to a head by Prussia’s crushing defeat of France in
1870, which included the annexation of Durkheim’s birthplace by Prussia. This was followed by the short-
lived and violent revolution known as the Paris Commune.2 Both the defeat and the subsequent revolt were
blamed on the problem of rampant individualism.

Auguste Comte argued that many of these events could be traced to the increasing division of labor. In
simpler societies, people do basically the same thing, such as farming, and they share common experiences
and, consequently, have common values. In modern society, in contrast, everyone has a different job. When
different people are assigned various specialized tasks, they no longer share common experiences. This
diversity undermines the shared moral beliefs that are necessary for a society. Consequently, people will not
sacrifice in times of social need. Comte proposed that sociology create a new pseudo-religion that would
reinstate social cohesion. To a large degree, The Division of Labor in Society can be seen as a refutation of
Comte’s analysis (Gouldner, 1962). Durkheim argues that the division of labor does not represent the
disappearance of social morality so much as a new kind of social morality.

The thesis of The Division of Labor is that modern society is not held together by the similarities between
people who do basically similar things. Instead, it is the division of labor itself that pulls people together by
forcing them to be dependent on each other. It may seem that the division of labor is an economic necessity
that corrodes the feeling of solidarity, but Durkheim ([1893] 1964:17) argued that “the economic services that
it can render are insignificant compared with the moral effect that it produces and its true function is to create
between two or more people a feeling of solidarity.”

Mechanical and Organic Solidarity

The change in the division of labor has had enormous implications for the structure of society. Durkheim was
most interested in the changed way in which social solidarity is produced, in other words, the changed way in
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which society is held together and how its members see themselves as part of a whole. To capture this
difference, Durkheim referred to two types of solidarity—mechanical and organic. A society characterized by
mechanical solidarity is unified because all people are generalists. The bond between people is that they are all
engaged in similar activities and have similar responsibilities. In contrast, a society characterized by organic
solidarity is held together by the differences between people, by the fact that all have different tasks and
responsibilities.3

Because people in modern society perform a relatively narrow range of tasks, they need many other people in
order to survive. The primitive family headed by father-hunter and mother–food gatherer is practically self-
sufficient, but the modern family needs the grocer, baker, butcher, auto mechanic, teacher, police officer, and
so forth. These people, in turn, need the kinds of services that others provide in order to live in the modern
world. Modern society, in Durkheim’s view, is thus held together by the specialization of people and their
need for the services of many others. This specialization includes not only that of individuals but also of
groups, structures, and institutions.

Durkheim argued that primitive societies have a stronger collective conscience, that is, more shared
understandings, norms, and beliefs. The increasing division of labor has caused a diminution of the collective
conscience. The collective conscience is of much less significance in a society with organic solidarity than it is
in a society with mechanical solidarity. People in modern society are more likely to be held together by the
division of labor and the resulting need for the functions performed by others than they are by a shared and
powerful collective conscience. Nevertheless, even organic societies have a collective consciousness, albeit in a
weaker form that allows for more individual differences.

Anthony Giddens (1972) points out that the collective conscience in the two types of society can be
differentiated on four dimensions—volume, intensity, rigidity, and content (see Table 3.1). Volume refers to
the number of people enveloped by the collective conscience; intensity, to how deeply the individuals feel
about it; rigidity, to how clearly it is defined; and content, to the form that the collective conscience takes in
the two types of society. In a society characterized by mechanical solidarity, the collective conscience covers
virtually the entire society and all its members; it is believed in with great intensity; it is extremely rigid; and
its content is highly religious in character. In a society with organic solidarity, the collective conscience is
limited to particular groups; it is adhered to with much less intensity; it is not very rigid; and its content is the
elevation of the importance of the individual to a moral precept.

Dynamic Density

The division of labor was a material social fact to Durkheim because it is a pattern of interactions in the social
world. As indicated above, social facts must be explained by other social facts. Durkheim believed that the
cause of the transition from mechanical to organic solidarity was dynamic density. This concept refers to the
number of people in a society and the amount of interaction that occurs between them. More people means an
increase in the competition for scarce resources, and more interaction means a more intense struggle for
survival between the basically similar components of society.
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The problems associated with dynamic density usually are resolved through differentiation and, ultimately, the
emergence of new forms of social organization. The rise of the division of labor allows people to complement,
rather than conflict with, one another. Furthermore, the increased division of labor makes for greater
efficiency, with the result that resources increase, making the competition over them more peaceful.

This points to one final difference between mechanical and organic solidarity. In societies with organic
solidarity, less competition and more differentiation allow people to cooperate more and to all be supported by
the same resource base. Therefore, difference allows for even closer bonds between people than does
similarity. Thus, in a society characterized by organic solidarity, there are both more solidarity and more
individuality than there are in a society characterized by mechanical solidarity (Rueschemeyer, 1994).
Individuality, then, is not the opposite of close social bonds but a requirement for them (Muller, 1994).

Repressive and Restitutive Law

The division of labor and dynamic density are material social facts, but Durkheim’s main interest was in the
forms of solidarity, which are nonmaterial social facts. Durkheim felt that it was difficult to study nonmaterial
social facts directly, especially something as pervasive as a collective conscience. In order to study nonmaterial
social facts scientifically, the sociologist should examine material social facts that reflect the nature of, and
changes in, nonmaterial social facts. In The Division of Labor in Society, Durkheim chose to study the
differences between law in societies with mechanical solidarity and law in societies with organic solidarity (R.
Cotterrell, 1999).

Durkheim argued that a society with mechanical solidarity is characterized by repressive law. Because people
are very similar in this type of society, and because they tend to believe very strongly in a common morality,
any offense against their shared value system is likely to be of significance to most individuals. Since everyone
feels the offense and believes deeply in the common morality, a wrongdoer is likely to be punished severely for
any action that offends the collective moral system. Theft might lead to the cutting off of the offender’s hands;
blaspheming might result in the removal of one’s tongue. Even minor offenses against the moral system are
likely to be met with severe punishment.

In contrast, a society with organic solidarity is characterized by restitutive law, which requires offenders to
make restitution for their crimes. In such societies, offenses are more likely to be seen as committed against a
particular individual or segment of society than against the moral system itself. Because there is a weak
common morality, most people do not react emotionally to a breach of the law. Instead of being severely
punished for every offense against the collective morality, offenders in an organic society are likely to be asked
to make restitution to those who have been harmed by their actions. Although some repressive law continues
to exist in a society with organic solidarity (for example, the death penalty), restitutive law predominates,
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especially for minor offenses.

In summary, Durkheim argues in The Division of Labor that the form of moral solidarity has changed in
modern society, not disappeared. We have a new form of solidarity that allows for more interdependence and
closer, less competitive relations and that produces a new form of law based on restitution. However, this
book was far from a celebration of modern society. Durkheim argued that this new form of solidarity is prone
to certain kinds of social pathologies.

Normal and Pathological

Perhaps the most controversial of Durkheim’s claims was that the sociologist is able to distinguish between
healthy and pathological societies. After using this idea in The Division of Labor, Durkheim wrote another
book, The Rules of Sociological Method ([1895] 1982), in which, among other things, he attempted to refine
and defend this idea. He claimed that a healthy society can be recognized because the sociologist will find
similar conditions in other societies in similar stages. If a society departs from what is normally found, it is
probably pathological.

This idea was attacked at the time, and there are few sociologists today who subscribe to it. Even Durkheim,
when he wrote the “Preface to the Second Edition” of The Rules, no longer attempted to defend it: “It seems
pointless for us to revert to the other controversies that this book has given rise to, for they do not touch upon
anything essential. The general orientation of the method does not depend upon the procedures preferred to
classify social types or distinguish the normal from the pathological” ([1895] 1982:45).

Nevertheless, there is one interesting idea that Durkheim derived from this argument: the idea that crime is
normal (P. Smith, 2008) rather than pathological. He argued that since crime is found in every society, it must
be normal and provide a useful function. Crime, he claimed, helps societies define and delineate their
collective conscience: “Imagine a community of saints in an exemplary and perfect monastery. In it, crime as
such will be unknown, but faults that appear venial to the ordinary person will arouse the same scandal as does
normal crime in ordinary consciences. If therefore that community has the power to judge and punish, it will
term such acts criminal and deal with them as such” ([1895] 1982:100).

In The Division of Labor, he used the idea of pathology to criticize some of the “abnormal” forms the division
of labor takes in modern society. He identified three abnormal forms: (1) the anomic division of labor, (2) the
forced division of labor, and (3) the poorly coordinated division of labor. Durkheim maintained that the moral
crises of modernity that Comte and others had identified with the division of labor were really caused by these
abnormal forms.

The anomic division of labor refers to the lack of regulation in a society that celebrates isolated individuality and
refrains from telling people what they should do. Durkheim further develops this concept of anomie in his
work on suicide, discussed later. In both works, he uses the term to refer to social conditions in which humans
lack sufficient moral restraint (Bar-Haim, 1997; Hilbert, 1986). For Durkheim, modern society is always
prone to anomie, but it comes to the fore in times of social and economic crises.
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Without the strong common morality of mechanical solidarity, people might not have a clear concept of what
is and what is not proper and acceptable behavior. Even though the division of labor is a source of cohesion in
modern society, it cannot entirely make up for the weakening of the common morality. Individuals can
become isolated and be cut adrift in their highly specialized activities. They can more easily cease to feel a
common bond with those who work and live around them. This gives rise to anomie. Organic solidarity is
prone to this particular “pathology,” but it is important to remember that Durkheim saw this as an abnormal
situation. The modern division of labor has the capacity to promote increased moral interactions rather than
reducing people to isolated and meaningless tasks and positions.

While Durkheim believed that people needed rules and regulations to tell them what to do, his second
abnormal form pointed to a kind of rule that could lead to conflict and isolation and therefore increase
anomie. He called this the forced division of labor. This second pathology refers to the fact that outdated norms
and expectations can force individuals, groups, and classes into positions for which they are ill suited.
Traditions, economic power, or status can determine who performs what jobs regardless of talent and
qualification. It is here that Durkheim comes closest to a Marxist position:

If one class in society is obliged, in order to live, to take any price for its services, while another class
can pass over this situation, because of the resources already at its disposal, resources that, however,
are not necessarily the result of some social superiority, the latter group has an unjust advantage over
the former with respect to the law.

(Durkheim, [1895] 1982:319)

Finally, the third form of abnormal division of labor is evident when the specialized functions performed by
different people are poorly coordinated. Again, Durkheim makes the point that organic solidarity flows from
the interdependence of people. If people’s specializations do not result in increased interdependence but
simply in isolation, the division of labor will not result in social solidarity.

Justice

For the division of labor to function as a moral and socially solidifying force in modern society, anomie, the
forced division of labor, and the improper coordination of specialization must be addressed. Modern societies
are no longer held together by shared experiences and common beliefs. Instead, they are held together
through their very differences, so long as those differences are allowed to develop in a way that promotes
interdependence. Key to this for Durkheim is social justice:

The task of the most advanced societies is, then, a work of justice.… Just as the idea of lower
societies was to create or maintain as intense a common life as possible, in which the individual was
absorbed, so our ideal is to make social relations always more equitable, so as to assure the free
development of all our socially useful forces.
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(Durkheim, [1893] 1964:387)

Morality, social solidarity, justice—these were big themes for a first book in a fledgling field. Durkheim was
to return to these ideas again in his work, but never again would he look at them in terms of society as a
whole. He predicted in his second book, The Rules of Sociological Method ([1895] 1982:184), that sociology
itself would succumb to the division of labor and break down into a collection of specialties. Whether this has
led to an increased interdependence and an organic solidarity in sociology is still an open question.
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Suicide

It has been suggested that Durkheim’s study of suicide is the paradigmatic example of how a sociologist
should connect theory and research (Merton, 1968). Indeed, Durkheim makes it clear in the “Preface” that he
intended this study not only to contribute to the understanding of a particular social problem but also to serve
as an example of his new sociological method. (For a series of appraisals of Suicide nearly 100 years after its
publication, see Lester, 1994.)

Durkheim chose to study suicide because it is a relatively concrete and specific phenomenon for which there
were comparatively good data available. However, Durkheim’s most important reason for studying suicide was
to prove the power of the new science of sociology. Suicide is generally considered to be one of the most
private and personal acts. Durkheim believed that if he could show that sociology had a role to play in
explaining such a seemingly individualistic act as suicide, it would be relatively easy to extend sociology’s
domain to phenomena that are much more readily seen as open to sociological analysis.

As a sociologist, Durkheim was not concerned with studying why any specific individual committed suicide
(for a critique of this, see Berk, 2006). That was to be left to the psychologists. Instead, Durkheim was
interested in explaining differences in suicide rates; that is, he was interested in why one group had a higher
rate of suicide than did another. Psychological or biological factors may explain why a particular individual in
a group commits suicide, but Durkheim assumed that only social facts could explain why one group had a
higher rate of suicide than did another (for a critique of this approach and efforts to include cultural and
psychological factors in the study of suicide, see Abrutyn and Mueller, 2014; Hamlin and Brym, 2006.)

Durkheim proposed two related ways of evaluating suicide rates. One way is to compare different societies or
other types of collectivities. Another way is to look at the changes in the suicide rate in the same collectivity
over time. In either case, cross-culturally or historically, the logic of the argument is essentially the same. If
there is variation in suicide rates from one group to another or from one time period to another, Durkheim
believed that the difference would be the consequence of variations in sociological factors, in particular, social
currents. Durkheim acknowledged that individuals may have reasons for committing suicide, but these reasons
are not the real cause: “They may be said to indicate the individual’s weak points, where the outside current
bearing the impulse to self-destruction most easily finds introduction. But they are no part of this current
itself, and consequently cannot help us to understand it” ([1897] 1951:151).

Durkheim began Suicide by testing and rejecting a series of alternative ideas about the causes of suicide.
Among these are individual psychopathology, alcoholism, race, heredity, and climate. Not all of Durkheim’s
arguments are convincing (see, for example, Skog, 1991, for an examination of Durkheim’s argument against
alcoholism). However, what is important is his method of empirically dismissing what he considered
extraneous factors so that he could get to what he thought of as the most important causal variables.

In addition, Durkheim examined and rejected Gabriel Tarde’s imitation (or contagion) theory of suicide.
Consistent with his more general theory of imitation, Tarde argued that people commit suicide because they
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are imitating the actions of others. Against the imitation theory of suicide, Durkheim argued that suicide is a
social fact that is best explained through social facts. For example, Durkheim reasoned that if imitation were
truly important, we should find that nations that border on a country with a high suicide rate would
themselves have high rates, but an examination of the data showed that no such relationship existed.
Durkheim admitted that some individual suicides may be the result of imitation, but it is such a minor factor
that it has no significant effect on the overall suicide rate.

Durkheim concluded that the critical factors in differences in suicide rates were to be found in differences at
the level of social facts. Different groups have different collective sentiments,4 which produce different social
currents. It is these social currents that affect individual decisions about suicide. In other words, changes in the
collective sentiments lead to changes in social currents, which, in turn, lead to changes in suicide rates.

The Four Types of Suicide

Durkheim’s theory of suicide can be seen more clearly if we examine the relation between the types of suicide
and his two underlying social facts—integration and regulation (Pope, 1976). Integration refers to the
strength of the attachment that we have to society. Regulation refers to the degree of external constraint on
people. For Durkheim, the two social currents are continuous variables, and suicide rates go up when either of
these currents is too low or too high. We, therefore, have four types of suicide (see Table 3.2). If integration is
high, Durkheim calls that type of suicide altruistic. Low integration results in an increase in egoistic suicides.
Fatalistic suicide is associated with high regulation, and anomic suicide with low regulation.

Egoistic Suicide

High rates of egoistic suicide (Berk, 2006) are likely to be found in societies or groups in which the individual is
not well integrated into the larger social unit. This lack of integration leads to a feeling that the individual is
not part of society, but this also means that society is not part of the individual. Durkheim believed that the
best parts of a human being—our morality, values, and sense of purpose—come from society. An integrated
society provides us with these things, as well as a general feeling of moral support to get us through the daily
small indignities and trivial disappointments. Without this, we are liable to commit suicide at the smallest
frustration.

The lack of social integration produces distinctive social currents, and these currents cause differences in
suicide rates. For example, Durkheim talked of societal disintegration leading to “currents of depression and
disillusionment” ([1897] 1951:214). Politics is dominated by a sense of futility, morality is seen as an
individual choice, and popular philosophies stress the meaninglessness of life. In contrast, strongly integrated
groups discourage suicide. The protective, enveloping social currents produced by integrated societies prevent
the widespread occurrence of egoistic suicide by, among other things, providing people with a sense of the
broader meaning of their lives. Here is the way Durkheim puts it regarding religious groups:

Religion protects man against the desire for self-destruction.… What constitutes religion is the
existence of a certain number of beliefs and practices common to all the faithful, traditional and thus
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obligatory. The more numerous and strong these collective states of mind are, the stronger the
integration of the religious community, also the greater its preservative value.

(Durkheim, [1897] 1951:170)

However, Durkheim demonstrated that not all religions provide the same degree of protection from suicide.
Protestant religions with their emphasis on individual faith over church community and their lack of
communal rituals tend to provide less protection. His principal point is that it is not the particular beliefs of
the religion that are important, but the degree of integration.

Durkheim’s statistics also showed that suicide rates go up for those who are unmarried and, therefore, less
integrated into a family, whereas the rates go down in times of national political crises such as wars and
revolutions, when social causes and revolutionary or nationalist fervor give people’s lives greater meaning. He
argues that the only thing that all of these have in common is the increased feeling of integration.

Interestingly, Durkheim affirms the importance of social forces even in the case of egoistic suicide, where the
individual might be thought to be free of social constraints. Actors are never free of the force of the
collectivity: “However individualized a man may be, there is always something collective remaining—the very
depression and melancholy resulting from this same exaggerated individualism. He effects communion
through sadness when he no longer has anything else with which to achieve it” (Durkheim, [1897] 1951:214).
The case of egoistic suicide indicates that in even the most individualistic, most private of acts, social facts are
the key determinant.

Altruistic Suicide

The second type of suicide discussed by Durkheim is altruistic suicide. Whereas egoistic suicide is more likely
to occur when social integration is too weak, altruistic suicide is more likely to occur when “social integration is
too strong” (Durkheim, [1897] 1951:217). The individual is literally forced into committing suicide.

One notorious example of altruistic suicide was the mass suicide of the followers of the Reverend Jim Jones in
Jonestown, Guyana, in 1978. They knowingly took a poisoned drink and, in some cases, had their children
drink it as well. They clearly were committing suicide because they were so tightly integrated into the society
of Jones’s fanatical followers. Durkheim notes that this is also the explanation for those who seek to be
martyrs (Durkheim, [1897] 1951:225), as in the terrorist attacks against the United States on September 11,
2001, and in Paris on November 13, 2014. More generally, those who commit altruistic suicide do so because
they feel that it is their duty to do so. Durkheim argued that this is particularly likely in the military, where
the degree of integration is so strong that an individual will feel that he or she has disgraced the entire group
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by the most trivial of failures.

Whereas higher rates of egoistic suicide stem from “incurable weariness and sad depression,” the increased
likelihood of altruistic suicide “springs from hope, for it depends on the belief in beautiful perspectives beyond
this life” (Durkheim, [1897] 1951:225). When integration is low, people will commit suicide because they
have no greater good to sustain them. When integration is high, they commit suicide in the name of that
greater good.

Anomic Suicide

The third major form of suicide discussed by Durkheim is anomic suicide, which is more likely to occur when
the regulative powers of society are disrupted. Such disruptions are likely to leave individuals dissatisfied
because there is little control over their passions, which are free to run wild in an insatiable race for
gratification. Rates of anomic suicide are likely to rise whether the nature of the disruption is positive (for
example, an economic boom) or negative (an economic depression). Either type of disruption renders the
collectivity temporarily incapable of exercising its authority over individuals. Such changes put people in new
situations in which the old norms no longer apply but new ones have yet to develop. Periods of disruption
unleash currents of anomie—moods of rootlessness and normlessness—and these currents lead to an increase
in rates of anomic suicide. This is relatively easy to envisage in the case of an economic depression. The
closing of a factory because of a depression may lead to the loss of a job, with the result that the individual is
cut adrift from the regulative effect that both the company and the job may have had. Being cut off from these
structures or others (for example, family, religion, and state) can leave an individual highly vulnerable to the
effects of currents of anomie.

Somewhat more difficult to imagine is the effect of an economic boom. In this case, Durkheim argued that
sudden success leads individuals away from the traditional structures in which they are embedded. It may lead
individuals to quit their jobs, move to a new community, or perhaps even find a new spouse. All these changes
disrupt the regulative effect of extant structures and leave the individual in boom periods vulnerable to anomic
social currents. In such a condition, people’s activity is released from regulation, and even their dreams are no
longer restrained. People in an economic boom seem to have limitless prospects, and “reality seems valueless
by comparison with the dreams of fevered imaginations” (Durkheim, [1897] 1951:256).

The increases in rates of anomic suicide during periods of deregulation of social life are consistent with
Durkheim’s views on the pernicious effect of individual passions when freed of external constraint. People
thus freed will become slaves to their passions and, as a result, in Durkheim’s view, commit a wide range of
destructive acts, including killing themselves.

Fatalistic Suicide

There is a little-mentioned fourth type of suicide—fatalistic—that Durkheim discussed only in a footnote in
Suicide (Acevedo, 2005; Besnard, 1993). Whereas anomic suicide is more likely to occur in situations in which
regulation is too weak, fatalistic suicide is more likely to occur when regulation is excessive. Durkheim ([1897]
1951:276) described those who are more likely to commit fatalistic suicide as “persons with futures pitilessly
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blocked and passions violently choked by oppressive discipline.” The classic example is the slave who takes his
own life because of the hopelessness associated with the oppressive regulation of his every action. Too much
regulation—oppression—unleashes currents of melancholy that, in turn, cause a rise in the rate of fatalistic
suicide.

Durkheim argued that social currents cause changes in the rates of suicides. Individual suicides are affected by
these underlying currents of egoism, altruism, anomie, and fatalism. This proved, for Durkheim, that these
currents are more than just the sum of individuals, but are sui generis forces, because they dominate the
decisions of individuals. Without this assumption, the stability of the suicide rate for any particular society
could not be explained.

Suicide Rates and Social Reform

Durkheim concludes his study of suicide with an examination of what reforms could be undertaken to prevent
it. Most attempts to prevent suicide have failed because it has been seen as an individual problem. For
Durkheim, attempts to directly convince individuals not to commit suicide are futile, since its real causes are
in society.

Of course, the first question to be asked is whether suicide should be prevented or whether it counts among
those social phenomena that Durkheim would call normal because of its widespread prevalence. This is an
especially important question for Durkheim because his theory says that suicides result from social currents
that, in a less exaggerated form, are good for society. We would not want to stop all economic booms because
they lead to anomic suicides, nor would we stop valuing individuality because it leads to egoistic suicide.
Similarly, altruistic suicide results from our virtuous tendency to sacrifice ourselves for the community. The
pursuit of progress, the belief in the individual, and the spirit of sacrifice all have their place in society, and
cannot exist without generating some suicides.

Durkheim admits that some suicide is normal, but he argues that modern society has seen a pathological
increase in both egoistic and anomic suicides. Here his position can be traced back to The Division of Labor,
where he argued that the anomie of modern culture is due to the abnormal way in which labor is divided so
that it leads to isolation rather than interdependence. What is needed, then, is a way to preserve the benefits
of modernity without unduly increasing suicides—a way of balancing these social currents. In our society,
Durkheim believes, these currents are out of balance. In particular, social regulation and integration are too
low, leading to an abnormal rate of anomic and egoistic suicides.

Many of the existing institutions for connecting the individual and society have failed, and Durkheim sees
little hope of their success. The modern state is too distant from the individual to influence his or her life with
enough force and continuity. The church cannot exert its integrating effect without at the same time
repressing freedom of thought. Even the family, possibly the most integrative institution in modern society,
will fail in this task because it is subject to the same corrosive conditions that are increasing suicide.

Instead, what Durkheim suggests is the need of a different institution based on occupational groups. We will
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discuss these occupational associations more below, but what is important here is that Durkheim proposes a
social solution to a social problem.
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The Elementary Forms of Religious Life

Early and Late Durkheimian Theory

Before we go on to Durkheim’s last great sociological work, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life ([1912]
1965), we should say some things about the way in which his ideas were received into American sociology. As
we said, Durkheim is seen as the “father” of modern sociology, but, unlike biological paternity, the parentage
of disciplines is not susceptible to DNA tests and, therefore, must be seen as a social construction. To a large
degree, Durkheim was awarded his status of “father” by one of America’s greatest theorists, Talcott Parsons
(1937), and this has influenced subsequent views of Durkheim.

Parsons presented Durkheim as undergoing a theoretical change between Suicide and The Elementary Forms.
He believed that the early Durkheim was primarily a positivist who tried to apply the methods of the natural
sciences to the study of society, while the later Durkheim was an idealist who traced social changes to changes
in collective ideas. Even though Parsons (1975) later admitted that this division was “overdone,” it has made
its way into many sociologists’ understanding of Durkheim. For the most part, sociologists tend to find an
early or a late Durkheim they agree with and emphasize that aspect of his work.

There is some truth to this periodization of Durkheim, but it seems to be more a matter of his focus than any
great theoretical shift. Durkheim always believed that social forces were akin to natural forces and always
believed that collective ideas shaped social practices as well as vice versa. However, there is no doubt that after
Suicide, the question of religion became of overriding importance in Durkheim’s sociological theory. It would
be wrong to see this as a form of idealism. In fact, we see in the text that Durkheim was actually worried that
he would be seen as too materialistic since he assumed that religious beliefs are dependent upon such concrete
social practices as rituals.

In addition, Durkheim, in his later period, more directly addressed how individuals internalize social
structures. Durkheim’s often overly zealous arguments for sociology and against psychology have led many to
argue that he had little to offer on how social facts affected the consciousnesses of human actors (Lukes,
1972:228). This was particularly true in his early work, where he dealt with the link between social facts and
individual consciousness in only a vague and cursory way. Nevertheless, Durkheim’s ultimate goal was to
explain how individual humans are shaped by social facts. We see his clear announcement of that intent in
regard to The Elementary Forms of Religious Life: “In general, we hold that sociology has not completely
achieved its task so long as it has not penetrated into the mind … of the individual in order to relate the
institutions it seeks to explain to their psychological conditions.… Man is for us less a point of departure than
a point of arrival” (Durkheim, cited in Lukes, 1972:498–499). As we will see in what follows, he proposed a
theory of ritual and effervescence that addressed the link between social facts and human consciousness, as did
his work on moral education.

Theory of Religion—The Sacred and the Profane
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Raymond Aron (1965:45) said of The Elementary Forms of Religious Life that it was Durkheim’s most
important, most profound, and most original work. Randall Collins and Michael Makowsky (1998:107) call it
“perhaps the greatest single book of the 20th century.” In this book, Durkheim put forward both a sociology
of religion and a theory of knowledge. His sociology of religion consisted of an attempt to identify the
enduring essence of religion through an analysis of its most primitive forms. His theory of knowledge
attempted to connect the fundamental categories of human thought to their social origins. It was Durkheim’s
great genius to propose a sociological connection between these two disparate puzzles. Put briefly, he found
the enduring essence of religion in the setting apart of the sacred from all that is profane (J. Edwards, 2007).
This sacred is created through rituals that transform the moral power of society into religious symbols that
bind individuals to the group. Durkheim’s most daring argument is that this moral bond becomes a cognitive
bond because the categories for understanding, such as classification, time, space, and causation, are also
derived from religious rituals.

Let us start with Durkheim’s theory of religion. Society (through individuals) creates religion by defining
certain phenomena as sacred and others as profane. Those aspects of social reality that are defined as sacred—
that is, that are set apart from the everyday—form the essence of religion. The rest are defined as profane—the
commonplace, the utilitarian, the mundane aspects of life. On the one hand, the sacred brings out an attitude
of reverence, awe, and obligation. On the other hand, it is the attitude accorded to these phenomena that
transforms them from profane to sacred. The question for Durkheim was, what is the source of this reverence,
awe, and obligation?

Here he proposed to both retain the essential truth of religion while revealing its sociological reality.
Durkheim refused to believe that all religion is nothing but an illusion. Such a pervasive social phenomenon
must have some truth. However, that truth need not be precisely that which is believed by the participants.
Indeed, as a strict agnostic, Durkheim could not believe that anything supernatural was the source of these
religious feelings. There really is a superior moral power that inspires believers, but it is society and not God.
Durkheim argued that religion symbolically embodies society itself. Religion is the system of symbols by
means of which society becomes conscious of itself. This was the only way that he could explain why every
society has had religious beliefs but each has had different beliefs.

Society is a power that is greater than we are. It transcends us, demands our sacrifices, suppresses our selfish
tendencies, and fills us with energy. Society, according to Durkheim, exercises these powers through
representations. In God, he sees “only society transfigured and symbolically expressed” (Durkheim, [1906]
1974:52). Thus society is the source of the sacred.

Beliefs, Rituals, and Church

The differentiation between the sacred and the profane and the elevation of some aspects of social life to the
sacred level are necessary but not sufficient conditions for the development of religion. Three other conditions
are needed. First, there must be the development of a set of religious beliefs. These beliefs are “the
representations which express the nature of sacred things and the relations which they sustain, either with
each other or with profane things” (Durkheim, [1912] 1965:56). Second, a set of religious rituals is necessary.
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These are “the rules of conduct which prescribe how a man should comport himself in the presence of these
sacred objects” (Durkheim, [1912] 1965:56). Finally, a religion requires a church, or a single overarching moral
community. The interrelationships between the sacred, beliefs, rituals, and church led Durkheim to the
following definition of a religion: “A religion is a unified system of beliefs and practices which unite into one
single moral community called a Church, all those who adhere to them” ([1912] 1965:62).

Rituals and the church are important to Durkheim’s theory of religion because they connect the
representations of the social to individual practices. Durkheim often assumes that social currents are simply
absorbed by individuals through some sort of contagion, but here he spells out how such a process might
work. Individuals learn about the sacred and its associated beliefs through participating in rituals and in the
community of the church. As we will see below, this is also how individuals learn the categories of
understanding (Rawls, 1996). Furthermore, rituals and the church keep social representations from dissipating
and losing their force by dramatically reenacting the collective memory of the group. Finally, they reconnect
individuals to the social, a source of greater energy that inspires them when they return to their mundane
pursuits.

Why Primitive?

Although the research reported in The Elementary Forms was not Durkheim’s own, he felt it necessary, given
his commitment to empirical science, to embed his thinking on religion in published data. The major sources
of his data were studies of a clan-based Australian tribe, the Arunta, who, for Durkheim, represented
primitive culture. Although today we are very skeptical of the idea that some cultures are more primitive than
others, Durkheim wanted to study religion within a “primitive” culture for several reasons. First, he believed
that it is much easier to gain insight into the essential nature of religion in a primitive culture because the
ideological systems of primitive religions are less well developed than are those of modern religions, with the
result that there is less obfuscation. In addition, whereas religion in modern society takes diverse forms, in
primitive society there is “intellectual and moral conformity” (Durkheim, [1912] 1965:18). This makes it
easier to relate the common beliefs to the common social structures.

Durkheim studied primitive religion only in order to shed light on religion in modern society. Religion in a
nonmodern society is an all-encompassing collective conscience. But as society grows more specialized,
religion comes to occupy an increasingly narrow domain. It becomes simply one of a number of collective
representations. Although it expresses some collective sentiments, other institutions (for example, law and
science) come to express other aspects of the collective morality. Durkheim recognized that religion per se
comes to occupy an ever-narrower domain, but he also contended that most, if not all, of the various collective
representations of modern society have their origin in the all-encompassing religion of primitive society.

Collective Effervescence

Durkheim argues that the life of the clan is divided between two phases. In the first of these, the clan
separates into small groups and these groups live independently from one another pursuing their occupations.
In this “dispersed condition,” life is “uniform, languishing and dull” ([1912] 2012:215). In the other phase,
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members of the clan gather together in celebration of religious ceremony. This phase might last days or
months, but the point is that the mere concentration of many people in intense interaction serves as an
“exceptionality powerful stimulant” ([1912] 2012:215). In these intensified interactions, people are excited by
one another’s presence and generate otherwise impossible energies and enthusiasms. Durkheim refers to these
collective energies as collective effervescence and describes their production this way:

Every sentiment expressed finds a place without resistance in all the minds, which are very open to
outside impressions; each re-echoes the others, and is re-echoed by the others. The initial impulse
thus proceeds, growing as it goes, as an avalanche grows in its advance. And as such active passions
so free from all control could not fail to burst out, on every side one sees nothing but violent
gestures, cries, veritable howls, and deafening noises of every sort, which aid in intensifying still
more the state of mind which they manifest. And since a collective sentiment cannot express itself
collectively except on the condition of observing a certain order permitting co-operation and
movements in unison, these gestures and cries naturally tend to become rhythmic and regular; hence
come songs and dances. ([1912] 2012:215-216).

The important idea for Durkheim is that this experience of effervescence gives rise to the idea of religion.
Participants feel as if they have been overtaken by something that comes from outside of themselves;
effervescence is encountered as a force that compels them to action. The experience of this effervescent energy
is the basis for the distinction between the sacred and the profane. The group and its shared energies is sacred,
all else is profane. This is also the basis for the group identity. As described in the quotation, collective energy
acquires form as song and dance, but it also gets named and becomes a collective representation—a shared
symbol. As we will describe in more detail in the next section, Durkheim argues that the totem is an excellent
example of this kind of collective representation. On the one hand, the totem represents the energy, or moral
force, of the group. On the other hand, the totem can also remind members of their collective bond and, in
doing so, maintain and revive the moral force of the group (Xie, 2016).

Though Durkheim’s descriptions draw on 19th-century anthropological observations, similar forms of
effervescence are quite readily observed in contemporary religious celebrations, rock concerts, sporting events,
and music festivals. These all produce effervescent energies (dancing and collective singing) and totemic
representations of the event (T-shirts and souvenirs). Durkheim also suggests that moments of great social
transformation may depend upon a stirring up of a collective effervescence. For example, in his analysis of the
Storming of the Bastille, William Sewell Jr. (1986) argued that collective effervescence shaped the course of
the French Revolution. In a particularly provocative twist on this theme, members of the Collège de
Sociologie, in association with the secret society Acéphale, drew upon the concept of collective effervescence
to address the social anomie of France in the 1930s. They believed that when “ordinary life becomes regular,
busy and safe,” it can be reenergized or resacralized through frenzy and festival (Pearce, 2005:119). Departing
far from Durkheim’s initial concerns with social order and stability, in an effort to combat social malaise,
members of Acéphale planned, and in some cases enacted, the performance of taboo orgies, sacrificial
ceremonies, and rituals.
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Totemism

In the previous section, we described how collective effervescence gives rise to the religious idea, which, in
turn, is given symbolic form. Durkheim relies upon the practice of totemism, especially among the Australian
Arunta, to discuss these symbolic aspects of religion. Totemism is a religious system in which certain things,
particularly animals and plants, come to be regarded as sacred and as emblems of the clan. Durkheim viewed
totemism as the simplest, most primitive form of religion, and he believed it to be associated with a similarly
simple form of social organization, the clan.

As noted above, Durkheim argued that the totem is nothing but the representation of the clan itself.
Individuals who experience collective effervescence in a gathering of the clan seek some explanation for this
state. Durkheim believed that the gathering itself was the real cause, but even today, people are reluctant to
attribute this power to social forces. Instead, the clan member mistakenly attributes the energy he or she feels
to the symbols of the clan. The totems are the material representations of the nonmaterial force that is at their
base, and that nonmaterial force is none other than society. Totemism, and more generally religion, are
derived from the collective morality and become impersonal forces. They are not simply a series of mythical
animals, plants, personalities, spirits, or gods.

As a study of primitive religion, the specifics of Durkheim’s interpretation have been questioned (Hiatt,
1996). However, even if totemism is not the most primitive religion, it was certainly the best vehicle to
develop Durkheim’s new theory linking together religion, knowledge, and society.

Although a society may have a large number of totems, Durkheim did not view these totems as representing a
series of separate, fragmentary beliefs about specific animals or plants. Instead, he saw them as an interrelated
set of ideas that give the society a more or less complete representation of the world. In totemism, three
classes of things are connected: the totemic symbol, the animal or plant, and the members of the clan. As
such, totemism provides a way to classify natural objects that reflects the social organization of the tribe.
Hence, Durkheim was able to argue that the ability to classify nature into cognitive categories is derived from
religious and, ultimately, social experiences. Later, society may develop better ways to classify nature and its
symbols, for example, into scientific genera and species, but the basic idea of classification comes from social
experiences. He expanded on this idea that the social world grounds our mental categories in his earlier essay
with his nephew Marcel Mauss:

Society was not simply a model which classificatory thought followed; it was its own divisions which
served as divisions for the system of classification. The first logical categories were social categories;
the first classes of things were classes of men.… It was because men were grouped, and thought of
themselves in the form of groups, that in their ideas they grouped other things, and in the beginning
the two modes of grouping were merged to the point of being indistinct.

(Durkheim and Mauss, [1903] 1963:82–83)
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Sociology of Knowledge

Whereas the early Durkheim was concerned with differentiating sociology from philosophy, he now wanted
to show that sociology could answer the most intractable philosophical questions. Philosophy had proposed
two general models for how humans are able to develop concepts from their sense impressions. One, called
empiricism, contends that our concepts are just generalizations from our sense impressions. The problem with
this philosophy is that we seem to need some initial concepts such as space, time, and categories even to begin
to group sense impressions together so that we can generalize from them. Consequently, another school of
philosophy, apriorism, contends that we must be born with some initial categories of understanding. For
Durkheim, this was really no explanation at all. How is it that we are born with these particular categories?
How are they transmitted to each new generation? These are questions that Durkheim felt the philosophers
could not answer. Instead, philosophers usually imply some sort of transcendental source. In other words,
their philosophy has a religious character, and we already know what Durkheim thinks is the ultimate source
of religion.

Durkheim contended that human knowledge is not a product of experience alone, nor are we just born with
certain mental categories that are applied to experience. Instead, our categories are social creations. They are
collective representations. Marx had already proposed a sociology of knowledge, but his was purely in the
negative sense. Ideology was the distortion of our knowledge by social forces. In that sense, it was a theory of
false knowledge. Durkheim offers a much more powerful sociology of knowledge that explains our “true”
knowledge in terms of social forces.

Categories of Understanding

The Elementary Forms presents an argument for the social origin of six fundamental categories that some
philosophers had identified as essential to human understanding: time, space, classification, force, causality,
and totality. Time comes from the rhythms of social life. The category of space develops from the division of
space occupied by society. We’ve already discussed how, in totemism, classification is tied to the human group.
Force is derived from experiences with social forces. Imitative rituals are the origin of the concept of causality.
Finally, society itself is the representation of totality (D. Nielsen, 1999). These descriptions are necessarily
brief, but the important point is that the fundamental categories that allow us to transform our sense
impressions into abstract concepts are derived from social experiences, in particular experiences of religious
rituals. In these rituals, the bodily involvement of participants in the ritual’s sounds and movements creates
feelings that give rise to the categories of understanding (Rawls, 2001).

Even if our abstract concepts are based on social experiences, this does not mean that our thoughts are
determined by society. Remember that social facts acquire laws of development and association of their own,
and they are not reducible to their source. Although social facts emerge out of other social facts, their
subsequent development is autonomous. Consequently, even though these concepts have a religious source,
they can develop into nonreligious systems. In fact, this is exactly what Durkheim sees as having happened
with science. Rather than being opposed to religion, science has developed out of religion.

155



Despite their autonomous development, some categories are universal and necessary. This is the case because
these categories develop in order to facilitate social interaction. Without them, all contact between individual
minds would be impossible, and social life would cease. This explains why they are universal to humanity,
because everywhere human beings have lived in societies. This also explains why they are necessary.

Hence society cannot leave the categories up to the free choice of individuals without abandoning
itself. To live, it requires not only a minimum moral consensus but also a minimum logical
consensus that it cannot do without either. Thus, in order to prevent dissidence, society weighs on
its members with all its authority. Does a mind seek to free itself from these norms of all thought?
Society no longer considers this a human mind in the full sense, and treats it accordingly.

(Durkheim, [1912] 1965:16)

To summarize Durkheim’s theory of religion, society is the source of religion, the concept of God, and,
ultimately, everything that is sacred (as opposed to profane). In a very real sense, then, we can argue that the
sacred, God, and society are one and the same. Durkheim believed that this is fairly clear-cut in primitive
society and that it remains true today, even though the relationship is greatly obscured by the complexities of
modern society. To summarize Durkheim’s sociology of knowledge, he claimed that concepts and even our
most fundamental categories are collective representations that society produces, at least initially, through
religious rituals. Religion is what connects society and the individual, because it is through sacred rituals that
social categories become the basis for individual concepts.
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Moral Education and Social Reform

Durkheim did not consider himself to be political and, indeed, avoided most partisan politics as not
compatible with scientific objectivity. Nevertheless, as we’ve seen, most of his writings dealt with social issues,
and, unlike some who see themselves as objective scientists today, he was not shy about suggesting specific
social reforms, in particular regarding education and occupational associations. Mike Gane (2001:79) writes
that Durkheim “believed the role of social science was to provide guidance for specific kinds of social
intervention.”

Durkheim saw problems in modern society as temporary aberrations and not as inherent difficulties (Fenton,
1984:45). Therefore, he believed in social reform. In taking this position, he stood in opposition to both the
conservatives and the radicals of his day. Conservatives saw no hope in modern society and sought instead the
restoration of the monarchy or of the political power of the Roman Catholic Church. Radicals like the
socialists of Durkheim’s time agreed that the world could not be reformed, but they hoped that a revolution
would bring into existence socialism or communism.

Both Durkheim’s programs for reform and his reformist approach were due to his belief that society is the
source of any morality. His reform programs were dictated by the fact that society needs to be able to produce
moral direction for the individual. To the extent that society is losing that capacity, it must be reformed. His
reformist approach was dictated by the fact that the source for any reform has to be the actually existing
society. It does no good to formulate reform programs from the viewpoint of an abstract morality. The
program must be generated by that society’s social forces and not from some philosopher’s, or even
sociologist’s, ethical system. “Ideals cannot be legislated into existence; they must be understood, loved and
striven for by the body whose duty it is to realize them” (Durkheim, [1938] 1977:38).

Morality

Durkheim offered courses and gave public lectures on moral education and the sociology of morals. And he
intended, had he lived long enough, to culminate his oeuvre with a comprehensive presentation of his science
of morals. The connection that Durkheim saw between sociology and morality has not, until recently, been
appreciated by most sociologists:

It is not a coincidence, it seems to me, that the new emphasis on Durkheim should be in the areas
of morality, philosophy, and intellectual milieu; it is indicative of a growing reflective need of
sociology for ontological problems, those which relate professional concerns to the socio-historical
situation of the profession. Whereas only a decade or so ago many sociologists might have been
embarrassed if not vexed to discuss “ethics” and “morality,” the increasing amorality and immorality
of the public and private sectors of our society may be tacitly leading or forcing us back to
fundamental inquiries, such as the moral basis of modern society, ideal and actual. This was a
central theoretical and existential concern of Durkheim.
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(Tiryakian, 1974:769)

As we have said, Durkheim was centrally concerned with morality, but it is not easy to classify his theory of
morality according to the typical categories. On the one hand, he was a moral relativist who believed that
ethical rules do and should change in response to other social facts. On the other hand, he was a traditionalist
because he did not believe that one could simply create a new morality. Any new morality could only grow out
of our collective moral traditions. He insisted that one must “see in morality itself a fact the nature of which
one must investigate attentively, I would even say respectfully, before daring to modify” (Durkheim, cited in
Bellah, 1973:xv). Durkheim’s sociological theory of morality cuts across most of the positions concerning
morality today and offers the possibility of a fresh perspective on contemporary debates over such issues as
traditional families and the moral content of popular culture.

Morality, for Durkheim, has three components. First, morality involves discipline, that is, a sense of authority
that resists egoistic impulses. Such constraint is necessary because individual interests and group interests are
not the same and may, at least in the short term, be in conflict. Discipline confronts one with one’s moral
duty, which, for Durkheim, is one’s duty to society. As discussed above, this social discipline also makes the
individual happier because it limits his or her limitless desires and therefore provides the only chance of
happiness for a being who otherwise would always want more. Second, morality involves attachment to society
because society is the source of our morality. This morality complements the former. It is a willing and desired
attachment rather than imposed duty. When considered in tandem, these two aspects demonstrate the
complex nature of moral obligation “which [Durkheim] conceives of as simultaneously duty and desire”
(Ogien, 2016:9; see also Callegaro, 2016).

Third, morality involves autonomy, a sense of individual responsibility for our actions. Durkheim’s focus on
society as the source of morality has led many to assume that his ideal actor is one who is almost wholly
controlled from without—a total conformist. However, Durkheim did not subscribe to such an extreme view
of the actor: “Conformity must not be pushed to the point where it completely subjugates the intellect. Thus
it does not follow from a belief in the need for discipline that it must be blind and slavish” (cited in Giddens,
1972:113). Autonomy comes to full force in modernity only with the decline of the myths and symbols that
previous moral systems used to demand discipline and encourage attachment. Durkheim believed that now
that these myths have passed away, only scientific understanding can provide the foundation for moral
autonomy. In particular, modern morality should be based on the relation between individuals and society as
revealed by Durkheim’s new science of sociology. The only way for this sociological understanding to become
a true morality is through education.

Moral Education

Durkheim’s most consistent attempts to reform society in order to enable a modern morality were directed at
education (J. Dill, 2007). Education was defined by Durkheim as the process by which the individual acquires
the physical, intellectual, and, most important to Durkheim, moral tools needed to function in society
(Durkheim, [1922] 1956:71). As Lukes (1972:359) reports, Durkheim had always believed “that the relation
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of the science of sociology to education was that of theory to practice.” In 1902, he was given the powerful
position of head of the Sorbonne’s education department. “It is scarcely an exaggeration to say that every
young mind in Paris, in the decade prior to World War I, came directly or indirectly under his influence”
(Gerstein, 1983:239).

Before Durkheim began to reform education, there had been two approaches. One saw education as an
extension of the church, and the other saw education as the unfolding of the natural individual. In contrast,
Durkheim argued that education should help children develop a moral attitude toward society. He believed
that the schools were practically the only existing institution that could provide a social foundation for modern
morality.

For Durkheim, the classroom is a small society, and he concluded that its collective effervescence could be
made powerful enough to inculcate a moral attitude. The classroom could provide the rich collective milieu
necessary for reproducing collective representations (Durkheim, [1925] 1961:229). This would allow
education to present and reproduce all three elements of morality.

First, it would provide individuals with the discipline they need to restrain the passions that threaten to engulf
them. Second, education could develop in the students a sense of devotion to society and to its moral system.
Most important is education’s role in the development of autonomy, in which discipline is “freely desired,”
and the attachment to society is by virtue of “enlightened assent” (Durkheim, [1925] 1961:120).

For to teach morality is neither to preach nor to indoctrinate; it is to explain. If we refuse the child
all explanation of this sort, if we do not try to help him understand the reasons for the rules he
should abide by, we would be condemning him to an incomplete and inferior morality.

(Durkheim, [1925] 1961:120–121)

Occupational Associations

As discussed, the primary problem that Durkheim saw in modern society was the lack of integration and
regulation. Even though the cult of the individual provided a collective representation, Durkheim believed
that there was a lack of social organizations that people could feel part of and that could tell people what they
should and should not do. The modern state is too distant to influence most individuals. The church tends to
integrate people by repressing freedom of thought. And the family is too particular and does not integrate
individuals into society as a whole. As we’ve seen, the schools provided an excellent milieu for children. For
adults, Durkheim proposed another institution: the occupational association.

Genuine moral commitments require a concrete group tied to the basic organizing principle of modern
society, the division of labor. Durkheim proposed the development of occupational associations. All the
workers, managers, and owners involved in a particular industry should join together in an association that
would be both professional and social. Durkheim did not believe that there was a basic conflict of interest
between the owners, managers, and workers within an industry. In this, of course, he took a position
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diametrically opposed to that of Marx, who saw an essential conflict of interest between the owners and the
workers. Durkheim believed that any such conflict occurred only because the various people involved lacked a
common morality, which was traceable to the lack of an integrative structure. He suggested that the structure
that was needed to provide this integrative morality was the occupational association, which would encompass
“all the agents of the same industry united and organized into a single group” (Durkheim, [1893] 1964:5).
Such an organization was deemed to be superior to such organizations as labor unions and employer
associations, which, in Durkheim’s view, served only to intensify the differences between owners, managers,
and workers. Involved in a common organization, people in these categories would recognize their common
interests as well as their common need for an integrative moral system. That moral system, with its derived
rules and laws, would serve to counteract the tendency toward atomization in modern society as well as help
stop the decline in the significance of collective morality.
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Criticisms

As mentioned earlier, Durkheim’s reception into American sociology was strongly influenced by Talcott
Parsons, who presented Durkheim as both a functionalist and a positivist. As numerous contemporary
scholars have shown, these labels don’t fairly characterize Durkheim (Rawls, 2012, 2016; Milbrandt and
Pearce, 2011). Nevertheless, a number of criticisms have been directed at his ideas on the basis of these
characterizations. Since the sociology student is bound to come across these criticisms they are briefly
addressed here.

Durkheim’s focus on macro-level social facts was one of the reasons his work played a central role in the
development of structural functionalism, which has a similar, macro-level orientation (see Chapter 7).
However, whether Durkheim himself was a functionalist is open to debate and depends upon how one defines
functionalism. Functionalism can be defined in two different ways, a weak sense and a strong sense. When
Kingsley Davis (1959) said that all sociologists are functionalists, he referred to the weak sense: that
functionalism is an approach that attempts “to relate the parts of society to the whole, and to relate one part to
another.” A stronger definition of functionalism is given by Jonathan H. Turner and A. Z. Maryanski (1988),
who define it as an approach that is based on seeing society as analogous to a biological organism and
attempts to explain particular social structures in terms of the needs of society as a whole.

In this second sense, Durkheim was only an occasional and, one might say, accidental functionalist. Durkheim
was not absolutely opposed to drawing analogies between biological organisms and social structures
(Lehmann, 1993:15), but he did not believe that sociologists can infer sociological laws by analogy with
biology. Durkheim ([1898] 1974:1) called such inferences “worthless.”

Durkheim urged that we distinguish functions from the historical causes of social facts. The historical study is
primary because social needs cannot simply call structures into existence. Certainly, Durkheim’s initial
hypothesis was always that enduring social facts probably perform some sort of function, but he recognized
that some social facts are historical accidents. Furthermore, we see in Durkheim no attempt to predefine the
needs of society. Instead, the needs of a particular society can be established only by studying that society.
Consequently, any functionalist approach must be preceded by a historical study.

Durkheim also is often criticized for being a positivist, and indeed, he used the term to describe himself.
However, as Robert Hall notes, the meaning of the term has changed:

The term “positive” was needed to distinguish the new approach from those of the philosophers
who had taken to calling their ethical theories “scientific” and who used this term to indicate the
dialectical reasoning they employed. In an age in which one could still speak of the “science” of
metaphysics, the term “positive” simply indicated an empirical approach.

(R. T. Hall, 1987:137)
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Today, positivism refers to the belief that social phenomena should be studied with the same methods as the
natural sciences, and it is likely that Durkheim would accept this. However, it has also come to mean a focus
on invariant laws (S. Turner, 1993), and we find little of that in Durkheim. Social facts were, for Durkheim,
autonomous from their substrate, but also autonomous in their relation to other social facts. Each social fact
required historical investigation, and none could be predicted on the basis of invariant laws.

Durkheim has also been criticized for his view of the individual. Despite having made a number of crucial
assumptions about human nature, Durkheim denied that he had done so. He argued that he did not begin by
postulating a certain conception of human nature in order to deduce a sociology from it. Instead, he said that
it was from sociology that he sought an increasing understanding of human nature. However, Durkheim may
have been less than honest with his readers, and perhaps even with himself.

One of Durkheim’s assumptions about human nature—one that we have already encountered—may be
viewed as the basis of his entire sociology. That assumption is that people are impelled by their passions into a
mad search for gratification that always leads to a need for more. If these passions are unrestrained, they
multiply to the point where the individual is enslaved by them and they become a threat to the individual as
well as to society. However, Durkheim provides no evidence for this assumption, and indeed, his own theories
would suggest that such an insatiable subject may be a creation of social structures rather than the other way
around.

In addition, Durkheim is frequently said to have failed to give consciousness an active role in the social
process. He treated the actor and the actor’s mental processes as secondary factors or, more commonly, as
dependent variables to be explained by the independent and decisive variables—social facts. Individuals are, in
general, controlled by social forces in his theories; they do not actively control those forces. Autonomy, for
Durkheim, meant nothing more than freely accepting those social forces. However, even if we accept that
consciousness and some mental processes are types of social facts, there is no reason to suppose that they
cannot develop the same autonomy that Durkheim recognized in other social facts.

Indeed, Callegaro (2012:453) argues that for Durkheim the “person is … the highest ideal of modern
societies, structured as they are around a cult of the person which asks and enables each modern social
individual to become an autonomous individual.” The capacity for thought, to act according to reason, is not
an inherent property of persons. Instead, it is an achievement of society. We only become thinking beings
capable of reason and independent action through society. This view of the person challenges most
contemporary theories that separate the individual from society. Durkheim’s point, which much social science
is still to come to terms with, is that freedom, reason, and creativity are not inconsistent with social order and
social solidarity.

Finally, Durkheim has also been criticized for his alleged conservativism (Milbrandt and Pearce, 2011). As
noted above, Parsons’ version of Durkheim lent itself to comparisons with positivism, structural functionalism,
and their conservative versions of science and society. Durkheim has also been judged a conservative because
of his criticisms of socialism, his resistance to the feminist movement, his emphasis on morality, and the
relative neglect he paid to the powers of individual creativity. This said, Durkheim’s relationship with
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socialism was complicated and his views on morality and human nature more nuanced than usually presented.
For example, while Durkheim was critical of class-based and Marxist socialism, he was sympathetic to
socialism as an emerging form of collective consciousness and, thereby, a potential solution to modern social
problems. For Durkheim, socialism, if it is to be achieved, must be based on scientific study rather than a
political program. In this respect, he was critical of Marxism not because he rejected socialism but because it
was a set of “disputable and out-of-date hypotheses” (Lukes, 1972:323).

Durkheim’s ideas are now well over 100 years old. What the above criticisms and countercriticisms indicate is
that Durkheim’s version of sociology remains a rich and lively source of sociological debate.
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Contemporary Applications

Durkheim’s influence on the field of sociology is far-reaching. His ideas, while endlessly debated, have
impacted research in most areas of sociology including sociological theory, methods, crime, mental health, and
religion (Milbrandt and Pearce, 2011). Perhaps most surprising, given Durkheim’s focus on social facts, is that
his work has inspired microsociologists such as Erving Goffman (1959) and Harold Garfinkel (2002). Rawls
(2016:3) puts it like this: “The argument of Goffman and Garfinkel—that identities are social facts that must
be achieved in order for cooperation in constitutive practices to produce mutually intelligible social objects—is
a direct offshoot [of Durkheim].” Durkheim’s ideas have also figured in the development of cultural sociology
(Alexander, 1988; Alexander and Smith, 2001). Alexander has revived Durkheimian sociology to develop a
“strong program” for cultural sociology. Focusing on the irreducibility of the social fact, Alexander argues that
culture must be studied as an autonomous social force. He has applied this strong program to analyze
phenomena as diverse as American politics and the Holocaust.

This brings us to one recent application of Durkheim’s work. In their book the Racial Order (2015),
Emirbayer and Desmond draw on ideas from numerous thinkers to develop a systematic theory of race. In
particular, they rely on Durkheim’s theory of culture to describe the symbolic structures of the racial order.
Race, they argue, is not a natural fact inherent in biology, but it is a social fact that has a history. Culture
provides the basic symbolic categories that people use to organize their perceptions of the world, in particular
their perception of racial difference. Frequently, cultural structures are organized as binaries “that divide
actors’ motives, social relations, and institutions into categories of sacred and profane” (2015:106). In terms of
social power, those who are classified as sacred are in positon to dominate those who are classified as profane.
Historically, the American racial field has classified white persons of European descent as sacred and black
persons as profane. These distinctions are not merely cultural but shape “societal patterns ranging from
residential and occupational segregation to intermarriage” (107).

Another contemporary phenomenon that has been examined using Durkheimian sociology is information and
communication technology (ICT). Schroeder and Ling (2014) draw on Durkheim (and Weber) to describe
the sociological or structural features of ICTs. For example, they argue that ICTs allow for the development
of a “neo-mechanical” solidarity. In contrast to the common sense idea that ICTs separate people from one
another, Schroeder and Ling (2014:797) argue that ICTs actually provide the opportunity for the
development of “co-presence fostered by mediated interaction and shared digital objects.” Mobile phones
allow people to maintain regular contact with intimate friends and relations. Social networking sites allow for
the formation of online communities. These groups achieve cohesion through online or digital rituals—a
contemporary equivalent to the songs and dances that Durkheim described in his analysis of religion: “Our
gossiping, flirting and joking with our closest friends via Facebook, email or the mobile phone allow us a
focused situation where there is a common sense of effervescence, to use Durkheim’s terminology” (2014:799).
This research challenges the idea that contemporary technology threatens community and society. Instead, in
a very Durkheimian move, Schroeder and Ling show that these new kinds of social structures actually provide
the means for the development of new kinds of solidarity.
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Summary

The two main themes in Durkheim’s sociology were the priority of the social over the individual and the idea
that society can be studied scientifically. These themes led to his concept of social facts. Social facts can be
empirically studied, are external to the individual, are coercive of the individual, and are explained by other
social facts. Durkheim differentiated between two basic types of social facts—material and nonmaterial. The
most important focus for Durkheim was on nonmaterial social facts. He dealt with a number of them,
including morality, collective conscience, collective representations, and social currents.

Durkheim’s first major work was The Division of Labor in Society, in which he argued that the collective
conscience of societies with mechanical solidarity had been replaced by a new organic solidarity based on
mutual interdependence in a society organized by a division of labor. He investigated the difference between
mechanical and organic solidarity through an analysis of their different legal systems. He argued that
mechanical solidarity is associated with repressive laws, while organic solidarity is associated with legal systems
based on restitution.

Durkheim’s next book, a study of suicide, is a good illustration of the significance of nonmaterial social facts
in his work. In his basic causal model, changes in nonmaterial social facts ultimately cause differences in
suicide rates. Durkheim differentiated between four types of suicide—egoistic, altruistic, anomic, and fatalistic
—and showed how each is affected by different changes in social currents. The study of suicide was taken by
Durkheim and his supporters as evidence that sociology has a legitimate place in the social sciences. After all,
it was argued, if sociology could explain so individualistic an act as suicide, it certainly could be used to explain
other, less individual aspects of social life.

In his last major work, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, Durkheim focused on another aspect of culture:
religion. In his analysis of primitive religion, Durkheim sought to show the roots of religion in the social
structure of society. It is society that defines certain things as sacred and others as profane. Durkheim
demonstrated the social sources of religion in his analysis of primitive totemism and its roots in the social
structure of the clan. Durkheim concluded that religion and society are one and the same, two manifestations
of the same general process. He also presented a sociology of knowledge in this work. He claimed that
concepts and even our most fundamental mental categories are collective representations that society
produces, at least initially, through religious rituals.

Although Durkheim was against any radical change, his central concern with morality led him to propose two
reforms in society that he hoped would lead to a stronger collective morality. For children, he successfully
implemented a new program for moral education in France that focused on teaching children discipline,
attachment to society, and autonomy. For adults, he proposed occupational associations to restore collective
morality and to cope with some of the curable pathologies of the modern division of labor.

The chapter concludes with some criticisms and contemporary applications of Durkheim’s theories. Many
criticisms concern his affiliation with structural functionalism, positivism, and his presumed conservativism.
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His theory has been applied widely in sociology as well as to contemporary social issues such as race and the
emergence of information and communication technologies.
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Notes

1. For a critique of Durkheim’s attempt to separate sociology from philosophy, see Boudon (1995).

2. Before its bloody repression, Marx saw the Paris Commune as the harbinger of the proletariat revolution.

3. For a comparison with Spencer’s evolutionary theory, see Perrin (1995).

4. Durkheim is moving away from using the term collective conscience in this work, but he has not fully
developed the idea of collective representations. We see no substantial difference between his use of collective
sentiments in Suicide and his use of collective conscience in The Division of Labor.
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4 Max Weber
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Max Weber (1864–1920) is probably the best-known and most influential figure in sociological theory
(Burger, 1993; R. Collins, 1985; Kalberg, 2011a, 2016; Sica, 2001; Whimster, 2001, 2005). Weber’s work is
so varied and subject to so many interpretations that it has influenced a wide array of sociological theories. It
certainly had an influence on structural functionalism, especially through the work of Talcott Parsons. It has
also come to be seen as important to the conflict tradition (R. Collins, 1975, 1990) and to critical theory,
which was shaped almost as much by Weber’s ideas as it was by Marx’s orientation, as well as to Jurgen
Habermas, the major inheritor of the critical-theory tradition (Outhwaite, 1994). Symbolic interactionists
have been affected by Weber’s ideas on verstehen, as well as by other of Weber’s ideas. Alfred Schutz was
powerfully affected by Weber’s work on meanings and motives, and he, in turn, played a crucial role in the
development of ethnomethodology (see Chapter 10). Rational choice theorists have acknowledged their debt
to Weber (Norkus, 2000). Weber was and is a widely influential theorist.

This chapter begins with a discussion of Weber’s ([1903–1917] 1949) ideas on the methodology of the social
sciences, which remain remarkably relevant and fruitful even today (Bruun, 2007; Ringer, 1997:171). A clear
understanding of these ideas is necessary in dealing with Weber’s substantive and theoretical ideas. Weber was
opposed to pure abstract theorizing. Instead, his theoretical ideas are embedded in his empirical, usually
historical, research. Weber’s methodology shaped his research, and the combination of the two lies at the base
of his theoretical orientation.
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Methodology

History and Sociology

Even though Weber was a student of, and took his first academic job in, law, his early career was dominated
by an interest in history. As Weber moved more in the direction of the relatively new field of sociology, he
sought to clarify its relationship to the established field of history. Although Weber felt that each field needed
the other, his view was that the task of sociology was to provide a needed “service” to history (G. Roth,
1976:307). In Weber’s words, sociology performed only a “preliminary, quite modest task” (cited in R. Frank,
1976:21). Weber explained the difference between sociology and history: “Sociology seeks to formulate type
concepts and generalized uniformities of empirical processes. This distinguishes it from history, which is
oriented to the causal analysis and explanation of individual actions, structures, and personalities possessing
cultural significance” ([1921] 1978:19). Despite this seemingly clear-cut differentiation, in his own work,
Weber was able to combine the two. His sociology was oriented to the development of clear concepts so that
he could perform a causal analysis of historical phenomena. Weber defined his ideal procedure as “the sure
imputation of individual concrete events occurring in historical reality to concrete, historically given causes
through the study of precise empirical data which have been selected from specific points of view” ([1903–
1917] 1949:69). We can think of Weber as a historical sociologist.

Weber’s thinking on sociology was profoundly shaped by a series of intellectual debates (Methodenstreit)
raging in Germany during his time. The most important of these debates was over the issue of the
relationship between history and science. At the poles in this debate were those (the positivists [Halfpenny,
2005]) who thought that history was composed of general (nomothetic) laws and those (the subjectivists) who
reduced history to idiosyncratic (idiographic) actions and events. (The positivists thought that history could be
like a natural science; the subjectivists saw the two as radically different.) For example, a nomothetic thinker
would generalize about social revolutions, whereas an idiographic analyst would focus on the specific events
leading up to the American Revolution. Weber rejected both extremes and, in the process, developed a
distinctive way of dealing with historical sociology. In Weber’s view, history is composed of unique empirical
events; there can be no generalizations at the empirical level. Sociologists must, therefore, separate the
empirical world from the conceptual universe that they construct. The concepts never completely capture the
empirical world, but they can be used as heuristic tools for gaining a better understanding of reality. With
these concepts, sociologists can develop generalizations, but these generalizations are not history and must not
be confused with empirical events.

Although Weber was clearly in favor of generalizing, he also rejected historians who sought to reduce history
to a simple set of laws: “For the knowledge of historical phenomena in their concreteness, the most general
laws, because they are devoid of content, are also the least valuable” ([1903–1917] 1949:80). For example,
Weber rejected one historian (Wilhelm Roscher) who took as his task the search for the laws of the historical
evolution of a people and who believed that all peoples went through a typical sequence of stages ([1903–
1906] 1975). As Weber put it, “The reduction of empirical reality … to ‘laws’ is meaningless” ([1903–1917]
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1949:80). In other terms: “A systematic science of culture … would be senseless in itself” (Weber, [1903–
1917] 1949:84).

This view is reflected in various specific historical studies. For example, in his study of ancient civilizations,
Weber admitted that although, in some respects, earlier times were precursors of things to come, “the long
and continuous history of Mediterranean-European civilization does not show either closed cycles or linear
progress. Sometimes phenomena of ancient civilizations have disappeared entirely and then come to light
again in an entirely new context” ([1896–1906] 1976:366).

In rejecting these opposing views of German historical scholarship, Weber fashioned his own perspective,
which constituted a fusion of the two orientations. Weber felt that history (that is, historical sociology) was
appropriately concerned with both individuality and generality. The unification was accomplished through the
development and utilization of general concepts (what are later called “ideal types”) in the study of particular
individuals, events, or societies. These general concepts are to be used “to identify and define the individuality
of each development, the characteristics which made the one conclude in a manner so different from that of
the other. Thus done, one can then determine the causes which led to the differences” (Weber, [1896–1906]
1976:385). In doing this kind of causal analysis, Weber rejected, at least at a conscious level, the idea of
searching for a single causal agent throughout history.1 He instead used his conceptual arsenal to rank the
various factors involved in a given historical case in terms of their causal significance (G. Roth, 1971).
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Max Weber: A Biographical Sketch

Hulton Archive / Hulton Archive / Getty Images

Max Weber was born in Erfurt, Germany, on April 21, 1864, into a decidedly middle-class family (Radkau, [2005] 2009).
Important differences between his parents had a profound effect upon both his intellectual orientation and his psychological
development. His father was a bureaucrat who rose to a relatively important political position. He was clearly a part of the political
establishment and, as a result, eschewed any activity or idealism that would require personal sacrifice or threaten his position within
the system. In addition, the senior Weber was a man who enjoyed earthly pleasures, and, in this and many other ways, he stood in
sharp contrast to his wife. Max Weber’s mother was a devout Calvinist, a woman who sought to lead an ascetic life largely devoid of
the pleasures craved by her husband. Her concerns were more otherworldly; she was disturbed by the imperfections that were signs
that she was not destined for salvation. These deep differences between the parents led to marital tension, and both the differences
and the tension had an immense impact on Weber.

Because it was impossible to emulate both parents, Weber was presented with a clear choice as a child (Marianne Weber, 1975:62).
He first seemed to opt for his father’s orientation to life, but, later, he drew closer to his mother’s approach. Whatever the choice, the
tension produced by the need to choose between such polar opposites negatively affected Max Weber’s psyche.

At age 18, Max Weber left home for a short time to attend the University of Heidelberg. Weber had already demonstrated
intellectual precocity, but on a social level, he entered Heidelberg shy and underdeveloped. However, that quickly changed after he
gravitated toward his father’s way of life and joined his father’s old dueling fraternity. There he developed socially, at least in part
because of the huge quantities of beer he consumed with his peers. In addition, he proudly displayed the dueling scars that were the
trademark of such fraternities. Weber not only manifested his identity with his father’s way of life in these ways but also chose, at
least for the time being, his father’s career—the law.
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After three terms, Weber left Heidelberg for military service, and in 1884 he returned to Berlin and to his parents’ home to take
courses at the University of Berlin. He remained there for most of the next eight years as he completed his studies, earned his PhD,
became a lawyer (see Turner and Factor, 1994, for a discussion of the impact of legal thinking on Weber’s theorizing), and started
teaching at the University of Berlin. In the process, his interests shifted more toward his lifelong concerns—economics, history, and
sociology. During his eight years in Berlin, Weber was financially dependent on his father, a circumstance he progressively grew to
dislike. At the same time, he moved closer to his mother’s values, and his antipathy to his father increased. He adopted an ascetic life
and plunged deeply into his work. For example, during one semester as a student, his work habits were described as follows: “He
continues the rigid work discipline, regulates his life by the clock, divides the daily routine into exact sections for the various subjects,
saves in his way, by feeding himself evenings in his room with a pound of raw chopped beef and four fried eggs” (Mitzman, [1969]
1971:48; Marianne Weber, 1975:105). Thus, Weber, following his mother, had become ascetic and diligent, a compulsive worker—
in contemporary terms a “workaholic.”

This compulsion for work led, in 1896, to a position as professor of economics at Heidelberg. But, in 1897, when Weber’s academic
career was blossoming, his father died following a violent argument between them. Shortly thereafter, Weber began to manifest
symptoms that were to culminate in a nervous breakdown. Often unable to sleep or to work, Weber spent the next six or seven years
in near-total collapse. After a long hiatus, some of his powers began to return in 1903, but it was not until 1904, when he delivered
(in the United States) his first lecture in six and a half years, that Weber was able to begin to return to active academic life. In 1904
and 1905, he published one of his best-known works, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. In this work, Weber
announced the ascendance of his mother’s religion on an academic level. Weber devoted much of his time to the study of religion,
though he was not personally religious.

Although he continued to be plagued by psychological problems, after 1904, Weber was able to function, indeed to produce some of
his most important work. In these years, Weber published his studies of the world’s religions in world-historical perspective (for
example, China, India, and ancient Judaism). At the time of his death (June 14, 1920), he was working on his most important work,
Economy and Society ([1921] 1978). Although this book was published, and subsequently translated into many languages, it was
unfinished.

In addition to producing voluminous writings in this period, Weber undertook a number of other activities. He helped found the
German Sociological Society in 1910. His home became a center for a wide range of intellectuals, including sociologists such as
Georg Simmel, Robert Michels, and his brother Alfred Weber, as well as the philosopher and literary critic Georg Lukács (Scaff,
1989:186–222). In addition, Max Weber was active politically and wrote essays on the issues of the day.

There was a tension in Weber’s life and, more important, in his work between the bureaucratic mind, as represented by his father,
and his mother’s religiosity. This unresolved tension permeates Weber’s work as it permeated his personal life.

Weber’s views on historical sociology were shaped, in part, by the availability of, and his commitment to the
study of, empirical historical data. His was the first generation of scholars to have available reliable data on
historical phenomena from many parts of the world (MacRae, 1974). Weber was more inclined to immerse
himself in these historical data than he was to dream up abstract generalizations about the basic thrust of
history. Although this led him to some important insights, it also created serious problems in understanding
his work; he often got so involved in historical detail that he lost sight of the basic reasons for the historical
study. In addition, the sweep of his historical studies encompassed so many epochs and so many societies that
he could do little more than make rough generalizations (G. Roth, 1971). Despite these problems, Weber’s
commitment to the scientific study of empirical phenomena made him attractive to the developing discipline
of sociology in the United States.

In sum, Weber believed that history is composed of an inexhaustible array of specific phenomena. To study
these phenomena, it was necessary to develop a variety of concepts designed to be useful for research on the
real world. As a general rule, although Weber (as we will see) did not adhere to it strictly and neither do most
sociologists and historians, the task of sociology was to develop these concepts, which history was to use in
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causal analyses of specific historical phenomena. In this way, Weber sought to combine the specific and the
general in an effort to develop a science that did justice to the complex nature of social life.

Verstehen

Weber felt that sociologists had an advantage over natural scientists. That advantage resided in the
sociologist’s ability to understand social phenomena, whereas the natural scientist could not gain a similar
understanding of the behavior of an atom or a chemical compound. The German word for understanding is
verstehen (Soeffner, 2005). Weber’s special use of the term verstehen in his historical research is one of his
best-known and most controversial contributions to the methodology of contemporary sociology. As we
clarify what Weber meant by verstehen, we will also underscore some of the problems involved in his
conceptualization of it. The controversy surrounding the concept of verstehen, as well as some of the problems
involved in interpreting what Weber meant, grows out of a general problem with Weber’s methodological
thoughts. As Thomas Burger argued, Weber was neither very sophisticated nor very consistent in his
methodological pronouncements (1976; see also Hekman, 1983:26). He tended to be careless and imprecise
because he felt that he was simply repeating ideas that were well known in his day among German historians.
Furthermore, as pointed out above, Weber did not think too highly of methodological reflections.

Weber’s thoughts on verstehen were relatively common among German historians of his day and were derived
from a field known as hermeneutics (R. Brown, 2005; M. Martin, 2000; Pressler and Dasilva, 1996).
Hermeneutics was a special approach to the understanding and interpretation of published writings. Its goal
was to understand the thinking of the author as well as the basic structure of the text. Weber and others (for
example, Wilhelm Dilthey) sought to extend this idea from the understanding of texts to the understanding of
social life:

Once we have realized that the historical method is nothing more or less than the classical method
of interpretation applied to overt action instead of to texts, a method aiming at identifying a human
design, a “meaning” behind observable events, we shall have no difficulty in accepting that it can be
just as well applied to human interaction as to individual actors. From this point of view all history
is interaction, which has to be interpreted in terms of the rival plans of various actors.

(Lachman, 1971:20)

In other words, Weber sought to use the tools of hermeneutics to understand actors, interaction, and indeed
all of human history.

One common misconception about verstehen is that it is simply the use of “intuition” by the researcher. Thus
many critics see it as a “soft,” irrational, subjective research methodology. However, Weber categorically
rejected the idea that verstehen involved simply intuition, sympathetic participation, or empathy ([1903–1917]
1949). To him, verstehen involved doing systematic and rigorous research rather than simply getting a
“feeling” for a text or social phenomenon. In other words, for Weber ([1921] 1978), verstehen was a rational
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procedure of study.

The key question in interpreting Weber’s concept of verstehen is whether he thought that it was most
appropriately applied to the subjective states of individual actors or to the subjective aspects of large-scale units
of analysis (for example, culture). As we will see, Weber’s focus on the cultural and social-structural contexts
of action leads us to the view that verstehen is a tool for macro-level analysis.

Causality

Another aspect of Weber’s methodology was his commitment to the study of causality (Ringer, 1997:75).
Weber was inclined to see the study of the causes of social phenomena as being within the domain of history,
not sociology. Yet, to the degree that history and sociology cannot be clearly separated—and they certainly are
not clearly separated in Weber’s substantive work—the issue of causality is relevant to sociology. Causality is
also important because it is, as we will see, another place in which Weber sought to combine nomothetic and
idiographic approaches.

By causality Weber ([1921] 1978) simply meant the probability that an event will be followed or accompanied
by another event. It was not, in his view, enough to look for historical constants, repetitions, analogies, and
parallels, as many historians are content to do. Instead, the researcher has to look at the reasons for, as well as
the meanings of, historical changes (G. Roth, 1971). Although Weber can be seen as having a one-way causal
model—in contrast to Marx’s dialectical mode of reasoning—in his substantive sociology, he was always
attuned to the interrelationships between the economy, society, polity, organization, social stratification,
religion, and so forth (G. Roth, 1968). Thus, Weber operates with a multicausal approach in which “hosts of
interactive influences are very often effective causal factors” (Kalberg, 1994:13).

Weber was quite clear on the issue of multiple causality in his study of the relationship between Protestantism
and the spirit of capitalism. Although he is sometimes interpreted differently, Weber ([1904–1905] 1958)
simply argued that the Protestant ethic was one of the causal factors in the rise of the modern spirit of
capitalism. He labeled as “foolish” the idea that Protestantism was the sole cause. Similarly foolish, in Weber’s
view, was the idea that capitalism could have arisen “only” as a result of the Protestant Reformation; other
factors could have led to the same result. Here is the way Weber made his point:

We shall as far as possible clarify the manner and the general direction in which … the religious
movements have influenced the development of material culture. Only when this has been
determined with reasonable accuracy can the attempt be made to estimate to what extent the
historical development of modern culture can be attributed to those religious forces and to what extent
to others.

(Weber, [1904–1905] 1958:91–92; Italics added)

The critical thing to remember about Weber’s thinking on causality is his belief that because we can have a
special understanding of social life (verstehen), the causal knowledge of the social sciences is different from the
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causal knowledge of the natural sciences. As Weber put it: “‘Meaningfully’ interpretable human conduct
(‘action’) is identifiable by reference to ‘valuations’ and meanings. For this reason, our criteria for causal
explanation have a unique kind of satisfaction in the ‘historical’ explanation of such an ‘entity’” ([1903–1906]
1975:185). Thus, the causal knowledge of the social scientist is different from the causal knowledge of the
natural scientist.

Weber’s thoughts on causality were intimately related to his efforts to come to grips with the conflict between
nomothetic and idiographic knowledge. Those who subscribe to a nomothetic point of view would argue that
there is a necessary relationship between social phenomena, whereas the supporters of an idiographic
perspective would be inclined to see only random relationships between these entities. As usual, Weber took a
middle position, epitomized in his concept of adequate causality. The notion of adequate causality adopts the
view that the best we can do in sociology is make probabilistic statements about the relationship between
social phenomena; that is, if x occurs, then it is probable that y will occur. The goal is to “estimate the degree to
which a certain effect is ‘favored’ by certain ‘conditions’” (Weber, [1903–1917] 1949:183).

Ideal Types

The ideal type is one of Weber’s best-known contributions to contemporary sociology (Drysdale, 1996;
Hekman, 1983; Lindbekk, 1992; McKinney, 1966; Zijderveld, 2005). As we have seen, Weber believed it was
the responsibility of sociologists to develop conceptual tools, which could be used later by historians and
sociologists. The most important such conceptual tool was the ideal type:

An ideal type is formed by the one-sided accentuation of one or more points of view and by the
synthesis of a great many diffuse, discrete, more or less present and occasionally absent concrete
individual phenomena, which are arranged according to those one-sidedly emphasized viewpoints
into a unified analytical construct.… In its conceptual purity, this mental construct … cannot be
found empirically anywhere in reality.

(Weber, [1903–1917] 1949:90)

In spite of this definition, Weber was not totally consistent in the way he used the ideal type. To grasp what
the concept means initially, we will have to overlook some of the inconsistencies. At its most basic level, an
ideal type is a concept constructed by a social scientist, on the basis of his or her interests and theoretical
orientation, to capture the essential features of some social phenomenon.

The most important thing about ideal types is that they are heuristic devices; they are to be useful and helpful
in doing empirical research and in understanding a specific aspect of the social world (or a “historical
individual”). As Lachman said, an ideal type is “essentially a measuring rod” (1971:26), or in Kalberg’s terms,
a “yardstick” (1994:87). Here is the way Weber put it: “Its function is the comparison with empirical reality in
order to establish its divergences or similarities, to describe them with the most unambiguously intelligible
concepts, and to understand and explain them causally” ([1903–1917] 1949:43). For example, social scientists
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would construct an ideal-typical bureaucracy on the basis of their immersion in historical data. This ideal type
can then be compared to actual bureaucracies. The researcher looks for divergences in the real case from the
exaggerated ideal type. Next, the social scientist must look for the causes of the deviations. Some typical
reasons for these divergences are:

1. Actions of bureaucrats that are motivated by misinformation.
2. Strategic errors, primarily by the bureaucratic leaders.
3. Logical fallacies undergirding the actions of leaders and followers.
4. Decisions made in the bureaucracy on the basis of emotion.
5. Any irrationality in the action of bureaucratic leaders and followers.

To take another example, an ideal-typical military battle delineates the principal components of such a battle
—opposing armies, opposing strategies, materiel at the disposal of each, disputed land (“no-man’s land”),
supply and support forces, command centers, and leadership qualities. Actual battles may not have all these
elements, and that is one thing a researcher wants to know. The basic point is that the elements of any
particular military battle may be compared with the elements identified in the ideal type.

The elements of an ideal type (such as the components of the ideal-typical military battle) are not to be
thrown together arbitrarily; they are combined on the basis of their compatibility. As Hekman puts it, “Ideal
types are not the product of the whim or fancy of a social scientist, but are logically constructed concepts”
(1983:32). (However, they can and should reflect the interests of the social scientist.)

In Weber’s view, the ideal type was to be derived inductively from the real world of social history. Weber did
not believe that it was enough to offer a carefully defined set of concepts, especially if they were deductively
derived from an abstract theory. The concepts had to be empirically adequate (G. Roth, 1971). Thus, in order
to produce ideal types, researchers had first to immerse themselves in historical reality and then derive the
types from that reality.

In line with Weber’s efforts to find a middle ground between nomothetic and idiographic knowledge, he
argued that ideal types should be neither too general nor too specific. For example, in the case of religion, he
would reject ideal types of the history of religion in general, but he would also be critical of ideal types of very
specific phenomena, such as an individual’s religious experience. Rather, ideal types are developed out of
intermediate phenomena such as Calvinism, Pietism, Methodism, and Baptism (Weber, [1904–1905] 1958).

Although ideal types are to be derived from the real world, they are not to be mirror images of that world.
Rather, they are to be one-sided exaggerations of the essence of what goes on in the real world. In Weber’s
view, the more exaggerated the ideal type, the more useful it will be for historical research.

The use of the word ideal should not be construed to mean that the concept being described is, in any sense,
the best of all possible worlds. As used by Weber, the term meant that the form described in the concept was
rarely, if ever, found in the real world. In fact, Weber argued that the ideal type need not be positive or
correct; it can just as easily be negative or even morally repugnant ([1903–1917] 1949).
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Ideal types should make sense in themselves, the meaning of their components should be compatible, and they
should aid us in making sense of the real world. Although we have come to think of ideal types as describing
static entities, Weber believed that they could describe either static or dynamic entities. Thus, we can have an
ideal type of a structure, such as a bureaucracy, or of a social development, such as bureaucratization.

Ideal types also are not developed once and for all. Because society is constantly changing, and the interests of
social scientists are as well, it is necessary to develop new typologies to fit the changing reality. This is in line
with Weber’s view that there can be no timeless concepts in the social sciences (G. Roth, 1968).

Although we have presented a relatively unambiguous image of the ideal type, there are contradictions in the
way Weber defined the concept. In addition, in his own substantive work, Weber used the ideal type in ways
that differed from the ways he said it was to be used. As Burger noted, “The ideal types presented in Economy
and Society are a mixture of definitions, classification, and specific hypotheses seemingly too divergent to be
reconcilable with Weber’s statements” (1976:118). Although she disagrees with Burger on Weber’s
inconsistency in defining ideal types, Hekman (1983:38–59) also recognizes that Weber offers several varieties
of ideal types:

1. Historical ideal types. These relate to phenomena found in some particular historical epoch (for example,
the modern capitalistic marketplace).

2. General sociological ideal types. These relate to phenomena that cut across a number of historical periods
and societies (for example, bureaucracy).

3. Action ideal types. These are pure types of action based on the motivations of the actor (for example,
affectual action).

4. Structural ideal types. These are forms taken by the causes and consequences of social action (for
example, traditional domination).

Clearly, Weber developed an array of varieties of ideal types, and some of the richness in his work stems from
their diversity, although common to them all is their mode of construction.

Kalberg (1994) argues that while the heuristic use of ideal types in empirical research is important, it should
not be forgotten that they also play a key theoretical role in Weber’s work. Although Weber rejects the idea of
theoretical laws, he does use ideal types in various ways to create theoretical models. Thus, ideal types
constitute the theoretical building blocks for the construction of a variety of theoretical models (for example,
the routinization of charisma and the rationalization of society—both of which are discussed later in this
chapter), and these models are then used to analyze specific historical developments.

Values

Modern sociological thinking in America on the role of values in the social sciences has been shaped to a large
degree by an interpretation, often simplistic and erroneous, of Weber’s notion of value-free sociology (Hennis,
1994; McFalls, 2007). A common perception of Weber’s view is that social scientists should not let their
personal values influence their scientific research in any way. As we will see, Weber’s work on values is far
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more complicated and should not be reduced to the simplistic notion that values should be kept out of
sociology (Tribe, 1989:3).

Values and Teaching

Weber ([1903–1917] 1949) was most clear about the need for teachers to control their personal values in the
classroom. From his point of view, academicians have a perfect right to express their personal values freely in
speeches, in the press, and so forth, but the academic lecture hall is different. Weber was opposed to those
teachers who preached “their evaluations on ultimate questions ‘in the name of science’ in governmentally
privileged lecture halls in which they are neither controlled, checked by discussion, nor subject to
contradiction.… The lecture hall should be held separate from the arena of public discussion” ([1903–1917]
1949:4). The most important difference between a public speech and an academic lecture lies in the nature of
the audience. A crowd watching a public speaker has chosen to be there and can leave at any time. But
students, if they want to succeed, have little choice but to listen attentively to their professor’s value-laden
positions. There is little ambiguity in this aspect of Weber’s position on value-freedom. The academician is to
express “facts,” not personal values, in the classroom. Although teachers may be tempted to insert values
because they make a course more interesting, teachers should be wary of employing values, because such values
will “weaken the students’ taste for sober empirical analysis” (Weber, [1903–1917] 1949:9). The only question
is whether it is realistic to think that professors could eliminate most values from their presentations. Weber
could adopt this position because he believed it possible to separate fact and value. However, Marx would
disagree because, in his view, fact and value are intertwined, dialectically interrelated.

Values and Research

Weber’s position on the place of values in social research is far more ambiguous. Weber did believe in the
ability to separate fact from value, and this view could be extended to the research world: “Investigator and
teacher should keep unconditionally separate the establishment of empirical facts … and his own personal
evaluations, i.e., his evaluation of these facts as satisfactory or unsatisfactory” ([1903–1917] 1949:11). He
often differentiated between existential knowledge of what is and normative knowledge of what ought to be
(Weber, [1903–1917] 1949). For example, on the founding of the German Sociological Society, he said, “The
Association rejects, in principle and definitely, all propaganda for action-oriented ideas from its midst” (G.
Roth, 1968:lx). Instead, the association was pointed in the direction of the study of “what is, why something is
the way it is, for what historical and social reasons” (G. Roth, 1968:lx).

However, several facts point in a different direction and show that, despite the evidence described, Weber did
not operate with the simplistic view that values should be totally eliminated from social research. While, as we
will see, Weber perceived a role for values in a specific aspect of the research process, he thought that they
should be kept out of the actual collection of research data. By this, Weber meant that we should employ the
regular procedures of scientific investigation, such as accurate observation and systematic comparison.

Values are to be restricted to the time before social research begins. They should shape the selection of what
we choose to study. Weber’s ([1903–1917] 1949:21) ideas on the role of values prior to social research are
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captured in his concept of value-relevance. As with many of Weber’s methodological concepts, value-relevance
is derived from the work of the German historicist Heinrich Rickert, for whom it involved “a selection of
those parts of empirical reality which for human beings embody one or several of those general cultural values
which are held by people in the society in which the scientific observers live” (Burger, 1976:36). In historical
research, this would mean that the choice of objects to study would be made on the basis of what is considered
important in the particular society in which the researchers live. That is, they choose what to study of the past
on the basis of the contemporary value system. In his specific case, Weber wrote of value-relevance from the
“standpoint of the interests of the modern European” ([1903–1917] 1949:30). For example, bureaucracy was a
very important part of the German society of Weber’s time, and he chose, as a result, to study that
phenomenon (or the lack of it) in various historical settings.

Thus, to Weber, value judgments are not to be withdrawn completely from scientific discourse. Although
Weber was opposed to confusing fact and value, he did not believe that values should be excised from the
social sciences: “An attitude of moral indifference has no connection with scientific ‘objectivity’” ([1903–1917]
1949:60). He was prepared to admit that values have a certain place, though he warned researchers to be
careful about the role of values: “It should be constantly made clear … exactly at which point the scientific
investigator becomes silent and the evaluating and acting person begins to speak” (Weber, [1903–1917]
1949:60). When expressing value positions, sociological researchers must always keep themselves and their
audiences aware of those positions.

There is a gap between what Weber said and what he actually did. Weber was not afraid to express a value
judgment, even in the midst of the analysis of historical data. For example, he said that the Roman state
suffered from a convulsive sickness of its social body. It can be argued that, in Weber’s actual work, values not
only were a basic device for selecting subjects to study but also were involved in the acquisition of meaningful
knowledge of the social world. Gary Abraham (1992) has made the point that Weber’s work, especially his
views on Judaism as a world religion, was distorted by his values. In his sociology of religion (discussed later in
this chapter), Weber termed the Jews “pariah people.” Weber traced this position of outsider more to the
desire of Jews to segregate themselves than to their exclusion by the rest of society. Thus Weber, accepting the
general view of the day, argued that Jews would need to surrender Judaism in order to be assimilated into
German society. Abraham argues that this sort of bias affected not only Weber’s ideas on Judaism but also his
work in general. This casts further doubt on Weber as a “value-free” sociologist, as well as on the conventional
view of Weber as a liberal thinker. As Abraham says, “Max Weber was probably as close to tolerant liberalism
as majority Germany could offer at the time” (1992:22). Weber was more of a nationalist supporting the
assimilation of minority groups than he was a classical liberal favoring pluralism, and those values had a
profound effect on his work (G. Roth, 2000).

Most American sociologists regard Weber as an exponent of value-free sociology. The truth is that most
American sociologists themselves subscribe to the idea of value-freedom, and they find it useful to invoke
Weber’s name in support of their position. As we have seen, however, Weber’s work is studded with values.

One other aspect of Weber’s work on values worth noting is his ideas on the role of the social sciences in
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helping people make choices between various ultimate value positions. Basically, Weber’s view is that there is
no way of scientifically choosing between alternative value positions. Thus, social scientists cannot presume to
make such choices for people. “The social sciences, which are strictly empirical sciences, are the least fitted to
presume to save the individual the difficulty of making a choice” (Weber, [1903–1917] 1949:19). The social
scientist can derive certain factual conclusions from social research, but this research cannot tell people what
they “ought” to do. Empirical research can help people choose an adequate means to an end, but it cannot
help them choose that end as opposed to other ends. Weber says, “It can never be the task of an empirical
science to provide binding norms and ideals from which directions for immediate practical activity can be
derived” ([1903–1917] 1949:52).
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Substantive Sociology

We turn now to Weber’s substantive sociology. We begin, as did Weber in his monumental Economy and
Society, at the levels of action and interaction, but we will soon encounter the basic paradox in Weber’s work:
despite his seeming commitment to a sociology of small-scale processes, his work is primarily at the large-
scale levels of the social world. (Many Weberians would disagree with this portrayal of paradox in Weber’s
work. Kalberg [1994], for example, argues that Weber offers a more fully integrated micro-macro, or agency-
structure, theory.)

What Is Sociology?

In articulating his view on sociology, Weber often took a stance against the large-scale evolutionary sociology,
the organicism, that was preeminent in the field at the time. For example, Weber said, “I became one [a
sociologist] in order to put an end to collectivist notions. In other words, sociology, too, can only be practiced
by proceeding from the action of one or more, few or many, individuals, that means, by employing a strictly
‘individualist’ method” (G. Roth, 1976:306). Despite his stated adherence to an “individualist” method,
Weber was forced to admit that it is impossible to eliminate totally collective ideas from sociology.2 But even
when he admitted the significance of collective concepts, Weber ultimately reduced them to patterns and
regularities of individual action: “For the subjective interpretation of action in sociological work these
collectivities must be treated as solely the resultants and modes of organization of the particular acts of
individual persons, since these alone can be treated as agents in a course of subjectively understandable action”
([1921] 1978:13).

At the individual level, Weber was deeply concerned with meaning, and the way in which it was formed.
There seems little doubt that Weber believed in, and intended to undertake, a microsociology. But is that, in
fact, what he did? Mary Fulbrook directly addresses the discontinuity in Weber’s work:

Weber’s overt emphasis on the importance of [individual] meanings and motives in causal
explanation of social action does not correspond adequately with the true mode of explanation
involved in his comparative-historical studies of the world religions. Rather, the ultimate level of
causal explanation in Weber’s substantive writings is that of the social-structural conditions under
which certain forms of meaning and motivation can achieve historical efficacy.

(Fulbrook, 1978:71)

Lars Udehn (1981) has cast light on this problem in interpreting Weber’s work by distinguishing between
Weber’s methodology and his substantive concerns and recognizing that there is a conflict or tension between
them. In Udehn’s view, Weber uses an “individualist and subjectivist methodology” (1981:131). In terms of
the latter, Weber is interested in what individuals do and why they do it (their subjective motives). In the
former, Weber is interested in reducing collectivities to the actions of individuals. However, in most of his
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substantive sociology (as we will see), Weber focuses on large-scale structure (such as bureaucracy or
capitalism) and is not focally concerned with what individuals do or why they do it.3 Such structures are not
reduced by Weber to the actions of individuals, and the actions of those in them are determined by the
structures, not by their motives. There is little doubt that there is an enormous contradiction in Weber’s work,
and it will concern us through much of this chapter.

With this as background, we are now ready for Weber’s definition of sociology: “Sociology … is a science
concerning itself with the interpretive understanding of social action and thereby with a causal explanation of its
course and consequences” ([1921] 1978:4). Among the themes discussed earlier that are mentioned or implied
in this definition are the following:

Sociology should be a science.

Sociology should be concerned with causality. (Here, apparently, Weber was combining sociology
and history.)

Sociology should utilize interpretive understanding (verstehen).

We are now ready for what Weber meant by social action.

Social Action

Weber’s entire sociology, if we accept his words at face value, was based on his conception of social action (S.
Turner, 1983). He differentiated between action and purely reactive behavior. The concept of behavior is
reserved, then as now, for automatic behavior that involves no thought processes. A stimulus is presented and
behavior occurs, with little intervening between stimulus and response. Such behavior was not of interest in
Weber’s sociology. He was concerned with action that clearly involved the intervention of thought processes
(and the resulting meaningful action) between the occurrence of a stimulus and the ultimate response. To put
it slightly differently, action was said to occur when individuals attached subjective meanings to their action.
To Weber, the task of sociological analysis involved “the interpretation of action in terms of its subjective
meaning” ([1921] 1978:8). A good, and more specific, example of Weber’s thinking on action is found in his
discussion of economic action, which he defined as “a conscious, primary orientation to economic consideration,
… for what matters is not the objective necessity of making economic provision, but the belief that it is
necessary” ([1921] 1978:64).

In embedding his analysis in mental processes and the resulting meaningful action, Weber ([1921] 1978) was
careful to point out that it is erroneous to regard psychology as the foundation of the sociological
interpretation of action. Weber seemed to be making essentially the same point made by Durkheim in
discussing at least some nonmaterial social facts. That is, sociologists are interested in mental processes, but
this is not the same as psychologists’ interest in the mind, personality, and so forth.

Although Weber implied that he had a great concern with mental processes, he actually spent little time on
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them. Schutz ([1932] 1967) was quite correct when he pointed out that although Weber’s work on mental
processes is suggestive, it is hardly the basis for a systematic microsociology. But it was the suggestiveness of
Weber’s work that made him relevant to those who developed theories of individuals and their behavior—
symbolic interactionism, phenomenology, and so forth.

In his action theory, Weber’s clear intent was to focus on individuals and patterns and regularities of action
and not on the collectivity. “Action in the sense of subjectively understandable orientation of behavior exists
only as the behavior of one or more individual human beings” (Weber, [1921] 1978:13). Weber was prepared
to admit that for some purposes we may have to treat collectivities as individuals, “but for the subjective
interpretation of action in sociological work these collectivities must be treated as solely the resultants and
modes of organization of the particular acts of individual persons, since these alone can be treated as agents in
a course of subjectively understandable action” ([1921] 1978:13). It would seem that Weber could hardly be
more explicit: the sociology of action is ultimately concerned with individuals, not collectivities.

Weber utilized his ideal-type methodology to clarify the meaning of action by identifying four basic types of
action. Not only is this typology significant for understanding what Weber meant by action, but it is also, in
part, the basis for Weber’s concern with larger social structures and institutions. Of greatest importance is
Weber’s differentiation between the two basic types of rational action. The first is means-ends rationality, or
action that is “determined by expectations as to the behavior of objects in the environment and of other
human beings; these expectations are used as ‘conditions’ or ‘means’ for the attainment of the actor’s own
rationally pursued and calculated ends” (Weber, [1921] 1978:24). The second is value rationality, or action
that is “determined by a conscious belief in the value for its own sake of some ethical, aesthetic, religious, or
other form of behavior, independently of its prospects for success” (Weber, [1921] 1978:24–25). Affectual
action (which was of little concern to Weber) is determined by the emotional state of the actor. Traditional
action (which was of far greater concern to Weber) is determined by the actor’s habitual and customary ways
of behaving.

It should be noted that although Weber differentiated four ideal-typical forms of action, he was well aware
that any given action usually involves a combination of all four ideal types of action. In addition, Weber
argued that sociologists have a much better chance of understanding action of the more rational variety than
they do of understanding action dominated by affect or tradition.

We turn now to Weber’s thoughts on social stratification, or his famous ideas on class, status, and party (or
power). His analysis of stratification is one area in which Weber does operate, at least at first, as an action
theorist.

Class, Status, and Party

One important aspect of this analysis is that Weber refused to reduce stratification to economic factors (or
class, in Weber’s terms) but saw it as multidimensional. Thus, society is stratified on the bases of economics,
status, and power. One resulting implication is that people can rank high on one or two of these dimensions
of stratification and low on the other (or others), permitting a far more sophisticated analysis of social
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stratification than is possible when stratification is simply reduced (as it was by some Marxists) to variations in
one’s economic situation.

Starting with class, Weber adhered to his action orientation by arguing that a class is not a community.
Rather, a class is a group of people whose shared situation is a possible, and sometimes frequent, basis for
action by the group (K. Smith, 2007). Weber contends that a “class situation” exists when three conditions are
met:

(1) A number of people have in common a specific causal component of their life chances, insofar as
(2) this component is represented exclusively by economic interests in the possession of goods and
opportunities for income, and (3) is represented under the conditions of the commodity or labor
markets. This is “class situation.”

(Weber, [1921] 1978:927)

The concept of “class” refers to any group of people found in the same class situation. Thus, a class is not a
community but merely a group of people in the same economic, or market, situation.

In contrast to class, status groups are ordinarily communities, albeit rather amorphous ones. “Status situation”
is defined by Weber as “every typical component of the life of men that is determined by a specific, positive or
negative, social estimation of honor” ([1921] 1978:932). As a general rule, status is associated with a style of
life. (Status relates to consumption of goods produced, whereas class relates to economic production.) Those
at the top of the status hierarchy have a different lifestyle than do those at the bottom. In this case, lifestyle, or
status, is related to class situation. But class and status are not necessarily linked to one another: “Money and
an entrepreneurial position are not in themselves status qualifications, although they may lead to them; and
the lack of property is not in itself a status disqualification, although this may be a reason for it” (Weber,
[1921] 1978:306). There is a complex set of relationships between class and status, and it is made even more
complicated when we add the dimension of party.

While classes exist in the economic order and status groups in the social order, parties can be found in the
political order. To Weber, parties “are always structures struggling for domination” (cited in Gerth and Mills,
1958:195; Italics added). Thus, parties are the most organized elements of Weber’s stratification system.
Weber thinks of parties very broadly as including not only those that exist in the state but also those that may
exist in a social club. Parties usually, but not always, represent class or status groups. Whatever they represent,
parties are oriented to the attainment of power.

While Weber remained close to his action approach in his ideas on social stratification, these ideas already
indicate a movement in the direction of macro-level communities and structures. In most of his other works,
Weber focused on such large-scale units of analysis. Not that Weber lost sight of the action; the actor simply
moved from being the focus of his concern to being largely a dependent variable determined by a variety of
large-scale forces. For example, as we will see, Weber believed that individual Calvinists are impelled to act in
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various ways by the norms, values, and beliefs of their religion, but his focus was not on the individual but on
the collective forces that impel the actor.

Structures of Authority

Weber’s sociological interest in the structures of authority was motivated, at least in part, by his political
interests (Eliaeson, 2000). Weber was no political radical; in fact, he was often called the “bourgeois Marx” to
reflect the similarities in the intellectual interests of Marx and Weber as well as their very different political
orientations. Although Weber was almost as critical of modern capitalism as Marx was, he did not advocate
revolution. He wanted to change society gradually, not overthrow it. He had little faith in the ability of the
masses to create a “better” society. But Weber also saw little hope in the middle classes, which he felt were
dominated by shortsighted, petty bureaucrats. Weber was critical of authoritarian political leaders like
Bismarck. Nevertheless, for Weber the hope—if indeed he had any hope—lay with the great political leaders
rather than with the masses or the bureaucrats. Along with his faith in political leaders went his unswerving
nationalism. He placed the nation above all else: “The vital interests of the nation stand, of course, above
democracy and parliamentarianism” (Weber, [1921] 1978:1383). Weber preferred democracy as a political
form not because he believed in the masses but because it offered maximum dynamism and the best milieu to
generate political leaders (Mommsen, 1974). Weber noted that authority structures exist in every social
institution, and his political views were related to his analysis of these structures in all settings. Of course, they
were most relevant to his views on the polity.

Weber began his analysis of authority structures in a way that was consistent with his assumptions about the
nature of action. He defined domination as the “probability that certain specific commands (or all commands)
will be obeyed by a given group of persons” (Weber, [1921] 1978:212). Domination can have a variety of
bases, legitimate as well as illegitimate, but what mainly interested Weber were the legitimate forms of
domination, or what he called authority (Leggewie, 2005). What concerned Weber, and what played a central
role in much of his sociology, were the three bases on which authority is made legitimate to followers—
rational, traditional, and charismatic. In defining these three bases, Weber remained fairly close to his ideas on
individual action, but he rapidly moved to the large-scale structures of authority.

Authority legitimized on rational grounds rests “on a belief in the legality of enacted rules and the right of
those elevated to authority under such rules to issue commands” (Weber, [1921] 1978:215). Authority
legitimized on traditional grounds is based on “an established belief in the sanctity of immemorial traditions
and the legitimacy of those exercising authority under them” (Weber, [1921] 1978:215). Finally, authority
legitimized by charisma4 rests on the devotion of followers to the exceptional sanctity, exemplary character,
heroism, or special powers (for example, the ability to work miracles) of leaders, as well as on the normative
order sanctioned by them. All these modes of legitimizing authority clearly imply individual actors, thought
processes (beliefs), and actions. But from this point, Weber, in his thinking about authority, did move quite
far from an individual action base, as we will see when we discuss the authority structures erected on the basis
of these types of legitimacy.

Rational-Legal Authority
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Rational-legal authority can take a variety of structural forms, but the form that most interested Weber was
bureaucracy, which he considered “the purest type of exercise of legal authority” ([1921] 1978:220).

Ideal-Typical Bureaucracy Weber depicted bureaucracies in ideal-typical terms:

From a purely technical point of view, a bureaucracy is capable of attaining the highest degree of
efficiency, and is in this sense formally the most rational known means of exercising authority over
human beings. It is superior to any other form in precision, in stability, in the stringency of its
discipline, and in its reliability. It thus makes possible a particularly high degree of calculability of
results for the heads of the organization and for those acting in relation to it. It is finally superior
both in intensive efficiency and in the scope of its operations and is formally capable of application
to all kinds of administrative tasks.

(Weber, [1921] 1978:223)

Despite his discussion of the positive characteristics of bureaucracies, here and elsewhere in his work, there is
a fundamental ambivalence in his attitude toward them. Although he detailed their advantages, he was well
aware of their problems. Weber expressed various reservations about bureaucratic organizations. For example,
he was cognizant of the “red tape” that often makes dealing with bureaucracies so trying and so difficult. His
major fear, however, was that the rationalization that dominates all aspects of bureaucratic life was a threat to
individual liberty. As Weber put it:

No machinery in the world functions so precisely as this apparatus of men and, moreover, so
cheaply.… Rational calculation … reduces every worker to a cog in this bureaucratic machine and,
seeing himself in this light, he will merely ask how to transform himself into a somewhat bigger cog.
… The passion for bureaucratization drives us to despair.

(Weber, [1921] 1978:liii)

Weber was appalled by the effects of bureaucratization and, more generally, of the rationalization of the world
of which bureaucratization is but one component, but he saw no way out. He described bureaucracies as
“escape proof,” “practically unshatterable,” and among the hardest institutions to destroy once they are
established. Along the same lines, he felt that individual bureaucrats could not “squirm out” of the bureaucracy
once they were “harnessed” in it (for a less ominous view of bureaucratization, see Klagge, 1997). Weber
concluded that “the future belongs to bureaucratization” ([1921] 1978:1401), and time has borne out his
prediction.

Weber would say that his depiction of the advantages of bureaucracy is part of his ideal-typical image of the
way it operates. The ideal-typical bureaucracy is a purposeful exaggeration of the rational characteristics of
bureaucracies. Such an exaggerated model is useful for heuristic purposes and for studies of organizations in
the real world, but it is not to be mistaken for a realistic depiction of the way bureaucracies actually operate.
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Weber distinguished the ideal-typical bureaucracy from the ideal-typical bureaucrat. He conceived of
bureaucracies as structures and of bureaucrats as positions within those structures. He did not, as his action
orientation might lead us to expect, offer a social psychology of organizations or of the individuals who inhabit
those bureaucracies (as modern symbolic interactionists might).

The ideal-typical bureaucracy is a type of organization. Its basic units are offices organized in a hierarchical
manner with rules, functions, written documents, and means of compulsion. All these are, to varying degrees,
large-scale structures that represent the thrust of Weber’s thinking. He could, after all, have constructed an
ideal-typical bureaucracy that focused on the thoughts and actions of individuals within the bureaucracy.
There is a whole school of thought in the study of organizations that focuses precisely on this level rather than
on the structures of bureaucracies (see, for example, Blankenship, 1977).

The following are the major characteristics of the ideal-typical bureaucracy:

1. It consists of a continuous organization of official functions (offices) bound by rules.
2. Each office has a specified sphere of competence. The office carries with it a set of obligations to

perform various functions, the authority to carry out these functions, and the means of compulsion
required to do the job.

3. The offices are organized into a hierarchical system.
4. The offices may carry with them technical qualifications that require that the participants obtain suitable

training.
5. The staff that fills these offices does not own the means of production associated with them;5 staff

members are provided with the use of those things that they need to do the job.
6. The incumbent is not allowed to appropriate the position; it always remains part of the organization.
7. Administrative acts, decisions, and rules are formulated and recorded in writing.

Any Alternatives?

A bureaucracy is one of the rational structures that is playing an ever-increasing role in modern society, but
one may wonder whether there is any alternative to the bureaucratic structure. Weber’s clear and unequivocal
answer was that there is no possible alternative: “The needs of mass administration make it today completely
indispensable. The choice is only between bureaucracy and dilettantism in the field of administration” ([1921]
1978:223).

Although we might admit that bureaucracy is an intrinsic part of modern capitalism, we might ask whether a
socialist society might be different. Is it possible to create a socialist society without bureaucracies and
bureaucrats? Once again, Weber was unequivocal: “When those subject to bureaucratic control seek to escape
the influence of existing bureaucratic apparatus, this is normally possible only by creating an organization of
their own which is equally subject to the process of bureaucratization” ([1921] 1978:224). In fact, Weber
believed that in the case of socialism, we would see an increase, not a decrease, in bureaucratization. If
socialism were to achieve a level of efficiency comparable to capitalism, “it would mean a tremendous increase
in the importance of professional bureaucrats” (Weber, [1921] 1978:224). In capitalism, at least the owners
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are not bureaucrats and therefore would be able to restrain the bureaucrats, but in socialism, even the top-level
leaders would be bureaucrats. Weber thus believed that even with its problems, “capitalism presented the best
chances for the preservation of individual freedom and creative leadership in a bureaucratic world”
(Mommsen, 1974:xv). We are once again at a key theme in Weber’s work: his view that there is really no hope
for a better world. Socialists can, in Weber’s view, only make things worse by expanding the degree of
bureaucratization in society. Weber noted: “Not summer’s bloom lies ahead of us, but rather a polar night of
icy darkness and hardness, no matter which group may triumph externally now” (cited in Gerth and Mills,
1958:128).

Any Hope?

A ray of hope in Weber’s work—and it is a small one—is that professionals who stand outside the
bureaucratic system can control it to some degree. In this category, Weber included professional politicians,
scientists, intellectuals (Sadri, 1992), and even capitalists, as well as the supreme heads of the bureaucracies.
For example, Weber said that politicians “must be the countervailing force against bureaucratic domination”
([1921] 1978:1417). His famous essay “Politics as a Vocation” is basically a plea for the development of
political leaders with a calling to oppose the rule of bureaucracies and of bureaucrats. But in the end these
appear to be rather feeble hopes. In fact, a good case can be made that these professionals are simply another
aspect of the rationalization process and that their development serves only to accelerate that process (Nass,
1986; Ritzer, 1975c; Ritzer and Walczak, 1988).

Traditional Authority

Whereas rational-legal authority stems from the legitimacy of a rational-legal system, traditional authority is
based on a claim by the leaders, and a belief on the part of the followers, that there is virtue in the sanctity of
age-old rules and powers. The leader in such a system is not a superior but a personal master. The
administrative staff, if any, consists not of officials but mainly of personal retainers. In Weber’s words,
“Personal loyalty, not the official’s impersonal duty, determines the relations of the administrative staff to the
master” ([1921] 1978:227). Although the bureaucratic staff owes its allegiance and obedience to enacted rules
and to the leader, who acts in their name, the staff of the traditional leader obeys because the leader carries the
weight of tradition—he or she has been chosen for that position in the traditional manner.

Weber was interested in the staff of the traditional leader and how it measured up to the ideal-typical
bureaucratic staff. He concluded that it was lacking on a number of counts. The traditional staff lacks offices
with clearly defined spheres of competence that are subject to impersonal rules. It also does not have a rational
ordering of relations of superiority and inferiority; it lacks a clear hierarchy. There is no regular system of
appointment and promotion on the basis of free contracts. Technical training is not a regular requirement for
obtaining a position or an appointment. Appointments do not carry with them fixed salaries paid in money.

Weber also used his ideal-type methodology to analyze historically the different forms of traditional authority.
He differentiated between two very early forms of traditional authority. A gerontocracy involves rule by elders,
whereas primary patriarchalism involves leaders who inherit their positions. Both of these forms have a
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supreme chief but lack an administrative staff. A more modern form is patrimonialism, which is traditional
domination with an administration and a military force that are purely personal instruments of the master
(Andrew Eisenberg, 1998). Still more modern is feudalism, which limits the discretion of the master through
the development of more routinized, even contractual, relationships between leader and subordinate. This
restraint, in turn, leads to more stabilized power positions than exist in patrimonialism. All four of these forms
may be seen as structural variations of traditional authority, and all of them differ significantly from rational-
legal authority.

Weber saw structures of traditional authority, in any form, as barriers to the development of rationality. This
is our first encounter with an overriding theme in Weber’s work—factors that facilitate or impede the
development of (formal) rationality. Over and over, we find Weber concerned, as he was here, with the
structural factors conducive to rationality in the Western world and the structural and cultural impediments to
the development of a similar rationality throughout the rest of the world. In this specific case, Weber argued
that the structures and practices of traditional authority constitute a barrier to the rise of rational economic
structures—in particular, capitalism—as well as to various other components of a rational society. Even
patrimonialism—a more modern form of traditionalism—while permitting the development of certain forms
of “primitive” capitalism, does not allow for the rise of the highly rational type of capitalism characteristic of
the modern West.

Charismatic Authority

Charisma is a concept that has come to be used very broadly (Adair-Toteff, 2005; L. Oakes, 1997; S. Turner,
2003; Werbner and Basu, 1998). The news media and the general public are quick to point to a politician, a
movie star, or a rock musician as a charismatic individual. By this, they most often mean that the person in
question is endowed with extraordinary qualities. The concept of charisma plays an important role in the work
of Max Weber, but his conception of it was very different from that held by most laypeople today. Although
Weber did not deny that a charismatic leader may have outstanding characteristics, his sense of charisma was
more dependent on the group of disciples and the way that they define the charismatic leader (D. N. Smith,
1998). To put Weber’s position bluntly, if the disciples define a leader as charismatic, then he or she is likely
to be a charismatic leader irrespective of whether he or she actually possesses any outstanding traits. A
charismatic leader, then, can be someone who is quite ordinary. What is crucial is the process by which such a
leader is set apart from ordinary people and treated as if endowed with supernatural, superhuman, or at least
exceptional powers or qualities that are not accessible to the ordinary person (Miyahara, 1983).

Charisma and Revolution

To Weber, charisma was a revolutionary force, one of the most important revolutionary forces in the social
world. Whereas traditional authority clearly is inherently conservative, the rise of a charismatic leader may
well pose a threat to that system (as well as to a rational-legal system) and lead to a dramatic change in that
system. What distinguishes charisma as a revolutionary force is that it leads to changes in the minds of actors;
it causes a “subjective or internal reorientation.” Such changes may lead to “a radical alteration of the central
attitudes and direction of action with a completely new orientation of all attitudes toward different problems
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of the world” (Weber, [1921] 1978:245). Although Weber was here addressing changes in the thoughts and
actions of individuals, such changes are clearly reduced to the status of dependent variables. Weber focused on
changes in the structure of authority, that is, the rise of charismatic authority. When such a new authority
structure emerges, it is likely to change people’s thoughts and actions dramatically.

The other major revolutionary force in Weber’s theoretical system, and the one with which he was much more
concerned, is (formal) rationality. Whereas charisma is an internal revolutionary force that changes the minds
of actors, Weber saw (formal) rationality as an external revolutionary force changing the structures of society
first and then, ultimately, the thoughts and actions of individuals. There is more to be said about rationality as
a revolutionary force later, but this closes the discussion of charisma as a revolutionary factor because Weber
had very little to say about it.

Charismatic Organizations and the Routinization of Charisma

In his analysis of charisma, Weber began, as he did with traditional authority, with the ideal-typical
bureaucracy. He sought to determine to what degree the structure of charismatic authority, with its disciples
and staff, differs from the bureaucratic system. Compared to that of the ideal-typical bureaucracy, the staff of
the charismatic leader is lacking on virtually all counts. The staff members are not technically trained but are
chosen instead for their possession of charismatic qualities or, at least, of qualities similar to those possessed by
the charismatic leader. The offices they occupy form no clear hierarchy. Their work does not constitute a
career, and there are no promotions, clear appointments, or dismissals. The charismatic leader is free to
intervene whenever he or she feels that the staff cannot handle a situation. The organization has no formal
rules, no established administrative organs, and no precedents to guide new judgments. In these and other
ways, Weber found the staff of the charismatic leader to be “greatly inferior” to the staff in a bureaucratic form
of organization.

Weber’s interest in the organization behind the charismatic leader and the staff that inhabits it led him to the
question of what happens to charismatic authority when the leader dies. After all, a charismatic system is
inherently fragile; it would seem to be able to survive only as long as the charismatic leader lives. But is it
possible for such an organization to live after the leader dies? The answer to this question is of the greatest
consequence to the staff members of the charismatic leader, for they are likely to live on after the leader dies.
They are also likely to have a vested interest in the continued existence of the organization: if the organization
ceases to exist, they are out of work. Thus, the challenge for the staff is to create a situation in which charisma
in some adulterated form persists even after the leader’s death. It is a difficult struggle because, for Weber,
charisma is by its nature unstable; it exists in its pure form only as long as the charismatic leader lives.

In order to cope with the departure of the charismatic leader, the staff (as well as the followers) may adopt a
variety of strategies to create a more lasting organization. The staff may search for a new charismatic leader,
but even if the search is successful, the new leader is unlikely to have the same aura as his or her predecessor.
A set of rules also may be developed that allows the group to identify future charismatic leaders. But such
rules rapidly become tradition, and what was charismatic leadership is on the way toward becoming traditional
authority. In any case, the nature of leadership is radically changed as the purely personal character of
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charisma is eliminated. Still another technique is to allow the charismatic leader to designate his or her
successor and thereby to transfer charisma symbolically to the next in line. Again, it is questionable whether
this is ever very successful or whether it can be successful in the long run. Another strategy is having the staff
designate a successor and having its choice accepted by the larger community. The staff could also create ritual
tests, with the new charismatic leader being the one who successfully undergoes the tests. However, all these
efforts are doomed to failure. In the long run, charisma cannot be routinized and still be charisma; it must be
transformed into either traditional or rational-legal authority (or into some sort of institutionalized charisma
like the Catholic Church).

Indeed, we find a basic theory of history in Weber’s work. If successful, charisma almost immediately moves
in the direction of routinization. But once routinized, charisma is en route to becoming either traditional or
rational-legal authority. Once it achieves one of those states, the stage is set for the cycle to begin all over
again. However, despite a general adherence to a cyclical theory, Weber believed that a basic change has
occurred in the modern world and that we are more and more likely to see charisma routinized in the
direction of rational-legal authority. Furthermore, he saw rational systems of authority as stronger and as
increasingly impervious to charismatic movements. The modern, rationalized world may well mean the death
of charisma as a significant revolutionary force (Seligman, 1993). Weber contended that rationality—not
charisma—is the most irresistible and important revolutionary force in the modern world.

Types of Authority and the “Real World”

In this section, the three types of authority are discussed as ideal types, but Weber was well aware that in the
real world, any specific form of authority involves a combination of all three. Thus, we can think of Franklin
D. Roosevelt as a president of the United States who ruled on all three bases. He was elected president in
accordance with a series of rational-legal principles. By the time he was elected president for the fourth time, a
good part of this rule had traditional elements. Finally, many disciples and followers regarded him as a
charismatic leader (McCann, 1997).

Although the three forms of authority are presented here as parallel structures, in the real world, there is
constant tension and, sometimes, conflict between them. The charismatic leader is a constant threat to the
other forms of authority. Once in power, the charismatic leader must address the threat posed to him or her
by the other two forms. Even if charismatic authority is successfully routinized, there then arises the problem
of maintaining its dynamism and its original revolutionary qualities. Then there is the conflict produced by
the constant development of rational-legal authority and the threat it poses to the continued existence of the
other forms. If Weber was right, however, we might face a future in which the tension between the three
forms of authority is eliminated, a world of the uncontested hegemony of the rational-legal system. This is the
“iron cage” of a totally rationalized society that worried Weber so much. In such a society, the only hope lies
with isolated charismatic individuals who manage somehow to avoid the coercive power of society. But a small
number of isolated individuals hardly represent a significant hope in the face of an increasingly powerful
bureaucratic machine.
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Rationalization

There has been a growing realization in recent years that rationalization lies at the heart of Weber’s
substantive sociology (Brubaker, 1984; R. Collins, 1980; Eisen, 1978; Kalberg, 1980, 1990, 2011a; D. Levine,
1981a; Ritzer, 2013; Scaff, 1989, 2005; Schluchter, 1981; Sica, 1988). As Kalberg put it, “It is the case that
Weber’s interest in a broad and overarching theme—the ‘specific and peculiar “rationalism” of Western
culture’ and its unique origins and development—stands at the center of his sociology” (1994:18). However, it
is difficult to extract a clear definition of rationalization from Weber’s work.6 In fact, Weber operated with a
number of different definitions of the term, and he often failed to specify which definition he was using in a
particular discussion (Brubaker, 1984:1). As we saw earlier, Weber did define rationality; indeed, he
differentiated between two types—means–ends and value rationality. However, these concepts refer to types
of action. They are the basis of, but not coterminous with, Weber’s larger-scale sense of rationalization. Weber
is interested in far more than fragmented action orientations; his main concern is with regularities and
patterns of action within civilizations, institutions, organizations, strata, classes, and groups. Donald Levine
(1981a) argues that Weber is interested in “objectified” rationality, that is, action that is in accord with some
process of external systematization. Stephen Kalberg (1980) performs a useful service by identifying four basic
types of (“objective”) rationality in Weber’s work. (Levine offers a very similar differentiation.) These types of
rationality were “the basic heuristic tools [Weber] employed to scrutinize the historical fates of rationalization
as sociocultural processes” (Kalberg, 1980:1172; for an application, see Takayama, 1998).

Types of Rationality

The first type is practical rationality, which is defined by Kalberg as “every way of life that views and judges
worldly activity in relation to the individual’s purely pragmatic and egoistic interests” (1980:1151). People who
practice practical rationality accept given realities and merely calculate the most expedient ways of dealing
with the difficulties that they present. This type of rationality arose with the severing of the bonds of primitive
magic, and it exists transcivilizationally and transhistorically; that is, it is not restricted to the modern
Occident. This type of rationality stands in opposition to anything that threatens to transcend everyday
routine. It leads people to distrust all impractical values, either religious or secular-utopian, as well as the
theoretical rationality of the intellectuals, the type of rationality to which we now turn.

Theoretical rationality

involves a cognitive effort to master reality through increasingly abstract concepts rather than through action.
It involves such abstract cognitive processes as logical deduction, induction, attribution of causality, and the
like. This type of rationality was accomplished early in history by sorcerers and ritualistic priests and later by
philosophers, judges, and scientists. Unlike practical rationality, theoretical rationality leads the actor to
transcend daily realities in a quest to understand the world as a meaningful cosmos. Like practical rationality,
it is transcivilizational and transhistorical. The effect of intellectual rationality on action is limited. In that it
involves cognitive processes, it need not affect action taken, and it has the potential to introduce new patterns
of action only indirectly.

194



Substantive rationality

(like practical rationality but not theoretical rationality) directly orders action into patterns through clusters of
values. Substantive rationality involves a choice of means to ends within the context of a system of values. One

value system is no more (substantively) rational than another. Thus, this type of rationality also exists
transcivilizationally and transhistorically, wherever consistent value postulates exist.

Finally, and most important from Kalberg’s point of view, is formal rationality, which involves means–ends
calculation (Cockerham, Abel, and Luschen, 1993). But whereas in practical rationality this calculation occurs
in reference to pragmatic self-interests, in formal rationality it occurs with reference to “universally applied
rules, laws, and regulations.” As Brubaker puts it, “Common to the rationality of industrial capitalism,
formalistic law and bureaucratic administration is its objectified, institutionalized, supra-individual form; in
each sphere, rationality is embodied in the social structure and confronts individuals as something external to
them” (1984:9). Weber makes this quite clear in the specific case of bureaucratic rationalization:

Bureaucratic rationalization … revolutionizes with technical means, in principle, as does every
economic reorganization, “from without”: It first changes the material and social orders, and through
them the people, by changing the conditions of adaptation, and perhaps the opportunities for
adaptation, through a rational determination of means and ends.

(Weber, [1921] 1978:1116)

Although all the other types of rationality are transcivilizational and epoch-transcending, formal rationality
arose only in the West with the coming of industrialization. The universally applied rules, laws, and
regulations that characterize formal rationality in the West are found particularly in the economic, legal, and
scientific institutions, as well as in the bureaucratic form of domination. Thus, we have already encountered
formal rationality in our discussion of rational-legal authority and the bureaucracy.

An Overarching Theory?

Although Weber had a complex, multifaceted sense of rationalization, he used it most powerfully and
meaningfully in his image of the modern Western world, especially in the capitalistic economy (R. Collins,
1980; Weber, [1927] 1981) and bureaucratic organizations (I. Cohen, 1981:xxxi; Weber, [1921] 1978:956–
1005), as an iron cage (Mitzman, [1969] 1971; Tiryakian, 1981) of formally rational structures. Weber
described capitalism and bureaucracies as “two great rationalizing forces” ([1921] 1978:698).7 In fact, Weber
saw capitalism and bureaucracies as being derived from the same basic sources (especially inner-worldly
asceticism), involving similarly rational and methodical action, and reinforcing one another and in the process
furthering the rationalization of the Occident.8 In Weber’s ([1921] 1978:227, 994) view, the only real rival to
the bureaucrat in technical expertise and factual knowledge was the capitalist.

However, if we take Weber at his word, it is difficult to argue that he had an overarching theory of
rationalization. He rejected the idea of “general evolutionary sequence” (Weber, [1927] 1981:34). He was
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critical of thinkers like Hegel and Marx, who he felt offered general, teleological theories of society. In his
own work, he tended to shy away from studies of, or proclamations about, whole societies. Instead, he tended
to focus, in turn, on social structures and institutions such as bureaucracy, stratification, law, the city, religion,
the polity, and the economy. Lacking a sense of the whole, he was unlikely to make global generalizations,
especially about future directions. Furthermore, the rationalization process that Weber described in one social
structure or institution was usually quite different from the rationalization of another structure or institution.
As Weber put it, the process of rationalization assumes “unusually varied forms” ([1922–1923] 1958:293; see
also Weber, [1921] 1958:30; [1904–1905] 1958:78), and “the history of rationalism shows a development
which by no means follows parallel lines in the various departments of life” ([1904–1905] 1958:77; see also
Brubaker, 1984:9; Kalberg, 1980:1147).

This being said, it is clear that Weber does have a deep concern for the overarching effect of the formal
rationalization of the economy and bureaucracies on the Western world (Brubaker, 1984). For example, in
Economy and Society, Weber says:

This whole process of rationalization in the factory as elsewhere, and especially in the bureaucratic
state machine, parallels the centralization of the material implements of organization in the hands of
the master. Thus, discipline inexorably takes over ever larger areas as the satisfaction of political and
economic needs is increasingly rationalized. This universal phenomenon more and more restricts the
importance of charisma and of individually differentiated conduct.

(Weber, [1921] 1978:1156)

Formal rationalization will be our main, but certainly not only, concern in this section.

Formal and Substantive Rationality

Various efforts have been made to delineate the basic characteristics of formal rationality. In Ritzer’s view,
formal rationality may be defined in terms of six basic characteristics (Ritzer, 1983, 2013): (1) Formally
rational structures and institutions emphasize calculability, or those things that can be counted or quantified.
(2) There is a focus on efficiency, on finding the best means to a given end. (3) There is great concern with
ensuring predictability, or that things operate in the same way from one time or place to another. (4) A
formally rational system progressively reduces human technology and ultimately replaces human technology with
nonhuman technology. Nonhuman technologies (such as computerized systems) are viewed as more calculable,
more efficient, and more predictable than human technologies. (5) Formally rational systems seek to gain
control over an array of uncertainties, especially the uncertainties posed by human beings who work in, or are
served by, them. (6) Rational systems tend to have a series of irrational consequences for the people involved
with them and for the systems themselves, as well as for the larger society (Sica, 1988). One of the
irrationalities of rationality, from Weber’s point of view, is that the world tends to become less enchanted, less
magical, and ultimately less meaningful to people (M. MacKinnon, 2001; Ritzer, 2010a; M. Schneider,
1993).9
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Formal rationality stands in contrast to all the other types of rationality but is especially in conflict with
substantive rationality (Brubaker, 1984:4). Kalberg argues that Weber believed that the conflict between these
two types of rationality played “a particularly fateful role in the unfolding of rationalization processes in the
West” (1980:1157).

In addition to differentiating between the four types of rationality, Kalberg deals with their capacity to
introduce methodical ways of life. Practical rationality lacks this ability because it involves reactions to
situations rather than efforts to order them. Theoretical rationality is cognitive and therefore has a highly
limited ability to suppress practical rationality and seems to be more of an end product than a producer. To
Weber, substantive rationality is the only type with the “potential to introduce methodical ways of life”
(Kalberg, 1980:1165). Thus, in the West, a particular substantive rationality with an emphasis on a
methodical way of life—Calvinism—subjugated practical rationality and led to the development of formal
rationality.

Weber’s fear was that substantive rationality was becoming less significant than the other types of rationality,
especially formal rationality, in the West. Thus, practitioners of formal rationality, like the bureaucrat and the
capitalist, were coming to dominate the West, and the type that “embodied Western civilization’s highest
ideals: the autonomous and free individual whose actions were given continuity by their reference to ultimate
values” (Kalberg, 1980:1176) was fading away (for an alternative view on this, see Titunik, 1997).

Rationalization in Various Social Settings

Although the differences between Weber’s four types of rationalization have been emphasized here, there are
a number of commonalities between them. Thus, as we move from setting to setting, we, like Weber, focus
sometimes on rationalization in general and at other times on the specific types of rationalization.

Economy

Engerman (2000:258) argues that, although this is rarely cited, “Weber laid out much of the methodological
underpinning to what is conventionally called neoclassical economics.” This includes the ideal type,
methodological individualism, and, most important, rationality and rationalization. The most systematic
presentation of Weber’s thoughts on the rationalization of the economic institution is to be found in his
General Economic History. Weber’s concern is with the development of the rational capitalistic economy in the
Occident, which is a specific example of a rational economy defined as a “functional organization oriented to
money-prices which originate in the interest-struggles of men in the market” (Weber, [1915] 1958:331).
Although there is a general evolutionary trend, Weber, as always, is careful to point out that there are various
sources of capitalism, alternative routes to it, and a range of results emanating from it (Swedberg, 1998). In
fact, in the course of rejecting the socialistic theory of evolutionary change, Weber rejects the whole idea of a
“general evolutionary sequence” ([1927] 1981:34).

Weber begins by depicting various irrational and traditional forms, such as the household, clan, village, and
manorial economies. For example, the lord of the manor in feudalism was described by Weber as being
traditionalistic, “too lacking in initiative to build up a business enterprise in a large scale into which the
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peasants would have fitted as a labor force” ([1927] 1981:72). However, by the 12th and 13th centuries in the
Occident, feudalism began to break down as the peasants and the land were freed from control by the lord and
a money economy was introduced. With this breakdown, the manorial system “showed a strong tendency to
develop in a capitalistic direction” (Weber, [1927] 1981:79).

At the same time, in the Middle Ages, cities were beginning to develop. Weber focuses on the largely urban
development of industry involved in the transformation of raw materials. Especially important to Weber is the
development of such industrial production beyond the immediate needs of the house community. Notable
here is the rise of free artisans in the cities. They developed in the Middle Ages in the Occident because, for
one thing, this society had developed consumptive needs greater than those of any other. In general, there
were larger markets and more purchasers, and the peasantry had greater purchasing power. On the other side,
forces operated against the major alternative to artisans—slaves. Slavery was found to be too unprofitable and
too unstable, and it was made increasingly more unstable by the growth of the towns that offered freedom to
the slaves.

In the Occident, along with free artisans came the development of the guild, defined by Weber as “an
organization of craft workers specialized in accordance with the type of occupation … [with] internal
regulation of work and monopolization against outsiders” ([1927] 1981:136). Freedom of association was also
characteristic of the guilds. But although rational in many senses, guilds also had traditional, anticapitalistic
aspects. For example, one master was not supposed to have more capital than another, and this requirement
was a barrier to the development of large capitalistic organizations.

As the Middle Ages came to a close, the guilds began to disintegrate. This disintegration was crucial because
the traditional guilds stood in the way of technological advance. With the dissolution of the guild system came
the rise of the domestic system of production, especially the “putting out” system in the textile industry. In
such a system, production was decentralized, with much of it taking place within the homes of the workers.
Although domestic systems were found throughout the world, it was only in the Occident that the owners
controlled the means of production (for example, tools and raw materials) and provided them to the workers
in exchange for the right to dispose of the product. Whereas a fully developed domestic system developed in
the West, it was impeded in other parts of the world by such barriers as the clan system (China), the caste
system (India), traditionalism, and the lack of free workers.

Next, Weber details the development of the workshop (a central work setting without advanced machinery)
and then the emergence of the factory in the 14th through 16th centuries. In Weber’s view, the factory did
not arise out of craft work or the domestic system, but alongside them. Similarly, the factory was not called
into existence by advances in machinery; the two developments were correlated with each other. The factory
was characterized by free labor that performed specialized and coordinated activities, ownership of the means
of production by the entrepreneur, the fixed capital of the entrepreneur, and the system of accounting that is
indispensable to such capitalization. Such a factory was, in Weber’s view, a capitalistic organization. In
addition to the development of the factory, Weber details the rise of other components of a modern
capitalistic economy, such as advanced machinery, transportation systems, money, banking, interest,
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bookkeeping systems, and so on.

What most clearly defines modern rational capitalistic enterprises for Weber is their calculability, which is
best represented in their reliance on modern bookkeeping. Isolated calculable enterprises existed in the past in
the Occident as well as in other societies. However, an entire society is considered capitalistic only when the
everyday requirements of the population are supplied by capitalistic methods and enterprises. Such a society is
found only in the Occident, and there only since the mid-19th century.

The development of a capitalistic system hinged on a variety of developments within the economy as well as
within the larger society. Within the economy, some of the prerequisites included a free market with large and
steady demand, a money economy, inexpensive and rational technologies, a free labor force, a disciplined labor
force, rational capital-accounting techniques, and the commercialization of economic life involving the use of
shares, stocks, and the like. Many of the economic prerequisites were found only in the Occident. Outside the
economy, Weber identified a variety of needed developments, such as a modern state with “professional
administration, specialized officialdom, and law based on the concept of citizenship” ([1927] 1981:313),
rational law “made by jurists and rationally interpreted and applied” ([1927] 1981:313), cities, and modern
science and technology. To these, Weber adds a factor that will concern us in the next section: “a rational
ethic for the conduct of life, … a religious basis for the ordering of life which consistently followed out must
lead to explicit rationalism” ([1927] 1981:313–314). Like the economic prerequisites, these noneconomic
presuppositions occurred together only in the Occident. The basic point is that a rational economy is
dependent upon a variety of noneconomic forces throughout the rest of society in order to develop.

Religion

Although we will focus on the rationalization of religion in this section, Weber spent much time analyzing the
degree to which early, more primitive religions—and religions in much of the world—acted as impediments to
the rise of rationality. Weber noted that “the sacred is the uniquely unalterable” ([1921] 1978:406). Despite
this view, religion in the West did prove to be alterable; it was amenable to rationalization, and it did play a
key role in the rationalization of other sectors of society (Kalberg, 1990).

Early religion was composed of a bewildering array of gods, but with rationalization, a clear and coherent set
of gods (a pantheon) emerged. Early religions had household gods, kin-group gods, local political gods, and
occupational and vocational gods. We get the clear feeling that Weber did believe that a cultural force of
(theoretical) rationality impelled the emergence of this set of gods: “Reason favored the primacy of universal
gods; and every consistent crystallization of a pantheon followed systematic rational principles” ([1921]
1978:417). A pantheon of gods was not the only aspect of the rationalization of religion discussed by Weber.
He also considered the delimitation of the jurisdiction of gods, monotheism, and the anthropomorphization
of gods as part of this development. Although the pressure for rationalization exists in many of the world’s
religions, in areas outside the Western world the barriers to rationalization more than counterbalance the
pressures for rationalization.

Although Weber had a cultural conception of rationalization, he did not view it simply as a force “out there”
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that impels people to act. He did not have a group-mind concept. In religion, rationalization is tied to
concrete groups of people, in particular to priests. Specifically, the professionally trained priesthood is the
carrier10 and the expediter of rationalization. In this, priests stand in contrast to magicians, who support a
more irrational religious system. The greater rationality of the priesthood is traceable to several factors.
Members go through a systematic training program, whereas the training of magicians is unsystematic. Also,
priests are fairly highly specialized, whereas magicians tend to be unspecialized. Finally, priests possess a
systematic set of religious concepts, and this, too, sets them apart from magicians. We can say that priests are
both the products and the expediters of the process of rationalization.

The priesthood is not the only group that plays a key role in rationalization. Prophets and a laity are also
important in the process. Prophets can be distinguished from priests by their personal calling, their emotional
preaching, their proclamation of a doctrine, and the fact that they tend to be unpopular and to work alone.
The key role of the prophet is the mobilization of the laity, because there would be no religion without a
group of followers. Unlike priests, prophets do not tend to the needs of a congregation. Weber differentiated
between two types of prophets: ethical and exemplary. Ethical prophets (Muhammad, Jesus Christ, and the
Old Testament prophets) believe that they have received a commission directly from God and demand
obedience from followers as an ethical duty. Exemplary prophets (Buddha is a model) demonstrate to others by
personal example the way to religious salvation. In either case, successful prophets are able to attract large
numbers of followers, and it is this mass, along with the priests, that forms the heart of religion. Prophets are
likely, at first, to attract a personal following, but it is necessary that that group be transformed into a
permanent congregation. Once such a laity has been formed, major strides have been made in the direction of
the rationalization of religion.

Prophets play a key initial role, but once a congregation is formed, they are no longer needed. In fact, because
they are largely irrational, they represent a barrier to that rationalization of religion. A conflict develops
between priests and prophets, but it is a conflict that must be won in the long run by the more rational
priesthood. In their conflict, the priests are aided by the rationalization proceeding in the rest of society. As
the secular world becomes more and more literate and bureaucratized, the task of educating the masses falls
increasingly to the priests, whose literacy gives them a tremendous advantage over the prophets. In addition,
while the prophets tend to do the preaching, the priests take over the task of day-to-day pastoral care.
Although preaching is important during extraordinary times, pastoral care, or the daily religious cultivation of
the laity, is an important instrument in the growing power of the priesthood. It was the church in the Western
world that combined a rationalized pastoral character with an ethical religion to form a peculiarly influential
and rational form of religion. This rationalized religion proved particularly well suited to winning converts
among the urban middle class, and it was there that it played a key role in the rationalization of economic life
as well as all other sectors of life.

Law

As with his analysis of religion, Weber began his treatment of law with the primitive, which he saw as highly
irrational. Primitive law was a rather undifferentiated system of norms. For example, no distinction was made
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between a civil wrong (a tort) and a crime. Thus, cases involving differences over a piece of land and homicide
were likely to be handled, and offenders punished, in much the same way. In addition, primitive law tended to
lack any official machinery. Vengeance dominated reactions to a crime, and law was generally free from
procedural formality or rules. Leaders, especially, were virtually unrestrained in what they could do to
followers. From this early irrational period, Weber traced a direct line of development to a formalized legal
procedure. And as was usual in Weber’s thinking, it is only in the West that a rational, systematic theory of
law is held to have developed.

Weber traced several stages in the development of a more rational legal system (Shamir, 1993). An early stage
involves charismatic legal revelation through law prophets. Then, there is the empirical creation and founding
of law by honorary legal officials. Later, there is the imposition of law by secular or theocratic powers. Finally,
in the most modern case, we have the systematic elaboration of law and professionalized administration of
justice by persons who have received their legal training formally and systematically.

In law, as in religion, Weber placed great weight on the process of professionalization: the legal profession is
crucial to the rationalization of Western law. There are certainly other factors (for example, the influence of
Roman law), but the legal profession was central to his thinking: “Formally elaborated law constituting a
complex of maxims consciously applied in decisions has never come into existence without the decisive
cooperation of trained specialists” (Weber, [1921] 1978:775). Although Weber was aware that there was a
series of external pressures—especially from the rationalizing economy—impelling law toward rationalization,
his view was that the most important force was the internal factor of the professionalization of the legal
profession ([1921] 1978:776).

Weber differentiated between two types of legal training but saw only one as contributing to the development
of rational law. The first is craft training, in which apprentices learn from masters, primarily during the actual
practice of law. This kind of training produces a formalistic type of law dominated by precedents. The goal is
not the creation of a comprehensive, rational system of law but, instead, the production of practically useful
precedents for dealing with recurring situations. Because these precedents are tied to specific issues in the real
world, a general, rational, and systematic body of law cannot emerge.

In contrast, academic legal training laid the groundwork for the rational law of the West. In this system, law is
taught in special schools where the emphasis is placed on legal theory and science—in other words, where
legal phenomena are given rational and systematic treatment. The legal concepts produced have the character
of abstract norms. Interpretation of these laws occurs in a rigorously formal and logical manner. They are
general, in contrast to the specific, precedent-bound laws produced in the case of craft training.

Academic legal training leads to the development of a rational legal system with a number of characteristics,
including the following:

1. Every concrete legal decision involves the application of abstract legal propositions to concrete
situations.

2. It must be possible in every concrete case to derive the decision logically from abstract legal propositions.
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3. Law must tend to be a gapless system of legal propositions or at least be treated as one.
4. The gapless legal system should be applicable to all social actions.

Weber seemed to adopt the view that history has seen law evolve from a cultural system of norms to a more
structured system of formal laws. In general, actors are increasingly constrained by a more and more rational
legal system. Although this is true, Weber was too good a sociologist to lose sight completely of the
independent significance of the actor. For one thing, Weber ([1921] 1978:754–755) saw actors as crucial in
the emergence of, and change in, law. However, the most important aspect of Weber’s work in this area—for
the purposes of this discussion—is the degree to which law is regarded as part of the general process of
rationalization throughout the West.

Polity

The rationalization of the political system is intimately linked to the rationalization of law and, ultimately, to
the rationalization of all elements of the social system. For example, Weber argued that the more rational the
political structure becomes, the more likely it is to eliminate systematically the irrational elements within the
law. A rational polity cannot function with an irrational legal system, and vice versa. Weber did not believe
that political leaders follow a conscious policy of rationalizing the law; rather, they are impelled in that
direction by the demands of their own increasingly rational means of administration. Once again, Weber took
the position that actors are being impelled by structural (the state) and cultural (rationalization) forces.

Weber defined the polity as “a community whose social action is aimed at subordinating to orderly domination
by the participants a territory and the conduct of the persons within it, through readiness to resort to physical
force, including normally force of arms” ([1921] 1978:901). This type of polity has existed neither everywhere
nor always. It does not exist as a separate entity where the task of armed defense against enemies is assigned to
the household, the neighborhood association, an economic group, and so forth. Although Weber clearly
viewed the polity as a social structure, he was more careful to link his thinking here to his individual action
orientations. In his view, modern political associations rest on the prestige bestowed upon them by their
members.

As was his usual strategy, Weber went back to the primitive case in order to trace the development of the
polity. He made it clear that violent social action is primordial. However, the monopolization and rational
ordering of legitimate violence did not exist in early societies but evolved over the centuries. Not only is
rational control over violence lacking in primitive society, but other basic functions of the modern state either
are totally absent or are not ordered in a rational manner. Included here would be functions like legislation,
police, justice, administration, and the military. The development of the polity in the West involves the
progressive differentiation and elaboration of these functions. But the most important step is their
subordination under a single, dominant, rationally ordered state.

The City

Weber was also interested in the rise of the city in the West. The city provided an alternative to the feudal
order and a setting in which modern capitalism and, more generally, rationality could develop. He defined a
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city as having the following characteristics:

1. It is a relatively closed settlement.
2. It is relatively large.
3. It possesses a marketplace.
4. It has partial political autonomy.

Although many cities in many societies had these characteristics, Western cities developed a peculiarly
rational character with, among other things, a rationally organized marketplace and political structure.

Weber looked at various other societies in order to determine why they did not develop the rational form of
the city. He concluded that barriers like the traditional community in China and the caste system in India
impeded the rise of such a city. But in the West, a number of rationalizing forces coalesced to create the
modern city. For example, the development of a city requires a relatively rational economy. But, of course, the
converse is also true: the development of a rational economy requires the modern city.

Art Forms

To give a sense of the breadth of Weber’s thinking, a few words are needed about his work on the
rationalization of various art forms. For example, Weber ([1921] 1958) viewed music in the West as having
developed in a peculiarly rational direction. Musical creativity is reduced to routine procedures based on
comprehensive principles. Music in the Western world has undergone a “transformation of the process of
musical production into a calculable affair operating with known means, effective instruments, and
understandable rules” (Weber, [1921] 1958:li). Although the process of rationalization engenders tension in
all the institutions in which it occurs, that tension is nowhere more noticeable than in music. After all, music
is supposed to be an arena of expressive flexibility, but it is being progressively reduced to a rational, and
ultimately mathematical, system.

Weber ([1904–1905] 1958) sees a similar development in other art forms. For example, in painting, Weber
emphasizes “the rational utilization of lines and spatial perspective—which the Renaissance created for us”
([1904–1905] 1958:15). In architecture, “the rational use of the Gothic vault as a means of distributing
pressure and of roofing spaces of all forms, and above all as the constructive principle of great monumental
buildings and the foundation of a style extending to sculpture and painting, such as that created by our Middle
Ages, does not occur elsewhere [in the world]” (Weber, [1904–1905] 1958:15).

We have now spent a number of pages examining Weber’s ideas on rationalization in various aspects of social
life. Although nowhere does Weber explicitly say so, it is reasonable to argue that he adopted the view that
changes in the cultural level of rationality are leading to changes in the structures as well as in the individual
thoughts and actions of the modern world. The rationalization process is not left to float alone above concrete
phenomena but is embedded in various social structures and in the thoughts and actions of individuals. To put
it slightly differently, the key point is that the cultural system of rationality occupies a position of causal
priority in Weber’s work. This can be illustrated in still another way by looking at Weber’s work on the
relationship between religion and economics—more specifically, the relationship between religion and the
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development, or lack of development, of a capitalist economy.

Religion and the Rise of Capitalism

Weber spent much of his life studying religion—this in spite of, or perhaps because of, his being areligious,
or, as he once described himself, “religiously unmusical” (Gerth and Mills, 1958:25). One of his overriding
concerns was the relationship between a variety of the world’s religions and the development only in the West
of a capitalist economic system (Schluchter, 1996). It is clear that the vast bulk of this work is done at the
social-structural and cultural levels; the thoughts and actions of Calvinists, Buddhists, Confucians, Jews,
Muslims (Nafassi, 1998; B. Turner, 1974), and others are held to be affected by changes in social structures
and social institutions. Weber was interested primarily in the systems of ideas of the world’s religions, in the
“spirit” of capitalism, and in rationalization as a modern system of norms and values. He was also very
interested in the structures of the world’s religions, the various structural components of the societies in which
they exist that serve to facilitate or impede rationalization, and the structural aspects of capitalism and the rest
of the modern world.

Weber’s work on religion and capitalism involved an enormous body of cross-cultural historical research; here,
as elsewhere, he did comparative-historical sociology (Kalberg, 1997). Freund (1968:213) summarized the
complicated interrelationships involved in this research:

1. Economic forces influenced Protestantism.
2. Economic forces influenced religions other than Protestantism (for example, Hinduism, Confucianism,

and Taoism).
3. Religious idea systems influenced individual thoughts and actions—in particular, economic thoughts

and actions.
4. Religious idea systems have been influential throughout the world.
5. Religious idea systems (particularly Protestantism) have had the unique effect in the West of helping to

rationalize the economic sector and virtually every other institution.

To this, we can add:
6. Religious idea systems in the non-Western world have created overwhelming structural barriers to

rationalization.

By according the religious factor great importance, Weber appeared to be simultaneously building on and
criticizing his image of Marx’s work. Weber, like Marx, operated with a complicated model of the
interrelationship of primarily large-scale systems: “Weber’s sociology is related to Marx’s thought in the
common attempt to grasp the interrelations of institutional orders making up a social structure: In Weber’s
work, military and religious, political and juridical institutional systems are functionally related to the
economic order in a variety of ways” (Gerth and Mills, 1958:49). In fact, Weber’s affinities with Marx are
even greater than is often recognized. Although Weber, especially early in his career, gave primacy to religious
ideas, he later came to see that material forces, not idea systems, are of greater importance (Kalberg, 1985:61).
As Weber said, “Not ideas, but material and ideal interests, directly govern men’s conduct. Yet very frequently
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the ‘world images’ that have been created by ‘ideas’ have, like switchmen, determined the tracks along which
action has been pushed by the dynamic of interest” (cited in Gerth and Mills, 1958:280).

Paths to Salvation

In analyzing the relationship between the world’s religions and the economy, Weber ([1921] 1963) developed
a typology of the paths of salvation. Asceticism is the first broad type of religiosity, and it combines an
orientation toward action with the commitment of believers to denying themselves the pleasures of the world.
Ascetic religions are divided into two subtypes. Otherworldly asceticism involves a set of norms and values that
command the followers not to work within the secular world and to fight against its temptations (Kalberg,
2001). Of greater interest to Weber, because it encompasses Calvinism, was inner-worldly asceticism. Such a
religion does not reject the world; instead, it actively urges its members to work within the world so that they
can find salvation, or at least signs of it. The distinctive goal here is the strict, methodical control of the
members’ patterns of life, thought, and action. Members are urged to reject everything unethical, aesthetic, or
dependent on their emotional reactions to the secular world. Inner-worldly ascetics are motivated to
systematize their own conduct.

Whereas both types of asceticism involve some type of action and self-denial, mysticism involves
contemplation, emotion, and inaction. Weber subdivided mysticism in the same way as asceticism. World-
rejecting mysticism involves total flight from the world. Inner-worldly mysticism leads to contemplative efforts to
understand the meaning of the world, but these efforts are doomed to failure, because the world is viewed as
being beyond individual comprehension. In any case, both types of mysticism and world-rejecting asceticism
can be seen as idea systems that inhibit the development of capitalism and rationality. In contrast, inner-
worldly asceticism is the system of norms and values that contributed to the development of these phenomena
in the West.

The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism

In Max Weber’s best-known work, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism ([1904–1905] 1958), he
traced the impact of ascetic Protestantism—primarily Calvinism—on the rise of the spirit of capitalism
(Breiner, 2005; H. Jones, 1997). This work is but a small part of a larger body of scholarship that traces the
relationship between religion and modern capitalism throughout much of the world.

Weber, especially later in his work, made it clear that his most general interest was in the rise of the distinctive
rationality of the West. Capitalism, with its rational organization of free labor, its open market, and its
rational bookkeeping system, is only one component of that developing system. He directly linked it to the
parallel development of rationalized science, law, politics, art, architecture, literature, universities, and the
polity.

Weber did not directly link the idea system of the Protestant ethic to the structures of the capitalist system;
instead, he was content to link the Protestant ethic to another system of ideas, the “spirit of capitalism.” In
other words, two systems of ideas are directly linked in this work. Although links of the capitalist economic
system to the material world are certainly implied and indicated, they were not Weber’s primary concern.
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Thus, The Protestant Ethic is not about the rise of modern capitalism but is about the origin of a peculiar spirit
that eventually made modern rational capitalism (some form of capitalism had existed since early times)
expand and come to dominate the economy.

Weber began by examining and rejecting alternative explanations of why capitalism arose in the West in the
16th and 17th centuries (for an alternative view on this, see R. Collins, 1997a). To those who contended that
capitalism arose because the material conditions were right at that time, Weber retorted that material
conditions were also ripe at other times and capitalism did not arise. Weber also rejected the psychological
theory that the development of capitalism was due simply to the acquisitive instinct. In his view, such an
instinct always has existed, yet it did not produce capitalism in other situations.

Evidence for Weber’s views on the significance of Protestantism was found in an examination of countries
with mixed religious systems. In looking at these countries, he discovered that the leaders of the economic
system—business leaders, owners of capital, high-grade skilled labor, and more advanced technically and
commercially trained personnel—were all overwhelmingly Protestant. This suggested that Protestantism was a
significant cause in the choice of these occupations and, conversely, that other religions (for example, Roman
Catholicism) failed to produce idea systems that impelled individuals into these vocations.

In Weber’s view, the spirit of capitalism is not defined simply by economic greed; it is in many ways the exact
opposite. It is a moral and ethical system, an ethos that, among other things, stresses economic success. In
fact, it was the turning of profit making into an ethos that was critical in the West. In other societies, the
pursuit of profit was seen as an individual act motivated at least in part by greed. Thus, it was viewed by many
as morally suspect. However, Protestantism succeeded in turning the pursuit of profit into a moral crusade. It
was the backing of the moral system that led to the unprecedented expansion of profit seeking and, ultimately,
to the capitalist system. On a theoretical level, by stressing that he was dealing with the relationship between
one ethos (Protestantism) and another (the spirit of capitalism), Weber was able to keep his analysis primarily
at the level of systems of ideas.

The spirit of capitalism can be seen as a normative system that involves a number of interrelated ideas. For
example, its goal is to instill an “attitude which seeks profit rationally and systematically” (Weber, [1904–
1905] 1958:64). In addition, it preaches an avoidance of life’s pleasures: “Seest thou a man diligent in
business? He shall stand before kings” (Weber, [1904–1905] 1958:53). Also included in the spirit of
capitalism are ideas such as “time is money,” “be industrious,” “be frugal,” “be punctual,” “be fair,” and
“earning money is a legitimate end in itself.” Above all, there is the idea that it is people’s duty to increase
their wealth ceaselessly. This takes the spirit of capitalism out of the realm of individual ambition and into the
category of an ethical imperative. Although Weber admitted that a type of capitalism (for example, adventurer
capitalism) existed in China, India, Babylon, and the classical world and during the Middle Ages, it was
different from Western capitalism, primarily because it lacked “this particular ethos” ([1904–1905] 1958:52).

Weber was interested not simply in describing this ethical system but also in explaining its derivations. He
thought that Protestantism, particularly Calvinism, was crucial to the rise of the spirit of capitalism. Calvinism
is no longer necessary to the continuation of that economic system. In fact, in many senses modern capitalism,
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given its secularity, stands in opposition to Calvinism and to religion in general. Capitalism today has become
a real entity that combines norms, values, market, money, and laws. It has become, in Durkheim’s terms, a
social fact that is external to, and coercive of, the individual. As Weber put it:

Capitalism is today an immense cosmos into which the individual is born, and which presents itself
to him, at least as an individual, as an unalterable order of things in which he must live. It forces the
individual, in so far as he is involved in the system of market relationships, to conform to capitalist
rules of action.

(Weber, [1904–1905] 1958:54)

Another crucial point here is that Calvinists did not consciously seek to create a capitalist system. In Weber’s
view, capitalism was an unanticipated consequence (Cherkaoui, 2007) of the Protestant ethic. The concept of
unanticipated consequences has broad significance in Weber’s work, for he believed that what individuals and
groups intend by their actions often leads to a set of consequences that are at variance with their intentions.
Although Weber did not explain this point, it seems that it is related to his theoretical view that people create
social structures but those structures soon take on a life of their own, over which the creators have little or no
control. Because people lack control over them, structures are free to develop in a variety of totally
unanticipated directions. Weber’s line of thinking led Arthur Mitzman (1970) to argue that Weber created a
sociology of reification. Reified social structures are free to move in unanticipated directions, as both Marx
and Weber showed in their analyses of capitalism.

Calvinism and the Spirit of Capitalism

Calvinism was the version of Protestantism that interested Weber most. One feature of Calvinism was the
idea that only a small number of people are chosen for salvation. In addition, Calvinism entailed the idea of
predestination; people were predestined to be either among the saved or among the damned. There was
nothing that the individual or the religion as a whole could do to affect that fate. Yet, the idea of
predestination left people uncertain about whether they were among the saved. To reduce this uncertainty, the
Calvinists developed the idea that signs could be used as indicators of whether a person was saved. People were
urged to work hard, because if they were diligent, they would uncover the signs of salvation, which were to be
found in economic success. In sum, the Calvinist was urged to engage in intense, worldly activity and to
become a “man of vocation.”

However, isolated actions were not enough. Calvinism, as an ethic, required self-control and a systematized
style of life that involved an integrated round of activities, particularly business activities. This stood in
contrast to the Christian ideal of the Middle Ages, in which individuals simply engaged in isolated acts as the
occasion arose in order to atone for particular sins and to increase their chances of salvation. “The God of
Calvinism demanded of his believers not single good works, but a life of good works combined into a unified
system” (Weber, [1904–1905] 1958:117). Calvinism produced an ethical system and ultimately a group of
people who were nascent capitalists. Calvinism “has the highest ethical appreciation of the sober, middle-class,
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self-made man” (Weber, [1904–1905] 1958:163). Weber neatly summarized his own position on Calvinism
and its relationship to capitalism as follows:

The religious valuation of restless, continuous, systematic work in a worldly calling, as the highest
means of asceticism, and at the same time the surest and most evident proof of rebirth and genuine
faith, must have been the most powerful conceivable lever for the expansion of … the spirit of
capitalism.

(Weber, [1904–1905] 1958:172)

In addition to its general link to the spirit of capitalism, Calvinism had some more specific links. First, as
already mentioned, capitalists could ruthlessly pursue their economic interests and feel that such pursuit was
not merely self-interest but was, in fact, their ethical duty. This not only permitted unprecedented
mercilessness in business but also silenced potential critics, who could not simply reduce these actions to self-
interest. Second, Calvinism provided the rising capitalist “with sober, conscientious and unusually industrious
workmen who clung to their work as to a life purpose willed by god” (Weber, [1904–1905] 1958:117). With
such a workforce, the nascent capitalist could raise the level of exploitation to unprecedented heights. Third,
Calvinism legitimized an unequal stratification system by giving the capitalist the “comforting assurances that
the unequal distribution of the goods of this world was a special dispensation of Divine Providence” (Weber,
[1904–1905] 1958:117).

Weber also had reservations about the capitalist system, as he did about all aspects of the rationalized world.
For example, he pointed out that capitalism tends to produce “specialists without spirit, sensualists without
heart; this nullity imagines that it has attained a level of civilization never before achieved” (Weber, [1904–
1905] 1958:182).

Although in The Protestant Ethic Weber focused on the effect of Calvinism on the spirit of capitalism, he was
well aware that social and economic conditions have a reciprocal impact on religion. He chose not to deal with
such relationships in this book, but he made it clear that his goal was not to substitute a one-sided spiritualist
interpretation for the one-sided materialist explanation that he attributed to Marxists. (The same is true of
much of the rest of his work, including his essays on the Russian Revolution; see Wells and Baehr, 1995:22.)
As Kalberg (1996) has pointed out, The Protestant Ethic raises a wide number of issues that go to the heart of
contemporary sociological theory.

If Calvinism was one of the causal factors in the rise of capitalism in the West, then the question arises: Why
didn’t capitalism arise in other societies? In his effort to answer this question, Weber dealt with spiritual and
material barriers to the rise of capitalism. Let us look briefly at Weber’s analysis of those barriers in two
societies—China and India.

Religion and Capitalism in China

One crucial assumption that allowed Weber to make legitimate the comparison between the West and China
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is that both had the prerequisites for the development of capitalism. In China, there was a tradition of intense
acquisitiveness and unscrupulous competition. There was great industry and an enormous capacity for work in
the populace. Powerful guilds existed. The population was expanding. And there was a steady growth in
precious metals. With these and other material prerequisites, why didn’t capitalism arise in China? As has
been pointed out before, Weber’s general answer was that social, structural, and religious barriers in China
prevented the development of capitalism. This is not to say that capitalism was entirely absent in China
(Love, 2000). There were moneylenders and purveyors who sought high rates of profit. But a market, as well
as various other components of a rational capitalistic system, was absent. In Weber’s view, the rudimentary
capitalism of China “pointed in a direction opposite to the development of rational economic corporate
enterprises” ([1916] 1964:86).

Structural Barriers

Weber listed several structural barriers to the rise of capitalism in China. First, there was the structure of the
typical Chinese community. It was held together by rigid kinship bonds in the form of sibs. The sibs were
ruled by elders, who made them bastions of traditionalism. The sibs were self-contained entities, and there
was little dealing with other sibs. This encouraged small, encapsulated landholdings and a household-based,
rather than a market, economy. The extensive partitioning of the land prevented major technological
developments, because economies of scale were impossible. Agricultural production remained in the hands of
peasants, industrial production in the hands of small-scale artisans. Modern cities, which were to become the
centers of Western capitalism, were inhibited in their development because the people retained their
allegiance to the sibs. Because of the sibs’ autonomy, the central government was never able to govern these
units effectively or to mold them into a unified whole.

The structure of the Chinese state was a second barrier to the rise of capitalism. The state was largely
patrimonial and governed by tradition, prerogative, and favoritism. In Weber’s view, a rational and calculable
system of administration and law enforcement, which was necessary for industrial development, did not exist.
There were very few formal laws covering commerce, there was no central court, and legal formalism was
rejected. This irrational type of administrative structure was a barrier to the rise of capitalism, as Weber made
clear: “Capital investment in industry is far too sensitive to such irrational rule and too dependent upon the
possibility of calculating the steady and rational operation of the state machinery to emerge within an
administration of this type” ([1916] 1964:103). In addition to its general structure, a number of more specific
components of the state acted against the development of capitalism. For example, the officials of the
bureaucratic administration had vested material interests that made them oppose capitalism. Officials often
bought offices primarily to make a profit, and this kind of orientation did not necessarily make for a high
degree of efficiency.

A third structural barrier to the rise of capitalism was the nature of the Chinese language. In Weber’s view, it
militated against rationality by making systematic thought difficult. It remained largely in the realm of the
“pictorial” and the “descriptive.” Logical thinking was also inhibited because intellectual thought remained
largely in the form of parables, and this hardly was the basis for the development of a cumulative body of
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knowledge.

Although there were other structural barriers to the rise of capitalism (for example, a country without wars or
overseas trade), a key factor was the lack of the required “mentality,” the lack of the needed idea system.
Weber looked at the two dominant systems of religious ideas in China—Confucianism and Taoism—and the
characteristics of both that militated against the development of a spirit of capitalism.

Confucianism

A central characteristic of Confucian thinking was its emphasis on a literary education as a prerequisite for
office and for social status. To acquire a position in the ruling strata, a person had to be a member of the
literati. Movement up the hierarchy was based on a system of ideas that tested literary knowledge, not the
technical knowledge needed to conduct the office in question. What was valued and tested was whether the
individual’s mind was steeped in culture and whether it was characterized by ways of thought suitable to a
cultured man. In Weber’s terms, Confucianism encouraged “a highly bookish literary education.” The literati
produced by this system came to see the actual work of administration as beneath them, mere tasks to be
delegated to subordinates. Instead, the literati aspired to clever puns, euphemisms, and allusions to classical
quotations—a purely literary kind of intellectuality. With this kind of orientation, it is easy to see why the
literati were unconcerned with the state of the economy or with economic activities. The worldview of the
Confucians ultimately grew to be the policy of the state. As a result, the Chinese state came to be only
minimally involved in rationally influencing the economy and the rest of society. The Confucians maintained
their influence by having the constitution decree that only they could serve as officials, and competitors to
Confucians (for example, the bourgeoisie, prophets, and priests) were blocked from serving in the
government. In fact, if the emperor dared to deviate from this rule, he was thought to be toying with disaster
and his potential downfall.

Many other components of Confucianism militated against capitalism. It was basically an ethic of adjustment
to the world and to its order and its conventions. Rather than viewing material success and wealth as a sign of
salvation as the Calvinist did, the Confucian simply was led to accept things as they were. In fact, there was
no idea of salvation in Confucianism, and this lack of tension between religion and the world also acted to
inhibit the rise of capitalism. The snobbish Confucian was urged to reject thrift, because it was something that
commoners practiced. In contrast to the Puritan work ethic, it was not regarded as proper for a Confucian to
work, although wealth was prized. Active engagement in a profitable enterprise was regarded as morally
dubious and unbecoming to a Confucian’s station. The acceptable goal for such a Confucian was a good
position, not high profits. The ethic emphasized the abilities of a Confucian rather than the highly specialized
skills that could have proved useful to a developing capitalist system. In sum, Weber contended that
Confucianism became a relentless canonization of tradition.

Taoism

Weber perceived Taoism as a mystical Chinese religion in which the supreme good was deemed to be a
psychic state, a state of mind, and not a state of grace to be obtained by conduct in the real world. As a result,
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Taoists did not operate in a rational way to affect the external world. Taoism was essentially traditional, and
one of its basic tenets was “Do not introduce innovations” (Weber, [1916] 1964:203). Such an idea system
was unlikely to produce any major changes, let alone one as far-reaching as capitalism.

One trait common to Taoism and Confucianism is that neither produced enough tension, or conflict, between
the members to motivate them to much innovative action in this world:

Neither in its official state cult nor in its Taoist aspect could Chinese religiosity produce sufficiently
strong motives for a religiously oriented life for the individual such as the Puritan method
represents. Both forms of religion lacked even the traces of the satanic force or evil against which
[the] pious Chinese might have struggled for his salvation.

(Weber, [1916] 1964:206)

As was true of Confucianism, there was no inherent force in Taoism to impel actors to change the world or,
more specifically, to build a capitalist system.

Religion and Capitalism in India

For our purposes, a very brief discussion of Weber’s ([1916–1917] 1958) thinking on the relationship between
religion and capitalism in India will suffice. The argument, though not its details, parallels the Chinese case.
For example, Weber discussed the structural barriers of the caste system (Gellner, 1982:534). Among other
things, the caste system erected overwhelming barriers to social mobility, and it tended to regulate even the
most minute aspects of people’s lives. The idea system of the Brahmans had a number of components. For
example, Brahmans were expected to avoid vulgar occupations and to observe elegance in manners and
proprieties in conduct. Indifference to the world’s mundane affairs was the crowning idea of Brahman
religiosity. The Brahmans also emphasized a highly literary kind of education. Although there certainly were
important differences between Brahmans and Confucians, the ethos of each presented overwhelming barriers
to the rise of capitalism.

The Hindu religion posed similar ideational barriers. Its key idea was reincarnation. To the Hindu, a person is
born into the caste that he or she deserves by virtue of behavior in a past life. Through faithful adherence to
the ritual of caste, the Hindu gains merit for the next life. Hinduism, unlike Calvinism, was traditional in the
sense that salvation was to be achieved by faithfully following the rules; innovation, particularly in the
economic sphere, could not lead to a higher caste in the next life. Activity in this world was not important,
because the world was seen as a transient abode and an impediment to the spiritual quest. In these and other
ways, the idea system associated with Hinduism failed to produce the kind of people who could create a
capitalist economic system and, more generally, a rationally ordered society.
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Criticisms

There have been numerous criticisms of Weber. We will examine four of the most important. The first
criticism has to do with Weber’s verstehen method. Weber was caught between two problems in regard to
verstehen. On the one hand, it could not simply mean a subjective intuition because this would not be
scientific. On the other hand, the sociologist could not just proclaim the “objective” meaning of the social
phenomenon. Weber declared that his method fell between these two choices, but he never fully explained
how (Herva, 1988). The deficiencies in his methodology are not always apparent from the reading of Weber’s
insightful analysis based on his own interpretations. But, they become perfectly clear when sociologists try to
apply his method to their own research or, even more so, when they attempt to teach verstehen to others.
Clearly, the method involves systemic and rigorous research, but the magic of turning that research into
Weber’s illuminating insights eludes us. This has led some (Abel, 1948) to relegate verstehen to a heuristic
operation of discovery that precedes the real scientific work of sociology. Others have suggested that verstehen
needs to be seen as itself a social process and that our understanding of others always proceeds out of a
dialogue (Shields, 1996).

The second criticism is that Weber lacks a fully theorized macro-sociology. We have already spent some time
exploring the contradiction between Weber’s individualistic method and his focus on large-scale social
structures and world-historical norms. In Weber’s method, class is reduced to a collection of people in the
same economic situation. Political structure is reduced to the acceptance of domination because of subjectively
perceived legitimacy in terms of rationality, charisma, or traditions. Weber certainly recognizes that class and
political structures have effects on people—not to mention such macrophenomena as religion and
rationalization—but he has no way to theorize these effects except as a collection of unintended consequences.
He has no theory of how these work as systems behind the back of individuals and, in some cases, even to
determine the intention of actors (B. Turner, 1981).

The third criticism of Weber is that he lacks a critical theory. In other words, others have said that Weber’s
theory cannot be used to point out opportunities for constructive change. This criticism can be demonstrated
through examining Weber’s theory of rationalization.

Weber used the term rationalization in a number of ways, but he was primarily concerned with two types.
One concerns the development of bureaucracy and its legal form of authority. The other refers to the
subjective changes in attitude that he called formal rationality. In the confluence of bureaucracy and formal
rationality, we see what Weber described as unintended consequences. The creation of bureaucracy and the
adaptation of formal rationality end up undermining the very purposes that the rationalization was meant to
serve. This is what we have called the irrational consequences of rationality. Weber’s famous iron cage is one
of these irrational consequences. Bureaucracy and formal rationality were initially developed because of their
efficiency, predictability, calculability, and control in achieving a given goal (for example, to help the poor).
But as rationalization proceeds, the original goal tends to be forgotten, and the organization increasingly
devotes itself to efficiency, predictability, calculability, and control for their own sakes. For example, welfare
bureaucracies measure their success by their efficiency in “dealing” with clients, even their efficiency in getting
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them off welfare, regardless of whether doing so actually serves the original goal of helping the poor to better
their situations.

In some of his most-quoted passages, Weber implies that this process is inevitable, as for example in his
metaphor of the iron cage. However, as argued above, it would be wrong to see this as a general evolutionary
sequence of inevitable rationalization. Johannes Weiss (1987) maintains that rationalization is inevitable only
to the extent that we want it to be so. It is simply that our world is so complex that it is difficult to conceive of
accomplishing any significant task without the efficiency, calculability, predictability, and control of
rationalization—even if it inevitably ends in its own peculiar irrationality. We may dream of a world without
bureaucracies, but “the real question is whether—with due regard to the obligations of intellectual honesty—
we seriously strive to attain it or ever could” (Weiss, 1987:162).

The final criticism is of the unremitting pessimism of Weber’s sociology. We can see from Weber’s
sociological method that he firmly believed in the centrality of individual meaning; however, his substantive
work on rationalization and domination indicated that we are trapped in an increasingly meaningless and
disenchanted world. It could be said that anyone who still feels optimistic about our culture after reading the
closing pages of The Protestant Ethic simply hasn’t understood them. This alone is not a criticism of Weber. It
is shortsighted to criticize someone who points out your cage, if in fact you are in one. Nevertheless, not only
did Weber not attempt to provide us with alternatives, but he seems to have missed the fact that some of the
unintended consequences may be beneficial.
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Contemporary Applications

Max Weber has had a more powerful positive impact on a wide range of sociological theories than any other
sociological theorist. This influence is traceable to the sophistication, complexity, and, sometimes, even
confusion of Weberian theory. Methodologically, Weber develops a historically grounded, hermeneutic
alternative to both positivist and postmodern sociology. Weberian theory objects to the quantitative and
abstract approach of positivist sociology, but also the relativistic social constructionism inherent in many
contemporary sociological theories. While explanations of social life and human intention can never be
perfect, it is possible to provide more or less accurate accounts of the historical basis for meaningful social
action. Weber’s contribution to this hermeneutic perspective has been described by Ivan Oliver (1983), and
Stephen Kalberg (2011b) has described Weber’s unique contribution to comparative-historical research.
Sociologists have also made use of Weber’s substantive ideas to analyze contemporary social life. While there
have been many applications of his ideas, we focus on two.

First, Ritzer (1993, 2014) introduced the concept of McDonaldization to analyze the process of
rationalization in contemporary consumer society. For Weber, bureaucracy was the central form of
rationalization in 19th-century Europe. Ritzer treats the fast-food industry, and, in particular, the
McDonald’s restaurant, as the model for rationalization in the late 20th and early 21st centuries. The
McDonald’s restaurant embodies major institutionalized features of formal rationality: calculability, efficiency,
predictability, control of uncertainty, and the increasing use of technology. In short, the McDonald’s
restaurant has introduced a form of consumption which is reliable, cheap, and fits well into consumer societies
which are organized around speed and efficiency. Like bureaucracy, McDonaldization threatens to disenchant
everyday life. Yet, in ways that Weber did not anticipate, the consumer culture has learned to re-enchant the
world by continually introducing new and more spectacular varieties of consumption (Ritzer, 2005). The
continuing applicability of Weber’s and Ritzer’s concepts are demonstrated by the growing number of studies
that analyze the McDonaldization of institutions other than the fast-food restaurant.

Second, sociologists have applied Weber’s concept of charismatic authority to understand leaders of new
religious movements or cults (Joosse, 2012), social movements such as the Falun Gong (Junker, 2014), and
political leadership. For example, Karin Knorr Cetina (2009b) applied the concept of charisma to explain the
election of Barak Obama to the American Presidency. She begins by reminding us that charisma is not a
quality intrinsic to the leader but something attributed by the group. The first question then is why did “so
many Americans feel inspired to give him unconditional allegiance?” (2009b:132) Knorr Cetina traces this
willingness to the social and economic climate. In the years leading up to the 2008 election, “America
experienced the massive decline of its currency, an enormous economic deficit, a creeping loss of jobs to
cheaper countries, and a poor performance in the Iraq war and in its war on terrorism, during the Bush years”
(2009b:133). Many Americans, in other words, were ready to give their allegiance to a person who could
change the situation. But who can “inhabit” the role of charismatic leader? Why Obama rather than his
Democrat rival, Hillary Clinton? Both promised policy change, but most important, Knorr Cetina suggests,
Obama was perceived as an outsider. Charismatic leaders are always outsiders. They challenge the
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bureaucracy. They challenge the status quo. In addition, drawing on the folk tale of the Pied Piper of
Hamelin, Knorr Cetina says that the charismatic leader must be a “piper.” Obama is a tremendous piper. His
deep and authoritative voice is his instrument. He makes it “resonate in the listener” (2009b:135). Moreover,
during the campaign, the reach of his voice was extended through widespread advertising and an
unprecedented use of social media. Indeed, through text messaging, Obama’s campaign created a feeling of
immediacy, intimacy, and connection which left Obama’s followers, Knorr Cetina says, craving and adoring
his attention. Knorr Cetina not only reaffirms the collective basis of charisma but, in discussing media
technology, emphasizes a very contemporary technique of charisma production.
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Summary

This chapter opens with a discussion of the theoretical roots and methodological orientations of Weberian
theory. Weber, over the course of his career, moved progressively toward a fusion of history and sociology,
that is, toward the development of a historical sociology. One of his most critical methodological concepts is
verstehen. Although this is often interpreted as a tool to be used to analyze individual consciousness, in
Weber’s hands it was more often a scientific tool to analyze structural and institutional constraints on actors.
Other aspects of Weber’s methodology, including his propensity to think in terms of causality and to employ
ideal types, are discussed. In addition, we examine his analysis of the relationship between values and
sociology.

The heart of Weberian sociology lies in substantive sociology, not in methodological statements. Although
Weber based his theories on his thoughts about social action and social relationships, his main interest was
the large-scale structures and institutions of society. We examine especially his analysis of the three structures
of authority—rational-legal, traditional, and charismatic. In the context of rational-legal authority, we deal
with his famous ideal-typical bureaucracy and show how he used that tool to analyze traditional and
charismatic authority. Of particular interest is Weber’s work on charisma. Not only did he have a clear sense
of it as a structure of authority, but he was also interested in the processes by which such a structure is
produced.

Although his work on social structures—such as authority—is important, it is at the cultural level, in his work
on the rationalization of the world, that Weber’s most important insights lie. Weber articulated the idea that
the world is becoming increasingly dominated by norms and values of rationalization. In this context, we
discuss Weber’s work on the economy, religion, law, the polity, the city, and art forms. Weber argued that
rationalization was sweeping across all these institutions in the West, whereas there were major barriers to this
process in the rest of the world.

Weber’s thoughts on rationalization and various other issues are illustrated in his work on the relationship
between religion and capitalism. At one level, this is a series of studies of the relationship between ideas
(religious ideas) and the development of the spirit of capitalism and, ultimately, capitalism itself. At another
level, it is a study of how the West developed a distinctively rational religious system (Calvinism) that played a
key role in the rise of a rational economic system (capitalism). Weber also studied other societies, in which he
found religious systems (for example, Confucianism, Taoism, and Hinduism) that inhibit the growth of a
rational economic system. It is this kind of majestic sweep over the history of many sectors of the world that
helps give Weberian theory its enduring significance.
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Notes

1. Ironically, Weber did seem (as we will see later in this chapter) to argue in his substantive work that there
was such a causal agent in society—rationalization.

2. In fact, Weber’s ideal types are collective concepts.

3. Udehn argues that one exception is Weber’s analysis of the behavior of leaders.

4. The term charisma is used in Weber’s work in a variety of other ways and contexts as well; see Miyahara
(1983).

5. Here and elsewhere in his work Weber adopts a Marxian interest in the means of production. This is
paralleled by his concern with alienation, not only in the economic sector but throughout social life (science,
politics, and so forth).

6. It might be argued that there is no single definition, because the various forms of rationality are so different
from one another that they preclude such a definition. We would like to thank Jere Cohen for this point.

7. In the 1920 introduction to The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, Weber focused on “a specially
trained organization of officials” (bureaucracy) in his discussion of rationalization, but he also mentioned
capitalism in the same context as “the most fateful force in our modern life.”

8. Of course, these are not completely distinct, because large capitalistic enterprises are one of the places in
which we find bureaucracies (Weber, [1922–1923] 1958:299). However, Weber also sees the possibility that
bureaucracies can stand in opposition to, can impede, capitalism.

9. However, Mark Schneider argues that Weber overstated the case and that in spite of rationalization, parts
of the world continue to be enchanted: “Enchantment, we suggest, is part of our normal condition, and far
from having fled with the rise of science [one of Weber’s rationalized systems], it continues to exist (though
often unrecognized) wherever our capacity to explain the world’s behavior is slim, that is, where neither
science nor practical knowledge seem of much utility” (1993:x). Ritzer (2010a) argues that disenchanted
realms will try to find ways to, at least, temporarily be reenchanted. This is particularly true of consumer-
driven economic systems that depend on enchanted consumers.

10. For a general discussion of the role of carriers in Weber’s work, see Kalberg (1994:58–62).
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5 Georg Simmel
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Chapter Outline

Primary Concerns
Individual Consciousness and Individuality
Social Interaction (“Association”)
Social Structures and Worlds
Objective Culture
The Philosophy of Money
Secrecy: A Case Study in Simmel’s Sociology
Criticisms
Contemporary Applications

The impact of the ideas of Georg Simmel (1858–1918) on American sociological theory, as well as
sociological theory in general, differs markedly from that of the three theorists discussed in the preceding
three chapters of this book (see Dahme, 1990; Featherstone, 1991; Helle, 2005; Kaern, Phillips, and Cohen,
1990; for a good overview of the secondary literature on Simmel, see Frisby, 1994; Nedelmann, 2001; Scaff,
2011). Marx, Durkheim, and Weber, despite their later significance, had relatively little influence on
American theory in the early 20th century. Simmel was much better known to the early American sociologists
(Jaworski, 1997). Simmel was eclipsed by Marx, Durkheim, and Weber, although he is far more influential
today than classical thinkers such as Comte and Spencer. In recent years, we have seen an increase in Simmel’s
impact on sociological theory (Aronowitz, 1994; D. Levine, 1985, 1989, 1997; Scaff, 2011) as a result of the
growing influence of one of his most important works, The Philosophy of Money (for an analysis of this work,
see Poggi, 1993), the linking of his ideas on postmodern social theory (Weinstein and Weinstein, 1993,
1998), and, most recently, the translation into English of Simmel’s later works on life philosophy (Simmel,
[1918] 2011, [1916] 2005).
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Primary Concerns

Although we will focus on Simmel’s contributions to sociological theory, we should point out that he was
primarily a philosopher and that many of his publications dealt with philosophical issues (for example, ethics
and metaphysics) and other philosophers including Plato, Kant, Spinoza, and Nietzsche (Helle, 2013).
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Georg Simmel: A Biographical Sketch

Granger, NYC. All rights reserved.

Georg Simmel was born in the heart of Berlin on March 1, 1858. He studied a wide range of subjects at the University of Berlin.
However, his first effort to produce a dissertation was rejected, and one of his professors remarked, “We would do him a great service
if we do not encourage him further in this direction” (Frisby, 1984:23). Despite this, Simmel persevered and received his doctorate
in philosophy in 1881. He remained at the university in a teaching capacity until 1914, although he occupied a relatively
unimportant position as Privatdozent from 1885 to 1900. In the latter position, Simmel served as an unpaid lecturer whose
livelihood was dependent on student fees. Despite his marginality, Simmel did rather well in this position, largely because he was an
excellent lecturer and attracted large numbers of (paying) students (Frisby, 1981:17; Salomon, [1963] 1997). His style was so popular
that even cultured members of Berlin society were drawn to his lectures, which became public events (Leck, 2000).

Simmel’s marginality is paralleled by the fact that he was a somewhat contradictory and therefore bewildering person:

If we put together the testimonials left by relatives, friends, students, contemporaries, we find a number of sometimes
contradictory indications concerning Georg Simmel. He is depicted by some as being tall and slender, by others as being
short and as bearing a forlorn expression. His appearance is reported to be unattractive, typically Jewish, but also intensely
intellectual and noble. He is reported to be hard-working, but also humorous and overarticulate as a lecturer. Finally we
hear that he was intellectually brilliant [Lukács, 1991:145], friendly, well-disposed—but also that inside he was irrational,
opaque, and wild.

(Schnabel, cited in Poggi, 1993:55)
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Simmel wrote innumerable articles (“The Metropolis and Mental Life”) and books (The Philosophy of Money). He was well known
and influential in German academic circles. His Berlin home was a center of cultural life where he and his wife, Gertrud, hosted
important figures including poets Rainer Rilke and Stefan George, philosophers Edmund Husserl and Heinrick Rickert, and
sociologists Max and Marianne Weber (Helle, 2013). Hans Georg Gadamer noted that Simmel’s essays on metaphysics influenced
philosopher Martin Heidegger’s ([1953] 2010) monumental book, Being and Time. Simmel even had an international following,
especially in the United States, where his work was of great significance in the birth of sociology. Finally, in 1900, Simmel received
official recognition, a purely honorary title at the University of Berlin, which did not give him full academic status. Simmel tried to
obtain many academic positions, but he failed in spite of the support of such scholars as Max Weber.

Despite the fact that he was a baptized Protestant, one of the reasons for Simmel’s failure was that he was a Jew in a 19th-century
Germany rife with anti-Semitism (Birnbaum, 2008; Kasler, 1985). Thus, in a report on Simmel written to a minister of education,
Simmel was described as “an Israelite through and through, in his external appearance, in his bearing and in his mode of thought”
(Frisby, 1981:25). Another reason was the kind of work that he did. Many of his articles appeared in newspapers and magazines;
they were written for an audience more general than simply academic sociologists (Rammstedt, 1991). In addition, because he did
not hold a regular academic appointment, he was forced to earn his living through public lectures. Simmel’s audience, both for his
writings and for his lectures, was more the intellectual public than professional sociologists, and this tended to lead to derisive
judgments from fellow professionals. For example, one of his contemporaries damned him because “his influence remained … upon
the general atmosphere and affected, above all, the higher levels of journalism” (Troeltsch, cited in Frisby, 1981:13). Simmel’s
personal failures can also be linked to the low esteem that German academicians of that day had for sociology.

In 1914, Simmel finally obtained a regular academic appointment at a minor university (Strasbourg), but he once again felt
estranged. On the one hand, he regretted leaving his audience of Berlin intellectuals. Thus, his wife wrote to Max Weber’s wife,
“Georg has taken leave of the auditorium very badly.… The students were very affectionate and sympathetic.… It was a departure at
the full height of life” (Frisby, 1981:29). On the other hand, Simmel did not feel a part of the life of his new university. Thus, he
wrote to Mrs. Weber, “There is hardly anything to report from us. We live … a cloistered, closed-off, indifferent, desolate external
existence. Academic activity is = 0, the people … alien and inwardly hostile” (Frisby, 1981:32).

World War I started soon after Simmel’s appointment at Strasbourg; lecture halls were turned into military hospitals, and students
went off to war. Thus, Simmel remained a marginal figure in German academia until his death in 1918. He never did have a normal
academic career. Nevertheless, Simmel attracted a large academic following in his day, and his fame as a scholar has, if anything,
grown over the years.

With the exception of his contribution to the primarily macroscopic conflict theory (Coser, 1956; Simmel,
[1908] 1955), Georg Simmel is best known as a microsociologist who played a significant role in the
development of small-group research (Caplow, 1968), symbolic interactionism, and exchange theory. All of
Simmel’s contributions in these areas reflect his belief that sociologists should study primarily forms and types
of social interaction. Robert Nisbet presents this view of Simmel’s contribution to sociology:

It is the microsociological character of Simmel’s work that may always give him an edge in timeliness
over the other pioneers. He did not disdain the small and the intimate elements of human
association, nor did he ever lose sight of the primacy of human beings, of concrete individuals, in his
analysis of institutions.

(Nisbet, 1959:480)

David Frisby makes a similar point: “The grounding of sociology in some psychological categories may be one
reason why Simmel’s sociology has proved attractive not merely to the interactionist but also to social
psychology” (1984:57; see also Frisby, 1992:20–41). However, it is often forgotten that Simmel’s
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microsociological work on the forms of interaction is embedded in a broader theory of the relations between

individuals and the larger society.

Levels and Areas of Concern

Simmel had a much more complicated and sophisticated theory of social reality than he commonly is given
credit for in contemporary American sociology. Tom Bottomore and David Frisby (1978) argue that there are
four basic levels of concern in Simmel’s work. First are his microscopic assumptions about the psychological
components of social life. Second, on a slightly larger scale, is his interest in the sociological components of
interpersonal relationships. Third, and most macroscopic, is his work on the structure of, and changes in, the
social and cultural “spirit” of his times. Not only did Simmel operate with this image of a three-tiered social
reality, but he also adopted the principle of emergence (Sawyer, 2005), the idea that the higher levels emerge
out of the lower levels: “Further development replaces the immediacy of interacting forces with the creation of
higher supra-individual formations, which appear as independent representatives of these forces and absorb
and mediate the relations between individuals” ([1907] 1978:174). He also said, “If society is to be an
autonomous object of an independent science, then it can only be so through the fact that, out of the sum of
the individual elements that constitute it, a new entity emerges; otherwise all problems of social science would
only be those of individual psychology” (Frisby, 1984:56–57). Overarching these three tiers is a fourth that
involves ultimate metaphysical principles of life. These eternal truths affect all of Simmel’s work and, as we
will see, lead to his image of the future direction of the world.

This concern with multiple levels of social reality is reflected in Simmel’s definition of three separable problem
“areas” in sociology in “The Problem Areas of Sociology” (1950; originally published in 1917). The first he
described as “pure” sociology. In this area, psychological variables are combined with forms of interactions.
Although Simmel clearly assumed that actors have creative mental abilities, he gave little explicit attention to
this aspect of social reality. His most microscopic work is with the forms that interaction takes as well as with
the types of people who engage in interaction (Korllos, 1994). The forms include subordination,
superordination, exchange, conflict, and sociability. In his work on types, he differentiated between positions
in the interactional structure, such as “competitor” and “coquette,” and orientations to the world, such as
“miser,” “spendthrift,” “stranger,” and “adventurer.” At the intermediate level is Simmel’s “general” sociology,
dealing with the social and cultural products of human history. Here Simmel manifested his larger-scale
interests in the group, the structure, and history of societies and cultures. Finally, in Simmel’s “philosophical”
sociology, he dealt with his views on the basic nature, and inevitable fate, of humankind. Throughout this
chapter, we will touch on all these levels and sociologies. We will find that although Simmel sometimes
separated the different levels and sociologies, he more often integrated them into a broader totality.

Dialectical Thinking

Simmel’s way of dealing with the interrelationships between three basic levels of social reality (leaving out his
fourth, metaphysical, level) gave his sociology a dialectical character reminiscent of Marx’s sociology (Levine,
1991b:109; Schermer and Jary, 2013). A dialectical approach, as we saw earlier, is multicausal and
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multidirectional, integrates fact and value, rejects the idea that there are hard-and-fast dividing lines between
social phenomena, focuses on social relations (B. Turner, 1986), looks not only at the present but also at the
past and the future, and is deeply concerned with both conflicts and contradictions.

In spite of the similarities between Marx and Simmel in their use of a dialectical approach, there are
important differences between them. Of greatest importance is the fact that they focused on very different
aspects of the social world and offered very different images of the future of the world.

Simmel manifested his commitment to the dialectic in various ways (Featherstone, 1991:7). For one thing,
Simmel’s sociology was always concerned with relationships (Lichtblau and Ritter, 1991), especially
interaction (association). More generally, Simmel was a “methodological relationist” (Ritzer and Gindoff,
1992) operating with the “principle that everything interacts in some way with everything else” (Simmel, cited
in Frisby, 1992:9). Overall, he was ever attuned to dualisms, conflicts, and contradictions in whatever realm of
the social world he happened to be working on (Sellerberg, 1994). Donald Levine states that this perspective
reflects Simmel’s belief that “the world can best be understood in terms of conflicts and contrasts between opposed
categories” (1971:xxxv). Rather than try to deal with this mode of thinking throughout Simmel’s work, let us
illustrate it from his work on one of his forms of interaction—fashion. Simmel used a similar mode of
dialectical thinking in most of his essays on social forms and social types, but this discussion of fashion amply
illustrates his method of dealing with these phenomena. We will also deal with the dialectic in Simmel’s
thoughts on subjective-objective culture and the concepts of “more-life” and “more-than-life.”

Fashion

In one of his typically fascinating and dualistic essays, Simmel ([1904] 1971; Gronow, 1997; Nedelmann,
1990) illustrated the contradictions in fashion in a variety of ways. On the one hand, fashion is a form of social
relationship that allows those who wish to conform to the demands of the group to do so. On the other hand,
fashion also provides the norm from which those who wish to be individualistic can deviate. Fashion involves
a historical process as well: at the initial stage, everyone accepts what is fashionable; inevitably, individuals
deviate from this; and finally, in the process of deviation, they may adopt a whole new view of what is in
fashion. Fashion is also dialectical in the sense that the success and spread of any given fashion lead to its
eventual failure. That is, the distinctiveness of something leads to its being considered fashionable; however,
as large numbers of people come to accept it, it ceases to be distinctive and hence it loses its attractiveness.
Still another duality involves the role of the leader of a fashion movement. Such a person leads the group,
paradoxically, by following the fashion better than anyone else, that is, by adopting it more determinedly.
Finally, Simmel argued that not only does following what is in fashion involve dualities, but so does the effort
on the part of some people to be out of fashion. Unfashionable people view those who follow a fashion as
being imitators and themselves as mavericks, but Simmel argued that the latter are simply engaging in an
inverse form of imitation. Individuals may avoid what is in fashion because they are afraid that they, like their
peers, will lose their individuality, but in Simmel’s view, such a fear is hardly a sign of great personal strength
and independence. In sum, Simmel noted that in fashion “all … leading antithetical tendencies … are
represented in one way or another” ([1904] 1971:317).
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Simmel’s dialectical thinking can be seen at a more general level as well. As we will see throughout this
chapter, he was most interested in the conflicts and contradictions that exist between the individual and the
larger social and cultural structures that individuals construct. These structures ultimately come to have a life
of their own, over which the individual can exert little or no control.

Life

Recent translations into English of Simmel’s later writings draw attention to the importance of the concept of
life to Simmel’s philosophy and sociology. Simmel is an important figure in the Lebensphilosophie (life
philosophy) movement which included earlier figures such as Goethe and Nietzsche, and Simmel’s
contemporaries Henri Bergson and Wilhelm Dilthey. Life is a concept that provides a touchstone for
Simmel’s entire philosophy and sociology. According to Simmel, reality is always changing. Life is the
concept that Simmel uses to describe the changing nature of reality: “[L]ife takes the form of a process with
changing contents” ([1916] 2005:5). Life is flux and flow rather than stability or fixity (Pyyhtinen, 2010). Put
another way, life is the process of constant becoming rather than a settled, easily grasped, state of being. Even
though, in his sociology, Simmel regularly describes stable social forms, it should not be forgotten that these
forms always emerge out of a more basic ever-changing life process.

The concept of life has important implications for sociology. Human beings and social forms emerge out of
the flux of life. The social, as we know it, is an expression of life. Simmel says that life is given concrete form
through human creation and activity. In fact, Simmel argues that life only comes to know itself when it
becomes fixed as a stable social form. Here we once again see Simmel’s dialectical approach. The flux of life
and the fixity of social forms exist in relationship to one another. Life is not simply flow and change, but
better understood as that which creates social forms and then overcomes or “transcends” those forms. Adding
further nuance to the definition of life, Simmel says, “Life takes place as a ‘reaching beyond itself’” ([1918]
2011:8). The movement of life, then, is not an undirected free flow of life energies, but rather the constant
movement beyond the social forms created by humans. Our lives and our societies have the characteristics of
change and movement because they are always infused with the energy of life. Despite the complexity of the
ideas, Simmel’s life philosophy is quite straightforward: Humans live in a world of constant change and flow.
Humans give expression to that life through the creation of social and cultural forms. As life expressions,
social forms are never finally settled but always open to further transformation or self-transcendence.

More-Life and More-Than-Life

Related to this is Simmel’s concept of more-life and more-than-life. In discussing the emergence of social and
cultural forms, Simmel took a position very similar to some of Marx’s ideas. Marx used the concept of the
fetishism of commodities to illustrate the separation between people and their products. For Marx, this
separation reached its apex in capitalism, could be overcome only in the future socialist society, and, thus, was
a specific historical phenomenon. But, for Simmel, this separation is inherent in the nature of human life. In
philosophical terms, there is a contradiction between “more-life” and “more-than-life” (G. Oakes, 1984:6;
Weingartner, 1959).
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The issue of more-life and more-than-life is central to the first essay of Simmel’s View of Life entitled “Life as
Transcendence” ([1918] 2011). As described above, transcendence is immanent to life, meaning that life is
that which constantly moves beyond itself. People possess a doubly transcendent capability. First, because of
their restless, creative capacities (more-life), people are able to transcend themselves. Humans are always
growing, changing, and becoming something different or “more” than they were before. Second, this
transcendent, creative ability makes it possible for people to constantly produce sets of objects and social forms
that transcend them. The objective existence of these phenomena (more-than-life) comes to stand in
opposition to the creative forces (more-life) that produced the objects in the first place. In other words, social
life “creates and sets free from itself something that is not life but ‘which has its own significance and follows
its own law’” (Weingartner, citing Simmel, 1959:53). Life is found in the unity, and the conflict, between the
two. As Simmel concludes, “Life finds its essence, its process, in being more-life and more-than-life” ([1918]
2011:17).

At first glance, the concept of more-than-life offers an image of the world quite close to Max Weber’s.
Simmel, like Weber, saw the world as increasingly populated by social and cultural forms that escape people’s
control. More-than-life confronts people as forces that limit and oppose their creative, subjective capacities.
Weber calls this the iron cage of modernity and Simmel refers to this as the growth of objective culture. Yet,
on this point, Simmel is more optimistic than Weber. Even though, over time, more-than-life grows
increasingly distant from more-life, it nevertheless remains an expression of more-life. Even the most distant
and alienating social forms (e.g., money, bureaucracy) are still connected to the human creative impulse and,
as such, can be recovered as a human life expression. We will have more to say about a number of these issues
in the following sections, which deal with Simmel’s thoughts on the major components of social reality. (For
more on the intellectual relationship between Simmel and Weber, see Scaff, 1989:121–151.)
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Individual Consciousness and Individuality

Simmel’s sociology focused primarily on forms of association and interactions between persons. In contrast to
Weber, he was not a methodological individualist, but rather an interactionist who assumed that humans
could only be understood as beings who exist in relationship to one another. This said, the individual was a
core theoretical concept for Simmel. Even though relationships are not reducible to individual psychological
processes, they are nevertheless dependent upon psychological processes. Most basically, Simmel says that
individuals are the “bearers” of the life process ([1918] 2011:9). As bearers of the life process, individuals are
creative beings always driven to transcend that which is fixed and stable. It is the creativity of individuals
working in relationship with each other that makes possible the emergence of social forms (Helle, 2013). As
Frisby put it, the bases of social life to Simmel were “conscious individuals or groups of individuals who
interact with one another for a variety of motives, purposes, and interests” (1984:61). This interest in creativity
is manifest in Simmel’s discussion of the diverse forms of interaction, the ability of actors to create social
structures, as well as the disastrous effects those structures have on the creativity of individuals.

Moreover, though he does not examine psychological life in detail, Simmel nevertheless assumes a number of
additional psychological capacities necessary for the development and continued operation of social life. For
example, all of Simmel’s discussions of the forms of interaction imply that actors must be consciously oriented
to one another. Thus, interaction in a stratified system requires that superordinates and subordinates orient
themselves to each other. The interaction would cease and the stratification system would collapse if a process
of mutual orientation did not exist. The same is true of all other forms of interaction. Also, even though
Simmel believed that social (and cultural) structures come to have a life of their own, he realized that people
must conceptualize such structures in order for them to have an effect on the people. Simmel stated that
society is not simply “out there” but is also “ ‘my representation’—something dependent on the activity of
consciousness” ([1908] 1959a:339). Simmel also had a sense of individual conscience and of the fact that the
norms and values of society become internalized in individual consciousness. The existence of norms and
values both internally and externally

explains the dual character of the moral command: that on the one hand, it confronts us as an
impersonal order to which we simply have to submit, but that, on the other, no external power, but
only our most private and internal impulses, imposes it upon us. At any rate, here is one of the cases
where the individual, within his own consciousness, repeats the relationships which exist between
him, as a total personality, and the group.

(Simmel, [1908] 1950:254)

This very modern conception of internalization is a relatively undeveloped assumption in Simmel’s work.

In addition, Simmel had a conception of people’s ability to confront themselves mentally, to set themselves
apart from their own actions, that is very similar to the views of George Herbert Mead (see Chapter 9) and
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the symbolic interactionists (Simmel, [1907] 1978:64). The actor can take in external stimuli, assess them, try
out different courses of action, and then decide what to do. Because of these mental capacities, the actor is not
simply enslaved by external forces. But there is a paradox in Simmel’s conception of the actor’s mental
capacities. The mind can keep people from being enslaved by external stimuli, but it also has the capacity to
reify social reality, to create the very objects that come to enslave it. As Simmel said, “Our mind has a
remarkable ability to think of contents as being independent of the act of thinking” ([1907] 1978:65). Thus,
although their intelligence enables people to avoid being enslaved by the same external stimuli that constrain
lower animals, it also creates the structures and institutions that constrain their thoughts and actions.

Finally, individuality was important to Simmel as an ethical or moral ideal. Horst Helle (2013: 36) says: “For
Simmel autonomy and individuality of the person are values which he does not question or discuss; they are
taken for granted as goals that must be pursued.” Precisely because the individual is the source of creativity,
Simmel defended the modern liberal concept of individuality. As Helle points out, Simmel understood
individuality as an evolutionary achievement connected to the development of modern, capitalist, urban
societies. In particular, capitalism institutionalizes competition as the basis for social life. Competition
encourages individual creativity and the development of further social forms. This said, Simmel is careful. He
does not embrace a laissez-faire view of capitalism and competition but rather sees competition itself as a
social form that must be fostered. For these reasons, Simmel was critical of socialism. Socialism eliminated
competition between individuals and thus threatened the creativity that fuels the emergence of novel social
forms. In effect, Simmel argued that socialism destroys the creativity of life in the name of society.
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Social Interaction (“Association”)

Georg Simmel is best known in contemporary sociology for his contributions to our understanding of the
patterns, or forms, of social interaction. He expressed his interest in this level of social reality in this way:

We are dealing here with microscopic-molecular processes within human material, so to speak.
These processes are the actual occurrences that are concatenated or hypostatized into those
macrocosmic, solid units and systems. That people look at one another and are jealous of one
another; that they exchange letters or have dinner together; that apart from all tangible interests
they strike one another as pleasant or unpleasant; that gratitude for altruistic acts makes for
inseparable union; that one asks another to point out a certain street; that people dress and adorn
themselves for each other—these are a few casually chosen illustrations from the whole range of
relations that play between one person and another. They may be momentary or permanent,
conscious or unconscious, ephemeral or of grave consequence, but they incessantly tie men together.
At each moment such threads are spun, dropped, taken up again, displaced by others, interwoven
with others. These interactions between the atoms of society are accessible only to psychological
microscopy.

(Simmel, [1908] 1959b:327–328)

Simmel made clear here that one of his primary interests was interaction (association) between conscious
actors and that his intent was to look at a wide range of interactions that may seem trivial at some times but
crucially important at others. His was not a Durkheimian expression of interest in social facts but a declaration
of a smaller-scale focus for sociology.

Because Simmel sometimes took an exaggerated position on the importance of interaction in his sociology,
many have lost sight of his insights into the larger-scale aspects of social reality. At times, for example, he
equated society with interaction: “Society … is only the synthesis or the general term for the totality of these
specific interactions.… ‘Society’ is identical with the sum total of these relations” (Simmel, [1907] 1978:175).
Such statements may be taken as a reaffirmation of his interest in interaction, but as we will see, in his general
and philosophical sociologies, Simmel held a much larger-scale conception of society as well as culture.

Interaction: Forms and Types

One of Simmel’s dominant concerns was the form rather than the content of social interaction. This concern
stemmed from Simmel’s identification with the Kantian tradition in philosophy, in which much is made of
the difference between form and content. Simmel’s position here, however, was quite simple. The real world is
composed of innumerable and constantly changing events, actions, and interactions, and so forth. To cope
with this maze of reality, people order it by imposing patterns, or forms, on it. Thus, instead of a bewildering
array of specific events, the actor is confronted with a limited number of forms. In Simmel’s view, the

230



sociologist’s task is to do precisely what the layperson does, that is, impose a limited number of forms on
social reality, on interaction in particular, so that it may be better analyzed. This methodology generally
involves extracting commonalities that are found in a wide array of specific interactions. For example, the
superordination and subordination forms of interaction are found in a wide range of settings, “in the state as
well as in a religious community, in a band of conspirators as in an economic association, in art school as in a
family” (Simmel, [1908] 1959b:317). Donald Levine, one of Simmel’s foremost contemporary analysts,
describes Simmel’s method of doing formal interactional sociology in this way: “His method is to select some
bounded, finite phenomenon from the world of flux; to examine the multiplicity of elements which compose
it; and to ascertain the cause of their coherence by disclosing its form. Secondarily, he investigates the origins
of this form and its structural implications” (1971:xxxi). More specifically, Levine points out that “forms are
the patterns exhibited by the associations” of people (1981b:65).1

Simmel’s interest in the forms of social interaction has been subjected to various criticisms. For example, he
has been accused of imposing order where there is none and of producing a series of unrelated studies that in
the end really impose no better order on the complexities of social reality than does the layperson. Some of
these criticisms are valid only if we focus on Simmel’s concern with forms of interaction, his formal sociology,
and ignore the other types of sociology he practiced.

However, there are a number of ways to defend Simmel’s approach to formal sociology. First, it is close to
reality, as reflected by the innumerable real-life examples employed by Simmel. Second, it does not impose
arbitrary and rigid categories on social life but tries instead to allow the forms to emerge from social life. It is
important to remember that, for Simmel, form always exists in relationship to the creative processes of life.
The goal was not to impose order on social life per se, but to show how people always organize and reorganize
their lives through the creation of social forms. It is best, then, to see Simmel’s description of forms not as a
set in stone depictions of life, but rather as a tool to animate the tension between life and form. Third,
Simmel’s approach does not employ a general theoretical schema into which all aspects of the social world are
forced. He thus avoided the reification of a theoretical schema that plagues a theorist like Talcott Parsons.
Finally, formal sociology militates against the poorly conceptualized empiricism that is characteristic of much
of sociology. Simmel certainly used empirical “data,” but they are subordinated to his effort to impose some
order on the bewildering world of social reality.

Social Geometry

In Simmel’s formal sociology, one sees most clearly his effort to develop a “geometry” of social relations. Two
of the geometric coefficients that interested him are numbers and distance (others are position, valence, self-
involvement, and symmetry [Levine, 1981b]).

Numbers

Simmel’s interest in the impact of numbers of people on the quality of interaction can be seen in his discussion
of the difference between a dyad and a triad.

Dyad and Triad
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For Simmel (1950) there was a crucial difference between the dyad (two-person group) and the triad (three-
person group). The addition of a third person causes a radical and fundamental change. Increasing the
membership beyond three has nowhere near the same impact as does adding a third member. Unlike all other
groups, the dyad does not achieve a meaning beyond the two individuals involved. There is no independent
group structure in a dyad; there is nothing more to the group than the two separable individuals. Thus, each
member of a dyad retains a high level of individuality. The individual is not lowered to the level of the group.
This is not the case in a triad. A triad does have the possibility of obtaining a meaning beyond the individuals
involved. There is likely to be more to a triad than the individuals involved. It is likely to develop an
independent group structure. As a result, there is a greater threat to the individuality of the members. A triad
can have a general leveling effect on the members.

With the addition of a third party to the group, a number of new social roles become possible. For example,
the third party can take the role of arbitrator or mediator in disputes within the group. Then the third party
can use disputes between the other two for his or her own gain or become an object of competition between
the other two parties. The third member also can intentionally foster conflict between the other two parties in
order to gain superiority (divide and rule). A stratification system and an authority structure then can emerge.
The movement from dyad to triad is essential to the development of social structures that can become separate
from, and dominant over, individuals. Such a possibility does not exist in a dyad.

The process that is begun in the transition from a dyad to a triad continues as larger and larger groups and,
ultimately, societies emerge. In these large social structures, the individual, increasingly separated from the
structure of society, grows more and more alone, isolated, and segmented. This results finally in a dialectical
relationship between individuals and social structures: “According to Simmel, the socialized individual always
remains in a dual relation toward society: he is incorporated within it and yet stands against it.… The
individual is determined, yet determining; acted upon, yet self-actuating” (Coser, 1965:11). The contradiction
here is that “society allows the emergence of individuality and autonomy, but it also impedes it” (Coser,
1965:11).

Group Size

At a more general level, there is Simmel’s ([1908] 1971a) ambivalent attitude toward the impact of group size.
He took the position that the increase in the size of a group or society increases individual freedom. A small
group or society is likely to control the individual completely. However, in a larger society, the individual is
likely to be involved in a number of groups, each of which controls only a small portion of his or her total
personality. In other words, “Individuality in being and action generally increases to the degree that the social circle
encompassing the individual expands” (Simmel, [1908] 1971a:252). However, Simmel took the view that large
societies create a set of problems that ultimately threaten individual freedom. For example, he saw the masses
as likely to be dominated by one idea, the simplest idea. The physical proximity of a mass makes people
suggestible and more likely to follow simplistic ideas, to engage in mindless, emotional actions.

Perhaps most important, in terms of Simmel’s interest in forms of interaction, is that increasing size and
differentiation tend to loosen the bonds between individuals and leave in their place much more distant,
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impersonal, and segmental relationships. Paradoxically, the large group that frees the individual
simultaneously threatens that individuality. Also paradoxical is Simmel’s belief that one way for individuals to
cope with the threat of the mass society is to immerse themselves in small groups such as the family.

Distance

Another of Simmel’s concerns in social geometry was distance. Levine offers a good summation of Simmel’s
views on the role of distance in social relationships: “The properties of forms and the meanings of things are a
function of the relative distances between individuals and other individuals or things” (1971:xxxiv). This concern
with distance is manifest in various places in Simmel’s work. We will discuss it in two different contexts—in
Simmel’s massive The Philosophy of Money and in one of his cleverest essays, “The Stranger.”

In The Philosophy of Money ([1907] 1978), Simmel enunciated some general principles about value—and about
what makes things valuable—that served as the basis for his analysis of money. Because we deal with this work
in detail later in this chapter, we discuss this issue only briefly here. The essential point is that the value of
something is determined by its distance from the actor. It is not valuable if it is either too close and too easy to
obtain or too distant and too difficult to obtain. Objects that are attainable, but only with great effort, are the
most valuable.

Distance also plays a central role in Simmel’s “The Stranger” ([1908] 1971b; Tabboni, 1995; McVeigh and
Sikkink, 2005), an essay on a type of actor who is neither too close nor too far. If he (or she) were too close, he
would no longer be a stranger, but if he were too far, he would cease to have any contact with the group. The
interaction that the stranger engages in with the group members involves a combination of closeness and
distance. The peculiar distance of the stranger from the group allows him to have a series of unusual
interaction patterns with the members. For example, the stranger can be more objective in his relationships
with the group members. Because he is a stranger, other group members feel more comfortable expressing
confidences to him. In these and other ways, a pattern of coordination and consistent interaction emerges
between the stranger and the other group members. The stranger becomes an organic member of the group.
But Simmel not only considered the stranger a social type, he also considered strangeness a form of social
interaction. A degree of strangeness, involving a combination of nearness and remoteness, enters into all social
relationships, even the most intimate. Thus, we can examine a wide range of specific interactions in order to
discover the degree of strangeness found in each.

Although geometric dimensions enter a number of Simmel’s types and forms, there is much more to them
than simply geometry. The types and forms are constructs that Simmel used to gain a greater understanding
of a wide range of interaction patterns.

Social Types

We have already encountered one of Simmel’s types, the stranger; others include the miser, the spendthrift,
the adventurer, and the nobleman. To illustrate his mode of thinking in this area, we will focus on one of his
types, the poor.
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The Poor

As is typical of types in Simmel’s work, the poor were defined in terms of social relationships, as being aided
by other people or at least having the right to that aid. Here Simmel quite clearly did not hold the view that
poverty is defined by a quantity, or rather a lack of quantity, of money.

Although Simmel focused on the poor in terms of characteristic relationships and interaction patterns, he also
used the occasion of his essay “The Poor” ([1908] 1971c) to develop a wide range of interesting insights into
the poor and poverty. It was characteristic of Simmel to offer a profusion of insights in every essay. Indeed,
this is one of his great claims to fame. For example, Simmel argued that a reciprocal set of rights and
obligations defines the relationship between the needy and the givers. The needy have the right to receive aid,
and this right makes receiving aid less painful. Conversely, the giver has the obligation to give to the needy.
Simmel also took the functionalist position that aid to the poor by society helps support the system. Society
requires aid to the poor “so that the poor will not become active and dangerous enemies of society, so as to
make their reduced energies more productive, and so as to prevent the degeneration of their progeny”
(Simmel, [1908] 1971c:154). Thus, aid to the poor is for the sake of society, not so much for the poor per se.
The state plays a key role here, and, as Simmel saw it, the treatment of the poor grows increasingly impersonal
as the mechanism for giving aid becomes more bureaucratized.

Simmel also had a relativistic view of poverty; that is, the poor are not simply those who stand at the bottom
of society. From his point of view, poverty is found in all social strata. This concept foreshadowed the later
sociological concept of relative deprivation. If people who are members of the upper classes have less than their
peers do, they are likely to feel poor in comparison to them. Therefore, government programs aimed at
eradicating poverty can never succeed. Even if those at the bottom are elevated, many people throughout the
stratification system will still feel poor in comparison to their peers.

Social Forms

As with social types, Simmel looked at a wide range of social forms, including exchange, conflict, prostitution,
and sociability. We can illustrate Simmel’s ([1908] 1971d) work on social forms through his discussion of
domination, that is, superordination and subordination.

Superordination and Subordination

Superordination and subordination have a reciprocal relationship. The leader does not want to determine
completely the thoughts and actions of others. Rather, the leader expects the subordinate to react either
positively or negatively. Neither this nor any other form of interaction can exist without mutual relationships.
Even in the most oppressive form of domination, subordinates have at least some degree of personal freedom.

To most people, superordination involves an effort to eliminate completely the independence of subordinates,
but Simmel argued that a social relationship would cease to exist if this were the case.

Simmel asserted that one can be subordinated to an individual, a group, or an objective force. Leadership by a
single individual generally leads to a tightly knit group either in support of or in opposition to the leader. Even

234



when opposition arises in such a group, discord can be resolved more easily when the parties stand under the
same higher power. Subordination under a plurality can have very uneven effects. On the one hand, the
objectivity of rule by a plurality may make for greater unity in the group than does the more arbitrary rule of
an individual. On the other hand, hostility is likely to be engendered among subordinates if they do not get
the personal attention of a leader.

Simmel found subordination under an objective principle to be most offensive, perhaps because human
relationships and social interactions are eliminated. People feel they are determined by an impersonal law that
they have no ability to affect. Simmel saw subordination to an individual as freer and more spontaneous:
“Subordination under a person has an element of freedom and dignity in comparison with which all obedience
to laws has something mechanical and passive” ([1908] 1971d:115). Even worse is subordination to objects
(for example, icons), which Simmel found a “humiliatingly harsh and unconditional kind of subordination”
([1908] 1971d:115). Because the individual is dominated by a thing, “he himself psychologically sinks to the
category of mere thing” (Simmel, [1908] 1971d:117).

Social Forms and Simmel’s Larger Problematic

Guy Oakes (1984) linked Simmel’s discussion of forms to his basic problematic, the growing gap between
objective and subjective culture. He begins with the position that in “Simmel’s view, the discovery of
objectivity—the independence of things from the condition of their subjective or psychological genesis—was
the greatest achievement in the cultural history of the West” (Oakes, 1984:3). One of the ways in which
Simmel addresses this objectivity is in his discussion of forms, but although such formalization and
objectification are necessary and desirable, they can come to be quite undesirable:

On the one hand, forms are necessary conditions for the expression and the realization of the
energies and interests of life. On the other hand, these forms become increasingly detached and
remote from life. When this happens, a conflict develops between the process of life and the
configurations in which it is expressed. Ultimately, this conflict threatens to nullify the relationship
between life and form, and thus to destroy the conditions under which the process of life can be
realized in autonomous structures.

(Oakes, 1984:4)
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Social Structures and Worlds

Simmel said relatively little directly about the large-scale structures of society. In fact, at times, given his focus
on patterns of interaction, he denied the existence of that level of social reality. A good example of this is
found in his effort to define society, where he rejected the realist position exemplified by Emile Durkheim that
society is a real, material entity. Lewis Coser notes, “He did not see society as a thing or an organism”
(1965:5). Simmel was also uncomfortable with the nominalist conception that society is nothing more than a
collection of isolated individuals. He adopted an intermediate position, conceiving of society as a set of
interactions (Spykman, [1925] 1966:88). “Society is merely the name for a number of individuals connected by
‘interaction’ ” (Simmel, cited in Coser, 1965:5).

Although Simmel enunciated this interactionist position, in much of his work he operated as a realist, as if
society were a real material structure. This merely underlines the ongoing tension in Simmel’s work between
life and form. Life always produces social and cultural forms that transcend the people who created them.
These social forms then confront people as entities unto themselves: “Society transcends the individual and
lives its own life which follows its own laws. It, too, confronts the individual with a historical, imperative
firmness” ([1908] 1950:258). Coser catches the essence of this aspect of Simmel’s thought: “The larger
superindividual structures—the state, the clan, the family, the city, or the trade union—turn out to be but
crystallizations of this interaction, even though they may attain autonomy and permanency and confront the
individual as if they were alien powers” (1965:5).

In his last work, The View of Life ([1918] 2011), Simmel approached this phenomenon using the concept of
“world.” World is another way of talking about the process through which the flux of life is transformed into
stable form. World, Simmel says, “is a form through which we assemble the whole of the given … into a
unity” (55). It describes a way of arranging the “stuff of the world” into a continuity (21). Moreover, for
Simmel there is not one world but multiple worlds, each of which grasps the very same stuff of life in different
and mutually exclusive ways. Unlike the relatively small-scale, microsociological forms described above, worlds
are much more encompassing and, thus, have a macrosociological bent to them. Simmel discusses three
particularly important worlds: science, religion, and art. Despite their common origin in life, each of these
worlds organizes the contents of life in different ways. They allow for different kinds of human involvement
with the world and the development of different kinds of social interactions. Thus, while the discussion of
world is quite philosophical, it gives us a sense of large-scale social-organization through world views.

Worlds, as Simmel discusses them, eventually turn upon their creators, shaping life rather than giving
immediate expression to the needs and necessities of life. As we will see in the next section, this formalization
process tends to take on a rhythm and intensity of its own, increasingly distancing persons from their
creations. World can turn against life. This said, Simmel wants to make clear that the development of forms
and worlds can also enrich life, each in unique ways. For example, more than any other world-view, religion
has the unique ability to “give its contents immediate context and warmth, depth and value” ([1918] 2011:54).
Simmel also describes the economic world. Unlike the worlds of science, art and religion, the economy is
particularly hostile to life. Even though science, art, and religion grow in size, objectivity, and distance from
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their moment of creation, Simmel ([1918] 2011) suggests that there is something in the logic of these worlds
which, nevertheless, tethers them to their original, more human, life expression. In contrast, of the economy,
he says:

The violent logic of its development does not depend upon the will of its subjects, nor on the
meaning and necessities of their lives. The economy goes its necessary way, entirely as though men
were there for its sake, but not it for the sake of man. Of all those worlds whose forms life’s
development has produced in and from itself, … surely none at its origin is so … in opposition to
the real meaning and genuine demands of life with such ruthless objectivity, with such demonic
violence—as the modern economy.

(Simmel, [1918] 2011:59)

While this passage shows that Simmel’s critique of the modern economy can be as spirited and poetic as
Marx’s critique, it should also be clear that he did not embrace socialism as an alternative to capitalism.
Rather, as we see in the next few sections of this chapter, Simmel’s criticism is connected to a different set of
processes associated with the emergence of an increasingly objective culture and the role that money played in
the development of that objective culture.
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Objective Culture

One of the main focuses of Simmel’s historical and philosophical sociology is the cultural level of social reality,
or what he called the “objective culture.” In Simmel’s view, people produce culture, but because of their ability
to reify social reality, the cultural world and the social world come to have lives of their own, lives that come
increasingly to dominate the actors who created, and daily re-create, them. “The cultural objects become more
and more linked to each other in a self-contained world which has increasingly fewer contacts with the
[individual] subjective psyche and its desires and sensibilities” (Coser, 1965:22). Although people always
retain the capacity to create and re-create culture, the long-term trend of history is for culture to exert a more
and more coercive force on the actor.

The preponderance of objective over [individual] subjective culture that developed during the
nineteenth century … this discrepancy seems to widen steadily. Every day and from all sides, the
wealth of objective culture increases, but the individual mind can enrich the forms and content of its
own development only by distancing itself still further from that culture and developing its own at a
much slower pace.

(Simmel, [1907] 1978:449)

In various places in his work, Simmel identified a number of components of the objective culture, for example,
tools, means of transport, products of science, technology, arts, language, the intellectual sphere, conventional
wisdom, religious dogma, philosophical systems, legal systems, moral codes, and ideals (for example, the
“fatherland”). The objective culture grows and expands in various ways. First, its absolute size grows with
increasing modernization. This can be seen most obviously in the case of scientific knowledge, which is
expanding exponentially, although this is just as true of most other aspects of the cultural realm. Second, the
number of different components of the cultural realm also grows. Finally, and perhaps most important, the
various elements of the cultural world become more and more intertwined in an ever more powerful, self-
contained world that is increasingly beyond the control of the actors (G. Oakes, 1984:12). Simmel not only
was interested in describing the growth of objective culture but also was greatly disturbed by it: “Simmel was
impressed—if not depressed—by the bewildering number and variety of human products which in the
contemporary world surround and unceasingly impinge upon the individual” (Weingartner, 1959:33).

What worried Simmel most was the threat to individual culture posed by the growth of objective culture.
Simmel’s personal sympathies were with a world dominated by individual culture, but he saw the possibility of
such a world as more and more unlikely. It is this that Simmel described as the “tragedy of culture.” (We will
comment on this in detail in the discussion of The Philosophy of Money.) Simmel’s specific analysis of the
growth of objective culture over individual subjective culture is simply one example of a general principle that
dominates all of life: “The total value of something increases to the same extent as the value of its individual
parts declines” ([1907] 1978:199).
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We can relate Simmel’s general argument about objective culture to his more basic analysis of forms of
interaction. In one of his best-known essays, “The Metropolis and Mental Life” ([1903] 1971), Simmel
analyzed the forms of interaction that take place in the modern city (Vidler, 1991). He saw the modern
metropolis as the “genuine arena” of the growth of objective culture and the decline of individual culture. It is
the scene of the predominance of the money economy, and money, as Simmel often made clear, has a
profound effect on the nature of human relationships. The widespread use of money leads to an emphasis on
calculability and rationality in all spheres of life. Thus, genuine human relationships decline, and social
relationships tend to be dominated by a blasé and reserved attitude. Whereas the small town was characterized
by greater feeling and emotionality, the modern city is characterized by a shallow intellectuality that matches
the calculability needed by a money economy. The city is also the center of the division of labor, and as we
have seen, specialization plays a central role in the production of an ever-expanding objective culture, with a
corresponding decline in individual culture. The city is a “frightful leveler,” in which virtually everyone is
reduced to emphasizing unfeeling calculability. It is more and more difficult to maintain individuality in the
face of the expansion of objective culture (Lohmann and Wilkes, 1996).

It should be pointed out that in his essay on the city (as well as in many other places in his work), Simmel also
discussed the liberating effect of this modern development. For example, he emphasized the fact that people
are freer in the modern city than in the tight social confines of the small town. We will have more to say about
Simmel’s thoughts on the liberating impact of modernity at the close of the following section, devoted to
Simmel’s book The Philosophy of Money.

Before we get to that work, it is necessary to indicate that one of the many ironies of Simmel’s influence on
the development of sociology is that his microanalytic work is used, but its broader implications are ignored
almost totally. Take the example of Simmel’s work on exchange relationships. He saw exchange as the “purest
and most developed kind” of interaction (Simmel, [1907] 1978:82). Although all forms of interaction involve
some sacrifice, it occurs most clearly in exchange relationships. Simmel thought of all social exchanges as
involving “profit and loss.” Such an orientation was crucial to Simmel’s microsociological work and,
specifically, to the development of his largely microoriented exchange theory. However, his thoughts on
exchange are also expressed in his broader work on money. To Simmel, money is the purest form of exchange.
In contrast to a barter economy, where the cycle ends when one object has been exchanged for another, an
economy based on money allows for an endless series of exchanges. This possibility is crucial for Simmel
because it provides the basis for the widespread development of social structures and objective culture.
Consequently, money as a form of exchange represented for Simmel one of the root causes of the alienation of
people in a modern reified social structure.

In his treatment of the city and exchange, one can see the elegance of Simmel’s thinking as he related small-
scale sociological forms of exchange to the development of modern society in its totality. Although this link
can be found in his specific essays (especially Simmel, 1991), it is clearest in The Philosophy of Money.
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The Philosophy of Money

The Philosophy of Money ([1907] 1978) illustrates well the breadth and sophistication of Simmel’s thinking
(Deflem, 2003). It demonstrates conclusively that Simmel deserves at least as much recognition for his general
theory as for his essays on microsociology, many of which can be seen as specific manifestations of his general
theory.

Although the title makes it clear that Simmel’s focus is money, his interest in that phenomenon is embedded
in a set of his broader theoretical and philosophical concerns. For example, as we have already seen, Simmel
was interested in the broad issue of value, and money can be seen as simply a specific form of value. At
another level, Simmel was interested not in money per se but in its impact on such a wide range of
phenomena as the “inner world” of actors and the objective culture as a whole. At still another level, he treated
money as a specific phenomenon linked with a variety of other components of life, including “exchange,
ownership, greed, extravagance, cynicism, individual freedom, the style of life, culture, the value of the
personality, etc.” (Siegfried Kracauer, cited in Bottomore and Frisby, 1978:7). Finally, and most generally,
Simmel saw money as a specific component of life capable of helping us understand the totality of life. As
Tom Bottomore and David Frisby put it, Simmel sought no less than to extract “the totality of the spirit of
the age from his analysis of money” (1978:7).

The Philosophy of Money has much in common with the work of Karl Marx. Like Marx, Simmel focused on
capitalism and the problems created by a money economy. Despite this common ground, however, the
differences are overwhelming. For example, Simmel saw the economic problems of his time as simply a
specific manifestation of a more general cultural problem, the alienation of objective from subjective culture
(Poggi, 1993). To Marx, these problems are specific to capitalism, but, to Simmel, they are part of a universal
tragedy—the increasing powerlessness of the individual in the face of the growth of objective culture. Whereas
Marx’s analysis is historically specific, Simmel’s analysis seeks to extract timeless truths from the flux of
human history. As Frisby says, “In his The Philosophy of Money … [w]hat is missing … is a historical sociology
of money relationships” (1984:58). This difference in their analyses is related to a crucial political difference
between Simmel and Marx. Because Marx saw economic problems as time-bound, the product of capitalist
society, he believed that eventually they could be solved. Simmel, however, saw the basic problems as inherent
in human life and held out no hope for future improvement. In fact, Simmel believed that socialism, instead
of improving the situation, would heighten the kinds of problems discussed in The Philosophy of Money. The
Philosophy of Money begins with a discussion of the general forms of money and value. Later the discussion
moves to the impact of money on the “inner world” of actors and on culture in general. Because the argument
is so complex, we can only highlight it here.

Money and Value

One of Simmel’s initial concerns in the work, as we discussed briefly earlier, is the relationship between
money and value (Kamolnick, 2001). In general, he argued that people create value by making objects,
separating themselves from those objects, and then seeking to overcome the “distance, obstacles, difficulties”
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(Simmel, [1907] 1978:66). The greater the difficulty of obtaining an object, the greater its value. However,
difficulty of attainment has a “lower and an upper limit” (Simmel, [1907] 1978:72). The general principle is
that the value of things comes from the ability of people to distance themselves properly from objects. Things
that are too close, too easily obtained, are not very valuable. Some exertion is needed for something to be
considered valuable. Conversely, things that are too far, too difficult, or nearly impossible to obtain are also
not very valuable. Things that defy most, if not all, of our efforts to obtain them cease to be valuable to us.
Those things that are most valuable are neither too distant nor too close. Among the factors involved in the
distance of an object from an actor are the time it takes to obtain it, its scarcity, the difficulties involved in
acquiring it, and the need to give up other things in order to acquire it. People try to place themselves at a
proper distance from objects, which must be attainable, but not too easily.

In this general context of value, Simmel discussed money. In the economic realm, money serves both to create
distance from objects and to provide the means to overcome it. The money value attached to objects in a
modern economy places them at a distance from us; we cannot obtain them without money of our own. The
difficulty in obtaining the money and, therefore, the objects makes them valuable to us. At the same time,
once we obtain enough money, we are able to overcome the distance between ourselves and the objects.
Money thus performs the interesting function of creating distance between people and objects and then
providing the means to overcome that distance.

Money, Reification, and Rationalization

In the process of creating value, money also provides the basis for the development of the market, the modern
economy, and ultimately modern (capitalistic) society (Poggi, 1996). Money provides the means by which
these entities acquire a life of their own that is external to, and coercive of, the actor. This stands in contrast to
earlier societies in which barter or trade could not lead to the reified world that is the distinctive product of a
money economy. Money permits this development in various ways. For example, Simmel argued that money
allows for “long-range calculations, large-scale enterprises and long-term credits” ([1907] 1978:125). Later,
Simmel said, “Money has … developed … the most objective practices, the most logical, purely mathematical
norms, the absolute freedom from everything personal” ([1907] 1978:128). He saw this process of reification
as only part of the more general process by which the mind embodies and symbolizes itself in objects. These
embodiments, these symbolic structures, become reified and come to exert a controlling force on actors.

Not only does money help create a reified social world, but it also contributes to the increasing rationalization
of that social world (Deutschmann, 1996; B. Turner, 1986). This is another of the concerns that Simmel
shared with Weber (Levine, 2000). A money economy fosters an emphasis on quantitative rather than
qualitative factors. Simmel stated:

It would be easy to multiply the examples that illustrate the growing preponderance of the category
of quantity over that of quality, or more precisely the tendency to dissolve quality into quantity, to
remove the elements more and more from quality, to grant them only specific forms of motion and
to interpret everything that is specifically, individually, and qualitatively determined as the more or
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less, the bigger or smaller, the wider or narrower, the more or less frequent of those colourless
elements and awarenesses that are only accessible to numerical determination—even though this
tendency may never absolutely attain its goal by mortal means….

Thus, one of the major tendencies of life—the reduction of quality to quantity—achieves its highest
and uniquely perfect representation in money. Here, too, money is the pinnacle of a cultural
historical series of developments which unambiguously determines its direction.

(Simmel, [1907] 1978:278–280)

Less obviously, money contributes to rationalization by increasing the importance of intellectuality in the
modern world (B. Turner, 1986; Deutschmann, 1996). On the one hand, the development of a money
economy presupposes a significant expansion of mental processes. As an example, Simmel pointed to the
complicated mental processes that are required by such money transactions as covering bank notes with cash
reserves. On the other hand, a money economy contributes to a considerable change in the norms and values
of society; it aids in the “fundamental reorientation of culture towards intellectuality” (Simmel, [1907]
1978:152). In part because of a money economy, intellect has come to be considered the most valuable of our
mental energies.

Simmel saw the significance of the individual declining as money transactions become an increasingly
important part of society and as reified structures expand. This is part of his general argument on the decline
of individual subjective culture in the face of the expansion of objective culture (the “tragedy of culture”):

The rapid circulation of money induces habits of spending and acquisition; it makes a specific
quantity of money psychologically less significant and valuable, while money in general becomes
increasingly important because money matters now affect the individual more vitally than they do in
a less agitated style of life. We are confronted here with a very common phenomenon; namely, that
the total value of something increases to the same extent as the value of its individual parts declines.
For example, the size and significance of a social group often becomes greater the less highly the
lives and interests of its individual members are valued; the objective culture, the diversity and
liveliness of its content attain their highest point through a division of labour that often condemns
the individual representative and participant in this culture to a monotonous specialization,
narrowness, and stunted growth. The whole becomes more perfect and harmonious, the less the
individual is a harmonious being.

(Simmel, [1907] 1978:199)

Jorge Arditi (1996) has put this issue in slightly different terms. Arditi recognizes the theme of increasing
rationalization in Simmel’s work but argues that it must be seen in the context of Simmel’s thinking on the
nonrational. “According to Simmel, the nonrational is a primary, essential element of ‘life,’ an integral aspect
of our humanity. Its gradual eclipse in the expanses of a modern, highly rationalized world implies, then, an
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unquestionable impoverishment of being” (Arditi, 1996:95). One example of the nonrational is love (others
are emotions and faith), and it is nonrational because, among other things, it is impractical, is the opposite of
intellectual experience, does not necessarily have real value, is impulsive, nothing social or cultural intervenes
between lover and beloved, and it springs “from the completely nonrational depths of life” (Simmel, in Arditi,
1996:96). With increasing rationalization, we begin to lose the nonrational, and with it “we lose … the most
meaningful of our human attributes: our authenticity” (Arditi, 1996:103). This loss of authenticity, of the
nonrational, is a real human tragedy.

In some senses, it may be difficult to see how money can take on the central role that it does in modern
society. On the surface, it appears that money is simply a means to a variety of ends or, in Simmel’s worlds,
“the purest form of the tool” ([1907] 1978:210). However, money has come to be the most extreme example
of a means that has become an end in itself:

Never has an object that owes its value exclusively to its quality as a means, to its convertibility into
more definite values, so thoroughly and unreservedly developed into a psychological value absolute,
into a completely engrossing final purpose governing our practical consciousness. This ultimate
craving for money must increase to the extent that money takes on the quality of a pure means. For
this implies that the range of objects made available to money grows continuously, that things
submit more and more defencelessly to the power of money, that money itself becomes more and
more lacking in quality yet thereby at the same time becomes powerful in relation to the quality of
things.

(Simmel, [1907] 1978:232)

Negative Effects

A society in which money becomes an end in itself, indeed the ultimate end, has a number of negative effects
on individuals (Beilharz, 1996), two of the most interesting of which are the increase in cynicism and the
increase in a blasé attitude. Cynicism is induced when both the highest and the lowest aspects of social life are
for sale, reduced to a common denominator—money. Thus, we can “buy” beauty or truth or intelligence
almost as easily as we can buy cornflakes or underarm deodorant. This leveling of everything to a common
denominator leads to the cynical attitude that everything has its price, that anything can be bought or sold in
the market. A money economy also induces a blasé attitude, “all things as being of an equally dull and grey
hue, as not worth getting excited about” (Simmel, [1907] 1978:256). The blasé person has lost completely the
ability to make value differentiations between the ultimate objects of purchase. Put slightly differently, money
is the absolute enemy of aesthetics, reducing everything to formlessness, to purely quantitative phenomena.

Another negative effect of a money economy is the increasingly impersonal relations between people. Instead
of dealing with individuals with their own personalities, we are increasingly likely to deal solely with positions
—the delivery person, the baker, and so forth—regardless of who occupies those positions. In the modern
division of labor characteristic of a money economy, we have the paradoxical situation that while we grow
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more dependent on other positions for our survival, we know less about the people who occupy those
positions. The specific individual who fills a given position becomes progressively insignificant. Personalities
tend to disappear behind positions that demand only a small part of them. Because so little is demanded of
them, many individuals can fill the same position equally well. People thus become interchangeable parts.

A related issue is the impact of the money economy on individual freedom. A money economy leads to an
increase in individual enslavement. The individual in the modern world becomes atomized and isolated. No
longer embedded within a group, the individual stands alone in the face of an ever-expanding and increasingly
coercive objective culture. The individual in the modern world is thus enslaved by a massive objective culture.

Another impact of the money economy is the reduction of all human values to dollar terms, “the tendency to
reduce the value of man to a monetary expression” (Simmel, [1907] 1978:356). For example, Simmel offers
the case in primitive society of atonement for a murder by a money payment. But his best example is the
exchange of sex for money. The expansion of prostitution is traceable in part to the growth of the money
economy.

Some of Simmel’s most interesting insights lie in his thoughts on the impact of money on people’s styles of
life. For example, a society dominated by a money economy tends to reduce everything to a string of causal
connections that can be comprehended intellectually, not emotionally. Related to this is what Simmel called
the “calculating character” of life in the modern world. The specific form of intellectuality that is peculiarly
suited to a money economy is a mathematical mode of thinking. This, in turn, is related to the tendency to
emphasize quantitative rather than qualitative factors in the social world. Simmel concluded, “The lives of
many people are absorbed by such evaluating, weighing, calculating, and reducing of qualitative values to
quantitative ones” ([1907] 1978:444).

The key to Simmel’s discussion of money’s impact on style of life is in the growth of objective culture at the
expense of individual culture. The gap between the two grows larger at an accelerating rate:

This discrepancy seems to widen steadily. Every day and from all sides, the wealth of objective
culture increases, but the individual mind can enrich the forms and contents of its own development
only by distancing itself still further from that culture and developing its own at a much slower pace.

(Simmel, [1907] 1978:449)

The Tragedy of Culture

The major cause of this increasing disparity is the increasing division of labor in modern society (G. Oakes,
1984:19). Increased specialization leads to an improved ability to create the various components of the cultural
world. But at the same time, the highly specialized individual loses a sense of the total culture and loses the
ability to control it. As objective culture grows, individual culture atrophies. One of the examples of this is
that language in its totality has clearly expanded enormously, yet the linguistic abilities of given individuals
seem to be declining. Similarly, with the growth of technology and machinery, the abilities of the individual
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worker and the skills required have declined dramatically. Finally, although there has been an enormous
expansion of the intellectual sphere, fewer and fewer individuals seem to deserve the label “intellectual.”
Highly specialized individuals are confronted with an increasingly closed and interconnected world of
products over which they have little or no control. A mechanical world devoid of spirituality comes to
dominate individuals, and their lifestyles are affected in various ways. Acts of production come to be
meaningless exercises in which individuals do not see their roles in the overall process or in the production of
the final product. Relationships between people are highly specialized and impersonal. Consumption becomes
little more than the devouring of one meaningless product after another.

The massive expansion of objective culture has had a dramatic effect upon the rhythm of life. In general, the
unevenness that was characteristic of earlier epochs has been leveled and replaced in modern society by a much
more consistent pattern of living. Examples of this leveling of modern culture abound.

In times past, food consumption was cyclical and often very uncertain. What foods were consumed and when
they were available depended on the harvest. Today, with improved methods of preservation and
transportation, we can consume virtually any food at any time. Furthermore, the ability to preserve and store
huge quantities of food has helped offset disruptions caused by bad harvests, natural catastrophes, and so
forth.

In communication the infrequent and unpredictable mail coach has been replaced by the telegraph, telephone,
daily mail service, fax machines, cell phones, and e-mail, which make communication available at all times.

In an earlier time, night and day gave life a natural rhythm. Now, with artificial lighting, the natural rhythm
has been altered greatly. Many activities formerly restricted to daylight hours can now be performed at night
as well.

Intellectual stimulation, which formerly was restricted to an occasional conversation or a rare book, is now
available at all times because of the ready availability of books and magazines. In this realm, as in all the
others, the situation has grown even more pronounced since Simmel’s time. With radio, television, videotape
and DVD players and recorders, and home computers, the availability and possibilities of intellectual
stimulation have grown far beyond anything Simmel could have imagined.

There are positive elements to all this, of course. For example, people have much more freedom because they
are less restricted by the natural rhythm of life. In spite of the human gains, problems arise because all these
developments are at the level of objective culture and are integral parts of the process by which objective
culture grows and further impoverishes individual culture.

In the end, money has come to be the symbol of, and a major factor in, the development of a relativistic mode
of existence. Money allows us to reduce the most disparate phenomena to numbers of dollars, and this allows
them to be compared to each other. In other words, money allows us to relativize everything. Our relativistic
way of life stands in contrast to earlier methods of living in which people believed in a number of eternal
verities. A money economy destroys such eternal truths. The gains to people in terms of increased freedom
from absolute ideas are far outweighed by the costs. The alienation endemic to the expanding objective culture
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of a modern money economy is a far greater threat to people, in Simmel’s eyes, than the evils of absolutism.
Perhaps Simmel would not wish us to return to an earlier, simpler time, but he certainly would warn us to be
wary of the seductive dangers associated with the growth of a money economy and objective culture in the
modern world.

While we have focused most of our attention on the negative effects of the modern money economy, such an
economy also has its liberating aspects (Beilharz, 1996; Levine, 1981b, 1991b; Poggi, 1993). First, it allows us
to deal with many more people in a much-expanded marketplace. Second, our obligations to one another are
highly limited (to specific services or products) rather than all-encompassing. Third, the money economy
allows people to find gratifications that were unavailable in earlier economic systems. Fourth, people have
greater freedom in such an environment to develop their individuality to a fuller extent. Fifth, people are
better able to maintain and protect their subjective center, since they are involved only in very limited
relationships. Sixth, the separation of the worker from the means of production, as Simmel points out, allows
the individual some freedom from those productive forces. Finally, money helps people grow increasingly free
of the constraints of their social groups. For example, in a barter economy, people are largely controlled by
their groups, but in the modern economic world, such constraints are loosened, with the result that people are
freer to make their own economic deals. However, while Simmel is careful to point out a variety of liberating
effects of the money economy, and of modernity in general, in our view the heart of his work lies in his
discussion of the problems associated with modernity, especially the “tragedy of culture.”
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Secrecy: A Case Study in Simmel’s Sociology

While The Philosophy of Money demonstrates that Simmel has a theoretical scope that rivals that of Marx,
Weber, and Durkheim, it remains an atypical example of his work. Thus, in this closing section, we return to
a more characteristic type of Simmelian scholarship, his work on a specific form of interaction—secrecy.
Secrecy is defined as the condition in which one person has the intention of hiding something while the other
person is seeking to reveal that which is being hidden. In this discussion, we are interested not only in
outlining Simmel’s many insightful ideas on secrecy but also in bringing together under one heading many of
the sociological ideas raised through this chapter.

Simmel begins with the basic fact that people must know some things about other people in order to interact
with them. For instance, we must know with whom we are dealing (for example, a friend, a relative, a
shopkeeper). We may come to know a great deal about other people, but we can never know them absolutely.
That is, we can never know all the thoughts, moods, and so on, of other people. However, we do form some
sort of unitary conception of other people out of the bits and pieces that we know about them; we form a fairly
coherent mental picture of the people with whom we interact. Simmel sees a dialectical relationship between
interaction (being) and the mental picture we have of others (conceiving): “Our relationships thus develop
upon the basis of reciprocal knowledge, and this knowledge upon the basis of actual relations. Both are
inextricably interwoven” ([1906] 1950:309).

In all aspects of our lives we acquire not only truth but also ignorance and error. However, it is in the
interaction with other people that ignorance and error acquire a distinctive character. This relates to the inner
lives of the people with whom we interact. People, in contrast to any other object of knowledge, have the
capacity to intentionally reveal the truth about themselves or to lie and conceal such information.

The fact is that even if people wanted to reveal all (and they almost always do not), they could not do so
because so much information “would drive everybody into the insane asylum” (Simmel, [1906] 1950:312).
Thus, people must select the things that they report to others. From the point of view of Simmel’s concern
with quantitative issues, we report only “fragments” of our inner lives to others. Furthermore, we choose
which fragments to reveal and which to conceal. Thus, in all interaction, we reveal only a part of ourselves,
and which part we opt to show depends on how we select and arrange the fragments we choose to reveal.

This brings us to the lie, a form of interaction in which the liar intentionally hides the truth from others. In
the lie, it is not just that others are left with an erroneous conception but also that the error is traceable to the
fact that the liar intended that the others be deceived.

Simmel discusses the lie in terms of social geometry, specifically his ideas on distance. For example, in
Simmel’s view, we can better accept and come to terms with the lies of those who are distant from us. Thus,
we have little difficulty learning that the politicians who habituate Washington, DC, frequently lie to us. In
contrast, “If the persons closest to us lie, life becomes unbearable” (Simmel, [1906] 1950:313). The lie of a
spouse, lover, or child has a far more devastating impact on us than does the lie of a government official whom
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we know only through the television screen.

More generally, in terms of distance, all everyday communication combines elements known to both parties
with facts known to only one or the other. It is the existence of the latter that leads to “distanceness” in all
social relationships. Indeed, Simmel argues that social relationships require both elements that are known to
the interactants and those that are unknown to one party or the other. In other words, even the most intimate
relationships require both nearness and distance, reciprocal knowledge and mutual concealment. Thus, secrecy
is an integral part of all social relationships, although a relationship may be destroyed if the secret becomes
known to the person from whom it was being kept.

Secrecy is linked to the size of society. In small groups, it is difficult to develop secrets; “Everybody is too close
to everybody else and his circumstances, and frequency and intimacy of contact involve too many temptations
to revelation” (Simmel, [1906] 1950:335). Furthermore, in small groups, secrets are not even needed because
everyone is much like everyone else. In large groups, in contrast, secrets can more easily develop and are much
more needed because there are important differences between people.

On the issue of size, at the most macroscopic level, we should note that secrecy not only is a form of
interaction (which, as we have seen, affects many other forms) but also can come to characterize a group in its
entirety. Unlike the secret possessed by a single individual, the secret in a secret society is shared by all the
members and determines the reciprocal relations between them. As with the individual case, however, the
secret of the secret society cannot be hidden forever. In such a society there is a constant tension caused by the
fact that the secret can be uncovered, or revealed, and thus the entire basis for the existence of the secret
society can be eliminated.

Secrecy and Social Relationships

Simmel examines various forms of social relationships from the point of view of reciprocal knowledge and
secrecy. For example, we all are involved in a range of interest groups in which we interact with other people
on a very limited basis, and the total personalities of these people are irrelevant to our specific concerns. Thus,
in the university, the student is concerned with what the professor says and does in the classroom and not in
all aspects of the professor’s life and personality. Linking this to his ideas on the larger society, Simmel argues
that the increasing objectification of culture brings with it more and more limited-interest groups and the
kinds of relationships associated with them. Such relationships require less and less of the subjective totality of
the individual (individual culture) than do associations in premodern societies.

In the impersonal relationships characteristic of modern objectified society, confidence, as a form of interaction,
becomes increasingly important. To Simmel, “confidence is intermediate between knowledge and ignorance
about a man” ([1906] 1950:318). In premodern societies people are much more likely to know a great deal
about the people they deal with. But in the modern world we do not, and cannot, have a great deal of
knowledge about most of the people with whom we have associations. Thus, students do not know a great
deal about their professors (and vice versa), but they must have the confidence that their professors will show
up at the appointed times and talk about what they are supposed to discuss.
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Another form of social relationship is acquaintanceship. We know our acquaintances, but we do not have
intimate knowledge of them: “One knows of the other only what he is toward the outside, either in the purely
social-representative sense, or in the sense of that which he shows us” (Simmel, [1906] 1950:320). Thus, there
is far more secretiveness between acquaintances than there is between intimates.

Under the heading of “acquaintanceship,” Simmel discusses another form of association—discretion. We are
discreet with our acquaintances, staying “away from the knowledge of all the other does not expressly reveal to
us. It does not refer to anything particular which we are not permitted to know, but to a quite general reserve
in regard to the total personality” (Simmel, [1906] 1950:321). In spite of being discreet we often come to
know more about other people than they reveal to us voluntarily. More specifically, we often come to learn
things that others would prefer we do not know. Simmel offers a very Freudian example of how we learn such
things: “To the man with the psychologically fine ear, people innumerable times betray their most secret
thoughts and qualities, not only although, but often because, they anxiously try to guard them” ([1906]
1950:323–324). In fact, Simmel argues that human interaction is dependent on both discretion and the fact
that we often come to know more than we are supposed to know.

Turning to another form of association, friendship, Simmel contradicts the assumption that friendship is based
on total intimacy, full reciprocal knowledge. This lack of full intimacy is especially true of friendships in
modern, differentiated society: “Modern man, possibly, has too much to hide to sustain a friendship in the
ancient sense” (Simmel, [1906] 1950:326). Thus, we have a series of differentiated friendships based on such
things as common intellectual pursuits, religion, and shared experiences. There is a very limited kind of
intimacy in such friendships and thus a good deal of secrecy. However, in spite of these limitations, friendship
still involves some intimacy:

But the relation which is thus restricted and surrounded by discretions, may yet stem from the
center of the total personality. It may yet be reached by the sap of the ultimate roots of the
personality, even though it feeds only part of the person’s periphery. In its idea, it involves the same
affective depth and the same readiness for sacrifice, which less differentiated epochs and persons
connect only with a common total sphere of life, for which reservations and discretion constitute no
problem.

(Simmel, [1906] 1950:326)

Then, there is what is usually thought of as the most intimate, least secret form of association—marriage.
Simmel argues that there is a temptation in marriage to reveal all to the partner, to have no secrets. However,
in his view, this would be a mistake. For one thing, all social relationships require “a certain proportion of
truth and error,” and, thus, it would be impossible to remove all error from a social relationship (Simmel,
[1906] 1950:329). More specifically, complete self-revelation (assuming such a thing is even possible) would
make a marriage matter-of-fact and remove all possibility of the unexpected. Finally, most of us have limited
internal resources, and every revelation reduces the (secret) treasures that we have to offer to others. Only
those few with a great storehouse of personal accomplishments can afford numerous revelations to a marriage
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partner. All others are left denuded (and uninteresting) by excessive self-revelation.

Other Thoughts on Secrecy

Next, Simmel turns to an analysis of the functions, the positive consequences, of secrecy. Simmel sees the
secret as “one of man’s greatest achievements; … the secret produces an immense enlargement of life:
numerous contents of life cannot even emerge in the presence of full publicity. The secret offers, so to speak,
the possibility of a second world alongside the manifest world” ([1906] 1950:330). More specifically, in terms
of its functionality, the secret, especially if it is shared by a number of people, makes for a strong “we feeling”
among those who know the secret. High status is also associated with the secret; there is something
mysterious about superordinate positions and superior achievements.

Human interaction in general is shaped by secrecy and its logical opposite, betrayal. The secret is always
accompanied dialectically by the possibility that it can be discovered. Betrayal can come from two sources.
Externally, another person can discover our secret, while internally there is always the possibility that we will
reveal our secret to others. “The secret puts a barrier between men but, at the same time, it creates the
tempting challenge to break through it, by gossip or confession.… Out of the counterplay of these two
interests, in concealing and revealing, spring nuances and fates of human interaction that permeate it in its
entirety” (Simmel, [1906] 1950:334).

Simmel links his ideas on the lie to his views on the larger society of the modern world. To Simmel, the
modern world is much more dependent on honesty than earlier societies were. For one thing, the modern
economy is increasingly a credit economy, and credit is dependent on the fact that people will repay what they
promise. For another, in modern science, researchers are dependent on the results of many other studies that
they cannot examine in minute detail. Those studies are produced by innumerable other scientists whom the
researchers are unlikely to know personally. Thus, the modern scientist is dependent on the honesty of all
other scientists. Simmel concludes: “Under modern conditions, the lie, therefore, becomes something much
more devastating than it was earlier, something which questions the very foundations of our life” ([1906]
1950:313).

More generally, Simmel connects secrecy to his thoughts on the social structure of modern society. On the
one hand, a highly differentiated society permits and requires a high degree of secrecy. On the other hand,
and dialectically, the secret serves to intensify such differentiation.

Simmel associates the secret with the modern money economy; money makes possible a level of secrecy that
was unattainable previously. First, money’s “compressibility” makes it possible to make others rich by simply
slipping them checks without anyone else noticing the act. Second, the abstractness and the qualityless
character of money make it possible to hide “transactions, acquisitions, and changes in ownership” that could
not be hidden if more tangible objects were exchanged (Simmel, [1906] 1950:335). Third, money can be
invested in very distant things, thereby making the transaction invisible to those in the immediate
environment.
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Simmel also sees that, in the modern world, public matters, such as those relating to politics, have tended to
lose their secrecy and inaccessibility. In contrast, private affairs are much more secret than they are in
premodern societies. Here Simmel ties his thoughts on secrecy to those on the modern city by arguing that
“modern life has developed, in the midst of metropolitan crowdedness, a technique for making and keeping
private matters secret” (Simmel, [1906] 1950:337). Overall, “what is public becomes even more public, and
what is private becomes even more private” (Simmel, [1906] 1950:337).

Thus, Simmel’s work on secrecy illustrates many aspects of his theoretical orientation.
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Criticisms

We have already discussed some criticisms of Simmel’s particular ideas, for example, that his emphasis on
forms imposes order where none exists and that he seems to contradict himself by viewing social structures, on
the one hand, as simply a form of interaction and, on the other hand, as coercive and independent of
interactions. In addition, we have described the difference between Marx and Simmel on alienation, which
suggests the primary Marxist criticism of Simmel. This criticism is that Simmel does not suggest a way out of
the tragedy of culture, because he considers alienation to be inherent to the human condition. For Simmel,
the disjuncture between objective and subjective culture is as much a part of our “species being” as labor is to
Marx. Therefore, whereas Marx believes that alienation will be swept away with the coming of socialism,
Simmel has no such political hope.

Undoubtedly, the most frequently cited criticism of Simmel is the fragmentary nature of his work. Simmel is
accused of having no coherent theoretical approach, but instead a set of fragmentary or “impressionistic”
(Frisby, 1981) approaches. It certainly is true, as we have argued here, that Simmel focused on forms and
types of association, but that is hardly the sort of theoretical unity that we see in the other founders of
sociology. Indeed, three of Simmel’s most enthusiastic living supporters in American sociology, Donald
Levine, Ellwood B. Carter, and Eleanor Miller Gorman (1976a:814), admit that, “although literate American
sociologists today could be expected to produce a coherent statement of the theoretical frameworks and
principal themes of Marx, Durkheim, and Weber, few would be able to do the same for Simmel.” At times,
even Simmel seems to agree with this characterization, recognizing himself not as someone who has
developed a coherent school of thought, but a set of stimulating ideas:

I know that I shall die without spiritual heirs (and that is good). The estate I leave is like cash
distributed among many heirs, each of whom puts his share to use in some trade that is compatible
with his nature but which can no longer be recognized as coming from that estate.

(Simmel in Frisby, 1984:150)

Consequently, Simmel has often been regarded as a natural resource of insights to be mined for empirical
hypothesis rather than as a coherent framework for theoretical analysis.

This said, recent Simmel scholarship suggests a more unified approach than previously imagined. In their
introduction to the English translation of The View of Life, Levine and Silver (2011:x) question the
“postmodernists and critical theorists intent on preserving Simmel’s image as an impressionistic, unsystematic
essayist” and argue instead that Simmel’s life philosophy may provide the key to a unified account of Simmel’s
work. The characterization of Simmel as fragmented and unsystematic may have more to do with the way in
which Simmel has been received in America than it has to do with his own theoretical vision2. Emphasizing
the unity of his thought, Pyyhtinen (2010) argues that Simmel offers a process sociology. Drawing out the
theme of life as it manifests across Simmel’s oeuvre, Pyyhtinen shows that Simmel anticipates many
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contemporary ideas such as “affect” and “emergence.” These are not one-off Simmelian impressions, but core
to the whole of his thought. This characterization not only treats Simmel as a thinker in lifelong pursuit of
specific problems and themes, but one who offers a sociology quite distinct from Marx, Durkheim, or Weber.
Schermer and Jary (2013) also argue that Simmel’s sociology is unified and systematic. Rather than focus on
the theme of life, they focus on Simmel’s dialectical method. They argue that Simmel’s reliance on a relational
view of human interaction and the ongoing application of the dialectic actually allowed him to systematize an
otherwise disorderly (i.e., unsystematic) social world.
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Contemporary Applications

Whether he is characterized as a fragmented or systematic thinker, Simmel’s ideas have been applied to
understand numerous contemporary social problems. As noted at the outset of this chapter, the Chicago
school picked up on Simmel for his insights into microsociology. While Simmel’s microfocused
“interactionism” remains relevant, contemporary sociology has made use of him in other ways. Simmel’s
writing on culture, especially art (Simmel, [1916] 2005) and religion (Silver and O’Neill, 2014; Simmel,
1997), have made Simmel popular with cultural sociologists. In fact it was Simmel’s emphasis on culture
combined with his presumed impressionistic and fragmentary writing style that made him popular among
postmodern sociologists in the 1980s and 1990s (Weinstein and Weinstein, 1993). Sociologists studying space
and the city regularly refer to Simmel’s essay on the metropolis and mental life, and also draw upon Simmel’s
lesser-known essays on the features of physical space and their meanings for human interaction: the doorway,
the bridge (Scaff, 2009).

More specifically, Simmel’s work has been applied to 21st century social phenomena such as the impact of
digital technologies on privacy, secrecy, and personal identity (G. Marx and Muschert, 2009). Secrecy, as
discussed above, involves “efforts to manage information, whether withholding or revealing” (G. Marx and
Muschert, 2009:221). Contemporary technologies introduce new ways in which information can be withheld
and revealed. Internet forums allow people to share personal information and opinions with strangers who
they are likely to never meet in person. E-mail encryption allows people to control access to sensitive
information. G. Marx and Muschert (2009:226) ask, “What if Simmel made a visit to a contemporary
supermarket and was greeted with his own image on a video monitor, heard advertising on a loudspeaker,
provided a discount card to the checkout clerk, and received personalized (or at least ‘profilized’) messages on
the sales receipt promising future discounts.” Secrecy is no longer solely a matter of managing facts about
oneself in face-to-face relations, but requires knowledge of the information systems that populate everyday
life: privacy settings on Facebook, risks of identity theft, and government use of biometric surveillance
technologies. How does a person maintain a distinction between the private and the public in this kind of
social environment? How does one maintain secrecy when surrounded by technologies that are constantly
appropriating personal information without one’s knowledge? Though Simmel’s initial formulation remains
relevant, the problems of secrecy and self-revelation are elevated to levels Simmel could not have anticipated.

Recent scholarship has also applied Simmel’s theories to understand the contemporary problem of
globalization. Among other features, globalization involves the accelerated movement of people across
international borders through immigration, temporary work, and tourism. Simmel’s famous essay on the
“stranger” can help us to think about the kinds of social relationships that emerge out of these global
processes. For example, drawing on a distinction made by Agnes Heller, sociologist John Rundell (2014)
distinguishes between conditional strangers and contingent strangers. Conditional strangers have homes to
which they can return. They include people such as migrant workers, soldiers, and tourists. Contingent
strangers, like refugees, no longer have a home to which they can return. Another concept important to the
study of globalization is cosmopolitanism. A cosmopolitan is the kind of person who sees themselves as a citizen
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of the world. They are comfortable in societies (more specifically city spaces) characterized by flux, flow, and
social diversity. Simmel not only describes life in complex, cosmopolitan cities ([1903] 1971) but also
advocated for a cosmopolitan, or as Cotesta (2009) says, “global” ideal for humanity. Here the cosmopolitan
ideal is one in which we recognize that the common feature shared by all humans is their unique individuality.
It is true that contemporary processes of globalization frequently stifle individuality (Ritzer, 2004) and that
the perception of difference often leads to racism and other forms of violence rather than mutual appreciation.
Nevertheless, Cotesta argues that Simmel’s work can provide a starting point for thinking through the kinds
of social conditions necessary for the construction of a creative, flourishing “global humanity.”
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Summary

The work of Georg Simmel has been influential in American sociological theory for many years. The focus of
this influence seems to be shifting from microsociology to a general sociological theory and even the idea that
Simmel’s work contains within it a unified theoretical approach. Simmel’s microsociology is embedded in a
broad dialectical theory that interrelates the cultural and individual levels. We identify four basic levels of
concern in Simmel’s work: psychological, interactional, structural, and institutional, and the ultimate
metaphysics of life.

Simmel operated with a dialectical orientation, and we illustrate Simmel’s dialectical concerns in various ways.
We deal with the way they are manifested in forms of interaction—specifically, fashion. Simmel also was
interested in the conflicts between the individual and social structures, but his greatest concern was those
conflicts that develop between individual culture and objective culture. Simmel grounded his philosophy and
sociology in a theory of life as flux and flow. Life, too, is a dialectical process in which life interacts with form.
Simmel identifies a historical trajectory in which life grows beyond itself—more-life becomes more-than-life
or, as he puts it elsewhere, subjective culture is increasingly dominated by objective culture. The bulk of this
chapter is devoted to Simmel’s thoughts on each of the four levels of social reality. Although he did not write
extensively about it, he had many useful assumptions about individual consciousness. He also valued
individuality as ethical and more ideal because it allowed individuals the full exercise of their creative
capacities. He had much more to offer on forms of interaction and types of interactants. In this formal
sociology, we see Simmel’s great interest in social geometry, for example, numbers of people. In this context,
we examine Simmel’s work on the crucial transition from a dyad to a triad. With the addition of one person,
we move from a dyad to a triad and with it the possibility of the development of large-scale structures that can
become separate from, and dominant over, individuals. This creates the possibility of conflict and
contradiction between the individual and the larger society. In his social geometry, Simmel was also concerned
with the issue of distance, as in, for example, his essay on the “stranger,” including “strangeness” in social life.
Simmel’s interest in social types is illustrated in a discussion of the poor, and his thoughts on social forms are
illustrated in a discussion of domination, that is, superordination and subordination.

At the macro level, Simmel had comparatively little to say about social structures, though the concept of world
allowed Simmel to describe particularly influential, overarching world views such as religion, art, and science.
Simmel viewed some world views and their attendant institutions are more harmful than others, for example,
the money economy. Simmel was particularly interested in what he called objective culture. He was interested
in both the expansion of this culture and its destructive effects on individuals (the “tragedy of culture”). This
general concern is manifest in a variety of his specific essays, for example, those on the city and exchange.

In The Philosophy of Money, Simmel’s discussion progressed from money to value to the problems of modern
society and, ultimately, to the problems of life in general. Of particular concern is Simmel’s interest in the
tragedy of culture as part of a broader set of apprehensions about culture. Finally, we discussed Simmel’s work
on secrecy in order to illustrate the full range of his theoretical ideas. The discussion of Simmel’s work on
money, as well as his ideas on secrecy, demonstrates that he has a far more elegant and sophisticated
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theoretical orientation than he is usually given credit for by those who are familiar with only his thoughts on
microlevel phenomena.
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Notes

1. In the specific case of interaction, contents are the “drives, purposes and ideas which lead people to associate
with one another” (D. Levine, 1981b:65).

2. Pyyhtinen (2010) argues that American sociology has focused on the testable elements of Simmel’s writings
and thus has tended to emphasize his microsociology. This has given rise to an image of Simmel’s work as
fragmented and inconsistent. In contrast, the German tradition has tended to interpret Simmel in the context
of the philosophical writings of his time and thus portray him as a scholar concerned with broader
metaphysical problems. This is not merely a distinction between Simmel the sociologist and Simmel the
philosopher, but rather a comment on the scope and systematicity of Simmel’s work.
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PART II Modern Sociological Theory: The Major Schools
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6 A Historical Sketch of Sociological Theory: The Later Years
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Chapter Outline

Early American Sociological Theory
Sociological Theory to Midcentury
Sociological Theory From Midcentury
Late-20th-Century Developments in Sociological Theory
Theories of Modernity and Postmodernity
Social Theory in the 21st Century

It is difficult to give a precise date for the founding of sociology in the United States. A course in social
problems was taught at Oberlin as early as 1858, Comte’s term sociology was used by George Fitzhugh in
1854, and William Graham Sumner taught social science courses at Yale beginning in 1873. During the
1880s, courses specifically bearing the title “Sociology” began to appear. The first department with sociology in
its name was founded at the University of Kansas in 1889. In 1892, Albion Small moved to the University of
Chicago and set up the new department of sociology. In 1897, W.E.B. Du Bois started to build the sociology
department at Atlanta University. Though, historically, the Chicago department has been called the first
important center of American sociology (Matthews, 1977), Earl Wright II (2002) and Aldon D. Morris
(2015) have argued that the Du Bois–Atlanta School can make equal claim to that title.
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Early American Sociological Theory

Politics

Schwendinger and Schwendinger (1974) argue that the early American sociologists are best described as
political liberals and not, as was true of most early European theorists, as conservatives. The liberalism
characteristic of early American sociology had two basic elements. First, it operated with a belief in the
freedom and welfare of the individual. In this belief, it was influenced far more by Spencer’s orientation than
by Comte’s more collective position. Second, many sociologists associated with this orientation adopted an
evolutionary view of social progress (W. Fine, 1979). However, they were split over how best to bring about
this progress. Some argued that steps should be taken by the government to aid social reform, whereas others
pushed a laissez-faire doctrine, arguing that the various components of society should be left to solve their
own problems.

Liberalism, taken to its extreme, comes very close to conservatism. The belief in social progress—in reform or
a laissez-faire doctrine—and the belief in the importance of the individual both lead to positions supportive of
the system as a whole. The overriding belief is that the social system works or can be reformed to work. There
is little criticism of the system as a whole; in the American case, this means, in particular, that there is little
questioning of capitalism. Instead of imminent class struggle, the early sociologists saw a future of class
harmony and class cooperation. Ultimately, this meant that early American sociological theory helped
rationalize exploitation, domestic and international imperialism, and social inequality (Schwendinger and
Schwendinger, 1974). In the end, the political liberalism of the early sociologists had enormously conservative
implications.

Figure 6.1 Sociological Theory: The Later Years

Social Change and Intellectual Currents

263



In their analyses of the founding of American sociological theory, Roscoe Hinkle (1980) and Ellsworth
Fuhrman (1980) outline several basic contexts from which that body of theory emerged. Of utmost
importance are the social changes that occurred in American society after the Civil War (Bramson, 1961). In
Chapter 1, we discussed an array of factors involved in the development of European sociological theory;
several of those factors (such as industrialization and urbanization) were also intimately involved in the
development of theory in America. In Fuhrman’s view, the early American sociologists saw the positive
possibilities of industrialization, but they also were well aware of its dangers. Although these early sociologists
were attracted to the ideas generated by the labor movement and socialist groups about dealing with the
dangers of industrialization, they were not in favor of radically overhauling society.

Arthur Vidich and Stanford Lyman (1985) make a strong case for the influence of Christianity, especially
Protestantism, on the founding of American sociology. American sociologists retained the Protestant interest
in saving the world and merely substituted one language (science) for another (religion). “From 1854, when
the first works in sociology appeared in the United States, until the outbreak of World War I, sociology was a
moral and intellectual response to the problems of American life and thought, institutions, and creeds”
(Vidich and Lyman, 1985:1). Sociologists sought to define, study, and help solve these social problems. While
the clergyman worked within religion to help improve it and people’s lot within it, the sociologist did the
same thing within society. Given their religious roots, and the religious parallels, the vast majority of
sociologists did not challenge the basic legitimacy of society.

Another major factor in the founding of American sociology discussed by both Hinkle and Fuhrman is the
simultaneous emergence in America, in the late 1800s, of academic professions (including sociology) and the
modern university system. In Europe, in contrast, the university system was already well established before the
emergence of sociology. Although sociology had a difficult time becoming established in Europe, it had easier
going in the more fluid setting of the new American university system.

Another characteristic of early American sociology (as well as other social science disciplines) was its turn
away from a historical perspective and in the direction of a positivistic, or “scientistic,” orientation. As
Dorothy Ross puts it, “The desire to achieve universalistic abstraction and quantitative methods turned
American social scientists away from interpretive models available in history and cultural anthropology, and
from the generalizing and interpretive model offered by Max Weber” (1991:473). Instead of interpreting
long-term historical changes, sociology had turned in the direction of scientifically studying short-term
processes.

Still another factor was the impact of established European theory on American sociological theory. European
theorists largely created sociological theory, and the Americans were able to rely on this groundwork. The
Europeans most important to the Americans were Spencer and Comte. Simmel was of some importance in
the early years, but the influence of Durkheim, Weber, and Marx was not to have a dramatic effect for a
number of years. The history of Herbert Spencer’s ideas provides an interesting and informative illustration of
the impact of early European theory on American sociology.

Herbert Spencer’s Influence on Sociology
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Why were Spencer’s ideas so much more influential in the early years of American sociology than those of
Comte, Durkheim, Marx, and Weber? Hofstadter (1959) offered several explanations. To take the easiest
first, Spencer wrote in English, whereas the others did not. In addition, Spencer wrote in nontechnical terms,
making his work broadly accessible. Indeed, some have argued that the lack of technicality is traceable to
Spencer’s not being a very sophisticated scholar. But there are other, more important reasons for Spencer’s
broad appeal. He offered a scientific orientation that was attractive to an audience that was becoming
enamored of science and its technological products. He offered a comprehensive theory that seemed to deal
with the entire sweep of human history. The breadth of his ideas, as well as the voluminous work he
produced, allowed his theory to be many different things to many different people. Finally, and perhaps most
important, his theory was soothing and reassuring to a society undergoing the wrenching process of
industrialization—society was, according to Spencer, steadily moving in the direction of greater and greater
progress.

Spencer’s most famous American disciple was William Graham Sumner, who accepted and expanded upon
many of Spencer’s Social Darwinist ideas. Spencer also influenced other early American sociologists, among
them Lester Ward, Charles Horton Cooley, E. A. Ross, and Robert Park.

By the 1930s, however, Spencer was in eclipse in the intellectual world in general, as well as in sociology. His
Social Darwinist, laissez-faire ideas seemed ridiculous in the light of massive social problems, a world war, and
a major economic depression. In 1937, Talcott Parsons announced Spencer’s intellectual death for sociology
when he echoed the historian Crane Brinton’s words of a few years earlier, “Who now reads Spencer?” Today
Spencer is of little more than historical interest, but his ideas were important in shaping early American
sociological theory. Let us look briefly at the work of two American theorists who were influenced, at least in
part, by Spencer’s work.

William Graham Sumner (1840–1910)

William Graham Sumner was the person who taught the first course in the United States that could be called
sociology (Delaney, 2005b). Sumner contended that he had begun teaching sociology “years before any such
attempt was made at any other university in the world” (Curtis, 1981:63).

Sumner was the major exponent of Social Darwinism in the United States, although he appeared to change
his view late in life (Delaney, 2005b; Dickens, 2005; N. Smith, 1979; Weiler, 2007a, 2007b). The following
exchange between Sumner and one of his students illustrates his “liberal” views on the need for individual
freedom and his position against government interference:

“Professor, don’t you believe in any government aid to industries?”

“No! It’s root, hog, or die.”

“Yes, but hasn’t the hog got a right to root?”

“There are no rights. The world owes nobody a living.”
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“You believe then, Professor, in only one system, the contract-competitive system?”

“That’s the only sound economic system. All others are fallacies.”

“Well, suppose some professor of political economy came along and took your job away from you.
Wouldn’t you be sore?”

“Any other professor is welcome to try. If he gets my job, it is my fault. My business is to teach the
subject so well that no one can take the job away from me.”

(Phelps, cited in Hofstadter, 1959:54)

Sumner basically adopted a survival-of-the-fittest approach to the social world. Like Spencer, he saw people
struggling against their environment, and the fittest were those who would be successful. Thus, Sumner was a
supporter of human aggressiveness and competitiveness. Those who succeeded deserved it, and those who did
not succeed deserved to fail. Again, like Spencer, Sumner was opposed to efforts, especially government
efforts, to aid those who had failed. In his view, such intervention operated against the natural selection that,
among people as among lower animals, allowed the fit to survive and the unfit to perish. As Sumner put it, “If
we do not like the survival of the fittest, we have only one possible alternative, and that is survival of the
unfittest” (Curtis, 1981:84). This theoretical system fit in well with the development of capitalism because it
provided theoretical legitimacy for the existence of great differences in wealth and power.

Sumner is of little more than historical interest for two main reasons. First, his orientation and Social
Darwinism in general have come to be regarded as little more than a crude legitimation of competitive
capitalism and the status quo. Second, he failed to establish a solid enough base at Yale to build a school of
sociology with many disciples. That kind of success was to occur some years later at the University of Chicago
(Heyl and Heyl, 1976). In spite of success in his time, “Sumner is remembered by few today” (Curtis,
1981:146).

Lester F. Ward (1841–1913)

Lester Ward had an unusual career in that he spent most of it as a paleontologist working for the federal
government. During that time, Ward read Spencer and Comte and developed a strong interest in sociology.
He published a number of works in the late 1800s and early 1900s in which he expounded his sociological
theory. As a result of the fame that this work achieved, in 1906 Ward was elected the first president of the
American Sociological Society. It was only then that he took his first academic position, at Brown University,
a position that he held until his death (M. Hill, 2007).

Ward, like Sumner, accepted the idea that people had evolved from lower forms to their present status. He
believed that early society was characterized by its simplicity and its moral poverty, whereas modern society
was more complex, was happier, and offered greater freedom. One task of sociology, pure sociology, was to
study the basic laws of social change and social structure. But Ward was not content simply to have
sociologists study social life. He believed that sociology should have a practical side; there should also be an
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applied sociology. This applied sociology involved the conscious use of scientific knowledge to attain a better
society. Thus, Ward was not an extreme Social Darwinist; he believed in the need for and importance of social
reform.

Although of historical importance, Sumner and Ward have not been of long-term significance to sociological
theory. However, now we turn, first briefly, to a theorist of the time, Thorstein Veblen, who has been of long-
term significance and whose influence today in sociology is increasing. Then, we will look at a group of
theorists, especially Mead, and a school, the Chicago school, that came to dominate sociology in America.
The Chicago school was unusual in the history of sociology in that it was one of the few (the Durkheimian
school in Paris was another) “collective intellectual enterprises of an integrated kind” in the history of
sociology (Bulmer, 1984:1). The tradition begun at the University of Chicago is of continuing importance to
sociology and its theoretical (and empirical) status.

Thorstein Veblen (1857–1929)

Veblen, who was not a sociologist but mainly held positions in economics departments and even in economics
was a marginal figure, nonetheless produced a body of social theory that is of enduring significance to those in
a number of disciplines, including sociology (K. McCormick, 2011; Powers, 2005). The central problem for
Veblen was the clash between “business” and “industry.” By business, Veblen meant the owners, leaders,
“captains” of industry who focused on the profits of their own companies, but, to keep prices and profits high,
often engaged in efforts to limit production. In so doing, they obstructed the operation of the industrial
system and adversely affected society as a whole (through higher rates of unemployment, for example), which
is best served by the unimpeded operation of industry. Thus, business leaders were the source of many
problems within society, which, Veblen felt, should be led by people (e.g., engineers) who understood the
industrial system and its operation and were interested in the general welfare.

Most of Veblen’s importance today is traceable to his book The Theory of the Leisure Class ([1899] 1994; Varul,
2007). Veblen is critical of the leisure class (which is closely tied to business) for its role in fostering wasteful
consumption. To impress the rest of society, the leisure class engaged in both “conspicuous leisure” (the
nonproductive use of time) and “conspicuous consumption” (spending more money on goods than they are
worth). People in all other social classes are influenced by this example and seek, directly and indirectly, to
emulate the leisure class. The result is a society characterized by the waste of time and money. What is of
utmost importance about this work is that unlike most other sociological works of the time (as well as most of
Veblen’s other works), The Theory of the Leisure Class focuses on consumption rather than production. Thus, it
anticipated the current shift in social theory away from a focus on production and toward a focus on
consumption (Ritzer, 2010a; Ritzer, Goodman, and Wiedenhoft, 2001; Slater, 1997; also a journal—Journal
of Consumer Culture—began publication in 2001).

Joseph Schumpeter (1883–1950)

Like Veblen, Joseph Schumpeter was an economist, not a sociologist, but he has come to be seen as a
significant figure in sociology, especially economic sociology (Dahms, 2011a; Swedberg, 1991). He is best
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known for his work on the nature of capitalism, especially the process of “creative destruction” that, in his
view, lies at the heart of the capitalist system (Schumpeter, 1976). Creation, or innovation, is central to
capitalism, but it cannot occur without the destruction of older or out-of-date elements that could impede the
new ones or the capitalist system more generally. This is a dynamic theory of capitalism and exists as part of
Schumpeter’s highly dynamic economic theory. He contrasts his approach to the more static theories (e.g.,
supply and demand) that he sees as dominant in the field of economics and of which he is highly critical.
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Thorstein Veblen: A Biographical Sketch

Bettmann / Bettmann / Getty Images

Thorstein Veblen was born in rural Wisconsin on July 30, 1857. His parents were poor farmers of Norwegian origin (Dorfman,
1966). Thorstein was the sixth of 12 children. He was able to escape the farm and, at the age of 17, began studying at Carleton
College in Northfield, Minnesota. Early in his schooling, he demonstrated both the bitterness and the sense of humor that were to
characterize his later work. He met his future first wife, niece of the president of Carleton College, at the school (they eventually
married in 1888). Veblen graduated in 1880 and obtained a teaching position, but the school soon closed and he went east to study
philosophy at Johns Hopkins University. However, he failed to obtain a scholarship and moved on to Yale in the hopes of finding
economic support for his studies. He managed to get by economically and obtained his PhD from Yale in 1884 (one of his teachers
was an early giant of sociology, William Graham Sumner). However, in spite of strong letters of recommendation, he was unable to
obtain a university position because, at least in part, of his agnosticism, his lack (at the time) of a professional reputation, and the fact
that he was perceived as an immigrant lacking the polish needed to hold a university post. He was idle for the next few years (he
attributed this idleness to ill health), but, by 1891, he returned to his studies, this time focusing more on the social sciences at
Cornell University. With the help of one of his professors of economics (A. Laurence Laughlin) who was moving to the University
of Chicago, Veblen was able to become a fellow at the University of Chicago in 1892. He did much of the editorial work associated
with The Journal of Political Economy, one of the many new academic journals created during this period at Chicago. Veblen was a
marginal figure at Chicago, but he did teach some courses and, more important, used The Journal of Political Economy as an outlet for
his writings. His work also began to appear in other outlets, including The American Journal of Sociology, another of the University of
Chicago’s new journals.

In 1899, he published his first and what became his best-known book, The Theory of the Leisure Class, but his position at Chicago
remained tenuous. In fact, when he asked for a customary raise of a few hundred dollars, the university president made it clear that
he would not be displeased if Veblen left the university. However, the book received a great deal of attention, and Veblen was
eventually promoted to the position of assistant professor. Although some students found his teaching inspiring, most found it
abysmal. One of his Chicago students said that he was “an exceedingly queer fish.… Very commonly with his cheek in hand, or in
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some such position, he talked in a low, placid monotone, in itself a most uninteresting delivery and manner of conducting the class”
(Dorfman, 1966:248–249). It was not unusual for him to begin a course with a large number of students who had heard of his
growing fame, but for the class to dwindle to a few diehards by the end of the semester.

Veblen’s days at Chicago were numbered for various reasons, including the fact that his marriage was crumbling and he offended
Victorian sentiments with affairs with other women. In 1906, Veblen took an associate professorship at Stanford University. Unlike
the situation at Chicago, he taught mainly undergraduates at Stanford, and many of them were put off by his appearance (one said
he looked like a “tramp”) and his boring teaching style. What did Veblen in once again was his womanizing, which forced him to
resign from Stanford in 1909 under circumstances that made it difficult for him to find another academic position. But with the help
of a colleague and friend who was the head of the department of economics at the University of Missouri, Veblen was able to obtain
a position there in 1911. He also obtained a divorce in that year, and, in 1914, married a divorcee and former student.

Veblen’s appointment at Missouri was at a lower rank (lecturer) and paid less than the position at Stanford. In addition, he hated the
then-small town, Columbia, Missouri, that was the home of the university (he reportedly called it a “woodpecker hole of a town” and
the state a “rotten stump” [Dorfman, 1966:306]). However, it was during his stay at Missouri that another of his best-known books,
The Instinct of Workmanship and the State of the Industrial Arts, appeared (Veblen, [1914] 1964).

Veblen’s stormy academic career took another turn in 1917 when he moved to Washington, DC, to work with a group
commissioned by President Woodrow Wilson to analyze possible peace settlements for World War I. After working for the U.S.
Food Administration for a short time, Veblen moved to New York City as one of the editors of a magazine, The Dial. The magazine
shifted its orientation, and, within a year, Veblen lost his editorial position. However, in the interim, he had become connected with
the New School for Social Research. His pay there was comparatively high (a good portion of it contributed by one of his former
students at Chicago), and, because he lived frugally, the great critic of American business began investing his money, at first in raisin
vineyards in California and later in the stock market.

Veblen returned to California in 1926, and, by the next year, he was living in a town shack in northern California. His economic
situation became a disaster as he lost the money he had invested in the raisin industry and his stocks became worthless. He
continued to earn $500 to $600 a year from royalties, and his former Chicago student continued to send him $500 a year.

Veblen was, to put it mildly, an unusual man. For example, he often could sit for hours and contribute little or nothing to a
conversation going on around him. His friends and admirers made it possible for him to become president of the American
Economic Association, but he declined the offer. The following vignette offered by a bookseller gives a bit more sense of this
complex man:

A man used to appear every six or eight weeks quite regularly, an ascetic, mysterious person … with a gentle air. He wore
his hair long.… I used to try to interest him in economics.… I even once tried to get him to begin with The Theory of the
Leisure Class. I explained to him what a brilliant port of entry it is to social consciousness.… He listened attentively to all I
said and melted like a snow drop through the door. One day he ordered a volume of Latin hymns. “I shall have to take
your name because we will order this expressly for you,” I told him. “We shall not have an audience for such a book as this
again in a long time, I am afraid.” “My name is Thorstein Veblen,” he breathed rather than said.

(cited in Tilman, 1992:9–10)

Thorstein Veblen died on August 3, 1929, just before the Great Depression that many felt his work anticipated (Powers, 2005).

The Chicago School1

The department of sociology at the University of Chicago was founded in 1892 by Albion Small (Joyce
Williams, 2007). Small’s intellectual work is of less contemporary significance than is the key role he played in
the institutionalization of sociology in the United States (Faris, 1970; Matthews, 1977). He was instrumental
in creating a department at Chicago that was to become the center of the discipline in the United States for
many years. Small collaborated on the first textbook in sociology in 1894. In 1895, he founded the American
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Journal of Sociology, a journal that to this day is a dominant force in the discipline. In 1905, Small cofounded
the American Sociological Society, the major professional association of American sociologists to this day
(Rhoades, 1981). (The embarrassment caused by the initials of the American Sociological Society, ASS, led to
a name change in 1959 to the American Sociological Association—ASA.)

Early Chicago Sociology

The early Chicago department had several distinctive characteristics. For one thing, it had a strong connection
with religion. Some members were ministers themselves, and others were sons of ministers. Small, for
example, believed that “the ultimate goal of sociology must be essentially Christian” (Matthews, 1977:95).
This opinion led to a view that sociology must be interested in social reform, and this view was combined with
a belief that sociology should be scientific.2 Scientific sociology with an objective of social amelioration was to
be practiced in the burgeoning city of Chicago, which was beset by the positive and negative effects of
urbanization and industrialization.

W. I. Thomas (1863–1947)

In 1895, W. I. Thomas became a fellow at the Chicago department, where he wrote his dissertation in 1896
(T. McCarthy, 2005). Thomas’s lasting significance was in his emphasis on the need to do scientific research
on sociological issues (Lodge, 1986). Although he championed this position for many years, its major
statement came in 1918 with the publication of The Polish Peasant in Europe and America, which Thomas
coauthored with Florian Znaniecki (Halas, 2005; Stebbins, 2007a, 2007b; Wiley, 2007). Martin Bulmer sees
it as a landmark study because it moved sociology away from “abstract theory and library research and toward
the study of the empirical world utilizing a theoretical framework” (1984:45). Norbert Wiley sees The Polish
Peasant as crucial to the founding of sociology in the sense of “clarifying the unique intellectual space into
which this discipline alone could see and explore” (1986:20). The book was the product of eight years of
research in both Europe and the United States and was primarily a study of social disorganization among
Polish migrants. The data were of little lasting importance. However, the methodology was significant. It
involved a variety of data sources, including autobiographical material, paid writings, family letters, newspaper
files, public documents, and institutional letters.

Although The Polish Peasant was primarily a macrosociological study of social institutions, over the course of
his career Thomas gravitated toward a microscopic, social-psychological orientation. He is best known for the
following social-psychological statement (made in a book coauthored by Dorothy Thomas): “If men define
situations as real, they are real in their consequences” (Thomas and Thomas, 1928:572). The emphasis was on
the importance of what people think and how this affects what they do. This microscopic, social-psychological
focus stood in contrast to the macroscopic, social-structural and social-cultural perspectives of such European
scholars as Marx, Weber, and Durkheim. It was to become one of the defining characteristics of Chicago’s
theoretical product—symbolic interactionism (Rock, 1979:5).

Robert Park (1864–1944)

Another figure of significance at Chicago was Robert Park (Shils, 1996). Park had come to Chicago as a part-
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time instructor in 1914 and quickly worked his way into a central role in the department. Park’s importance in

the development of sociology lay in several areas. First, he became the dominant figure in the Chicago
department, which, in turn, dominated sociology into the 1930s. Second, Park had studied in Europe and was
instrumental in bringing continental European thinkers to the attention of Chicago sociologists. Park had
taken courses with Simmel, and Simmel’s ideas, particularly his focus on action and interaction, were
instrumental in the development of the Chicago school’s theoretical orientation (Rock, 1979:36–48). Third,
prior to becoming a sociologist, Park had been a reporter, and that experience gave him a sense of the
importance of urban problems and of the need to go out into the field to collect data through personal
observation (Lindner, 1996; Strauss, 1996). Out of this emerged the Chicago school’s substantive interest in
urban ecology (Gaziano, 1996; Maines, Bridger, and Ulmer, 1996; Perry, Abbott, and Hutter, 1997). Fourth,
Park played a key role in guiding graduate students and helping develop “a cumulative program of graduate
research” (Bulmer, 1984:13). Finally, in 1921, Park and Ernest W. Burgess published the first truly important
sociology textbook, Introduction to the Science of Sociology. It was to be an influential book for many years and
was particularly notable for its commitments to science, research, and the study of a wide range of social
phenomena.

Beginning in the late 1920s and early 1930s, Park began to spend less time in Chicago. Finally, his lifelong
interest in race relations (he had been secretary to Booker T. Washington before becoming a sociologist) led
him to take a position at Fisk University (a black university) in 1934. Although the decline of the Chicago
department was not caused solely or even chiefly by Park’s departure, its status began to wane in the 1930s.
But, before we can deal with the decline of Chicago sociology and the rise of other departments and theories,
we need to return to the early days of the school and the two figures whose work was to be of the most lasting
theoretical significance—Charles Horton Cooley and, most important, George Herbert Mead.3

Charles Horton Cooley (1864–1929)

The association of Cooley with the Chicago school is interesting in that he spent his career at the University
of Michigan. But Cooley’s theoretical perspective was in line with the theory of symbolic interactionism that
was to become Chicago’s most important product (G. Jacobs, 2006; Sandstrom and Kleinman, 2005;
Schubert, 2005, 2007).

Cooley received his PhD from the University of Michigan in 1894. He had developed a strong interest in
sociology, but there was as yet no department of sociology at Michigan. As a result, the questions for his PhD
examination came from Columbia University, where sociology had been taught since 1889 under the
leadership of Franklin Giddings. Cooley began his teaching career at Michigan in 1892 before completion of
his doctorate.

Although Cooley theorized about large-scale phenomena such as social classes, social structures, and social
institutions, he is remembered today mainly for his insights into the social-psychological aspects of social life
(Schubert, 2005, 2007). His work in this area is in line with that of George Herbert Mead, although Mead
was to have a deeper and more lasting effect on sociology than Cooley had. Cooley had an interest in
consciousness, but he refused (as did Mead) to separate consciousness from the social context. This is best
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exemplified by a concept of his that survives to this day—the looking-glass self. By this concept, Cooley
understood that people possess consciousness and that it is shaped in continuing social interaction.

A second basic concept that illustrates Cooley’s social-psychological interests, and is also of continuing
interest and importance, is that of the primary group. Primary groups are intimate, face-to-face groups that
play a key role in linking the actor to the larger society. Especially crucial are the primary groups of the young
—mainly the family and the peer group. Within these groups, the individual grows into a social being. It is
basically within the primary group that the looking-glass self emerges and that the ego-centered child learns
to take others into account and, thereby, to become a contributing member of society.

Both Cooley (Winterer, 1994) and Mead rejected a behavioristic view of human beings, the view that people
blindly and unconsciously respond to external stimuli. They believed that people had consciousness, a self, and
that it was the responsibility of the sociologist to study this aspect of social reality. Cooley urged sociologists
to try to put themselves in the place of the actors they were studying, to use the method of sympathetic
introspection, in order to analyze consciousness. By analyzing what they as actors might do in various
circumstances, sociologists could understand the meanings and motives that are at the base of social behavior.
The method of sympathetic introspection seemed to many to be very unscientific. In this area, among others,
Mead’s work represents an advance over Cooley’s. Nevertheless, there is a great deal of similarity in the
interests of the two men, not the least of which is their shared view that sociology should focus on such social-
psychological phenomena as consciousness, action, and interaction.

George Herbert Mead (1863–1931)

The most important thinker associated with the Chicago school and symbolic interactionism was not a
sociologist but a philosopher, George Herbert Mead.4 Mead started teaching philosophy at the University of
Chicago in 1894, and he taught there until his death in 1931 (Chriss, 2005b; G. Cook, 1993). He is
something of a paradox, given his central importance in the history of sociological theory, both because he
taught philosophy, not sociology, and because he published comparatively little during his lifetime. The
paradox is, in part, resolved by two facts. First, Mead taught courses in social psychology in the philosophy
department, and they were taken by many graduate students in sociology. His ideas had a profound effect on a
number of them. These students combined Mead’s ideas with those they were getting in the sociology
department from people such as Park and Thomas. Although, at the time, there was no theory known as
symbolic interactionism, it was created by students out of these various inputs. Thus, Mead had a deep,
personal impact on the people who were later to develop symbolic interactionism. Second, these students put
together their notes on Mead’s courses and published a posthumous volume under his name. The work, Mind,
Self and Society (Mead, [1934] 1962), moved his ideas from the realm of oral to that of written tradition.
Widely read to this day, this volume forms the main intellectual pillar of symbolic interactionism.
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Robert Park: A Biographical Sketch

Bettmann / Bettmann / Getty Images

Robert Park did not follow the typical career route of an academic sociologist—college, graduate school, professorship. Instead, he
had a varied career before he became a sociologist late in life. Despite his late start, Park had a profound effect on sociology in
general and on theory in particular. Park’s varied experiences gave him an unusual orientation to life, and this view helped shape the
Chicago school, symbolic interactionism, and, ultimately, a good portion of sociology.

Park was born in Harveyville, Pennsylvania, on February 14, 1864 (Matthews, 1977). As a student at the University of Michigan, he
was exposed to a number of great thinkers, such as John Dewey. Although he was excited by ideas, Park felt a strong need to work in
the real world. As Park said, “I made up my mind to go in for experience for its own sake, to gather into my soul … ‘all the joys and
sorrows of the world’” ([1927] 1973:253). Upon graduation, he began a career as a journalist, which gave him this real-world
opportunity. He particularly liked to explore (“hunting down gambling houses and opium dens” [Park, [1927] 1973:254]). He wrote
about city life in vivid detail. He would go into the field, observe and analyze, and finally write up his observations. In fact, he was
already doing essentially the kind of research (“scientific reporting” ) that came to be one of the hallmarks of Chicago sociology—
that is, urban ethnology using participant observation techniques (Lindner, 1996).

Although the accurate description of social life remained one of his passions, Park grew dissatisfied with newspaper work because it
did not fulfill his familial or, more important, his intellectual needs. Furthermore, it did not seem to contribute to the improvement
of the world, and Park had a deep interest in social reform. In 1898, at age 34, Park left newspaper work and enrolled in the
philosophy department at Harvard. He remained there for a year but then decided to move to Germany, at that time the heart of the
world’s intellectual life. In Berlin, he encountered Georg Simmel, whose work was to have a profound influence on Park’s sociology.
In fact, Simmel’s lectures were the only formal sociological training that Park received. As Park said, “I got most of my knowledge
about society and human nature from my own observations” ([1927] 1973:257). In 1904, Park completed his doctoral dissertation at
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the University of Heidelberg. Characteristically, he was dissatisfied with his dissertation: “All I had to show was that little book and I
was ashamed of it” (Matthews, 1977:57). He refused a summer teaching job at the University of Chicago and turned away from
academe as he had earlier turned away from newspaper work.

His need to contribute to social betterment led him to become secretary and chief publicity officer for the Congo Reform
Association, which was set up to help alleviate the brutality and exploitation then taking place in the Belgian Congo. During this
period, he met Booker T. Washington, and he was attracted to the cause of improving the lot of black Americans. He became
Washington’s secretary and played a key role in the activities of the Tuskegee Institute. In 1912, he met W. I. Thomas, the Chicago
sociologist, who was lecturing at Tuskegee. Thomas invited him to give a course on “the Negro in America” to a small group of
graduate students at Chicago, and Park did so in 1914. The course was successful, and he gave it again the next year to an audience
twice as large. At this time, he joined the American Sociological Society, and only a decade later he became its president. Park
gradually worked his way into a full-time appointment at Chicago, although he did not get a full professorship until 1923, when he
was 59 years old. Over the approximately two decades that he was affiliated with the University of Chicago, he played a key role in
shaping the intellectual orientation of the sociology department.

Park remained peripatetic even after his retirement from Chicago in the early 1930s. He taught courses and oversaw research at Fisk
University until he was nearly 80 years old. He traveled extensively. He died on February 7, 1944, one week before his 80th birthday.

We deal with Mead’s ideas in Chapter 9, but it is necessary at this point to underscore a few points in order to
situate him historically. Mead’s ideas need to be seen in the context of psychological behaviorism. Mead was
quite favorably impressed with this orientation and accepted many of its tenets. He adopted its focus on the
actors and their behavior. He regarded as sensible the behaviorists’ concern with the rewards and costs
involved in the behaviors of the actors. What troubled Mead was that behaviorism did not seem to go far
enough. That is, it excluded consciousness from serious consideration, arguing that it was not amenable to
scientific study. Mead vehemently disagreed and sought to extend the principles of behaviorism to an analysis
of the mind. In so doing, Mead enunciated a focus similar to that of Cooley. But whereas Cooley’s position
seemed unscientific, Mead promised a more scientific conception of consciousness by extending the highly
scientific principles and methods of psychological behaviorism.

Mead offered American sociology a social-psychological theory that stood in stark contrast to the primarily
societal theories offered by most of the major European theorists (Shalin, 2011). The most important
exception was Simmel. Thus, symbolic interactionism was developed, in large part, out of Simmel’s (Low,
2008) interest in action and interaction and Mead’s interest in consciousness. However, such a focus led to a
weakness in Mead’s work, as well as in symbolic interactionism in general, at the societal and cultural levels.

The Waning of Chicago Sociology

Chicago sociology reached its peak in the 1920s, but by the 1930s, with the death of Mead and the departure
of Park, the department had begun to lose its position of central importance in American sociology (Cortese,
1995). Fred Matthews (1977; see also Bulmer, 1984) pinpoints several reasons for the decline of Chicago
sociology, two of which seem of utmost importance.

First, the discipline had grown increasingly preoccupied with being scientific—that is, using sophisticated
methods and employing statistical analysis. However, the Chicago school was viewed as emphasizing
descriptive, ethnographic studies (Prus, 1996), often focusing on their subjects’ personal orientations (in
Thomas’s terms, their “definitions of the situation” ). Park progressively came to despise statistics (he called it
“parlor magic” ) because it seemed to prohibit the analysis of subjectivity, the idiosyncratic, and the peculiar.
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The fact that important work in quantitative methods was done at Chicago (Bulmer, 1984:151–189) tended
to be ignored in the face of its overwhelming association with qualitative methods.

Second, more and more individuals outside Chicago grew increasingly resentful of Chicago’s dominance of
both the American Sociological Society and the American Journal of Sociology. The Eastern Sociological
Society was founded in 1930, and eastern sociologists became more vocal about the dominance of the
Midwest, in general, and Chicago, in particular (Wiley, 1979:63). By 1935, the revolt against Chicago had led
to a non-Chicago secretary of the association and the establishment of a new official journal, the American
Sociological Review (Lengermann, 1979). According to Wiley, “[T]he Chicago school had fallen like a mighty
oak” (1979:63). This signaled the growth of other power centers, most notably Harvard and the Ivy League in
general. Symbolic interactionism was largely an indeterminate, oral tradition and, as such, eventually lost
ground to more explicit and codified theoretical systems such as the structural functionalism associated with
the Ivy League (Rock, 1979:12).

Though it would never again be the center of American sociology, the Chicago school remained a force into
the 1950s. Herbert Blumer (1900–1987) was a significant figure in the department until his departure for
Berkeley in 1952 (Blumer, 1969a; Maines, 2005). He was a major exponent of the theoretical approach
developed at Chicago out of the work of Mead, Cooley, Simmel, Park, Thomas, and others. In fact, it was
Blumer who coined the phrase symbolic interactionism in 1937. Blumer played a key role in keeping this
tradition alive through his teaching at Chicago and wrote a number of essays that were instrumental in
keeping symbolic interactionism vital into the 1950s. Whatever the state of the Chicago school, the Chicago
tradition has remained alive to this day with major exponents dispersed throughout the country and the world
(Sandstrom, Martin, and Fine, 2001).

Women in Early American Sociology

Simultaneously with the developments at the University of Chicago described in the previous section, even
sometimes in concert with them, and at the same time that Durkheim, Weber, and Simmel were creating a
European sociology, and sometimes in concert with them as well, a group of women who formed a broad and
surprisingly connected network of social reformers were also developing pioneering sociological theories.
These women included Jane Addams (1860–1935), Charlotte Perkins Gilman (1860–1935), Anna Julia
Cooper (1858–1964), Ida Wells-Barnett (1862–1931), Marianne Weber (1870–1954), and Beatrice Potter
Webb (1858–1943).5 With the possible exception of Cooper, they can all be connected through their
relationship to Jane Addams. That they are not today known or recognized in conventional histories of the
discipline as sociologists or sociological theorists is a chilling testimony to the power of gender politics within
the discipline of sociology and to sociology’s essentially unreflective and uncritical interpretation of its own
practices. Although the sociological theory of each of these women is a product of individual theoretical effort,
when they are read collectively, they represent a coherent and complementary statement of early feminist
sociological theory.

The chief hallmarks of their theories, hallmarks that may in part account for their being passed over in the
development of professional sociology, include (1) an emphasis on women’s experience and women’s lives and
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works being equal in importance to men’s; (2) an awareness that they spoke from a situated and embodied
standpoint and, therefore, for the most part, not with the tone of imperious objectivity that male sociological
theory would come to associate with authoritative theory making (Lemert, 2000); (3) the idea that the
purpose of sociology and sociological theory is social reform—that is, the end is to improve people’s lives
through knowledge; and (4) the claim that the chief problem for amelioration in their time was inequality.
What distinguishes these early women most from each other is the nature of and the remedy for the inequality
on which they focused—gender, race, or class, or the intersection of these factors. But all these women
translated their views into social and political activism that helped shape and change the North Atlantic
societies in which they lived, and this activism was as much a part of their sense of practicing sociology as
creating theory was. They believed in social science research as part of both their theoretical and activist
enactments of sociology and were highly creative innovators of social science method.

Charlotte Perkins Gilman (1860–1935)

Among these early women sociologists, Charlotte Perkins Gilman offered the most comprehensive theoretical
statement. Born in Hartford, Connecticut, Gilman was a member of the famous Beecher family. Though
Gilman did not have a university position, she worked as a writer and public speaker, a calling for which she
was in high demand. She published in a variety of forms, among them newspaper articles, fictional works,
academic journal articles (including essays in the American Journal of Sociology), and academic books. Her most
comprehensive theoretical statement was Women and Economics ([1898] 1966). In size, scope, and theoretical
vision, the book is equivalent to those published by her male contemporaries. In Women and Economics,
Gilman drew on evolutionary theory, specifically the ideas of Lester Ward. She described the evolution of
what she called the sexuo-economic relation, and in particular, how modern society distorts basic human
needs. Both women and men, she says, desire to be engaged in creative, independent work. However, women
are trapped in domestic enslavement. They are required to work in service of male interests. The denial of the
creative aspect of their being causes great suffering for women. Gilman believed that by using the tools of
sociology, humans now had the capacity to overcome these gender inequalities. Informed by her theoretical
ideas, she worked toward the establishment of a gender equitable social order. For these reasons, she was
hailed, not only in the United States, but around the world, as one of the most important feminists of her
time. These theories were also explored in popular fictional works such as The Yellow-Wallpaper (Gilman,
[1892] 1973) and Herland (Gilman, [1915] 1998). While many of Gilman’s ideas about evolution are now
outdated (as are those of Spencer and the early American male sociologists), her incisive analysis of gender
inequality, grounded in both economy and culture, remains strikingly relevant.

The Du Bois–Atlanta School

At the same time that Small was developing the Chicago school, and Gilman was writing Women and
Economics, African American sociologist W.E.B. Du Bois was building what Aldon D. Morris (2015) calls the
Du Bois–Atlanta School of Sociology. Du Bois had studied with the most prestigious social scientists in
Germany and had received a PhD from Harvard. In 1897, he spent a year at the University of Pennsylvania
during which time he researched and published his most important empirical work, The Philadelphia Negro
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([1899] 1996). That same year, Du Bois moved to Atlanta to teach history and economics. In the 13 years
that he was at Atlanta University, he founded a sociology department, led the first American scientific
sociological laboratory, and wrote one of his most remembered works, The Souls of Black Folk (Du Bois, [1903]
1996; Morris, 2015). In contrast to his empirical work, The Souls of Black Folk introduced a new style of
sociological writing. It combined empirical data with poetic, autobiographical reflection, and historical
analysis.

The Du Bois–Atlanta School was dedicated to the study of black urban life. Aldon D. Morris (2015:58)
describes its mission like this: “sociological and economic factors were hypothesized to be the main causes of
racial inequality that relegated black people to the bottom of the social order.” The school, reflecting Du
Bois’s own approach to scholarship, relied upon “multiple research methods” including fieldwork of the kind
pioneered in The Philadelphia Negro (A. Morris, 2015:61). Black students, from across the United States,
Morris (2015) shows, came to Atlanta to study with Du Bois and to learn about his empirical social science.
They believed that sociological research could be used to combat racial inequality, discrimination, and
violence.

Du Bois was a striking and important figure in the development of Atlanta sociology. However, he was not
alone in this endeavor. The Du Bois–Atlanta School was a school precisely because it brought together like-
minded people engaged in research on a common set of problems. Before Du Bois had arrived in Atlanta,
Richard Wright Sr. had already initiated a “sociological orientation … that aligned with the new discipline”
(A. Morris, 2015:61). Other members of this “first generation of black sociologists” included Monroe Work,
Richard Wright Jr., and George Edmund Haynes (A. Morris, 2015:62). A central component to the work of
the Atlanta school was the Atlanta annual conference. This meeting brought together black students,
academics, and community members to share data and to launch new research studies. The conferences also
attracted influential white scholars such as Jane Addams and anthropologist Franz Boas.

Despite his success, Du Bois resigned from Atlanta University in 1910 to take up more explicitly political
work. Already, in 1905, he had worked with Monroe Trotter to form the Niagara Movement, a civil rights
organization dedicated to the critique of racial discrimination. In 1909, he helped to found the National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), and later became editor for the NAACP’s
magazine, The Crisis. In The Crisis, Du Bois wrote editorials that addressed problems faced by African
Americans in the United States.

Throughout this varied career, Du Bois’s overarching interest was in the “race idea,” which he considered the
“the central thought of all history” (Du Bois, [1897] 1995:21), and the “color-line,” which he saw as drawn
across not only the United States but across much of the world. One of his best-known theoretical ideas is the
veil, which creates a clear separation, or barrier, between African Americans and whites. The imagery is not of
a wall but rather of a thin, porous material through which each race can see the other, but which nonetheless
serves to separate the races. Another key theoretical idea is double-consciousness, a sense of “two-ness,” or a
feeling among African Americans of seeing and measuring themselves through others’ eyes. Though, during
his lifetime, Du Bois’s work was ignored by the sociological mainstream, it is now clear that he offers both an
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important sociological theory of race and a unique approach to sociology more generally.
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W.E.B. Du Bois: A Biographical Sketch

C. M. Battey / Hulton Archive / Getty Images

William Edward Burghardt Du Bois was born on February 23, 1868, in Great Barrington, Massachusetts (D. Lewis, 1993).
Compared to the vast majority of blacks of his day, Du Bois had a comparatively advantaged upbringing that led to college at Fisk
University and later to a PhD from Harvard University, with a stop along the way at the University of Berlin. Despite earning the
PhD from Harvard, Du Bois viewed his two years in Germany as the most important educational experience of his life. In Germany,
he felt free from the stigma and discrimination of American race relations for the first time in his life. He learned to speak German,
came to frequently quote German poetry, and had a love affair. Here he came to view himself as a man of destiny, caught up in the
“development of the world” with plans to “raise his race” (Du Bois quoted in D. Lewis, 1993:135).

Du Bois took his first job teaching Greek and Latin at a black college (Wilberforce). He notes, “[T]he institution would have no
sociology, even though I offered to teach it on my own time” (Du Bois, 1968:189). Du Bois moved on in the fall of 1896 when he
was offered a position as assistant instructor at the University of Pennsylvania to do research on blacks in Philadelphia. That research
led to the publication of one of the classic works of early sociology, The Philadelphia Negro ([1899] 1996). When that project was
completed, Du Bois moved (he never had a regular faculty position at Pennsylvania and that, like many other things in his lifetime,
rankled him) to Atlanta University, where he taught sociology from 1897 to 1910 and played a leadership role in the development of
the Sociological Laboratory at Atlanta University (A. Morris, 2015; Wright II, 2002). In Atlanta, Du Bois also took leadership of
the annual Atlanta University Conference. This series of meetings brought together researchers to study and publish numerous
reports on the black urban experience. It was also in this period that he authored the first and most important of his autobiographical
memoirs, The Souls of Black Folk ([1903] 1996). This was a highly literary and deeply personal work that also made a series of general
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theoretical points and contributed greatly to the understanding of black Americans and of race relations. Du Bois published a
number of such autobiographical works during the course of his life, including Darkwater: Voices From Within the Veil ([1920] 1999),
Dusk of Dawn: An Essay Toward an Autobiography of a Race Concept ([1940] 1968) and The Autobiography of W.E.B. Du Bois: A
Soliloquy on Viewing My Life From the Last Decade of Its First Century (1968). Of Dusk of Dawn, Du Bois (1968:2) says, “I have
written then what is meant to be not so much my autobiography as the autobiography of a concept of race, elucidated, magnified and
doubtless distorted in the thoughts and deeds that were mine.”

While at Atlanta University, Du Bois became more publicly and politically engaged. In 1905, he called for and attended a meeting
near Buffalo, New York, that led to the formation of the Niagara Movement, an interracial civil rights organization interested in
such things as the “abolition of all caste distinctions based simply on race and color” (Du Bois,1968:249). This formed the basis of
the similarly interracial National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), which came into existence in
1909, and Du Bois became its director of publications and research. He founded the NAACP’s magazine, The Crisis, and, in its
pages, authored many essays on a wide range of issues relating to the state of black people in America. Du Bois took this new
position because it offered him a platform for the widespread dissemination of his ideas (he was solely responsible for the editorial
opinions of The Crisis). In addition, his position at Atlanta University had become untenable because of his conflict with the then
very popular and powerful Booker T. Washington, who was regarded by most white leaders and politicians as the spokesman for
black America. Du Bois came to view Washington as far too conservative and much too willing to subordinate black Americans to
whites in general and specifically within the white-dominated economy where they were to be trained for, and satisfied with, manual
work.

For the next half century, Du Bois was a tireless writer and activist on behalf of African-American and other racial causes (Lewis,
2000). He attended and participated in meetings throughout the United States and much of the world on black Americans in
particular and all “colored” races in general. He took positions on many of the pressing issues of the day, almost always from the
vantage point of black Americans and other minorities. For example, he had views on which presidential candidates black Americans
should support, whether the United States should enter World Wars I and II, and whether black Americans should support those
wars and participate in them.

By the early 1930s, the Depression had begun to wreak havoc on the circulation of The Crisis and Du Bois lost control to young
dissidents within the NAACP. He returned to Atlanta University, to scholarly work, and among other things authored Black
Reconstruction in America, 1860–1880 ([1935] 1998). His tenure lasted a little more than a decade, and, in 1944, Du Bois (then 76)
was forcibly retired by the university. Under pressure, the NAACP invited him back as an ornamental figure, but Du Bois refused to
play that role or to act his age, and he was dismissed in 1948. His ideas and his work grew increasingly radical over the ensuing
nearly two decades of his life. He joined and participated in various peace organizations and eventually was indicted by a grand jury
in 1951 for failing to register as an agent of a foreign power in the peace movement.

Early in his life, Du Bois had hope in America in general and, more specifically, that it could solve its racial problems peacefully
within the context of a capitalist society. Over the years, he lost faith in capitalists and capitalism and grew more supportive of
socialism. Eventually, he grew more radical in his views and drifted toward communism. He was quite impressed with the advances
communism brought to the Soviet Union and China. In the end, he joined the Communist Party. Toward the very end of his long
life, Du Bois seemed to give up hope in the United States, and he moved to the African nation of Ghana. Du Bois died there—a
citizen of Ghana—on August 27, 1963, ironically the day before the March on Washington. He was 95 years of age.

Although wide-scale recognition of Du Bois as an important theorist may be relatively recent, he has long been influential within the
black community. For example, on becoming chairman of the board of the NAACP, Julian Bond said: “I think for people of my age
and generation, this [a picture in his home of a young Bond holding Du Bois’s hand] was a normal experience—not to have Du Bois
in your home, but to have his name in your home, to know about him in your home.… This was table conversation for us” (cited in
Lemert, 2000:346).

281



Sociological Theory to Midcentury

The Rise of Harvard, the Ivy League, and Structural Functionalism

We can trace the rise of sociology at Harvard from the arrival of Pitirim Sorokin in 1930 (Avino, 2006;
Jeffries, 2005; Johnston, 1995). When Sorokin arrived at Harvard, there was no sociology department, but by
the end of his first year, one had been organized, and he had been appointed its head. Sorokin was a
sociological theorist and continued to publish into the 1960s, but his work is surprisingly little cited today.
Although some disagree (e.g., Tiryakian, 2007), the dominant view is that his theorizing has not stood the
test of time very well. Sorokin’s long-term significance may well have been in the creation of the Harvard
sociology department and the hiring of Talcott Parsons (who had been an instructor of economics at Harvard)
for the position of instructor in sociology. Parsons became the dominant figure in American sociology for
introducing European theorists to an American audience, for his own sociological theories, and for his many
students who became major sociological theorists.

Talcott Parsons (1902–1979)

Although Parsons published some early essays, his major contribution in the early years was his influence on
graduate students, many of whom became notable sociological theorists themselves. The most famous was
Robert Merton, who received his PhD in 1936, and soon became a major theorist and the heart of
Parsonsian-style theorizing at Columbia University. In the same year (1936), Kingsley Davis received his
PhD, and he, along with Wilbert Moore (who received his Harvard degree in 1940), wrote one of the central
works in structural-functional theory, the theory that was to become the major product of Parsons and the
Parsonsians. But Parsons’s influence was not restricted to the 1930s. Remarkably, he produced graduate
students of great influence well into the 1960s.

The pivotal year for Parsons and for American sociological theory was 1937, the year in which he published
The Structure of Social Action. This book was of significance to sociological theory in America for four main
reasons. First, it served to introduce grand European theorizing to a large American audience. The bulk of the
book was devoted to Durkheim, Weber, and Pareto. His interpretations of these theorists shaped their images
in American sociology for many years. Second, Parsons devoted almost no attention to Marx or to Simmel
(D. Levine, 1991a). As a result, Marxian theory continued to be largely excluded from legitimate sociology.

Third, The Structure of Social Action made the case for sociological theorizing as a legitimate and significant
sociological activity. The theorizing that has taken place in the United States since then owes a deep debt to
Parsons’s work (Lidz, 2011b).

Finally, Parsons argued for specific sociological theories that were to have a profound influence on sociology.
At first, Parsons was thought of, and thought of himself, as an action theorist (Joas, 1996). He seemed to
focus on actors and their thoughts and actions. But, by the close of his 1937 work and increasingly in his later
work, Parsons sounded more like a structural-functional theorist focusing on large-scale social and cultural
systems. Although Parsons argued that there was no contradiction between these theories, he became best
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known as a structural functionalist, and he was the primary exponent of this theory, which gained dominance
within sociology and maintained that position until the 1960s. Parsons’s theoretical strength, and that of
structural functionalism, lay in delineating the relationships between large-scale social structures and
institutions (see Chapter 7).

Parsons’s major statements on his structural-functional theory came in the early 1950s in several works, most
notably The Social System (1951) (Barber, 1994). In that work and others, Parsons tended to concentrate on
the structures of society and their relationship to each other. Those structures were seen as mutually
supportive and tending toward a dynamic equilibrium. The emphasis was on how order was maintained
between the various elements of society (Wrong, 1994). Change was seen as an orderly process, and Parsons
(1966, 1971) ultimately came to adopt a neoevolutionary view of social change. Parsons was concerned not
only with the social system per se but also with its relationship to the other action systems, especially the
cultural and personality systems. But his basic view on intersystemic relations was essentially the same as his
view of intrasystemic relations; that is, that they were defined by cohesion, consensus, and order. In other
words, the various social structures performed a variety of positive functions for each other.

It is clear, then, why Parsons came to be defined primarily as a structural functionalist. As his fame grew, so did
the strength of structural-functional theory in the United States. His work lay at the core of this theory, but
his students and disciples also concentrated on extending both the theory and its dominance in the United
States.

Although Parsons played a number of important and positive roles in the history of sociological theory in the
United States, his work also had negative consequences (Holton, 2001). First, he offered interpretations of
European theorists that seemed to reflect his own theoretical orientation more than theirs. Many American
sociologists were initially exposed to erroneous interpretations of the European masters. Second, as already
pointed out, early in his career Parsons largely ignored Marx, which resulted in Marx’s ideas being on the
periphery of sociology for many years. Third, his own theory as it developed over the years had a number of
serious weaknesses. However, Parsons’s preeminence in American sociology served for many years to mute or
overwhelm the critics. Not until much later did the weaknesses of Parsons’s theory, and of structural
functionalism in general, receive a full airing.

But, returning to the early 1930s and other developments at Harvard, we can gain a good deal of insight into
the development of the Harvard department by looking at it through an account of its other major figure,
George Homans.

George Homans (1910–1989)

A wealthy Bostonian, George Homans received his bachelor’s degree from Harvard in 1932 (Homans, 1962,
1984; see also D. Bell, 1992). As a result of the Great Depression, he was unemployed but certainly not
penniless. In the fall of 1932, L. J. Henderson, a physiologist, was offering a course in the theories of Vilfredo
Pareto, and Homans was invited to attend; he accepted. (Parsons also attended the Pareto seminars.)
Homans’s description of why he was drawn to and taken with Pareto says much about why American
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sociological theory was so highly conservative, so anti-Marxist:

I took to Pareto because he made clear to me what I was already prepared to believe.… Someone
has said that much modern sociology is an effort to answer the arguments of the revolutionaries. As
a Republican Bostonian who had not rejected his comparatively wealthy family, I felt during the
thirties that I was under personal attack, above all from the Marxists. I was ready to believe Pareto
because he provided me with a defense.

(Homans, 1962:4)

Homans’s exposure to Pareto led to a book, An Introduction to Pareto (coauthored with Charles Curtis),
published in 1934. The publication of this book made Homans a sociologist even though Pareto’s work was
virtually the only sociology he had read up to that point.

In 1934, Homans was named a junior fellow at Harvard, a program started to avoid the problems associated
with the PhD program. In fact, Homans never did earn a PhD, even though he became one of the major
sociological figures of his day. Homans was a junior fellow until 1939, and, in those years, he absorbed more
and more sociology. In 1939, Homans was affiliated with the sociology department, but the connection was
broken by the war.

By the time Homans had returned from the war, the department of social relations had been founded by
Parsons at Harvard, and Homans joined it. Although Homans respected some aspects of Parsons’s work, he
was highly critical of Parsons’s style of theorizing. A long-running exchange began between the two men that
later manifested itself publicly in the pages of many books and journals. Basically, Homans argued that
Parsons’s theory was not a theory at all but rather a vast system of intellectual categories into which most
aspects of the social world fit. Furthermore, Homans believed that theory should be built from the ground up
on the basis of careful observations of the social world. Parsons’s theory, however, started on the general
theoretical level and worked its way down to the empirical level.

In his own work, Homans amassed a large number of empirical observations over the years, but it was only in
the 1950s that he hit upon a satisfactory theoretical approach with which to analyze those data. That theory
was psychological behaviorism, as it was best expressed in the ideas of his colleague at Harvard, the
psychologist F. Skinner. On the basis of this perspective, Homans developed his exchange theory. We will
pick up the story of this theoretical development later in this chapter. The crucial point here is that Harvard
and its major theoretical product, structural functionalism, became preeminent in sociology in the late 1930s,
replacing the Chicago school and symbolic interactionism.

Developments in Marxian Theory

From the early 1900s to the 1930s, Marxian theory continued to develop largely independently of mainstream
sociological theory. At least partially the exception to this was the emergence of the critical, or Frankfurt,
school out of the earlier Hegelian Marxism.
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The idea of a school for the development of Marxian theory was the product of Felix J. Weil. The Institute of
Social Research was officially founded in Frankfurt, Germany, on February 3, 1923 (Jay, 1973; Wheatland,
2009; Wiggershaus, 1994). Over the years, a number of the most famous thinkers in Marxian theory were
associated with the critical school—Max Horkheimer (Schulz, 2007a), Theodor Adorno (Schulz, 2007b),
Erich Fromm (N. McLaughlin, 2007), Herbert Marcuse (Dandaneau, 2007a), and, more recently, Jurgen
Habermas and Axel Honneth.

The institute functioned in Germany until 1934, but, by then, things were growing increasingly
uncomfortable under the Nazi regime. The Nazis had little use for the Marxian ideas that dominated the
institute, and their hostility was heightened because many of those associated with it were Jewish. In 1934,
Horkheimer, as head of the institute, came to New York to discuss its status with the president of Columbia
University. Much to Horkheimer’s surprise, he was invited to affiliate the institute with the university, and he
was even offered a building on campus. And so a center of Marxian theory moved to the center of the
capitalist world. The institute stayed there until the end of the war, but, after the war, pressure mounted to
return it to Germany. In 1949, Horkheimer did return to Germany, and he brought the institute with him.
Although the institute itself moved to Germany, many of the figures associated with it took independent
career directions.

It is important to underscore a few of the most important aspects of critical theory (Calhoun and Karaganis,
2001). In its early years, those associated with the institute tended to be fairly traditional Marxists, devoting a
good portion of their attention to the economic domain. But around 1930, a major change took place as this
group of thinkers began to shift its attention from the economy to the cultural system, especially the “culture
industry” (Lash and Lury, 2007), which it came to see as the major force in modern capitalist society. This
was consistent with, but an extension of, the position taken earlier by Hegelian Marxists such as Georg
Lukács. To help them understand the cultural domain, the critical theorists were attracted to the work of Max
Weber. The effort to combine Marx and Weber and thereby create “Weberian Marxism”6 (Dahms, 1997;
Lowy, 1996) gave the critical school some of its distinctive orientations and served, in later years, to make it
more legitimate to sociologists who began to grow interested in Marxian theory.

A second major step taken by at least some members of the critical school was to employ the rigorous social-
scientific techniques developed by American sociologists to research issues of interest to Marxists. This, like
the adoption of Weberian theory, made the critical school more acceptable to mainstream sociologists.

Third, critical theorists made an effort to integrate individually oriented Freudian theory with the societal and
cultural-level insights of Marx and Weber. This seemed, to many sociologists, to represent a more inclusive
theory than that offered by either Marx or Weber alone. If nothing else, the effort to combine such disparate
theories proved stimulating to sociologists and many other intellectuals.

The critical school has done much useful work since the 1920s, and a significant amount of it is of relevance
to sociologists. However, the critical school had to await the late 1960s before it was “discovered” by large
numbers of American theorists.
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Karl Mannheim and the Sociology of Knowledge

Brief mention should be made at this point of the work of Karl Mannheim (1893–1947) (Kettler and Meja,
1995; Loader, 2011; Ruef, 2007). Born in Hungary, Mannheim was forced to move, first, to Germany and,
later, to England. He was influenced by the work of Marx on ideology, as well as that of Weber, Simmel, and
the neo-Marxist Georg Lukács. Also of significance is his thinking on rationality, which tends to pick up
themes developed in Weber’s work on this topic but deals with them in a far more concise and a much clearer
manner (Ritzer, 1998).

He is best known, however, as the founder of an area of sociology, called the sociology of knowledge, that
continues to be important to this day (E. McCarthy, 1996, 2007; Stehr, 2001). Mannheim, of course, built on
the work of many predecessors, most notably Karl Marx (although Mannheim was far from being a Marxist).
Basically, the sociology of knowledge involves the systematic study of knowledge, ideas, or intellectual
phenomena in general. To Mannheim, knowledge is determined by social existence. For example, Mannheim
seeks to relate the ideas of a group to that group’s position in the social structure. Marx did this by relating
ideas to social classes, but Mannheim extends this perspective by linking ideas to a variety of different
positions within society (for example, differences between generations).

In addition to playing a major role in creating the sociology of knowledge, Mannheim is perhaps best known
for his distinction between two idea systems—ideology and utopia (B. Turner, 1995). An ideology is an idea
system that seeks to conceal and conserve the present by interpreting it from the point of view of the past. A
utopia, in contrast, is a system of ideas that seeks to transcend the present by focusing on the future. Conflict
between ideologies and utopias is an ever-present reality in society (Mannheim, [1931] 1936).
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Sociological Theory From Midcentury

Structural Functionalism: Peak and Decline

The 1940s and 1950s were paradoxically the years of greatest dominance and the beginnings of the decline of
structural functionalism. In those years, Parsons produced his major statements that clearly reflected his shift
from action theory to structural functionalism. Parsons’s students had fanned out across the country and
occupied dominant positions in many of the major sociology departments (for example, Columbia and
Cornell). These students were producing works of their own that were widely recognized contributions to
structural-functional theory.

However, just as it was gaining theoretical hegemony, structural functionalism came under attack, and the
attacks mounted until they reached a climax in the 1960s and 1970s. There was an attack by C. Wright Mills
on Parsons in 1959, and other major criticisms were mounted by David Lockwood (1956), Alvin Gouldner
([1959] 1967, 1970; Chriss, 2005a), and Irving Horowitz ([1962] 1967). In the 1950s, these attacks were seen
as little more than “guerrilla raids,” but as sociology moved into the 1960s, the dominance of structural
functionalism was clearly in jeopardy.

George Huaco (1986) linked the rise and decline of structural functionalism to the position of American
society in the world order. As America rose to world dominance after 1945, structural functionalism achieved
hegemony within sociology. Structural functionalism supported America’s dominant position in the world in
two ways. First, the structural-functional view that “every pattern has consequences which contribute to the
preservation and survival of the larger system” was “nothing less than a celebration of the United States and its
world hegemony” (Huaco, 1986:52). Second, the structural-functional emphasis on equilibrium (the best
social change is no change) meshed well with the interests of the United States, then “the most powerful and
wealthiest empire on earth” (Huaco, 1986: 50). The decline of U.S. world dominance in the 1970s coincided
with structural functionalism’s loss of its preeminent position in sociological theory.

Radical Sociology in America: C. Wright Mills

As we have seen, although Marxian theory was largely ignored or reviled by mainstream American
sociologists, there were exceptions, the most notable of which is C. Wright Mills (1916–1962). Mills is
noteworthy for his almost single-handed effort to keep a Marxian tradition alive in sociological theory.
Modern Marxian sociologists have far outstripped Mills in theoretical sophistication, but they owe him a deep
debt nonetheless for the personal and professional activities that helped set the stage for their own work (Alt,
1985–1986). Mills was not a Marxist, and he did not read Marx until the mid-1950s. Even then he was
restricted to the few available English translations because he could not read German. Because Mills had
published most of his major works by then, his work was not informed by a very sophisticated Marxian theory.

Mills published two major works that reflected his radical politics as well as his weaknesses in Marxian theory.
The first was White Collar (1951), an acid critique of the status of a growing occupational category, white-
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collar workers. The second was The Power Elite (1956), a book that sought to show how America was
dominated by a small group of businessmen, politicians, and military leaders (Zweigenhaft and Domhoff,
2006). Sandwiched in between was his most theoretically sophisticated work, Character and Social Structure
(Gerth and Mills, 1953), coauthored with Hans Gerth (N. Gerth, 1993).

Mills’s radicalism put him on the periphery of American sociology. He was the object of much criticism, and
he, in turn, became a severe critic of sociology. The critical attitude culminated in The Sociological Imagination
(1959). Of particular note is Mills’s severe criticism of Talcott Parsons and his practice of grand theory.

Mills died in 1962, an outcast in sociology. However, before the decade was out, both radical sociology and
Marxian theory (Levine, 2005) would begin to make important inroads into the discipline.

The Development of Conflict Theory

Another precursor to a true union of Marxism and sociological theory was the development of a conflict-
theory alternative to structural functionalism. As we have just seen, structural functionalism had no sooner
gained leadership in sociological theory than it came under increasing attack. The attack was multifaceted:
structural functionalism was accused of such things as being politically conservative, unable to deal with social
change because of its focus on static structures, and incapable of adequately analyzing social conflict.

One of the results of this criticism was an effort on the part of a number of sociologists to overcome the
problems of structural functionalism by integrating a concern for structure with an interest in conflict. This
work constituted the development of conflict theory as an alternative to structural-functional theory.
Unfortunately, it often seemed little more than a mirror image of structural functionalism with little
intellectual integrity of its own.

The first effort of note was Lewis Coser’s (1956) book on the functions of social conflict (Delaney, 2005a;
Jaworski, 1991). This work clearly tried to deal with social conflict from within the framework of a structural-
functional view of the world. Although it is useful to look at the functions of conflict, there is much more to
the study of conflict than an analysis of its positive functions.

The biggest problem with most of conflict theory was that it lacked what it needed most—a sound basis in
Marxian theory. After all, Marxian theory was well developed outside of sociology and should have provided a
base on which to develop a sophisticated sociological theory of conflict. The one exception here is the work of
Ralf Dahrendorf (1929–2009).

Dahrendorf was a European scholar who was well versed in Marxian theory. He sought to embed his conflict
theory in the Marxian tradition. Dahrendorf’s major work, Class and Class Conflict in Industrial Society (1959),
was the most influential piece in conflict theory, but that was largely because it sounded so much like
structural functionalism that it was palatable to mainstream sociologists. That is, Dahrendorf operated at the
same level of analysis as the structural functionalists (structures and institutions) and looked at many of the
same issues. (In other words, structural functionalism and conflict theory are part of the same paradigm.)
Dahrendorf recognized that although aspects of the social system could fit together rather neatly, there also
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could be considerable conflict and tension between them.
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C. Wright Mills: A Biographical Sketch

Archive Photos / Archive Photos / Getty Images

C. Wright Mills was born on August 28, 1916, in Waco, Texas (Dandaneau, 2007b; Domhoff, 2005; Hayden, 2006). He came
from a conventional middle-class background: His father was an insurance broker, and his mother was a housewife. He attended the
University of Texas and, by 1939, had obtained both a bachelor’s degree and a master’s degree. He was quite an unusual student
who, by the time he left Texas, already had published articles in the two major sociology journals. Mills did his doctoral work at, and
received a PhD from, the University of Wisconsin (Scimecca, 1977). He took his first job at the University of Maryland but spent
the bulk of his career, from 1945 until his death, at Columbia University.

Mills was a man in a hurry (Horowitz, 1983). By the time he died at 45 from his fourth heart attack, Mills had made a number of
important contributions to sociology.

One of the most striking things about C. Wright Mills was his combativeness; he seemed to be constantly at war (Form, 2007). He
had a tumultuous personal life, characterized by many affairs, three marriages, and a child from each marriage. He had an equally
tumultuous professional life. He seemed to have fought with and against everyone and everything. As a graduate student at
Wisconsin, he took on a number of his professors. Later, in one of his early essays, he engaged in a thinly disguised critique of the
ex-chairman of the Wisconsin department. He called the senior theorist at Wisconsin, Howard Becker, a “real fool” (Horowitz,
1983). He eventually came into conflict with his coauthor, Hans Gerth, who called Mills “an excellent operator, whippersnapper,
promising young man on the make, and Texas cowboy á la ride and shoot” (Horowitz, 1983:72). As a professor at Columbia, Mills
was isolated and estranged from his colleagues. Said one of his Columbia colleagues:

There was no estrangement between Wright and me. We began estranged. Indeed, at the memorial services or meeting
that was organized at Columbia University at his death, I seemed to be the only person who could not say: ‘I used to be his
friend, but we became somewhat distant.’ It was rather the reverse.
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(cited in Horowitz, 1983:83)

Mills was an outsider, and he knew it: “I am an outlander, not only regionally, but down deep and for good” (Horowitz, 1983:84). In
The Sociological Imagination (1959), Mills challenged not only the dominant theorist of his day, Talcott Parsons, but also the
dominant methodologist, Paul Lazarsfeld, who also happened to be a colleague at Columbia.

Mills, of course, was at odds not only with people; he was also at odds with American society and challenged it on a variety of fronts.
But perhaps most telling is the fact that when Mills visited the Soviet Union and was honored as a major critic of American society,
he took the occasion to attack censorship in the Soviet Union with a toast to an early Soviet leader who had been purged and
murdered by the Stalinists: “To the day when the complete works of Leon Trotsky are published in the Soviet Union!” (Tilman,
1984:8).

C. Wright Mills died in Nyack, New York, on March 20, 1962.

In the end, conflict theory should be seen as little more than a transitional development in the history of
sociological theory. It failed because it did not go far enough in the direction of Marxian theory. It was still
too early in the 1950s and 1960s for American sociology to accept a full-fledged Marxian approach. But
conflict theory was helpful in setting the stage for the beginning of that acceptance by the late 1960s.

The Birth of Exchange Theory

Another important theoretical development in the 1950s was the rise of exchange theory (Molm, 2001). The
major figure in this development is George Homans, a sociologist whom we left earlier, just as he was being
drawn to B. F. Skinner’s psychological behaviorism. Skinner’s behaviorism is a major source of Homans’s, and
sociology’s, exchange theory.

At first, Homans did not see how Skinner’s propositions, developed to help explain the behavior of pigeons,
might be useful for understanding human social behavior. But, as Homans looked further at data from
sociological studies of small groups and anthropological studies of primitive societies, he began to see that
Skinner’s behaviorism was applicable and that it provided a theoretical alternative to Parsonsian-style
structural functionalism. This realization led, in 1961, to Homans’s book Social Behavior: Its Elementary
Forms. This work represented the birth of exchange theory as an important perspective in sociology.

Homans’s basic view was that the heart of sociology lies in the study of individual behavior and interaction.
He was little interested in consciousness or in the various kinds of large-scale structures and institutions that
were of concern to most sociologists. His main interest was instead in the reinforcement patterns, the history
of rewards and costs that lead people to do what they do. Basically, Homans argued that people continue to
do what they have found to be rewarding in the past. Conversely, they cease doing what has proved to be
costly in the past. To understand behavior, we need to understand an individual’s history of rewards and costs.
Thus, the focus of sociology should be not on consciousness or on social structures and institutions but rather
on patterns of reinforcement.

As its name suggests, exchange theory is concerned not only with individual behavior but also with interaction
between people involving an exchange of rewards and costs. The premise is that interactions are likely to
continue when there is an exchange of rewards. Conversely, interactions that are costly to one or both parties
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are much less likely to continue.

Another major statement in exchange theory is Peter Blau’s Exchange and Power in Social Life, published in
1964. Blau basically adopted Homans’s perspective, but there was an important difference. Whereas Homans
was content to deal mainly with elementary forms of social behavior, Blau wanted to integrate this with
exchange at the structural and cultural levels, beginning with exchanges between actors but quickly moving on
to the larger structures that emerge out of this exchange. He ended by dealing with exchanges between large-
scale structures.

Although he was eclipsed for many years by Homans and Blau, Richard Emerson (1981) has emerged as a
central figure in exchange theory (Cook and Whitmeyer, 2011). He is noted particularly for his effort to
develop a more integrated micro-macro approach to exchange theory. Exchange theory has now developed
into a significant strand of sociological theory, and it continues to attract new adherents and to take new
directions (Cook, O’Brien, and Kollock, 1990; Szmatka and Mazur, 1996).

Dramaturgical Analysis: The Work of Erving Goffman

Erving Goffman (1922–1982) is often thought of as the last major thinker associated with the original
Chicago school (Scheff, 2006; D. E. Smith, 2006; Travers, 1992; Tseelon, 1992). Fine and Manning (2000)
see him as arguably the most influential 20th century American sociologist. Between the 1950s and the 1970s,
Goffman published a series of books and essays that gave birth to dramaturgical analysis as a variant of
symbolic interactionism. Although Goffman shifted his attention in his later years, he remained best known
for his dramaturgical theory (Alieva, 2008; P. Manning, 2005a, 2007).

Goffman’s best-known statement of dramaturgical theory, Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, was published
in 1959. To put it simply, Goffman saw much in common between theatrical performances and the kinds of
“acts” we all put on in our day-to-day actions and interactions. Interaction is seen as very fragile, maintained
by social performances. Poor performances or disruptions are seen as great threats to social interaction just as
they are to theatrical performances.

Goffman went quite far in his analogy between the stage and social interaction. In all social interaction there
is a front region, which is the parallel of the stage front in a theatrical performance. Actors both on the stage
and in social life are seen as being interested in appearances, wearing costumes, and using props. Furthermore,
in both there is a back region, a place to which the actors can retire to prepare themselves for their
performance. Backstage or offstage, in theater terms, the actors can shed their roles and be themselves.

Dramaturgical analysis is clearly consistent with its symbolic-interactionist roots. It has a focus on actors,
action, and interaction. Working in the same arena as traditional symbolic interactionism, Goffman found a
brilliant metaphor in the theater to shed new light on small-scale social processes (P. Manning, 1991, 1992).

The Development of Sociologies of Everyday Life

The 1960s and 1970s witnessed a boom (Ritzer, 1975a, 1975b) in several theoretical perspectives that can be
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lumped together under the heading of sociologies of everyday life (J. Douglas, 1980; Fontana, 2005; Schutte,
2007; Weigert, 1981).

Phenomenological Sociology and the Work of Alfred Schutz (1899–1959)

The philosophy of phenomenology (Srubar, 2005), with its focus on consciousness, has a long history, but the
effort to develop a sociological variant of phenomenology (Ferguson, 2001) can be traced to the publication of
Alfred Schutz’s The Phenomenology of the Social World in Germany in 1932 (Dreher, 2011; J. Hall, 2007;
Prendergast, 2005; Rogers, 2000). Schutz was focally concerned with the way in which people grasp the
consciousness of others while they live within their own stream of consciousness. Schutz also used
intersubjectivity in a larger sense to mean a concern with the social world, especially the social nature of
knowledge.

Much of Schutz’s work focuses on an aspect of the social world called the life-world, or the world of everyday
life. This is an intersubjective world in which people both create social reality and are constrained by the
preexisting social and cultural structures created by their predecessors. Although much of the life-world is
shared, there are also private (biographically articulated) aspects of that world. Within the life-world, Schutz
differentiated between intimate face-to-face relationships (“we-relations” ) and distant and impersonal
relationships (“they-relations” ). While face-to-face relations are of great importance in the life-world, it is far
easier for the sociologist to study more impersonal relations scientifically. Although Schutz turned away from
consciousness and toward the intersubjective life-world, he did offer insights into consciousness, especially in
his thoughts on meaning and people’s motives.

Overall, Schutz was concerned with the dialectical relationship between the way people construct social reality
and the obdurate social and cultural reality that they inherit from those who preceded them in the social
world.

Ethnomethodology

Although there are important differences between them, ethnomethodology and phenomenology are often
seen as closely aligned (Langsdorf, 1995). One of the major reasons for this association is that the creator of
this theoretical perspective, Harold Garfinkel, was a student of Alfred Schutz at the New School.
Interestingly, Garfinkel previously had studied under Talcott Parsons, and it was the fusion of Parsonsian and
Schutzian ideas that helped give ethnomethodology its distinctive orientation.

Basically, ethnomethodology is the study of “the body of common-sense knowledge and the range of procedures
and considerations [the methods] by means of which the ordinary members of society make sense of, find
their way about in, and act on the circumstances in which they find themselves” (Heritage, 1984:4). Writers in
this tradition are heavily tilted in the direction of the study of everyday life (Sharrock, 2001). Whereas
phenomenological sociologists tend to focus on what people think, ethnomethodologists are more concerned
with what people actually do. Thus, ethnomethodologists devote a lot of attention to the detailed study of
conversations. Such mundane concerns stand in stark contrast to the interest of many mainstream sociologists
in such abstractions as bureaucracies, capitalism, the division of labor, and the social system.
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Ethnomethodologists might be interested in the way a sense of these structures is created in everyday life; they
are not interested in such structures as phenomena in themselves.

In the last few pages, we have dealt with several micro theories—exchange theory, phenomenological
sociology, and ethnomethodology. Although the last two theories share a sense of a thoughtful and creative
actor, such a view is not held by exchange theorists. Nevertheless, all three theories have a primarily micro
orientation to actors and their actions and behavior. In the 1970s, such theories grew in strength in sociology
and threatened to replace more macro-oriented theories (such as structural functionalism, conflict theory, and
neo-Marxian theories) as the dominant theories in sociology (Knorr-Cetina, 1981; Ritzer, 1985).

The Rise and Fall (?) of Marxian Sociology

In the late 1960s, Marxian theory finally began to make significant inroads into American sociological theory
(Cerullo, 1994). An increasing number of sociologists turned to Marx’s original work, as well as to that of
many Marxists, for insights that would be useful in the development of a Marxian sociology. At first, this
simply meant that American theorists were finally reading Marx seriously, but, later, there emerged many
significant pieces of Marxian scholarship by American sociologists.

American theorists were particularly attracted to the work of the critical school, especially because of its fusion
of Marxian and Weberian theory (Calhoun and Karaganis, 2001). Many of the works have been translated
into English, and a number of scholars have written books about the critical school (for example, Jay, 1973;
Kellner, 1993).

Along with an increase in interest came institutional support for such an orientation. Several journals devoted
considerable attention to Marxian sociological theory, including Theory and Society, Telos, and Marxist Studies.
A section on Marxist sociology was created in the American Sociological Association in 1977. Not only did
the first generation of critical theorists become well known in America, but second-generation thinkers,
especially Jurgen Habermas, and even third-generation theorists such as Axel Honneth, received wide
recognition.

Of considerable importance was the development of significant pieces of American sociology done from a
Marxian point of view. One very significant strand is a group of sociologists doing historical sociology from a
Marxian perspective (for example, Skocpol, 1979; Wallerstein, [1974] 2011, [1980] 2011, [1989] 2011;
2011a). Another is a group analyzing the economic realm from a sociological perspective (for example, Baran
and Sweezy, 1966; Braverman, 1974; Burawoy, 1979). Still others are doing fairly traditional empirical
sociology, but work that is informed by a strong sense of Marxian theory (Kohn, 1976, for example). A
relatively recent and promising development is spatial Marxism. A number of important social thinkers (D.
Harvey, 2000; Lefebvre, [1974] 1991; Soja, 1989) have been examining social geography from a Marxian
perspective.

However, with the disintegration of the Soviet Union and the fall of Marxist regimes around the world,
Marxian theory fell on hard times in the 1990s. Some people remain unreconstructed Marxists; others have
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been forced to develop modified versions of Marxian theory (see the discussion below of the post-Marxists;
there is also a journal entitled Rethinking Marxism). Still others have come to the conclusion that Marxian
theory must be abandoned. Representative of the latter position is Ronald Aronson’s book After Marxism
(1995). The very first line of the book tells the story: “Marxism is over, and we are on our own” (Aronson,
1995:1). This from an avowed Marxist! While Aronson recognizes that some will continue to work with
Marxian theory, he cautions that they must recognize that it is no longer part of the larger Marxian project of
social transformation. That is, Marxian theory is no longer related, as Marx intended, to a program aimed at
changing the basis of society; it is theory without practice. One-time Marxists are on their own in the sense
that they can no longer rely on the Marxian project but rather must grapple with modern society with their
“own powers and energies” (Aronson, 1995:4).

Aronson is among the more extreme critics of Marxism from within the Marxian camp. Others recognize the
difficulties, but seek in various ways to adapt some variety of Marxian theory to contemporary realities
(Brugger, 1995; Kellner, 1995). Nevertheless, larger social changes have posed a grave challenge for Marxian
theorists, who are desperately seeking to adapt to these changes in a variety of ways. Whatever else can be
said, the “glory days” of Marxian social theory appear to be over. Marxian social theorists of various types will
survive, but they are not likely to approach the status and power of their predecessors in the recent history of
sociology.

While neo-Marxian theory will never achieve the status it once had, it is undergoing a minirenaissance (e.g.,
Hardt and Negri, 2000) in light of globalization, perceptions that the rich nations are growing richer and the
poor are growing poorer (Stiglitz, 2002), and the resulting worldwide protests against these disparities and
other abuses. There are many who believe that globalization has served to open the entire world, perhaps for
the first time, to unbridled capitalism and the excesses that Marxists believe inevitably accompany it (Ritzer,
2004). If that is the case, and if the excesses continue and even accelerate, we will see a resurgence of interest
in Marxian theory, this time applied to a truly global capitalist economy.

The Challenge of Feminist Theory

Beginning in the late 1970s, precisely at the moment when Marxian sociology gained significant acceptance
from American sociologists, a new theoretical outsider issued a challenge to established sociological theories—
and even to Marxian sociology itself. This brand of radical social thought is contemporary feminist theory
(Rogers, 2001).

In Western societies, one can trace the record of critical feminist writings back almost 500 years, and there has
been an organized political movement by and for women for more than 150 years. In America in 1920, the
movement finally won the right for women to vote, 55 years after that right had been constitutionally
extended to all men. Exhausted and, to a degree, satiated by victory, the American women’s movement over
the next 30 years weakened in both size and vigor, only to spring back to life, fully reawakened, in the 1960s.
Three factors helped create this new wave of feminist activism: (1) the general climate of critical thinking that
characterized the period; (2) the anger of women activists who flocked to the antiwar, civil rights, and student
movements only to encounter the sexist attitudes of the liberal and radical men in those movements
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(Densimore, 1973; Evans, 1980; R. Morgan, 1970; Shreve, 1989); and (3) women’s experience of prejudice
and discrimination as they moved in ever-larger numbers into wage work and higher education (Bookman and
Morgen, 1988; Garland, 1988). For these reasons, particularly the last one, the women’s movement continued
into the 21st century, even though the activism of many other 1960s movements faded. Moreover, during
these years activism by and for women became an international phenomenon, drawing in women from many
societies.

Initially, a major feature of this international women’s movement was a literature on women that made visible
all aspects of women’s hitherto unconsidered lives and experiences. This literature, which was popularly
referred to as women’s studies, is the work of an international and interdisciplinary community of writers,
located both within and outside universities and writing for both the general public and specialized academic
audiences. Through the 1990s, these theories incorporated an intersectional approach (P. Collins, 1990).
Intersectionality theorists argued that oppression and discrimination is not caused by any single social fact, but
by a set of interacting forces such as gender, race, class, sexuality, and ability.

Most recently, feminist theories have expanded beyond the focus on women to include research on the
categories of gender and sexuality more broadly. Much of this scholarship grows out of a perspective called
queer theory. Queer theory developed through a series of key publications, academic conferences, political
organizations, and published texts largely during the early 1990s. Its theoretical roots lie in a number of fields
including feminist studies, literary criticism, and, most notably, social constructionism and poststructuralism.
Queer theory also has political sources, notably in the larger project of queer politics and of groups such as
ACT UP and Queer Nation. Academically, queer theory has strong early roots in the works of Michel
Foucault, Judith Butler, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, and Teresa de Lauretis.

Queer theory involves a range of intellectual ideas rooted in the contention that identities are not fixed and
stable and do not determine who we are. Rather, identities are seen as historically and socially constructed
processes that are both fluid and contested. Furthermore, these identities need not be gay or lesbian. In fact,
queer theory does not seek to explain homosexual or heterosexual identities by themselves, but rather
approaches the homosexual/heterosexual divide as a figure of knowledge and power that orders desires,
behaviors, social institutions, and social relations. Thus, although queer theory does take sexuality as one of its
central concerns, it is a much broader intellectual project than gay and lesbian, or even sexuality, studies.
Indeed, queer theory is a theory of social life more generally: all social institutions and identities are structured
through sexual identifications and performances.

Feminist scholarship, along with work in intersectionality and queer theory, provides a probing, multifaceted
critique that makes visible the complexity of the system that subordinates people on the basis of gender and
sexuality. It looks at the world from the vantage points of gender and sexuality, with an eye to discovering the
significant but unacknowledged ways in which gender, class, race, age, enforced heterosexuality, and geosocial
inequality help create our world. This viewpoint dramatically reworks our understanding of social life. From
this base, feminist theorists have begun to challenge sociological theory, especially its classical statements and
early research.
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Theories of Race and Colonialism

Another important challenge to modern sociological theory came in the form of theories of race and
colonialism. Despite their importance to both modern history and the history of sociology, until recently,
mainstream theorists have not paid race and colonialism much attention. Race is important because, as
W.E.B. Du Bois ([1903] 1996) pointed out, it is a central organizational feature of American, and global,
society. All modern race theorists agree that race is not a natural, biological category. Instead, it is a social
construction that changes over time and place. In this context, colonialism is important because it played a
central role in the development of modern constructions of race. The concept of race, as we understand it
today, did not exist before the colonial encounter (Omi and Winant, 2015). From the 16th through the mid-
20th century, European nations established colonies in Africa, Asia, Latin America, and North America,
often through the use of violence. Racial hierarchies, supported by scientific theories, such as Social
Darwinism, were used to legitimate racial violence and domination.

One of the most important theorists of race and, more specifically, colonialism was Frantz Fanon (1925-
1961). Though he was a psychiatrist and philosopher, his ideas have influenced many social theories of race
and colonialism. In Black Skin, White Masks, Fanon ([1952] 2008) described the psychological impact of
colonialism on colonial subjects. Similar to Du Bois’s concept of double consciousness, he introduced the idea
that colonial subjects have a “fracture[ed]” consciousness (Fanon, [1952] 2008:170). In The Wretched of the
Earth, Fanon ([1961] 2004) developed a Marxian-inspired theory of colonial revolution. There he described
the role that violent revolution plays in developing national consciousness and overcoming colonial
domination.

By the middle of the 20th century, most of the world was decolonized. However, postcolonial theorists argue
that despite decolonization, the power structures of colonialism remain intact. Postcolonial theory emerged in
literary studies. As such, it emphasizes the role that culture plays in the establishment of colonial and
postcolonial power. For example, Edward Said (1935-2003) shows how the scholarly field of Orientalism
constructed negative, but widely influential, characterizations of “Oriental” societies ([1978] 2003). Also,
research in the areas of postcolonial feminism and transnational feminism has discussed the ways in which
women’s lives are impacted by the intersecting forces of race, class, gender, and colonialism. Because it is
rooted in literary theory, postcolonial theory has not been widely adopted in sociology. This said, some
sociologists have shown how postcolonial ideas can inform contemporary sociological thought in important
ways (Go, 2013; Steinmetz, 2013).

In the United States, there are a number of influential theories of race. Broadly, the contemporary study of
race is shaped by a critical perspective. This is reflected in critical race theory and critical theories of race and
racism. Critical race theory originates in the realization that the civil rights movement of the 1960s had lost its
momentum, and there was a need not only for a revivified social activism but also for new theorizing about
race. Critical Race theory examines the way in which the legal system reproduces racial inequality. Similarly,
critical theories of race and racism draw attention to structural inequalities, but ground their position in a
broader sociological point of view. Sociological theorists have also developed more specific theories of race.
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For example, Michael Omi and Howard Winant (2015) introduced a social constructionist theory of racial
formation, and Edward Bonilla-Silva (2014) developed a theory of color-blind racism. Most recently, Emirbayer
and Desmond (2015) have introduced what they call a systematic theory of race. They argue that even though
there is a rich tradition of empirical research on race, sociology has suffered because it has not had an
overarching theory of race. Their approach relies upon Bourdieu’s concept of the “field,” and shows how race
and racism are created and reproduced at multiple levels of the social order.

Finally, there is an emerging field of scholarship that attempts to overcome the legacies of racism and
colonialism through a rejection, or at least reformulation, of Western knowledge. Here, theory itself is viewed
as a kind of knowledge that is grounded in Western ideas that reproduce racial distinctions. To challenge the
domination of Western theory, scholars such as Raewyn Connell (2007) and some working in the field of
Native studies (A. Simpson and Smith, 2014; L. Simpson, 2011) have drawn attention to social theories that
originate in southern (India, Latin America, Iran) and Indigenous cultures (Aboriginal Australians, Native
North Americans). Like the feminist perspective described above and the postmodern perspective described
below, these theories challenge conventional ideas about what theory is and how it should be done.

Structuralism and Poststructuralism

One development that we have said little about up to this point is the impact of structuralism (Lemert, 1990).
We can get a preliminary feeling for structuralism by delineating the basic differences that exist between those
who support a structuralist perspective. There are those who focus on what they call the “deep structures of
the mind.” It is their view that these unconscious structures lead people to think and act as they do. The work
of the psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud might be seen as an example of this orientation. Then there are
structuralists who focus on the invisible larger structures of society and see them as determinants of the actions
of people as well as of society in general. Marx is sometimes thought of as someone who practiced such a
brand of structuralism, with his focus on the unseen economic structure of capitalist society. Still another
group sees structures as the models they construct of the social world. Finally, a number of structuralists are
concerned with the dialectical relationship between individuals and social structures. They see a link between
the structures of the mind and the structures of society. The anthropologist Claude Lèvi-Strauss is most often
associated with this view.

As structuralism grew within sociology, outside sociology, a movement was developing beyond the early
premises of structuralism: poststructuralism (Lemert, 1990; C. McCormick, 2007). The major representative of
poststructuralism is Michel Foucault (Dean, 2001; J. Miller, 1993); another is Giorgio Agamben. In his early
work, Foucault focused on structures, but he later moved beyond structures to focus on power and the linkage
between knowledge and power. More generally, poststructuralists accept the importance of structure but go
beyond it to encompass a wide range of other concerns.

Poststructuralism is important not only in itself but also because it often is seen as a precursor to postmodern
social theory (to be discussed later in this chapter). In fact, it is difficult, if not impossible, to draw a clear line
between poststructuralism and postmodern social theory. Thus Foucault, a poststructuralist, is often seen as a
postmodernist, while Jean Baudrillard ([1972] 1981), who usually is labeled a postmodernist, certainly did
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work that is poststructuralist in character.
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Late-20th-Century Developments in Sociological Theory

While many of the developments discussed in the preceding pages continued to be important in the late 20th
century, in this section we will deal with three broad movements—micro-macro integration, agency-structure
integration, and theoretical syntheses—that were of utmost importance in that era and are to this day.

Micro-Macro Integration

A good deal of recent work in American sociological theory has been concerned with the linkage between
micro and macro theories and levels of analysis (Barnes, 2001; Berk, 2006; J. Ryan, 2005a). Ritzer (1990)
argued that micro-macro linkage emerged as the central problematic in American sociological theory in the
1980s, and it continued to be of focal concern in the 1990s. The contribution of European sociologist Norbert
Elias ([1939] 1994) is an important precursor to contemporary American work on the micro-macro linkage
and aids our understanding of the relationship between micro-level manners and the macro-level state
(Kilminster and Mennell, 2011; Van Krieken, 2001).

There are a number of examples of efforts to link micro-macro levels of analysis or theories. Ritzer (1979,
1981) sought to develop a sociological paradigm that integrates micro and macro levels in both their objective
and their subjective forms. Thus, there are four major levels of social analysis that must be dealt with in an
integrated manner—macro subjectivity, macro objectivity, micro subjectivity, and micro objectivity. Jeffrey
Alexander (1982–1983) created a “multidimensional sociology” which deals, at least in part, with a model of
levels of analysis that closely resembles Ritzer’s model. James Coleman (1986) concentrated on the micro-to-
macro problem, while Allen Liska (1990) extended Coleman’s approach to deal with the macro-to-micro
problem as well. Coleman (1990) extended his micro-to-macro model and developed a much more elaborate
theory of the micro-macro relationship based on a rational choice approach derived from economics (see the
following section on agency-structure integration).

Agency-Structure Integration

Paralleling the growth in interest in the United States in micro-macro integration has been a concern in
Europe for agency-structure integration (J. Ryan, 2005b; Sztompka, 1994). Just as Ritzer saw the micro-
macro issue as the central problem in American theory, Margaret Archer (1988) saw the agency-structure
topic as the basic concern in European social theory. While there are many similarities between the micro-
macro and agency-structure literatures (Ritzer and Gindoff, 1992, 1994), there are also substantial differences.
For example, although agents are usually micro-level actors, collectivities such as labor unions can also be
agents. And while structures are usually macro-level phenomena, we also find structures at the micro level.
Thus, we must be careful in equating these two bodies of work and must take much care when trying to
interrelate them.

There are several major efforts in contemporary European social theory that can be included under the
heading of agency-structure integration. The first is Anthony Giddens’s (1984; Stones, 2005b) structuration
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theory. Giddens’s approach sees agency and structure as a “duality.” That is, they cannot be separated from
one another: agency is implicated in structure, and structure is involved in agency. Giddens refuses to see
structure as simply constraining (as, for example, does Durkheim), but instead sees structure as both
constraining and enabling. Margaret Archer (1982) rejects the idea that agency and structure can be viewed as
a duality, but instead sees them as a dualism. That is, agency and structure can and should be separated. In
distinguishing them, we become better able to analyze their relationship to one another. Archer (1988) is also
notable for extending the agency-structure literature to a concern for the relationship between culture and
agency and for developing a more general agency-structure theory (Archer, 1995).

While both Giddens and Archer are British, another major contemporary figure involved in the agency-
structure literature is Pierre Bourdieu from France (Bourdieu, 1977; Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992; Swartz,
1997). In Bourdieu’s work, the agency-structure issue translates into a concern for the relationship between
habitus and field (Eisenberg, 2007). Habitus is an internalized mental, or cognitive, structure through which
people deal with the social world. The habitus both produces, and is produced by, the society. The field is a
network of relations between objective positions. The structure of the field serves to constrain agents, whether
they are individuals or collectivities. Overall, Bourdieu is concerned with the relationship between habitus and
field. The field conditions the habitus, and the habitus constitutes the field. Thus, there is a dialectical
relationship between habitus and field.

The final major theorist of the agency-structure linkage is the German social thinker Jurgen Habermas. We
have already mentioned Habermas as a significant contemporary contributor to critical theory. Habermas
(1987a) has also dealt with the agency-structure issue under the heading of “the colonization of the life-
world.” The life-world is a micro world where people interact and communicate. The system has its roots in
the life-world, but it ultimately comes to develop its own structural characteristics. As these structures grow in
independence and power, they come to exert more and more control over the life-world. In the modern world,
the system has come to “colonize” the life-world—that is, to exert control over it.

The theorists discussed in this section are not only the leading theorists on the agency-structure issue, but they
were arguably (especially Bourdieu, Giddens, and Habermas) the leading theorists in the last quarter of the
20th century, and their work continues to shape the discipline. While Bourdieu has died, Giddens and
Habermas continue to write and comment on issues such as globalization and the environment. Perhaps the
most influential contemporary theorist, Michel Foucault (to be discussed below), was French. After a long
period of dominance by American theorists (Mead, Parsons, Merton, Homans, and others), the center of
social theory seems to be returning to its birthplace—Europe. Furthermore, Nedelmann and Sztompka argued
that with the end of the Cold War and the fall of communism, we were about to “witness another Golden Era
of European Sociology” (1993:1). This seems to be supported by the fact that, today, the works that catch the
attention of large numbers of the world’s theorists are European. Further to this, 1998 saw the establishment
of a new major social theory journal entitled the European Journal of Social Theory.

Theoretical Syntheses

The movements toward micro-macro and agency-structure integration began in the 1980s, and both
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continued to be strong in the 1990s. They set the stage for the broader movement toward theoretical
syntheses, which began at about the beginning of the 1990s. Reba Lewis (1991) has suggested that sociology’s
problem (assuming it has a problem) may be the result of excessive fragmentation and that the movement
toward greater integration may enhance the status of the discipline. What is involved here is a wide-ranging
effort to synthesize two or more different theories (for example, structural functionalism and symbolic
interactionism). Such efforts have occurred throughout the history of sociological theory (Holmwood and
Stewart, 1994). However, there are two distinctive aspects of the recent synthetic work in sociological theory.
First, it is very widespread and not restricted to isolated attempts at synthesis. Second, the goal is generally a
relatively narrow synthesis of theoretical ideas, not the development of a grand synthetic theory that
encompasses all of sociological theory. These synthetic works are occurring within and between many of the
theories discussed in this chapter.

Then there are efforts to bring perspectives from outside sociology into sociological theory. For example,
under the title “social and political thought,” there are numerous research programs that attempt to draw
together political and social theory. Indeed, one of the founding principles of the aforementioned, newly
established, European Journal of Social Theory is “to overcome the divide between social and political theory
with respect to the reinterpretation of the classics and the demands of the present situation” (Delanty, 1998:1;
see also B. Turner, 2009). The implication is that adequate analysis of the contemporary world situation
requires interdisciplinary perspectives. Major contemporary social theory journals such as Theory, Culture &
Society, as well as Body & Society, also embrace interdisciplinary perspectives. There also have been works
oriented to bringing biological ideas into sociology in an effort to create sociobiology (Crippen, 1994;
Maryanski and Turner, 1992) and more recently affect theory (Clough, 2008; Gregg and Seigworth, 2010;
Massumi, 2002). Rational choice theory is based in economics, but it has made inroads into a number of
fields, including sociology (Coleman, 1990; Heckathorn, 2005). Systems theory has its roots in the hard
sciences, but in the late 20th century, Niklas Luhmann ([1984] 1995) made a powerful effort to develop a
system theory that could be applied to the social world.
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Theories of Modernity and Postmodernity

Toward the end of the 20th century, social theorists7 were increasingly interested in the question of whether
society (as well as theories about it) has undergone a dramatic transformation. On one side is a group of
theorists (for example, Jurgen Habermas, Zygmunt Bauman, and Anthony Giddens) who believe that we
continue to live in a society that still can best be described as modern and about which we can theorize in
much the same way that social thinkers have long contemplated society. On the other side is a group of
thinkers (for example, Jean Baudrillard, Jean-François Lyotard, and Fredric Jameson) who contend that
society has changed so dramatically that we now live in a qualitatively different, postmodern society.
Furthermore, they argue that this new society needs to be thought about in new and different ways. The
debate between modernists and postmodernists was heated, and led to numerous theoretical developments
that continue to influence the field.

The Defenders of Modernity

All the great classical sociological theorists (Marx, Weber, Durkheim, Du Bois, Simmel, and Gilman) were
concerned, in one way or another, with the modern world and its advantages and disadvantages (Sica, 2005).
Of course, the world has changed dramatically since the early 20th century. Although contemporary theorists
recognize these dramatic changes, there are some who believe that there is more continuity than discontinuity
between the world today and the world that existed around the last fin de siècle.

Mestrovic (1998:2) has labeled Anthony Giddens “the high priest of modernity.” Giddens (1990, 1991, 1992)
uses terms such as “radical,” “high,” or “late” modernity to describe society today and to indicate that while it
is not the same society as the one described by the classical theorists, it is continuous with that society.
Giddens sees modernity today as a “juggernaut” that is, at least to some degree, out of control. Ulrich Beck
(1992, 2005a; Ekberg, 2007; Jensen and Blok, 2008; Then, 2007) contends that whereas the classical stage of
modernity was associated with industrial society, the emerging new modernity is best described as a “risk
society.” Whereas the central dilemma in classical modernity was wealth and how it ought to be distributed,
the central problem in new modernity is the prevention, minimization, and channeling of risk (from, for
example, a nuclear accident). Jurgen Habermas (1981, 1987b) sees modernity as an “unfinished project.” That
is, the central issue in the modern world continues, as it was in Weber’s day, to be rationality. The utopian
goal is still the maximization of the rationality of both the “system” and the “life-world.” Charles Taylor
(1989, 2004, 2007) argues that contemporary selves and societies emerge out of cultural frameworks and
moral ideals developed across the modern era. Ritzer (2013) sees rationality as the key process in the world
today. However, he picks up on Weber’s focus on the problem of the increase in formal rationality and the
danger of an “iron cage” of rationality. Weber focused on the bureaucracy. Today, Ritzer sees the paradigm of
this process as the fast-food restaurant, and describes the increase in formal rationality as the
McDonaldization of society. Zygmunt Bauman (2000, 2003, 2005, 2006, 2007b, 2010, 2011; Bauman and
Lyon, 2012) has produced a series of basically modern analyses of what he calls the “liquid” world.
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The Proponents of Postmodernity

At the end of the 20th century, postmodernism was hot (Crook, 2001; Kellner, 1989a; Ritzer, 1997; Ritzer
and Goodman, 2001). And even though few would now call themselves postmodernists, postmodernism has
had a major impact on social theory. We need to differentiate, at least initially, between postmodernity and
postmodern social theory (Best and Kellner, 1991). Postmodernity is a historical epoch that is supposed to have
succeeded the modern era, or modernity. Postmodern social theory is a way of thinking about postmodernity; the
world is so different that it requires entirely new ways of thinking. Postmodernists would tend to reject the
theoretical perspectives outlined in the previous section, as well as the ways in which the thinkers involved
created their theories.

There are probably as many portrayals of postmodernity as there are postmodern social theorists. To simplify
things, we will summarize some of the key elements of a depiction offered by one of the most prominent
postmodernists, Fredric Jameson (1984, 1991). First, postmodernity is a depthless, superficial world; it is a
world of simulation (for example, a jungle cruise at Disneyland rather than the real thing). Second, it is a
world that is lacking in affect and emotion. Third, there is a loss of a sense of one’s place in history; it is hard
to distinguish past, present, and future. Fourth, instead of the explosive, expanding, productive technologies
of modernity (for example, automobile assembly lines), postmodern society is dominated by implosive,
flattening, reproductive technologies (television, for example). In these and other ways, postmodern society is
very different from modern society.

Such a different world requires a different way of thinking. Pauline Marie Rosenau (1992; Ritzer, 1997)
defines the postmodern mode of thought in terms of the things that it opposes, largely characteristics of the
modern way of thinking. First, postmodernists reject the kind of grand narratives that characterize much of
classical sociological theory. Instead, postmodernists prefer more limited explanations or even no explanations
at all. Second, there is a rejection of the tendency to put boundaries between disciplines—to engage in
something called sociological (or social) theory that is distinct from, say, philosophical thinking or even
novelistic storytelling. Third, postmodernists are often more interested in shocking or startling the reader than
they are in engaging in careful, reasoned academic discourse. Finally, instead of looking for the core of society
(say, rationality or capitalistic exploitation), postmodernists are more inclined to focus on more peripheral
aspects of society.

Although postmodern theory has reached its peak and now is in decline, it continues to exert a powerful
impact on theory. On the one hand, new contributions to the theory continue to appear (for example, Powell
and Owen, 2008). On the other hand, it is very difficult to theorize these days without taking into account
postmodern theory, especially its critiques of modern theorizing and its analyses of the contemporary world.
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Social Theory in the 21st Century

The debates surrounding theoretical integration and then modernism and postmodernism, while still relevant,
have for the most part faded without clear resolution. This has left social theory, at the beginning of the 21st
century, struggling for renewed identity (B. Turner, 2009). The major theoretical perspectives outlined in this
review and detailed throughout this book will remain relevant and continue to grow. Theory will always
ground itself in relationship to its history and the debates that history has entailed. This said, it is worth
considering where theory is now and where it might be going. To this end, in this section we describe a
number of thematic areas that are particularly relevant to social theory at the beginning of the 21st century:
consumption and prosumption, globalization, and science and technology. As we will see, each of these areas
has given rise to a variety of theoretical perspectives that are pushing social theory in new directions.

Theories of Consumption

Coming of age during the Industrial Revolution and animated by its problems and prospects, sociological
theory has long had a “productivist bias.” That is, theories have tended to focus on industry, industrial
organizations, work, and workers. This bias is most obvious in Marxian and neo-Marxian theory, but it is
found in many other theories, such as Durkheim’s thinking on the division of labor, Weber’s work on the rise
of capitalism in the West and the failure to develop it in other parts of the world, Simmel’s analysis of the
tragedy of culture produced by the proliferation of human products, the interest of the Chicago school in
work, and the concern in conflict theory with relations between employers and employees, leaders and
followers, and so on. Much less attention has been devoted to consumption and the consumer. There are
exceptions such as Thorstein Veblen’s ([1899] 1994) famous work on “conspicuous consumption” and
Simmel’s thinking on money ([1907] 1978) and fashion ([1904] 1971), but for the most part, social theorists
have had far less to say about consumption than about production.

Postmodern social theory has tended to define postmodern society as a consumer society, with the result that
consumption plays a central role in that theory (Venkatesh, 2007). Most notable is Jean Baudrillard’s ([1970]
1998) The Consumer Society. Lipovetsky’s ([1987] 1994) post-postmodern work on fashion is reflective of the
growing interest in and out of postmodern social theory in consumption. Since consumption is likely to
continue to grow in importance, especially in the West, and production is likely to decline, it is safe to assume
that we will see a dramatic increase in theoretical (and empirical) work on consumption (Ritzer, Goodman,
and Wiedenhoft, 2001; for an overview of extant theories of consumption, see Slater, 1997, 2005). To take
one example, we are witnessing something of an outpouring of theoretically based work on the settings in
which we consume, such as Consuming Places (Urry, 1995), Enchanting a Disenchanted World: Continuity and
Change in the Cathedrals of Consumption (Ritzer, 2010a), and Shelf Life: Supermarkets and the Changing Cultures
of Consumption (Humphery, 1998). We are likely to see much more work on such settings, as well as on
consumers, consumer goods, and the process of consumption. A very new direction in this domain is work on
prosumers, those who simultaneously produce and consume, especially on the Internet and Web 2.0 (for
example, blogs, Facebook) (Ritzer, 2009; Ritzer, Dean, and Jurgenson, 2012).
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Theories of Globalization

Although there have been other important developments in theory in the early 21st century, it seems clear that
the most important developments are in theories of globalization (W. Robinson, 2007). Theorizing
globalization is nothing new. In fact, it could be argued that although classical theorists such as Marx and
Weber lacked the term, they devoted much attention to theorizing globalization. Similarly, many theories
(e.g., modernization, dependency, and world-system theory) and theorists (e.g., Alex Inkeles, Andre Gunder
Frank, and Immanuel Wallerstein) were theorizing about globalization in different terms and under other
theoretical rubrics. Precursors to theorizing about globalization go back to the 1980s (and even before; see W.
Moore, 1966; Nettl and Robertson, 1968) and began to gain momentum in the 1990s (Albrow, 1996; Albrow
and King, 1990; Appadurai, 1996; Bauman, 1998; Garcia Canclini, 1995; Meyer, Boli, and Ramirez, 1997;
Robertson, 1992). Such theorizing has really taken off in the 21st century (Beck, 2000, 2005b; Giddens, 2000;
Hardt and Negri, 2000, 2004; Ritzer, 2004, 2007, 2010b; J. Rosenau, 2003). Theories of globalization can be
categorized under three main headings—economic, political, and cultural theories. Economic theories,
undoubtedly the best known, can be broadly divided into two categories: theories that celebrate the neoliberal
global economic market (e.g., T. Friedman, 2000, 2005; see Antonio, 2007, for a critique of Friedman’s
celebration of the neoliberal market) and theories, often from a Marxian perspective (Collier, 2011; Hardt and
Negri, 2000, 2004; W. Robinson, 2004; Sklair, 2002), that are critical of it. Theorizing globalization has
become so important that we devote an entire chapter (16) to it.

In political theory, one position is represented by the liberal approach (derived from the classical work of John
Locke, Adam Smith, and others) (MacPherson, 1962), especially in the form of neoliberal thinking (J.
Campbell and Pederson, 2001) (often called the “Washington consensus” [Williamson, 1990, 1997]), which
favors political systems that support and defend the free market. On the other side are thinkers more on the
left (e.g., Hardt and Negri, 2000, 2004; D. Harvey, 2005) who are critical of this view.

A central issue in political theory is the continued viability of the nation-state. On one side are those who see
the nation-state as dead or dying in an era of globalization, or at least changing dramatically (Cerny, 2010).
On the other side of this issue are defenders of the continued importance of the nation-state. At least one of
them (J. Rosenberg, 2005) has gone so far as to argue that globalization theory has already come and gone as a
result of the continued existence, even reassertion, of the nation-state (e.g., France and the Netherlands
vetoing the EU constitution in 2005; the importance of various EU nations, especially Germany, in the
ongoing euro crisis).

Although economic and political issues are of great importance, it is cultural issues and cultural theories that
have attracted the most attention in sociology. We can divide cultural theories into three broad approaches
(Pieterse, 2004). The first is cultural differentialism, in which the argument is made that among cultures there
are deep and largely impervious differences that are unaffected or are affected only superficially by
globalization (Huntington, 1996). Second, the proponents of cultural convergence argue that although
important differences remain among cultures, there is also convergence, increasing homogeneity, across
cultures (Boli and Lechner, 2005; DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Meyer et al., 1997; Ritzer, 2004, 2007, 2013).
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Third, there is cultural hybridization, in which it is contended that the global and the local interpenetrate to
create unique indigenous realities that can be seen as “glocalization” (Robertson, 1992, 2001), “hybridization”
(Garcia Canclini, 1995), and “creolization” (Hannerz, 1987). Much of the sociological thinking on
globalization has been concerned with the issue, implied above, of the degree to which globalization is leading
to homogenization or to heterogenization.

It seems clear that the various theories of globalization, as well as later variants of it that will come to the fore
in the coming years, will continue to dominate new developments in sociological theory. However, other
developments are worth watching.

Theories of Science, Technology, and Society

Another area of recent theoretical growth is captured under the term science and technology studies (also referred
to as science, technology, and society studies and science studies; see Hess, 1997 for discussion of these
differences). Some theorists in this field prefer to use the term technoscience to indicate the fusion of scientific
knowledge with practical interventions into everyday life (Erickson and Webster, 2011).

This field studies how science and technology impact social, cultural, and personal life. The field is quite
diverse, often leading to very different ideas about how science and society are interrelated. For example, early
theorists of science and society (such as Robert Merton) treated science as just one more social institution.
Contemporary theorists tend to see science and society as more deeply intertwined, and many have adopted a
social constructionist perspective (see Erickson and Webster, 2011), meaning that science does not neutrally
describe reality, but actually structures social life and generates meanings and ideals. Donna Haraway (1991;
Wirth-Cauchon, 2011) has argued that we now live in a technoscientific society that has turned people into
cyborgs. The interest here is in the constitutive relationship, both positive and negative, between humans and
technology, and more recently humans and animals (see Haraway, 2008). Many contemporary theories of
science also focus on the interrelationship between capitalism, politics, and technoscience. This has led to the
widespread use (see Collier, 2011) of terms like Michel Foucault’s biopolitics (the manipulation and control of
populations through biological knowledge) and biocapital (the economic value produced through
technoscientific research).

In terms of contributions to social theory more generally, actor-network theory is likely the most important
perspective in science and technology studies. On one hand, it is part of the broad and increasing interest in
networks of various kinds (e.g., Castells, 1996; Mizruchi, 2005). But on the other hand, it has a variety of
unique orientations (Latour, 2007), not the least of which is its notion of the actant, which involves a number
of obvious inclusions such as human agents but also includes a wide variety of nonhuman actors such as the
Internet, ATMs, and telephone answering machines. This is in line with the move in the social world toward,
and increasing scholarly interest in, the posthuman (Franklin, 2007) and the postsocial (Knorr-Cetina, 2001,
2005, 2007; Mayall, 2007). That is, we are increasingly involved in networks that encompass both human and
nonhuman components, and in their relationships with the latter, humans are clearly in a posthuman and
postsocial world.
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The study of science and technology has also led theorists to a more interdisciplinary engagement with the
findings of the natural sciences. Historically, the most important of these perspectives is sociobiology, which
draws on evolutionary theory to make claims about the biological basis of human behavior (F. Nielsen, 1994).
Systems theorists such as Niklas Luhmann (1982, [1997] 2012) and Kenneth Bailey (1994) draw on research
in cybernetics, biological science, and cognitive psychology, among others. Most recently, theorists in the area
of affect theory combine research in the life sciences with postmodern and poststructuralist ideas (Clough,
2008; Gregg and Seigworth, 2010; Massumi, 2002). This emerging theoretical perspective takes a critical view
of mainstream science but nevertheless respects nature or matter as a force in itself, independent of culture and
society. The problem for affect theory is to understand how biology and society mutually influence each other.

We are now at the close of the chapter reviewing developments in contemporary theory, but we certainly have
not reached the end of theory development. One thing seems sure—the landscape of social theory is likely to
be dotted with more theories, none of them likely to gain hegemony in the field. Postmodernists have
criticized the idea of “totalizations,” or overarching theoretical frameworks. It seems unlikely that social theory
will come to be dominated by a single totalization. Rather, we are likely to see a field with a proliferating
number of perspectives that have some supporters and that help us understand part of the social world.
Sociological theory will not be a simple world to understand and to use, but it will be an exciting world that
offers a plethora of old and new ideas.
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Summary

This chapter picks up where Chapter 1 left off and deals with the history of sociological theory since the
beginning of the 20th century. We begin with the early history of American sociological theory, which was
characterized by its liberalism, by its interest in Social Darwinism, and consequently by the influence of
Herbert Spencer. In this context, the work of the two early sociological theorists, Sumner and Ward, is
discussed. However, they did not leave a lasting imprint on American sociological theory. In contrast, the
Chicago school, as embodied in the work of people such as Small, Park, Thomas, Cooley, and especially
Mead, did leave a strong mark on sociological theory, especially on symbolic interactionism. At the same time,
early women sociologists, such as Charlotte Perkins Gilman, theorized the relationship between gender and
social inequality. In Atlanta, African American sociologist W.E.B. Du Bois founded a school grounded in his
unique approach to sociology. The Du Bois–Atlanta School pioneered the use of multiple research methods.
Its focal interest in race remains relevant to this day.

While the Chicago school was still predominant, a different form of sociological theory began to develop at
Harvard. Pitirim Sorokin played a key role in the founding of sociology at Harvard, but it was Talcott Parsons
who was to lead Harvard to a position of preeminence in American theory, replacing Chicago’s symbolic
interactionism. Parsons was important not only for legitimizing “grand theory” in the United States and for
introducing European theorists to an American audience but also for his role in the development of action
theory and, more important, structural functionalism. In the 1940s and 1950s, structural functionalism was
furthered by the disintegration of the Chicago school that began in the 1930s and was largely complete by the
1950s.

The major development in Marxian theory in the early years of the 20th century was the creation of the
Frankfurt, or critical, school. This Hegelianized form of Marxism also showed the influence of sociologists
like Weber and of the psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud. Marxism did not gain a widespread following among
sociologists in the early part of the century.

Structural functionalism’s dominance within American theory in midcentury was rather short-lived. Although
traceable to a much earlier date, phenomenological sociology, especially the work of Alfred Schutz, began to
attract significant attention in the 1960s. Marxian theory was still largely excluded from American theory, but
Wright Mills kept a radical tradition alive in America in the 1940s and 1950s. Mills also was one of the
leaders of the attacks on structural functionalism, attacks that mounted in intensity in the 1950s and 1960s. In
light of some of these attacks, a conflict-theory alternative to structural functionalism emerged in that period.
Although influenced by Marxian theory, conflict theory suffered from an inadequate integration of Marxism.
Still another alternative born in the 1950s was exchange theory, which continues to attract a small but steady
number of followers. Although symbolic interactionism lost some of its steam, the work of Erving Goffman
on dramaturgical analysis in this period gained a following.

Important developments took place in other sociologies of everyday life (symbolic interactionism can be
included under this heading) in the 1960s and 1970s, including some increase in interest in phenomenological
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sociology and, more important, an outburst of work in ethnomethodology. During this period, Marxian
theories of various types came into their own in sociology, although those theories were seriously
compromised by the fall of the Soviet Union and other communist regimes in the late 1980s and early 1990s.
This period also saw the development of feminist theories and the emergence of theories of race and
colonialism. Also of note during this period was the growing importance of structuralism and then
poststructuralism, especially in the work of Michel Foucault.

In addition to those just mentioned, three other notable developments occurred in the 1980s and continued
into the 1990s. First was the rise in interest in the United States in the micro-macro link. Second was the
parallel increase in attention in Europe to the relationship between agency and structure. Third was the
growth, especially in the 1990s, of a wide range of synthetic efforts. Finally, there was considerable interest in
a series of theories of modernity and postmodernity in the latter 20th and early 21st centuries.

The chapter concludes with a discussion of several thematic areas that have occupied social theorists in the
21st century. We can expect increasing interest in consumption and prosumption and in theorizing about it.
This relates to postmodern theory (consumer society is closely associated with postmodern society), reflects
changes in society from an emphasis on production to consumption, as well as a reaction against the
productivist bias that has dominated sociological theory since its inception. Theories of globalization have also
played a prominent role in this most recent phase of sociological theory development. Contemporary theory is
also concerned with the role that science and technology, or technoscience, play in the constitution of society.
Major theories in this area are actor-network theory and affect theory.
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Notes

1. See Bulmer (1985) for a discussion of what defines a school and why we can speak of the “Chicago school.”
Tiryakian (1979, 1986) also deals with schools in general, and the Chicago school in particular, and
emphasizes the role played by charismatic leaders as well as methodological innovations. For a discussion of
this school within the broader context of developments in American sociological theory, see Hinkle (1994).

2. As we will see, however, the Chicago school’s conception of science was to become too “soft,” at least in the
eyes of the positivists who later came to dominate sociology.

3. There were many other significant figures associated with the Chicago school, including Everett Hughes
(Chapoulie, 1996; Strauss, 1996).

4. For a dissenting view, see J. Lewis and Smith (1980).

5. Addams, Gilman, Cooper, and Wells-Barnett were American. Weber was German and Potter was British.

6. This label fits some critical theorists better than others, and it also applies to a wide range of other thinkers
(Agger, 1998).

7. The term social theorist rather than sociological theorist is used here to reflect the fact that many contributors
to the recent literature are not sociologists, although they are theorizing about the social world.
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7 Structural Functionalism, Systems Theory, and Conflict Theory
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Chapter Outline

Structural Functionalism
Systems Theory
Conflict Theory

Structural functionalism, especially in the work of Talcott Parsons, Robert Merton, and their students and
followers, was for many years the dominant sociological theory. However, in the last three decades it has
declined dramatically in importance (Chriss, 1995) and, in at least some senses, has receded into the recent
history of sociological theory. This decline is reflected in Colomy’s (1990) description of structural
functionalism as a theoretical “tradition.” This said, some contemporary thinkers find useful tools for
sociological analysis in Parsons’s work and continue to provide both historical and theoretical analyses
(Gerhardt, 2011; Lidz, 2011a, 2011b). In addition, over the years various scholars have attempted to revise or
extend structural functionalism. In the 1980s, Jeffrey Alexander turned to Parsons’s work in order to develop a
neofunctionalist sociology (Abrahamson, 2001; Alexander and Colomy, 1990; Nielsen, 2007b), though he has
since turned to the development of what he calls cultural sociology (Alexander, 2003). More recently, the
systems theory developed by German sociologist Niklas Luhmann has been described as a version of structural
functionalism. Though Luhmann’s work is not widely known in the United States, internationally, he is
recognized as one of the most important contemporary sociological theorists (Stichweh, 2011). For this
reason, following the discussion of structural functionalism, we describe Luhmann’s systems theory.

For many years, the major alternative to structural functionalism was conflict theory. We will discuss Ralf
Dahrendorf’s traditional version of conflict theory, as well as a more recent integrative and synthetic effort by
Randall Collins.

Before turning to the specifics of structural functionalism, systems theory, and conflict theory, we need,
following Thomas Bernard (1983), to place these theories in the broader context of the debate between
consensus theories (one of which is structural functionalism) and conflict theories (one of which is the
sociological conflict theory that will be discussed in this chapter). Consensus theories see shared norms and
values as fundamental to society, focus on social order based on tacit agreements, and view social change as
occurring in a slow and orderly fashion. In contrast, conflict theories emphasize the dominance of some social
groups by others, see social order as based on manipulation and control by dominant groups, and view social
change as occurring rapidly and in a disorderly fashion as subordinate groups overthrow dominant groups.

Although these criteria broadly define the essential differences between the sociological theories of structural
functionalism and conflict theory, Bernard’s view is that the disagreement is far broader and has “been a
recurring debate that has taken a variety of different forms throughout the history of Western thought”
(1983:6). Bernard traced the debate back to ancient Greece (and the differences between Plato [consensus]
and Aristotle [conflict]) and through the history of philosophy. Later, in sociology, the debate was joined by
(the conflict theorist is listed first) Marx and Comte, Simmel and Durkheim, and Dahrendorf and Parsons.
We already have examined briefly the ideas of the first two pairs of sociologists (although, as we have seen,

313



their work is far broader than is implied by the label “conflict” or “consensus” theorist); in this chapter, we
examine Dahrendorf’s conflict theory and Parsons’s consensus theory, among others.

Although we emphasize the differences between structural functionalism and conflict theory, we should not
forget that they have important similarities. In fact, Bernard argues, “the areas of agreement among them are
more extensive than the areas of disagreement” (1983:214). For example, they are both macro-level theories
focally concerned with large-scale social structures and social institutions. As a result, in Ritzer’s (1980) terms,
both theories exist within the same sociological (“social facts”) paradigm.
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Structural Functionalism

Robert Nisbet argued that structural functionalism was “without any doubt, the single most significant body
of theory in the social sciences in the present [20th] century” (cited in J. Turner and Maryanski, 1979:xi).
Kingsley Davis (1959) took the position that structural functionalism was, for all intents and purposes,
synonymous with sociology. Alvin Gouldner (1970) implicitly took a similar position when he attacked
Western sociology largely through a critical analysis of the structural-functional theories of Talcott Parsons.

Despite its undoubted hegemony in the two decades after World War II, structural functionalism has declined
in importance as a sociological theory. Even Wilbert Moore, a man who was intimately associated with this
theory, argued that it had “become an embarrassment in contemporary theoretical sociology” (1978:321). Two
observers even stated: “Thus, functionalism as an explanatory theory is, we feel, ‘dead’ and continued efforts to
use functionalism as a theoretical explanation should be abandoned in favor of more promising theoretical
perspectives” (J. Turner and Maryanski, 1979:141).1 Nicholas Demerath and Richard Peterson (1967) took a
more positive view, arguing that structural functionalism is not a passing fad. However, they admitted that it
is likely to evolve into another sociological theory, just as this theory itself evolved out of the earlier
organicism.

In structural functionalism, the terms structural and functional need not be used in conjunction, although they
typically are conjoined. We could study the structures of society without being concerned with their functions
(or consequences) for other structures. Similarly, we could examine the functions of a variety of social
processes that may not take a structural form. Still, the concern for both elements characterizes structural
functionalism. Although structural functionalism takes various forms (Abrahamson, 1978), societal
functionalism is the dominant approach among sociological structural functionalists (Sztompka, 1974) and as
such will be the focus of this chapter. The primary concern of societal functionalism is the large-scale social
structures and institutions of society, their interrelationships, and their constraining effects on actors.

The Functional Theory of Stratification and Its Critics

The functional theory of stratification as articulated by Kingsley Davis and Wilbert Moore (1945) is perhaps
the best-known single piece of work in structural-functional theory. Davis and Moore made it clear that they
regarded social stratification as both universal and necessary. They argued that no society is ever unstratified,
or totally classless. Stratification is, in their view, a functional necessity. All societies need such a system, and
this need brings into existence a system of stratification.2 They also viewed a stratification system as a
structure, pointing out that stratification refers not to the individuals in the stratification system but rather to
a system of positions. They focused on how certain positions come to carry with them different degrees of
prestige, not on how individuals come to occupy certain positions.

Given this focus, the major functional issue is how a society motivates and places people in their “proper”
positions in the stratification system. This is reducible to two problems. First, how does a society instill in the
“proper” individuals the desire to fill certain positions? Second, once people are in the right positions, how
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does society then instill in them the desire to fulfill the requirements of those positions?

Proper social placement in society is a problem for three basic reasons. First, some positions are more pleasant
to occupy than others. Second, some positions are more important to the survival of society than others.
Third, different social positions require different abilities and talents.

Although these issues apply to all social positions, Davis and Moore were concerned with the functionally
more important positions in society. The positions that rank high within the stratification system are
presumed to be those that are less pleasant to occupy but more important to the survival of society and that
require the greatest ability and talent. In addition, society must attach sufficient rewards to these positions so
that enough people will seek to occupy them and the individuals who do come to occupy them will work
diligently. For example, in order to ensure that society has enough doctors, they must receive rewards like
great prestige, a high salary, and sufficient leisure. Davis and Moore implied that we could not expect people
to undertake the “burdensome” and “expensive” process of medical education if we did not offer such rewards.
The implication seems to be that people at the top must receive the rewards that they do. If they did not,
those positions would remain understaffed or unfilled and society would crumble. The converse was implied
by Davis and Moore but was not discussed. That is, low-ranking positions in the stratification system are
presumed to be more pleasant and less important and to require less ability and talent. Also, society has less
need to be sure that individuals occupy these positions and perform their duties with diligence.

Davis and Moore did not argue that a society consciously develops a stratification system in order to be sure
that the high-level positions are filled, and filled adequately. Rather, they made it clear that stratification is an
“unconsciously evolved device.” However, it is a device that every society does, and must, develop if it is to
survive.

The structural-functional theory of stratification has been subject to much criticism since its publication in
1945 (see Tumin, 1953, for the first important criticism; Huaco, 1966, for a good summary of the main
criticisms to that date; and P. McLaughlin, 2001, for a philosophical overview).

One basic criticism is that the functional theory of stratification simply perpetuates the privileged position of
those people who already have power, prestige, and money. It does this by arguing that such people deserve
their rewards; indeed, they need to be offered such rewards for the good of society.
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Talcott Parsons: A Biographical Sketch

Photograph courtesy of the American Sociological Association

Talcott Parsons was born in 1902 in Colorado Springs, Colorado. He came from a religious and intellectual background; his father
was a Congregational minister, a professor, and, ultimately, the president of a small college. Parsons got an undergraduate degree
from Amherst College in 1924 and set out to do graduate work at the London School of Economics. In the next year, he moved on
to Heidelberg, Germany. Max Weber had spent a large portion of his career at Heidelberg, and, although he had died five years
before Parsons arrived, Weber’s influence survived and his widow continued to hold meetings in her home, meetings that Parsons
attended. Parsons was greatly affected by Weber’s work and ultimately wrote his doctoral thesis at Heidelberg, dealing, in part, with
Weber’s work (Lidz, 2007).

Parsons became an instructor at Harvard in 1927, and although he switched departments several times, Parsons remained at Harvard
until his death in 1979. His career progress was not rapid; he did not obtain a tenured position until 1939. Two years previously, he
had published The Structure of Social Action, a book that not only introduced major sociological theorists such as Weber to large
numbers of sociologists but also laid the groundwork for Parsons’s own developing theory.

After that, Parsons made rapid academic progress. He was made chairman of the Harvard sociology department in 1944 and, two
years later, set up and chaired the innovative department of social relations, which included not only sociologists but a variety of
other social scientists. By 1949, he had been elected president of the American Sociological Association. In the 1950s and into the
1960s, with the publication of such books as The Social System (1951), Parsons became the dominant figure in American sociology.

However, in the late 1960s, Parsons came under attack from the emerging radical wing of American sociology. Parsons was seen as a
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political conservative, and his theory was considered highly conservative and little more than an elaborate categorization scheme. But
in the 1980s, there was a resurgence in interest in Parsonsian theory not only in the United States but around the world (Alexander,
1982–1983; Buxton, 1985; Camic, 1990; Holton and Turner, 1986; Sciulli and Gerstein, 1985). Holton and Turner have perhaps
gone the furthest, arguing, “Parsons’ work … represents a more powerful contribution to sociological theory than that of Marx,
Weber, Durkheim or any of their contemporary followers” (1986:13). Furthermore, Parsons’s ideas influenced not only conservative
thinkers but neo-Marxian theorists as well, especially Jurgen Habermas.

Upon Parsons’s death, a number of his former students, themselves sociologists of considerable note, reflected on his theory, as well
as on the man behind the theory (for a more recent, and highly personal, reminiscence, see Fox, 1997). In their musings, these
sociologists offered some interesting insights into Parsons and his work. The few glimpses of Parsons reproduced here do not add up
to a coherent picture, but they offer some provocative glimpses of the man and his work.

Robert Merton was one of his students when Parsons was just beginning his teaching career at Harvard. Merton, who became a
noted theorist in his own right, makes it clear that graduate students came to Harvard in those years to study not with Parsons but
rather with Pitirim Sorokin, the senior member of the department, who was to become Parsons’s archenemy (Zafirovski, 2001):

Of the very first generation of graduate students coming to Harvard, … precisely none came to study with Talcott. They
could scarcely have done so for the simplest of reasons: in 1931, he had no public identity whatever as a sociologist.

Although we students came to study with the renowned Sorokin, a subset of us stayed to work with the unknown Parsons.

(Merton, 1980:69)

Merton’s reflections on Parsons’s first course in theory are interesting too, especially because the material provided the basis for one
of the most influential theory books in the history of sociology:

Long before Talcott Parsons became one of the Grand Old Men of world sociology, he was for an early few of us its
Grand Young Man. This began with his first course in theory.… [It] would provide him with the core of his masterwork,
The Structure of Social Action which … did not appear in print until five years after its first oral publication.

(Merton, 1980:69–70)

Although all would not share Merton’s positive evaluation of Parsons, they would acknowledge the following:

The death of Talcott Parsons marks the end of an era in sociology. When [a new era] does begin, … it will surely be
fortified by the great tradition of sociological thought which he has left to us.

(Merton, 1980:71)

The functional theory also can be criticized for assuming that simply because a stratified social structure
existed in the past, it must continue to exist in the future. It is possible that future societies will be organized
in other, nonstratified ways.

In addition, it has been argued that the idea of functional positions varying in their importance to society is
difficult to support. Are garbage collectors really any less important to the survival of society than advertising
executives? Despite the lower pay and prestige of the garbage collectors, they actually may be more important
to the survival of the society. Even in cases where it could be said that one position serves a more important
function for society, the greater rewards do not necessarily accrue to the more important position. Nurses may
be much more important to society than movie stars are, but nurses have far less power, prestige, and income
than movie stars have.
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Is there really a scarcity of people capable of filling high-level positions? In fact, many people are prevented
from obtaining the training they need to achieve prestigious positions even though they have the ability. In
the medical profession, for example, there is a persistent effort to limit the number of practicing doctors. In
general, many able people never get a chance to show that they can handle high-ranking positions even
though there is a clear need for them and their contributions. Those in high-ranking positions have a vested
interest in keeping their own numbers small and their power and income high.

Finally, it can be argued that we do not have to offer people power, prestige, and income to get them to want
to occupy high-level positions. People can be equally motivated by the satisfaction of doing a job well or by
the opportunity to be of service to others.

Talcott Parsons’s Structural Functionalism

Over the course of his life, Talcott Parsons did a great deal of theoretical work (Holmwood, 1996; Lidz,
2011b; Münch, 2005). There are important differences between his early work and his later work. In this
section, we deal with his later, structural-functional theorizing. We begin this discussion of Parsons’s
structural functionalism with the four functional imperatives for all “action” systems, his famous AGIL
scheme. After this discussion of the four functions, we will turn to an analysis of Parsons’s ideas on structures
and systems.

AGIL

A function is “a complex of activities directed towards meeting a need or needs of the system” (Rocher,
1975:40; R. Stryker, 2007). Using this definition, Parsons believes that there are four functional imperatives
that are necessary for (characteristic of) all systems—adaptation (A), goal attainment (G), integration (I), and
latency (L), or pattern maintenance. Together, these four functional imperatives are known as the AGIL
scheme. In order to survive, a system must perform these four functions:

1. Adaptation: A system must cope with external situational exigencies. It must adapt to its environment
and adapt the environment to its needs.

2. Goal attainment: A system must define and achieve its primary goals.
3. Integration: A system must regulate the interrelationship of its component parts. It also must manage

the relationship between the other three functional imperatives (A, G, L).
4. Latency (pattern maintenance): A system must furnish, maintain, and renew both the motivation of

individuals and the cultural patterns that create and sustain that motivation.

Parsons designed the AGIL scheme to be used at all levels in his theoretical system (for one example, see
Paulsen and Feldman, 1995). In the discussion below on the four action systems, we will illustrate how
Parsons uses AGIL.

The behavioral organism is the action system that handles the adaptation function by adjusting to and
transforming the external world. The personality system performs the goal-attainment function by defining
system goals and mobilizing resources to attain them. The social system copes with the integration function by
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controlling its component parts. Finally, the cultural system performs the latency function by providing actors
with the norms and values that motivate them for action. Figure 7.1 summarizes the structure of the action
system in terms of the AGIL schema.

The Action System

We are now ready to discuss the overall shape of Parsons’s action system. Figure 7.2 outlines Parsons’s
schema.

It is obvious that Parsons had a clear notion of “levels” of social analysis as well as their interrelationship. The
hierarchical arrangement is clear, and the levels are integrated in Parsons’s system in two ways. First, each of
the lower levels provides the conditions, the energy, needed for the higher levels. Second, the higher levels
control those below them in the hierarchy.

In terms of the environments of the action system, the lowest level, the physical and organic environment,
involves the nonsymbolic aspects of the human body, its anatomy and physiology. The highest level, ultimate
reality, has, as Jackson Toby suggests, “a metaphysical flavor,” but Toby also argues that Parsons “is not
referring to the supernatural so much as to the universal tendency for societies to address symbolically the
uncertainties, concerns, and tragedies of human existence that challenge the meaningfulness of social
organization” (1977:3).

Figure 7.1 ● Structure of the General Action System

FIGURE 7.2 ● Structure of the General Action System

The heart of Parsons’s work is found in his four action systems, and ultimately the action systems were
conceived to address the problem of order (Schwanenberg, 1971). According to Parsons (1937), the problem
of order—what prevents a social war or all against all—was not satisfactorily answered by philosophers.
Parsons found his answer to the problem of order in structural functionalism, which operates in his view with
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the following set of assumptions:

1. Systems have the property of order and interdependence of parts.
2. Systems tend toward self-maintaining order, or equilibrium.3
3. The system may be static or involved in an ordered process of change.
4. The nature of one part of the system has an impact on the form that the other parts can take.
5. Systems maintain boundaries with their environments.
6. Allocation and integration are two fundamental processes necessary for a given state of equilibrium of a

system.
7. Systems tend toward self-maintenance involving the maintenance of boundaries and of the relationships

of parts to the whole, control of environmental variations, and control of tendencies to change the
system from within.

These assumptions led Parsons to make the analysis of the ordered structure of society his first priority. In so
doing, he did little with the issue of social change, at least until later in his career:

We feel that it is uneconomical to describe changes in systems of variables before the variables
themselves have been isolated and described; therefore, we have chosen to begin by studying
particular combinations of variables and to move toward description of how these combinations
change only when a firm foundation for such has been laid.

(Parsons and Shils, 1951:6)

Parsons was so heavily criticized for his static orientation that he devoted more and more attention to change;
in fact, as we will see, he eventually focused on the evolution of societies. However, in the view of most
observers, even his work on social change tended to be highly static and structured.

In reading about the four action systems, the reader should keep in mind that they do not exist in the real
world but are, rather, analytical tools for analyzing the real world.

Social System

Parsons’s conception of the social system begins at the micro level with interaction between ego and alter ego,
defined as the most elementary form of the social system. He spent little time analyzing this level, although he
did argue that features of this interaction system are present in the more complex forms taken by the social
system. Parsons defined a social system thus:

A social system consists in a plurality of individual actors interacting with each other in a situation
which has at least a physical or environmental aspect, actors who are motivated in terms of a
tendency to the “optimization of gratification” and whose relation to their situations, including each
other, is defined and mediated in terms of a system of culturally structured and shared symbols.
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(Parsons, 1951:5–6)

This definition seeks to define a social system in terms of many of the key concepts in Parsons’s work—actors,
interaction, environment, optimization of gratification, and culture.

Despite his commitment to viewing the social system as a system of interaction, Parsons did not take
interaction as his fundamental unit in the study of the social system. Rather, he used the status-role complex as
the basic unit of the system. This is neither an aspect of actors nor an aspect of interaction but rather a
structural component of the social system. Status refers to a structural position within the social system, and
role is what the actor does in such a position, seen in the context of its functional significance for the larger
system. The actor is viewed not in terms of thoughts and actions but instead (at least in terms of position in
the social system) as nothing more than a bundle of statuses and roles.

In his analysis of the social system, Parsons was interested primarily in its structural components. In addition
to a concern with the status-role, Parsons (1966:11) was interested in such large-scale components of social
systems as collectivities, norms, and values. In his analysis of the social system, however, Parsons was not
simply a structuralist but also a functionalist. He thus delineated a number of the functional prerequisites of a
social system. First, social systems must be structured so that they operate compatibly with other systems.
Second, to survive, the social system must have the requisite support from other systems. Third, the system
must meet a significant proportion of the needs of its actors. Fourth, the system must elicit adequate
participation from its members. Fifth, it must have at least a minimum of control over potentially disruptive
behavior. Sixth, if conflict becomes sufficiently disruptive, it must be controlled. Finally, a social system
requires a language in order to survive.

It is clear in Parsons’s discussion of the functional prerequisites of the social system that his focus was large-
scale systems and their relationship to one another (societal functionalism). Even when he talked about actors,
it was from the point of view of the system. Also, the discussion reflects Parsons’s concern with the
maintenance of order within the social system.

Actors and the Social System

However, Parsons did not completely ignore the issue of the relationship between actors and social structures
in his discussion of the social system. In fact, he called the integration of value patterns and need-dispositions
“the fundamental dynamic theorem of sociology” (Parsons, 1951:42). Given his central concern with the social
system, of key importance in this integration are the processes of internalization and socialization. That is,
Parsons was interested in the ways in which the norms and values of a system are transferred to the actors
within the system. In a successful socialization process, these norms and values are internalized; that is, they
become part of the actors’ “consciences.” As a result, in pursuing their own interests, the actors are in fact
serving the interests of the system as a whole. As Parsons put it, “The combination of value-orientation
patterns which is acquired [by the actor in socialization] must in a very important degree be a function of the
fundamental role structure and dominant values of the social system” (1951:227).
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In general, Parsons assumed that actors usually are passive recipients in the socialization process.4 Children
learn not only how to act but also the norms and values, the morality, of society. Socialization is
conceptualized as a conservative process in which need-dispositions (which are themselves largely molded by
society) bind children to the social system, and it provides the means by which the need-dispositions can be
satisfied. There is little or no room for creativity; the need for gratification ties children to the system as it
exists. Parsons sees socialization as a lifelong experience. Because the norms and values inculcated in
childhood tend to be very general, they do not prepare children for the various specific situations they
encounter in adulthood. Thus, socialization must be supplemented throughout the life cycle with a series of
more specific socializing experiences. Despite this need later in life, the norms and values learned in childhood
tend to be stable and, with a little gentle reinforcement, tend to remain in force throughout life.

Despite the conformity induced by lifelong socialization, there is a wide range of individual variation in the
system. The question is: Why is this normally not a major problem for the social system, given its need for
order? For one thing, a number of social control mechanisms can be employed to induce conformity.
However, as far as Parsons was concerned, social control is strictly a second line of defense. A system runs best
when social control is used only sparingly. For another thing, the system must be able to tolerate some
variation, some deviance. A flexible social system is stronger than a brittle one that accepts no deviation.
Finally, the social system should provide a wide range of role opportunities that allow different personalities to
express themselves without threatening the integrity of the system.

Socialization and social control are the main mechanisms that allow the social system to maintain its
equilibrium. Modest amounts of individuality and deviance are accommodated, but more extreme forms must
be met by reequilibrating mechanisms. Thus, social order is built into the structure of Parsons’s social system:

Without deliberate planning on anyone’s part there have developed in our type of social system, and
correspondingly in others, mechanisms which, within limits, are capable of forestalling and
reversing the deep-lying tendencies for deviance to get into the vicious circle phase which puts it
beyond the control of ordinary approval-disapproval and reward-punishment sanctions.

(Parsons, 1951:319)

Again, Parsons’s main interest was the system as a whole rather than the actor in the system—how the system
controls the actor, not how the actor creates and maintains the system. This reflects Parsons’s commitment on
this issue to a structural-functional orientation.

Society

Although the idea of a social system encompasses all types of collectivities, one specific and particularly
important social system is society, “a relatively self-sufficient collectivity the members of which are able to
satisfy all their individual and collective needs and to live entirely within its framework” (Rocher, 1975:60).5
As a structural functionalist, Parsons distinguished between four structures, or subsystems, in society in terms
of the functions (AGIL) they perform (see Figure 7.3). The economy is the subsystem that performs the
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function for society of adapting to the environment through labor, production, and allocation. Through such
work, the economy adapts the environment to society’s needs, and it helps society adapt to these external
realities. The polity (or political system) performs the function of goal attainment by pursuing societal
objectives and mobilizing actors and resources to that end. The fiduciary system (for example, in the schools,
the family) handles the latency function by transmitting culture (norms and values) to actors and allowing it to
be internalized by them. Finally, the integration function is performed by the societal community (for example,
the law), which coordinates the various components of society (Parsons and Platt, 1973).

FIGURE 7.3 ● Society, Its Subsystems, and the Functional Imperatives

As important as the structures of the social system were to Parsons, the cultural system was more important.
In fact, as we saw earlier, the cultural system stood at the top of Parsons’s action system, and Parsons (1966)
labeled himself a “cultural determinist.”6

Cultural System

Parsons conceived of culture as the major force binding the various elements of the social world, or, in his
terms, the action system. Culture mediates interaction between actors and integrates the personality and the
social systems. Culture has the peculiar capacity to become, at least in part, a component of the other systems.
Thus, in the social system, culture is embodied in norms and values, and in the personality system, it is
internalized by the actor. But the cultural system is not simply a part of other systems; it also has a separate
existence in the form of the social stock of knowledge, symbols, and ideas. These aspects of the cultural system
are available to the social and personality systems, but they do not become part of them (Morse, 1961:105;
Parsons and Shils, 1951:6).

Parsons defined the cultural system, as he did his other systems, in terms of its relationship to the other action
systems. Thus, culture is seen as a patterned, ordered system of symbols that are objects of orientation to
actors, internalized aspects of the personality system, and institutionalized patterns (Parsons, 1990) in the
social system. Because it is largely symbolic and subjective, culture is transmitted readily from one system to
another. Culture can move from one social system to another through diffusion and from one personality
system to another through learning and socialization. However, the symbolic (subjective) character of culture
also gives it another characteristic, the ability to control Parsons’s other action systems. This is one of the
reasons Parsons came to view himself as a cultural determinist.

However, if the cultural system is preeminent in Parsonsian theory, we must question whether he offers a
genuinely integrative theory. A truly integrative theory gives rough equivalency to all major levels of analysis.
Cultural determinism, indeed any kind of determinism, is highly suspect from the point of view of an
integrated sociology. (For a more integrated conception of Parsons’s work, see Camic, 1990.) This problem is
exacerbated when we look at the personality system and see how weakly it is developed in Parsons’s work.

Personality System

The personality system is controlled not only by the cultural system but also by the social system. That is not
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to say that Parsons did not accord some independence to the personality system:

My view will be that, while the main content of the structure of the personality is derived from
social systems and culture through socialization, the personality becomes an independent system
through its relations to its own organism and through the uniqueness of its own life experience; it is
not a mere epiphenomenon.

(Parsons, 1970:82)

We get the feeling here that Parsons is protesting too much. If the personality system is not an
epiphenomenon, it is certainly reduced to a secondary or dependent status in his theoretical system.

The personality is defined as the organized system of orientation and motivation of action of the individual
actor. The basic component of the personality is the “need-disposition.” Parsons and Shils defined need-
dispositions as the “most significant units of motivation of action” (1951:113). They differentiated need-
dispositions from drives, which are innate tendencies—“physiological energy that makes action possible”
(Parsons and Shils, 1951:111). In other words, drives are better seen as part of the biological organism. Need-
dispositions are then defined as “these same tendencies when they are not innate but acquired through the
process of action itself” (Parsons and Shils, 1951:111). In other words, need-dispositions are drives that are
shaped by the social setting.

Need-dispositions impel actors to accept or reject objects presented in the environment or to seek out new
objects if the ones that are available do not adequately satisfy need-dispositions. Parsons differentiated
between three basic types of need-dispositions. The first type impels actors to seek love, approval, and so
forth, from their social relationships. The second type includes internalized values that lead actors to observe
various cultural standards. Finally, there are the role expectations that lead actors to give and get appropriate
responses.

This presents a very passive image of actors. They seem to be impelled by drives, dominated by the culture, or,
more usually, shaped by a combination of drives and culture (that is, by need-dispositions). A passive
personality system is clearly a weak link in an integrated theory, and Parsons seemed to be aware of that. On
various occasions, he tried to endow the personality with some creativity. For example, he said, “We do not
mean … to imply that a person’s values are entirely ‘internalized culture’ or mere adherence to rules and laws.
The person makes creative modifications as he internalizes culture; but the novel aspect is not the culture
aspect” (Parsons and Shils, 1951:72). Despite claims such as these, the dominant impression that emerges
from Parsons’s work is one of a passive personality system.

Parsons’s emphasis on need-dispositions creates other problems. Because it leaves out so many other
important aspects of personality, his system becomes a largely impoverished one. Alfred Baldwin, a
psychologist, makes precisely this point:

325



It seems fair to say that Parsons fails in his theory to provide the personality with a reasonable set of
properties or mechanisms aside from need-dispositions, and gets himself into trouble by not
endowing the personality with enough characteristics and enough different kinds of mechanisms for
it to be able to function.

(A. Baldwin, 1961:186)

Baldwin makes another telling point about Parsons’s personality system, arguing that even when Parsons
analyzed the personality system, he was really not focally interested in it: “Even when he is writing chapters on
personality structure, Parsons spends many more pages talking about social systems than he does about
personality” (1961:180). This is reflected in the various ways Parsons linked the personality to the social
system. First, actors must learn to see themselves in a way that fits with the place they occupy in society
(Parsons and Shils, 1951:147). Second, role expectations are attached to each of the roles occupied by
individual actors. Then, there is the learning of self-discipline, internalization of value orientations,
identification, and so forth. All these forces point toward the integration of the personality system with the
social system, which Parsons emphasized. However, he also pointed out the possible malintegration, which is
a problem for the system that needs to be overcome.

Another aspect of Parsons’s work—his interest in internalization as the personality system’s side of the
socialization process—reflects the passivity of the personality system. Parsons (1970:2) derived this interest
from Durkheim’s work on internalization, as well as from Freud’s work, primarily that on the superego. In
emphasizing internalization and the superego, Parsons once again manifested his conception of the
personality system as passive and externally controlled.

Although Parsons was willing to talk about the subjective aspects of personality in his early work, he
progressively abandoned that perspective. In so doing, he limited his possible insights into the personality
system. Parsons, at one point, stated clearly that he was shifting his attention away from the internal meanings
that the actions of people may have: “The organization of observational data in terms of the theory of action is
quite possible and fruitful in modified behavioristic terms, and such formulation avoids many of the difficult
questions of introspection or empathy” (Parsons and Shils, 1951:64).

Behavioral Organism

Though he included the behavioral organism as one of the four action systems, Parsons had very little to say
about it. It is included because it is the source of energy for the rest of the systems. Although it is based on
genetic constitution, its organization is affected by the processes of conditioning and learning that occur
during the individual’s life.7 The behavioral organism is clearly a residual system in Parsons’s work, but, at the
minimum, Parsons is to be lauded for including it as a part of his sociology, if for no other reason than that he
anticipated interest in sociobiology, the sociology of the body (B. Turner, 1985), and work on the intersection
between the life sciences and social theory (Capra, 2005; Fraser, Kember, and Lury, 2005, 2006).

Change and Dynamism in Parsonsian Theory
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Parsons’s work with conceptual tools such as the four action systems and the functional imperatives led to the
accusation that he offered a structural theory that was unable to deal with social change. Parsons had long
been sensitive to this charge, arguing that although a study of change was necessary, it must be preceded by a
study of structure. But, by the 1960s, he could resist the attacks no longer and made a major shift in his work
to the study of social change,8 particularly the study of social evolution (Parsons, 1977:50).

Evolutionary Theory

Parsons’s (1966) general orientation to the study of social change was shaped by biology. To deal with this
process, Parsons developed what he called “a paradigm of evolutionary change.”

The first component of that paradigm is the process of differentiation. Parsons assumed that any society is
composed of a series of subsystems that differ in both their structure and their functional significance for the
larger society. As society evolves, new subsystems are differentiated. This is not enough, however; they also
must be more adaptive than earlier subsystems. Thus, the essential aspect of Parsons’s evolutionary paradigm
was the idea of adaptive upgrading. Parsons described this process:

If differentiation is to yield a balanced, more evolved system, each newly differentiated substructure
… must have increased adaptive capacity for performing its primary function, as compared to the
performance of that function in the previous, more diffuse structure.… We may call this process the
adaptive upgrading aspect of the evolutionary change cycle.

(Parsons, 1966:22)

This is a highly positive model of social change (although Parsons certainly had a sense of its darker side). It
assumes that as society evolves, it grows generally better able to cope with its problems. In contrast, in
Marxian theory, social change leads to the eventual destruction of capitalist society. For this reason, among
others, Parsons often is thought of as a very conservative sociological theorist.

Next, Parsons argued that the process of differentiation leads to a new set of problems of integration for
society. As subsystems proliferate, the society is confronted with new problems in coordinating the operations
of these units.

A society undergoing evolution must move from a system of ascription to one of achievement. A wider array
of skills and abilities is needed to handle the more diffuse subsystems. The generalized abilities of people must
be freed from their ascriptive bonds so that they can be utilized by society. Most generally, this means that
groups formerly excluded from contributing to the system must be freed for inclusion as full members of the
society.

Finally, the value system of the society as a whole must undergo change as social structures and functions
grow increasingly differentiated. However, since the new system is more diverse, it is harder for the value
system to encompass it. Thus, a more differentiated society requires a value system that is “couched at a higher
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level of generality in order to legitimize the wider variety of goals and functions of its subunits” (Parsons,
1966:23). However, this process of generalization of values often does not proceed smoothly as it meets
resistance from groups committed to their own narrow value systems.

Evolution proceeds through a variety of cycles, but no general process affects all societies equally. Some
societies may foster evolution, whereas others may “be so beset with internal conflicts or other handicaps” that
they impede the process of evolution, or they may even “deteriorate” (Parsons, 1966:23). What most
interested Parsons were those societies in which developmental “breakthroughs” occur, since he believed that
once they occurred, the process of evolution would follow his general evolutionary model.

Although Parsons conceived of evolution as occurring in stages, he was careful to avoid a unilinear
evolutionary theory: “We do not conceive societal evolution to be either a continuous or a simple linear
process, but we can distinguish between broad levels of advancement without overlooking the considerable
variability found in each” (1966:26). Making it clear that he was simplifying matters, Parsons distinguished
three broad evolutionary stages—primitive, intermediate, and modern. Characteristically, he differentiated
between these stages primarily on the basis of cultural dimensions. The crucial development in the transition
from primitive to intermediate is the development of language, primarily written language. The key
development in the shift from intermediate to modern is “the institutionalized codes of normative order,” or
law (Parsons, 1966:26).

Parsons next proceeded to analyze a series of specific societies in the context of the evolution from primitive to
modern society. One particular point is worth underscoring here: Parsons turned to evolutionary theory, at
least in part, because he was accused of being unable to deal with social change. However, his analysis of
evolution is not in terms of process; rather, it is an attempt to “order structural types and relate them
sequentially” (Parsons, 1966:111). This is comparative structural analysis, not really a study of the processes of
social change. Thus, even when he was supposed to be looking at change, Parsons remained committed to the
study of structures and functions.

Generalized Media of Interchange

One of the ways in which Parsons introduces some dynamism, some fluidity (Alexander, 1983:115), into his
theoretical system is through his ideas on the generalized media of interchange within and between the four
action systems (especially within the social system) discussed above (Treviño, 2005). The model for the
generalized media of interchange is money, which operates as such a medium within the economy. But,
instead of focusing on material phenomena such as money, Parsons focuses on symbolic media of exchange.
Even when Parsons does discuss money as a medium of interchange within the social system, he focuses on its
symbolic rather than its material qualities. In addition to money, and more clearly symbolic, are other
generalized media of interchange—political power, influence, and value commitments. Parsons makes it quite
clear why he is focusing on symbolic media of interchange: “The introduction of a theory of media into the
kind of structural perspective I have in mind goes far, it seems to me, to refute the frequent allegations that
this type of structural analysis is inherently plagued with a static bias, which makes it impossible to do justice
to dynamic problems” (1975:98–99).
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Symbolic media of interchange have the capacity, like money, to be created and to circulate in the larger
society. Thus, within the social system, those in the political system are able to create political power. More
important, they can expend that power, thereby allowing it to circulate freely in, and have influence over, the
social system. Through such an expenditure of power, leaders presumably strengthen the political system as
well as the society as a whole. More generally, it is the generalized media that circulate between the four
action systems and within the structures of each of those systems. It is their existence and movement that give
dynamism to Parsons’s largely structural analyses.

As Alexander (1983:115) points out, generalized media of interchange lend dynamism to Parsons’s theory in
another sense. They allow for the existence of “media entrepreneurs” (for example, politicians) who do not
simply accept the system of exchange as it is. That is, they can be creative and resourceful and, in this way,
alter not only the quantity of the generalized media but also the manner and direction in which the media
flow.

Robert Merton’s Structural Functionalism

Although Talcott Parsons is the most important structural-functional theorist, his student Robert Merton
authored some of the most important statements on structural functionalism in sociology (C. Crothers, 2011;
Sztompka, 2000; Tiryakian, 1991). Merton criticized some of the more extreme and indefensible aspects of
structural functionalism. But equally important, his new conceptual insights helped give structural
functionalism a continuing usefulness (Jasso, 2000).

Although both Merton and Parsons are associated with structural functionalism, there are important
differences between them. For one thing, while Parsons advocated the creation of grand, overarching theories,
Merton favored more limited, middle-range theories. For another, Merton was more favorable toward
Marxian theories than Parsons was. In fact, Merton and some of his students (especially Alvin Gouldner) can
be seen as having pushed structural functionalism more to the left politically.

A Structural-Functional Model

Merton criticized what he saw as the three basic postulates of functional analysis as it was developed by
anthropologists such as Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown. The first is the postulate of the functional unity of
society. This postulate holds that all standardized social and cultural beliefs and practices are functional for
society as a whole as well as for individuals in society. This view implies that the various parts of a social
system must show a high level of integration. However, Merton maintained that although it may be true of
small, primitive societies, this generalization cannot be extended to larger, more complex societies.

Universal functionalism is the second postulate that he rejects. That is, it is argued that all standardized social
and cultural forms and structures have positive functions. Merton argued that this contradicts what we find in
the real world. It is clear that not every structure, custom, idea, belief, and so forth, has positive functions. For
example, rabid nationalism can be highly dysfunctional in a world of proliferating nuclear arms.

The third postulate that he rejects is the postulate of indispensability. The argument here is that all
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standardized aspects of society not only have positive functions but also represent indispensable parts of the
working whole. This postulate leads to the idea that all structures and functions are functionally necessary for
society. No other structures and functions could work quite as well as those that are currently found within
society. Merton’s criticism, following Parsons, was that we must at least be willing to admit that there are
various structural and functional alternatives to be found within society.

Merton’s position was that all these functional postulates rely on nonempirical assertions based on abstract,
theoretical systems. At a minimum, it is the responsibility of the sociologist to examine each empirically.
Merton’s belief that empirical tests, not theoretical assertions, are crucial to functional analysis led him to
develop his “paradigm” of functional analysis as a guide to the integration of theory and research.

Merton made it clear from the outset that structural-functional analysis focuses on groups, organizations,
societies, and cultures. He stated that any object that can be subjected to structural-functional analysis must
“represent a standardized (that is, patterned and repetitive) item” (Merton, [1949] 1968:104). He had in mind
such things as “social roles, institutional patterns, social processes, cultural patterns, culturally patterned
emotions, social norms, group organization, social structure, devices for social control, etc.” (Merton, [1949]
1968:104).
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Robert K. Merton: An Autobiographical Sketch*

Pictorial Parade / Archive Photos / Getty Images

It is easy enough to identify the principal teachers, both close at hand and at a distance, who taught me most. During my graduate
studies, they were: P. A. Sorokin, who oriented me more widely to European social thought and with whom, unlike some other
students of the time, I never broke although I could not follow him in the directions of inquiry he began to pursue in the late 1930s;
the then quite young Talcott Parsons, engaged in thinking through the ideas which first culminated in his magisterial Structure of
Social Action; the biochemist and sometime sociologist L. J. Henderson, who taught me something about the disciplined
investigation of what is first entertained as an interesting idea; the economic historian E. F. Gay, who taught me about the workings
of economic development as reconstructible from archival sources; and, quite consequentially, the then dean of the history of science,
George Sarton, who allowed me to work under his guidance for several years in his famed (not to say, hallowed) workshop in the
Widener Library of Harvard. Beyond these teachers with whom I studied directly, I learned most from two sociologists: Emile
Durkheim, above all others, and Georg Simmel, who could teach me only through the powerful works they left behind, and from
that sociologically sensitive humanist, Gilbert Murray. During the latter period of my life, I learned most from my colleague, Paul F.
Lazarsfeld, who probably had no idea of how much he taught me during our uncountable conversations and collaborations during
more than a third of a century.

Looking back over my work through the years, I find more of a pattern in it than I had supposed was there. For almost from the
beginning of my own work, after those apprenticeship years as a graduate student, I was determined to follow my intellectual
interests as they evolved rather than pursue a predetermined lifelong plan. I chose to adopt the practice of my master-at-a-distance,
Durkheim, rather than the practice of my master-at-close-range, Sarton. Durkheim repeatedly changed the subjects he chose to
investigate. Starting with his study of the social division of labor, he examined methods of sociological inquiry and then turned
successively to the seemingly unrelated subjects of suicide, religion, moral education, and socialism, all the while developing a
theoretical orientation which, to his mind, could be effectively developed by attending to such varied aspects of life in society. Sarton
had proceeded quite the other way: in his earliest years as a scholar, he had worked out a program of research in the history of science
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that was to culminate in his monumental five-volume Introduction [sic] to the History of Science (which carried the story through to
the close of the 14th century!).

The first of these patterns seemed more suitable for me. I wanted and still want to advance sociological theories of social structure
and cultural change that will help us understand how social institutions and the character of life in society come to be as they are.
That concern with theoretical sociology has led me to avoid the kind of subject specialization that has become (and, in my opinion,
has for the most part rightly become) the order of the day in sociology, as in other evolving disciplines. For my purposes, study of a
variety of sociological subjects was essential.

In that variety, only one special field—the sociology of science—has persistently engaged my interest. During the 1930s, I devoted
myself almost entirely to the social contexts of science and technology, especially in 17th-century England, and focused on the
unanticipated consequences of purposive social action. As my theoretical interests broadened, I turned, during the 1940s and
afterward, to studies of the social sources of nonconforming and deviant behavior, of the workings of bureaucracy, mass persuasion,
and communication in modern complex society, and to the role of the intellectual, both within bureaucracies and outside them. In
the 1950s, I centered on developing a sociological theory of basic units of social structure: the role-set and status-set and the role
models people select not only for emulation but also as a source of values adopted as a basis for self-appraisal (this latter being “the
theory of reference groups” ). I also undertook, with George Reader and Patricia Kendall, the first large-scale sociological study of
medical education, aiming to find out how, all apart from explicit plan, different kinds of physicians are socialized in the same
schools of medicine, this being linked with the distinctive character of professions as a type of occupational activity. In the 1960s and
1970s, I returned to an intensive study of the social structure of science and its interaction with cognitive structure, these two decades
being the time in which the sociology of science finally came of age, with what’s past being only prologue. Throughout these studies,
my primary orientation was toward the connections between sociological theory, methods of inquiry, and substantive empirical
research.

I group these developing interests by decades only for convenience. Of course, they did not neatly come and go in accord with such
conventional divisions of the calendar. Nor did all of them go, after the first period of intensive work on them. I am at work on a
volume centered on the unanticipated consequences of purposive social action, thus following up a paper first published almost half a
century ago and intermittently developed since. Another volume in the stocks, entitled The Self-Fulfilling Prophecy, follows out in a
half-dozen spheres of social life the workings of this pattern as first noted in my paper by the same title, a mere third of a century
ago. And should time, patience, and capacity allow, there remains the summation of work on the analysis of social structure, with
special reference to status-sets, role-sets, and structural contexts on the structural side, and manifest and latent functions,
dysfunctions, functional alternatives, and social mechanisms on the functional side.

Mortality being the rule and painfully slow composition being my practice, there seems small point in looking beyond this series of
works in progress.

[For more on Merton, see Johnston, 2007; Schultz, 1995; and Sztompka, 2005. Robert Merton died on February 23, 2003.]

* Copyright © 1981 by Robert K. Merton.

Early structural functionalists tended to focus almost entirely on the functions of one social structure or
institution for another. However, in Merton’s view, early analysts tended to confuse the subjective motives of
individuals with the functions of structures or institutions. The focus of the structural functionalist should be
on social functions rather than on individual motives. Functions, according to Merton, are defined as “those
observed consequences which make for the adaptation or adjustment of a given system” ([1949] 1968:105).
However, there is a clear ideological bias when one focuses only on adaptation or adjustment, for they are
always positive consequences. It is important to note that one social fact can have negative consequences for
another social fact. To rectify this serious omission in early structural functionalism, Merton developed the
idea of a dysfunction. Just as structures or institutions could contribute to the maintenance of other parts of the
social system, they also could have negative consequences for them. Slavery in the southern United States, for
example, clearly had positive consequences for white southerners, such as supplying cheap labor, support for
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the cotton economy, and social status. It also had dysfunctions, such as making southerners overly dependent
on an agrarian economy and therefore unprepared for industrialization. The lingering disparity between the
North and the South in industrialization can be traced, at least in part, to the dysfunctions of the institution of
slavery in the South.

Merton also posited the idea of nonfunctions, which he defined as consequences that are simply irrelevant to
the system under consideration. Included here might be social forms that are “survivals” from earlier historical
times. Although they may have had positive or negative consequences in the past, they have no significant
effect on contemporary society. One example, although a few might disagree, is the Women’s Christian
Temperance Movement.

To help answer the question of whether positive functions outweigh dysfunctions, or vice versa, Merton
developed the concept of net balance. However, we never can simply add up positive functions and
dysfunctions and objectively determine which outweighs the other, because the issues are so complex and are
based on so much subjective judgment that they cannot be calculated and weighed easily. The usefulness of
Merton’s concept comes from the way it orients the sociologist to the question of relative significance. To
return to the example of slavery, the question becomes whether, on balance, slavery was more functional or
dysfunctional to the South. Still, this question is too broad and obscures a number of issues (for example, that
slavery was functional for groups such as white slaveholders).

To cope with problems like these, Merton added the idea that there must be levels of functional analysis.
Functionalists had generally restricted themselves to analysis of the society as a whole, but Merton made it
clear that analysis also could be done on an organization, institution, or group. Returning to the issue of the
functions of slavery for the South, it would be necessary to differentiate several levels of analysis and ask about
the functions and dysfunctions of slavery for black families, white families, black political organizations, white
political organizations, and so forth. In terms of net balance, slavery was probably more functional for certain
social units and more dysfunctional for other social units. Addressing the issue at these more specific levels
helps in analyzing the functionality of slavery for the South as a whole.

Merton also introduced the concepts of manifest and latent functions. These two terms have also been
important additions to functional analysis.9 In simple terms, manifest functions are those that are intended,
whereas latent functions are unintended. The manifest function of slavery, for example, was to increase the
economic productivity of the South, but it had the latent function of providing a vast underclass that served to
increase the social status of southern whites, both rich and poor. This idea is related to another of Merton’s
concepts—unanticipated consequences. Actions have both intended and unintended consequences. Although
everyone is aware of the intended consequences, sociological analysis is required to uncover the unintended
consequences; indeed, to some this is the very essence of sociology. Peter Berger (1963) has called this
“debunking,” or looking beyond stated intentions to real effects.

Merton made it clear that unanticipated consequences and latent functions are not the same. A latent function
is one type of unanticipated consequence, one that is functional for the designated system. But there are two
other types of unanticipated consequences: “those that are dysfunctional for a designated system, and these
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comprise the latent dysfunctions,” and “those which are irrelevant to the system which they affect neither
functionally or dysfunctionally … non-functional consequences” (Merton, [1949] 1968:105).

As further clarification of functional theory, Merton pointed out that a structure may be dysfunctional for the
system as a whole yet may continue to exist. One might make a good case that discrimination against blacks,
females, and other minority groups is dysfunctional for American society, yet it continues to exist because it is
functional for a part of the social system; for example, discrimination against females is generally functional
for males. However, these forms of discrimination are not without some dysfunctions, even for the group for
which they are functional. Males do suffer from their discrimination against females; similarly, whites are hurt
by their discriminatory behavior toward blacks. One could argue that these forms of discrimination adversely
affect those who discriminate by keeping vast numbers of people underproductive and by increasing the
likelihood of social conflict.

Merton contended that not all structures are indispensable to the workings of the social system. Some parts of
our social system can be eliminated. This helps functional theory overcome another of its conservative biases.
By recognizing that some structures are expendable, functionalism opens the way for meaningful social
change. Our society, for example, could continue to exist (and even be improved) by the elimination of
discrimination against various minority groups.

Merton’s clarifications are of great utility to sociologists (for example, Gans, 1972, 1994) who wish to perform
structural-functional analyses.

Social Structure and Anomie

Before leaving this section, we must devote some attention to one of the best-known contributions to
structural functionalism, indeed to all of sociology (Adler and Laufer, 1995; Menard, 1995; Merton, 1995)—
Merton’s (1968) analysis of the relationship between culture, structure, and anomie. Merton defines culture as
“that organized set of normative values governing behavior which is common to members of a designated
society or group” and social structure as “that organized set of social relationships in which members of the
society or group are variously implicated” (1968:216; italics added). Anomie occurs “when there is an acute
disjunction between the cultural norms and goals and the socially structured capacities of members of the
group to act in accord with them” (Merton, 1968:216). That is, because of their position in the social structure
of society, some people are unable to act in accord with normative values. The culture calls for some type of
behavior that the social structure prevents from occurring.

For example, in American society, the culture places great emphasis on material success. However, by their
position within the social structure, many people are prevented from achieving such success. If one is born
into the lower socioeconomic classes and, as a result, is able to acquire, at best, only a high school degree, one’s
chances of achieving economic success in the generally accepted way (for example, through succeeding in the
conventional work world) are slim or nonexistent. Under such circumstances (and they are widespread in
contemporary American society), anomie can be said to exist, and, as a result, there is a tendency toward
deviant behavior. In this context, deviance often takes the form of alternative, unacceptable, and sometimes
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illegal means of achieving economic success. Thus, becoming a drug dealer or a prostitute in order to achieve
economic success is an example of deviance generated by the disjunction between cultural values and social-
structural means of attaining those values. This is one way in which the structural functionalist would seek to
explain crime and deviance.

Thus, in this example of structural functionalism, Merton is looking at social (and cultural) structures, but he
is not focally concerned with the functions of those structures. Rather, consistent with his functional
paradigm, he is mainly concerned with dysfunctions, in this case, anomie. More specifically, as we have seen,
Merton links anomie with deviance and thereby is arguing that disjunctions between culture and structure
have the dysfunctional consequence of leading to deviance within society.

It is worth noting that implied in Merton’s work on anomie is a critical attitude toward social stratification
(for example, for blocking the means of some to socially desirable goals). Thus, while Davis and Moore wrote
approvingly of a stratified society, Merton’s work indicates that structural functionalists can be critical of social
stratification.

The Major Criticisms

No single sociological theory in the history of the discipline has been the focus of as much interest as
structural functionalism. By the 1960s, however, criticisms of the theory had increased dramatically, and,
ultimately, they became more prevalent than praise. Mark Abrahamson depicted this situation quite vividly:
“Thus, metaphorically, functionalism has ambled along like a giant elephant, ignoring the stings of gnats, even
as the swarm of attackers takes its toll” (1978:37).

Substantive Criticisms

One major criticism is that structural functionalism does not deal adequately with history—that it is
inherently ahistorical. In fact, structural functionalism was developed, at least in part, in reaction to the
historical evolutionary approach of certain anthropologists. In its early years, in particular, structural
functionalism went too far in its criticism of evolutionary theory and came to focus on either contemporary or
abstract societies. However, structural functionalism need not be ahistorical (J. Turner and Maryanski, 1979).
In fact, Parsons’s (1966, 1971) work on social change, as we have seen, reflects the ability of structural
functionalists to deal with change if they so wish.

Structural functionalists also are attacked for being unable to deal effectively with the process of social change
(Abrahamson, 1978; Percy Cohen, 1968; C. W. Mills, 1959; J. Turner and Maryanski, 1979).10 Whereas the
preceding criticism deals with the seeming inability of structural functionalism to deal with the past, this one
is concerned with the parallel incapacity of the approach to deal with the contemporary process of social
change. Percy Cohen (1968) sees the problem as lying in structural-functional theory, in which all the
elements of a society are seen as reinforcing one another as well as the system as a whole. This makes it
difficult to see how these elements can also contribute to change. While Cohen sees the problem as inherent
in the theory, Turner and Maryanski believe, again, that the problem lies with the practitioners and not with
the theory.

335



Perhaps the most often voiced criticism of structural functionalism is that it is unable to deal effectively with
conflict (Abrahamson, 1978; Percy Cohen, 1968; Gouldner, 1970; Horowitz, [1962] 1967; C. W. Mills,
1959; J. Turner and Maryanski, 1979).11 This criticism takes a variety of forms. Alvin Gouldner argues that
Parsons, as the main representative of structural functionalism, tended to overemphasize harmonious
relationships. Irving Louis Horowitz contends that structural functionalists tend to see conflict as necessarily
destructive and as occurring outside the framework of society. The issue once again is whether this is inherent
in the theory or in the way practitioners have interpreted and used it (Percy Cohen, 1968; J. Turner and
Maryanski, 1979).

The overall criticisms that structural functionalism is unable to deal with history, change, and conflict have led
many (for example, Percy Cohen, 1968; Gouldner, 1970) to argue that structural functionalism has a
conservative bias. It may indeed be true that there is a conservative bias in structural functionalism that is
attributable not only to what it ignores (change, history, conflict) but also to what it chooses to focus on. For
one thing, structural functionalists have tended to focus on culture, norms, and values (Percy Cohen, 1968;
Lockwood, 1956; C. W. Mills, 1959). People are seen as constrained by cultural and social forces. As
Gouldner says, to emphasize his criticism of structural functionalism, “Human beings are as much engaged in
using social systems as in being used by them” (1970:220).

Related to their cultural focus is the tendency of structural functionalists to mistake the legitimizations
employed by elites in society for social reality (Gouldner, 1970; Harré, 2002; Horowitz, [1962] 1967; C. W.
Mills, 1959). The normative system is interpreted as reflective of the society as a whole, when it may, in fact,
be better viewed as an ideological system promulgated by, and existing for, the elite members of the society.

These substantive criticisms point in two basic directions. First, it seems clear that structural functionalism has
a rather narrow focus that prevents it from addressing a number of important issues and aspects of the social
world. Second, its focus tends to give it a very conservative flavor; structural functionalism has operated in
support of the status quo and the dominant elites (Huaco, 1986).

Methodological and Logical Criticisms

One of the often expressed criticisms (see, for example, Abrahamson, 1978; C. W. Mills, 1959) is that
structural functionalism is basically vague, unclear, and ambiguous. Part of the ambiguity is traceable to the
fact that structural functionalists choose to deal with abstract social systems instead of real societies.

A related criticism is that although no single grand scheme ever can be used to analyze all societies throughout
history (C. W. Mills, 1959), structural functionalists have been motivated by the belief that there is a single
theory or at least a set of conceptual categories that could be used to do this. Many critics regard this grand
theory as an illusion, believing that the best sociology can hope for is more historically specific, “middle-range”
(Merton, 1968) theories.

Among the other specific methodological criticisms is the issue of whether there are adequate methods to
study the questions of concern to structural functionalists. Percy Cohen (1968), for instance, wonders what
tools can be used to study the contribution of one part of a system to the system as a whole. Another
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methodological criticism is that structural functionalism makes comparative analysis difficult. If the
assumption is that a part of a system makes sense only in the context of the social system in which it exists,
how can we compare it with a similar part in another system? Cohen asks, for example: If the English family
makes sense only in the context of English society, how can we compare it to the French family?

Teleology and Tautology

Percy Cohen (1968) and Jonathan Turner and A. Z. Maryanski (1979) see teleology and tautology as the two
most important logical problems confronting structural functionalism. Some tend to see teleology as an
inherent problem (Abrahamson, 1978; Percy Cohen, 1968), but it’s likely that Turner and Maryanski (1979)
are correct when they argue that the problem with structural functionalism is not teleology per se, but
illegitimate teleology. In this context, teleology is defined as the view that society (or other social structures) has
purposes or goals. In order to achieve these goals, society creates, or causes to be created, specific social
structures and social institutions. Turner and Maryanski do not see this view as necessarily illegitimate; in fact,
they argue that social theory should take into account the teleological relationship between society and its
component parts.

The problem, according to Turner and Maryanski, is the extension of teleology to unacceptable lengths. An
illegitimate teleology is one that implies “that purpose or end states guide human affairs when such is not the
case” (J. Turner and Maryanski, 1979:118). For example, it is illegitimate to assume that because society needs
procreation and socialization, it will create the family institution. A variety of alternative structures could meet
these needs; society does not “need” to create the family. The structural functionalist must define and
document the various ways in which the goals do, in fact, lead to the creation of specific substructures. It also
would be useful to be able to show why other substructures could not meet the same needs. A legitimate
teleology would be able to define and demonstrate empirically and theoretically the links between society’s goals
and the various substructures that exist within society. An illegitimate teleology would be satisfied with a blind
assertion that a link between a societal end and a specific substructure must exist.

The other major criticism of the logic of structural functionalism is that it is tautological. A tautological
argument is one in which the conclusion merely makes explicit what is implicit in the premise or is simply a
restatement of the premise. In structural functionalism, this circular reasoning often takes the form of defining
the whole in terms of its parts and then defining the parts in terms of the whole. Thus, it would be argued
that a social system is defined by the relationship between its component parts and that the component parts
of the system are defined by their place in the larger social system. Because each is defined in terms of the
other, neither the social system nor its parts are in fact defined at all. We really learn nothing about either the
system or its parts.
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Systems Theory12

Though there are a number of sociologists who have worked in the area of systems theory (see, for example,
K. Bailey, 1990, 1994, 1997, 2001; R. Ball, 1978; W. Buckley, 1967), the most prominent is Niklas Luhmann
(1927–1998) (Nollman, 2005a; Rogowski, 2007, Stichweh, 2011). Luhmann (1982, [1984] 1995, 1987)
developed a sociological approach that combined elements of Parsons’s structural functionalism with general
systems theory. General systems theory is an interdisciplinary research area that traces its roots to the 1960s
(K. Bailey, 2005). It draws on fields such as biology, cognitive psychology, organizational theory, computer
science and information theory (cybernetics), phenomenology (Paul, 2001), and sociology (among others). It
assumes that phenomena as diverse as biological organisms, ecosystems, human cognition, and information
processing can all be treated as systems that operate according to a shared set of principles. Recently, systems
theory has been taken up by scholars in the human sciences who are interested in fusing insights from the
natural sciences with poststructuralist thought (Rasch, 2000; Wolfe, 2000). Luhmann has served as a bridge
between these two presumably distinct scholarly fields.

Luhmann saw Parsons’s later ideas as the only general theory complex enough to form the basis for a new
sociological approach that could incorporate the latest findings in biological and cybernetic systems. Like
Parsons, Luhmann studied social systems as functionally differentiated units. However, in his reliance on
systems theory, Luhmann presents a much more dynamic conception of social systems, their formation and
evolution. In particular, Luhmann moves beyond Parsons in two ways. First, Luhmann adds the concept of
self-reference. Self-reference is society’s ability to take itself as an object of analysis and action. According to
Luhmann, self-reference is central to our understanding of society as a system. Societies are systems insofar as
they work on themselves. Second, Luhmann relies upon the concept of contingency. Contingency refers to the
idea that social systems do not possess universal and everlasting structures and functions. Instead, system
organization is a limited-term accomplishment. Systems change and evolve as demanded by their relationships
with an external environment. As a result, Parsons cannot adequately analyze modern society as it is because
he does not see that it could be otherwise. To take one example from Parsons’s work, the AGIL scheme
should not be seen as a fact, but instead as a model of possibilities. The AGIL scheme shows that the adaptive
and the goal attainment subsystems can be related in various ways; therefore, the aim of analysis should be to
understand why the system produced a particular relationship between these two subsystems at any given
time. Luhmann addresses these two problems in Parsons’s work by developing a theory that takes self-
reference as central to systems and that focuses on contingency, the fact that things could be different.

As a sociologist, Luhmann’s most important contribution to systems theory is his analysis of social systems. In
this review, we describe three concepts that are of central importance to Luhmann’s analysis of the social
system: the distinction between the system and environment, autopoiesis, and differentiation. In brief, the
theory argues that social systems bring themselves into existence when they differentiate themselves from their
surrounding environment and then generate further divisions within themselves.

System and Environment
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The key to understanding what Luhmann means by a system can be found in the distinction between a system
and its environment. Every system is situated in an environment and a system is separated from its
environment by a boundary. An example of a boundary is the distinction between a human body and the
world around it. The human body is a system situated in an environment that contains, among other things,
other people and objects. Another example of a boundary is the distinction between a nation-state, such as the
United States, and the surrounding nation-states to which it relates. The United States is the system and the
collection of other nations is the environment for that system.

Central to Luhmann’s definition of system is the concept of complexity. The world is complex, meaning that it
is filled with numerous incalculable possibilities for action and interaction. In fact, the world is so complex
that unless human beings find ways to manage complexity, they will be overwhelmed by the world. With this
in mind, Luhmann says that systems, in particular social systems, emerge when they are able to reduce the
complexity of the world. This reduction of complexity—making the world simpler than it actually is—creates
the distinction between a system and its environment. The system is always less complex than its
environment. In other words, by putting up boundaries, by ignoring parts of the environment, the system
carves out a unique place for itself in the environment. For example, while a country such as the United States
might be concerned with the foreign policy of a nation like China, it is not necessarily concerned with the way
that art is made and produced in China. The United States reduces the complexity of its environment by
focusing on some aspects of the environment (foreign policy) and not others (art production).

Another way that Luhmann deals with this is to say that the system selects the components of its environment
with which it will relate. It chooses to interact with Chinese foreign policy rather than the field of art
production. In so doing, the system defines its limits and boundaries. This kind of selection has implications
for the system. By ignoring parts of the environment, it may put itself at risk (Luhmann, [1986] 1989, 1991).
Events may occur in parts of the environment that the system has ignored and that later will threaten its
functionality. This said, what should also be clear is that the system is attuned to such environmental risks,
and when risks become too much of a threat, a system can reorganize itself. To use an evolutionary language,
the system is able to adapt to changes in its environment.

Autopoiesis

Luhmann is best known for his thinking on autopoiesis.13 He borrows the concept from the biologists
Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela (1980). Autopoiesis has been used to refer to a diversity of systems
from biological cells to the entire world system, and Luhmann uses it to refer to systems such as the economy
(1988), the political system, the legal system (1993), the scientific system (1990), and bureaucracies, among
others. The word is derived from classical Greek: “poiesis” refers to the act of making, and “auto” refers to the
self. As such, autopoiesis means that systems are self-making or, more broadly, self-generating, or self-
organizing. There is no superentity outside of a system that determines the development and evolution of a
system. In other words, the system is ultimately responsible for its own organization and development. In the
previous discussion, we have described the most basic sense in which systems are autopoietic. They come into
existence when they make a distinction between themselves and their environment. The system in effect
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creates itself when it draws a boundary between itself and the rest of the world.

Luhmann’s focus on autopoiesis implies a number of related features of social systems. As self-making
entities, social systems are self-referential (Esposito, 1996). Another way of saying this is that systems are self-
monitoring; they operate on the basis of feedback mechanisms. The system creates structures, and then the
system constantly “checks in” on itself and its structures to ensure that they are functioning properly. Other
theorists, such as Harold Garfinkel (Chapter 10) and Anthony Giddens (Chapter 13), call this self-
monitoring feature reflexivity. So, systems generate structures, and they develop mechanisms by which they
can monitor structures. Luhmann also says that systems create the elements that make up the system. Elements
are the building blocks of a system. For example, many social systems distinguish between institutions such as
religion and politics. These institutions are made up of various elements. In religious institutions, elements
include things like sacred objects, rituals, and belief systems. Each of these elements is required for the
continued existence of the religious institution.

Finally, Luhmann says that autopoietic systems are closed systems. This means that there is no direct
connection between a system and its environment. Instead, a system deals with its representations of the
environment. Even though this sounds like a difficult idea, it is no more than an extension of what we have
already said about systems theory. Systems are always less complex than their environment. However, the
simplification of complexity is not immediately given to the system. It does not just happen that a system
becomes simpler than its environment. Instead, there must be some kind of mechanism through which
simplification is achieved. When talking about social systems, the mechanisms by which environments are
made less complex are representational or communicational. In words, images, thoughts, diagrams, symbols,
and so on, the system re-presents, or presents differently, to itself an otherwise overwhelmingly complex
environment. In short, the system brings itself into existence when it paints a simplified picture of the
environment, or what matters in the environment, for itself.

The important point in all of this is not only that the system generates its own structures and elements. In
addition, autopoiesis means that the system must constantly create and re-create itself. This is what
distinguishes Luhmann from previous structural-functional scholars like Talcott Parsons. These earlier
functionalists took for granted the existence of social structures; certain kinds of structures were universal and
ever-present. But Luhmann argues that the makeup of an autopoietic system is never given or guaranteed. It
must constantly be created. This is very similar to the ethnomethodological idea (see Chapter 10) that social
life is an ongoing accomplishment of its members. In their actions and activities, people, and on a larger scale,
social systems are constantly making up the structures within which they live. On the one hand, this means
that the creation of a social system is an extraordinary and, Luhmann even suggests, unlikely achievement. On
the other hand, this means that social systems are also quite adaptive. Since they are always making their
structures and elements, they can also remake these elements in ways that respond to changes and demands of
the environment.

Differentiation

From what we have already said, it should be clear that differentiation is a key concept in Luhmann’s systems
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theory. Luhmann argues that differentiation is the principal feature of modern society. It is the means by
which a system deals with the complexity of its environment (Rasch, 2000; Vanderstraeten, 2005). Luhmann
defines differentiation as the “replication, within a system of the difference between a system and its
environment” (Luhmann, 1982:230). The system comes into existence when it is able to describe the
difference between itself and its environment and then organize itself around that distinction. For our
purposes we can say that differentiation refers to the process by which systems make distinctions.

In Luhmann’s theory, there are two basic kinds of distinctions, two general forms of differentiation. The first
is the distinction between the system and its environment. The second is the distinctions that a system makes
within itself, internal distinctions. In other words, once a system has distinguished itself from its environment,
it proceeds to develop subsystems. Over time, systems can become increasingly complex, meaning that they
are characterized by a growing number of internal distinctions. This growth in internal complexity makes a
system incredibly rich and dynamic.

Perhaps the most practical aspect of Luhmann’s social systems theory is his description of the different forms
of internal differentiation. There are at least four ways that social systems are divided and organized—
segmentation, stratification, center-periphery, and functional differentiation.

Segmentary Differentiation

Segmentary differentiation divides parts of the system on the basis of the need to fulfill identical functions over
and over. For instance, an automobile manufacturer has functionally similar factories for the production of
cars at many different locations. Every location is organized in much the same way; each has the same
structure and fulfills the same function—producing cars.

Stratificatory Differentiation

Stratificatory differentiation is a vertical differentiation according to rank or status. This kind of differentiation
is hierarchical. Every rank fulfills a particular and distinct function in the system. In the automobile firm, we
find different ranks. The manager of the new department of international relations occupies the top rank
within the hierarchy of that department. The manager has the function of using power to direct the
operations of that department. A variety of lower-ranking workers within the department handle a variety of
specific functions (e.g., word processing).

Center-Periphery Differentiation

The third type of differentiation, center-periphery differentiation, is a link between segmentary and stratificatory
differentiation. It refers to a component within the system that coordinates relations between elements in the
periphery with those in the center. For instance, some automobile firms have built factories in other countries;
nevertheless, the headquarters of the company remains the center, ruling and, to some extent, controlling the
peripheral factories.

Differentiations of Functional Systems
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Functional differentiation is the most complex form of differentiation and the form that dominates modern
society. Every function within a system is ascribed to a particular unit. For instance, an automobile
manufacturer has functionally differentiated departments such as production, administration, accounting,
planning, and personnel.

Functional differentiation is more flexible than stratificatory differentiation, but, if one system fails to fulfill its
task, the whole system will have great trouble surviving. However, as long as each unit fulfills its function, the
different units can attain a high degree of independence. In fact, functionally differentiated systems are a
complex mixture of interdependence and independence. For instance, although the planning division is
dependent upon the accounting division for economic data, as long as the figures are accurate, the planning
division can be blissfully ignorant of exactly how the accountants produced the data.

This indicates a further difference between the forms of differentiation. In the case of segmentary
differentiation, if a segment fails to fulfill its function (e.g., one of the automobile manufacturer’s factories
cannot produce cars because of a labor strike), it does not threaten the system. However, in the case of the
more complex forms of differentiation such as functional differentiation, failure will cause a problem for the
social system, possibly leading to its breakdown. On the one hand, the growth of complexity increases the
abilities of a system to deal with its environment. On the other hand, complexity increases the risk of a system
breakdown if a function is not properly fulfilled. In most cases, this increased vulnerability is a necessary price
to pay for the increase in possible relations between different subsystems. Having more types of possible
relations between the subsystems means more variation to use to select structural responses to changes in the
environment.
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Conflict Theory

Conflict theory can be seen as a development that took place, at least in part, in reaction to structural
functionalism and as a result of many of the criticisms discussed earlier. However, it should be noted that
conflict theory has various other roots, such as Marxian and Weberian theory and Simmel’s work on social
conflict (Sanderson, 2007; J. Turner, 2005). In the 1950s and 1960s, conflict theory provided an alternative to
structural functionalism, but it was superseded by a variety of neo-Marxian theories (see Chapter 8). Indeed,
one of the major contributions of conflict theory was the way it laid the groundwork for theories more faithful
to Marx’s work, theories that came to attract a wide audience in sociology. The basic problem with conflict
theory is that it never succeeded in divorcing itself sufficiently from its structural-functional roots. It was more
a kind of structural functionalism turned on its head than a truly critical theory of society.

The Work of Ralf Dahrendorf

Like functionalists, conflict theorists are oriented toward the study of social structures and institutions. In the
main, this theory is little more than a series of contentions that are often the direct opposites of functionalist
positions. This antithesis is best exemplified by the work of Ralf Dahrendorf (1958, 1959; see also Strasser
and Nollman, 2005), in which the tenets of conflict and functional theory are juxtaposed. To the
functionalists, society is static or, at best, in a state of moving equilibrium, but to Dahrendorf and the conflict
theorists, every society at every point is subject to processes of change. Where functionalists emphasize the
orderliness of society, conflict theorists see dissension and conflict at every point in the social system.
Functionalists (or at least early functionalists) argue that every element in society contributes to stability; the
exponents of conflict theory see many societal elements as contributing to disintegration and change.

Functionalists tend to see society as being held together informally by norms, values, and a common morality.
Conflict theorists see whatever order there is in society as stemming from the coercion of some members by
those at the top. Where functionalists focus on the cohesion created by shared societal values, conflict
theorists emphasize the role of power in maintaining order in society.

Dahrendorf (1959, 1968) is the major exponent of the position that society has two faces (conflict and
consensus) and that sociological theory therefore should be divided into two parts, conflict theory and
consensus theory. Consensus theorists should examine value integration in society, and conflict theorists
should examine conflicts of interest and the coercion that holds society together in the face of these stresses.
Dahrendorf recognized that society could not exist without both conflict and consensus, which are
prerequisites for each other. Thus, we cannot have conflict unless there is some prior consensus. For example,
French housewives are highly unlikely to conflict with Chilean chess players because there is no contact
between them, no prior integration to serve as a basis for a conflict. Conversely, conflict can lead to consensus
and integration. An example is the alliance between the United States and Japan that developed after World
War II.

Despite the interrelationship between consensus and conflict, Dahrendorf was not optimistic about
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developing a single sociological theory encompassing both processes: “It seems at least conceivable that
unification of theory is not feasible at a point which has puzzled thinkers ever since the beginning of Western
philosophy” (1959:164). Eschewing a singular theory, Dahrendorf set out to construct a conflict theory of
society.14

Dahrendorf began with, and was heavily influenced by, structural functionalism. He noted that to the
functionalist, the social system is held together by voluntary cooperation or general consensus or both.
However, to the conflict (or coercion) theorist, society is held together by “enforced constraint” ; thus, some
positions in society are delegated power and authority over others. This fact of social life led Dahrendorf to his
central thesis that the differential distribution of authority “invariably becomes the determining factor of
systematic social conflicts” (1959:165).

Authority

Dahrendorf concentrated on larger social structures.15 Central to his thesis is the idea that various positions
within society have different amounts of authority. Authority does not reside in individuals but in positions.
Dahrendorf was interested not only in the structure of these positions but also in the conflict between them:
“The structural origin of such conflicts must be sought in the arrangement of social roles endowed with
expectations of domination or subjection” (1959:165; italics added). The first task of conflict analysis, to
Dahrendorf, was to identify various authority roles within society. In addition to making the case for the study
of large-scale structures such as authority roles, Dahrendorf was opposed to those who focus on the individual
level. For example, he was critical of those who focus on the psychological or behavioral characteristics of the
individuals who occupy such positions. He went so far as to say that those who adopted such an approach
were not sociologists.

The authority attached to positions is the key element in Dahrendorf’s analysis. Authority always implies both
superordination and subordination. Those who occupy positions of authority are expected to control
subordinates; that is, they dominate because of the expectations of those who surround them, not because of
their own psychological characteristics. Like authority, these expectations are attached to positions, not
people. Authority is not a generalized social phenomenon; those who are subject to control, as well as
permissible spheres of control, are specified in society. Finally, because authority is legitimate, sanctions can be
brought to bear against those who do not comply.

Authority is not a constant as far as Dahrendorf was concerned, because authority resides in positions, not in
persons. Thus, a person of authority in one setting does not necessarily hold a position of authority in another
setting. Similarly, a person in a subordinate position in one group may be in a superordinate position in
another. This follows from Dahrendorf’s argument that society is composed of a number of units that he
called imperatively coordinated associations. These may be seen as associations of people controlled by a
hierarchy of authority positions. Since society contains many such associations, an individual can occupy a
position of authority in one and a subordinate position in another.

Authority within each association is dichotomous; thus two, and only two, conflict groups can be formed
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within any association. Those in positions of authority and those in positions of subordination hold certain
interests that are “contradictory in substance and direction.” Here we encounter another key term in
Dahrendorf’s theory of conflict—interests. Groups on top and at the bottom are defined by common interests.
Dahrendorf continued to be firm in his thinking that even these interests, which sound so psychological, are
basically large-scale phenomena:

For purposes of the sociological analysis of conflict groups and group conflicts, it is necessary to
assume certain structurally generated orientations of the actions of incumbents of defined positions.
By analogy to conscious (“subjective”) orientations of action, it appears justifiable to describe these
as interests.… The assumption of “objective” interests associated with social positions has no
psychological implications or ramifications; it belongs to the level of sociological analysis proper.

(Dahrendorf, 1959:175; italics added)

Within every association, those in dominant positions seek to maintain the status quo while those in
subordinate positions seek change. A conflict of interest within any association is at least latent at all times,
which means that the legitimacy of authority is always precarious. This conflict of interest need not be
conscious in order for superordinates or subordinates to act. The interests of superordinates and subordinates
are objective in the sense that they are reflected in the expectations (roles) attached to positions. Individuals do
not have to internalize these expectations or even be conscious of them in order to act in accord with them. If
they occupy given positions, they will behave in the expected manner. Individuals are “adjusted” or “adapted”
to their roles when they contribute to conflict between superordinates and subordinates. Dahrendorf called
these unconscious role expectations latent interests. Manifest interests are latent interests that have become
conscious. Dahrendorf saw the analysis of the connection between latent and manifest interests as a major task
of conflict theory. Nevertheless, actors need not be conscious of their interests in order to act in accord with
them.

Groups, Conflict, and Change

Next, Dahrendorf distinguished three broad types of groups. The first is the quasi group, or “aggregates of
incumbents of positions with identical role interests” (Dahrendorf, 1959:180). These are the recruiting
grounds for the second type of group—the interest group. Dahrendorf described the two groups:

Common modes of behavior are characteristic of interest groups recruited from larger quasi-groups.
Interest groups are groups in the strict sense of the sociological term; and they are the real agents of
group conflict. They have a structure, a form of organization, a program or goal, and a personnel of
members.

(Dahrendorf, 1959:180)

Out of all the many interest groups emerge conflict groups, or those that actually engage in group conflict.
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Dahrendorf felt that the concepts of latent and manifest interests, of quasi groups, interest groups, and
conflict groups, were basic to an explanation of social conflict. Under ideal conditions, no other variables
would be needed. However, because conditions are never ideal, many different factors do intervene in the
process. Dahrendorf mentioned technical conditions such as adequate personnel, political conditions such as
the overall political climate, and social conditions such as the existence of communication links. The way
people are recruited into the quasi group was another social condition important to Dahrendorf. He felt that if
the recruitment is random and is determined by chance, an interest group, and ultimately a conflict group, is
unlikely to emerge. In contrast to Marx, Dahrendorf did not feel that the lumpenproletariat16 would
ultimately form a conflict group, because people are recruited to it by chance. However, when recruitment to
quasi groups is structurally determined, these groups provide fertile recruiting grounds for interest groups and,
in some cases, conflict groups.

The final aspect of Dahrendorf’s conflict theory is the relationship of conflict to change. Here Dahrendorf
recognized the importance of Lewis Coser’s work (see the next section), which focused on the functions of
conflict in maintaining the status quo. Dahrendorf felt, however, that the conservative function of conflict is
only one part of social reality; conflict also leads to change and development.

Briefly, Dahrendorf argued that once conflict groups emerge, they engage in actions that lead to changes in
social structure. When the conflict is intense, the changes that occur are radical. When it is accompanied by
violence, structural change will be sudden. Whatever the nature of conflict, sociologists must be attuned to the
relationship between conflict and change as well as that between conflict and the status quo.

The Major Criticisms and Efforts to Deal With Them

Conflict theory has been criticized on a variety of grounds. For example, it has been attacked for ignoring
order and stability, whereas structural functionalism has been criticized for ignoring conflict and change.
Conflict theory has also been criticized for being ideologically radical, whereas functionalism was criticized for
its conservative ideology. In comparison to structural functionalism, conflict theory is rather underdeveloped.
It is not nearly as sophisticated as functionalism, perhaps because it is a more derivative theory.

Dahrendorf’s conflict theory has been subjected to a number of critical analyses (for example, Hazelrigg, 1972;
J. Turner, 1973; Weingart, 1969), including some critical reflections by Dahrendorf (1968) himself. First,
Dahrendorf’s model is not as clear a reflection of Marxian ideas as he claimed. Second, as has been noted,
conflict theory has more in common with structural functionalism than with Marxian theory. Dahrendorf’s
emphasis on such things as systems (imperatively coordinated associations), positions, and roles links him
directly to structural functionalism. As a result, his theory suffers from many of the same inadequacies as
structural functionalism. For example, conflict seems to emerge mysteriously from legitimate systems (just as
it does in structural functionalism). Furthermore, conflict theory seems to suffer from many of the same
conceptual and logical problems (for example, vague concepts, tautologies) as structural functionalism (J.
Turner, 1975, 1982). Finally, like structural functionalism, conflict theory is almost wholly macroscopic and as
a result has little to offer to our understanding of individual thought and action.
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Both functionalism and Dahrendorf’s conflict theory are inadequate because each is itself useful for explaining
only a portion of social life. Sociology must be able to explain order as well as conflict, structure as well as
change. This has motivated several efforts to reconcile conflict and functional theory. Although none has been
totally satisfactory, these efforts suggest at least some agreement among sociologists that what is needed is a
theory explaining both consensus and dissension.

The criticisms of conflict theory and structural functionalism, as well as the inherent limitations in each, led to
many efforts to cope with the problems by reconciling or integrating the two theories (K. Bailey, 1997;
Chapin, 1994; Himes, 1966; van den Berghe, 1963). The assumption was that some combination of the two
theories would be more powerful than either one alone. The best known of these works was Lewis Coser’s The
Functions of Social Conflict (1956).

The early seminal work on the functions of social conflict was done by Georg Simmel, but it has been
expanded by Coser (Delaney, 2005a; Jaworski, 1991), who argued that conflict may serve to solidify a loosely
structured group. In a society that seems to be disintegrating, conflict with another society may restore the
integrative core. The cohesiveness of Israeli Jews might be attributed, at least in part, to the long-standing
conflict with the Arab nations in the Middle East. The possible end of the conflict might well exacerbate
underlying strains in Israeli society. Conflict as an agent for solidifying a society is an idea that has long been
recognized by propagandists, who may construct an enemy where none exists or seek to fan antagonisms
toward an inactive opponent.

Conflict with one group may serve to produce cohesion by leading to a series of alliances with other groups.
For example, conflict with the Arabs has led to an alliance between the United States and Israel. Lessening of
the Israeli-Arab conflict might weaken the bonds between Israel and the United States.

Within a society, conflict can bring some ordinarily isolated individuals into an active role. The protests over
the Vietnam War motivated many young people to take vigorous roles in American political life for the first
time. With the end of that conflict, a more apathetic spirit emerged again among American youth.

Conflict also serves a communication function. Prior to conflict, groups may be unsure of their adversary’s
position, but as a result of conflict, positions and boundaries between groups often become clarified.
Individuals therefore are better able to decide on a proper course of action in relation to their adversary.
Conflict also allows the parties to get a better idea of their relative strengths and may well increase the
possibility of rapprochement, or peaceful accommodation.

From a theoretical perspective, it is possible to wed functionalism and conflict theory by looking at the
functions of social conflict. Still, it must be recognized that conflict also has dysfunctions.

While a number of theorists sought to integrate conflict theory with structural functionalism, others wanted
no part of conflict theory (or structural functionalism). For example, the Marxist Andrè Gunder Frank
([1966] 1974) rejected conflict theory because it represented an inadequate form of Marxian theory. Although
conflict theory has some Marxian elements, it is not the true heir of Marx’s original theory. In the next
chapter, we examine an array of theories that are more legitimate heirs. Before we do, however, we must deal
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with a more successfully integrative type of conflict theory.

A More Integrative Conflict Theory

Randall Collins’s Conflict Sociology (1975; Rossel and Collins, 2001) moved in a much more micro-oriented
direction than the macro conflict theory of Dahrendorf and others. Collins says of his early work, “My own
main contribution to conflict theory … was to add a micro level to these macro-level theories. I especially
tried to show that stratification and organization are grounded in the interactions of everyday life”
(1990:72).17

Collins made it clear that his focus on conflict would not be ideological; that is, he did not begin with the
political view that conflict is either good or bad. Rather, he claimed, he chose conflict as a focus on the
realistic ground that conflict is a—perhaps the—central process in social life.

Unlike others who started, and stayed, at the societal level, Collins approached conflict from an individual
point of view because his theoretical roots lie in phenomenology and ethnomethodology. Despite his
preference for individual-level and small-scale theories, Collins was aware that “sociology cannot be successful
on the microlevel alone” (1975:11); conflict theory cannot do without the societal level of analysis. However,
whereas most conflict theorists believed that social structures are external to, and coercive of, the actor, Collins
saw social structures as inseparable from the actors who construct them and whose interaction patterns are
their essence. Collins was inclined to see social structures as interaction patterns rather than as external and
coercive entities. In addition, whereas most conflict theorists saw the actor as constrained by external forces,
Collins viewed the actor as constantly creating and recreating social organization.

Collins saw Marxian theory as the “starting point” for conflict theory, but it is, in his view, laden with
problems. For one thing, he saw it (like structural functionalism) as heavily ideological, a characteristic he
wanted to avoid. For another, he tended to see Marx’s orientation as reducible to an analysis of the economic
domain, although this is an unwarranted criticism of Marx’s theory. Actually, although Collins invoked Marx
frequently, his conflict theory shows relatively little Marxian influence. It is far more influenced by Weber,
Durkheim, and, above all, phenomenology and ethnomethodology.

Social Stratification

Collins chose to focus on social stratification because it is an institution that touches so many features of life,
including “wealth, politics, careers, families, clubs, communities, lifestyles” (1975:49). In Collins’s view, the
great theories of stratification are “failures.” He criticized Marxian theory as “a monocausal explanation for a
multicausal world” (R. Collins, 1975:49). He viewed Weber’s theory as little more than an “antisystem” with
which to view the features of the two great theories. Weber’s work was of some use to Collins, but “the efforts
of phenomenological sociology to ground all concepts in the observables of every life” (R. Collins, 1975:53)
were the most important to him because his major focus in the study of social stratification was small-scale,
not large-scale. In his view, social stratification, like all other social structures, is reducible to people in
everyday life encountering each other in patterned ways.
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Despite his ultimate commitment to a microsociology of stratification, Collins began (even though he had
some reservations about them) with the large-scale theories of Marx and Weber as underpinnings for his
work. He started with Marxian principles, arguing that they, “with certain modifications, provide the basis for
a conflict theory of stratification” (R. Collins, 1975:58).

First, Collins contended that it was Marx’s view that the material conditions involved in earning a living in
modern society are the major determinants of a person’s lifestyle. The basis of earning a living for Marx is a
person’s relationship to private property. Those who own or control property are able to earn their livings in a
much more satisfactory way than are those who do not and who must sell their labor time to gain access to the
means of production.

Second, from a Marxian perspective, material conditions affect not only how individuals earn a living but also
the nature of social groups in the different social classes. The dominant social class is better able to develop
more coherent social groups, tied together by intricate communication networks, than is the subordinate social
class.

Finally, Collins argued that Marx also pointed out the vast differences between the social classes in their
access to, and control over, the cultural system. That is, the upper social classes are able to develop highly
articulated symbol and ideological systems, systems that they often are able to impose on the lower social
classes. The lower social classes have less-developed symbol systems, many of which are likely to have been
imposed on them by those in power.

Collins viewed Weber as working within and developing further Marx’s theory of stratification. For one thing,
Weber was said to have recognized the existence of different forms of conflict that lead to a multifaceted
stratification system (for example, class, status, and power). For another, Weber developed the theory of
organizations to a high degree, which Collins saw as still another arena of conflict of interest. Weber was also
important to Collins for his emphasis on the state as the agency that controls the means of violence, which
shifted attention from conflict over the economy (means of production) to conflict over the state. Finally,
Weber was recognized by Collins for his understanding of the social arena of emotional products, particularly
religion. Conflict clearly can occur in this arena, and these emotional products, like other products, can be
used as weapons in social conflict.

A Conflict Theory of Stratification

With this background, Collins turned to his own conflict approach to stratification, which has more in
common with phenomenological and ethnomethodological theories than with Marxian or Weberian theory.
Collins opened with several assumptions. People are seen as inherently sociable but also as particularly
conflict-prone in their social relations. Conflict is likely to occur in social relations because “violent coercion”
can always be used by one person or many people in an interaction setting. Collins believed that people seek to
maximize their “subjective status” and that their ability to do this depends on their resources as well as the
resources of those with whom they are dealing. He saw people as self-interested; thus, clashes are possible
because sets of interests may be inherently antagonistic.
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This conflict approach to stratification can be reduced to three basic principles. First, Collins believed that
people live in self-constructed subjective worlds. Second, other people may have the power to affect, or even
control, an individual’s subjective experience. Third, other people frequently try to control the individual who
opposes them. The result is likely to be interpersonal conflict.

On the basis of this approach, Collins developed five principles of conflict analysis that he applied to social
stratification, although he believed that they could be applied to any area of social life. First, Collins believed
that conflict theory must focus on real life rather than on abstract formulations. This belief seems to reflect a
preference for a Marxian-style material analysis over the abstraction of structural functionalism. Collins urged
us to think of people as animals whose actions, motivated by self-interest, can be seen as maneuvers to obtain
various advantages so that they can achieve satisfaction and avoid dissatisfaction. However, unlike exchange
and rational choice theorists, Collins did not see people as wholly rational. He recognized that they are
vulnerable to emotional appeals in their efforts to find satisfaction.

Second, Collins believed that a conflict theory of stratification must examine the material arrangements that
affect interaction. Although the actors are likely to be affected by material factors such as “the physical places,
the modes of communication, the supply of weapons, devices for staging one’s public impression, tools, goods”
(R. Collins, 1975:60), not all actors are affected in the same way. A major variable is the resources that the
different actors possess. Actors with considerable material resources can resist or even modify these material
constraints, whereas those with fewer resources are more likely to have their thoughts and actions determined
by their material setting.

Third, Collins argued that in a situation of inequality, those groups that control resources are likely to try to
exploit those that lack resources. He was careful to point out that such exploitation need not involve conscious
calculation on the part of those who gain from the situation; rather, the exploiters are merely pursuing what
they perceive to be their best interests. In the process, they may be taking advantage of those who lack
resources.

Fourth, Collins wanted the conflict theorist to look at such cultural phenomena as beliefs and ideals from the
point of view of interests, resources, and power. It is likely that those groups with resources and, therefore,
power can impose their idea systems on the entire society; those without resources have an idea system
imposed on them.

Finally, Collins made a firm commitment to the scientific study of stratification and every other aspect of the
social world. Thus, he prescribed several things: Sociologists should not simply theorize about stratification
but should study it empirically, if possible, in a comparative way. Hypotheses should be formulated and tested
empirically through comparative studies. Last, the sociologist should look for the causes of social phenomena,
particularly the multiple causes of any form of social behavior.

This kind of scientific commitment led Collins to develop a wide array of propositions about the relationship
between conflict and various specific aspects of social life. We can present only a few here, but they should
allow readers to get a feel for Collins’s type of conflict sociology.
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1.0 Experiences of giving and taking orders are the main determinants of individual outlooks and
behaviors.

1.1 The more one gives orders, the more he is proud, self-assured, formal, and identifies with
organizational ideals in whose names he justifies the orders.

1.2 The more one takes orders, the more he is subservient, fatalistic, alienated from organizational
ideals, externally conforming, distrustful of others, concerned with extrinsic rewards, and amoral.

(R. Collins, 1975:73–74)

Among other things, these propositions all reflect Collins’s commitment to the scientific study of the small-
scale social manifestations of social conflicts.

Other Social Domains

Collins was not content to deal with conflict within the stratification system but sought to extend it to various
other social domains. For example, he extended his analysis of stratification to relationships between the sexes
as well as between age groups. He took the view that the family is an arena of sexual conflict, in which males
have been the victors, with the result that women are dominated by men and are subject to various kinds of
unequal treatment. Similarly, he saw the relationship between age groups—in particular, between young and
old—as one of conflict. This idea contrasts with the view of structural functionalists, who saw harmonious
socialization and internalization in this relationship. Collins looked at the resources possessed by the various
age groups. Adults have a variety of resources, including experience, size, strength, and the ability to satisfy
the physical needs of the young. In contrast, one of the few resources young children have is physical
attractiveness. This means that young children are likely to be dominated by adults. However, as children
mature, they acquire more resources and are better able to resist, with the result of increasing social conflict
between the generations.

Collins also looked at formal organizations from a conflict perspective. He saw them as networks of
interpersonal influences and as the arenas in which conflicting interests are played out. In short,
“Organizations are arenas for struggle” (R. Collins, 1975:295). Collins again couched his argument in
propositional form. For example, he argued, “coercion leads to strong efforts to avoid being coerced” (R.
Collins, 1975:298). In contrast, he felt that the offering of rewards is a preferable strategy: “Control by
material rewards leads to compliance to the extent that rewards are directly linked to the desired behavior” (R.
Collins, 1975:299). These propositions and others all point to Collins’s commitment to a scientific, largely
micro-oriented study of conflict.

In sum, Collins is, like Dahrendorf, not a true exponent of Marxian conflict theory, although for different
reasons. Although Collins used Marx as a starting point, Weber, Durkheim, and particularly
ethnomethodology were much more important influences on his work. Collins’s small-scale orientation is a
helpful beginning toward the development of a more integrated conflict theory. However, despite his stated
intentions of integrating large- and small-scale theory, he did not accomplish that task fully.
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Summary

Not too many years ago, structural functionalism was the dominant theory in sociology. Conflict theory was its
major challenger and was the likely alternative to replace it in that position. However, dramatic changes have
taken place in recent years. Both theories have been the subject of intense criticism, whereas a series of
alternative theories (to be discussed throughout the rest of this book) have developed that have attracted ever
greater interest and ever larger followings.

Although several varieties of structural functionalism exist, the focus here is on societal functionalism and its
large-scale focus, its concern with interrelationships at the societal level and with the constraining effects of
social structures and institutions on actors. Structural functionalists developed a series of large-scale concerns
in social systems, subsystems, relationships between subsystems and systems, equilibrium, and orderly change.

We examine three bodies of work by structural functionalists (Davis and Moore, Parsons, and Merton). Davis
and Moore, in one of the best-known and most criticized pieces in the history of sociology, examined social
stratification as a social system and the various positive functions it performs. We also discuss in some detail
Talcott Parsons’s structural-functional theory and his ideas on the four functional imperatives of all action
systems—adaptation, goal attainment, integration, and latency (AGIL). We also analyze his structural-
functional approach to the four action systems—the social system, cultural system, personality system, and
behavioral organism. Finally, we deal with his structural-functional approach to dynamism and social change
—his evolutionary theory and his ideas on the generalized media of interchange.

Merton’s effort to develop a “paradigm” for functional analysis is the most important single piece in modern
structural functionalism. Merton began by criticizing some of the more naïve positions of structural
functionalism. He then sought to develop a more adequate model of structural-functional analysis. On one
point Merton agreed with his predecessors—the need to focus on large-scale social phenomena. But, Merton
argued, in addition to focusing on positive functions, structural functionalism should be concerned with
dysfunctions and even nonfunctions. Given these additions, Merton urged that analysts concern themselves
with the net balance of functions and dysfunctions. Furthermore, he argued, in performing structural-
functional analysis, we must move away from global analyses and specify the levels on which we are working.
Merton also added the idea that structural functionalists should be concerned not only with manifest
(intended) but also with latent (unintended) functions. This section concludes with a discussion of Merton’s
application of his functional paradigm to the issue of the relationship of social structure and culture to anomie
and deviance.

Next, we discuss the numerous criticisms of structural functionalism that have succeeded in damaging its
credibility and popularity. We discuss the criticisms that structural functionalism is ahistorical, unable to deal
with conflict and change, highly conservative, preoccupied with societal constraints on actors, accepting of
elite legitimations, teleological, and tautological.

We then discuss what many consider to be the most recent version of structural functionalism—Niklas
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Luhmann’s systems theory. Though Luhmann’s theory extends far beyond the assumptions of Parsons’s
original formulation, systems theory begins with the attempt to study society as a set of functionally
differentiated units. Beyond this, systems theory combines insights from biology, cognitive psychology,
organizational theory, and sociology, among others. Luhmann sees society as an autopoietic (self-making)
system that brings itself into existence when it distinguishes between system and environment. It is within this
initial distinction that further functional differentiations can be made.

The last part of this chapter is devoted to the major alternative to structural functionalism in the 1950s and
1960s—conflict theory. The best-known work in this tradition is by Ralf Dahrendorf, who, although he
consciously tried to follow the Marxian tradition, is best seen as having inverted structural functionalism.
Dahrendorf looked at change rather than equilibrium, conflict rather than order, how the parts of society
contribute to change rather than to stability, and conflict and coercion rather than normative constraint.
Dahrendorf offered a large-scale theory of conflict that parallels the structural functionalist’s large-scale theory
of order. His focus on authority, positions, imperatively coordinated associations, interests, quasi groups,
interest groups, and conflict groups reflects this orientation. Dahrendorf’s theory suffers from some of the
same problems as structural functionalism; in addition, it represents a rather impoverished effort to
incorporate Marxian theory. Dahrendorf also can be criticized for being satisfied with alternative theories of
order and conflict rather than seeking a theoretical integration of the two.

The chapter concludes with a discussion of Randall Collins’s effort to develop a more integrative conflict
theory, especially one that integrates micro and macro concerns
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Notes

1. Despite this statement, Jonathan Turner and Alexandra Maryanski (1979) are willing to argue that
functionalism can continue to be useful as a method.

2. This is an example of a teleological argument. We will have occasion to discuss this issue later in the
chapter, but for now we can define a teleological argument as one that sees the social world as having purposes,
or goals, that bring needed structures or events into being. In this case, society “needs” stratification, and so it
brings such a system into existence.

3. Most often, to Parsons, the problem of order related to the issue of why action was nonrandom or
patterned. The issue of equilibrium was a more empirical question to Parsons. Nonetheless, Parsons himself
often conflated the issues of order and equilibrium.

4. This is a controversial interpretation of Parsons’s work with which many disagree. François Bourricaud, for
example, talks of “the dialectics of socialization” (1981:108) in Parsons’s work and not of passive recipients of
socialization.

5. Bernard Barber (1993, 1994) argues that while there is considerable terminological confusion in Parsons’s
work, the idea of a social system should be restricted to inclusive, total systems like societies.

6. Interestingly, Alexander and Smith (2001:139) describe Parsons as “insufficiently cultural,” lacking a “thick
description” of culture.

7. Because of this social element, in his later work Parsons dropped the word organism and labeled this the
“behavioral system” (1975:104).

8. To be fair, we must report that Parsons had done some earlier work on social change (see Parsons, 1942,
1947; see also Alexander, 1981; Baum and Lechner, 1981).

9. Colin Campbell (1982) has criticized Merton’s distinction between manifest and latent functions. Among
other things, he points out that Merton is vague about these terms and uses them in various ways (for
example, as intended versus actual consequences and as surface meanings versus underlying realities). More
important, he feels that Merton (like Parsons) never adequately integrated action theory and structural
functionalism. The result is that we have an uncomfortable mixture of the intentionality (“manifest”) of action
theory and the structural consequences (“functions”) of structural functionalism. Because of these and other
confusions, Campbell believes, Merton’s distinction between manifest and latent functions is little used in
contemporary sociology.

10. However, there are some important works on social change by structural functionalists (C. Johnson, 1966;
Smelser, 1959, 1962).

11. Again, there are important exceptions—see Coser (1956, 1967), Goode (1960), and Merton (1975).
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12. This is an adaptation of a section that was originally co-authored by Douglas Goodman and Matthias
Junge.

13. On the significance of this concept, see Zinn (2007b) and K. Bailey (1998).

14. Dahrendorf called conflict and coercion “the ugly face of society” (1959:164). We can ponder whether a
person who regards them as “ugly” can develop an adequate theory of conflict and coercion.

15. In his other work, Dahrendorf (1968) continued to focus on social facts (for example, positions and roles),
but he also manifested a concern for the dangers of reification endemic to such an approach.

16. This is Marx’s term for the mass of people at the bottom of the economic system, those who stand below
even the proletariat.

17. Collins also stresses that conflict theory, more than other sociological theories, has been open to the
integration of the findings of empirical research.
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Chapter Outline

Economic Determinism
Hegelian Marxism
Critical Theory
Neo-Marxian Economic Sociology
Historically Oriented Marxism
Neo-Marxian Spatial Analysis
Post-Marxist Theory

In this chapter, we deal with a variety of theories that are better reflections of Marx’s ideas than are the
conflict theories discussed at the close of the preceding chapter. Although each of the theories discussed here
is derived from Marx’s theory, there are many important differences between them.
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Economic Determinism

Marx often sounded like an economic determinist; that is, he seemed to consider the economic system of
paramount importance and to argue that it determined all other sectors of society—politics, religion, idea
systems, and so forth. Although Marx did see the economic sector as preeminent, at least in capitalist society,
as a dialectician he could not have taken a deterministic position, because the dialectic is characterized by the
notion that there is continual feedback and mutual interaction between the various sectors of society. Politics,
religion, and so on cannot be reduced to epiphenomena determined by the economy because they affect the
economy just as they are affected by it. Despite the nature of the dialectic, Marx still is interpreted as an
economic determinist. Although some aspects of Marx’s work would lead to this conclusion, adopting it
means ignoring the overall dialectical thrust of his theory.

Agger (1978) argued that economic determinism reached its peak as an interpretation of Marxian theory
during the period of the Second Communist International, between 1889 and 1914. This historical period
often is seen as the apex of early market capitalism, and its booms and busts led to many predictions about its
imminent demise. Those Marxists who believed in economic determinism saw the breakdown of capitalism as
inevitable. In their view, Marxism was capable of producing a scientific theory of this breakdown (as well as
other aspects of capitalist society) with the predictive reliability of the physical and natural sciences. All an
analyst had to do was examine the structures of capitalism, especially the economic structures. Built into those
structures was a series of processes that inevitably would bring down capitalism, and so it was up to the
economic determinist to discover how these processes worked.

Friedrich Engels, Marx’s collaborator and benefactor, led the way in this interpretation of Marxian theory, as
did Karl Kautsky and Eduard Bernstein. Kautsky, for example, discussed the inevitable decline of capitalism as

unavoidable in the sense that the inventors improve technic and the capitalists in their desire for
profit revolutionize the whole economic life, as it is also inevitable that the workers aim for shorter
hours of labor and higher wages, that they organize themselves, that they fight the capitalist class
and its state, as it is inevitable that they aim for the conquest of political power and the overthrow of
capitalist rule. Socialism is inevitable because the class struggle and the victory of the proletariat is
inevitable.

(Kautsky, cited in Agger, 1978:94)

The imagery here is of actors impelled by the structures of capitalism into taking a series of actions.

It was this imagery that led to the major criticism of scientifically oriented economic determinism—that it was
untrue to the dialectical thrust of Marx’s theory. Specifically, the theory seemed to short-circuit the dialectic
by making individual thought and action insignificant. The economic structures of capitalism that determined
individual thought and action were the crucial element. This interpretation also led to political quietism and,
therefore, was inconsistent with Marx’s thinking (Guilhot, 2002). Why should individuals act if the capitalist
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system was going to crumble under its own structural contradictions? Clearly, given Marx’s desire to integrate
theory and practice, a perspective that omits action and even reduces it to insignificance would not be in the
tradition of his thinking.
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Hegelian Marxism

As a result of the criticisms just discussed, economic determinism began to fade in importance, and a number
of theorists developed other varieties of Marxian theory. One group of Marxists returned to the Hegelian
roots of Marx’s theory in search of a subjective orientation to complement the strength of the early Marxists at
the objective, material level. The early Hegelian Marxists sought to restore the dialectic between the subjective
and the objective aspects of social life. Their interest in subjective factors laid the basis for the later
development of critical theory, which came to focus almost exclusively on subjective factors. A number of
thinkers (for example, Karl Korsch) could be taken as illustrative of Hegelian Marxism, but we will focus on
the work of one who has gained great prominence, Georg Lukács (Aronowitz, 2007; Markus, 2005),
especially his book History and Class Consciousness ([1922] 1968). We also pay brief attention to the ideas of
Antonio Gramsci.

Georg Lukács

The attention of Marxian scholars of the early 20th century was limited mainly to Marx’s later, largely
economic works, such as Capital ([1867] 1967). The early work, especially The Economic and Philosophic
Manuscripts of 1844 ([1932] 1964), which was more heavily influenced by Hegelian subjectivism, was largely
unknown to Marxian thinkers. The rediscovery of the Manuscripts and their publication in 1932 was a major
turning point. However, by the 1920s, Lukács already had written his major work, in which he emphasized
the subjective side of Marxian theory. As Martin Jay puts it, “History and Class Consciousness anticipated in
several fundamental ways the philosophical implications of Marx’s 1844 Manuscripts, whose publication it
antedated by almost a decade” (1984:102). Lukács’s major contribution to Marxian theory lies in his work on
two major ideas—reification (Dahms, 1998) and class consciousness.

Reification

Lukács made it clear from the beginning that he was not totally rejecting the work of the economic Marxists
on reification, but simply seeking to broaden and extend their ideas. Lukács commenced with the Marxian
concept of commodities, which he characterized as “the central, structural problem of capitalist society”
([1922] 1968:83). A commodity is at base a relation between people that, they come to believe, takes on the
character of a thing and develops an objective form. People in their interaction with nature in capitalist society
produce various products, or commodities (for example, bread, automobiles, or motion pictures). However,
people tend to lose sight of the fact that they produce these commodities and give them their value. Value
comes to be seen as being produced by a market that is independent of the actors. The fetishism of commodities
is the process by which commodities and the market for them are granted independent objective existence by
the actors in capitalist society. Marx’s concept of the fetishism of commodities was the basis for Lukács’s
concept of reification.

The crucial difference between the fetishism of commodities and reification lies in the extensiveness of the
two concepts. Whereas the former is restricted to the economic institution, the latter is applied by Lukács to
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all of society—the state, the law, and the economic sector. The same dynamic applies in all sectors of capitalist
society: people come to believe that social structures have a life of their own, and, as a result, the structures do
come to have an objective character. Lukács delineated this process:

Man in capitalist society confronts a reality “made” by himself (as a class) which appears to him to
be a natural phenomenon alien to himself; he is wholly at the mercy of its “laws” ; his activity is
confined to the exploitation of the inexorable fulfillment of certain individual laws for his own
(egoistic) interests. But even while “acting,” he remains, in the nature of the case, the object and not
the subject of events.

(Lukács, [1922] 1968:135)

In developing his ideas on reification, Lukács integrated insights from Weber and Simmel. However, because
reification was embedded in Marxian theory, it was seen as a problem limited to capitalism and not, as it was
to Weber and Simmel, the inevitable fate of humankind.

Class and False Consciousness

Class consciousness refers to the belief systems shared by those who occupy the same class position within
society. Lukács made it clear that class consciousness is neither the sum nor the average of individual
consciousnesses; rather, it is a property of a group of people who share a similar place in the productive
system. This view leads to a focus on the class consciousness of the bourgeoisie and especially of the
proletariat. In Lukács’s work, there is a clear link between objective economic position, class consciousness,
and the “real, psychological thoughts of men about their lives” ([1922] 1968:51).

The concept of class consciousness necessarily implies, at least in capitalism, the prior state of false
consciousness. That is, classes in capitalism generally do not have a clear sense of their true class interests
(Kalekin-Fishman, 2008). For example, until the revolutionary stage, members of the proletariat do not fully
realize the nature and extent of their exploitation in capitalism. The falsity of class consciousness is derived
from the class’s position within the economic structure of society: “Class consciousness implies a class-
conditioned unconsciousness of one’s own socio-historical and economic condition.… The ‘falseness,’ the
illusion implicit in this situation, is in no sense arbitrary” (Lukács, [1922] 1968:52; Starks and Junisbai, 2007).
Most social classes throughout history have been unable to overcome false consciousness and thereby achieve
class consciousness. The structural position of the proletariat within capitalism, however, gives it the unique
ability to achieve class consciousness.

The ability to achieve class consciousness is peculiar to capitalist societies. In precapitalist societies, a variety of
factors prevented the development of class consciousness. For one thing, the state, independent of the
economy, affected social strata; for another, status (prestige) consciousness tended to mask class (economic)
consciousness. As a result, Lukács concluded, “There is therefore no possible position within such a society
from which the economic basis of all social relations could be made conscious” ([1922] 1968:57). In contrast,
the economic base of capitalism is clearer and simpler. People may not be conscious of its effects, but they are
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at least unconsciously aware of them. As a result, “class consciousness arrived at the point where it could become
conscious” (Lukács, [1922] 1968:59). At this stage, society turns into an ideological battleground in which
those who seek to conceal the class character of society are pitted against those who seek to expose it.

Lukács compared the various classes in capitalism on the issue of class consciousness. He argued that the petty
bourgeoisie and the peasants cannot develop class consciousness because of the ambiguity of their structural
position within capitalism. Because these two classes represent vestiges of society in the feudal era, they are
not able to develop a clear sense of the nature of capitalism. The bourgeoisie can develop class consciousness,
but, at best, it understands the development of capitalism as something external, subject to objective laws, that
it can experience only passively.

The proletariat has the capacity to develop true class consciousness, and as it does, the bourgeoisie is thrown
on the defensive. Lukács refused to see the proletariat as simply driven by external forces but viewed it instead
as an active creator of its own fate. In the confrontation between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, the
former class has all the intellectual and organizational weapons, whereas all the latter has, at least at first, is
the ability to see society for what it is. As the battle proceeds, the proletariat moves from being a “class in
itself,” that is, a structurally created entity, to a “class for itself,” a class conscious of its position and mission
(Bottero, 2007). In other words, “the class struggle must be raised from the level of economic necessity to the
level of conscious aim and effective class consciousness” (Lukács, [1922] 1968:76). When the struggle reaches
this point, the proletariat is capable of the action that can overthrow the capitalist system.

Lukács had a rich sociological theory, although it is embedded in Marxian terms. He was concerned with the
dialectical relationship between the structures (primarily economic) of capitalism, the idea systems (especially
class consciousness), individual thought, and, ultimately, individual action. His theoretical perspective
provides an important bridge between the economic determinists and more modern Marxists.

Antonio Gramsci

The Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci also played a key role in the transition from economic determinism to
more modern Marxian positions (Beilharz, 2005b; Davidson, 2007; Salamini, 1981). Gramsci was critical of
Marxists who are “deterministic, fatalistic and mechanistic” (1971:336). In fact, he wrote an essay entitled
“The Revolution Against ‘Capital’” (Gramsci, [1917] 1977) in which he celebrated “the resurrection of
political will against the economic determinism of those who reduced Marxism to the historical laws of Marx’s
best-known work [Capital]” (Jay, 1984:155). Although he recognized that there were historical regularities, he
rejected the idea of automatic or inevitable historical developments. Thus, the masses had to act in order to
bring about a social revolution. But to act, the masses had to become conscious of their situation and the
nature of the system in which they lived. Thus, although Gramsci recognized the importance of structural
factors, especially the economy, he did not believe that these structural factors led the masses to revolt. The
masses needed to develop a revolutionary ideology, but they could not do that on their own. Gramsci operated
with a rather elitist conception in which ideas were generated by intellectuals and then extended to the masses
and put into practice by them. The masses could not generate such ideas, and they could experience them,
once in existence, only on faith. The masses could not become self-conscious on their own; they needed the
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help of social elites. However, once the masses had been influenced by these ideas, they would take the actions
that lead to social revolution. Gramsci, like Lukács, focused on collective ideas rather than on social structures
like the economy, and both operated within traditional Marxian theory.

Gramsci’s central concept, one that reflects his Hegelianism, is hegemony (for a contemporary use of the
concept of hegemony, see the discussion of the work of Laclau and Mouffe later in this chapter; Abrahamsen,
1997). According to Gramsci, “[T]he essential ingredient of the most modern philosophy of praxis [the
linking of thought and action] is the historical-philosophical concept of ‘hegemony’” ([1932] 1975:235).
Hegemony is defined by Gramsci as cultural leadership exercised by the ruling class. He contrasts hegemony to
coercion that is “exercised by legislative or executive powers, or expressed through police intervention”
(Gramsci, [1932] 1975:235). Whereas economic Marxists tended to emphasize the economy and the coercive
aspects of state domination, Gramsci emphasized “‘hegemony’ and cultural leadership” ([1932] 1975:235). In
an analysis of capitalism, Gramsci wanted to know how some intellectuals, working on behalf of the
capitalists, achieved cultural leadership and the assent of the masses.

Not only does the concept of hegemony help us understand domination within capitalism, but it also serves to
orient Gramsci’s thoughts on revolution. That is, through revolution, it is not enough to gain control of the
economy and the state apparatus; it is also necessary to gain cultural leadership over the rest of society. It is
here that Gramsci sees a key role for communist intellectuals and a communist party.

We turn now to critical theory, which grew out of the work of Hegelian Marxists such as Lukács and Gramsci
and has moved even further from the traditional Marxian roots of economic determinism.
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Critical Theory

Critical theory is the product of a group of German neo-Marxists who were dissatisfied with the state of
Marxian theory (J. Bernstein, 1995; Kellner, 1993, 2005b; for a broader view of critical theory, see Agger,
1998), particularly its tendency toward economic determinism. The organization associated with critical
theory, the Institute of Social Research, was officially founded in Frankfurt, Germany, on February 23, 1923
(Wheatland, 2009; Wiggershaus, 1994). Critical theory has spread beyond the confines of the Frankfurt
school (Calhoun and Karaganis, 2001; Kellner, 2005b; Langman, 2007; Telos, 1989–1990). Critical theory
was and is largely a European orientation, although its influence in American sociology has grown (Marcus,
1999; van den Berg, 1980).

The Major Critiques of Social and Intellectual Life

Critical theory is composed largely of criticisms of various aspects of social and intellectual life, but its ultimate
goal is to reveal more accurately the nature of society (Bleich, 1977).

Criticisms of Marxian Theory

Critical theory takes as its starting point a critique of Marxian theories. The critical theorists are most
disturbed by the economic determinists—the mechanistic, or mechanical, Marxists (Antonio, 1981; Schroyer,
1973; Sewart, 1978). Some (for example, Habermas, 1971) criticize the determinism implicit in parts of
Marx’s original work, but most focus their criticisms on the neo-Marxists, primarily because they had
interpreted Marx’s work too mechanistically. The critical theorists do not say that economic determinists were
wrong in focusing on the economic realm but that they should have been concerned with other aspects of
social life as well. As we will see, the critical school seeks to rectify this imbalance by focusing its attention on
the cultural realm (Fuery and Mansfield, 2000; Schroyer, 1973:33). In addition to attacking other Marxian
theories, the critical school critiqued societies, such as the former Soviet Union, built ostensibly on Marxian
theory (Marcuse, 1958).

Criticisms of Positivism

Critical theorists also focus on the philosophical underpinnings of scientific inquiry, especially positivism
(Bottomore, 1984; Fuller, 2007a; Halfpenny, 2001, 2005; Morrow, 1994). The criticism of positivism is
related, at least in part, to the criticism of economic determinism, because some of those who were
determinists accepted part or all of the positivistic theory of knowledge. Positivism is depicted as accepting the
idea that a single scientific method is applicable to all fields of study. It takes the physical sciences as the
standard of certainty and exactness for all disciplines. Positivists believe that knowledge is inherently neutral.
They feel that they can keep human values out of their work. This belief, in turn, leads to the view that
science is not in the position of advocating any specific form of social action. (See Chapter 1 for more
discussion of positivism.)

Positivism is opposed by the critical school on various grounds (Sewart, 1978). For one thing, positivism tends
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to reify the social world and see it as a natural process. The critical theorists prefer to focus on human activity

as well as on the ways in which such activity affects larger social structures. In short, positivism loses sight of
the actors (Habermas, 1971), reducing them to passive entities determined by “natural forces.” Given their
belief in the distinctiveness of the actor, the critical theorists would not accept the idea that the general laws of
science can be applied without question to human action. Positivism is assailed for being content to judge the
adequacy of means toward given ends and for not making a similar judgment about ends. This critique leads
to the view that positivism is inherently conservative, incapable of challenging the existing system. As Martin
Jay says of positivism, “The result was the absolutizing of ‘facts’ and the reification of the existing order”
(1973:62). Positivism leads the actor and the social scientist to passivity. Few Marxists of any type would
support a perspective that does not relate theory and practice. Despite these criticisms of positivism, some
Marxists (for example, some structuralists, analytic Marxists) espouse positivism, and Marx himself was often
guilty of being overly positivistic (Habermas, 1971).

Criticisms of Sociology

Sociology is attacked for its “scientism,” that is, for making the scientific method an end in itself. In addition,
sociology is accused of accepting the status quo. The critical school maintains that sociology does not seriously
criticize society or seek to transcend the contemporary social structure. Sociology, the critical school contends,
has surrendered its obligation to help people oppressed by contemporary society.

Members of this school are critical of sociologists’ focus on society as a whole rather than on individuals in
society; sociologists are accused of ignoring the interaction of the individual and society. Although most
sociological perspectives are not guilty of ignoring this interaction, this view is a cornerstone of the critical
school’s attacks on sociologists. Because they ignore the individual, sociologists are seen as being unable to say
anything meaningful about political changes that could lead to a “just and humane society” (Frankfurt
Institute for Social Research, 1973:46). As Zoltan Tar put it, sociology becomes “an integral part of the
existing society instead of being a means of critique and a ferment of renewal” (1977:x).

Critique of Modern Society

Most of the critical school’s work is aimed at a critique of modern society and a variety of its components.
Whereas much of early Marxian theory aimed specifically at the economy, the critical school shifted its
orientation to the cultural level in light of what it considers the realities of modern capitalist society. That is,
the locus of domination in the modern world shifted from the economy to the cultural realm. Still, the critical
school retains its interest in domination,1 although, in the modern world, it is likely to be domination by
cultural rather than economic elements. The critical school thus seeks to focus on the cultural repression of
the individual in modern society.

The critical thinkers have been shaped not only by Marxian theory but also by Weberian theory, as reflected
in their focus on rationality as the dominant development in the modern world. In fact, supporters of this
approach often are labeled “Weberian Marxists” (Dahms, 1997; Lowy, 1996). As Trent Schroyer (1970) made
clear, the view of the critical school is that, in modern society, the repression produced by rationality has
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replaced economic exploitation as the dominant social problem. The critical school clearly has adopted
Weber’s differentiation between formal rationality and substantive rationality, or what the critical theorists
think of as reason. To the critical theorists, formal rationality is concerned unreflectively with the question of
the most effective means for achieving any given purpose (Tar, 1977). This is viewed as “technocratic
thinking,” in which the objective is to serve the forces of domination, not to emancipate people from
domination. The goal is simply to find the most efficient means to whatever ends are defined as important by
those in power. Technocratic thinking is contrasted to reason, which is, in the minds of critical theorists, the
hope for society. Reason involves the assessment of means in terms of the ultimate human values of justice,
peace, and happiness. Critical theorists identified Nazism in general, and its concentration camps more
specifically, as examples of formal rationality in mortal combat with reason. Thus, as George Friedman puts it,
“Auschwitz was a rational place, but it was not a reasonable one” (1981:15; see also Chapter 14 and the
discussion of Bauman, 1989).

Despite the seeming rationality of modern life, the critical school views the modern world as rife with
irrationality (Crook, 1995). This idea can be labeled the “irrationality of rationality” or, more specifically, the
irrationality of formal rationality. In Herbert Marcuse’s view, although it appears to be the embodiment of
rationality, “this society is irrational as a whole” (1964:ix; see also Farganis, 1975). It is irrational that the
rational world is destructive of individuals and their needs and abilities, that peace is maintained through a
constant threat of war, and that despite the existence of sufficient means, people remain impoverished,
repressed, exploited, and unable to fulfill themselves.

The critical school focuses primarily on one form of formal rationality—modern technology (Feenberg, 1996).
Marcuse (1964), for example, was a severe critic of modern technology, at least as it is employed in capitalism.
He saw technology in modern capitalist society as leading to totalitarianism. In fact, he viewed it as leading to
new, more effective, and even more “pleasant” methods of external control over individuals. The prime
example is the use of television to socialize and pacify the population (other examples are mass sport, and
pervasive exploitation of sex). Marcuse rejected the idea that technology is neutral in the modern world and
saw it instead as a means to dominate people. It is effective because it is made to seem neutral when it is, in
fact, enslaving. It serves to suppress individuality. The actor’s inner freedom has been “invaded and whittled
down” by modern technology. The result is what Marcuse called “one-dimensional society,” in which
individuals lose the ability to think critically and negatively about society. Marcuse did not see technology per
se as the enemy, but rather technology as it is employed in modern capitalist society: “Technology, no matter
how ‘pure,’ sustains and streamlines the continuum of domination. This fatal link can be cut only by a
revolution which makes technology and technique subservient to the needs and goals of free men” (1969:56).
Marcuse retained Marx’s original view that technology is not inherently a problem and that it can be used to
develop a “better” society.

Critique of Culture

The critical theorists level significant criticisms at what they call the “culture industry” (Kellner and Lewis,
2007), the rationalized, bureaucratized structures (for example, the television networks) that control modern
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culture. Interest in the culture industry reflects their concern with the Marxian concept of “superstructure”
rather than with the economic base (Beamish, 2007b). The culture industry, producing what is conventionally
called “mass culture,” is defined as the “administered, … nonspontaneous, reified, phony culture rather than
the real thing” (Jay, 1973:216).2 Two things worry the critical thinkers most about this industry. First, they
are concerned about its falseness. They think of it as a prepackaged set of ideas mass-produced and
disseminated to the masses by the media. Second, the critical theorists are disturbed by its pacifying,
repressive, and stupefying effect on people (D. Cook, 1996; G. Friedman, 1981; Tar, 1977:83; Zipes, 1994).

Douglas Kellner (1990) has self-consciously offered a critical theory of television. While he embeds his work
in the cultural concerns of the Frankfurt school, Kellner draws on other Marxian traditions to present a more
rounded conception of the television industry. He critiques the critical school because it “neglects detailed
analysis of the political economy of the media, conceptualizing mass culture merely as an instrument of
capitalist ideology” (Kellner, 1990:14). Thus, in addition to looking at television as part of the culture
industry, Kellner connects it to both corporate capitalism and the political system. Furthermore, Kellner does
not see television as monolithic or as controlled by coherent corporate forces but rather as a “highly conflictual
mass medium in which competing economic, political, social and cultural forces intersect” (1990:14). Thus,
while working within the tradition of critical theory, Kellner rejects the view that capitalism is a totally
administered world. Nevertheless, Kellner sees television as a threat to democracy, individuality, and freedom
and offers suggestions (for example, more democratic accountability, greater citizen access and participation,
greater diversity on television) to deal with the threat. Thus, Kellner goes beyond a mere critique to offer
proposals for dealing with the dangers posed by television.

The critical school is also interested in and critical of what it calls the “knowledge industry,” which refers to
entities concerned with knowledge production (for example, universities and research institutes) that have
become autonomous structures in our society. Their autonomy has allowed them to extend themselves beyond
their original mandate (Schroyer, 1970). They have become oppressive structures interested in expanding their
influence throughout society.

Marx’s critical analysis of capitalism led him to have hope for the future, but many critical theorists have come
to a position of despair and hopelessness. They see the problems of the modern world not as specific to
capitalism but as endemic to a rationalized world. They see the future, in Weberian terms, as an “iron cage” of
increasingly rational structures from which hope for escape lessens all the time.

Much of critical theory (like the bulk of Marx’s original formulation) is in the form of critical analyses. Even
though the critical theorists also have a number of positive interests, one of the basic criticisms made of critical
theory is that it offers more criticisms than it does positive contributions. This incessant negativity galls many
scholars, and for this reason they feel that critical theory has little to offer to sociological theory.

The Major Contributions

Subjectivity

The great contribution of the critical school has been its effort to reorient Marxian theory in a subjective

368



direction. Although this constitutes a critique of Marx’s materialism and his dogged focus on economic
structures, it also represents a strong contribution to our understanding of the subjective elements of social life
at both the individual and the cultural levels.

The Hegelian roots of Marxian theory are the major source of interest in subjectivity. Many of the critical
thinkers see themselves as returning to those roots, as expressed in Marx’s early works. In doing so, they are
following up on the work of the early-20th-century Marxian revisionists, such as Georg Lukács, who sought
not to focus on subjectivity but simply to integrate such an interest with the traditional Marxian concern with
objective structures (Agger, 1978). Lukács did not seek a fundamental restructuring of Marxian theory,
although the later critical theorists do have this broader and more ambitious objective.

We begin with the critical school’s interest in culture. As pointed out above, the critical school has shifted to a
concern with the cultural “superstructure” rather than with the economic “base.” One factor motivating this
shift is that the critical school feels that Marxists have overemphasized economic structures and that this
emphasis has served to overwhelm their interest in the other aspects of social reality, especially the culture. In
addition to this factor, a series of external changes in society point to such a shift (Agger, 1978). In particular,
the prosperity of the post–World War II period in America seems to have led to a disappearance of internal
economic contradictions in general and class conflict in particular. False consciousness seems to be nearly
universal: all social classes, including the working class, appear to be beneficiaries and ardent supporters of the
capitalist system. In addition, the former Soviet Union, despite its socialist economy, was at least as oppressive
as capitalist society. Because the two societies had different economies, the critical thinkers had to look
elsewhere for the major source of oppression. What they looked toward, initially, was culture.

To the previously discussed aspects of the Frankfurt school’s concerns—rationality, the culture industry, and
the knowledge industry—can be added another set of concerns, the most notable of which is an interest in
ideology. By ideology the critical theorists mean the idea systems, often false and obfuscating, produced by
societal elites. All these specific aspects of the superstructure and the critical school’s orientation to them can
be subsumed under the heading “critique of domination” (Agger, 1978; Schroyer, 1973). This interest in
domination was at first stimulated by fascism in the 1930s and 1940s, but it has shifted to a concern with
domination in capitalist society. The modern world has reached a stage of unsurpassed domination of
individuals. In fact, the control is so complete that it no longer requires deliberate actions on the part of the
leaders. The control pervades all aspects of the cultural world and, more important, is internalized in the actor.
In effect, actors have come to dominate themselves in the name of the larger social structure. Domination has
reached a complete stage where it no longer appears to be domination at all. Because domination is no longer
perceived as personally damaging and alienating, it often seems as if the world is the way it is supposed to be.
It is no longer clear to actors what the world ought to be like. Thus, the pessimism of the critical thinkers is
buttressed because they no longer can see how rational analysis can help alter the situation.

One of the critical school’s concerns at the cultural level is with what Habermas (1975) called legitimations.
These can be defined as systems of ideas generated by the political system, and theoretically by any other
system, to support the existence of the system. They are designed to “mystify” the political system, to make it
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unclear exactly what is happening.

In addition to such cultural interests, the critical school is concerned with actors and their consciousness and
what happens to them in the modern world. The consciousness of the masses came to be controlled by
external forces (such as the culture industry). As a result, the masses failed to develop a revolutionary
consciousness. Unfortunately, the critical theorists, like most Marxists and most sociologists, often fail to
differentiate clearly between individual consciousness and culture or specify the many links between them. In
much of their work, they move freely back and forth between consciousness and culture with little or no sense
that they are changing levels.

Of great importance here is the effort by critical theorists, most notably Marcuse (1969), to integrate Freud’s
insights at the level of consciousness (and unconsciousness) into the critical theorists’ interpretation of the
culture. Critical theorists derive three things from Freud’s work: (1) a psychological structure to work with in
developing their theories, (2) a sense of psychopathology that allows them to understand both the negative
impact of modern society and the failure to develop revolutionary consciousness, and (3) the possibilities of
psychic liberation (G. Friedman, 1981). One of the benefits of this interest in individual consciousness is that
it offers a useful corrective to the pessimism of the critical school and its focus on cultural constraints.
Although people are controlled, imbued with false needs, and anesthetized, in Freudian terms, they also are
endowed with a libido (broadly conceived as sexual energy), which provides the basic source of energy for
creative action oriented toward the overthrow of the major forms of domination.

Dialectics

The second main positive focus of critical theory is an interest in dialectics (this idea is critiqued from the
viewpoint of analytical Marxism later in this chapter). At the most general level, a dialectical approach means
a focus on the social totality.3 “No partial aspect of social life and no isolated phenomenon may be
comprehended unless it is related to the historical whole, to the social structure conceived as a global entity”
(Connerton, 1976:12). This approach involves rejection of a focus on any specific aspect of social life, especially
the economic system, outside of its broader context. This approach also entails a concern with the
interrelation of the various levels of social reality—most important, individual consciousness, the cultural
superstructure, and the economic structure. Dialectics also carries with it a methodological prescription: One
component of social life cannot be studied in isolation from the rest.

This idea has both diachronic and synchronic components. A synchronic view leads us to be concerned with
the interrelationship of components of society within a contemporary totality. A diachronic view carries with it
a concern for the historical roots of today’s society as well as for where it might be going in the future
(Bauman, 1976). The domination of people by social and cultural structures—the “one-dimensional” society,
to use Marcuse’s phrase—is the result of a specific historical development and is not a universal characteristic
of humankind. This historical perspective counteracts the commonsense view that emerges in capitalism that
the system is a natural and inevitable phenomenon. In the view of the critical theorists (and other Marxists),
people have come to see society as “second nature” ; it is “perceived by commonsensical wisdom as an alien,
uncompromising, demanding and high-handed power—exactly like non-human nature. To abide by the rules
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of reason, to behave rationally, to achieve success, to be free, man now had to accommodate himself to the
‘second nature’” (Bauman, 1976:6).

In particular, in his critique of positivism, Theodor Adorno ([1966] 1973) developed negative dialectics. In the
spirit of Marx, Adorno emphasizes the interplay of social ideas and material forces. However, unlike Marx,
Adorno does not try to develop new propositions, new statements of fact. Instead, the goal of negative
dialectics is to demonstrate the contingency of social science knowledge, in particular, its relationship to
modern capitalism. In doing this, negative dialectics also tries to avoid “identity thinking” (Dahms, 2011b).
Identity thinking is a facet of positivism, and of all modern thought, that Adorno does not want to reproduce
in critical theory. Dahms describes it like this:

Identity thinking corresponds to the control function of thought, as a kind of thinking that collapses
the potential complexity of a concept (in the Hegelian sense of Begriff ) into the simplicity of a term,
attaches this seemingly unambiguous problematic term to an object, and posits that all the
dimensions of an object can be adequately expressed on the basis of this term (575).

In other words, much like contemporary postmodern thought (see Chapter 17), negative dialectics emphasizes
the ever-changing complexity of social life over reductive accounts of social life.

The critical theorists also are oriented to thinking about the future, but following Marx’s lead, they refuse to
be utopian; rather, they focus on criticizing and changing contemporary society (Alway, 1995a). However,
instead of directing their attention to society’s economic structure as Marx had done, they concentrate on its
cultural superstructure. Their dialectical approach commits them to work in the real world. They are not
satisfied with seeking truth in scientific laboratories. The ultimate test of their ideas is the degree to which
they are accepted and used in practice. This process they call authentication, which occurs when the people
who have been the victims of distorted communication take up the ideas of critical theory and use them to free
themselves from that system (Bauman, 1976:104). Thus we arrive at another aspect of the concerns of the
critical thinkers—the liberation of humankind (Marcuse, 1964:222).

In more abstract terms, critical thinkers can be said to be preoccupied with the interplay and relationship
between theory and practice. The view of the Frankfurt school was that the two have been severed in capitalist
society (Schroyer, 1973:28). That is, theorizing is done by one group, which is delegated, or more likely takes,
that right, whereas practice is relegated to another, less powerful group. In many cases, the theorist’s work is
uninformed by what went on in the real world, leading to an impoverished and largely irrelevant body of
Marxian and sociological theory. The point is to unify theory and practice so as to restore the relationship
between them. Theory, thus, would be informed by practice, whereas practice would be shaped by theory. In
the process, both theory and practice would be enriched.

Despite this avowed goal, most of critical theory has failed abysmally to integrate theory and practice. In fact,
one of the most often voiced criticisms of critical theory is that it usually is written in such a way that it is
totally inaccessible to the mass of people. Furthermore, in its commitment to studying culture and

371



superstructure, critical theory addresses a number of very esoteric topics and has little to say about the
pragmatic, day-to-day concerns of most people.

Knowledge and Human Interests

One of the best-known dialectical concerns of the critical school is Jurgen Habermas’s (1970, 1971) interest in
the relationship between knowledge and human interests—an example of a broader dialectical concern with
the relationship between subjective and objective factors. But Habermas has been careful to point out that
subjective and objective factors cannot be dealt with in isolation from one another. To him, knowledge
systems exist at the objective level whereas human interests are more subjective phenomena.

Habermas differentiated between three knowledge systems and their corresponding interests. The interests
that lie behind and guide each system of knowledge are generally unknown to laypeople, and it is the task of
the critical theorists to uncover them. The first type of knowledge is analytic science, or classical positivistic
scientific systems. In Habermas’s view, the underlying interest of such a knowledge system is technical
prediction and control, which can be applied to the environment, other societies, or people within society. In
Habermas’s view, analytic science lends itself quite easily to enhancing oppressive control. The second type of
knowledge system is humanistic knowledge, and its interest lies in understanding the world. It operates from the
general view that understanding our past generally helps us understand what is transpiring today. It has a
practical interest in mutual and self-understanding. It is neither oppressive nor liberating. The third type is
critical knowledge, which Habermas, and the Frankfurt school in general, espoused. The interest attached to
this type of knowledge is human emancipation. It was hoped that the critical knowledge generated by
Habermas and others would raise the self-consciousness of the masses (through mechanisms articulated by the
Freudians) and lead to a social movement that would result in the hoped-for emancipation.

Criticisms of Critical Theory

A number of criticisms have been leveled at critical theory (Bottomore, 1984). First, critical theory has been
accused of being largely ahistorical, of examining a variety of events without paying much attention to their
historical and comparative contexts (for example, Nazism in the 1930s, anti-Semitism in the 1940s, student
revolts in the 1960s). This is a damning criticism of any Marxian theory, which should be inherently historical
and comparative. Second, the critical school, as we have seen already, generally has ignored the economy.
Finally, and relatedly, critical theorists have tended to argue that the working class has disappeared as a
revolutionary force, a position decidedly in opposition to traditional Marxian analysis.

Criticisms such as these led traditional Marxists such as Bottomore to conclude, “The Frankfurt School, in its
original form, and as a school of Marxism or sociology, is dead” (1984:76). Similar sentiments have been
expressed by Greisman, who labels critical theory “the paradigm that failed” (1986:273). If it is dead as a
distinctive school, that is because many of its basic ideas have found their way into Marxism, neo-Marxian
sociology, and even mainstream sociology. Thus, as Bottomore himself concludes in the case of Habermas,
the critical school has undergone a rapprochement with Marxism and sociology, and “at the same time some
of the distinctive ideas of the Frankfurt School are conserved and developed” (1984:76).
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The Ideas of Jurgen Habermas

Although critical theory may be on the decline, Jurgen Habermas4 and his theories are very much alive (J.
Bernstein, 1995; R. Brown and Goodman, 2001; Outhwaite, 1994). We touched on a few of his ideas earlier
in this chapter, but here we present a more detailed look at his theory (still other aspects of his thinking are
covered in Chapters 13 and 14).

Differences With Marx

Habermas contends that his goal has been “to develop a theoretical program that I understand as a
reconstruction of historical materialism” (1979:95). Habermas takes Marx’s starting point (human potential,
species-being, “sensuous human activity” ) as his own. However, Habermas (1971) argues that Marx failed to
distinguish between two analytically distinct components of species-being—work (or labor, purposive-rational
action) and social (or symbolic) interaction (or communicative action). In Habermas’s view, Marx tended to
ignore the latter and to reduce it to work. As Habermas put it, the problem in Marx’s work is the “reduction of
the self-generative act of the human species to labor” (1971:42). Thus, Habermas says, “I take as my starting point
the fundamental distinction between work and interaction” (1970:91). Throughout his writings, Habermas’s work
is informed by this distinction, although he is most prone to use the terms purposive-rational action (work) and
communicative action (interaction).

Under the heading “purposive-rational action,” Habermas distinguishes between instrumental action and
strategic action. Both involve the calculated pursuit of self-interest. Instrumental action involves a single actor
rationally calculating the best means to a given goal. Strategic action involves two or more individuals
coordinating purposive-rational action in the pursuit of a goal. The objective of both instrumental and strategic
action is instrumental mastery.

Habermas is most interested in communicative action, in which

the actions of the agents involved are coordinated not through egocentric calculations of success but
through acts of reaching understanding. In communicative action participants are not primarily
oriented to their own successes; they pursue their individual goals under the condition that they can
harmonize their plans of action on the basis of common situation definitions.

(Habermas, 1984:286; italics added)

Whereas the end of purposive-rational action is to achieve a goal, the objective of communicative action is to
achieve communicative understanding (Sean Stryker, 1998).

Clearly, there is an important speech component in communicative action. However, such action is broader
than that encompassing “speech acts or equivalent nonverbal expressions” (Habermas, 1984:278).

Habermas’s key point of departure from Marx is to argue that communicative action, not purposive-rational
action (work), is the most distinctive and most pervasive human phenomenon. It (not work) is the foundation
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of all sociocultural life as well as all the human sciences. Whereas Marx was led to focus on work, Habermas is
led to focus on communication.

Not only did Marx focus on work, he took free and creative work (species-being) as his baseline for critically
analyzing work in various historical epochs, especially capitalism. Habermas, too, adopts a baseline, but in the
realm of communicative rather than in that of purposive-rational action. Habermas’s baseline is undistorted
communication, communication without compulsion. With this baseline, Habermas is able to critically
analyze distorted communication. Habermas is concerned with those social structures that distort
communication, just as Marx examined the structural sources of the distortion of work. Although they have
different baselines, both Habermas and Marx have baselines, and these permit them to escape relativism and
render judgments about various historical phenomena. Habermas is critical of those theorists, especially
Weber and previous critical theorists, for their lack of such a baseline and their lapse into relativism.

There is still another parallel between Marx and Habermas and their baselines. For both, these baselines
represent not only their analytical starting points but also their political objectives. That is, whereas for Marx
the goal was a communist society in which undistorted work (species-being) would exist for the first time, for
Habermas, the political goal is a society of undistorted communication (communicative action). In terms of
immediate goals, Marx seeks the elimination of (capitalist) barriers to undistorted work and Habermas is
interested in the elimination of barriers to free communication.

Here Habermas (1973; see also Habermas, 1994:101), like other critical theorists, draws on Freud and sees
many parallels between what psychoanalysts do at the individual level and what he thinks needs to be done at
the societal level. Habermas sees psychoanalysis as a theory of distorted communication and as being
preoccupied with allowing individuals to communicate in an undistorted way. The psychoanalyst seeks to find
the sources of distortions in individual communication, that is, repressed blocks to communication. Through
reflection, the psychoanalyst attempts to help the individual overcome these blocks. Similarly, through
therapeutic critique, “a form of argumentation that serves to clarify systematic self-deception” (Habermas,
1984:21), the critical theorist attempts to aid people in general to overcome social barriers to undistorted
communication. There is, then, an analogy (many critics think an illegitimate analogy) between
psychoanalysis and critical theory. The psychoanalyst aids the patient in much the same way that the social
critic helps those unable to communicate adequately to become “undisabled” (Habermas, 1994:112).

As for Marx, the basis of Habermas’s ideal future society exists in the contemporary world. That is, for Marx,
elements of species-being are found in work in capitalist society. For Habermas, elements of undistorted
communication are found in every act of contemporary communication.

Rationalization

This brings us to the central issue of rationalization in Habermas’s work. Here Habermas is influenced not
only by Marx’s work but by Weber’s as well. Most prior work, in Habermas’s view, has focused on the
rationalization of purposive-rational action, which has led to a growth of productive forces and an increase in
technological control over life (Habermas, 1970). This form of rationalization, as it was to Weber and Marx,
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is a major, perhaps the major, problem in the modern world. However, the problem is rationalization of
purposive-rational action, not rationalization in general. In fact, for Habermas, the antidote to the problem of
the rationalization of purposive-rational action lies in the rationalization of communicative action. The
rationalization of communicative action leads to communication free from domination, free and open
communication. Rationalization here involves emancipation, “removing restrictions on communication”
(Habermas, 1970:118; see also Habermas, 1979). This is where Habermas’s previously mentioned work on
legitimations and, more generally, ideology fits in. That is, these are two of the main causes of distorted
communication, causes that must be eliminated if we are to have free and open communication.

At the level of social norms, such rationalization would involve decreases in normative repressiveness and
rigidity leading to increases in individual flexibility and reflectivity. The development of this new, less-
restrictive or nonrestrictive normative system lies at the heart of Habermas’s theory of social evolution. Instead
of a new productive system, rationalization for Habermas (1979) leads to a new, less-distorting normative
system. Although he regards it as a misunderstanding of his position, many have accused Habermas of cutting
his Marxian roots in this shift from the material level to the normative level.

The end point of this evolution for Habermas is a rational society (Delanty, 1997). Rationality here means
removal of the barriers that distort communication, but, more generally, it means a communication system in
which ideas are openly presented and defended against criticism; unconstrained agreement develops during
argumentation. To understand this better, we need more details of Habermas’s communication theory.

Communication

Habermas distinguishes between the previously discussed communicative action and discourse. Whereas
communicative action occurs in everyday life, discourse is

that form of communication that is removed from contexts of experience and action and whose
structure assures us: that the bracketed validity claims of assertions, recommendations, or warnings
are the exclusive object of discussion; that participants, themes, and contributions are not restricted
except with reference to the goal of testing the validity claims in questions; that no force except that
of the better argument is exercised; and that all motives except that of the cooperative search for
truth are excluded.

(Habermas, 1975:107–108)

In the theoretical world of discourse, but also hidden and underlying the world of communicative actions, is
the “ideal speech situation,” in which force or power does not determine which arguments win out; instead,
the better argument emerges victorious. The weight of evidence and argumentation determines what is
considered valid or true. The arguments that emerge from such a discourse (and that the participants agree
on) are true (Hesse, 1995). Thus Habermas adopts a consensus theory of truth (rather than a copy [or “reality”
] theory of truth [Outhwaite, 1994:41]). This truth is part of all communication, and its full expression is the
goal of Habermas’s evolutionary theory. As Thomas McCarthy says, “The idea of truth points ultimately to a
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form of interaction that is free from all distorting influences. The ‘good and true life’ that is the goal of critical
theory is inherent in the notion of truth; it is anticipated in every act of speech” (1982:308).

Consensus arises theoretically in discourse (and pretheoretically in communicative action) when four types of
validity claims are raised and recognized by interactants. First, the speaker’s utterances are seen as
understandable, comprehensible. Second, the propositions offered by the speaker are true; that is, the speaker
is offering reliable knowledge. Third, the speaker is being truthful (veracious) and sincere in offering the
propositions; the speaker is reliable. Fourth, it is right and proper for the speaker to utter such propositions;
he or she has the normative basis to do so. Consensus arises when all these validity claims are raised and
accepted; it breaks down when one or more are questioned. Returning to an earlier point, there are forces in
the modern world that distort this process, prevent the emergence of a consensus, and would have to be
overcome for Habermas’s ideal society to come about (M. Morris, 2001).

Critical Theory Today: The Work of Axel Honneth

While Habermas is the most prominent of today’s social thinkers, he is not alone in struggling to develop a
critical theory that is better adapted to contemporary realities (see, for example, the various essays in Wexler,
1991; Antonio and Kellner, 1994). Castells (1996) has made the case for the need for a critical theory of the
new “information society.” To illustrate these continuing efforts, a brief discussion follows of the work of Axel
Honneth, especially on the struggle for recognition.

The Ideas of Axel Honneth

A student of Jurgen Habermas, Axel Honneth (b. 1949) is the current director of the Frankfurt Institute of
Social Research. With Habermas now in retirement, Honneth has emerged as today’s leading critical theorist.
To achieve that status, he has developed a theoretical position that builds on, but critiques, the work of the
critical school as well as that of Habermas in particular (Honneth, [1985] 1991, [1990] 1995, [1992] 1994,
[2000] 2007, 2008).

Honneth’s critique of his predecessors, as well as his own theoretical perspective, is based on his fundamental
views on the requirements of a critical theory. For one thing, it must be based on and emerge from practical
critiques that exist in the everyday world. As Honneth ([1990] 1995:xii) puts it, the explanation of a social
phenomenon must be done “in such a way that a practical dimension of critique emerges as a constitutive
requirement for critical understanding.” For another, a critical theory must have an interest in emancipating
people from the domination and oppression that they experience in the real world. That is, in line with the
traditional Marxian perspective, critical theory must have an integrative interest in both theory and practice. It
must seek the “determination of the driving forces of society which locates in the historical process itself the
impetus both to critique as well as to overcoming established forms of domination” (Honneth, [1990]
1995:xii). That is, the emancipatory interest of critical theory lies within (is immanent within) society itself.

The basic problem with classic critical theory, especially that of Horkheimer and Adorno, is that its totally
administered view of the capitalist world led to negativism; it left no hope for practical critique and
emancipatory possibilities in the everyday world and in critical theory itself. Of critical theory, Honneth
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([1990] 1995:xii) said that it supposed a “closed circle between capitalist domination and cultural
manipulation, that there could remain within the social reality of their time no space for a zone of moral-
practical critique.” This leads him to the conclusion that the key problem for critical theory today, and
therefore for him, is how to come “to grips with the structure of social domination as well as with identifying
the social resources for its practical transformation” (Honneth, [1990] 1995:xiii).

In this context, Honneth sees Habermas’s communication theory as a step forward because it offered us a way
of dealing with, and getting at, the everyday life-world. In that world, there exists “in the form of the
normative expectations of interaction—a layer of moral experiences … which would serve as the point of
reference for an immanent, yet transcending moment of critique” (Honneth, [1990] 1995:xiii). But in the end,
Honneth did not find that Habermas’s work went far enough, especially in the direction of getting at moral
reactions and feelings as they exist in everyday life. Thus, Honneth seeks to build upon Habermas, but to go
further and in a different direction than that taken by Habermas.

While Habermas is concerned with communication, Honneth comes to focus on the recognition of identity
claims made by individuals and collectivities. Consistent with critical theory, he wants to deal with the
violence committed against those claims for recognition and the injuries and pathologies that result for the
claimants. Individuals and groups come to engage in political resistance not because of some abstract moral
principles but because of the “experience of violence to intuitively presupposed conceptions of justice”
(Honneth, [1990] 1995:xiv). That is, they feel that they deserve recognition. When they do not get it, their
sense of fair play is upset, and they come to resist those who are seen as being unfair to them. And “it is
principally violence to individual or collective claims to social recognition within the lifeworld which will be
experienced as moral injustice” (Honneth, [1990] 1995:xv). Critical theorists, including Honneth, must look
to the everyday social world for their moral reference points. It is the everyday world that provides “social
criticism with a moral foothold” (Honneth, [1990] 1995:xv).

At the heart of Honneth’s work is an idea—“the struggle for recognition” —derived from Hegel. Honneth
finds Hegel’s ideas attractive, not only for their focus on recognition but also because they connect morality to
the moral sentiments of people, as well as indicating the way that feelings about a lack of recognition can lead
to social action and social conflict. People feel that it is normative for them to receive recognition, and when it
is not forthcoming, especially repeatedly, they feel that they have not gotten the respect they deserve.

Historically, people often have felt that they did not get the recognition they deserved, and it is possible, even
likely, that there is an increasing crisis of recognition in contemporary society. For example, it is difficult to
get recognition for one’s work (especially for women; see Honneth, [2000] 2007:75–77; Rossler, 2007). More
generally, there has been a decline in the ability of various institutions (for example, family, work) to create the
kinds of recognition people need.

More specifically, and also following Hegel, people are seen as needing three forms of recognition from
others. First is love, or caring for a person’s needs and emotions. People gain self-confidence when they receive
such recognition. Second is respect for a person’s moral and legal dignity, and this leads to self-respect. Finally,
there is esteem for a person’s social achievements, and this leads to self-esteem (Van den Brink and Owen,
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2007). These forms of recognition are acquired and maintained intersubjectively (a perspective derived from
Mead). That is, in order to relate to themselves in these ways (and have self-confidence, self-respect, and self-
esteem), people must receive recognition from others. Ultimately, “[r]elations of recognition are a necessary
condition of our moral subjectivity and agency” (Van den Brink and Owen, 2007:4–5). It is only with
adequate recognition that people can realize their full autonomy as human beings.

Disrespect (Honneth, [2000] 2007) occurs when people do not receive the recognition they feel they deserve,
and this adversely affects their ability to form appropriate identities. Feelings of a lack of respect are not
unverifiable feelings but are based on a normative standard that people deserve certain forms of recognition;
most generally, they deserve love, respect, and esteem. Conflict and resistance are likely to result when they do
not get the recognition the normative system says they should. The existence of such a normative standard not
only lies at the base of such actions, but it allows outsiders (including critical theorists) to utilize established
norms to evaluate those actions and the concrete claims for recognition on which those actions are based.
That is, Honneth offers us an Archimedean point from which to evaluate claims for recognition; our
judgments of the legitimacy of those claims need not be arbitrary.

There are at least four major criticisms of Honneth’s critical theory. First, some critics question the placement
of recognition at the heart of a social and ethical theory: Is recognition as important as Honneth suggests? Is it
as important as work and labor in Marx’s theory or communication in Habermas’s theory? In an ongoing
debate, Nancy Fraser has criticized Honneth for emphasizing recognition over the equally important
economic problem of redistribution (Fraser and Honneth, 2003). Second, there are doubts about the kind of
monistic theory created by Honneth: Is recognition all that matters? Third, some question whether there are
three bases of recognition: Why not more or less? Finally, it is hard to discern the operations of power in
Honneth’s theory.

Later Developments in Cultural Critique

Kellner and Lewis (2007) see the Frankfurt school as part of a tradition of work that involves “cultural
critique,” which, in turn, is part of the “cultural turn” and cultural studies (McGuigan, 2005; Storey, 2007). At
the center of this tradition lies the Frankfurt school, but it is predated by work by Kant, Nietzsche, Marx, and
Freud (among others) and is succeeded by later work, especially that associated with the “Birmingham
school.”

As the name suggests, the Birmingham school, or the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies, was
associated with the University of Birmingham in the United Kingdom (Barker, 2007). Founded in 1964, it
remained in existence until 1988. Created by Richard Hoggart, the center gained its greatest fame and
coherence as a center of cultural studies under the leadership of Stuart Hall (Rojek, 2003, 2005). In contrast
to the literary tradition in England, which privileged and valued high art and the elite classes, the Birmingham
school valued and focused on popular culture, its products, and the lower classes with which they are
associated. Furthermore, popular culture was seen as the arena in which hegemonic ideas operated as
mechanisms of social control, were consented to, and, most important from a Marxian perspective, were
resisted by the lower classes. Concepts like hegemonic ideas, consent, and resistance clearly aligned the
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Birmingham school with Marxian theory, especially the theories of Antonio Gramsci (although structuralism
and semiotics influenced at least some of its work). An ideological struggle was in existence, and as “organic
intellectuals” (thinkers who were, at least theoretically, part of the working class) it was the responsibility (if
not always fulfilled) of the Birmingham scholars to be part of popular culture and help those associated with it
wage a counter-hegemonic ideological battle against those in power. They also saw as their role the debunking
and demystification of dominant texts with their abundant ideologies and myths that served the interests of
elites. They were not disinterested social scientists but rather “populists” who sided with the “people” against
the power elite (McGuigan, 2002, 2005). Thus, like the critical theorists, those associated with the
Birmingham school moved away from economic determinism and a base-superstructure perspective and
toward an emphasis on the superstructure, especially culture (as well as the nation-state), which was seen as
relatively autonomous of the economic base.

At that level of culture, the focus was on ideology and hegemony and on the ways that power and control
manifested itself and was resisted. This meant a concern, on the one hand, with how the media expressed
ideologies of the dominant groups and how working-class youth reproduced their subordinate position and,
on the other hand, with how working-class youth resisted that position and the ideology of the dominant
groups through such things as dress and style (for example, the “skinheads” ). Relatedly, the Birmingham
school was interested in analyzing a variety of texts (reflecting the influence of structuralism and semiotics; see
Chapter 17)—films, advertisements, soap operas, news broadcasts—in order to show how they were
hegemonic products and how their meanings were not fixed but rather were produced in various, sometimes
antithetical or oppositional, ways by the audience. Again, this was a reflection of the school’s dual concern
with hegemony and resistance.

The power of the lower classes to redefine culture in antithetical and oppositional ways was related to a major
difference between the Birmingham school and the Frankfurt school. The latter saw culture as debased by the
culture industry; the former saw that as an elitist perspective. The Birmingham school had a much more
positive view of culture, especially as it was interpreted and produced by the lower classes.
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Neo-Marxian Economic Sociology

Many neo-Marxists (for example, critical theorists) have made relatively few comments on the economic
institution, at least in part as a reaction against the excesses of the economic determinists. However, these
reactions have set in motion a series of counterreactions. In this section, we deal with the work of some of the
Marxists who have returned to a focus on the economic realm. Their work constitutes an effort to adapt
Marxian theory to the realities of modern capitalist society (Lash and Urry, 1987; Mészáros, 1995).

We deal with two bodies of work in this section. The first focuses on the broad issue of capital and labor. The
second comprises the narrower, and more contemporary, work on the transition from Fordism to post-
Fordism.

Capital and Labor

Marx’s original insights into economic structures and processes were based on his analysis of the capitalism of
his time—what we can think of as competitive capitalism. Capitalist industries were comparatively small, with
the result that no single industry, or small group of industries, could gain complete and uncontested control
over a market. Much of Marx’s economic work was based on the premise, accurate for his time, that
capitalism is a competitive system. To be sure, Marx foresaw the possibility of future monopolies, but he
commented only briefly on them. Many later Marxian theorists continued to operate as if capitalism remained
much as it had been in Marx’s time.

Monopoly Capital

It is in this context that we must examine the work of Paul Baran and Paul Sweezy (1966; Toscano, 2007).
They began with a criticism of Marxian social science for repeating familiar formulations and failing to
explain important recent developments in capitalistic society. They accused Marxian theory of stagnating
because it continued to rest on the assumption of a competitive economy. A modern Marxian theory must, in
their view, recognize that competitive capitalism largely has been replaced by monopoly capitalism.

In monopoly capitalism, one or a few capitalists control a given sector of the economy. Clearly, there is far less
competition in monopoly capitalism than in competitive capitalism. In competitive capitalism, organizations
competed on a price basis; that is, capitalists tried to sell more goods by offering lower prices. In monopoly
capitalism, firms no longer have to compete in this way because one or a few firms control a market;
competition shifts to the sales domain. Advertising, packaging, and other methods of appealing to potential
consumers are the main areas of competition.

The movement from price to sales competition is part of another process characteristic of monopoly
capitalism—progressive rationalization. Price competition comes to be seen as highly irrational. That is, from
the monopoly capitalist’s point of view, offering lower and lower prices can lead only to chaos in the
marketplace, to say nothing of lower profits and perhaps even bankruptcy. Sales competition, in contrast, is
not a cutthroat system; in fact, it even provides work for the advertising industry. Furthermore, prices can be
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kept high, with the costs of the sales and promotion simply added to the price. Thus, sales competition is also
far less risky than price competition.

Another crucial aspect of monopoly capitalism is the rise of the giant corporation, with a few large
corporations controlling most sectors of the economy. In competitive capitalism, the organization was
controlled almost single-handedly by an entrepreneur. The modern corporation is owned by a large number of
stockholders, but a few large stockholders own most of the stock. Although stockholders “own” the
corporation, managers exercise the actual day-to-day control. The managers are crucial in monopoly
capitalism, whereas the entrepreneurs were central in competitive capitalism. Managers have considerable
power, which they seek to maintain. They even seek financial independence for their firms by trying, as much
as possible, to generate whatever funds they need internally rather than relying on external sources of funding.

Baran and Sweezy commented extensively on the central position of the corporate manager in modern
capitalist society. Managers are viewed as a highly rational group oriented to maximizing the profits of the
organization. Therefore, they are not inclined to take the risks that were characteristic of the early
entrepreneurs. They have a longer time perspective than the entrepreneurs did. Whereas the early capitalist
was interested in maximizing profits in the short run, modern managers are aware that such efforts may well
lead to chaotic price competition that might adversely affect the long-term profitability of the firm. The
manager will thus forgo some profits in the short run to maximize long-term profitability.

Baran and Sweezy have been criticized on various grounds. For example, they overemphasize the rationality of
managers. Herbert Simon (1957), for example, would argue that managers are more interested in finding (and
are only able to find) minimally satisfactory solutions than they are in finding the most rational and most
profitable solutions. Another issue is whether managers are, in fact, the pivotal figures in modern capitalism.
Many would argue that it is the large stockholders who really control the capitalistic system.

Labor and Monopoly Capital

Harry Braverman (1974) considered the labor process and the exploitation of the worker the heart of Marxian
theory. He intended not only to update Marx’s interest in manual workers but also to examine what has
happened to white-collar and service workers.

Toward the goal of extending Marx’s analysis, Braverman argued that the concept “working class” does not
describe a specific group of people or occupations but is rather an expression of a process of buying and selling
labor power. In modern capitalism, virtually no one owns the means of production; therefore, the many,
including most white-collar and service workers, are forced to sell their labor power to the few who do. In his
view, capitalist control and exploitation, as well as the derivative processes of mechanization and
rationalization, are being extended to white-collar and service occupations.

Managerial Control

Braverman recognized economic exploitation, which was Marx’s focus, but concentrated on the issue of
control. He asked the question: How do the capitalists control the labor power they employ? One answer is
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that they exercise such control through managers. In fact, Braverman defined management as “a labor process
conducted for the purpose of control within the corporation” (1974:267).

Braverman concentrated on the more impersonal means employed by managers to control workers. One of his
central concerns was the utilization of specialization to control workers. Here he carefully differentiated
between the division of labor in society as a whole and specialization of work within the organization. All
known societies have had a division of labor (for example, between men and women, farmers and artisans, and
so forth), but the specialization of work within the organization is a special development of capitalism.
Braverman believed that the division of labor at the societal level may enhance the individual, whereas
specialization in the workplace has the disastrous effect of subdividing human capabilities: “The subdivision of
the individual, when carried on without regard to human capabilities and needs, is a crime against the person
and against humanity” (1974:73).

Specialization in the workplace involves the continual division and subdivision of tasks or operations into
minute and highly specialized activities, each of which is then likely to be assigned to a different worker. This
process constitutes the creation of what Braverman calls “detail workers.” Out of the range of abilities any
individual possesses, capitalists select a small number that the worker is to use on the job. As Braverman put
it, the capitalist first breaks down the work process and then “dismembers the worker as well” (1974:78) by
requiring the worker to use only a small proportion of his or her skills and abilities. In Braverman’s terms, the
worker “never voluntarily converts himself into a lifelong detail worker. This is the contribution of the
capitalist” (1974:78).

Why does the capitalist do this? First, it increases the control of management. It is easier to control a worker
doing a specified task than it is to control one employing a wide range of skills. Second, it increases
productivity. That is, a group of workers performing highly specialized tasks can produce more than can the
same number of craftspeople, each of whom has all the skills and performs all the production activities. For
instance, workers on an automobile assembly line produce more cars than would a corresponding number of
skilled craftspeople, each of whom produces his or her own car. Third, specialization allows the capitalist to
pay the least for the labor power needed. Instead of highly paid, skilled craftspeople, the capitalist can employ
lower-paid, unskilled workers. Following the logic of capitalism, employers seek to progressively cheapen the
labor of workers, and this results in a virtually undifferentiated mass of what Braverman called “simple labor.”

Specialization is not a sufficient means of control for capitalists and the managers in their employ. Another
important means is scientific technique, including such efforts as scientific management, which is an attempt
to apply science to the control of labor on the behalf of management. To Braverman, scientific management is
the science of “how best to control alienated labor” (1974:90). Scientific management is found in a series of
stages aimed at the control of labor—gathering many workers in one workshop, dictating the length of the
workday, supervising workers directly to ensure diligence, enforcing rules against distractions (for example,
talking), and setting minimum acceptable production levels. Overall, scientific management contributed to
control through “the dictation to the worker of the precise manner in which work is to be performed” (Braverman,
1974:90). For example, Braverman discussed F. W. Taylor’s (Kanigel, 1997) early work on the shoveling of
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coal, which led him to develop rules about the kind of shovel to use, the way to stand, the angle at which the
shovel should enter the coal pile, and how much coal to pick up in each motion. In other words, Taylor
developed methods that ensured almost total control over the labor process. Workers were to be left with as
few independent decisions as possible; thus, a separation of the mental and the manual was accomplished.
Management used its monopoly over work-related knowledge to control each step of the labor process. In the
end, the work itself was left without any meaningful skill, content, or knowledge. Craftsmanship was utterly
destroyed.

Braverman also saw machinery as a means of control over workers. Modern machinery comes into existence
“when the tool and/or the work are given a fixed motion path by the structure of the machine itself”
(Braverman, 1974:188). The skill is built into the machine rather than being left for the worker to acquire.
Instead of controlling the work process, workers come to be controlled by the machine. Furthermore, it is far
easier for management to control machines than to control workers.

Braverman argued that through mechanisms such as the specialization of work, scientific management, and
machines, management has been able to extend its control over its manual workers. Although this is a useful
insight, especially the emphasis on control, Braverman’s distinctive contribution has been his effort to extend
this kind of analysis to sectors of the labor force that were not included in Marx’s original analysis of the labor
process. Braverman argued that white-collar and service workers are now being subjected to the same
processes of control that were used on manual workers in the 19th century (Schmutz, 1996).

One of Braverman’s examples is white-collar clerical workers. At one time, such workers were considered to
be a group distinguished from manual workers by such things as their dress, skills, training, and career
prospects (Lockwood, 1956). However, today both groups are being subjected to the same means of control.
Thus, it has become more difficult to differentiate between the factory and the modern factory-like office, as
the workers in the latter are progressively proletarianized. For one thing, the work of the clerical worker has
grown more and more specialized. This means, among other things, that the mental and manual aspects of
office work have been separated. Office managers, engineers, and technicians now perform the mental work,
whereas the “line” clerical workers do little more than manual tasks such as data-entry. As a result, the level of
skills needed for these jobs has been lowered, and the jobs require little or no special training.

Scientific management also is seen as invading the office. Clerical tasks have been scientifically studied and, as
a result of that research, have been simplified, routinized, and standardized. Finally, mechanization has made
significant inroads into the office, primarily through the computer and computer-related equipment.

By applying these mechanisms to clerical work, managers find it much easier to control such workers. It is
unlikely that such control mechanisms are as strong and effective in the office as they are in the factory; still,
the trend is toward the development of the white-collar “factory.”5

Several obvious criticisms can be leveled at Braverman. For one thing, he probably has overestimated the
degree of similarity between manual work and clerical work. For another, his preoccupation with control has
led him to devote relatively little attention to the dynamics of economic exploitation in capitalism.
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Nonetheless, he has enriched our understanding of the labor process in modern capitalist society (Foster,
1994; Meiksins, 1994).

Other Work on Labor and Capital

The issue of control is even more central to Richard Edwards (1979). To Edwards, control lies at the heart of
the 20th-century transformation of the workplace. Following Marx, Edwards sees the workplace, both past
and present, as an arena of class conflict, in his terms a “contested terrain.” Within this arena, dramatic
changes have taken place in the way in which those at the top control those at the bottom. In 19th-century
competitive capitalism, “simple” control was used, in which “bosses exercised power personally, intervening in
the labor process often to exhort workers, bully and threaten them, reward good performance, hire and fire on
the spot, favor loyal employees, and generally act as despots, benevolent or otherwise” (R. Edwards, 1979:19).
Although this system of control continues in many small businesses, it has proved too crude for modern,
large-scale organizations. In such organizations, simple control has tended to be replaced by impersonal and
more sophisticated technical and bureaucratic control. Modern workers can be controlled by the technologies
with which they work. The classic example of this is the automobile assembly line, in which the workers’
actions are determined by the incessant demands of the line. Another example is the modern computer, which
can keep careful track of how much work an employee does and how many mistakes he or she makes. Modern
workers also are controlled by the impersonal rules of bureaucracies rather than the personal control of
supervisors. Capitalism is changing constantly and with it the means by which workers are controlled.

Also of note is the work of Michael Burawoy (1979) and its interest in why workers in a capitalist system
work so hard. He rejects Marx’s explanation that such hard work is a result of coercion. The advent of labor
unions and other changes largely eliminated the arbitrary power of management. “Coercion alone could no
longer explain what workers did once they arrived on the shop floor” (Burawoy, 1979:xii). To Burawoy,
workers, at least in part, consent to work hard in the capitalist system, and at least part of that consent is
produced in the workplace.

We can illustrate Burawoy’s approach with one aspect of his research, the games that workers play on the job
and, more generally, the informal practices that they develop. Most analysts see these as workers’ efforts to
reduce alienation and other job-related discontent. In addition, they usually have been seen as social
mechanisms that workers develop to oppose management. In contrast, Burawoy concludes that these games
“are usually neither independent nor in opposition to management” (1979:80). In fact, “management, at least
at the lower levels, actually participates not only in the organization of the game but in the enforcement of its
rules” (1979:80). Rather than challenging management, the organization, or, ultimately, the capitalist system,
these games actually support them. For one thing, playing the game creates consent among the workers about
the rules on which the game is based and, more generally, about the system of social relations (owner-
manager-worker) that defines the rules of the game. For another, because managers and workers both are
involved in the game, the system of antagonistic social relations to which the game was supposed to respond is
obscured.

Burawoy argues that such methods of generating active cooperation and consent are far more effective in
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getting workers to cooperate in the pursuit of profit than is coercion (such as firing those who do not
cooperate). In the end, Burawoy believes that games and other informal practices are all methods of getting
workers to accept the system and of eliciting their contributions to ever-higher profits.

Fordism and Post-Fordism

One of the most recent concerns of economically oriented Marxists is the issue of whether we have witnessed,
or are witnessing, a transition from “Fordism” to “post-Fordism” (A. Amin, 1994; Kiely, 1998; Wiedenhoft,
2005). This concern is related to the broader issue of whether we have undergone a transition from a modern
to a postmodern society (Gartman, 1998). We will discuss this larger issue in general (Chapter 17), as well as
the way in which it is addressed by contemporary Marxian theorists (later in this chapter). In general, Fordism
is associated with the modern era, while post-Fordism is linked to the more recent, postmodern epoch. (The
Marxian interest in Fordism is not new; Gramsci [1971] published an essay on it in 1931.)

Fordism, of course, refers to the ideas, principles, and systems spawned by Henry Ford. Ford generally is
credited with the development of the modern mass-production system, primarily through the creation of the
automobile assembly line. The following characteristics may be associated with Fordism:

The mass production of homogeneous products.
The use of inflexible technologies such as the assembly line.
The adoption of standardized work routines (Taylorism).
Increases in productivity derived from “economies of scale as well as the deskilling, intensification and
homogenization of labor” (Clarke, 1990:73).
The resulting rise of the mass worker and bureaucratized unions.
The negotiation by unions of uniform wages tied to increases in profits and productivity.
The growth of a market for the homogenized products of mass-production industries and the resulting
homogenization of consumption patterns.
A rise in wages, caused by unionization, leading to a growing demand for the increasing supply of mass-
produced products.
A market for products that is governed by Keynesian macroeconomic policies and a market for labor
that is handled by collective bargaining overseen by the state.
Mass educational institutions providing the mass workers required by industry (Clarke, 1990:73).

While Fordism grew throughout the 20th century, especially in the United States, it reached its peak and
began to decline in the 1970s, especially after the oil crisis of 1973 and the subsequent decline of the
American automobile industry and the rise of its Japanese counterpart. As a result, it is argued that we are
witnessing the decline of Fordism and the rise of post-Fordism, characterized by the following:

A decline of interest in mass products is accompanied by a growth of interest in more specialized
products, especially those high in style and quality.
More specialized products require shorter production runs, resulting in smaller and more productive
systems.
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More flexible production is made profitable by the advent of new technologies.
New technologies require that workers, in turn, have more diverse skills and better training, more
responsibility and greater autonomy.
Production must be controlled through more flexible systems.
Huge, inflexible bureaucracies need to be altered dramatically in order to operate more flexibly.
Bureaucratized unions (and political parties) no longer adequately represent the interests of the new,
highly differentiated labor force.
Decentralized collective bargaining replaces centralized negotiations.
The workers become more differentiated as people and require more differ-entiated commodities,
lifestyles, and cultural outlets.
The centralized welfare state no longer can meet the needs (for example, health, welfare, education) of a
diverse population, and differentiated, more flexible institutions are required (Clarke, 1990:73–74).

If one needed to sum up the shift from Fordism to post-Fordism, it would be described as the transition from
homogeneity to heterogeneity. There are two general issues involved here. First, has a transition from Fordism
to post-Fordism actually occurred (Pelaez and Holloway, 1990)? Second, does post-Fordism hold out the
hope of solving the problems associated with Fordism?

First, of course, there has been no clear historical break between Fordism and post-Fordism (S. Hall, 1988).
Even if we are willing to acknowledge that elements of post-Fordism have emerged in the modern world, it is
equally clear that elements of Fordism persist and show no signs of disappearing. For example, something we
might call “McDonaldism,” a phenomenon that has many things in common with Fordism, is growing at an
astounding pace in contemporary society. On the basis of the model of the fast-food restaurant, more and
more sectors of society are coming to utilize the principles of McDonaldism (Ritzer, 2013). McDonaldism
shares many characteristics with Fordism—homogeneous products, rigid technologies, standardized work
routines, deskilling, homogenization of labor (and customer), the mass worker, homogenization of
consumption, and so on. Thus, Fordism is alive and well in the modern world, although it has been
transmogrified into McDonaldism. Furthermore, classic Fordism—for example, in the form of the assembly
line—retains a significant presence in the American economy.

Second, even if we accept the idea that post-Fordism is with us, does it represent a solution to the problems of
modern capitalist society? Some neo-Marxists (and many supporters of the capitalist system [Womack, Jones,
and Roos, 1990]) hold out great hope for it: “Post-Fordism is mainly an expression of hope that future
capitalist development will be the salvation of social democracy” (Clarke, 1990:75). However, this is merely a
hope, and, in any case, there is already evidence that post-Fordism may not be the nirvana hoped for by some
observers.

The Japanese model (tarnished by the precipitous decline of Japanese industry in the 1990s) is widely believed
to be the basis of post-Fordism. However, research on Japanese industry (Satoshi, 1982) and on American
industries utilizing Japanese management techniques (Parker and Slaughter, 1990) indicates that there are
great problems with these systems and that they may even serve to heighten the level of exploitation of the
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worker. Parker and Slaughter label the Japanese system as it is employed in the United States (and it is
probably worse in Japan) “management by stress” : “The goal is to stretch the system like a rubber band on the
point of breaking” (1990:33). Among other things, work is speeded up even further than on traditional
American assembly lines, putting enormous strain on the workers, who need to labor heroically just to keep up
with the line. More generally, Levidow describes the new, post-Fordist workers as “relentlessly pressurized to
increase their productivity, often in return for lower real wages—be they factory workers, homeworkers in the
rag trade, privatized service workers or even polytechnic lecturers” (1990:59). Thus, it may well be that rather
than representing a solution to the problems of capitalism, post-Fordism may simply be merely a new, more
insidious phase in the heightening of the exploitation of workers by capitalists.
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Historically Oriented Marxism

Marxists oriented toward historical research argue that they are being true to the Marxian concern for
historicity. The most notable of Marx’s historical research was his study of precapitalist economic formations
([1857–1858] 1964). There has been a good deal of subsequent historical work from a Marxian perspective
(for example, S. Amin, 1977; Dobb, 1964; Hobsbawm, 1965). In this section, we deal with a body of work
that reflects a historical orientation—Immanuel Wallerstein’s ([1974] 2011, [1980] 2011, [1989] 2011, 1992,
1995, 2011a; Chase-Dunn, 2001, 2005a; Chase-Dunn and Inoue, 2011) research on the modern world-
system (Chase-Dunn, 2005b).
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Immanuel Wallerstein: A Biographical Sketch

Alexei Kouprianov / Wikimedia Creative Commons

Although Immanuel Wallerstein achieved recognition in the 1960s as an expert on Africa, his most important contribution to
sociology is his book The Modern World-System ([1974] 2011). That book was an instant success. It has received worldwide
recognition and has been translated into ten languages and Braille.

Born on September 28, 1930, Wallerstein received all his degrees from Columbia University, including a doctorate in 1959. He next
assumed a position on the faculty at Columbia; after many years there and a five-year stint at McGill University in Montreal,
Wallerstein became, in 1976, distinguished professor of sociology at the State University of New York at Binghamton.

Wallerstein was awarded the prestigious Sorokin Award for the first volume of The Modern World-System in 1975. Since that time,
he has continued to work on the topic and has produced a number of articles as well as three additional volumes, in which he takes
his analysis of the world-system up to 1914.

In fact, in many ways, the attention this analysis has attracted and will continue to attract is more important than the body of work
itself. The concept of the world-system has become the focus of thought and research in sociology, an accomplishment to which few
scholars can lay claim. Many of the sociologists now doing research and theorizing about the world-system are critical of Wallerstein
in one way or another, but they all clearly recognize the important role he played in the genesis of their ideas (Chase-Dunn, 2005a).

Although the concept of the world-system is an important contribution, at least as significant has been the role Wallerstein played in
the revival of theoretically informed historical research. The most important work in the early years of sociology, by people such as
Marx, Weber, and Durkheim, was largely of this variety. However, in more recent years, most sociologists have turned away from
doing this kind of research and toward using ahistorical methods such as questionnaires and interviews. These methods are quicker
and easier to use than historical methods, and the data produced are easier to analyze with a computer. Use of such methods tends to
require a narrow range of technical knowledge rather than a wide range of historically oriented knowledge. Furthermore, theory plays
a comparatively minor role in research utilizing questionnaires and interviews. Wallerstein has been in the forefront of those involved
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in a revival of interest in historical research with a strong theoretical base.

The Modern World-System

Wallerstein chose a unit of analysis unlike the units used by most Marxian thinkers. He did not look at
workers, classes, or even states because he found most of these too narrow for his purposes. Instead, he looked
at a broad economic entity with a division of labor that is not circumscribed by political or cultural boundaries.
He found that unit in his concept of the world-system, which is a largely self-contained social system with a set
of boundaries and a definable life span; that is, it does not last forever. It is composed internally of a variety of
social structures and member groups. However, Wallerstein was not inclined to define the system in terms of
a consensus that holds it together. Rather, he saw the system as held together by a variety of forces that are in
inherent tension. These forces always have the potential for tearing the system apart.

Wallerstein argued that thus far we have had only two types of world-systems. One is the world empire, of
which ancient Rome is an example. The other is the modern capitalist world-economy. A world empire is
based on political (and military) domination, whereas a capitalist world-economy relies on economic
domination. A capitalist world-economy is seen as more stable than a world empire for several reasons. For
one thing, it has a broader base because it encompasses many states. For another, it has a built-in process of
economic stabilization. The separate political entities within the capitalist world-economy absorb whatever
losses occur, while economic gain is distributed to private hands. Wallerstein foresaw the possibility of still a
third world-system, a socialist world government. Whereas the capitalist world-economy separates the political
sector from the economic sector, a socialist world-economy would reintegrate them.

The core geographical area dominates the capitalist world-economy and exploits the rest of the system. The
periphery consists of those areas that provide raw materials to the core and are heavily exploited by it. The
semiperiphery is a residual category that encompasses a set of regions somewhere between the exploiting and
the exploited. The key point is that, to Wallerstein, the international division of exploitation is defined not by
state borders but by the economic division of labor in the world.

In the first volume on the world-system, Wallerstein ([1974] 2011) dealt with the origin of the world-system
roughly between the years 1450 and 1640. The significance of this development was the shift from political
(and thus military) to economic dominance. Wallerstein saw economics as a far more efficient and less
primitive means of domination than politics. Political structures are very cumbersome, whereas economic
exploitation “makes it possible to increase the flow of the surplus from the lower strata to the upper strata,
from the periphery to the center, from the majority to the minority” (Wallerstein, [1974] 2011:15–16). In the
modern era, capitalism provided a basis for the growth and development of a world-economy; this has been
accomplished without the aid of a unified political structure. Capitalism can be seen as an economic
alternative to political domination. It is better able to produce economic surpluses than are the more primitive
techniques employed in political exploitation.

Wallerstein argued that three things were necessary for the rise of the capitalist world-economy out of the
“ruins” of feudalism: geographical expansion through exploration and colonization, development of different
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methods of labor control for zones (for example, core, periphery) of the world-economy, and the development
of strong states that were to become the core states of the emerging capitalist world-economy. Let us look at
each of these in turn.

Geographical Expansion

Wallerstein argued that geographical expansion by nations is a prerequisite for the other two stages. Portugal
took the lead in overseas exploration, and other European nations followed. Wallerstein was wary of talking
about specific countries or about Europe in general terms. He preferred to see overseas expansion as caused by
a group of people acting in their immediate interests. Elite groups, such as nobles, needed overseas expansion
for various reasons. For one thing, they were confronted with a nascent class war brought on by the crumbling
of the feudal economy. The slave trade provided them with a tractable labor force on which to build the
capitalist economy. The expansion also provided them with various commodities needed to develop it—gold
bullion, food, and raw materials of various types.

Worldwide Division of Labor

Once the world had undergone geographical expansion, it was prepared for the next stage, the development of
a worldwide division of labor. In the 16th century, capitalism replaced statism as the major mode of
dominating the world, but capitalism did not develop uniformly around the world. In fact, Wallerstein argued,
the solidarity of the capitalist system ultimately was based on its unequal development. Given his Marxian
orientation, Wallerstein did not think of this as a consensual equilibrium but rather as one that was laden with
conflict from the beginning. Different parts of the capitalist world-system came to specialize in specific
functions—breeding labor power, growing food, providing raw materials, and organizing industry.
Furthermore, different areas came to specialize in producing particular types of workers. For example, Africa
produced slaves; western and southern Europe had many peasant tenant farmers; western Europe was also the
center of wage workers, the ruling classes, and other skilled and supervisory personnel.

More generally, each of the three parts of the international division of labor tended to differ in terms of mode
of labor control. The core had free labor, the periphery was characterized by forced labor, and the
semiperiphery was the heart of sharecropping. In fact, Wallerstein argued that the key to capitalism lies in a
core dominated by a free labor market for skilled workers and a coercive labor market for less-skilled workers
in peripheral areas. Such a combination is the essence of capitalism. If a free labor market should develop
throughout the world, we would have socialism.

Some regions of the world begin with small initial advantages, which are used as the basis for developing
greater advantages later on. The core area in the 16th century, primarily western Europe, rapidly extended its
advantages as towns flourished, industries developed, and merchants became important. It also moved to
extend its domain by developing a wider variety of activities. At the same time, each of its activities became
more specialized in order to produce more efficiently. In contrast, the periphery stagnated and moved more
toward what Wallerstein called a “monoculture,” or an undifferentiated, single-focus society.

Development of Core States
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The third stage of the development of the world-system involved the political sector and how various
economic groups used state structures to protect and advance their interests. Absolute monarchies arose in
western Europe at about the same time that capitalism developed. From the 16th to the 18th centuries, the
states were the central economic actors in Europe, although the center later shifted to economic enterprises.
The strong states in the core areas played a key role in the development of capitalism and ultimately provided
the economic base for their own demise. The European states strengthened themselves in the 16th century by,
among other things, developing and enlarging bureaucratic systems and creating a monopoly of force in
society, primarily by developing armies and legitimizing their activities so that they were assured of internal
stability. Whereas the states of the core zone developed strong political systems, the periphery developed
correspondingly weak states.

Later Developments

In The Modern World-System II, Wallerstein ([1980] 2011) picked up the story of the consolidation of the
world-economy between 1600 and 1750. This was not a period of significant expansion of the European
world-economy, but there were a number of significant changes within that system. For example, Wallerstein
discussed the rise and subsequent decline in the core of the Netherlands. Later, he analyzed the conflict
between two core states, England and France, as well as the ultimate victory of England. In the periphery,
Wallerstein’s detailed descriptions include the cyclical fortunes of Hispanic America. In the semiperiphery, we
witness, among other things, the decline of Spain and the rise of Sweden.

In The Modern World-System III, Wallerstein ([1989] 2011) brings his historical analysis up to the 1840s.
Wallerstein looks at three great developments during the period from 1730 to the 1840s—the Industrial
Revolution (primarily in England), the French Revolution, and the independence of the once-European
colonies in America. In his view, none of these were fundamental challenges to the world capitalist system;
instead, they represented its “further consolidation and entrenchment” (Wallerstein, [1989] 2011:256).

Wallerstein continues the story of the struggle between England and France for dominance of the core.
Whereas the world-economy had been stagnant during the prior period of analysis, it was now expanding, and
Great Britain was able to industrialize more rapidly and come to dominate large-scale industries. This shift in
domination to England occurred in spite of the fact that, in the 18th century, France had dominated in the
industrial realm. The French Revolution played an important role in the development of the world capitalist
system, especially by helping to bring the lingering cultural vestiges of feudalism to an end and by aligning the
cultural-ideological system with economic and political realities (see discussion of volume IV below).
However, the revolution served to inhibit the industrial development of France, as did the ensuing Napoleonic
rules and wars. By the end of this period, “Britain was finally truly hegemonic in the world-system”
(Wallerstein, [1989] 2011:122).

The period between 1750 and 1850 was marked by the incorporation of vast new zones (the subcontinent of
India, the Ottoman and Russian empires, and West Africa) into the periphery of the world-economy. These
zones had been part of what Wallerstein calls the “external area” of the world-system and thus had been
linked to, but were not in, that system. External zones are those from which the capitalist world-economy
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wanted goods but which were able to resist the reciprocal importation of manufactured goods from the core
nations. As a result of the incorporation of these external zones, countries adjacent to the once-external
nations also were drawn into the world-system. Thus, the incorporation of India contributed to China’s
becoming part of the periphery. By the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th, the pace of
incorporation had quickened, and “the entire globe, even those regions that had never been part even of the
external area of the capitalist world-economy were pulled inside” (Wallerstein, [1989] 2011:129).

The pressure for incorporation into the world-economy comes not from the nations being incorporated but
“rather from the need of the world-economy to expand its boundaries, a need which was itself the outcome of
pressures internal to the world-economy” (Wallerstein, [1989] 2011:129). Furthermore, the process of
incorporation is not an abrupt process but one that occurs gradually.

Reflecting his Marxian focus on economics, Wallerstein ([1989] 2011:170) argues that becoming part of the
world-economy “necessarily” means that the political structures of the involved nations must become part of
the interstate system. Thus, states in incorporated zones must transform themselves into part of that interstate
political system, be replaced by new political forms willing to accept this role, or be taken over by states that
already are part of that political system. The states that emerge at the end of the process of incorporation not
only must be part of the interstate system but also must be strong enough to protect their economies from
external interference. However, they must not be too strong; that is, they must not become powerful enough
to be able to refuse to act in accord with the dictates of the capitalist world-economy.

Finally, Wallerstein examines the decolonization of the Americas between 1750 and 1850. That is, he details
the fact that the Americas freed themselves from the control of Great Britain, France, Spain, and Portugal.
That decolonization, especially in the United States, was, of course, to have great consequences for later
developments in the world capitalist system.

Most recently, Wallerstein (2011a) has published volume IV of The Modern World-System, subtitled Centrist
Liberalism Triumphant. This volume covers a period between 1789 and 1914. In contrast to previous volumes
that described the emergence of the economic and political structures of the capitalist world-economy, this
volume describes the emergence of the ideology of the capitalist world-economy. Before the 19th century,
there was a “disjuncture between the political economy of the world-system and its discursive rhetoric”
(2011a:277). The implication is that to consolidate these earlier structural gains, the world-system also
required a legitimating ideology. Wallerstein calls this ideology a geoculture: “[B]y geoculture, we mean values
that are widely shared throughout the world-system, both explicitly and latently” (2011a:277). The argument
of volume IV is that by the middle of the 19th century centrist liberalism emerges as the geoculture of the
modern world-system.

Coming out of the French Revolution, it was not clear that centrist liberalism would succeed as the geoculture
of world capitalism. For the first half of the 19th century, centrist liberalism was opposed by the socialism of
the left and the conservatism of the right. Each of these viewpoints offered a distinct interpretation of the
meaning of the French Revolution, a unique view of the “historical subject” of modernity, and different ideas
about the relationship of the state to this historical subject. Yet, “behind this façade of intense opposition to
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liberalism one finds as a core component of the demands of all these regimes the same faith in progress via
productivity that has been the gospel of liberals” (2011a:18). Even though strains of conservatism and
socialism remain active, this commonality led all positions to gravitate toward centrist liberalism.

Wallerstein shows how liberalism becomes part of the world-system by detailing the emergence of three
modern social institutions: the liberal state, modern citizenship, and the social sciences. Contrary to the
laissez-faire ideology usually associated with liberalism, Wallerstein (echoing Karl Polanyi) shows that centrist
liberalism requires the creation of a strong state. The priority of the liberal state is not to provide for a laissez-
faire marketplace, but rather to ensure economic growth in general. While this might involve free market
legislation, it could also involve legislation unrelated to the creation of a free market. For example, the liberal
state was also involved in the creation of social welfare programs. Social amelioration policies were thought to
contribute to economic productivity, but more important, the programs served the political purpose of the
“taming of the dangerous classes” (2011a:140). This drew radical socialism into the project of liberalism,
eliminating it as a serious ideological threat.

Concerning citizenship, the concepts of equality and democratic collective governance were “the centerpiece
of liberal ideology” (Wallerstein, 2011a:217). The problem was that universal suffrage also threatened the
power of the elites who were creating the liberal state. As a result, the inclusive conception of citizenship was
accompanied by a set of exclusions intended to limit the number of “active” citizens (i.e., those permitted to
participate in collective governance). Among others, women and racialized groups were categorized as
“passive” citizens. They could benefit from the protections of the liberal state but could not participate in its
governance. In this system of inclusion-exclusion, “the 19th century saw the creation of our entire
contemporary conceptual apparatus of identities” that would become the basis for the major 19th- and 20th-
century social movements (2011a:217).

Finally, Wallerstein treats the emergence of the historical social sciences: history, economics, sociology, and
political science. These played a central role in both legitimating the liberal state and contributing to its
operation. While these disciplines have sought to portray themselves as neutral and objective sciences, they are
firmly allied with the tasks of liberalism and, thus, have been central to the development of the geoculture of
the world economic-system.

Volume IV of The Modern World-System only takes us to 1914 and, therefore, leaves some important
developments in the last 100 years untouched. As such, Wallerstein indicates that there are at least two
volumes forthcoming. These will describe the emergence of the United States as the most recent global
hegemon, and then detail the structural crisis of capitalism that brings us into the present moment and
beyond.

World-System Theory Today

Marxists have criticized the world-system perspective for its failure to emphasize relations between social
classes adequately (Bergeson, 1984). From their point of view, Wallerstein focuses on the wrong issue. To
Marxists, the key is not the core-periphery international division of labor but rather class relationships within
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given societies. Bergeson seeks to reconcile these positions by arguing that there are strengths and weaknesses
on both sides. His middle-ground position is that core-periphery relations are not only unequal exchange
relations but also global class relations. His key point is that core-periphery relations are important, not only as
exchange relations, as Wallerstein argues, but also, and more important, as power-dependence relationships,
that is, class relationships.

This said, world-systems theory has become one of the most influential forms of contemporary neo-Marxian
analysis. In recent years, world-system theorists have pushed the theory forward to deal with the world today
and in the coming years (Chase-Dunn, 2001; Wallerstein, 1992, 1999, 2011b) as well as backward to before
the modern era (Chase-Dunn and Hall, 1994). Its influence has, in part, to do with its overlap with research
in the area of globalization theory (see Chapter 16).

In particular, world-system theorists have produced a number of analyses of the capitalist world-economy in
light of the global economic crisis that began in 2008 (Silver and Arrighi, 2011; Wallerstein, 2011b). These
analyses generally conclude that the capitalist world-economy is in the midst of a long-term decline, and that
the ongoing crisis signals the end of the capitalist world-economy. Wallerstein puts it most strongly: “The
question is no longer, how will the capitalist system mend itself and renew its forward thrust? The question is,
what will replace this system? What order will be chosen out of this chaos?” (2011b:84).

Over the last 400 years, capitalism has suffered numerous crises. These, as most Marxists point out, are built
into the very structure of capitalism. Capitalism has been able to survive these crises by expanding the world-
system and seeking new sources of profit abroad (as described above). However, there are good reasons to
think that capitalism may not be able to survive this most recent crisis. For example, drawing on complex
systems and chaos theory, Wallerstein (2011b) says that each economic crisis moves the capitalist world-
system away from a state of equilibrium. The world-economy restabilizes only after the system is modified
into a new configuration of core, periphery, and semiperiphery relations. However, each successive crisis also
moves the system further away from equilibrium. The system is increasingly characterized by massive
unpredictable fluctuations to the point where it can no longer return to a stable state. The current crisis has
brought the capitalist world-economy to a state where it can no longer return to equilibrium.

In less abstract terms, capitalists find it increasingly difficult to save on production costs in the three key areas
of personnel, inputs to production, and taxation:

Capitalism is no longer viable not simply because it involves much oppression for the majority of the
world’s population but because it no longer offers capitalists the opportunity to achieve their
principal objective, the endless accumulation of capital. The game is no longer worth the candle—
something that is becoming more evident to capitalists themselves.

(Wallerstein, 2011b:84)

Add to this the fact that the capitalist world-economy is destroying the environment and has nearly exhausted
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its energy supplies, and capitalism has no more wiggle-room. From Wallerstein’s perspective, the only
question left is: What follows the collapse of capitalism? He suggests two alternatives. First, the current
system could be replaced by one that is even more “hierarchical, exploitative, and polarizing” than the present
system (2011b:85). Second, we could collectively choose “a system that is relatively democratic and relatively
egalitarian” (2011b:85). Even though this latter kind of system has never existed, Wallerstein suggests that,
historically, we are in the best position ever to realize its possibilities.6
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Neo-Marxian Spatial Analysis

Categorization of neo-Marxian theories, indeed all theories, is somewhat arbitrary. That is made clear here by
the fact that the work on world-systems discussed in the previous section under the heading “Neo-Marxian
Economic Sociology” also could be discussed in this section. For example, the idea of the world-system is,
among other things, inherently spatial, concerned with the global differentiation of the world-economy. Work
on the world-system is part of a broader body of work that involves a number of notable contributions by neo-
Marxian theorists to our understanding of space and its role in the social world. And this is only part of a
broader resurgence of interest in space in sociology (Gieryn, 2000) and social theory. In this section, we deal
with several of the leading contributions to this area in which neo-Marxists have been in the forefront.7

A starting point for the growth in interest in space in neo-Marxian theory (and elsewhere) is the work of
Michel Foucault (see Chapter 17), who pointed out that many theories, but especially Marxian theories, had
privileged time over space: “This devaluation of space has prevailed for generations.… Space was treated as the
dead, the fixed, the undialectical, the immobile. Time, on the contrary, was richness, fecundity, life, dialectic”
(Foucault, 1980b:70). The implication is that space should, along with time, be given its due and treated as
rich, fecund, alive, and dialectical. While the focus may have been on time (and history) in the past, Foucault
(1986:22) contends, “The present epoch will perhaps be above all the epoch of space.” In fact, as we will see in
Chapter 17, Foucault offers a number of important insights into space in his discussion of such topics as the
“carceral archipelago” and the Panopticon.

The Production of Space

The pathbreaking work in the neo-Marxian theory of space is Henri Lefebvre’s ([1974] 1991) The Production
of Space (see also Faist, 2005; Goonewardena, 2011; Kurasawa, 2005). According to Lefebvre, social theorists
have not sufficiently theorized the nature of space and its relationship to social life. They have primarily
treated space as a neutral backdrop to the more important events that occurred in space. To these older
theorists, space was a place in which things happened, but space in itself did not have meaning or significance.
Marxists, in particular, focused on the production of things in space (for example, the means of production
such as factories) rather than the production of space itself. Marxian theory needs to broaden its concerns
from (industrial) production to the production of space.

As a Marxist, Lefebvre is particularly interested in the way that capitalism shapes the spaces in which people
live. To better understand the capitalist domination of space, Lefebvre provides a history of the ways in which
space has been shaped by human societies. Early pastoral and agricultural societies did not dominate space.
They lived quite close to nature, and Lefebvre suggests that these early societies were dominated by the spaces
and forces of nature. They lived in response to the demands placed on them by their immediate geography.
This starts to change with the development of what Lefebvre calls “absolute space.” Absolute space is shaped by
religious and political concerns. These spaces are built in places like mountaintops and caves. Examples
include Greek temples and Christian tombs and cemeteries. On the surface, Lefebvre says, these spaces seem
to draw their power from nature. For example, the ancient Greek temple is built in a natural setting and is
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constructed to reflect natural geometrical principles of order and symmetry. Similarly, the Christian cemetery
is built in a natural setting and puts us into contact with the natural force of death. Ultimately, however, these
spaces dominate nature. They are, after all, built spaces, and built spaces necessarily impose their order on the
natural world that they displace. In addition, the elites who control these spaces use their symbolic power to
dominate human populations.

The next kind of space is called historical space. This kind of space starts to be produced in early modern
Europe. Even though Lefebvre spends relatively little time discussing historical space, it is an important
bridge between absolute space and the abstract space of the present moment. Historical space is secular. It
breaks with the religious connection to nature found in absolute space. Historical space is produced as separate
nations vie with one another for power and the accumulation of wealth. This space is produced with human
interests in mind, rather than nature or religion. Ultimately, historical space gives way to abstract space.

Abstract space is the kind of space produced within the modern, industrial, capitalist society. Abstract space
involves the total domination of nature and society. In order to ensure as much profit as possible, the
capitalist, working alongside the state, tries to exert as much control over space as possible. Indeed, for
Lefebvre the control of space is essential to the growth of capitalism. This kind of control requires that the
capitalist take an abstract view of space. Within a capitalist society, professions like urban planning and
architecture serve the purpose of producing abstract representations of space. The abstract representations treat
space as a series of problems to be analyzed and solved. They treat space more like a mathematical grid than a
place in which people live their lives. Indeed, instead of seeing space from the perspective of the person who
uses space, planners seek to maximize the efficient and profitable use of space: How can space be most
efficiently used? How can space be organized to benefit the growth of the economy? From this view, it is not
only the factory that generates profit, but also the bus routes, railway lines, and highways that provide routes
into the factory for workers and raw materials and out of the factory for finished products. The city, the
country, and, ultimately, the planet are treated as a monolithic problem in spatial management.

As should be clear, the production of abstract space has implications for the everyday experience of space.
Abstract space controls the way that people use and move through space and, in so doing, it also determines
the way that people experience and live their lives. For example, North American cities designed in the latter
half of the 20th century were organized around the interests of the automobile industry. City planners chose
to build highways and intricate road systems that stretched into suburbs, rather than planning walkable cities
like those found in Europe. People who live in the former kinds of cities are likely to experience the city
through the lens of high-speed traffic and congestion. They will spend many hours commuting to and from
work in single-passenger cars, and their homes in the suburbs will become the self-enclosed center of their
existence.

This said, as a good Marxian theorist, Lefebvre emphasizes that abstract space is also full of contradictions
that will ultimately bring about its demise. For example, one of the consequences of capitalism is a clear and
growing distinction between the rich and the poor. Spatially, this inequality has been realized through the
development of wealthy suburbs and gated communities. Gated communities are designed to defend the

398



property of the wealthy against intrusions by the poor who live in low-income neighborhoods and slums. If
inequality continues to grow (as Marxists predict), then we can also expect to see further spatial divisions
between rich and poor. Although, until the present, scholars have only commented on the inequalities made
apparent through these spaces, Lefebvre suggests that recognition of these kinds of contradictions will
eventually produce challenges to these spatial divisions and the emergence of a new kind of space.

This brings us to Lefebvre’s concept of differential space. While abstract space seeks to control and homogenize
everyone and everything, differential space accentuates difference and freedom from control. While abstract
space breaks up the natural unity that exists in the world, differential space restores that unity. Differential
space allows for the use of space that is not imagined through the principles of abstraction and calculation. A
differential space would be one in which space is produced from the perspective of those who live within it
rather than from the perspective of the system of capitalism. It would also, Lefebvre suggests, bring people
closer to the power of natural spaces that have for so long been dominated by human interests. Indeed,
differential space is revolutionary and transformative because it allows room for tension, difference, and
unique forms of human spatial expression to thrive. In contrast to abstract space, then, differential space is a
dynamic space that is accountable and responsive to the variety of people who live in that space.

Within the context of Marxian theory, then, Lefebvre’s analysis of space is important for two reasons. First, it
offers a new focus of analysis and critique. Our attention should shift from the capitalist production of wealth
through the means of production, to the way that capitalism shapes the total space of contemporary society.
The forces of capital, in other words, are not only found in factories and financial exchange centers, but they
also organize the spaces of everyday life. Second, Lefebvre conducts this analysis in order to motivate social
change. We live in a world in which the state, the capitalist, and the bourgeoisie dominate space. It is a closed,
sterile world, one that is being emptied out of contents (e.g., highways are replacing and destroying local
communities). Lefebvre argues that we need instead a world in which people work with others to produce the
kinds of spaces that they need to survive and prosper. They would not try to dominate space, but rather would
modify natural space to serve their collective needs. Thus, Lefebvre’s goal is the production of space that is a
product and reflection of human beings rather than abstract systems. It would be planet-wide space that
would serve as the basis for transforming everyday life. Needless to say, state and private ownership of the
means of production would wither away under such a system.

Trialectics

Edward Soja (1989) was heavily influenced by both Foucault and Lefebvre. For example, like Foucault, he
critiques the focus on time (and history) as creating “carceral historicism” and a “temporal prisonhouse” (Soja,
1989:1). He seeks to integrate the study of space and geography with that of time. Lefebvre has had a
profound influence on Soja’s thinking, but Soja is critical of some aspects of his work and seeks to go beyond
it in various ways.

Perhaps the core of Soja’s (1996, 2000) theoretical contribution to our understanding of space is his notion of
trialectics. Obviously, Soja is building, and expanding, on the Marxian (and Hegelian) notion of dialectics.
However, a more immediate source is Lefebvre’s work. Soja uses Lefebvre’s work to theorize what he calls
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cityspace, or “the city as a historical-social-spatial phenomenon, but with its intrinsic spatiality highlighted for
interpretive and explanatory purposes” (Soja, 2000:8). This definition highlights one of Soja’s basic premises:
that is, while he privileges space, he insists on including in his analysis history (or time, more generally) and
social relations. While the move toward including space in social analyses is to be encouraged, it should not be
done to the detriment of the analysis of history and time. Furthermore, the inclusion of social relations sets
Soja’s perspective squarely in the tradition of the sociological and social theories dealt with throughout this
book.

The Firstspace perspective is basically a materialist orientation that is consistent with the approach most often
taken by geographers in the study of the city. Here is the way Soja (2000:10) describes a Firstspace approach:
“[C]ityspace can be studied as a set of materialized ‘social practices’ that work together to produce and
reproduce the concrete forms and specific patternings of urbanism as a way of life. Here cityspace is physically
and empirically perceived as form and process, as measurable and mappable configurations and practices of
urban life.” A Firstspace approach focuses on objective phenomena and emphasizes “things in space.”

In contrast, a Secondspace approach tends to be more subjective and to focus on “thoughts about space.” In a
Secondspace perspective, “cityspace becomes more of a mental or ideational field, conceptualized in imagery,
reflexive thought, and symbolic representation, a conceived space of the imagination, or … urban imaginary”
(Soja, 2000:11). Examples of a Secondspace perspective include the mental maps we all carry with us, visions
of an urban utopia, and more formal methods for obtaining and conveying information about the geography
of the city.

Soja seeks to subsume both of the above in Thirdspace, which is viewed as

another way of thinking about the social production of human spatiality that incorporates both
Firstspace and Secondspace perspectives while at the same time opening up the scope and
complexity of the geographical or spatial imagination. In this alternative or “third” perspective, the
spatial specificity of urbanism is investigated as fully lived space, a simultaneously real-and-imagined,
actual-and-virtual, locus of structured individual and collective experience and agency.

(Soja, 2000:11)

This is a highly complex view of cityspace. Because of its great complexity and because much is hidden and
perhaps unknowable, the best we can do is to explore cityspace selectively “through its intrinsic spatial, social,
and historical dimensions, its interrelated spatiality, sociality, and historicality” (Soja, 2000:12). Throughout
his career, Soja’s favorite cityspace has been Los Angeles, and he returns to it over and over to analyze it from
various perspectives, including his own integrative sense of Thirdspace.

Spaces of Hope

We began this section with the point that the categorization of theories is somewhat arbitrary. In fact, the
work of Edward Soja fits as much into a category—postmodern Marxian theory—we will discuss below as it
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does into neo-Marxian spatial analyses. The same is true of the work of the thinker we discuss next—David
Harvey—and, in fact, we discuss his work not only under this heading but also under that of postmodern
Marxian theory.

In fact, Harvey has produced analyses of space under a variety of guises as his work has undergone several
twists and turns over the years. In reflecting on his early work, Harvey thought of himself as lax scientifically,
but he underwent a first change of orientation in the late 1960s and declared himself a positivist guided by the
scientific method and, as a result, oriented toward quantification, the development of theories, the discovery
of laws, and the like (Harvey, 1969). However, within a few years, Harvey (1973) had undergone another
paradigm change and rejected his earlier commitment to positivism. He now favored materialist theory with a
powerful debt to the work of Karl Marx.

While, as we will see later, Harvey flirted with postmodern theory and certainly was influenced by it in many
ways, he has retained his commitment to Marxian theory, and this is clear in one of his book Spaces of Hope
(Harvey, 2000). One aspect of Harvey’s argument that is particularly relevant to this discussion of neo-
Marxian theory is his analysis and critique of the geographical arguments made in the Communist Manifesto.
Harvey sees the idea of the “spatial fix” as central to the Manifesto. That is, the need to create ever-higher
profits means that capitalist firms must, among other things, continually seek new geographical areas (and
markets) to exploit and find more thorough ways of exploiting the areas in which they already operate. While
such geographical arguments occupy an important place in the Manifesto, they characteristically are
subordinated in a “rhetorical mode that in the last instance privileges time and history over space and
geography” (Harvey, 2000:24).

Harvey (2000:31) begins by acknowledging the strengths of the Manifesto and its recognition that
“geographical reorderings and restructurings, spatial strategies and geopolitical elements, uneven geographical
developments, and the like, are vital aspects to the accumulation of capital and the dynamics of class struggle,
both historically and today.” However, the arguments made in the Manifesto on space (and other matters) are
severely limited, and Harvey sets out to strengthen them and bring them up to date.

For example, Harvey argues that Marx and Engels operate with a simplistic differentiation between civilized-
barbarian and more generally core-periphery areas of the world. Relatedly, the Manifesto operates with a
diffusionist model, with capitalism seen as spreading from civilized to barbarian areas, from core to periphery.
Although Harvey acknowledges that there are instances of such diffusion, there are others, both historically
and contemporaneously, in which internal developments within peripheral nations lead to the insertion of
their labor power and commodities into the global marketplace.

More important, Harvey (2000:34) argues, “[O]ne of the biggest absences in the Manifesto is its lack of
attention to the territorial organization of the world in general and of capitalism in particular.” Thus, the
recognition that the state was the executive arm of the bourgeoisie needs to be buttressed by recognition that
“the state had to be territorially defined, organized, and administered” (Harvey, 2000:34). For example,
loosely connected provinces had to be brought together to form the nation. However, territories do not
remain set in stone once they have been transformed into states. All sorts of things alter territorial
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configurations, including revolutions in transportation and communication, “uneven dynamics of class
struggle,” and “uneven resource endowments.” Furthermore, “[f]lows of commodities, capital, labor, and
information always render boundaries porous” (Harvey, 2000:35). Thus, territories continually are being
redefined and reorganized, with the result that any model that envisions a final formation of the state on a
territorial basis is overly simplistic. The implication is that we need to be attuned continuously to territorial
changes in a world dominated by capitalism.

Another of the spatial arguments in the Manifesto is that the concentration of capitalism (for example,
factories in the cities) leads to the concentration of the proletariat, which formerly was scattered throughout
the countryside. Instead of conflict between isolated workers and capitalists, it becomes more likely that a
collectivity of workers will confront capitalists, who are themselves now more likely to be organized into a
collectivity. Thus, in Harvey’s (2000:36) words, “[T]he production of spatial struggle is not neutral with
respect to class struggle.” However, there is much more to be said about the relationship between space and
class struggle, and this is amply demonstrated in the more recent history of capitalism. For example, capitalists
in the late 19th century dispersed factories from the cities to the suburbs in an effort to limit the concentration
of workers and their power. And in the late 20th century, we witnessed the dispersal of factories to remote
areas of the world in a further effort to weaken the proletariat and strengthen the capitalists.

Harvey also points out that the Manifesto tended to focus on the urban proletariat and thereby largely ignored
rural areas, as well as agricultural workers and peasants. Of course, the latter groups over the years have proved
to be very active in revolutionary movements. Furthermore, Marx and Engels tended to homogenize the
world’s workers, to argue that they have no country and that national differences are disappearing in the
development of a homogeneous proletariat. Harvey notes that not only do national differences persist, but
capitalism itself produces national (and other) differences between workers, “sometimes by feeding off ancient
cultural distinctions, gender relations, ethnic predilections, and religious beliefs” (Harvey, 2000:40). In
addition, labor plays a role here in sustaining spatial distinctions by, for example, mobilizing “through
territorial forms of organization, building place-bound loyalties en route” (Harvey, 2000:40). Finally, Harvey
notes the famous call in the Manifesto for workers of the world to unite and argues that given the increasingly
global character of capitalism, such an exhortation is more relevant and more important than ever.

This is only a small part of a highly varied argument made by Harvey, but what does he mean by “spaces of
hope” ? First, he wishes to counter what he perceives to be a pervasive pessimism among today’s scholars.
Second, he wants to acknowledge the existence of “spaces of political struggle,” and, therefore, hope, in
society. Finally, he describes a utopian space of the future that offers hope to those concerned about the
oppressiveness of today’s spaces.

Thus, in these and many other ways, Harvey builds on Marx’s (and in this case Engels’s) limited insights into
space and capitalism to develop a richer and more contemporary perspective on their relationship to each
other. In that sense, what Harvey is doing here is an almost paradigmatic example of neo-Marxian theory.
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Post-Marxist Theory

Since the 1980s, dramatic changes have taken place in neo-Marxian theory (Aronson, 1995; Grossberg and
Nelson, 1988; Jay, 1988). The most recent varieties of neo-Marxian theory are rejecting many of the basic
premises of Marx’s original theory as well as those of the neo-Marxian theories discussed earlier in this
chapter. Hence, these new approaches have come to be thought of as post-Marxist theories (Beilharz, 2005d;
Dandaneau, 1992; E. Wright, 1987). While these theories reject the basic elements of Marxian theory, they
still have sufficient affinities with it for them to be considered part of neo-Marxian theory. Post-Marxist
theories are discussed here because they often involve the synthesis of Marxian theories with other theories,
ideas, methods, and so on. How can we account for these dramatic changes in neo-Marxian theory? Two sets
of factors are involved, one external to theory and involving changes in the social world and the other internal
to theory itself (P. Anderson, 1984; Ritzer, 1991a).

First, and external to Marxian theory, was the end of the Cold War (Halliday, 1990) and the collapse of world
communism. The Soviet Union is gone, and Russia has moved toward a market economy that resembles, at
least in part, a capitalist economy (Piccone, 1990; Zaslavsky, 1988). Eastern Europe has shifted, often even
more rapidly than Russia, in the direction of a capitalist-style economy (Kaldor, 1990). China clings to
communism, but capitalism flourishes throughout that nation. Thus, the failure of communism on a
worldwide scale made it necessary for Marxists to reconsider and reconstruct their theories (Burawoy, 1990;
Aronson, 1995).

These changes in the world were related to a second set of changes, internal to theory itself: the series of
intellectual changes that, in turn, affected neo-Marxian theory (P. Anderson, 1990a, 1990b). New theoretical
currents such as poststructuralism and postmodernism (see Chapter 17) had a profound impact on neo-
Marxian theory. In addition, a movement known as analytical Marxism gained ground; it was premised on the
belief that Marxian theories needed to employ the same methods as those used by any other scientific
enterprise. This approach led to reinterpretations of Marx in more conventional intellectual terms, efforts to
apply rational choice theory to Marxian issues, and attempts to study Marxian topics by utilizing the methods
and techniques of positivistic science. As Mayer puts it more specifically, “Increased humility toward the
conventional norms of science coincides with diminished piety toward Marxist theory itself” (1994:296).

Thus, a combination of social and intellectual changes dramatically altered the landscape of neo-Marxian
theory in the 1990s. While the theories discussed earlier remain important, much of the energy in neo-
Marxian theory in the early 21st century is focused on the theories to be discussed in this section.

Analytical Marxism

Here is the way one of the leaders of analytical Marxism, John Roemer (1986a:1), defines it:

During the past decade, what now appears as a new species in social theory has been forming:
analytically sophisticated Marxism. Its practitioners are largely inspired by Marxian questions, which
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they pursue with contemporary tools of logic, mathematics and model building. Their
methodological posture is conventional. These writers are, self-consciously, products of both the
Marxian and neo-Marxian traditions.

Thus, analytical Marxists bring mainstream, “state-of-the-art” methods of analytical philosophy and social
science to bear on Marxian substantive issues (Mayer, 1994:22). Analytical Marxism is discussed in this
chapter because it “explicitly proposes to synthesize non-Marxist methods and Marxist theory” (Veneziani,
2008; Weldes, 1989:371).

Analytical Marxism adopts a nondogmatic approach to Marx’s theory. It does not blindly and unthinkingly
support Marx’s theory, it does not deny historical facts in order to support Marx’s theory, and it does not
totally reject Marx’s theory as fundamentally wrong. Rather, it views Marx’s theory as a form of 19th-century
social science with great power and with a valid core but also with substantial weaknesses. It rejects the idea
that there is a distinctive Marxian methodology and criticizes those who think that such a methodology exists
and is valid:

I do not think there is a specific form of Marxist logic or explanation. Too often, obscurantism
protects itself behind a yoga of special terms and privileged logic. The yoga of Marxism is
“dialectics.” Dialectical logic is based on several propositions which may have a certain inductive
appeal, but are far from being rules of inference: that things turn into their opposites, and quantity
turns into quality. In Marxian social science, dialectics is often used to justify a lazy kind of
teleological reasoning. Developments occur because they must in order for history to be played out
as it was intended.

(Roemer, 1986b:191)

Analytical Marxists also reject the idea that fact and value cannot be separated, that they are dialectically
related. They seek, following the canons of mainstream philosophic and social-scientific thinking, to separate
fact and value and to deal with facts dispassionately through theoretical, conceptual, and empirical analysis.

One might ask why analytical Marxism should be called Marxist. Roemer, in reply to this question, says, “I
am not sure that it should” (1986a:2). However, he does offer several reasons why we can consider it a neo-
Marxian theory. First, it deals with traditional Marxian topics such as exploitation and class. Second, it
continues to regard socialism as preferable to capitalism. Third, it seeks to understand and explain the
problems associated with capitalism. However, while it is Marxist in these senses, it also “borrows willingly
and easily from other viewpoints” (Roemer, 1986a:7).

Three varieties of analytical Marxism will be discussed, at least briefly, in this section. First, we will discuss the
effort to reanalyze Marx’s work by utilizing mainstream intellectual tools, especially those found in functional
analysis. Second, we will deal with rational choice and game-theoretic Marxism. Finally, we will touch on
Erik Olin Wright’s empirical Marxism.
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One of the key documents in analytical Marxism is G. A. Cohen’s Karl Marx’s Theory of History: A Defence
(1978). Instead of interpreting Marx as an exotic dialectician, Cohen argues that he employs the much more
prosaic functional form of explanation in his work. That is, he treats Marx as a functional rather than a
dialectical thinker. The nature of the explanation is functional, in Cohen’s view, because “the character of
what is explained is determined by its effect on what explains it” ([1978] 1986:221). He offers the following
examples of functional explanation in Marx’s work:

Relations of production correspond to productive forces.
The legal and political superstructure rises on a real foundation.
The social, political, and intellectual process is conditioned by the mode of production of material life.
Consciousness is determined by social being.

In each of these examples, the second concept explains the first concept. Thus, in the case of the last example,
the character of consciousness is explained by its effect on, more specifically its propensity to sustain, social
being.

Cohen takes pains to differentiate functional thinking from the sociological variety of (structural)
functionalism discussed in Chapter 7. Cohen sees (structural) functionalism as composed of three theses.
First, all elements of the social world are interconnected. Second, all components of society reinforce one
another, as well as the society as a whole. Third, each aspect of society is the way it is because of its
contribution to the larger society. These theses are objectionable to Marxists for a variety of reasons, especially
because of their conservatism. However, the functional explanations mentioned previously can be employed by
Marxists without their accepting any of the tenets of functionalism. Thus, functional explanation is not
necessarily conservative; indeed, it can be quite revolutionary.

A second key area of analytical Marxism is shaped by neoclassical economics, especially rational choice theory
and game theory (see Chapter 11 for a discussion of the use of rational choice theory in mainstream
sociological theory). Historically, the only microsocial component of Marxism theory was provided by critical
theorists in their use of Freud. Through rational choice theory, analytic Marxists add an alternative micro-
dimension to Marxist theory. Roemer argues, “Marxian analysis requires micro-foundations,” especially those
provided by rational choice and game theory, and “the arsenal of modelling techniques developed by
neoclassical economics” (1986b:192). This emphasis on the micro foundations also serves as a critique of
structural Marxists. John Elster says that Marx was, in fact, concerned with actors, their goals, their
intentions, and their rational choices: “Capitalist entrepreneurs are agents in the genuinely active sense. They
cannot be reduced to mere place-holders in the capitalist system of production” (1985:13). Rational choice
Marxism focuses on these rational agents (capitalist and proletariats) and their interrelationships.

Elster (1982, 1986), then, believes that Marxian theory ought to make greater use of game theory, a variant of
rational choice theory. Game theory, like other types of rational choice theory, assumes that actors are rational
and seek to maximize their gains (Macy and Van de Rijt, 2007). Although it recognizes structural constraints,
it does not suggest that they completely determine actors’ choices. What is distinctive about game theory as a
type of rational choice theory is that it permits the analyst to go beyond the rational choices of a single actor
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and deal with the interdependence of the decisions and actions of a number of actors. Elster (1982) identifies
three interdependencies between actors involved in a game. First, the reward for each actor depends on the
choices made by all the actors. Second, the reward for each actor depends on the reward for all. Finally, the
choice made by each actor depends on the choices made by all. The analysis of “games” (such as the famous
“prisoner’s dilemma” game, in which actors end up worse off if they follow their own self-interest than if they
sacrifice those interests) helps explain the strategies of the various actors and the emergence of such
collectivities as social class.

Also drawing on rational choice theories, Roemer (1982) has been in the forefront of the development of an
approach toward exploitation (for a critique, see J. Schwartz, 1995). Roemer has moved away from thinking of
exploitation as occurring at the point of production (and therefore from the highly dubious labor theory of
value) and toward thinking of exploitation as relating to coercion associated with differential ownership of
property. As Mayer puts it, “[E]xploitation can arise from unequal possession of productive resources even
without a coercive production process” (1994:62). Among other things, this perspective allows us to conceive
of exploitation in socialist as well as capitalist societies. This view of exploitation relates to rational choice
theory in the sense, for example, that those whose exploitation arises from the unequal distribution of property
can join social movements designed to redistribute property more equally. This kind of orientation also allows
analytical Marxism to retain its ethical and political goals while buying into a mainstream orientation such as
rational choice theory. That is, while analytic Marxism has drawn on neoclassical economics, it remains
different from the latter. For example, it retains an interest in collective action for changing society and
accepts the idea that capitalism is an unjust system.

Finally, the leading figure associated with the importation and application of rigorous methods to the
empirical study of Marxian concepts is Erik Olin Wright (1985; Burawoy and Wright, 2001). Wright
explicitly associates himself with analytical Marxism in general and the work of John Roemer in particular.
Wright’s work involves three basic components: first, the clarification of basic Marxian concepts such as class;
second, empirical studies of those concepts: and third, the development of a more coherent theory based on
those concepts (especially class).

In his book Classes (1985), Wright seeks to answer the question posed by Marx but never answered by him:
“What constitutes class?” He makes it clear that his answer will be true to Marx’s original theoretical agenda.
However, it will not be the same as the answer Marx might have offered, because since Marx’s day there have
been over 100 years of both theoretical work and history. In this spirit, one of Wright’s best-known
conceptual contributions is the idea of “contradictory locations within class relations” (Wright, 1985:43). His
basic premise is that a given position need not, as is commonly assumed, be located within a given class; it
may be in more than one class simultaneously. Thus, a position may be simultaneously proletarian and
bourgeois. For example, managers are bourgeois in the sense that they supervise subordinates, but they are also
proletarian in that they are supervised by others. The idea of contradictory class locations is derived through
careful conceptual analysis and then is studied empirically (see Gubbay, 1997, for a critique of Wright’s
approach to social class).
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Postmodern Marxian Theory

Marxian theory has been profoundly affected by theoretical developments in structuralism, poststructuralism
(P. Anderson, 1984:33), and, of particular interest here, postmodernism (Landry, 2000; E. Wood and Foster,
1997; see Chapter 17).

Hegemony and Radical Democracy

A major representative work of postmodern Marxism is Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe’s Hegemony and
Socialist Strategy (1985). In Ellen Wood’s view, this work, accepting the focus on linguistics, texts, and
discourse in postmodernism, detaches ideology from its material base and ultimately dissolves “the social
altogether into ideology or ‘discourse’” (1986:47). The concept of hegemony, which is of central importance to
Laclau and Mouffe, was developed by Gramsci to focus on cultural leadership rather than on the coercive
effect of state domination. This shift in focus, of course, leads us away from the traditional Marxian concern
with the material world and in the direction of ideas and discourse. As Wood puts it, “In short, the Laclau-
Mouffe argument is that there are no such things as material interests but only discursively constructed ideas
about them” (1986:61).

In addition to substituting ideas for material interests, Laclau and Mouffe displace the proletariat from its
privileged position at the center of Marxian theory. As Wood argues, Laclau and Mouffe are part of a
movement involved in the “declassing of the socialist project” (1986:4). Laclau and Mouffe put the issue of
class in subjective, discursive terms. The social world is characterized by diverse positions and antagonisms. As
a result, it is impossible to come up with the kind of “unified discourse” that Marx envisioned surrounding the
proletariat. The universal discourse of the proletariat “has been replaced by a polyphony of voices, each of
which constructs its own irreducible discursive identity” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985:191). Thus, instead of
focusing on the single discourse of the proletariat, Marxian theorists are urged to focus on a multitude of
diverse discourses emanating from a wide range of dispossessed voices, such as those of women, blacks,
ecologists, immigrants, and consumers, among others. Marxian theory has, as a result, been decentered and
detotalized because it no longer focuses only on the proletariat and no longer sees the problems of the
proletariat as the problem in society.

Having rejected a focus on material factors and a focal concern for the proletariat, Laclau and Mouffe proceed
to reject, as the goal of Marxian theory, communism involving the emancipation of the proletariat.
Alternatively, they propose a system labeled “radical democracy.” Instead of focusing, as the political right
does, on individual democratic rights, they propose to “create a new hegemony, which will be the outcome of
the articulation of the greatest number of democratic struggles” (Mouffe, 1988:41). What is needed in this
new hegemony is a “hegemony of democratic values, and this requires a multiplication of democratic practices,
institutionalizing them into even more diverse social relations” (Mouffe, 1988:41). Radical democracy seeks to
bring together under a broad umbrella a wide range of democratic struggles—antiracist, antisexist,
anticapitalist, antiexploitation of nature (Eder, 1990), and many others. Thus, this is a “radical and plural
democracy” (Laclau, 1990:27). The struggle of one group must not be waged at the expense of the others; all
democratic struggles must be seen as equivalent struggles. Thus, it is necessary to bring these struggles
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together by modifying their identity so that the groups see themselves as part of the larger struggle for radical
democracy. As Laclau and Mouffe argue:

The alternative of the Left should consist of locating itself fully in the field of the democratic
revolution and expanding the chains of equivalents between different struggles against oppression.
The task of the Left therefore cannot be to renounce liberal-democratic ideology, but on the contrary, to
deepen and expand it in the direction of a radical and plural democracy.… It is not in the abandonment
of the democratic terrain but, on the contrary, in the extension of the field of democratic struggles
to the whole of civil society and the state, that the possibility resides for a hegemonic strategy of the
Left.

(Laclau and Mouffe, 1985:176)

While radical democracy retains the objective of the abolition of capitalism, it recognizes that such abolition
will not eliminate the other inequalities within society. Dealing with all social inequalities requires a far
broader movement than that anticipated by traditional Marxists.

Continuities and Time-Space Compression

Another Marxian foray into postmodernist theory (see Chapter 17 for a discussion of yet another, the work of
Fredric Jameson) is David Harvey’s The Condition of Postmodernity (1989). Although Harvey sees much that is
of merit in postmodern thinking, he sees serious weaknesses in it from a Marxian viewpoint. Postmodernist
theory is accused of overemphasizing the problems of the modern world and underemphasizing its material
achievements. Most important, it seems to accept postmodernity and its associated problems rather than
suggesting ways of overcoming these difficulties: “The rhetoric of postmodernism is dangerous for it avoids
confronting the realities of political economy and the circumstances of global power” (D. Harvey, 1989:117).
What postmodernist theory needs to confront is the source of its ideas—the political and economic
transformation of early-21st-century capitalism.

Central to the political economic system is control over markets and the labor process (these two arenas
involve the issue of accumulation in capitalism). While the postwar period between 1945 and 1973 was
characterized by an inflexible process of accumulation, since 1973 we have moved to a more flexible process.
Harvey associates the earlier period with Fordism (as well as Keynesian economics) and the later period with
post-Fordism (for a critique of this, see Gartman, 1998), but we need not discuss these issues here because
they already have been covered in this chapter. While Fordism is inflexible, Harvey sees post-Fordism as
associated with flexible accumulation resting “on flexibility with respect to labour processes, labour markets,
products, and patterns of consumption. It is characterized by the emergence of entirely new sectors of
production, new ways of providing financial services, new markets, and, above all, greatly intensified rates of
commercial, technological, and organizational innovation” (1989:147).

Although Harvey sees great changes, and argues that it is these changes that lie at the base of postmodern
thinking, he believes that there are many continuities between the Fordist and post-Fordist eras. His major
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conclusion is that while “there has certainly been a sea-change in the surface appearance of capitalism since
1973, … the underlying logic of capitalist accumulation and its crisis tendencies remain the same” (D. Harvey,
1989:189).

Central to Harvey’s approach is the idea of time-space compression. He believes that modernism served to
compress both time and space and that that process has accelerated in the postmodern era, leading to “an
intense phase of time-space compression that has a disorienting and disruptive impact upon political-
economic practices, the balance of class power, as well as upon cultural and social life” (D. Harvey, 1989:284).
But this time-space compression is not essentially different from earlier epochs in capitalism: “We have, in
short, witnessed another fierce round in that process of annihilation of space through time that has always lain
at the center of capitalism’s dynamic” (D. Harvey, 1989:293). To give an example of the annihilation of space
through time, cheeses once available only in France now are sold throughout the United States because of
rapid, low-cost transportation. Or, in the 1991 war with Iraq, television transported us instantaneously from
air raids in Baghdad to “Scud” attacks on Tel Aviv to military briefings in Riyadh.

Thus, to Harvey, postmodernism is not discontinuous with modernism; they are reflections of the same
underlying capitalist dynamic.8 Both modernism and postmodernism, Fordism and post-Fordism, coexist in
today’s world. The emphasis on Fordism and post-Fordism will “vary from time to time and place to place,
depending on which configuration is profitable and which is not” (D. Harvey, 1989:344). Such a viewpoint
serves to bring the issue of postmodernity under the umbrella of neo-Marxian theory, although it is, in turn,
modified by developments in postmodern thinking.

Finally, Harvey discerns changes and cracks in postmodernity, indicating that we already may be moving into
a new era, an era that neo-Marxian theory must be prepared to theorize, perhaps by integrating still other idea
systems.

After Marxism

There are innumerable post-Marxist positions (Beilharz, 2005d) that could be discussed in this section, but we
close with one of the more extreme positions.

The title of Ronald Aronson’s (1995) book, After Marxism, tells much of the story. Aronson, a self-avowed
Marxist, makes it clear that Marxism is over and that Marxist theorists are now on their own in dealing with
the social world and its problems. This position is based on the idea that the “Marxian project” involved the
integration of theory and practice. Although some Marxists may continue to buy into parts of Marxian theory,
the Marxian project of the transformation from capitalism to socialism is dead, because it clearly has failed in
its objectives. It is history, not Aronson, that has rendered the judgment that the Marxian project has failed.
Thus, those Marxists who continue to buy into the theory are destroying the dialectical whole of theory and
practice that constituted the Marxian project. This splintering is disastrous because what gave Marxism its
compelling power is the fact that it represented “a single coherent theoretical and practical project” (Aronson,
1995:52).
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But how can the Marxian project be over if capitalism continues to exist and may, with the death of
communism, be more powerful than ever? In fact, Aronson recognizes that there are a variety of arguments to
be made on behalf of the idea that Marxism is still relevant. For example, he recognizes that most people
around the world are worse off today than they were at the dawn of capitalism and that in spite of a number of
changes, the fundamental exploitative structure of capitalism is unaltered. In spite of such realities, Aronson
argues that a variety of transformations must lead us to the conclusion that crucial aspects of Marxian theory
are obsolete:

The working class has not become increasingly impoverished.
The class structure has not simplified to two polarized classes (bourgeoisie and proletariat).
Because of the transformation of manufacturing processes, the number of industrial workers has
declined, the working class has become more fragmented, and their consciousness of their situation has
eroded.
The overall shrinkage of the working class has led to a decline in its strength, its class consciousness, and
its ability to engage in class struggle.
Workers are increasingly less likely to identify themselves as workers; they have multiple and competing
identities, and so being a worker is now just one of many identities.

While Marxism is over as far as Aronson is concerned, he argues that we should not regret its existence, even
with the excesses (for example, Stalinism) that were committed in its name. Marxism

gave hope, it made sense of the world; it gave direction and meaning to many and countless lives. As
the 20th century’s greatest call to arms, it inspired millions to stand up and fight, to believe that
humans could one day shape their lives and their world to meet their needs.

(Aronson, 1995:85)

In addition to the failures of Marxism in the real world, Aronson traces the demise of Marxism to problems
within the theory itself. Those problems he traces to the fact that Marx’s original theory was created during
the early days of the modern world and, as a result, contains an uncomfortable mixture of modern and
premodern ideas. This problem has plagued Marxian theory throughout its history. For example, the
premodern, prophetic belief in emancipation coexisted with a modern belief in science and the search for
facts: “Beneath its veneer of science, such dogmatic prophecy reveals its deeper and premodern kinship with
religious anticipations of a world redeemed by a divine power beyond our control” (Aronson, 1995:97). To
take one other example, Marxism tended to emphasize objective processes and to deemphasize subjective
processes.

Aronson begins one of his chapters with the following provocative statement: “Feminism destroyed Marxism”
(1995:124). He quickly makes it clear that feminism did not accomplish this feat on its own. However,
feminism did contribute to the destruction of Marxism by demanding a theory that focuses on the “oppression
of women as women” (Aronson, 1995:126). This focus clearly undermined Marxian theory, which purported
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to offer a theory applicable to all human beings. Feminism also set the stage for the development of other
groups demanding that theories focus on their specific plight rather than on the universal problems of
humanity.

Aronson describes post-Marxist theories like the analytical Marxism discussed earlier as Marxism without
Marxism. That is, they are pure theories, lacking in practice, and therefore, in his view, should not be called
Marxism:

They may claim the name, as does analytical Marxism, but they do so as so many Marxisms without
Marxism. They have become so transformed, so limited, so narrowly theoretical that even when
their words and commitments ring true they only invoke Marxism’s aura, but no more. However
evocative, the ideas cannot conjure the fading reality.

(Aronson, 1995:149)

Such Marxian theories will survive, but they will occupy a far humbler place in the world. They will represent
just one theoretical voice in a sea of such voices.

Given all this, Aronson concludes that critical analysts of the modern world are on their own without a
Marxian project to build upon. However, this is a mixed blessing. While the Marxian project had enormous
strengths, it was also an albatross around the necks of critical analysts. Should former Marxists search for a
new Marx? Or a new Marxian project? In light of developments in society and in theory, Aronson feels that
the answer to these questions is no, because we have moved “beyond the possibility of the kind of holism,
integration, coherence and confidence that Marxism embodied” (1995:168). Thus, for example, instead of a
single radical movement, what we must seek today is a radical coalition of groups and ideas. The goal of such
a coalition is the emancipation of modernity from its explosive inner tensions and its various forms of
oppressiveness.

One problem facing such a new radical movement is that it can no longer hope to be driven by a compelling
vision of some future utopia. Yet, it must have some sort of emotional cement to hold it together and keep it
moving ahead. The movement must have a moral base, a sense of what is right and what is wrong. It also
must have hope, albeit a far more modest hope than that which characterized the Marxian project. Although
modest, such hopes are less likely to lead to the profound disenchantment that characterized the Marxian
project when it failed to achieve its social objectives.

Criticisms of Post-Marxism

Many Marxian theorists are unhappy with post-Marxist developments (for example, Burawoy, 1990; E.
Wood, 1986; E. Wood and Foster, 1997). Burawoy, for instance, attacks the analytical Marxists for
eliminating the issue of history and for making a fetish of clarity and rigor. Weldes criticizes analytical
Marxism for allowing itself to be colonized by mainstream economics, adopting a purely “technical, problem-
solving approach,” becoming increasingly academic and less political, and growing more conservative
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(1989:354). Ellen Wood picks up on the political issue and criticizes analytical Marxism (as well as
postmodern Marxism) for its political quietism and its “cynical defeatism, where every radical programme of
change is doomed to failure” (1989:88). Even supporters of one branch of analytical Marxism, the rigorous
empirical study of Marxian ideas, have been critical of their brethren in rational choice theory, who,
mistakenly in their view, adopt a position of methodological individualism (A. Levine, Sober, and Wright,
1987).

The work of Laclau and Mouffe has come under particularly heavy attack. For example, Allen Hunter
criticizes them for their overall commitment to idealism and, more specifically, for situating “themselves at the
extreme end of discourse analysis, viewing everything as discourse” (1988:892). Similarly, Geras (1987) attacks
Laclau and Mouffe for their idealism, but he also sees them as profligate, dissolute, illogical, and obscurantist.
The tenor of Laclau and Mouffe’s reply to Geras is caught by its title, “Post-Marxism Without Apologies”
(1987). Burawoy attacks Laclau and Mouffe for getting “lost in the web of history where everything is
important and explanation is therefore impossible” (1990:790).

Finally, in contrast to Aronson, Burawoy believes that Marxism remains useful in understanding capitalism’s
dynamics and contradictions (see also E. Wood, 1995). Thus, with the demise of communism and the
ascendancy of worldwide capitalism, “Marxism will … once more, come into its own” (Burawoy, 1990:792) in
light of developments in the 1990s, Wood and Foster (1997:67) argue that Marxism is more necessary than
ever because “humanity is more and more connected in the global dimensions of exploitation and oppression.”
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Summary

In this chapter, we examine a wide range of approaches that can be categorized as neo-Marxian sociological
theories. All of them take Marx’s work as their point of departure, but they often go in very different
directions. Although these diverse developments give neo-Marxian theory considerable vitality, they also
create at least some unnecessary and largely dysfunctional differentiation and controversy. Thus, one task for
the modern Marxian sociological theorist is to integrate this broad array of theories while recognizing the
value of various specific pieces of work.

The first neo-Marxian theory historically, but the least important at present, especially to the sociologically
oriented thinker, is economic determinism. It was against this limited view of Marxian theory that other
varieties developed. Hegelian Marxism, especially in the work of Georg Lukács, was one such reaction. This
approach sought to overcome the limitations in economic determinism by returning to the subjective,
Hegelian roots of Marxian theory. Hegelian Marxism is also of little contemporary relevance; its significance
lies largely in its impact on later neo-Marxian theories.

The critical school, which was the inheritor of the tradition of Hegelian Marxism, is of contemporary
importance to sociology. The great contributions of the critical theorists (Marcuse, Habermas, Honneth, and
so forth) are the insights offered into culture, consciousness, and their interrelationships. These theorists have
enhanced our understanding of cultural phenomena such as instrumental rationality, the “culture industry,”
the “knowledge industry,” communicative action, domination, and legitimations. To this, they add a concern
with consciousness, primarily in the form of an integration of Freudian theory in their work. However, critical
theory has gone too far in its efforts to compensate for the limitations of economic determinism; it needs to
reintegrate a concern for economics, indeed, for large-scale social forces in general.

Also discussed in this context is the work of the Birmingham school, which had a much more positive view of
culture, especially as it emerged from the lower classes.

Next, this chapter offers discussions of two lines of work in neo-Marxian economic sociology. The first deals
with the relationship between capital and labor, especially in the works of Baran and Sweezy and of
Braverman. The second is concerned with the transition from Fordism to post-Fordism. Both sets of work
represent efforts to return to some of the traditional economic concerns of Marxian sociology. This work is
significant for its effort to update Marxian economic sociology by taking into account the emerging realities of
contemporary capitalist society.

Another concern is historically oriented Marxism, specifically the work of Immanuel Wallerstein and his
supporters on the modern world-system. Then, there is a discussion of those neo-Marxists who focus on
spatial issues. The chapter closes with a section devoted to what, in light of the demise of communism, have
come to be called post-Marxist theories. Included under this heading are several types of analytical Marxism
and postmodern Marxian theory. Also included in this section is a discussion of an example of the kind of
position taken by Marxists who have been forced to give up on the Marxian project in light of developments
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in the world.
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Notes

1. This is made abundantly clear by Trent Schroyer (1973), who entitled his book on the critical school The
Critique of Domination.

2. In recent work (Garnham, 2007), this has been broadened to the idea of “culture industries” to include
various “industries” (entertainment, knowledge, etc.) as well as the fact that there are differences between
them.

3. Jay (1984) sees “totality” as the heart of Marxian theory in general, not just of critical theory. However, this
idea is rejected by postmodern Marxists (see the discussion later in this chapter).

4. Habermas began as Theodor Adorno’s research assistant in 1955 (Wiggershaus, 1994:537).

5. It is important to note that Braverman’s book was written before the boom in computer technology in the
office, especially the widespread use of the word processor. It may be that such technology, requiring greater
skill and training than do older office technologies, will increase worker autonomy (Zuboff, 1988).

6. For a thorough analysis of the causes as well as implications of the 2008 economic crisis, see Calhoun and
Derluguian’s (2011a, 2011b, 2011c) invaluable three-volume collection, which includes analyses from world-
system theorists and other perspectives.

7. Reflective of categorization problems is the fact that at least one major contribution to the theory of space
that can be seen as neo-Marxian—Fredric Jameson’s (1984, 1991) work on “hyperspace” —is discussed
elsewhere in this book under the heading “Postmodern Social Theory” (see Chapter 17). Furthermore,
additional important contributions on space have emanated from still other theoretical roots and are discussed
at yet other points in this book. For example, Anthony Giddens’s very important ideas on space (and time),
distanciation, and so on, are discussed in Chapter 14.

8. Bauman (1990) contends that capitalism and socialism are simply mirror images of modernity.
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9 Symbolic Interactionism
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Chapter Outline

The Major Historical Roots
The Ideas of George Herbert Mead
Symbolic Interactionism: The Basic Principles
The Self and the Work of Erving Goffman
The Sociology of Emotions
Criticisms
The Future of Symbolic Interactionism

Symbolic interactionism (Sandstrom and Kleinman, 2005) offers a wide range of interesting and important
ideas, and a number of major thinkers have been associated with the approach, including George Herbert
Mead, Charles Horton Cooley, W. I. Thomas, Herbert Blumer, and Erving Goffman.
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The Major Historical Roots

We begin our discussion of symbolic interactionism with Mead (Shalin, 2011). The two most significant
intellectual roots of Mead’s work in particular, and of symbolic interactionism in general, are the philosophy
of pragmatism (D. Elliot, 2007) and psychological behaviorism (Joas, 1985; Rock, 1979).

Pragmatism

Pragmatism is a wide-ranging philosophical position1 from which we can identify several aspects that
influenced Mead’s developing sociological orientation (Charon, 2000; Joas, 1993). First, to pragmatists, true
reality does not exist “out there” in the real world; it “is actively created as we act in and toward the world”
(Hewitt and Shulman, 2011:6; see also Shalin, 1986). Second, people remember and base their knowledge of
the world on what has proved useful to them. They are likely to alter what no longer “works.” Third, people
define the social and physical “objects” that they encounter in the world according to their use for them.
Finally, if we want to understand actors, we must base that understanding on what people actually do in the
world. Three points are critical for symbolic interactionism: (1) a focus on the interaction between the actor
and the world, (2) a view of both the actor and the world as dynamic processes and not static structures, and
(3) the great importance attributed to the actor’s ability to interpret the social world.

The last point is most pronounced in the work of the philosophical pragmatist John Dewey (Jacobs, 2007;
Sjoberg et al., 1997). Dewey did not conceive of the mind as a thing or a structure but rather as a thinking
process that involves a series of stages. These stages include defining objects in the social world, outlining
possible modes of conduct, imagining the consequences of alternative courses of action, eliminating unlikely
possibilities, and finally selecting the optimal mode of action (Sheldon Stryker, 1980). This focus on the
thinking process was enormously influential in the development of symbolic interactionism.

In fact, David Lewis and Richard Smith argue that Dewey (along with William James; see Musolf, 1994) was
more influential in the development of symbolic interactionism than was Mead. They go so far as to say that
“Mead’s work was peripheral to the mainstream of early Chicago sociology” (Lewis and Smith, 1980:xix). In
making this argument, they distinguish between two branches of pragmatism—“philosophical realism”
(associated with Mead) and “nominalist pragmatism” (associated with Dewey and James). In their view,
symbolic interactionism was influenced more by the nominalist approach and was even inconsistent with
philosophical realism. The nominalist position is that although macro-level phenomena exist, they do not
have “independent and determining effects upon the consciousness of and behavior of individuals” (Lewis and
Smith, 1980:24). More positively, this view “conceives of the individuals themselves as existentially free agents
who accept, reject, modify, or otherwise ‘define’ the community’s norms, roles, beliefs, and so forth, according
to their own personal interests and plans of the moment” (Lewis and Smith, 1980:24). In contrast, to social
realists, the emphasis is on society and how it constitutes and controls individual mental processes. Rather
than being free agents, actors and their cognitions and behaviors are controlled by the larger community.2

Given this distinction, Mead fits better into the realist camp and, therefore, did not mesh well with the
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nominalist direction taken by symbolic interactionism. The key figure in the latter development is Herbert
Blumer, who, while claiming to operate with a Meadian approach, was, in fact, better thought of as a
nominalist. Theoretically, Lewis and Smith catch the essence of their differences:

Blumer … moved completely toward psychical interactionism.… Unlike the Meadian social
behaviorist, the psychical interactionist holds that the meanings of symbols are not universal and
objective; rather meanings are individual and subjective in that they are “attached” to the symbols by
the receiver according to however he or she chooses to “interpret” them.

(Lewis and Smith, 1980:172)

Behaviorism

Buttressing the Lewis and Smith interpretation of Mead is the fact that Mead was influenced by psychological
behaviorism (J. C. Baldwin, 1986, 1988a, 1988b; Mandes, 2007), a perspective that also led him in a realist
and an empirical direction. In fact, Mead called his basic concern social behaviorism to differentiate it from the
radical behaviorism of John B. Watson (who was one of Mead’s students).

Radical behaviorists of Watson’s persuasion (K. Buckley, 1989) were concerned with the observable behaviors
of individuals. Their focus was on the stimuli that elicited the responses, or behaviors, in question. They either
denied or were disinclined to attribute much importance to the covert mental process that occurred between
the time a stimulus was applied and the time a response was emitted. Mead recognized the importance of
observable behavior, but he also felt that there were covert aspects of behavior that the radical behaviorists had
ignored. But because he accepted the empiricism that was basic to behaviorism, Mead did not simply want to
philosophize about these covert phenomena. Rather, he sought to extend the empirical science of behaviorism
to them—that is, to what goes on between stimulus and response. Bernard Meltzer summarized Mead’s
position:

For Mead, the unit of study is “the act,” which comprises both overt and covert aspects of human
action. Within the act, all the separated categories of the traditional, orthodox psychologies find a
place. Attention, perception, imagination, reasoning, emotion, and so forth, are seen as parts of the
act.… [T]he act, then, encompasses the total process involved in human activity.

(Meltzer, [1964] 1978:23)

Mead and the radical behaviorists also differed in their views on the relationship between human and animal
behavior. Whereas radical behaviorists tended to see no difference between humans and animals, Mead
argued that there was a significant, qualitative difference. The key to this difference was seen as the human
possession of mental capacities that allowed people to use language between stimulus and response in order to
decide how to respond.
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Mead simultaneously demonstrated his debt to Watsonian behaviorism and dissociated himself from it. Mead
made this clear when he said, on the one hand, “[W]e shall approach this latter field [social psychology] from
a behavioristic point of view.” On the other hand, Mead criticized Watson’s position when he said, “The
behaviorism which we shall make use of is more adequate than that of which Watson makes use” ([1934]
1962:2; italics added).

Charles Morris, in his introduction to Mind, Self and Society, enumerated three basic differences between
Mead and Watson. First, Mead considered Watson’s exclusive focus on behavior simplistic. In effect, he
accused Watson of wrenching behavior out of its broader social context. Mead wanted to deal with behavior
as a small part of the broader social world.

Second, Mead accused Watson of an unwillingness to extend behaviorism into mental processes. Watson had
no sense of the actor’s consciousness and mental processes, as Mead made vividly clear: “John B. Watson’s
attitude was that of the Queen in Alice in Wonderland—‘Off with their heads!’—there were no such things.
There was no … consciousness” ([1934] 1962:2–3). Mead contrasted his perspective with Watson’s: “It is
behavioristic, but unlike Watsonian behaviorism it recognizes the parts of the act which do not come to
external observation” ([1934] 1962:8). More concretely, Mead saw his mission as extending the principles of
Watsonian behaviorism to include mental processes.

Finally, because Watson rejected the mind, Mead saw him as having a passive image of the actor as puppet.
Mead, on the other hand, subscribed to a much more dynamic and creative image of the actor, and it was this
that made him attractive to later symbolic interactionists.

Pragmatism and behaviorism, especially in the theories of Dewey and Mead, were transmitted to many
graduate students at the University of Chicago, primarily in the 1920s. These students, among them Herbert
Blumer, established symbolic interactionism. Of course, other important theorists influenced these students,
the most important of whom was Georg Simmel (see Chapter 5). Simmel’s interest in forms of action and
interaction was both compatible with and an extension of Meadian theory.

Between Reductionism and Sociologism

Blumer coined the term symbolic interactionism in 1937 and wrote several essays that were instrumental in its
development (Morrione, 2007). Whereas Mead sought to differentiate the nascent symbolic interactionism
from behaviorism, Blumer saw symbolic interactionism as being embattled on two fronts. First was the
reductionist behaviorism that had worried Mead. To this was added the serious threat from larger-scale
sociologistic theories, especially structural functionalism. To Blumer, behaviorism and structural functionalism
both tended to focus on factors (for example, external stimuli and norms) that cause human behavior. As far as
Blumer was concerned, both theories ignored the crucial process by which actors endow the forces acting on
them and their own behaviors with meaning (Morrione, 1988).

To Blumer, behaviorists, with their emphasis on the impact of external stimuli on individual behavior, were
clearly psychological reductionists. In addition to behaviorism, several other types of psychological
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reductionism troubled Blumer. For example, he criticized those who seek to explain human action by relying
on conventional notions of the concept of “attitude” (Blumer, [1955] 1969:94). In his view, most of those who
use the concept think of an attitude as an “already organized tendency” within the actor; they tend to think of
actions as being impelled by attitudes. In Blumer’s view, this is very mechanistic thinking; what is important is
not the attitude as an internalized tendency “but the defining process through which the actor comes to forge
his act” (Blumer, [1955] 1969:97). Blumer also singled out for criticism those who focus on conscious and
unconscious motives. He was particularly irked by their view that actors are impelled by independent,
mentalistic impulses over which they are supposed to have no control. Freudian theory, which sees actors as
impelled by forces such as the id or libido, is an example of the kind of psychological theory to which Blumer
was opposed. In short, Blumer was opposed to any psychological theory that ignores the process by which
actors construct meaning—the fact that actors have selves and relate to themselves.

Blumer also was opposed to sociologistic theories (especially structural functionalism) that view individual
behavior as being determined by large-scale external forces. In this category, Blumer included theories that
focus on such social-structural and social-cultural factors as “social system, social structure, culture, status
position, social role, custom, institution, collective representation, social situation, social norm, and values”
(Blumer, [1962] 1969:83). Both sociologistic theories and psychological theories ignore the importance of
meaning and the social construction of reality:

In both such typical psychological and sociological explanations the meanings of things for the
human beings who are acting are either bypassed or swallowed up in the factors used to account for
their behavior. If one declares that the given kinds of behavior are the result of the particular factors
regarded as producing them, there is no need to concern oneself with the meaning of the things
towards which human beings act.

(Blumer, 1969b:3)
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The Ideas of George Herbert Mead

Mead is the most important thinker in the history of symbolic interactionism (Chriss, 2005b; Joas, 2001), and
his book Mind, Self and Society is the most important single work in that tradition.

The Priority of the Social

In his review of Mind, Self and Society, Ellsworth Faris argued that “not mind and then society; but society
first and then minds arising within that society … would probably have been [Mead’s] preference” (cited in
David Miller, 1982a:2). Faris’s inversion of the title of this book reflects the widely acknowledged fact,
recognized by Mead himself, that society, or more broadly the social, is accorded priority in Mead’s analysis.

In Mead’s view, traditional social psychology began with the psychology of the individual in an effort to
explain social experience; in contrast, Mead always gives priority to the social world in understanding social
experience. Mead explains his focus in this way:

We are not, in social psychology, building up the behavior of the social group in terms of the
behavior of separate individuals composing it; rather, we are starting out with a given social whole of
complex group activity, into which we analyze (as elements) the behavior of each of the separate
individuals composing it.… We attempt, that is, to explain the conduct of the social group, rather
than to account for the organized conduct of the social group in terms of the conduct of the separate
individuals belonging to it. For social psychology, the whole (society) is prior to the part (the
individual), not the part to the whole; and the part is explained in terms of the whole, not the whole
in terms of the part or parts.

(Mead, [1934] 1962:7; italics added)

To Mead, the social whole precedes the individual mind both logically and temporally. A thinking, self-
conscious individual is, as we will see later, logically impossible in Mead’s theory without a prior social group.
The social group comes first, and it leads to the development of self-conscious mental states.

The Act

Mead considers the act to be the most “primitive unit” in his theory (1982:27). In analyzing the act, Mead
comes closest to the behaviorist’s approach and focuses on stimulus and response. However, even here the
stimulus does not elicit an automatic, unthinking response from the human actor. As Mead says, “We
conceive of the stimulus as an occasion or opportunity for the act, not as a compulsion or a mandate”
(1982:28). Mead ([1938] 1972) identified four basic and interrelated stages in the act (Schmitt and Schmitt,
1996). Both lower animals and humans act, and Mead is interested in the similarities, and especially the
differences, between the two.3
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The first stage is that of the impulse, which involves an “immediate sensuous stimulation” and the actor’s
reaction to the stimulation, the need to do something about it. Hunger is a good example of an impulse. The
actor (both nonhuman and human) may respond immediately and unthinkingly to the impulse, but more
likely the human actor will think about the appropriate response (for example, eat now or later). The second
stage of the act is perception, in which the actor searches for and reacts to stimuli that relate to the impulse, in
this case hunger as well as the various means available to satisfy it. People have the capacity to sense or
perceive stimuli through hearing, smell, taste, and so on. Perception involves incoming stimuli, as well as the
mental images they create. People do not simply respond immediately to external stimuli but rather think
about and assess them through mental imagery. Mead refuses to separate people from the objects that they
perceive. It is the act of perceiving an object that makes it an object to a person; perception and object cannot
be separated from (are dialectically related to) one another.

The third stage is manipulation. Once the impulse has manifested itself and the object has been perceived, the
next step is manipulating the object or, more generally, taking action with regard to it. In addition to their
mental advantages, people have another advantage over lower animals. People have hands (with opposable
thumbs) that allow them to manipulate objects far more subtly than can lower animals. The manipulation
phase constitutes, for Mead, an important temporary pause in the process so that a response is not manifested
immediately. A hungry human being sees a mushroom, but before eating it, he or she is likely to pick it up
first, examine it, and perhaps check in a guidebook to see whether that particular variety is edible. The pause
afforded by handling the object allows humans to contemplate various responses. On the basis of these
deliberations, the actor may decide to eat the mushroom (or not), and this constitutes the last phase of the act,
consummation, or more generally the taking of action that satisfies the original impulse. Both humans and
lower animals may consume the mushroom, but the human is less likely to eat a bad mushroom because of his
or her ability to manipulate the mushroom and to think (and read) about the implications of eating it.

For ease of discussion, the four stages of the act have been separated from one another in sequential order, but
Mead sees a dialectical relationship between the four stages. John C. Baldwin expresses this idea in the
following way: “Although the four parts of the act sometimes appear to be linked in linear order, they actually
interpenetrate to form one organic process: Facets of each part are present at all times from the beginning of
the act to the end, such that each part affects the other” (1986:55–56). Thus, the later stages of the act may
lead to the emergence of earlier stages. For example, manipulating food may lead the individual to the impulse
of hunger and the perception that the individual is hungry and that food is available to satisfy the need.

Gestures

The act involves only one person, but the social act involves two or more persons. The gesture is in Mead’s view
the basic mechanism in the social act and in the social process more generally. As he defines them,
“[G]estures are movements of the first organism which act as specific stimuli calling forth the (socially)
appropriate responses of the second organism” (Mead, [1934] 1962:14; see also Mead, 1959:187). Both lower
animals and humans are capable of gestures in the sense that the action of one individual mindlessly and
automatically elicits a reaction by another individual. The following is Mead’s famous example of a dogfight in
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terms of gestures:

The act of each dog becomes the stimulus to the other dog for his response.… The very fact that the
dog is ready to attack another becomes a stimulus to the other dog to change his own position or his
own attitude. He has no sooner done this than the change of attitude in the second dog in turn
causes the first dog to change his attitude.

(Mead, [1934] 1962:42–43)

Mead labels what is taking place in this situation a “conversation of gestures.” One dog’s gesture automatically
elicits a gesture from the second; there are no thought processes taking place on the part of the dogs.
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George Herbert Mead: A Biographical Sketch

Granger, NYC. All rights reserved.

Most of the important theorists discussed throughout this book achieved their greatest recognition in their lifetimes for
their published work. George Herbert Mead, however, was at least as important, at least during his lifetime, for his
teaching as for his writing (Huebner, 2014). His words had a powerful impact on many people who were to become
important sociologists in the 20th century. As one of his students said, “Conversation was his best medium; writing was a
poor second” (T. V. Smith, 1931:369). Let us have another of his students, himself a well-known sociologist—Leonard
Cottrell—describe what Mead was like as a teacher:

For me, the course with Professor Mead was a unique and unforgettable experience.… Professor Mead was a large,
amiable-looking man who wore a magnificent mustache and a Vandyke beard. He characteristically had a benign, rather
shy smile matched with a twinkle in his eyes as if he were enjoying a secret joke he was playing on the audience….

As he lectured—always without notes—Professor Mead would manipulate the piece of chalk and watch it intently.…
When he made a particularly subtle point in his lecture he would glance up and throw a shy, almost apologetic smile over
our heads—never looking directly at anyone. His lecture flowed and we soon learned that questions or comments from the
class were not welcome. Indeed, when someone was bold enough to raise a question there was a murmur of disapproval
from the students. They objected to any interruption of the golden flow….

His expectations of students were modest. He never gave exams. The main task for each of us students was to write as
learned a paper as one could. These Professor Mead read with great care, and what he thought of your paper was your
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grade in the course. One might suppose that students would read materials for the paper rather than attend his lectures but
that was not the case. Students always came. They couldn’t get enough of Mead.

(Cottrell, 1980:49–50)

Mead had enormous difficulty writing, and this troubled him a great deal. “I am vastly depressed by my inability to write what I want
to” (cited in G. Cook, 1993:xiii). However, over the years many of Mead’s ideas came to be published, especially in Mind, Self and
Society (a book based on students’ notes from a course taught by Mead). This book and others of Mead’s works had a powerful
influence on the development of contemporary sociology, especially symbolic interactionism.

Born in South Hadley, Massachusetts, on February 27, 1863, Mead was trained mainly in philosophy and its application to social
psychology. He received a bachelor’s degree from Oberlin College (where his father was a professor) in 1883, and after a few years as
a secondary-school teacher, surveyor for railroad companies, and private tutor, Mead began graduate study at Harvard in 1887. After
a few years of study at Harvard, as well as at the universities of Leipzig and Berlin, Mead was offered an instructorship at the
University of Michigan in 1891. It is interesting to note that Mead never received any graduate degrees. In 1894, at the invitation of
John Dewey, he moved to the University of Chicago and remained there for the rest of his life.

As Mead makes clear in the following excerpt from a letter, he was heavily influenced by Dewey: “Mr. Dewey is a man of not only
great originality and profound thought but the most appreciative thinker I ever met. I have gained more from him than from any one
man I ever met” (cited in G. Cook, 1993:32). This was especially true of Mead’s early work at Chicago, and he even followed Dewey
into educational theory (Dewey left Chicago in 1904). However, Mead’s thinking quickly diverged from Dewey’s and led him in the
direction of his famous social psychological theories of mind, self, and society. He began teaching a course on social psychology in
1900. In 1916–1917, it was transformed into an advanced course (the stenographic student notes from the 1928 course became the
basis of Mind, Self and Society) that followed a course in elementary social psychology that was taught after 1919 by Ellsworth Faris
of the sociology department. It was through this course that Mead had such a powerful influence on students in sociology (as well as
psychology and education).

In addition to his scholarly pursuits, Mead became involved in social reform. He believed that science could be used to deal with
social problems. For example, he was heavily involved as a fund raiser and policy maker at the University of Chicago Settlement
House, which had been inspired by Jane Addams’s Hull House. Perhaps most important, he played a key role in social research
conducted by the settlement house.

Although eligible for retirement in 1928, he continued to teach at the invitation of the university and, in the summer of 1930,
became chair of the philosophy department. Unfortunately, he became embroiled in a bitter conflict between the department and the
president of the university. This led, in early 1931, to a letter of resignation from Mead written from his hospital bed. He was
released from the hospital in late April, but died from heart failure the following day. Of him, John Dewey said he was “the most
original mind in philosophy in the America of the last generations” (G. Cook, 1993:194).

Humans sometimes engage in mindless conversations of gestures. Mead gives as examples many of the actions
and reactions that take place in boxing and fencing matches, when one combatant adjusts “instinctively” to the
actions of the second. Mead labels such unconscious actions “nonsignificant” gestures; what distinguishes
humans is their ability to employ “significant” gestures, or those that require thought on the part of the actor
before a reaction.

The vocal gesture is particularly important in the development of significant gestures. However, not all vocal
gestures are significant. The bark of one dog to another is not significant; even some human vocal gestures
(for example, a mindless grunt) may not be significant. However, it is the development of vocal gestures,
especially in the form of language, that is the most important factor in making possible the distinctive
development of human life: “The specialization of the human animal within this field of the gesture has been
responsible, ultimately, for the origin and growth of present human society and knowledge, with all the
control over nature and over the human environment which science makes possible” (Mead, [1934] 1962:14).
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This development is related to a distinctive characteristic of the vocal gesture. When we make a physical
gesture, such as a facial grimace, we cannot see what we are doing (unless we happen to be looking in the
mirror). In contrast, when we utter a vocal gesture, we hear ourselves just as others do. One result is that the
vocal gesture can affect the speaker in much the same way that it affects the listeners. Another is that we are
far better able to stop ourselves in vocal gestures than we are able to stop ourselves in physical gestures. In
other words, we have far better control over vocal gestures than physical ones. This ability to control oneself
and one’s reactions is critical, as we will see, to the other distinctive capabilities of humans. More generally, “it
has been the vocal gesture that has preeminently provided the medium of social organization in human
society” (Mead, 1959:188).

Significant Symbols

A significant symbol is a kind of gesture, one which only humans can make. Gestures become significant
symbols when they arouse in the individual who is making them the same kind of response (it need not be
identical) they are supposed to elicit from those to whom the gestures are addressed. Only when we have
significant symbols can we truly have communication; communication in the full sense of the term is not
possible between ants, bees, and so on. Physical gestures can be significant symbols, but as we have seen, they
are not ideally suited to be significant symbols because people cannot easily see or hear their own physical
gestures. Thus, it is vocal utterances that are most likely to become significant symbols, although not all
vocalizations are such symbols. The set of vocal gestures most likely to become significant symbols is language:
“a symbol which answers to a meaning in that experience of the first individual and which also calls out the
meaning in the second individual. Where the gesture reaches that situation it has become what we call
‘language.’ It is now a significant symbol and it signifies a certain meaning” (Mead, [1934] 1962:46). In a
conversation of gestures, only the gestures themselves are communicated. However, with language, the
gestures and their meanings are communicated.

One of the things that language, or significant symbols more generally, does is call out the same response in
the individual who is speaking that it does in others. The word dog or cat elicits the same mental image in the
person uttering the word that it does in those to whom it is addressed. Another effect of language is that it
stimulates the person speaking as it does others. The person yelling “fire” in a crowded theater is at least as
motivated to leave the theater as are those to whom the shout is addressed. Thus, significant symbols allow
people to be the stimulators of their own actions.

Adopting his pragmatist orientation, Mead also looks at the “functions” of gestures in general and of
significant symbols in particular. The function of the gesture “is to make adjustment possible among the
individuals implicated in any given social act with reference to the object or objects with which that act is
concerned” (Mead, [1934] 1962:46). Thus, an involuntary facial grimace may be made in order to prevent a
child from going too close to the edge of a precipice and thereby prevent him or her from being in a
potentially dangerous situation. While the nonsignificant gesture works, the “significant symbol affords far
greater facilities for such adjustment and readjustment than does the nonsignificant gesture, because it calls
out in the individual making it the same attitude toward it … and enables him to adjust his subsequent
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behavior to theirs in the light of that attitude” (Mead, [1934] 1962:46). For example, in communicating our
displeasure to others, an angry verbal rebuke works far better than does contorted body language. This is
because the person who is using significant symbols (speech) can imagine the various ways that the child
would respond to the rebuke. The speaker is prepared, then, to defend or explain the basis for the rebuke with
the expectation that the child can learn the reason behind the words. This rich form of interaction cannot
proceed if the person is merely responding to the child through unconscious body language.

Another very important function of significant symbols is that they contribute to the emergence of the mind
and mental processes. It is only through significant symbols, especially language, that human thinking is
possible (lower animals cannot think, in Mead’s terms). Mead defines thinking as “simply an internalized or
implicit conversation of the individual with himself by means of such gestures” ([1934] 1962:47). Even more
strongly, Mead argues: “Thinking is the same as talking to other people” (1982:155). In other words, thinking
involves talking to oneself. Thus, we can see clearly here how Mead defines thinking in behaviorist terms.
Conversations involve behavior (talking), and that behavior also occurs within the individual; when it does,
thinking is taking place. This is not a mentalistic definition of thinking; it is decidedly behavioristic.

Significant symbols also make possible symbolic interaction. That is, people can interact with one another not
just through gestures but also through significant symbols. This ability, of course, makes a world of difference
and makes possible much more complex interaction patterns and forms of social organization than would be
possible through gestures alone.

The significant symbol obviously plays a central role in Mead’s thinking. In fact, David Miller (1982a:10–11)
accords the significant symbol the central role in Mead’s theory.

Mind

The mind, which is defined by Mead as a process and not a thing, as an inner conversation with one’s self, is
not found within the individual; it is not intracranial but is a social phenomenon (Franks, 2007). It arises and
develops within the social process and is an integral part of that process. The social process precedes the mind;
it is not, as many believe, a product of the mind. Thus, the mind, too, is defined functionally rather than
substantively. Given these similarities to ideas such as consciousness, is there anything distinctive about the
mind? We already have seen that humans have the peculiar capacity to call out in themselves the response they
are seeking to elicit from others. A distinctive characteristic of the mind is the ability of the individual “to call
out in himself not simply a single response of the other but the response, so to speak, of the community as a
whole. That is what gives to an individual what we term ‘mind.’ To do anything now means a certain
organized response; and if one has in himself that response, he has what we term ‘mind’” (Mead, [1934]
1962:267). Thus, the mind can be distinguished from other like-sounding concepts in Mead’s work by its
ability to respond to the overall community and put forth an organized response.

Mead also looks at the mind in another, pragmatic way. That is, the mind involves thought processes oriented
toward problem solving. The real world is rife with problems, and it is the function of the mind to try to solve
those problems and permit people to operate more effectively in the world.

429



Self

Much of Mead’s thinking in general, and especially on the mind, involves his ideas on the critically important
concept of the self (Schwalbe, 2005). For Mead, the self is defined as a process. This means that the child is
not born with a self, but that it emerges over time. People acquire selves when they are able to take themselves
as objects. That is, they are able to act on and respond to themselves as they would to any other object in their
environment. The self, then, has the ability to both act as a subject (a source of action) and to take itself as an
object.

As is true of all of Mead’s major concepts, what should be clear is that selves do not precede society. Rather,
they are a product of social processes, in particular, the process of communication between human beings. In
contrast to many psychological theories that treat the self as an entity that exists inside of the person, Mead
embeds the self in social experience and social processes. In this way, Mead seeks to give a behavioristic sense
of the self: “But it is where one does respond to that which he addresses to another and where that response of
his own becomes a part of his conduct, where he not only hears himself but responds to himself, talks and
replies to himself as truly as the other person replies to him, that we have behavior in which the individuals
become objects to themselves” ([1934] 1962:139; italics added). The self, then, is simply another aspect of the
overall social process of which the individual is a part. This said, once a self has developed, it is possible for it
to continue to exist without social contact. Thus, Robinson Crusoe developed a self while he was in
civilization, and he continued to have it when he was living alone on what he thought for a while was a
deserted island. In other words, he continued to have the ability to take himself as an object.

The general mechanism for the development of the self is reflexivity, or the ability to put ourselves
unconsciously into others’ places and to act as they act. As a result, people are able to examine themselves as
others would examine them. As Mead says:

It is by means of reflexiveness—the turning-back of the experience of the individual upon himself—
that the whole social process is thus brought into the experience of the individuals involved in it; it
is by such means, which enable the individual to take the attitude of the other toward himself, that
the individual is able consciously to adjust himself to that process, and to modify the resultant
process in any given social act in terms of his adjustment to it.

(Mead, [1934] 1962:134)

The self also allows people to take part in their conversations with others. That is, one is aware of what one is
saying and, as a result, is able to monitor what is being said and to determine what is going to be said next.

In order to have selves, individuals must be able to get “outside themselves” so that they can evaluate
themselves, so that they can become objects to themselves. To do this, people basically put themselves in the
same experiential field as they put everyone else.

Indeed, one of the most counterintuitive, and sociologically important, assumptions of Mead’s theory of self is
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that people cannot experience themselves directly. They can do so only indirectly by putting themselves in the
position of others and viewing themselves from that standpoint. The standpoint from which one views one’s
self can be that of a particular individual or that of the social group as a whole. As Mead puts it, most
generally, “It is only by taking the roles of others that we have been able to come back to ourselves”
(1959:184–185). The implication is that even in their most private moments, people bear the mark of their
relationships with others. Selves are deeply social in their makeup and character.

Child Development

Mead is very interested in the genesis of the self. He sees the conversation of gestures as the background for
the self, but it does not involve a self, because in such a conversation the people are not taking themselves as
objects. Mead traces the genesis of the self through two stages4 in childhood development.

Play Stage

The first stage is the play stage; it is during this stage that children learn to take the attitude of particular
others to themselves (Vail, 2007b). Although lower animals also play, only human beings “play at being
someone else” (Aboulafia, 1986:9). Mead gives the example of a child playing “at being a mother, at being a
teacher, at being a policeman.” In playing these roles, the child prompts herself with the same stimuli that
would prompt action in these other people (Mead, [1934] 1962:150). As a result of such play, the child learns
to become both subject and object and begins to become able to build a self. However, it is a limited self
because the child can take only the roles of distinct and separate others. Children may play at being “mommy”
and “daddy” and, in the process, develop the ability to evaluate themselves as their parents, and other specific
individuals, do. However, they lack a more general and organized sense of themselves.

Game Stage

It is the next stage, the game stage, that is required if a person is to develop a self in the full sense of the term
(Vail, 2007c). Whereas in the play stage the child takes the role of discrete others, in the game stage, the child
must take the role of everyone else involved in the game. Furthermore, these different roles must have a
definite relationship to one another. In illustrating the game stage, Mead gives his famous example of a
baseball (or, as he calls it, “ball nine”) game:

But in a game where a number of individuals are involved, then the child taking one role must be
ready to take the role of everyone else. If he gets in a ball nine he must have the responses of each
position involved in his own position. He must know what everyone else is going to do in order to
carry out his own play. He has to take all of these roles. They do not all have to be present in
consciousness at the same time, but at some moments he has to have three or four individuals
present in his own attitude, such as the one who is going to throw the ball, the one who is going to
catch it, and so on. These responses must be, in some degree, present in his own make-up. In the
game, then, there is a set of responses of such others so organized that the attitude of one calls out
the appropriate attitudes of the other.
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(Mead, [1934] 1962:151)

In the play stage, children are not organized wholes because they play at a series of discrete roles. As a result,
in Mead’s view they lack definite personalities. However, in the game stage,5 such organization begins and a
definite personality starts to emerge. Children begin to become able to function in organized groups and, most
important, to determine what they will do within a specific group.

Generalized Other

The game stage yields one of Mead’s (1959:87) best-known concepts, the generalized other (Vail, 2007d). The
generalized other is the attitude of the entire community or, in the example of the baseball game, the attitude
of the entire team. The ability to take the role of the generalized other is essential to the self: “Only in so far as
he takes the attitudes of the organized social group to which he belongs toward the organized, co-operative
social activity or set of such activities in which that group is engaged, does he develop a complete self” (Mead,
[1934] 1962:155). It is also crucial that people be able to evaluate themselves from the point of view of the
generalized other and not merely from the viewpoint of discrete others. Taking the role of the generalized
other, rather than that of discrete others, allows for the possibility of abstract thinking and objectivity (Mead,
1959:190). Here is the way Mead describes the full development of the self:

So the self reaches its full development by organizing these individual attitudes of others into the
organized social or group attitudes, and by thus becoming an individual reflection of the general
systematic pattern of social or group behavior in which it and others are involved—a pattern which
enters as a whole into the individual’s experience in terms of these organized group attitudes which,
through the mechanism of the central nervous system, he takes toward himself, just as he takes the
individual attitudes of others.

(Mead, [1934] 1962:158)

In other words, to have a self, one must be a member of a community and be directed by the attitudes
common to the community. While play requires only pieces of selves, the game requires a coherent self.

Not only is taking the role of the generalized other essential to the self, it also is crucial for the development of
organized group activities. A group requires that individuals direct their activities in accord with the attitudes
of the generalized other. The generalized other also represents Mead’s familiar propensity to give priority to
the social, because it is through the generalized other that the group influences the behavior of individuals.

Mead also looks at the self from a pragmatic point of view. At the individual level, the self allows the
individual to be a more efficient member of the larger society. Because of the self, people are more likely to do
what is expected of them in a given situation. Because people often try to live up to group expectations, they
are more likely to avoid the inefficiencies that come from failing to do what the group expects. Furthermore,
the self allows for greater coordination in society as a whole. Because individuals can be counted on to do what
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is expected of them, the group can operate more effectively.

The preceding, as well as the overall discussion of the self, might lead us to believe that Mead’s actors are little
more than conformists and that there is little individuality, since everyone is busy conforming to the
expectations of the generalized other. But Mead is clear that each self is different from all the others. Selves
share a common structure, but each self receives unique biographical articulation. In addition, it is clear that
there is not simply one grand generalized other but that there are many generalized others in society, because
there are many groups in society. People, therefore, have multiple generalized others and, as a result, multiple
selves. Each person’s unique set of selves makes him or her different from everyone else. Furthermore, people
need not accept the community as it is; they can reform things and seek to make them better. We are able to
change the community because of our capacity to think.

Mead identifies two aspects, or phases, of the self, which he labels the “I” and the “me” (for a critique of this
distinction, see Athens, 1995). As Mead puts it, “The self is essentially a social process going on with these
two distinguishable phases” ([1934] 1962:178). It is important to bear in mind that the “I” and the “me” are
processes within the larger process of the self; they are not “things.”

“I” and “Me”

The “I” is the immediate response of an individual to others. It is the incalculable, unpredictable, and creative
aspect of the self. People do not know in advance what the action of the “I” will be: “But what that response
will be he does not know and nobody else knows. Perhaps he will make a brilliant play or an error. The
response to that situation as it appears in his immediate experience is uncertain” (Mead, [1934] 1962:175).
We are never totally aware of the “I,” and through it we surprise ourselves with our actions. We know the “I”
only after the act has been carried out. Thus, we know the “I” only in our memories. Mead lays great stress on
the “I” for four reasons. First, it is a key source of novelty in the social process. Second, Mead believes that it is
in the “I” that our most important values are located. Third, the “I” constitutes something that we all seek—
the realization of the self. It is the “I” that permits us to develop a “definite personality.” Finally, Mead sees an
evolutionary process in history in which people in primitive societies are dominated more by the “me,” while
in modern societies there is a greater component of the “I.”

The “I” gives Mead’s theoretical system some much-needed dynamism and creativity. Without it, Mead’s
actors would be totally dominated by external and internal controls. With it, Mead is able to deal with the
changes brought about not only by the great figures in history (for example, Einstein) but also by individuals
on a day-to-day basis. It is the “I” that makes these changes possible. Since every personality is a mix of “I”
and “me,” the great historical figures are seen as having a larger proportion of “I” than most others have. But
in day-to-day situations, anyone’s “I” may assert itself and lead to change in the social situation. Uniqueness is
also brought into Mead’s system through the biographical articulation of each individual’s “I” and “me.” That
is, the specific exigencies of each person’s life give him or her a unique mix of “I” and “me.”

The “I” reacts against the “me,” which is the “organized set of attitudes of others which one himself assumes”
(Mead, [1934] 1962:175). In other words, the “me” is the adoption of the generalized other. In contrast to the
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“I,” people are conscious of the “me”; the “me” involves conscious responsibility. As Mead says, “The ‘me’ is a
conventional, habitual individual” ([1934] 1962:197). Conformists are dominated by the “me,” although
everyone—whatever his or her degree of conformity—has, and must have, a substantial “me.” It is through the
“me” that society dominates the individual. Indeed, Mead defines the idea of social control as the dominance of
the expression of the “me” over the expression of the “I.” Later in Mind, Self and Society, Mead elaborates on
his ideas on social control:

Social control, as operating in terms of self-criticism, exerts itself so intimately and extensively over
individual behavior or conduct, serving to integrate the individual and his actions with reference to
the organized social process of experience and behavior in which he is implicated.… Social control
over individual behavior or conduct operates by virtue of the social origin and basis of such [self-]
criticism. That is to say, self-criticism is essentially social criticism, and behavior controlled socially.
Hence social control, so far from tending to crush out the human individual or to obliterate his self-
conscious individuality, is, on the contrary, actually constitutive of and inextricably associated with
that individuality.

(Mead, [1934] 1962:255)

Mead also looks at the “I” and the “me” in pragmatic terms. The “me” allows the individual to live
comfortably in the social world, while the “I” makes change in society possible. Society gets enough
conformity to allow it to function, and it gets a steady infusion of new developments to prevent it from
stagnating. The “I” and the “me” are thus part of the whole social process and allow both individuals and
society to function more effectively.

Society

Even though Mead has been associated with social psychology, from the very beginning of his career he was
also concerned with the concept of society. The self, he insisted, could not be understood outside of its social
context. In particular, he was interested in the relationship between society, self, and social change. This said,
in spite of its centrality in his theoretical system, Mead has relatively little to say explicitly about society
(Athens, 2005). Even John Baldwin, who sees a much more societal (macro) component in Mead’s thinking,
is forced to admit: “The macro components of Mead’s theoretical system are not as well developed as the
micro” (1986:123). A full understanding of Mead’s theory of society requires, then, what Jean-François Côté
(2015) calls a “critical reconstruction” of Mead’s theory of society. In other words, though Mead is never
explicit in his macro analysis, and thereby lacks the clarity found in Comte, Spencer, Marx, Weber, and
Durkheim, a valuable and unique theory of society can be developed through a careful reading of his work.

At the most general level, Mead uses the term society to mean the ongoing social process that precedes both
the mind and the self. He draws on both evolutionary and Hegelian perspectives to give us “a picture of a
society as a living process of formation and transformation” (Côté, 2015:14). Though this definition bears
some similarities to Spencer’s organismic conception of society (see Chapter 1) and Durkheim’s definition of
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society as a social fact or a thing in itself (see Chapter 3), it should be clear that Mead offers a dialectical
theory of self and society. Self-consciousness and social consciousness, though distinct phenomenon, develop
in relationship to one another.

On one side of this dialectic, society guides the actions of individuals. Here, society represents the organized
set of responses that are taken over by the individual in the form of the “me.” In this sense, individuals carry
society around with them, giving them the ability, through self-criticism, to control themselves. On the other
side, society depends upon the self-reflective consciousness of its citizens. The consciousness of a society and
the nature of its institutions develop in relationship to the consciousness of the persons who compose that
society: “[S]elf-consciousness for Mead is not only, and not even primarily, an individual issue, but rather a
societal one; it is only at a certain historical point in its self-development that a society requires the
universality of self-conscious individuals for its development, that is to say, reaching every single individual”
(Côté, 2015:ix). This is also where Mead’s interest in social reform meets his theory of self and society.
According to Mead, the emergence of the political institution of “mass democracy” signals a new level of
social evolution in which social change depends on the exercise of reflective individual self-consciousness at a
collective level (Côté, 2015).

Mead also uses the concept of emergence in his work. Emergence describes processes in which unique wholes
develop out of the relationship between their parts. For example, even though the phenomenon of society
emerges out of the interaction between individuals, society is not merely the sum of those individual
interactions. The whole is more than the sum of its parts. Mead says, “Emergence involves a reorganization,
but the reorganization brings in something that was not there before. The first time oxygen and hydrogen
come together, water appears. Now water is a combination of hydrogen and oxygen, but water was not there
before in the separate elements” (Mead, [1934] 1962:198). Typically, when Mead uses the concept of
emergence, it is to describe how consciousness emerges out of the social, but as we have seen from the above
discussion, Mead also allows for the social to emerge from the level of the interaction between individual
consciousnesses.

At a more specific societal level, Mead does have a number of things to say about social institutions. For
Mead, institutions (and the generalized other) are the “mediating points between self and society” (Côté,
2015:22). Mead broadly defines an institution as the “common response in the community” or “the life habits
of the community” ([1934] 1962:261, 264; see also Mead, 1936:376). More specifically, he says, “[T]he whole
community acts toward the individual under certain circumstances in an identical way.… [T]here is an
identical response on the part of the whole community under these conditions. We call that the formation of
the institution” (Mead, [1934] 1962:167). We carry this organized set of attitudes around with us, and it
serves to control our actions, largely through the “me.”

Education is the process by which the common habits of the community (the institution) are “internalized” in
the actor. This is an essential process because, in Mead’s view, people neither have selves nor are genuine
members of the community until they can respond to themselves as the larger community does. To do so,
people must have internalized the common attitudes of the community.
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But again, Mead is careful to point out that institutions need not destroy individuality or stifle creativity.
Mead recognizes that there are “oppressive, stereotyped, and ultra-conservative social institutions—like the
church—which by their more or less rigid and inflexible unprogressiveness crush or blot out individuality”
([1934] 1962:262). However, he is quick to add, “There is no necessary or inevitable reason why social
institutions should be oppressive or rigidly conservative, or why they should not rather be, as many are, flexible
and progressive, fostering individuality rather than discouraging it” (Mead, [1934] 1962:262). To Mead,
institutions should define what people ought to do only in a very broad and general sense and should allow
plenty of room for individuality and creativity. Mead here demonstrates a very modern conception of social
institutions as both constraining individuals and enabling them to be creative individuals (see Giddens, 1984).
Mead was distinct from the other classical theorists in emphasizing the enabling character of society—
arguably disregarding society’s constraining power (Athens, 2002).
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Symbolic Interactionism: The Basic Principles

The heart of this chapter is a discussion of the basic principles of symbolic interaction theory. Although we try
to characterize the theory in general terms, this is not easy to do, for as Paul Rock says, it has a “deliberately
constructed vagueness” and a “resistance to systematisation” (1979:18–19). There are significant differences
within symbolic interactionism, some of which are discussed as we proceed.

Some symbolic interactionists (Blumer, 1969a; Manis and Meltzer, 1978; A. Rose, 1962; Snow, 2001) have
tried to enumerate the basic principles of the theory. These principles include the following:

1. Human beings, unlike lower animals, are endowed with the capacity for thought.
2. The capacity for thought is shaped by social interaction.
3. In social interaction, people learn the meanings and the symbols that allow them to exercise their

distinctively human capacity for thought.
4. Meanings and symbols allow people to carry on distinctively human action and interaction.
5. People are able to modify or alter the meanings and symbols that they use in action and interaction on

the basis of their interpretation of the situation.
6. People are able to make these modifications and alterations because, in part, of their ability to interact

with themselves, which allows them to examine possible courses of action, assess their relative
advantages and disadvantages, and then choose one.

7. The intertwined patterns of action and interaction make up groups and societies.

Capacity for Thought

The crucial assumption that human beings possess the ability to think differentiates symbolic interactionism
from its behaviorist roots. This assumption also provides the basis for the entire theoretical orientation of
symbolic interactionism. Bernard Meltzer, James Petras, and Larry Reynolds stated that the assumption of the
human capacity for thought is one of the major contributions of early symbolic interactionists, such as James,
Dewey, Thomas, Cooley, and of course, Mead: “Individuals in human society were not seen as units that are
motivated by external or internal forces beyond their control, or within the confines of a more or less fixed
structure. Rather, they were viewed as reflective or interacting units which comprise the societal entity”
(1975:42). The ability to think enables people to act reflectively rather than just behave unreflectively. People
must often construct and guide what they do, rather than just release it.

The ability to think is embedded in the mind, but the symbolic interactionists have a somewhat unusual
conception of the mind as originating in the socialization of consciousness. They distinguish it from the
physiological brain. People must have brains in order to develop minds, but a brain does not inevitably
produce a mind, as is clear in the case of lower animals (Troyer, 1946). Also, symbolic interactionists do not
conceive of the mind as a thing, a physical structure, but rather as a continuing process. It is a process that is
itself part of the larger process of stimulus and response. The mind is related to virtually every other aspect of
symbolic interactionism, including socialization, meanings, symbols, the self, interaction, and even society.
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Thinking and Interaction

People possess only a general capacity for thought. This capacity must be shaped and refined in the process of
social interaction. Such a view leads the symbolic interactionist to focus on a specific form of social interaction
—socialization. The human ability to think is developed early in childhood socialization and is refined during
adult socialization. Symbolic interactionists have a view of the socialization process that is different from that
of most other sociologists. To symbolic interactionists, conventional sociologists are likely to see socialization
as simply a process by which people learn the things that they need to survive in society (for instance, culture,
role expectations). To the symbolic interactionists, socialization is a more dynamic process that allows people
to develop the ability to think, to develop in distinctively human ways. Furthermore, socialization is not
simply a one-way process in which the actor receives information, but is a dynamic process in which the actor
shapes and adapts the information to his or her own needs (Manis and Meltzer, 1978:6).

Symbolic interactionists are, of course, interested not simply in socialization but in interaction in general,
which is of “vital importance in its own right” (Blumer, 1969b:8). Interaction is the process in which the ability
to think is both developed and expressed. All types of interaction, not just interaction during socialization,
refine our ability to think. Beyond that, thinking shapes the interaction process. In most interaction, actors
must take account of others and decide if and how to fit their activities to others. However, not all interaction
involves thinking. The differentiation made by Blumer (following Mead) between two basic forms of social
interaction is relevant here. The first, nonsymbolic interaction—Mead’s conversation of gestures—does not
involve thinking. The second, symbolic interaction, does require mental processes.

The importance of thinking to symbolic interactionists is reflected in their views on objects. Blumer
differentiates between three types of objects: physical objects, such as a chair or a tree; social objects, such as a
student or a mother; and abstract objects, such as an idea or a moral principle. Objects are seen simply as things
“out there” in the real world; what is of greatest significance is the way they are defined by actors. The latter
leads to the relativistic view that different objects have different meanings for different individuals: “A tree will
be a different object to a botanist, a lumberman, a poet, and a home gardener” (Blumer, 1969b:11).

Individuals learn the meanings of objects during the socialization process. Most of us learn a common set of
meanings, but in many cases, as with the tree mentioned above, we have different definitions of the same
objects. Although this definitional view can be taken to an extreme, symbolic interactionists need not deny the
existence of objects in the real world. All they need do is point out the crucial nature of the definition of those
objects as well as the possibility that actors may have different definitions of the same object. As Herbert
Blumer said: “The nature of an object … consists of the meaning that it has for the person for whom it is an
object” (1969b:11).

Learning Meanings and Symbols

Symbolic interactionists, following Mead, tend to accord causal significance to social interaction. Thus,
meaning stems not from solitary mental processes but from interaction. This focus derives from Mead’s
pragmatism: he focused on human action and interaction, not on isolated mental processes. Symbolic
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interactionists have, in general, continued in this direction. Among other things, the central concern is not
how people mentally create meanings and symbols but how they learn them during interaction in general and
socialization in particular.

People learn symbols as well as meanings in social interaction. Whereas people respond to signs unthinkingly,
they respond to symbols in a thoughtful manner. Signs stand for themselves (for example, the gestures of
angry dogs or water to a person dying of thirst). “Symbols are social objects used to represent (or ‘stand in for,’
‘take the place of’) whatever people agree they shall represent” (Charon, 1998:47). Not all social objects stand
for other things, but those that do are symbols. Words, physical artifacts, and physical actions (for example,
the word boat, a cross or a Star of David, and a clenched fist) all can be symbols. People often use symbols to
communicate something about themselves: they drive Rolls-Royces, for instance, to communicate a certain
style of life.

Symbolic interactionists conceive of language as a vast system of symbols. Words are symbols because they are
used to stand for things. Words make all other symbols possible. Acts, objects, and other words exist and have
meaning only because they have been and can be described through the use of words.

Symbols are crucial in allowing people to act in distinctively human ways. Because of the symbol, the human
being “does not respond passively to a reality that imposes itself but actively creates and re-creates the world
acted in” (Charon, 1998:69). In addition to this general utility, symbols in general and language in particular
have a number of specific functions for the actor.

First, symbols enable people to deal with the material and social world by allowing them to name, categorize,
and remember the objects they encounter there. In this way, people are able to order a world that otherwise
would be confusing. Language allows people to name, categorize, and especially remember much more
efficiently than they could with other kinds of symbols, such as pictorial images.

Second, symbols improve people’s ability to perceive the environment. Instead of being flooded by a mass of
indistinguishable stimuli, the actor can be alerted to some parts of the environment rather than others.

Third, symbols improve the ability to think. Although a set of pictorial symbols would allow a limited ability
to think, language greatly expands this ability. Thinking, in these terms, can be conceived of as symbolic
interaction with one’s self.

Fourth, symbols greatly increase the ability to solve various problems. Lower animals must use trial and error,
but human beings can think through symbolically a variety of alternative actions before actually taking one.
This ability reduces the chance of making costly mistakes.

Fifth, the use of symbols allows actors to transcend time, space, and even their own persons. Through the use
of symbols, actors can imagine what it was like to live in the past or what it might be like to live in the future.
In addition, actors can transcend their own persons symbolically and imagine what the world is like from
another person’s point of view. This is the well-known symbolic-interactionist concept of taking the role of the
other (David Miller, 1981).
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Sixth, symbols allow us to imagine a metaphysical reality, such as heaven or hell. Seventh, and most generally,
symbols allow people to avoid being enslaved by their environment. They can be active rather than passive—
that is, self-directed in what they do.

Action and Interaction

Symbolic interactionists’ primary concern is with the impact of meanings and symbols on human action and
interaction. Here it is useful to employ Mead’s differentiation between covert and overt behavior. Covert
behavior is the thinking process, involving symbols and meanings. Overt behavior is the actual behavior
performed by an actor. Some overt behavior does not involve covert behavior (habitual behavior or mindless
responses to external stimuli). However, most human action involves both kinds. Covert behavior is of
greatest concern to symbolic interactionists, whereas overt behavior is of greatest concern to exchange
theorists or to traditional behaviorists in general.

Meanings and symbols give human social action (which involves a single actor) and social interaction (which
involves two or more actors engaged in mutual social action) distinctive characteristics. Social action is that in
which the individuals are acting with others in mind. In other words, in undertaking an action, people
simultaneously try to gauge its impact on the other actors involved. Although they often engage in mindless,
habitual behavior, people have the capacity to engage in social action.

In the process of social interaction, people symbolically communicate meanings to the others involved. The
others interpret those symbols and orient their responding action on the basis of their interpretation. In other
words, in social interaction, actors engage in a process of mutual influence. Christopher (2001) refers to this
dynamic social interaction as a “dance” that partners engage in.

Making Choices

Partly because of the ability to handle meanings and symbols, people, unlike lower animals, can make choices
in the actions in which they engage. People need not accept the meanings and symbols that are imposed on
them from without. On the basis of their own interpretation of the situation, “humans are capable of forming
new meanings and new lines of meaning” (Manis and Meltzer, 1978:7). Thus, to the symbolic interactionist,
actors have at least some autonomy. They are not simply constrained or determined; they are capable of
making unique and independent choices. Furthermore, they are able to develop a life that has a unique style
(Perinbanayagam, 1985:53).

W. I. Thomas and Dorothy Thomas were instrumental in underscoring this creative capacity in their concept
of definition of the situation: “If men define situations as real, they are real in their consequences” (Thomas and
Thomas, 1928:572). The Thomases knew that most of our definitions of situations have been provided for us
by society. In fact, they emphasized this point, identifying especially the family and the community as sources
of our social definitions. However, the Thomases’ position is distinctive for its emphasis on the possibility of
“spontaneous” individual definitions of situations, which allow people to alter and modify meanings and
symbols.
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Groups and Societies

Symbolic interactionists are generally highly critical of the tendency of other sociologists to focus on macro
structures. As Paul Rock says, “Interactionism discards most macrosociological thought as an unsure and
overambitious metaphysics … not accessible to intelligent examination” (1979:238). Dmitri Shalin points to
“interactionist criticism aimed at the classical view of social order as external, atemporal, determinate at any
given moment and resistant to change” (1986:14). Rock also says, “Whilst it [symbolic interactionism] does
not wholly shun the idea of social structure, its stress upon activity and process relegates structural metaphors
to a most minor place” (1979:50).

Blumer is in the forefront of those who are critical of this “sociological determinism [in which] the social
action of people is treated as an outward flow or expression of forces playing on them rather than as acts
which are built up by people through their interpretation of the situations in which they are placed” ([1962]
1969:84).6 To Blumer, society is not made up of macro structures. The essence of society is to be found in
actors and action: “Human society is to be seen as consisting of acting people, and the life of the society is to
be seen as consisting of their actions” (Blumer, [1962] 1969:85). Human society is action; group life is a
“complex of ongoing activity.” However, society is not made up of an array of isolated acts. There is collective
action as well, which involves “individuals fitting their lines of action to one another, … participants making
indications to one another, not merely each to himself” (Blumer, 1969b:16). This gives rise to what Mead
called the social act and Blumer calls joint action.

Blumer accepted the idea of emergence—that large-scale structures emerge from micro processes (Morrione,
1988). According to Maines, “The key to understanding Blumer’s treatment of large-scale organizations rests
on his conception of joint action” (1988:46). A joint action is not simply the sum total of individual acts—it
comes to have a character of its own. A joint action thus is not external to or coercive of actors and their
actions; rather, it is created by actors and their actions.

From this discussion one gets the sense that the joint act is almost totally flexible—that is, that society can
become almost anything the actors want it to be. However, Blumer was not prepared to go as far as that. He
argued that each instance of joint action must be formed anew, but he did recognize that joint action is likely
to have a “well-established and repetitive form” (Blumer, 1969b:17). Not only does most joint action recur in
patterns, but Blumer also was willing to admit that such action is guided by systems of preestablished
meanings, such as culture and social order.

It would appear that Blumer admitted that there are large-scale structures and that they are important. Here
Blumer followed Mead ([1934] 1962), who admitted that such structures are very important. However, such
structures have an extremely limited role in symbolic interactionism. For one thing, Blumer most often argued
that large-scale structures are little more than “frameworks” within which the really important aspects of social
life, action and interaction, take place ([1962] 1969:87). Large-scale structures do set the conditions and
limitations on human action, but they do not determine it. In his view, people do not act within the context of
structures such as society; rather, they act in situations. Large-scale structures are important in that they shape
the situations in which individuals act and supply to actors the fixed set of symbols that enable them to act.
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Even when Blumer discussed such preestablished patterns, he hastened to make it clear that “areas of
unprescribed conduct are just as natural, indigenous, and recurrent in human group life as those areas covered
by preestablished and faithfully followed prescriptions of joint action” (1969b:18). Not only are there many
unprescribed areas, but even in prescribed areas joint action has to be created and re-created consistently.
Actors are guided by generally accepted meanings in this creation and recreation, but they are not determined
by them. They may accept them as is, but they also can make minor and even major alterations in them. In
Blumer’s words, “It is the social process in group life that creates and upholds the rules, not the rules that
create and uphold group life” (1969b:19).

Sheldon Stryker was not satisfied with Blumer’s treatment of the relationship between micro process and
macro structures, and he enunciated a more ambitious integrative goal for symbolic interactionism: “A
satisfactory theoretical framework must bridge social structure and person, must be able to move from the
level of the person to that of large-scale social structure and back again.… There must exist a conceptual
framework facilitating movement across the levels of organization and person” (1980:53). (Perinbanayagam
articulated a similar goal for symbolic interactionism: “[T]he existence of structure and meaning, self and
others, the dialectic of being and emergence, leading to a dialectical interactionism” [1985:xv].) Stryker
embedded his orientation in Meadian symbolic interactionism but sought to extend it to the societal level,
primarily through the use of role theory:

This version begins with Mead, but goes beyond Mead to introduce role theoretic concepts and
principles, in order to adequately deal with the reciprocal impact of social person and social
structure. The nexus in this reciprocal impact is interaction. It is in the context of the social process
—the ongoing patterns of interaction joining individual actors—that social structure operates to
constrain the conceptions of self, the definitions of the situation, and the behavioral opportunities
and repertoires that bound and guide the interaction that takes place.

(Sheldon Stryker, 1980:52)

Stryker developed his orientation in terms of eight general principles:

1. Human action is dependent on a named and classified world in which the names and classifications have
meaning for actors. People learn through interaction with others how to classify the world, as well as
how they are expected to behave toward it.

2. Among the most important things that people learn are the symbols used to designate social positions. A
critical point here is that Stryker conceived of positions in structural terms: “[T]he relatively stable,
morphological components of social structure” (Sheldon Stryker, 1980:54). Stryker also accorded roles
central importance, conceiving of them as the shared behavioral expectations attached to social
positions.

3. Stryker also recognized the importance of larger social structures, although he was inclined, like other
symbolic interactionists, to conceive of them in terms of organized patterns of behavior. In addition, his
discussion treated social structure as simply the “framework” within which people act. Within these
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structures, people name one another, that is, recognize one another as occupants of positions. In so
doing, people evoke reciprocal expectations of what each is expected to do.

4. Furthermore, in acting in this context, people name not only each other but also themselves; that is, they
apply positional designations to themselves. These self-designations become part of the self, internalized
expectations with regard to their own behavior.

5. When interacting, people define the situation by applying names to it, to other participants, to
themselves, and to particular features of the situation. These definitions are then used by the actors to
organize their behavior.

6. Social behavior is not determined by social meanings, although it is constrained by them. Stryker is a
strong believer in the idea of role making. People do not simply take roles; rather, they take an active,
creative orientation to their roles.

7. Social structures also serve to limit the degree to which roles are “made” rather than just “taken” (D.
Martin and Wilson, 2005). Some structures permit more creativity than others do.

8. The possibilities of role making make various social changes possible. Changes can occur in social
definitions—in names, symbols, and classifications—and in the possibilities for interaction. The
cumulative effect of these changes can be alterations in the larger social structures.

Although Stryker offered a useful beginning toward a more adequate symbolic interactionism, his work has a
number of limitations. The most notable is that he said little about larger social structures per se. Stryker saw
the need to integrate these larger structures in his work, but he recognized that a “full-fledged development of
how such incorporation could proceed is beyond the scope of the present work” (Sheldon Stryker, 1980:69).
Stryker saw only a limited future role for large-scale structural variables in symbolic interactionism. He hoped
ultimately to incorporate structural factors such as class, status, and power as variables constraining
interaction, but he was disinclined to see symbolic interactionism deal with the interrelationships between
these structural variables. Presumably, this kind of issue is to be left to other theories that focus more on large-
scale social phenomena.
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The Self and the Work of Erving Goffman

The self is a concept of enormous importance to symbolic interactionists (Bruder, 1998). In fact, Rock argues
that the self “constitutes the very hub of the interactionists’ intellectual scheme. All other sociological
processes and events revolve around that hub, taking from it their analytic meaning and organization”
(1979:102). Though the work of Erving Goffman cannot be reduced to his theories of the self (G. Smith,
2011), it is clear that one of his most important contributions to sociology is his theory of self. In what follows
we place Goffman’s theory of the self in the context of other symbolic interactionist theories of self as well as
Goffman’s more general theories.

The Self

In attempting to understand the concept of the self beyond its initial Meadian formulation, we must first
understand the idea of the looking-glass self developed by Charles Horton Cooley (Franks and Gecas, 1992).
Cooley defined this concept as

a somewhat definite imagination of how one’s self—that is, any idea he appropriates—appears in a
particular mind, and the kind of self-feeling one has is determined by the attitude toward this
attributed to that other mind.… So in imagination we perceive in another’s mind some thought of
our appearance, manners, aims, deeds, character, friends, and so on, and are variously affected by it.

(Cooley, [1902] 1964:169)

The idea of a looking-glass self can be broken down into three components. First, we imagine how we appear
to others. Second, we imagine what their judgment of that appearance must be. Third, we develop some self-
feeling, such as pride or mortification, as a result of our imagining others’ judgments.

Cooley’s concept of the looking-glass self and Mead’s concept of the self were important in the development
of the modern symbolic-interactionist conception of the self. Blumer defined the self in extremely simple
terms: “Nothing esoteric is meant by this expression [self]. It means merely that a human being can be an
object of his own action.… [H]e acts toward himself and guides himself in his actions toward others on the
basis of the kind of object he is to himself” (1969b:12). The self is a process, not a thing (Perinbanayagam,
1985). As Blumer made clear, the self helps human beings to act rather than simply respond to external
stimuli:
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Erving Goffman: A Biographical Sketch

Photograph courtesy of the American Sociological Association

Erving Goffman died in 1982 at the peak of his fame. He had long been regarded as a “cult” figure in sociological theory. That status
was achieved in spite of the fact that he had been a professor in the prestigious sociology department at the University of California,
Berkeley, and later held an endowed chair at the Ivy League’s University of Pennsylvania (P. Manning, 2005b; G. Smith, 2007,
2011).

By the 1980s, he had emerged as a centrally important theorist. In fact, he had been elected president of the American Sociological
Association in the year he died but was unable to give his presidential address because of advanced illness. Given Goffman’s
maverick status, Randall Collins says of his address: “Everyone wondered what he would do for his Presidential address: a straight,
traditional presentation seemed unthinkable for Goffman with his reputation as an iconoclast.… [W]e got a far more dramatic
message: Presidential address cancelled, Goffman dying. It was an appropriately Goffmanian way to go out” (1986b:112).

Goffman was born in Alberta, Canada, on June 11, 1922 (S. Williams, 1986). He earned his advanced degrees from the University
of Chicago and is most often thought of as a member of the Chicago school and as a symbolic interactionist. However, when he was
asked shortly before his death whether he was a symbolic interactionist, he replied that the label was too vague to allow him to put
himself in that category (P. Manning, 1992). In fact, it is hard to squeeze his work into any single category. In creating his
theoretical perspective, Goffman drew on many sources and created a distinctive orientation.

Randall Collins (1986b; S. Williams, 1986) links Goffman more to social anthropology than to symbolic interactionism. As an
undergraduate at the University of Toronto, Goffman had studied with an anthropologist, and at Chicago “his main contacts were
not with Symbolic Interactionists, but with W. Lloyd Warner [an anthropologist]” (R. Collins, 1986b:109). In Collins’s view, an
examination of the citations in Goffman’s early work indicates that he was influenced by social anthropologists and rarely cited
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symbolic interactionists, and when he did, it was to be critical of them. However, Goffman was influenced by the descriptive studies
produced at Chicago and integrated their outlook with that of social anthropology to produce his distinctive perspective. Thus,
whereas a symbolic interactionist would look at how people create or negotiate their self-images, Goffman was concerned with how
“society … forces people to present a certain image of themselves … because it forces us to switch back and forth between many
complicated roles, is also making us always somewhat untruthful, inconsistent, and dishonorable” (R. Collins, 1986a:107).

Despite the distinctiveness of his perspective, Goffman had a powerful influence on symbolic interactionism. In addition, it could be
argued that he had a hand in shaping another sociology of everyday life, ethnomethodology. In fact, Randall Collins sees Goffman as
a key figure in the formation not only of ethnomethodology, but of conversation analysis as well: “It was Goffman who pioneered the
close empirical study of everyday life, although he had done it with his bare eyes, before the days of tape recorders and video
recorders” (1986b:111). (See Chapter 10 for a discussion of the relationship between ethnomethodology and conversation analysis.)
In fact, a number of important ethnomethodologists (Sacks, Schegloff) studied with Goffman at Berkeley and not with the founder
of ethnomethodology, Harold Garfinkel.

Given their influence on symbolic interactionism, structuralism, and ethnomethodology, Goffman’s theories are likely to be
influential for a long time.

The process [interpretation] has two distinct steps. First, the actor indicates to himself the things
toward which he is acting; he has to point out in himself the things that have meaning.… This
interaction with himself is something other than an interplay of psychological elements; it is an
instance of the person engaging in a process of communicating with himself.… Second, by virtue of
this process of communicating with himself, interpretation becomes a matter of handling meanings.
The actor selects, checks, suspends, regroups, and transforms the meanings in the light of the
situation in which he is placed and the direction of his action.

(Blumer, 1969b:5)

Although this description of interpretation underscores the part played by the self in the process of choosing
how to act, Blumer has really not gone much beyond the early formulations of Cooley and Mead.

Goffman, however, significantly extends interactionist conceptions of the self in his book Presentation of Self in
Everyday Life (1959; Dowd, 1996; Schwalbe, 1993; Travers, 1992; Tseelon, 1992). Goffman’s conception of
the self is deeply indebted to Mead’s ideas, in particular, his discussion of the tension between the “I,” the
spontaneous self, and the “me,” social constraints within the self. This tension is mirrored in Goffman’s work
on what he called the “crucial discrepancy between our all-too-human selves and our socialized selves”
(1959:56). The tension results from the difference between what people expect us to do and what we may
want to do spontaneously. We are confronted with the demand to do what is expected of us; moreover, we are
not supposed to waver. As Goffman put it, “We must not be subject to ups and downs” (1959:56). In order to
maintain a stable self-image, people perform for their social audiences. As a result of this interest in
performance, Goffman focused on dramaturgy, or a view of social life as a series of dramatic performances akin
to those performed on the stage.

Dramaturgy

Goffman’s sense of the self was shaped by his dramaturgical approach (Alieva, 2008). To Goffman (as to
Mead and most other symbolic interactionists), the self is
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not an organic thing that has a specific location.… In analyzing the self then we are drawn from its
possessor, from the person who will profit or lose most by it, for he and his body merely provide the
peg on which something of collaborative manufacture will be hung for a time.… The means of
producing and maintaining selves do not reside inside the peg.

(Goffman, 1959:252–253)

Goffman perceived the self not as a possession of the actor but rather as the product of the dramatic
interaction between actor and audience. The self “is a dramatic effect arising … from a scene that is presented”
(Goffman, 1959:253). Because the self is a product of dramatic interaction, it is vulnerable to disruption
during the performance (Misztal, 2001). Goffman’s dramaturgy is concerned with the processes by which
such disturbances are prevented or dealt with. Although the bulk of his discussion focuses on these
dramaturgical contingencies, Goffman pointed out that most performances are successful. The result is that in
ordinary circumstances, a firm self is accorded to performers, and it “appears” to emanate from the performer.

Goffman assumed that when individuals interact, they want to present a certain sense of self that will be
accepted by others. However, even as they present that self, actors are aware that members of the audience can
disturb their performance. For that reason actors are attuned to the need to control the audience, especially
those elements of it that might be disruptive. The actors hope that the sense of self that they present to the
audience will be strong enough for the audience to define the actors as the actors want them to. The actors
also hope that this will cause the audience to act voluntarily as the actors want them to. Goffman
characterized this central interest as “impression management.” It involves techniques actors use to maintain
certain impressions in the face of problems they are likely to encounter and methods they use to cope with
these problems.

Following this theatrical analogy, Goffman spoke of a front stage. The front is that part of the performance
that generally functions in rather fixed and general ways to define the situation for those who observe the
performance. Within the front stage, Goffman further differentiated between the setting and the personal
front. The setting refers to the physical scene that ordinarily must be there if the actors are to perform.
Without it, the actors usually cannot perform. For example, a surgeon generally requires an operating room, a
taxi driver a cab, and an ice skater ice. The personal front consists of those items of expressive equipment that
the audience identifies with the performers and expects them to carry with them into the setting. A surgeon,
for instance, is expected to dress in a medical gown, have certain instruments, and so on.

Goffman then subdivided the personal front into appearance and manner. Appearance includes those items
that tell us the performer’s social status (for instance, the surgeon’s medical gown). Manner tells the audience
what sort of role the performer expects to play in the situation (for example, the use of physical mannerisms,
demeanor). A brusque manner and a meek manner indicate quite different kinds of performances. In general,
we expect appearance and manner to be consistent.

Although Goffman approached the front and other aspects of his system as a symbolic interactionist, he did
discuss their structural character. For example, he argued that fronts tend to become institutionalized, and so
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“collective representations” arise about what is to go on in a certain front. Very often when actors take on
established roles, they find particular fronts already established for such performances. The result, Goffman
argued, is that fronts tend to be selected, not created. This idea conveys a much more structural image than we
would receive from most symbolic interactionists.

Despite such a structural view, Goffman’s most interesting insights lie in the domain of interaction. He
argued that because people generally7 try to present an idealized picture of themselves in their front-stage
performances, inevitably they feel that they must hide things in their performances. First, actors may want to
conceal secret pleasures (for instance, drinking alcohol) engaged in prior to the performance or in past lives
(for instance, as drug addicts) that are incompatible with their performance. Second, actors may want to
conceal errors that have been made in the preparation of the performance as well as steps that have been taken
to correct these errors. For example, a taxi driver may seek to hide the fact that he started in the wrong
direction. Third, actors may find it necessary to show only end products and to conceal the process involved in
producing them. For example, professors may spend several hours preparing a lecture, but they may want to
act as if they have always known the material. Fourth, it may be necessary for actors to conceal from the
audience that “dirty work” was involved in the making of the end products. Dirty work may include tasks that
“were physically unclean, semi-legal, cruel, and degrading in other ways” (Goffman, 1959:44). Fifth, in giving
a certain performance, actors may have to let other standards slide. Finally, actors probably find it necessary to
hide any insults, humiliations, or deals made so that the performance could go on. Generally, actors have a
vested interest in hiding all such facts from their audience.

Another aspect of dramaturgy in the front stage is that actors often try to convey the impression that they are
closer to the audience than they actually are. For example, actors may try to foster the impression that the
performance in which they are engaged at the moment is their only performance or at least their most
important one. To do this, actors have to be sure that their audiences are segregated so that the falsity of the
performance is not discovered. Even if it is discovered, Goffman argued, the audiences themselves may try to
cope with the falsity so as not to shatter their idealized image of the actor. This reveals the interactional
character of performances. A successful performance depends on the involvement of all the parties. Another
example of this kind of impression management is an actor’s attempt to convey the idea that there is
something unique about this performance as well as his or her relationship to the audience. The audience, too,
wants to feel that it is the recipient of a unique performance.

Actors try to make sure that all the parts of any performance blend together. In some cases, a single discordant
aspect can disrupt a performance. However, performances vary in the amount of consistency required. A slip
by a priest on a sacred occasion would be terribly disruptive, but if a taxi driver made one wrong turn, it would
not be likely to damage the overall performance greatly.

Another technique employed by performers is mystification. Actors often tend to mystify their performances
by restricting the contact between themselves and the audience. By generating “social distance” between
themselves and the audience, they try to create a sense of awe in the audience. This, in turn, keeps the
audience from questioning the performance. Again Goffman pointed out that the audience is involved in this
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process and often itself seeks to maintain the credibility of the performance by keeping its distance from the
performer.

This leads us to Goffman’s interest in teams. To Goffman, as a symbolic interactionist, a focus on individual
actors obscured important facts about interaction. Goffman’s basic unit of analysis was thus not the individual
but the team. A team is any set of individuals who cooperate in staging a single routine. Thus, the preceding
discussion of the relationship between the performer and audience is really about teams.8 Each member is
reliant on the others, because all can disrupt the performance and all are aware that they are putting on an act.
Goffman concluded that a team is a kind of “secret society.”

Goffman also discussed a back stage where facts suppressed in the front or various kinds of informal actions
may appear. A back stage is usually adjacent to the front stage, but it is also cut off from it. Performers can
reliably expect no members of their front audience to appear in the back. Furthermore, they engage in various
types of impression management to make sure of this. A performance is likely to become difficult when actors
are unable to prevent the audience from entering the back stage. There is also a third, residual domain, the
outside, which is neither front nor back.

No area is always one of these three domains. Also, a given area can occupy all three domains at different
times. A professor’s office is front stage when a student visits, back stage when the student leaves, and outside
when the professor is at a university basketball game.

Impression Management

In general, impression management (P. Manning, 2005c) is oriented to guarding against a series of unexpected
actions, such as unintended gestures, inopportune intrusions, and faux pas, as well as intended actions, such as
making a scene. Goffman was interested in the various methods of dealing with such problems. First, there is
a set of methods involving actions aimed at producing dramaturgical loyalty by, for example, fostering high in-
group loyalty, preventing team members from identifying with the audience, and changing audiences
periodically so that they do not become too knowledgeable about the performers. Second, Goffman suggested
various forms of dramaturgical discipline, such as having the presence of mind to avoid slips, maintaining self-
control, and managing the facial expressions and verbal tone of one’s performance. Third, he identified various
types of dramaturgical circumspection, such as determining in advance how a performance should go,
planning for emergencies, selecting loyal teammates, selecting good audiences, being involved in small teams
where dissension is less likely, making only brief appearances, preventing audience access to private
information, and settling on a complete agenda to prevent unforeseen occurrences.

The audience also has a stake in successful impression management by the actor or team of actors. The
audience often acts to save the show through such devices as giving great interest and attention to it, avoiding
emotional outbursts, not noticing slips, and giving special consideration to a neophyte performer.

Manning points not only to the centrality of the self but also to Goffman’s cynical view of people in this work:

The overall tenor of The Presentation of Self is to a world in which people, whether individually or in
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groups, pursue their own ends in cynical disregard for others.… The view here is of the individual as
a set of performance masks hiding a manipulative and cynical self.

(P. Manning, 1992:44)

Manning puts forth a “two selves thesis” to describe this aspect of Goffman’s thinking; that is, people have
both a performance self and a hidden, cynical self.

Role Distance

Goffman (1961) was interested in the degree to which an individual embraces a given role. In his view,
because of the large number of roles, few people get completely involved in any given role. Role distance deals
with the degree to which individuals separate themselves from the roles they are in (Butera, 2008). For
example, if older children ride on a merry-go-round, they are likely to be aware that they are really too old to
enjoy such an experience. One way of coping with this feeling is to demonstrate distance from the role by
doing it in a careless, lackadaisical way by performing seemingly dangerous acts while on the merry-go-round.
In performing such acts, the older children are really explaining to the audience that they are not as immersed
in the activity as small children might be or that if they are, it is because of the special things they are doing.

One of Goffman’s key insights is that role distance is a function of one’s social status. High-status people
often manifest role distance for reasons other than those of people in low-status positions. For example, a
high-status surgeon may manifest role distance in the operating room to relieve the tension of the operating
team. People in low-status positions usually manifest more defensiveness in exhibiting role distance. For
instance, people who clean toilets may do so in a lackadaisical and uninterested manner. They may be trying
to tell their audience that they are too good for such work.

Stigma

Goffman (1963) was interested in the gap between what a person ought to be, “virtual social identity,” and
what a person actually is, “actual social identity.” Anyone who has a gap between these two identities is
stigmatized. Stigma focuses on the dramaturgical interaction between stigmatized people and normals. The
nature of that interaction depends on which of the two types of stigma an individual has. In the case of
discredited stigma, the actor assumes that the differences are known by the audience members or are evident to
them (for example, a paraplegic or someone who has lost a limb). A discreditable stigma is one in which the
differences are neither known by audience members nor perceivable by them (for example, a person who has
had a colostomy or a homosexual passing as straight). For someone with a discredited stigma, the basic
dramaturgical problem is managing the tension produced by the fact that people know of the problem. For
someone with a discreditable stigma, the dramaturgical problem is managing information so that the problem
remains unknown to the audience. (For a discussion of how the homeless deal with stigma, see Anderson,
Snow, and Cress, 1994.)

Most of the text of Goffman’s Stigma is devoted to people with obvious, often grotesque stigmas (for instance,
the loss of a nose). However, as the book unfolds, the reader realizes that Goffman is really saying that we are

450



all stigmatized at some time or other or in one setting or another. His examples include the Jew “passing” in a
predominantly Christian community, the fat person in a group of people of normal weight, and the individual
who has lied about his past and must be constantly sure that the audience does not learn of this deception.

Frame Analysis

In Frame Analysis (1974), Goffman moved away from his classic symbolic-interactionist roots and toward the
study of the small-scale structures of social life (for a study employing the idea of frames, see McLean, 1998).
Although he still felt that people define situations in the sense meant by W. I. Thomas, he now thought that
such definitions were less important: “Defining situations as real certainly has consequences, but these may
contribute very marginally to the events in progress” (Goffman, 1974:1). Furthermore, even when people
define situations, they do not ordinarily create those definitions. Action is defined more by mechanical
adherence to rules than through an active, creative, and negotiated process. Goffman enunciated his goal: “to
try to isolate some of the basic frameworks of understanding available in our society for making sense out of
events and to analyze the special vulnerabilities to which these frames of reference are subject” (1974:10).

Goffman looked beyond and behind everyday situations in a search for the structures that invisibly govern
them. These are “‘schemata of interpretation’ that enable individuals ‘to locate, perceive, identify, and label’
occurrences within their life space and the world at large (Snow, 1986:465). “ By rendering events or
occurrences meaningful, frames function to organize experience and guide action, whether individual or
collective” (Snow, 1986:464). Frames are principles of organization that define our experiences. They are
assumptions about what we are seeing in the social world. Without frames, our world would be little more
than a number of chaotic individual and unrelated events and facts. Gonos provided other structural
characteristics of frames:

From Goffman’s analyses of particular framed activities, we can derive certain principal
characteristics of frames. A frame is not conceived as a loose, somewhat accidental amalgamation of
elements put together over a short time-span. Rather, it is constituted of a set number of essential
components, having a definite arrangement and stable relations. These components are not gathered
from here and there, as are the elements of a situation, but are always found together as a system.
The standard components cohere and are complete.… Other less essential elements are present in
any empirical instance and lend some of their character to the whole.… In all this, frames are very
close in conception to “structures.”

(Gonos, 1977:860)

To Gonos, frames are largely rules or laws that fix interaction. The rules are usually unconscious and
ordinarily nonnegotiable. Among the rules identified by Gonos are those that define “how signs are to be
‘interpreted,’ how outward indications are to be related to ‘selves,’ and what ‘experience’ will accompany
activity” (1980:160). Gonos concludes, “Goffman’s problematic thus promotes the study not of observable
interaction of ‘everyday life’ as such, but its eternal structure and ideology; not of situations, but of their
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frames” (1980:160).

One can grant frames the status of preexisting structures, especially in the larger culture, but it is also the case
that interpretive, constructionist (P. Berger and Luckmann, 1967; Swatos, 2007) work is required by actors in
relationship to frames. Actors must decide which frame among others is the one to be used in a given
situation. Frames themselves may be transformed by actors as the need arises. Frames also may change over
time rather than remaining static. This is especially the case when successful social movements arise that
contest extant frames or succeed in replacing them with different ones.

According to Snow (2007), frames perform three functions in interpretive work. First, they focus attention on
our surroundings by highlighting what is relevant or irrelevant, what is “in-frame” and what is “out-of-frame.”
Second, they act as articulation mechanisms by linking the various highlighted elements, so that a “story” is told
about them, so that one set of meanings rather than another is conveyed. Third, they serve a transformative
function through the reconstitution of the way some things are seen in relation to other things or to the actor.
Snow concludes that “it is arguable that they [frames] are fundamental to interpretation, so much so that few,
if any, utterances could be meaningfully understood apart from the way they are framed” (2007:1778–1786).

Philip Manning (1992:119) gives the following examples of how different frames applied to the same set of
events serve to give those same events very different meaning. For example, what are we to make of the sight
of a woman putting two watches in her pocket and leaving a shop without paying? Seen through the frame of
a store detective, this appears to be a clear case of shoplifting. However, the legal frame leads her lawyer to see
this as the act of an absent-minded woman who was out shopping for gifts for her daughters.

Another change that Manning argues is clear in Frame Analysis, and that was foreshadowed in other works by
Goffman, is a shift away from the cynical view of life that lay at the heart of Presentation of Self in Everyday
Life. In fact, on the first page of Frame Analysis, Goffman says, “All the world is not a stage— certainly the
theater isn’t entirely” (1974:1). Goffman clearly came to recognize the limitations of the theater as a metaphor
for everyday life. While still useful in some ways, this metaphor conceals some aspects of life just as it
illuminates others. One of the things that is concealed is the importance of ritual in everyday life. Here is the
way Manning describes one of the roles played by ritual in everyday life:

For Goffman, ritual is essential because it maintains our confidence in basic social relationships. It
provides others with opportunities to affirm the legitimacy of our position in the social structure
while obliging us to do the same. Ritual is a placement mechanism in which, for the most part,
social inferiors affirm the higher positions of their superiors. The degree of ritual in a society reflects
the legitimacy of its social structure, because the ritual respect paid to individuals is also a sign of
respect for the roles they occupy.

(P. Manning, 1992:133)

More generally, we can say that rituals are one of the key mechanisms by which everyday life, and the social
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world in general, are made orderly and given solidity.

Goffman’s interest in rituals brought him close to the later work of Emile Durkheim, especially The
Elementary Forms of Religious Life ([1912] 1965). More generally, in accord with Durkheim’s sense of social
facts, Goffman came to focus on rules and see them as external constraints on social behavior. However, rules
are generally only partial, indeterminate guides to conduct. Furthermore, even though people are constrained,
such constraint does not rule out the possibility of individual variation, even imaginative use by individuals of
those rules. As Philip Manning puts it, “For the most part, Goffman assumed that rules are primarily
constraints.… However, at other times, Goffman emphasized the limitations of the Durkheimian idea that
rules are constraints governing behavior, and argued instead that we frequently ignore or abuse rules intended
to limit our actions” (1992:158). In fact, in line with modern thinking, to Goffman rules could be both
constraints and resources to be used by people in social interaction.
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The Sociology of Emotions

Since the 1970s, the sociology of emotions has become a major area of inquiry within sociology and
sociological theory (Kemper, 1990; Turner and Stets, 2005). This field includes contributions from
sociologists of culture, evolutionary sociologists, structural theorists, and microsociological theorists in
traditions as diverse as exchange theory, conversation analysis, and symbolic interactionism. Indeed, Turner
and Stets (2005) claim that the study of emotions is at the forefront of contemporary microsociology.

What Is Emotion?

Arlie Hochschild ([1983] 2003), one of the founding figures in the sociology of emotion, argues that in the
last century there have been two major models of emotion. The organismic model is exemplified in the work of
Charles Darwin, William James, and Sigmund Freud. This model treats emotion as largely biological and
argues that some emotions are universally shared. For example, in their review of the emotions literature,
Turner and Stets (2005) identify fear, anger, happiness, and sadness as universal primary emotions. In the
organismic model, emotion is guided by instinct and its basic character remains unshaped by social factors.
Happiness, for example, is independent of the culture or social context in which it is expressed. This is related
to another assumption, namely, that emotion is passive. It cannot be managed or worked on by the people
who experience emotions.

The interactional model is exemplified in the work of John Dewey, Hans Gerth and C. Wright Mills, and
Erving Goffman. Though, as Hochschild points out, interactionists agree that some component of emotion is
biological, they argue, “[S]ocial factors enter not simply before and after but interactively during the
experience of emotion” ([1983] 2003:221). This means that people do not passively respond to emotion but
actively engage with emotion as it is expressed. This also allows for the idea that the experience and expression
of emotion varies according to cultural rules and social context.

Clearly symbolic interactionist work on emotion shares features of Hochschild’s interactional model. Many of
the early symbolic interactionists address emotions at least to some extent. Mead, for example, dedicates
several passages of Mind, Self and Society to the relationship between emotion and symbols. He points out that
most vocal gestures have an emotional character. However, unlike symbols, the emotional component of vocal
gestures does not arouse the same response in us as it does in others. When people express anger at others,
they do not feel other people’s experience of that anger. This said, Mead argues that there are some kinds of
human expressions that are intended to arouse the same emotional experience in others. Poetry, for example,
uses symbols in order to evoke the same emotional response in both poet and audience. Charles Cooley’s
theory of the looking-glass self also includes an emotional component. Recall that Cooley’s theory of self-
development unfolds in three phases (see previous discussion under Goffman). In the third phase, after a
person recognizes that others view him or her in a certain way, the person develops a self-feeling, in particular
a feeling of pride or shame. Goffman (1967) also touched on the problem of emotion when he argued that
people engage in self-presentation, in part, to avoid the feelings of embarrassment that accompany failed
performances.
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In these earlier theories, though, emotion is treated as less important to social interaction than symbol and
language exchange. In this sense, symbolic interactionism has exhibited a cognitive bias and overemphasized
the role that symbol use and thought (the internalization of symbol use) play in shaping self and social reality.
In what follows, we focus on two theorists who have been central in the development of the sociology of
emotions: Thomas Scheff and Arlie Hochschild. Both theorists treat emotion as central to social interaction
and social organization more generally.

Shame: The Social Emotion

Thomas Scheff (2003) combines the work of Charles Cooley, Erving Goffman, and psychoanalytic theorist
Helen Lewis to create a particularly dynamic theory of emotion. Scheff argues that it is important to theorize
the nature of specific emotions. Implied in this is that different emotions enter into social interaction in
different ways. Scheff has focused on the emotions of pride and, in particular, shame because, he says, these
are the most important emotions for understanding social interaction.

Indeed, in one essay, Scheff nominates shame as the “premiere social emotion” (2003:39).9 This implies a
distinction between emotions that are fully social and those that can be accounted for by individual and
biological factors. Fear, for example, is not primarily social because it signals a threat to the body (2003:256).
It can thus be experienced irrespective of other people. Shame, on the other hand, always depends upon
judgments passed by other persons and is therefore a social emotion. Scheff defines shame in the following
way:

By shame I mean a large family of emotions that includes many cognates and variants, most notably
embarrassment, humiliation, and related feelings such as shyness that involve reactions to rejection
or feelings of failure or inadequacy. What unites all these cognates is that they involve the feeling of
a threat to the social bond.

(2000:96–97)

As the quotation indicates, shame is important because it mediates the social bond. In particular, Scheff
describes three ways that shame does this. First, it functions as a “moral gyroscope” forcing people not just to
recognize, but also to feel their social transgressions (2003:254). Second, it most often arises when a
relationship is in trouble, thus signaling a need to restore the social bond. Third, it regulates the expression of
all other emotions. We are unlikely to express love, fear, and anger if we anticipate that these emotions will
lead to feelings of shame.

The strength of Scheff’s theory is its attention to the intricacy of microsocial emotional exchanges. Like
Mead, he assumes that people are in a continuous state of self-assessment—shifting back and forth between
the perspectives of the I and the Me. He develops this concept by drawing on the work of another American
pragmatist, Charles Sanders Peirce. Scheff (1997) insists that when in interaction, on a moment-to-moment
basis, we shift between observing other people’s external behavior and imagining other people’s inner
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experiences, both symbolic and emotional. In this process, it is possible to approximate interpersonal
understanding, which he also calls attunement. People become attuned to one another’s cognitive and
emotional states. The achievement of attunement is one way in which the social bond is secured. The more
people feel like they understand one another, the tighter the social bond. The discussion of attunement and
the social bond is important because it connects Scheff’s microsociological theory of emotion to
macrosociological problems. He argues that if we understand the nature of the social bond, then we can also
begin to understand how societies more broadly are held together. In other words, in the tradition of Emile
Durkheim, the study of emotion is the study of the glue that holds society together.

Tied to the process of attunement are feelings of pride and shame. In social interaction, people not only seek
intersubjective understanding, but also this understanding is suffused with feelings of pride or shame.
Interaction is not simply driven by the exchange of symbols but, more importantly, there is an underlying
“exchange of feelings”—a back-and-forth movement between pride and shame, which often and unwittingly
guides the interactive process (Scheff, 1997:100, 102). Drawing on Goffman (1967), Scheff calls this the
deference-emotion system. Each exchange, each sentence, each intonation of the voice brings with it acts of
deference. In some cases, deference is granted. The individual is treated with respect and experiences feelings
of pride. In other cases, deference is withheld. The person is judged inadequate and experiences feelings of
shame.

The Invisibility of Shame

This said, Scheff argues that when it comes to the acknowledgment of shame, we are faced with a paradox.
Feelings of shame and pride attend every moment of interaction. Yet, he points out, people are largely
unaware of shame feelings. Shame is ever-present, directing interaction, but invisible. This is part of a larger
argument in which Scheff (1997, 2006) claims that, in the contemporary Western world, most people are
unaware of the central role that emotions in general, and shame in particular, play in their social-relational
lives. This is due to a shift toward value systems that overemphasize the virtues of self-sustaining
individualism. It is difficult for Western people to conceive of shame because it reveals that self-feelings come
to us through other people. In a culture that prizes self-containment, the feeling of shame demonstrates our
utter dependency and vulnerability before others.

Here Scheff’s theory parallels Norbert Elias’s ([1939] 1994) analysis of the history of manners (see Chapter
13). Elias shows that in the transition from medieval to modern Western society, the tolerance for
embarrassing and shameful acts has declined. Where, for example, picking one’s nose in public was at one
time inconsequential, within the modern age it became an occasion for embarrassment and shame. At the
same time, the awareness of these shame feelings has declined, so that while one may be embarrassed about
picking one’s nose in public, one will not be able and willing to openly discuss that embarrassment. Not only
are shameful acts hidden, but the fact that they are hidden is denied. This double denial of emotion, shame
about shame, ensures the invisibility of shame and allows the efficient and rational coordination of everyday
social life.

The problem with the denial of shame is that it can lead to pathological shame and other destructive
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emotions. This is where Scheff (1997) incorporates psychoanalytic arguments. The essential idea is that when
shame is denied, or in psychoanalytic terms repressed, it has a negative impact on self and others and
ultimately threatens the social bond. For example, when shame is denied, people can become caught in what
Helen Lewis (1971) calls a feeling trap. Shame finds no outward expression but rather cycles inward. When it
is turned inward, people begin to feel shame about their shame. Returning to Goffman’s deference-emotion
concept, Scheff says that people can also become caught in interpersonal feeling traps. This happens when one
person starts to feel ashamed of another person’s shame. In turn, this increases the first person’s shame,
further deepening the feeling trap. Because of the cultural taboo against shame, all of this remains unspoken
and individuals become incapable of moving beyond the shame that characterizes both the interpersonal
relationship and the intrapersonal relation of self to self.

Furthermore, this shame can turn into outwardly expressed humiliation and anger. People who are ashamed
of themselves do not admit the shame but rather strike out against others, another attack on the social bond.
When the denial of shame becomes a central component of a society, as it has become in the West, the social
order in general is threatened. Thus, Scheff’s theory of emotion is not only aimed at restoring psychological
and interpersonal relationship, but also at understanding the origins of macrosocial chaos and conflict (see, for
example, his analysis of the emotional roots of Franco-German relations from 1871 to 1945; Scheff, 1997).

Emotion Management and Emotion Work

We have already mentioned the ideas of Arlie Hochschild in the introduction to this discussion. She works in
the interactionist tradition but takes one step beyond it to introduce the emotion management perspective. In
this theory, Hochschild offers a microsociological theory of emotion, informed by the work of Goffman and
the theater director Constantin Stanislavski. However, she also places these microsocial processes within the
context of larger social structures. In particular, she brings a Marxian and feminist dimension to her analysis of
emotion management.

Drawing on Goffman, Hochschild argues that emotions are not stored inside of people but rather they are
dependent upon emotion management, or as she also calls it, emotion work. In its most basic form, emotion is
biological. However, this is only the raw material on which human agents go to work. Hochschild likens
emotion and feeling to other human senses:

Emotion, I suggest, is a biologically given sense, and our most important one. Like other senses—
hearing, touch, and smell—it is a means by which we know about our relation to the world, and is
therefore crucial for the survival of human beings in group life. Emotion is unique among the
senses, however, because it is related not only to an orientation toward action but also to an
orientation toward cognition.

([1983] 2003:229)

Emotion is given by biology but it is not determined by biology. Rather, it is modified through cognition (or
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thought). In symbolic interactionist theory, cognition is a product of culturally constructed significant
symbols. Therefore, it is by manipulating symbols, through various kinds of acting (a la Goffman), that people
are able to modify emotions.

Hochschild extends Goffman’s ideas by distinguishing between surface acting and deep acting. To say that
emotions are a product of acting implies that emotions are performed. However, they can be performed in two
different ways. In surface acting, the person manipulates surface appearances such as facial expression and tone
of voice in order to convey an emotional expression to others. The politician, for example, smiles and warmly
shakes a supporter’s hands in order to communicate appreciation. Referring to the ideas of Stanislavski,
Hochschild says that in this kind of performance, “the body, not the soul, is the main tool of the trade”
([1983] 2003:37). Goffman is regarded as the master theorist of surface acting and, in fact, a criticism of his
work is that he reduced all of human behavior to strategic and cynical forms of surface acting.

Hochschild, on the other hand, develops the notion of deep acting through reflection on Stanislavski’s
technique of method acting. Stanislavski wanted his actors to not only communicate emotion through the
surface of the body but through the “soul” as well. In deep acting, the performance of emotions comes from
living through them. A deep actor does not simply perform the emotion but actually experiences the emotions
as part of the performance. Emotions are conjured up and performed, but this is done with depth.

Hochschild argues that in everyday life, people engage in a similar kind of deep acting. Since emotions are not
instinctually produced, each time that a person enters into a new situation he or she must generate the
emotion appropriate to the setting. According to Hochschild, the technique involves the following:

A person recognizes that she or he is expected to feel a particular way in a situation.
The person then creates the conditions under which that emotion could emerge.
To create these conditions, the person conjures up an emotion memory.
An emotion memory is an autobiographical episode that carries within it strong feelings.
The person then acts “as if” the feeling contained in the memory was relevant to the present moment.
This allows the person to deeply feel the emotion appropriate to the situation.

Hochschild gives numerous examples of how this works in everyday life. A person is not as strongly affected
by a friend’s mental breakdown as would be expected, so he recalls a similar episode from his own past and
uses that emotion memory to better sympathize with his friend. A young Catholic woman works hard to feel
love for a man in order to justify having slept with him. In this procedure, there is an intense use of memory
and imagination in order to bring the body into alignment with the expectations of the moment.

This said, emotion work does not only involve people’s relationship with their own emotion memory.
Hochschild identifies the numerous ways in which people use their immediate setting to conjure up deep
feeling. For example, people may rely upon “stage props” to better help conjure up an emotion memory. Or
they may rely upon friends and family—members of their performance team, to use Goffman’s term—to help
them feel the right emotion. Alternately, people might leave a particularly evocative setting in order to
suppress an unwanted emotion. Here we see that emotion work is not only used to evoke particular emotions
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but also to suppress particular emotions. If, for example, individuals start to feel inappropriate joy at a failure of
a friend or classmate, they might imagine a similar failure from their own past. If this emotion work is
successful, they will suppress the emotion of joy and evoke the more appropriate emotion of sympathy.

Two things should be clear from this summary. First, even though Hochschild argues that surface acting is an
insufficient concept to understand the experience of emotion in everyday life, she still sees emotion as
something that is created by the actor in interaction with self and others. Second, much of the deep acting in
which we engage is automatic, quick, and private. Therefore, it is not immediately recognizable as something
created through emotion work. That is, even though Hochschild’s description of emotion work might seem
quite complex, most of us have made this kind of emotion work a habitual part of our everyday interaction.
Indeed, we generally only come to recognize the hard work of creating emotion when our feelings are at odds
with the feeling rules that pervade a situation.

Feeling Rules

Emotion management varies historically, culturally, and cross-situationally. In other words, different
situations are accompanied by what Hochschild calls feeling rules. Feeling rules are culturally determined
standards for emotion management. For example, Lyn Lofland (1985) describes the way that expressions of
grief at the death of a loved one have changed over historical time. Feeling rules lay out the extent, direction,
and duration of feeling in a particular situation. Extent refers to how strongly a particular emotion should be
felt. Should I be very happy at the birth of my friend’s child or a little bit happy? Direction refers to the kind
of emotion appropriate to a situation. Can I feel sad at the birth of my friend’s child? Duration refers to the
length of time that a particular feeling can be felt. Can I feel happy for my friend for days, weeks, months, a
year?

More specifically, feeling rules enter the micro situation as a set of rules for interpersonal exchange.
Hochschild likens emotional exchange to gift giving. The important point is that gift giving is governed by
cultural rules. Like the well-given gift, the appropriate exchange of feeling ensures the viability of the social
bond. In everyday life, then, we expect to receive certain feelings from others and to give back certain feelings
to others: “[F]eeling rules set out what is owed in gestures of exchange between people” ([1983] 2003:76).10
These rules also bear upon the previous discussion of surface acting and deep acting. Hochschild says that
people are quite good at recognizing the difference between surface and deep acting. In some situations, where
the feeling rules allow, we can exchange feelings through surface acting. We fully expect that the politician’s
expression of warmth for a supporter is, at least in part, a surface performance. We are usually content if they
merely put in the effort to keep up this performance. In other cases, such as a love affair, emotional exchange
will require deep acting. If a person feels that his or her lover is only going through the motions, rather than
conjuring real feeling, this will generally be considered an inadequate exchange of feeling.

Commercialization of Feeling

A central theme in Hochschild’s work is the effect of capitalism on emotion management. Where, in the past,
feeling rules were organically produced within the realm of everyday life, increasingly feeling rules are
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determined by the machinations of capitalism. She calls the process by which our private and unconscious
emotion work is overtaken by corporations and organizations the transmutation of emotional systems. The
private emotional system of previous eras is replaced by an increasingly public and corporate emotion system.
A brief review of Hochschild’s research on this process also demonstrates various ways in which we can
conceive the relationship between the microsocial management of emotion and macrosocial structures.

Hochschild ([1983] 2003) first examined the commercialization of emotion in her famous book-length study
of airline stewardesses, The Managed Heart. Studying economic production in the 18th and 19th centuries,
Karl Marx argued that economic value was produced through manual labor. In contrast, in contemporary
America, economic value is increasingly produced through service work. A large component of service work
involves emotional labor. For example, in the airline industry, flight attendants are expected to keep up a smile
and maintain a happy face despite long hours and often challenging customers. The emotional atmosphere
that the flight attendant creates within the airplane cabin is one component of the product sold by the airline.
Indeed, as Hochschild’s work reveals, industry managers provide flight attendants with specific instructions on
the kinds of feelings they are to project to customers and the techniques they can use to generate these
feelings. Where manual labor exerted a toll on the body, service work exerts a toll on the emotional system. At
one level, of course, this kind of emotional labor can be viewed as surface acting and the individual can
maintain some role-distance from the performance. However, Hochschild worries that the increasing
preponderance of corporately managed emotion work may impact our capacity to feel and detect deeper forms
of emotional expression in other areas of our lives.

Hochschild (1997, 2003) has further developed these ideas in her research on the relationship between work
and home in American families. In her study of a company that she calls Amerco, Hochschild noticed a
perplexing shift in the relationship between home and work. Where traditionally people viewed the family
home as a warm and welcoming place of respite and recuperation, increasingly the home is viewed as a place
of tension. Instead, the workplace has come to be viewed as a place of respite: “[F]amily life had become like
‘work’ and work had become more like ‘home’” (2003:198). She argues that the reason for this shift has been a
transformation in the emotional culture of corporate America. In explaining this concept, Hochschild draws on
Anthony Giddens’s structuration theory (see Chapter 13). Individual emotions are not unilaterally determined
by an overarching corporate structure; rather, institutions work with individuals to create an environment that
is conducive to the promotion of feelings of comfort and happiness. More specifically, “An emotional culture
is a set of rituals, beliefs about feelings, and rules governing feeling that induce emotional focus and even a
sense of the ‘sacred’” (2003:203). Like the flight attendants who are expected to create an atmosphere of safety
and comfort in the airline cabin, many contemporary American corporations have been able to generate an
emotional culture that is viewed as welcoming and sacred, an alternative to the increasingly troubled and
desacralized space of the family home.

Hochschild offers one further conceptual innovation in her examination of care work. Here she connects the
emotional systems described in her earlier theoretical work with recent research on global social systems. She
defines care in this way:
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By the term ‘care’ I refer to an emotional bond, usually mutual, between the caregiver and cared-for,
a bond in which the caregiver feels responsible for others’ well-being and does mental, emotional,
and physical work in the course of fulfilling that responsibility.

(2003:214)

Care work involves tasks that, in America, have been performed historically by women: maintaining the
family home, caring for children, nursing the elderly. However, as more middle-class American families
become dual-income families, care work has been outsourced: nannies, nurses, and home care workers are
hired to care for children and the elderly. Unable to secure a living wage in their home countries, many of
these care workers are imported through global networks. In particular, many care workers are women from
Third World countries. They leave their own families and children behind in order to care for the children of
middle-class American families. Hearkening back to her early Marxist theories of emotional labor, with this
example in hand, Hochschild argues that feelings have become “distributable resources” (2003:191). Where in
previous eras capitalism extracted gold and other forms of capital wealth from the Third World, in the
contemporary moment capitalism extracts love and care from the Third World.

Though Hochschild does not explicitly offer a theory that connects the global system to the microsocial
practice of emotion management, it is clear that these emerging social structures reach deeply into the
emotional lives and emotion work of people around the world.
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Criticisms

Having analyzed the ideas of symbolic interactionism, particularly those of Mead, Blumer, Goffman, and the
sociologists of emotion, we will now enumerate some of the major criticisms of this perspective.

The first criticism is that the mainstream of symbolic interactionism has too readily given up on conventional
scientific techniques. Eugene Weinstein and Judith Tanur expressed this point well: “Just because the contents
of consciousness are qualitative, does not mean that their exterior expression cannot be coded, classified, even
counted” (1976:105). Science and subjectivism are not mutually exclusive. Though we have not examined it
here, it is important to note that, beginning with the work of Manford Kuhn (1964), symbolic interactionists
from what is called the Iowa School have attempted to develop what they consider a more scientific version of
interactionism (Dan Miller, 2011).

Second, Manford Kuhn (1964), William Kolb (1944), Bernard Meltzer, James Petras, Larry Reynolds (1975),
and many others have criticized the vagueness of essential Meadian concepts such as mind, self, I, and me.
Most generally, Kuhn (1964) spoke of the ambiguities and contradictions in Mead’s theory. Beyond Meadian
theory, they have criticized many of the basic symbolic-interactionist concepts for being confused and
imprecise and therefore incapable of providing a firm basis for theory and research. Because these concepts are
imprecise, it is difficult, if not impossible, to operationalize them; the result is that testable propositions
cannot be generated (Sheldon Stryker, 1980).

The third major criticism of symbolic interactionism has been of its tendency to downplay or ignore large-
scale social structures. This criticism has been expressed in various ways. For example, Weinstein and Tanur
argued that symbolic interactionism ignores the connectedness of outcomes to each other: “It is the aggregated
outcomes that form the linkages among episodes of interaction that are the concern of sociology qua sociology.… The
concept of social structure is necessary to deal with the incredible density and complexity of relations through
which episodes of interaction are interconnected” (1976:106). Sheldon Stryker argued that the micro focus of
symbolic interactionism serves “to minimize or deny the facts of social structure and the impact of the macro-
organizational features of society on behavior” (1980:146).

Somewhat less predictable is the fourth criticism, that symbolic interactionism is not sufficiently microscopic,
that it ignores the importance of factors such as the unconscious and emotions (Meltzer, Petras, and
Reynolds, 1975; Sheldon Stryker, 1980). Similarly, symbolic interactionism has been criticized for ignoring
psychological factors such as needs, motives, intentions, and aspirations. In their effort to deny that there are
immutable forces impelling the actor to act, symbolic interactionists have focused instead on meanings,
symbols, action, and interaction. They ignore psychological factors that might impel the actor, an action that
parallels their neglect of the larger societal constraints on the actor. In both cases, symbolic interactionists are
accused of making a “fetish” out of everyday life (Meltzer, Petras, and Reynolds, 1975:85). This focus on
everyday life, in turn, leads to a marked overemphasis on the immediate situation and an “obsessive concern
with the transient, episodic, and fleeting” (Meltzer, Petras, and Reynolds, 1975:85).

462



463



The Future of Symbolic Interactionism

Gary Fine (1993) offered an interesting portrait of symbolic interactionism in the 1990s. His fundamental
point is that symbolic interactionism has changed dramatically in recent years. First, it has undergone
considerable fragmentation since its heyday at the University of Chicago in the 1920s and 1930s. A great
diversity of work is now included under the broad heading of symbolic interactionism. Second, symbolic
interactionism has undergone expansion and has extended far beyond its traditional concern with micro
relations (S. Harris, 2001). Third, symbolic interactionism has incorporated ideas from many other theoretical
perspectives (Feather, 2000). This is illustrated in our discussion of the sociology of emotions. Scheff, for
example, draws on the work of Cooley, Mead, and Goffman but has also made use of psychoanalytic ideas. So
too, Hochschild, while starting with Goffman, uses the writing of Stanislavski as well as Marx’s
macrosociological theories. In addition, the ideas of symbolic interactionists have, in turn, been adopted by
sociologists who are focally committed to other theoretical perspectives. Finally, symbolic interactionists are
deeply involved in some of the major issues confronting sociological theory in the late 20th and early 21st
centuries. This includes concerns with micro-macro and agency-structure integration, studies of the
relationship between selfhood and the Internet (see special issue of Symbolic Interaction, 2010), and a recent
concern with the contributions that symbolic interactionism can make to the field of globalization studies
(Knorr-Cetina, 2009a).

Thus, lines dividing symbolic interactionism and other sociological theories have blurred considerably
(Maines, 2001). While symbolic interactionism will survive, it is increasingly unclear what it means to be a
symbolic interactionist (and every other type of sociological theorist, for that matter). Here is the way Fine
puts it:

Predicting the future is dangerous, but it is evident that the label symbolic interaction will abide.…
Yet, we will find more intermarriage, more interchange, and more interaction. Symbolic interaction
will serve as a label of convenience for the future, but will it serve as a label of thought?

(G. Fine, 1993:81–82)

Summary

This chapter begins with a brief discussion of the roots of symbolic interactionism in philosophical
pragmatism (the work of John Dewey) and psychological behaviorism (the work of John B. Watson). Out of
the confluence of pragmatism, behaviorism, and other influences, such as Simmelian sociology, symbolic
interactionism developed at the University of Chicago in the 1920s.

The symbolic interactionism that developed stood in contrast to the psychological reductionism of
behaviorism and the structural determinism of more macro-oriented sociological theories such as structural
functionalism. Its distinctive orientation was toward the mental capacities of actors and their relationship to
action and interaction. All this was conceived in terms of process; there was a disinclination to see the actor
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impelled by either internal psychological states or large-scale structural forces.

The single most important theory in symbolic interactionism is that of George Herbert Mead. Substantively,
Mead’s theory accorded primacy and priority to the social world. That is, it is out of the social world that
consciousness, the mind, the self, and so on, emerge. The most basic unit in his social theory is the act, which
includes four dialectically related stages—impulse, perception, manipulation, and consummation. A social act
involves two or more persons, and the basic mechanism of the social act is the gesture. While lower animals
and humans are capable of having a conversation of gestures, only humans can communicate the conscious
meaning of their gestures. Humans are peculiarly able to create vocal gestures, and this leads to the distinctive
human ability to develop and use significant symbols. Significant symbols lead to the development of language
and the distinctive capacity of humans to communicate, in the full sense of the term, with one another.
Significant symbols also make possible thinking, as well as symbolic interaction.

Mead looks at an array of mental processes as part of the larger social process, including reflective intelligence,
consciousness, mental images, meaning, and, most generally, the mind. Humans have the distinctive capacity
to carry on an inner conversation with themselves. All the mental processes are, in Mead’s view, lodged not in
the brain but rather in the social process.

The self is the ability to take oneself as an object. Again, the self arises within the social process. The general
mechanism of the self is the ability of people to put themselves in the place of others, to act as others act and
to see themselves as others see them. Mead traces the genesis of the self through the play and game stages of
childhood. Especially important in the latter stage is the emergence of the generalized other. The ability to
view oneself from the point of view of the community is essential to the emergence of the self as well as of
organized group activities. The self also has two phases—the “I,” which is the unpredictable and creative
aspect of the self, and the “me,” which is the organized set of attitudes of others assumed by the actor. Social
control is manifest through the “me,” while the “I” is the source of innovation in society.

Mead has relatively little to say about society, which he views most generally as the ongoing social processes
that precede mind and self. Mead largely lacks a macro sense of society. Institutions are defined as little more
than collective habits.

Symbolic interactionism may be summarized by the following basic principles:

1. Human beings, unlike lower animals, are endowed with a capacity for thought.
2. The capacity for thought is shaped by social interaction.
3. In social interaction, people learn the meanings and symbols that allow them to exercise their

distinctively human capacity for thought.
4. Meanings and symbols allow people to carry on distinctively human action and interaction.
5. People are able to modify or alter the meanings and symbols they use in action and interaction on the

basis of their interpretation of the situation.
6. People are able to make these modifications and alterations because, in part, of their ability to interact

with themselves, which allows them to examine possible courses of action, assess their relative
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advantages and disadvantages, and then choose one.
7. The intertwined patterns of action and interaction make up groups and societies.

In the context of these general principles, we seek to clarify the nature of the work of several important
thinkers in the symbolic-interactionist tradition, including Charles Horton Cooley, Herbert Blumer, and,
most important, Erving Goffman. We present in detail Goffman’s dramaturgical analysis of the self and his
related works on role distance, stigma, and frame analysis. However, we also note that Goffman’s work on
frames has exaggerated a tendency in his earlier work and moved further in the direction of a structuralist
analysis. We also introduce one of the most important areas of recent symbolic interactionist theory: the
sociology of emotions. We present theories developed by two of the founding figures in emotions research.
Thomas Scheff argues that shame is the most important social emotion, and drawing on both symbolic
interactionism and psychoanalysis, he develops a theory of self and social order that places shame at its center.
Arlie Hochschild combines her interest in emotion with theories developed by the theater director Constantin
Stanislavski and Karl Marx. This leads to the concepts of deep acting, emotion work, and emotion labor.

We conclude with some of the major criticisms of symbolic interactionism, as well as one image of symbolic
interactionism’s future.
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Notes

1. See Joas (1996) for an effort to develop a theory of creative action based, at least in part, on pragmatism.

2. For a criticism of the distinctions made here, see David Miller (1982b, 1985).

3. For a critique of Mead’s thinking on the differences between humans and lower animals, see Alger and
Alger (1997).

4. A first, preparatory stage involving mimicry is implied (Vail, 2007a) in Mead’s work.

5. Although Mead uses the term games, it is clear, as Aboulafia (1986:198) points out, that he means any
system of organized responses (for example, the family).

6. Although they recognize that Blumer takes this view, Wood and Wardell (1983) argue that Mead did not
have an “astructural bias.” See also Joas (1981).

7. But not always—see Ungar (1984) on self-mockery as a way of presenting the self.

8. A performer and the audience are one kind of team, but Goffman also talked of a group of performers as
one team and the audience as another. Interestingly, Goffman argued that a team also can be a single
individual. His logic, following classic symbolic interactionism, was that an individual can be his or her own
audience—can imagine an audience to be present.

9. Scheff is not alone in this claim. As noted, both Cooley and Goffman treat shame as a central social
emotion. The psychologist Sylvan Tomkins, one of the inspirations for an emerging area of social theory
called “affect theory” (Sedgwick and Frank, 1995; see Chapter 18), also identifies shame as one of the most
important emotions.

10. Candace Clark (1987) further develops this idea with her concepts of sympathy biography and sympathy
credit.
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10 Ethnomethodology
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Chapter Outline

Defining Ethnomethodology
The Diversification of Ethnomethodology
Some Early Examples
Conversation Analysis
Studies of Institutions
Criticisms of Traditional Sociology
Stresses and Strains in Ethnomethodology
Synthesis and Integration

Given its Greek roots, the term ethnomethodology literally means the “methods” that people use on a daily basis
to accomplish their everyday lives. To put it slightly differently, the world is seen as an ongoing practical
accomplishment. People are viewed as rational, but they use “practical reasoning,” not formal logic, in
accomplishing their everyday lives.
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Defining Ethnomethodology

We begin with the definition of ethnomethodology offered in Chapter 6: the study of “the body of common-
sense knowledge and the range of procedures and considerations by means of which the ordinary members of
society make sense of, find their way about in, and act on the circumstances in which they find themselves”
(Heritage, 1984:4; Linstead, 2006).

We can gain further insight into the nature of ethnomethodology by examining efforts by its founder, Harold
Garfinkel (1988, 1991, 2002), to define it. Like Durkheim, Garfinkel considers “social facts” to be the
fundamental sociological phenomenon (Hilbert, 2005). However, Garfinkel’s social facts are very different
from Durkheim’s social facts. For Durkheim, social facts are external to and coercive of individuals. Those
who adopt such a focus tend to see actors as constrained or determined by social structures and institutions
and able to exercise little or no independent judgment. In the acerbic terms of the ethnomethodologists, such
sociologists tended to treat actors like “judgmental dopes.”

In contrast, ethnomethodology treats the objectivity of social facts as the accomplishment of members (a
definition of “members” follows shortly)—as a product of members’ methodological activities. Garfinkel, in
his inimitable and nearly impenetrable style, describes the focus of ethnomethodology as follows:

For ethnomethodology the objective reality of social facts, in that, and just how, it is every society’s
locally, endogenously produced, naturally organized, reflexively accountable, ongoing, practical
achievement, being everywhere, always, only, exactly and entirely, members’ work, with no time out,
and with no possibility of evasion, hiding out, passing, postponement, or buy-outs, is thereby
sociology’s fundamental phenomenon.

(Garfinkel, 1991:11)

To put it another way, ethnomethodology is concerned with the organization of everyday life, or as Garfinkel
(1988:104) describes it, “immortal, ordinary society.” In Pollner’s terms, this is “the extraordinary organization
of the ordinary” (1987:xvii).

Ethnomethodology is certainly not a macrosociology in the sense intended by Durkheim with his concept of a
social fact, but its adherents do not see it as a microsociology either. Thus, while ethnomethodologists refuse
to treat actors as judgmental dopes, they do not believe that people are “almost endlessly reflexive, self-
conscious and calculative” (Heritage, 1984:118). Rather, following Alfred Schutz, they recognize that most
often action is routine and relatively unreflective. Hilbert (1992) argues that ethnomethodologists do not focus
on actors or individuals, but rather on “members.” However, members are viewed not as individuals, but rather
“strictly and solely, [as] membership activities—the artful practices whereby they produce what are for them
large-scale organization structure and small-scale interactional or personal structure” (Hilbert, 1992:193). In
sum, ethnomethodologists are interested in neither micro structures nor macro structures; they are concerned
with the artful practices that produce both types of structures. Thus, what Garfinkel and the
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ethnomethodologists have sought is a new way of getting at the traditional concern of sociology with objective
structures, both micro and macro (Maynard and Clayman, 1991).

One of Garfinkel’s key points about ethnomethods is that they are “reflexively accountable.” Accounts are the
ways in which actors explain (describe, criticize, and idealize) specific situations (Bittner, 1973; Orbuch,
1997). Accounting is the process by which people offer accounts in order to make sense of the world.
Ethnomethodologists devote a lot of attention to analyzing people’s accounts, as well as to the ways in which
accounts are offered and accepted (or rejected) by others. This is one of the reasons that ethnomethodologists
are preoccupied with analyzing conversations. To take an example, when a student explains to her professor
why she failed to take an examination, she is offering an account. The student is trying to make sense out of
an event for her professor. Ethnomethodologists are interested in the nature of that account but more
generally in the accounting practices (Sharrock and Anderson, 1986) by which the student offers the account
and the professor accepts or rejects it. In analyzing accounts, ethnomethodologists adopt a stance of
“ethnomethodological indifference.” That is, they do not judge the nature of the accounts but rather analyze
them in terms of how they are used in practical action. They are concerned with the accounts as well as the
methods needed by both speaker and listener to proffer, understand, and accept or reject accounts (for more
on this, see Young, 1997).

Extending the idea of accounts, ethnomethodologists take great pains to point out that sociologists, like
everyone else, offer accounts. Thus, reports of sociological studies can be seen as accounts and analyzed in the
same way that all other accounts can be studied. This perspective on sociology serves to disenchant the work
of sociologists, indeed all scientists. A good deal of sociology (indeed all sciences) involves commonsense
interpretations. Ethnomethodologists can study the accounts of the sociologist in the same way that they can
study the accounts of the layperson. Thus, the everyday practices of sociologists and all scientists come under
the scrutiny of the ethnomethodologist.

471



Harold Garfinkel: A Biographical Sketch*

Arlene Garfinkel / Wikimedia Creative Commons

Like many who came of age during the Depression and later World War II, Harold Garfinkel took a convoluted path into sociology.
Garfinkel was born in Newark, New Jersey, on October 29, 1917, and died on April 21, 2011 (Maynard, 2011). His father was a
small businessman who sold household goods on the installment plan to immigrant families. While his father was eager for him to
learn a trade, Harold wanted to go to college. He did go into his father’s business but also began taking business courses at the then-
unaccredited University of Newark. Because the courses tended to be taught by graduate students from Columbia, they were both
high in quality and, because the students lacked practical experience, highly theoretical. His later theoretical orientation and his
specific orientation to “accounts” are traceable, at least in part, to these courses in general, and particularly to an accounting course on
the “theory of accounts.” “‘How do you make the columns and figures accountable [to superiors]?’ was the big question according to
Garfinkel” (Rawls, 2011:104). Also of importance was the fact that Garfinkel encountered other Jewish students at Newark who
were taking courses in sociology and were later to become social scientists.

Graduating in 1939, Garfinkel spent a summer in a Quaker work camp in rural Georgia. There he learned that the University of
North Carolina had a sociology program that was also oriented to the furtherance of public works projects like the one in which he
was involved. Admitted to the program with a fellowship, Garfinkel chose Guy Johnson as his thesis adviser, and Johnson’s interest
in race relations led Garfinkel to do his master’s thesis on interracial homicide. He also was exposed to a wide range of social theory,
most notably the works of phenomenologists and the recently published (in 1937) The Structure of Social Action, by Talcott Parsons.
Although the vast majority of graduate students at North Carolina at that time were drawn toward statistics and “scientific
sociology,” Garfinkel was attracted to theory, especially Florian Znaniecki’s now almost forgotten work on social action and the
importance of the actor’s point of view. These interests were evidenced also by Garfinkel’s work during wartime. He was drafted into
the Air Force in 1942.

[Garfinkel] was given the task of training troops in tank warfare on a golf course on Miami Beach in the complete absence
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of tanks. Garfinkel had only pictures of tanks from Life magazine. The real tanks were all in combat. The man who would
insist on concrete empirical detail in lieu of theorized accounts was teaching real troops who were about to enter live
combat to fight against only imagined tanks in situations where things like the proximity of the troops to the imagined
tank could make the difference between life and death. The impact of this on the development of his views can only be
imagined. He had to train troops to throw explosives into the tracks of imaginary tanks; to keep imaginary tanks from
seeing them by directing fire at imaginary tank ports. This task posed in a new and very concrete way the problems of the
adequate description of action and accountability that Garfinkel had taken up at North Carolina as theoretical issues.

(Rawls, 2011)

When the war ended, Garfinkel proceeded to Harvard and studied with Talcott Parsons. Parsons stressed the importance of abstract
categories and generalizations, but Garfinkel was interested in detailed description. When Garfinkel achieved prominence in the
discipline, this became a focal debate within sociology. However, he soon became more interested in the empirical demonstration of
the importance of his theoretical orientation than in debating it in the abstract. While still a student at Harvard, Garfinkel taught for
two years at Princeton and, after obtaining his doctorate, moved on to Ohio State, where he had a two-year position in a “soft
money” project studying leadership on airplanes and submarines. That research was cut short by reductions in funding, but Garfinkel
then joined a project researching juries in Wichita, Kansas. In preparing for a talk on the project at the 1954 American Sociological
Association meetings, Garfinkel came up with the term ethnomethodology to describe what fascinated him about jury deliberations
and social life more generally.

In the fall of 1954, Garfinkel took a position at UCLA, a position he held until he retired in 1987. From the beginning, he used the
term ethnomethodology in his seminars. A number of notable students were taken by Garfinkel’s approach and disseminated it around
the United States and eventually the world. Most notable were a group of sociologists, especially Harvey Sacks, Emmanuel
Schegloff, and Gail Jefferson, who, inspired by Garfinkel’s approach, developed what is, at least at the moment, the most important
variety of ethnomethodology—conversation analysis.

* This biographical sketch is based on Anne Rawls, 2011, “Harold Garfinkel,” in George Ritzer and Jeffrey Stepnisky, eds., The
Wiley-Blackwell Companion to Major Social Theorists: Volume II—Contemporary Social Theorists (Malden, MA, and Oxford, UK:
Wiley-Blackwell). See also Maynard and Kardash (2007) and Rawls (2005b).

We can say that accounts are reflexive in the sense that they enter into the constitution of the state of affairs
they make observable and are intended to deal with. Thus, in trying to describe what people are doing, we
alter the nature of what they are doing. This is as true for sociologists as it is for laypeople. In studying and
reporting on social life, sociologists are, in the process, changing what they are studying. That is, subjects alter
their behavior as a result of being the subject of scrutiny and in response to descriptions of that behavior (for a
similar idea, see the discussion of Giddens’s “double hermeneutic” in Chapter 13).

473



The Diversification of Ethnomethodology

Ethnomethodology was “invented” by Garfinkel beginning in the late 1940s, but it was first systematized with
the publication of his Studies in Ethnomethodology in 1967. Over the years, ethnomethodology has grown
enormously and expanded in a number of different directions (Lynch and Sharrock, 2003). Only a decade
after the publication of Studies in Ethnomethodology, Don Zimmerman concluded that there already were
several varieties of ethnomethodology. As Zimmerman put it, ethnomethodology encompassed “a number of
more or less distinct and sometimes incompatible lines of inquiry” (1978:6). Ten years later, Paul Atkinson
(1988) underscored the lack of coherence in ethnomethodology and argued further that at least some
ethnomethodologists had strayed too far from the underlying premises of the approach. Thus, while it is a
very vibrant type of sociological theory, ethnomethodology has experienced some increasing “growing pains”
in recent years. It is safe to say that ethnomethodology, its diversity, and its problems are likely to proliferate
in the coming years. After all, the subject matter of ethnomethodology is the infinite variety of everyday life.
As a result, there will be many more studies, more diversification, and further growing pains.

Studies of Institutional Settings

Maynard and Clayman (1991) describe a number of varieties of work in ethnomethodology, but two stand out
from our point of view.1 The first type is ethnomethodological studies of institutional settings. Early
ethnomethodological studies carried on by Garfinkel and his associates (which are discussed below) took place
in casual, noninstitutionalized settings such as the home. Later, there was a move toward studying everyday
practices in a wide variety of institutional settings—courtrooms, medical settings (Ten Have, 1995), police
departments—and studies of this type have been increasing since the early 1990s (Perakyla, 2007). The goal of
such studies is an understanding of the way people perform their official tasks and, in the process, constitute
the institution in which the tasks take place.

Conventional sociological studies of such institutional settings focus on their structure, formal rules, and
official procedures to explain what people do within them. To the ethnomethodologists, such external
constraints are inadequate for explaining what really goes on in these institutions. People are not determined
by these external forces; rather, they use them to accomplish their tasks and create the institution in which
they exist. People employ their practical procedures not only to make their daily lives but also to manufacture
the institutions’ products. For example, the crime rates compiled by the police department are not merely the
result of officials’ following clearly defined rules in their production. Rather, officials utilize a range of
commonsense procedures to decide, for example, whether victims should be classified as homicides. Thus,
such rates are based on the interpretive work of professionals, and this kind of record keeping is a practical
activity worthy of study in its own right.

Conversation Analysis

The second variety of ethnomethodology is conversation analysis (Rawls, 2005a; Schegloff, 2001).2 The goal of
conversation analysis is “the detailed understanding of the fundamental structures of conversational
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interaction” (Zimmerman, 1988:429). Conversation is defined in terms that are in line with the basic elements
of the ethnomethodological perspective: “Conversation is an interactional activity exhibiting stable, orderly
properties that are the analyzable achievements of the conversants” (Zimmerman, 1988:406; italics added).
Although there are rules and procedures for conversations, they do not determine what is said but instead are
used to “accomplish” a conversation. The focus of conversational analysis is the constraints on what is said that
are internal to the conversation itself and not external forces that constrain talk. Conversations are seen as
internally, sequentially ordered.

Zimmerman details five basic working principles of conversation analysis. First, conversation analysis requires
the collection and analysis of highly detailed data on conversations. These data include not only words but also
“the hesitations, cut-offs, restarts, silences, breathing noises, throat clearings, sniffles, laughter, and
laughterlike noises, prosody, and the like, not to mention the ‘nonverbal’ behaviors available on video records
that are usually closely integrated with the stream of activity captured on the audiotape” (Zimmerman,
1988:413). All these things are part of most conversations, and they are seen as methodic devices in the
making of a conversation by the actors involved (Lynch, 1999).

Second, even the finest detail of a conversation must be presumed to be an orderly accomplishment. Such
minute aspects of a conversation are not ordered just by the ethnomethodologist; they are first “ordered by the
methodical activities of the social actors themselves” (Zimmerman, 1988:415).

Third, interaction in general and conversation in particular have stable, orderly properties that are the
achievements of the actors involved. In looking at conversations, ethnomethodologists treat them as if they
were autonomous, separable from the cognitive processes of the actors as well as the larger context in which
they take place.

Fourth, “the fundamental framework of conversation is sequential organization” (Zimmerman, 1988:422).
Finally, and relatedly, “the course of conversational interaction is managed on a turn-by-turn or local basis”
(Zimmerman, 1988:423). Here Zimmerman invokes Heritage’s (1984) distinction between “context-shaped”
and “context-renewing” conversation. Conversations are context-shaped in the sense that what is said at any
given moment is shaped by the preceding sequential context of the conversation. Conversations are context-
shaping in that what is being said in the present turn becomes part of the context for future turns.

Methodologically, conversation analysts are led to study conversations in naturally occurring situations, often
using audiotape or videotape. This method allows information to flow from the everyday world rather than
being imposed on it by the researcher. The researcher can examine and reexamine an actual conversation in
minute detail instead of relying on his or her notes. This technique also allows the researcher to do highly
detailed analyses of conversations.

Conversation analysis is based on the assumption that conversations are the bedrock of other forms of
interpersonal relations (David Gibson, 2000). They are the most pervasive form of interaction, and a
conversation “consists of the fullest matrix of socially organized communicative practices and procedures”
(Heritage and Atkinson, 1984:13).
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We have tried to give a general sense of ethnomethodology in the preceding pages. However, the heart of
ethnomethodology lies not in its theoretical statements but in its empirical studies. What we know
theoretically is derived from those studies. Thus, we turn now to a series of those studies in the hope of giving
the reader a better feel for ethnomethodology.
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Some Early Examples

We begin with some of the early research in ethnomethodology that gained for it much early notoriety. While
some of the early methods are rarely, if ever, used today, they tell us a good deal about ethnomethodological
research.

Breaching Experiments

In breaching experiments (Jansen, 2008), social reality is violated in order to shed light on the methods by
which people construct social reality. The assumption behind this research is not only that the methodical
production of social life occurs all the time but also that the participants are unaware that they are engaging in
such actions. The objective of the breaching experiment is to disrupt normal procedures so that the process by
which the everyday world is constructed or reconstructed can be observed and studied. In his work, Garfinkel
(1967) offered a number of examples of breaching experiments, most of which were undertaken by his
students in casual settings to illustrate the basic principles of ethnomethodology.

Lynch (1991:15) offers the following example (Figure 10.1) of breaching, derived from earlier work by
Garfinkel (1963); this, of course, is a game of tic-tac-toe. The well-known rules allow participants in the game
to place a mark within each of the cells, but the rules have been breached in this case and a mark has been
placed between two cells. If this breach were to occur in a real game of tic-tac-toe, the other player (player 2)
would probably insist on a correct placement. If such a placement did not occur, player 2 would try to explain
why player 1 had taken such an extraordinary action. The actions of player 2 would be studied by the
ethnomethodologist to see how the everyday world of tic-tac-toe is reconstructed.

To take one other example, Garfinkel asked his students to spend between 15 minutes and an hour in their
homes imagining that they were boarders and then acting on the basis of that assumption. “They were
instructed to conduct themselves in a circumspect and polite fashion. They were to avoid getting personal, to
use formal address, to speak only when spoken to” (Garfinkel, 1967:47). In the vast majority of cases, family
members were dumbfounded by such behavior: “Reports were filled with accounts of astonishment,
bewilderment, shock, anxiety, embarrassment, and anger, and with charges by various family members that
the student was mean, inconsiderate, selfish, nasty, or impolite” (Garfinkel, 1967:47). These reactions indicate
how important it is that people act in accord with the commonsense assumptions about how they are
supposed to behave.

Figure 10.1 Breaching in Tic-Tac-Toe

SOURCE: Michael Lynch, 1991. “Pictures of Nothing? Visual Constructs in Social Theory.”
Sociological Theory 9:15.

What most interested Garfinkel was how the family members sought in commonsense ways to cope with such
a breach. They demanded explanations from the students for their behavior. In their questions, they often
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implied an explanation of the aberrant behavior:

“Did you get fired?”

“Are you sick?”

“Are you out of your mind or are you just stupid?”

(Garfinkel, 1967:47)

Family members also sought to explain the behaviors to themselves in terms of previously understood motives.
For example, a student was thought to be behaving oddly because she was working too hard or had had a fight
with her fiancé. Such explanations are important to participants—the other family members, in this case—
because the explanations help them feel that under normal circumstances interaction would occur as it always
had.

If the student did not acknowledge the validity of such explanations, family members were likely to withdraw
and to seek to isolate, denounce, or retaliate against the culprit. Deep emotions were aroused because the
effort to restore order through explanation was rejected by the student. The other family members felt that
more intense statements and actions were necessary to restore the equilibrium:

“Don’t bother with him, he’s in one of his moods again.”

“Why must you always create friction in our family harmony?”

“I don’t want any more of that out of you and if you can’t treat your mother decently you’d better
move out!”

(Garfinkel, 1967:48)

In the end, the students explained the experiment to their families, and in most situations, harmony was
restored. However, in some instances hard feelings lingered.

Breaching experiments are undertaken to illustrate the way people order their everyday lives. These
experiments reveal the resilience of social reality, since the subjects (or victims) move quickly to normalize the
breach—that is, to render the situation accountable in familiar terms. It is assumed that the way people handle
these breaches tells us much about how they handle their everyday lives (Handel, 1982). Although these
experiments seem innocent enough, they often lead to highly emotional reactions. These extreme reactions
reflect how important it is to people to engage in routine, commonsense activities. The reactions to breaches
are sometimes so extreme that Hugh Mehan and Houston Wood have cautioned about their use: “Interested
persons are strongly advised not to undertake any new breaching studies” (1975:113).
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Accomplishing Gender

It seems incontrovertible that one’s gender—male or female—is biologically based. People are seen as simply
manifesting the behaviors that are an outgrowth of their biological makeup. People usually are not thought of
as accomplishing their gender. In contrast, sexiness is clearly an accomplishment; people need to speak and act
in certain ways in order to be seen as sexy. However, it generally is assumed that one does not have to do or
say anything to be seen as a man or a woman. Ethnomethodology has investigated the issue of gender, with
some very unusual results (Stokoe, 2006).

The ethnomethodological view is traceable to one of Harold Garfinkel’s (1967) now classic demonstrations of
the utility of this orientation. In the 1950s, Garfinkel met a person named Agnes, who seemed unquestionably
a woman.3 Not only did she have the figure of a woman, but it was virtually a “perfect” figure with an ideal set
of measurements. She also had a pretty face, a good complexion, no facial hair, and plucked eyebrows—and
she wore lipstick. This was clearly a woman, or was it? Garfinkel discovered that Agnes had not always
appeared to be a woman. In fact, at the time he met her, Agnes was trying, eventually successfully, to convince
physicians that she needed an operation to remove her male genitalia and create a vagina.

Agnes was defined as a male at birth. In fact, she was by all accounts a boy until she was 16 years of age. At
that age, sensing something was awry, Agnes ran away from home and started to dress like a girl. She soon
discovered that dressing like a woman was not enough; she had to learn to act like (to “pass” as) a woman if she
was to be accepted as one. She did learn the accepted practices and as a result came to be defined, and to
define herself, as a woman. Garfinkel was interested in the passing practices that allowed Agnes to function
like a woman in society. The more general point here is that we are not simply born men or women; we all
also learn and routinely use the commonplace practices that allow us to pass as men or women. It is only in
learning these practices that we come to be, in a sociological sense, a man or a woman. Thus, even a category
like gender, which is thought to be an ascribed status, can be understood as an accomplishment of a set of
situated practices.
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Conversation Analysis

We now turn to what has become the major type of research within ethnomethodology—conversation
analysis. The goal of conversation analysis is to study the taken-for-granted ways in which conversation is
organized. Conversation analysts are concerned with the relationships between utterances in a conversation
rather than in the relationships between speakers and hearers (Sharrock and Anderson, 1986:68).

Telephone Conversations: Identification and Recognition

Emanuel A. Schegloff (1979) viewed his examination of the way in which telephone conversations are opened
as part of a larger effort to understand the orderly character of social interaction:

The work in which my colleagues and I have been engaged is concerned with … detecting and
describing the orderly phenomena of which conversation and interaction are composed, and an
interest in depicting the systematic organizations by reference to which those phenomena are
produced.

(Schegloff, 1979:24, italics added)

This interest extends to various orderly phenomena within interaction, such as the organization of turn taking
in conversations and the ways in which people seek to repair breaches in normal conversational procedure. In
addition, there is interest in the overall structure of a conversation, including openings, closings, and regularly
recurring internal sequences.

In this context, Schegloff looked at the opening of a phone conversation, which he defined as “a place where
the type of conversation being opened can be proffered, displayed, accepted, rejected, modified—in short,
incipiently constituted by the parties to it” (1979:25). Although the talk one hears on the phone is no different
from that in face-to-face conversations, the participants lack visual contact. Schegloff focused on one element
of phone conversations not found in face-to-face conversations: the sequence by which parties who have no
visual contact identify and recognize each other.

Schegloff found that telephone openings are often quite straightforward and standardized:

A. Hello?

B. Shar’n?

A. Hi!

(Schegloff, 1979:52)

But some openings “look and sound idiosyncratic—almost virtuoso performances” (Schegloff, 1979:68):
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A. Hello.

B. Hello Margie?

A. Yes.

B. hhh We do painting, antiquing,

A. is that right.

B. eh, hh—hhh

A. hnh, hnh, hnh

B. nhh, hnh, hnh! hh

A. hh

B. keep people’s pa’r tools

A. y(hhh)! hnh, hnh

B. I’m sorry about that—that—I din’ see that.

(adapted from Schegloff, 1979:68)

Although such openings may be different from the usual openings, they are not without their organization.
They are “engendered by a systemic sequential organization adapted and fitted by the parties to some
particular circumstances” (Schegloff, 1979:68). For example, the preceding conversation is almost
incomprehensible until we understand that B is calling to apologize for keeping some borrowed power tools
too long. B makes a joke out of it by building it into a list (painting, antiquing), and it is only at the end, when
both are laughing, that the apology comes.

Schegloff’s conclusion was that even very idiosyncratic cases are to be examined “to extract from their local
particularities the formal organization into which their particularities are infused” (Schegloff, 1979:71).

Initiating Laughter

Gail Jefferson (1979; see also Jefferson, 1984) looked at the question of how one knows when to laugh in the
course of a conversation. The lay view is that laughter is a totally free event in the course of a conversation or
interaction. However, Jefferson found that several basic structural characteristics of an utterance are designed
to induce the other party to laugh. The first is the placement, by the speaker, of a laugh at the end of his
utterance:

Dan. I thought that was pretty out of sight. Did you hear me say you’re a junkie … heh, heh Dolly.
heh, heh, heh.
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(adapted from Jefferson, 1979:80)

The second device reported by Jefferson is within-speech laughter—for example, in mid-sentence:

A. You know I didn’t … you know

B. Hell, you know I’m on ret (haha);

A. ehh, yeh, ha ha.

(adapted from Jefferson, 1979:83)

Jefferson (1979:83) concluded from these examples that the occurrence of laughter is more organized than we
realize.

Jefferson was interested not only in the decision to laugh but also in the declining of an invitation to laugh.
She found that silence after an invitation is not enough, that a clear signal is required indicating refusal of the
invitation. If, for example, someone refuses to laugh, a strategy would be to commence, just after the onset of
the speaker’s laugh, a serious pursuit of the topic.

Phillip Glenn (1989) has examined the initiation of shared laughter in a multiparty conversation. Glenn
argues that whereas in two-party interactions the speaker ordinarily laughs first, in multiparty interactions
someone other than the speaker usually provides the first laugh. In a two-party interaction, the speaker is
virtually forced to laugh at his or her own material because there is only one other person present who can
perform that function. However, in a multiparty interaction, the fact that there are many other people who
can laugh first means that the speaker can better afford the risk of not taking the initiative of being the first to
laugh.

Generating Applause

John Heritage and David Greatbatch (1986) have studied the rhetoric of British political speeches (derived
from a body of work developed by J. Maxwell Atkinson [1984a, 1984b]) and uncovered basic devices by which
speakers generate applause from their audiences. They argue that applause is generated by “statements that are
verbally constructed (a) to emphasize and thus highlight their contents against a surrounding background of
speech materials and (b) to project a clear completion point for the message in question” (Heritage and
Greatbatch, 1986:116). Emphasis tells the audience that applause is appropriate, and advance notice of a clear
completion point allows the audience to begin applauding more or less in unison. In their analysis of British
political speeches, Heritage and Greatbatch uncovered seven basic rhetorical devices:

1. Contrast: For example, a politician might argue: “Too much is spent on war … too little is spent on
peace.” Such a statement generates applause because, for emphasis, the same point is made first in
negative terms and then in positive terms. The audience also is able to anticipate when to applaud by
matching the unfolding of the second half of the statement with the already completed first half.

482



2. List: A list of political issues, especially the often used three-part list, provides emphasis as well as a
completion point that can be anticipated by the audience.

3. Puzzle solution: Here the politician first poses a puzzle for the audience and then offers a solution. This
double presentation of the issue provides emphasis, and the audience can anticipate the completion of
the statement at the end of the solution.

4. Headline—punch line: Here the politician proposes to make a statement and then makes it.
5. Combination: This involves use of two or more of the devices just listed.
6. Position taking: This involves an initial description of a state of affairs that the speaker would be

expected to feel strongly about. However, at first it is presented nonevaluatively. Only at the end does
the speaker offer his or her own position.

7. Pursuit: This occurs when an audience fails to respond to a particular message. The speaker may actively
pursue applause by, for example, restating the central point.

In the political party conferences studied by Heritage and Greatbatch, these seven devices accounted for
slightly more than two-thirds of the total applause. Of the seven, contrast (accounting for almost a quarter of
applause events) was by far the most commonly applauded format. The speaker’s manner of delivering the
message (“intonation, timing, and gesture”) also is important (Heritage and Greatbatch, 1986:143). Finally,
Heritage and Greatbatch note that the seven devices are not restricted to political speech making, but also are
found in advertising slogans, newspaper editorials, scientific texts, and so forth. In fact, they conclude that
these devices have their roots and are found in everyday, natural, conversational interaction. The implication is
that we all use these devices daily to generate positive reactions from those with whom we interact.

Booing

In a later and parallel piece of research, Steven Clayman (1993) studied booing as an expression of disapproval
in the context of public speaking. While applause allows the audience to affiliate with the speaker, booing is
an act of disaffiliation.

There are two fundamental ways in which responses such as applause and booing begin—as a result of
independent individual decision making and as a product of the mutual monitoring of the behavior of
members of an audience. Previous research has demonstrated that individual decision making predominates in
the onset of applause. Because the decision is made largely alone, applause occurs almost immediately after a
popular remark is made. Also consistent with individual decision making is the fact that applause occurs in a
burst that reaches its peak in the first second or two. Furthermore, as demonstrated in the preceding section, a
series of well-known devices are employed by speakers to lead audience members to the decision to applaud
and then to the applause itself.

Booing, however, is a result more of mutual monitoring than of individual decision making. There is usually a
significant time lag between the utterance of the objectionable words and the onset of booing. If booing were
the result of a number of individuals making independent decisions, it would occur about as quickly as
applause does. The time lag tends to indicate that audience members are monitoring the behavior of others
before deciding whether booing is appropriate. In addition, the onset of booing often is preceded by displays
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by the audience.

For example, the audience may engage in incipient displays of its disaffiliation4 from the speaker through “a
variety of vocalizations—whispering or talking between themselves, talking, shouting, or jeering at the
speaker.… [T]he resulting sound can be characterized as a ‘murmur,’ ‘buzz,’ or ‘roar’” (Clayman, 1993:117).
Audience members monitor these sounds; they indicate to the members that the audience is predisposed to
disapprove of the utterance in question. Audience members feel freer to boo because they have reason to
believe that they will not be alone and therefore suffer the disapproval of other audience members.

Of course, one might ask where the incipient displays come from, if not from independent decision making.
Clayman believes that some degree of independent decision making is involved here. Individual decision
making occurs in the case of incipient displays because the resulting behaviors (for example, private
whispering with neighbors, self-talk [for example, “yikes”]) are more private and less likely to be disapproved
of by the rest of the audience than is booing. Thus, there is little or no need to monitor the audience in order
to determine the appropriateness of such behaviors.

Clayman concludes that collectively produced applause and booing are very much like individually produced
agreement and disagreement in everyday behavior. In both cases, “Agreements tend to be produced promptly,
in an unqualified manner, and are treated as requiring no special explanation or account. Disagreements, by
contrast, typically are delayed, qualified, and accountable” (Clayman, 1993:125). This similarity leads to the
conclusion that applause and booing may be explained by general interactional principles that cut across all
sectors of life and not just by the organizational and institutional structures and norms involved in public
speaking. Those “general principles of human conduct” are part of the interaction order that “is a species of
social institution in its own right, one that predates and is constitutive of most other societal institutions, and
possesses its own indigenous organizational properties and conventional practices” (Clayman, 1993:127). In
other words, the fundamental principles being uncovered by conversation analysts allow us to understand
positive (applause) and negative (booing) responses to public speeches.

The Interactive Emergence of Sentences and Stories

Charles Goodwin (1979) challenged the traditional linguistic assumption that sentences can be examined in
isolation from the process of interaction in which they occur. His view was that “sentences emerge with
conversation” (C. Goodwin, 1979:97). The fact is that the “speaker can reconstruct the meaning of his
sentence as he is producing it in order to maintain its appropriateness to its recipient of the moment” (C.
Goodwin, 1979:98; italics added).

Speakers pay acute attention to listeners as they are speaking. As the listeners react verbally, facially, or with
body language, the speaker—on the basis of those reactions—adjusts the sentence as it is emerging. The
reactions allow the speaker to decide whether his or her point is being made and, if not, to alter the structure
of the sentence. Goodwin described some of the alterations that took place in a particular sentence sequence:
“the unfolding meaning of John’s sentence is reconstructed twice, a new segment is added to it, and another is
deleted prior to its production but replaced with a different segment” (1979:112). In other words, sentences
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are the products of collaborative processes.

Mandelbaum (1989) examined the interactive emergence of stories. Her key point is that the audience is not
passive, as is conventionally assumed, but rather can be seen as the “co-author” of the story. Paralleling
Goodwin’s analysis of the interactive emergence of sentences, Mandelbaum shows that the audience members
have resources that allow them to work with the author to alter a story while the storytelling is in process. The
audience participates by allowing the suspension of turn-by-turn talk so that the storyteller may dominate the
conversation. The audience members also help the story along by displaying their understanding through the
use of expressions such as “uh huh” and “mm hm.” The audience may also “repair” some problem in the story,
thereby permitting it to proceed more smoothly. Most important for the purposes of this discussion, the
audience may intervene in the story and cause it to move off in a new direction. Thus, in a very real sense,
stories, like sentences and conversations in general, are interactional products.

Integration of Talk and Nonvocal Activities

Conversation analysts have focused on talk, and other ethnomethodologists on nonvocal activities. Some
researchers use videotapes and films to analyze the integration of vocal and nonvocal activities. Charles
Goodwin (1984), for example, examined a videotape of a dinner party involving two couples. One issue in the
relationship between vocal and nonvocal activities is the body posture of a person (in this case Ann) who tells
a story at the party:

Ann clasps her hands together, places both elbows on the table, and leans forward while gazing
toward her addressed recipient, Beth. With this posture the speaker displays full orientation toward
her addressed recipient, complete engagement in telling her story, and lack of involvement in any
activities other than conversation. The posture appears to … constitute a visual display that a telling
is in progress.

(C. Goodwin, 1984:228)

More generally, Goodwin concludes, “Ann’s telling is thus made visible not only in her talk but also in the
way in which she organizes her body and activities during the telling” (1984:229).

Another nonvocal activity examined by Goodwin is the gaze, which he relates to talk:

When a speaker gazes at a recipient that recipient should be gazing at him. When speakers gaze at
nongazing recipients, and thus locate violations of the rule, they frequently produce phrasal breaks
such as restarts and pauses, in their talk. These phrasal breaks both orient to the event as a violation
by locating the talk in progress at that point as impaired in some fashion and provide a remedy by
functioning as requests for the gaze of the hearer. Thus just after phrasal breaks nongazing
recipients frequently begin to move their gaze to the speaker.
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(C. Goodwin, 1984:230)

Body posture and gaze are only two of many nonvocal activities that are intimately related to vocal activities.

Doing Shyness (and Self-Confidence)

We tend to think of shyness and self-confidence as psychological traits, but Philip Manning and George Ray
(1993) have attempted to show that they are things that we “do” as we are managing conversational
encounters. There are a range of typical procedures that we all use to get acquainted with those we do not
know, and the shy and the self-confident modify these procedures, albeit in different ways, in order to deal
with social situations distinctively. Thus, the shy and the self-confident employ different conversational
strategies.

Manning and Ray conducted a laboratory study with college students involving videotaping and transcribing
the interaction of 10 shy and 10 self-confident dyads. While we all engage in “setting-talk”—that is, talk
about our immediate environment—shy people do this much more than do those who are self-confident.
Take the following example:

A. (nervous laughter) A microphone

A. We’re being tape recorded

A. I know probably

B. Huh

A. Okay

B. I guess they’re going to observe how nervous we are (laughs)

A. I know

(Manning and Ray, 1993:182)

Manning and Ray found that shy participants were more than two and a half times as likely to engage in
setting-talk at the beginning of a conversation as were those who are self-confident. Furthermore, those who
are shy were eight times more likely to return to setting-talk later, whenever the conversation flagged.
Manning and Ray conclude, “We believe that shy participants used setting-talk as a ‘safe’ topic, comparable to
discussions about the weather. By contrast … self-confident participants viewed setting-talk as a dead end to
be avoided” (1993:183). Instead, those high in self-confidence were more likely to exchange names and move
immediately into the introduction of a topic for conversation (a “pretopical sequence”). While shy participants
tend to reject these pretopical sequences, those who are self-confident are likely to respond to them, and in
depth.

One key issue is whether these and other differences in conversation are symptoms of underlying
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psychological differences or whether shyness and self-confidence are the different conversational procedures.
Needless to say, Manning and Ray (1993:189), adopting the ethnomethodological perspective, tend to prefer
the latter view.
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Studies of Institutions

As pointed out earlier in this chapter, a number of ethnomethodologists have become interested in the study
of conversation and interaction in various social institutions. In this section, we examine a few examples of
this kind of work.

Job Interviews

Some ethnomethodologists have turned their attention to the work world. For example, Button (1987) has
looked at the job interview. Not surprisingly, he sees the interview as a sequential, turn-taking conversation
and as the “situated practical accomplishment of the parties to that setting” (Button, 1987:160). One issue
addressed in this study involves the things that interviewers can do, after an answer has been given, to move
on to something else, thereby preventing the interviewee from returning to, and perhaps correcting, his or her
answer. First, the interviewer may indicate that the interview as a whole is over. Second, the interviewer may
ask another question that moves the discussion in a different direction. Third, the interviewer may assess the
answer given in such a way that the interviewee is precluded from returning to it.

Button wonders what it is that makes a job interview an interview. He argues that it is not the sign on the
door or the gathering together of people. Rather, it is “what those people do, and how they structure and
organize their interactions with one another, that achieves for some social settings its characterizability as an
interview. This integrally involves the way in which the participants organize their speech exchange with one
another” (Button, 1987:170). Thus, it is the nature of the interaction, of the conversation, that defines a job
interview.

Executive Negotiations

Anderson, Hughes, and Sharrock (1987) have examined the nature of negotiations between business
executives. One of their findings about such negotiations is how reasonable, detached, and impersonal they
are:

Everything is carried out in a considered, measured, reasonable way. No personal animus is involved
or intended in their maneuverings. It is simply what they do; [it is] part of their working day.…
Animosities, disagreements and disputes are always contained, in hand, controlled. If a deal cannot
be made this time, so be it.

(Anderson, Hughes, and Sharrock, 1987:155)

This kind of interaction tells us a great deal about the business world.

Interestingly, Anderson, Hughes, and Sharrock go on to argue that what takes place in the business world is
no different from what takes place in everyday life. In most of our social relationships, we behave the way the
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business executives described above behaved. “Business life does not take place in a sealed compartment, set
off from the rest of social life. It is continuous with and interwoven with it” (Anderson, Hughes, and
Sharrock, 1987:155).

Calls to Emergency Centers

Whalen and Zimmerman (1987) have examined telephone calls to emergency communications centers. The
context of such calls leads to a reduction of the opening of telephone conversations. In normal telephone
conversations, we usually find summons-answer, identification-recognition, greeting, and “how are you”
sequences. In emergency calls, however, the opening sequences are reduced, and recognitions, greetings, and
“how are yous” are routinely absent.

Another interesting aspect of emergency phone calls is that certain opening events that would be ignored in a
normal conversation are treated quite seriously:

Those situations in which caller hangs up after dispatcher answers, or there is silence on the line or
sounds such as dogs barking, arguing and screaming in the background, or a smoke alarm ringing.
Despite the lack of direct conversational engagement on the line, dispatchers initially treat these
events as possible indicators of a need for assistance, and thus as functional or virtual requests.

(Whalen and Zimmerman, 1987:178)

The peculiar nature of the emergency telephone conversation leads to these and other adaptations to the
structure of the normal conversation.

In a related study, Whalen, Zimmerman, and Whalen (1988) looked at a specific emergency telephone
conversation that failed, leading to the delayed dispatch of an ambulance and the death of a woman. The
media tended to blame the dispatcher for this incident, but Whalen, Zimmerman, and Whalen trace the
problem to the nature of the specific emergency phone conversation:

Our investigation revealed that the participants had rather different understandings of what was
happening and different expectations of what was supposed to happen in this conversation. Over the
course of the interaction the talk of both caller and nurse-dispatcher (and her supervisor) operated
to extend and deepen this misalignment. This misalignment contributed in a fundamental way to a
dispute that contaminated and transformed the participants’ activity.

(Whalen, Zimmerman, and Whalen, 1988:358)

Thus, it was the nature of the specific conversation, not the abilities of the dispatcher, that “caused” the
mishap.
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Dispute Resolution in Mediation Hearings

Angela Garcia (1991) analyzed conflict resolution in a California program designed to mediate a variety of
disputes—between landlord and tenant, over small sums of money, and between family members or friends.
Her ultimate goal is to compare institutional conflict resolution with that which takes place in ordinary
conversations. Garcia’s key point is that institutional mediation makes conflict resolution easier by eliminating
processes that lead to escalating levels of strife in ordinary conversation. Furthermore, when arguments do
occur in mediation, procedures exist that do not exist in ordinary conversation that make termination of the
conflict possible.

Garcia begins with the familiar concern of conversation analysts with turn taking. Mediation stipulates who is
allowed to speak at any given time and what form responses may take. For example, complainants speak first
and may not be interrupted by disputants during their presentations. These constraints on interruptions
greatly restrict the amount of conflict in mediated disputes. In contrast, the ability to interrupt in normal
conversations greatly escalates the likelihood and amount of conflict. Also reducing the possibility of conflict
is the fact that disputants must ask the mediator’s permission to speak or to use sanctions. The request may be
denied, and even if it isn’t, the fact that a request has been made serves to mitigate the possibility of direct
conflict between disputants. Another key factor in reducing the possibility of conflict is the fact that
disputants address their remarks to the mediator rather than to each other. During periods when an issue is
under joint discussion, the mediator, not the participants, controls both the topic and who participates by
asking disputants directed questions. The mediator therefore serves as both a buffer and a controller and in
both roles operates to limit the possibility of conflict.

The mediator seeks especially to limit the possibility of direct and adjacent accusations and denials by the
disputants. Such “cross talk” is highly likely to lead to conflict, and mediators seek to prevent it from occurring
and are quick to act once it begins. To halt cross talk, the mediator may try to change topics, redirect a
question, or sanction the disputants.

In sum, “[I]n mediation, the adjacent and directly addressed oppositional utterances that constitute argument
do not occur” (Angela Garcia, 1991:827). Garcia summarizes her conclusions by offering four characteristics
of mediation that allow disputants to reduce or eliminate arguments while at the same time saving face:

1. Accusations and denials are not adjacent to one another in the turn-taking system of a mediated dispute,
thereby reducing the possibility of escalation into an argument.

2. Denials are made not directly to accusations, but to queries by the mediator. Because they are separated
from responses, denials are less likely to provoke disputational responses.

3. Because there is a delay between accusation and response, disputants are permitted not to respond to
certain accusations without their lack of response implying that they are guilty of those accusations. The
delay allows the disputant to “bypass some accusations, focus on the more important accusations, or
ignore accusations she or he cannot credibly deny” (Angela Garcia, 1991:830). The result is that there
generally end up being fewer issues on the table about which arguments can occur.

4. Accusations and denials are mitigated by the mediation system. For example, the agent being accused
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may be referred to implicitly rather than explicitly, that agent may be referred to collectively as “we” with
the result that the complainant is including himself “or herself” as the blamed party, or the accusations
themselves can be downgraded by the use of words and phrases such as “I would imagine” and “maybe.”

Unlike Clayman in his study of booing, Garcia does not argue that the structure of interaction in mediation is
similar to the interactional organization of everyday life. In fact, her point is that they are very different
interactional orders. However, like Clayman and other conversation analysts, Garcia (1991:833) does see the
key to understanding what goes on in interaction, specifically in this case in mediation, in “the interactional
order of mediation itself,” rather than in the social or normative structure of mediation.

Greatbatch and Dingwall (1997) examined divorce mediation sessions conducted in 10 agencies in England.
In contrast to Garcia’s study, disputants do talk directly to one another and often become involved in
arguments. Given this, Greatbatch and Dingwall are interested in the ways in which such arguments are
exited. While mediators can take various actions, the focus in this study is on things that the disputants can do
to exit an argument, such as one party passing on the opportunity to speak and leaving only the other party
talking, taking the initiative and addressing the mediator rather than the other disputant, announcing that one
is withdrawing from the argument, and offering conciliatory accounts (e.g., “I’m to blame”). Nevertheless, in
most instances, in the British case, disputants do not talk directly to one another; they do address mediators.
Perhaps of greater importance than the specific differences between the two studies is the fact that Greatbatch
and Dingwall (1997:164) also take issue with Garcia’s argument that what takes place in such settings is not
similar to everyday life: “The deescalatory practices described here are not unique to mediation; they are
generic speaking practices deriving from ordinary conversation.” In other words, the things that disputants do
to exit arguments are similar to the ways in which we extricate ourselves from arguments on a daily basis.
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Criticisms of Traditional Sociology

Ethnomethodologists criticize traditional sociologists for several reasons.

Separated From the Social

Sociologists are critiqued for imposing their sense of social reality on the social world (Mehan and Wood,
1975). They believe that sociology has not been attentive enough to, or respectful enough of, the everyday
world that should be its ultimate source of knowledge (Sharrock and Anderson, 1986). More extremely,
sociology has rendered the most essential aspects of the social world (ethnomethods) unavailable and focuses
instead on a constructed world that conceals everyday practices. Enamored of their own view of the social
world, sociologists have tended not to share the same social reality as those they study. As Mehan and Wood
put it, “In attempting to do a social science, sociology has become alienated from the social” (1975:63).

Within this general orientation, Mehan and Wood (see also Sharrock and Anderson, 1986) leveled a number
of specific criticisms at sociology. The concepts used by sociologists are said to distort the social world, to
destroy its ebb and flow. Further distortion is caused by sociology’s reliance on scientific techniques and
statistical analyses of data. Statistics simply do not usually do justice to the elegance and sophistication of the
real world. The coding techniques used by sociologists when they translate human behavior into their
preconceived categories distort the social world. Furthermore, the seeming simplicity of the codes conceals the
complicated and distorting work involved in turning aspects of the social world into the sociologist’s
preconceived categories. Sociologists also are seen as tending to accept unquestioningly a respondent’s
description of a phenomenon rather than looking at the phenomenon itself. Thus, a description of a social
setting is taken to be that setting rather than one conception of that setting. Finally, Mehan and Wood argued
that sociologists are prone to offer abstractions of the social world that are increasingly removed from the
reality of everyday life.

Confusing Topic and Resource

Taking a slightly different approach, Don Zimmerman and Melvin Pollner (1970) argued that conventional
sociology has suffered from a confusion of topic and resource. That is, the everyday social world is a resource for
the favorite topics of sociology, but it is rarely a topic in its own right. This can be illustrated in a variety of
ways. For example, Roy Turner (1970; see also Sharrock and Anderson, 1986) argued that sociologists usually
look at everyday speech not as a topic in itself but as a resource with which to study hidden realities such as
norms, values, attitudes, and so on. However, instead of being a resource, everyday speech can be seen as one
of the ways in which the business of social life is carried on—a topic in itself. Matthew Speier (1970) argued
that when sociologists look at childhood socialization, they look not at the processes themselves but at a series
of abstract “stages” generalized from those processes. Speier argued, “Socialization is the acquisition of
interactional competencies” (1970:189). Thus, the ethnomethodologist must look at the way these competencies
are acquired and used in the everyday reality of the real world.
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Another analysis of childhood socialization, by Robert W. Mackay (1974), is even more useful as a critique of
traditional sociology and the confusion of topic and resource. Mackay contrasted the “normative” approach of
traditional sociology with the interpretive approach of ethnomethodology. The normative approach is seen as
arguing that socialization is merely a series of stages in which “complete” adults teach “incomplete” children
the ways of society. Mackay viewed this as a “gloss” that ignores the reality that socialization involves an
interaction between children and adults. Children are not passive, incomplete receptacles; rather, they are
active participants in the socialization process because they have the ability to reason, invent, and acquire
knowledge. Socialization is a two-sided process. Mackay believed that the ethnomethodological orientation
“restores the interaction between adults and children based on interpretive competencies as the phenomenon
of study” (1974:183).

Zimmerman and Pollner (1970) cited other examples of the confusion of topic and resource. For example,
they argued that sociologists normally explain action in bureaucracies by the rules, norms, and values of the
organization. However, had they looked at organizations as topics, they would have seen that actors often
simply make it appear through their actions that those actions can be explained by the rules. It is not the rules
but the actors’ use of the rules that should be the topic of sociological research. Zimmerman and Pollner then
cited the example of a code of behavior between prison convicts. Whereas traditional sociology would look at
the ways in which actors are constrained by a convict code, ethnomethodologists would examine how the
convicts use the code as an explanatory and persuasive device. Don Zimmerman and Lawrence Wieder
offered the following generalization on the confusion of topic and resource:

The ethnomethodologist is not concerned with providing causal explanations of observably regular,
patterned, repetitive actions by some kind of analysis of the actor’s point of view. He is concerned
with how members of society go about the task of seeing, describing, and explaining order in the
world in which they live.

(Zimmerman and Wieder, 1970:289)

Social order is not a reality in itself to the ethnomethodologist but an accomplishment of social actors.
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Stresses and Strains in Ethnomethodology

Although ethnomethodology has made enormous strides in sociology and has demonstrated, especially in the
area of conversation analysis, some capacity to cumulate knowledge of the world of everyday life, there are
some problems worth noting.

First, while ethnomethodology is far more accepted today than it was a decade or two ago, it is still regarded
with considerable suspicion by many sociologists (Pollner, 1991). They view it as focusing on trivial matters
and ignoring the crucially important issues confronting society today. The ethnomethodologists’ response is
that they are dealing with the crucial issues because it is everyday life that matters most. Paul Atkinson sums
up the situation: “Ethnomethodology continues to be greeted with mixtures of incomprehension and hostility
in some quarters, but it is unquestionably a force to be reckoned with when it comes to the theory, methods,
and empirical conduct of sociological inquiry” (1988:442).

Second, there are those (for example, P. Atkinson, 1988) who believe that ethnomethodology has lost sight of
its phenomenological roots and its concern for conscious, cognitive processes (exceptions are Cicourel [1974]
and Coulter [1983], although Coulter is inclined to embed cognition within the everyday world). Instead of
focusing on such conscious processes, ethnomethodologists, especially conversation analysts, have come to
focus on the “structural properties of the talk itself” (P. Atkinson, 1988:449). Ignored in the process are
motives and the internal motivations for action. In Atkinson’s view, ethnomethodology has grown “unduly
restricted” and has come to be “behaviorist and empiricist” (1988:441). In moving in this direction,
ethnomethodology is seen as having gone back on some of its basic principles, including its desire not to treat
the actor as a judgmental dope:

Garfinkel’s early inspiration was to reject the judgmental dope image in order to focus attention on
the skillful and artful, methodical work put into the production of social order. In the intervening
years, however, some versions of ethnomethodology have returned to the judgmental dope as their
model actor. Intentionality and meaning have been all but eliminated.

(P. Atkinson, 1988:449)

Third, some ethnomethodologists have worried about the link between the concerns in their work (for
example, conversations) and the larger social structure. This concern exists even though, as we discussed
earlier in the chapter and will return to toward the end, ethnomethodologists tend to see themselves as
bridging the micro-macro divide. For example, some years ago, Zimmerman viewed cross-fertilization with
macrosociology as “an open question, and an intriguing possibility” (1978:12). Later, Pollner urged
ethnomethodology to “return to sociology to understand those [taken-for-granted] practices in their larger
social context[;] … mundane reason in terms of structural and historical processes. Mundane reason, it is
suggested is not simply the product of local work of mundane reasoners, for it is also shaped by longer term
and larger scale dynamics” (1987:xvi). Some such cross-fertilization has been undertaken by people like
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Giddens (1984), who has integrated ethnomethodological ideas into his structuration theory. More generally,
Boden (1990; see the next section) has outlined what ethnomethodology has to offer to the issue of the
relationship between structure and agency. She argues that the findings of ethnomethodological studies are
relevant not only to micro structures but to macro structures as well. There is hope that institutional studies
will shed more light on the macro structure and its relationship to micro-level phenomena.

Fourth, and from within the field, Pollner (1991) has criticized ethnomethodology for losing sight of its
original radical reflexivity. Radical reflexivity leads to the view that all social activity is accomplished, including
the activities of ethnomethodologists. However, ethnomethodology has come to be more accepted by
mainstream sociologists. As Pollner puts it, “Ethnomethodology is settling down in the suburbs of sociology”
(1991:370). As they have come to be more accepted, ethnomethodologists have tended to lose sight of the
need to analyze their own work. As a result, in Pollner’s view, ethnomethodology is in danger of losing its
self-analytical and critical edge and becoming just another establishment theoretical specialty.

Finally, it should be noted that although they are discussed under the same heading, there is a growing
uneasiness in the relationship between ethnomethodology and conversation analysis (Lynch, 1993:203–264).
As mentioned earlier, they have somewhat different roots. More important, in recent years, it is conversation
analysis that has made the greatest headway in sociology as a whole. Its tendency to study conversations
empirically makes it quite acceptable to the discipline’s mainstream. The tension between the two is likely to
increase if conversation analysis continues to settle into the mainstream while ethnomethodological studies of
institutions remain more on the periphery.
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Synthesis and Integration

Even ethnomethodology, one of the most determinedly microextremist perspectives in sociological theory, has
shown some signs of openness to synthesis and integration. For example, ethnomethodology seems to be
expanding into domains that appear to be more in line with mainstream sociology. Good examples are
Heritage and Greatbatch’s (1986) analysis of the methods used to generate applause from audiences and
Clayman’s (1993) study of booing. Typologies developed by such ethnomethodologists seem little different
from the kinds of typologies employed by various other types of sociological theorists.

However, ethnomethodology remains embattled and insecure and thus, in some ways, seems to run counter to
the trend toward theoretical synthesis. Seemingly rejecting the idea of synthesis, Garfinkel sees
ethnomethodology as an “incommensurably alternate sociology” (1988:108). Boden (1990) finds it necessary
to make a strong, albeit somewhat self-conscious, case for ethnomethodology and conversation analysis. It is
certainly true, as Boden suggests, that ethnomethodology has widened and deepened its support in sociology.
However, one wonders whether it, or any other sociological theory for that matter, is, as Boden contends,
“here to stay.” In any case, such an argument contradicts the idea that theoretical boundaries are weakening
and new synthetic perspectives are emerging. It may be that ethnomethodology is still too new and too
insecure to consider an erosion of its boundaries.

Nevertheless, much of Boden’s (1990) essay deals with synthetic efforts within ethnomethodology, especially
regarding integrative issues such as the relationship between agency and structure, the embeddedness of
action, and fleeting events within the course of history. Boden also deals with the extent to which an array of
European and American theorists have begun to integrate ethnomethodology and conversation analysis into
their orientations. Unfortunately, what is lacking is a discussion of the degree to which ethnomethodologists
are integrating the ideas of other sociological theories into their perspective. Ethnomethodologists seem quite
willing to have other theorists integrate ethnomethodological perspectives, but they seem far less eager to
reciprocate.

Ethnomethodology and the Micro-Macro Order

Hilbert (1990) deals with the relationship between ethnomethodology and the micro-macro order. As we saw
earlier, Hilbert rejects the conventional idea that ethnomethodology is a microsociology, but it is not, in his
view, to be seen as a macrosociology either. Rather, Hilbert argues that ethnomethodology “transcends” the
micro-macro issue because it is concerned “with social practices [membership practices] which are the
methods of producing both micro structure and macro structure as well as any presumed ‘linkage’ between
these two” (1990:794).

Hilbert, somewhat erroneously (see Chapter 13), reduces the micro-macro linkage issue to a set of structural
concerns. That is, it involves a focus on micro structures, macro structures, and the linkage between them. In
Hilbert’s view, ethnomethodologists are “indifferent” to structures at any level. Instead of being concerned
with either micro or macro structures, ethnomethodologists are interested in the membership practices, the
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“ethnomethods,” “the artful production,” of structure in general. That is, ethnomethodologists are interested
in the “methods of producing, maintaining, sustaining, and reproducing social structure by and for the
membership, whether oriented to large scale institutional (macro) structure or smaller, more intimate (micro)
structure” (Hilbert, 1990:799).

Hilbert offers what he calls the “radical thesis” of ethnomethodology, which serves to transcend the issue of
micro-macro linkage:

The empirical phenomena that conversation analysts witness but which members cannot possibly
know about, and … the structural phenomena that members orient to and take for granted but
which nevertheless are nonempirical and unavailable for social science are (in a subtle way) … the
same phenomena.

(Hilbert, 1990:801)

In other words, to the ethnomethodologist, there is no distinction to be made between micro and macro
structures because they are generated simultaneously. However, neither ethnomethodologists nor any other
sociological theorists have offered the ultimate solution to the micro-macro issue. Hilbert’s effort is marred by
his reduction of this issue to a concern for the linkage of micro and macro structures. As we will see in Chapter
13, there is far more to this issue than such a linkage. Nevertheless, the ethnomethodologists do offer an
interesting, indeed radical, approach to this question, dissolving it and arguing that the micro and the macro
are the same thing! Certainly one way to deal with the micro-macro issue is to refuse to separate the two
levels, seeing them instead as part of the same general process.

Summary

This chapter is devoted to a very distinctive kind of sociology and sociological theory—ethnomethodology.
Ethnomethodology is the study of the everyday practices used by the ordinary members of society in order to
deal with their day-to-day lives. People are seen as accomplishing their everyday lives through a variety of
artful practices. Over the years, ethnomethodology has grown increasingly diverse. However, the two main
varieties of ethnomethodology are institutional studies and conversation analysis.

We examine several early examples of ethnomethodology, including “breaching experiments,” as well as
Garfinkel’s famous study of Agnes and the ways in which “she” accomplished being a female (even though she
was actually a he). The bulk of the chapter is devoted to a discussion of the heart of ethnomethodology—
studies of conversations and institutions. Included in the discussion of studies of conversations are reviews of
work on such things as how people know when it is appropriate to laugh, applaud, and boo. We also discuss
several institutional studies, including one that deals with the way disputes are resolved in mediation hearings.

Ethnomethodologists tend to be highly critical of mainstream sociology. For example, mainstream sociologists
are seen as imposing their sense of social reality on people rather than studying what people actually do.
Sociologists distort the social world in various ways by imposing their concepts, utilizing statistics, and so on.
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Sociologists also are accused of confusing topic and resource—that is, using the everyday world as a resource
rather than as a topic in its own right.

There are a variety of stresses and strains within ethnomethodology, including its continued exclusion from
the mainstream of sociology, the accusation that it has lost sight of cognitive processes, the inability to deal
adequately with social structures, the loss of its original radical quality, and the tension between
ethnomethodologists and conversation analysts. The chapter closes with a discussion of some work within
ethnomethodology on integration and synthesis. However, there are those who regard ethnomethodology as
incompatible with other sociological theories.
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Notes

1. Another body of ethnomethodological work deals with the study of science, particularly in fields such as
mathematics, astronomy, biology, and optics (for example, Lynch, 1985, 1993). In common with the rest of
ethnomethodology, studies in this area concentrate on the commonsense procedures, the practical reasoning
employed by scientists even in some of the greatest discoveries in the history of mathematics and science. The
focus is on the work that scientists do as well as the conversations in which they engage. The
ethnomethodologist is concerned with the “workbench practices” employed by scientists on a day-to-day
basis.

2. While we are treating conversation analysis as a variety of ethnomethodology, it should be noted that
conversation analysis has distinctive roots in the work of Harvey Sacks (who was a student of Erving
Goffman, not Harold Garfinkel; see Jacobsen, 2007) and has over the years developed a distinctive set of
interests.

3. For an interesting debate over Garfinkel’s interpretation of Agnes, see Denzin (1990a, 1991), Hilbert
(1991), Lynch and Bogen (1991), and Maynard (1991).

4.Booing is also likely to occur after displays of affiliation such as applause, but a different process is involved
and we will not deal with it here.
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11 Exchange, Network, and Rational Choice Theories
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Chapter Outline

Exchange Theory
Network Theory
Network Exchange Theory
Rational Choice Theory

In this chapter we focus on three related theories—exchange theory, rational choice theory, and network
theory. Rational choice theory was one of the intellectual influences that shaped the development of exchange
theory, especially its tendency to assume a rational actor. However, while contemporary exchange theory
continues to demonstrate the influence of rational choice theory, it has been affected by other intellectual
currents and has gone off in a series of unique directions (Willer and Emanuelson, 2008). Thus, contemporary
exchange and rational choice theories are far from coterminous. One fundamental difference is that rational
choice theorists focus on individual decision making, whereas the basic unit of analysis to exchange theorists is
the social relationship. Recently, exchange theorists have been devoting more attention to networks of social
relationships, and this focus tends to connect them with network theory itself. Network theory has much in
common with rational choice theory, although it rejects the assumption of the rationality of human actors
(Mizruchi, 1994). Overall, and unlike the theories discussed in the preceding two chapters, these theories
share a positivistic orientation.
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Exchange Theory

We begin, following Molm and Cook (1995; Cook and Rice, 2001, 2005; Lovaglia, 2007), with an overview
of the history of the development of exchange theory, beginning with its roots in behaviorism.

Behaviorism

Behaviorism is best known in psychology, but, in sociology, it had both direct effects on behavioral sociology
(Baldwin and Baldwin, 1986; Bushell and Burgess, 1969) and indirect effects, especially on exchange theory
(Molm, 2005a). The behavioral sociologist is concerned with the relationship between the effects of an actor’s
behavior on the environment and its impact on the actor’s later behavior. This relationship is basic to operant
conditioning, or the learning process by which “behavior is modified by its consequences” (Baldwin and
Baldwin, 1986:6). One might almost think of this behavior, at least initially in the infant, as a random
behavior. The environment in which the behavior exists, whether social or physical, is affected by the behavior
and in turn “acts” back in various ways. That reaction—positive, negative, or neutral—affects the actor’s later
behavior. If the reaction has been rewarding to the actor, the same behavior is likely to be emitted in the
future in similar situations. If the reaction has been painful or punishing, the behavior is less likely to occur in
the future. The behavioral sociologist is interested in the relationship between the history of environmental
reactions or consequences and the nature of present behavior. Past consequences of a given behavior govern its
present state. By knowing what elicited a certain behavior in the past, we can predict whether an actor will
produce the same behavior in the present situation.

Of great interest to behaviorists are rewards (or reinforcers) and costs (or punishments). Rewards are defined
by their ability to strengthen (that is, reinforce) behavior, while costs reduce the likelihood of behavior. As we
will see, behaviorism in general, and the ideas of rewards and costs in particular, had a powerful impact on
early exchange theory.

Rational Choice Theory

The basic principles of rational choice theory are derived from neoclassical economics (as well as utilitarianism
and game theory; Levi et al., 1990; Lindenberg, 2001; B. Simpson, 2007). Based on a variety of different
models, Debra Friedman and Michael Hechter (1988) have put together what they describe as a “skeletal”
model of rational choice theory.

The focus in rational choice theory is on actors. Actors are seen as being purposive, or as having intentionality.
That is, actors have ends or goals toward which their actions are aimed. Actors also are seen as having
preferences (or values, utilities). Rational choice theory is not concerned with what these preferences, or their
sources, are. Of importance is the fact that action is undertaken to achieve objectives that are consistent with
an actor’s preference hierarchy.

Although rational choice theory starts with actors’ purposes or intentions, it must take into consideration at
least two major constraints on action. The first is the scarcity of resources. Actors have different resources as
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well as differential access to other resources. For those with lots of resources, the achievement of ends may be
relatively easy. However, for those with few, if any, resources, the attainment of ends may be difficult or
impossible.

Related to scarcity of resources is the idea of opportunity costs (D. Friedman and Hechter, 1988:202). In
pursuing a given end, actors must keep an eye on the costs of forgoing their next-most-attractive action.
Actors may choose not to pursue the most highly valued end if their resources are negligible, if as a result the
chances of achieving that end are slim, and if in striving to achieve that end they jeopardize their chances of
achieving their next-most-valued end. Actors are seen as trying to maximize their benefits,1 and that goal may
involve assessing the relationship between the chances of achieving a primary end and what that achievement
does for the chances of attaining the second-most-valuable objective.

A second source of constraints on individual action is social institutions. As Friedman and Hechter put it, an
individual typically will

find his or her actions checked from birth to death by familial and school rules; laws and ordinances;
firm policies; churches, synagogues and mosques; and hospitals and funeral parlors. By restricting
the feasible set of courses of action available to individuals, enforceable rules of the game—including
norms, laws, agendas, and voting rules—systematically affect social outcomes.

(D. Friedman and Hechter, 1988:202)
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George Caspar Homans: An Autobiographical Sketch

Photograph courtesy of the American Sociological Association

How I became a sociologist, which was largely a matter of accident, I have described in other publications. [For a full autobiography,
see Homans, 1984.] My sustained work in sociology began with my association, beginning in 1933, with Professors Lawrence
Henderson and Elton Mayo at the Harvard Business School. Henderson, a biochemist, was studying the physiological characteristics
of industrial work; Mayo, a psychologist, the human factors. Mayo was then and later the director of the famous researches at the
Hawthorne Plant of the Western Electric Company in Chicago.

I took part in a course of readings and discussions under Mayo’s direction. Among other books, Mayo asked his students to read
several books by prominent social anthropologists, particularly Malinowski, Radcliffe-Brown, and Firth. Mayo wanted us to read
these books so that we should understand how in aboriginal, in contrast to modern, societies social rituals supported productive
work.

I became interested in them for a wholly different reason. In those days, the cultural anthropologists were intellectually dominant,
and friends of mine in this group, such as Clyde Kluckhohn, insisted that every culture was unique. Instead, I began to perceive from
my reading that certain institutions of aboriginal societies repeated themselves in places so far separated in time and space that the
societies could not have borrowed them from one another. Cultures were not unique and, what was more, their similarities could
only be explained on the assumption that human nature was the same the world over. Members of the human species working in
similar circumstances had independently created the similar institutions. This was not a popular view at the time. I am not sure it is
now.

By this time, I had also been exposed to a number of concrete or “field” studies of small human groups both modern and aboriginal.
When I was called to active duty in the Navy in World War II, I reflected on this material during long watches at sea. Quite
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suddenly, I conceived that a number of these studies might be described in concepts common to them all. In a few days, I had
sketched out such a conceptual scheme.

Back at Harvard with a tenured position after the war, I began working on a book, later entitled The Human Group (1950), which
was intended to apply my conceptual scheme to the studies in question. In the course of this work, it occurred to me that a
conceptual scheme was useful only as the starting point of a science. What was next required were propositions relating the concepts
to one another. In The Human Group, I stated a number of such propositions, which seemed to hold good for the groups I had
chosen.

I had long known Professor Talcott Parsons and was now closely associated with him in the Department of Social Relations. The
sociological profession looked upon him as its leading theorist. I decided that what he called theories were only conceptual schemes,
and that a theory was not a theory unless it contained at least a few propositions. I became confident that this view was correct by
reading several books on the philosophy of science.

Nor was it enough that a theory should contain propositions. A theory of a phenomenon was an explanation of it. Explanation
consisted in showing that one or more propositions of a low order of generality followed in logic from more general propositions
applied to what were variously called given or boundary conditions or parameters. I stated my position on this issue in my little book
The Nature of Social Science (1967).

I then asked myself what general propositions I could use in this way to explain the empirical propositions I had stated in The
Human Group and other propositions brought to my attention by later reading of field and experimental studies in social psychology.
The general propositions would have to meet only one condition: in accordance with my original insight, they should apply to
individual human beings as members of a species.

Such propositions were already at hand—luckily, for I could not have invented them for myself. They were the propositions of
behavioral psychology as stated by my old friend B. F. Skinner and others. They held good of persons both when acting alone in the
physical environment and when in interaction with other persons. In the two editions of my book Social Behavior (1961 and revised
in 1974), I used these propositions to try to explain how, under appropriate given conditions, relatively enduring social structures
could arise from, and be maintained by, the actions of individuals, who need not have intended to create the structures. This I
conceive to be the central intellectual problem of sociology.

Once the structures have been created, they have further effects on the behavior of persons who take part in them or come into
contact with them. But these further effects are explained by the same propositions as those used to explain the creation and
maintenance of the structures in the first place. The structures only provide new given conditions to which the propositions are to be
applied. My sociology remains fundamentally individualistic and not collectivistic.

[George Homans died in 1989. See Bell, 1992, for a biographical sketch of Homans. See also Fararo, 2007; Molm, 2005b.]

These institutional constraints provide both positive and negative sanctions that serve to encourage certain
actions and discourage others.

Friedman and Hechter enumerate two other ideas that they see as basic to rational choice theory. The first is
an aggregation mechanism, or the process by which “the separate individual actions are combined to produce
the social outcome” (D. Friedman and Hechter, 1988:203). The second is the importance of information in
making rational choices. At one time, it was assumed that actors had perfect, or at least sufficient, information
to make purposive choices between the alternative courses of action open to them. However, there is a
growing recognition that the quantity or quality of available information is highly variable and that that
variability has a profound effect on actors’ choices (Heckathorn, 1997).

At least in its early formation, exchange theory was affected by a rudimentary theory of rationality. Later in
this chapter, when we deal with rational choice theory itself, we will discuss some of the greater complexity
associated with it.
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The Exchange Theory of George Homans

The heart of George Homans’s exchange theory lies in a set of fundamental propositions. Although some of
his propositions deal with at least two interacting individuals, Homans was careful to point out that these
propositions are based on psychological principles. According to Homans, they are psychological for two
reasons. First, “they are usually stated and empirically tested by persons who call themselves psychologists”
(Homans, 1967:39–40). Second, and more important, they are psychological because of the level at which
they deal with the individual in society: “They are propositions about the behavior of individual human
beings, rather than propositions about groups or societies as such; and the behavior of men, as men, is generally
considered the province of psychology” (Homans, 1967:40; italics added). As a result of this position, Homans
admitted to being “what has been called—and it is a horrid phrase—a psychological reductionist” (1974:12).
Reductionism to Homans is “the process of showing how the propositions of one named science [in this case,
sociology] follow in logic from the more general propositions of another named science [in this case,
psychology]” (1984:338).

Although Homans made the case for psychological principles, he did not think of individuals as isolated. He
recognized that people are social and spend a considerable portion of their time interacting with other people.
He attempted to explain social behavior with psychological principles: “What the position [Homans’s] does
assume is that the general propositions of psychology, which are propositions about the effects on human
behavior of the results thereof, do not change when the results come from other men rather than from the
physical environment” (Homans, 1967:59). Homans did not deny the Durkheimian position that something
new emerges from interaction. Instead, he argued that those emergent properties can be explained by
psychological principles; there is no need for new sociological propositions to explain social facts. He used the
basic sociological concept of a norm as illustration:

The great example of a social fact is a social norm, and the norms of the groups to which they
belong certainly constrain towards conformity the behavior of many more individuals. The question
is not that of the existence of constraint, but of its explanation.… The norm does not constrain
automatically: individuals conform, when they do so, because they perceive it is to their net
advantage to conform, and it is psychology that deals with the effect on behavior of perceived
advantage.

(Homans, 1967:60)

Homans detailed a program to “bring men back in[to]” sociology, but he also tried to develop a theory that
focuses on psychology, people, and the “elementary forms of social life.” According to Homans, this theory
“envisages social behavior as an exchange of activity, tangible or intangible, and more or less rewarding or
costly, between at least two persons” (1961:13; italics added).

For example, Homans sought to explain the development of power-driven machinery in the textile industry,
and thereby the Industrial Revolution, through the psychological principle that people are likely to act in such
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a way as to increase their rewards. More generally, in his version of exchange theory, he sought to explain
elementary social behavior in terms of rewards and costs. He was motivated in part by the structural-
functional theories of his acknowledged “colleague and friend” Talcott Parsons. He argued that such theories
“possess every virtue except that of explaining anything” (Homans, 1961:10). To Homans, the structural
functionalists did little more than create conceptual categories and schemes. Homans admitted that a
scientific sociology needs such categories, but sociology “also needs a set of general propositions about the
relations between the categories, for without such propositions explanation is impossible. No explanation
without propositions!” (1974:10). Homans, therefore, set for himself the task of developing those propositions
that focus on the psychological level; these form the groundwork of exchange theory.

In Social Behavior: Its Elementary Forms (1961, 1974),2 Homans acknowledged that his exchange theory is
derived from both behavioral psychology and elementary economics (rational choice theory). In fact, Homans
(1984) regrets that his theory was labeled “exchange theory” because he sees it as a behavioral psychology
applied to specific situations. Homans began with a discussion of the exemplar of the behaviorist paradigm, B.
F. Skinner, in particular of Skinner’s study of pigeons:3

Suppose, then, that a fresh or naïve pigeon is in its cage in the laboratory. One of the items in its
inborn repertory of behavior which it uses to explore its environment is the peck. As the pigeon
wanders around the cage pecking away, it happens to hit a round red target, at which point the
waiting psychologists or, it may be, an automatic machine feeds it grain. The evidence is that the
probability of the pigeon’s emitting the behavior again—the probability, that is, of its not just
pecking but pecking on the target—has increased. In Skinner’s language the pigeon’s behavior in
pecking the target is an operant; the operant has been reinforced; grain is the reinforcer; and the
pigeon has undergone operant conditioning. Should we prefer our language to be ordinary English,
we may say that the pigeon has learned to peck the target by being rewarded for doing so.

(Homans, 1961:18)

Skinner was interested in this instance in pigeons; Homans’s concern was humans. According to Homans,
Skinner’s pigeons are not engaged in a true exchange relationship with the psychologist. The pigeon is
engaged in a one-sided exchange relationship, whereas human exchanges are at least two-sided. The pigeon is
being reinforced by the grain, but the psychologist is not truly being reinforced by the pecks of the pigeon.
The pigeon is carrying on the same sort of relationship with the psychologist that it would have with the
physical environment. Because there is no reciprocity, Homans defined this as individual behavior. Homans
seemed to relegate the study of this sort of behavior to the psychologist, whereas he urged the sociologist to
study social behavior “where the activity of each of at least two animals reinforces (or punishes) the activity of
the other, and where accordingly each influences the other” (1961:30). However, it is significant that,
according to Homans, no new propositions are needed to explain social behavior as opposed to individual
behavior. The laws of individual behavior as developed by Skinner in his study of pigeons explain social
behavior as long as we take into account the complications of mutual reinforcement. Homans admitted that
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he might ultimately have to go beyond the principles derived by Skinner, but only reluctantly.

In his theoretical work, Homans restricted himself to everyday social interaction. It is clear, however, that he
believed that a sociology built on his principles ultimately would be able to explain all social behavior. Here is
the case Homans used to exemplify the kind of exchange relationship he was interested in:

Suppose that two men are doing paperwork jobs in an office. According to the office rules, each
should do his job by himself, or, if he needs help, he should consult the supervisor. One of the men,
whom we shall call Person, is not skillful at the work and would get it done better and faster if he
got help from time to time. In spite of the rules he is reluctant to go to the supervisor, for to confess
his incompetence might hurt his chances for promotion. Instead he seeks out the other man, whom
we shall call Other for short, and asks him for help. Other is more experienced at the work than is
Person; he can do his work well and quickly and be left with time to spare, and he has reason to
suppose that the supervisor will not go out of his way to look for a breach of rules. Other gives
Person help and in return Person gives Other thanks and expressions of approval. The two men
have exchanged help and approval.

(Homans, 1961:31–32)

Focusing on this sort of situation, and basing his ideas on Skinner’s findings, Homans developed several
propositions.

The Success Proposition

For all actions taken by persons, the more often a particular action of a person is rewarded, the more
likely the person is to perform that action.

(Homans, 1974:16)

In terms of Homans’s Person–Other example in an office situation, this proposition means that a person is
more likely to ask others for advice if he or she has been rewarded in the past with useful advice. Furthermore,
the more often a person received useful advice in the past, the more often he or she will request more advice.
Similarly, the other person will be more willing to give advice and give it more frequently if he or she often
has been rewarded with approval in the past. Generally, behavior in accord with the success proposition
involves three stages: first, a person’s action; next, a rewarded result; and finally, a repetition of the original
action or at minimum one similar in at least some respects.

Homans specified a number of things about the success proposition. First, although it is generally true that
increasingly frequent rewards lead to increasingly frequent actions, this reciprocation cannot go on
indefinitely. At some point, individuals simply cannot act that way as frequently. Second, the shorter the
interval is between behavior and reward, the more likely a person is to repeat the behavior. Conversely, long
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intervals between behavior and reward lower the likelihood of repeat behavior. Finally, it was Homans’s view
that intermittent rewards are more likely to elicit repeat behavior than regular rewards are. Regular rewards
lead to boredom and satiation, whereas rewards at irregular intervals (as in gambling) are very likely to elicit
repeat behaviors.

The Stimulus Proposition

If in the past the occurrence of a particular stimulus, or set of stimuli, has been the occasion on
which a person’s action has been rewarded, then the more similar the present stimuli are to the past
ones, the more likely the person is to perform the action, or some similar action.

(Homans, 1974:23)

Again we look at Homans’s office example: If, in the past, Person and Other found the giving and getting of
advice rewarding, they are likely to engage in similar actions in similar situations in the future. Homans
offered an even more down-to-earth example: “A fisherman who has cast his line into a dark pool and has
caught a fish becomes more apt to fish in dark pools again” (1974:23).

Homans was interested in the process of generalization, that is, the tendency to extend behavior to similar
circumstances. In the fishing example, one aspect of generalization would be to move from fishing in dark
pools to fishing in any pool with any degree of shadiness. Similarly, success in catching fish is likely to lead
from one kind of fishing to another (for instance, freshwater to saltwater) or even from fishing to hunting.
However, the process of discrimination is also of importance. That is, the actor may fish only under the
specific circumstances that proved successful in the past. For one thing, if the conditions under which success
occurred were too complicated, similar conditions may not stimulate behavior. If the crucial stimulus occurs
too long before behavior is required, it may not actually stimulate that behavior. An actor can become
oversensitized to stimuli, especially if they are very valuable to the actor. In fact, the actor could respond to
irrelevant stimuli, at least until the situation is corrected by repeated failures. All this is affected by the
individual’s alertness or attentiveness to stimuli.

The Value Proposition

The more valuable to a person is the result of his action, the more likely he is to perform the action.

(Homans, 1974:25)

In the office example, if the rewards each offers to the other are considered valuable, the actors are more likely
to perform the desired behaviors than they are if the rewards are not valuable. At this point, Homans
introduced the concepts of rewards and punishments. Rewards are actions with positive values; an increase in
rewards is more likely to elicit the desired behavior. Punishments are actions with negative values; an increase
in punishment means that the actor is less likely to manifest undesired behaviors. Homans found punishments
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to be an inefficient means of getting people to change their behavior, because people may react in undesirable
ways to punishment. It is preferable simply not to reward undesirable behavior; then such behavior eventually
becomes extinguished. Rewards are clearly to be preferred, but they may be in short supply. Homans did make
it clear that his is not simply a hedonistic theory; rewards can be either materialistic (for example, money) or
altruistic (helping others).

The Deprivation-Satiation Proposition

The more often in the recent past a person has received a particular reward, the less valuable any further unit
of that reward becomes for him.

(Homans, 1974:29)

In the office, Person and Other may reward each other so often for giving and getting advice that the rewards
cease to be valuable to them. Time is crucial here; people are less likely to become satiated if particular rewards
are stretched over a long period of time.

At this point, Homans defined two other critical concepts: cost and profit. The cost of any behavior is defined
as the rewards lost in forgoing alternative lines of action. Profit in social exchange is seen as the greater
number of rewards gained over costs incurred. The latter led Homans to recast the deprivation-satiation
proposition as “the greater the profit a person receives as a result of his action, the more likely he is to perform
the action” (1974:31).

The Aggression-Approval Propositions

Proposition A: When a person’s action does not receive the reward he expected, or receives
punishment he did not expect, he will be angry; he becomes more likely to perform aggressive
behavior, and the results of such behavior become more valuable to him.

(Homans, 1974:37)

In the office case, if Person does not get the advice he or she expected and Other does not receive the praise
he or she anticipated, both are likely to be angry.4 We are surprised to find the concepts of frustration and
anger in Homans’s work because they would seem to refer to mental states. In fact, Homans admitted as
much: “When a person does not get what he expected, he is said to be frustrated. A purist in behaviorism
would not refer to the expectation at all, because the word seems to refer … to a state of mind” (1974:31).
Homans went on to argue that frustration of such expectations need not refer “only” to an internal state. It
also can refer to “wholly external events,” observable not just by Person but also by outsiders.

Proposition A on aggression-approval refers only to negative emotions, whereas Proposition B deals with
more positive emotions:

Proposition B: When a person’s action receives the reward he expected, especially a greater reward
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than he expected, or does not receive punishment he expected, he will be pleased; he becomes more
likely to perform approving behavior, and the results of such behavior become more valuable to him.

(Homans, 1974:39)

For example, in the office, when Person gets the advice that he or she expects and Other gets the praise that
he or she expects, both are pleased and are more likely to get or give advice. Advice and praise become more
valuable to each one.

The Rationality Proposition

In choosing between alternative actions, a person will choose that one for which, as perceived by
him at the time, the value, V, of the result, multiplied by the probability, p, of getting the result, is
the greater.

(Homans, 1974:43)

While the earlier propositions rely heavily on behaviorism, the rationality proposition demonstrates most
clearly the influence of rational choice theory on Homans’s approach. In economic terms, actors who act in
accord with the rationality proposition are maximizing their utilities.

Basically, people examine and make calculations about the various alternative actions open to them. They
compare the amount of rewards associated with each course of action. They also calculate the likelihood that
they actually will receive the rewards. Highly valued rewards will be devalued if the actors think it unlikely
that they will obtain them. In contrast, lesser-valued rewards will be enhanced if they are seen as highly
attainable. Thus, there is an interaction between the value of the reward and the likelihood of attainment. The
most desirable rewards are those that are both very valuable and highly attainable. The least desirable rewards
are those that are not very valuable and are unlikely to be attained.

Homans relates the rationality proposition to the success, stimulus, and value propositions. The rationality
proposition tells us that whether people will perform an action depends on their perceptions of the probability
of success. But what determines this perception? Homans argues that perceptions of whether chances of
success are high or low are shaped by past successes and the similarity of the present situation to past
successful situations. The rationality proposition also does not tell us why an actor values one reward more
than another; for this we need the value proposition. In these ways, Homans links his rationality principle to
his more behavioristic propositions.

In the end, Homans’s theory can be condensed to a view of the actor as a rational profit seeker. However,
Homans’s theory was weak on mental states (Abrahamsson, 1970; Mitchell, 1978) and large-scale structures
(Ekeh, 1974). For example, on consciousness, Homans admitted the need for a “more fully developed
psychology” (1974:45).
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Despite such weaknesses, Homans remained a behaviorist who worked resolutely at the level of individual
behavior. He argued that large-scale structures can be understood if we adequately understand elementary
social behavior. He contended that exchange processes are “identical” at the individual and societal levels,
although he granted that at the societal level, “the way the fundamental processes are combined is more
complex” (Homans, 1974:358).

Peter Blau’s Exchange Theory

Peter Blau’s (1964) goal was “an understanding of social structure on the basis of an analysis of the social
processes that govern the relations between individuals and groups. The basic question … is how social life
becomes organized into increasingly complex structures of associations among men” (1964:2). Blau’s intention
was to go beyond Homans’s concern with elementary forms of social life and into an analysis of complex
structures: “The main sociological purpose of studying processes of face-to-face interaction is to lay the
foundation for an understanding of the social structures that evolve and the emergent social forces that
characterize their development” (1964:13).5
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Peter M. Blau: A Biographical Sketch

Photograph courtesy of the American Sociological Association

Peter Blau was born in Vienna, Austria, on February 7, 1918. He emigrated to the United States in 1939 and became a U.S. citizen
in 1943. In 1942, he received his bachelor’s degree from the relatively little known Elmhurst College in Elmhurst, Illinois. His
schooling was interrupted by World War II, and he served in the U.S. Army and was awarded the Bronze Star. After the war, he
returned to school and completed his education, receiving his PhD from Columbia University in 1952 (Bienenstock, 2005).

Blau first received wide recognition in sociology for his contributions to the study of formal organizations. His empirical studies of
organizations as well as his textbooks on formal organizations are still widely cited in that subfield, and he continued to be a regular
contributor to it until his death in 2002. He was also noted for a book he coauthored with Otis Dudley Duncan, The American
Occupational Structure (1967), which won the prestigious Sorokin Award from the American Sociological Association in 1968. That
work constitutes a very important contribution to the sociological study of social stratification.

Although he is well known for a range of work, what interests us here is Blau’s contribution to sociological theory. What is
distinctive about it is that Blau made important contributions to two distinct theoretical orientations. His 1964 book Exchange and
Power in Social Life is a major component of contemporary exchange theory. Blau’s chief contribution there was to take the primarily
small-scale exchange theory and try to apply it to larger-scale issues. Although it has some notable weaknesses, it constitutes an
important effort to theoretically integrate large- and small-scale sociological issues. Blau was also in the forefront of structural theory.
During his term as president of the American Sociological Association (1973–1974), he made this the theme of the annual meeting
of the association. He published a number of books and articles designed to clarify and extend structural theory. Among his later
works in this area are Structural Contexts of Opportunities (1994) and the second edition of Crosscutting Social Circles (Blau and
Schwartz, 1997).

Peter Blau died on March 12, 2002.
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Blau focused on the process of exchange, which, in his view, directs much of human behavior and underlies
relationships between individuals as well as between groups. In effect, Blau envisioned a four-stage sequence
leading from interpersonal exchange to social structure to social change:

Step 1: Personal exchange transactions between people give rise to …

Step 2: Differentiation of status and power, which leads to …

Step 3: Legitimization and organization, which sow the seeds of …

Step 4: Opposition and change

Micro to Macro

On the individual level, Blau and Homans were interested in similar processes. However, Blau’s concept of
social exchange is limited to actions that are contingent, that depend, on rewarding reactions from others—
actions that cease when expected reactions are not forthcoming. People are attracted to each other for a variety
of reasons that induce them to establish social associations. Once initial ties are forged, the rewards that they
provide to each other serve to maintain and enhance the bonds. The opposite situation is also possible: with
insufficient rewards, an association will weaken or break. Rewards that are exchanged can be either intrinsic
(for instance, love, affection, respect) or extrinsic (for instance, money, physical labor). The parties cannot
always reward each other equally; when there is inequality in the exchange, a difference of power will emerge
within an association.

When one party needs something from another but has nothing comparable to offer in return, four
alternatives are available. First, people can force other people to help them. Second, they can find another
source to obtain what they need. Third, they can attempt to get along without what they need from the
others. Finally, and most important, they can subordinate themselves to the others, thereby giving the others
“generalized credit” in their relationship; the others then can draw on this credit when they want them to do
something. (This last alternative is, of course, the essential characteristic of power.)

Up to this point, Blau’s position is similar to Homans’s position, but Blau extended his theory to the level of
social facts. He noted, for example, that we cannot analyze processes of social interaction apart from the social
structure that surrounds them. Social structure emerges from social interaction, but once this occurs, social
structures have a separate existence that affects the process of interaction.

Social interaction exists first within social groups. People are attracted to a group when they feel that the
relationships offer more rewards than those from other groups. Because they are attracted to the group, they
want to be accepted. To be accepted, they must offer group members rewards. This involves impressing the
group members by showing them that associating with the new people will be rewarding. The relationship
with the group members will be solidified when the newcomers have impressed the group—when members
have received the rewards they expected. Newcomers’ efforts to impress group members generally lead to
group cohesion, but competition and, ultimately, social differentiation can occur when too many people
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actively seek to impress each other with their abilities to reward.

The paradox here is that although group members with the ability to impress can be attractive associates, their
impressive characteristics also can arouse fears of dependence in other group members and cause them to
acknowledge their attraction only reluctantly. In the early stages of group formation, competition for social
recognition between group members actually acts as a screening test for potential leaders of the group. Those
best able to reward are most likely to end up in leadership positions. Those group members with less ability to
reward want to continue to receive the rewards offered by the potential leaders, and this usually more than
compensates for their fears of becoming dependent on them. Ultimately, those individuals with the greater
ability to reward emerge as leaders, and the group is differentiated.

The inevitable differentiation of the group into leaders and followers creates a renewed need for integration.
Once they have acknowledged the leader’s status, followers have an even greater need for integration. Earlier,
followers flaunted their most impressive qualities. Now, to achieve integration with fellow followers, they
display their weaknesses. This is, in effect, a public declaration that they no longer want to be leaders. This
self-deprecation leads to sympathy and social acceptance from the other also-rans. The leader (or leaders) also
engages in some self-deprecation at this point to improve overall group integration. By admitting that
subordinates are superior in some areas, leaders reduce the pain associated with subordination and
demonstrate that they do not seek control over every area of group life. These types of forces serve to
reintegrate the group despite its new, differentiated status.

All this is reminiscent of Homans’s discussion of exchange theory. Blau, however, moved to the societal level
and differentiated between two types of social organization. Exchange theorists and behavioral sociologists
also recognize the emergence of social organization, but there is, as we will see, a basic difference between
Blau and “purer” social behaviorists on this issue. The first type, in which Blau recognized the emergent
properties of social groups, emerges from the processes of exchange and competition discussed earlier. The
second type of social organization is not emergent but is explicitly established to achieve specified objectives—
for example, manufacturing goods that can be sold for a profit, participating in bowling tournaments,
engaging in collective bargaining, and winning political victories. In discussing these two types of
organization, Blau clearly moved beyond the “elementary forms of social behavior” that are typically of interest
to social behaviorists.

In addition to being concerned with these organizations, Blau was interested in the subgroups within them.
For example, he argued that leadership and opposition groups are found in both types of organization. In the
first type, these two groups emerge out of the process of interaction. In the second, leadership and opposition
groups are built into the structure of the organization. In either case, differentiation between the groups is
inevitable and lays the groundwork for opposition and conflict within the organization between leaders and
followers.

Having moved beyond Homans’s elementary forms of behavior and into complex social structures, Blau knew
that he must adapt exchange theory to the societal level. Blau recognized the essential difference between
small groups and large collectivities, whereas Homans minimized this difference in his effort to explain all
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social behavior in terms of basic psychological principles.

The complex social structures that characterize large collectives differ fundamentally from the
simpler structures of small groups. A structure of social relations develops in a small group in the
course of social interaction among its members. Since there is no direct social interaction among
most members of a large community or entire society, some other mechanism must mediate the
structure of social relations among them.

(Blau, 1964:253)

This statement requires scrutiny. On the one hand, Blau clearly ruled out social behaviorism as an adequate
paradigm for dealing with complex social structures. On the other hand, he ruled out the social-definitionist
paradigm because he argued that social interaction and the social definitions that accompany it do not occur
directly in a large-scale organization. Thus, starting from the social-behavior paradigm, Blau aligned himself
with the social-facts paradigm in dealing with more complex social structures.

Norms and Values

For Blau, the mechanisms that mediate between the complex social structures are the norms and values (the
value consensus) that exist within society:

Commonly agreed upon values and norms serve as media of social life and as mediating links for
social transactions. They make indirect social exchange possible, and they govern the processes of
social integration and differentiation in complex social structures as well as the development of
social organization and reorganization in them.

(Blau, 1964:255)

Other mechanisms mediate between social structures, but Blau focused on value consensus. Looking first at
social norms, Blau argued that they substitute indirect exchange for direct exchange. One member conforms
to the group norm and receives approval for that conformity and implicit approval for the fact that conformity
contributes to the group’s maintenance and stability. In other words, the group or collectivity engages in an
exchange relationship with the individual. This is in contrast to Homans’s simpler notion, which focused on
interpersonal exchange. Blau offered a number of examples of collectivity-individual exchanges replacing
individual-individual exchanges:

Staff officials do not assist line officials in their work in exchange for rewards received from them,
but furnishing this assistance is the official obligation of staff members, and in return for
discharging these obligations they receive financial rewards from the company.

Organized philanthropy provides another example of indirect social exchange. In contrast to the
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old-fashioned lady bountiful who brought her baskets to the poor and received their gratitude and
appreciation, there is no direct contact and no exchange between individual donors and recipients in
contemporary organized charity. Wealthy businessmen and members of the upper class make
philanthropic contributions to conform with the normative expectations that prevail in their social
class and to earn the social approval of their peers, not in order to earn the gratitude of the
individuals who benefit from their charity.

(Blau, 1964:260)

The concept of the norm in Blau’s formulation moves Blau to the level of exchange between individual and
collectivity, but the concept of values moves him to the largest-scale societal level and to the analysis of the
relationship between collectivities. Blau said:

Common values of various types can be conceived of as media of social transactions that expand the
compass of social interaction and the structure of social relations through social space and time.
Consensus on social values serves as the basis for extending the range of social transactions beyond
the limits of direct social contacts and for perpetuating social structures beyond the life span of
human beings. Value standards can be considered media of social life in two senses of the term; the
value context is the medium that molds the form of social relationships; and common values are the
mediating links for social associations and transactions on a broad scale.

(Blau, 1964:263–264)

For example, particularistic values are the media of integration and solidarity. These values serve to unite the
members of a group around such things as patriotism or the good of the school or the company. These are
seen as similar at the collective level to sentiments of personal attraction that unite individuals on a face-to-
face basis. However, they extend integrative bonds beyond mere personal attraction. Particularistic values also
differentiate the in-group from the out-group, thereby enhancing their unifying function.

Blau’s analysis carries us far from Homans’s version of exchange theory. The individual and individual
behavior, paramount for Homans, have almost disappeared in Blau’s conception. Taking the place of the
individual are a wide variety of social facts. For example, Blau discussed groups, organizations, collectivities,
societies, norms, and values. Blau’s analysis is concerned with what holds large-scale social units together and
what tears them apart, clearly traditional concerns of the social factist.

Although Blau argued that he was simply extending exchange theory to the societal level, in so doing, he
twisted exchange theory beyond recognition. He was even forced to admit that processes at the societal level
are fundamentally different from those at the individual level. In his effort to extend exchange theory, Blau
managed only to transform it into another macro-level theory. Blau seemed to recognize that exchange theory
is concerned primarily with face-to-face relations. As a result, it needs to be complemented by other
theoretical orientations that focus mainly on macro structures. Blau (1987, 1994) came to recognize this
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explicitly, and his later work focuses on macro-level, structural phenomena.

The Work of Richard Emerson and His Disciples

In 1962, Richard Emerson published an important paper on power-dependence relations, but it was two
related essays written in 1972 (Emerson, 1972a, 1972b) that “marked the beginning of a new stage in the
development of social exchange theory” (Cook and Whitmeyer, 2011; Molm and Cook, 1995:215). Molm
and Cook see three basic factors as the impetus for this new body of work. First, Emerson was interested in
exchange theory as a broader framework for his earlier interest in power dependence. It seemed clear to
Emerson that power was central to the exchange theory perspective. Second, Emerson felt that he could use
behaviorism (operant psychology) as the base of his exchange theory but avoid some of the problems that had
affected Homans. For one thing, Homans and other exchange theorists had been accused of assuming an
overly rational image of human beings, but Emerson felt he could use behaviorism without assuming a
rational actor. For another, Emerson believed he could avoid the problem of tautology that ensnared Homans:

Homans predicted individual exchange behavior from the reinforcement provided by another actor,
but behavioral responses and reinforcement do not have independent meaning in operant
psychology. A reinforcer is, by definition, a stimulus consequence that increases or maintains
response frequency.

(Molm and Cook, 1995:214)

In addition, Emerson felt he could avoid the charge of reductionism (one that Homans reveled in) by being
able to develop an exchange perspective capable of explaining macro-level phenomena. Third, unlike Blau,
who resorted to an explanation reliant on normative phenomena, Emerson wanted to deal with social
structure and social change by using “social relations and social networks as building blocks that spanned
different levels of analysis” (Molm and Cook, 1995:215). In addition, the actors in Emerson’s system could be
either individuals or larger corporate structures (albeit structures working through agents). Thus, Emerson
used the principles of operant psychology to develop a theory of social structure.

In the two essays published in 1972, Emerson developed the basis of his integrative exchange theory. In the
first of those essays (1972a), Emerson dealt with the psychological basis for social exchange, while in the
second (1972b), he turned to macro-level and exchange relations and network structures. Later, Emerson
made the micro-macro linkage more explicit: “I am attempting to extend exchange theory and research from
micro to more macro levels of analysis through the study of exchange network structures” (cited in K. Cook,
1987:212). As Karen Cook (Whitmeyer, 2005a), Emerson’s most important disciple, points out, it is the idea
of exchange network structures that is central to the micro-macro linkage: “The use of the notion, exchange
networks, allows for the development of theory that bridges the conceptual gap between isolated individuals or
dyads and larger aggregates or collections of individuals (e.g., formal groups or associations, organizations,
neighborhoods, political parties, etc.)” (1987:219).6
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Both Emerson and Cook accept and begin with the basic, micro-level premises of exchange theory. Emerson,
for example, says, “The exchange approach takes as its first focus of attention the benefits people obtain from,
and contribute to, the process of social interaction” (1981:31). More specifically, Emerson accepts
behavioristic principles as his starting point. Emerson (1981:33) outlines three core assumptions of exchange
theory:

1. People for whom events are beneficial tend to act “rationally,” and so such events occur.
2. Because people eventually become satiated with behavioral events, such events come to be of

diminishing utility.
3. The benefits that people obtain through social processes are dependent on the benefits that they are able

to provide in exchange, giving exchange theory “its focus [on] the flow of benefits through social
interaction.”

All this is quite familiar, but Emerson begins to point behavioristically oriented exchange theory in a different
direction at the close of his first, micro-oriented 1972 essay: “Our main purpose in this chapter is to
incorporate operant principles into a framework which can handle more complex situations than operant
psychology confronts” (1972a:48).

This theme opens the second 1972 essay: “The purpose of this essay is to begin construction of a theory of
social exchange in which social structure is taken as the dependent variable” (Emerson, 1972b:58). Whereas in
the first 1972 essay Emerson was concerned with single actors involved in an exchange relation with their
environment (for example, a person fishing in a lake), in the second essay, he turns to social-exchange
relationships as well as to exchange networks.

The actors in Emerson’s macro-level exchange theory can be either individuals or collectivities. Emerson is
concerned with the exchange relationship between actors. An exchange network has the following components
(Cook et al., 1983:277):
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Richard Emerson: A Biographical Sketch*
Richard Emerson was born in Salt Lake City, Utah, in 1925. Raised near mountains, he never seemed to stray too far from rivers,
mountain peaks, and glaciers. One of his most prized personal accomplishments was his participation in the successful ascent of Mt.
Everest in 1963. Aspects of this experience are captured in his publication “Everest Traverse” in the December 1963 edition of the
Sierra Club Annual Bulletin and in an article published in Sociometry in 1966. He received a grant from the National Science
Foundation to study group performance under prolonged stress on this climb. That project earned him the Hubbard Medal,
presented to him by President Kennedy on behalf of the National Geographic Society in July 1963 (K. Cook, 2005).

His love of mountains and the rural social life of the mountain villages of Pakistan became a constant source of sociological
inspiration for Richard Emerson during his career. His studies of interpersonal behavior, group performance, power, and social
influence were often driven by his close personal encounters with expedition teams for which the intensity of cooperation and
competition were exacerbated by environmental stress.

After World War II and a tour of duty with the Army in Western Europe, he completed his BA in 1950 at the University of Utah
and then went on to earn an MA (1952) and a PhD (1955) from the University of Minnesota, where his major field was sociology
and his minor field was psychology. His doctoral dissertation was titled “The Determinants of Influence in Face to Face Groups.”

Emerson’s first academic post was at the University of Cincinnati (1955–1964). Upon leaving Cincinnati, Emerson wrote, “A
recurring theme in my work was crystallized in the article on power-dependence relations. However, this theory is clearly a
springboard for the future rather than a summary of the past. I have rather specific plans for both theoretical and empirical
extensions into stratification and community power structure.” He was still engaged in this work when he died unexpectedly in
December 1982. His work on power-dependence relations (1962) is now a citation classic and has influenced much current work on
power in American sociology.

Two other pieces have been highly influential. These are his two chapters on social exchange theory which were written in 1967 and
subsequently published in 1972. This work was completed at the University of Washington, where he joined the faculty in 1965. He
was drawn to the Northwest, I am sure, by the lure of the Olympics and Cascades.

Emerson’s influence on sociological theory crystallized while he was at the University of Washington, where he collaborated with
Karen Cook for a 10-year period (1972–1982) on the empirical development of social exchange theory. They carried out a program
of research in the first computerized laboratory for conducting research of this type in the United States. This work was funded by
three successive grants from the National Science Foundation.

Emerson is remembered by former colleagues and students as a “thinker.” This aspect of his personality is best captured in a quote
from an article he wrote in 1960 in Robert Bowen’s book The New Professors: “So, what is there of value in the academic (that is,
‘nonpractical, removed-from-life’) study of a topic? People ask this question, too. Such questions are difficult to answer because those
who ask have never climbed a mountain and have no interest in a topic. I say they are far removed from life.”

* This biographical sketch was written by Karen Cook.

1. There is a set of either individual or collective actors.
2. Valued resources are distributed among the actors.
3. There is a set of exchange opportunities between all the actors in the network.
4. Some exchange opportunities have developed into actually used exchange relations.
5. Exchange relations are connected to one another in a single network structure.

In sum: “An ‘exchange network’ is a specific social structure formed by two or more connected exchange
relations between actors” (Cook et al., 1983:277).

The idea of an exchange network links exchange between two actors (dyadic exchange) to more macro-level
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phenomena (Yamagishi, Gillmore, and Cook, 1988:835).

Each exchange relation is embedded within a larger exchange network consisting of sets of connected
exchange relations. By connected, it is meant that the exchange in one relationship affects the exchange in
another.

Thus, we may say that two dyadic-exchange relations, A-B and A-C, form a minimal network (A-B-C) when
exchange in one affects exchange in the other. It is not enough for A, B, and C to have a common membership
for an exchange network to develop; there must be a relationship between exchanges in A-B and B-C. For
example, Abe may exchange information with Bill about office politics and Bill may exchange services with
Cathy, but that alone would not make them an exchange network unless Abe’s information positively or
negatively affected Bill’s exchange of services with Cathy.

An important distinction is that between positive and negative exchange connections (Emerson, 1972b).
Connections are positive when the exchange in one positively affects the exchange in another (for example,
the information that Abe gives Bill helps Bill provide services for Cathy), negative when one serves to inhibit
the exchange in the other (Abe might tell Bill some gossip about Cathy that interferes with Bill and Cathy’s
relationship), or mixed.

Power-Dependence

Emerson defined power as “the level of potential cost which one actor can induce another to ‘accept,’” while
dependence involves “the level of potential cost an actor will accept within a relation” (1972b:64). These
definitions lead to Emerson’s power-dependence theory (Molm, 2007), which Yamagishi, Gillmore, and
Cook summarize in the following way: “The power of one party over another in an exchange relation is an
inverse function of his or her dependence on the other party” (1988:837; Whitmeyer, 2005b). Unequal power
and dependency lead to imbalances in relationships, but over time, these move toward a more balanced
power-dependence relationship.

Molm and Cook (1995) regard dependence as the critical concept in Emerson’s work. As Molm puts it, “The
actors’ dependencies on each other are the major structural determinants of their interaction and of their power
over each other” (1988:109). Here is the way Emerson originally dealt with the issue: “The dependence of
actor A upon actor B is (1) directly proportional to A’s motivational investment in goals mediated by B, and
(2) inversely proportional to the availability of those goals to A outside of the A-B relation” (1962:32). Thus,
a sense of dependence is linked to Emerson’s definition of power: “the power of A over B is equal to, and
based upon, the dependence of B upon A” (1962:33). There is balance in the relationship between A and B
when the dependence of A on B equals the dependence of B on A. Where there is an imbalance in the
dependencies, the actor with less dependence has an advantage in terms of power. Thus, power is a potential
built into the structure of the relationship between A and B. Power also can be used to acquire rewards from
the relationship. Even in balanced relationships, power exists, albeit in a kind of equilibrium.

Power-dependence studies have focused on positive outcomes—the ability to reward others. However, in a
series of studies, Molm (1988, 1989, 1994, 1997; Peterson, 2005) has emphasized the role of negative
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outcomes—punishment power—in power-dependence relationships. That is, power can be derived from both
the ability to reward and the ability to punish others. In general, Molm has found that punishment power is
weaker than reward power, in part because acts of punishment are likely to elicit negative reactions. This
means that the risk of escalating negative reactions is an important part of punishment power. The element of
risk leads to the conclusion that punishment power is used more strategically than is reward power (Molm,
2001).

However, in one study, Molm (1994) has suggested that the relative weakness and associated risk of
punishment power may arise because it is not widely used, not because it is inherently less effective than
reward power. Molm, Quist, and Wisely (1994) found that the use of punishment power is more likely to be
perceived as fair when it is used by those who also have the power to reward but that it is likely to be perceived
as unfair and, therefore, a weak reinforcer when partners are expecting rewards.

A More Integrative Exchange Theory

Cook, O’Brien, and Kollock (1990) define exchange theory in inherently integrative terms as being concerned
with exchanges at various levels of analysis, including those between interconnected individuals, corporations,
and nation-states. They identify two strands of work in the history of exchange—one at the micro level,
focusing on social behavior as exchange, and the other at the more macro level, viewing social structure as
exchange. They see the strength of exchange theory in micro-macro integration because “it includes within a
single theoretical framework propositions that apply to individual actors as well as to the macro level (or
systemic level) and it attempts to formulate explicitly the consequences of changes at one level for other levels
of analysis” (Cook, O’Brien, and Kollock, 1990:175).

Cook, O’Brien, and Kollock identify three contemporary trends, all of which point toward a more integrative
exchange theory. The first is the increasing use of field research focusing on more macroscopic issues, which
can complement the traditional use of the laboratory experiment to study microscopic issues. Second, they
note the shift in substantive work away from a focus on dyads and toward larger networks of exchange. Third,
and most important, is the ongoing effort, discussed further below, to synthesize exchange theory and
structural sociologies, especially network theory.

Along the way, Cook, O’Brien, and Kollock discuss the gains to be made from integrating insights from a
variety of other micro theories. Decision theory offers “a better understanding of the way actors make choices
relevant to transactions” (Cook, O’Brien, and Kollock, 1990:168). More generally, cognitive science (which
includes cognitive anthropology and artificial intelligence) sheds “more light on the way in which actors
perceive, process, and retrieve information” (Cook, O’Brien, and Kollock, 1990:168). Symbolic interactionism
offers knowledge about how actors signal their intentions to one another, and this is important in the
development of trust and commitment in exchange relationships. Most generally, they see their synthetic
version of exchange theory as being well equipped to deal with the centrally important issue of the agency-
structure relationship. In their view, “Exchange theory is one of a limited number of theoretical orientations in
the social sciences that explicitly conceptualize purposeful actors in relation to structures” (Cook, O’Brien, and
Kollock, 1990:172).
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There are a number of recent examples of efforts by exchange theorists to synthesize their approach with other
theoretical orientations. For example, Yamagishi and Cook (1993) have sought to integrate exchange theory
with social dilemma theory (Yamagishi, 1995), a variant of rational choice theory. The social dilemma
approach is derived from the famous dyadic concept of the prisoner’s dilemma and the research on it: “A social
dilemma is defined as a situation involving a particular type of incentive structure, such that (1) if all group
members cooperate, all gain, whereas (2) for each individual it is more beneficial not to cooperate” (Yamagishi
and Cook, 1993:236; Yamagishi, 2005). Without going into the details of their study, Yamagishi and Cook
find that the nature of the exchange relationship and structure affects the way people deal with social
dilemmas.

In another effort, Hegtvedt, Thompson, and Cook (1993) sought to integrate exchange theory with one
approach that deals with cognitive processes: attribution theory. The integration with this theory gives
exchange theory a mechanism to deal with the way people perceive and make attributions, and exchange
theory compensates for the weakness in attribution theory in dealing with “the social structural antecedents
and the behavioral consequences of attribution” (Hegtvedt, Thompson, and Cook, 1993:100). Thus, for
example, the authors found support for the hypotheses that perceived power is related to one’s structural
power position and that those “who perceive themselves to have greater power are more likely to attribute
their exchange outcomes to personal actions or interactions” (Hegtvedt, Thompson, and Cook, 1993:104).
Although not fully supportive of the authors’ hypotheses, this study points to the importance of studying the
relationship between social structure, cognitive processes (perception and attribution), and behavior.

An important proposal was made by Meeker (1971) that would disconnect exchange theory from its reliance
on rational choice theory and allow its integration with a variety of micro theories of agency. Meeker
suggested that rationality be looked at as one type of exchange rule and that exchanges could be based on
other exchange rules, such as altruism, competition, reciprocity, and status consistency.

In recent years, exchange theory has begun to move in a variety of new directions (Molm, 2001). First, there is
increasing attention to the risk and uncertainty involved in exchange relationships (Kollock, 1994). For
example, one actor may provide valuable outcomes for the other without receiving anything of value in return.
Second, an interest in risk leads to a concern for trust in exchange relations. The issue is: Can one actor trust
another to reciprocate when valued outcomes have been provided? Third, there is the related issue of actors
reducing risk and increasing trust by developing a set of mutual commitments to one another (Molm, 1997).
This, in turn, is linked to a fourth issue—increasing attention to affect and emotions in a theory that has been
dominated by a focus on self-interested actors. Fifth, while much of recent exchange theory has focused on
structure, there is increasing interest in fleshing out the nature and role of the actor in exchange relationships.
In terms of issues in need of greater attention, Molm argues that exchange theory has tended to focus on
exchange structures but needs to do more with change, or exchange dynamics. Finally, the new direction that
has seen most attention in recent years has been the integration of exchange theory with network theory. We
will come back to this network exchange theory after we have discussed network theory.
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Network Theory

Network analysts (for example, Mizruchi, 2005; Wasserman and Faust, 1994; Wellman and Berkowitz,
[1988] 1997; Harrison White, 1992) take pains to differentiate their approach from what Ronald Burt calls
“atomistic” and “normative” sociological approaches (Burt, 1982; see also Granovetter, 1985). Atomistic
sociological orientations focus on actors making decisions in isolation from other actors. More generally, they
focus on the “personal attributes” of actors (Wellman, 1983). Atomistic approaches are rejected because they
are too microscopic and ignore relationships between actors. As Barry Wellman puts it, “Accounting for
individual motives is a job better left to psychologists” (1983:163). This, of course, constitutes a rejection of a
number of sociological theories that are in one way or another deeply concerned with motives.

In the view of network theorists, normative approaches focus on culture and the socialization process through
which norms and values are internalized in actors. In the normative orientation, what holds people together
are sets of shared ideas. Network theorists reject such a view and argue that one should focus on the objective
pattern of ties linking the members of society (Mizruchi, 1994). Here is how Wellman articulates this view:

Network analysts want to study regularities in how people and collectivities behave rather than
regularities in beliefs about how they ought to behave. Hence network analysts try to avoid
normative explanations of social behavior. They dismiss as non-structural any explanation that treats
social process as the sum of individual actors’ personal attributes and internalized norms.

(Wellman, 1983:162)

Basic Concerns and Principles

Having made clear what it is not, network theory then clarifies its major concern—social relationships, or the
objective pattern of ties linking the members (individual and collective) of society (Burt, 1992). Let us look at
how Wellman articulates this focus:

Network analysts start with the simple, but powerful, notion that the primary business of
sociologists is to study social structure.… The most direct way to study a social structure is to
analyze the pattern of ties linking its members. Network analysts search for deep structures—regular
network patterns beneath the often complex surface of social systems.… Actors and their behavior
are seen as constrained by these structures. Thus, the focus is not on voluntaristic actors, but on
structural constraint.

(Wellman, 1983:156–157)

One distinctive aspect of network theory is that it focuses on a wide range of micro to macrostructures. That
is, to network theory, the actors may be people (Wellman and Wortley, 1990), but they also may be groups,
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corporations (W. Baker, 1990; Clawson, Neustadtl, and Bearden, 1986; Mizruchi and Koenig, 1986), and
societies. Links occur at the large-scale, social-structural level as well as at more microscopic levels. Mark
Granovetter describes such micro-level links as action “embedded” in “the concrete personal relations and
structures (or ‘networks’) of such relations” (1985:490). Basic to any of these links is the idea that any “actor”
(individual or collective) may have differential access to valued resources (wealth, power, information). The
result is that structured systems tend to be stratified, with some components dependent on others.

One key aspect of network analysis is that it tends to move sociologists away from the study of social groups
and social categories and toward the study of ties among and between actors that are not “sufficiently bounded
and densely knit to be termed groups” (Wellman, 1983:169). A good example of this is Granovetter’s (1973,
1983, 2005; Tindall and Malinick, 2007) work on “the strength of weak ties.” Granovetter differentiates
between “strong ties,” for example, links between people and their close friends, and “weak ties,” for example,
links between people and mere acquaintances. Sociologists have tended to focus on people with strong ties or
social groups. They have tended to regard strong ties as crucial, whereas weak ties have been thought of as
being of little sociological importance. Granovetter’s contribution is to make it clear that weak ties can be very
important. For example, weak ties between two actors can serve as a bridge between two groups with strong
internal ties. Without such a weak tie, the two groups might be totally isolated. This isolation, in turn, could
lead to a more fragmented social system. Individuals without weak ties would find themselves isolated in a
tightly knit group and would lack information about what is going on in other groups as well as in the larger
society. Weak ties therefore prevent isolation and allow individuals to be better integrated into the larger
society. Although Granovetter emphasizes the importance of weak ties, he hastens to make it clear “that
strong ties can also have value” (1983:209; see Bian, 1997). For example, people with strong ties have greater
motivation to help one another and are more readily available to one another.

Network theory is relatively new and undeveloped. As Burt says, “There is currently a loose federation of
approaches referenced as network analysis” (1982:20). But it is growing, as evidenced by the number of papers
and books being published from a network perspective and the fact that there is a journal (Social Networks)
devoted to it. Although it may be a loose conglomeration of work, network theory does seem to rest on a
coherent set of principles (Wellman, 1983).

First, ties between actors usually are symmetrical in both content and intensity. Actors supply each other with
different things, and they do this with greater or lesser intensity. Second, the ties between individuals must be
analyzed within the context of the structure of larger networks. Third, the structuring of social ties leads to
various kinds of nonrandom networks. On the one hand, networks are transitive: if there is a tie between A
and B and between B and C, there is likely to be a tie between A and C. The result is that there is more likely
to be a network involving A, B, and C. On the other hand, there are limits to how many links can exist and
how intense they can be. The result is that network clusters with distinct boundaries separating one cluster
from another are also likely to develop. Fourth, the existence of clusters leads to the fact that there can be
cross-linkages between clusters as well as between individuals. Fifth, there are asymmetric ties between
elements in a system, with the result that scarce resources are differentially distributed. Finally, the unequal
distribution of scarce resources leads to both collaboration and competition. Some groups band together to
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acquire scarce resources collaboratively, whereas others compete and conflict over resources. Thus, network
theory has a dynamic quality (Rosenthal et al., 1985), with the structure of the system changing with shifting
patterns of coalition and conflict.

To take one example, Mizruchi (1990) is interested in the issue of the cohesion of corporations and its
relationship to power. He argues that historically cohesion has been defined in two different ways. The first,
or subjective view, is that “cohesion is a function of group members’ feelings of identification with the group,
in particular their feeling that their individual interests are bound up with the interests of the group”
(Mizruchi, 1990:21). The emphasis here is on the normative system, and cohesion is produced either by the
internalization of the normative system or by group pressure. The second, or objective, view is that “solidarity
can be viewed as an objective, observable process independent of the sentiments of individuals” (Mizruchi,
1990:22). Needless to say, given his alignment with network theory, Mizruchi comes down on the side of the
objective approach to cohesion.

Mizruchi sees similarity of behavior as a result not only of cohesion but also of what he calls structural
equivalence: “Structurally equivalent actors are those with identical relations with other actors in the social
structure” (1990:25). Thus, structural equivalence exists between, say, corporations, even though there may be
no communication between them. They behave in the same way because they stand in the same relationship
to some other entity in the social structure. Mizruchi concludes that structural equivalence plays at least as
strong a role as cohesion in explaining similarity of behavior. Mizruchi accords great importance to structural
equivalence, which, after all, implies a network of social relations.

A More Integrative Network Theory

Ronald Burt (1982) has been in the forefront of network theorists who have sought to develop an integrated
approach instead of another form of structural determinism. Burt begins by articulating a schism within action
theory between the “atomistic” and “normative” orientations. The atomistic orientation “assumes that
alternative actions are evaluated independently by separate actors so that evaluations are made without
reference to other actors,” whereas the “normative perspective is defined by separate actors within a system
having interdependent interests as social norms generated by actors socializing one another” (Burt, 1982:5).

Burt develops a perspective that “circumvents the schism between atomistic and normative action,” one that
“is less a synthesis of the existing two perspectives on action than it is a third view intellectually bridging the
two views” (1982:8). Although he admittedly borrows from the other two perspectives, Burt develops what he
calls a structural perspective that differs from the other two “in the criterion for the postulate of marginal
evaluation. The criterion assumed by the proposed structural perspective is an actor’s status/role-set as
generated by the division of labor. An actor evaluates the utility of alternative actions partly in regard to his
personal conditions and partly in regard to the conditions of others” (1982:8). Burt sees his approach as a
logical extension of the atomistic approach and an “empirically accurate restriction” on normative theory.

Figure 11.1 depicts Burt’s structural theory of action. According to Burt’s description of the premise of a
structural theory of action, “[A]ctors are purposive under social structural constraints” (1982:9; see also
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Mizruchi, 1994). In his view:

Figure 11.1 Ronald Burt’s Integrative Model

Actors find themselves in a social structure. That social structure defines their social similarities,
which in turn pattern their perceptions of the advantages to be had by taking each of several
alternative actions. At the same time, social structure differentially constrains actors in their ability
to take actions. Actions eventually taken are therefore a joint function of actors pursuing their
interests to the limit of their ability where both interests and ability are patterned by social structure.
Finally, actions taken under social structural constraint can modify social structure itself, and these
modifications have the potential to create new constraints to be faced by actors within the structure.

(Burt, 1982:9)
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Network Exchange Theory

Network exchange theory (Markovsky, 2005) combines social exchange theory and network analysis. The
combination is assumed to preserve the advantages of both theories while remedying their deficiencies. On the
one hand, network analysis has the advantage of being able to build complex representations of social
interactions from simple, diagrammable models of social relations, but Cook and Whitmeyer (1992:123)
argue that it has a deficient conception of exactly what the relation is. On the other hand, social exchange
theory has the advantage of a simple model of actors who make choices based on possible benefits, but it is
deficient because it sees social structures mainly as an outcome of individual choices rather than a determinant
of those choices. To put it more simply, network theory has a strong model of structure (networks of
relations) but a vague model of what the relations consist of, whereas exchange theory has a strong model of
the relations between actors (exchanges) but a weak model of the social structures within which they operate.
Social exchange theory’s model of the actor exchanging in order to increase benefits provides the content that
network analysis is lacking, and network analysis provides the model of social structure as an independent
variable that exchange theory is lacking.

The fundamental idea behind network exchange theory is that any social exchange occurs in the context of
larger networks of social exchanges. What is being exchanged is less important in this approach than the
various sizes, shapes, and connections of the networks within which these exchanges occur. Like social
exchange, network exchange theory focuses primarily on the issue of power. A basic premise is that the more
opportunities an actor has for exchange, the greater the actor’s power is. It is assumed that these opportunities
for exchange are directly related to the structure of the network. As a result of their position in the network,
actors vary in their opportunities to exchange benefits and, therefore, in their ability to control or accumulate
benefits.

Emerson (1972a, 1972b) initiated the research on social exchange networks when he concluded that social
exchange theory was limited by its focus on two-person, or dyadic, exchange relations. By treating those
relations as interconnected, Emerson moved toward seeing exchange as being embedded in larger network
structures. Emerson’s (1972b:58) original intent was to develop “a theory of social exchange in which social
structure is taken as the dependent variable.” However, his research soon demonstrated that social structure
also could be an independent variable; in other words, not only was structure determined by exchange
relations, but exchange relations were determined by social structures.

Yamagishi, Gillmore, and Cook (1988) went further by linking exchange theory and network theory. They
argued that power is central to exchange theory but that power cannot be studied meaningfully in the dyad.
Rather, power “is fundamentally a social structural phenomenon” (Yamagishi, Gillmore, and Cook,
1988:834). A fully adequate theory must combine an analysis of exchange relations with an analysis of the
linkages between exchange relations. To do this, they built on Emerson’s idea of positively and negatively
linked exchanges to generate predictions about the distribution of power in networks.

In a subsequent article, Cook and Whitmeyer (1992) more rigorously examined the possibility of combining
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exchange theory and network analysis. They looked at the compatibilities between the two approaches’ views
of actors and their views of structure. They concluded that the two theories’ views of actors were essentially
the same, because virtually all exchange theories explicitly and most network analyses implicitly assume that
actors are rationally pursuing the maximization of their self-interest in whatever way they define it. They also
noted a great deal of similarity in the two approaches’ view of structure. The main difference is that exchange
theory sees the social relations that constitute the structure only in terms of actual exchanges, whereas network
analysis is inclined to include any kind of relation, whether exchange is believed to occur or not.

It is this difference in their definitions of a relation that constitutes the essential difference between an
exchange network (Friedkin, 2005) and the kind of network of interest to network analysis. Network
exchange theorists are interested only in relations of exchange, whereas network theorists are interested in
many types of relations. As an example, many network studies focus on “centrality.” This might mean the
advantage of being linked to many different people. According to network exchange theorists, just being
“linked” is not enough; the relations must be ones of exchange. Thus, in the earlier example of Abe, Bill, and
Cathy, Bill is “central,” according to network exchange, only if Abe and Bill as well as Bill and Cathy have
some sort of exchange and, in addition, one dyad’s exchanges have some sort of effect on the other’s
exchanges. In contrast, for network analysis, it is enough if they are linked, and the precise nature of the link is
irrelevant.

Structural Power

One of the reasons for linking exchange theory and network analysis was to be able to move beyond an
analysis of power within dyadic relations and be able to analyze the distribution of power in the network as a
whole. This has become one of the most important topics in contemporary network exchange theory. In one
of the first attempts to look at the distribution of power in a network, Cook and her colleagues (1983)
developed a theory of “vulnerability.” They argued that the determination of the power of a position is based
on the amount of dependence of the entire structure on that position. In their view, this systemwide
dependence is a function of both the structural centrality of the position and the nature of power-dependence
relationships. In other words, vulnerability involves the networkwide dependence on a particular structural
position.

Another important attempt to look at the distribution of power in networks was developed by Markovsky,
Willer, and their colleagues (Markovsky, Willer, and Patton, 1988; Willer and Patton, 1987). This approach
has become so influential that it usually goes by the name of network exchange theory (Markovsky, 2005), often
abbreviated as NET. The theory assumes that power is determined by the structure of the network, in
particular the availability of alternative connections between actors. The theory uses a graph-theoretical power
index (GPI) based on counting alternative network paths and a resistance model based on actors’ expectations
about outcomes to predict relative power in networks.

Strong and Weak Power Structures

NET distinguishes between two types of networks—strong and weak power—based on whether actors can be

530



excluded from exchanges. Strong power networks include some actors who must be excluded (low power
actors) and other actors who cannot be excluded (high power actors). For example, in a company, the decision
about whom to promote to a higher position can be looked at as an exchange. The higher position is
exchanged for the work done for the boss who can grant the higher position. If we assume that there is only
one boss and there are many competitors for the position, we would have a strong power network. The boss
cannot be excluded from the exchange, whereas all but one of the competitors must be. The theory predicts
that high-power actors in strong power networks will obtain virtually all the available resources. In this case,
the competitors will be motivated to provide whatever work the boss demands. However, if we introduce
another boss into the network who also can promote a competitor, the theory predicts that both bosses would
have much less power because the competitors for the promotion would now have an alternative for exchange.

The introduction of a second boss would make this a weak power structure. In weak power structures, all
positions are vulnerable to exclusions. The presence of Boss 2 means that Boss 1 can be excluded from the
exchange. Competitors, therefore, can perform services for a boss who will promote them while demanding
the least amount of work in exchange. In weak power networks, positions may have different possibilities for
exclusion. Let us say that there are 20 competitors for the promotion and only two bosses. This makes a given
competitor more likely to be excluded than a given boss. The theory predicts that positions less likely to be
excluded (bosses) benefit proportionally more than do positions more likely to be excluded (competitors).

One of the great advantages of linking exchange theory to network analysis is the expanded view of agency.
Network analysis has tended to downplay agency and concentrate on descriptions of the properties of given
structures. Exchange theory has a model of a rational self-interested agent, but this model has disregarded the
power of agents to change structure to enhance their bargaining positions. Leik (1992) has used network
exchange theory to examine actors’ “strategic manipulation of network linkages.” This suggests that low-
power positions, such as the competitors for the promotion, may seek out other sources of promotion in order
to enhance their position, while “high power actors prefer to isolate those dependent on them” (Leik,
1992:316).

One other, more ambiguous characteristic of network exchange theory should be mentioned: its propensity for
laboratory experiments. Most of the theory’s developments have been driven by experiments with test subjects
in controlled laboratory conditions. It is, of course, a great advantage to be able to test theories under
controlled conditions, and the rarity of this situation in sociology is often a source of embarrassment.
However, in order to isolate relevant characteristics, these laboratory conditions have been extremely artificial.
Even in laboratories, the theory’s predictions are obviated if subjects are allowed to know the unequal effects
of their exchanges because normative considerations interfere (Molm, 2001:264). This means that
experimental results must be interpreted carefully when applied to social interactions outside the laboratory.
Furthermore, the artificial conditions of the laboratory can encourage an artificial theory. As Willer
(1999:289) points out, “When an established experimental paradigm governs what will and will not be
investigated, theory development becomes one-sided and research focuses on issues that have no importance
or no known importance outside the laboratory.” As an example, Willer cites the intense interest in weak
power networks: “No one has studied weak power networks in the field. Therefore, their empirical
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significance, even their empirical existence, is not known” (Willer, 1999:290).
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Rational Choice Theory

Although it influenced the development of exchange theory, rational choice theory was generally marginal to
mainstream sociological theory (Hechter and Kanazawa, 1997). It is largely through the efforts of one man,
James S. Coleman, that rational choice theory has become one of the “hot” theories in contemporary sociology
(Heckathorn, 2005; Chriss, 1995; Lindenberg, 2000; Tilly, 1997). For one thing, in 1989, Coleman founded
a journal, Rationality and Society, devoted to the dissemination of work from a rational choice perspective. For
another, Coleman (1990) published an enormously influential book, Foundations of Social Theory, based on
this perspective. Finally, Coleman became president of the American Sociological Association in 1992 and
used that forum to push rational choice theory and to present an address entitled “The Rational
Reconstruction of Society” (Coleman, 1993b).

Since we have outlined the basic tenets of rational choice theory, it would be useful to begin with Coleman’s
(1989) introductory comments to the first issue of Rationality and Society. The journal was to be
interdisciplinary because rational choice theory (or, as Coleman calls it, “the paradigm of rational action”
[1989:5]) is the only theory with the possibility of producing paradigmatic integration. Coleman does not
hesitate to argue that the approach operates from a base in methodological individualism and to use rational
choice theory as the micro-level base for the explanation of macro-level phenomena. Even more interesting is
what Coleman’s approach does not find “congenial”:

Work that is methodologically holistic, floating at the system level without recourse to the actors
whose actions generate that system … the view of action as purely expressive, the view of action as
irrational, and also the view of action as something wholly caused by outside forces without the
intermediation of intention or purpose. It excludes that empirical work widely carried out in social
science in which individual behavior is “explained” by certain factors or determinants without any
model of action whatsoever.

(Coleman, 1989:6)

Thus, a large portion of work in sociology is excluded from the pages of Rationality and Society. Not to be
excluded, however, are macro-level concerns and their linkage to rational action. Beyond such academic
concerns, Coleman wants work done from a rational choice perspective to have practical relevance to our
changing social world. For example, Heckathorn and Broadhead (1996) have examined the issue of public
policies aimed at AIDS prevention from a rational choice perspective.

Foundations of Social Theory

Coleman argues that sociology should focus on social systems but that such macro phenomena must be
explained by factors internal to them, prototypically individuals. He favors working at this level for several
reasons, including the fact that data usually are gathered at the individual level and then aggregated or
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composed to yield the system level. Among the other reasons for favoring a focus on the individual level is
that this is where “interventions” ordinarily are made to create social changes. As we will see, central to
Coleman’s perspective is the idea that social theory is not merely an academic exercise but should affect the
social world through such “interventions.”

Given his focus on the individual, Coleman recognizes that he is a methodological individualist, although he
sees his particular perspective as a “special variant” of that orientation. His view is special in the sense that it
accepts the idea of emergence and that while it focuses on factors internal to the system, those factors are not
necessarily individual actions and orientations. That is, micro-level phenomena other than individuals can be
the focus of his analysis.

Coleman’s rational choice orientation is clear in his basic idea that “persons act purposively toward a goal,
with the goal (and thus the actions) shaped by values or preferences” (1990:13). But Coleman (1990:14) then
goes on to argue that for most theoretical purposes, he will need a more precise conceptualization of the
rational actor derived from economics, one that sees the actors choosing those actions that will maximize
utility, or the satisfaction of their needs and wants.

There are two key elements in his theory—actors and resources. Resources are those things over which actors
have control and in which they have some interest. Given these two elements, Coleman details how their
interaction leads to the system level:

A minimal basis for a social system of action is two actors, each having control over resources of
interest to the other. It is each one’s interest in resources under the other’s control that leads the
two, as purposive actors, to engage in actions that involve each other, … a system of action.… It is
this structure, together with the fact that the actors are purposive, each having the goal of
maximizing the realization of his interests, that gives the interdependence, or systemic character, to
their actions.

(Coleman, 1990:29)

Although he has faith in rational choice theory, Coleman does not believe that this perspective, at least as yet,
has all the answers. But it is clear that he believes that it can move in that direction, since he argues that the
“success of a social theory based on rationality lies in successively diminishing that domain of social activity
that cannot be accounted for by the theory” (Coleman, 1990:18).

Coleman recognizes that in the real world people do not always behave rationally, but he feels that this makes
little difference in his theory: “My implicit assumption is that the theoretical predictions made here will be
substantively the same whether the actors act precisely according to rationality as commonly conceived or
deviate in the ways that have been observed” (1990:506; Inbar, 1996).

Given his orientation to individual rational action, it follows that Coleman’s focus in terms of the micro-
macro issue is the micro-to-macro linkage, or how the combination of individual actions brings about the
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behavior of the system. Although he accords priority to this issue, Coleman also is interested in the macro-to-
micro linkage, or how the system constrains the orientations of actors. Finally, he evinces an interest in the
micro-micro aspect of the relationship, or the impact of individual actions on other individual actions.

In spite of this seeming balance, there are at least three major weaknesses in Coleman’s approach. First, he
accords overwhelming priority to the micro-to-macro issue, thereby giving short shrift to the other
relationships. Second, he ignores the macro-macro issue. Finally, his causal arrows go in only one direction; in
other words, he ignores the dialectical relationship among and between micro and macro phenomena.

Utilizing his rational choice approach, Coleman explains a series of macro-level phenomena. His basic
position is that theorists need to keep their conceptions of the actor constant and generate from those micro-
constants various images of macro-level phenomena. In this way, differences in macro phenomena can be
traced to different structures of relations at the macro level and not to variations at the micro level.

A key step in the micro-to-macro movement is the granting of the authority and rights possessed by one
individual to another. This action tends to lead to the subordination of one actor to another. More important,
it creates the most basic macro phenomenon—an acting unit consisting of two people, rather than two
independent actors. The resulting structure functions independently of the actors. Instead of maximizing their
own interests, in this instance actors seek to realize the interests of another actor, or of the independent
collective unit. Not only is this a different social reality, but it is one that “has special deficiencies and
generates special problems” (Coleman, 1990:145). Given his applied orientation, Coleman is interested in the
diagnosis and solution of these problems.
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James S. Coleman: A Biographical Sketch

Photograph courtesy of the American Sociological Association

James S. Coleman had a remarkably varied career in sociology; the label “theorist” is only one of several that can be applied to him.
He received his PhD from Columbia University in 1955 (on the importance of the Columbia “school” to his work, see Swedberg,
1996), and a year later he began his academic career as an assistant professor at the University of Chicago (to which he returned in
1973, after a 14-year stay at Johns Hopkins University, and where he remained until his death). In the same year that he began
teaching at Chicago, Coleman was the junior author (with Seymour Martin Lipset and Martin A. Trow) of one of the landmark
studies in the history of industrial sociology, if not sociology as a whole, Union Democracy (1956). (Coleman’s doctoral dissertation at
Columbia, directed by Lipset, dealt with some of the issues examined in Union Democracy.) Coleman then turned his attention to
research on youth and education, the culmination of which was a landmark federal government report (it came to be widely known
as the “Coleman Report”) that helped lead to the highly controversial policy of busing as a method for achieving racial equality in
American schools. It is through this work that Coleman has had a greater practical impact than any other American sociologist.
Next, Coleman turned his attention from the practical world to the rarefied atmosphere of mathematical sociology (especially
Introduction to Mathematical Sociology [1964] and The Mathematics of Collective Action [1973]; see Jasso, 2011 for a review of the
theoretical relevance of this work). In later years, Coleman turned to sociological theory, especially rational choice theory, in the
publication of the book Foundations of Social Theory (1990) and the founding in 1989 of the journal Rationality and Society. The body
of work mentioned here reflects almost unbelievable diversity, and it does not even begin to scratch the surface of the 28 books and
301 articles listed on Coleman’s résumé.

Coleman received a BS from Purdue University in 1949 and worked as a chemist for Eastman Kodak before he entered the famous
department of sociology at Columbia University in 1951. One key influence on Coleman was the theorist Robert Merton (see
Chapter 7), especially his lectures on Durkheim and the social determinants of individual behavior. Another influence was the
famous methodologist Paul Lazarsfeld, from whom Coleman derived his lifelong interest in quantitative methods and mathematical
sociology. The third important influence was Seymour Martin Lipset, whose research team Coleman joined, thereby ultimately
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participating in the production of the landmark study Union Democracy. Thus, Coleman’s graduate training gave him a powerful
introduction to theory, methods, and their linkage in empirical research. This was, and is, the model for all aspiring sociologists.

On the basis of these experiences, Coleman described his “vision” for sociology when he left graduate school and embarked on his
professional career:

Sociology … should have the social system (whether a small system or a large one) as its unit of analysis, rather than the
individual; but it should use quantitative methods, leaving behind the unsystematic techniques which lend themselves to
investigator bias, fail to lend themselves to replication, and often lack an explanatory or causation focus. Why did I, and
other students at Columbia at the time, have this vision? I believe it was the unique combination of Robert K. Merton and
Paul Lazarsfeld.

(Coleman, 1994:30–31)

Looking back from the vantage point of the mid-1990s, Coleman found that his approach had changed, but not as much as he had
assumed. For example, with respect to his work on social simulation games at Johns Hopkins in the 1960s, he said that they “led me
to change my theoretical orientation from one in which properties of the system are not only determinants of action (à la Emile
Durkheim’s Suicide study), to one in which they are also consequences of actions sometimes intended, sometimes unintended”
(Coleman, 1994:33). Thus, Coleman needed a theory of action, and he chose, in common with most economists,

the simplest such foundation, that of rational, or if you prefer, purposive action. The most formidable task of sociology is
the development of a theory that will move from the micro level of action to the macro level of norms, social values, status
distribution, and social conflict.

(Coleman, 1994:33)

It is this interest that explains why Coleman was drawn to economics:

What distinguishes economics from the other social sciences is not its use of “rational choice” but its use of a mode of
analysis that allows moving between the level of individual action and the level of system functioning. By making two
assumptions, that persons act rationally and that markets are perfect with full communication, economic analysis is able to
link the macro level of system functioning with the micro level of individual actions.

(Coleman, 1994:32)

Another aspect of Coleman’s vision for sociology, consistent with his early work on schools, is that it be applicable to social policy.
Of theory he said, “One of the criteria for judging work in social theory is its potential usefulness for informing social policy”
(Coleman, 1994:33). Few sociologists would disagree with Coleman’s goal of linking theory, methods, and social policy, although
many would disagree with at least some of the ways in which Coleman chose to link them. Whether or not they agree with the
specifics, future sociologists will continue to be challenged by the need to do a better job of linking these three key aspects of
sociological practice, and at least some of them will find in the work of James Coleman a useful model.

James Coleman died on March 25, 1995 (J. Clark, 1996; Lindenberg, 2005; Marsden, 2007).

Collective Behavior

One example of Coleman’s approach to dealing with macro phenomena is the case of collective behavior
(Zablocki, 1996). He chooses to deal with collective behavior because its often disorderly and unstable
character is thought to be hard to analyze from a rational choice perspective. But Coleman’s view is that
rational choice theory can explain all types of macro phenomena, not just those that are orderly and stable.
What is involved in moving from the rational actor to “the wild and turbulent systemic functioning called
collective behavior is a simple (and rational) transfer of control over one’s actions to another actor … made
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unilaterally, not as part of an exchange” (Coleman, 1990:198).

Why do people unilaterally transfer control over their actions to others? The answer, from a rational choice
perspective, is that they do this in an attempt to maximize their utility. Normally, individual maximization
involves a balancing of control between several actors, and this produces equilibrium within society. However,
in the case of collective behavior, because there is a unilateral transfer of control, individual maximization does
not necessarily lead to system equilibrium. Instead, there is the disequilibrium characteristic of collective
behavior.

Norms

Another macro-level phenomenon that comes under Coleman’s scrutiny is norms. Most sociologists take
norms as given and invoke them to explain individual behavior, but they do not explain why and how norms
come into existence. Coleman wonders how, in a group of rational actors, norms can emerge and be
maintained. Coleman argues that norms are initiated and maintained by some people who see benefits
resulting from the observation of norms and harm stemming from the violation of those norms. People are
willing to give up some control over their own behavior, but, in the process, they gain some control (through
norms) over the behavior of others. Coleman summarizes his position on norms:

The central element of this explanation … is the giving up of partial rights of control over one’s own
action and the receiving of partial rights of control over the actions of others, that is, the emergence
of a norm. The end result is that control, … which was held by each alone, becomes widely
distributed over the whole set of actors, who exercise that control.

(Coleman, 1990:292)

Once again, people are seen as maximizing their utility by partially surrendering rights of control over
themselves and gaining partial control over others. Because the transfer of control is not unilateral, there is
equilibrium in the case of norms.

But there are also circumstances in which norms act to the advantage of some people and the disadvantage of
others. In some cases, actors surrender the right to control their own actions to those who initiate and
maintain the norms. Such norms become effective when a consensus emerges that some people have the right
to control (through norms) the actions of other people. Furthermore, the effectiveness of norms depends on
the ability to enforce that consensus. It is consensus and enforcement that prevent the kind of disequilibrium
characteristic of collective behavior.

Coleman recognizes that norms become interrelated, but he sees such a macro issue as beyond the scope of his
work on the foundations of social systems. However, he is willing to take on the micro issue of the
internalization of norms. He recognizes that in discussing internalization he is entering “waters that are
treacherous for a theory grounded in rational choice” (Coleman, 1990:292). He sees the internalization of
norms as the establishment of an internal sanctioning system; people sanction themselves when they violate a
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norm. Coleman looks at this in terms of the idea of one actor or set of actors endeavoring to control others by
having norms internalized in them. Thus, it is in the interests of one set of actors to have another set
internalize norms and be controlled by them. He feels that this is rational “when such attempts can be
effective at reasonable cost” (Coleman, 1990:294).

Coleman looks at norms from the point of view of the three key elements of his theory—micro to macro,
purposive action at the micro level, and macro to micro. Norms are macro-level phenomena that come into
existence on the basis of micro-level purposive action. Once in existence, norms, through sanctions or the
threat of sanctions, affect the actions of individuals. Certain actions may be encouraged, while others are
discouraged.

The Corporate Actor

With the case of norms, Coleman has moved to the macro level, and he continues his analysis at this level in a
discussion of the corporate actor (J. Clark, 1996). Within such a collectivity, actors may not act in terms of
their self-interest but must act in the interest of the collectivity.

There are various rules and mechanisms for moving from individual choice to collective (social) choice. The
simplest is the case of voting and the procedures for tabulating the individual votes and coming up with a
collective decision. This is the micro-to-macro dimension, whereas such things as the slate of candidates
proposed by the collectivity involve the macro-to-micro linkage.

Coleman argues that both corporate actors and human actors have purposes. Furthermore, within a corporate
structure such as an organization, human actors may pursue purposes of their own that are at variance with
corporate purposes. This conflict of interest helps us understand the sources of revolts against corporate
authority. The micro-to-macro linkage here involves the ways in which people divest authority from the
corporate structure and vest legitimacy in those engaged in the revolt. But there is also a macro-to-micro
linkage in that certain macro-level conditions lead people to such acts of divestment and investment.

As a rational choice theorist, Coleman starts with the individual and with the idea that all rights and resources
exist at this level. The interests of individuals determine the course of events. However, this is untrue,
especially in modern society, where “a large fraction of rights and resources, and therefore sovereignty, may
reside in corporate actors” (Coleman, 1990:531). In the modern world corporate actors have taken on
increasing importance. The corporate actor may act to the benefit or the harm of the individual. How are we
to judge the corporate actor in this regard? Coleman contends that “only by starting conceptually from a point
where all sovereignty rests with individual persons is it possible to see just how well their ultimate interests are
realized by any existing social system. The postulate that individual persons are sovereign provides a way in
which sociologists may evaluate the functioning of social systems” (1990:531–532).

To Coleman, the key social change has been the emergence of corporate actors to complement “natural
person” actors. Both may be considered actors because they have “control over resources and events, interests
in resources and events, and the capability of taking actions to realize those interests through that control”
(Coleman, 1990:542). Of course, there have always been corporate actors, but the old ones, such as the family,
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are steadily being replaced by new, purposively constructed, freestanding corporate actors. The existence of
these new corporate actors raises the issue of how to ensure their social responsibility. Coleman suggests that
we can do this by instituting internal reforms or by changing the external structure, such as the laws affecting
such corporate actors or the agencies that regulate them.

Coleman differentiates between primordial structures based on the family, such as neighborhoods and
religious groups, and purposive structures, such as economic organizations and the government. He sees a
progressive “unbundling” of the activities that once were tied together within the family. The primordial
structures are “unraveling” as their functions are being dispersed and being taken over by a range of corporate
actors. Coleman is concerned about this unraveling as well as about the fact that we are now forced to deal
with positions in purposive structures rather than with the people who populated primordial structures. He
thus concludes that the goal of his work is “providing the foundation for constructing a viable social structure,
as the primordial structure on which persons have depended vanishes” (Coleman, 1990:652).

Coleman is critical of most of social theory for adopting a view that he labels homo sociologicus. This
perspective emphasizes the socialization process and the close fit between the individual and society.
Therefore, homo sociologicus is unable to deal with the freedom of individuals to act as they will in spite of the
constraints placed upon them. Furthermore, this perspective lacks the ability to evaluate the actions of the
social system. In contrast, homo economicus, in Coleman’s view, possesses all these capacities. In addition,
Coleman attacks traditional social theory for doing little more than chanting old theoretical mantras and for
being irrelevant to the changes taking place in society and incapable of helping us know where society is
headed. Sociological theory (as well as sociological research) must have a purpose, a role in the functioning of
society. Coleman is in favor of social theory that is interested not just in knowledge for the sake of knowledge
but also in “a search for knowledge for the reconstruction of society” (1990:651).

Coleman’s views on social theory are closely linked to his views on the changing nature of society. The passing
of primordial structures and their replacement by purposive structures have left a series of voids that have not
been filled adequately by the new social organizations. Social theory and the social sciences more generally are
made necessary by the need to reconstruct a new society (Coleman, 1993a, 1993b; Bulmer, 1996). The goal is
not to destroy purposive structures but rather to realize the opportunities and avoid the problems of such
structures. The new society requires a new social science. The linkages between institutional areas have
changed, and as a result the social sciences must be willing to cut across traditional disciplinary boundaries.

Criticisms

Needless to say, rational choice theory in general (Goldfield and Gilbert, 1997; D. Green and Shapiro, 1994;
Imber, 1997) has come under heavy fire in sociology. In fact, as Heckathorn (1997:15) points out, there is a
kind of “hysteria” in some quarters of sociology about rational choice theory. James Coleman’s work has been
attacked from many quarters (Alexander, 1992; Rambo, 1995). For example, Tilly (1997:83) offers the
following basic criticisms of Coleman’s theory:

1. Neglected to specify causal mechanisms.
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2. Promoted an incomplete and therefore misleading psychological reductionism.
3. Advocated a form of general theory—rational choice analysis—that has for some time been enticing

social scientists into blind alleys, where they have wandered aimlessly, falling victim to local thugs and
confidence men selling various brands of individual reductionism.

More generally, some researchers have found rational choice theory wanting (Weakliem and Heath, 1994),
but the vast majority of the criticisms have come from supporters of alternative positions within sociology
(Wrong, 1997). For example, given his macro-structural position, Blau (1997) argues that sociology should
focus on macro-level phenomena, and as a result, the explanation of individual behavior that is the métier of
rational choice theory falls outside the bounds of sociology.

Rational choice theory has been criticized from many quarters for being overly ambitious, for seeking to
replace all other theoretical perspectives. Thus, Donald Green and Ian Shapiro (1994:203) argue that rational
choice theory would do well “to probe the limits of what rational choice can explain” and to “relinquish the …
tendency to ignore, absorb, or discredit competing theoretical accounts.”

From a feminist point of view, England and Kilbourne (1990) have criticized the assumption of selfishness in
rational choice theory; from their perspective selfishness-altruism should be considered as a variable. The
assumption of selfishness represents a masculine bias. They recognize that rejecting this assumption, and
looking at it as a variable, would reduce the “deductive determinacy” of rational choice theory, but they think
the benefits of such a more realistic, less-biased theoretical orientation outweigh the costs.

From a symbolic-interactionist perspective, Denzin (1990b; see also Chapter 9 of this book) offers just the
critique one might expect from such a diametrically opposed theoretical orientation:

Rational choice theory … fails to offer a convincing answer to the question: How is society possible?
… [I]ts ideal norms of rationality do not fit everyday life and the norms of rationality and
emotionality that organize the actual activities of interacting individuals.

Rational choice theory has limited utility for contemporary social theory. Its scheme of group life
and its picture of the human being, of action, interaction, the self, gender, emotionality, power,
language, the political economy of everyday life, and of history, are woefully narrow and completely
inadequate for interpretive purposes.

(Denzin, 1990a:182–183; italics added)

Most of those operating from a broadly interpretive perspective would accept Denzin’s strong criticisms of
rational choice theory.

In addition to general criticisms, rational choice theory has been attacked for underplaying or ignoring things
such as culture (Fararo, 1996) and chance events (G. Hill, 1997).

Finally, although many other criticisms could be delineated, we might mention Smelser’s (1992) argument
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that like many other theoretical perspectives, rational choice theory has degenerated as a result of internal
evolution or responses to external criticisms. Thus, rational choice theory has become tautological and
invulnerable to falsifiability, and most important, it has developed the “capacity to explain everything and
hence nothing” (Smelser, 1992:400).

Rational choice theory has many supporters (Hedstrom and Swedberg, 1996). We will see many efforts to
legitimize it further as a sociological theory and even more attempts to apply and extend the theory. We also
are likely to see a further escalation of the criticisms leveled at rational choice theory.

Summary

This chapter deals with three interrelated theories that, among other things, share a positivistic orientation.
Modern exchange theory has evolved out of a series of intellectual influences, especially behaviorism and
rational choice theory. The founder of modern exchange theory is George Homans. His reductionistic,
determinedly micro-oriented exchange theory is summarized in a small number of propositions. Blau sought
to extend exchange theory to the macro level, primarily by emphasizing the importance of norms. Much of the
contemporary work in exchange theory has been influenced by Richard Emerson’s more structural effort to
develop an integrative, micro-macro approach to exchange. Emerson’s disciples, and others, are busy
extending his theoretical perspective into a variety of new domains.

One of Emerson’s concerns is with networks, a concern also of those associated with network theory.
Although there are many overlaps between exchange theory and network theory, many network theorists
operate outside an exchange framework. Network theory is distinguished by its focus on the objective pattern
of ties within and between micro and macro levels of social reality.

Network exchange theory combines social exchange theory and network analysis in order to focus on the
distribution of power in a network of exchange. It looks at the way in which the structures themselves can be
said to be strong or weak.

Thanks largely to the efforts of James Coleman, rational choice theory, which had played a role in the
development of exchange theory, has come into its own as a theoretical perspective. Utilizing a few basic
principles derived largely from economics, rational choice theory purports to be able to deal with micro- and
macro-level issues, as well as the role played by micro-level factors in the formation of macro-level
phenomena. The number of supporters of rational choice theory is increasing in sociology, but so is the
resistance to it by those who support other theoretical perspectives.
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Notes

1. Although contemporary rational choice theorists recognize that there are limits on the desire and ability to
maximize (Heckathorn, 1997).

2. In the following discussion we move back and forth between the two editions of Homans’s book. We do
not restrict ourselves to the revised edition because many aspects of the first edition more clearly reflect
Homans’s position. In the preface to the revised edition, Homans said that although it was a thorough
revision, he had not “altered the substance of the underlying argument” (Homans, 1974:v). Thus we feel safe
in dealing simultaneously with both volumes.

3. Skinner also studied other species, including humans.

4. Although Homans still called this the “law of distributive justice” in the revised later edition, he developed
the concept more extensively in the first edition. Distributive justice refers to whether the rewards and costs are
distributed fairly among the individuals involved. In fact, Homans originally stated it as a proposition: “The
more to a man’s disadvantage the rule of distributive justice fails of realization, the more likely he is to display
the emotional behavior we call anger” (1961:75).

5. It is interesting to note that Blau (1987) no longer accepts the idea of building macro theory on a micro
base.

6. Emerson and Cook (as well as Blau) are not the only ones to have developed integrative exchange theories.
See also Uehara (1990) and Willer, Markovsky, and Patton (1989).
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Chapter Outline

Feminism’s Basic Questions
Historical Framing: Feminism, Sociology, and Gender
Varieties of Contemporary Feminist Theory
Feminist Sociological Theorizing

Feminist theory is a generalized, wide-ranging system of ideas about social life and human experience
developed from a woman-centered perspective. Feminist theory is woman-centered—or women-centered—in
two ways. First, the starting point of all its investigation is the situation (or the situations) and experiences of
women in society. Second, it seeks to describe the social world from the distinctive vantage points of women.
Feminist theory differs from most sociological theories in that it is the work of an interdisciplinary and
international community of scholars, artists, and activists.1 Feminist sociologists seek to broaden and deepen
sociology by reworking disciplinary knowledge to take account of discoveries being made by this
interdisciplinary community.

The chapter begins with an outline of the basic questions guiding feminist scholarship, followed by a brief
history of the relation between feminism and sociology. It then describes the various types of contemporary
feminist theory, emphasizing the contributions of sociologists to those theories. It concludes with an
integrated statement of the feminist sociological thinking developing out of these various theoretical
traditions.
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Feminism’s Basic Questions

The impetus for contemporary feminist theory begins in a deceptively simple question: And what about the
women? In other words, where are the women in any situation being investigated? If they are not present,
why? If they are present, what exactly are they doing? How do they experience the situation? What do they
contribute to it? What does it mean to them?

In response to this question, feminist scholarship has produced some generalizable answers. Women are
present in most social situations. Where they are not, it is not because they lack ability or interest but because
there have been deliberate efforts to exclude them. Where they have been present, women have played roles
very different from the popular conception of them (as, for example, passive wives and mothers). Indeed, as
wives and as mothers and in a series of other roles, women, along with men, have actively created the
situations being studied. Yet, though women are actively present in most social situations, scholars, publics,
and social actors themselves, both male and female, have been blind to their presence. Moreover, women’s
roles in most social situations, though essential, have been different from, less privileged than, and subordinate
to the roles of men. Their invisibility is only one indicator of this inequality.

Feminism’s second basic question is: Why is all this as it is? In answering this question, feminist theory has
produced a general social theory with broad implications for sociology. One of feminist sociological theory’s
major contributions to answering this question has been the development of the concept of gender. Beginning
in the 1970s, feminist theorists made it possible for people to see the distinctions between (1) biologically
determined attributes associated with male and female and (2) the socially learned behaviors associated with
masculinity and femininity. They did so by designating the latter as “gender.”2 The essential qualities of
gender remain a point of theoretical debate in feminism, and these debates offer one way to distinguish
between some of the varieties of feminist theory. But a starting point of agreement among nearly all varieties
of feminist theory is an understanding of gender as a social construction, something not emanating from
nature but created by people as part of the processes of group life.

As the circle of feminists exploring these questions became more inclusive of people of diverse backgrounds
both in the United States and internationally, feminist theorists raised a third question: And what about the
differences between women? The answers to this question lead to a general conclusion that the invisibility,
inequality, and role differences in relation to men that generally characterize women’s lives are profoundly
affected by a woman’s social location—that is, by her class, race, age, affectional preference, marital status,
religion, ethnicity, and global location.

The fourth question for all feminists is: How can we change and improve the social world so as to make it a more
just place for all people? This commitment to social transformation in the interest of justice is the distinctive
characteristic of critical social theory, as Patricia Hill Collins (1998:xiv) explains, “Critical social theory
encompasses bodies of knowledge … that actively grapple with the central questions facing groups of people
differently placed in specific political, social, and historic contexts characterized by injustice.” This
commitment is practiced in sociology by feminism, Marxism, neo-Marxism, and social theories being
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developed by racial and ethnic minorities and in postcolonial societies. But today, after more than five decades
of activism and genuine material gains, feminist social theorists are confronting the question emerging from a
record of victories and defeats: “How—and why—does gender inequality persist in the modern world?” (Ridgeway,
2011).

But feminist theory is not just about women, nor is its major project the creation of a middle-range theory of
gender relations. Rather, the appropriate parallel for feminism’s major theoretical achievement is to one of
Marx’s epistemological accomplishments. Marx showed that the knowledge people had of society, what they
assumed to be an absolute and universal statement about reality, in fact reflected the experience of those who
economically and politically ruled the world; he effectively demonstrated that one also could view the world
from the vantage point of the world’s workers. This insight relativized ruling-class knowledge and, in allowing
us to juxtapose that knowledge with knowledge gained from the workers’ perspective, vastly expanded our
ability to analyze social reality. More than a century after Marx’s death, we are still assimilating the
implications of this discovery.

Feminism’s basic theoretical questions have similarly produced a revolutionary switch in our understanding of
the world: what we have taken as universal and absolute knowledge of the world is, in fact, knowledge derived
from the experiences of a powerful section of society, men as “masters.” That knowledge is relativized if we
rediscover the world from the vantage point of a hitherto invisible, unacknowledged “underside”: women, who
in subordinated but indispensable “serving” roles, have worked to sustain and re-create the society we live in.
This discovery raises questions about everything we thought we knew about society, and its implications
constitute the essence of contemporary feminist theory’s significance for sociological theory.

Feminist theory deconstructs established systems of knowledge by showing their masculinist bias and the
gender politics framing and informing them. To say that knowledge is “deconstructed” is to say that we
discover what was hitherto hidden behind the presentation of the knowledge as established, singular, and
natural—namely, that that presentation is a construction resting on social, relational, and power
arrangements. But feminism itself has become the subject of relativizing and deconstructionist pressures from
within its own theoretical boundaries. The first and more powerful of these pressures comes from women
confronting the white, privileged-class, heterosexual status of many leading feminists—that is, from women of
color, women in postcolonial societies, working-class women, and lesbians. These women, speaking from
“margin to center” (hooks, 1984), show that there are many differently situated women, and that there are
many women-centered knowledge systems that oppose both established, male-stream knowledge claims and
any hegemonic feminist claims about a unitary woman’s standpoint. The second deconstructionist pressure
within feminism comes from a growing postmodernist literature that raises questions about gender as an
undifferentiated concept and about the individual self as a stable locus of consciousness and personhood from
which gender and the world are experienced. The potential impact of these questions falls primarily on
feminist epistemology—its system for making truth claims—and is explored more fully below.
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Historical Framing: Feminism, Sociology, and Gender

Feminism and sociology share a long-standing relationship, originating in feminists turning to sociology to
help answer feminism’s foundational questions.

The feminist perspective is an enduring feature in Western history. Wherever women are subordinated—and
they have been subordinated almost always and everywhere—they have recognized and protested that
situation (Lerner, 1993). In the Western world, published works of protest appeared as a thin but persistent
trickle from the 1630s to about 1780. Since then, feminist writing has been a significant collective effort,
growing in both the number of its participants and the scope of its critique as numerous intellectual histories
have shown (Cott, 1977; Donovan, 1985; Giddings, 1984; Lerner, 1993; Rossi, 1974; Spender, 1982, 1983;
Tong, 2009).

Feminist writing is linked to feminist social activism, which has varied in intensity over the last 200 years;
high points occur in the liberationist “moments” of modern Western history. In U.S. history, major periods of
feminist mobilization frequently are understood as “waves.” First Wave feminism began in the 1830s as an
offshoot of the antislavery movement and focused on women’s struggle for political rights, especially the vote.
It is marked by two key dates—1848, when the first women’s rights convention was held at Seneca Falls, New
York, and 1920, when the 19th Amendment gave women the right to vote. Second Wave feminism (ca.
1960–1990) worked to translate these basic political rights into economic and social equality and to
reconceptualize relations between men and women with the concept of gender. The term Third Wave
feminism is used to describe the critical responses of various groups—women of color, lesbians, working-class
women, women in the global South as well as women who will live their adult lives in the 21st century—to
the arguments of Second Wave feminism (Ferree, 2009).

Women, most of whom were feminist in their understandings, were active in the development of sociology as
both a discipline and a profession from its beginnings. Feminist ideas of the First Wave were abroad in the
world in the 1830s when Auguste Comte coined the term sociology and feminist Harriet Martineau (1802–
1876) was asked to edit a proposed journal in sociology. Martineau is an important player in the history of
sociology whose work has only been recovered under the impact of Second Wave feminism (Deegan, 1991;
M. Hill, 1989; Hoecker-Drysdale, 1994; Lengermann and Niebrugge-Brantley, 1998; Niebrugge,
Lengermann, and Dickerson, 2010) and whose contribution undergirds the claim that women were “present
at the creation” of sociology (Lengermann and Niebrugge-Brantley, 1998).

Sociology’s development into an organized discipline in its “classic generation”—the period marked by white
male thinkers who did significant work from 1890 to 1920 (e.g., Emile Durkheim [1858–1917] and Max
Weber [1862–1920]) overlapped with the increasing activism of First Wave feminism. Feminists Jane
Addams, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Florence Kelley, and Marianne Weber played important roles in the
development of sociology, creating theory, inventing research methods, publishing in sociological journals,
belonging to sociological associations, and holding offices in professional associations—and directly or
indirectly speaking from the standpoint of women. U.S. women of color Anna Julia Cooper and Ida B. Wells-
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Barnett, though barred by racist practices from full participation in the organization of sociology, developed
both social theory and a powerful practice of sociological critique and activism. Gilman is particularly
significant in the history of feminist contributions to sociology, providing the first conceptualization of what
will become the idea of gender in her concept of excessive sex distinction, which she defines as socially
maintained differences between men and women that go beyond the differences dictated by biological
reproduction (Lengermann and Niebrugge, 2013). But, repeatedly the achievements of these women have
been erased from the history of sociology by a male-dominated professional elite (Delamont, 2003; Skeggs,
2008; for a detailed examination of this process see Lengermann and Niebrugge-Brantley, 1998).

Between 1920 and 1960, feminist thinking and activism ebbed, partly due to a sense of anomie produced by
its victory in getting the vote, partly in response to social crises—World War I and its aftermath, the Great
Depression, World War II and its aftermath, and the Cold War of the 1950s. Women sociologists were left
without a framework for critique of their professional marginalization. They worked as isolated individuals for
a foothold in the male-dominated university. Even so, these women sociologists did research on women’s lives
and worked to conceptualize gender within the prevailing framework of “sex roles” in work such as Helen
Mayer Hacker’s “Women as a Minority Group” (1951) and Mirra Komarovsky’s “Cultural Contradictions of
Sex Roles” (1946).

Beginning in the 1960s, as a second wave of feminist activism energized feminist thinking, women in
sociology drew strength to confront the organization of their profession and to (re-)establish a feminist
perspective in the discipline (Ferree, Khan, and Morimoto, 2007; Niebrugge, Lengermann, and Dickinson,
2010). Key to their success was the leadership of individual women like Alice Rossi, the establishment of the
Women’s Caucus within the American Sociological Association, and then, in 1971, of a separate feminist
organization, Sociologists for Women in Society (SWS), which, in 1987, undertook the financially daring
launch of a new journal, Gender & Society, under the editorship of Judith Lorber. These moves brought
women a feminist base from which to speak to the profession and a feminist publication from which to
introduce ideas to the discipline.

The effects of Second Wave feminism continue to this day in sociology. Women have moved into the
profession in unprecedented numbers, as students, teachers, and scholars; the majority of undergraduate
majors and about half of PhD recipients are now women (England, 2010; Stacey and Thorne, 1996). Women
hold office in the discipline’s professional associations in percentages greater than their overall presence in the
discipline (Rosenfeld, Cunningham, and Schmidt, 1997).

Central to this Second Wave triumph has been establishing gender as a core concept in sociology (Ferree,
Khan, and Morimoto, 2007; Finlay, 2007; Tarrant, 2006). Gender, which is broadly understood as a social
construction for classifying people and behaviors in terms of “man” and “woman,” “masculine” and “feminine,”
is now an almost unavoidable variable in research studies—a variable whose presence implies a normative
commitment to some standard of gender equality or the possibility that findings of inequality may be
explained by practices of gender discrimination. The emphasis on gender vastly expanded the reach of
feminist understandings to clearly include men as well as women, and the community of feminist scholars,
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though still primarily female, now includes important work by male feminists (Brickell, 2005; R. W. Connell,
1995; Diamond, 1992; Hearn, 2004; M. Hill, 1989; A. Johnson, 1997; Kimmel, 1996, 2002; Messner, 1997;
Schwalbe, 1996; Trexler, 1995; Wedgwood, 2009).

Yet there remains a recurring unease about the relationship between feminism and sociology, an unease
classically framed by Stacey and Thorne in their 1985 essay “The Missing Feminist Revolution in Sociology”
and revisited subsequently (Alway, 1995b; Chafetz, 1997; Stacey and Thorne, 1996; Thistle, 2000; Wharton,
2006; C. Williams, 2006). A “feminist revolution in sociology” presumably would mean reworking sociology’s
content, concepts, and practices to take account of the perspectives and experiences of women. This effort has
been far from wholesale or systematic. For instance, within the sociological theory community, feminists
constitute a distinct and active theory group, intermittently acknowledged but unassimilated, whose ideas have
not yet radically affected the dominant conceptual frameworks of the discipline.

The concern with gender has focused the energy of much feminist scholarship in sociology. But it may also
have moved that energy away from two original primary concerns of feminist theory—the liberation of women
and, as a means to that end, an articulation of the world in terms of women’s experience. The study of gender
is certainly not antithetical to these projects but neither is it coterminous with them. This chapter attempts to
take account of the enormous developments around the concept of gender while, at the same time,
remembering that feminist theory is not the same thing as the sociology of gender, an awareness that may
help explain recent developments in feminist theorizing such as the growth of intersectionality theory and the
resurgence of sexual difference theory, as well as the persistence of materialist or socialist feminism.
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Varieties of Contemporary Feminist Theory

In this section we present a typology of contemporary feminist theories that guide feminist sociological
theorizing.3 Our typology is organized around answers to feminism’s most basic question: And what about the
women? Essentially there have been five answers to that question (see Table 12.1). The first of these can be
framed in terms of gender difference—women’s location in, and experience of, most situations is different from
that of the men in those situations. The second is that of gender inequality—women’s location in most
situations is not only different from but also less privileged than or unequal to that of men. The third is that of
gender oppression—that is, a direct power relationship between men and women through which women are
restrained, subordinated, molded, used, and abused by men. The fourth is that women’s experience of
difference, inequality, and oppression varies according to their location within societies’ arrangements of
structural oppression—class, race, ethnicity, age, affectional preference, marital status, and global location. The
fifth, a major focus in Third Wave feminism, questions the concept of woman so central to other theoretical
positions, asking what implications flow from assuming the concept “woman” as a given in social analysis.
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Within these basic categories we can distinguish between theories in terms of their differing answers to the
second or explanatory question, “Why is all this as it is?”

This typology provides one way to pattern the general body of contemporary feminist theory, created within
and outside sociology. It also helps to pattern the expanding literature in the sociology of gender. The focus in
the sociology of gender on the relationship of men and women is not equivalent to a feminist theory that
presents a critical woman-centered patterning of human experience (Alsop, Fitzsimons, and Lennon, 2002;
Chafetz, 2004), but some sociologists who begin from a sociology-of-gender standpoint have produced works
of significance for feminist theory, and many sociologists are directly involved in producing feminist theory.

This typology also needs to be read with the following cautions in mind: that it outlines theoretical positions,
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not the location of specific theorists, who over the course of a career may write from several of these positions,

and that feminist theory and feminist sociological theory are dynamic enterprises that change over time. At
the current moment, this typology is located within the following intellectual trends: (1) a steady movement
toward synthesis, toward critically assessing how elements of these various theories may be combined; (2) a
shift from women’s oppression to oppressive practices and structures that affect both men and women; (3)
tension between interpretations that emphasize culture and meaning and those that emphasize the material
consequence of powers; (4) and finally, the fact that feminist theory is coming to be practiced as part of what
Thomas Kuhn has called “normal science,” that is, its assumptions are taken for granted as a starting point for
empirical research.

Gender Difference

Theories of gender difference, among the oldest of feminist theories, are currently experiencing a resurgence
of interest and elaboration. Although historically the concept of “difference” has been at the center of several
theoretical debates in feminism, we use it here to refer to theories that describe, explain, and trace the
implications of the ways in which men and women are or are not the same in behavior and experience. All
theories of gender difference have to confront the problem of what usually is termed “the essentialist
argument”: the thesis that the fundamental differences between men and women are immutable. That
immutability usually is seen as traceable to three factors: (1) biology; (2) social institutional needs for men and
women to fill different roles, most especially but not exclusively in the family; and (3) the existential or
phenomenological need of human beings to produce an “Other” as part of the act of self-definition. There has
been some interest in sociobiology by feminist scholars, most notably Alice Rossi (1977, 1983), who have
explored the thesis that human biology determines many social differences between men and women. A
continuation of this feminist interest in the interaction of biology and sociocultural processes is also to be
found in recent statements on new (or neo-) materialism (Ahmed, 2008; N. Davis, 2009; Hird, 2004). But
overall, the feminist response to sociobiology has been oppositional (McCaughey, 2008; Palmer and Chancer,
2001; Risman, 2001). Theories of gender difference important in feminist theory today issue from a range of
locations: the women’s movement, psychology, existential and phenomenological philosophy, sociology, and
postmodernism.

Cultural Feminism

Cultural feminism is unique among theories analyzed here in that it is less focused on explaining the origins of
difference and more on exploring—and even celebrating—the social value of women’s distinctive ways of
being, that is, of the ways in which women are different from men. This approach has allowed cultural
feminism to sidestep rather than resolve problems posed by the essentialist thesis.

The essentialist argument of immutable gender difference first was used against women in male patriarchal
discourse to claim that women were inferior to men and that this natural inferiority explained their social
subordination. But that argument was reversed by some First Wave feminists who created a theory of cultural
feminism, which extols the positive aspects of what is seen as “the female character” or “feminine personality.”
Theorists such as Margaret Fuller, Frances Willard, Jane Addams, and Charlotte Perkins Gilman were
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proponents of a cultural feminism that argued that in the governing of the state, society needed such women’s
virtues as cooperation, caring, pacifism, and nonviolence in the settlement of conflicts (Deegan and Hill,
1998; Donovan, 1985; Lengermann and Niebrugge-Brantley, 1998). This tradition has continued to the
present day in arguments about women’s distinctive standards for ethical judgment (Day, 2000; Gilligan,
1982; Held, 1993), about a mode of “caring attention” in women’s consciousness (Fisher, 1995; Reiger, 1999;
Ruddick, 1980), about a female style of communication (M. Crawford, 1995; Tannen, 1990, 1993, 1994),
about women’s capacity for openness to emotional experience (Beutel and Marini, 1995; Mirowsky and Ross,
1995), and about women’s lower levels of aggressive behavior and greater capacity for creating peaceful
coexistence (Forcey, 2001; Ruddick, 1994; Wilson and Musick, 1997).

The theme from cultural feminism most current in contemporary literature is that developed from Carol
Gilligan’s argument that women operate out of a different method of moral reasoning than men. Gilligan
contrasts these two ethical styles as “the ethic of care,” which is seen as female and focuses on achieving
outcomes where all parties feel that their needs are noticed and responded to, and the “ethic of justice,” which
is seen as male and focuses on protecting the equal rights of all parties (Gilligan and Attanucci, 1988).
Although much research is concerned with whether there are gender differences in people’s appeal to these
two ethics, the more lasting influence of this research lies in the idea that an ethic of care is a moral position in
the world (Orme, 2002; Reitz-Pustejovsky, 2002; F. Robinson, 2001). Despite criticism (Alcoff, 1988; Alolo,
2006), cultural feminism has wide popular appeal because it suggests that women’s ways of being and knowing
may be a healthier template for producing a just society than those of an androcentric culture.

Theories of Sexual Difference

Theories of sexual difference are having a resurgence in feminist discourse (e.g., Khanna, 2010; Mortensen,
2006; Zerilli, 2005). “Sexual difference” is a term for a range of philosophical explorations—existential,
phenomenological, Lacanian—of the question of the constitution of humans as sexed beings, that is, as
personalities that both conform to and resist cultural or symbolic representations of the masculine and
feminine. Sexual difference theories stand in marked contrast to sociobiology and cultural feminism, which
basically accept “difference” as a fact of life. Sexual difference theories understand difference not as a fact but
as a process that masculine culture both creates and uses to constitute itself. That culture, at best, pushes
women’s experience and ways of knowing themselves to the very margins of conceptual framing and, in its
most intense form, creates a construct of the woman as “the Other,” an objectified being who is assigned traits
that represent the opposite of the agentic, subject male. Feminist sexual difference theorists explore what these
processes may tell about the possibilities for women’s freedom and human emancipation.

In its classic form, sexual difference theory arose in France as a feminist response to ideas in male-created (and
male-centered) philosophy, literature, and psychoanalysis (Egeland, 2006). Its earliest representation is
Simone de Beauvoir’s analysis in The Second Sex ([1949] 1957), a feminist existentialism she creates as part of
the larger project of existentialism, of which she was a part with Jean-Paul Sartre. Existentialism argues that,
unlike all other things in the world, human beings are distinguished by the fact that their “essence” (what they
truly are) follows their “existence”—that is, people are free to (or “condemned to”) create themselves. For the
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individual, the “other” person both confirms one’s existence and limits one’s freedom—by looking at one,
“fixing” one, as an object with a history. The great challenge for each individual is to assume the
responsibilities of freedom, which means rejecting the need for the other’s confirmation of self. It is against
this background that de Beauvoir declares, “One is not born a woman, one becomes one.” But for women, this
existential journey is more difficult—as it is for members of racial minorities, lower classes, nonmainstream
religions—because the dominant, in woman’s case the male, has attempted to define woman’s essence by
stereotyping women and denying them the freedom to choose what they will become. Women can pursue
their own project of freedom only by overcoming the oppression by men who attempt to make them into a
perpetual Other who exists only to recognize a master. This, however, requires that women discover who they
are in terms of their own acts of definition.

De Beauvoir’s call for women to reject their status in masculine culture as the existential Other has been
reworked and elaborated by a later group of French feminists, including Hélène Cixous, Luce Irigaray, Julia
Kristeva, and Monique Wittig, who draw on the work of Jacques Lacan, Jacques Derrida, and Ferdinand de
Saussure to build an argument that the quality of Otherness that shapes all women’s experience is located in
the realm of the symbolic, most especially, language. This point derives from two arguments in Lacanian
psychoanalysis: one, following de Saussure, sees language and the symbolic constituted out of differences—
words have no positive or absolute meaning but only an oppositional meaning in relation to other words—a
second, revising Freud, postulates that within the unconscious there is no symbol of sexual difference but only
the phallus as the signifier of sex; masculinity and femininity arise as positions around the phallus—which for
Lacan exists in all three “registers,” the imaginary, the symbolic, and the real. Sexual difference is based in the
different ways in which women and men relate to a language based in the symbolism and fantasies of male
power (E. Purcell, 2011). These theorists seek women’s emancipation, both personal and collective, by
tapping alternative preverbal experience, particularly of the mother as powerful, for a new symbolic possibility
in which to anchor women’s language, writing, and semiotics.

The recent return to these theories of sexual difference, largely but not solely by European feminists, may be
seen as an attempt to chart a new course between the static images of gender as a social construction, and the
overly fluid conceptualization of gender as performance, notably in ethnomethodology’s “doing” gender theory
(see next section) and postmodern performativity theories (see postmodern feminism below). These latest
theories of sexual difference offer the realm of the symbolic as a basis for feminist analysis (e.g., Pollock,
2010). They analyze the experiences of women as they live in a world of phallocentric meanings in which they
are inevitably marginalized, tracing both the costs to women and their covert efforts to tap their own
experience for meaning (Mortensen, 2006). Recent writings in this tradition also call for a collective effort by
women to construct their own world of meaning, and from this base to begin to repattern the world made by
men; most especially women are urged to collectively discover and make political claims that can confirm their
identity as women and perhaps reform the social world (Zerilli, 2005).

Sociological Theories: Institutional and Interactionist

Institutional
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This theory posits that gender differences result from the different roles that women and men come to play
within various institutional settings. A major determinant of difference is seen to be the sexual division of
labor that links women to the functions of wife, mother, and household worker; to the private sphere of home
and family; and, thus, to a lifelong series of events and experiences very different from those of men. Women’s
roles as mothers and wives in producing and reproducing a female personality and culture have been analyzed
by theorists as diverse as J. Bernard (1981, [1972] 1982), Chodorow (1978), M. Johnson (1989), and Risman
and Ferree (1995). The central motif for this line of thinking is the sexual division of labor in the family.
Repeated experience in these settings is pictured as carrying over into other institutions and producing
differences between women and men in political behavior (e.g., the gender gap in voting), in choice of careers
(e.g., the caring professions as female), in styles of corporate management, and in possibilities for
advancement (e.g., the mommy track). Institutional placement theories have not been disproved so much as
subsumed under deeper questions of how routine activities produce permanent features of the gendered
personality. Institutional placement theories have been subject to two criticisms. First, they do not account for
the persistence of gender difference when men and women occupy the same institutional position (though
some feminist theorists argue that men and women can never occupy the same institutional position precisely
because of the persistence of gender as a separate structure) (Kan, Sullivan, and Gershuny, 2011). Second,
many sociologists see institutional theories as presenting too static and deterministic a model of gender
differences in personality and action.

Interactionist

The most currently elaborated sociological understanding of the origins of gender difference comes from
ethnomethodology’s analysis of gender as an accomplishment. Ethnomethodology (see Chapter 10) posits that
institutions, culture, and stratificational systems are maintained by the ongoing activities of individuals in
interaction. When this idea is applied to gender, it produces the understanding that “people do gender”—or
what is called in shorthand “doing gender.”

West and Zimmerman’s 1987 article “Doing Gender,” the now classic statement of this position, is perhaps
the most cited work in recent feminist sociological theory. Its starting point is in distinguishing between sex,
sex category, and gender. A baby is born with some configuration of biological sex (which may be more or less
clear). On the basis of what the adults attending to the birth interpret as its sex, the baby is assigned to a sex
category. After that assignment, everyone around the child and the child itself over time begin to do gender,
to act in ways considered appropriate to the sex category designation. The question of how everyone knows
what is appropriate is resolved in ethnomethodology by the principle of accountability: People do not just act
in any way they choose; people in interactions hold other people “accountable” for behaving in ways that are
expected or useful or understandable. That is, people “manage conduct in anticipation of how others might
describe it on a particular occasion” (Fenstermaker and West, 2002:212). Thus, gender is constantly being
produced by people in interaction with each other as a way of making sense of and letting the world work.

For instance, using the “right” public restroom is a way of avoiding all sorts of potential embarrassments. It is
a method of getting through the day hassle-free, and it is one so taken for granted that the person doing it
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hardly considers it doing gender. Ways of hugging, laughing, complaining—conveying the whole range of
human emotions—are deeply gendered and are situationally enacted by people as they attempt to
communicate with other people. Indeed, one question that emerges from the doing-gender perspective is
whether it is possible not to do gender.

The current appeal of this approach reflects not only its abstract theoretical validity but also its suitability to a
moment in U.S. history in which many people see men and women being more alike than different or at least
having a great deal in common. The ethnomethodological insight gives a common origin to all gender
experience in the movement from sex to sex category to gender: men and women both experience this and
both are caught up in the activities of doing gender.

But although the elemental understanding of “doing” holds constant for women and men, West and
Fenstermaker (1995, 2002) and West and Zimmerman (1987) recognize that a part of the substance of the
doing in gender is “doing difference”— acting to make distinctions, to distinguish oneself as masculine not
feminine or, conversely, as feminine not masculine. These acts of distinction are repeated from situation to
situation to maintain gender identity. These theorists have further expanded their analysis of “doing” to other
expressions of difference, notably race and class. The social mechanism that produces all this doing of gender
difference is the operation of accountability in terms of sex category.

A major criticism of this approach is that it is not clear where the standards for accountability come from, for
its emphasis on individual agency overlooks the fact that people in individual interactions do for the most part
produce remarkably similar behaviors when doing gender (e.g., Maldonado, 1995; L. Weber, 1995). Another
recurring concern is that much of the discussion and research that has built on the “doing gender” thesis
uncritically focuses on interactional reproductions of gender inequality, failing to pursue the feminist project
of “undoing” such patterns (Deutsch, 2007; Risman, 2009; Thorne, 1995). Another criticism is the failure of
the approach to address the corporality or embodiment of those doing gender difference (R. Connell, 2009;
Messerschmidt 2009). Dorothy Smith (2009) has advanced another critique: that “doing” oversimplifies and
homogenizes the differences between gender, race, and class. Yet as any literature search will show, the thesis
of doing gender difference continues to inspire teachers, researchers, and theorists in an expanding project of
tracing its ramifications, including an expansion to the life experience of transpeople (C. Connell, 2010).
“Doing gender” as a theory has also gained additional attention through its resonance with the postmodernist
thesis of philosopher Judith Butler that gender is a “performance” (see “Feminism and Postmodernism”
below).

Gender Inequality

Four themes characterize feminist theorizing of gender inequality. Men and women are situated in society not
only differently but also unequally. Women get less of the material resources, social status, power, and
opportunities for self-actualization than do men who share their social location—be it a location based on
class, race, occupation, ethnicity, religion, education, nationality, or any intersection of these factors. This
inequality results from the organization of society, for although individual human beings vary in their profile
of potentials and traits, no significant pattern of natural variation distinguishes the sexes. All human beings
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are characterized by an intrinsic need for self-actualization and by a fundamental malleability that lets them
adapt to the constraints or opportunities of their situations. To say that there is gender inequality is to claim
that women are situationally less empowered than men to realize the need they share with men for self-
actualization. All inequality theories assume that both women and men will respond fairly easily to more
egalitarian social structures and situations. In this belief, theorists of gender inequality contrast with the
theorists of gender difference, who present a picture of social life in which gender differences are, whatever
their cause, more durable, more penetrative of personality, and less easily changed.

Liberal Feminism

The major expression of gender inequality theory is liberal feminism, which argues that women may claim
equality with men on the basis of an essential human capacity for reasoned moral agency, that gender
inequality is the result of a sexist patterning of the division of labor, and that gender equality can be produced
by transforming the division of labor through the repatterning of key institutions—law, work, family,
education, and media (Bem, 1993; Friedan, 1963; Lorber, 1994; Pateman, 1999; A. Rossi, 1964; Schaeffer,
2001).

Historically, these claims were first politically articulated in the Declaration of Sentiments drafted at Seneca
Falls, New York, in 1848 with the express purpose of paralleling and expanding the Declaration of
Independence to include women. It opens with the revisionist line “We hold these truths to be self-evident,
that all men and women are created equal” (italics added) and concludes with a call for women to do whatever
is required to gain equal rights with men. The radical nature of this foundational document is that it
conceptualizes the woman not in the context of home and family but as an autonomous individual with rights
in her own person (DuBois, [1973] 1995). In so doing, it articulates the case on which all liberal feminism
rests, the beliefs that (1) all human beings have certain essential features—capacities for reason, moral agency,
and self-actualization, (2) the exercise of these capacities can be secured through legal recognition of universal
rights, (3) the inequalities between men and women assigned by sex are social constructions having no basis in
“nature,” and (4) social change for equality can be produced by an organized appeal to a reasonable public and
the use of the state.

Contemporary liberal feminism has expanded to include a global feminism that confronts racism in North
Atlantic societies and works for “the human rights of women” everywhere, promoting in its foundational
organizational documents such as the National Organization for Women’s Statement of Purpose (1966) and
the Beijing Declaration (1996) a theory of human equality as a right that the state—local, national,
international—must respect.

Second Wave liberal feminism has focused on translating political rights won by the First Wave into
economic equality for women. Feminist sociology has contributed theory and research to this project,
explicating the barriers to achieving that equality by analyzing the gender division of labor, an ideology and
practice that separates the world into public and private spheres. Men have privileged access to the public
sphere, which allocates the major rewards of social life—money, power, status, freedom, opportunities for
growth and self-worth. Women are assigned primary responsibility for the private sphere, the world of
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domesticity, where largely unpaid labor reproduces the world’s workers day after day. The two spheres
constantly interact in the lives of women (more than they do for men), and both spheres are still shaped by
patriarchal ideology and sexism.

In a series of now classic works (Acker, 1990; Bernard, [1972] 1982; Hochschild (with Machung), 1989),
liberal feminist sociologists develop three primary insights about the public-private patterning of social life: (1)
the dynamics of the private world limit women’s agency and, thus, their participation in the public sphere; (2)
the public sphere itself is organized around assumptions about gender that keep women at a disadvantage; and
(3) negotiating the interface of private and public is perhaps the most formidable and enduring of the barriers
to women’s economic equality.

Jessie Bernard’s The Future of Marriage ([1972] 1982) offers a model of marriage as, simultaneously, a cultural
system of beliefs and ideals, an institutional arrangement of roles and norms, and a complex of interactional
experiences for individual women and men. Culturally, marriage is idealized as the destiny and source of
fulfillment for women; a mixed blessing of domesticity, responsibility, and constraint for men; and in
American society as a whole, an essentially egalitarian association between husband and wife. Institutionally,
marriage empowers the role of husband with authority and with the freedom—indeed, the obligation—to
move beyond the domestic setting; it meshes the idea of male authority with sexual prowess and male power;
and it mandates that wives be compliant, dependent, self-emptying, and essentially centered on the activities
and demands of the isolated domestic household.

Experientially, then, there are two marriages in any institutional marriage: the man’s marriage, in which the
husband holds to the belief of being constrained and burdened while experiencing what the norms dictate—
authority, independence, and a right to domestic, emotional, and sexual service by the wife; and the woman’s
marriage, in which the wife affirms the cultural belief of fulfillment, while experiencing normatively mandated
powerlessness and dependence, an obligation to provide domestic, emotional, and sexual services, and a
gradual “dwindling away” of the independent young person she was before marriage. Bernard offered data on
measurements of human stress to support her claims, data showing that married women, whatever their claims
to fulfillment, and unmarried men, whatever their claims to freedom, rank high on all stress indicators. Recent
studies have suggested Bernard’s analysis still holds for many marriages (Dempsey, 2002; Steil, 1997) but that
other couples are achieving, through dedicated effort, the liberal feminist ideal of egalitarian marriage (Graf
and C. Schwartz, 2011; P. Schwartz, 1994).

Joan Acker (1990) addresses the pervasive assumption that organizations are gender neutral, positing instead
the existence of “the gendered substructure of organizations,” the existence of which we need to understand
for at least five reasons:

First, the gender segregation of work, including divisions between paid and unpaid work, is partly
created through organizational practices. Second, and related to gender segregation, income and
status inequality between women and men is also partly created in organizational processes; …
Third, organizations are one arena in which widely disseminated cultural images of gender are
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invented and reproduced. Fourth, some aspects of individual gender identity, perhaps particularly
masculinity, are also products of organizational processes and pressures. Fifth, an important feminist
project is to make large-scale organizations more democratic and more supportive of humane goals.

(Acker, 1990:140)

Acker illustrates her argument by unmasking the gender substructure behind the seemingly gender-neutral
task of “job evaluation.” While the focus on “the job” as the unit of analysis suggests gender neutrality, it
obscures the gender job segregation characteristic of organizational structure. Job evaluation is done in terms
of what Acker describes as “organizational logic”—“an assumption of congruence among responsibility,
complexity and hierarchical position”—which also seems gender neutral. But because women hold jobs at the
bottom of the hierarchy, their jobs, according to organizational logic, cannot be viewed as involving
responsibility and complexity—even when delegated to them by a supervisor.

Acker’s analysis has been pathbreaking, offering a model of the gendering of organizational processes and the
study of concepts like “the gender subtext,” “the ideal worker,” “the ideal worker norm,” and “inequality
regimes,” and providing a frame for studying the policy of “comparable worth” (Kelly et al., 2010; Sayce, 2012;
Schneidhofer, Schiffinger, and Mayrhofer, 2012).

In The Second Shift (1989), Arlie Hochschild demonstrates the unequal terms on which women who are both
wives and mothers enter the public sphere; she does this by conceptualizing the work of the private sphere as
“a second shift,” that is, an hours-long round of daily duties that must be done by these women and are largely
nonnegotiable. Drawing on interviews with couples who both work in the public paid economy, Hochschild
paints a picture of women’s double day—the work of the office followed by the work of the home—and the
emotional and physical toll this schedule exacts: “These women talked about sleep the way a hungry person
talks about food” (1989:10).

Hochschild’s work has permeated popular understandings of women’s experience and has led to ongoing
investigations of how women and men “juggle work and family” (e.g., Gimenez-Nadal and Sevilla-Sanz,
2011; Latshaw, 2011; Milkie, Raley, and Bianchi, 2009). In The Time Bind (1997), Hochschild probes more
deeply the problem of balancing work and family in dual-income households, the stress of not having time to
meet the responsibilities of work and home. She explores the effects of companies offering family-friendly
policies, discovering that workers underutilize these policies because they feel that in a corporate culture that
equates hours on the job—“face time”—with commitment to the work, they may be viewed as less serious
players, risking job loss. Many workers, both women and men, also develop a preference for being at work
because of the linearity of demands and clearer rewards system than they can experience in the unstructured,
unending, intangibly rewarded work of the home.

Building on such studies, liberal feminist sociologists have moved to the project of defining gender as a
structure (Ferree, Lorber, and Hess, 1999; Lorber, 1994; P. Martin, 2004; Risman, 2004). Risman (2004:432)
contrasts this approach with past analyses that have explained gender in terms of other social structures (such
as those of institutional placement discussed above under “Gender Difference”). Instead, she describes gender
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as a complex structure patterning human behavior at three levels—individual, cultural/interactional, and
institutional. From this perspective, gender is seen as “a socially constructed stratification system” (Risman,
2004:430) that produces a gendered division of labor, the organizational lens of public and private spheres,
and a culture permeated by sexist ideology.

Most recently, feminist sociologists have begun to seek answers for the persistence of gender inequality despite
the gains of the last 50 years (England, 2010; Ridgeway, 2011).

Ridgeway (2011) explains the persistence of gender inequality with the concept of gender frames. Frames are
culturally shared ideas that offer a simplified categorizing schema by which people can adjust their behaviors
to others. Ridgeway places gender frames in the larger social context of people’s needs to coordinate activity—
and to do so often fairly quickly—by placing other actors in a few general categories such as gender, race, and
age. They then respond to those actors in terms of traits assumed to belong to the category. She sees these
frames as being slower to change than the organizational arrangements, like work and education, of society.
Thus, frames permeate new interactional settings with old understandings—an idea Ridgeway tests by looking
at gender in Silicon Valley IT start-up work settings, contrasting these with more traditional biotech firms.
She argues that if frame analysis is correct, effects of conventional gender beliefs will be stronger in the IT
firms, despite an identity based in informality and innovation, because men are “framed” as stronger in
engineering and math skills; on the other hand, in the life sciences, there is less gender framing of ability and,
therefore, more possibility for women to work equally with men.

Reviewing the data on women’s gains in education and employment, England (2010) nevertheless concludes
that feminists may be facing “a stalled revolution.” For women’s gains have not affected all women equally,
have not produced a major reconfiguration of the culture that devalues traditional female activity and jobs, nor
produced a new script for negotiating heterosexual intimacy. England argues that this slowing down of the
movement toward full gender equality reflects the interaction of three widely held beliefs: that every individual
has a right to upward mobility through personal effort; that there are, nevertheless, essential differences
between men and women; and that what men do has more intrinsic value than what women do. Thus, the
revolution has stalled because (1) men see no upward mobility in moving to traditionally female careers; (2)
the acceptance of essentialist beliefs by both women and men fundamentally shapes how they do dating,
courtship, and marriage; and (3) women accepting the essentialist belief prefer to pursue traditionally female
careers (the choice of blue-collar women) unless their experience of mobility is blocked, as it is for middle-
class daughters aspiring to move up from the position of mother in traditional women’s careers.

There have been a variety of responses to England’s analysis (Crawley, 2011; Graf and Schwartz 2011;
Latshaw, 2011; Reskin and Maroto, 2011). This growing concern with the pace of change produces among
liberal feminists a perhaps moderate convergence with or at least interest in theories of difference.

Gender Oppression

Theories of gender oppression describe women’s situation as the consequence of a direct power relationship
between men and women in which men have fundamental and concrete interests in controlling, using, and
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oppressing women—that is, in the practice of domination. By domination, oppression theorists mean any
relationship in which one party (individual or collective), the dominant, succeeds in making the other party
(individual or collective), the subordinate, an instrument of the dominant’s will. Instrumentality, by definition,
is understood as involving the denial of the subordinate’s independent subjectivity (Lengermann and
Niebrugge-Brantley, 1995). Women’s situation, for theorists of gender oppression, is centrally that of being
dominated and oppressed by men. This pattern of gender oppression is incorporated in the deepest and most
pervasive ways into society’s organization, a basic arrangement of domination most commonly called
patriarchy, in which society is organized to privilege men in all aspects of social life. Patriarchy is not the
unintended and secondary consequence of some other set of factors—be it biology or socialization or sex roles
or the class system. It is a primary power arrangement sustained by strong and deliberate intention. Indeed, to
theorists of gender oppression, gender differences and gender inequality are by-products of patriarchy.

We review here two major variants of gender oppression theory: psychoanalytic feminism and radical
feminism.

Psychoanalytic Feminism4

Psychoanalytic feminism attempts to explain patriarchy by reformulating the theories of Freud and his
intellectual heirs (J. Benjamin, 1988, 1996, 1998; Chodorow, 1978, 1990, 1994, 1999; Langford, 1999).
These theories map and emphasize the emotional dynamics of personality, emotions often deeply buried in
the subconscious or unconscious areas of the psyche; they also highlight the importance of infancy and early
childhood in the patterning of these emotions. In attempting to use Freud’s theories, however, feminists have
to undertake a fundamental reworking of his conclusions in order to reject his gender-specific conclusions,
which are sexist and patriarchal.

Like all oppression theorists, psychoanalytic theorists see patriarchy as a system in which men subjugate
women, a universally pervasive system, durable over time and space, and steadfastly maintained in the face of
occasional challenge. Distinctive to psychoanalytic feminism, however, is the view that this system is one that
all men, in their individual daily actions, work to create and sustain. Women resist only occasionally but more
often either acquiesce in or actively work for their own subordination. The puzzle that psychoanalytical
feminists set out to solve is why men everywhere bring such unremitting energy to the task of sustaining
patriarchy and why there is an absence of countervailing energy on the part of women.

Psychoanalytic feminists discount the argument that a cognitive calculus of practical benefits is sufficient for
male support for patriarchy. Cognitive mobilization does not seem a sufficient source for the intense energy
that men invest in patriarchy, especially because, in light of the human capacity to debate and second-guess,
men may not always and everywhere be certain that patriarchy is of unqualified value to them. Moreover, an
argument anchored in the cognitive pursuit of self-interest would suggest that women would as energetically
mobilize against patriarchy. Instead, these theorists look to those aspects of the psyche so effectively mapped
by the Freudians: the zone of human emotions, of half-recognized or unrecognized desires and fears, and of
neurosis and pathology. Here they find a clinically proven source of motivational energy and debilitation, one
springing from psychic structures too deep to be recognized or monitored by individual consciousness.
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In searching for the energic underpinnings of patriarchy, psychoanalytical feminists turn their analytic lens on
the socioemotional environment in which the personality of the young child takes form and to two facets of
early childhood development: (1) the assumption that human beings grow into mature people by learning to
balance a never-resolved tension between individuation, the desire for freedom of action, and recognition, the
desire for confirmation by another; and (2) the observable fact that, in all societies, infants and children
experience their earliest and most crucial development in a close, uninterrupted, intimate relationship with a
woman, their mother or mother substitute. As infants and young children, for considerable periods lacking
even language as a tool for understanding experience, individuals experience their earliest phases of personality
development as an ongoing turbulence of primitive emotions: fear, love, hate, pleasure, rage, loss, desire. The
emotional consequences of these early experiences stay with people always as potent but often unconscious
“feeling memories.” Central to that experiential residue is a cluster of deeply ambivalent feelings for the
woman or mother or caregiver: need, dependence, love, possessiveness, but also fear and rage over her ability
to thwart one’s will. Children’s relationship to the father or man is much more occasional, secondary, and
emotionally uncluttered.

From this beginning, the male child, growing up in a culture that positively values maleness and devalues
femaleness and increasingly aware of his own male identity, attempts to achieve an awkwardly rapid separation
of identity from the woman or mother—an emotional separation that is partial, and costly in its consequences.
In adulthood, the emotional carryover from early childhood toward women—need, love, hate, possessiveness
—energizes the man’s quest for a woman of his own who meets his emotional needs yet is dependent on and
controlled by him—that is, he has an urge to dominate and finds recognition of the other difficult. The female
child, bearing the same feelings toward the woman or mother, discovers her own female identity in a culture
that devalues women. She grows up with deeply mixed positive and negative feelings about herself and about
the woman or mother and in that ambivalence dissipates much of her potential for mobilized resistance to her
social subordination (Oliver, 2006). She seeks to resolve her emotional carryover in adulthood by emphasizing
her capacities for according recognition—often submissively with males in acts of sexual attraction and
mutually with females in acts of kinship maintenance and friendship. And rather than seeking mother
substitutes, she re-creates the early infant-woman relationship by becoming a mother.

Psychoanalytical feminist theorists have extended their analyses beyond individual personality to Western
culture: emphases in Western science on a distinct separation between “man” and “nature” (Jaggar and Bordo,
1989; Keller, 1985); motifs in popular culture (J. Benjamin, 1985, 1988; Chancer, 1992; Zannettino, 2008),
the organizational practices of professional groups (Ford and Harding, 2008), of service providers (Varley,
2008), and of masculinity’s engagement with feminism in women’s studies (Landreau, 2011). Two pathologies
result from the tension between recognition and individuation—the overindividuated dominator, who
“recognizes” the other only through acts of control, and the underindividuated subordinate, who relinquishes
independent action to find identity only as a mirror of the dominator (Zosky, 1999).

Psychoanalytical feminists, then, explain women’s oppression in terms of men’s deep emotional need to
control women, a drive arising from ambivalence toward the women who reared them. Women either lack
these neuroses or are subject to complementary neuroses, but, in either case, they are left psychically without
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an equivalent source of energy to resist domination. Clinical psychiatric evidence supports the thesis that these
neuroses are widespread in Western societies, as does recent work in cross-cultural psychology (Haaken,
2008). But these theories, in drawing a straight line from human emotions to female oppression, fail to
explore the intermediate social arrangements that link emotion to oppression and fail to suggest possible lines
of variation in emotions, social arrangements, or oppression produced by the variables of class, nationality, and
ethnicity. Moreover, psychoanalytic feminist theory suggests very few strategies for change, except perhaps
that we restructure our child-rearing practices.

Radical Feminism

Radical feminism is based on two emotionally charged central beliefs: (1) that women are of absolute positive
value as women, a belief asserted against what they claim to be the universal devaluing of women; and (2) that
women are everywhere oppressed—often violently—by the system of patriarchy (Bunch, 1987; Chesler, 1994;
Daly, 1973; C. Douglas, 1990; Dworkin, 1989; Echols, 1989; Frye, 1983; Hunnicutt, 2009; C. MacKinnon,
1989, 1993; Rhodes, 2005; Rich, 1976, 1980). With passion and militance similar to the “black power” cry of
African American mobilization and the “witnessing” by Jewish survivors of the Holocaust, radical feminists
elaborate a theory of social organization, gender oppression, and strategies for change.

Radical feminists see in every institution and in society’s most basic stratificational arrangements systems of
domination and subordination, the most fundamental of which is patriarchy. Patriarchy is historically the first
structure of domination and submission and continues as the most pervasive and basic societal model of
domination (Lerner, 1986). Through participation in patriarchy, men learn how to hold other human beings
in contempt and to control them. Within patriarchy, men see and women learn what subordination looks like.
Patriarchy creates guilt and repression, sadism and masochism, manipulation and deception, all of which drive
men and women to other forms of tyranny. Patriarchy, to radical feminists, is the least noticed yet the most
significant structure of social inequality.

Central to this analysis is the image of patriarchy as violence practiced by men and by male-dominated
organizations against women. Violence may not always take the form of overt physical cruelty. It can be
hidden in more complex practices of exploitation and control: in denial of basic economic resources (Klasnic,
2011); in standards of fashion and beauty (B. Thompson, 1994; N. Wolf, 1991); in tyrannical ideals of
motherhood, monogamy, chastity, and heterosexuality (Rich, 1976, 1980); in sexual harassment in the
workplace (C. MacKinnon, 1979; L. Roth, 1999); in the practices of gynecology, obstetrics, and
psychotherapy; and in unpaid household drudgery and underpaid wage work. Violence exists whenever one
group controls in its own interests the life chances, environments, actions, and perceptions of another group,
as men do to women.

But the theme of violence as overt physical cruelty lies at the heart of radical feminism’s linking of patriarchy
to violence: sexual abuse and rape (Bart and Moran, 1993; Buchwald, Fletcher, and Roth, 1993;
Mardorossian, 2002; Martin, Vieratis, and Britto, 2006; Scully, 1990), enforced prostitution (Barry, 1979,
1993), spouse abuse and murder (Caputi, 1989; Hammer, 2002), sadism in pornography (Russell, 1998), the
historical and cross-cultural practices of witch burning, the stoning to death of adulteresses, the persecution of
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lesbians, female infanticide, Chinese foot-binding, the abuse of widows, and the practice of clitoridectomy.

Once patriarchy is in place, economic, ideological, legal, and emotional power resources can be marshaled to
sustain it. But physical violence always remains its fundamental resource, and, in both interpersonal and
intergroup relations, that violence is used to protect patriarchy from women’s individual and collective
resistance. Men also have a deep interest in controlling women because women are a uniquely effective means
of satisfying male sexual desire, producing progeny, doing sustained and heavy labor, being ornaments that
enhance male status and power, having companionship and emotional support, and reinforcing the male’s
sense of central social significance. These useful functions mean that men everywhere seek to keep women
compliant. But differing social circumstances give different rank orders to these functions and, therefore, lead
to cross-cultural variations in the patterning of patriarchy.

How is patriarchy to be defeated? Radicals hold that this defeat must begin with a basic reworking of women’s
consciousness so that each woman recognizes her own value and strength (Villalon, 2010); rejects patriarchal
pressures to see herself as weak, dependent, and second-class (Blackstone, Uggen, and McLaughlin, 2009);
and works in unity with other women, regardless of differences between them, to establish a broad-based
sisterhood of trust, support, appreciation, and mutual defense (Chasteen, 2001; McCaughey, 1997;
Whitehead, 2007). With this sisterhood in place, two strategies suggest themselves: a critical confrontation
with any facet of patriarchal domination whenever it is encountered and a degree of separatism as women
withdraw into women-run businesses, households, communities, centers of artistic creativity, and lesbian love
relationships. Lesbian feminism, as a major strand in radical feminism, is the practice and belief that “erotic
and/or emotional commitment to women is part of resistance to patriarchal domination” (Phelan, 1994; Rudy,
2001; Taylor and Rupp, 1993).

A theoretical evaluation of radical feminism should note that it incorporates arguments made by both socialist
and psychoanalytical feminists about the reasons for women’s subordination yet moves beyond those theories.
Similarly, it takes recent analyses from liberal feminist analyses of gender as a multilevel structure to show how
the coercive control of women is achieved (K. Andersen, 2009). Radical feminists, moreover, have done
significant research to support their thesis that patriarchy ultimately rests on the practice of violence against
women. They have a reasonable though perhaps incomplete program for change. They may, however, be
faulted for their exclusive focus on patriarchy, a focus that simplifies the realities of social organization and
social inequality.

Structural Oppression

Structural oppression theories, like gender oppression theories, recognize that oppression results from the fact
that some groups of people derive direct benefits from controlling, using, and subjugating other groups of
people. Structural oppression theorists analyze how interests in domination are enacted through social
structure, here understood as those recurring and routinized large-scale arrangements of social relations that
arise out of history and are always arrangements of power. These theorists focus on the structures of
patriarchy, capitalism, racism, and heterosexism, and they locate enactments of domination and experiences of
oppression in the interplay of these structures, that is, in the way they mutually reinforce each other.
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Structural oppression theorists do not absolve or deny the agency of individual dominants, but they examine
how that agency is the product of structural arrangements. In this section, we look at two types of structural
oppression theory: socialist feminism and intersectionality theory.

Socialist Feminism

The theoretical project of socialist feminism develops around three goals: (1) to achieve a critique of the
distinctive yet interrelated oppressions of patriarchy and capitalism from a standpoint in women’s experience,
(2) to develop explicit and adequate methods for social analysis out of an expanded understanding of historical
materialism, and (3) to incorporate an understanding of the significance of ideas into a materialist analysis of
the determination of human affairs. Socialist feminists have set themselves the formal project of achieving
both a synthesis of and a theoretical step beyond other feminist theories, most specifically Marxian and radical
feminist thought (Acker, 2008; Eisenstein, 1979; Fraser, 1989, 1997; Fraser and Bedford, 2008; Gimenez,
2005; Hartsock, 1983; Hennessey and Ingraham, 1997; Jackson, 2001; C. MacKinnon, 1989; Dorothy Smith,
1979, 1987, 1990a, 1990b, 1999a, 1999b, 2000, 2004a, 2009; Vogel, 1995).

Radical feminism, as discussed above, is a critique of patriarchy. Marxian feminism, described here, has
traditionally brought together Marxian class analysis and feminist social protest. But this amalgam—portrayed
as an uneasy marriage (Hartmann, 1981; Shelton and Agger, 1993)—often produced not an intensified theory
of gender oppression but a more muted statement of gender inequality as women’s concerns were grafted
onto, rather than made equal partners in, the critique of class oppression. While pure Marxian feminism is a
relatively dormant theory in contemporary American feminism, it remains important as an influence on
socialist feminism. Its foundation was laid by Marx and Engels (see Chapter 2). Their major concern was
social class oppression, but they occasionally turned their attention to gender oppression, most famously in
The Origins of the Family, Private Property, and the State (written by Engels in 1884 from extensive notes made
by Marx in the year immediately preceding his death in 1883). We briefly summarize this book because it
gives a good introduction to the classic Marxian theory of gender oppression and to the method of historical
materialism.

The major argument of The Origins is that woman’s subordination results not from her biology, which is
presumably immutable, but from social relations that have a clear and traceable history and that presumably
can be changed. In the context of 19th-century thinking about gender, this was a radical, indeed a feminist,
argument. The relational basis for women’s subordination lies in the family, an institution aptly named from
the Latin word for servant, because the family as it exists in complex societies is overwhelmingly a system in
which men command women’s services. Although the ideology of contemporary societies treats family as a
fundamental and universal feature of social life, Engels and Marx use archaeological and anthropological
evidence to show that the family is a fairly recent relational invention, that, for much of prehistory, men and
women lived in kin structures in which women enjoyed relative autonomy primarily because they had an
independent economic base as gatherers, crafters, storers, and distributors of essential materials. The factor
that destroyed this type of social system, producing what Engels calls “the world historic defeat of the female
sex” (Engels, [1884] 1970:87), was an economic one, specifically the replacement of hunting and gathering by
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herding and farming economies in which men’s resources of strength, mobility, and a technology derived from
their earlier hunting roles gave them a systematic advantage over women. This period saw the invention of the
concept of property, the idea and reality of a male class claiming as its own the communal resources for
economic production. In these new economies, men as property owners needed both a compliant labor force
—be it of slaves, captives, women-wives, or children—and heirs who would serve as a means of preserving and
passing on property. Thus emerged the first familia, a master and his slave-servants, wife-servants, children-
servants. Since then, the exploitation of labor has developed into increasingly complex structures of
domination, most particularly class relations, and the family has evolved along with historical transformations
of economic and property systems into an embedded and dependent institution, reflecting all the injustices of
the economy and consistently enforcing the subordination of women. Engels and Marx conclude that only
with the destruction of property rights through class revolution will women attain freedom of social, political,
economic, and personal action.
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Dorothy E. Smith: A Biographical Sketch
Dorothy E. Smith explains that her sociological theory derives from her life experiences as a woman, particularly as a woman moving
between two worlds—the male-dominated academic sphere and the female-centered life of the single parent. Remembering herself
at Berkeley in the early 1960s studying for a doctorate in sociology while single-parenting, Smith reflects that her life seems to have
been framed by what she sees as “not so much … a career as a series of contingencies, of accidents” (1979:151). This theme of
contingency is one of many personal experiences that have led Smith to challenge sociological orthodoxy such as the image of the
purposive actor engaged in linear pursuits of projects.

Whether they occurred by accident or design, the following events appear to the outsider as significant stages in Smith’s
development. She was born into a multigenerational family of independent and activist women in 1926 in Great Britain (Smythe,
2009); she earned her bachelor’s degree in sociology from the University of London in 1955 and her PhD in sociology from the
University of California, Berkeley in 1963. During this period, she had “the experience of marriage, of immigration [to Canada]
closely following marriage, of the arrival of children, of the departure of a husband rather early one morning, of the jobs that became
available” (D. Smith, 1979:151). Of these events, Smith stresses, they “were moments in which I had in fact little choice and
certainly little foreknowledge.” The jobs that became available included research sociologist at Berkeley; lecturer in sociology at
Berkeley; lecturer in sociology at the University of Essex, Colchester, England; associate professor and then professor in the
department of sociology at the University of British Columbia; and professor of sociology in education at the Ontario Institute for
Studies in Education, Toronto.

Smith has written on a wide variety of topics, all connected by a concern with “bifurcation,” sometimes as a central theme and
sometimes as a motif. Smith sees the experience of bifurcation manifesting itself in the separation between social-scientific
description and people’s lived experience, between women’s lived experience and the patriarchal ideal types they are given for
describing that experience, between the micro-world and the macro-world structures that dictate micro experience, and, especially,
between the micro world of the oppressed and the micro world of the dominants whose actions create the macro structures of
oppression. The concretization of these themes can be seen in a selective review of the titles of some of Smith’s works. In 1987,
Smith produced her most extensive and integrated treatment of these themes in what has become a landmark in feminist sociology,
The Everyday World as Problematic (1987). She followed this with The Conceptual Practices of Power (1990a), Texts, Facts and
Femininity (1990b), Writing the Social (1999b), and Institutional Ethnography: A Sociology for People (2004b).

What Smith is producing for feminist sociologists, and indeed for all sociologists interested in the theoretical frontiers of the
profession, is a sociology that integrates neo-Marxian concerns with the structures of domination and phenomenological insights
into the variety of subjective and microinteractional worlds. Smith sees these various everyday life-worlds as shaped by macro
structures that are themselves shaped by the historical specifics of economic demand. What Smith wishes to avoid, in developing this
line of reasoning, is a vision of the world in which the oppressors are consistently interpreted as individual actors making rational
decisions on the basis of self-interest. Smith sees that self-interest itself is structurally situated, but she believes that these structures
can become known only by beginning with the outcome at hand, that is, by exploring the everyday worlds of situated individuals.
Smith is concerned that much social science serves to obfuscate rather than clarify the structures that produce these worlds because
much social science begins with an assumption that the structures are already known and can be known separately from the everyday
life-worlds. Her recent work extends her project of a sociology for women to a sociology for people that explores macro structures as
organizers of everyday or everynight worlds. She is particularly interested in analyzing text-based organization and text-mediated
social relations in people’s everyday local practices (D. Smith, 2006). Here her work offers a sociological alternative to feminist
postmodernism. The implications of Smith’s work for sociological theory form the basis for much of this chapter. An important
contemporary review of her career is given in Marie L. Campbell and Marjorie L. DeVault (2011).

Locating the origin of patriarchy in the emergence of property relations subsumes women’s oppression under
the general framework of Marxian class analysis. “Property”—understood not as personal possessions but as
ownership of the resources necessary for social production (the means of production)—is the basis of class
division because it creates a situation in which some groups are able to claim that they own the means of
production while other groups work to do the producing. Marxian analysis focuses particularly on how this

569



class division works out under capitalism, the economic system of modern societies. The distinctive feature of
capitalism is that the class that owns the means of production—the capitalists—operates on a logic of
continuous capital accumulation; capital is wealth (money and other assets), which can be used to generate the
material infrastructure of economic production. Unlike other forms of economic organization in which people
may seek to exchange either goods or money for more goods, capitalists seek to exchange goods in order to
amass wealth. The mechanism by which capitalists turn goods into wealth is surplus value; surplus value is the
difference between the compensation given to workers for their production and the value of the goods they
produce; this surplus value is appropriated by capitalists, who use it to enhance their own lifestyle and power
and, above all, to reinvest in the ongoing process of capital accumulation and expansion.

Socialist feminists accept the Marxian analysis of capitalism’s class relations as an explication of one major
structure of oppression. But they reject the Marxian analysis of patriarchy as a by-product of the same
economic production. Instead, they endorse the radical feminist argument that patriarchy, while interacting
with economic conditions, is an independent structure of oppression.

Socialist feminism sets out to bring together these dual knowledges—knowledge of oppression under
capitalism and of oppression under patriarchy—into a unified explanation of all forms of social oppression.
One term used to try to unify these two oppressions is capitalist patriarchy (Eisenstein, 1979; Hartmann, 1979;
A. Kuhn and Wolpe, 1978). But the term perhaps more widely used is domination, defined above (under
“Gender Oppression”) as a relationship in which one party, the dominant, succeeds in making the other party,
the subordinate, an instrument of the dominant’s will, refusing to recognize the subordinate’s independent
subjectivity. Socialist feminism’s explanations of oppression present domination as a large-scale structural
arrangement, a power relation between categories of social actors that is reproduced by the willful and
intentional actions of individual actors. Women are central to socialist feminism as the primary topic for
analysis and as the essential vantage point on domination in all its forms. But these theorists are concerned
with all experiences of oppression, both by women and by men. They also explore how some women,
themselves oppressed, actively participate in the oppression of other women, for example, privileged-class
women in American society who oppress poor women (Eisenstein, 1994; Hochschild, 2000).

Socialist feminists use historical materialism as their analytical method (Hennessey and Ingraham, 1997).
Historical materialism, a basic principle in Marxian social theory, is the claim that the material conditions of
human life, including the activities and relationships that produce those conditions, are the key factors that
pattern human experience, personality, ideas, and social arrangements; that those conditions change over time
because of dynamics immanent within them; and that history is a record of the changes in the material
conditions of a group’s life and of the correlative changes in experiences, personality, ideas, and social
arrangements. Historical materialists hold that any effort at social analysis must trace in historically concrete
detail the specifics of a group’s material conditions and the links between those conditions and the
experiences, personalities, events, ideas, and social arrangements characteristic of the group. In linking
historical materialism to their focus on domination, socialist feminists attempt to realize their goal of a theory
that probes the broadest of human social arrangements, domination, yet remains firmly committed to precise,
historically concrete analyses of the material and social arrangements that frame particular situations of
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domination.

The use of historical materialism by socialist feminism shows the school’s indebtedness to Marxian thought.
But in their use of this method, socialist feminists move beyond the Marxians in three crucial ways: their
redefinition of material conditions, their reevaluation of the significance of ideology, and their focus on
domination. First, they broaden the concept of the material conditions to include not only the Marxian concept
of economic production for the market but other conditions that create and sustain human life: sexuality,
involvement in procreation, and child rearing; the unpaid, invisible round of domestic tasks; emotional care;
and the production of knowledge. In all these life-sustaining activities, exploitative arrangements profit some
and impoverish others. An analysis of the historical transformation of all production and exploitation is
essential to a theory of domination (McDowell, 2008).

The second point of difference between Marxian historical materialism and the historical materialism of
socialist feminism is the latter perspective’s emphasis on what some Marxians might dismiss as consciousness,
motivation, ideas, social definitions of the situation, knowledge, texts, ideology, the will to act in one’s
interests or acquiesce to the interests of others.5 To socialist feminists, all these factors deeply affect human
personality, human action, and the structures of domination that are realized through that action. Moreover,
these aspects of human subjectivity are produced by social structures that are inextricably intertwined with,
and are as elaborate and powerful as, those that produce economic goods. Within all these structures, too,
exploitative arrangements enrich and empower some while impoverishing and immobilizing others. Historical
materialist analysis of the processes that pattern human subjectivity is vital to a theory of domination.

Third, unlike the object of analysis theorists for whom class inequality is Marxian, socialist feminists focus on
the complex intertwining of a wide range of social inequalities. They develop a portrait of social organization
in which the public structures of economy, polity, and ideology interact with the intimate, private processes of
human reproduction, domesticity, sexuality, and subjectivity to sustain a multifaceted system of domination,
the workings of which are discernible both as impersonal social patterns and as the more varied subtleties of
interpersonal relationships. To analyze this system, socialist feminists shuttle between mapping large-scale
systems of domination and situationally specific, detailed exploration of the mundane daily experiences of
oppressed people. Their strategy for change rests in this process of discovery, in which they attempt to involve
the oppressed groups that they study and through which they hope that both individuals and groups, in large
and small ways, will learn to act in pursuit of their collective emancipation.

Within this general theoretical framing, socialist feminist analysis has distinct emphases. First, materialist
feminism situates gender relations within the structure of the contemporary capitalist system, particularly as
that system is now operating globally. The interest of materialist feminists is in the implications of global
capitalism for women’s lives and in the ways in which women’s labor contributes to the expanding wealth of
capitalism. Within global capitalism, women as wage earners are more poorly paid than men because
patriarchal ideology assigns them a lower social status. Because patriarchy assigns them the responsibility for
the home, they are structurally more precariously positioned in wage-sector employment than men are and,
thus, are more difficult to organize. These two factors make them an easy source of profit for the capitalist
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class. Furthermore, capitalism depends on the unpaid production of women whose work as housewives, wives,
and mothers subsidizes and disguises the real costs of reproducing and maintaining the workforce. And
women’s work as consumers of goods and services for the household becomes a major source of capitalist
profit making (J. L. Collins, 2002; Hennessey and Ingraham, 1997; Ingraham, 2008; N. Rose, 1995; Vogel,
1995).

A second emphasis given most form by Dorothy Smith and her students is on the relations of ruling, the
processes by which capitalist patriarchal domination is enacted through an interdependent system of control
that includes not only the economy but the state and the privileged professions (including social science). The
dynamics of this arrangement of control are explored through a focus on women’s daily activities and
experiences in the routine maintenance of daily life. The relations of ruling are revealed as pervading and
controlling women’s daily production via “texts,” extralocal, generalized requirements that seek to pattern and
appropriate their labor—texts like health insurance forms, the school calendar, advertisements about the ideal
home and the ideal female body (M. Campbell and Manicom, 1995; Currie, 1997, 1999; Widerberg, 2008).

Socialist feminists’ program for change calls for global solidarity between women to combat the abuses
capitalism works in their lives, in the lives of their communities, and in the environment. Indeed, eco-
feminism is a major current trend in socialist feminism (Dordoy and Mellor, 2000; Goldman and Schurman,
2000; Kirk, 1997). They call on the feminist community to be ever vigilant about the dangers of their own co-
optation into a privileged intelligentsia that serves capitalist interests. Their project is to mobilize people to
use the state as a means for the effective redistribution of societal resources through the provision of an
extensive safety net of public services such as publicly supported education, health care, transportation, child
care, and housing; a progressive tax structure that reduces the wide disparities of income between rich and
poor; and the guarantee of a living wage to all members of the community. They believe that this mobilization
will be effective only if people become aware of and caring about the life conditions of others as well as their
own. The feminist social scientist’s duty is to make visible the material inequalities that shape people’s lives.

At this moment, there is a curious hiatus in socialist feminist theory in the United States. Its main North
American theorist, Dorothy E. Smith (see box), continues to inspire many dissertations and some articles, but
they most frequently draw on her work in “institutional ethnography” or epistemological questions in
sociology (Hart and MacKinnon, 2010). But socialist feminist theorizing in other parts of the world remains
vital. In some cases, its basic tenets offer a framework for feminist theorizing, as in Branka Galic’s 2011
consideration of the importance of gendered work in modern capitalist societies, like Croatia. Jesook Song
(2010) places the search for “a room of one’s own” by unmarried South Korean women in the context of the
interface of capitalism and patriarchy, showing how, on the one hand, young women in their 20s and 30s find
it hard to secure loans because of a bias toward heterosexuality and marriage in the finance industry; but, on
the other hand, she points out that the desire for this autonomy serves to reinforce a “neo-liberal”
understanding of the individual in the labor market. Anne-Meike Fechter (2010) asks of global corporate
capitalism the question, “Where are the women?” Instead of looking at women as low-paid, exploited labor in
global capitalism, she looks at the unexplored lives of the wives of privileged-class expatriate corporate leaders,
linking their lives to early phases of capitalism expansion, that is, to the wives of imperial colonial officials. In
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both cases, she sees women who perform the emotional work of sustaining their husbands and, at the same
time, are made to function ideologically as emblems of all that is troubling in capitalist global expansion.
Catherine Hakim (2010) revisions Bourdieu’s concept of kinds of capital to argue that women have cultivated
greater “erotic capital” assets than men and to suggest that many restrictions placed on their use of those assets
by the capitalist-patriarchy need to be understood not in terms of morality but of economic control of scarce
resources.

Intersectionality Theory

The central issue for intersectionality theory is the understanding that women experience oppression in
varying configurations and in varying degrees of intensity (Andersen, 2005; Anzaldsúa, 1990; Anzaldúa and
Keating, 2002; P. Collins, 1990, 1998, 1999, 2000, 2001, 2004, 2012; Crenshaw, 1991; E. Glenn, 1999;
Lorde, 1984; Misra, 2012; D. Smith, 2009; Yuval-Davis, 2012). The explanation for that variation is that
while all women potentially experience oppression on the basis of gender, women are, nevertheless,
differentially oppressed by the varied intersections of other arrangements of social inequality. These vectors of
oppression and privilege (or, in Patricia Hill Collins’s phrase, “the matrix of domination” [1990]) include not
only gender but also class, race, global location, sexual preference, and age. The variation of these intersections
qualitatively alters the experience of being a woman—and this alteration, this diversity, must be taken into
account in theorizing the experiences of “women.” The argument in intersectionality theory is that it is
intersection itself that produces a particular experience of oppression, and one cannot arrive at an adequate
explanation by using an additive strategy of gender, plus race, plus class, plus sexuality (Andersen, 2005).
Crenshaw, for example, shows that black women frequently experience discrimination in employment because
they are black women, but courts routinely refuse to recognize this discrimination—unless it can be shown to
be a case of what is considered general discrimination, “sex discrimination” (read “also white women”), or
“race discrimination” (read “also black men”). In characterizing these as vectors of oppression and privilege, we
wish to suggest a fundamental insight of intersectionality theories—that the privilege exercised by some
women and men turns on the oppression of other women and men. Theories of intersectionality at their core
understand these arrangements of inequality as hierarchical structures based in unjust power relations. The
theme of injustice signals the consistent critical focus of this analysis.
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Patricia Hill Collins: A Biographical Sketch

Photo courtesy of Patricia Hill Collins

Patricia Hill Collins was born in 1948. By her own report, she grew up in a supportive and extended black working-class family
located in a black community in Philadelphia; she moved from this secure base daily to attend an academically demanding public
high school for girls, and then, more permanently, to earn her bachelor’s degree at Brandeis University in 1969 and her MAT at
Harvard in 1970. During the 1970s, she worked as a curriculum specialist in schools in Boston, Pittsburgh, Hartford, New York,
and Washington, DC. She returned to Brandeis to earn her PhD in sociology in 1984. She spent much of her career in higher
education at the University of Cincinnati, where she held a dual appointment as Charles Phelps Taft Professor of Sociology and as
Professor of African-American Studies. Currently, she is Distinguished University Professor at the University of Maryland. She was
president of the American Sociological Association in 2009—the first African American woman elected to this position.

Collins writes that her experiences of educational success were permeated by the counterexperience of being “the ‘first,’ or ‘one of the
few,’ or the ‘only’ African-American and/or woman and/or working-class person in my schools, communities, and work settings”
(1990:xi). In these situations, she found herself judged as being less than others who came from different backgrounds, and she
learned that educational success seemed to demand that she distance herself from her black working-class background. This created
in her a tension that produced “a loss of voice.”

Her response to these tensions has been to formulate an alternative understanding of social theory and an alternative way of doing
theory. This project led her to discover the theoretical voice of her community and to reclaim her own voice by situating it in that
community. It culminated in Black Feminist Thought (1990), a landmark text in feminist and social theory that received both the
Jessie Bernard Award and the C. Wright Mills Award. Black Feminist Thought presents social theory as the understandings of a
specific group, black women; to this end, Collins draws on a wide range of voices, some famous, others obscure. What she presents is
a community-based social theory that articulates that group’s understanding of its oppression by intersections of race, gender, and
class—and its historical struggle against that oppression. In this work, Collins uncovers the distinctive epistemology by which black
women assess truth and validity; she also argues convincingly for a feminist standpoint epistemology. In both practice and theory,
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she has pursued her theory of intersectionality, helping to organize the ASA section Race, Gender, Class; editing, with Margaret
Andersen, the essay collection Race, Class and Gender (1992); and authoring a multiplicity of articles in a wide range of journals.

In Fighting Words: Black Women and the Search for Justice (1998), Collins continued her project of redefining social theory not as the
province and practice of an elite intellectual group but as the understandings variously situated groups have achieved about the social
world. In Black Sexual Politics: African Americans, Gender and the New Racism (2004), Collins expands the reach of her
intersectionality theory to the analysis of the varied experiences of oppression of black women and black men, tracing the
consequences of these experiences for the relation between black women and men.

Intersectionality theory recognizes the fundamental link between ideology and power that allows dominants to
control subordinates by creating a politics in which difference becomes a conceptual tool for justifying
arrangements of oppression. In social practice, dominants use differences between people to justify oppressive
practices by translating difference into models of inferiority or superiority; people are socialized to relate to
difference not as a source of diversity, interest, and cultural wealth but evaluatively in terms of “better” or
“worse.” As Lorde (1984:115) argues, this “institutional rejection of difference is an absolute necessity in a
profit economy which needs outsiders as surplus people.” These ideologies operate in part by creating “a
mythical norm” against which people evaluate others and themselves; in U.S. society, this norm is “white, thin,
male, young, heterosexual, Christian, and financially secure” (Lorde, 1984:116). This norm not only allows
dominants to control social production (both paid and unpaid), but also becomes part of individual
subjectivity—an internalized rejection of difference that can operate to make people devalue themselves, reject
people from different groups, and create criteria within their own group for excluding, punishing, or
marginalizing group members. Anzaldúa describes this last practice as “Othering,” an act of definition done
within a subordinated group to establish that a group member is unacceptable, an “other,” by some criterion;
this definitional activity, she points out, erodes the potential for coalition and resistance.

The intersection of vectors of oppression and privilege creates variations in both the forms and the intensity of
people’s experience of oppression. Much of the writing and research done out of an intersectionality
perspective presents the concrete reality of people’s lives as those lives are shaped by the intersections of these
vectors. The most-studied intersections by feminists are of gender and race (B. Dill, 1994; S. Hill and
Sprague, 1999; Tester, 2008); gender and class (Philip Cohen, 1998; Foner, 1994; Gregson and Lowe, 1994;
Wrigley, 1995); and race, gender, and class (Andersen and Collins, 1992; Edin and Lein, 1997; Edin and
Kefalas, 2005; Lareau, 2003). Other analyses include gender and age (Diane Gibson, 1996; Lopata, 1996),
gender and global location (Desai, 2007; Purkayastha, 2012; Reddock, 2000), and gender and sexual
preference (Mullins, 2005; J. Nagel, 2003; Schilt, 2008). In the most recent writings out of this perspective,
intersectionality theory has also been applied to the circumstances of subordinate men (P. Collins, 2004; Edin
and Kefalas, 2005; Shows and Gerstel, 2009; Lamont, 2000).

In response to their material circumstances, people create interpretations and strategies for surviving and
resisting the persistent exercise of unjust power. One part of the project of intersectionality theory is to give
voice to the group knowledges worked out in specific life experiences created by historical intersections of
inequality and to develop various feminist expressions of these knowledges—for example, black feminist
thought or Chicana feminism or postcolonial understandings (Chilisa and Ntseane, 2010; P. Collins, 1990;
Cordova et al., 1990; James and Busia, 1993).
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Intersectionality theory develops a critique of work done in Second Wave (and First Wave) feminism as work
reflecting the experience and concerns of white privileged-class feminists in North Atlantic societies. Some of
this work of critique is paralleled by work done in postmodernism—but this parallelism should not be
overstated. Intersectionality theory is one of the oldest traditions in feminism, at least in the United States,
going back, for example, to Sojourner Truth’s “Ain’t I a Woman” speech at the Akron Women’s Rights
Convention of 1852 (Zerai, 2000). This critique has produced questions about what we mean by categories
such as “woman,” “gender,” “race,” and “sisterhood”—questions that are essentially political in intent, and not,
as in postmodernism, philosophical (Chopra, 2004; hooks, 1984; Kaminsky, 1994; Mohanty, 1991). There
has recently been a comment on Collins, arguing that black men often share the ideas described as “Black
feminist thought” (Harnois, 2012). It has focused on the diversity of experience in such seeming universals as
“mothering” and “family” and has reinterpreted theoretical works like the sociological-psychoanalytic studies
of Chodorow and Benjamin (Dickerson, 1995; E. Glenn, Chang, and Forcey, 1993; Mahoney and
Yngvesson, 1992; Segura and Pierce, 1993). This critique has prompted a repositioning of the understandings
of “whiteness” by white feminists who seek to understand whiteness as a construction, the ways whiteness
results in privilege, what they can actively do to reduce racism, and how they can contribute to producing a
more inclusive feminist analysis (Alcoff, 1998; Chodorow, 1994; Frankenberg, 1993; Rowe, 2000; Ward,
1994; Yancy, 2000).

Intersectionality as a concept has been widely embraced in feminist sociology, and it becomes increasingly
hard to imagine a study that does not acknowledge its basic premise. Two central concerns have arisen amid
this widespread recognition of its validity. One, which seems tentatively resolved, is the issue of how to allow
for the analytical principle and empirical fact of diversity among women while, at the same time, holding to
the valuational and political position that women share a distinctive standpoint. The resolution of this issue
seems to lie in a return to one of the fundamental points of feminist theory, the concept of standpoint.
Explaining standpoint, Patricia Collins (1998:224–225) proposes that it is the view of the world shared by a
group characterized by a “heterogeneous commonality”; “shared,” Collins refers, as Marx suggests, to
“circumstances directly encountered, given, and transmitted from the past.” Thus, Collins concludes that a
group’s standpoint is constituted not out of some essentialism but out of a recognition that its members, in
this case women, have common experiences and interests. While vectors of oppression and privilege—race,
class, gender, age, global location, sexual preference—intersect in all people’s lives, these theorists argue that
the way they intersect markedly affects the degree to which a common standpoint is affirmed.

The second issue, which is proving much harder to resolve, is how to operationalize the concept of
intersectionality so that one can empirically observe and discuss the interplay of multiple vectors of oppression
or privilege in people’s experiences and actions rather than pursuing an additive process that talks first about
the effects of gender, then adds race, then class. The additive process is rejected as fundamentally false to the
lived experience, individuals’ empirical reality. But how, then, do these various vectors coexist in people’s lives?
In balance? In hierarchy? In shifting schema of ascendency? Intersectionality theorists warn that while it is
both conceptually and methodologically fairly easy to locate the experience of intersection and of standpoint in
individuals, this reductionism is theoretically and politically dangerous if it blinds scholars to the historical
structures of unequal power that have produced the individual experience and, thus, obscure the need for
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political change.

Among numerous sociological engagements with this problem (Ken, 2008; L. Weber, 2009; Weldon, 2006),
Choo and Ferree (2010) provide an overview both of what is currently happening in intersectionality research
and a program for what needs to happen. They argue that intersectionality can be conceptualized in three
ways. One, it can take as its project inclusion, bringing in and privileging marginalized voices, moving them,
in hooks’s phrase, “from margin to center.” Two, it can try to capture the process of intersectionality, that is,
the way that different vectors coming together in individual lives vary in their effects on action and perhaps
change the exact nature of the vectors themselves; this approach calls for comparisons, the need to find actors
differently located in terms of the matrix of domination but in similar situations. The third approach is to try
to look at the ways in which intersecting structures and institutions create and reproduce what they call
“systemic intersectionality”; that approach challenges the researcher to forgo the vision of a “main effect”—like
class—and to see the various hierarchical power arrangements of a society in interaction, producing the
intersections that variously frame people lives. They here reference Walby (2009), who takes as a model for
intersectionality study “the feedback loops of modern computational dynamics and complexity theories of
environment-system interactions in the biological sciences to reconceptualize interaction effects as inherent in
the nature of the process of stratification themselves.”

In developing an agenda for change, intersectionality theory turns to the knowledge of oppressed people and
their long-held evaluative principles of faith and justice (P. Collins, 1990, 1998, 2012; hooks, 1990; Lorde,
1984; Misra, 2012). The theory argues for the need to bear witness, to protest, and to organize for change
within the context of the oppressed community, for only within community can one keep faith in the eventual
triumph of justice—a justice understood not in the narrow framing of legal rationality but as the working-out
within social institutions and social relations of the principles of fairness to and concern for others and oneself.

Feminism and Postmodernism

Postmodernist theory has affected feminist theory in general in two important ways. First, it has radically
challenged the central question of all feminist theory, And what about the women? by developing a philosophic
argument about what the category “women” really means, an argument that extends to challenge the concept
of gender. Second, postmodernism has provided feminist theory with “an oppositional epistemology,” a
strategy for questioning the claims to truth advanced by any given theory. It has done the latter most
effectively through its creation of a rich and provocative language to be used in challenging the taken-for-
granted assumptions that it argues were constituted by modernity. The most important thinker in a feminist
postmodern theory is philosopher Judith Butler; she and other feminist postmodernists draw on the work of
Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida, among other poststructuralist and postmodernist thinkers (see Chapter
17).

Postmodernist theory begins with the observation that people no longer live under conditions of modernity
but live now in “postmodernity.” This postmodern world is produced by the interplay of four major changes:
(1) an expansive stage in global capitalism; (2) the weakening of centralized state power (with the collapse of
the old imperial systems, the fragmentation of the communist bloc, and the rise of ethnic politics within
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nation-states); (3) the patterning of life by an increasingly powerful and penetrative technology that controls
production and promotes consumerism; and (4) the development of liberationist social movements based not
in class but in other forms of identity—nationalism, race, gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, religion, and
environmentalism. These changes, as feminist philosopher Susan Bordo explains, were brought about by
people worldwide engaged in political practice and asking a new set of questions: “Whose truth? Whose nature?
Whose version of reason? Whose history? Whose tradition?” (Bordo, 1990:136–137).

These questions led postmodernists to reject the basic principle of modernist epistemology—that humans can,
by the exercise of pure reason, arrive at a complete and objective knowledge of the world, a knowledge that is a
representation of reality, “a mirror of nature.” They argue that this modernist principle gives rise to a number
of epistemological errors—the god-eye view that locates the observer outside the world being observed; the
grand narrative that holistically explains that world; foundationalism that identifies certain rules of analysis as
always appropriate; universalism that asserts that there are discoverable principles that everywhere govern the
world; essentialism that claims that people are constituted by core and unchanging qualities; representation that
presumes that one’s statement about the world can accurately reflect the world. Postmodernism questions the
existence both of “reason” as a universal, essential quality of the human mind and of the “reasoning subject” as
a consistent, unified configuration of consciousness. Postmodernists portray the knowledge-making process as
one of multiple representations of experience created by differently located discourse groups in which the
establishment of any hegemonic knowledge-claim results from an effective exercise of power. They have
produced a powerful set of practices and vocabulary for interrogating the modernist claim of definitive
statements. They suggest alternative epistemological practices such as decentering, which moves the
understandings of nonprivileged groups to the center of discourse and knowledge; deconstruction, which shows
how concepts, posed as accurate representations of the world, are historically constructed and contain
contradictions; and a focus on difference, which explores any knowledge construct not only for what it says but
for what it erases or marginalizes, particularly through the application of modernist binary logic of “either/or.”

A major substantive contribution of postmodernist theory to general feminist theory has been its questioning
of the primary category of feminist theory: woman (or women). The classic statement of this questioning has
been Judith Butler’s 1990 Gender Trouble. Butler questioned woman, gender, and whether there is, as popularly
presumed, a coherent relation between sex, gender, and sexuality—and she situated her argument directly in the
political context of the women’s movement, warning, “The premature insistence on a stable subject of
feminism, understood as a seamless category of women, inevitably generates multiple refusals to accept the
category. These domains of exclusion reveal the coercive and regulatory consequences of that construction,
even when the construction has been elaborated for emancipatory purposes. Indeed, the fragmentation within
feminism and the paradoxical opposition to feminism from ‘women’ whom feminism claims to represent
suggest the necessary limits of identity politics” (Butler, 1990:4); this warning helped focus a range of Third
Wave feminist concerns with the Second Wave position that was seemingly anchored in the concept of
woman as a possible if not a seamless category.

For Butler, the category of woman arises out of the process that produces gender, a process she names
“performativity.” Her definition of performativity, a work in progress, has its origins in speech-act theory,
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where a performative is “that discursive practice that brings into being or enacts that which it names and so
marks the constitutive or productive power of discourse” (Butler, 1995:134). (A classic example of a
performative, drawn from speech-act philosopher J. L. Austin, occurs when a judge or minister says, “I now
pronounce you man and wife.”) Butler sees gender arising as people perform it in interaction with each other
—by performing gender, they create it. Butler later elaborates how this occurs in Bodies That Matter (1993),
using Jacques Derrida’s principle of iterability to explain how these repeated performances lead to a sense of
gender and woman and man. Iterability is the capacity of signs or symbols to be repeated in different
situations—for example, “I love you,” “You’re looking great,” “You wanna go out?” This repetition both
confers consistency to performance and allows for some possibility of variation in the meaning and outcome.
But people are not free to choose their performances. Drawing on Foucault, Butler sets performativity in the
context of discourse or “regulative discourse.” For Foucault, a discourse is a composite of ideas, actions, beliefs,
and attitudes that systematically relate and construct the worlds and the subjects about which they speak.
Gender performance, then, is subject to regulative discourses that vary across history and culture but that
control what one is able to do to act as a man or a woman. Because of performativity, subject to iterability and
regulative discourse, gender is experienced as a core identity that everyone shares. The assignment of sex to an
individual, in terms of two binary opposites, is a performance, subject to regulative discourse that specifies
what can be taken into account in making this assignment and reproduced through iterability. But an
alternative understanding is, Butler says, “in the place of an original identification which serves as a
determining cause, gender identity might be reconceived as a personal or cultural history of received meanings
subject to a set of imitative practices which refer laterally to other imitations and which, jointly, construct the
illusion of a primary and interior gendered self or parody the mechanism of that construction” (Butler,
1990:138). In Butler’s thinking, people do not begin life with an internal identity as man or woman; rather,
they get hold of certain understandings of man and woman depending on their personal biographies and their
location in history, and the regulatory discourses that constitute them. These meanings suggest ways of acting,
and as the person looks around, she or he can see other people engaged in similar ways of acting. Thus, gender
is created as people imitate other people trying to act in accord with culturally given ideas about masculinity
and femininity. These ideas so effectively bring into being what they name that people take as real the idea of
a core gendered self. But Butler (1990:25) argues, playing off Nietzsche, that “[t]here is no gender identity
behind the expressions of gender; that identity is performatively constituted by the very ‘expressions’ that are
said to be its results.” Key to those expressions in a society governed by a sociocultural history that privileges
heterosexuality as natural is the need to establish oneself as different from the other gender in order to
participate in the ongoing imitation that is heterosexuality.

Butler’s work constitutes the major contribution of postmodern feminism, but other scholars have adapted
ideas from Michel Foucault (Oksala, 2011) to the project of women’s liberation, most especially his insights
about power, power/knowledge, and body. Illustrative of feminist adaptations are studies by Bartky (1990)
and Bordo (1993) that turn on Foucault’s insights into the body as the principal site for the exercise of power
in modern societies, his ability to present a nonessentialist but very material body that is historically
constructed by discourses at a given moment in time. Bartky looks at women’s “self-imposed” exercise and
dieting regimes and Bordo at women’s eating disorders, both of which are seen as examples of bodies being
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created out of regulative discourses or power/knowledge regimes that say this is what can be done at this
moment in the production of femininity.

But the feminist relation to postmodernism is also marked by unease. Many feminists see postmodernism as
exclusive in aspiration and, therefore, antithetical to the feminist project of inclusion (Benhabib, 1998).
Evidence for this unease includes postmodernism’s arcane vocabulary, its location in the academy rather than
in political struggle, and its nonreflexive grasp for hegemonic status in that academic discourse. Many
feminists also question the “innocence” of the postmodernist challenge, wondering whether it is truly
liberationist or is part of a politics of knowledge in which a privileged academic class responds to the
challenges of marginalized persons with a technically complex argument to the effect that no location for
speech can claim authority. Hartsock (1990:169) has made the classic statement of this concern: “Somehow it
seems highly suspicious that it is at the precise moment when so many groups have been engaged in …
redefinitions of the marginalized Others that suspicions emerge about the nature of the ‘subject,’ about the
possibilities for a general theory which can describe the world, about historical ‘progress.’” Another source of
unease is that the postmodernist emphasis on an infinite regress of deconstruction and difference leads people
away from collective, liberationist politics and toward a radical individualism that may conclude that “because
every … one of us is different and special, it follows that every problem or crisis is exclusively our own, or,
conversely, your problem—not mine” (P. Collins, 1998:150; Jordan, 1992). Above all, the postmodernist turn
takes feminist scholars away from the materiality of inequality, injustice, and oppression and toward a
neoidealist posture that sees the world as “discourse,” “representation,” and “text.” In severing the link to
material inequality, postmodernism may be moving feminism away from its commitment to progressive
change—the foundational project of any critical social theory.
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Feminist Sociological Theorizing

This section presents a synthesis of ideas implicit or explicit in the varieties of feminist theory described above
in order to develop a statement of some fundamental principles of feminist sociological theorizing. We identify
four distinctive features of this effect: its sociology of knowledge, its model of society, its patterning of social
interaction, and its focus on a subjective level of social experience. Our synthesis draws on classic statements
by theorists writing out of a variety of disciplines, including sociology. The major influences are Andersen,
2005; J. Benjamin, 1988; Bordo, 1993; Butler, 1990, 1993; Chodorow, 1978; P. Collins, 1990, 1998, 2004;
England, 2010; Fenstermaker and West, 2002; Gilligan, 1982; Heilbrun, 1988; Hennessey and Ingraham,
1997; Ingraham, 1999; Lorde, 1984; MacKinnon, 1989; Rich, 1976, 1980; Ridgeway, 2011; Dorothy Smith,
1989, 1990a, 1990b, 1999a, 1999b, 2004a, 2009; and West and Fenstermaker, 1993.

A Feminist Sociology of Knowledge

A feminist sociology of knowledge sees everything that people label “knowledge of the world” as having four
characteristics: (1) it is always created from the standpoint of embodied actors situated in groups that are
differentially located in social structure; (2) it is, thus, always partial and interested, never total and objective;
(3) it is produced in and varies among groups and, to some degree, among actors within groups; and (4) it is
always affected by power relations—whether formulated from the standpoint of dominant or subordinate
groups. This understanding of knowledge has been named “feminist standpoint epistemology” (Harding,
1986). Feminist sociological theorizing begins with a sociology of knowledge because feminists attempt to
describe, analyze, and change the world from the standpoint of women and because, working from women’s
subordinated position in social relations, feminist sociological theorists see that knowledge production is part
of the system of power governing all production in society. Feminist sociological theory attempts to alter the
balance of power within sociological discourse—and within social theory—by establishing the standpoint of
women in particular, and of oppressed people more broadly, as standpoints from which social knowledge is
constructed.

In attempting to do sociology from the standpoint of women, feminist sociological theorists have to consider
what constitutes a standpoint of women. A standpoint is the product of a social collectivity with a sufficient
history and commonality of circumstance to develop a shared knowledge of social relations. Feminists, starting
where Marx left off, have identified three crucial collectivities—owners, workers, and women—whose
distinctive relationships to the processes of social production and reproduction constitute them as standpoint
groups. Historically, women under patriarchy, whatever their class and race, have been assigned to the tasks of
social reproduction (childbearing, child rearing, housekeeping, food preparation, care of the ill and dependent,
emotional and sexual service). Yet any solidarity of women as a “class” in patriarchal production is fractured by
other class configurations, including economic class and race class. While women’s shared and historical
relation to social reproduction in circumstances of subordination is the basis for the feminist claim of “the
standpoint of women,” in the daily workings of social power the intersection of gender inequality with race
inequality, class inequality, geosocial inequality, and inequalities based on sexuality and age produces a
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complex system of unequally empowered standpoint groups relating through shifting arrangements of
coalition and opposition. These intersectionalities are now an integral part of the feminist description and
analysis of women’s standpoint.

This understanding of knowledge as the product of different standpoint groups presents feminist sociological
theorists with the problem of how to produce a feminist sociological account that is both acceptable to
sociologists and useful to feminism’s emancipatory project. At least four strategies are used. One is asserting
the validity of “webbed accounts,” that is, accounts woven together by reporting all the various actors’ or
standpoint groups’ knowledges of an experience and describing the situations, including the dynamics of
power, out of which the actors or groups came to create these versions (Haraway, 1988). A second strategy is
that of privileging the accounts or standpoints of the less empowered actors or groups because a major factor
in unequal power relations is that dominants’ views are given both more credence and more circulation. The
privileging of the standpoints of the disempowered is a part of the feminist emancipatory project, but it also
produces an important corrective to mainstream sociological theories by changing the angle of vision from
which social processes are understood. A third strategy requires feminist theorists to be reflexive about and
able to give an account of the stages through which they move from knowledge of an individual’s or group’s
standpoint to the generalizations of a sociological account, for that translation is an act of power (P. Collins,
1990, 1998; Dorothy Smith, 1990a). A fourth strategy is for social theorists to identify the particular location
from which they speak and thus to identify their partiality (in all meanings of that word) and its effect on the
theory constructed.

In keeping with the fourth strategy, we should declare the standpoint from which we create the theoretical
synthesis presented here. We write from the relatively privileged class position of academic social scientists
living in the contemporary United States, but also as women located within a particular intersection of vectors
of oppression and privilege that makes us subject to experiences of racism, ageism, and heterosexism. We also
write out of family heritages of membership in historically constituted standpoint groups shaped by poverty
and by colonial status. This intermingling of current status and family history shapes both our interests and
our values. The synthesis we present here reflects oppression theories’ concept of a just society as one that
empowers all people to claim as a fundamental right (not a begrudged concession or a reward) a fair share of
social goods—from the material essentials of food, clothing, shelter, health care, and education, to an absence
of fear of violence, to a positive valuation of self in the particularities of one’s group and individual identity.

The Macro-Social Order

In this and the next two sections, we operate within the established sociological conventions of vocabulary and
conceptualization by organizing our presentation around the categories of macro-social, micro-social, and
subjectivity—although much of feminist sociological theory poses a fundamental critique of those categories.

Feminist sociology’s view of the macro-social order begins by expanding the Marxian concept of economic
production into a much more general concept of social production, that is, the production of all human social
life. Along with the production of commodities for the market, social production for feminists also includes
arrangements such as the organization of housework, which produce the essential commodities and services of

582



the household; sexuality, which pattern and satisfy human desire; intimacy, which pattern and satisfy human
emotional needs for acceptance, approval, love, and self-esteem; state and religion, which create the rules and
laws of a community; and politics, mass media, and academic discourse, which establish institutionalized,
public definitions of the situation.

Thus framed and expanded, the Marxian model of intergroup relations remains visible in a feminist model of
social organization. Each of these various types of social production is based on an arrangement by which
some actors, controlling the resources crucial to that activity, act as dominants, or “masters,” who dictate and
profit from the circumstances of production. Within each productive sector, production rests on the work of
subordinates, or “servants,” whose energies create the world ordered into being by their masters and whose
exploitation denies them the rewards and satisfactions produced by their work. Through feminist theory, we
see, more vividly than through Marxian theory, the intimate association between masters and servants that
may lie at the heart of production and the indispensability of the servant’s work in creating and sustaining
everything necessary to human social life. In intimate relations of exploitation, domination may be expressed
not as coercion but as paternalism, “the combination of positive feelings toward the group with discriminatory
intentions toward the group.” Paternalism masks for both parties but does not transform a relationship of
domination and subordination (Jackman, 1994:11). Social production occurs through a multidimensional
structure of domination and exploitation that organizes class, gender, race, sex, power, and knowledge into
overlapping hierarchies of intimately associated masters and workers.

This model of stratification in social production offers a direct critique of the structural-functionalist vision of
a society composed of a system of separate institutions and distinct, though interrelated, roles. Feminist theory
claims that this image is not generalizable but that it depicts the experiences and vantage points of society’s
dominants—white, male, upper class, and adult. Feminist research shows that women and other
nondominants do not experience social life as a movement between compartmentalized roles. Instead, they are
involved in a balancing of roles, a merging of role-associated interests and orientations, and, through this
merging, in a weaving together of social institutions. Indeed, one indicator of the dominant group’s control
over the situations of production may be that its members can achieve purposive role compartmentalization.
But feminist sociology stresses that this condition depends on the subordinate services of actors who cannot
compartmentalize their lives and actions. Indeed, were these subordinate actors to compartmentalize similarly,
the whole system of production in complex industrialized societies would collapse. In contrast to the
structural-functional model, the feminist model emphasizes that the role-merging experience of women may
be generalizable to the experience of many other subordinate “servant” groups whose work produces the fine-
grained texture of daily life. The understandings that such subordinated groups have of the organization of
social life may be very different from the understanding depicted in structural-functionalist theory; even the
identification of key institutional spheres may differ. Yet their vantage point springs from situations necessary
to society as it is currently organized and from work that makes possible the masters’ secure sense of an
institutionally compartmentalized world.

Furthermore, feminism emphasizes the centrality of ideological domination to the structure of social
domination. Ideology is an intricate web of beliefs about reality and social life that is institutionalized as public
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knowledge and disseminated throughout society so effectively that it becomes taken-for-granted knowledge
for all social groups. Thus, what feminists see as “public knowledge of social reality” is not an overarching
culture, a consensually created social product, but a reflection of the interests and experiences of society’s
dominants and one crucial index of their power in society. What distinguishes this view from traditional
Marxian analysis is that for feminists, ideological control is a basic process in domination, and the hierarchical
control of discourse and knowledge is a key element in societal domination.

Central to feminist concerns about the macro-social order is the macro-structural patterning of gender as a
structure. It is on this structure that oppression is founded. Feminist theorists argue that women’s bodies
constitute an essential resource in social production and reproduction and, therefore, become a site of
exploitation and control. Gender oppression is reproduced by an ideological system of institutionalized
knowledge that reflects the interests and experiences of men. Among other things, this gender ideology
identifies men as the bearers of sociocultural authority and allocates to the male role the right to dominate and
to the female role the obligation to serve in all dimensions of social production. Gender ideology constructs
women as objects of male desire whose social value is determined by their fabrication of an appropriately
molded body. Gender ideology also systematically flattens and distorts women’s productive activities by (1)
trivializing some of them, for example, housework; (2) idealizing to the point of unrecognizability other
activities, for example, mothering; and (3) making invisible yet other crucial work, for example, women’s
multiple and vital contributions to the production of marketplace commodities. These ideological processes
may be generalizable to the macro-structural production of all social subordination.

Capitalism and patriarchy, although analytically separate forms of domination, reinforce each other in
numerous ways. For example, the organization of production into public and private spheres and the
gendering of those spheres benefit both systems of domination. Capitalism benefits in that women’s labor in
the private sphere reproduces the worker at no cost to capital; furthermore, their responsibility for the private
sphere makes women a marginal but always co-optable source of cheap labor, driving wages down generally.
At the same time, patriarchy benefits from this exploitation of the woman worker because it sustains her
dependence on men. Women’s difficult entry into the public sphere ensures that what “good” employment
may be available there will go first to men. Women’s experiences of sexual harassment on the job and of being
hassled in public places are not incidental and insignificant micro events but examples of a power relation in
which patriarchy helps police the borders for capital. This division is further complicated by the “race-ing” and
“age-ing” as well as the gendering of public and private.

The Micro-Social Order

At the micro-interactional level, feminist sociology (like some microsociological perspectives) focuses on how
individuals take account of each other as they pursue objective projects or intersubjective meanings. Feminist
sociological theory argues that the conventional models of interaction (social behaviorist and social
definitionist) may depict how equals in macro-structural, power-conferring categories create meanings and
negotiate relationships in the pursuit of joint projects or how structural dominants experience interaction with
both equals and subordinates. But feminist theory suggests that when structural unequals interact, there are
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many other qualities to their association than those suggested by the conventional models: that action is
responsive rather than purposive, that there is a continuous enactment of power differentials, that the meaning
of many activities is obscured or invisible, that access is not always open to those settings in which shared
meanings are most likely to be created. This analysis offers an additional dimension to the sociology of gender
literature on doing gender and to the postmodernist conception of gender as performativity. What may be a
near constant in all interactive situations in addition to doing gender and doing difference is doing power.
People in interaction are adjusting their actions not only in anticipation of other people’s responses or in the
work of imitation of others’ imitations but also in terms of a calculus of who can finally get their way by what
means.

Most mainstream microsociology presents a model of purposive human beings setting their own goals and
pursuing them in linear courses of action in which they (individually or collectively) strive to link means to
ends. In contrast, feminist research shows, first, that women’s lives have a quality of incidentalism, as women
find themselves caught up in agendas that shift and change with the vagaries of marriage, husbands’ courses of
action, children’s unpredictable impact on life plans, divorce, widowhood, and the precariousness of most
women’s wage-sector occupations. Second, in their daily activities, women find themselves not so much
pursuing goals in linear sequences but responding continuously to the needs and demands of others. This
theme has been developed from analysis of the emotional and relational symbiosis between mothers and
daughters, through descriptions of intensely relational female playgroups, to analyses of women in their typical
occupations as teachers, nurses, secretaries, receptionists, and office helpers, and accounts of women in their
roles as wives, mothers, and community and kin coordinators. In calling women’s activities “responsive,” we
are not describing women as passively reactive. Instead, we are drawing a picture of beings who are oriented
not so much to their own goals as to the tasks of monitoring, coordinating, facilitating, and moderating the
wishes, actions, and demands of others. In place of microsociology’s conventional model of purposeful actors,
then, feminist research presents a model of actors who are, in their daily lives, responsively located at the
center of a web of others’ actions and who, in the long term, find themselves located in one or another of these
situations by forces that they can neither predict nor control.

Conventional micro-social theory assumes that the pressures in interactive situations toward collaboration and
meaning construction are so great that actors, bracketing considerations of the macro structure, orient toward
each other on an assumption of equality. Feminist research on interactions between women and men
contradicts this idea, showing that these social interactions are pervasively patterned by influences from their
macro-structural context. In their daily activities, women are affected by the fact that they are structurally
subordinate to the men with whom they interact in casual associations, courtship, marriage, family, and wage
work. Any interpersonal equality or dominance that women as individuals may achieve is effectively offset,
within the interactive process itself, by these structural patterns—of which the most pervasive is the institution
of gender. The macro-structural patterning of gender inequality is intricately woven through the interactions
between women and men and affects not only its broad division of labor, in who sets and who implements
projects, but also its processual details, which repeatedly show the enactment of authority and deference in
seating and seating-standing arrangements, forms of address and conversation, eye contact, and the control of
space and time. This assumption of inequality as a feature in interactive situations is intensified and
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complicated when factors of race and class are included in the feminist analytical frame.

Social definitionists assume that one of the major ongoing projects in social interaction is the construction of
shared meanings. Actors, seeing each other in activity and interaction, form shared understandings through
communication and achieve a common vantage point on their experiences. Feminists argue that this
assumption must be qualified by the fact that micro interactions are embedded in and permeated by the macro
structures of power and ideology. These structures pattern the meanings assigned to activities in interaction.
Men as dominants in interaction with women are more likely to assign to women’s activity meanings drawn
from the macro structure of gender ideology than either to enter the situation with an attitude of open inquiry
or to draw on any other macro-level typing for interpreting women’s activity. Women, immersed in the same
ideological interpretation of their experiences, stand at a point of dialectical tension, balancing this ideology
against the actuality of their lives. A great diversity of meanings develops out of this tension. Social
definitionists assume that actors, relating and communicating intimately and over long periods of time, create
a common vantage point or system of shared understanding. Feminists’ research on what may be the most
intimate, long-term, male-female association—marriage—shows that, for all the reasons reported above,
marriage partners remain strangers to each other and inhabit separate worlds of meaning. This “stranger-ness”
may be greater for the dominant man, in the interests of effective control, than for the subordinate woman
who must monitor the dominant’s meanings (Dorothy Smith, 1979).

A democratic ethos shapes both social-definitionist and social-behaviorist descriptions of interaction.
Conventional models imply that people have considerable equality of opportunity and freedom of choice in
moving in and out of interactional settings. Feminist research shows that the interactions in which women are
most free to create with others meanings that depict their life experiences are those that occur when they are
in relationship and communication with similarly situated women. Moreover, these associations can be deeply
attractive to women because of the practical, emotional, and meaning-affirming support they provide.
Women, however, are not freely empowered to locate in these settings. Law, interactional domination, and
ideology restrict and demean this associational choice so that, insidiously, even women become suspicious of
its attractions. Under these circumstances, the association becomes not a free and open choice but a
subterranean, circumscribed, and publicly invisible arena for relationship and meaning.

Finally, a feminist analysis of interactional practices may emphasize differences between men and women
explainable in terms of deep psychic structures. Male training rewards individuation and the repudiation of
the female so that the male understands at an early age that his claim to male privilege involves his distancing
from female behaviors. Similarly, the female learns early that one of the duties of women—to men and to each
other—is to recognize the subjectivity of the other through interactional gestures such as paying attention,
commenting on actions done, and using gestures to indicate approval and awareness. These behaviors
permeate and explain not only interactions across gender but also interactions within same-gender groups.
Women are repeatedly shown as enacting more responsiveness to the other and engaging in more ongoing
monitoring of the other’s needs and desires. Men are more inclined to feel both the right and the duty to
compartmentalize in order to attain individual projects and to view their responsiveness to other as an act of
generosity, not a part of expected interactional behavior.
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Subjectivity

Most sociological theories subsume the subjective level of social experience under micro-social action (micro
subjectivity) or as “culture” or “ideology” at the macro level (macro subjectivity) (see Chapter 13). Feminist
sociology, however, insists that the actor’s individual interpretation of goals and relationships must be looked
at as a distinct level. This insistence, like so much of feminist sociology, grows out of the study of women’s
lives and seems applicable to the lives of subordinates in general. Women as subordinates are particularly
aware of the distinctiveness of their subjective experience precisely because their own experience so often runs
counter to prevailing cultural and micro-interactionally established definitions. When sociologists do look at
the subjective level of experience, usually as part of the micro-social order, they focus on four major issues: (1)
role taking and knowledge of the other, (2) the process of the internalization of community norms, (3) the
nature of the self as social actor, and (4) the nature of the consciousness of everyday life. This section explores
the feminist thesis on each of these issues.

The conventional sociological model of subjectivity (as presented to us in the theories of Mead [see Chapter
9] and Schutz) assumes that in the course of role taking, the social actor learns to see the self through the eyes
of others deemed more or less the same as the actor. But feminist sociology shows that women are socialized
to see themselves through the eyes of men. Even when significant others are women, they have been so
socialized that they too take the male view of self and of other women. Women’s experience of learning to
role-take is shaped by the fact that they must, in a way men need not, learn to take the role of the genuine
other, not just a social other who is taken to be much like oneself. The other for women is the male and is
alien. The other for men is, first and foremost, men who are like them in a quality that the culture considers
of transcendent importance: gender. Feminist theory emphasizes that this formula is complicated by the
intersection of the vectors of oppression and privilege within individual lives.

Role taking usually is seen as culminating in the internalization of community norms via the social actor’s
learning to take the role of “the generalized other,” a construct that the actor mentally creates out of the
amalgam of macro- and micro-level experiences that form her or his social life. The use of the singular other
indicates that microsociologists usually envision this imagined generalized other as a cohesive, coherent,
singular expression of expectations. But feminists argue that in a male-dominated patriarchal culture, the
generalized other represents a set of male-dominated community norms that force the woman to picture
herself as “less than” or “unequal to” men. To the degree that a woman succeeds in formulating a sense of
generalized other that accurately reflects the dominant perceptions of the community, she may have damaged
her own possibilities for self-esteem and self-exploration. Feminist theory calls into question the existence of a
unified generalized other for the majority of people. The subordinate has to pivot between a world governed
by a dominant generalized other, or meaning system, and locations in “home groups” that offer alternative
understandings and generalized others. The awareness of the possibility of multiple generalized others is
essential to understanding the potential complexity of having or being a self.

Microsociologists describe the social actor as picturing the everyday world as something to be mastered
according to one’s particular interests. Feminist sociologists argue that women may find themselves so limited
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by their status as women that the idea of projecting their own plans onto the world becomes meaningless in all
but theory. Furthermore, women may not experience the life-world as something to be mastered according to
their own particular interests. They may be socialized to experience that life-world as a place in which one
balances a variety of actors’ interests. Women may not have the same experience of control of particular
spheres of space, free from outside interference. Similarly, their sense of time rarely can follow the simple
pattern of first things first because they have as a life project the balancing of the interests and projects of
others. Thus, women may experience planning and actions as acts of concern for a variety of interests, their
own and others; may act in projects of cooperation rather than mastery; and may evaluate their ongoing
experiences of role balancing not as role conflicts but as a more appropriate response to social life than role
compartmentalization.

Feminist sociologists have critically evaluated the thesis of a unified consciousness of everyday life that
traditional microsociologists usually assume. Feminist sociologists stress that, for women, the most pervasive
feature of the cognitive style of everyday life is that of a “bifurcated consciousness,” developing along “a line of
fault” between their own personal, lived, and reflected-on experience and the established types available in the
social stock of knowledge to describe that experience (Dorothy Smith, 1979, 1987). Everyday life itself thus
divides into two realities for subordinates: the reality of actual, lived, reflected-on experience and the reality of
social typifications. Often aware of the way that their own experience differs from that of the culturally
dominant males with whom they interact, women may be less likely to assume a shared subjectivity. As
biological and social beings whose activities are not perfectly regulated by patriarchal time, they are more
aware of the demarcation between time as lived experience and time as a social mandate. A feminist sociology
of subjectivity perhaps would begin here: How do people survive when their own experience does not fit the
established social typifications of that experience? We know already that some do so by avoiding acts of
sustained reflection; some by cultivating their own series of personal types to make sense of their experience;
some by seeking community with others who share this bifurcated reality; and some by denying the validity of
their own experience.

What we have generalized here for women’s subjectivity may be true for the subjectivity of all subordinates.
(1) Their experience of role taking is complicated by their awareness that they must learn the expectations of
an other who, by virtue of differences in power, is alien. (2) They must relate not to a generalized other but to
many generalized others in both the culture of the powerful and the various subcultures of the less empowered
and the disempowered. (3) They do not experience themselves as purposive social actors who can chart their
own course through life—although they may be constantly told that they can do so, especially within the
American ethos. (4) Most pervasively, they live daily with a bifurcated consciousness, a sense of the line of
fault between their own lived experiences and what the dominant culture tells them is the social reality.

Everything in this discussion has assumed a unified subject, that is, an individual woman or man with an
ongoing, consistent consciousness and a sense of self. The unified subject is important to feminist theory
because it is that subject who experiences pain and oppression, makes value judgments, and resists or accepts
the world in place—the unified subject is the primary agent of social change. Yet our discussion of subjectivity
also raises questions about how unified this subject is; there are the problems of a subject whose generalized
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other is truly “other” or “alien,” who experiences not a generalized other but many generalized others, whose
consciousness is bifurcated, and whose self in its capacities for development and change may be viewed more
as a process than as a product. All these tendencies toward an understanding of the self as fragmented rather
than as unified are inherent in feminist theorizing of the self—indeed, they are at the heart of feminist ideas
about resistance and change. This sense of fragmentation is much intensified in postmodernist feminist
critiques (discussed earlier in this chapter), a theoretical position that raises questions about the very possibility
of “a unified subject or consciousness.” If a self, any self, is subject to change from day to day or even moment
to moment, if we can speak of “being not myself,” then on what basis do we posit a self? Yet feminist critics of
postmodernism respond by beginning in the experience of women in daily life, who, when they say, “I was not
myself” or “I have not been myself,” assume a stable self from which they have departed and, further, by those
very statements, some self that knows of the departure.

Summary

Feminist theory develops a system of ideas about human life that features women as objects and subjects,
doers and knowers. Feminism has a history as long as women’s subordination—and women have been
subordinated almost always and everywhere. Until the late 1700s, feminist writing survived as a thin but
persistent trickle of protest; from that time to the present, feminist writing has become a growing tide of
critical work. While the production of feminist theory has typically expanded and contracted with societal
swings between reform and retrenchment, the contemporary stage of feminist scholarship shows a self-
sustaining expansion despite new conservative societal trends.

Although feminist theoretical production has occurred in the same time frame as the development of
sociology, feminist theory remained on the margins of sociology, ignored by the central male formulators of
the discipline until the 1970s. Since the 1970s, a growing presence of women in sociology and the momentum
of the women’s movement have established feminist theory as a new sociological paradigm that inspires much
sociological scholarship and research.

Feminist scholarship is guided by four basic questions: And what about the women? Why is women’s situation as
it is? How can we change and improve the social world? and What about differences between women? Answers to
these questions produce the varieties of feminist theory. This chapter patterns this variety to show four major
groupings of feminist theory. Theories of gender difference see women’s situation as different from men’s,
explaining this difference in terms of two distinct and enduring ways of being, male and female, or
institutional roles and social interaction, or ontological constructions of woman as “other.” Theories of gender
inequality, notably by liberal feminists, emphasize women’s claim to a fundamental right of equality and
describe the unequal opportunity structures created by sexism. Gender oppression theories include feminist
psychoanalytic theory and radical feminism. The former explains the oppression of women in terms of
psychoanalytic descriptions of the male psychic drive to dominate, the latter, in terms of men’s ability and
willingness to use violence to subjugate women. Structural oppression theories include socialist feminism and
intersectionality theory; socialist feminism describes oppression as arising from a patriarchal and a capitalist
attempt to control social production and reproduction; intersectionality theories trace the consequences of
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class, race, gender, affectional preference, and global location for lived experience, group standpoints, and
relations between women.

Feminist theory offers five key propositions as a basis for the revision of standard sociological theories. First,
the practice of sociological theory must be based in a sociology of knowledge that recognizes the partiality of
all knowledge, the knower as embodied and socially located, and the function of power in effecting what
becomes knowledge. Second, macro-social structures are based in processes controlled by dominants acting in
their own interests and executed by subordinates whose work is made largely invisible and undervalued even to
themselves by dominant ideology. Thus, dominants appropriate and control the productive work of society,
including not only economic production but also women’s work of social reproduction. Third, micro-
interactional processes in society are enactments of these dominant-subordinate power arrangements,
enactments very differently interpreted by powerful actors and subordinate actors. Fourth, these conditions
create in women’s subjectivity a bifurcated consciousness along the line of fault caused by the juxtaposition of
patriarchal ideology and women’s experience of the actualities of their lives. Fifth, what has been said for
women may be applicable to all subordinate peoples in some parallel, though not identical, form.
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Notes

1. This chapter draws primarily on the English-language contribution to this international effort.

2. The word gender has origins as early as the 14th century, when it was used interchangeably with sex but
especially in discussion of grammar (whether a noun is understood as masculine or feminine). Gender is used
occasionally in early sociology articles of the 1900s but in a sense interchangeable with sex. The first feminist
sociological conceptualization of the distinction between biologically determined attributes and socially
learned behaviors was made by Charlotte Perkins Gilman in her 1898 classic, Women and Economics, where
she created the concept of excessive sex distinction to refer to what we now mean by gender.

3. Several other classificatory systems already exist, for example, those developed by Chafetz (1988); Clough
(1994); Glennon (1979); Jaggar (1983); Jaggar and Rothenberg (1984); Kirk and Okazawa-Rey (1998);
Lengermann and Wallace (1985); Snitow, Stansell, and Thompson (1983); Sokoloff (1980); Tong (1998).
Readers might turn to these works for balance or amplification of the ideal type presented here. In
combination, these efforts have generated a long list of types of feminist theory, including black feminism,
conservatism, expressionism, ecofeminism, existentialism, global instrumentalism, lesbian feminism,
liberalism, Marxism, polarism, psychoanalytic feminism, radicalism, separatism, socialism, and synthesism.
Our own typology attempts to include most of these theories, though not always as identified by these specific
labels.

4. European feminists’ use of Lacanian psychoanalytic theory was discussed under “Theories of Sexual
Difference” above; this section takes up another strand of psychoanalytic theory—object relations theory—and
its use by American feminists.

5. Admittedly some neo-Marxians, notably the critical theorists, have reevaluated the explanatory significance
of ideology (see Chapter 8).
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13 Micro-Macro and Agency-Structure Integration
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Chapter Outline

Micro-Macro Integration
Agency-Structure Integration
Agency-Structure and Micro-Macro Linkages: Fundamental Differences

In this chapter, we deal with two important developments in late 20th-century sociological theory. Our first
concern is a dramatic development that occurred largely in the United States in the 1980s (although, as we
will see, it had important precursors) and continues to this day. That development is the growth of interest in
the issue of the micro-macro linkage (Barnes, 2001; J. Turner, 2007b; Turner and Boyns, 2001). Then we will
deal with a parallel development that occurred largely in European sociological theory—the rise in interest in
the relationship between agency and structure. As we will see, there are important similarities and crucial
differences between the American micro-macro literature and the European work on agency and structure.

Another way of describing the theories presented in this chapter is to say that they are examples of
metatheoretical work. While theorists take the social world as their subject matter, metatheorists engage in the
systematic study of the underlying structure of sociological theory (Ritzer, 1991b; Ritzer, Zhao, and Murphy, 2001;
Zhao, 2005, 2001). Oftentimes, as we illustrate in this chapter, metatheories try to bring together various
different theories (e.g., macro-oriented theories and micro-oriented theories) to develop overarching, or
systematic, theories.1 The micro-macro and agency-structure literatures themselves can be seen as synthetic
developments and, thus, as parts of the broad movement toward theoretical synthesis that has gripped many of
the perspectives discussed throughout Part Two of this book.
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Micro-Macro Integration

Micro-Macro Extremism

Until recently, one of the major divisions in contemporary American sociological theory was the conflict
between extreme microscopic and macroscopic 2 theories (and theorists) and, perhaps more important, between
those who have interpreted sociological theories in these ways (Archer, 1982). Such extreme theories and
interpretations of theories have tended to heighten the image of a great chasm between micro and macro
theories and, more generally, the image of conflict and disorder (Gouldner, 1970; Wardell and Turner, 1986;
Wiley, 1985) in sociological theory.

Although it is possible to interpret (and many have) the classic sociological theorists discussed in Part One of
this book (Marx, Durkheim, Weber, Simmel) as either micro or macro extremists, the most defensible
perspective, or at least the one that will orient this chapter, is that they were most generally concerned with
the micro-macro linkage (Moscovici, 1993). Marx can be seen as being interested in the coercive and
alienating effect of capitalist society on individual workers (and capitalists). Weber may be viewed as being
focally concerned with the plight of the individual within the iron cage of a formally rational society. Simmel
was interested primarily in the relationship between objective (macro) culture and subjective (or individual,
micro) culture. Even Durkheim was concerned with the effect of macro-level social facts on individuals and
individual behavior (for example, suicide). If we accept these characterizations of the classic sociological
theorists, it appears that much of the last century of American sociological theory has involved a loss of
concern for this linkage and the dominance of micro and macro extremists—that is, the preeminence of
theorists and theories that accord overwhelming power and significance to either the micro or the macro level.
On the macro-extreme side were structural functionalism, conflict theory, and some varieties of neo-Marxian
theory (especially economic determinism). On the micro-extreme end were symbolic interactionism,
ethnomethodology, exchange, and rational choice theory.

Among the most notable of the 20th-century macro-extreme theories are Parsons’s (1966) “cultural
determinism”3; Dahrendorf’s (1959) conflict theory, with its focus on imperatively coordinated associations;
and Peter Blau’s macrostructuralism, epitomized by his proud announcement, “I am a structural determinist”
(1977:x). Macrostructural extremism comes from other sources as well (Rubinstein, 1986), including network
theorists such as White, Boorman, and Breiger (1976), ecologists such as Duncan and Schnore (1959), and
structuralists such as Mayhew (1980). Few take a more extreme position than Mayhew, who says such things
as, “In structural sociology the unit of analysis is always the social network, never the individual ” (1980:349).

On the micro-extreme side we can point to a good portion of symbolic interactionism and the work of Blumer
(1969a), who often seemed to have structural functionalism in mind as he positioned symbolic interactionism
as a sociological theory seemingly single-mindedly concerned with micro-level phenomena (see Chapter 9 for
a very different interpretation of Blumer’s perspective). An even clearer case of micro extremism is exchange
theory and George Homans (1974), who sought an alternative to structural functionalism and found it in the
extreme micro orientation of Skinnerian behaviorism. Then, there is ethnomethodology and its concern for
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the everyday practices of actors. Garfinkel (1967) was put off by the macro foci of structural functionalism and
its tendency to turn actors into “judgmental dopes.” Scheff (2007) makes a more general case for
“microsociology.”

The Movement Toward Micro-Macro Integration

Although micro-macro extremism characterized much of 20th-century sociological theory, it became possible,
beginning mainly in the 1980s, to discern a movement, largely in American sociology, away from micro-
macro extremism and toward a broad consensus that the focus, instead, should be on the integration (or
synthesis, linkage) of micro and macro theories and/or levels of social analysis. This approach represents quite a
change from that of the 1970s, when Kemeny argued: “So little attention is given to this distinction that the
terms ‘micro’ and ‘macro’ are not commonly even indexed in sociological works” (1976:731). It could be
argued that, at least, in this sense, American sociological theorists have rediscovered the theoretical project of
the early masters.

While developments in the 1980s and 1990s were particularly dramatic, isolated earlier works directly
addressed the micro-macro linkage. For example, in the mid-1960s, Helmut Wagner (1964) dealt with the
relationship between small-scale and large-scale theories. At the end of the decade, Walter Wallace (1969)
examined the micro-macro continuum, but it occupied a secondary role in his analysis and was included as
merely one of the “complications” of his basic taxonomy of sociological theory. In the mid-1970s, Kemeny
(1976) called for greater attention to the micro-macro distinction as well as to the ways in which micro and
macro relate to each other.

However, it was in the 1980s that we witnessed a flowering of work on the micro-macro linkage issue.
Randall Collins argued that work on this topic “promises to be a significant area of theoretical advance for
some time to come” (1986a:1350). In their introduction to a two-volume set of books, one devoted to macro
theory (Eisenstadt and Helle, 1985a) and the other to micro theory (Helle and Eisenstadt, 1985), Eisenstadt
and Helle concluded that “the confrontation between micro- and macro-theory belong[s] to the past”
(1985b:3). Similarly, Münch and Smelser, in their conclusion to the anthology The Micro-Macro Link
(Alexander et al., 1987), asserted, “Those who have argued polemically that one level is more fundamental
than the other … must be regarded as in error. Virtually every contributor to this volume has correctly insisted
on the mutual interrelations between micro and macro levels” (1987:385).

There are two major strands of work on micro-macro integration. Some theorists focus on integrating micro
and macro theories, whereas others are concerned with developing a theory that deals with the linkage between
micro and macro levels (Alford and Friedland, 1985; Edel, 1959) of social analysis. Above, for example, we
quoted Eisenstadt and Helle (1985b:3), who concluded that the confrontation between micro and macro
theories was behind us, while Münch and Smelser (1987:385) came to a similar conclusion about the need to
choose between emphasizing micro or macro levels. There are important differences between trying to
integrate macro (for example, structural functionalism) and micro (for example, symbolic interactionism)
theories and attempting to develop a theory that can deal with the relationship between macro (for example,
social-structure) and micro (for example, personality) levels of social analysis (for an example of the latter, see
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Summers-Effler, 2002).4

Given this general introduction, we turn now to some examples of micro-macro integration. At a number of
places throughout this book, we dealt with efforts to integrate micro and macro theories. All the examples that
follow focus on integrating micro and macro levels of social analysis.

Examples of Micro-Macro Integration

Integrated Sociological Paradigm

This section begins with George Ritzer’s (1979, 1981) effort at micro-macro integration and in particular
what the integrated paradigm has to say about the issue of micro-macro linkage.

It should be noted that Ritzer’s thinking on the integrated paradigm in general, and more specifically on
micro-macro linkage, was shaped by the work of a number of predecessors, especially that of Abraham Edel
(1959) and Georges Gurvitch (1964; see also Bosserman, 1968). Gurvitch operates with the belief that the
social world can be studied in terms of five “horizontal,” or micro-macro, levels (Smelser [1997] identifies
four), presented in ascending order from micro to macro: forms of sociality, groupings, social class, social
structure, and global structures. To complement this hierarchy, Gurvitch also offers 10 “vertical,” or “depth,”
levels, beginning with the most objective social phenomena (for example, ecological factors, organizations)
and ending with the most subjective social phenomena (collective ideas and values, the collective mind).
Gurvitch crosscuts his horizontal and vertical dimensions in order to produce numerous levels of social
analysis.

Ritzer’s work on the integrated sociological paradigm was motivated, in part, by the need to build upon
Gurvitch’s insights but to produce a more parsimonious model. It begins with the micro-macro continuum
(Gurvitch’s horizontal levels), ranging from individual thought and action to world-systems (Figure 13.1). To
this continuum is added an objective-subjective continuum (Gurvitch’s vertical levels), ranging from material
phenomena such as individual action and bureaucratic structures to nonmaterial phenomena such as
consciousness and norms and values (Figure 13.2). Like Gurvitch, Ritzer crosscuts these two continua, but in
this case the result is a far more manageable four, rather than many, levels of social analysis. Figure 13.3
depicts Ritzer’s major levels of social analysis.

In terms of the micro-macro issue, Ritzer’s view is that it cannot be dealt with apart from the objective-
subjective continuum. All micro- and macro-social phenomena are also either objective or subjective. Thus,
the conclusion is that there are four major levels of social analysis and that sociologists must focus on the
dialectical interrelationship between these levels. The macro-objective level involves large-scale material
realities such as society, bureaucracy, and technology. The macro-subjective level encompasses large-scale
nonmaterial phenomena such as norms and values. At the micro levels, micro objectivity involves small-scale
objective entities such as patterns of action and interaction, whereas micro subjectivity is concerned with the
small-scale mental processes by which people construct social reality. Each of these four levels is important in
itself, but of utmost importance is the dialectical relationship among and between them.
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Figure 13.1 The Microscopic-Macroscopic, With Identification of Some Key Points on the Continuum

Figure 13.2 The Objective-Subjective Continuum, with Identification of Some Mixed Types

Figure 13.3 Ritzer’s Major Levels of Social Analysis

Note that this is a “snapshot” in time. It is embedded in an ongoing historical process.

Ritzer has employed an integrative micro-macro approach in Expressing America: A Critique of the Global Credit

597



Card Society (1995; see also R. Manning, 2000). Specifically, he used C. Wright Mills’s (1959) ideas on the
relationship between micro-level personal troubles and macro-level public issues to analyze the problems created
by credit cards. Personal troubles are those problems that affect individuals and those people immediately
around them. Public issues tend to be those that affect large numbers of people, perhaps society as a whole.

Ritzer examines a wide range of personal troubles and public issues associated with credit cards. This
argument, and an integrated approach to the micro-macro linkage, can be illustrated by following this
discussion of the issue of consumer debt. At the macro level, aggregate consumer debt has become a public
issue because a large and growing number of people are increasingly indebted to credit card companies. A by-
product of this growing consumer debt is an increase in delinquencies and bankruptcies. Also at the macro
level, and a public issue, is the role played by the government in encouraging consumer debt through its
tendency to accumulate debt. More important is the role played by the credit card firms in encouraging people
to go into debt by doing everything they can to get as many credit cards into as many hands as possible. There
is, for example, the increasing tendency for people to receive notices in the mail that they are eligible for
preapproved credit cards. People can easily acquire a large number of credit cards with a huge collective credit
limit. Perhaps the most reprehensible activities of the credit card firms involve their efforts to get cards into
the hands of college and high school students. They are endeavoring to “hook” young people on a life of credit
and indebtedness. Such activities are clearly a public issue and are causing personal troubles for untold
numbers of people.
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Jeffrey C. Alexander: An Autobiographical Sketch

Photo courtesy of Jeffrey C. Alexander.

Since my earliest days as an intellectual I have been preoccupied with the problems of social action and social order and with the
possibilities of developing approaches to these problems that avoid the extremes of one-dimensional thought. I have always been
convinced that tense dichotomies, while vital as ideological currents in a democratic society, can be overcome in the theoretical
realm.

My theoretical concerns first took form during the late 1960s and early 1970s when I participated in the student protest movements
as an undergraduate at Harvard College and as a graduate student at the University of California, Berkeley. New Left Marxism
represented a sophisticated effort to overcome the economism of vulgar Marxism, as it tried to reinsert the actor into history.
Because it described how material structures are interpenetrated with culture, personality, and everyday life, New Left Marxism—
which for better or worse we largely taught ourselves—provided my first important training in the path to theoretical synthesis,
which has marked my intellectual career.

In the early 1970s, I became dissatisfied with New Left Marxism, in part for political and empirical reasons. The New Left’s turn
toward sectarianism and violence frightened and depressed me, whereas the Watergate crisis demonstrated America’s capacity for
self-criticism. I decided that capitalist democratic societies provided opportunities for inclusion, pluralism, and reform that could not
be envisioned even within the New Left version of Marxian thought.

Yet, there were also more abstract theoretical reasons for leaving the Marxian approach to synthesis behind. As I more fully engaged
classical and contemporary theory, I realized that this synthesis was achieved more by hyphenating—psychoanalytic-Marxism,
cultural-Marxism, phenomenological-Marxism—than by opening up the central categories of action and order. In fact, the neo-
Marxist categories of consciousness, action, community, and culture were black boxes. This recognition led me to the traditions that
supplied the theoretical resources upon which New Left Marxism had drawn. I was fortunate in this graduate student effort to be
guided by Robert Bellah and Neil Smelser, whose ideas about culture, social structure, and sociological theory made an indelible
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impression upon me and continue to be intellectual resources today.

In Theoretical Logic in Sociology (1982–1983), I published the results of this effort. The idea for this multivolume work began
germinating in 1972, after an extraordinary encounter with Talcott Parsons’s masterpiece, The Structure of Social Action, allowed me
to see my problems with Marxism in a new way. Later, under the supervision of Bellah, Smelser, and Leo Lowenthal, I worked
through classical and contemporary theory with this new framework in mind.

My ambition in Theoretical Logic was to show that Durkheim and Weber supplied extensive theories of the culture that Marx had
neglected and that Weber actually developed the first real sociological synthesis. I concluded, however, that Durkheim ultimately
moved in an idealistic direction and that Weber developed a mechanistic view of modern society. I suggested that Parsons’s work
should be seen as a masterly modern effort at synthesis rather than as theory in the functionalist mode. Yet Parsons, too, failed to
pursue synthesis in a truly determined way, allowing his theory to become overly formal and normatively based.

In Twenty Lectures: Sociological Theory since World War II (1987b), I argued that the divisions in post-Parsonsian sociology—between
conflict and order theories, micro and macro approaches, structural and cultural views—were not fruitful. These groupings obscured
basic social processes, like the continuing play of order and conflict and the dichotomized dimensions of society, that are always
intertwined.

My response to this dead end has been to return to the original concerns of Parsons (Alexander and Colomy, 1990) and to the earlier
classics.

Yet, in trying to push theory into a new, “post-Parsonsian” phase, I have also tried to go beyond classical and modern theory. My
encounters with the powerful group of phenomenologists in my home department at UCLA, particularly those with Harold
Garfinkel, were an important stimulus. In “Action and Its Environments” (1987a), which I still regard as my most important piece
of theoretical work, I laid out the framework for a new articulation of the micro-macro link.

I have also concentrated on developing a new cultural theory. An early reading of Clifford Geertz convinced me that traditional
social-science approaches to culture are too limited. Since that time, my approach has been powerfully affected by semiotics,
hermeneutics, and poststructuralist thought. Incorporating theories from outside of sociology, I have tried to theorize the manifold
ways in which social structure is permeated by symbolic codes and meanings.

I believe this movement toward theoretical synthesis is being pushed forward by events in the world at large. In the postcommunist
world, it seems important to develop models that help us understand our complex and inclusive, yet very fragile, democracies. I
would like to believe, despite a great deal of evidence to the contrary, that progress is possible not only in society but in sociology as
well. It is only through a multidimensional and synthetic view of society that such progress can be achieved.

[For more on Alexander, see Colomy, 2005.]

Millions of people have gotten themselves into debt, sometimes irretrievably, as a result of the abuse of credit
cards. People build up huge balances, sometimes surviving by taking cash advances on one card to make
minimum payments on other cards. Overwhelmed, many people become delinquent and sometimes are forced
to declare bankruptcy. As a result, some people spend years, in some cases the rest of their lives, trying to pay
off old debts and restore their ability to get credit. Even if it does not go this far, many people are working
long hours just to pay the interest on their credit card debt and are able to make only a small, if any, dent in
their credit balances. Thus, one could say they are indentured for life to the credit card companies.

The kinds of personal troubles described here, when aggregated, create public issues for society. And as we
saw previously, public issues such as the policies and procedures of the credit card firms (for example, offering
preapproved cards and recruiting students) help create personal troubles. Thus, there is a dialectical
relationship between personal troubles and public issues, with each exacerbating the other. More generally,
this example of credit cards illustrates the applicability of an integrated micro-macro approach to a pressing
social problem.

600



Multidimensional Sociology

Jeffrey Alexander has offered what he calls a “new ‘theoretical logic’ for sociology” (1982:xv). That new logic
affects “sociological thought at every level of the intellectual continuum” (Alexander, 1982:65). In this spirit,
Alexander offers what he terms a multidimensional sociology. Although multidimensionality has several
meanings in his work, the most relevant here is Alexander’s multidimensional sense of levels of social analysis.

We can begin with what Alexander (following Parsons) terms the problem of order. Alexander suggests that the
micro-macro continuum (“an ‘individual’ or ‘collective’ level of analysis” [1982:93]) is involved in the way
order is created in society. At the macro end of the continuum, order is externally created and is collectivist in
nature; that is, order is produced by collective phenomena. At the micro end, order is derived from
internalized forces and is individualistic in nature; that is, order stems from individual negotiation.

To the problem of order is added, in a classic Parsonsian position, the problem of action. Action involves a
materialist-idealist continuum that parallels the objective-subjective continuum employed in Ritzer’s
integrated sociological paradigm. At the material end, action is described as instrumental, rational, and
conditional. At the nonmaterial pole, action is normative, nonrational, and affective. When we crosscut
Alexander’s order and action continua, we come up with four levels of social analysis that strongly resemble
the four levels that Ritzer employs (see Figure 13.4).

Although the terminology is slightly different, there are few if any differences between the models offered by
Alexander and Ritzer. The major difference lies in the way they relate the four levels. Whereas Ritzer wants to
focus on the dialectical relationship between all four levels, Alexander seeks to grant priority to one of the
levels.

Alexander believes that according privilege to the micro levels is “a theoretical mistake” (1987a:295). He is
highly critical of all theories, such as symbolic interactionism, that begin at the individual-normative level with
nonrational voluntary agency and build toward the macro levels. From his point of view, the problem with
these theories is that while maintaining notions of individual freedom and voluntarism, they are unable to deal
with the unique (sui generis ) character of collective phenomena. Alexander is also critical of theories, such as
exchange theory, that start at the individual-instrumental level and move toward macro-level structures such
as the economy. Such theories are also unable to handle macro-level phenomena adequately. Thus, Alexander
is critical of all theories that have their origins at the micro levels and seek to explain macro-level phenomena
from that base.

Figure 13.4 Alexander’s Integrative Model
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At the macro level, Alexander is critical of collective-instrumental theories (for example, economic and
structural determinism) that emphasize coercive order and eliminate individual freedom. Basically, the
problem is that such theories do not allow for individual agency.

Although he expressed an interest in focusing on the relationships between all four of his levels, Alexander’s
sympathies (not surprisingly, given his Parsonsian and structural-functionalist roots) lay with the collective-
normative level and theories that begin at that level. As he put it, “The hope for combining collective order
and individual voluntarism lies with the normative, rather than the rationalist tradition” (Alexander,
1982:108). Central to this belief is his view that such an orientation is preferable because the sources of order
are internalized (in the conscience) rather than externalized, as is the case with the collective-instrumental
orientation. This focus on the internalization of norms allows for both order and voluntary agency.

Overall, Alexander argues that any individual, or micro, perspective is to be rejected because it ends with
“randomness and complete unpredictability” rather than order (1985:27). Thus, “the general framework for
social theory can be derived only from a collectivist perspective” (1985:28; italics added). And between the two
collectivist perspectives, Alexander subscribes to the collective-normative position.

Thus, to Alexander social theorists must choose either a collectivist (macro) or an individualist (micro)
perspective. If they choose a collectivist position, they can incorporate only a “relatively small” element of
individual negotiation. If, however, they choose an individualist theory, they are doomed to the “individualist
dilemma” of trying to sneak into their theory supraindividual phenomena to deal with the randomness
inherent in their theory. This dilemma can be resolved only “if the formal adherence to individualism is
abandoned” (Alexander, 1985:27).

Thus, although Alexander employs four levels of analysis that closely resemble those utilized by Ritzer, there
is an important difference in the two models. Alexander accords priority to collective-normative theories and
to a focus on norms in social life. Ritzer refuses to accord priority to any level and argues for the need to
examine the dialectical relationship among and between all four levels. Alexander ends up giving inordinate
significance to macro (subjective) phenomena, and as a result, his contribution to the development of a theory
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of micro-macro integration is highly limited. In a later work, Alexander said, “I believe theorists falsely
generalize from a single variable to the immediate reconstruction of the whole” (1987a:314). It can be argued
that Alexander is one of these theorists because he seeks to falsely generalize from the collective-normative
level to the rest of the social world.

While not directly addressing Alexander’s work, Giddens (1984) came to the similar conclusion that all work
derived from the Parsonsian distinction between action and order inevitably ends up weak at the micro levels,
especially on “the knowledgeability of social actors, as constitutive in part of social practices. I [Giddens] do
not think that any standpoint which is heavily indebted to Parsons can cope satisfactorily with this issue at the
very core of social theory” (1984:xxxvii).

However, it should be noted that Alexander has articulated a more truly integrative perspective, one that
defines micro and macro in terms of each other. Here is the way he expresses this perspective: “The collective
environments of action simultaneously inspire and confine it. If I have conceptualized action correctly, these
environments will be seen as its products; if I can conceptualize the environments correctly, action will be seen
as their end result” (Alexander, 1987a:303). It appears that Alexander has a more complex, dialectical sense of
the micro-macro nexus, one that is more similar to Ritzer’s integrated sociological paradigm than his earlier
model.

The Micro Foundations of Macrosociology

In an essay entitled “On the Microfoundations of Macrosociology,” Randall Collins (1981a; see also 1981b)
has offered a highly reductionistic orientation toward the micro-macro link question (for a critique, see Ritzer,
1985). In fact, despite the inherently integrative title of his essay, Collins labels his approach “radical
microsociology.” Collins’s focus, the focus of radical microsociology, is what he calls “interaction ritual
chains,” or bundles of “individual chains of interactional experience, crisscrossing each other in space as they
flow along in time” (1981a:998). In focusing on interaction ritual chains, Collins seeks to avoid what he
considers to be even more reductionistic concerns with individual behavior and consciousness. Collins raises
the level of analysis to interaction, chains of interaction, and the “marketplace” for such interaction. Collins
thus rejects the extreme micro levels of thought and action (behavior) and is critical of the theories (such as
phenomenology and exchange theory) that focus on these levels.

Collins also seeks to distance himself from macro theories and their concerns with macro-level phenomena.
For example, he is critical of structural functionalists and their concern with macro-objective (structure) and
macro-subjective (norms) phenomena. In fact, he goes so far as to say, “The terminology of norms ought to be
dropped from sociological theory” (R. Collins, 1981a:991). He has a similarly negative attitude toward
concepts associated with conflict theory, arguing, for example, that there are no “inherent objective” entities
such as property and authority; there are only “varying senses that people feel at particular places and times of
how strong these enforcing coalitions are” (R. Collins, 1981a:997). His point is that only people do anything;
structures, organizations, classes, and societies “never do anything. Any causal explanation must ultimately
come down to the actions of real individuals” (R. Collins, 1975:12).
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Collins seeks to show how “all macrophenomena” can be translated “into combinations of micro events”
(1981a:985). Specifically, he argues that social structures may be translated empirically into “patterns of
repetitive micro interaction” (R. Collins, 1981a:985). Thus, in the end, Collins seeks not an integrated
approach but the predominance of micro theory and micro-level phenomena (for a similar critique, see
Giddens, 1984). As Collins puts it, “The effort coherently to reconstitute macro sociology upon radically
empirical micro foundations is the crucial step toward a more successful sociological science” (1981b:82).

We can contrast Collins’s orientation to that of Karin Knorr-Cetina (1981). Although she, too, accords great
importance to the interactional domain, Knorr-Cetina grants a greater role to both consciousness and macro-
level phenomena in her work. Although Knorr-Cetina, like Collins, makes the case for a radical
reconstruction of macro theory on a microsociological base, she also is willing to consider the much less
radical course of simply integrating microsociological results into macro-social theory. In addition, she seems
to take the position that the ultimate goal of microsociological research is a better understanding of the larger
society, its structure, and its institutions:

I … believe in the seeming paradox that it is through micro-social approaches that we will learn
most about the macro order, for it is these approaches which through their unashamed empiricism
afford us a glimpse of the reality about which we speak. Certainly, we will not get a grasp of
whatever is the whole of the matter by a microscopic recording of face-to-face interaction. However,
it may be enough to begin with if we—for the first time—hear the macro order tick.

(Knorr-Cetina, 1981:41–42)

Thus, it seems clear that Knorr-Cetina takes a far more balanced position on the relationship between the
macro and micro levels than does Collins.

An even more integrative position is taken by Aaron Cicourel (1981): “Neither micro nor macro structures are
self-contained levels of analysis; they interact with each other at all times despite the convenience and
sometimes the dubious luxury of only examining one or the other level of analysis” (Cicourel, 1981:54). There
is an implied criticism of Collins here, but Cicourel adopts another position that can be seen as a more direct
critique of the kind of position adopted by Collins: “The issue is not simply one of dismissing one level of
analysis or another, but showing how they must be integrated if we are not to be convinced about one level to
the exclusion of the other by conveniently ignoring competing frameworks for research and theory” (1981:76).
To his credit, Cicourel understands not only the importance of linking macro and micro levels but also the
fact that that link needs to take place ontologically, theoretically, and methodologically.

Collins continued to subscribe to his micro-reductionistic position for some time. For example, in a later
work, Collins argued: “Macrostructure consists of nothing more than large numbers of microencounters,
repeated (or sometimes changing over time and across space)” (1987:195). He concluded, unashamedly: “This
may sound as if I am giving a great deal of prominence to the micro. That is true” (R. Collins, 1987:195).
However, it is worth noting that just one year later, Collins (1988) was willing to give the macro level greater
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significance. This approach led to a more balanced conception of the micro-macro relationship: “The micro-
macro translation shows that everything macro is composed out of micro. Conversely, anything micro is part
of the composition of macro; it exists in a macro context.… [I]t is possible to pursue the micro-macro
connection fruitfully in either direction” (R. Collins, 1988:244). The latter contention implies a more
dialectical approach to the micro-macro relationship. Yet Collins (1988:244), like Coleman (1986, 1987),
subscribes to the view that the “big challenge” in sociology is showing “how micro affects macro.” Thus, while
Collins has shown some growth in his micro-macro theory, it continues to be a highly limited approach.

Back to the Future: Norbert Elias’s Figurational Sociology

We have now discussed some of the major recent American efforts at micro-macro integration. However,
there is a European theorist, Norbert Elias, whose work is best discussed under this heading. (For a nice
selection of his work, see Mennell and Goudsblom, 1998.) Elias was involved in an effort to overcome the
micro-macro distinction, and, more generally, to surmount the tendency of sociologists to distinguish between
individuals and society (Dunning, 1986:5; Mennell, 1992; Rundell, 2005). Elias’s major work was done in the
1930s, but it has only recently begun to receive the recognition it deserves (Kilminster and Mennell, 2011;
Dennis Smith, 2001; Van Krieken, 1998, 2001).
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Randall Collins: An Autobiographical Sketch

Photo courtesy of Randall Collins

I started becoming a sociologist at an early age. My father was working for military intelligence at the end of World War II and then
joined the State Department as a Foreign Service Officer. One of my earliest memories is of arriving in Berlin to join him in the
summer of 1945. My sisters and I couldn’t play in the park because there was live ammunition everywhere, and, one day, Russian
soldiers came into our backyard to dig up a corpse. This gave me a sense that conflict is important and violence always possible.

My father’s subsequent tours of duty took us to the Soviet Union, back to Germany (then under American military occupation), to
Spain, and South America. In between foreign assignments we would live in the States, so I went back and forth between being an
ordinary American kid and being a privileged foreign visitor. I think this resulted in a certain amount of detachment in viewing
social relationships. As I got older, the diplomatic life looked less dramatic and more like an endless round of formal etiquette in
which people never talked about the important politics going on; the split between backstage secrecy and front-stage ceremonial
made me ready to appreciate Erving Goffman.

When I was too old to accompany my parents abroad, I was sent to a prep school in New England. This taught me another great
sociological reality: the existence of stratification. Many of the other students came from families in the Social Register, and it began
to dawn on me that my father was not in the same social class as the ambassadors and undersecretaries of state whose children I
sometimes met.

I went on to Harvard, where I changed my major half a dozen times. I studied literature and tried being a playwright and novelist. I
went from mathematics to philosophy; I read Freud and planned to become a psychiatrist. I finally majored in social relations, which
covered sociology, social psychology, and anthropology. Taking courses from Talcott Parsons settled me onto a path. He covered
virtually everything, from the micro to the macro and across the range of world history. What I got from him was not so much his
own theory but rather the ideal of what sociology could do. He also provided me with some important pieces of cultural capital: that
Weber was less concerned with the Protestant Ethic than he was with comparing the dynamics of all the world religions and that
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Durkheim asked the key question when he tried to uncover the precontractual basis of social order.

I thought I wanted to become a psychologist and went to Stanford, but a year of implanting electrodes in rats’ brains convinced me
that sociology was a better place to study human beings. I switched universities and arrived in Berkeley in the summer of 1964, just
in time to join the civil rights movement. By the time the free speech movement emerged on campus in the fall, we were veterans of
sit-ins, and being arrested for another cause felt emotionally energizing when one could do it in solidarity with hundreds of others. I
was analyzing the sociology of conflict at the same time that we were experiencing it. As the Vietnam War and the racial conflicts at
home escalated, the opposition movement began to repudiate its nonviolent principles; many of us became disillusioned and turned
to the cultural lifestyle of the hippie dropouts. If you didn’t lose your sociological consciousness, it could be illuminating. I studied
Erving Goffman along with Herbert Blumer (both of them Berkeley professors at the time) and began to see how all aspects of
society—conflict, stratification, and all the rest—are constructed out of the interaction rituals of our everyday lives.

I never set out to be a professor, but by now I have taught in many universities. I tried to put everything together into one book,
Conflict Sociology (1975), but it turned out I had to write another, The Credential Society (1979), to explain the inflationary status
system in which we are all enmeshed. Taking my own analysis seriously, I quit the academic world and, for a while, made a living by
writing a novel and textbooks. Eventually, attracted by some interesting colleagues, I got back into teaching. Our field is learning
some tremendous things, from a new picture of world history down through the micro details of social emotions. One of the most
important influences for me is my second wife, Judith McConnell. She organized women lawyers to break down discriminatory
barriers in the legal profession, and now I am learning from her about the backstage politics of the higher judiciary. In sociology and
in society, there is plenty yet to be done.

[See also Li, 2005.]

In order to help achieve his integrative goal, Elias proposed the concept of figuration (Kasperson and Gabriel,
2008; Mennell, 2005a), an idea which

makes it possible to resist the socially conditioned pressure to split and polarize our conception of
mankind, which has repeatedly prevented us from thinking of people as individuals at the same time
as thinking of them as societies.… The concept of figuration therefore serves as a simple conceptual
tool to loosen this social constraint to speak and think as if “the individual” and “society” were
antagonistic as well as different.

(Elias, 1978:129–130; italics added)

Figurations can be seen, above all, as processes. In fact, later in his life, Elias came to prefer the term process
sociology to describe his work (Mennell, 1992:252). Figurations are social processes involving the
“interweaving” of people. They are not structures that are external to and coercive of relationships between
people; they are those interrelationships. Individuals are seen as open and interdependent; figurations are
made up of such individuals. Power is central to social figurations, which are, as a result, constantly in flux:

At the core of changing figurations—indeed the very hub of the figuration process—is a fluctuating,
tensile equilibrium, a balance of power moving to and fro, inclining first to one side and then to the
other. This kind of fluctuating balance of power is a structural characteristic of the flow of every
figuration.

(Elias, 1978:131)
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Figurations emerge and develop, but in largely unseen and unplanned ways.

Central to this discussion is the fact that the idea of a figuration applies at both the micro and the macro levels
and to every social phenomenon between those two poles. The concept

can be applied to relatively small groups just as well as to societies made up of thousands or millions
of interdependent people. Teachers and pupils in a class, doctors and patients in a therapeutic
group, regular customers at a pub, children at a nursery school—they all make up relatively
comprehensible figurations with each other. But the inhabitants of a village, a city or a nation also
form figurations, although in this instance the figurations cannot be perceived directly because the
chains of interdependence which link people together are longer and more differentiated.

(Elias, 1978:131; italics added)

Thus, Elias refuses to deal with the relationship between “individual” and “society” but focuses on “the
relationship between people perceived as individuals and people perceived as societies” (Elias, 1986:23). In
other words, both individuals and societies (and every social phenomenon in between) involve people—human
relationships. The idea of “chains of interdependence” underscored in the extract above is as good an image as
any of what Elias means by figurations and what constitutes the focus of his sociology: “How and why people
are bound together to form specific dynamic figurations is one of the central questions, perhaps even the
central question, of sociology” ([1969] 1983:208).

Elias’s notion of figuration is linked to the idea that individuals are open to, and interrelated with, other
individuals. He argues that most sociologists operate with a sense of homo clausus, that is, “an image of single
human beings each of whom is ultimately absolutely independent of all others—an individual-in-himself”
(Elias, [1969] 1983:143). Such an image does not lend itself to a theory of figurations; an image of open,
interdependent actors is needed for figurational sociology.

The History of Manners

If Weber can be seen as being concerned with the rationalization of the West, Elias’s focal interest is on the
civilization of the Occident (Bogner, Baker, and Kilminster, 1992; for an application of his ideas to another
part of the world—Singapore—see Stauth, 1997). By the way, Elias is not arguing that there is something
inherently good, or better, about civilization as it occurs in the West, or anywhere else for that matter. Nor is
he arguing that civilization is inherently bad, although he does recognize that various difficulties have arisen in
Western civilization. More generally, Elias ([1968] 1994:188) is not arguing that to be more civilized is to be
better, or conversely that to be less civilized is worse. In saying that people have become more civilized, we are
not necessarily saying that they have become better (or worse); we are simply stating a sociological fact. Thus,
Elias is concerned with the sociological study of what he calls the “sociogenesis” of civilization in the West (as
we will see shortly).

Specifically, Elias is interested in the gradual changes (Elias, 1997) that took place in the behavior and
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psychological makeup of people in the West. It is an analysis of these changes that is his concern in The
History of Manners, the first volume of The Civilizing Process ([1939] 1978). In the second volume of The
Civilizing Process, Power and Civility ([1939] 1982), Elias turns to the societal changes that accompany, and
are closely related to, these behavioral and psychological changes. Overall, Elias is concerned with “the
connections between changes in the structure of society and changes in the structure of behavior and psychical
makeup” ([1939] 1994:xv).

In his study of the history of manners, Elias is interested in the gradual, historical transformation of a variety
of very mundane behaviors in the direction of what we would now call civilized behavior (although there are
also periods of “decivilization” ; see Elias, 1995; Mennell, 2005b). Although he begins with the Middle Ages,
Elias makes it clear that there is not, and cannot be, such a thing as a starting (or ending) point for the
development of civilization: “Nothing is more fruitless, when dealing with long-term social processes, than to
attempt to locate an absolute beginning” (Elias, [1969] 1983:232). That is, civilizing processes can be traced
back to ancient times, continue to this day, and will continue into the future. Civilization is an ongoing
developmental process that Elias is picking up, for convenience, in the Middle Ages. He is interested in
tracing such things as changes in what embarrasses us, our increasing sensitivity, how we’ve grown
increasingly observant of others, and our sharpened understanding of others. However, the best way of
gaining an understanding of what Elias is doing is not through abstractions but through a discussion of some
of his concrete examples.

Behavior at the Table

Elias’s most basic point is that the threshold of embarrassment has gradually advanced. What people did at
the table with little or no embarrassment in the 13th century would cause much mortification in the 19th
century. What is regarded as distasteful is over time increasingly likely to be “removed behind the scenes of social
life” (Elias, [1939] 1994:99).

For example, a 13th-century poem warned, “A number of people gnaw on a bone and then put it back in the
dish—this is a serious offense” (Elias, [1939] 1994:68). Another 13th-century volume warns, “It is not decent
to poke your fingers into your ears or eyes, as some people do, or to pick your nose while eating” (Elias, [1939]
1994:71). Clearly, the implication of these warnings is that many people at that time engaged in such
behaviors and that it generally caused them, or those around them, no embarrassment. There was a perceived
need for such admonitions because people did not know that such behavior was “uncivilized.” As time goes by,
there is less and less need to warn people about such things as picking one’s nose while eating. Thus, a late-
16th-century document says, “Nothing is more improper than to lick your fingers, to touch the meats and put
them into your mouth with your hand, to stir sauce with your fingers, or to dip bread into it with your fork
and then suck it” (Elias, [1939] 1994:79). Of course, there are things, picking one’s nose, for example, more
improper than licking one’s fingers, but, by this time, civilization has progressed to the point where it is widely
recognized that such behaviors are uncivilized. With nose picking safely behind the scenes, society found
other, less egregious behaviors that it defined as uncivilized.

Natural Functions
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A similar trend is found in the performance of natural functions. A 14th-century book used by schoolchildren,
among others, found it necessary to offer advice on the expelling of wind:

To contract an illness: Listen to the old maxim about the sound of wind. If it can be purged without
a noise that is best. But it is better that it be emitted with a noise than it be held back….

The sound of farting, especially of those who stand on elevated ground, is horrible. One should
make sacrifices with the buttocks pressed firmly together….

Let a cough hide the explosive sound.… Follow the law of Chiliades: Replace farts with coughs.

(Elias, [1939] 1994:106)
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Norbert Elias: A Biographical Sketch

Granger, NYC. All rights reserved.

Norbert Elias had an interesting and instructive career. He produced his most important work in the 1930s, but it was largely
ignored at the time and for many years thereafter. However, late in his life, Elias and his work were “discovered,” especially in
England and the Netherlands. Today, Elias’s reputation is growing, and his work is receiving increasing attention and recognition
throughout the world (Dennis Smith, 2001). Elias lived until he was 93 (he died in 1990), long enough to bask belatedly in long-
delayed recognition of the significance of his work.

Elias was born in Breslau, Germany, in 1897 (Mennell, 1992). His father was a small manufacturer, and the family lived a
comfortable existence. The home was apparently a loving one, and it imbued Elias with a self-confidence that was to stand him in
good stead later when his work was not recognized:

I put that down to the great feeling of security I had as a child.… I have a basic feeling of great security, a feeling that in
the end things will turn out for the best, and I attribute that to an enormous emotional security which my parents gave me
as an only child.

I knew very early on what I wanted to do; I wanted to go to university, and I wanted to do research. I knew that from when
I was young, and I have done it, even though sometimes it seemed impossible.… I had great confidence that in the end my
work would be recognized as a valuable contribution to knowledge about humanity.

(Elias, cited in Mennell, 1992:6–7)

Elias served in the German army in World War I and returned after the war to study philosophy and medicine at the University of
Breslau. Although he progressed quite far in his medical studies, he eventually dropped them in favor of the study of philosophy. His
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work in medicine gave him a sense of the interconnections between the various parts of the human body, and that view shaped his
orientation to human interconnections—his concern for figurations. Elias received his PhD in January 1924; only then did he go to
Heidelberg to learn sociology.

Elias received no pay at Heidelberg, but he did become actively involved in sociology circles at the university. Max Weber had died
in 1920, but a salon headed by his wife, Marianne, was active, and Elias became involved in it. He also associated with Max Weber’s
brother, Alfred, who held a chair in sociology at the university, as well as with Karl Mannheim (described by Elias [1994:34] as
“unquestionably brilliant” ), who was slightly ahead of Elias in terms of career progress. In fact, Elias became Mannheim’s friend and
unpaid, unofficial assistant. When Mannheim was offered a position at the University of Frankfurt in 1930, Elias went with him as
his paid and official assistant (on the relationship between the two men and their work, see Kilminster, 1993).

Adolf Hitler came to power in February 1933, and soon after, Elias, like many other Jewish scholars (including Mannheim), went
into exile, at first in Paris and later in London (it is believed that Elias’s mother died in a concentration camp in 1941). It was in
London that he did most of the work on The Civilizing Process, which was published in German in 1939. There was no market in
Germany then for books written by a Jew, and Elias never received a penny of royalties from that edition. In addition, the book
received scant recognition in other parts of the world.

Both during the war and for almost a decade after it, Elias bounced around with no secure employment and remained marginal to
British academic circles. However, in 1954, Elias was offered two academic positions, and he accepted the one at Leicester. Thus,
Elias began his formal academic career at the age of 57! Elias’s career blossomed at Leicester, and a number of important publications
followed. However, Elias was disappointed with his tenure at Leicester because he failed in his effort to institutionalize a
developmental approach that could stand as an alternative to the kinds of static approaches (of Talcott Parsons and others) that were
then preeminent in sociology. He was also disappointed that few students adopted his approach; he continued to be a voice in the
wilderness, even at Leicester, where the students tended to regard him as an eccentric “voice from the past” (Mennell, 1992:22).
Reflective of this feeling of being on the outside is a recurrent dream reported by Elias during those years in which a voice on the
telephone repeats, “Can you speak louder? I can’t hear you” (Mennell, 1992:23). It is interesting to note that throughout his years at
Leicester, none of his books were translated into English and few English sociologists of the day were fluent in German.

However, in continental Europe, especially in the Netherlands and Germany, Elias’s work began to be rediscovered in the 1950s and
1960s. In the 1970s, Elias began to receive not only academic but public recognition in Europe. Throughout the rest of his life, Elias
received a number of significant awards, an honorary doctorate, a Festschrift in his honor, and a special double issue of Theory,
Culture and Society devoted to his work.

Interestingly, while Elias has now received wide recognition in sociology (including inclusion in this text), his work has received that
recognition during a period in which sociology is growing less receptive to his kind of work. That is, the rise of postmodern thinking
has led sociologists to question any grand narrative, and Elias’s major work, The Civilizing Process, is, if nothing else, a grand
narrative in the old style (Dennis Smith, 1999). That is, it is concerned with the long-term historical development (admittedly with
ebbs and flows) of civilization in the West. The growth of postmodern thinking threatens to limit interest in Elias’s work just as it is
beginning to receive wide attention.

Here we see things being discussed openly that by the 19th century (and certainly today) it was no longer
necessary to mention because it had come to be well known that the behaviors in question were uncivilized.
Furthermore, we are likely to be startled by such a discussion, which offends our contemporary sense of
propriety. But all this reflects the process of civilization and the movement of the “frontier of embarrassment”
(Elias, [1939] 1994:107). Things that could be discussed openly have, over time, progressively moved beyond
that frontier. The fact that we are startled by reading advice on farting reflects the fact that the frontier today
is very different from what it was in the 14th century.

Elias relates this change in the notion of the appropriate way to expel wind to changes in social figurations,
especially in the French court. More people were living in closer proximity and in more permanent
interdependence. Therefore, there was a greater need to regulate people’s impulses and to get them to practice
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greater restraint. The control over impulses that began in the higher echelons of the court eventually was
transmitted to those of lower social status. The need to extend these restraints was made necessary by further
figurational changes, especially people of different statuses moving closer together, becoming more
interdependent, and by the decreasing rigidity of the stratification system, which made it easier for those of
lower status to interact with those of higher status. As a result, to put it baldly, there was increasingly just as
much need for the lower classes to control their wind (and many other behaviors) as there was for the upper
classes. At the same time, those from the upper classes needed to control their wind in the presence not only
of peers but of social inferiors as well.

Elias sums up his discussion of such natural functions:

Society is gradually beginning to suppress the positive pleasure component in certain functions more
and more strongly by the arousal of anxiety; or, more exactly, it is rendering this pleasure “private”
and “secret” (i.e. suppressing it within the individual), while fostering the negatively charged affects
—displeasure, revulsion, distaste—as the only feelings customary in society.

(Elias, [1939] 1994:117)

Blowing One’s Nose

A similar process is seen in the restraints on blowing one’s nose. For example, a 15th-century document
warned, “Do not blow your nose with the same hand that you use to hold the meat” (Elias, [1939] 1994:118).
Or, in the 16th century, the reader is informed, “Nor is it seemly, after wiping your nose, to spread out your
handkerchief and peer into it as if pearls and rubies might have fallen out of your head” (Elias, [1939]
1994:119). However, by the late 18th century, these kinds of details are avoided in sources of advice: “Every
voluntary movement of the nose … is impolite and puerile. To put your fingers into your nose is a revolting
impropriety.… You should observe, in blowing your nose, all the rules of propriety and cleanliness” (Elias,
[1939] 1994:121). As Elias says, “The ‘conspiracy of silence’ is spreading” ([1939] 1994:121). That is, things
that could be discussed openly a century or two before are now discussed more discreetly, or not at all. The
“shame frontier” as it relates to blowing one’s nose, and many other things, has progressed. Shame has come
to be attached to things (for example, blowing one’s nose, farting) that in the past were not considered
shameful. More and more walls are being erected between people so that things that formerly could be done
in the presence of others are now hidden from view.

Sexual Relations

Elias describes the same general trend in sexual relations. In the Middle Ages, it was common for many
people, including men and women, to spend the night together in the same room. And it was not uncommon
for them to sleep naked. However, over time, it came to be viewed as increasingly shameful to show oneself
naked in the presence of the opposite sex. As an example of “uncivilized” sexual behavior, Elias describes the
following wedding customs beginning in the Middle Ages:
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The procession into the bridal chamber was led by the best man. The bride was undressed by the
bridesmaids; she had to take off all finery. The bridal bed had to be mounted in the presence of
witnesses if the marriage was to be valid. They were “laid together.” “Once in bed you are rightly
wed,” the saying went. In the later Middle Ages this custom gradually changed to the extent that
the couple was allowed to lie on the bed in their clothes.… Even in the absolutist society of France,
bride and bridegroom were taken to bed by the guests, undressed, and given their nightdress.

(Elias, [1939] 1994:145–146)

Clearly, this changed further over time with the advance of civilization. Today, everything that occurs in the
wedding bed is concealed, taking place behind the scenes and out of the sight of all observers. More generally,
sexual life has been taken out of the larger society and enclosed within the nuclear family.

Overall, in The History of Manners, Elias is concerned with changes in the way individuals think, act, and
interact. He sometimes speaks of this, in general, as a change in “personality structure,” but Elias seems to be
describing more than changes in personality; he also is describing changes in the way people act and interact.
Taken together, it could be argued that The History of Manners focuses largely on micro-level concerns.
However, two factors militate against such an interpretation. First, Elias often deals in The History of Manners
with concomitant macro-level changes (in the court, for example), and he argues, “[T]he structures of
personality and of society evolve in indissoluble interrelationship” ([1968] 1994:188). Second, The History of
Manners is written with the awareness that Power and Civility, dealing focally with these more macro-level
changes, is to accompany it. Nonetheless, even though Elias wishes to avoid the micro-macro dichotomy, The
Civilizing Process consists of two separate volumes, the first focally concerned with micro issues and the
second interested mainly in macro questions.

Power and Civility

If self-constraint is the key to the civilizing process, then what Elias is concerned with in Power and Civility
are the changes in social constraint that are associated with this rise in self-restraint. However, Elias, despite
his later overt rejection of the micro-macro distinction, seems to announce that, in Power and Civility, he is
dealing with another, more “macroscopic” level of analysis:

This basic tissue resulting from the many single plans and actions of men 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 compelling and stronger than the will and reason of the individual people
composing it. It is this order of interweaving human impulses and strivings, this social order, which
determines the course of historical change; it underlies the civilizing process.

(Elias, [1939] 1982:230)

These are strong, almost Durkheimian words, depicting a unique (sui generis ) and compelling reality that
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“determines the course of historical change.” In spite of Elias’s later rhetoric about the need to overcome the
micro-macro distinction, such a position is not, in the main, supported by Power and Civility, which tends at
times to deal with the effect, sometimes the determining effect, of macro structures on micro-level
phenomena. (However, we hasten to add that Elias often says that he is merely interested in the covariation of
macro and micro phenomena, or the connection between “specific changes in the structure of human relations
and the corresponding changes in the structure of the personality” [[1939] 1982:231].)

Reflective of his difficulties in dealing with micro and macro in an integrated way is the fact that Elias
distinguishes between psychogenetic and sociogenetic investigations. In a psychogenetic investigation, one
focuses on individual psychology, whereas sociogenetic investigations have a larger radius and a longer-range
perspective, focusing on “the overall structure, not only of a single state society but of the social field formed
by a specific group of interdependent societies, and of the sequential order of its evolution” (Elias, [1939]
1982:287–288).

Lengthening Interdependency Chains

What is the macro-structural change that is of such great importance to the process of civilization? It can be
described as the lengthening of “interdependency chains” :

From the earliest period of the history of the Occident to the present, social functions have become
more and more differentiated under the pressure of competition. The more differentiated they
become, the larger grows the number of functions and thus of people on whom the individual
constantly depends in all his actions, from the simplest and most commonplace to the more complex
and uncommon. As more and more people must attune their conduct to that of others, the web of
actions must be organized more and more strictly and accurately, if each individual action is to fulfil
its social function. The individual is compelled to regulate his conduct in an increasingly
differentiated, more even and stable manner.… [T]he more complex and stable control of conduct is
increasingly instilled in the individual from his earliest years as an automatism, a self-compulsion
that he cannot resist even if he consciously wishes to.

(Elias, [1939] 1982:232–233)

The result of all this is “the lengthening of the chains of social action and interdependence,” which is what
contributes to the corresponding need for individuals to moderate their emotions by developing the “habit of
connecting events in terms of chains of cause and effect” (Elias, [1939] 1982:236).

Thus, to Elias, the increasing differentiation of social functions plays a key role in the civilization process. In
addition to, and in conjunction with, this differentiation is the importance of what Elias calls “a total
reorganization of the social fabric” ([1939] 1982:234). Here he is describing the historical process that
witnessed the emergence of increasingly stable central organs of society that monopolize the means of physical
force and of taxation. Crucial to this development is the emergence of a king with absolute status, as well as of
the court society (especially in France and during the reign of Louis XIV, although the courts of Europe came
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to be closely linked). What Elias calls a “royal mechanism” is operating here—kings are able to emerge in a
specific figuration where competing functional groups are ambivalent (they were characterized by both mutual
dependency and hostility) and power is evenly distributed between them, thus prohibiting a decisive conflict
or a decisive compromise. As Elias puts it, “Not by chance, not whenever a strong ruling personality is born,
but when a specific social structure provides the opportunity, does the central organ attain that optimal power
which usually finds expression in strong autocracy” ([1939] 1982:174). In other words, a king emerges when
the appropriate figuration is in place.

The king’s court took on special importance for Elias because it was here that changes took place that
eventually affected the whole of society. In contrast to the warrior, whose short chains of dependence made it
relatively easy for him to engage in violent behavior, the court noble, with much longer chains of dependence
on many other nobles, found it necessary to be increasingly sensitive to others. The noble also found it
increasingly difficult to give free play to his emotions through violence or any other action. The noble was
further limited by the fact that the king was gaining increasing control over the means of violence. “The
monopolization of physical violence, the concentration of arms and armed men under one authority … forces
unarmed men in the pacified social spaces to restrain their own violence through foresight or reflection; in
other words it imposes on people a greater or lesser degree of self-control” (Elias, [1939] 1982:239). The
monopoly of violence is intimately related to the ability of the king to monopolize taxation, because taxes are
what allow the king to pay for control over the means of violence (Elias, [1939] 1982:208). In fact, Elias
describes a situation that involves the interplay of these two monopolies: “The financial means thus flowing
into this central authority maintains its monopoly of military force, while this in turn maintains the monopoly
of taxation” ([1939] 1982:104). In addition, the increase in the king’s income is accompanied by a reduction of
the nobility’s, and this disparity serves to enhance further the power of the king (Elias, [1969] 1983:155).

The nobles play a key role in the civilization process because changes that take place among this elite group
are gradually disseminated throughout society:

It is in this courtly society that the basic stock of models of conduct is formed which then, fused
with others and modified in accordance with the position of the groups carrying them, spread, with
the compulsion to exercise foresight, to ever-wider circles of functions. Their special situation makes
the people of courtly society, more than any other Western group affected by this movement,
specialists in the elaboration and moulding of social conduct.

(Elias, [1939] 1982:258)

Furthermore, these changes that started in the West began to spread through many other parts of the world.

The rise of the king and the court and the transition from warrior to courtier (or the “courtization” of the
warrior) represent for Elias a key “spurt” in the civilizing process. This idea of “spurts” is central to Elias’s
theory of social change; he does not view change as a smooth, unilinear process, but rather one with much
stopping and starting—much to-and-fro movement.
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Although Elias gives great importance to the rise of the court,5 the ultimate cause of the decisive changes that
ensued was the change in the entire social figuration of the time. That is, the key was the changes in various
relationships between groups (for example, between warriors and nobles), as well as changes in the
relationships between individuals in those groups. Furthermore, this figuration was constraining on nobles
and king alike: “Princes and aristocratic groups are apt to appear as people leading a free and unconstrained
life. Here … it emerged very clearly to what constraints upper classes, and not least their most powerful
member, the absolute monarch, are subjected” (Elias, [1969] 1983:266).

From the dominance of the king and his nobles, there is gradual movement toward a state. In other words,
once a private monopoly (by the king) of arms and taxes is in place, the ground is set for the public monopoly
of those resources—that is, the emergence of the state. There is a direct link between the growth of the king
and later the state as controlling agencies in society and the development of a parallel controlling agency
within the individual. Together, they begin to wield unprecedented power over individuals’ ability to act on
their emotions. It is not that before this time people totally lacked self-control, but self-control grew more
continuous and stable, affecting more and more aspects of people’s lives. Elias’s argument is very close to
Durkheim’s when he contends that with the longer chains of interdependence, “the individual learns to
control himself more steadily; he is now less a prisoner of his passions” ([1939] 1982:241).

An interesting aspect of Elias’s argument is that he recognizes that this control over passions is not an
unmitigated good. Life has grown less dangerous, but it has also become less pleasurable. Unable to express
their emotions directly, people need to find other outlets, such as in their dreams or through books. In
addition, what were external struggles may come to be internalized as, in Freudian terms, battles between the
id and the superego. (Elias’s thinking on the individual was heavily influenced by Freudian theory.) Thus,
while the greater control over passions brings a welcome reduction in violence, it also brings with it increasing
boredom and restlessness.

The longer dependency chains are associated not only with greater affective control but with increasing
sensitivity to others and to the self. Furthermore, people’s judgments become more finely shaded and
nuanced, making them better able to judge and control both themselves and others. Before the rise of the
court society, people had to protect themselves from violence and death. Afterward, as this danger receded,
people could afford to grow more sensitive to far more subtle threats and actions. This greater sensitivity is a
key aspect of the civilizing process and a key contributor to its further development.
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Agency-Structure Integration

Paralleling the growth in interest in American sociological theory in the micro-macro issue has been an
increase in interest among European theorists in the relationship between agency and structure. In fact, this
interest is so intense that Fuller (1998) has called it a “craze.” For example, Margaret Archer has contended,
“[T]he problem of structure and agency has rightly come to be seen as the basic issue in modern social theory”
(1988:ix). In fact, she argues that dealing with this linkage (as well as a series of other linkages implied by it)
has become the “acid test” of a general social theory and the “central problem” in theory (Archer, 1988:x).
Earlier, Dawe went even further than Archer: “Here, then, is the problematic around which the entire history of
sociological analysis could be written: the problematic of human agency” (1978:379). Implied in Dawe’s concern
with agency is also an interest in social structure as well as the constant tension between them.6

At a superficial level the micro-macro and agency-structure issues sound similar, and they often are treated as
if they resembled one another greatly. However, there are other ways to think of both agency-structure and
micro-macro issues that make the significant differences between these two conceptualizations quite clear.

Although agency generally refers to micro-level, individual human actors,7 it also can refer to (macro)
collectivities that act. For example, Burns sees human agents as including “individuals as well as organized
groups, organizations and nations” (1986:9). Touraine (1977) focuses on social classes as actors. If we accept
such collectivities as agents, we cannot equate agency and micro-level phenomena. In addition, although
structure usually refers to large-scale social structures, it also can refer to micro structures such as those
involved in human interaction. Giddens’s definition of systems (which is closer to the usual meaning of
structure than is his own concept of structure) implies both types of structures, because it involves “reproduced
relations between actors or collectivities” (1979:66). Thus, both agency and structure can refer to either micro-
level or macro-level phenomena or to both.

Turning to the micro-macro distinction, micro often refers to the kind of conscious, creative actor of concern
to many agency theorists, but it also can refer to a more mindless “behaver” of interest to behaviorists,
exchange theorists, and rational choice theorists. Similarly, the term macro can refer not only to large-scale
social structures but also to the cultures of collectivities. Thus, micro may or may not refer to “agents,” and
macro may or may not refer to “structures.”

When we look closely at the micro-macro and agency-structure schemas, we find that there are substantial
differences between them.

Major Examples of Agency-Structure Integration

Structuration Theory

One of the best-known and most articulated efforts to integrate agency and structure is Anthony Giddens’s
structuration theory (Bryant and Jary, 2011; I. Cohen, 1989, 2005; Craib, 1992; Held and Thompson, 1989).
Giddens goes so far as to say, “Every research investigation in the social sciences or history is involved in

618



relating action [often used synonymously with agency ] to structure.… [T]here is no sense in which structure
‘determines’ action or vice versa” (1984:219).

Although Giddens is not a Marxist, there is a powerful Marxian influence in his work, and he even sees The
Constitution of Society as an extended reflection on Marx’s inherently integrative dictum: “Men make history,
but they do not make it just as they please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but
under circumstances directly encountered, given, and transmitted from the past” (K. Marx, [1869] 1963:15).8

Marx’s theory is but one of many theoretical inputs into structuration theory. At one time or another, Giddens
has analyzed and critiqued most major theoretical orientations and derived a range of useful ideas from many
of them. Structuration theory is extraordinarily eclectic; in fact, Craib (1992:20–31) outlines nine major inputs
into Giddens’s thinking.

Giddens surveys a wide range of theories that begin with either the individual/agent (for example, symbolic
interactionism) or the society/structure (for example, structural functionalism) and rejects both of these polar
alternatives. Rather, Giddens argues that we must begin with “recurrent social practices” (1989:252). Giving
slightly more detail, he argues: “The basic domain of the study of the social sciences, according to the theory
of structuration, is neither the experience of the individual actor, nor the existence of any form of social
totality, but social practices ordered across time and space” (Giddens, 1984:2).

At its core, Giddens’s structuration theory, with its focus on social practices, is a theory of the relationship
between agency and structure. According to Richard J. Bernstein, “[T]he very heart of the theory of
structuration” is “intended to illuminate the duality and dialectical interplay of agency and structure”
(1989:23). Thus, agency and structure cannot be conceived of apart from one another; they are two sides of
the same coin. In Giddens’s terms, they are a duality. All social action involves structure, and all structure
involves social action. Agency and structure are inextricably interwoven in ongoing human activity or practice.

As pointed out earlier, Giddens’s analytical starting point is human practices, but he insists that they be seen
as recursive. That is, activities are “not brought into being by social actors but are continually re-created by
them via the very means whereby they express themselves as actors. In and through their activities agents
produce the conditions that make these activities possible” (Giddens, 1984:2). Thus, activities are not
produced by consciousness, by the social construction of reality, nor are they produced by social structure.
Rather, in expressing themselves as actors, people are engaging in practice, and it is through that practice that
both consciousness and structure are produced. Focusing on the recursive character of structure, Held and
Thompson argue, “Structure is reproduced in and through the succession of situated practices which are
organized by it” (1989:7). The same thing can be said about consciousness. Giddens is concerned with
consciousness, or reflexivity. However, in being reflexive, the human actor not only is self-conscious but also is
engaged in the monitoring of the ongoing flow of activities and structural conditions. Bernstein argues,
“Agency itself is reflexively and recursively implicated in social structures” (1989:23). Most generally, it can be
argued that Giddens is concerned with the dialectical process in which practice, structure, and consciousness
are produced. Thus, Giddens deals with the agency-structure issue in a historical, processual, and dynamic
way.
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Not only are social actors reflexive, so are the social researchers who are studying them. This idea leads
Giddens to his well-known ideas on the “double hermeneutic.” Both social actors and sociologists use
language. Actors use language to account for what they do, and sociologists, in turn, use language to account
for the actions of social actors. Thus, we need to be concerned with the relationship between lay and scientific
language. We particularly need to be aware of the fact that the social scientist’s understanding of the social
world may have an impact on the understandings of the actors being studied. In that way, social researchers
can alter the world they are studying and, thus, come up with distorted findings and conclusions.

Elements of Structuration Theory

Let us discuss some of the major components of Giddens’s structuration theory, starting with his thoughts on
agents, who, as we have seen, continuously monitor their own thoughts and activities as well as their physical
and social contexts. In their search for a sense of security, actors rationalize their world. By rationalization,
Giddens means the development of routines that not only give actors a sense of security but enable them to
deal efficiently with their social lives. Actors also have motivations to act, and these motivations involve the
wants and desires that prompt action. Thus, while rationalization and reflexivity are continuously involved in
action, motivations are more appropriately thought of as potentials for action. Motivations provide overall
plans for action, but most of our action, in Giddens’s view, is not directly motivated. Although such action is
not motivated and our motivations are generally unconscious, motivations play a significant role in human
conduct.

Also within the realm of consciousness, Giddens makes a (permeable) distinction between discursive and
practical consciousness. Discursive consciousness entails the ability to describe our actions in words. Practical
consciousness involves actions that the actors take for granted, without being able to express in words what they
are doing. It is the latter type of consciousness that is particularly important to structuration theory, reflecting
a primary interest in what is done rather than what is said.

Given this focus on practical consciousness, we make a smooth transition from agents to agency, the things
that agents actually do: “Agency concerns events of which an individual is a perpetrator.… Whatever
happened would not have happened if that individual had not intervened” (Giddens, 1984:9). Thus, Giddens
gives great (his critics say too much) weight to the importance of agency (Baber, 1991). Giddens takes great
pains to separate agency from intentions because he wants to make the point that actions often end up being
different from what was intended; in other words, intentional acts often have unintended consequences. The
idea of unintended consequences plays a great role in Giddens’s theory and is especially important in getting
us from agency to the social-system level.

Consistent with his emphasis on agency, Giddens accords the agent great power. In other words, Giddens’s
agents have the ability to make a difference in the social world. Even more strongly, agents make no sense
without power; that is, an actor ceases to be an agent if he or she loses the capacity to make a difference.
Giddens certainly recognizes that there are constraints on actors, but this does not mean that actors have no
choices and make no difference. To Giddens, power is logically prior to subjectivity because action involves
power, or the ability to transform the situation. Thus, Giddens’s structuration theory accords power to the
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actor and action and is in opposition to theories that are disinclined to such an orientation and instead grant
great importance either to the intent of the actor (phenomenology) or to the external structure (structural
functionalism).

The conceptual core of structuration theory lies in the ideas of structure, system, and duality of structure.
Structure is defined as “the structuring properties [rules and resources ], … the properties which make it possible
for discernibly similar social practices to exist across varying spans of time and space and which lend them
systemic form” (Giddens, 1984:17). Structure is made possible by the existence of rules and resources.
Structures themselves do not exist in time and space. Rather, social phenomena have the capacity to become
structured. Giddens contends, “Structure only exists in and through the activities of human agents”
(1989:256). Thus, Giddens offers a very unusual definition of structure that does not follow the Durkheimian
pattern of viewing structures as external to and coercive of actors. He takes pains to avoid the impression that
structure is “outside” or “external” to human action. “In my usage, structure is what gives form and shape to
social life, but it is not itself that form and shape” (Giddens, 1989:256). As Held and Thompson put it,
structure to Giddens is not a framework “like the girders of a building or the skeleton of a body” (1989:4).

Giddens does not deny the fact that structure can be constraining on action, but he feels that sociologists have
exaggerated the importance of this constraint. Furthermore, they have failed to emphasize the fact that
structure “is always both constraining and enabling” (Giddens, 1984:25, 163; italics added). Structures often
allow agents to do things they would not otherwise be able to do. Although Giddens deemphasizes structural
constraint, he does recognize that actors can lose control over the “structured properties of social systems” as
they stretch away in time and space. However, he is careful to avoid Weberian iron-cage imagery and notes
that such a loss of control is not inevitable.

The conventional sociological sense of structure is closer to Giddens’s concept of social system (J. Thompson,
1989:60). Giddens defines social systems as reproduced social practices, or “reproduced relations between actors
or collectivities organized as regular social practices” (1984:17, 25). Thus, the idea of the social system is
derived from Giddens’s focal concern with practice. Social systems do not have structures, but they do exhibit
structural properties. Structures do not themselves exist in time and space, but they are manifested in social
systems in the form of reproduced practices. Although some social systems may be the product of intentional
action, Giddens places greater emphasis on the fact that such systems are often the unanticipated
consequences of human action. These unanticipated consequences may become unrecognized conditions of
action and feed back into it. These conditions may elude efforts to bring them under control, but nevertheless
actors continue their efforts to exert such control.

Thus, structures are “instantiated” in social systems. In addition, they are also manifest in “memory traces
orienting the conduct of knowledgeable human agents” (Giddens, 1984:17). As a result, rules and resources
manifest themselves at both the macro level of social systems and the micro level of human consciousness.

We are now ready for the concept of structuration, which is premised on the idea that “[t]he constitution of
agents and structures are not two independently given sets of phenomena, a dualism, but represent a duality.
… [T]he structural properties of social systems are both medium and outcome of the practices they recursively
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organize,” or “the moment of the production of action is also one of reproduction in the contexts of the day-
to-day enactment of social life” (Giddens, 1984:25, 26). It is clear that structuration involves the dialectical
relationship between structure and agency (Rachlin, 1991). Structure and agency are a duality; neither can
exist without the other.

As has already been indicated, time and space are crucial variables in Giddens’s theory. Both depend on
whether other people are present temporally or spatially. The primordial condition is face-to-face interaction,
in which others are present at the same time and in the same space. However, social systems extend in time
and space, and so others may no longer be present. Such distancing in terms of time and space is made
increasingly possible in the modern world by new forms of communication and transportation. Gregory
(1989) argues that Giddens devotes more attention to time than to space. Underscoring the importance of
space, Saunders contends, “[A]ny sociological analysis of why and how things happen will need to take
account of where (and when) they happen” (1989:218). The central sociological issue of social order depends
on how well social systems are integrated over time and across space. One of Giddens’s most widely
recognized achievements in social theory is his effort to bring the issues of time and space to the fore (Bryant
and Jary, 2001b).

We end this section by bringing Giddens’s very abstract structuration theory closer to reality by discussing the
research program that can be derived from it. (For an overview of empirical research based on structuration
theory, see Bryant and Jary, 2001a.) First, instead of focusing on human societies, structuration theory would
concentrate on “the orderings of institutions across time and space” (Giddens, 1989:300). (Institutions are
viewed by Giddens as clusters of practices, and he identifies four of them—symbolic orders, political
institutions, economic institutions, and law.) Second, there would be a focal concern for changes in
institutions over time and space. Third, researchers would need to be sensitive to the ways in which the
leaders of various institutions intrude on and alter social patterns. Fourth, structurationists would need to
monitor, and be sensitive to, the impact of their findings on the social world. Most generally, Giddens is
deeply concerned with the “shattering impact of modernity” (1989:301), and the structurationist should be
concerned with the study of this pressing social problem.

There is much more to structuration theory than can be presented here; Giddens goes into great detail about
the elements of the theory already outlined and discusses many others as well. Along the way, he analyzes,
integrates, or critiques a wide range of theoretical ideas. More recently, he has been devoting increasing
attention to utilizing his theory for critical analysis of the modern world, including issues such as selfhood
(1991), love and intimacy (1992), third way politics (1998), globalization (2000), and most recently, climate
change (2009) (see Chapter 14). Unlike many others, Giddens has gone beyond a program statement for
agency-structure integration; he has given a detailed analysis of its various elements and, more important, has
focused on the nature of the interrelationship. What is most satisfying about Giddens’s approach is the fact
that his key concern, structuration, is defined in inherently integrative terms. The constitutions of agents and
structures are not independent of one another; the properties of social systems are seen as both medium and
outcome of the practices of actors, and those system properties recursively organize the practices of actors.
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Layder, Ashton, and Sung (1991) have sought empirical evidence of Giddens’s structuration theory in a study
of the transition from school to work. Although they generally support his theoretical approach, their most
important conclusion is that structure and agency are not as intertwined as Giddens suggests: “Thus we
conclude that empirically structure and action are interdependent (and thus, deeply implicated in each other),
but partly autonomous and separable domains ” (Layder, Ashton, and Sung, 1991:461; italics added).

Criticisms

Ian Craib (1992) has offered the most systematic criticism of Giddens’s structuration theory (for a more
general critique, see Mestrovic, 1998). First, Craib argues that because Giddens focuses on social practices, his
work lacks “ontological depth.” That is, Giddens fails to get at the social structures that underlie the social
world. Second, his effort at theoretical synthesis does not mesh well with the complexity of the social world.
To deal with this complexity, instead of a single synthetic theory, “we require a range of theories that might be
quite incompatible” (Craib, 1992:178). The social world is also, in Craib’s view, quite messy, and that
messiness cannot be dealt with adequately by a single, conceptually neat approach like structuration theory.
Giddens’s approach also serves to limit the potential contributions that could be derived by employing the full
range of sociological theories. In rejecting metatheories such as positivism and theories such as structural
functionalism, Giddens is unable to derive useful ideas from them. Even when he does draw upon other
theories, Giddens uses only some aspects of those theories, and as a result, he does not get all he can out of
them. Third, since Giddens offers no base point from which he can operate, he lacks an adequate basis for
critical analysis of modern society (see Chapter 14). As a result, his criticisms tend to have an ad hoc quality
rather than emanating systematically from a coherent theoretical core. Fourth, Giddens’s theory, in the end,
seems quite fragmented. His eclecticism leads him to accumulate various theoretical bits and pieces that do
not necessarily hold together well. Finally, it is difficult, if not impossible, to know exactly what Giddens is
talking about (Mestrovic, 1998:207). Many times throughout his analysis, Craib indicates that he is unsure
about, is guessing at, Giddens’s meaning.

Given the number and severity of the criticisms, Craib asks, Why, then, deal with structuration theory at all?
He offers two basic reasons. First, many of Giddens’s ideas (for example, structures as both constraining and
enabling) have become integral parts of contemporary sociology. Second, anyone working in social theory
today needs to take into account, and respond to, Giddens’s work. Craib closes with the faintest of praise for
Giddens’s work: “I find it difficult to conceive of any social theory that would not find something in his work
on which to build. For the time being, at any rate, structuration theory will be the food at the centre of the
plate” (1992:196; italics added).

Habitus and Field

Pierre Bourdieu’s (1984a:483; Calhoun, 2011) theory was animated by the desire to overcome what Bourdieu
considered to be the false opposition between objectivism and subjectivism, or in his words, the “absurd
opposition between individual and society” (Bourdieu, 1990:31). As he put it, “[T]he most steadfast (and, in
my eyes, the most important) intention guiding my work has been to overcome the opposition between
objectivism and subjectivism” (1989:15).
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He placed Durkheim and his study of social facts (see Chapter 3) and the structuralism of Saussure, Lévi-
Strauss, and the structural Marxists (see Chapter 17) within the objectivist camp. These perspectives are
criticized for focusing on objective structures and ignoring the process of social construction by which actors
perceive, think about, and construct these structures and then proceed to act on that basis. Objectivists ignore
agency and the agent, whereas Bourdieu favored a position that is structuralist without losing sight of the
agent. “My intention was to bring real-life actors back in who had vanished at the hands of Lévi-Strauss and
other structuralists, especially Althusser” (Bourdieu, cited in Jenkins, 1992:18).

This goal moved Bourdieu ([1980] 1990:42) in the direction of a subjectivist position, one that during his
days as a student was dominated by Sartre’s existentialism. In addition, Schutz’s phenomenology, Blumer’s
symbolic interactionism, and Garfinkel’s ethnomethodology are thought of as examples of subjectivism,
focusing on the way agents think about, account for, or represent the social world while ignoring the objective
structures in which those processes exist. Bourdieu saw these theories as concentrating on agency and ignoring
structure.

Instead, Bourdieu focused on the dialectical relationship between objective structures and subjective
phenomena:

On the one hand, the objective structures … form the basis for … representations and constitute the
structural constraints that bear upon interactions: but, on the other hand, these representations must
also be taken into consideration, particularly if one wants to account for the daily struggles,
individual and collective, which purport to transform or to preserve these structures.

(Bourdieu, 1989:15)

To sidestep the objectivist-subjectivist dilemma, Bourdieu (1977:3) focused on practice, which he saw as the
outcome of the dialectical relationship between structure and agency. Practices are not objectively determined,
nor are they the product of free will. (Another reason for Bourdieu’s focus on practice is that such a concern
avoids the often irrelevant intellectualism that he associated with objectivism and subjectivism.)

Reflecting his interest in the dialectic between structure and the way people construct social reality, Bourdieu
labeled his own orientation “constructivist structuralism,” “structuralist constructivism,” or “genetic
structuralism.” Here is the way Bourdieu defined genetic structuralism:

The analysis of objective structures—those of different fields—is inseparable from the analysis of the
genesis, within biological individuals, of the mental structures which are to some extent the product
of the incorporation of social structures; inseparable, too, from the analysis of the genesis of these
social structures themselves: the social space, and of the groups that occupy it, are the products of
historical struggles (in which agents participate in accordance with their position in the social space
and with the mental structures through which they apprehend this space).
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(Bourdieu, 1990:14)

He subscribed, at least in part, to a structuralist perspective, but it is one that is different from the
structuralism of Saussure and Lévi-Strauss (as well as the structural Marxists). While they, in turn, focused on
structures in language and culture, Bourdieu argued that structures also exist in the social world itself.
Bourdieu saw “objective structures [as] independent of the consciousness and will of agents, which are capable
of guiding and constraining their practices or their representations” (1989:14). He simultaneously adopted a
constructivist position which allowed him to deal with the genesis of schemes of perception, thought, and
action as well as that of social structures.

Bourdieu sought to bridge structuralism and constructivism, and succeeded to some degree, but there is a bias
in his work in the direction of structuralism. It is for this reason that he (along with Foucault and others—see
Chapter 17) is thought of as a poststructuralist. There is more continuity in his work with structuralism than
there is with constructivism. Unlike the approach of most others (for example, phenomenologists, symbolic
interactionists), Bourdieu’s constructivism ignores subjectivity and intentionality. He thought it important to
include within his sociology the way people, on the basis of their position in social space, perceive and
construct the social world. However, the perception and construction that take place in the social world are
both animated and constrained by structures. This is well reflected in one of his own definitions of his
theoretical perspective: “The analysis of objective structures … is inseparable from the analysis of the genesis,
within biological individuals, of the mental structures which are to some extent the product of the
incorporation of social structures; inseparable, too, from the analysis of the genesis of these social structures
themselves” (Bourdieu, 1990:14). We can describe what he is interested in as the relationship “between social
structures and mental structures” (Bourdieu, 1984a:471).

Thus some microsociologists would be uncomfortable with Bourdieu’s perspective and would see it as little
more than a more adequate structuralism. According to Wacquant, “Although the two moments of analysis
are equally necessary, they are not equal: epistemological priority is granted objectivist rupture over subjectivist
understanding” (1992:11). As Jenkins puts it, “In his sociological heart of hearts he [Bourdieu] is as
committed to an objectivist view of the world as the majority of those whose work he so sternly dismisses”
(1992:91). Or conversely, “At the end of the day, perhaps the most crucial weakness in Bourdieu’s work is his
inability to cope with subjectivity” (Jenkins, 1992:97). In fact, Bourdieu’s one-time collaborators Luc
Boltanski and Laurent Thevenot developed what has been called “French pragmatism” in order to correct the
structuralist bias in Bourdieu’s work (Boltanski and Thevenot, [1991] 2006).9
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Pierre Bourdieu: A Biographical Sketch

Ulf Andersen / Hulton Archive / Getty Images

Born in a small rural town in southeast France in 1930, Bourdieu grew up in a lower-middle-class household (his father was a civil
servant) (Jenkins, 2005a; Monnier, 2007). In the early 1950s, he attended, and received a degree from, a prestigious teaching college
in Paris, Ecole Normale Superieure. However, he refused to write a thesis, in part because he objected to the mediocre quality of his
education and to the authoritarian structure of the school. He was put off by, and was active in the opposition against, the strong
communist, especially Stalinist, orientation of the school.

Bourdieu taught briefly in a provincial school but was drafted in 1956 and spent two years in Algeria with the French Army. He
wrote a book about his experiences and remained in Algeria for two years after his army tenure was over. He returned to France in
1960 and worked for a year as an assistant at the University of Paris. He attended the lectures of the anthropologist Lévi-Strauss at
College de France and worked as an assistant to the sociologist Raymond Aron. Bourdieu moved to the University of Lille for three
years and then returned to the powerful position of director of studies at L’Ecole Practique des Hautes Etudes in 1964.

In the succeeding years, Bourdieu became a major figure in Parisian, French, and, ultimately, world intellectual circles. His work has
had an impact on a number of different fields, including education, anthropology, and sociology. He gathered a group of disciples
around him in the 1960s, and, since then, his followers have collaborated with him and made intellectual contributions of their own.
In 1968, the Centre de Sociologie Européenne was founded, and Bourdieu was its director until his death. Associated with the
center was a unique publishing venture, Actes de la Recherche en Sciences Sociales, that has been an important outlet for the work of
Bourdieu and his supporters.
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When Raymond Aron retired in 1981, the prestigious chair in sociology at College de France became open, and most of the leading
French sociologists (for example, Raymond Boudon and Alain Touraine) were in competition for it. However, the chair was
awarded to Bourdieu (Jenkins, 1992). In the time that followed, Bourdieu was, if anything, even more prolific than before, and his
reputation continued to grow (for more on Bourdieu, see Swartz, 1997:15–51).

An interesting aspect of Bourdieu’s work is the way in which his ideas were shaped in ongoing, sometimes explicit and sometimes
implicit, dialogue with others. For example, many of his early ideas were formed in a dialogue with two of the leading scholars of the
day during his years of training—Jean-Paul Sartre and Claude Lévi-Strauss. From the existentialism of Sartre, Bourdieu got a strong
sense of actors as creators of their social worlds. However, Bourdieu felt that Sartre had gone too far and accorded the actors too
much power and in the process ignored the structural constraints on them. Pulled in the direction of structure, Bourdieu naturally
turned to the work of the preeminent structuralist, Lévi-Strauss. At first, Bourdieu was strongly drawn to this orientation; in fact, he
described himself for a time as a “blissful structuralist” (cited in Jenkins, 1992:17). However, some of his early research led him to the
conclusion that structuralism was as limiting, albeit in a different direction, as existentialism. He objected to the fact that the
structuralists saw themselves as privileged observers of people who are presumed to be controlled by structures of which they are
unconscious. Bourdieu came to have little regard for a field that focused solely on such structural constraints, saying that sociology

would perhaps not be worth an hour’s trouble if it solely had as its end the intention of exposing the wires which activate
the individuals it observes—if it forgot that it has to do with men, even those who, like puppets, play a game of which they
do not know the rules—if, in short, it did not give itself the task of restoring to men the meaning of their actions.

(Bourdieu, cited in Robbins, 1991:37)

Bourdieu defined one of his basic objectives in reaction to the excesses of structuralism: “My intention was to bring real-life actors
back in who had vanished at the hands of Lévi-Strauss and other structuralists … through being considered as epiphenomena of
structures” (cited in Jenkins, 1992:17–18). In other words, Bourdieu wanted to integrate at least a part of Sartre’s existentialism with
Lévi-Strauss’s structuralism.

Bourdieu’s thinking also was profoundly shaped by Marxian theory and the Marxists. As we have seen, as a student, Bourdieu
objected to some of the excesses of the Marxists, and he later rejected the ideas of structural Marxism. Although Bourdieu cannot be
thought of as a Marxist, there are certainly ideas derived from Marxian theory that run through his work. Most notable is his
emphasis on practice (praxis) and his desire to integrate theory and (research) practice in his sociology. (It could be said that instead
of existentialism or structuralism, Bourdieu is doing “praxeology.” ) There is also a liberationist strand in his work in which he can be
seen as being interested in freeing people from political and class domination. But, as was the case with Sartre and Lévi-Strauss,
Bourdieu can best be seen as creating his ideas by using Marx and the Marxists as a point of departure.

There are traces of the influence of other theorists in his work, especially that of Weber and of the leading French sociological
theorist, Emile Durkheim. However, Bourdieu resisted being labeled as a Marxian, Weberian, Durkheimian, or anything else. He
regarded such labels as limiting, oversimplifying, and doing violence to his work. In a sense, Bourdieu developed his ideas in a critical
dialogue that started while he was a student and continued throughout his life: “Everything that I have done in sociology and
anthropology I have done as much against what I was taught as thanks to it” (Bourdieu, in Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992:204).
Bourdieu died January 3, 2002, at the age of 71.

Yet there is a dynamic actor in Bourdieu’s theory, an actor capable of “intentionless invention of regulated
improvisation” (1977:79). The heart of Bourdieu’s work, and of his effort to bridge subjectivism and
objectivism, lies in his concepts of habitus and field (Aldridge, 1998), as well as their dialectical relationship to
each other (Swartz, 1997). While habitus exist in the minds of actors, fields exist outside their minds. We will
examine these two concepts in some detail over the next few pages.

Habitus

We begin with the concept for which Bourdieu is most famous—habitus (Jenkins, 2005b).10 Habitus are the
“mental or cognitive structures” through which people deal with the social world. People are endowed with a
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series of internalized schemes through which they perceive, understand, appreciate, and evaluate the social

world. It is through such schemes that people both produce their practices and perceive and evaluate them.
Dialectically, habitus are “the product of the internalization of the structures” of the social world (Bourdieu,
1989:18). In fact, we can think of habitus as “internalized, ‘embodied’ social structures” (Bourdieu,
1984a:468). They are something like a “common sense” (Holton, 2000). They reflect objective divisions in the
class structure, such as age groups, genders, and social classes. A habitus is acquired as a result of long-term
occupation of a position within the social world. Thus, habitus varies depending on the nature of one’s
position in that world; not everyone has the same habitus. However, those who occupy the same position
within the social world tend to have similar habitus. (To be fair to Bourdieu, we must report that he made
statements such as that his work was guided “by the desire to reintroduce the agent’s practice, his or her
capacity for invention and improvisation” [Bourdieu, 1990:13].) In this sense, habitus also can be a collective
phenomenon. The habitus allows people to make sense out of the social world, but the existence of a
multitude of habitus means that the social world and its structures do not impose themselves uniformly on all
actors.

The habitus available at any given time have been created over the course of collective history: “The habitus,
the product of history, produces individual and collective practices, and hence history, in accordance with the
schemes engendered by history” (Bourdieu, 1977:82). The habitus manifested in any given individual is
acquired over the course of individual history and is a function of the particular point in social history in which
it occurs. Habitus is both durable and transposable—that is, transferable from one field to another. However,
it is possible for people to have an inappropriate habitus, to suffer from what Bourdieu called hysteresis. A
good example is someone who is uprooted from an agrarian existence in a contemporary precapitalist society
and put to work on Wall Street. The habitus acquired in a precapitalist society would not allow one to cope
very well with life on Wall Street.

The habitus both produces and is produced by the social world. On the one hand, habitus is a “structuring
structure” ; that is, it is a structure that structures the social world. On the other hand, it is a “structured
structure” ; that is, it is a structure that is structured by the social world. In other terms, Bourdieu describes
habitus as the “dialectic of the internalization of externality and the externalization of internality” (1977:72). Thus,
habitus allowed Bourdieu to escape from having to choose between subjectivism and objectivism, to “escape
from under the philosophy of the subject without doing away with the agent … as well as from under the
philosophy of the structure but without forgetting to take into account the effects it wields upon and through
the agent” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992:121–122).

It is practice that mediates between habitus and the social world. On the one hand, it is through practice that
the habitus is created; on the other hand, it is as a result of practice that the social world is created. Bourdieu
expressed the mediating function of practice when he defined the habitus as “the system of structured and
structuring dispositions which is constituted by practice and constantly aimed at practical … functions” (cited
in Wacquant, 1989:42; see also Bourdieu, 1977:72). While practice tends to shape habitus, habitus, in turn,
serves to both unify and generate practice.
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Although habitus is an internalized structure that constrains thought and choice of action, it does not
determine them (Myles, 1999). This lack of determinism is one of the main things that distinguishes
Bourdieu’s position from that of mainstream structuralists. The habitus merely “suggests” what people should
think and what they should choose to do. People engage in a conscious deliberation of options, although this
decision-making process reflects the operation of the habitus. The habitus provides the principles by which
people make choices and choose the strategies that they will employ in the social world. As Bourdieu and
Wacquant picturesquely put it, “[P]eople are not fools.” However, people are not fully rational either
(Bourdieu disdained rational choice theory); they act in a “reasonable” manner—they have practical sense.
There is a logic to what people do; it is the “logic of practice” (Bourdieu, [1980] 1990).

Robbins underscores the point that practical logic is “‘polythetic’—that is to say that practical logic is capable
of sustaining simultaneously a multiplicity of confused and logically (in terms of formal logic) contradictory
meanings or theses because the overriding context of its operation is practical” (1991:112). This statement is
important not only because it underscores the difference between practical logic and rationality (formal logic)
but also because it reminds us of Bourdieu’s “relationism.” The latter is important in this context because it
leads us to recognize that habitus is not an unchanging, fixed structure, but rather is adapted by individuals
who are constantly changing in the face of the contradictory situations in which they find themselves.

The habitus functions “below the level of consciousness and language, beyond the reach of introspective
scrutiny and control by the will” (Bourdieu, 1984a:466). Although we are not conscious of habitus and its
operation, it manifests itself in our most practical activities, such as the way we eat, walk, talk, and even blow
our noses. The habitus operates as a structure, but people do not simply respond mechanically to it or to
external structures that are operating on them. Thus, in Bourdieu’s approach we avoid the extremes of
unpredictable novelty and total determinism.

Field

We turn now to the “field,” which Bourdieu thought of relationally rather than structurally. The field is a
network of relations between the objective positions within it (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992:97). These
relations exist apart from individual consciousness and will. They are not interactions or intersubjective ties
between individuals. The occupants of positions may be either agents or institutions, and they are constrained
by the structure of the field. There are a number of semiautonomous fields in the social world (for example,
artistic [Bourdieu and Darbel, [1969] 1990; Fowler, 1997], religious, higher education), all with their own
specific logics and all generating among actors a belief about the things that are at stake in a field.

Bourdieu saw the field, by definition, as an arena of battle: “The field is also a field of struggles” (Bourdieu
and Wacquant, 1992:101). It is the structure of the field that both “undergirds and guides the strategies
whereby the occupants of these positions seek, individually or collectively, to safeguard or improve their
position, and to impose the principle of hierarchization most favorable to their own products” (Bourdieu, cited
in Wacquant, 1989:40). The field is a type of competitive marketplace in which various kinds of capital
(economic, cultural, social, symbolic) are employed and deployed. However, it is the field of power (of
politics) that is of the utmost importance; the hierarchy of power relationships within the political field serves
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to structure all the other fields.

Bourdieu laid out a three-step process for the analysis of a field. The first step, reflecting the primacy of the
field of power, is to trace the relationship of any specific field to the political field. The second step is to map
the objective structure of the relations between positions within the field. Finally, the analyst should seek to
determine the nature of the habitus of the agents who occupy the various types of positions within the field.

The positions of various agents in the field are determined by the amount and relative weight of the capital
they possess (Anheier, Gerhards, and Romo, 1995). Bourdieu even used military imagery to describe the field,
calling it an arena of “strategic emplacements, fortresses to be defended and captured in a field of struggles”
(1984a:244). It is capital that allows one to control one’s own fate as well as the fate of others (on the negative
aspects of capital, see Portes and Landolt, 1996). Bourdieu usually discussed four types of capital (for a
discussion of a slightly different formulation of types of capital applied to the genesis of the state, see
Bourdieu, 1994). This idea is, of course, drawn from the economic sphere (Guillory, 2000:32), and the
meaning of economic capital is obvious. Cultural capital “comprises familiarity with and easy use of cultural
forms institutionalized [e.g., through the university] at the apex of society’s cultural hierarchy” (DiMaggio,
2005:167). Social capital consists of valued social relations between people. Symbolic capital stems from one’s
honor and prestige.

Occupants of positions within the field employ a variety of strategies. This idea shows, once again, that
Bourdieu’s actors have at least some freedom: “The habitus does not negate the possibility of strategic
calculation on the part of agents” (Bourdieu, 1993:5; italics added). However, strategies do not refer “to the
purposive and preplanned pursuit of calculated goals … but to the active deployment of objectively oriented
‘lines of action’ that obey regularities and form coherent and socially intelligible patterns, even though they do
not follow conscious rules or aim at the premeditated goals posited by a strategist” (Wacquant, 1992:25). It is
via strategies that “the occupants of these positions seek, individually or collectively, to safeguard or improve
their position and to impose the principle of hierarchization most favorable to their own products. The
strategies of agents depend on their positions in the field” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992:101).

Bourdieu saw the state as the site of the struggle over the monopoly of what he called symbolic violence. This is
a “soft” form of violence—“violence which is exercised upon a social agent with his or her complicity”
(Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992:167). Symbolic violence is practiced indirectly, largely through cultural
mechanisms, and stands in contrast to the more direct forms of social control that sociologists often focus on.
The educational system is the major institution through which symbolic violence is practiced on people
(Bourdieu and Passeron, [1970] 1990; for an application of the idea of symbolic violence to the status of
women, see Krais, 1993). The language, the meanings, and the symbolic system of those in power are
imposed on the rest of the population. This serves to buttress the position of those in power by, among other
things, obscuring what they are doing from the rest of society and getting “the dominated [to] accept as
legitimate their own condition of domination” (Swartz, 1997:89). More generally, Bourdieu (1996) saw the
educational system as deeply implicated in reproducing existing power and class relations. It is in his ideas on
symbolic violence that the political aspect of Bourdieu’s work is clearest. That is, Bourdieu was interested in
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the emancipation of people from this violence and, more generally, from class and political domination
(Postone, LiPuma, and Calhoun, 1993:6). Yet Bourdieu was no naïve utopian; a better description of his
position might be “reasoned utopianism” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992:197).

In underscoring the importance of both habitus and field, Bourdieu rejected the split between methodological
individualists and methodological holists and adopted a position that has been termed “methodological
relationism” (Ritzer and Gindoff, 1992). That is, Bourdieu was focally concerned with the relationship
between habitus and field. He saw this as operating in two main ways. On the one hand, the field conditions
the habitus; on the other hand, the habitus constitutes the field as something that is meaningful, that has sense
and value, and that is worth the investment of energy.

Applying Habitus and Field

Bourdieu did not simply seek to develop an abstract theoretical system; he also related it to a series of
empirical concerns and thereby avoided the trap of pure intellectualism. We will illustrate the application of
his theoretical approach in his empirical study Distinction (1984a), which examines the aesthetic preferences
of different groups throughout society (for another application, see Homo Academicus [Bourdieu, 1984b]).

Distinction

In this work, Bourdieu attempted, among other things, to demonstrate that culture can be a legitimate object
of scientific study.11 He attempted to reintegrate culture in the sense of “high culture” (for example,
preferences for classical music) with the anthropological sense of culture, which looks at all its forms, both
high and low. More specifically, in this work Bourdieu linked taste for refined objects with taste for the most
basic food flavors.

Because of structural invariants, especially field and habitus, the cultural preferences of the various groups
within society (especially classes and fractions of classes) constitute coherent systems. Bourdieu was focally
concerned with variations in aesthetic “taste,” the acquired disposition to differentiate between the various
cultural objects of aesthetic enjoyment and to appreciate them differentially. Taste is also practice that serves,
among other things, to give an individual, as well as others, a sense of his or her place in the social order.
Taste serves to unify those with similar preferences and to differentiate them from those with different tastes.
That is, through the practical applications and implications of taste, people classify objects and thereby, in the
process, classify themselves. We are able to categorize people by the tastes they manifest, for example, by their
preferences for different types of music or movies. These practices, like all others, need to be seen in the
context of all mutual relationships, that is, within the totality. Thus, seemingly isolated tastes for art or movies
are related to preferences in food, sports, or hairstyles.

Two interrelated fields are involved in Bourdieu’s study of taste—class relationships (especially within
fractions of the dominant class) and cultural relationships (for a critique of this distinction, see Erickson,
1996). He saw these fields as a series of positions in which a variety of “games” are undertaken. The actions
taken by the agents (individual or collective) who occupy specific positions are governed by the structure of the
field, the nature of the positions, and the interests associated with them. However, it is also a game that
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involves self-positioning and the use of a wide range of strategies to allow one to excel at the game. Taste is an
opportunity both to experience and to assert one’s position within the field. But the field of social class has a
profound effect on one’s ability to play this game; those in the higher classes are far better able to have their
tastes accepted and to oppose the tastes of those in the lower classes. Thus the world of cultural works is
related to the hierarchical world of social class and is itself both hierarchical and hierarchizing.

Needless to say, Bourdieu also linked taste to his other major concept, habitus. Tastes are shaped far more by
these deep-rooted and long-standing dispositions than they are by surface opinions and verbalizations.
People’s preferences for even such mundane aspects of culture as clothing, furniture, and cooking are shaped
by the habitus. And it is these dispositions “that forge the unconscious unity of a class” (Bourdieu, 1984a:77).
Bourdieu put this more colorfully later: “Taste is a matchmaker … through which a habitus confirms its
affinity with other habitus” (1984a:243). Dialectically, of course, it is the structure of the class that shapes the
habitus.

While both field and habitus were important to Bourdieu, it is their dialectical relationship that is of utmost
importance and significance; field and habitus mutually define one another:

The dispositions constituting the cultivated habitus are only formed, only function and are only
valid in a field, in the relationship with a field … which is itself a “field of possible forces,” a
“dynamic” situation in which forces are only manifested in their relationship with certain
dispositions. This is why the same practices may receive opposite meanings and values in different
fields, in different configurations, or in opposing sectors of the same field.

(Bourdieu, 1984a:94; italics added)

Or, as Bourdieu put it, in more general terms: “There is a strong correlation between social positions and the
dispositions of the agents who occupy them” (1984a:110). It is out of the relationship between habitus and
field that practices, cultural practices in particular, are established.

Bourdieu saw culture as a kind of economy, or marketplace. In this marketplace, people utilize cultural rather
than economic capital. This capital is largely a result of people’s social class origin and their educational
experience. In the marketplace, people accrue more or less capital and either expend it to improve their
position or lose it, thereby causing their position within the economy to deteriorate.

People pursue distinction in a range of cultural fields—the beverages they drink (Perrier or cola), the
automobiles they drive (Mercedes Benz or Ford Escort), the newspapers they read (The New York Times or
USA Today ), and the resorts they visit (the French Riviera or Disney World). Relationships of distinction are
objectively inscribed in these products and are reactivated each time they are appropriated. In Bourdieu’s view,
“The total field of these fields offers well-nigh inexhaustible possibilities for the pursuit of distinction”
(1984a:227). The appropriation of certain cultural goods (for example, a Mercedes Benz) yields “profit,”
whereas that of others (an Escort) yields no gain, or even a “loss.”

632



Bourdieu (1998:9) took pains to make it clear that he was not simply arguing, following Thorstein Veblen’s
([1899] 1994) famous theory of conspicuous consumption, that the “driving force of all human behavior was
the search for distinction.” Rather, he contended that his main point “is that to exist within a social space, to
occupy a point or to be an individual within a social space, is to differ, to be “different.… Being” inscribed in
the space in question, he or she … is endowed with categories of perception, with classificatory schemata,
with a certain taste, which permits her to make differences, to discern, to distinguish” (Bourdieu, 1998:9).
Thus, for example, one who chooses to own a grand piano is different from one who opts for an accordion.
That one choice (the piano) is worthy of distinction whereas the other (the accordion) is considered vulgar as
a result of the dominance of one point of view and the symbolic violence practiced against those who adopt
another viewpoint.

There is a dialectic between the nature of cultural products and tastes. Changes in cultural goods lead to
alterations in taste, but changes in taste also are likely to result in transformations in cultural products. The
structure of the field not only conditions the desires of the consumers of cultural goods but also structures
what the producers create in order to satisfy those demands.

Changes in taste (and Bourdieu saw all fields temporally) result from the struggle between opposing forces in
both the cultural (the supporters of old versus new fashions, for example) and the class (the dominant versus
the dominated fractions within the dominant class) arenas. However, the heart of the struggle lies within the
class system, and the cultural struggle between, for example, artists and intellectuals is a reflection of the
interminable struggle between the different factions of the dominant class to define culture, indeed the entire
social world. It is oppositions within the class structure that condition oppositions in taste and in habitus.
Although Bourdieu placed great importance on social class, he refused to reduce it to merely economic
matters or to the relations of production but saw class as defined by habitus as well.

Bourdieu offered a distinctive theory of the relationship between agency and structure within the context of a
concern for the dialectical relationship between habitus and field. His theory also is distinguished by its focus
on practice (in the preceding case, aesthetic practices) and its refusal to engage in arid intellectualism. In that
sense, it represents a return to the Marxian concern for the relationship between theory and practice.

Concluding Thoughts

Bourdieu was one thinker (another is Garfinkel) who was considered a theorist but who rejected that label.
He said that he was not “producing a general discourse on the social world” (Bourdieu and Wacquant,
1992:159). Bourdieu rejected pure theory that lacks an empirical base, but he also disdained pure empiricism
performed in a theoretical vacuum. Rather, he saw himself engaged in research that was “inseparably empirical
and theoretical.… [R]esearch without theory is blind, and theory without research is empty” (Bourdieu and
Wacquant, 1992:160, 162).

Overall, we find ourselves in accord with Jenkins when he argues, “Bourdieu’s intellectual project is
longstanding, relatively coherent and cumulative. It amounts to nothing less than an attempt to construct a
theory of social practice and society” (1992:67). Calhoun sees Bourdieu as a critical theorist, which, in this
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context, is defined more broadly than simply those associated with the Frankfurt school. Calhoun defines
critical theory as “the project of social theory that undertakes simultaneously critique of received categories,
critique of theoretical practice, and critical substantive analysis of social life in terms of the possible, not just
the actual” (1993a:63).

Although Bourdieu offered a theory, his theory does not have universal validity. For example, he said that
there are “no transhistoric laws of the relations between fields” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992:109). The
nature of the actual relations between fields is always an empirical question. Similarly, the nature of habitus
changes with altered historical circumstances: “Habitus … is a transcendental but a historical transcendental
bound up with the structure and history of a field” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992:189).

Practice Theory

A common element in both Giddens’s and Bourdieu’s theory is the focus on practice. Though the term is not
used in precisely the same way, in both cases, the concept of practice is used to bridge the structure-agency
gap. In fact, similar concepts can be found in the work of other theorists such as Foucault, Garfinkel, Latour,
and Butler. It is linked to poststructuralism, structuration theory, ethnomethodology, actor-network theory
(and science studies), and performativity theory. Indeed, as a result of this widespread attention, “practice
theory” has become a perspective of growing theoretical importance (Biernacki, 2007; Reckwitz, 2007;
Schatzki, 1996; Schatzki, Knorr-Cetina, and von Savigny, 2001; S. Turner, 1994).

What is practice? Above all, a focus on practice emphasizes the impact of “taken-for-granted, pre-theoretical
assumptions on human conduct” (Biernacki, 2007:3607). Practice is a routinized way of acting, and those
pretheoretical assumptions and routines affect how we act, especially how we manage our bodies, handle
objects, treat subjects, describe things, and understand the world. Reckwitz (2002) seeks to clarify the abstract
nature of practice and practice theory by focusing on its relationship to a number of core concepts.

The first is the body. Indeed, interest in the body is one of the central and defining characteristics of practice
theory (and it is of increasing interest in sociology in general and in sociological theory in particular; see
“Affect Theory” in Chapter 18 for a very different conception of the body). In many other theories, the body
is an epiphenomenon affected by, even controlled by, other phenomena (rational choices, norms, values). But
for practice theory, the body is the site of the social. In fact, practices are, at least in part, “routinized bodily
performances” (Reckwitz, 2002:251). Practices are the result of training the body in a particular way. “A
practice can be understood as the regular, skillful ‘performance’ of human bodies” (Reckwitz, 2002:251). This
definition applies to obvious things such as using a golf club to drive a golf ball, but also to talking, reading,
and writing.

Practice involves not only routinized bodily performances but also the mind, mental activities. To engage in
practice entails the use of the body in various ways and engagement in mental activities—“certain routinized
ways of understanding the world, of desiring something, of knowing something” (Reckwitz, 2002:251).
Notice that while the focus here is on mental activities, they, like bodily activities, are routinized. Thus, it is
not that we consciously think through what either our bodies or minds will do; we simply act in a routinized
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manner. For example, playing tennis requires certain bodily movements that we perform routinely without
thinking through each step to, say, hit a backhand or an overhead shot. But playing tennis also requires know-
how about how the game is played, interpretation (of, for example, what it means when your opponent rushes
the net), and aims (such as winning the point and the match). Playing tennis requires both routinized bodily
and mental activities, as well as the interaction of the two.

Things are integral to practice and as necessary as bodily and mental activities. Practice often involves using
things in particular ways. The use of things involves both bodily movements and mental activities. Thus, in
tennis, one must be able to use a tennis racket in various ways depending on the nature of the shot required.
No matter how good one’s bodily and mental activities, one cannot play tennis without a racket. It is in the
interaction of body, mind, and object that most practice exists. Overall, practice cannot occur in the absence of
objects.

Knowledge also is required for practice to occur. More than just knowing various things, this knowledge also
includes “ways of understanding, knowing how, ways of wanting and of feeling that are linked to each other
within a practice” (Reckwitz, 2002:253). All of this knowledge is largely implicit. Thus, in playing tennis, we
know the rudiments of the game, we know how to hit certain shots and return various shots from our
opponent, and we know that we want certain things (to win) and not other things (to be embarrassed) and
that a certain level and type of emotional involvement (alert but not tense) is needed to do well. All of this
knowledge is important, but, in most cases, it is employed routinely without thinking through all of the issues
involved.

To practice theory, discourse/language is merely one practice among many practices. In contrast, many other
similar perspectives (especially structuralism and semiotics; see Chapter 17)—all part of the “linguistic turn” in
sociology—give discourse/language a privileged status. In those other perspectives, discursive practices are
merely strings of signs. In practice theory, they are that, but they also are “bodily patterns, routinized mental
activities—forms of understanding, know-how (here including grammar and pragmatic rules of use), and
motivation—and above all objects (from sounds to computers) that are linked to each other” (Reckwitz,
2002:254–255). Thus, in practice theory, discourse/language involves not only signs but also all of the other
key concerns of the theory.

In terms of structure/process, social structure is found in the routine nature of practice. Larger-scale social
phenomena, from economic structures like corporations to intimate social relations, are structured by the
routines that lie at the heart of social practices. Thus, structure (as well as process) does not exist “out there” in
large-scale social phenomena, or in people’s heads, but exists in the routine nature of action. Structure is not,
say, an organization’s structure as reflected in an organizational chart, or the structure of the brain; it is the
routines of action.

This leads to a very distinctive view of the agent/individual. Many social theories, especially microtheories,
focus on the agent/individual as, for example, self-interested (rational choice theory) or as controlled by norms
and roles (structural functionalism). The focus in practice theory is on practice and not on agents. Agents
exist, but they are best thought of as mind-body combinations that constitute themselves and the world
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around them through social practices. Thus, the agent is neither autonomous (as in rational choice theory) nor
a judgmental dope (as in structural functionalism), but rather “someone who understands the world and
herself, who uses know-how and motivational knowledge, according to the particular practice” (Reckwitz,
2002:256). The key point here is that practice theory deemphasizes the importance of the agent and seeks to
focus attention on the practices; it is those practices that are of central importance and not the agents who
carry them out.

Colonization of the Life-World

We discussed Habermas’s earlier ideas in Chapter 8, on neo-Marxian theory, in the section titled “Critical
Theory.” As we will see, Habermas’s perspective can still be thought of, at least in part, as being a neo-
Marxian orientation (McBride, 2000), but it has broadened considerably and is increasingly difficult to
contain within that, or any other, theoretical category. Habermas’s theory has grown and become more diverse
as Habermas has addressed, and incorporated, the ideas of a wide range of sociological theorists, most
recently, and most notably, those of George Herbert Mead, Talcott Parsons, Alfred Schutz, and Emile
Durkheim. In spite of the difficulties involved in categorizing Habermas’s innovative theoretical perspective,
we will discuss his ideas about the “colonization of the life-world” under the heading “agency-structure
integration.” Habermas (1991:251) makes it clear that he is engaging in “paradigm combination” ; that is, he
is creating his agency-structure perspective by integrating ideas drawn from action theory and systems theory.
It is, at least in part, in his thoughts on the life-world that Habermas deals with agency. Structure is dealt with
primarily in Habermas’s ideas on the social system, which, as we will see, is the force that is colonizing the
life-world. What does Habermas mean by life-world, system, and colonization? We address these phenomena
and their interrelationship, as well as other key ideas in Habermas’s theorizing, in this section.

Before we get to these concepts, it should be made clear that Habermas’s major focus continues to be on
communicative action. Free and open communication remains both his theoretical baseline and his political
objective. It also has the methodological function, much like Weber’s ideal types, of allowing him to analyze
variations from the model: “The construction of an unlimited and undistorted discourse can serve at most as a
foil for setting off more glaringly the rather ambiguous developmental tendencies in modern society”
(Habermas, 1987a:107). Indeed, his focal interest in the colonization of the life-world is in the ways in which
that process is adversely affecting free communication.

Habermas also retains an interest in the Weberian process of rationalization, specifically the issue of the
differential rationalization of life-world and system and the impact of this difference on the colonization of
the former by the latter (for a somewhat counter view, see Bartos, 1996). In Weberian terms, the system is the
domain of formal rationality, whereas the life-world is the site of substantive rationality. The colonization of the
life-world, therefore, involves a restatement of the Weberian thesis that in the modern world, formal
rationality is triumphing over substantive rationality and coming to dominate areas that formerly were defined
by substantive rationality. Thus, while Habermas’s theory has taken some interesting new turns, it retains its
theoretical roots, especially in its Marxian and Weberian orientations.

The Life-World
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This concept is derived from phenomenological sociology in general and, more specifically, the theories of
Alfred Schutz (Bowring, 1996). But Habermas interprets the ideas of George Herbert Mead as also
contributing to insights about the life-world. To Habermas, the life-world represents an internal perspective
(whereas, as we will see, the system represents an external viewpoint): “Society is conceived from the
perspective of the acting subject” (1987a:117). Thus, there is only one society; life-world and system are
simply different ways of looking at it.

Habermas views the life-world and communicative action as “complementary” concepts. More specifically,
communicative action can be seen as occurring within the life-world:

The lifeworld is, so to speak, the transcendental site where speaker and hearer meet, where they
reciprocally raise claims that their utterances fit the world … and where they can criticize and
confirm those validity claims, settle their disagreements, and arrive at agreements.

(Habermas, 1987a:126)

The life-world is a “context-forming background of processes of reaching understanding” through
communicative action (Habermas, 1987a:204). It involves a wide range of unspoken presuppositions about
mutual understanding that must exist and be mutually understood for communication to take place.

Habermas is concerned with the rationalization of the life-world, which involves, for one thing, increasingly
rational communication in the life-world. He believes that the more rational the life-world becomes, the more
likely it is that interaction will be controlled by “rationally motivated mutual understanding.” Such
understanding, or a rational method of achieving consensus, is based ultimately on the authority of the better
argument.

Habermas sees the rationalization of the life-world as involving the progressive differentiation of its various
elements. The life-world is composed of culture, society, and personality (note the influence of Parsons and
his action systems). Each of these refers to interpretive patterns, or background assumptions, about culture
and its effect on action, appropriate patterns of social relations (society), and what people are like (personality)
and how they are supposed to behave. Engaging in communicative action and achieving understanding in
terms of each of these themes lead to the reproduction of the life-world through the reinforcement of culture,
the integration of society, and the formation of personality. While these components are closely intertwined in
archaic societies, the rationalization of the life-world involves the “growing differentiation between culture,
society and personality” (Habermas, 1987a:288).

System

While the life-world represents the viewpoint of acting subjects on society, system involves an external
perspective that views society “from the observer’s perspective of someone not involved” (Habermas,
1987a:117). In analyzing systems, we are attuned to the interconnection of actions, as well as the functional
significance of actions and their contributions to the maintenance of the system. Each of the major
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components of the life-world (culture, society, and personality) has corresponding elements in the system.
Cultural reproduction, social integration, and personality formation take place at the system level.

The system has its roots in the life-world, but, ultimately, it comes to develop its own structural
characteristics. Examples of such structures include the family, the judiciary, the state, and the economy. As
these structures evolve, they grow more and more distant from the life-world. As in the life-world,
rationalization at the system level involves progressive differentiation and greater complexity. These structures
also grow more self-sufficient. As they grow in power, they exercise more and more steering capacity over the
life-world. They come to have less and less to do with the process of achieving consensus and, in fact, limit
the occurrence of that process in the life-world. In other words, these rational structures, instead of enhancing
the capacity to communicate and reach understanding, threaten those processes through the exertion of
external control over them.

Social Integration and System Integration

Given the preceding discussion of life-world and system, Habermas concludes: “The fundamental problem of
social theory is how to connect in a satisfactory way the two conceptual strategies indicated by the notions of
‘system’ and ‘lifeworld’” (1987a:151; italics added). Habermas labels those two conceptual strategies “social
integration” and “system integration.”

The perspective of social integration focuses on the life-world and the ways in which the action system is
integrated through either normatively guaranteed or communicatively achieved consensus. Theorists who
believe that society is integrated through social integration begin with communicative action and see society as
the life-world. They adopt the internal perspective of the group members, and they employ a hermeneutic
approach in order to be able to relate their understanding to that of the members of the life-world. The
ongoing reproduction of society is seen as being a result of the actions undertaken by members of the life-
world to maintain its symbolic structures. It also is seen only from their perspective. Thus, what is lost in this
hermeneutic approach is the outsider’s viewpoint as well as a sense of the reproductive processes that are
occurring at the system level.

The perspective of system integration is focally concerned with the system and the way in which it is integrated
through external control over individual decisions that are not subjectively coordinated. Those who adopt this
perspective see society as a self-regulating system. They adopt the external perspective of the observer, but this
perspective prohibits them from really getting at the structural patterns that can be understood only
hermeneutically from the internal perspective of members of the life-world.

Thus, Habermas concludes that although each of these two broad perspectives has something to offer, both
have serious limitations. On the basis of his critique of social and system integration, Habermas offers his
alternative, which seeks to integrate these two theoretical orientations: he sees

society as a system that has to fulfill conditions for the maintenance of sociocultural life-worlds. The
formula-societies are systematically stabilized complexes of action of socially integrated groups.… [I]
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stand for the heuristic proposal that we view society as an entity that, in the course of social
evolution, gets differentiated both as a system and a lifeworld.

(Habermas, 1987a:151–152; italics added)

Having argued that he is interested in both system and life-world, Habermas makes it clear at the end of the
above quotation that he is also concerned with the evolution of the two. Although both evolve in the direction
of increasing rationalization, that rationalization takes different forms in life-world and system, and that
differentiation is the basis of the colonization of the life-world.

Colonization

Crucial to the understanding of the idea of colonization is the fact that Habermas sees society as being
composed of both life-world and system. Furthermore, while both concepts were closely intertwined in earlier
history, today there is an increasing divergence between them; they have become “decoupled.” Although both
have undergone the process of rationalization, that process has taken different forms in the two settings.
Although Habermas sees a dialectical relationship between system and life-world (they both limit and open
up new possibilities for each other), his main concern is with the way in which system in the modern world
has come to control the life-world. In other words, he is interested in the breakdown of the dialectic between
system and life-world and the growing power of the former over the latter.12

Habermas contrasts the increasing rationality of system and life-world. The rationalization of the life-world
involves growth in the rationality of communicative action. Furthermore, action that is oriented toward
achieving mutual understanding is increasingly freed from normative constraint and relies more and more on
everyday language. In other words, social integration is achieved more and more through the processes of
consensus formation in language.

But the result of this is the fact that the demands on language grow and come to overwhelm its capacities.
Delinguistified media (especially money in the economic system and power in the political system and its
administrative apparatus)—having become differentiated in, and emanating from, the system—come to fill
the void and replace, to at least some degree, everyday language. Instead of language coordinating action, it is
money and power that perform that function. Life becomes monetarized and bureaucratized.

More generally, the increasingly complex system “unleashes system imperatives that burst the capacity of the
lifeworld they instrumentalize” (Habermas, 1987a:155). Thus, Habermas writes of the “violence” exercised
over the life-world by the system through the ways in which it restricts communication. This violence, in turn,
produces “pathologies” within the life-world. Habermas embeds this development within a view of the history
of the world:

The far-reaching uncoupling of system and lifeworld was a necessary condition for the transition
from the stratified class societies of European feudalism to the economic class societies of the early
modern period; but the capitalist pattern of modernization is marked by a deformation, a reification
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of the symbolic structures of the lifeworld under the imperatives of subsystems differentiated out via
money and power and rendered self-sufficient.

(Habermas, 1987a:283; italics added)

It might be noted that by linking the deformities to capitalism, Habermas continues, at least in this sense, to
operate within a neo-Marxian framework. However, when he looks at the modern world, Habermas is forced
to abandon a Marxian approach (Sitton, 1996), because he concludes that the deformation of the life-world is
“no longer localizable in any class-specific ways” (1987a:333). Given this limitation, and in line with his roots
in critical theory, Habermas demonstrates that his work also is strongly influenced by Weberian theory. In
fact, he argues that the distinction between life-world and system, along with the ultimate colonization of the
life-world, allows us to see in a new light the Weberian thesis “of a modernity at variance with itself”
(Habermas, 1987a:299). In Weber, this conflict exists primarily between substantive and formal rationality
and the triumph in the West of the latter over the former. To Habermas, the rationalization of the system
comes to triumph over the rationalization of the life-world, with the result that the life-world comes to be
colonized by the system.

Habermas adds specificity to his thoughts on colonization by arguing that the main forces in the process are
“formally organized domains of action” at the system level, such as the economy and the state. In traditional
Marxian terms, Habermas sees modern society as subject to recurrent systemic crises. In seeking to deal with
these crises, institutions such as the state and the economy undertake actions that adversely affect the life-
world, leading to pathologies and crises within it. Basically, the life-world comes to be denuded by these
systems, and communicative action comes to be less and less directed toward the achievement of consensus.
Communication becomes increasingly rigidified, impoverished, and fragmented, and the life-world itself
seems poised on the brink of dissolution. This assault on the life-world worries Habermas greatly, given his
concern for the communicative action that takes place within it. However, no matter how extensive the
colonization by the system, the life-world is “never completely husked away” (Habermas, 1987a:311).

If the essential problem in the modern world is the uncoupling of system and life-world and the domination
of the life-world by the system, the solutions are clear-cut. On the one hand, life-world and system need to be
recoupled. On the other hand, the dialectic between system and life-world needs to be reinstated so that
instead of the latter being deformed by the former, the two become mutually enriching and enhancing. While
the two were intertwined in primitive society, the rationalization process that has occurred in both system and
life-world makes it possible that the future recoupling will produce a level of system, life-world, and their
interrelationship unprecedented in human history.

Thus, once again, Habermas is back to his Marxian roots. Marx, of course, did not look back in history for the
ideal state but saw it in the future in the form of communism and the full flowering of species-being.
Habermas, too, does not look back to archaic societies where nonrationalized system and life-world were more
unified but looks to a future state involving the far more satisfactory unification of rationalized system and
life-world.
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Habermas also reinterprets the Marxian theory of basic struggles within society. Marx, of course, emphasized
the conflict between proletariat and capitalist and traced it to the exploitative character of the capitalist
system. Habermas focuses not on exploitation but on colonization and sees many of the struggles of recent
decades in this light. That is, he sees social movements such as those oriented to greater equality, increased
self-realization, the preservation of the environment, and peace “as reactions to system assaults on the
lifeworld. Despite the diversity of interests and political projects of these heterogeneous groups, they have
resisted the colonization of the lifeworld” (Seidman, 1989:25). The hope for the future clearly lies in resistance
to the encroachments on the life-world and in the creation of a world in which system and life-world are in
harmony and serve to mutually enrich one another to a historically unprecedented degree.

Major Differences in the Agency-Structure Literature

As is the case with work on micro-macro integration in the United States, there are significant differences
among Europeans working on the agency-structure issue. For example, there is considerable disagreement in
the literature on the nature of the agent. Most of those working in this realm (for example, Giddens,
Bourdieu) tend to treat the agent as an individual actor, but Touraine’s “actionalist sociology” treats
collectivities such as social classes as agents. In fact, Touraine defines agency as “an organization directly
implementing one or more elements of the system of historical action and therefore intervening directly in the
relations of social domination” (1977:459). A third, middle-ground position on this issue is taken by Burns
and Flam (see also Crozier and Friedberg, 1980), who regard either individuals or collectivities as agents.

There is considerable disagreement even among those who focus on the individual actor as agent. For
example, Bourdieu’s agent, dominated by habitus, seems far more mechanical than Giddens’s (or Habermas’s)
agent. Bourdieu’s habitus involves “systems of durable, transposable dispositions, structuring structures, that is,
as principles of the generation and structuring of practices and representations” (1977:72). The habitus is a
source of strategies “without being the product of a genuine strategic intention” (Bourdieu, 1977:73). It is
neither subjectivistic nor objectivistic but combines elements of both. It clearly rejects the idea of an actor with
“the free and willful power to constitute” (Bourdieu, 1977:73). Giddens’s agents may not have intentionality
and free will either, but they have much more willful power than do Bourdieu’s. Where Bourdieu’s agents
seem to be dominated by their habitus, by internal (“structuring” ) structures, the agents in Giddens’s work are
the perpetrators of action. They have at least some choice, at least the possibility of acting differently than
they do. They have power, and they make a difference in their worlds (see also Lukes, 1977). Most important,
they constitute (and are constituted by) structures. In contrast, in Bourdieu’s work, a sometimes seemingly
disembodied habitus is involved in a dialectic with the external world.13

Similarly, there are marked disagreements between agency-structure theorists on precisely what they mean by
structure.14 Some adopt a specific structure as central, such as the organization in the work of Crozier and
Friedberg and Touraine’s relations of social domination as found in political institutions and organizations;
others (for example, Burns, 1986:13) focus on an array of social structures, such as bureaucracy, the polity, the
economy, and religion. Giddens offers a very idiosyncratic definition of structure (“recursively organized sets of
rules and resources” [1984:25]) that is at odds with virtually every other definition in the literature (Layder,
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1985). However, his definition of systems as reproduced social practices is very close to what many sociologists
mean by structure. In addition to the differences between those working with structure, differences exist
between these theorists and others.

The attempts at agency-structure linkage flow from a variety of very different theoretical directions. For
example, within social theory, Giddens seems to be animated by functionalism and structuralism versus
phenomenology, existentialism, and ethnomethodology and, more generally, by new linguistic structuralism,
semiotics, and hermeneutics (Archer, 1982). Bourdieu seeks to find a satisfactory alternative to subjectivism
and objectivism in anthropological theory. Habermas seeks to synthesize ideas derived from Marx, Weber,
critical theorists, Durkheim, Mead, Schutz, and Parsons.

There is a strain toward either the agency or the structural direction in Europe. Certainly Bourdieu is pulling
strongly in the direction of structure, while Giddens has a more powerful sense of agency than do most other
theorists of this genre (Layder, 1985:131). In spite of the existence of pulls in the directions of agency and
structure, what is distinctive about the European work on agency and structure, compared with American
micro-macro work, is a much stronger sense of the need to refuse to separate the two and to deal with them
dialectically (for example, Giddens, Bourdieu, Habermas). In the American micro-macro literature, one
parallel to the European efforts to deal with agency and structure dialectically is Ritzer’s attempt to deal
dialectically with the integration of the micro-macro and objective-subjective continua.

Dietz and Burns (1992) have made an effort to offer a view of agency and structure that reflects the strengths
and weaknesses of earlier work. Four criteria must be met in order for agency to be attributed to a social actor.
First, the actor must have power; the actor must be able to make a difference. Second, the actions undertaken
by an agent must be intentional. Third, the actor must have some choice, some free play. The result is that
observers can make only probabilistic statements about what actors may do. Finally, agents must be reflexive,
monitoring the effects of their actions and using that knowledge to modify the bases of action. Overall, agency
is viewed as a continuum; all actors have agency to some degree, and no actor has full, unconstrained agency.

The other, structural side of the equation, from Dietz and Burns’s point of view, consists of the constraints on
agency. First, even if an agent can imagine certain actions, they simply may not be possible, given
technological and physical realities. Second, structure (especially rules) makes certain actions seem necessary
while others appear impossible. Finally, agency is limited by other agents who have sanctioning power, both
positive and negative.
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Agency-Structure and Micro-Macro Linkages: Fundamental Differences

One of the central differences between American and European theorists lies in their images of the actor.
What is distinctive about American theory is the much greater influence of behaviorism as well as of exchange
theory, which is derived, in part, from a behavioristic perspective. Thus, American theorists share the interest
of (some) Europeans in conscious, creative action, but it is limited by a recognition of the importance of
mindless behavior. This tendency to see the actor as behaving mindlessly is being enhanced now by the
growing interest in rational choice theory in American sociology. The image here is of an actor more or less
automatically choosing the most efficient means to ends.15 The influence of rational choice theory in the
United States promises to drive an even greater wedge between European and American conceptions of action
and agency.

At the macrostructure level, Europeans have been inclined to focus on social structure. In cases where there
has not been a single-minded focus on it, social structure has not been differentiated adequately from culture.
(Indeed, this is the motivation behind Archer’s [1988] work.) In contrast, there has been a much greater
tendency in the United States to deal with both structure and culture in efforts aimed at micro-macro
integration.

Another difference in the macrostructure issue stems from differences in theoretical influence in the United
States and Europe. In the United States, the main influence on thinking on the macrostructure issue has been
structural functionalism. The nature of that theory has led American theorists to focus on both large-scale
social structures and culture. In Europe, the main influence has been structuralism, which has a much more
wide-ranging sense of structures, extending all the way from micro structures of the mind to macro structures
of society. Culture has been of far less importance to structuralists than to structural functionalists.

Another key difference is the fact that the micro-macro issue is subsumable under the broader issue of levels
of analysis (Edel, 1959; Jaffee, 1998; Ritzer, 1981, 1989; Wiley, 1988), whereas the concern for agency and
structure is not. We can clearly think of the micro-macro linkage in terms of some sort of vertical hierarchy,
with micro-level phenomena on the bottom, macro-level phenomena at the top, and meso-level entities in
between. The agency-structure linkage seems to have no clear connection to the levels-of-analysis issue,
because both agency and structure can be found at any level of social analysis.

The agency-structure issue is much more firmly embedded in a historical, dynamic framework than is the
micro-macro issue (Sztompka, 1991; again Elias is a clear exception, but of course he is European). In
contrast, theorists who deal with micro-macro issues are more likely to depict them in static, hierarchical,
ahistorical terms. Nevertheless, at least some of those who choose to depict the micro-macro relationship
rather statically make it clear that they understand the dynamic character of the relationship: “The study of
levels of social reality and their interrelationship is inherently a dynamic rather than a static approach to the
social world.… A dynamic and historical orientation to the study of levels of the social world can be seen as
integral parts of a more general dialectical approach” (Ritzer, 1981:208; see also Wiley, 1988:260). Finally,
morality is a central issue to agency-structure theorists but is largely ignored in the micro-macro literature.
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Agency-structure theory has much more powerful roots in, and a stronger orientation to, philosophy,
including its great concern with moral issues. In contrast, micro-macro theory is largely indigenous to
sociology and is oriented to the hard sciences as a reference group—areas where moral issues are of far less
concern than they are in philosophy.
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Summary

The focus in the first part of this chapter is micro-macro integration. This development represents a return to
the concerns of the early giants of sociological theory and a move away from the theoretical extremism, either
micro or macro, that characterized much of 20th-century American sociological theory. Little attention was
given to the micro-macro issue prior to the 1980s, but during that decade and through the 1990s, interest in
the topic exploded. The works came from both the micro and the macro extremes as well as various points
between them. Some of this work focused on integrating micro and macro theories; the rest was concerned
with the linkage between micro and macro levels of social analysis. In addition to this basic difference, there
are important differences between those working on integrating theories and levels.

The heart of the first part of this chapter is a discussion of several major examples of work integrating micro
and macro levels of social analysis. Two works, those by Alexander and Ritzer, develop very similar micro-
macro models of the social world. Although there are important differences between these works, their similar
images of the social world reflect considerable consensus between those seeking to link micro and macro levels
of social analysis. Collins’s effort at micro-macro integration is discussed and criticized for its micro
reductionism—its tendency to reduce macro phenomena to micro phenomena.

The micro-macro section closes with a detailed examination of the work of one of the European precursors of
American work on micro-macro integration—Norbert Elias. Of particular relevance are his thoughts on
figurational sociology, as well as his historical-comparative study of the relationship between micro-level
manners and macro-level changes in the court and the state.

The second part of this chapter deals with the largely European literature on the agency-structure linkage.
This literature has a number of similarities to the American work on micro-macro integration, but there are a
number of substantial differences.

Although a large number of contemporary European theorists are dealing with the agency-structure
relationship, the bulk of the second part of this chapter is devoted to the work of three major examples of this
type of theorizing. The first is Giddens’s structuration theory. The core of Giddens’s theory is his refusal to
treat agents and structures apart from one another; they are seen as being mutually constitutive. We then turn
to Bourdieu’s theory, which focuses primarily on the relationship between habitus and field. As a recent
development related to both Giddens’s and Bourdieu’s work on structure-agency, we also discuss practice
theory. Finally, we analyze Habermas’s recent ideas on life-world and system and the colonization of the life
world by the system.

Following a discussion of these specific agency-structure works, we return to a more general treatment of this
literature. We begin with a discussion of major differences in this literature, including differing views on the
nature of the agent and structure. Another source of difference is the varying theoretical traditions on which
these works are based. Some of these works strain in the direction of agency; others pull in the direction of
structure.
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The next issue is the similarities between the agency-structure and micro-macro literatures. Both literatures
share an interest in integration and are wary of the excesses of micro agency and macro structural theories.
There are, however, far more differences than similarities between these literatures. There are differences in
their images of the actor, the ways in which structure is conceived, the theories from which their ideas are
derived, the degree to which they may be subsumed under the idea of levels of analysis, the extent to which
they are embedded in a historical, dynamic framework, and the degree to which they are concerned with
moral issues.
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Notes

1. See Chapter 15 for another example of a systematic theory; Emirbayer and Desmond’s (2015) systematic
theory of race.

2. Although the use of the terms micro and macro might suggest that we are dealing with a dichotomy, always
keep in mind that there is a continuum ranging from the micro end to the macro end.

3. Even as sympathetic an observer as Jeffrey Alexander (1987a:296) admits Parsons’s “own collectivist bias” ;
see also Coleman (1986:1310). However, although Parsons’s greatest influ-ence was in collectivistic theory, it
is also possible to find within his work a strong micro-macro integrative theory.

4. As well as with meso-level phenomena (Ulmer, 2007).

5. For an interesting study of the court, the bourgeoisie, and their impact on Mozart, see Elias (1993).

6. In fact, agency often is used in such a way as to include a concern for structure (Abrams, 1982:xiii).

7. A variety of contemporary theorists, especially those associated with poststructuralism and postmodernism,
have questioned and even rejected the idea of human agency. See, for example, M. Jones (1996).

8. It is appropriate to accord Marx such a central place in structuration theory and, more generally, in theories
that integrate agency and structure. As Ritzer has written elsewhere, Marx’s work is the best “exemplar for an
integrated sociological paradigm” (Ritzer, 1981:232).

9. Silber (2003) describes the unique perspective that French pragmatism takes on the agency-structure
debate.

10. This idea was not created by Bourdieu but is, rather, a traditional philosophical idea that he resuscitated
(Wacquant, 1989). The word habitus is used as both a plural and a singular noun.

11. For a recent assessment of Bourdieu’s relevance for cultural sociology see the special issue of Cultural
Sociology (2011): “On the Shoulders of Pierre Bourdieu.”

12. However, Habermas also sees problems (domination, self-deception) within the life-world (Outhwaite,
1994:116).

13. Although we are emphasizing the differences between Giddens and Bourdieu on agency, Giddens
(1979:217) sees at least some similarities between the two perspectives.

14. We are focusing here mainly on Europeans who deal with social structure and not those who see structure
as hidden, underlying elements of culture.

15. DeVille (1989) sees such an actor as robotlike.
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PART III From Modern to Postmodern Social Theory (and
Beyond)
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14 Contemporary Theories of Modernity
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Chapter Outline

Classical Theorists on Modernity
The Juggernaut of Modernity
The Risk Society
The Holocaust and Liquid Modernity
Modernity’s Unfinished Project
Self, Society, and Religion
Informationalism and the Network Society

There is a debate in sociology between those who see contemporary society as a modern world and those who
argue that a substantial change has taken place in recent years and that we have moved into a new,
postmodern world. Chapters 14 and 17 are devoted to these two theoretical positions. In this chapter, we
discuss the work of contemporary representatives of those who continue to see the world in modern terms.
Chapter 17 offers an overview of the ideas of some of the most important postmodern theorists.
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Classical Theorists on Modernity

Most of the classical sociologists were engaged in an analysis and critique of modern society. Such analysis is
clear, for example, in the work of Marx, Weber, Durkheim, and Simmel. All were working at the point of the
emergence and ascendancy of modernity. While all four were well aware of the advantages of modernity, what
animated their work most was a critique of the problems posed by the modern world.

For Marx, of course, modernity was defined by the capitalist economy. Marx recognized the advances brought
about by the transition from earlier societies to capitalism. However, in his work, Marx restricted himself
largely to a critique of that economic system and its deformities (alienation, exploitation, and so on).

To Weber, the most defining problem of the modern world was the expansion of formal rationality at the
expense of the other types of rationality and the resulting emergence of the iron cage of rationality. People
increasingly were being imprisoned in this iron cage and, as a result, were progressively unable to express some
of their most human characteristics. Of course, Weber recognized the advantages of the advance of
rationalization—for example, the advantages of the bureaucracy over earlier organizational forms—but he was
most concerned with the problems posed by rationalization.

In Durkheim’s view, modernity was defined by its organic solidarity and the weakening of the collective
conscience. Although organic solidarity brought with it greater freedom and more productivity, it also posed a
series of unique problems. For example, with such a weakening of the common morality, people tended to
find themselves adrift meaninglessly in the modern world. In other words, they found themselves to be
suffering from anomie.

Georg Simmel, the fourth of the classical theorists, will receive a more detailed treatment here, in large part
because he has been described both as a modernist (Frisby, 1992) and as a postmodernist (Jaworski, 1997;
Weinstein and Weinstein, 1993). Since he fits to some degree in both categories, Simmel represents an
important bridge between this chapter and Chapter 17. We deal with the case for Simmel as a modernist
here; in Chapter 17, we discuss the contention that he is a postmodernist.

Frisby accepts the point of view that “Simmel is the first sociologist of modernity” (1992:59). Simmel is seen
as investigating modernity primarily in two major interrelated sites—the city and the money economy. The
city is where modernity is concentrated or intensified, whereas the money economy involves the diffusion of
modernity, its extension (Frisby, 1992:69).

Poggi (1993) picks up the theme of modernity as it relates to money, especially in Simmel’s The Philosophy of
Money ([1907] 1978). As Poggi sees it, three views of modernity are expressed in that work. The first is that
modernization brings with it a series of advantages to human beings, especially the fact that they are able to
express various potentialities that are unexpressed, concealed, and repressed in premodern society. In this
sense, Simmel sees modernity “as an ‘epiphany,’ that is, as the express manifestation of powers intrinsic to the
human species, but previously unrevealed” (Poggi, 1993:165). Second, Simmel deals with the powerful effect
of money on modern society. Finally, there is Simmel’s concentration on the adverse consequences of money
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for modernity, especially alienation. The issue of alienation brings us back to the central issue in Simmel’s
sociological theory in general, as well as in his sociology of modernity: the “tragedy of culture,” the growing
gap between objective and subjective culture, or as Simmel put it, “the atrophy of individual culture and the
hypertrophy of objective culture” (cited in Frisby, 1992:69).

In Frisby’s view, Simmel concentrates on the “experience” of modernity. The key elements of that experience
—time, space, and contingent causality—are central aspects of at least some of the contemporary theories of
modernity discussed in this chapter:

The experience of modernity is viewed by Simmel as discontinuous of time as transitory, in which
both the fleeting moment and the sense of presentness converge; space as the dialectic of distance
and proximity … and causality as contingent, arbitrary and fortuitous.

(Frisby, 1992:163–164)

Although it is certainly possible to view Simmel as a postmodernist, and as we will see in Chapter 17, he does
seem to have more in common with postmodernists than do the other classical social theorists, the fact
remains that it is at least equally appropriate to see him as a modernist. Almost certainly, the foci of much of
his attention—especially the city and the money economy—are at the heart of modernity. Thus, even in the
case of Simmel, and certainly in the cases of Marx, Weber, and Durkheim, it is best to think of these theorists
as doing sociologies of modernity.

By 1920, all four of these classical sociological theorists were dead. As we move into the 21st century, it is
obvious that the world is a very different place than it was in 1920. Although there is great disagreement over
when the postmodern age began (assuming for the moment that it did), no one puts that date before 1920.
The issue is whether the changes in the world since that time are modest and continuous with those
associated with modernity or are so dramatic and discontinuous that the contemporary world is better
described by a new term—postmodern. That issue informs the discussion in this chapter and Chapter 17.

In this chapter, we examine the thoughts of several contemporary theorists (there are many others [for
example, Lefebvre, [1962] 1995; Touraine, 1995; P. Wagner, 1994; E. Wood, 1997] whose work we will not
have space to deal with) who in various ways and to varying degrees see the contemporary world as still best
described as modern.
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The Juggernaut of Modernity

In an effort not only to be consistent with his structuration theory (see Chapter 13) but also to create an image
to rival the images of classical thinkers such as Weber and his iron cage, Anthony Giddens (1990; see
Mestrovic, 1998, for a bitter critique of Giddens’s theory of modernity) has described the modern world (with
its origins in 17th-century Europe) as a “juggernaut.” More specifically, he is using this term to describe an
advanced stage of modernity—radical, high, or late modernity. In so doing, Giddens is arguing against those
who have contended that we have entered a postmodern age, although he holds out the possibility of some
type of postmodernism in the future. However, while we still live in a modern age, in Giddens’s view today’s
world is very different from the world of the classical sociological theorists.

Here is the way Giddens describes the juggernaut of modernity:

A runaway engine of enormous power which, collectively as human beings, we can drive to some
extent but which also threatens to rush out of our control and which could rend itself asunder. The
juggernaut crushes those who resist it, and while it sometimes seems to have a steady path, there are
times when it veers away erratically in directions we cannot foresee. The ride is by no means wholly
unpleasant or unrewarding; it can often be exhilarating and charged with hopeful anticipation. But,
so long as the institutions of modernity endure, we shall never be able to control completely either
the path or the pace of the journey. In turn, we shall never be able to feel entirely secure, because the
terrain across which it runs is fraught with risks of high consequence.

(Giddens, 1990:139)

Modernity in the form of a juggernaut is extremely dynamic; it is a “runaway world” with great increases in
the pace, scope, and profoundness of change over prior systems (Giddens, 1991:16). Giddens is quick to add
that this juggernaut does not follow a single path. Furthermore, it is not of one piece but instead is made up of
a number of conflicting and contradictory parts. Thus, Giddens is telling us that he is not offering an old-
fashioned grand theory, or at least not a simple, unidirectional grand narrative.

The idea of a juggernaut fits nicely with structuration theory, especially with the importance in that theory of
time and space. The image of a juggernaut is of something that is moving along through time and over physical
space. However, this image does not fit well with Giddens’s emphasis on the power of the agent; the image of
a juggernaut seems to accord this modern mechanism far more power than it accords the agents who steer it
(Mestrovic, 1998:155). This problem is consistent with the more general criticism that there is a disjunction
between the emphasis on agency in Giddens’s purely theoretical work and the substantive historical analyses
that “point to the dominance of system tendencies against our ability to change the world” (Craib, 1992:149).
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Anthony Giddens: A Biographical Sketch

Bloomberg / Bloomberg / Getty Images

Anthony Giddens is Great Britain’s most important contemporary social theorist and one of a handful of the world’s most influential
theorists (Stones, 2005a). Giddens was born on January 18, 1938 (Clark, Modgil, and Modgil, 1990). He studied at the University
of Hull, the London School of Economics, and the University of London. Giddens was appointed lecturer at the University of
Leicester in 1961. His early work was empirical and focused on the issue of suicide. By 1969, he had moved to the position of
lecturer in sociology at the prestigious Cambridge University, as well as fellow of King’s College. He engaged in cross-cultural work
that led to the first of his books to achieve international fame, The Class Structure of Advanced Societies (1975). Over the next decade
or so, Giddens published a number of important theoretical works. In those works, he began a step-by-step process of building his
own theoretical perspective, which has come to be known as structuration theory. Those years of work culminated in 1984 with the
appearance of a book, The Constitution of Society: Outline of the Theory of Structuration, that constitutes the most important single
statement of Giddens’s theoretical perspective. In 1985, Giddens was appointed professor of sociology at the University of
Cambridge.

Giddens has been a force in sociological theory for well over three decades. In addition, he has played a profound role in shaping
contemporary British sociology. For one thing, he has served as a consulting editor for two publishing companies—Macmillan and
Hutchinson. A large number of books have been produced under his editorship. More important, he was a cofounder of Polity Press,
a publisher that has been both extremely active and influential, especially in sociological theory. Giddens also has published an
American-style textbook, Sociology, that has been a worldwide success.

As a theorist, Giddens has been highly influential in the United States, as well as in many other parts of the world. Interestingly, his
work often has been less well received in his home country of Great Britain than elsewhere. This lack of acceptance at home may be
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attributable, in part, to the fact that Giddens has succeeded in winning the worldwide theoretical following that many other British
social theorists sought and failed to achieve. As Craib says, “Giddens has perhaps realized the fantasies of many of us who
committed ourselves to sociology during the period of intense and exciting debate out of which structuration theory developed”
(1992:12).

Giddens’s career took a series of interesting turns in the 1990s (Bryant and Jary, 2011). Several years of therapy led to a greater
interest in personal life and books such as Modernity and Self-Identity (1991) and The Transformation of Intimacy (1992). Therapy
also gave him the confidence to take on a more public role and to become an adviser to British Prime Minister Tony Blair. In 1997,
he became director of the highly prestigious London School of Economics (LSE). He strengthened the scholarly reputation of LSE
as well as increased its voice in public discourse in Great Britain and around the world. More recently he has become involved in
debates over globalization and climate change, publishing books such as Runaway World (2000) and Politics of Climate Change
(2009). There is some feeling that all this had an adverse effect on Giddens’s scholarly work (his most recent books lack the depth
and sophistication of his earlier works), but he is clearly focused on being a force in public life.

Modernity and Its Consequences

Giddens defines modernity in terms of four basic institutions. The first is capitalism, characterized, familiarly,
by commodity production, private ownership of capital, propertyless wage labor, and a class system derived
from these characteristics. The second is industrialism, which involves the use of inanimate power sources and
machinery to produce goods. Industrialism is not restricted to the workplace, and it affects an array of other
settings, such as “transportation, communication and domestic life” (Giddens, 1990:56). While Giddens’s first
two characteristics of modernity are hardly novel, the third—surveillance capacities —is, although it owes a
debt to the work of Michel Foucault (see Chapter 17). As Giddens defines it, “Surveillance refers to the
supervision of the activities of subject populations [mainly but not exclusively] in the political sphere”
(1990:58). The final institutional dimension of modernity is military power, or the control of the means of
violence, including the industrialization of war. In addition, it should be noted that in his analysis of
modernity, at least at the macro level, Giddens focuses on the nation-state (rather than the more conventional
sociological focus on society), which he sees as radically different from the type of community characteristic of
premodern society.

Modernity is given dynamism by three essential aspects of Giddens’s structuration theory: distanciation,
disembedding, and reflexivity. The first is time and space separation, or distanciation (although this process of
increasing separation, like all aspects of Giddens’s work, is not unilinear; it is dialectical). In premodern
societies, time was always linked with space and the measurement of time was imprecise. With
modernization, time was standardized and the close linkage between time and space was broken. In this sense,
both time and space were “emptied” of content; no particular time or space was privileged; they became pure
forms. In premodern societies, space was defined largely by physical presence and therefore by localized
spaces. With the coming of modernity, space is progressively torn from place. Relationships with those who
are physically absent and increasingly distant become more and more likely. To Giddens, place becomes
increasingly “phantasmagoric ” that is, “locales are thoroughly penetrated by and shaped in terms of social
influences quite distant from them.… [T]he ‘visible form’ of the locale conceals the distanciated relations
which determine its nature” (Giddens, 1990:19).

Time and space distanciation is important to modernity for several reasons. First, it makes possible the growth
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of rationalized organizations such as bureaucracies and the nation-state, with their inherent dynamism (in
comparison to premodern forms) and their ability to link local and global domains. Second, the modern world
is positioned within a radical sense of world history, and it is able to draw upon that history to shape the
present. Third, such distanciation is a major prerequisite for Giddens’s second source of dynamism in
modernity—disembedding.

As Giddens defines it, disembedding involves “the ‘lifting out’ of social relations from local contexts of
interaction and their restructuring across indefinite spans of time-space” (1990:21). There are two types of
disembedding mechanisms that play a key role in modern societies; both can be included under the heading
“abstract systems.” The first is symbolic tokens, the best known of which is money. Money allows for time-
space distanciation—we are able to engage in transactions with others who are widely separated from us by
time and space. The second is expert systems, defined as “systems of technical accomplishment or professional
expertise that organize large areas of the material and social environments in which we live today” (Giddens,
1990:27). The most obvious expert systems involve professionals such as lawyers and physicians, but everyday
phenomena such as our cars and homes are created and affected by expert systems. Expert systems provide
guarantees (but not without risks) of performance across time and space.

Trust is very important in modern societies dominated by abstract systems and with great time-space
distanciation. The need for trust is related to this distanciation: “We have no need to trust someone who is
constantly in view and whose activities can be directly monitored” (Giddens, 1991:19). Trust becomes
necessary when, as a result of increasing distanciation in terms of either time or place, we no longer have full
information about social phenomena (Craib, 1992:99). Trust is defined “as confidence in the reliability of a
person or systems, regarding a given set of outcomes or events, where that confidence expresses a faith in the
probity or love of another, or in the correctness of abstract principles (technical knowledge)” (Giddens,
1990:34). Trust is of great importance not only in modern society in general, but also to the symbolic tokens
and expert systems that serve to disembed life in the modern world. For example, in order for the money
economy and the legal system to work, people must have trust in them.

The third dynamic characteristic of modernity is its reflexivity. Reflexivity is a fundamental feature of
Giddens’s structuration theory (as well as of human existence, in his view), but it takes on special meaning in
modernity, where “social practices are constantly examined and reformed in the light of incoming information
about those very practices, thus constitutively altering their character” (Giddens, 1990:38). Everything is open
to reflection in the modern world, including reflection itself, leaving us with a pervasive sense of uncertainty.
Furthermore, the problem of the double hermeneutic (see Chapter 13) recurs here because the reflection of
experts on the social world tends to alter that world.

The disembedded character of modern life raises a number of distinctive issues. One is the need for trust in
abstract systems in general, and expert systems in particular. In one of his more questionable metaphors,
Giddens sees children as being “inoculated” with a “dosage” of trust during childhood socialization. This
aspect of socialization serves to provide people with a “protective cocoon,” which, as they mature into
adulthood, helps give them a measure of ontological security and trust. This trust tends to be buttressed by the
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series of routines that we encounter on a day-to-day basis. However, there are new and dangerous risks
associated with modernity that always threaten our trust and threaten to lead to pervasive ontological
insecurity. As Giddens sees it, while the disembedding mechanisms have provided us with security in various
areas, they also have created a distinctive “risk profile.” Risk is global in intensity (nuclear war can kill us all)
and in the expansion of contingent events that affect large numbers of people around the world (for example,
changes in the worldwide division of labor). Then there are risks traceable to our efforts to manage our
material environment. Risks also stem from the creation of institutional risk environments such as global
investment markets. People are increasingly aware of risks, and religion and customs are increasingly less
important as ways of believing that those risks can be transformed into certainties. A wide range of publics are
now likely to know of the risks we face. Finally, there is a painful awareness that expert systems are limited in
their ability to deal with these risks. It is these risks that give modernity the feeling of a runaway juggernaut
and fill us with ontological insecurity.

What has happened? Why are we suffering the negative consequences of being aboard the juggernaut of
modernity? Giddens suggests several reasons. The first is design faults in the modern world; those who
designed elements of the modern world made mistakes. The second is operator failure; the problem is traceable
not to the designers but to those who run the modern world. Giddens, however, gives prime importance to
two other factors—unintended consequences and reflexivity of social knowledge. That is, the consequences of
actions for a system can never be forecast fully, and new knowledge is continually sending systems off in new
directions. For all these reasons, we cannot completely control the juggernaut, the modern world.

However, rather than giving up, Giddens suggests the seemingly paradoxical course of utopian realism. That
is, he seeks a balance between utopian ideals and the realities of life in the modern world. He also accords
importance to the role social movements can play in dealing with some of the risks of the modern world and
pointing us toward a society in which those risks are ameliorated.

Giddens’s (1994) effort to find a compromise political position is manifest in the title of one of his later
books, Beyond Left and Right: The Future of Radical Politics. With extant political positions moribund, Giddens
proposes a reconstituted “radical politics” based on utopian realism and oriented toward addressing the
problems of poverty, environmental degradation, arbitrary power and force, and violence in social life.
Giddens’s political position involves an acceptance of at least some aspects of capitalism (e.g., markets) and
rejection of many aspects of socialism (e.g., a revolutionary subject). Thus Giddens has chosen to walk a very
narrow and difficult political tightrope.

Given his views on modernity, where does Giddens stand on postmodernity? For one thing, he rejects most, if
not all, of the tenets we usually associate with postmodernism. For example, of the idea that systematic
knowledge is impossible, Giddens says that such a view would lead us “to repudiate intellectual activity
altogether” (1990:47). However, although he sees us as living in an era of high modernity, Giddens believes it
is possible now to gain a glimpse of postmodernity. Such a world would, in his view, be characterized by a
post-scarcity system, increasingly multilayered democratization, demilitarization, and the humanization of
technology. However, there are clearly no guarantees that the world will move in the direction of some, to say
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nothing of all, of these postmodern characteristics. Yet, reflexively, Giddens believes that in writing about
such eventualities, he (and others) can play a role in helping them come to pass.

Modernity and Identity

The Consequences of Modernity is a largely macro-oriented work, whereas Modernity and Self-Identity (Giddens,
1991) focuses more on the micro aspects of late modernity, especially the self. Although Giddens certainly
sees the self as dialectically related to the institutions of modern society, most of his attention here is devoted
to the micro end of the continuum. We, too, will focus on the micro issues, but we should not lose sight of the
larger dialectic:

Transformations in self-identity and globalisation … are the two poles of the dialectic of the local
and the global in conditions of high modernity. Changes in intimate aspects of personal life … are
directly tied to the establishment of social connections of very wide scope.… [F]or the first time in
human history, “self” and “society” are interrelated in a global milieu.

(Giddens, 1991:32)

As we have seen, Giddens defines the modern world as reflexive, and he argues that the “reflexivity of
modernity extends into the core of the self; … the self becomes a reflexive project ” (1991:32). That is, the self
comes to be something to be reflected upon, altered, even molded. Not only does the individual become
responsible for the creation and maintenance of the self, but this responsibility is continuous and all-pervasive.
The self is a product both of self-exploration and of the development of intimate social relationships. In the
modern world, even the body gets “drawn into the reflexive organisation of social life” (Giddens, 1991:98).
We are responsible for the design not only of our selves but also (and relatedly) that of our bodies. Central to
the reflexive creation and maintenance of the self are the appearance of the body and its appropriate demeanor
in a variety of settings and locales. The body is also subject to a variety of “regimes” (for example, diet, exercise
books, and cosmetic surgery) that not only help individuals mold their bodies but also contribute to self-
reflexivity as well as to the reflexivity of modernity in general. The result, overall, is an obsession with our
bodies and our selves within the modern world.

The modern world brings with it the “sequestration of experience,” or the “connected processes of concealment
which set apart the routines of ordinary life from the following phenomena: madness; criminality; sickness and
death; sexuality; and nature” (Giddens, 1991:149, 156). Sequestration occurs as a result of the growing role of
abstract systems in everyday life. This sequestration brings us greater ontological security, but at the cost of
the “exclusion of social life from fundamental existential issues which raise central moral dilemmas for human
beings” (Giddens, 1991:156).

While modernity is a double-edged sword, bringing both positive and negative developments, Giddens
perceives an underlying “looming threat of personal meaninglessness ” (1991:201). All sorts of meaningful
things have been sequestered from daily life; they have been repressed. However, dialectically, increasing self-

660



reflexivity leads to the increasing likelihood of the return of that which has been repressed. Giddens sees us
moving into a world in which “on a collective level and in day-to-day life moral/existential questions thrust
themselves back to centre-stage” (1991:208). The world beyond modernity, for Giddens, is a world
characterized by “re-moralization.” Those key moral and existential issues that have been sequestered will
come to occupy center stage in a society that Giddens sees as being foreshadowed, and anticipated, in the self-
reflexivity of the late modern age.

Modernity and Intimacy

Giddens picks up many of these themes in The Transformation of Intimacy (1992). In this work, he focuses on
ongoing transformations of intimacy that show movement toward another important concept in Giddens’s
thinking about the modern world—the pure relationship, or “a situation where a social relation is entered into
for its own sake, for what can be derived by each person from a sustained association with another; and which
is continued only so far as it is thought by both parties to deliver enough satisfactions for each individual to
stay within it” (Giddens, 1992:58). In the case of intimacy, a pure relationship is characterized by emotional
communication with self and other in a context of sexual and emotional equality. The democratization of
intimate relationships can lead to the democratization not only of interpersonal relations in general but of the
macro-institutional order as well. The changing nature of intimate relations, in which women (“the emotional
revolutionaries of modernity” [Giddens, 1992:130]) have taken the lead and men have been “laggards,” has
revolutionary implications for society as a whole.

In the modern world, intimacy and sexuality (and, as we have seen, much else) have been sequestered.
However, while this sequestration was liberating in various senses from intimacy in traditional societies, it is
also a form of repression. The reflexive effort to create purer intimate relationships must be carried out in a
context separated from larger moral and ethical issues. However, this modern arrangement comes under
pressure as people, especially women, attempt reflexive construction of themselves and others. Thus Giddens
is arguing not for sexual liberation or pluralism but rather for a larger ethical and moral change, a change that
he sees as already well under way in intimate relationships:

We have no need to wait around for a sociopolitical revolution to further programmes of
emancipation, nor would such a revolution help very much. Revolutionary processes are already well
under way in the infrastructure of personal life. The transformation of intimacy presses for psychic
as well as social change and such change, going “from the bottom up,” could potentially ramify
through other, more public, institutions. Sexual emancipation, I think, can be the medium of a
wide-ranging emotional reorganisation of social life.

(Giddens, 1992:181–182)
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The Risk Society

We have already touched on the issue of risk in Giddens’s work on modernity. As Giddens says,

Modernity is a risk culture. I do not mean by this that social life is inherently more risky than it used
to be; for most people that is not the case. Rather, the concept of risk becomes fundamental to the
way both lay actors and technical specialists organise the social world. Modernity reduces the overall
riskiness of certain areas and modes of life, yet at the same time introduces new risk parameters
largely or completely unknown to previous eras.

(Giddens, 1991:3–4)

Thus, Giddens (1991:28) describes as “quite accurate” the thesis of the work to be discussed in this section:
Ulrich Beck’s Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity (1992; Bora, 2007; Bronner, 1995; Then, 2007;
Wilkinson, 2011).

In terms of this discussion, the subtitle of Beck’s work is of great importance because it indicates that Beck,
like Giddens, rejects the notion that we have moved into a postmodern age. Rather, in Beck’s view, we
continue to exist in the modern world, albeit in a new form of modernity. The prior, “classical” stage of
modernity was associated with industrial society, whereas the emerging new modernity and its technologies
are associated with the risk society (N. Clark, 1997). Although we do not yet live in a risk society, we no
longer live only in an industrial society; that is, the contemporary world has elements of both. In fact, the risk
society can be seen as a type of industrial society, because many of those risks are traceable to industry. Beck
offers the following overview of his perspective:

Just as modernization dissolved the structure of feudal society in the 19th century and produced the
industrial society, modernization today is dissolving industrial society and another modernity is coming into
being.… The thesis of this book is: we are witnessing not the end but the beginning of modernity—that is,
of a modernity beyond its classical industrial design.

(Beck, 1992:10)

What, then, is this new modernity? And what is the risk society that accompanies it?

Beck labels the new, or better yet newly emerging, form reflexive modernity (Zinn, 2007a). A process of
individualization has taken place in the West. That is, agents are becoming increasingly free of structural
constraints and are, as a result, better able to reflexively create not only themselves but also the societies in
which they live. For example, instead of being determined by their class situations, people operate more or less
on their own. Left to their own devices, people have been forced to be more reflexive. Beck makes the case for
the importance of reflexivity in the example of social relationships in such a world: “The newly formed social
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relationships and social networks now have to be individually chosen; social ties, too, are becoming reflexive,
so that they have to be established, maintained, and constantly renewed by individuals” (1992:97).

Beck sees a break within modernity and a transition from classical industrial society to the risk society, which,
while different from its predecessor, continues to have many of the characteristics of industrial society. The
central issue in classical modernity was wealth and how it could be distributed more evenly. In advanced
modernity, the central issue is risk and how it can be prevented, minimized, or channeled. In classical
modernity, the ideal was equality, whereas in advanced modernity, it is safety. In classical modernity, people
achieved solidarity in the search for the positive goal of equality, but in advanced modernity, the attempt to
achieve that solidarity is found in the search for the largely negative and defensive goal of being spared from
dangers.

Creating the Risks

The risks are, to a large degree, being produced by the sources of wealth in modern society. Specifically,
industry and its side effects are producing a wide range of hazardous, even deadly, consequences for society
and, as a result of globalization (Featherstone, 1990; Robertson, 1992), for the world as a whole. Using the
concepts of time and space, Beck makes the point that these modern risks are not restricted to place (a nuclear
accident in one geographical locale could affect many other nations) or time (a nuclear accident could have
genetic effects that might affect future generations).

While social class is central in industrial society and risk is fundamental to the risk society, risk and class are
not unrelated. Says Beck,

The history of risk distribution shows that, like wealth, risks adhere to the class pattern, only
inversely: wealth accumulates at the top, risks at the bottom. To that extent, risks seem to
strengthen, not to abolish, class society. Poverty attracts an unfortunate abundance of risks. By
contrast, the wealthy (in income, power, or education) can purchase safety and freedom from risk.

(Beck, 1992:35)

What is true for social classes is also true for nations. That is, to the degree that it is possible, risks are
centered in poor nations, while the rich nations are able to push many risks as far away as possible.
Furthermore, the rich nations profit from the risks they produce by, for example, producing and selling
technologies that help prevent risks from occurring or deal with their adverse effects once they do occur.

However, neither wealthy individuals nor the nations that produce risks are safe from risks. In this context,
Beck discusses what he calls the “boomerang effect,” whereby the side effects of risk “strike back even at the
centers of their production. The agents of modernization themselves are emphatically caught in the maelstrom
of hazards that they unleash and profit from” (1992:37).

Coping With the Risks
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Although advanced modernization produces the risks, it also produces the reflexivity that allows it to question
itself and the risks it produces. In fact, it is often the people themselves, the victims of the risks, who begin to
reflect on those risks. They begin to observe and to collect data on the risks and their consequences for people.
They become experts who come to question advanced modernity and its dangers. They do this, in part,
because they can no longer rely on scientists to do it for them. Indeed, Beck is very hard on scientists for their
role in the creation and maintenance of the risk society: “Science has become the protector of a global
contamination of people and nature. In that respect, it is no exaggeration to say that in the way they deal with
risks in many areas, the sciences have squandered until further notice their historic reputation for rationality ”
(1992:70).

In classical industrial society, nature and society were separated, but in advanced industrial society, nature and
society are deeply intertwined. That is, changes in society often affect the natural environment, and those
changes, in turn, affect society. Thus, according to Beck, today “nature is society and society is also ‘nature ’”
(1992:80). Thus, nature has been politicized, with the result that natural scientists, like social scientists, have
had their work politicized.

The traditional domain of politics, the government, is losing power because the major risks are emanating
from what Beck calls “sub politics,” for example, large companies, scientific laboratories, and the like. It is in
the subpolitical system that “the structures of a new society are being implemented with regard to the ultimate
goals of progress in knowledge, outside the parliamentary system, not in opposition to it, but simply ignoring
it” (Beck, 1992:223). This is part of what he calls the “unbinding of politics,” where politics is no longer left to
the central government, but increasingly is becoming the province of various subgroups, as well as of
individuals. These subgroups and individuals can be more reflexive and self-critical than a central government
can, and they have the capability to reflect upon, to better deal with, the array of risks associated with
advanced modernity. Thus, dialectically, advanced modernity has generated both unprecedented risks and
unprecedented efforts to deal with those risks (Beck, 1996).
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The Holocaust and Liquid Modernity

To Zygmunt Bauman (1989, 1991), the modern paradigm of formal rationality is the Holocaust, the
systematic destruction of the Jews (and others) by the Nazis (Beilharz, 2005c, 2005d, 2011). As Bauman puts
it, “Considered as a complex purposeful operation, the Holocaust may serve as a paradigm of modern
bureaucratic rationality” (1989:149). To many, it will seem obscene to discuss fast-food restaurants and the
Holocaust in the same context. Yet, there is a clear line in sociological thinking about modern rationality from
the bureaucracy to the Holocaust and then to the fast-food restaurant. Weber’s principles of rationality can be
applied usefully and meaningfully to each. The perpetrators of the Holocaust employed the bureaucracy as one
of their major tools. The conditions that made the Holocaust possible, especially the formally rational system,
continue to exist today. Indeed, what the process of rationalization indicates is not only that formally rational
systems persist, but that they are expanding dramatically. Thus, in Bauman’s view, under the right set of
circumstances the modern world would be ripe for an even greater abomination (if such a thing is possible)
than the Holocaust.

A Product of Modernity

Rather than viewing the Holocaust, as most do, as an abnormal event, Bauman sees it as in many ways a
“normal” aspect of the modern, rational world:

The truth is that every “ingredient” of the Holocaust—all of those many things that rendered it
possible—was normal; “normal” not in the sense of the familiar … but in the sense of being fully in
keeping with everything we know about our civilization, its guiding spirit, its priorities, its
immanent vision of the world.

(Bauman, 1989:8)

Thus, the Holocaust, to Bauman, was a product of modernity and not, as most people view it, a result of the
breakdown of modernity or a special route taken within it (Joas, 1998; Varcoe, 1998). In Weberian terms,
there was an “elective affinity” between the Holocaust and modernity.

For example, the Holocaust involved the application of the basic principles of industrialization in general, and
the factory system in particular, to the destruction of human beings:

[Auschwitz] was also a mundane extension of the modern factory system. Rather than producing
goods, the raw material was human beings and the end-product was death, so many units per day
marked carefully on the manager’s production charts. The chimneys, the very symbol of the modern
factory system, poured forth acrid smoke produced by burning human flesh. The brilliantly
organized railroad grid of modern Europe carried a new kind of raw material to the factories. It did
so in the same manner as with other cargo.… Engineers designed the crematoria; managers
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designed the system of bureaucracy that worked with a zest and efficiency.… What we witnessed
was nothing less than a massive scheme of social engineering.

(Feingold, cited in Bauman, 1989:8)

What the Nazis succeeded in doing was to bring together the rational achievements of industry and the
rational bureaucracy, and then bring both to bear on the objective of destroying people. Modernity, as
embodied in these rational systems, was not a sufficient condition for the Holocaust, but it was clearly a
necessary condition. Without modernity and rationality, “the Holocaust would be unthinkable” (Bauman,
1989:13).

The Role of Bureaucracy

The German bureaucracy did more than carry out the Holocaust; in a very real sense, it created the Holocaust.
The task of “getting rid of the Jews,” as Hitler defined it, was picked up by the German bureaucrats, and as
they resolved a series of day-to-day problems, extermination emerged as the best means to the end as it was
defined by Hitler and his henchmen. Thus, Bauman argues that the Holocaust was not the result of
irrationality, or premodern barbarity, but rather it was the product of the modern, rational bureaucracy. It was
not crazed lunatics who created and managed the Holocaust, but highly rational and otherwise quite normal
bureaucrats.

In fact, previous efforts, such as emotional and irrational pogroms, could not have accomplished the mass
extermination that characterized the Holocaust. Such a mass extermination required a highly rationalized and
bureaucratized operation. An irrational outburst such as a pogrom might kill some people, but it could never
successfully carry on a mass extermination of the scale undertaken in the Holocaust. As Bauman puts it, “Rage
and fury are pitiably primitive and inefficient tools of mass annihilation. They normally peter out before the
job is done” (1989:90). In contrast, modern genocide as it was perpetrated by the Nazis had a seemingly
rational purpose, the creation of a “better” society (unfortunately, to the Nazis, a better society was one that
was free of “evil” Jews). And the Nazis and their bureaucrats went about achieving that goal in a cold and
methodical manner.

Unlike most observers, Bauman does not see the bureaucracy as simply a neutral tool that can be propelled in
any direction. Bauman sees the bureaucracy as “more like … loaded dice” (1989:104). While it can be used for
either cruel or humane purposes, it is more likely to favor inhuman processes: “It is programmed to measure
the optimum in such terms as would not distinguish between one human object and another, or between
human and inhuman objects” (Bauman, 1989:104). And given its basic characteristics, the bureaucracy would
see the inhuman task through to the end, and beyond. In addition to their normal operations, bureaucracies
have a number of well-known incapacities, and they too fostered the Holocaust. For example, means often
become ends in bureaucracies, and, in this case, the means, killing, often came to be the end.

Of course, the bureaucracy and its officials could not and did not create the Holocaust on their own; other
factors were required. For one thing, there was the unquestioned control of the state apparatus with its
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monopoly of the means of violence over the rest of society. In other words, there were few if any
countervailing power bases in Nazi Germany. And the state, of course, was controlled by Adolf Hitler, who
had the ability to get the state to do his bidding. For another thing, there was a distinctly modern and rational
form of anti-Semitism in which Jews were systematically set apart from the rest of society and portrayed as if
they were preventing Germany from becoming a “perfect” society. To accomplish this goal, the Germans had
to exterminate those who stood in the way of achieving a perfect society. German science (itself highly
rationalized) was employed to help define the Jews as defective. Once they were defined as defective, and as a
barrier to the perfect society, it followed that the only solution was their elimination. And once it was
determined that they should be eliminated, the only important issue facing the bureaucrat was finding the
most efficient way of bringing about this end.

Another factor here is that there is no place for moral considerations in modern structures such as
bureaucracies. Whether it was right or wrong to exterminate the Jews was a nonissue. The absence of such
moral concerns is another reason that the Holocaust is such a modern phenomenon.

The Holocaust and Rationalization

The Holocaust had all the characteristics of Weber’s rationalization process (as well as of “McDonaldization” ;
see Chapter 16). There was certainly an emphasis on efficiency. For example, gas was determined to be a far
more efficient method of killing large numbers of people than were bullets. The Holocaust had the
predictability of an assembly line, with the long lines of trains snaking into the death camps, the long rows of
people winding into the “showers,” and the “production” of large stacks of bodies to be disposed of at the end
of the process. It was calculable in the sense that the emphasis was on quantitative factors such as how many
people could be killed and in how short a time.

For railway managers, the only meaningful articulation of their object is in terms of tonnes per
kilometre. They do not deal with humans, sheep, or barbed wire; they only deal with cargo, and this
means an entity consisting entirely of measurements and devoid of quality. For most bureaucrats,
even such a category as cargo would mean too strict a quality-bound restriction. They deal only with
the financial effects of their actions. Their object is money.

(Bauman, 1989:103)

There was certainly little attention paid to the quality of the life, or even of the death, of the Jews as they
marched inexorably to the gas chambers. In another, quantitative sense, the Holocaust was the most extreme
of mass exterminations:

Like everything else done in the modern—rational, planned, scientifically informed, expert,
efficiently managed, co-ordinated—way, the Holocaust left behind and put to shame all its alleged
pre-modern equivalents, exposing them as primitive, wasteful and ineffective by comparison. Like
everything else in our modern society, the Holocaust was an accomplishment in every respect
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superior.… It towers high above the past genocidal episodes.

(Bauman, 1989:89)

Finally, the Holocaust used nonhuman technologies, such as the rules and regulations of the camps and the
assembly-line operation of the ovens, to control both inmates and guards.

Of course, the characteristic of rationalization (and McDonaldization) that best fits the Holocaust is the
irrationality of rationality, especially dehumanization. Here Bauman makes use of the idea of distanciation to
make the point that the victims can be dehumanized because the bureaucrats making decisions about them
have no personal contact with them. Furthermore, the victims are objects to be moved about and disposed of,
numbers on a ledger; they are not human beings. In sum, “German bureaucratic machinery was put in the
service of a goal incomprehensible in its irrationality” (Bauman, 1989:136).

One of Bauman’s most interesting points is that the rational system put in place by the Nazis came to
encompass the victims, the Jews. The ghetto was transformed into “an extension of the murdering machine”
(Bauman, 1989:23). Thus,

the leaders of the doomed communities performed most of the preliminary bureaucratic work the
operation required (supplying the Nazis with the records and keeping the files on their prospective
victims), supervised the productive and distributive activities needed to keep the victims alive until
the time when the gas chambers were ready to receive them, policed the captive population so that
law-and-order tasks did not stretch the ingenuity or resources of the captors, secured the smooth
flow of the annihilation process by appointing the objects of its successive stages, delivered the
selected objects to the sites from which they could be collected with a minimum of fuss, and
mobilized the financial resources needed to pay for the last journey.

(Bauman, 1989:118)

(This is similar to the idea that in a McDonaldized world, the customers become unpaid workers in the
system, making their own salads, cleaning up after themselves, and so on.) In “ordinary genocide,” the
murderers and the murdered are separated from one another. The murderers are planning to do something
terrible to their victims, with the result that the resistance of potential victims is likely. However, such
resistance is far less likely when the victims are an integral part of a “system” created by the perpetrators.

In their actions, the Jews who cooperated with the Nazis were behaving rationally. They were doing what was
necessary to, for example, keep themselves alive for another day or be selected as people deserving of special,
more favorable treatment. They were even using rational tools, such as calculating that the sacrifice of a few
would save the many, and that if they didn’t cooperate, many more would die. However, in the end, such
actions were irrational in that they helped expedite the process of genocide and reduced the likelihood of
resistance to it.
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Modernity has prided itself on being civilized, on having safeguards in place so that something like the
Holocaust could never occur. But it did occur; the safeguards were not sufficient to prevent it. Today, the
forces of rationalization remain in place and are, if anything, stronger. And there is little to suggest that the
safeguards needed to prevent rationalization from running amok are any stronger today than they were in the
1940s. As Bauman says, “None of the societal conditions that made Auschwitz possible has truly disappeared,
and no effective measures have been undertaken to prevent … Auschwitz-like catastrophes” (1989:11).
Necessary to prevent another Holocaust are a strong morality and pluralistic political forces. But there are
likely to be times when a single power comes to predominate and there is little to lead us to believe that a
strong enough moral system is in place to prevent another confluence of a powerful leader and an eager and
willing bureaucracy.

Liquid Modernity

More recently, Bauman has articulated a new way of looking at modernity—“liquid modernity” (W. Atkinson,
2008; Binkley, 2008; A. Bryant, 2007; Jay, 2010)—that is informed by his earlier work on rationalization and
the Holocaust. Basically, the latter involved what he came to call “solid” structures such as the bureaucracy and
the concentration camp (see discussion of the work of Agamben in Chapter 17), structures that contained and
restricted people in various ways and to varying degrees. However, in a series of books written in the 21st
century, Bauman (2000, 2003, 2005, 2006, 2007a, 2010, 2011; Bauman and Lyon, 2012) describes a dramatic
change in late modernity from such solidity to great liquidity. Basically, in early modernity, the goal was to
create and maintain that which was designed to be permanent (a human settlement and its settlers, a
marriage), whereas in late modernity, the goal becomes that which is temporary (human settlements that are
more like caravan stops and the nomads who visit there, cohabitation). In early modernity, elites tended to be
the most settled, entrenched in estates (perhaps with walls and guards) and engaged in lifelong careers often
with lifetime employers, whereas the poor were forever on the move in search of work, greater security, and so
on. Now, the situation is largely reversed as the elites seek to be as free as possible of encumbrances in order to
be able to take advantages of the rapid changes taking place in the world, especially the economy. The poor,
on the other hand, are largely stuck in a given place and are unable to take advantage of such changes; in fact,
they are more likely to be victimized by changes in the economy and elsewhere (for example, from closed
factories and lost jobs).

Bauman seeks to get at the essence of liquid modernity and its contrast to the earlier, more solid form of
modernity in various ways. The earlier form can be seen as a Weberian “iron cage” ; in late modernity, the
structures associated with such an iron cage are much more like a “light cloak” that can more easily be borne
by people, especially elites on the move. Instead of the kind of solid prison dominated by the panopticon
described by Foucault (see Chapter 17), we now live in a postpanopticon society characterized by much lighter
forms of surveillance (for example, of our communications over the Internet). Education in early modernity
involved learning all one would ever need to know early in life in school, whereas in late modernity, education
can take place anywhere and everywhere and is seen as a lifelong process needed to adapt to changing
circumstances. Early modern society is dominated by producers and the material objects they produce in
material structures (factories), whereas late modernity is characterized by consumers with their lightness and
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speed (Bauman, 2003:49; see also Bauman, 2007b). In fact, according to Bauman (2005:9), “Liquid life is
consuming life.” While producers were oriented to creating that which would last, consumers want to buy that
which has a short, limited life span. Innumerable other contrasts are made, or implied, by Bauman in his
books on liquidity, but it is clear that he has produced a powerful new way of looking at the (late) modern
world (we will have more to say about this in Chapter 16).
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Modernity’s Unfinished Project

Jurgen Habermas is arguably not only today’s leading social theorist but also the leading defender of
modernity and rationality in the face of the assault on those ideas by postmodernists (and others). According
to Seidman:

In contrast to many contemporary intellectuals who have opted for an anti- or postmodernist
position, Habermas sees in the institutional orders of modernity structures of rationality. Whereas
many intellectuals have become cynical about the emancipatory potential of modernity, …
Habermas continues to insist on the utopian potential of modernity. In a social context in which
faith in the Enlightenment project of a good society promoted by reason sees a fading hope and
spurned idol, Habermas remains one of its strongest defenders.

(Seidman, 1989:2)

Habermas (1987b) sees modernity as an “unfinished project,” implying that there is far more to be done in the
modern world before we can begin thinking about the possibility of a postmodern world (Outhwaite, 2011;
Scambler, 1996).

In Chapter 13, we covered a good portion of Habermas’s thinking on modernity in our discussion of his ideas
on system, life-world, and the colonization of the life-world by the system. Habermas (1986:96) can be seen
as doing a “theory of the pathology of modernity” because he regards modernity as being at variance with
itself. By this he means that the rationality (largely formal rationality) that has come to characterize social
systems is different from, and in conflict with, the rationality that characterizes the life-world. Social systems
have grown increasingly complex, differentiated, integrated, and characterized by instrumental reason. The
life-world, too, has witnessed increasing differentiation and condensation (but of the knowledge bases and
value spheres of truth, goodness, and beauty), secularization, and institutionalization of norms of reflexivity
and criticism (Seidman, 1989:24). A rational society would be one in which both system and life-world were
permitted to rationalize in their own way, following their own logics. The rationalization of system and life-
world would lead to a society with material abundance and control over its environments as a result of rational
systems and one of truth, goodness, and beauty stemming from a rational life-world. However, in the modern
world, the system has come to dominate and colonize the life-world. The result is that while we may be
enjoying the fruits of system rationalization, we are being deprived of the enrichment of life that would come
from a life-world that was allowed to flourish. Many of the social movements that have arisen at the “borders”
between life-world and system in the last few decades are traceable to a resistance against the colonization and
impoverishment of the life-world.

In analyzing the way in which the system colonizes the life-world, Habermas sees himself in alignment with
much of the history of social thought:
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The main strand of social theory—from Marx via Spencer and Durkheim to Simmel, Weber and
Lukács—has to be understood as the answer to the entry of system-environment boundaries into
society itself [Habermas’s life-world], to the genesis of the “internal foreign country” … which has
been understood as the hallmark of modernity.

(Habermas, 1991:255–256)

In other words, the “hallmark of modernity” to Habermas, as well as to most of classical theory, has been, in
Habermas’s terms, the colonization of the life-world by the system.

What, then, for Habermas would constitute the completion of modernity’s project? It seems clear that the
final product would be a fully rational society in which both system and life-world rationality were allowed to
express themselves fully without one destroying the other. We currently suffer from an impoverished life-
world, and that problem must be overcome. However, the answer does not lie in the destruction of systems
(especially the economic and administrative systems), because it is they that provide the material prerequisites
needed to allow the life-world to rationalize.

One of the issues Habermas (1987b) deals with is the increasing problems confronted by the modern,
bureaucratic, social welfare state. Many of those associated with such a state recognize the problems, but their
solution is to deal with them at the system level by, for example, simply adding a new subsystem to deal with
the problems. However, Habermas does not think the problems can be solved in this way. Rather, they must
be solved in the relationship between system and life-world. First, “restraining barriers” must be put in place
to reduce the impact of system on life-world. Second, “sensors” must be built in order to enhance the impact
of life-world on system. Habermas concludes that contemporary problems cannot be solved “by systems
learning to function better. Rather, impulses from the lifeworld must be able to enter into the self-steering of
functional systems” (1987b:364). These would constitute important steps toward the creation of mutually
enriching life-world and system. It is here that social movements enter the picture, because they represent the
hope of a recoupling of system and life-world so that the two can rationalize to the highest possible degree.

Habermas sees little hope in the United States, which seems intent on buttressing system rationality at the
cost of a continuing impoverishment of the life-world. However, Habermas does see hope in Europe, which
has the possibility of putting “an end to the confused idea that the normative content of modernity that is
stored in rationalized life worlds could be set free only by means of ever more complex systems” (1987b:366).
Thus, Europe has the possibility of assimilating “in a decisive way the legacy of Occidental rationalism”
(Habermas, 1987b:366). That legacy translates today into restraints on system rationality in order to allow
life-world rationality to flourish to the extent that the two types of rationalities can coexist as equals within the
modern world. Such a full partnership between system and life-world rationality would constitute the
completion of modernity’s project. Because we remain a long way from that goal, we are far from the end of
modernity, let alone on the verge, or in the midst, of postmodernity.

Habermas versus Postmodernists
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Habermas makes a case not only for modernity but also against the postmodernists. Habermas offered some
early criticisms in an essay, “Modernity versus Postmodernity” (1981), which has achieved wide recognition.1
In that essay, Habermas raises the issue of whether, in light of the failures of the 20th century, we “should try
to hold on to the intentions of the Enlightenment, feeble as they may be, or should we declare the entire project
of modernity a lost cause?” (1981:9). Habermas, of course, is not in favor of giving up on the Enlightenment
project or, in other words, on modernity. Rather, he chooses to focus on the “mistakes” of those who do reject
modernity. One of the latter’s most important mistakes is their willingness to give up on science, especially a
science of the life-world. The separation of science from the life-world, and the leaving of it to experts, would,
if done in conjunction with the creation of other autonomous spheres, involve the surrender of “the project of
modernity altogether” (Habermas, 1981:14). Habermas refuses to give up on the possibility of a rational,
“scientific” understanding of the life-world as well as the possibility of the rationalization of that world.
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Jurgen Habermas: A Biographical Sketch

P. Piel / ullstein bild / Getty Images

Jurgen Habermas is arguably the most important social thinker in the world today. He was born in Düsseldorf, Germany, on June
18, 1929, and his family was middle class and rather traditional. Habermas’s father was director of the Chamber of Commerce. In
his early teens, during World War II, Habermas was profoundly affected by the war. The end of the war brought new hope and
opportunities for many Germans, including Habermas. The fall of Nazism brought optimism about the future of Germany, but
Habermas was disappointed in the lack of dramatic progress in the years immediately after the war. With the end of Nazism, all
sorts of intellectual opportunities arose, and once-banned books became available to the young Habermas. They included Western
and German literature, as well as tracts written by Marx and Engels. Between 1949 and 1954, Habermas studied a wide range of
topics (for example, philosophy, psychology, German literature) in Göttingen, Zurich, and Bonn. However, none of the teachers at
the schools at which Habermas studied were illustrious, and most were compromised by the fact that they either had supported the
Nazis overtly or simply had continued to carry out their academic responsibilities under the Nazi regime. Habermas received his
doctorate from the University of Bonn in 1954 and worked for two years as a journalist.

In 1956, Habermas arrived at the Institute for Social Research in Frankfurt and became associated with the Frankfurt school.
Indeed, he became research assistant to one of the most illustrious members of that school, Theodor Adorno, as well as an associate
of the institute (Wiggershaus, 1994). Although the Frankfurt school often is thought of as highly coherent, that was not Habermas’s
view:

For me there was never a consistent theory. Adorno wrote essays on the critique of culture and also gave seminars on
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Hegel. He presented a certain Marxist background—and that was it.

(Habermas, cited in Wiggershaus, 1994:2)

While he was associated with the Institute for Social Research, Habermas demonstrated from the beginning an independent
intellectual orientation. A 1957 article by Habermas got him into trouble with the leader of the institute, Max Horkheimer.
Habermas urged critical thought and practical action, but Horkheimer was afraid that such a position would jeopardize the publicly
funded institute. Horkheimer strongly recommended that Habermas be dismissed from the institute. Horkheimer said of Habermas,
“He probably has a good, or even brilliant, career as a writer in front of him, but he would only cause the institute immense damage”
(cited in Wiggershaus, 1994:555). The article eventually was published, but not under the auspices of the Institute and with virtually
no reference to it. Eventually, Horkheimer enforced impossible conditions on Habermas’s work and Habermas resigned.

In 1961, Habermas became a privatdocent and completed his “Habilitation” (a second dissertation required by German universities)
at the University of Marburg. Having already published a number of notable works, Habermas was recommended for a professorship
of philosophy at the University of Heidelberg even before he had completed his Habilitation. He remained at Heidelberg until 1964,
when he moved on to the University of Frankfurt as a professor of philosophy and sociology. From 1971 to 1981, he was the director
of the Max Planck Institute. He returned to the University of Frankfurt as a professor of philosophy, and, in 1994, he became an
emeritus professor at that institution. He has won a number of prestigious academic prizes and has been awarded honorary
professorships at a number of universities.

For many years, Habermas was the world’s leading neo-Marxist (Nollman, 2005b). However, over the years, his work has broadened
to involve many different theoretical inputs. Habermas continues to hold out hope for the future of the modern world. It is in this
sense that Habermas writes of modernity’s unfinished project. While Marx focused on work, Habermas is concerned mainly with
communication, which he considers to be a more general process than is work. While Marx focused on the distorting effect of the
structure of capitalist society on work, Habermas is concerned with the way the structure of modern society distorts communication.
While Marx sought a future world involving full and creative labor, Habermas seeks a future society characterized by free and open
communication. Thus, there are startling similarities between the theories of Marx and Habermas. Most generally, both are
modernists who believed or believe that in their time modernity’s project (creative and fulfilling work for Marx, open communication
for Habermas) has not yet been completed. Yet both have had faith that in the future that project will be completed.

It is this commitment to modernism, along with his faith in the future, that sets Habermas apart from many leading contemporary
thinkers, such as Jean Baudrillard and other postmodernists. While the latter are often driven to nihilism, Habermas continues to
believe in his lifelong (and modernity’s) project. Similarly, while other postmodernists (for example, Lyotard) reject the possibility of
creating grand narratives, Habermas continues to work on and support what is perhaps the most notable grand theory in modern
social theory. Much is at stake for Habermas in his battle with the postmodernists. If they win out, Habermas may come to be seen
as the last great modernist thinker. If Habermas (and his supporters) emerge victorious, he may be viewed as the savior of the
modernist project and of grand theory in the social sciences.

Holub (1991) has offered an overview of Habermas’s most important criticisms of the postmodernists. First,
the postmodernists are equivocal about whether they are producing serious theory or literature. If we treat
them as producing serious theory, their work becomes incomprehensible because of “their refusal to engage in
the institutionally established vocabularies” (Holub, 1991:158). If we treat the work of the postmodernists as
literature, “then their arguments forfeit all logical force” (Holub, 1991:158). In either case, it becomes almost
impossible to critically analyze the work of the postmodernists seriously, because they can always claim that we
do not understand their words or their literary endeavors.

Second, Habermas feels that the postmodernists are animated by normative sentiments but that what those
sentiments are is concealed from the reader. Thus, the reader is unable to understand what postmodernists are
really up to, why they are critiquing society, from their stated objectives. Furthermore, while they have hidden
normative sentiments, the postmodernists overtly repudiate such sentiments. The lack of such overt
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sentiments prevents postmodernists from developing a self-conscious praxis aimed at overcoming the
problems they find in the world. In contrast, the fact that Habermas’s normative sentiments (free and open
communication) are overt and clearly stated makes the source of his critiques of society clear, and it provides
the base for political praxis.

Third, Habermas accuses postmodernism of being a totalizing perspective that fails “to differentiate
phenomena and practices that occur within modern society” (Holub, 1991:159). For example, the view of the
world as dominated by power and surveillance is not fine-grained enough to allow for meaningful analysis of
the real sources of oppression in the modern world.

Finally, the postmodernists are accused of ignoring that which Habermas finds absolutely central—everyday
life and its practices. This oversight constitutes a double loss for postmodernists. On the one hand, they are
closed off from an important source for the development of normative standards. After all, the rational
potential that exists in everyday life is an important source of Habermas’s ideas on communicative rationality
(Cooke, 1994). On the other hand, the everyday world also constitutes the ultimate goal for work in the social
sciences because it is there that theoretical ideas can have an impact on praxis.

Habermas (1994:107) offers a good summary of his views on modernity-postmodernity and a useful transition
to Chapter 17 of this text, in which we deal with postmodern social theory: “The concept of modernity no
longer comes with a promise of happiness. But despite all the talk of postmodernity, there are no visible
rational alternatives to this form of life. What else is left for us, then, but at least to search out practical
improvements within this form of life?”
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Self, Society, and Religion

Charles Taylor (1989, 2004, 2007) is a philosopher whose work directly addresses problems in sociological
theory. He is especially known for his writings on modernity. The central argument throughout Taylor’s
writings is that modern persons and societies are shaped by moral orders. These moral orders are
communicated through cultural frameworks or, as Taylor also calls them, grand narratives—the overarching
stories that we tell about ourselves and our societies. While postmodernists argue that social theorists should
deconstruct grand narratives (see Chapter 17), Taylor says that we unavoidably live our lives through the
meanings supplied in modern grand narratives. These narratives operate as deep background understandings
that, often without our awareness, structure our lives. For Taylor, then, while members of modern Western
societies2 may disagree over the meaning and importance of these narratives, they cannot help but orient
themselves within the “horizons of meaning” that they provide.

For example, the concept of equality has become a moral good (i.e., a moral ideal) in modern Western society.
It shapes our understanding of social institutions such as politics, work, and romance. Giddens’s concept of
pure relationship, discussed earlier in this chapter, is an example of how contemporary romantic practices are
shaped by ideals of equality. People may argue over whether or not a society has actually achieved equality (it
is only recently that women have gained the political rights of equality, especially in the modern West), and
some may contest the legitimacy of the ideal of equality (as do some patriarchal worldviews). However, the
point is that, despite one’s views on equality, to live in contemporary Western society means that the problem
of equality is an unavoidable concern and focus.

Thus, when Taylor talks about modern moral orientations he is talking about a set of ideals that have sunk
deep into the makeup of social life and as such have become touchstones in the way that we think about
ourselves. Taylor has examined the way that these modern narratives and moralities have framed three
different areas of social life: selfhood (1989), the modern social imaginary (2004), and religion (2007).

Modernity and the Self

Like Giddens (1991), Taylor identifies selfhood as a central component of the modern order. In Sources of the
Self (1989) he argues that the most important feature of selves is that they develop in relation to moral goods.
Taylor breaks this down into several specific claims:

“We are selves only in that certain issues matter for us. What I am as a self, my identity, is essentially
defined in the way that things have significance for me” (1989:34).
“We are only selves insofar as we move in a certain space of questions, as we seek and find an orientation
to the good” (34).
“One is a self only among other selves. A self can never be described without reference to those around
it” (35).
“There is no way we could be inducted into personhood except by being initiated into language” (35).

For Taylor, selves emerge in spaces of shared meaning, spaces of shared questions, and spaces of shared values.
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In addition, the last two points indicate that like symbolic interactionists (Chapter 9), ethnomethodologists
(Chapter 10), postmodernists, and poststructuralists (Chapter 17), Taylor assumes that selves are relational
and are constructed in language/symbol use. This is also captured in Taylor’s idea that selves are narrative
beings. Essentially, selfhood consists in the stories that people tell about their attempts to realize deep moral,
culturally circumscribed ideals.

This leads to what Taylor calls the malaise of modernity (1991). Even though, according to Taylor, selfhood
depends upon a grounding in shared narratives (stories that we, as a culture, tell about what it means to be a
self), most contemporary people are disconnected from these narratives. We don’t know the stories that make
up our selves. Even worse, we don’t know that selves are made up through shared stories in the first place. As
a result, contemporary persons suffer existential disorientation, what Giddens (1991) calls ontological
insecurity and what Durkheim called anomie. While the reasons for this disconnection are varied, basically it
is because contemporary society promotes individualistic rather than relational and cultural views of selfhood.

For Taylor, the solution to this malaise is found in a renewed understanding of the cultural frames that make
selfhood possible. He wants to show people how they are embedded in shared moralities and narratives. In
this respect, Taylor treats selfhood as an ongoing cultural dialogue of which modern persons are a part.
Presumably, awareness of and participation in this dialogue gives rise to a dynamic, rich, and better-grounded
understanding of self. To encourage this dialogue, Taylor (1989) describes the various sources of the self. We
only have space to describe a few of the most important sources.

First, modern selves are defined through the ideals of self-mastery, rationality, and instrumentality. This kind
of selfhood, first described in the writings of philosopher John Locke, dovetails with the scientific worldview
developed in the modern period. In later writings (2007:27), Taylor calls this the “buffered” self. In contrast to
the premodern self that was connected to the cosmos and the power of the divine, this self retreats inward and
finds personal power and a sense of worth through the quest for total and transparent self-knowledge and self-
control. This ideal continues to operate into the present moment in, for example, psychotherapies that
promote anger management and other techniques of self-discipline (for another perspective on the importance
of discipline to modernity, see Foucault, Chapter 17).

The other major source of selfhood is associated with 18th-century romanticism. This emerged in protest
against the cool rationality of the buffered self. This selfhood praises spontaneity, emotion, and self-
expression. It has led to a cultural ideal that Taylor calls “expressive” individualism and the pursuit of
“authentic” selfhood (2007:473; see also Guignon, 2004). This is the very important modern idea that each
person possesses a real, or authentic, self, and that one of the most valuable things that people can do with
their lives is to discover and give expression to their “true” self. This kind of selfhood is expressed in slogans
such as “live your dreams” and “seize the moment.”

The ideal of authenticity is so central to the modern cultural framework that most people think of it as a
natural fact, rather than a cultural good. Like the ideal of the buffered self, the ideal of authenticity remains
alive in the contemporary moment in, for example, consumer advertising, new-age psychotherapies, and
artistic practice. In fact, Taylor identifies the artist as the contemporary person who most fully realizes the
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virtues of authenticity.

Modernity’s Social Imaginary

Sources of the Self examines the frameworks that allow the development of modern selves. Modern Social
Imaginaries (C. Taylor, 2004) considers the frameworks that allow the existence of the modern social order.
Borrowing a term from Benedict Anderson (1991), Taylor argues that modernity is shaped by social
imaginaries. The social imaginary is a set of ideas about society that is intertwined with everyday practice.3
Social imaginaries have the following characteristics:

They focus on the way that “ordinary” people, as opposed to intellectuals, “imagine” their social
surroundings (C. Taylor, 2004:23).
They are often “carried in images, stories, and legends” though they do not have to be explicitly
acknowledged and described; they are part of the background understanding of everyday life (23).
“They are shared by large groups of people, if not the whole society” (23).
The social imaginary is “that common understanding that makes possible common practices and a
widely shared sense of legitimacy” (23).

While social imaginaries originate in the work of philosophers and other social elites, over time, they become
part of the taken-for-granted background knowledge of everyday life.

To delineate the unique elements of the modern social imaginary, Taylor distinguishes it from the social
imaginary of premodern Western society. Describing the premodern, Taylor emphasizes the concept of
hierarchical complementary:

Society was seen as made up of different orders. These needed and complemented each other, but
this didn’t mean that their relations were truly mutual, because they didn’t exist on the same level.
Rather, they formed a hierarchy in which some had greater dignity and value than others. An
example of this is the often repeated medieval idealization of the society of three orders: … those
who pray, those who fight, and those who work. It was clear that each needed the others, but there
is no doubt that we have here a descending scale of dignity; some functions were in their essence
higher than others. (2004:11)

The premodern social imaginary, then, is organized around the idea that the world is composed of layers of
different worth and value. This world does not serve human beings and their interests, but instead reflects
religious and cosmic orders.

In the modern imaginary, all people are, at least in principle, of equal worth and value. From the 1600s
forward, the modern West began to imagine itself as an order of “mutual benefit” (C. Taylor, 2004:19).
People are now thought of as self-enclosed individuals who enter into relations with one another of their own
choosing. These relations between individuals bring with them the obligation of “mutual respect and service”
which “is directed toward serving our ordinary goals: life, liberty, sustenance of self and family” (2004:13).
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This is the beginning of the era in which the values of freedom, equality, dignity, and respect become part of
the modern idea of the social.

The modern order of mutual benefit is realized in four institutions: the economy, the public sphere, the
sovereign people, and fashion. First, economy is no longer equated with the management of the household (as
it has been in previous eras) but is now thought of as an independent sphere that links people together in
exchanges of goods and services. These exchanges bring about mutual benefit. This image is found, for
example, in Adam Smith’s famous metaphor of the invisible hand in which “our search for our own individual
prosperity redounds to the general welfare” (C. Taylor, 2004:70). Despite challenges from Marxist and other
critical perspectives, this component of the imaginary continues to exist in today’s neoliberal economics (see
Chapter 16) and the popular imagination more generally.

The next component of the modern social imaginary is the public sphere (see also Habermas, this chapter).
Taylor defines the public sphere as

a common space in which the members of a society are deemed to meet through a variety of media:
print, electronic, and also face-to-face encounters; to discuss matters of common interest; and thus
to be able to form a common mind about these. (2004:83)

In the public sphere, people can imagine themselves simultaneously working and living alongside one another.
They begin to live in what Taylor calls secular time, where together they build a society independent from the
divine order.

The concept of the sovereign people is related to the public sphere. Here groups of people, formerly scattered
across geographical space and subjected to despotic political rule, start to think of themselves as members of a
nation—a group of people who share a common background and can organize and govern themselves. In this
regard, the French Revolution is an important historical event. When they deposed Louis XVI, the French
people constituted themselves as a nation of citizens rather than subjects of monarchical rule.

Fashion is the most recent component of the imaginary to develop, but also of greatest significance to the
present moment. The public sphere and the sovereign people are spaces of common action—people work
together to create shared social and moral orders. The sphere of fashion, however, does not require shared
action but only mutual recognition. Like the other spheres, fashion involves interpersonal exchange that
generates benefit, but this operates largely through “mutual display” (C. Taylor, 2004:168). That is, other
people do not serve as explicit interlocutors, but they act as “witnesses to the meaning of our action” (168).
This kind of imaginary, as Georg Simmel ([1903] 1971) also pointed out, emerges in urban spaces. This
produces imaginaries that “hover between solitude and togetherness” (68).

Religion in a Secular Age

Taylor’s most recent work examines the relationship between modernity and religion and, in particular, the
process of secularization (the decline of religious belief and practice in modernity). According to Taylor, most
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scholars think of secularization as an inevitable and automatic effect of modernity. With the decline of the
Catholic Church in Europe, the development of science and technology, and the growth of humanist
philosophy, the “death of God” seemed inevitable (C. Taylor, 2007:560). But Taylor challenges conventional
scholarship and says that the real problem is to understand how unbelief —a particular moral stance—becomes
possible in the first place: “[W]hy is it so hard to believe in God in (many milieu) of the modern West, while
in 1500 it was virtually impossible not to?” (539).

As with his other work Taylor tries to understand religion through the cultural frameworks of modernity.
There are two issues. First, what cultural frames make unbelief possible? Second, what form does religious
belief take in the modern secular world, or, as Taylor calls it, in the immanent frame ? The second question
implies that even though religious belief undergoes significant transformation in modernity, it is by no means
an inevitable conclusion that unbelief will win the day.

With respect to unbelief, Taylor views science, secularity, and atheism as forms of belief enabled by the
immanent frame. In particular, he says people are attracted to unbelief because of an unacknowledged grand
narrative that contains a powerful moral. This is a story about the progress of humanity in which the
immaturity of religious belief is conquered by the maturity of science, reason, and atheism. Moreover, the
refusal of religion is viewed as a heroic and courageous achievement in which the unbeliever forsakes the
childish comforts of religion. Instead, the unbeliever confronts the cold, hard reality of scientific truth.
Describing a variant of this belief system, Taylor says, “[T]he main virtue stressed here is the imaginative
courage to face the void, and be energized by it to the creation of meaning” (2007:588–589). This narrative is
articulated by scholars like Marx (who saw religion as an opiate of the masses) and Freud (who saw religion as
a compensation for repressed childhood wishes).

The other theoretical puzzle is to understand what happens to belief in the modern West. Taylor describes
three historical periods that led up to the present era: the ancien regime (premodern), the age of mobilization
(early modernity), and the age of authenticity (1960s–present). The aspect of belief that Taylor finds common
to all of these eras is a desire for connection with the transcendent. Religious belief lifts humans out of the
sphere of exclusively human relations and gives them meaning through connection to some powerful outside
force. In the ancien regime, people are related to the transcendent through a preordained cosmic order. In the
age of mobilization, religion becomes more closely associated with political and national projects and people
begin to organize their religious lives through the relations of mutual obligation envisioned in the modern
social imaginaries described above. In other words, religion is subsumed within modern social institutions and
practices. God becomes a distant creator and humans are tasked with realizing his divine plan in their
everyday activities (Max Weber’s, [1904-1905] 1958, account of the relation between Calvinism and
capitalism is an example of this).

Taylor argues that the age of authenticity, in which we now live, grows out of 18th-century romanticism. As
noted in our discussion of Sources of the Self, romanticism gives expressive individualism and authentic selfhood
a preeminent role in social life. This focus on the individual can lead to conflict with traditional forms of
religious belief. The needs of the self come into conflict with the needs of the religious community. For some,
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this leads to a split with religion—a move toward unbelief and its supporting narratives. But this is not
inevitable. Religious belief assumes new forms in the age of authenticity. In other words, people continue to
seek meaning in a transcendent, extra-human realm, but in new ways.

For example, in the age of authenticity religion is increasingly seen as a personal choice, and in order for belief
to be authentic it must “speak to me.” Taylor writes:

Now if we don’t accept the view that the human aspiration to religion will flag, and I do not, then
where will the access lie to practice of and deeper engagement with religion? The answer is the
various forms of spiritual practice to which each is drawn in his/her own spiritual life (2007:515).

One important consequence of this new form of belief is a general retreat, in the West, from institutionalized
religions such as Christianity. This is not to say that religion has become a series of individualized personal
practices. Taylor argues that the collective dimension of religion remains important. Indeed, as Durkheim
([1912] 1965) pointed out in Elementary Forms of Religious Life, a crucial component of religion is the
experience of collective effervescence, or what Taylor calls the festive. Thus, Taylor concludes that while the
new frame for religious practice is individualistic (living out the moral demands of expressive individualism), it
is not necessarily individuating. People still seek others with whom to pursue their chosen belief in the
transcendent.
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Informationalism and the Network Society

One valuable contribution to modern social theory is a trilogy authored by Manuel Castells (1996, 1997,
1998; Allan, 2007) with the overarching title The Information Age: Economy, Society and Culture. Castells
(1996:4) articulates a position opposed to postmodern social theory, which he sees as indulging in “celebrating
the end of history, and, to some extent, the end of Reason, giving up on our capacity to understand and make
sense” :

The project informing this book swims against streams of destruction, and takes exception to
various forms of intellectual nihilism, social skepticism, and political cynicism. I believe in
rationality, and the possibility of calling upon reason.… I believe in the chances of meaningful social
action.… And, yes, I believe in spite of a long tradition of sometimes tragic intellectual errors, that
observing, analyzing, and theorizing is a way of helping to build a different, better world.

(Castells, 1996:4)

Castells examines the emergence of a new society, culture, and economy in light of the revolution, begun in
the United States in the 1970s, in informational technology (television, computers, and so on). This
revolution led, in turn, to a fundamental restructuring of the capitalist system beginning in the 1980s and to
the emergence of what Castells calls “informational capitalism.” Also emerging were “informational societies”
(although there are important cultural and institutional differences between these societies). Both are based on
“informationalism” (“a mode of development in which the main source of productivity is the qualitative
capacity to optimize the combination and use of factors of production on the basis of knowledge and
information” [Castells, 1998:7]). The spread of informationalism, especially informational capitalism, leads to
the emergence of oppositional social movements based on self and identity (“the process by which a social
actor recognizes itself and constructs meaning primarily on the basis of a given cultural attribute or set of
attributes, to the exclusion of a broader reference to other social structures” [Castells, 1996:22]). Such
movements bring about the contemporary equivalent of what Marxists call “class struggle.” The hope against
the spread of informational capitalism and the problems it causes (exploitation, exclusion, threats to self and
identity) is not the working class but a diverse set of social movements (e.g., ecological, feminist) based
primarily on identity.

At the heart of Castells’s analysis is what he calls the information technology paradigm with five basic
characteristics. First, these are technologies that act on information. Second, since information is part of all
human activity, these technologies have a pervasive effect. Third, all systems using information technologies
are defined by a “networking logic” that allows them to affect a wide variety of processes and organizations.
Fourth, the new technologies are highly flexible, allowing them to adapt and change constantly. Finally, the
specific technologies associated with information are merging into a highly integrated system.

In the 1980s, there emerged a new, increasingly profitable global informational economy. “It is informational
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because the productivity and competitiveness of units or agents in this economy (be it firms, regions, or
nations) fundamentally depend upon their capacity to generate, process, and apply efficiently knowledge-
based information” (Castells, 1996:66). It is global because it has the “capacity to work as a unit in real time on a
planetary scale ” (Castells, 1996:92). This was made possible, for the first time, by the new information and
communication technologies. And it is “informational, not just information-based, because the cultural-
institutional attributes of the whole social system must be included in the diffusion and implementation of the
new technological paradigm” (Castells, 1996:91). Although it is global, there are differences, and Castells
distinguishes between regions that lie at the heart of the new global economy (North America, the European
Union, and the Asian Pacific). Thus, we are talking about a regionalized, global economy. In addition, there is
considerable diversity within each region, and of crucial importance is the fact that while some areas of the
globe are included, others are excluded and suffer grave negative consequences. Whole areas of the world (e.g.,
sub-Saharan Africa) are excluded, as are parts of the privileged regions, such as the inner cities in the United
States.

Accompanying the rise of the new global informational economy is the emergence of a new organizational
form, the network enterprise. Among other things, the network enterprise is characterized by flexible (rather
than mass) production, new management systems (frequently adapted from Japanese models), organizations
based on a horizontal rather than a vertical model, and the intertwining of large corporations in strategic
alliances. However, most important, the fundamental component of organizations is a series of networks. It is
this that leads Castells (1996:171) to argue that “a new organizational form has emerged as characteristic of
the informational/global economy: the network enterprise ” defined as “that specific form of enterprise whose
system of means is constituted by the intersection of segments of autonomous systems of goals.” The network enterprise
is the materialization of the culture of the global informational economy, and it makes possible the
transformation of signals into commodities through the processing of knowledge. As a result, the nature of
work is being transformed (e.g., the individualization of work through such things as flex-time), although the
precise nature of this transformation varies from one nation to another.

Castells (1996:373) also discusses the emergence (accompanying the development of multimedia out of the
fusion of the mass media and computers) of the culture of real virtuality, “a system in which reality itself (that is,
people’s material/symbolic existence) is entirely captured, fully immersed in a virtual image setting, in the world of
make-believe, in which appearances are not just on the screen through which experience is communicated, but they
become the experience.” In contrast to the past dominated by “the space of places” (e.g., cities like New York or
London), a new spatial logic, the “space of flows,” has emerged. We have become a world dominated by
processes rather than physical locations (although the latter obviously continue to exist). Similarly, we have
entered an era of “timeless time” in which, for example, information is instantly available anywhere on the
globe.

Going beyond the network enterprise, Castells (1996:469, 470; italics added) argues that the “dominant
functions and processes in the information age are increasingly organized around networks ” defined as sets of
“interconnected nodes.” Networks are open, capable of unlimited expansion, dynamic, and able to innovate
without disrupting the system. However, the fact that our age is defined by networks (the “network society” )
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does not mean the end of capitalism. In fact, at least at the moment, networks allow capitalism to become, for
the first time, truly global and organized on the basis of global financial flows, exemplified by the much-
discussed global “financial casino” that is a wonderful example of not only a network but also an informational
system. Money won and lost here is now far more important than that earned through the production process.
Money has come to be separated from production; we are in a capitalist age defined by the endless search for
money.

However, as we saw above, Castells does not see the development of networks, the culture of real virtuality,
informationalism, and especially their use in informational capitalism as going unchallenged. These are
opposed by individuals and collectivities with identities of their own that they seek to defend. Thus, “God,
nation, family, and community will provide unbreakable, eternal codes around which a counter-offensive will
be mounted” (Castells, 1997:66). However, it is important to recognize that these countermovements must
rely on information and networks in order to succeed. Thus, they are deeply implicated in the new order. In
this context, Castells describes a wide range of social movements including the Zapatistas in Chiapas, Mexico,
the American militia, the Japanese cult Aum Shinrikyo, environmentalism, feminism, and the gay movement.

What of the state? In Castells’s view, it is increasingly powerless in this new world of the globalization of the
economy and its dependence on global capital markets. Thus, for example, states have become unable to
protect their welfare programs because imbalances around the globe will lead capital to gravitate toward those
states with low welfare costs. Also eroding the power of the state are global communications that flow freely
in and out of any country. Then there is the globalization of crime and the creation of global networks that are
beyond the control of any single state. Also weakening the state is the growth of multilateralism, the
emergence of super nation-states such as the European Union, and internal divisions. While they will
continue to exist, Castells (1997:304) sees states becoming “nodes of a broader network of power.” The dilemma
facing the state is that if it represents its national constituencies, it will be less effective in the global system,
but if it focuses on the latter, it will fail to represent its constituencies adequately.

An example of the failure of the state is the Soviet Union. It simply was incapable of adapting to the new
informationalism and world of networks. For example, the Soviet state monopolized information, but this was
incompatible with a world in which success is associated with the free flow of information. As it fell apart, the
old Soviet Union proved easy prey for global criminal elements. Ironically, although in its early years Russia
was excluded from the global information society, it was (and is) deeply implicated in global criminality.

Given his critical orientation, especially to informational capitalism and its threats to self, identity, welfare, as
well as its exclusion of vast portions of the world, Castells (1998:359) concludes that as they are currently
constituted, our “economy, society and culture … limit collective creativity, confiscate the harvest of
information technology, and deviate our energy into self-destructive confrontation.” However, it need not be
this way because there “is nothing that cannot be changed by conscious, purposive social action” (Castells,
1998:360).

Castells offers the first sustained sociological analysis of our new computerized world, and there are many
insights to be derived from his work. Two major weaknesses stand out. First, this is primarily an empirical
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study (relying on secondary data), and Castells takes pains to avoid using a series of theoretical resources that
might have enhanced his work. Second, he remains locked in a productivist perspective and fails to deal with
the implications of his analysis for consumption. Nonetheless, Castells has clearly offered us an important
beginning in our effort to gain a better understanding of the emerging world he describes.

The discussion of Castells’s work anticipates ideas to be developed in Chapter 16, on globalization theory,
because, as we have seen, much of his theory relates to global issues and is often discussed as a theory of
globalization. Much of globalization theory can be seen as modern (we will encounter other ideas of some of
the modern theorists encountered in this chapter—Giddens, Beck, Bauman—in Chapter 16), and it has its
roots in modern perspectives such as modernization theory and dependency theory. However, globalization
theory also critiques and reacts against these earlier perspectives as well as, in at least some cases, the basic
tenets of many theories of modernity. Although many of the ideas to be encountered in Chapter 16 are quite
modern, many others go beyond the modern to implicit (e.g., “glocalization,” “hybridization,” and
“creolization” ) and explicit (“empire” and “multitude” ) association with the postmodern ideas that are dealt
with in Chapter 17.
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Summary

In this chapter, we survey a number of theoretical perspectives that continue to see the contemporary world in
modern terms. Anthony Giddens sees modernity as a juggernaut that offers a number of advantages but also
poses a series of dangers. Among the dangers underscored by Giddens are the risks associated with the
modern juggernaut. These dangers are the key issue in Beck’s work on the risk society. The modern world is
seen as being characterized by risk and the need on the part of people to prevent risk and protect themselves
from it. Bauman sees the Holocaust as the paradigm of rationality and modernity. An emphasis on the
Holocaust indicates the irrationalities, and more generally the dangers, associated with modernity and
increasing rationalization. Late modernity, to Bauman, is defined by its liquidity in comparison to the solidity
of earlier epochs. Next, we discuss Habermas’s work on modernity as an unfinished project. Habermas, too,
focuses on rationality, but his concern is with the dominance of system rationality and the impoverishment of
the rationality of the life-world. Habermas sees the completion of modernity in the mutually enriching
rationalization of system and life-world.

The next section covers the work of Charles Taylor, who focuses on the cultural frames and moral ideals that
ground modern societies. In particular, he talks about the way that selves are constructed through modern
narratives. He also uses the concept of the modern social imaginary to talk about the organization of modern
social life. Most recently, he has described the various belief systems at work in the process of secularization.

The final section is devoted to a discussion of the work of Manuel Castells. Castells is concerned with the
growth of informationalism and the development of the network society. It is mainly the computer and the
information flows it permits that have transformed the world and in the process created a series of problems
such as the exclusion of great parts of the world, and even some pockets in the United States, from this system
and its rewards.
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Notes

1. There is a sense that in his later work Habermas has offered a softer and more fine-grained critique of the
postmodernists (Peters, 1994).

2. Throughout this section we refer to the modern West. Taylor has been quite explicit in his focus on
Western or European modernity. He does not, however, believe that Western modernity is the only
modernity, or that other parts of the world can be understood through the imaginaries and frameworks of the
West. Indeed, in Modern Social Imaginaries he describes Western modernity as only one of “multiple-
modernities” (1994:1) and limits his work to understanding the modern West.

3. Here Taylor’s work shares similarities to both Giddens’s structuration theory and Bourdieu’s constructivist-
structuralism (see Chapter 13). Like Giddens and Bourdieu, Taylor does not separate ideas from practices.
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15 Theories of Race and Colonialism
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Chapter Outline

Fanon and the Colonial Subject
Postcolonial Theory
Critical Theories of Race and Racism
Racial Formation
A Systematic Theory of Race
Southern Theory and Indigenous Resurgence

At the turn of the 20th century, sociologist W.E.B. Du Bois ([1903] 1996) said that the problem of the 20th
century is the problem of the color line. By this, he meant that race was one of the most important organizing
features of modern society. This remains as true at the beginning of the 21st century as it did then.

All contemporary social theories of race contest the once common idea that race is a biological difference, a
way of cleanly distinguishing between so-called natural types of persons. As we will see in this chapter, race is
a social construction; it is a classification system that organizes people according to phenotypic differences
(e.g., skin color, hair type, eye shape). In a review of critical theories of race, Emirbayer and Desmond
(2009:335) define race as “a symbolic category, based on phenotype or ancestry and constructed according to
specific social and historical contexts, that is misrecognized as a natural category.” Also, though the two
categories “are intrinsically bound up” with one another, race is different than ethnicity (Emirbayer and
Desmond, 2009:339). Ethnicity refers to “a shared lifestyle informed by cultural, historical, religious, and/or
national affiliations” (Emirbayer and Desmond, 2009:339). Even though we, at times, discuss ethnicity and
culture in this chapter, race remains our basic reference point because of the central role it has played in the
organization of contemporary society.1

We have also paired the discussion of race with theories of colonialism. This might seem perplexing at first.
What does something that happened in the 18th and 19th centuries have to do with racism in 21st-century
America? As most race theorists agree, the answer is that the modern racial order emerges out of colonialism
(Raewyn Connell, 2007; Emirbayer and Desmond, 2015; Omi and Winant, 2015). Colonialism refers to the
historical process by which European nations occupied and dominated overseas nations. Sometimes
colonialism operated through administrative rule. Other times, it operated in the form of settler colonialism,
in which Europeans established permanent settlements in colonies (e.g., United States, Canada, Australia). In
either case, colonial powers legitimized the violence of colonialism (which also included the slave trade)
through socially constructed racial hierarchies.

There are many theories of race and colonialism. As a result, we cannot provide a complete account of all
those theories in this chapter. Instead, we have chosen to focus on particularly influential theories, theories
that build upon other theoretical perspectives dealt with in this book, as well as cutting-edge theories that
pose unique challenges to theoretical convention. Moreover, though race can and has been a source of social
solidarity (Emirbayer and Desmond, 2015), most of the theories that we describe in this chapter are critical of
the concept of race, because of its close connection with social domination. As we will see, this critique of race
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also is frequently expressed as a critique of Western science and sociology. In many cases, even when they
aspire to truth and objectivity, Western knowledges (the kind we have discussed throughout this text) have
contributed to the process of racialization. In other words, Western thought has provided concepts that have
helped to solidify the idea that race is a real and natural category. At the same time, when defining and
describing race, Western scholars have often excluded the perspectives of racialized people. This is similar to
the process by which, historically, the voices of women were excluded from the sociological canon (see
Chapter 12). In the concluding sections of this chapter, then, we consider some recent theories that are based
in non-Western, specifically Indigenous, knowledges. These perspectives challenge sociological theorists to
rethink seriously their understanding of theory and its uses.
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Fanon and the Colonial Subject

We begin with Frantz Fanon (1925–1961). Fanon was a psychiatrist and philosopher born in the French
colony of Martinique. Later in life, he worked as a psychiatrist in the North African country of Algeria, where
he also became heavily involved in the Algerian anticolonial War of Independence. Though not a sociologist,
his impact on social theories of race, colonialism, and postcolonialism is significant (Bhabha, 2004; Go, 2014;
Gordon, Sharpley-Whiting, and White, 1996). He theorized the dehumanizing effects of colonialism and
offered an account of the rise of anticolonial movements. Despite his psychological focus, he is clear that
colonial psychopathology has social and economic roots. In the opening pages of Black Skin, White Masks
([1952] 2008:xiv), he writes, “The analysis we are undertaking is psychological. It remains, nevertheless,
evident that for us the true disalienation of the black man implies a brutal awareness of the social and
economic realities.” Fanon is best known for two books: Black Skin, White Masks and The Wretched of the Earth.

Black Skin, White Masks

In Black Skin, White Masks, Fanon examines the psychological effects of colonialism on colonized people.
Colonial power, as we will see throughout this chapter, depends upon broad racial distinctions between white,
European “races” and other “uncivilized,” “primitive” races. For Fanon, the distinction is both symbolic and
emotional. For example, Fanon ([1952] 2008:129) says that in French colonial society,2 the black man was a
“phobogenic object.” He embodied unconscious, European fears: “In Europe the black man has a function: to
represent shameful feelings, base instincts, and the dark side of the soul. In the collective unconscious of Homo
occidentalis the black man—or, if you prefer, the color black—symbolizes evil, sin wretchedness, death, war,
and famine” ([1952] 2008:167).

At the same time, because colonial subjects were surrounded and dominated by colonial culture, Fanon says
that they absorbed negative self-perceptions. Here, colonialism is not merely political domination but also
cultural and psychological domination. Black schoolchildren in Martinique—colonial subjects—were never
taught black history, but rather white French history.3 They were expected to value white civilization and to
be ashamed of their black skin (hence the title of the book: Black Skin, White Masks ). Much like W.E.B. Du
Bois’s ([1903] 1996) concept of “double consciousness,” Fanon says that the black colonial subject is split in
two: “a fracture of consciousness between a dark and a light side” ([1952] 2008:170).

Fanon explores this tension through a now famous account of his encounter with a white boy in the streets of
Paris. The boy sees Fanon and anxiously says to his mother, “Look! A Negro!” ([1952] 2008:91). The boy’s
fear escalates and he says, “Maman, look, a Negro; I’m scared!” ([1952] 2008:91). Finally, in a panic, the boy
runs to his mother and says, “Maman, the Negro’s going to eat me.” ([1952] 2008:93). Fanon, an educated
and sophisticated doctor, tries to smile, to laugh off this racist encounter, but he finds himself frozen,
voiceless, unable to talk back: “Disoriented, incapable of confronting the Other, the white man, who had no
scruples about imprisoning me, I transported myself on that particular day far, very far from my self, and gave
myself up as an object” ([1952] 2008:92).
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In analyzing this encounter, Fanon makes three points about the psychological effects of colonial racism. First,
referring to the work of phenomenological philosopher Georg Hegel, he describes a breakdown in what Hegel
called the dialectic of recognition. In particular, Fanon talks about Hegel’s ([1807] 1967) master-slave dialectic.
Like symbolic interactionists (see Chapter 9), for Hegel and Fanon, consciousness emerges through a
dialectical process of mutual recognition. I become myself and you become yourself only when we recognize
one another as free human subjects. Recognition takes different forms in different societies. For example, in
the master-slave dialectic, the master affirms its consciousness by positing the consciousness of the slave as its
opposite, its Other. In effect, the master says: “I am master because you are slave” or “I am civilized because
you are uncivilized.” Masters sustain their own narcissistic (self-absorbed) identity by refusing to recognize the
independent consciousness of the slave. However, it is precisely this refusal of recognition that stirs slaves to
seek their own consciousness. Slaves respond to the master by formulating their own consciousness and
forcing the master to recognize it. In Fanon’s account, the black person in colonial society represents an
extreme example of this denial of recognition (L. Turner, 1996).4 It is not simply that black people are
ignored, but that white civilization denies colonial subjects the very humanity that would allow them to
oppose colonial masters in the first place.

Second, this dehumanization works through the objectification of the body. Fanon, taking inspiration from
the existentialist philosopher Jean Paul Sartre, says that, ideally, humans possess the freedom of consciousness
to define their own thoughts and actions. This freedom is expressed through a body that moves around the
world with ease and confidence. Indeed, in the analysis of colonial racism, and racism more generally, the
status of the body is crucial. As Fanon puts it, humans should live in a “genuine dialectic between … body and
… world” ([1952] 2008:91). People should be able to respond to others with the ease and comfort of their
own voice. However, in colonial society, black people are denied this subjectivity. The “body schema” of black
people is turned into “a racial epidermal schema” ([1952] 2008:92). In other words, the white people on the
street do not see Fanon as a unique individual like themselves, but only as a black person, and all the
stereotypes that this represents. This schema, this way of interpreting the body, determines not just the
attitudes and actions of white people, but also the feelings that colonized subjects have toward themselves.
This is what Fanon encounters in the street. He would like to act in freedom, to respond with reason, but
instead, he is turned into a thing and locked into place. Where Fanon desires freedom and recognition for his
consciousness, “to act like a man among men,” he becomes “an object among other objects” ([1952] 2008:89).

Third, even though Fanon is describing a single encounter, this moment represents the whole structure of
colonial power and racism. To put it in more sociological terms, for Fanon, the micro-social encounter is
structured by macrosociological cultural frameworks. Fanon’s theoretical strength, as we have noted, is his
ability to describe the psychodynamics of colonialism. Unlike Said ([1978] 2003) or Omi and Winant (2015),
whose theories we will discuss later, Fanon does not give us a precise theoretical account of how racist cultures
evolve, or how they come to structure race relations. However, he does make the important point that the
race-based distinction between colonizer and colonized is pervasive and consistent, encountered in all spheres
of life, and absorbed deep into the body and psyche. It is not just exhibited in the actions and words of racist
individuals and ill-mannered children; it is built into the structure of European colonial civilization.
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Resistance

The question for Fanon is how to resist this objectification, this dehumanization. One answer that he
considers in Black Skin White Masks is to find an alternative grounding for his consciousness in African
culture, and, in particular, in the writings and philosophy of the Negritude movement. The Negritude
movement was a critical response to colonialism and an attempt to raise black consciousness. Led by Fanon’s
teacher Aimé Césaire and future Sengalese president Léopold Senghor, negritude opposed the attributes of
white, capitalist civilization to what it viewed as the attributes of African civilization: communalism, anti-
individualism, sensualism, poeticism, and earthiness (Fanon, [1952] 2008:206). Fanon says: “In a frenzy I
excavated black antiquity. What I discovered left me speechless.… The white man was wrong, I was not a
primitive or a subhuman; I belong to a race that had already been working silver and gold 2000 years ago”
([1952] 2008:109). This said, Fanon was also critical of negritude (indeed, he later refers to negritude as a
“racialization of thought” [Go, 2014:281]). Fanon was an existentialist philosopher. As an existentialist, he
does not want to reduce himself to ideas and identities located in a distant African past. For the existentialist,
like Fanon, authentic consciousness is always in the making: “There should be no attempt to fixate man, since
it is his destiny to be unleashed” (Fanon, [1952] 2008:205). So, when Fanon turns to negritude, it is not to
settle his identity once and for all. Instead he delves into the past to find a ground that will allow him to live
in the present and freely move into the future. For Fanon, the freedom of human consciousness is the goal,
and colonial society stands in the way.

The Wretched of the Earth

In Black Skin, White Masks, Fanon provided a phenomenological and existential analysis of the effects of
colonial racism. In The Wretched of the Earth, he shifts focus. Like Black Skin, White Masks, The Wretched of the
Earth describes colonial racism and its psychological effects. However, The Wretched of the Earth also provides
a large-scale dialectical account of the rise of anticolonial movements and anticolonial consciousness. For this
focus, The Wretched of the Earth has been referred to as “the Bible of decolonisation” (S. Hall, 1996). As Sartre
puts it in his famous preface to The Wretched of the Earth : “The Third World discovers itself and speaks to
itself through his voice” ([1961] 2004:xlvi). The Wretched of the Earth was written against the background of
the brutally violent Algerian War of Independence (1954–1962). As such, it is a more visceral book, taking as
its central focus the analysis of colonial violence. Where White Skin, Black Masks describes schoolbooks and
racist advertisements as forces of colonial oppression, The Wretched of the Earth puts front and center machine
guns, machetes, tanks, fighter planes, bombs, armored cars, bullets, and police. Ultimately, The Wretched of the
Earth is about “the radical overthrow of the system” ([1961] 2004:22).
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Frantz Fanon: A Biographical Sketch

Pacha J. Willka / Wikimedia Creative Commons

Frantz Omar Fanon was born on July 20, 1925, in Fort-de-France, the capital of the French colony of Martinique. Though the
descendent of African slaves, his family was middle class and relatively well off. In 1943, Fanon left Martinique to fight for the
French in World War II. According to biographer David Macey (2012), the war introduced Fanon to his first overt experiences of
racism. Though, as a colonial possession, Martinique always had been organized along racial lines, during the war, when occupied by
French naval crews, it became overtly racist. For example, lineups for rationed food were racially segregated (Macey, 2012:83).
Fanon also encountered racism in France where “French girls backed away in fear when black soldiers asked them to dance” (Macey,
2012:103), and, in the army, which was organized by racial hierarchies.

After the war, entitled to a free university education, Fanon took up medicine, and specialized in psychiatry. He studied in Lyon,
France, where he was involved in student government and anticolonial protests (Macey, 2012:123). On his own time, Fanon read
psychology and philosophy, occasionally attending lectures by phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty (Macey, 2012:124).
Merleau-Ponty’s influence, as well as the influence of existential philosopher Jean- Paul Sartre, are evident in Fanon’s discussion of
the body, freedom, and consciousness in Black Skin, White Masks. In 1952, Fanon married Marie-Josephe (Josie) Dublé and
published his first book, Black Skin, White Masks. Black Skin, White Masks combined autobiographical experiences and literary
materials to describe the psychopathological effects of colonialism on colonized subjects.

Fanon graduated in 1951, and passed the exams to become a psychiatrist in 1953. His first (and only) posting as a psychiatrist was in
Blida, Algeria (Macey, 2012). Before coming to Algeria, he had spent two years studying with Francois Tosquelles at the psychiatric
hospital in Saint-Alban, France. Where the education at Lyon had been conservative, and focused on biological treatments,
Tosquelles practiced “institutional psychotherapy” (Macey, 2012:148). This perspective placed mental illness in a social context and,
as part of treatment, relied upon community engagement, occupational therapy, and group work. Fanon aimed to develop this
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approach at the hospital in Blida.

The Algerian War of Independence began in November 1954, when bombs went off in the Algerian capital of Algiers. The war was
led by the National Liberation Front (FLN) and its military wing, the National Liberation Army (ALN). Their goal was the
liberation of Algeria from French colonial rule. At first, already sympathetic to anticolonial projects, Fanon helped by providing
refuge for, and treating, wounded FLN fighters at his home and in the hospital (Macey, 2012:300). In 1957, fearing that his support
for the FLN was known to French officials, Fanon resigned from his hospital job (2012:297). He was exiled from Algeria, and went
to Tunis, where the FLN had established its headquarters. In Tunis, Fanon started to edit and write for the FLN’s newsletter. He
also became the international spokesperson for the FLN and, eventually, the ambassador in Accra, Ghana, for the Provisional
Government of the Algerian Republic (GPRN). In this capacity, Fanon traveled widely and attended conferences across Africa. He
sought support for the Algerian cause, and spoke on decolonization more generally. In this context, he became known for his
support of revolutionary violence and national self-determination (2012:367).

In terms of character, Fanon was an impressive person. He has been described by fellow students and colleagues as intimidating and
angry, though generous (Macey, 2012:xvii). Journalist Jean Daniel described his meeting with Fanon in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, like
this:

As his face became more hollow and his eyes seemed to devour it, he seemed to internalize everything. His handshake
became more urgent and always seemed to have a message. The way he met your gaze was both sharp and indulgent. You
always hesitated for a moment before knowing whether you had been admitted to the demanding universe into which he
had withdrawn, and where he remained to think about the condition of his people—a condition that was, for him, still not
the human condition.

(Daniel, cited in Macey, 2012:429)

In 1961, Fanon was diagnosed with leukemia. Originally, he sought treatment in the Soviet Union and, toward the end, with great
reluctance, in the United States (Macey, 2012; see also Bhabha, 2004). Fanon died in the United States on December 6, 1961, at a
hospital in Bethesda, Maryland. He was accompanied by his wife, Josie, and son, Olivier. That same day, copies of The Wretched of
the Earth, only recently published, were confiscated from bookstores across France (Macey, 2012:487; Bhabha, 2004). It was deemed
too revolutionary a book for public consumption. Several months later, in March 1962, France declared a cease-fire in the Algerian
war, and several months after that, in July 1962, Algeria declared independence from France.

Violence

As many have remarked, violence, and the role of violence in revolution, is a central concern in The Wretched of
the Earth. Using Algeria as his case study, Fanon saw violence as the means to overcome colonization: “For
the colonized, this violence represents the absolute praxis. The militant therefore is one who works.… To
work means to work towards the death of the colonist” ([1961] 2004:44). The colonized, he argues, do not
simply want to be like the colonizers, they want to take the place of the colonizers. Picking up ideas
introduced at the end of Black Skin, White Masks, Fanon says that revolutionary violence serves a “positive”
psychological purpose: “At the individual level violence is a cleansing force. It rids the colonized of their
inferiority complex, of their passive and despairing attitude. It emboldens them, and restores their self-
confidence” ([1961] 2004:50). Though, as the remainder of the passage makes clear, violence may serve this
purpose even if it is symbolic: “Even if the armed struggle has been symbolic, and even if they have been
demobilized by rapid decolonization, the people have time to realize that liberation was the achievement of
each and every one and no special merit should go to the leader” ([1961] 2004:51). It is possible, then, that
despite Fanon’s strong language, collective consciousness can develop through the display of force, solidarity,
and commitment to revolution alone.
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Indeed, Go (2014:215), referring to the work of Edward Said, points out that the frequent association of
Fanon with violence is an oversimplification. Fanon understands the sources of violence. Especially in Algeria,
facing a violent colonial crackdown, violent resistance is a necessary response. But the development of
collective consciousness is the more important goal. Also, while in the right historical circumstance violence
can sharpen consciousness, Fanon the psychiatrist recognized that violence is traumatic both for those who
perpetrate and for those who suffer it (Baymeh, 2010:55). For Fanon, violence, despite playing a role in
particular historical contexts, is not a good in itself.

Fanon and Marx

The Wretched of the Earth also suggests a Marxist influence, though this must be qualified. Fanon was aware of
Marxist ideas, but he never undertook a careful study of Marx’s ideas or used them with precision in his
writing. According to Fanon’s biographer David Macey (2012), a greater influence on The Wretched of the
Earth was Sartre’s ([1960] 2004) interpretation of Marxism that was presented in Critique of Dialectical
Reason. Moreover, The Wretched of the Earth was not intended as a theoretical or philosophical work, but a
rousing account of the fight against colonialism. As such it does not provide a rigorous theory of revolutionary
change, but rather a theory-infused account of decolonization, in general, and the Algerian war in particular.5
This said, Bell (2010:9) points out that Fanon’s theory has been seen as a “racialized Marxism, in which he
considered himself … to be ‘stretching’ Marxism to the colonial context in which racial division rather than
class structures all, so that it is the sustained experience of racism that will explode in violent revolution.”
Qualifications aside, we end this section with a brief comparison of the similarities and differences between
Fanon and Marx.

Fanon shares Marx’s description of capitalism as an exploitative economic system. Fanon emphasizes the
relationship between capitalism and colonialism. In Capital, Marx ([1867] 1967:351) introduced the concept
of “primitive accumulation” : the precious metals and raw materials violently taken from colonial lands were
important to the development of early capitalism. Fanon repeats the idea: “Capitalism, in its expansionist
phase regarded the colonies as a source of raw materials which once processed could be unloaded on the
European market” ([1961] 2004:26). Later, as capitalism matures, the role for colonies in capitalist civilization
changes, but is still important: “After a phase of capital accumulation, capitalism has now modified its notion
of profitability. The colonies have become a market. The colonial population is a consumer market” (26). In
each case, colonies (and their dependent populations) are necessary features of capitalist civilization.

Fanon also talks about culture in a way that is similar to Marx’s description of ideology. It will be recalled that
Marx ([1843] 1970) referred to religion as the opiate of the people. Fanon also says that culture, in particular
religion, distracts colonized people from revolution. Fanon’s accounts of the mystifying and distorting
characteristics of colonial culture are especially powerful because they are informed by his experiences as a
psychiatrist. Fanon knows how ideology works on an intimate level. In the colonial situation, Fanon says,
colonized people are in a state of agitation. The perpetual violence of colonialism makes people angry. It puts
the colonized “on edge … like a running sore flinching from a caustic agent” (Fanon, [1961] 2004:19). But
Fanon says that, in the early phases of colonization, the colonized do not fight back against colonizers. The
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colonizers are too powerful a force. Instead, the colonized find other outlets for their anger: they fight with
other colonial subjects (e.g., interethnic conflict), they adopt religious and mythological beliefs, and they
engage in dances and rituals that drain off angry energies. Unlike Emile Durkheim ([1912] 1965), who saw
“primitive” rituals as positive expressions of collective consciousness, Fanon, like Marx, treats religion as
something that mystifies people’s understanding of their situation. Only in the 1940s and 1950s, in the period
of decolonization, do colonial subjects turn their focus to the real source of their suffering: “After years of
unreality, after wallowing in the most extraordinary phantasms, the colonized subject, machine gun at the
ready, finally confronts the only force which challenges his very being: colonialism” ([1961] 2004:20).

Finally, Fanon employs dialectical reasoning throughout The Wretched of the Earth. For Marx, it will be
recalled, the endpoint of the material dialectic is the overthrow of capitalism and the emergence of a
communist society. Fanon is clear that colonialism is intertwined with capitalism, and that socialism is a better
socioeconomic system for decolonized peoples than capitalism. However, in his work, the immediate problem
is not the liberation of working people but the liberation of colonized people through national liberation
movements. Also, contrary to Marx, Fanon, quite controversially (Macey, 2012:475), sees the colonial
peasantry, rather than the proletariat, as the revolutionary force.

In their first instance, colonial societies are divided along racial lines. These divisions are economic, but also
cultural and spatial (e.g., cities are divided between colonizers and colonized). National movements emerge to
speak on behalf of oppressed colonial subjects. However, the leaders of these movements, influenced by their
European schooling, seek compromise with colonial masters, rather than authentic decolonization.
Nevertheless, the movements and their leaders play an important role in advancing the dialectic. Their
speeches, while moderate in word, stir up anticolonial anger: “The excitement that is fostered, … the comings
and goings, the speech making, the crowds, the police presence, the military might, the arrests and
deportation of leaders—all this agitation gives the people the impression the time has come for them to do
something” (Fanon, [1961] 2004:29). Though, at first, the anger is directionless, eventually it becomes the
base on which a truly revolutionary national consciousness emerges. In a language reminiscent of Marx and
Engel’s proclamations in the Communist Manifesto, Fanon writes: “The people of the Third World are in the
process of shattering their chains, and what is extraordinary is that they succeed” (34, italics added).

Though, as we will see in the next section, Fanon’s vision of a free and self-determining postcolonial world
did not come to pass, his ideas have inspired, and continue to inspire, revolutionary thought and revolutionary
movements.
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Postcolonial Theory

The Wretched of the Earth was based on Fanon’s descriptions of national struggles for liberation. And indeed,
by the mid-20th century, just as Fanon died, most of the world had been decolonized or was well on the way
to decolonization (MacQueen, 2007). However, contrary to Fanon’s hopes, decolonization did not destroy the
power structures of colonialism. In fact, many now argue that we live in a neocolonial world (Go, 2007a;
Loomba, 2015). The formal period of colonialism is over, but, under the guise of neoliberal globalization (see
Chapter 16), racialized inequalities between the West and the East, or as others describe it, the North and the
South, still organize the world. Others, such as Glen Coulthard (2014), put it more strongly. He says that for
Indigenous peoples (and perhaps other racialized peoples) colonialism never ended. The same economic
relations that structured 18th- and 19th-century colonial society structure the relationships between
Indigenous people and settler-colonial states today.

Postcolonial theory is a perspective that develops in the wake of decolonization. As Raka Ray (2013:148) puts
it, “Postcolonial theory … considers seriously the continuing impact of colonialism on the social, cultural, and
economic development of both colonial powers and the colonies.” Postcolonial theory developed as a field of
study in the humanities, particularly in the study of literature. As such, it tends to focus on the cultural forces
that both enable postcolonial power and serve as sources of potential resistance to postcolonial power. Central
figures include Homi Bhabha (1994), Gayatri Spivak (1999), and Edward Said ([1978] 2003). Despite its
origins in literary theory, recently Julian Go (2013) has described the relevance of postcolonial theory for
sociology. He defines postcolonial theory as “a loosely coherent body of thought and writing that critiques and aims
to transcend the structures supportive of Western colonialism and its legacies ” (2013:29). Go then describes the
elements of postcolonial thought:

1. Even though it pays attention to the history of colonialism, it is shaped by “present concerns” such as
revealing the ways that colonial discourse continues to influence conceptions of race and ethnicity
(2013:30).

2. It emphasizes the role that “culture, knowledge and representation” have played in constructing the
colonial world and its inhabitants (2013: 30).

3. It argues that modern Western6 society is “constituted through colonialism” (2013: 31). In other words,
the modern West has created an image of itself through the encounter with colonized people. This
image sustains Western privilege and power.

4. It offers “new critical concepts meant to destabilize the assumptions of western imperial culture” (2013:
30). In this respect, it shares with poststructuralism and postmodernism (see Chapter 17) a desire to
deconstruct taken-for-granted Western knowledge.

5. It attempts to develop new kinds of knowledge that help to “decolonize consciousness” (2013: 30).

In short, postcolonial theorists argue that Western knowledge is organized around a simplistic distinction
between the Western world, informed by European and North American values, and the rest of the world.
The goal of postcolonial theory is to describe the way that this distinction has shaped modern society and to
deconstruct this distinction. A leading figure in postcolonial theory was the literary theorist Edward Said. We
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turn to his ideas now.

Orientalism

Edward Said (1935–2003) was born into a Palestinian, Christian family in Jerusalem. He was educated in the
United States and worked as a professor of English literature at Columbia University. Even though, in this
chapter, we are emphasizing Said’s contributions to social theory, he nevertheless was ambivalent about social
theory (Patrick Williams, 2011). In particular, he was critical of overly abstract theories. While, as we will see
in a moment, he drew inspiration from Michel Foucault, he was critical of Foucault and other poststructural
thinkers like Jacques Derrida because, in Said’s view, their work did not sufficiently engage the world. Patrick
Williams (2011:417) summarizes Said’s critique: “Derrida’s theory … leads us into the text; Foucault’s in and
out. While Derrida’s approach thus leaves the reader trapped in the realm of the textual, even Foucault’s
putative reemergence into the world is insufficient.” The problem for Said is to develop theories that remain
connected to the world which they purport to explain and understand. As we will see, Said’s concept of
Orientalism achieves this. It both describes the development of a particular kind of racialized knowledge
(Orientalism) and remains relevant to understanding contemporary “East-West” relations.

Said ([1979] 2003) is best known for his book Orientalism in which he introduced the now very influential
concept of Orientalism. Said offers three definitions of Orientalism. First, Orientalism is an academic field of
study which was formalized in the 18th century and exists into the present under the name of “area studies.”
By focusing on the field of Orientalism, Said makes the point that academic, and more broadly, textual
knowledge can organize and shape the world. Second, Orientalism is based on a distinction between the
Orient and the Occident, or the East and the West. More important, though there was a field of study called
Orientalism, there has never been a field of study called Occidentalism. This underlines the point that
Orientalism privileges the power of Europeans to define the “Orient” as its Other. Third, Orientalism “is a
style of thought for dominating, restructuring and having authority over the Orient” ([1978] 2003:3). Even
though Orientalism originates as an academic field, it becomes intertwined with modern educational and
political institutions. The goal of Orientalism, Said says, is to “stage the Orient and Europe together in some
coherent way” ([1978] 2003:61) so that the Orient becomes intelligible and manageable for Europeans. Its
purpose is to translate “mere Oriental matter into a useful substance” ([1978] 2003:44). For example,

Orientalist ideas supported and justified French and English colonial expansion in the 19th century: “Since the
Oriental [as defined by Orientalists] was a member of a subject race, he had to be subjected: it was that
simple” ([1978] 2003:207).

Said’s analysis draws on a number of theoretical traditions, but most notable are structuralism and post-
structuralism (see Chapter 17)7. In particular, he relies on Michel Foucault’s concept of discourse. A discourse
is a symbolic system that organizes and classifies the world. As we will see in Chapter 17, Foucault analyzes
medical discourses, discourses of mental illness/madness, and discourses of crime and criminality, among
others. Discourses have a history. They change over time and are intertwined with social and political
structures. In short, discourse analysis studies the way in which representational systems, such as academic
texts, organize reality and our capacity to act on reality. Said ([1978] 2003:94) describes it in this way: “Most
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important, such texts can create not only knowledge but also the very reality they appear to describe. In time
such knowledge and reality produce a tradition, or what Michel Foucault calls a discourse, whose material
presence of weight, not the originality of a given author, is really responsible for the texts produced out of it.”
Texts, in other words, produce their own universe of understanding. They organize and classify the world
without having to directly refer to the world and the people who live in that world.

So, how does Orientalist discourse define the Orient? How has the Orient been constructed for the West?
Perhaps one of the most important points is that Orientalism encapsulates a wide variety of regions and
cultures under a single category—the Orient. Orientalism originates out of the European/Christian/white
confrontation with Islam in the Middle Ages, but it soon expands to include people in the Near East (Arabs
and Jews—the Semitic people) and the Far East (China, Japan).8 To be clear, there is no such thing as the
Orient, or “Orientals,” except insofar as it exists in Orientalist, and now popular, discourse.

Different Orientalist authors writing in different styles emphasize different aspects of the Orient, but Said
shows there are a number of themes common to Orientalist discourse. First and foremost, the Oriental is
defined as ineradicably distinct from the person in the West (Said, [1978] 2003:42). The job of the
Orientalist is to explain, or interpret, this difference for the Western audience. The Oriental is also defined as
dangerous, though the nature of this danger varies. In the encounter with Islam, the danger is seen to be a
violent threat to the West and westerners. In the romantic forms of Orientalism, produced in the 19th
century, the Oriental is exotic and sensual and, hence, a threat to staid European conventions: “Everything
Asiatic … was wonderfully synonymous with the exotic, the mysterious, the profound, the seminal” ([1978]
2003:51). In its exoticism, the Orient both excites and frightens ([1978] 2003:59). Referring to the writings of
French novelist Gustav Flaubert, Said says that the Orient is associated with “sexual promise (and threat),
untiring sensuality, unlimited desire, deep generative energies” ([1978] 2003:188). Even though many
Orientalists treat the ancient Orient as a region that contains life-affirming knowledges, the present Orient is
conceived as empty and dead. Its inhabitants have lost touch with their true origins. Here the duty of the
Orientalist, and the West in general, is to restore life and meaning to the Orient.

Ultimately, though, the Orient is constructed as an object against which the West can define itself. It is
passive and “backward” ([1978] 2003:205), something to be mastered and used by the West both intellectually
and politically. Said summarizes: “The Oriental is irrational, depraved (fallen), childlike, ‘different’; thus the
European is rational, virtuous, mature, ‘normal’” ([1978] 2003:40).

Finally, for Said, as for Foucault, discourse is a form of power. Put another way, knowledge and power are
intertwined. At its broadest, Orientalist discourse exercises power by establishing the distinction between East
and West and defining the East on Western terms. Furthermore, these knowledges act as a form of power
because they organize colonial bureaucracy, shape government policy, and inform popular opinion. The
Western consumer of Orientalist knowledge comfortably claims understanding of so-called Orientals without
ever having met someone from the so-called Orient. Though the Orientalist discourse has the power to frame
Western understandings of the East, it should also be clear that the ability to create and sustain these
knowledges is backed up by military might. Said, for example, treats the Napoleonic military expedition to
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Egypt (1798–1801) as a founding moment in modern Orientalism.

Said’s strongest point for social theorists is that even though the world has changed radically since the 18th
and 19th centuries in which Orientalist knowledge was first developed, its basic categories continue to
organize social life. Most obvious, and a recurrent theme in Orientalism, is the way that Orientalist ideas still
shape relationships between the United States and Islamic countries. For example, in his preface to the 2003
edition of Orientalism, Said discusses how Orientalist ideas influenced the American government’s wars in
Afghanistan and Iraq.
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Critical Theories of Race and Racism

So far, we have focused on the relationship between colonialism and the construction of race. We now turn
more explicitly to theories of race and racism, in particular, theories that have been developed in the United
States. Though they have never been central to the field of sociological theory, theories of race and racism go
back to the origins of American sociology. For example, W.E.B. Du Bois introduced influential concepts such
as double consciousness, the color line, and the veil (see Chapter 6). Ida B. Wells-Barnett and Julia Anna
Cooper considered intersections between race and gender. All three theorists anticipated what we now call
“standpoint theory” (Hartsock, 2004). In this section, we provide an overview of two broad approaches to the
contemporary study of race: critical race theory and critical theories of race and racism. Subsequent sections
provide details on specific critical theories of race and racism.

Though not strictly a sociological perspective, one of the central impetuses for the recent study of race and
ethnicity is critical race theory. Critical race theory is centered in the study of law and its relationship to the
perpetuation of racial domination (Delgado and Stefancic, 2001:3; Valdes, Culp, and Harris, 2002). Central
figures include Kimberlé Crenshaw, Derek Bell, Alan Freeman, Neil Gotanda, and Richard Delgado (for a
full list of scholars, see Delgado and Stefancic, 2001). Critical race theory came about as a result of the
growing realization that the civil rights movement of the 1960s had lost its momentum, if not been reversed,
and that there was a need not only for a revivified social activism but also for new theorizing about race. The
ideas associated with critical race theory developed from a wide range of sources, but some of them are quite
familiar to social theorists, such as those derived from Marxian theory (e.g., Gramsci), poststructuralism (e.g.,
Derrida), feminist theory, and, of course, Du Bois’s contributions.

Delgado and Stefancic (2001), as well as Matsuda et al. (1993), outline a provisional list of the basic tenets of
critical race theory:

Racism is not an aberration; it is “normal” and endemic to American life. This makes it difficult to
eliminate.
Much of the population has little incentive to eradicate racism. White elites gain from it materially,
through exploitation of blacks and other minorities; working-class whites also gain materially as well as
psychically by having a group of people to whom they can favorably compare themselves in spite of their
own difficulties.
Race is not an objective or fixed reality. It is a social construction that changes over time. Such social
constructions are created, manipulated, and sometimes even retired, though usually to be replaced by
new social constructions. This social-constructionist orientation is related to skepticism about the
supposed ahistoricism of American law and skepticism about legal claims of neutrality, objectivity, color
blindness, and meritocracy. That is, they all may be seen as social constructions that can be manipulated,
revised, or even jettisoned when such actions are deemed necessary.
Differential racialization “involves the ways the dominant society racializes different minority groups at
different times, in response to shifting needs such as the labor market” (Delgado and Stefancic, 2001:8).
Thus, although blacks have been racialized since the inception of the United States, other minorities
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have come to be racialized over time. Examples include the Japanese during World War II, Muslims
after September 11, 2001, and Mexican Americans in recent years as a result of growing concern over
legal and illegal immigration.
As in feminist theory (see Chapter 12), intersectionality (P. Collins, 1990, 1998) and antiessentialism
are key ideas in critical race theory. Thus, blacks (and other minorities) have no “single, easily stated,
unitary identity” (Delgado and Stefancic, 2001:9). Rather, they, as is true of all persons, exist, at least
potentially, at the intersection of “conflicting, overlapping identities, loyalties, and allegiances” (Delgado
and Stefancic, 2001:9). These may include religion, social class, gender, sexual orientation, and political
preference.
Great importance is accorded to the experiential knowledge of people of color and to communities of
origin.
As part of a broader goal of eliminating all forms of oppression, critical race theory is oriented to the
elimination of racial oppression.

Critical theories of race and racism (CTRR) have much in common with critical race theory, including the goal
of dealing with social injustices, the reduction or elimination of social inequalities, and a strong focus on
intersectionality. However, there are also important differences stemming from the fact that CTRR are rooted
much more in the social sciences, including sociology, than is critical race theory with its base in legal
scholarship and activism. This difference serves to sensitize CTRR to and involve them in cutting-edge issues
in theory such as the relationship between race and racism and agency-structure, political economy, and
globalization. Included in or related to globalization is a concern for race and racism as it relates to nation-
states, nationalism, and ethnonationalism (Connor, 2007), transnationalism (Remennick, 2007), colonialism,
neocolonialism (Go, 2007a), decolonization (Go, 2007b), imperialism, empire, and so on. Thus, while critical
race theory focuses on the United States and U.S. law, CTRR have a much broader, even global focus
(Goldberg and Essed, 2002:4). In addition, CTRR are open to a much wider array of classical and
contemporary theories as they apply to race. For example, Darder and Torres (2004:23) adopt a political
economy approach to race, one that is heavily indebted to Marx and that adopts a “historical materialist
approach.” In articulating their approach, Darder and Torres criticize critical race theory for ignoring issues of
political economy.

A far broader theoretical approach is adopted by Michael Brown et al. (2003) in Whitewashing Race. They
operate from a macrostructural and macrocultural approach to race that emphasizes the sociohistorical
accumulation of racial inequality. They focus on a wide range of social structures and institutions that, in their
view, have led to white accumulation and black disaccumulation, to cumulative structural inequality in society
(see also Omi and Winant, 2015, and Bonilla-Silva, 2014, each discussed below). They look not only at the
structure of law but also at racial stratification, labor markets, housing markets, government policies, and so
on. Racial disparities have existed in these structures historically, and they continue to exist. Thus, blacks
continue to face racial discrimination, and they must deal with the legacy of racial discrimination in these
domains. It is, therefore, not enough to deal with the operation of contemporary structures and institutions;
the legacy of discrimination at these levels needs to be confronted and rectified. They explicitly contrast their
orientation to what they call “realist analysis,” which adopts a micro focus on individuals and their intentions
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and choices, thereby ignoring larger structures and institutions. The realist focus leads to a concern with
individual prejudice and discrimination (I. Law, 2007) and allows for the conclusion that white racism has
ended, or is at least in decline.
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Kimberlé Crenshaw: A Biographical Sketch

Tiffany Rose / WireImage / Getty Images

Kimberlé Crenshaw was born in 1959 in Canton, Ohio. In 1981, she earned a bachelor of arts degree from Cornell University,
where she majored in government and Africana studies. She earned a doctor of jurisprudence (JD) from Harvard in 1984 and a
masters of law (LL.M) from the University of Wisconsin in 1985. She is a leading legal scholar and one of the founding figures of
critical race theory. Crenshaw also coined the term “intersectionality,” and played a central role in the development of
intersectionality theory (Crenshaw, 1989, 1991, 1997).

Intersectionality theory, as discussed in Chapter 12, argues that social oppression must be understood through multiple structures
such as race, class, and gender. In particular, Crenshaw says that when race or gender are analyzed on their own, the experiences of,
and injustices suffered by, women of color are overlooked. In an interview with Perspectives Magazine, Crenshaw described the
origins of intersectionality theory:

It grew out of trying to conceptualize the way the law responded to issues where both race and gender discrimination were
involved. What happened was like an accident, a collision. Intersectionality simply came from the idea that if you’re
standing in the path of multiple forms of exclusion, you are likely to get hit by both. These women are injured, but when
the race ambulance and the gender ambulance arrive at the scene, they see these women of color lying in the intersection
and they say, “Well, we can’t figure out if this was just race or just sex discrimination. And unless they can show us which
one it was, we can’t help them.”

(Crenshaw, cited in Thomas, 2004)
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In 1991, Crenshaw worked with the team that represented Anita Hill in her sexual harassment claims against Supreme Court
judicial nominee Clarence Thomas. Crenshaw describes the Anita Hill case as “life-defining” (Crenshaw, cited in Adewumin, 2014),
and her reflections on the case reflect her intersectionality perspective. Even though a black woman—Anita Hill—was at the center
of the case, her particular experiences were lost in the surrounding political and media discourse. In the long term, Crenshaw says,
the case drew attention to workplace harassment in general, but it failed to help recognize “black women’s unique experiences with
discrimination” (Crenshaw, cited in Adewumin, 2014).

Since 1986, Crenshaw has been a faculty member at UCLA School of Law, and, since 1995, she has been a professor at Columbia
University Law School. There she is also head of the Center for Intersectionality and Social Policy Studies. Among her many papers
on race, intersectionality, and the law she has edited and authored key texts in critical race theory: Critical Race Theory (1995, co-
edited with Gotanda, Peller, and Thomas) and Words That Wound (1993, coauthored with Matsuda, Lawrence, and Delgado).

In 1996, Crenshaw, along with Luke Charles Harris, founded the African American Policy Forum (AAPF). The mission of this
think tank is to “promote frameworks and strategies that address a vision of racial justice that embraces the intersections of race,
gender, class, and the array of barriers that disempower those who are marginalized in society” (http://www.aapf.org/ourmission/).
One of Crenshaw’s major projects at AAPF has been the publication of the report Black Girls Matter (Crenshaw, Ocen, and
Carranza, 2016) and the related twitter campaign #Sayhername. As described in an interview with the Cornell Alumni Magazine, this
project developed “partly in response to the Obama Administration’s My Brother’s Keeper initiative” (Drew, 2016), which addresses
the discrimination, inequality, and violence suffered by young black men and boys in America. Consistent with the intersectionality
perspective, Crenshaw points out that My Brother’s Keeper overlooks the discrimination, inequality, and violence faced by young black
women and girls. Crenshaw describes it like this: “We applauded the president’s attention to racial inequality among youth, but we
were deeply concerned that girls were being left out.… From our research, it was clear that socially marginalized populations,
particularly of black and Latino girls, were growing up in some of the same conditions, facing some of the same obstacles, and being
disregarded in some of the same ways” (Crenshaw, cited in Drew, 2016). Crenshaw’s larger point is that despite success within
academic circles, the concept of intersectionality is yet to be embraced by the political and social mainstream.

A collection of Crenshaw’s most important writings can be found in On Intersectionality: Essential Writings (2016).

Also describing the significance of race for modern social life, Guinier and Torres (2002) draw an analogy
between race and the miner’s canary used to indicate problems, indeed impending human death, in mines.
Race in the United States is like the miner’s canary in the sense that problems associated with it point to
broader, perhaps fatal, problems in the larger society. Guinier and Torres (2002:12), however, do not limit
their analysis to blacks but develop a broader concept of “political race” that, among other things, includes
various minorities and even some whites (see also Bonilla-Silva, 2014). Nevertheless, it is still people of color
who will take the lead in social change movements reflective of the political dimension of political race.

Patricia Hill Collins (see Chapter 12) delineates the following distinguishing features of critical theories of
race and racism:9

CTRR do not simply study race and racism; they seek to deal with social inequalities and to advance
social justice.
CTRR eschew all binary oppositions and look at everything from the perspective of intersecting entities.
Such a view requires the use of multifaceted research methods.
CTRR are inherently multidisciplinary.
CTRR draw upon and advance intersectionality, looking at the relationship between race and racism
and gender, ethnicity, class, sexuality, and nation.
CTRR are increasingly drawn to materialist (political economic) analyses of race and racism, as well as
to how race and racism relate to globalization.
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Structures of power are increasingly central to CTRR. Earlier concerns with the power of the American
social welfare and criminal justice systems have been extended to topics such as nation-states and
nationalism, democracy, empire, transnationalism, and imperialism.

A more general conclusion to be derived from critical theories of race and racism is that, as Cornell West
(1994) pointed out, “Race matters,” and that it continues to matter not only in the legal system but
throughout the structures and institutions of society.
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Racial Formation

One example of a particularly influential critical theory of race and racism is Omi and Winant’s (2015) theory
of racial formation. In this theory, Omi and Winant provide a critique of contemporary American society.
Contrary to the widespread idea that America is a postracial society, Omi and Winant argue that race and
racism remain central organizing features of American life. In addition, more than any other theorist covered
in this chapter, they explain the idea that race is socially constructed. To begin, they introduce the concept of
racial formation. By using the word “formation,” Omi and Winant emphasize that race is a dynamic, ever-
changing construction that develops over what they refer to as the long duree of history.10 Indeed, there is a
strong historical dimension to Omi and Winant’s theory. Forms of racial domination (and resistance) that
emerged hundreds of years past continue to structure not only racial domination, but all kinds of social
domination, in the present.

In addition, for Omi and Winant race is a master category. This means that even though race intersects with
other social formations (like class and gender), it must also be studied on its own terms. Race, for example,
cannot be explained through economic theories of class domination or cultural theories of ethnic difference
(see Chapters 1 and 2 of Racial Formation, 2015). In this sense, race is a distinct and “fundamental feature of
social organization” (2015:x) that must be explained on its own terms. In all, the theory of racial formation
studies the way that race has been constructed as a social form that significantly contributes to American social
organization.11

To explain the emergence and development of this formation, Omi and Winant introduce four concepts:
racialization, racial projects, racism, and racial politics. The concepts of racialization and racial projects are
most central to the theory of racial formation, so we focus our attention there. We discuss racism by reviewing
the concept of color blind racism.

Racialization

People (both individuals and groups) do not inherently have a race. Rather, they are racialized. Omi and
Winant (2015:111) define racialization as “the process of … imparting social and symbolic meaning to
perceived phenotypical differences” and the “extension” of these meanings to “a previously unclassified
relationship, social practice, or group.” From this definition, we see that racialization has two components.
First, it is the process by which bodies are ascribed meaning.12 As a dynamic process, this meaning changes
over time. For example, in the 19th century, the British saw the Irish as non-white. However, when Irish
settlers moved to the United States, they assumed a new social position in relationship to black slaves and
Indigenous North Americans. Second, over time racial categories expand outward to give meaning to entities
that were not previously racialized. Race, as a way of defining difference, is used to describe and interpret a
wide variety of social phenomena. For example, over time, sexuality has become racially coded.

Race, then, is not so much a thing as it is a historically contingent “template” for dealing with difference (Omi
and Winant, 2015:106). Omi and Winant trace the development of this template through the institutions of
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religion, science, and politics. In the United States, the template emerged in the colonial encounter between
Europeans, Indigenous peoples of North America, and African slaves. Europeans justified colonial violence
through appeal to Christian narratives that “distinguished Europeans as fully-fledged human beings, from
‘others’” (2015:113). Later, racial domination was justified through scientific schemes that treated race as “a
matter of species” (2015:115). Social Darwinist theories, supported by techniques such as craniometry (the
measurement of skull size; Gould, [1981] 1996), identified and ranked groups according to so-called racial
difference. These racial systems “[made] people up” 13 by grouping together physical traits and treating them
as essential and definitive features of people (Omi and Winant, 2015:12).

This process of scientific racialization is not just a relic from the past. Omi and Winant argue that it is
difficult to “get rid of” the idea that race is a “discernable ‘biological category’” (2015:117). The racial idea
continues to frame scientific knowledge even though it claims to be untouched by social influences. For
example, the field of pharmacogenomics develops drugs that are targeted to individual people, but, more
broadly, members of specific racial groups (117; see also Fujimura, Duster, and Rajagopalan, 2008). The
problem is not only that the development of these drugs has not yet met with success, but that this science
misunderstands the social character of race. Race, Omi and Winant tell us, is not an essence carried within a
genetic code, waiting to be discovered. Rather, it is a social formation that organizes perceived differences into
symbolic categories. Race can only exist in a person’s biology if it is made to exist there. Indeed, this is one
component of the definition of racialization: extending racial categories into new domains. In this case, race is
extended into the domain of genetics.14

Finally, race is constructed through political institutions. Referring to the United States, Omi and Winant
say, “Through its powers of racial classification, the state fundamentally shapes one’s social status, access to
economic opportunities, political rights, and indeed one’s identity itself” (2015:121). The U.S. Census has
played a central role in this construction of race. Since the 1970s, it has established a widely influential set of
racial categories: American Indian or Alaskan Native, Asian or Pacific Islander, Black, White, and Hispanic
(2015:122). The accuracy and logical consistency of these categories are regularly contested. Also as
Emirbayer and Desmond (2009) have pointed out, these categories have changed across time and place. These
kinds of categories, and the basis for the distinctions they embody, are not natural or persistent. Nevertheless,
they impact the way that government and nongovernment policy makers, as well as the Americans in general,
conceive of race. Most significantly, they keep in play the idea that race is an important measure of social
difference.

Racial Projects

So far, our discussion of racial formation has been quite broad, as if racial formation was a homogenous
process. The concept of racial project corrects this by grounding racial formation in the concrete world.
Racialization, Omi and Winant say, is undertaken as specific “projects.” Racial projects are both structural and
cultural. They both organize the distribution of social resources (structure) and define the meaning of race
(culture): “A racial project is simultaneously an interpretation, representation, or explanation of racial
identities and meanings, and an effort to organize and distribute resources (economic, political, cultural) along
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particular racial lines” (2015:125).

In previous sections, we’ve given examples of racial projects. Omi and Winant, for example, say that
colonialism was the first modern racial project. It exploited African labor and appropriated Indigenous lands
(in this way, colonialism’s racial project involved the structural distribution of resources). It also legitimized
these actions through appeal to hierarchies of racial difference (in this way, colonialism’s racial project
depended upon the construction of system of a knowledge or a representational system). Also, the
development of racializing scientific theories is a racial project, as is the development of the field of
Orientalism discussed by Said ([1978] 2003). Racial projects can be big or small. They can operate at the
macrosocial level through “racial policy-making” (Omi and Winant, 2015:125). They can operate at the
microsocial level through the “cop who ‘stops and frisks’ a young [racialized] pedestrian” (2015:125).
Sometimes these projects support one another, as has been the case with the white supremacist projects for
much of American history. Sometimes projects come into conflict with one another. For example, antiracist
projects, such as the Black Lives Matter movement, challenge racist projects. Overall, Omi and Winant give
us an image of modern society as a world populated by a wide array of racial projects of varying size, scope,
and intent.

Color-Blind Racism

Despite the development of antiracist projects, typically, American racial projects have been racist. That is,
they have “[created] or [reproduced] structures of domination based on racial significations and identities”
(Omi and Winant, 2015:128). This is a controversial claim. The commonsense view is that racism is a thing
of the American past. The post-civil rights era is supposed to be a post-racial, color-blind society in which
people (for the most part) no longer discriminate on the basis of race. In fact, Omi and Winant argue that
nothing can be further from the truth. They are joined in this view by Edward Bonilla-Silva (2014), who has
examined what he calls the “new” racism or color-blind racism. To use Omi and Winant’s language, color
blindness is a racist project; it reproduces structures of domination. Also, drawing on the ideas of Marxist
Antonio Gramsci (see Chapter 8), Omi and Winant say that color blindness is a hegemonic ideology. It
reproduces domination through an appeal to common sense. In this case, the common sense is that if we
ignore race and treat everyone as if they are equal, then we are not a racist society.

On the surface, the ideal of color blindness seems to challenge racism. It resonates with the civil rights values
of equality and freedom: “We are all the same” “Skin color doesn’t matter.” A color blind society ignores race
and, especially at the level of government, does not refer to race in its decision making. Yet, Bonilla-Silva
(2014) argues, the ideology of color blindness actually perpetuates racism. Bonilla-Silva says that, typically,
racism is defined too narrowly. Most people think of it in psychological terms, as a set of discriminatory and
hateful attitudes held by individual persons. In contrast, a sociological perspective emphasizes that racism is
not attitudinal alone, but, more importantly, consists in persistent structural inequalities. In fact, since the
1960s, attitudinal racisms have diminished,15 but structural racism has persisted. For example, black
Americans still make less money than white Americans, they suffer greater health inequalities, are still offered
poorer quality of education, are subject to more police violence, and are more likely to be imprisoned than
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white Americans (for a full review of structural inequalities see Bonilla-Silva, 2014, Chapter 2).

Color blindness draws attention away from the fact that, despite talk of equality and freedom, structural
racism persists. The concept of color blindness gains additional traction because it appeals to commonsense
values of neoliberalism (Omi and Winant, 2015). Neoliberalism is the social and economic system that has
organized social life in the West (indeed, globally) since the 1970s. It values individualism and the free
market. It turns away from the model of the welfare state that, in mid-20th century, played a primary role in
addressing structural inequalities such as those discussed above. Consistent with these broader values,
according to the ideology of color blindness, individuals are responsible for their own fate. The color-blind
racist can blame individuals for their misfortunes rather than considering structural forces.

Finally, while color-blind racism focuses on individual actions in the present, Bonilla-Silva’s theory of color-
blind racism, and Omi and Winant’s theory of racial formation, interpret the present in the context of the
past. Contemporary inequalities are not a product of bad individual decisions. Rather, they are the product of
a history of racial domination that has deposited itself into the social structures of the present.
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A Systematic Theory of Race

Omi and Winant and Bonilla-Silva provide a powerful set of concepts that can be used to theorize the
historical construction of race and racism in American society. Yet, Emirbayer and Desmond (2015) argue
that they do not provide a complete or systematic theory of race. In fact, this is a criticism that they make of
all sociological studies of race to date. There has never been, they argue, a systematic social theory of race.16
Certainly, they say, sociologists have offered empirically rich accounts of race. They have also offered
theoretically sophisticated analyses of specific problems of race, some of which we have reviewed in this
chapter. However, there is no single theory that brings together the multifaceted character of racial life and all
the domains that it includes. In this section, then, we look at the systematic theory of race developed by
Emirbayer and Desmond (2015) in The Racial Order. A systematic theory is one that brings together multiple
theoretical perspectives, operates at multiple levels of analysis, and provides a more or less exhaustive set of
analytic categories (Ritzer, 1980, 1981; see also Chapter 13). In short, it aims to develop a theory of race that
encompasses the whole of racial life.

In the postmodern era (see Chapter 17), the concept of a systematic, universalizing, or grand theory has been,
rightly, criticized because of its tendency toward theoretical abstraction and the development of hegemonic
ideologies. As we have seen in this chapter, this is an especially important critique in the context of race,
where grand narratives of European civilization and scientific progress have been used to silence racialized
people and to justify racist projects. Nevertheless, sensitive to this problem, Emirbayer and Desmond argue
that there is value in such a project. For one, by drawing together multiple theoretical perspectives, it is
possible to identify common themes and discover “common underlying bases” in the study of race (2015:19).
Also, a systematic approach to race allows for the development of a set of comprehensive analytic distinctions;
a set of concepts and categories that allow sociologists to arrange and connect a broad set of ideas and
empirical observations. Such an approach sees “the complex whole but also gives each moment its due”
(2015:20). Finally, we would emphasize, as Emirbayer and Desmond do, that systematic theory building
allows the theorist to ask new, unconsidered questions. By attempting to describe the whole, the systematic
theory is able to draw attention to areas of study that have either not been examined or have been
underexamined.

In brief, Emirbayer and Desmond’s approach to race theory draws upon three traditions: Durkheim’s cultural
sociology, American pragmatism, and the work of Pierre Bourdieu. Beyond theoretical influences, the core of
the theory includes analytic distinctions of three types. First, Emirbayer and Desmond offer a structural
analysis of race which includes social structure, cultural structure, and collective-emotional structure. Second,
they discuss the role that agency plays in constituting the racial order. This includes a discussion of three kinds
of agency: iterative, projective, and practical evaluative. Third, they consider the concrete manifestations of the
racial order and describe three sites in which race is played out: everyday interaction, formal social institutions,
and interstitial spaces. Emirbayer and Desmond also discuss the social psychology of race, as well as practical
solutions to initiating race-based social change that arises from the theory. In this review, we focus on the first
two analytic categories: structure and agency. In particular, we focus our discussion on Emirbayer and
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Desmond’s use of Bourdieu’s concept of the “field” (see Chapter 13). Field is central to their theory. It unites
problems of structure and agency and is used as a focal point for analysis throughout their work.

The Structure of the Racial Field

Race, Emirbayer and Desmond (2015:89) say, is not a biological essence, but an effect of fields: “What exists
are not races, but racial fields.” Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of field is a relational concept (see Chapter 13). It
describes the positions that participants can adopt in relationship to one another in a particular domain of
social life. Some of these positions come with more power than others. This power is conferred by the
possession of various kind of capital. For example, positions within a field can be defined by different levels of
economic capital, social capital, and symbolic capital. Bourdieu analyzed many different kinds of fields: the
field of art, the field of law, the field of academics, and the field of politics, to name a few. To this, Emirbayer
and Desmond add the concept of the racial field.

The racial field maps the many racial identities that exist in a given society, but also reveals the way that these
identities stand in relationship to one another. Identities are racialized, we might say, by virtue of their
relationship to one another in a racial field (for example, as discussed earlier, in colonial Martinique, white is
defined against black, and, in Orientalist literature, Occident is defined against Orient). Emirbayer and
Desmond add to this the concept of racial capital. Even though power in the racial field is shaped by other
kinds of capital, racial capital is a distinct entity. “Racial fields,” they say, “are organized in terms of the
structure of different types of capitals or assets, the most important being specifically racial capital”
(Emirbayer and Desmond, 2015:88).Those who possess racial capital are able to define the racial field. In the
American racial field, white people of European descent possess the most capital and have thereby been able
to define the relative value and merit of racialized persons in the United States. In fact, the racial field has the
capacity to impact the organization of other fields. For example, Emirbayer and Desmond describe the way in
which the racial field shapes the cultural field: “It is the racial capital possessed by whites that dictates that
light skin tone will be superior to dark or that classical (that is, predominantly Austro-Germanic) music will
be seen as a higher art form than jazz” (2015:88).

For Bourdieu, society is organized around many different kinds of fields which interact with one another. So
too, for Emirbayer and Desmond, race is organized through many different kinds of racial fields. Examples
include: the global racial field (Emirbayer and Desmond, 2015:83), national racial fields (2015:83), the field of
whiteness (2015:250), the field of blackness (2015:95), the field of Indian-ness (2015:111), among others.
Again, each one of these fields can be mapped out to describe various positions available to members, as well
as the power that comes with these positions. They discuss, for example the field of blackness in the United
States. Members are positioned in that field through the possession of political, economic, and what they call
“black capital.” Condoleezza Rice (secretary of state in the George W. Bush administration), for example,
“possesses a high volume of political or economic capital but little black capital.” Members of the Black
Panthers or gangsta rappers possess “little economic or political capital but a high volume of black capital”
(2015:95–96).

Emirbayer and Desmond also discuss how cultural and collective-emotional structures organize racial fields.
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Cultural structures are the “symbolic forces and powers” that organize social life (2015:98). This is the
equivalent of the socially constructed meaning systems that Omi and Winant (2015) made central to their
theory of racial formation. The concept of collective-emotional structure, on the other hand, is relatively
novel. Much racial theory has focused on the analysis of cognitive/symbolic classification systems. As such, it
has not analyzed how feelings about race are socially structured. Drawing on both Durkheim’s sociology and
Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalytic theory, Emirbayer and Desmond say that members of a group share
emotionally charged fantasies, including admiration, respect, hate, and anger. These collective emotions have
a logic and power independent of the symbolic/cognitive systems that frame racialization. They provide a basis
for group solidarity (e.g., the feeling of belonging to a particular racialized group) but they can also drive rabid
race discrimination. The American racial field is structured so that those at the dominant end of the pole
(whites) possess feelings of “security and entitlement,” but also “shame and rage,” especially when their
position of security is challenged (Emirbayer and Desmond, 2015:120). Feelings at the dominated end of the
pole are contradictory and include “[d]espair and hope, apathy and optimism” (2015:121).

Structure and Agency in the Field

In addition to his concept of the field, Bourdieu is known for his efforts to bridge the structure-agency gap
(see Chapter 13). The structure, or organization, of the field not only conditions action, but is also shaped by
action. The fact that fields are made up of human agents means that the field depends upon people’s
engagements with its basic principles and rules. Agents can reproduce the structures of the field or they can
challenge the organization of the field. This can happen at the interactive level when, for example, a person
challenges another’s racist comment at a dinner party, or at the institutional level when antiracist social
movements rally against racist government policy. Moreover, by focusing on agency, Emirbayer and Desmond
(2009:336) insist that race is not something imposed on persons from above. Rather, working with widespread
racial categories, “actors create, reproduce and resist systems of racial classification.” Indeed, racial
identification is a complex phenomenon. The way that individuals see race and identify their own race
affiliation changes over time and place. In this context, Emirbayer and Desmond describe three types of
agency: practical-evaluative agency, iterative agency, and projective agency.

The concept of practical-evaluative agency draws attention to the fact that social action depends on an
embodied, taken-for-granted understanding of the basic structures of a given racial field. Action in the racial
field, they insist, is never a rote application of racial rules, but rather, it is a spontaneous and dynamic
engagement with the unspoken rules of the field. People’s positions within a field depend upon their ability to
act in a way that shows they know the rules without having to say it. “Think of how much is conveyed simply
through greetings: the gruff handshake of white working-class men, the cool or confident exchanges a of
barrio youth, the quick and familiar tough of Filipina grandmothers” (Emirbayer and Desmond, 2015:174).

Iteration focuses on the past. In their everyday practices and activities, social actors habitually, unthinkingly,
reproduce the traditions and customs that structure the racial order. By acting habitually members of a racial
field accept the basic racial “illusion” (Emirbayer and Desmond, 2015:132) that structures the field: “Why is
race so very real? Because everyone continues to invest in its existence and salience and to orient social actions
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around it. On account of this shared complicity, racial difference becomes a fundamental law or nomos of the
field and, as such, helps (in ways favorable to the dominants, needless to say) to constitute it as a relatively
autonomous social universe” (2015:143).

Projective agency is future oriented. It is a form of action guided by racial projects—ideas about alternatives to
the existing racial order. Like Omi and Winant (2015), projects can either sustain or challenge the racial
order. The conservation strategy is pursued by “the dominant racial actors” and their aim is to “preserve the
structure of power most favorable to them” (152). As examples of this kind of strategy, Emirbayer and
Desmond refer to the slavery plantation system and the American criminal justice system. Both systems
imagined and created structures that maintained white supremacy through the power of economics and law.
In contrast to this, the subversive strategy aims “to transform the system of authority in the field, including
potentially the very rules of the game” (Emirbayer and Desmond, 2015:152). Examples of this include Martin
Luther King’s dream of an equitable future, and the strategies pursued by the Black Lives Matter movement,
on behalf of African Americans in the United States, and the Idle No More movement on behalf of
Indigenous people in Canada.

In this review, we have only been able to partially describe Emirbayer and Desmond’s theory of race. Most
notably we have not been able to address their coverage of the concrete manifestations of the racial order or
their recommendations for social change. Nevertheless, we hope that this review will give the reader a sense of
the ambition, scope, and value of such work.
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Southern Theory and Indigenous Resurgence

To this point in the chapter, we have described some of the ways that theories of race and colonialism draw
upon and expand Western theoretical perspectives. Fanon relies on the work of Hegel, Sartre, and Marx. Said
makes use of Foucault. Critical theories of race and racism draw on a variety of sources, including Gramsci,
feminist theory, and poststructuralism. Finally, Emirbayer and Desmond place Bourdieu’s concept of the field
front and center. At the same time, many of these theories sit in uncomfortable tension with the Western
theoretical tradition and have sought to develop knowledge grounded in alternative traditions. Fanon, for
example, in part, was inspired by the Negritude movement. In this section, we consider some recent theories
that are grounded in Indigenous knowledges. In some cases, these extend Western/European ideas. In others,
they challenge and offer significant alternatives to Western/European ideas.

Southern Theory

Raewyn Connell is an Australian sociologist known for her theoretical work on gender (R. W. Connell, 1987)
and masculinity (Raewyn Connell, 1995). More recently, she has published Southern Theory (2007), which is
an effort to develop an approach to sociological theory based in Southern knowledges. Northern theory refers
to theories developed in Europe and America (also referred to as Western theory or metropolitan theory), and
Southern theory refers to theories developed in the global South (also referred to as the peripheral and
Indigenous theory). For example, Connell discusses theories from sub-Saharan Africa, Iran, Latin America,
and Australia. Her argument is that, historically, sociological theory has been produced in the North. In this
relationship, as we saw illustrated with Said’s concept of Orientalism, Southern societies are explained and
studied using Northern concepts. This is not because people in the periphery did not and do not possess
theories of society. Indeed, Connell (2007:220) says that “in all cultures, there are ways of representing the
social.” Rather, as part of the imperial/colonial project, Indigenous knowledges were discounted as primitive,
irrational, and backward. The goal of Southern theory is to describe these Southern theories and thereby
“develop the connections, as well as the contrasts, between these bodies of thought and those of the
metropole” (2007:xii). She hopes for the creation of a more “democratic and diverse” planetary version of
sociological theory.

Though Connell does offer a critique of northern theories, the core of her work is dedicated to a description
of Indigenous knowledges and, in particular, the ways in which they have interacted with knowledges from
the metropole. She describes Southern theories that both critique the North and offer alternative theoretical
concepts grounded in Indigenous/local cultures.

For example, Connell discusses theories developed by Iranian theorists al-Afghani (1839–1997), Jalal Al-e
Ahmad (1923–1969), and Ali Shariati (1933–1977). According to Connell, these three held in common “a
fierce opposition to imperialism, a critique of Western culture and economy, a belief in Islamic renewal, and a
conviction that the roots of renewal already existed in Iran” (2007:125). Al-e Ahmad introduced the concept
of Westoxification to describe the negative effects of colonization on Iran. This included the idea that
imperialism alienates people from local culture and dominates everyday life through imported machinery. Al-e
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Ahmad sees the Islamic religion as a source of cultural resistance to imperialism. Going a step further, Shariati
“finds sociological principles in the religion” (Raewyn Connell, 2007:128). That is, Islam does not just oppose
imperialism but it provides an alternative theory of social life. This includes theories of class and a
“[commitment] from the start to social equality, and … against power structures of all kinds” (2007:131). In
contrast to most Northern theories, in these theories, modernity is not opposed to a distant, primitive,
religious past. Rather, religion is viewed as a meaningful cultural resource that grounds many of the ideals and
aspirations, including scientific rationality, valued by Northern sociology.

Connell also provides examples of theories that aren’t explicitly critical (all Southern theories are implicitly
critical of Northern theories). Rather, they elaborate Southern knowledges in themselves. For example, she
describes the work of the Indian Subaltern Studies group. This group is now best known in North America
for its affiliation with very abstract postmodern and postcolonial theories. However, Connell points out that
the Subaltern Studies group was originally an “intellectual insurgency” that aimed to “rectify the elitist bias” of
Indian social science (Guha, cited in Connell, 2007:166). Its purpose was to describe the “politics of the
people” (2007:167). It argued that local political movements contained within them theories of society, power,
and consciousness: “Subaltern politics grew out of local ways of life and thus expressed specific forms of
consciousness, often in the language of local religion” (2007:168).

Another example of Southern theory is the work of Nigerian sociologist Akinsola Akiwowo. Akiwowo argues
that traditional Yoruba poetry and ritual contained a uniquely African social theory and social ontology. Out
of these traditional sources he sought to elaborate sociological concepts and to “export” them “to the rest of
the world” (Raewyn Connell, 2007:90). Connell (2007:91) summarizes some of the presuppositions of Yoruba
theory: the unit of social life is the individual, the individual cannot exist without community, self-alienation
is a sin, and a “genuine social being … works daily, and sacrifices willingly … for self-improvement as well as
for the common good.” Though scholars in Africa and abroad have debated the merits of a social theory
grounded in traditional poetry (see, for example, Connell’s discussion of Dahomeyan philosopher Paulin
Hountondji), Akiwowo’s efforts demonstrate the need to consider theories grounded in materials other than
conventional written texts.

Overall, Connell concludes that Southern theory challenges Northern theory in a number of important ways.
Most centrally, it challenges the idea that the kind of theory discussed throughout this textbook is the only
kind of theory. It also asks theorists to consider different media in which social theories are embedded. In the
North, social theory is typically associated with abstract and disengaged texts, but Connell presents examples
of theories that emerge out of everyday life: religious ritual and story, art, and local political movements. The
idea that social theory is found in a range of cultural forms pushes Northern definitions of theory to the limit.
Of course, Patricia Hill Collins (1990, see Chapter 12) posed the same challenge when she sought new kinds
of social knowledge in the varied cultural expressions of African American women. In all of this, what seems
crucial is a reconceptualization of the meaning of theory. Should theories, as in the Western scientific
tradition, be generalizable and universal? Or should theories, as Leanne Simpson (2011) says, be “simply an
explanation for why we do the things we do” (2011:39). If the latter is the case, then the measure of theory
should be its ability to make sense of people’s lives on the terms set by their own cultures and societies. For
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more on this, we turn to North American Indigenous theory.17

Indigenous Resurgence

In this section, we draw attention to recent work by North American Indigenous scholars. Like the Southern
theories described by Connell, scholars working the field of Native Studies have an ambivalent relationship
with theory. In their introduction to Theorizing Native Studies, Audra Simpson and Andrea Smith (2014:1)
write that “[i]t is not uncommon to hear the complaint within venues in Native studies that theoretical
projects are inherently ‘Western,’ are non-Indigenous, and spoil the possibility of scholarly production outside
the confines of intellectual traditions that have been used to uphold and contextualize forms of defining race
and thus dominating that which was and still is defined as different.” Yet, as Simpson and Smith show, North
American Indigenous scholars have been able to develop powerful critical tools through the modification of
Western ideas. In this process, Western concepts have been both strengthened and elaborated.

For example, Dene18 scholar Glen Sean Coulthard (2014) combines the ideas of Fanon, Marx, Taiaiake
Alfred (2009a, 2009b), and Dene elders to develop a critique of the “politics of recognition.” Settler
colonialism subjected (and continues to subject) Indigenous North Americans to tremendous physical and
cultural violence: pandemics, the dispossession of land, forced relocation, the destruction of culture and
language, the removal of children from communities, and their placement in residential schools. Recent
efforts by Western governments to rectify this past have been driven by a politics of recognition. This is
expressed, for example, in apologies that Western governments have made to Indigenous populations, as well
as Truth and Reconciliation Commissions. Building on the concept of recognition introduced by Hegel (see
discussion in Fanon earlier in this chapter, and also Honneth and Fraser, Chapter 8), recognition theory is
grounded in the assumption that to flourish, humans need to have their unique cultural identity recognized
(C. Taylor, 1994). Colonialism denied Indigenous people such recognition by forcing them to adopt
European cultural practices (e.g., European languages and Christianity). The politics of recognition operates
on the assumption that the integrity and well-being of Indigenous people will be restored if their unique
cultural practices are recognized. As we will see in a moment, cultural flourishing is an important component
of contemporary Indigenous social theory. However, the politics of recognition is an inadequate response for
several reasons.

For one, Coulthard (2014) argues that the politics of recognition has a limited theory of culture. Indeed, like
much contemporary sociology, the politics of recognition sees culture as a primarily symbolic and cognitive
form. In challenge to this, Coulthard draws on Dene conceptions of culture. For Coulthard, culture is not
merely a symbolic form, but it is a total mode of life that encompasses both ideas and material practices:19

I suggest that this broad understanding of mode of production as a mode of life accurately reflects
what constituted “culture” in the sense that the Dene deployed the term, and which our claims for
cultural recognition sought to secure through the negotiation of a land claim. Simply stated, … our
demand for recognition sought to protect the “intricately interconnected social totality” of a distinct
mode of life; a life on/with the land that stressed individual autonomy, collective responsibility,
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nonhierarchical authority, communal land tenure, and mutual aid, and which sustained us
“economically, spiritually, socially and politically.”

(Coulthard, 2014:65)

In other words, the politics of recognition does not offer the kind of recognition required for a restoration and
resurgence of Indigenous forms of life. This is not simply a theoretical oversight. More important, it is a
misconception/misrecognition that allows Western governments to maintain settler-colonial systems of
domination.

Why is this? Settler colonialism depends upon the dispossession of land. Dispossession includes not only the
removal of Indigenous persons from the land but also the division and definition of land on European terms
(e.g., through the creation of reservations) (Rifkin, 2014; A. Simpson, 2014). The removal of Indigenous
persons from land allowed (and continues to allow) European settlement and capitalist development. Here
Coulthard (2014) relies upon, but updates, Marx’s concept of primitive accumulation. As we saw earlier,
primitive accumulation is the idea that growth and development of early capitalism depended upon colonies
for the accumulation of raw resources. Marx’s error, Coulthard says, is that he places primitive accumulation
in the distant past. In contrast, Coulthard (2014:77) argues that primitive accumulation is a process that
continues to structure the relationship between Indigenous people and the state: “Although primitive
accumulation no longer appears to require the openly violent dispossession of Indigenous communities and
their entire land and resource base, it does demand that both remain open for exploitation and capitalist
development.” Couthard thus makes the point that a focus on identity recognition avoids the issue of the
ongoing dispossession of Indigenous land.

Coulthard’s critique is powerful. It insists that concepts prized by contemporary sociologists and politicians
like recognition, reconciliation, and even multiculturalism don’t liberate Indigenous people from colonialism,
but rather work to perpetuate relations of domination. This said, in itself, theories based in Western
knowledge, even when adapted to Indigenous problems, do not go far enough to describe the character of
contemporary forms of Indigenous resistance (L. Simpson, 2011). To this end, Coulthard’s theory also draws
on the concept of resurgence which he gets from Taiaiake Alfred (2009a, 2009b) and Leanne Simpson (2011).
Alfred starts his book Wasáse with the following:

It is time for our people to live again. This book is a journey on the path made for us by those who
have found a way to live as Onkwehonwe, original people. The journey is a living commitment to
meaningful change in our lives and to transforming society by recreating our existences, regenerating
our cultures, and surging against the forces that keep us bound to our colonial past. It is the path of
struggle laid out by those who have come before us; now it is our turn, we who choose to turn away
from the legacies of colonialism and take on the challenge of creating a new reality for ourselves and
our people.

(Alfred, 2009a:19)
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Here resurgence refers to regeneration through uniquely Indigenous knowledge. This knowledge is both
political and cultural. It is political because it aims to decolonize Indigenous knowledge and overcome what L.
Simpson (2011:32) calls the “cognitive imperialism” of settler-colonial society. It is cultural because it is
grounded in Indigenous knowledge. These carry within them, as we saw with some of the Southern theories
described by Connell, “Indigenous lifeways and alternative ways of being in the world” (L. Simpson, 2011:31-
32). These include not simply cultural differences, usually associated with multiculturalism, but different kinds
of politics (see also A. Simpson, 2014), philosophies, and social theories.

In Dancing on Our Turtle’s Back, Leanne Simpson (2011) shows how Indigenous knowledge, in particular the
stories, politics, and practices of her Nishnaabeg20 people, embody a unique social theory. This is a theory
that prioritizes “good relations” with the “implicate order” 21 of the natural world and other people. Rather
than aiming for abstract ideas that transcend time and place, Nishnaabeg theory emphasizes fluidity and
change. The local is valued over the general, and the how of theory is more important than the content of
theory.

Simpson, we think, exemplifies this approach to theory through her discussion and use of language in Dancing
on Our Turtle’s Back (L. Simpson, 2011). In addition to being a scholar, Simpson identifies herself as a
language learner. Learning Indigenous language is important to resurgence because language carries within it
theories of life and relationship that cannot be found in colonial languages (e.g., English). But it is not so
much the content of the language as the way in which Simpson learns about new words that illustrates her
approach to theory. When she comes across a new word, she brings it to her language teacher and then her
Elders. They discuss the many meanings of the word.22 She says that she does this because, to be useful, the
word must make sense within her community of relations. She describes learning about a new word from the
Anishinaabe23 scholar Wendy Makoons Geniuz (2009): “The concept resonated with me; but because she is
from the northwest part of our territory and I do not know her personally, I took the concept first to my
language teacher and then to my Elder. I did this because I have learned that unless concepts have local
meaning, it is difficult for them to have local resonance. I also thought that as a Michi Saagig Nishnaabeg
person, I could only really learn to understand this concept from within the web of relationships of my
existence” (L. Simpson, 2011:51–52). Words do not have strict definitions. Similarly, we might say that there
are no set-in-stone theories to be memorized. Instead, the meaning of words and ideas emerge within specific
communities of learners. As such, Simpson, drawing on Nishnaabeg philosophies, emphasizes an approach in
which knowledge is always contingent. It must be handled carefully, discussed, and reflected upon continually.

There are a number of additional concepts that are important to Simpson’s approach. We draw attention to a
few of these. First, theories are embedded in stories. Stories are “told and retold in our communities through
one’s life” (L. Simpson, 2011:32). Dian Million (2014:35) also emphasizes the importance of stories when she
writes: “Story is Indigenous theory.” Unlike many Western theories, which are taught only in sociology
classrooms, the theories that Simpson and Million talk about are woven into the fabric of daily life. Theory, in
this sense, is “always practical first” (Million, 2014:33). In particular, traditional Creation stories provide an
“ontological context” for social life (L. Simpson, 2011:51). They connect people to forms of knowledge that
guided Indigenous life before colonialism. This said, even though these knowledges come from the past, they
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do not stay in the past, but rather serve the specific interests and problems of the present. They “re-creat[e]
the cultural and political flourishment of the past to support the well-being of our contemporary citizens.”
(51). “Encoded” within the stories are ideas about “the relationships, ethics and responsibilities to be our own
Creation story” (2011:33). Indeed, Simpson emphasizes that even though this ontology is grounded in
community, the sovereignty and self-determination of individuals is an important component of Nishnaabeg
thought. Stories encourage personal reflection and thought: “[M]y truth will be different from someone else’s”
and “diversity and difference are seen as necessary parts of the larger whole” (59).

Simpson also emphasizes the importance of land to social theory. Earlier, we saw that land was important in
Coulthard’s Dene approach to theory. Also, Raewyn Connell (2007) says that the land is a common theme in
the Southern theories that she studied. Simpson elaborates when she says, “Nishnaabeg thought comes from
the land and therefore it embodies emergence. Nishnaabeg were adept at viewing and aligning themselves
with emergent properties of the natural world” (Simpson, 2011:91). Theory building, like storytelling,
requires, then, attentiveness to the flux of the natural world. Knowledge, and creative activity, requires,
Simpson says, a “[high] degree of presence” (Simpson, 2011:92) or the ability to “commune with the implicate
order” (Simpson, 2011:92). This is in stark contrast not only to the distancing approach of much sociological
theory (what some feminist theories have called the “view from nowhere”), but also to the organization of
consumer culture:

In the space of the modern empire, society is a culture of absence because consumer culture requires
both absence and wanting things in order to perpetuate itself. Without wanting, consumer culture
simpl[y] cannot exist. In terms of representation, modern society primarily looks for meaning (in
books, computers, art), whereas Indigenous cultures engage in processes or acts to create meaning.

(Simpson, 2011:93)

While these alternative ways of being, understood here as alternative social theories, are clearly meant to
inspire Indigenous resurgence, we also see in them potential models of life and theorizing for non-Indigenous
people. For example, as the last quotation indicates, Simpson’s Nishnaabeg theory offers critiques of
consumerism, philosophies of the environment, and alternatives to abstract and alienating knowledge systems.

Summary

Though historically, theories of race and colonialism have not been central to sociological theory, there have
been sociological theories of race and colonialism going back at least to W.E.B. Du Bois. All contemporary
theorists of race and colonialism treat race as a social construction, and argue that the modern racial order
emerged with colonialism.

One of the earliest theorists to describe the relationship between colonialism and racism was Frantz Fanon. In
Black Skin, White Masks, Fanon described the psychopathological effects of colonialism on colonial subjects. In
The Wretched of the Earth, he relied upon Marxist theory to describe the development of national liberation
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movements and the role of violence in overcoming colonial oppression. Postcolonial theory was, in part,
inspired by Fanon’s ideas. It recognized that even after mid-20th century decolonization, the power structures
of colonialism remained intact, but in modified form. In particular, postcolonial theorists show how
representational systems (i.e., culture) create and sustain racialized differences. One particularly influential
postcolonial theorist was Edward Said. Said argued that the academic discipline of Orientalism created
distinctions between the West and the East (the Occident and the Orient) that served the interests of the
West. These distinctions continue to structure relationships between the East and the West into the present
moment.

Critical race theory emerged in the 1980s out of the recognition that the accomplishments of the American
civil rights movement were in jeopardy. In particular, critical race theory focuses on the way that the law
reproduces racial inequality. In sociology, a similar set of theories are described under the heading “Critical
Theories of Race and Racism” (CTRR). Like critical race theory, CTRR recognizes that racial inequality
continues to structure life not only in the United States but around the planet. In addition to studying the law,
CTRR more explicitly incorporates sociological theories and problems: agency-structure, political economy,
globalization, the nation-state, colonialism, and imperialism. More specifically, Omi and Winant have
developed a social constructionist theory of racial formation. They introduce concepts such as racialization and
racial projects to describe the dynamic, long-term development of racial categories in the United States. Also,
along with Edward Bonilla-Silva, they have argued that the contemporary United States remains organized
around race in a way that systematically disadvantages people of color. This new racism takes the form of color
blindness. More recently, Emirbayer and Desmond have developed a systematic theory of race. This theory
draws on Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of the field to describe the multiple levels of the racial order. In this theory,
they address both structural and agentic aspects of race. They also describe the ways in which race and racism
are realized in concrete practices and institutions.

In the final section of this chapter, we discussed theories that challenge Western (or Northern) sociological
theory. Connell argues that there are theories of social life already embedded in Southern societies and
cultures. Sometimes these explicitly criticize Northern theory, sometimes these adapt Northern ideas to
address Southern problems, and sometimes these rely on Southern knowledges to produce theories of social
life that are unique and distinct from Northern theory. One example of this is Indigenous theory in North
America. Though varied, these theories generally critique the politics of recognition that has framed
postcolonial discourse. They also offer theories of resurgence that are grounded in Indigenous knowledges.
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Notes

1. These definitions of race and ethnicity come from Emirbayer and Desmond’s 2009 paper “What Is Racial
Domination?” The paper provides a thorough and clear discussion of the key concepts that inform race
scholarship. Alongside race and ethnicity, they also discuss nationality and five common misconceptions, or
“fallacies,” about racism.

2. All major European nations held colonies at some point from the 1600s to the mid-1900s. In the 1800s
and 1900s, England and France were the largest empires and held colonies around the world: the Middle
East, Asia, North Africa and sub-Saharan Africa, India, the Caribbean, Latin America, and North America
(MacQueen, 2007). Some specific French colonies included Martinique (which to this day remains a French
possession—a department), Algeria, Lebanon, Vietnam, Mali, Senegal, Chad, and Madagascar.

3. Despite recognizing the importance of Fanon’s ideas, Loomba points out that Fanon has been criticized for
generalizing the experience of educated middle-class colonial subjects to all colonial subjects (Loomba,
2015:150–151). He has also been criticized for the absence of gender analysis in his work.

4. Hegel and Fanon have different kinds of slavery in mind. In particular, Fanon is talking about the race-
based slavery to which his Martinican ancestors were subjected. Hegel’s master-slave dialectic is not race-
based. For Fanon, this makes all the difference.

5. Sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, who studied in Algeria during a period that overlapped with Fanon’s time
there, was critical of the “schematic” Marxist approach adopted by theorists like Fanon and Sartre (Raewyn
Connell, 2007:43). He thought that the Marxist approach was not significantly balanced or sociological. In
contrast, Bourdieu’s goal, Connell notes, was to provide “a cold dose of facts to educate people on both sides
of the Algerian struggle” (2007:43).

6. The word Western must also be used carefully, since as we will see in a moment, the “West” is not a
geographical fact, but an Orientalist idea. Some contemporary theorists suggest that the distinction between
North and South better reflects contemporary global inequalities (Raewyn Connell, 2007).

7. Other important influences are the Marxist Antonio Gramsci and humanist Giambattista Vico.

8. Categories like Near East and Far East are also Orientalist constructions.

9. The following enumeration is derived from the syllabus of Collins’s graduate course Critical Theories of
Race and Racism, University of Maryland (Fall, 2005).

10. Omi and Winant regularly use the term long duree. The term was introduced by members of the Annales
School of History (see Wallerstein, Chapter 8) and is meant to convey the long, slow, tectonic development
and transformation of social structures.

11. Omi and Winant do not explicitly discuss global features of racial formation in Racial Formation in the
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United States, though they do locate the origins of the American racial formation in colonialism. In The World
Is a Ghetto, Winant (2001) analyzes race in the context of the modern global system.

12. There are other ways that bodies are ascribed meaning, such as through gender, sex, and ability. Like race,
these are also social formations (for discussion of social construction of gender, see Chapter 12, and for social
construction of sexuality, Chapter 18).

13. This is another of Omi and Winant’s favorite phrases. It is borrowed from the philosopher of social
constructionism, Ian Hacking.

14. See Kim Tallbear (2013) for an account of how genetic science has been used to construct Indigenous
identity and shape Indigenous social movements.

15. Though most certainly not disappeared.

16. For an alternative perspective, and challenge to this claim, see Golash-Boza (2016), who argues that, in
fact, sociology has had a systematic theory of race for some time.

17. For further discussion of Southern theory, see the 2013 symposium in Politics Power and Social Theory.
Discussants include leading theorists of race (Mustafa Emirbayer, Patricia Hill Collins), postcolonialism
(Raka Ray), and historical-comparative sociology (Isaac Ariel Reed).

18. The Dene are a First Nations people largely located in the Canadian North.

19. Western theorists like Bourdieu (1977), Giddens (1990), and Dorothy Smith (1987) attempt to overcome
distinctions between mind and body or idealism and materialism. However, these theories are grounded in
Western traditions of knowledge. Coulthard’s theory grows out of his engagement with Dene knowledges.
This makes the approach distinctly different.

20. Simpson describes herself as Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg, and a member of the Alderville First Nation in
Ontario, Canada.

21. The term implicate order refers to deep structures of the natural world; Simpson uses it to describe
Indigenous relations to the natural world, but the term has also been used by quantum physicist David Bohm
(1980).

22. Throughout Dancing on Our Turtle’s Back, Simpson introduces Nishnaabeg words. She doesn’t define
them (at least precisely) but rather shows how they have been used. Moreover, whenever she introduces a new
word, she footnotes who she learned the word from and describes the different people with whom she has
talked about the word.

23. Anishanaabe refers to a number of Indigenous peoples including Ojibwe, Odawa, Potawatomi,
Mississauga, and Algonquin people. The Anishanaabe territory, or nation, extends from Ontario into
Minnesota, Wisconsin, and Manitoba. We are grateful to Leanne Simpson for clarification on this point.
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16 Globalization Theory
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Chapter Outline

Major Contemporary Theorists on Globalization
Cultural Theory
Economic Theory
Political Theory
Neoliberalism
Other Theories

It is likely that no single topic has received as much popular and academic attention in recent years as
globalization. (For an extensive overview of the state of our knowledge of globalization, see George Ritzer’s
[2012b] five-volume The Wiley-Blackwell Encyclopedia of Globalization .) The academic concern is motivated,
in large part, by the extraordinary public importance of, interest in, and worry over globalization. However,
reasons internal to the academic world (e.g., reactions against early and narrow approaches to what is now
called globalization) also have led to a near-obsession with this topic. Social theorists, including many of those
discussed in this chapter and elsewhere in this book, have been no exception to this trend toward a focal
concern with globalization. It is beyond the scope of this chapter to offer anything like a complete overview of
the voluminous work of social theorists on this topic, to say nothing of a review of the entire literature on
globalization. What follows is a brief survey of some of the most important theoretical work on globalization.

Globalization is the spread of worldwide practices, relations, consciousness, and organization of social life.
Nearly every nation and the lives of billions of people throughout the world are being transformed, often quite
dramatically, by globalization. The degree and significance of its impact can be seen almost everywhere one
looks, most visibly in the now common protests that accompany high-level meetings of global organizations
such as the World Trade Organization (WTO) and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) (G. Thomas,
2007). As both the magnitude of the issues before these organizations and the level of protest against these
organizations make clear, people throughout the world feel strongly that they are confronting matters of great
moment.

Globalization theory (W. Robinson, 2007) also emerged as a result of a series of developments internal to
social theory, notably the reaction against earlier perspectives such as modernization theory. Among the
defining characteristics of this theory was its Western bias, the preeminence accorded to developments in the
West, and the idea that the rest of the world had little choice but to become increasingly like the West.
Although there are many different versions of globalization theory, there is a tendency in nearly all of them to
shift away dramatically from a focus on the West (including and especially the United States) and to examine
not only transnational processes that flow in many different directions but also those that are, at least to some
degree, autonomous and independent of any single nation or area of the world (see the discussion of
Appadurai’s work below).

Globalization can be analyzed culturally, economically, politically, and institutionally. For each type of
analysis, a key difference is whether one sees increasing homogeneity or heterogeneity. At the extremes, the

729



globalization of culture can be seen either as the transnational expansion of common codes and practices
(homogeneity) or as a process in which many global and local cultural inputs interact to create a kind of
pastiche, or a blend, leading to a variety of cultural hybrids (heterogeneity). The trend toward homogeneity is
often associated with cultural imperialism, the influence of a particular culture on a wide range of other
cultures. There are many varieties of cultural imperialism, including those that emphasize the role played by
American culture, the West, or core countries (L. Crothers, 2010; de Grazia, 2005). Roland Robertson (1992,
2001), however, among many others, opposes the idea, although he doesn’t use the term cultural imperialism.
His famous concept of glocalization (see below) sees the global as interacting with the local to produce that
which is distinctive: the glocal.

Theorists who focus on economic factors tend to emphasize their growing importance and homogenizing
effect on the world. They generally see globalization as the spread of neoliberalism, capitalism, and the market
economy (Antonio, 2007) throughout many different regions of the world. For example, some have focused
on globalization and the expansion of trade. Joseph E. Stiglitz (2002), a Nobel Prize–winning economist and
former chairman of the Council of Economic Advisors, issued a stinging attack on the World Bank, the
WTO, and especially the IMF for their roles in worsening, rather than resolving, global economic crises.
Among other things, Stiglitz criticizes the IMF for its homogenizing, “one-size-fits-all” approach that fails to
take into account national differences. The IMF in particular, and globalization in general, have worked to the
advantage of the wealthy nations, especially the United States (which effectively has veto power over IMF
decisions), and to the detriment of poor nations. The gap between rich and poor has actually increased as a
result of globalization.

Although those who focus on economic issues tend to emphasize homogeneity, some differentiation
(heterogeneity) is acknowledged to continue to exist at least at the margins of the global economy. Indeed,
Stiglitz argues for the need for more differentiated policies by the IMF and other global economic
organizations. Other forms of heterogeneity in the economic realm involve, for example, the commodification
of local cultures and the existence of flexible specialization that permits the tailoring of many products to the
needs of various local specifications. More generally, those who emphasize heterogenization (Tomlinson,
1999) argue that the interaction of the global market with local markets leads to the creation of unique
“glocal” markets that integrate the demands of the global market with the realities of the local market.

Political/institutional orientations, too, tend to emphasize either homogeneity or heterogeneity. For example,
some of those who operate with a homogenization perspective in this domain focus on the worldwide spread
of models of the nation-state and the emergence of similar forms of governance throughout the globe—in
other words, the growth of a more-or-less single model of governance around the world (Meyer, Boli, and
Ramirez, 1997). More broadly, there is a concern with increasing homogenization in a multiplicity of
institutions (Boli and Lechner, 2005). As we will see, some see the growth of transnational institutions and
organizations as greatly diminishing the power of both the nation-state and other, more local, social structures
to make a difference in people’s lives. One of the most extreme views of homogenization in the political realm
is Benjamin Barber’s (1995) thinking on “McWorld,” or the growth of a single political1 orientation that is
increasingly pervasive throughout the world.
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Interestingly, Barber also articulates, as an alternative perspective, the idea of “Jihad” —localized, ethnic, and
reactionary political forces (including “rogue states”) that involve an intensification of nationalism and that
lead to greater political heterogeneity throughout the world. The interaction of McWorld and Jihad at the
local level may produce unique, glocal political formations that integrate elements of both the former (e.g., use
of the Internet to attract supporters) and the latter (e.g., use of traditional ideas and rhetoric).

The issue of homogenization/heterogenization cuts across a broad swath of globalization theory, but it is
clearly not exhaustive. That will become clear in the following discussion of major theories of globalization,
which certainly touches in various ways on homogenization/heterogenization but also highlights a number of
other facets of globalization theory. This discussion is divided into four sections. First, we look at the
perspectives on globalization of some of the major contemporary theorists (Giddens, Beck, and Bauman)
encountered earlier in this book. Then, we turn to the aforementioned three broad categories of theorizing
globalization: cultural, economic, and political/institutional.
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Major Contemporary Theorists on Globalization

Anthony Giddens on the “Runaway World” of Globalization

Giddens’s (2000) views on globalization are closely related to, and overlap with, his thinking on the
juggernaut of modernity (see Chapter 14). Giddens also sees a close link between globalization and risk,
especially the rise of what he calls manufactured risk. Much of the runaway world of globalization is beyond
our control, but Giddens is not totally pessimistic. We can limit the problems created by the runaway world,
but we can never control it completely. He holds out some hope for democracy, especially international and
transnational forms of democracy such as the European Union.

Giddens is one of those who emphasizes the role of the West in general, and the United States in particular,
in globalization. However, he also recognizes that globalization is a two-way process with America and the
West being strongly influenced by it. Furthermore, he argues that globalization is becoming increasingly
decentered as nations outside the West (e.g., China, India) play an increasingly large role in it. He also
recognizes that globalization has both undermined local cultures and served to revive them. And he makes the
innovative point that globalization “squeezes sideways,” producing new areas that may cut across nations. He
offers as an example an area around Barcelona in northern Spain that extends into France.

A key clash taking place at the global level today is that between fundamentalism and cosmopolitanism. In the
end, Giddens sees the emergence of a “global cosmopolitan society.” Yet, even the main force in opposition to
it—fundamentalism—is itself a product of globalization. Furthermore, fundamentalism uses global forces
(e.g., the mass media) in order to further its ends. Fundamentalism can take various forms—religious, ethnic,
nationalist, political—but whatever form it takes, Giddens thinks that fundamentalism is problematic, both
because it is at odds with cosmopolitanism and because it is linked to violence (see the discussion of
Huntington’s work below).

Ulrich Beck, the Politics of Globalization, and Cosmopolitanism

We can get at the essence of Beck’s (2000) thinking on this issue by discussing his distinction between
globalism and globality. Globalism is the view that the world is dominated by economics and that we are
witnessing the emergence of the hegemony of the capitalist world market and the neoliberal ideology that
underpins it. To Beck, this view involves both monocausal and linear thinking. The multidimensionality of
global developments—ecology, politics, culture, and civil society—is wrongly reduced to a single economic
dimension. And that economic dimension is seen, again erroneously, as evolving in a linear direction of ever-
increasing dependence on the world market. Clearly, Beck sees the world in much more multidimensional and
multidirectional terms. In addition, he is very sensitive to the problems associated with the capitalist world
market, including the fact that there are all sorts of barriers to free trade and that there are not only winners in
this world market but also (many) losers.

Even though Beck is a critic of the viewpoint of globalism, he sees much merit in the idea of globality, in
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which closed spaces, especially those associated with nations, are seen as growing increasingly illusory. They
are growing illusory because of globalization, which involves transnational actors, with varying degrees of
power, identities, and the like, crisscrossing and undermining nation-states. These transnational processes are
not simply economic but also involve ecology, culture, politics, and civil society. Such transnational processes
traverse national borders, rendering them porous if not increasingly irrelevant. Nothing is any longer limited
to the local. That which takes place locally, including both advances and catastrophes, including the risks
discussed in Chapter 14 (Beck, 2007), affects the entire world.

Transnational processes have long existed; nevertheless, globality is new for at least three reasons. First, its
influence over geographic space is far more extensive than ever before. Second, its influence over time is far
more stable; it is of continuing influence from one time to another. Third, there is far greater density to its
various elements, including transnational relationships and networks. Beck also lists a number of other things
that are distinctive about globality in comparison to earlier manifestations of transnationality:

1. Everyday life and interactions across national borders are being profoundly affected.
2. There is a self-perception of this transnationality in such realms as the mass media, consumption, and

tourism.
3. Community, labor, and capital are increasingly placeless.
4. There is a growing awareness of global ecological dangers and of actions to be taken to deal with them.
5. There is an increasing perception of transcultural others in our lives.
6. Global culture industries circulate at unprecedented levels.
7. There is an increase in the number and strength of transnational agreements, actors, and institutions.

This leads Beck to refine his previously discussed (see Chapter 14) thinking on modernity and to argue that
globality, and the inability to reverse it, are associated with what he now calls “second modernity.” Above all,
however, what defines the latter is the decline of the power of the nations and the national borders that went
to the heart of “first modernity.” The central premise of first modernity is (was) that we live in self-enclosed
nation-states. (Beck dismisses this notion as a “container theory” of society.) Thus globality, and second
modernity, mean denationalization and, Beck hopes, the rise of transnational organizations and perhaps a
transnational state.

Much of Beck’s recent work, including his thinking on globalization, is linked to the idea of cosmopolitanism,
which among other things seeks to overcome the traditional sociological focus on the spatially fixed nation
and to replace it with a more fluid transnational focus (Beck and Grande, 2010; Beck and Sznaider, 2005,
2006). More generally, it involves a transcendence of the local restraints on thought and action. Thus, in the
era of globalization, people are no longer rooted in a given cosmos (e.g., the United States) but instead are
rooted in “different cities, territories, ethnicities, hierarchies, nations, religions, and so on at the same time”
(Beck and Sznaider, 2005:159). This involves a moving-away from a traditional kind of either/or thinking
associated, for example, with nation-based perspectives, and a moving-toward a more hybrid, “this-as-well-as-
that” sense of the world. Clearly, such a cosmopolitan approach is derived from, and has a close linkage to,
globalization.
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In Power in the Global Age, Beck (2005b:xi–xii) argues that a cosmopolitan orientation must go beyond
national and international relations to global politics that involve a “meta-game whose outcome is completely
open-ended. It is a game in which boundaries, basic rules and basic distinctions are being renegotiated—not
only those between the ‘national’ and ‘international’ spheres, but also those between global business and the
state, transnational civil society movements, supranational organizations and national governments and
societies.” It is this reality that requires a change in vision from a national to a cosmopolitan perspective that is
better able to comprehend and deal with this meta-game.

Zygmunt Bauman on the Human Consequences of Globalization

Bauman (1998) sees globalization in terms of a “space war.” In his view, it is mobility that has become the
most important and differentiating factor in social stratification in the world today. Thus, the winners of the
space war are those who are mobile, able to move freely throughout the globe and in the process to create
meaning for themselves. They can float relatively free of space, and when they must “land” somewhere, they
isolate themselves in walled and policed spaces in which they are safe from those who are the losers in the
space war. The losers not only lack mobility but are relegated and confined to territories denuded of meaning
and even of the ability to offer meaning. Thus, while the elite are likely intoxicated by their mobility
opportunities, the rest are more likely to feel imprisoned in their home territories, from which they have little
prospect of moving. Furthermore, the latter are likely to feel humiliated by the lack of their own mobility and
the sight of elites free to move about at will. As a result, territories become battlefields where the losers and
winners of the space war face off in a very uneven conflict.

The winners can be said to live in time rather than space; they are able to virtually span every space quickly, if
not instantaneously. In contrast, the losers can be seen as living in space. That space is beyond their control,
heavy, resilient, resistant, untouchable, able to tie time down. However, it is important to distinguish between
those who have at least some mobility. The tourists are those who are on the move because they want to be.
They are attracted by something, find it irresistible, and move toward it. The vagabonds are those who are on
the move because they find their environs unbearable, inhospitable for any number of reasons. The positive
aspects of what we applaud as globalization are those that are associated with tourists, while an unavoidable
side effect is that many others are transformed into vagabonds. Most people, however, exist between these two
extremes. They are unsure exactly where they now stand, but wherever it is, they are not sure they will be in
the same place tomorrow. Thus, globalization translates into uneasiness for most of us.

However, even the seeming winners in globalization—the tourists—have their problems. First, there is the
burden associated with the impossibility of slowing down; it is hard to always be on the move and at high
speed. Second, mobility means an unending string of choices, and each choice has a measure of uncertainty
associated with it. Third, each choice also carries with it a series of risks and dangers. Endless mobility and
continual choice eventually become troublesome if not burdensome.

It is worth noting that Bauman employs the idea of “liquidity” in a variety of books written in the early 21st
century (for example, Bauman, 2005). Clearly, a global world is increasingly a liquid world characterized by
innumerable “flows” of all types. As a result, the global world is constantly changing its form, and it is
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becoming increasingly difficult either to control or to gain a solid understanding of it. The idea of liquidity has
wide applicability to the process of globalization.

Given the globalization theories of some of today’s major social theorists, we turn now to the major types of
globalization theory, often with examples from other major social thinkers.
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Cultural Theory

Jan Nederveen Pieterse (2004) has identified three major paradigms in theorizing the cultural aspects of
globalization, specifically on the centrally important issue of whether cultures around the globe are eternally
different, converging, or creating new “hybrid” forms out of the unique combination of global and local
cultures. Let us look at each of these paradigms and a representative example (or examples) of each.

Cultural Differentialism

Those who adopt this paradigm argue that among and between cultures there are lasting differences that are
largely unaffected by globalization or by any other bi-, inter-, multi-, or transcultural processes. This is not to
say that culture is unaffected by any of these processes, especially globalization. But it is to say that, at their
core, cultures are largely unaffected by them; they remain much as they always have been. In this perspective
globalization occurs only on the surface, and the deep structure of cultures is largely, if not totally, unaffected
by it. Cultures are seen as largely closed not only to globalization but also to the influences of other cultures.
In one image, the world is envisioned as a mosaic of largely separate cultures. More menacing is a billiard-ball
image, with billiard balls (representing cultures) seen as bouncing off other billiard balls (representing other
cultures). This image is more menacing because it indicates the possibility of dangerous and potentially
catastrophic collisions among and between world cultures.

The cultural differential paradigm has a long history, but it has attracted increasing attention and adherents
(as well as critics) in recent years because of two sets of current events. One is the terrorist attacks of
September 11, 2001, and the subsequent wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. Many people saw these events as the
product of a clash between Western and Islamic cultures and the eternal cultural differences between them.
The other set of current events is the increasing multiculturalism of both the United States (largely the growth
of the Hispanic population) and of western European countries (largely the growing Muslim populations) and
the vast differences, and enmity, between majority and minority populations.

The most famous and controversial example of this paradigm is Samuel Huntington’s Clash of Civilizations
and the Remaking of World Order (1996). Huntington traces the beginnings of the current world situation to
the end of the Cold War and the reconfiguring of the world from one differentiated on a political-economic
basis (democratic/capitalist versus totalitarian/communist) to one based on cultural differences. Such cultural
differences are nothing new, but they were largely submerged (as in the old Yugoslavia and the differences
between, among others, Serbs and Croats) by the overwhelming political-economic differences of the Cold
War era. What we have seen resurfacing in the last two decades are ancient identities, adversaries, and
enemies. Huntington uses the term civilization to describe the broadest level of these cultures and cultural
identities (indeed, to him civilization is culture “writ large”). What he sees is the emergence of fault lines
among and between these civilizations, and he considers this a highly dangerous situation given the historic
enmities between at least some of these civilizations.

Huntington differentiates between a number of world civilizations: Sinic (Chinese); Japan (sometimes
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combined with “Sinic” as “Far Eastern”); Hindu; Islamic; Orthodox (centered in Russia); Western Europe;
North America (along with the closely aligned Australia, New Zealand); Latin America; and (possibly)
Africa. He sees these civilizations as differing greatly on basic philosophical assumptions, underlying values,
social relations, customs, and overall outlooks on life. To Huntington, human history is, in effect, the history
of civilizations, especially these civilizations. Civilizations share a number of characteristics, including the fact
that there is great agreement on what they are (although they lack clear beginnings and there are no clear-cut
boundaries between civilizations, which, nonetheless, are quite real). Civilizations

1. Are among the most enduring of human associations (although they do change over time)
2. Are the broadest level of cultural identity (short of humanity in its entirety)
3. Are the broadest source of subjective self-identification
4. Usually span more than one state (although they do not perform state functions)
5. Are a totality
6. Are closely aligned with both religion and race

Huntington offers a modern grand narrative of the relationships between civilizations. For more than 3,000
years (approximately 1500 BCE to 1500 CE) civilizations tended to be widely separated in terms of both time
and space. As a result, contacts between them were likely to be nonexistent. When they occurred, they tended
to be on a limited or intermittent basis, and they were likely quite intense.

The next phase, roughly from 1500 to the close of World War II, was characterized by the sustained,
overpowering, and unidirectional impact of Western civilization on all other civilizations. Huntington
attributes this impact to various structural characteristics of the West, including the rise there of cities,
commerce, and state bureaucracy and an emerging sense of national consciousness. However, the most
immediate cause was technological, especially in ocean navigation and the military, including superior military
organization, discipline and training, and, of course, weaponry. In the end, the West excelled in organized
violence, and, although those in the West sometimes forget this, those in other parts of the world have not.
Thus, by 1910, just before the First World War, the world came closer, in Huntington’s view, than at any
time in history to being one world, one civilization—Western civilization.

The third phase—the multicivilizational system—is traceable to the end of the expansion of the West and the
beginning of the revolt against it. The period after World War I and until about 1990 was characterized by a
clash of ideas, especially capitalist and communist ideologies; but since the fall of communism the major
clashes in the world now revolve around religion, culture, and ultimately civilizations. The West continues to
be dominant, but Huntington foresees its decline. The decline will be slow, it will not occur in a straight line,
and it will involve a waning (at least relatively) of the West’s resources—population, economic product, and
military capability. The decline in military capability will be traceable to such things as the decline of U.S.
forces and to the globalization of the defense industries, which will make generally available many weapons
formerly available only or largely in the West. Increasingly, other civilizations will reject the West, but they
will embrace and utilize the advances of modernization, which can and should be distinguished from
Westernization.

737



While the West declines, the resurgence of two other civilizations is of greatest importance. The first is the
economic growth of Asian societies, especially Sinic civilization. Huntington foresees the continuing growth
of Asian economies, which will soon surpass the economics of the West. Important in itself, this will translate
into increasing power for the East and a corresponding decline in the ability of the West to impose its
standards on the East. Huntington sees the economic ascendancy of the East as largely traceable to the
superior aspects of its culture(s), especially its collectivism in contrast to the individuality that dominates the
West. Also helpful to the economic rise of the East are various other commonalities among the nations of the
region (e.g., religion, especially Confucianism). The successes of Asian economies will be important not only
in themselves but also for the role they will play as models for other non-Western societies.

This first of Huntington’s arguments is not that surprising or original. After all, we witnessed the dramatic
growth of the post–World War II Japanese economy, and we are now witnessing the amazing economic
transformation of China and India. Projecting present economic trends, few would disagree with the view that
the economy of China will become the largest in the world in the not-too-distant future.

More controversial is Huntington’s second major contention, which involves the resurgence of Islam. The
Sinic emergence is rooted in the economy, but Islamic growth is rooted in dramatic population growth and
the mobilization of the population. This growth of Islam has touched nearly every Muslim society, usually
first culturally and then sociopolitically. It can be seen as part of the global revival of religion. It also can be
seen both as a product of, and as an effort to come to grips with, modernization.

Huntington goes beyond pointing to this development to paint a dire portrait of the future of the relations
between the West and these other two civilizations, especially Islam. The Cold War conflict between
capitalism and communism has been replaced by conflict that is to be found at the “fault lines” among and
between civilizations, especially the Western, Sinic, and Islamic civilizations. Thus, he foresees dangerous
clashes between the West (and what he calls its “arrogance”), Islam (and its “intolerance”), and Sinic
“assertiveness.” Much of the conflict revolves around the West’s view of itself as possessing “universal culture,”
its desire to export that culture to the rest of the world, and its declining ability to do so. Furthermore, what
the West sees as universalism, the rest of the world, especially Islamic civilization, sees as imperialism. More
specifically, the West wants to limit weapons proliferation, whereas other civilizations want weapons,
especially “weapons of mass destruction.” The West also seeks to export democracy to, and even impose it on,
other societies and civilizations, which often resist democracy as part of the West’s idea of universal culture.
And the West seeks to control and to limit immigration (especially from Islamic civilization), although many
from those civilizations have found their way into the West or want to be there. As these processes increase,
Huntington sees cleft societies developing within both Europe and the United States. In the latter, fault lines
will develop not only between Westerners and Muslims but also between Anglos and Hispanics (Huntington,
2004).

What has earned Huntington numerous criticisms and the greatest enmity are his controversial statements
about Islamic civilization and Muslims (Huntington, 1996). For example, he argues that wherever Muslims
and non-Muslims live in close proximity to one another, violent conflict and intense antagonism are pervasive,
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and he puts much of the blame for this on Muslims and their propensity toward violent conflict. He argues
that from the beginning, Islam has been a religion of the sword, it has glorified military values, and there is a
history of Islamic conquest. The relationship between Islam and other civilizations has historically been one of
mutual indigestibility. Of course, Western imperialism—often with Islam as a target—has played a key role in
this. Islam also lacks a strong core state to exert control over the civilization. But of greatest importance to
Huntington are the pressures created by the demographic explosion within Islam.

Huntington is concerned about the decline of the West, especially of the United States. He sees the United
States, indeed all societies, as threatened by their increasing multicivilizational or multicultural character. For
him, the demise of the United States effectively means the demise of Western civilization. Without a
powerful, unicivilizational United States, the West is minuscule. For the West to survive and prosper, the
United States must do two things. First, it must reaffirm its identity as a Western (rather than a
multicivilizational) nation. Second, it must reaffirm and reassert its role as the leader of Western civilization
around the globe. The reassertion and acceptance of Western civilization (which would also involve a
renunciation of universalism), indeed all civilizations, is the surest way to prevent warfare between
civilizations. The real danger, for Huntington, is multiculturalism within the West and all other civilizations.
Thus, Huntington ultimately comes down on the side of cultural continuity and something approaching
cultural purity within civilizations. For him, at least in some ideal sense, globalization becomes a process by
which civilizations continue to exist and move in roughly parallel fashion in the coming years. This constitutes
a reaffirmation of the importance of civilization—that is, culture—in the epoch of globalization.

Cultural Convergence

The preceding paradigm is rooted in the idea of lasting differences among and between cultures and
civilizations as a result of, or in spite of, globalization. In contrast, the cultural convergence paradigm is based
on the idea of globalization leading to increasing sameness throughout the world. While thinkers like
Huntington emphasize the persistence of cultures and civilizations in the face of globalization, those who
support the convergence perspective see those cultures changing, sometimes radically, as a result of
globalization. The cultures of the world are seen as growing increasingly similar, at least to some degree and in
some ways. There is a tendency to see global assimilation in the direction of dominant groups and societies in
the world. Those who operate from this perspective focus on such things as “cultural imperialism,” global
capitalism, Westernization, Americanization, “McDonaldization,” and “world culture” (Boli and Lechner,
2005; Lechner, 2012). At its extreme, globalization becomes Westernization, Americanization (de Grazia,
2005; Marling, 2006), and McDonaldization writ large.

In what follows, we discuss two versions of this basic argument that are closely associated with Ritzer’s work
on this topic. However, a note of warning and clarification is needed. Although Ritzer’s work focuses on
cultural convergence, it certainly does not argue that this is all that is happening in globalization, or that local
cultures are disappearing completely or even necessarily being altered in some fundamental way. Rather, the
argument is that global processes are bringing the same or similar phenomena (e.g., McDonald’s restaurants
in 120-plus countries in the world) to many parts of the world and, in that sense, there is cultural convergence.
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However, side by side with such global phenomena exist local phenomena (e.g., local open-air food markets or
craft fairs) that continue to be vibrant and important. Furthermore, it may well be that the arrival of these
global forms spurs the revival or development of new local forms. Although the last two points are certainly
meritorious, in accepting them, we must not lose sight of the fact that some, perhaps a great deal of, cultural
convergence is also occurring (the spread of Wal-Mart into Mexico and other nations is another example).

“McDonaldization”

Although it is based on Max Weber’s ideas about the rationalization of the West, the McDonaldization thesis
(Ritzer, 2006, 2013) adopts a different model: Weber focused on the bureaucracy; Ritzer concentrates on the
fast-food restaurant. Also, the McDonaldization thesis brings the theory into the 21st century and views
rationalization as extending its reach into more sectors of society and into more areas of the world than Weber
ever imagined. Of greatest concern in the context of this section is the fact that McDonaldization is, as we
will see, a force in globalization, especially increasing cultural homogenization.

McDonaldization is the process by which the principles of the fast-food restaurant are coming to dominate
more and more sectors of American society, as well as the rest of the world. The nature of the
McDonaldization process may be delineated by outlining its five basic dimensions: efficiency, calculability,
predictability, control through the substitution of technology for people, and, paradoxically, the irrationality of
rationality.

Efficiency

A McDonaldizing society emphasizes efficiency, the effort to discover the best possible means to achieve
whatever end is desired. Workers in fast-food restaurants clearly must work efficiently. For example, burgers
are assembled, and sometimes even cooked, in an assembly-line fashion. Customers want, and are expected, to
acquire and consume their meals efficiently. The drive-through window is a highly efficient means for
customers to obtain, and for employees to dole out, meals. Overall, various norms, rules, regulations,
procedures, and structures have been put in place in the fast-food restaurant to ensure that both employees and
customers act in an efficient manner. Furthermore, the efficiency of one party helps to ensure that the other
will behave in a similar manner.

Calculability

Great importance is given to calculability, to an emphasis on quantity, often to the detriment of quality.
Various aspects of the work of employees at fast-food restaurants are timed. This emphasis on speed often
serves to adversely affect the quality of the work, from the point of view of the employee, resulting in
dissatisfaction, alienation, and high turnover rates. Similarly, customers are expected to spend as little time as
possible in the fast-food restaurant. The drive-through window reduces this time to zero, but if customers
desire to eat in the restaurant, the chairs may be designed to impel them to leave after about 20 minutes. This
emphasis on speed clearly has a negative effect on the quality of the dining experience at a fast-food
restaurant. Furthermore, the emphasis on how fast the work is to be done means that customers cannot be
served high-quality food that, almost by definition, would require a good deal of time to prepare.
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Predictability

Because McDonaldization involves an emphasis on predictability, things (products, settings, employee and
customer behavior, and so on) are pretty much the same from one geographic setting to another and from one
time to another. Employees are expected to perform their work in a predictable manner, and customers are
expected to respond with similarly predictable behavior. Thus, when customers enter, employees ask,
following scripts, what they wish to order. Customers are expected to know what they want, or where to look
to find what they want, and they are expected to order, pay, and leave quickly. Employees (following another
script) are expected to thank them when they do leave. A highly predictable ritual is played out in the fast-
food restaurant—one that involves highly predictable foods that vary little from one time or place to another.

Control by Means of Technology

Great control exists in McDonaldized systems, and a good deal of that control comes from technologies.
These technologies currently dominate employees, but increasingly they will be replacing them. Employees
are clearly controlled by such technologies as french-fry machines that ring when the fries are done and even
automatically lift the fries out of the hot oil. For their part, customers are controlled by the employees who are
constrained by such technologies as well as more directly by the technologies themselves. Thus, the automatic
fry machine makes it impossible for a customer to request well-done, well-browned fries.

Irrationality of Rationality

Both employees and customers suffer from the irrationality of rationality that seems inevitably to accompany
McDonaldization. Paradoxically, rationality seems often to lead to its exact opposite—irrationality. For
example, the efficiency of the fast-food restaurant is often replaced by the inefficiencies associated with long
lines of people at the counters or long lines of cars at the drive-through window. Although there are many
other irrationalities, the ultimate irrationality is dehumanization. Employees are forced to work in
dehumanizing jobs, and customers are forced to eat in dehumanizing settings and circumstances. The fast-
food restaurant is a source of degradation for employees and customers alike.

McDonaldization, Expansionism, and Globalization

McDonald’s has been a resounding success in the international arena. Over half of McDonald’s restaurants are
outside the United States (in the mid-1980s, only 25 percent of McDonald’s were outside the United States).
The vast majority of new restaurants opened each year are overseas. Well over half of McDonald’s profits
come from its overseas operations. The highly McDonaldized Starbucks has become an increasingly global
force and is now a presence in Latin America, Europe (it is particularly visible in London), the Middle East,
and the Pacific Rim.

Many highly McDonaldized firms outside of the fast-food industry have also had success globally. For
example, Wal-Mart opened its first international store (in Mexico) in 1991 and now operates over 1,500
stores overseas (compared to over 3,800 in the United States, including supercenters and Sam’s Club).

Another indicator of globalization is the fact that other nations have developed their own variants of this
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American institution. Canada has a chain of coffee shops, Tim Hortons (merged with Wendy’s a few years

ago), that has 3,800 outlets (622 in the United States). Paris, a city whose love for fine cuisine might lead you
to think it would prove immune to fast food, has a large number of fast-food croissanteries; the revered
French bread has also been McDonaldized. India has a chain of fast-food restaurants, Nirula’s, that sells
mutton burgers (about 80 percent of Indians are Hindus, who eat no beef) as well as local Indian cuisine. Mos
Burger is a Japanese chain with over 1,600 restaurants that, in addition to the usual fare, sells teriyaki chicken
burgers, rice burgers, and oshiruko with brown rice cake. Russkoye Bistro, a Russian chain, sells traditional
Russian fare like pirogi (meat and vegetable dumplings), blini (thin pancakes), Cossack apricot curd tart, and,
of course, vodka. Perhaps the most unlikely spot for an indigenous fast-food restaurant, war-ravaged Beirut of
1984, witnessed the opening of Juicy Burger, with a rainbow instead of golden arches and J.B. the Clown
standing in for Ronald McDonald. Its owners hoped that it would become the McDonald’s of the Arab
world. After the 2003 invasion of Iraq, a number of clones of McDonald’s (“Madonal,” “Matbax”) quickly
opened.

Now McDonaldization is coming full circle. Other countries with their own McDonaldized institutions have
begun to export them to the United States. The Body Shop, an ecologically sensitive British cosmetics chain,
had over 2,500 shops in 60 nations in 2011, of which 300 were in the United States. Furthermore, American
firms are now opening copies of this British chain, such as Bath and Body Works. Pollo Campero, a
Guatemalan chain specializing in chicken, is currently in six countries and is spreading rapidly throughout the
United States.

McDonald’s, as the model of the process of McDonaldization, has come to occupy a central position
throughout the world. At the opening of McDonald’s in Moscow, it was described as the ultimate American
icon. When Pizza Hut opened in Moscow in 1990, customers saw it as a small piece of America. Reflecting
on the growth of fast-food restaurants in Brazil, an executive associated with Pizza Hut of Brazil said that his
nation is passionate about things American.

The “Globalization of Nothing”

The “globalization of nothing” (Ritzer, 2007), like McDonaldization, implies increasing homogenization as
more and more nations have an increasing number of the various forms of nothing. Ritzer is not arguing that
globalization is nothing; indeed it is clear that the process is of enormous significance. Rather, the argument is
that there is an elective affinity (a term borrowed from Weber) between globalization and nothing: one does
not cause the other, but they do tend to vary together.
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George Ritzer: An Autobiographical Sketch

Photo courtesy of George Ritzer

My intellectual biography can be summed up by the cliché “one (damned) thing after another.” While this process can be seen
negatively, in my case it describes a happy process that has led me to move—sometimes bumpily—from one theoretical interest to
another. Overarching this discussion is my interest in metatheory (see Chapter 13) since a biographical sketch like this is a form of
metatheory. Biographical and autobiographical work is useful in helping us understand the work of sociological theorists, and of
sociologists generally. The historian of science, Thomas Hankin, explains it this way:

[A] fully integrated biography of a scientist which includes not only his personality, but also his scientific work and the
intellectual and social context of his times, [is] … still the best way to get at many of the problems that beset the writing of
history of science.… [S]cience is created by individuals, and however much it may be driven by forces outside, these forces
work through the scientist himself. Biography is the literary lens through which we can best view this process.

(Hankin, 1979:14)

What Hankin asserts about scientists generally informs my orientation to the biographies of sociological theorists, including myself.

One of my early theoretical interests was the work of Max Weber, especially his theory of rationalization. I began thinking about
whether the bureaucracy—the paradigm of rationalization in his day—was still the leading example of that process. I was led by my
interest in the economy—as well as developments all around me in the social and economic world—to the idea that a better
contemporary example of rationalization was the fast-food restaurant, especially the industry leader—McDonald’s. That led me to
the idea of updating Weber’s theory and calling it the “McDonaldization of Society” (Ritzer, 1993; 2015a).

743



While I had first thought about the fast-food restaurant in those theoretical/metatheoretical terms, I began to realize—belatedly—
that it was both a site of work (a long-term interest of mine [Ritzer, 1969; 1972]) and a site of consumption. The sociology of
consumption was virtually unknown in the United States when I began working on the fast-food restaurant, but its extensive
development, especially in Europe, was beginning to permeate American sociology. Consumption quickly became a focal interest
and that led me to think beyond the fast-food restaurant to—using Marxian terms—other major “means of consumption.”

Enchanting a Disenchanted World: Revolutionizing the Means of Consumption (2010a; initially published in 1999) was once again
deeply indebted to Weber’s work, but rather than rationality, the focus was on his ideas of enchantment and disenchantment. While
rationalization tends to lead to disenchantment, the means, or sites of consumption, seek to counter the irrationalities of rationality
associated with rationalization by enchanting themselves. The best example of that is the amusement park, especially Disney, and its
efforts to label its parks “magic kingdoms.”

Disney’s worlds, like McDonald’s, have become a global phenomenon and I was led to rethink my work once again, this time in
terms of the sociology of globalization. In fact, I had already moved in that direction in my book on a key aspect of consumer society
—credit cards—subtitled, “A Critique of the Global Credit Card Society” (Ritzer, 1995). My critical orientation to credit cards and
the means of consumption such as fast-food restaurants and amusement parks led me to think of them as empty structures, a theme
that lay at the core of The Globalization of Nothing (2004; 2007). Much of the world was increasingly characterized by structures that
were “lacking in distinctive content” and in the process marginalizing or replacing local structures rich in such content.

I continue to work on those topics, but I have been drawn to the topic of “prosumption” (see Chapter 18) and its relationship not
only to consumption (prosumption involves the fusing of production and consumption), but also its relationship to a section in the
McDonaldization of Society on “putting the customer to work.” I came to the view that not only were customers being put to work,
but workers were always both consuming (e.g., raw materials, inputs from consumers) as they were producing. I began to see that
prosumption was a process that overarched both production and consumption (Ritzer, 2010b). Indeed, we have come to live in the
age of “prosumer capitalism” (Ritzer, 2015c) in which the synergistic exploitation of the production and consumption of prosumers
was found by capitalists to be easier and more profitable than the exploitation of production or consumption alone.

What is central here is the idea of grobalization (a companion to the notion of glocalization), or the
imperialistic ambitions of nations, corporations, organizations, and the like and their desire, indeed need, to
impose themselves on various geographic areas (see J. M. Ryan, 2007). Their main interest is in seeing their
power, influence, and in some cases profits grow (hence the term gro balization) throughout the world.
Grobalization involves a variety of subprocesses. Three of them—capitalism, Americanization, and
McDonaldization—are central driving forces in grobalization and are of great significance in the worldwide
spread of nothingness.

By nothing, Ritzer means (largely) empty forms, forms devoid of distinctive content. (Conversely, something
would be defined as [largely] full forms, forms rich in distinctive content.) It is easier to export empty forms
(nothing) throughout the globe than it is to export forms that are loaded with content (something). The latter
are more likely to be rejected by at least some cultures and societies because the content conflicts, is at variance
with, local content. In contrast, empty forms, largely devoid of distinctive content, are less likely to come into
conflict with the local. In addition, empty forms have other advantages from the point of view of
globalization. For example, they are easy to replicate over and over because they are so minimalist, and they
have a cost advantage because they are relatively inexpensive to reproduce. A good example of nothing in these
terms is the shopping mall (e.g., any of the malls owned by the Mills Corporation—Potomac Mills, Sawgrass
Mills, etc.), which is an empty (largely) structure that is easily replicated around the world. These malls could
be filled with an endless array of specific content (e.g., local shops, local foods, etc.—something!) that could
vary enormously from one locale to another. However, increasingly, they are filled with chain stores carrying a
wide range of various types of … nothing! Since more and more countries have these malls, this is an example
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of the grobalization of nothing and of increasing global homogenization.

There are four subtypes of nothing, and all of them are largely empty of distinctive content and are being
globalized: (1) “nonplaces,” or settings that are largely empty of content (e.g., the malls discussed above); (2)
“nonthings,” items such as credit cards in which there is little to distinguish one from the billions of others
and all of them work in exactly the same way for all who use them anywhere in the world; (3) “nonpeople,” or
the kind of employees associated with nonplaces, for example, telemarketers, who may be nearly anywhere in
the world and who interact with all customers in much the same way, relying heavily on scripts; and (4)
“nonservices,” services such as those provided by ATMs (the services provided are identical; the customer does
all the work needed to obtain the services) as opposed to human bank tellers. The grobal proliferation of
nonplaces, nonthings, nonpeople, and nonservices is another indication of increasing homogenization.

Cultural Hybridization

The third paradigm emphasizes the mixing of cultures as a result of globalization and the production, out of
the integration of the global and the local, of new and unique hybrid cultures that are not reducible to either
the local or the global culture. From this perspective, McDonaldization and the grobalization of nothing may
be taking place, but they are largely superficial changes. Much more important is the integration of these and
other global processes with various local realities to produce new and distinctive hybrid forms that indicate
continued heterogenization rather than homogenization. Hybridization is a very positive, even romantic, view
of globalization as a profoundly creative process out of which emerge new cultural realities and continuing if
not increasing heterogeneity in many different locales.

The concept that gets to the heart of cultural hybridization, as well as to what many contemporary theorists
interested in globalization think about the nature of transnational processes, is glocalization. Glocalization can
be defined as the interpenetration of the global and the local resulting in unique outcomes in different
geographic areas. While grobalization, as discussed above, tends to be associated with the proliferation of
nothing, glocalization tends to be tied more to something and therefore stands opposed, at least partially (and
along with the local itself), to the spread of nothing. Following Roland Robertson (2001; see also M. Smith,
2007), the following are the essential elements of the perspective on globalization adopted by those who
emphasize glocalization:

1. The world is growing more pluralistic. Glocalization theory is exceptionally alert to differences within
and between areas of the world.

2. Individuals and local groups have great power to adapt, innovate, and maneuver within a glocalized
world. Glocalization theory sees local individuals and groups as important and creative agents.

3. Social processes are relational and contingent. Grobalization provokes a variety of reactions—ranging
from nationalist entrenchment to cosmopolitan embrace—that feed back on and transform it, that
produce glocalization.

4. Commodities and the media are seen not as (totally) coercive but rather as providing material to be used
in individual and group creation throughout the glocalized areas of the world.
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Those who emphasize glocalization tend to see it as militating against the grobalization of nothing and, in
fact, view it as leading to the creation of a wide array of new, “glocal” forms of something. In contrast, those
who emphasize grobalization see it as a powerful contributor to the spread of nothingness throughout the
world.

A discussion of some closely related terms (and related examples) will be of considerable help in getting a
better sense of glocalization, as well as the broader issue of cultural hybridization (Garcia Canclini, 1995;
Pieterse, 2004). Of course, hybridization itself is one such term emphasizing increasing diversity associated
with the unique mixtures of the global and the local as opposed to the uniformity associated with
grobalization. A cultural hybrid would involve the combination of two or more elements from different
cultures or parts of the world. Among the examples of hybridization (and heterogenization, glocalization) are
Ugandan tourists visiting Amsterdam to watch two Moroccan women engage in Thai boxing, Argentinians
watching Asian rap performed by a South American band at a London club owned by a Saudi Arabian, and
the more mundane experiences of Americans eating such concoctions as Irish bagels, Chinese tacos, and
kosher pizza. Obviously, the list of such hybrids is long and growing rapidly with increasing hybridization.
The contrast, of course, would be such uniform experiences as eating hamburgers in the United States, quiche
in France, or sushi in Japan.

Yet another concept that is closely related to glocalization is creolization (Hannerz, 1987). The term creole
generally refers to people of mixed race, but it has been extended to the idea of the creolization of language
and culture, involving a combination of languages and cultures that were previously unintelligible to one
another.

All of the above—glocalization, hybridization, creolization—should give the reader a good feel for what is
being discussed here under the heading “cultural hybridization.”

Appadurai’s “Landscapes”

In Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization (1996), Arjun Appadurai emphasizes global flows
and the disjunctures between them. These serve to produce unique cultural realities around the world; they
tend to produce culture hybrids.

Appadurai discusses five global flows: ethnoscapes, mediascapes, technoscapes, financescapes, and ideoscapes.
The use of the suffix -scape allows Appadurai to communicate the idea that these processes have fluid,
irregular, and variable shapes and are therefore consistent with the idea of heterogenization and not
homogenization. The fact that there are a number of these scapes and that they operate independently of one
another to some degree, and perhaps are even in conflict with one another, makes this perspective also in tune
with perspectives that emphasize cultural diversity and heterogeneity. Furthermore, these scapes are
interpreted differently by different agents ranging all the way from individuals to face-to-face groups,
subnational groups, multinational corporations, and even nation-states. And these scapes are ultimately
navigated by individuals and groups on the basis of their own subjective interpretations of them. In other
words, these are imagined worlds, and those doing the imagining can range from those who control them to
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those who live in and traverse them. Although power obviously lies with those in control and their
imaginings, this perspective gives to those who merely live in or pass through them the power to redefine and
ultimately subvert them.

At the center of Appadurai’s thinking are the five landscapes mentioned above:

1. Ethnoscapes involve the mobile groups and individuals (tourists, refugees, guest workers) who play such
an important role in the ever-changing world in which we increasingly live. This involves actual
movement as well as fantasies about moving. In an ever-changing world, people cannot afford to allow
their imaginations to rest too long and thus must keep such fantasies alive.

2. Technoscapes are the ever-fluid, global configurations of high and low, mechanical and informational
technology and the wide range of material (downloading files, e-mail) that now moves so freely and
quickly around the globe and across borders that at one time were impervious to such movement (or at
least thought to be).

3. Financescapes involve the processes by which huge sums of money move through nations and around
the world at great speed through commodity speculations, currency markets, national stock exchanges,
and the like.

4. Mediascapes involve both the electronic capability to produce and transmit information around the
world and the images of the world that these media create and disseminate. Involved here are those who
write blogs for the Internet, global filmmakers and film distributors, television stations (CNN and Al-
Jazeera are notable examples), and newspapers and magazines.

5. Ideoscapes, like mediascapes, are sets of images. However, they are largely restricted to political images
produced by states and in line with their ideology, or to images and counterideologies produced by
movements that seek to supplant those in power or at least to gain a piece of that power.

Three things are especially worth noting about Appadurai’s landscapes. First, they can be seen as global
processes that are partly or wholly independent of any given nation-state. Second, global flows occur not only
through the landscapes but also increasingly in and through the disjunctures between them. Thus, to give one
example of such a disjuncture, the Japanese are open to ideas (ideoscapes, mediascapes) but notoriously closed
to immigration (at least one of the ethnoscapes). More generally, the free movement of some landscapes may
be at variance with blockages of others. Studies in this area must be attuned to such disjunctures and to their
implications for globalization. Third, territories are going to be affected differently by the five landscapes and
their disjunctures. This will lead to important differences among and between cultures. The focus on
landscapes and their disjunctures points globalization studies in a set of unique directions. However, the focus
on landscapes is in line with the idea that globalization is much more associated with heterogenization than
homogenization, and globalization is much more associated with glocalization than grobalization.
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Economic Theory

There are many theories about the economic aspects of globalization. The most important perspectives, at
least in sociology, tend to be those associated with Marxian theory; they are neo-Marxian in nature. Two
major examples are discussed in this section.

Transnational Capitalism

Leslie Sklair (2002) distinguishes between two systems of globalization. The first—the capitalist system of
globalization—is the one that is now predominant. The other—the socialist system—is not yet in existence
but is foreshadowed by current antiglobalization movements, especially those oriented toward greater human
rights throughout the world. The antiglobalization movements, and the possibility of a socialist form, are
made possible by the problems in the current system of globalization, especially class polarization and the
increasing ecological unsustainability of capitalist globalization.

Although the nation-state remains important, Sklair focuses on transnational practices that are able to cut
across boundaries—including those created by states—with the implication that territorial boundaries are of
declining importance in capitalist globalization. As a Marxist, Sklair accords priority to economic
transnational practices, and it is in this context that transnational corporations— one of the central aspects of
his analysis—predominate. Underlying this emphasis on transnational corporations is the idea that capitalism
has moved away from being an international system (because the nation[-state] is of declining significance)
and toward becoming a globalizing system that is decoupled from any specific geographic territory or state.

The second transnational practice of great importance is political, and here the transnational capitalist class
predominates. However, it is not made up of capitalists in the traditional Marxian sense of the term—that is,
the transnational capitalist class does not necessarily own the means of production. Sklair differentiates
between four “fractions” of the transnational capitalist class: (1) the corporate fraction made up of executives of
transnational corporations and their local affiliates; (2) a state fraction composed of globalizing state and
interstate bureaucrats and politicians; (3) a technical fraction made up of globalizing professionals; and (4) the
consumerist fraction encompassing merchants and media executives. This is obviously a very different group
than Marx thought of when conceptualizing the capitalist.

The transnational capitalist class may not be capitalist in a traditional sense of the term, but it is transnational
in various ways. First, its “members” tend to share global (as well as local) interests. Second, they seek to exert
various types of control across nations. That is, they exert economic control in the workplace, political control
in both domestic and international politics, and culture-ideological control in everyday life across international
borders. Third, they tend to share a global rather than a local perspective on a wide range of issues. Fourth,
they come from many different countries, but increasingly they see themselves as citizens of the world and not
just of their place of birth. Finally, wherever they may be at any given time, they share similar lifestyles,
especially in terms of the goods and services they consume.

The third transnational practice is culture-ideology, and here Sklair accords great importance to the culture-
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ideology of consumerism in capitalist globalization. Although the focus is on culture and ideology, the emphasis
on consumerism ultimately involves the economy by adding an interest in consumption to the traditional
concern with production (and transnational corporations) in economic approaches in general and in Marxian
theories in particular. In this realm, the ability to exert ideological control over people scattered widely
throughout the globe has increased dramatically, primarily through the greater reach and sophistication of
advertising and the media and the bewildering array of consumer goods that are marketed by and through
them. Ultimately, they all serve to create a global mood to consume that benefits transnational corporations, as
well as advertising and media corporations, which are examples of such corporations and profit from them.

Ultimately, Sklair is interested in the relationship between the transnational practices and the institutions that
dominate such practice, and he argues that transnational corporations utilize the transnational capitalist class
to develop and solidify the consumerist culture and ideology that is increasingly necessary to feed the demands
of the capitalist system of production. Indeed, it is this relationship that defines global capitalism today, and it
is the most important force in ongoing changes in the world.

As a Marxist, Sklair is interested not only in critically analyzing capitalist globalization but in articulating an
alternative to it and its abuses. He sees some promising signs in the protectionism of some countries that see
themselves as exploited by transnational corporations. Also hopeful are new social movements such as the
green movement seeking a more sustainable environment and the various antiglobalization groups that have
sprung up in recent years. He is particularly interested in various human rights movements in which, he
believes, can be found the seeds of the alternative to capitalist globalization—that is, socialist globalization.
He predicts that these and other movements will gain momentum in the 21st century as they increasingly
resist the ways in which globalization has been appropriated by transnational corporations. In fact, in good
Marxian dialectical terms, he sees the success of capitalist globalization sowing the seeds of its own
destruction as its expansion tends to provide its opponents with resources (derived from the economic success
of transnational capitalism), organizational forms (copied from the successful organizations in global
capitalism), and most obviously a clarity of purpose. As the transnational corporations grow more successful,
their abuses will become more blatant, and the need to supplant them as the central players in the global
system will intensify.

Empire

The most important and widely discussed and debated Marxian approach to globalization is Michael Hardt
and Antonio Negri’s Empire (2000; Passavant, 2012a) and Multitude (2004; Passavant, 2012b). Although
Hardt and Negri have reservations about postmodern social theory, they analyze the postmodernization of the
global economy. They associate modernity with imperialism, the defining characteristic of which is one or
more nations at the center that control and exploit, especially economically, a number of areas throughout the
world. In a postmodern move, Hardt and Negri “decenter” this imperialism, thereby defining empire as a
postmodern reality in which such dominance exists but no single nation (or any other entity) is at its center.
To put this another way, modern sovereignty can be traced to a place, but in its postmodern form as empire,
sovereignty exists in a nonplace. The empire has no center; it is deterritorialized; it exists only in the realm of
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ideas communicated through the media. And as a result, the spectacle of the empire is everywhere; it is
omnipresent.

Empire does not yet exist fully. It is in formation at the moment, but we can get a sense of its parameters.
Empire governs the world with a single logic of rule, but there is no single power at the heart of empire.
Instead of a single source of command, in empire, power is dispersed throughout society and the globe. Even
the United States, in spite of its seeming hegemony in the world today, is not an empire in these terms, nor
does it lie at the heart of Hardt and Negri’s sense of an empire. However, the sovereignty of the United States
does constitute an important precursor to empire, and the United States continues to occupy a privileged
position in the world. However, it is being supplanted by empire.

Empire is (or will be) lacking in geographic or territorial boundaries. It also can be seen as lacking temporal
boundaries in the sense that it seeks (albeit unsuccessfully) to suspend history and to exist for all eternity. It
also can be seen as lacking a lower boundary in that it seeks to expand down into the depths of the social
world. This means that it seeks not only to control the basics of the social world (thought, action, interaction,
groups), but to go even further in an effort to use biopower to control human nature and population—both
people’s brains and their bodies. In a way, empire is far more ambitious than imperialism in that it seeks to
control the entirety of life down to its most basic levels.

The key to the global power of empire lies in the fact that it is (or seeks to be) a new juridical power. It is
based on such things as the constitution of order, norms, ethical truths, and a common notion of what is right.
This juridical formation is the source of power of empire. Thus, in the name of what is “right,” it can
intervene anywhere in the world in order to deal with what it considers humanitarian problems, to guarantee
accords, and to impose peace on those who may not want peace or even see the empire’s goal as peace. More
specifically, it can engage in “just wars” in the name of this juridical formation; the latter legitimates the
former. Such wars become a kind of sacred undertaking. The enemy is anyone or anything that the juridical
formation sees as a threat to ethical order in the world. Thus the right to engage in just war is seen as
boundless, encompassing the entire space of civilization. The right to engage in just war also is seen as
boundless in time; it is permanent, eternal. In a just war, ethically grounded military action is legitimate, and
its goal is to achieve the desired order and peace. Thus empire is based not on force per se but on the ability to
project force in the service of that which is right (precursors of this notion can be seen in the two U.S.
invasions of Iraq, as well as the incursion into Afghanistan).

Empire is based on a triple imperative. First, it seeks to incorporate all that it can. It appears to be
magnanimous, and it operates with a liberal facade. However, in the process of inclusion, it creates a smooth
world in which differences, resistance, and conflict are eliminated. Second, empire differentiates and affirms
differences. Although those who are different are celebrated culturally, they are set aside juridically. Third,
once the differences are in place, empire seeks to hierarchize and to manage the hierarchy and the differences
embedded in it. It is hierarchization and management that is the real power of empire.

Empire is, then, a postmodern Marxian perspective on globalization and on the exertion of power around the
world. However, instead of capitalists or capitalist nations exerting that power, it is the much more nebulous
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empire that is in control. If there are no more capitalists in empire, what about the proletariat? To Hardt and
Negri, the time of the proletariat is over. But if the proletariat no longer exists to oppose empire, where is the
opposition to come from? Operating from a Marxian perspective, Hardt and Negri must come up with an
oppositional force, and they do not disappoint on this score and label the oppositional group the “multitude.”
This is an interesting choice of terms. For one thing it is much more general and abstract than “proletariat”
and also moves us away from a limited focus on the economy. Second, it makes clear that there are lots of at
least potential opponents of the empire; indeed, those in control in the empire constitute only a small minority
vis-á-vis the multitude.

Hardt and Negri’s multitude is that collection of people throughout the world that sustains empire in various
ways, including but not restricted to its labor (it is the real productive force in empire). Among other ways, it
also sustains it by buying into the culture-ideology of consumption and, more important, in actually
consuming a variety of its offerings. Like capitalism and its relationship to the proletariat, empire is a parasite
on the multitude and on its creativity and productivity. Like Marx’s proletariat (which all but disappears in
this theory), the multitude is a force for creativity in empire. Also like the proletariat, the multitude is capable
of overthrowing empire through the autonomous creation of a counter-empire. The counter-empire, like
empire, is, or would be, a global phenomenon created out of, and becoming, global flows and exchanges.
Globalization leads to deterritorialization (the multitude itself is a force in deterritorialization and is
deterritorialized), and deterritorialization is a prerequisite to the global liberation of the multitude. With
deterritorialization, social revolution can, as Marx predicted, occur, perhaps for the first time, on a global level.

Hardt and Negri are certainly critics of globalization, whether it be modern capitalist imperialism or
postmodern empire, but they also see a utopian potential in globalization. Thus, globalization per se is not the
problem; instead, the problem is the form that it has taken, or takes, in imperialism and empire. That utopian
potential has always been present, but, in the past, it was smothered by modern sovereign powers through
ideological control or military force. Empire now occupies, or soon will, that controlling position, but its need
to suppress that potential is counterbalanced by the multitude’s need to manifest and express it. Ultimately,
there exists in globalization the potential for universal freedom and equality. Furthermore, globalization
prevents us from falling back into the particularism and isolationism that have characterized much of human
history. Those processes, of course, would serve to impede the global change sought by the multitude. More
positively, as globalization progresses, it serves to push us more and more in the direction of the creation of
counter-empire. This focus on the global serves to distinguish Hardt and Negri from other postmodernists
and post-Marxists, who tend to focus on the local and the problems and potential that exist there. In contrast,
in their view, a focus on the local serves to obscure the fact that the sources of both our major problems and
our liberation exist at the global level, in empire.

While Hardt and Negri foresee counter-empire, they, like Marx in the case of communism, offer no blueprint
for how to get there or what counter-empire might look like. Like communism to Marx, counter-empire will
arise out of actual practice (praxis ), especially that of the multitude. Counter-empire must be global, it must
be everywhere, and it must be opposed to empire. Counter-empire is made increasingly likely because empire
is losing its ability to control the multitude. Thus, empire must redouble its efforts (e.g., through police
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power), and this serves to mobilize the multitude and make counter-empire more likely. As postmodernists,
Hardt and Negri reject a focus on the agent of the type found in Marxian theory, specifically the centrality
accorded to the proletarian revolutionary agent who is increasingly conscious of exploitation by capitalism.
Instead, they focus on such nonagential, collective actions by the multitude as desertion, migration, and
nomadism. In accord with their postmodern orientation and its focus on the body, Hardt and Negri urge a
new “barbarism” involving new bodily forms of the kind that are now appearing in the realm of gender,
sexuality, and aesthetic mutations (such as tattooing and body piercing). Such bodies are less likely to submit
to external control and more likely to create a new life—the basis of counter-empire. Thus, the revolutionary
force is not a conscious agent but new bodily, corporeal forms.

Although Hardt and Negri retain a Marxian interest in production, they do recognize a new world of
production and work in which immaterial, intellectual, and communicative types of labor are increasingly
central. Thus, control over individuals engaged in such work—a key element and increasing proportion of the
multitude—is of increasing importance. However, although they are controlled through global
communication and ideology (especially via the media), it is also through communication and ideology that
the revolutionary potential of the multitude will be expressed. The key thing about communication is that it
flows easily and effectively across the globe. This makes it easier for empire to exert control, to organize
production globally, and to make its justification of itself and its actions immanent within that
communication. Conversely, of course, it is also the mechanism by which the multitude can ultimately create
counter-empire.
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Political Theory

Several theories, more deeply rooted in political science than in sociology, deal with globalization.
International relations (IR) focuses on the relations among and between nation-states (I. Clark, 2007; D.
Elliott, 2012), which are viewed as distinct actors in the world, occupying well-defined territories, and as
sovereign within their own borders. There is also an emphasis on a distinct and well-defined interstate system.

Within IR, political realism begins with the premise that international politics is based on power, organized
violence, and ultimately war (Keohane and Nye, 2000). It assumes that nation-states are the predominant
actors on the global stage; that they act as coherent units in the global arena; that force is not only a usable but
an effective method by which nation-states wield power on the global stage; and that military issues are of
utmost importance in world politics.

Complex interdependence sees nation-states as relating to one another through multiple channels, both formally
and informally, and through normal channels and so-called back channels. Complex interdependence differs
from realism in the importance accorded to these informal channels where, for example, entities other than
the state, such as multinational corporations (MNCs), connect societies to one another. There is no clear
hierarchy of interstate relationships, and it is certainly not the case that military issues always, or even often,
predominate. Coalitions arise within and between nation-states on these issues. Conflict may or may not arise,
and, if conflict arises, it varies greatly in degree of intensity. Complex interdependence tends to lead to the
decline in, or even the disappearance of, the use of military force by one nation-state against other(s) within a
given region or alliance, although military action may continue to occur outside that region or bloc.
International organizations have only a minor role to play in the realist view of the world, but they play an
expanded role from the perspective of complex interdependence. Such organizations bring together
representatives from various countries, set agendas, serve as catalysts for the formation of coalitions, serve as
arenas from which political initiatives arise, and are helpful to weak states in playing a larger role in the
international arena. Thus, the complex interdependence perspective continues to focus on relationships
between nation-states, but it takes a much wider and broader view of the nature of those relationships.

A variety of positions at variance with IR and its derivatives offer fundamental challenges to it. Among these
are a wide range of other scholars (e.g., Cerny, 1995, 2003, 2010) associated with IPE (international political
economy). Among other things, they focus more on power and critique the state-centrism of IR, which
ignores other entities with political and economic power, especially the corporation.

An overriding interest in the literature on globalization and politics is the fate of the nation-state in the age of
globalization (Hershkovitz, 2012). Many see the nation-state as threatened by various global processes,
especially global economic flows (Ohmae, 1996; Strange, 1996). Some argue that the state is now a minor
player globally when compared to a huge and growing borderless global economy that nation-states are unable
to control. Whereas nation-states once controlled markets, now markets often control nation-states.

A variety of other factors threaten the autonomy of the nation-state, including flows of information, illegal
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immigrants, new social movements, terrorists, criminals, drugs, money (including laundered money and other
financial instruments), sex-trafficking, and much else. Many of these flows have been made possible by the
development and continual refinement of technologies of all sorts. The nation-state also has been weakened
by the growing power of global and transnational organizations (for example, the EU) that operate largely free
of the control of nation-states. Another factor is the growth of global problems (AIDS, TB) that cannot be
handled, or handled very well, by a nation-state operating on its own. A more specific historical factor is the
end of the Cold War, which had been a powerful force in unifying, or at least holding together, some nation-
states. One example is Yugoslavia and its dissolution with the end of the Cold War, but the main one, of
course, is the dissolution of the Soviet Union into a number of independent nation-states (Russia, Ukraine,
Georgia, etc.). Then there are “failed states” (e.g., Somalia) in which there is, in effect, no functioning
national government as well as states in the process of breaking down (Boas and Jennings, 2007). Clearly,
failed states and disintegrating states are in no position to adequately maintain their borders.

One way of summarizing much of this is to say that the nation-state has become increasingly porous. Although
this seems to be supported by a great deal of evidence, the fact is that no nation-state has ever been able to
control its borders completely (Bauman, 1992). Thus, it is not the porosity of the nation-state that is new but
rather the dramatic increase in that porosity and of the kinds of flows able to pass through national borders.

Some critics contest these conclusions, stating that rumors of the demise of the nation-state are greatly
exaggerated (M. Wolf, 2005), that the nation-state continues to be the major player on the global stage
(Gilpin, 2001), that it retains at least some power in the face of globalization (Conley and Weiner, 2002), and
that nation-states vary greatly in their efficacy in the face of globalization (Mann, 2007).

Some scholars see the role of the state not only enduring but increasing in the world today (Beland, 2008)
because of four major sources of collective insecurity: terrorism, economic globalization leading to problems
such as outsourcing and pressures toward downsizing, threats to national identity due to immigration, and the
spread of global diseases such as AIDS. Further, the state may actually find it in its interest to exaggerate or
even create dangers and thereby make its citizens more insecure. Prior to the 2003 war with Iraq, the U.S. and
British governments both argued that Saddam Hussein had weapons of mass destruction (WMDs) that posed
a direct threat to them. The United States even claimed that Iraq could kill millions by using offshore ships to
lob canisters containing lethal chemical or biological material into American cities. The collective insecurity
created by such outrageous claims helped foster public opinion in favor of invading Iraq and overthrowing
Saddam Hussein.

The other side of this argument in support of the nation-state is that global processes of various kinds just are
not as powerful as many believe. For example, global business pales in comparison to business within many
countries, including the United States. For another, some question the porosity of the nation-state by
pointing, for example, to the fact that migration to the United States and other countries has declined
substantially since its heights in the late 19th and early 20th centuries (Gilpin, 2001).

A related point is that it would be a mistake to see globalization simply as a threat to or a constraint on the
nation-state; it can also be an opportunity for the nation-state (Conley and Weiner, 2002). For example, the
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demands of globalization were used as a basis to make needed changes (at least from a neoliberal point of
view) in Australian society, specifically enabling it to move away from protectionism and in the direction of
(neo)liberalization, to transform state enterprises into private enterprises, and to streamline social welfare. The
rhetoric of globalization, especially an exaggeration of it and its effects, was useful to those politicians who
desired such changes. In other words, Australian politicians used globalization as an ideology in order to
reform Australian society.
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Neoliberalism

Neoliberalism is a theory particularly applicable to economics (especially to the market and to trade) and
politics (especially to the need to limit the government’s involvement in, and control over, the market and
trade). It is an important theory in itself, but it also has strongly influenced other thinking and theorizing
about both of those domains. This is especially the case with various neo-Marxian economic theories (see
above) that are highly critical of neoliberalism.

A number of well-known scholars, especially economists (e.g., Milton Friedman), are associated with
neoliberalism. We briefly examine some of the ideas of one neoliberal economist, William Easterly (2006a,
2006b), to provide a sense of this perspective from the point of view of one of its supporters.

Easterly is opposed to any form of collectivism and state planning, either as they were espoused and practiced
in, for example, the Soviet Union or are today by the United Nations, other economists, and so on.
Collectivism failed in the Soviet Union and, in Easterly’s view, it will fail today. It will fail because it inhibits,
if not destroys, freedom, and freedom, especially economic freedom, is highly correlated with economic
success. This is the case because economic freedom allows for searches for success that are decentralized; such
searches go the heart of the idea of a free market. Economic freedom and the free market are great favorites of
neoliberal economists.

Easterly offers several advantages economic freedom provides that encourage economic success. First, it is
extremely difficult to know in advance which economic actions will succeed and which will fail. Economic
freedom permits a multitude of actions, and those that fail are weeded out. Over time, what remains, in the
main, are the successful actions, and they serve to facilitate a higher standard of living. Central planners can
never have nearly as much knowledge as myriad individuals seeking success and learning from their failures
and from those of others. Second, markets offer continuous feedback on which actions are succeeding and
failing; central planners lack such feedback. Third, economic freedom leads to the ruthless reallocation of
resources to those actions that are succeeding; central planners often have vested interests that prevent such a
reallocation. Fourth, economic freedom permits large and rapid increases in scale by financial markets and
corporate organizations; central planners lack the flexibility to make large-scale changes rapidly. Finally,
because of sophisticated contractual protections, individuals and corporations are willing to take great risks;
central planners are risk averse because of their personal vulnerability if things go wrong.

Created by John Locke (1632–1704), Adam Smith (1723–1790), and others, classical liberal theory came to be
termed neoliberalism, at least by some, as a result of developments in the 1930s (Fourcade-Gourinchas and
Babb, 2002). The term neoliberalism involves a combination of the political commitment to individual liberty
and neoclassical economics, which is devoted to the free market and opposed to state intervention in that
market (Harvey, 2005). Entrepreneurs are to be liberated, markets and trade are to be free, states are to be
supportive of this and to keep interventions to a minimum, and there are to be strong property rights.

Neoliberalism emerged during the Depression era, at least in part in reaction to Keynesian economics and its
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impact on the larger society. Inspired by the then-predominant theories of John Maynard Keynes (1883–
1946), market, entrepreneurs, and corporations came to be limited by a number of constraints (social and
political) and a strong regulative environment. Calls for a revitalization of liberal ideas also were spurred by
the need to counter the collectivism (Marxian theory) that dominated much thinking and many political
systems in the early 20th century.

The intellectual leaders of this revitalization were economists, especially members of the Austrian school,
including Friedrich van Hayek (1899–1992) and Ludwig von Mises (1881–1973). An organization devoted to
liberal ideas—the Mont Pelerin Society (MPS)—was created in 1947. Its members were alarmed by the
expansion of collectivist socialism (especially in, and sponsored by, the Soviet Union) and the aggressive
intervention by liberal governments in the market (e.g., Franklin Roosevelt’s “New Deal”). Those associated
with MPS, especially the famous and highly influential Chicago economist Milton Friedman (1912–2006),
played a key role in efforts to protect traditional liberal ideas, to develop neoliberal theory, and to sponsor
their utilization by countries throughout the world.

Neoliberalism comes in various forms, but all are undergirded by some or all of the following ideas (Antonio,
2007; for a critique of the kind of generalizations about neoliberalism to follow, see Collier, 2011):

Great faith is placed in the free market and its rationality. The market needs to be allowed to operate free
of any impediments, especially those imposed by the nation-state and other political entities. The free
operation of the market will, in the long run, advantage just about everyone and bring about both
improved economic welfare and greater individual freedom (and a democratic political system). To
achieve that end, it is important to champion, support, and expand a wide range of technological, legal,
and institutional arrangements that support the market and its freedom. The free market is so important
that neoliberals equate it with capitalism. Further, the principles of the free market are not restricted to
the economy (and the polity); transactions in every sphere of life (family, education, culture) should also
be free.
The key, if not only, actor in the market is the individual; neoliberalism is radically individualistic.
Related to the belief in the free market is a parallel belief in free trade.
Where there are restraints on the free market and free trade, deregulation should be pursued to limit or
eliminate such restraints. Free markets and free trade are linked to a democratic political system. Thus the
political system, especially the freedom of democracy, is associated with economic well-being and with
the freedom of individuals to amass great individual wealth.
There is a commitment to low taxes and to tax cuts (especially for the wealthy whose taxes are deemed
too high and too burdensome). Low taxes and tax cuts are believed to stimulate the economy by
encouraging people to earn more and ultimately to invest and to spend more.
Tax cuts for business and industry are encouraged with the idea that they would use the tax savings to
invest more in their operations and infrastructure, thereby generating more business, income, and
profits. This is seen as benefiting not only business and industry but society as a whole. Higher profits
would “trickle down” and benefit most people in society.
Spending on welfare should be minimized and the safety net for the poor should be greatly reduced because
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these policies hurt economic growth and even harm the poor. Cuts in welfare are designed to reduce
government expenditures and allow government to cut taxes or to invest in more “productive”
undertakings. Without the safety net, more poor people will be forced to find work, often at minimum
wage or with low pay, which will enable companies to increase productivity and profits. Reduction of
the safety net also creates a larger “reserve army” that business can draw on in good economic times to
expand its workforce.
There is a strong and generalized belief in limited government because no government or government
agency can do things as well as the market (the failure of the Soviet Union is seen as proof of that).
Among other things, this leaves government at least theoretically less able, or unable, to intervene in the
market. It also presumably means a less expensive government, one that would need to collect less in
taxes. This, in turn, puts more money in the hands of the public, especially the wealthier members of
society who, in recent years, have benefited most from tax cuts. The state must be limited, and its job is
to cooperate with open global markets.
There is great belief in the need for the global capitalist system to continue to expand. It is presumed that
such expansion would bring with it increased prosperity (but for which members of society?) and
decreased poverty.

Most of these ideas focus on the neoliberal economy, but a few ideas apply to the closely linked neoliberal
state (Harvey, 2006). More concretely and directly, the neoliberal state should:

Provide a climate supportive of business and its ability to accumulate capital. This should be done even
if certain actions (e.g., raising interest rates by the Federal Reserve) lead to higher unemployment for the
larger population.
Focus on furthering, facilitating, and stimulating (where necessary) the interests of business. This is
done in the belief that business success will benefit everyone, but many believe that neoliberalism has
benefited comparatively few people and areas of the world.
Privatize sectors formerly run by the state (e.g., education, telecommunications, transportation) to open
these areas for business and profit making and ensure that those sectors that cannot be privatized are
“cost effective” and “accountable.”
Work to allow the free movement of capital among and between economic sectors and geographic
regions.
Extol the virtues of free competition, although it is widely believed that the state actually works in
support of the monopolization of markets by business interests.
Work against groups (e.g., unions, social movements) that operate to restrain business interests and
their efforts to accumulate capital.
Reduce barriers to the free movement of capital across national borders and to the creation of new
markets.
Bail out financial institutions when they are in danger of collapse (for example, as was done in 2008–
2009 for Bear Stearns, AIG, Citibank, and others).

Overall, critics argue that the neoliberal state favors elites but seeks to conceal that fact by seeming to be
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democratic; in fact, in the eyes of many it is deeply antidemocratic as the emphasis on freedom and liberty is
largely restricted to the market.

Contrary to the established view, neoliberalism has not made the state irrelevant. Rather, the institutions and
practices of the state have been transformed to better attune them to the needs and interests of the neoliberal
market and economy.

However, the neoliberal state is riddled with internal contradictions. For one thing, its authoritarianism
coexists uncomfortably with its supposed interest in individual freedom and democracy. For another, although
committed to stability, its operations, especially in support of financial (and other) speculation, lead to
increased instability. Although overtly committed to competition, it operates on behalf of monopolization.
Most generally, there is the contradiction that its public support for the well-being of everyone is given the lie
by its actions in support of economic elites.

Critiquing Neoliberalism

The Early Thinking of Karl Polanyi

Much of the contemporary critique of neoliberalism, especially as it relates to economics, can be traced to the
work of Karl Polanyi (1886–1964), especially his 1944 book, The Great Transformation: The Political and
Economic Origins of Our Time. He is the great critic of a limited focus on the economy, especially the focus of
economic liberalism on the self-regulating or unregulated market, as well as on basing all on self-interest. In
his view, these are not universal principles but rather were unprecedented developments associated with the
advent of capitalism. Polanyi (1944) shows that the laissez-faire system came into existence with the help of
the state, and it was able to continue to function as a result of state actions. Furthermore, if the laissez-faire
system was left to itself, it threatened to destroy society. Indeed, it was such threats, as well as real dangers,
that led to counterreactions by society and the state (e.g., socialism, communism, the New Deal) to protect
themselves from the problems of a free market, especially protection of the products of, and those who labored
in, it (Munck, 2002). Expansion of the laissez-faire market and the self-protective reaction against it by the
state and society is called the double movement (D. Hall, 2007). Economic liberalism saw such counterreactions
(including any form of protectionism) as “mistakes” that disrupted the operation of the markets, but Polanyi
saw them as necessary and desirable reactions to the evils of the free market. Polanyi believed that the self-
regulating market was an absurd idea. He derided the liberal idea that socialists, communists, New Dealers,
and so on were involved in a conspiracy against liberalism and the free market. Rather than being a
conspiracy, what took place was a natural, “spontaneous,” collective reaction by society and its various
elements that were threatened by the free market. In his time, Polanyi saw a reversal of the tendency for the
economic system to dominate society. This promised to end the evils produced by the dominance of the free
market system, and also to produce more, rather than less, freedom. That is, Polanyi believed that collective
planning and control would produce more freedom for all than was then available in the liberal economic
system.

It is interesting to look back on Polanyi’s ideas with the passage of more than 60 years and especially with the
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rise of a global economy dominated by the kind of free market system he so feared and despised. Polanyi’s
hope lay with society and the nation-state, but they have been rendered far less powerful with the rise of
globalization, especially the global economy. Very telling here is Margaret Thatcher’s (in)famous statement:
“There is no such thing as society.” 2 Without powerful social and political influences, the excesses of the
market cannot be contained. Clearly, such planning and control are more inadequate than ever in the global
age. Beyond that, one wonders whether truly global planning and control is either possible or desirable.
Nevertheless, were he alive today, it is likely that the logic of Polanyi’s position would lead him to favor global
planning and control because of his great fears of a free market economy, now far more powerful and
dangerous because it exists on a global scale.

The great global economic crisis of 2007–2008 underscores the importance of Polanyi’s ideas. The market had
experienced unprecedented freedom; restraints on it turned out to be limited or nonexistent. The result was a
series of excesses (mortgage loans to those who should not have qualified for them; excessively risky
undertakings by financial institutions; financial instruments that were opaque [e.g., “derivatives” ] and that
diffused responsibility for bad loans [mortgage-backed securities], etc.) that led to the collapse of the
American housing market, the credit crunch, and eventually a global economic meltdown. Polanyi would have
said that the cause of all of this was a lack of state control over the market. In fact, in the wake of the crisis, we
are witnessing a resurfacing of interest in regulating the market and the economy.

(More) Contemporary Criticisms of Neoliberalism

Among the problems with neoliberalism is the fact that it assumes that everyone in the world wants very
narrow and specific types of economic well-being (to be well-off economically, if not rich) and political
freedom (democracy). In fact, there are great cultural differences in the ways well-being (e.g., to not have to
work very hard) and freedom (e.g., to be unfettered by the state even if it is not democratically chosen) are
defined. Neoliberalism very often comes down to the United States and a few global organizations (e.g., IMF)
seeking to impose their definitions of well-being and freedom on peoples in other parts of the world.

In addition, neoliberalism conceals or obscures the social and material interests of those who push such an
economic system with its associated technological, legal, and institutional systems. These ends are not being
pursued because everyone in the world wants them or will benefit from them, but because some, usually in the
North, are greatly advantaged by them and therefore push them.

Among the other criticisms of neoliberalism are the fact that it has produced financial crises in various
countries throughout the world (e.g., Mexico, Argentina), its economic record has been dismal in that it has
redistributed wealth (from poor to rich) rather than generating new wealth, it has sought to commodify
everything, and it has helped to degrade the environment (Harvey, 2005). Furthermore, there are signs that it
is failing (deficit financing in the United States and China), signs of more immediate crisis (burgeoning
budget deficits, the bailout of financial institutions), and evidence that U.S. global hegemony is crumbling.

The Death of Neoliberalism?

It is arguable that the recent and ongoing economic crisis will spell the beginning of the end of neoliberalism.
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In a speech in late 2008, French president Sarkozy said, “The idea of the absolute power of the markets that
should not be constrained by any rule, by any political intervention, was a mad idea. The idea that markets are
always right was a mad idea.” Referring implicitly to the global economic system dominated to that point by
neoliberalism, Sarkozy argued, “We need to rebuild the whole world financial and monetary system from
scratch.” In other words, we need to scuttle the remnants of the global neoliberal economic system, just as the
Keynesian system was scuttled as neoliberalism gained ascendancy, and replace it with some as yet undefined
alternative. Where and how far this goes remains to be seen, but believers in neoliberalism have not
disappeared, and their ideas, perhaps in some new form, are likely to resurface when the dust of the recent
economic crisis settles.
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Other Theories

This chapter gives only a sense of a few of the types of theorizing about globalization. There are many other
well-known theories of globalization—for example, ones that draw on network theory (Castells, 1996, 1997,
1998; see Chapter 14) and complexity theory (Urry, 2003), or that focus on religion, sport, or the city.
However, the preceding conveys at least a sense of the most important broad types of theorizing on, and
specific theories of, globalization. Of course, the process of globalization continues, is expanding, and is
constantly changing. As a result, we can expect the continuing development of theorizing about globalization,
including new and innovative approaches to the topic.

Summary

Globalization theory emerged as a result of developments and changes both in the world as a whole and in
academia. Globalization can be analyzed culturally, economically, politically, and institutionally. A concern for
homogenization/heterogenization cuts across work in all of these areas. Central to the work of Giddens on
globalization is losing control over the juggernaut of modernity and creating a runaway world. Beck sees hope
in globality with the decline of the nation-state and the emergence of transnational organizations and possibly
a transnational state. To Bauman, what defines the global world is a “space war” between those who have and
those who do not have mobility. However, even those with mobility face grave problems.

Cultural theories of globalization may be divided into three paradigms: cultural differentialism, cultural
convergence, and cultural hybridization. Cultural differentialism adopts the view that there are lasting
differences among and between cultures and that those differences are largely unaffected by globalization.
Huntington offers the best-known example of cultural differentialism with his focus on civilizations, the
major civilizations of the world, and the likelihood of economic conflict between Sinic and Western
civilization and warfare between Islamic and Western civilization. Cultural convergence takes the view that
globalization is leading to increasing sameness around the world. Two examples of cultural convergence are
the McDonaldization thesis and the idea that the world is increasingly dominated by the “grobalization” of
nothing. Cultural hybridization adopts the perspective that globalization is bringing with it the mixing of
cultures, producing new and unique cultures that are not reducible to either global or local. A number of
theoretical ideas are associated with cultural hybridization, including glocalization, hybridization, and
creolization. A major theory included under the “Cultural Hybridization” heading is Appadurai’s thinking on
landscapes and the disjunctures among and between them.

Economic theories of globalization are illustrated with two examples. Leslie Sklair develops a neo-Marxian
economic theory of globalization that focuses on transnational capitalism, especially transnational
corporations, the transnational capitalist class, and the culture-ideology of consumption. Sklair argues that
transnational capitalism is providing the basis for the emergence of socialist globalization. According to Hardt
and Negri, we are in the midst of a transition from capitalist imperialism to the dominance of empire. Empire
lacks a center and is based on juridical power. The multitude sustains empire, but it also has, at least
potentially, the power to overthrow empire and create counter-empire.
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International relations theory encompasses various political approaches to globalization, including political
realism, complex interdependence, and international political economy. Much of this discussion centers on the
fate of the nation-state in the global age. The chapter closes with a detailed discussion of neoliberalism, which
is important in both economic and political thinking on globalization. The fundamental tenets of
neoliberalism are discussed, as are the major criticisms (including those of Karl Polanyi).
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Notes

1. Barber’s view of McWorld is not restricted to politics. Barber sees many other domains following the model
of McWorld.

2. For the full text of the speech, go to www.margaretthatcher.org/speeches
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17 Structuralism, Poststructuralism, and Postmodern Social
Theory
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Chapter Outline

Structuralism
Poststructuralism
Postmodern Social Theory
Criticisms and Post-Postmodern Social Theory

This book is largely about modern social theory. However, in the latter half of the 20th century, there arose a
significant challenge to the modern approach to social theory. This postmodern approach to theory developed
in fields as diverse as art, architecture, literature, sociology, and others. The implication is not only that these
things come after the modern, but that there were problems with the modern that the postmodernists were
pointing out and endeavoring to deal with. While, in North America, the interest in and development of
postmodern theory reached its height in the 1980s and 1990s, postmodernism has had a clear impact on the
development of social theory in general. In this chapter, we discuss the main postmodern theories and
consider the continuing significance of these perspectives.

In discussing postmodern social theory, it is necessary to shift our focus from sociological theories to social
theories. Sociological theories tend to reflect developments that have occurred largely within sociology and that
are of interest mainly to sociologists. Social theories tend to be multidisciplinary. The distinction between the
two, however, is not clear-cut. In fact, at least some of the theories discussed earlier in this book, especially the
neo-Marxian and agency-structure theories, might be better described as social theories. In any case, it is clear
that postmodern theories are best viewed as social theories.

In this chapter, we deal with the emergence of what, in fact, does come after modern social theory by tracing
the line of development from structuralism to poststructuralism and, ultimately, to what has come to be
known as postmodern social theory. Following Lash (1991:ix), we take “the structuralism which swept
through French social thought in the 1960s” as the starting point for the emergence of poststructuralism and
postmodernism.

Structuralism was a reaction against French humanism, especially the existentialism of Jean-Paul Sartre (Craib
and Wernick, 2005; Margolis, 2007). In his early work, Sartre focused on the individual, especially individual
freedom. At that point, he adhered to the view that what people do is determined by them and not by social
laws or larger social structures. However, later in his career, Sartre was more drawn to Marxian theory, and
while he continued to focus on the “free individual,” that individual was now “situated in a massive and
oppressive social structure which limits and alienates his activities” (Craib, 1976:9).

In her analysis of Sartre’s work, Gila Hayim (1980) sees continuity between his early and his late work. In
Being and Nothingness, published in 1943, Sartre focuses more on the free individual and takes the view that
“existence is defined by and through one’s acts.… One is what one does” (Hayim, 1980:3). At the same time,
Sartre attacks the structuralist view of “objective structures as completely deterministic of behavior” (Hayim,
1980:5). For Sartre and existentialists in general, actors have the capacity to go beyond the present, to move
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toward the future. For Sartre, then, people are free; they are responsible for everything they do; they have no
excuses. In some senses, these “staggering responsibilities of freedom” (Hayim, 1980:17) are a tremendous
source of anguish to people. In other senses, this responsibility is a source of optimism to people—their fates
are in their hands. In Critique of Dialectical Reason, published in 1960, Sartre devotes more attention to social
structures, but even here he emphasizes the “human prerogative for transcendence—the surpassing of the
given” (Hayim, 1980:16). Sartre is critical of various Marxists (structural Marxists) who overemphasize the
role and place of social structure. “Dogmatic Marxists have, by Sartre‚s view, eliminated the humanistic
component of Marx‚s original idea” (Hayim, 1980:72). As an existentialist, Sartre always retained this
humanism. It is against the backdrop of the humanism of existentialism that one must see the rise of
structuralism, poststructuralism, and postmodernism.
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Structuralism

Structuralism obviously involves a focus on structures, but they are not, in the main, the same structures that
concern the structural functionalists (see Chapter 7). While the latter and, indeed, most sociologists are
concerned with social structures, of primary concern to structuralists are linguistic structures. This shift from
social to linguistic structures is what has come to be known as the linguistic turn, which dramatically altered
the nature of the social sciences (Lash, 1991:ix). The focus of a good many social scientists shifted from social
structure to language (see, for example, the earlier discussions of Habermas‚s work on communication [in
Chapter 8] and the conversation analyses of some ethnomethodologists [in Chapter 10]) or, more generally,
to signs of various sorts.

Roots in Linguistics

Structuralism emerged from diverse developments in various fields (Dosse, 1998). The source of modern
structuralism and its strongest bastion to this day is linguistics. The work of the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de
Saussure (1857–1913) stands out in the development of structural linguistics and, ultimately, structuralism in
various other fields (Culler, 1976; Thibault, 2005a). Of particular interest to us is Saussure‚s differentiation
between langue and parole, which was to have enormous significance. Langue is the formal, grammatical
system of language. It is a system of phonic elements whose relationships are governed, Saussure and his
followers believed, by determinate laws. Much of linguistics since Saussure‚s time has been oriented to the
discovery of those laws. The existence of langue makes parole possible (Bakker, 2007b). Parole is actual speech,
the way speakers use language to express themselves. Although Saussure recognized the significance of
people‚s use of language in subjective and often idiosyncratic ways, he believed that the individual‚s use of
language cannot be the concern of the scientifically oriented linguist. Such a linguist must look at langue, the
formal system of language, not at the subjective ways in which it is used by actors.

Langue, then, can be viewed as a system of signs—a structure—and the meaning of each sign is produced by
the relationship between signs within the system. Especially important here are relations of difference,
including binary oppositions. Thus, for example, the meaning of the word hot comes not from some intrinsic
properties of the word but from the word‚s relationship with, its binary opposition to, the word cold.
Meanings, the mind, and, ultimately, the social world are shaped by the structure of language. Thus, instead
of an existential world of people shaping their surroundings, we have here a world in which people, as well as
other aspects of the social world, are shaped by the structure of language.

The concern for structure has been extended beyond language to the study of all sign systems. This focus on
the structure of sign systems has been labeled “semiotics” and has attracted many followers (Gottdiener, 1994;
Hawkes, 1977; Thibault, 2005b). Semiotics is broader than structural linguistics because it encompasses not
only language but also other sign and symbol systems, such as facial expressions, body language, literary texts,
indeed, all forms of communication.

Roland Barthes (Perry, 2007) often is seen as the true founder of semiotics. Barthes extended Saussure‚s ideas
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to all areas of social life. Not only language but also social behaviors are representations, or signs: “Not just
language, but wrestling matches are also signifying practices, as are TV shows, fashions, cooking and just
about everything else in everyday life” (Lash, 1991:xi). The “linguistic turn” came to encompass all social
phenomena, which, in turn, came to be reinterpreted as signs.

Anthropological Structuralism: Claude Lévi-Strauss

A central figure in French structuralism—Kurzweil (1980:13) calls him “the father of structuralism”—is the
French anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss (I. Rossi, 2005). Although structure takes various forms in Lévi-
Strauss‚s work, what is important for our purposes is that he can be seen as extending Saussure‚s work on
language to anthropological issues—for example, to myths in primitive societies. However, Lévi-Strauss also
applied structuralism more broadly to all forms of communication. His major innovation was to
reconceptualize a wide array of social phenomena (for instance, kinship systems) as systems of
communication, thereby making them amenable to structural analyses. The exchange of spouses, for example,
can be analyzed in the same way as the exchange of words; both are social exchanges that can be studied
through the use of structural anthropology.

We can illustrate Lévi-Strauss‚s (1967) thinking with the example of the similarities between linguistic
systems and kinship systems. First, terms used to describe kinship, like phonemes in language, are basic units
of analysis to the structural anthropologist. Second, neither the kinship terms nor the phonemes have meaning
in themselves. Instead, both acquire meaning only when they are integral parts of a larger system. Lévi-Strauss
even used a system of binary oppositions in his anthropology (for example, the raw and the cooked) much like
those employed by Saussure in linguistics. Third, Lévi-Strauss admitted that there is empirical variation from
setting to setting in both phonemic and kinship systems, but even these variations can be traced to the
operation of general, although implicit, laws.

All of this is very much in line with the linguistic turn, but Lévi-Strauss ultimately went off in a number of
directions that are at odds with that turn. Most important, he argued that both phonemic systems and kinship
systems are the products of the structures of the mind. However, they are not the products of a conscious
process. Instead, they are the products of the unconscious, logical structure of the mind. These systems, as
well as the logical structure of the mind from which they are derived, operate on the basis of general laws.
Most of those who have followed the linguistic turn have not followed Lévi-Strauss in the direction of
defining the underlying structure of the mind as the most fundamental structure.

Structural Marxism

Another variant of structuralism that enjoyed considerable success in France (and many other parts of the
world) was structuralist Marxism (Lechte, 2005), especially the work of Louis Althusser (K. Tucker, 2007),
Nicos Poulantzas, and Maurice Godelier.

Although we have presented the case that modern structuralism began with Saussure‚s 
work in linguistics, there are those who argue that it started with the work of Karl Marx: “When Marx
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assumes that structure is not to be confused with visible relations and explains their hidden logic, he
inaugurates the modern structuralist tradition” (Godelier, 1972b:336). Although structural Marxism and
structuralism in general are both interested in “structures,” each field conceptualizes structure differently.

At least some structural Marxists share with structuralists an interest in the study of structure as a prerequisite
to the study of history. As Maurice Godelier said, “The study of the internal functioning of a structure must
precede and illuminate the study of its genesis and evolution” (1972b:343). In another work, Godelier said,
“The inner logic of these systems must be analyzed before their origin is analyzed” (1972a:xxi). Another view
shared by structuralists and structural Marxists is that structuralism should be concerned with the structures,
or systems, that are formed out of the interplay of social relations. Both schools see structures as real (albeit
invisible), although they differ markedly on the nature of the structure that they consider real. For Lévi-
Strauss, the focus is on the structure of the mind, whereas for structural Marxists, it is on the underlying
structure of society.

Perhaps most important, both structuralism and structural Marxism reject empiricism and accept a concern
for underlying invisible structures. Godelier argued: “What both structuralists and Marxists reject are the
empiricist definitions of what constitutes a social structure” (1972a:xviii). Godelier also made this statement:

For Marx as for Lévi-Strauss a structure is not a reality that is directly visible, and so directly
observable, but a level of reality that exists beyond the visible relations between men, and the
functioning of which constitutes the underlying logic of the system, the subjacent order by which
the apparent order is to be explained.

(Godelier, 1972a:xix)

Godelier went even further and argued that such a pursuit defines all science: “What is visible is a reality
concealing another, deeper reality, which is hidden and the discovery of which is the very purpose of scientific
cognition” (1972a:xxiv).

In spite of these similarities, structural Marxism did not, in the main, participate in the linguistic turn then
taking place in the social sciences. For example, the focal concern continued to be social and economic, not
linguistic, structures. Moreover, structural Marxism continued to be associated with Marxian theory, and
many French social thinkers were becoming at least as impatient with Marxian theory as they were with
existentialism.

770



Poststructuralism

Although it is impossible to pinpoint such a transition with any precision, Charles Lemert (1990) traces the
beginning of poststructuralism to a 1966 speech by Jacques Derrida, one of the acknowledged leaders of this
approach (Lipscomb, 2007; J. Phillips, 2005), in which he proclaimed the dawning of a new poststructuralist
age. In contrast to the structuralists, especially those who followed the linguistic turn and who saw people as
being constrained by the structure of language, Derrida reduced language to “writing” that does not constrain
its subjects. Furthermore, Derrida also saw social institutions as nothing but writing and therefore as unable to
constrain people. In contemporary terms, Derrida deconstructed language and social institutions (Trifonas,
1996), and when he had finished, all he found there was writing. While there is still a focus here on language,
writing is not a structure that constrains people. Furthermore, while the structuralists saw order and stability in
the language system, Derrida sees language as disorderly and unstable. Different contexts give words different
meanings. As a result, the language system cannot have the constraining power over people that the
structuralists think it does. Furthermore, it is impossible for scientists to search for the underlying laws of
language. Thus, Derrida offers what is ultimately a subversive, deconstructive perspective. As we will see,
subversion and deconstruction become even more important with the emergence of postmodernism, and it is
poststructuralism that laid the groundwork for postmodernism.

The object of Derrida‚s hostility is the logocentrism (the search for a universal system of thought that reveals
what is true, right, beautiful, and so on) that has dominated Western social thought. This approach has
contributed to what Derrida describes as the “historical repression and suppression of writing since Plato”
(1978:196). Logocentrism has led to the closure not only of philosophy, but also to that of the human
sciences. Derrida is interested in deconstructing, or “dismantling,” the sources of this closure—this repression
—thereby freeing writing from the things that enslave it. An apt phrase to describe Derrida‚s focus is “the
deconstruction of logocentrism” (1978:230). More generally, deconstruction involves the decomposition of
unities in order to uncover hidden differences (D. N. Smith, 1996:208).

A good, concrete example of Derrida‚s thinking is his discussion of what he calls the “theatre of cruelty.” He
contrasts this concept with the traditional theater, which he sees as dominated by a system of thought that he
calls representational logic (a similar logic has dominated social theory). That is, what takes place on the stage
“represents” what takes place in “real life,” as well as the expectations of writers, directors, and so on. This
“representationalism” is the theater‚s god, and it renders the traditional theater theological. A theological
theater is a controlled, enslaved theater:

The stage is theological for as long as its structure, following the entirety of tradition, comports the
following elements: an author-creator who, absent and from afar, is armed with a text and keeps
watch over, assembles, regulates the time or the meaning of representation.… He lets representation
represent him through representatives, directors or actors, enslaved interpreters … who … more or
less directly represent the thought of the “creator.” Interpretive slaves who faithfully execute the
providential designs of the “master.” … Finally, the theological stage comports a passive, seated
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public, a public of spectators, of consumers, of enjoyers.

(Derrida, 1978:235; italics added)

Derrida envisions an alternative stage (an alternative society?) in which “speech will cease to govern the stage”
(1978:239). That is, the stage no longer will be governed by, for example, authors and texts. The actors will no
longer take dictation; the writers will no longer be the dictators of what transpires on the stage. However, this
does not mean that the stage will become anarchic. While Derrida is not crystal clear on his alternative stage,
we get a hint when he discusses the “construction of a stage whose clamor has not yet been pacified into
words” (1978:240). Or, “the theatre of cruelty would be the art of difference and of expenditure without
economy, without reserve, without return, without history” (Derrida, 1978:247).

It is clear that Derrida is calling for a radical deconstruction of the traditional theater. More generally, he is
implying a critique of society in general, which is in the thrall of logocentrism. Just as he wants to free the
theater from the dictatorship of the writer, he wants to see society free of the ideas of all the intellectual
authorities who have created the dominant discourse. In other words, Derrida wants to see us all be free to be
writers.

Implied here is another well-known concern of the poststructuralists (and postmodernists): decentering. In a
sense, Derrida wants the theater to move away from its traditional “center,” its focus on writers (the
authorities) and their expectations, and to give the actors more free play. This point, too, can be generalized to
society as a whole. Derrida associates the center with the answer and, therefore, ultimately, with death. The
center is linked with the absence of that which is essential to Derrida: “play and difference”1 (1978:297).
Theater or society without play and difference—that is, static theater or society—can be seen as being dead.
In contrast, a theater or a world without a center would be infinitely open, ongoing, and self-reflexive. Derrida
concludes that the future “is neither to be awaited nor to be refound” (1978:300). His point is that we are not
going to find the future in the past, nor should we passively await our fate. Rather, the future is to be found, is
being made, is being written, in what we are doing.

Having debunked Western logocentrism and intellectual authority, in the end, Derrida leaves us without an
answer; in fact, there is no single answer (Cadieux, 1995). The search for the answer, the search for Logos, has
been destructive and enslaving. All we are left with is the process of writing, of acting, with play, and with
difference.

The Ideas of Michel Foucault

Although Derrida is an extremely important poststructuralist, the most important thinker associated with this
approach is Michel Foucault (Smart, 2000; Venn, 2011). Foucault‚s work illustrates yet another difference
between poststructuralism and structuralism. While structuralism was overwhelmingly influenced by
linguistics, Foucault‚s approach, and poststructuralism more generally, shows a variety of theoretical inputs
(Smart, 1985). This variety makes Foucault‚s work provocative and difficult to handle. Furthermore, the ideas
are not simply adopted from other thinkers but are transformed as they are integrated into Foucault‚s unusual
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theoretical orientation. Thus, Weber‚s theory of rationalization has an impact, but, to Foucault, it is found
only in certain “key sites,” and it is not an “iron cage”; there is always resistance. Marxian ideas (Smart, 1983)
are found in Foucault‚s work, but Foucault does not restrict himself to the economy; he focuses on a range of
institutions. He is more interested in the “micropolitics of power” than in the traditional Marxian concern
with power at the societal level. He practices hermeneutics in order to better understand the social phenomena
of concern to him. Moreover, Foucault has no sense of some deep, ultimate truth; there are simply ever more
layers to be peeled away. There is a phenomenological influence, but Foucault rejects the idea of an
autonomous, meaning-giving subject. There is a strong element of structuralism but no formal rule-governed
model of behavior. Finally, and perhaps most important, Foucault adopts Nietzsche‚s interest in the
relationship between power and knowledge, but that link is analyzed much more sociologically by Foucault.
This multitude of theoretical inputs is one of the reasons Foucault is thought of as a poststructuralist.

There is yet another sense in which Foucault‚s work is clearly poststructuralist. That is, in his early work
Foucault was heavily influenced by structuralism, but as his work progressed, that influence declined and other
inputs moved his theory in a variety of other directions. Let us look at the evolution of Foucault‚s work.

Two ideas are at the core of Foucault‚s methodology—“archaeology of knowledge” (Foucault, 1966) and
“genealogy of power” (Foucault, 1969; Valverde, 2007). Although there is a sense in his work that the latter
succeeds the former, Mitchell Dean (1994) has made a convincing case that the two coexist and mutually
support one another in his substantive work.

Alan Sheridan (1980:48) contends that Foucault‚s archaeology of knowledge (Scheurich and McKenzie, 2007)
involves a search for “a set of rules that determine the conditions of possibility for all that can be said within
the particular discourse at any given time.” To put it another way, archaeology is the search for the “general
system of the formation and transformation of statements [into discursive formations]” (Dean, 1994:16). The
search for such a “general system,” or such “rules,” as well as the focus on discourse (Lemert, 2005b)—spoken
and written “documents”—reflects the early influence of structuralism on Foucault‚s work. In analyzing these
documents, Foucault does not seek to “understand” them as would a hermeneuticist. Rather, Foucault‚s
archaeology “organises the document, divides it up, distributes it, orders, arranges it in levels, establishes
series, distinguishes between what is relevant and what is not, discovers elements, defines unities, describes
relations” (Dean, 1994:15). Discourse and the documents it produces are to be analyzed, described, and
organized; they are irreducible and not subject to interpretation seeking some “deeper” level of understanding.
Also ruled out by Foucault is the search for origins; it is the documents themselves that are important, not
their point of origination.

Foucault is particularly interested in those discourses “that seek to rationalise or systematise themselves in
relation to particular ways of ‘saying the true‚” (Dean, 1994:32). As we will see, this concern leads him in the
direction of the study of discourses that relate to the formation of human sciences such as psychology.
Archaeology is able to distance and detach itself from “the norms and criteria of validity of established sciences
and disciplines in favour of the internal intelligibility of the ensembles so located, their conditions of
emergence, existence, and transformation” (Dean, 1994:36).
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The concern for “saying the truth” relates directly to Foucault‚s genealogy of power because, as Foucault
comes to see it, knowledge and power are inextricably intertwined (Foucault is here heavily indebted to the
philosophy of Nietzsche [Fuller, 2007b; Lemert, 2005a]). Genealogy is a very distinctive type of intellectual
history, “a way of linking historical contents into organised and ordered trajectories that are neither the simple
unfolding of their origins nor the necessary realisation of their ends. It is a way of analysing multiple, open-
ended, heterogeneous trajectories of discourses, practices, and events, and of establishing their patterned
relationships, without recourse to regimes of truth that claim pseudo-naturalistic laws or global necessities”
(Dean, 1994:35–36; italics added). Thus, genealogy is at odds with other types of historical studies that accord
centrality to such laws or necessities. Everything is contingent from a genealogical perspective. Genealogy is
inherently critical, involving a “tireless interrogation of what is held to be given, necessary, natural or neutral”
(Dean, 1994:20).

More specifically, genealogy is concerned with the relationship between knowledge and power within the
human sciences and their “practices concerned with the regulation of bodies, the government of conduct, and
the formation of self” (Dean, 1994:154). Foucault is interested in the “conditions which hold at any one
moment for the ‘saying the true‚” within the human sciences (Dean, 1994:24). Thus, “where archaeology had
earlier addressed the rules of formation of discourse, the new critical and genealogical description addresses
both the rarity of statements and the power of the affirmative” (Dean, 1994:33). In terms of the relationship
between Foucault‚s two methods, archaeology performs tasks that are necessary in order to do genealogy.
Specifically, archaeology involves empirical analyses of historical discourses, whereas genealogy undertakes a
serial and critical analysis of these historical discourses and their relationship to issues of concern in the
contemporary world.

Thus, genealogy is to be a “history of the present.” However, this is not to be confused with “presentism,”
which involves the “unwitting projection of a structure of interpretation that arises from the historian‚s own
experience or context onto aspects of the past under study” (Dean, 1994:28). Instead, Foucault seeks to
illuminate the present by using “historical resources to reflect upon the contingency, singularity,
interconnections, and potentialities of diverse trajectories of those elements which compose present social
arrangements as experience” (Dean, 1994:21). There is no determinism here; the present is not a necessary
outcome of past developments. Foucault is oriented to the critical use of history to make present possibilities
intelligible.

In his genealogy of power, Foucault is concerned with how people govern themselves and others through the
production of knowledge. Among other things, he sees knowledge generating power by constituting people as
subjects and then governing the subjects with the knowledge. He is critical of the hierarchization of
knowledge. Because the highest-ranking forms of knowledge (the sciences) have the greatest power, they are
singled out for the most severe critique. Foucault is interested in techniques, the technologies that are derived
from knowledge (especially scientific knowledge), and how they are used by various institutions to exert power
over people. Although he sees links between knowledge and power, Foucault does not see a conspiracy by elite
members of society. Such a conspiracy would imply conscious actors, whereas Foucault is more inclined to see
structural relationships, especially between knowledge and power. Looking over the sweep of history, Foucault
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does not see progress from primitive brutishness to more modern humaneness based on more sophisticated
knowledge systems. Instead, Foucault sees history lurching from one system of domination (based on
knowledge) to another. Although this is a generally bleak image, on the positive side Foucault believes that
knowledge-power is always contested; there is always ongoing resistance to it. Foucault looks at historical
examples, but he is interested primarily in the modern world. As he puts it, he is “writing the history of the
present” (Foucault, 1979:31).
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Michel Foucault: A Biographical Sketch

Bettmann / Bettmann / Getty Images

When he died of AIDS in 1984 at 57 years of age (Lemert, 2005a), “Michel Foucault was perhaps the single most famous
intellectual in the world” (J. Miller 1993:13). That fame was derived from a fascinating body of work that has influenced thinkers in
a number of different fields, including sociology. Foucault also led an extremely interesting life, and the themes that characterized his
life tended to define his work as well. In fact, it could be argued that, through his work, Foucault was seeking to better understand
himself and the forces that led him to lead the life that he led.

Among Foucault‚s last works was a trilogy devoted to sex—The History of Sexuality (1980a), The Care of the Self (1984), and The Use
of Pleasure (1985). These works reflected Foucault‚s lifelong obsession with sex. A good deal of Foucault‚s life seems to have been
defined by this obsession, in particular, his homosexuality and his sadomasochism. During a trip to San Francisco in 1975, Foucault
visited and was deeply attracted to the city‚s flourishing gay community. Foucault appears to have been drawn to the impersonal sex
that flourished in the infamous bathhouses of that time and place. His interest and participation in these settings and activities were
part of a lifelong interest in “the overwhelming, the unspeakable, the creepy, the stupefying, the ecstatic” (cited in J. Miller,
1993:27). In other words, in his life (and his work), Foucault was deeply interested in “limit experiences” (where people [including
himself] purposely push their minds and bodies to the breaking point) such as the impersonal sadomasochistic activities that took
place in and around those bathhouses. It was Foucault‚s belief that it was during such limit experiences that great personal and
intellectual breakthroughs and revelations became possible.

Thus, sex was related to limit experiences, and both, in turn, were related in his view to death: “I think the kind of pleasure I would
consider as the real pleasure would be so deep, so intense, so overwhelming that I couldn‚t survive it.… Complete total pleasure …
for me, it‚s related to death” (Foucault, cited in J. Miller, 1993:27). Even in the fall of 1983, when he was well aware of AIDS and
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the fact that homosexuals were disproportionately likely to contract the disease, he plunged back into the impersonal sex of the
bathhouses of San Francisco: “He took AIDS very seriously.… When he went to San Francisco for the last time, he took it as a ‘limit-
experience‚” (cited in J. Miller, 1993:380).

Foucault also had a limit experience with LSD at Zabriskie Point in Death Valley in the spring of 1975. There Foucault tried LSD
for the first time, and the drug pushed his mind to the limit: “The sky has exploded … and the stars are raining down upon me. I
know this is not true, but it is the Truth” (cited in J. Miller, 1993:250). With tears streaming down his face, Foucault said, “I am
very happy.… Tonight I have achieved a fresh perspective on myself.… I now understand my sexuality.… We must go home again”
(cited in J. Miller, 1993:251).

Prior to his experience with LSD, Foucault had been hard at work doing the research for his history of sexuality. He planned to
approach that work much as he had approached his previous work on madness and other issues. But after his limit experience with
LSD, he totally rethought the project. Among other things, that project came to focus more on the self. It is perhaps that new focus
that Foucault anticipated when, during his LSD trip, he spoke of going home (to the self) again.

Foucault pushed himself to the limit not only in his personal life but also in his work. Indeed, it could be argued that the extreme
natures of both tended to feed off each other. Whatever else one may say about Foucault‚s work, it clearly was enormously creative; it
pushed up against and perhaps even went beyond the limits of creativity. His work was a limit experience for him, and the study of it
can be a “limit experience” for the reader.

Because he was operating at the limit, Foucault‚s life and work defy simple definition. This incapacity would be just fine with
Foucault given the fact that he once wrote, “Do not ask who I am and do not ask me to remain the same.… More than one person,
doubtless like me, writes in order to have no face” (Foucault, cited in J. Miller, 1993:19).

With this background, let us look at some of Foucault‚s specific, substantive works. In Madness and
Civilization (1965; Foucault, 1995), Foucault is doing an archaeology of knowledge, specifically of psychiatry.
He begins with the Renaissance, when madness and reason were not separated. However, between 1650 and
1800 (the classical period), distance between them is established, and, ultimately, reason comes to subjugate
madness. In other words, Foucault is describing “a broken dialogue” between reason and madness (1965:x).
He describes the end result:

Here reason reigned in the pure state, in a triumph arranged for it in advance over a frenzied
unreason. Madness was thus torn from that imaginary freedom which still allowed it to flourish on
the Renaissance horizon. Not so long ago, it had floundered about in broad daylight: in King Lear,
in Don Quixote. But in less than a half-century, it had been sequestered and, in the fortress of
confinement, bound to Reason, to the rules of morality and to their monotonous nights.

(Foucault, 1965:64)

There is a clear Weberian, iron-cage imagery here—the “monotonous nights” to be spent by the “mad” (the
irrational) in the iron cage constructed by those with reason (rationality).

The scientific psychology of the 19th century eventually arose out of the separation of the mad from the sane
in the 18th century (psychiatry is labeled a “monologue of reason about madness” [Foucault, 1965:xi]). At
first, medicine was in charge of the physical and moral treatment of the mad, but, later, scientific
psychological medicine took over the moral treatment: “A purely psychological medicine was made possible
only when madness was alienated in guilt” (Foucault, 1965:182–183). Later, Foucault says, “What we call
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psychiatric practice is a certain moral tactic contemporary with the end of the 18th century, preserved in the
rights of asylum life, and overlaid by the myths of positivism” (1965:276). Thus for Foucault, psychology (and
psychiatry) is a moral enterprise, not a scientific endeavor, aimed against the mad, who are progressively
unable to protect themselves from this “help.” He sees the mad as being sentenced by so-called scientific
advancement to a “gigantic moral imprisonment.”

Needless to say, Foucault here rejects the idea that over the years we have seen scientific, medical, and
humanitarian advances in the treatment of the mad. What he sees, instead, are increases in the ability of the
sane and their agents (physicians, psychologists, psychiatrists) to oppress and repress the mad, who, we should
not forget, had been on equal footing with the sane in the 17th century. The most recent development is that
now the mad are less judged by these external agents; “madness is ceaselessly called upon to judge itself”
(Foucault, 1965:265). In many senses, such internalized control is the most repressive form of control. Clearly,
Foucault‚s archaeology of knowledge leads him to conclusions very different from those of traditional
historians about the history and current status of the mad and their relationship to the sane (and their agents).
In addition, he is looking at the roots of the human sciences (especially psychology and psychiatry) in the
distinction between the mad and the sane and the exertion of moral control over the mad. This is part of his
more general thesis about the role of the human sciences in the moral control of people.

As for Foucault‚s structuralism in this early work, he argues that madness occurs at two “levels,” and at “a
deeper level madness is a form of discourse” (1965:96). Specifically, madness, at least in the classical age, is not
mental or physical changes; instead, “delirious language is the ultimate truth of madness” (Foucault, 1965:97).
But there is an even broader structuralism operating in this early work: “Let classical culture formulate, in its
general structure, the experience it had of madness, an experience which crops up with the same meanings, in
the identical order of its inner logic, in both the order of speculation and in the order of institutions, in both
discourse and decree, in both word and watchword—wherever, in fact, a signifying element can assume for us
the value of a language” (Foucault, 1965:116; italics added).

Foucault continues to use a structuralist method in The Birth of the Clinic, in which he focuses on medical
discourse and its underlying structure: “What counts in the things said by men is not so much what they may
have thought or the extent to which these things represent their thoughts, as that which systematizes them from
the outset, thus making them thereafter endlessly accessible to new discourses and open to the task of
transforming them” (1975:xiv; italics added).

In Madness and Civilization, medicine was an important precursor of the human sciences, and that is an even
more central theme in The Birth of the Clinic. (As Foucault said, “The science of man … was medically …
based” [1975:36].) Prior to the 19th century, medicine was a classificatory science, and the focus was on a
clearly ordered system of diseases. But in the 19th century, medicine came to focus on diseases as they existed
in individuals and the larger society (epidemics). Medicine came to be extended to healthy people (preventive
care), and it adopted a normative posture distinguishing between healthy and unhealthy and, later, normal and
pathological states. Medicine had become, again, a forerunner of the human sciences that were to adopt this
normal-pathological stance toward people.
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As yet, however, there was no clinical structure in medicine. The key was the development of the clinic, where
patients were observed in bed. Here Foucault uses a key term, the gaze, in this case a “gaze that was at the
same time knowledge” (1975:81). In other words, knowledge was derived from what physicians could see in
contrast to what they read in books. As a structuralist, Foucault saw the gaze as a kind of language, “a
language without words” (1975:68), and he was interested in the deep structure of that “language.” The ability
to see and touch (especially in autopsies) sick (or dead) people was a crucial change and an important source of
knowledge. Foucault says of the autopsy, “The living night is dissipated in the brightness of death”
(1975:146). Foucault sees the anatomo-clinical gaze as the “great break” in Western medicine. Thus, there
was not an evolution of knowledge but an epistemic change. Doctors were no longer playing the same game; it
was a different game with different rules. The game was that people (patients) had become the object of
scientific knowledge and practice (instead of the disease as an entity). In terms of his structuralist orientation,
what had changed was the nature of discourse—names of diseases, groupings, field of objects, and so forth
(Foucault, 1975:54).

Once again, medicine takes on for Foucault the role of forerunner to the human sciences. “It is
understandable, then, that medicine should have had such importance in the constitution of the sciences of
man—an importance that is not only methodological, but ontological, in that it concerns man‚s becoming an
object of positive knowledge” (Foucault, 1975:197). Specifically on the medical autopsy, Foucault says, “Death
left its old tragic heaven and became the lyrical core of man: his invisible truth, his visible secret” (1975:172).
In fact, for Foucault, the broader change is the individual as subject and object of his own knowledge, and the
change in medicine is but one “of the more visible witnesses to these changes in the fundamental structures of
experience” (1975:199).

Many of the same themes appear in Discipline and Punish (Foucault, 1979), but now we see more of the
genealogy of power and much less on structuralism, discourse, and the like. Here “power and knowledge
directly imply one another” (Foucault, 1979:27). In this work, Foucault is concerned with the period between
1757 and the 1830s, a period during which the torture of prisoners was replaced by control over them by
prison rules. (Characteristically, Foucault sees this change developing in an irregular way; it does not evolve
rationally.) The general view is that this shift from torture to rules represented a 
humanization of the treatment of criminals; it had grown more kind, less painful, and less cruel. The reality,
from Foucault‚s point of view, was that punishment had grown more rationalized (“the executioner [in the
guillotine] need be no more than a meticulous watchman” [1979:13]) and, in many ways, impinged more on
prisoners. The early torture of prisoners may have made for good public displays, but it was “a bad economy of
power” because it tended to incite unrest among the viewers of the spectacle (Foucault, 1979:79). The link
between knowledge and power was clear in the case of torture; with the development of rules, that link
became far less clear. The new system of rules was “more regular, more effective, more constant, and more
detailed in its effects; in short, which increase its effects while diminishing its economic cost” (Foucault,
1979:80–81). The new system was not designed to be more humane, but “to punish better, … to insert the
power to punish more deeply into the social body” (Foucault, 1979:82). In contrast to torture, this new
technology of the power to punish occurred earlier in the deviance process; was more numerous, more
bureaucratized, more efficient, more impersonal, more invariable, and more sober; and involved the
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surveillance not just of criminals but of the entire society. It is this theory of society that is of paramount
interest, and it could be argued that it would continue to be of interest even if everything that Foucault said
about prisons was wrong (Alford, 2000).

This new technology, a technology of disciplinary power, was based on the military model. It involved not a
single overarching power system, but rather a system of micro powers. Foucault describes a “micro-physics of
power” with “innumerable points of confrontation” (1979:26–27) and resistance (Brenner, 1994). He
identifies three instruments of disciplinary power. First is hierarchical observation, or the ability of officials to
oversee all they control with a single gaze. Second is the ability to make normalizing judgments and to punish
those who violate the norms. Thus, one might be negatively judged and punished on the dimensions of time
(for being late), activity (for being inattentive), and behavior (for being impolite). Third is the use of
examination to observe subjects and to make normalizing judgments about people. The third instrument of
disciplinary power involves the other two.

Foucault does not simply take a negative view toward the growth of the disciplinary society; he sees that it has
positive consequences as well. For example, he sees discipline as functioning well within the military and in
industrial factories. However, Foucault communicates a genuine fear of the spread of discipline, especially as it
moves into the state-police network for which the entire society becomes a field of perception and an object of
discipline.

Foucault does not see discipline sweeping uniformly through society. Instead, he sees it “swarming” through
society and affecting bits and pieces of society as it goes. Eventually, however, most major institutions are
affected. Foucault asks rhetorically, “Is it surprising that prisons resemble factories, schools, barracks,
hospitals, which all resemble prisons?” (1979:228). In the end, Foucault sees the development of a carceral
system in which discipline is transported “from the penal institution to the entire social body” (1979:298).
Although there is an iron-cage image here, as usual Foucault sees the operation of forces in opposition to the
carceral system; there is an ongoing structural dialectic in Foucault‚s work.

Although Foucault‚s greater emphasis on power in Discipline and Punish is evident in the discussion to this
point, he also is concerned in this work with his usual theme of the emergence of the human sciences. The
transition from torture to prison rules constituted a switch from punishment of the body to punishment of the
soul or the will. This change, in turn, brought with it considerations of normality and morality. Prison officials
and the police came to judge the normality and morality of the prisoner. Eventually, this ability to judge was
extended to other “small-scale judges,” such as psychiatrists and educators. From all this adjudication emerged
new bodies of scientific penal knowledge, which served as the base of the modern “scientificolegal complex.”
The new mode of subjugation was that people were defined as the object of knowledge, of scientific discourse.
The key point is that the modern human sciences have their roots here. Foucault bitterly depicts the roots of
the human sciences in the disciplines: “These sciences, which have so delighted our ‘humanity‚ for over a
century, have their technical matrix in the petty, malicious minutiae of the disciplines and their investigations”
(1979:226).

One other point about Discipline and Punish is worth mentioning. Foucault is interested in the way that
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knowledge gives birth to technologies that exert power. In this context, he deals with the Panopticon. A
Panopticon is a structure that gives officials the possibility of complete surveillance (Lyon, 2007; G. Marx,
2005) of criminals. In fact, officials need not always be present; the mere existence of the structure (and the
possibility that officials might be there) constrains criminals. The Panopticon might take the form of a tower
in the center of a circular prison from which guards could see into all cells. The Panopticon is a tremendous
source of power for prison officials because it gives them the possibility of total surveillance. More important,
its power is enhanced because the prisoners come to control themselves; they stop themselves from doing
various things because they fear that they might be seen by the guards. There is a clear link here between
knowledge, technology, and power. Furthermore, Foucault returns to his concern for the human sciences, for
he sees the Panopticon as a kind of laboratory for the gathering of information about people. It was the
forerunner of the social-scientific laboratory and other social-science techniques for gathering information
about people. At still another level, Foucault sees the Panopticon as the base of “a whole type of society”
(1979:216), the disciplinary society.2

Finally, we can look at the first volume of The History of Sexuality (Foucault, 1980a). Again, the emphasis is
on the genealogy of power. To Foucault, sexuality is “an especially dense transfer point for relations of power”
(1980a:103). He sees his goal as being to “define the regime of power-knowledge-pleasure that sustains the
discourse on human sexuality in our part of the world” (Foucault, 1980a:11). He examines the way sex is put
into discourse and the way power permeates that discourse.

Foucault takes issue with the conventional view that Victorianism led to the repression of sexuality in general
and of sexual discourse in particular. In fact, he argues the exact opposite position—that Victorianism led to
an explosion in discourses on sexuality. As a result of Victorianism, there was more analysis, stocktaking,
classification, specification, and quantitative/causal study of sexuality. Said Foucault, “People will ask
themselves why we were so bent on ending the rule of silence regarding what was the noisiest of our
preoccupations” (1980a:158). This was especially the case in schools, where instead of repression of sexuality,
“the question of sex was a constant preoccupation” (1980a:27). Here is the way Foucault sums up the
Victorian hypothesis and his alternative view:

We must therefore abandon the hypothesis that modern industrial societies ushered in an age of
increased sexual repression. We have not only witnessed a visible explosion of unorthodox
sexualities; … never have there existed more centers of power; never more attention manifested and
verbalized, … never more sites where the intensity of pleasures and the persistency of power catch
hold, only to spread elsewhere.

(Foucault, 1980a:49)

Once again, Foucault accords a special place to medicine and its discourses on sexuality. Whereas to most,
medicine is oriented to the scientific analysis of sexuality, Foucault sees more morality than science in the
concerns of medicine. (In fact, Foucault is characteristically hard on medicine, seeing the aim of its discourse
“not to state the truth, but to prevent its very emergence” [1980a:55].) Also involved in the morality of

781



sexuality is religion, especially Western Christianity, the confession, and the need for the subject to tell the
truth about sexuality. All this is related to the human sciences and their interest in gaining knowledge of the
subject. Just as people confessed to their priests, they also confessed to their doctors, their psychiatrists, and
their sociologists. The confession, especially the sexual confession, came to be cloaked in scientific terms.

In the West, “the project of the science of the subject has gravitated, in ever-narrowing circles, around the
question of sex” (Foucault, 1980a:70). Questions aimed at ascertaining who we are increasingly have come to
be directed to sex. Foucault sums this all up: “Sex, the explanation of everything” (1980a:78).

Instead of focusing on the repression of sexuality, Foucault argues that the scientific study of sex should focus
on the relationship between sex and power. Again, that power does not reside in one central source; it exists in
a variety of micro settings. Furthermore, as is always the case with Foucault, there is resistance to the
imposition of power over sex. Power and the resistance to power are everywhere.

Prior to the 18th century, society sought control over death, but beginning in that century, the focus shifted to
control over life, especially sex. Power over life (and sex) took two forms. First, there was the “anatomo-
politics of the human body,” in which the goal was to discipline the human body (and its sexuality). Second,
there was the “bio-politics of population,” in which the object was to control and regulate population growth,
health, life expectancy, and so forth. In both cases, society came to see “life as a political object” (Foucault,
1980a:145). Sex was central in both cases: “Sex was a means of access both to the life of the body and the life
of the species” (Foucault, 1980a:146). In the modern West, sex has become more important than the soul
(and we know how important that is in Foucault‚s work) and almost as important as life itself. Through
knowledge of sexuality, society is coming to exercise more power over life itself. Yet despite this increase in
control, Foucault holds out the hope of emancipation:

It is the agency of sex that we must break away from, if we aim—through a tactical reversal of the
various mechanisms of sexuality—to counter the grips of power with the claims of bodies, pleasures,
and knowledges, in their multiplicity and their possibility of resistance. The rallying point for the
counterattack against the deployment of sexuality ought not to be sex-desire, but bodies and
pleasures.

(Foucault, 1980a:157)

Dean (1994) argues that from the late 1970s until his death in 1984, Foucault‚s work shifted from the micro
politics of power in the direction of a concern for governmentalities, or the “heterogeneous, non-subjective
processes in which practices and techniques of governance have come to depend on discursive representations
of their fields of intervention and operation” (Dean, 1994:78; Fejes, 2008; Walter, 2008). In contrast to other
theorists, Foucault‚s focus is not specifically on the state, but “the practices and rationalities that compose the
means of rule and government” (Dean, 1994:153). Thus, in terms of the will to knowledge in the human
sciences, Foucault is concerned with the way bodies are regulated, the way conduct is governed, and the ways
in which the self is formed. More generally, he was concerned with self-government, the government of
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others, and the government of the state. In most general terms, government to Foucault is concerned with
“the conduct of conduct” (Dean, 1994:176; Lemert, 2005c).

The Ideas of Giorgio Agamben

Giorgio Agamben (b. 1942) is an Italian philosopher who, in recent years, has become increasingly oriented to
developing a social theory. Although his primary intellectual debts are to philosophers (e.g., Aristotle, Martin
Heidegger) and political thinkers (especially Carl Schmitt,3 Hannah Arendt4), his work also shows the
influence of social theorists such as Max Weber,5 Emile Durkheim,6 Walter Benjamin,7 and especially
Michel Foucault (see below). His set of ideas resembles many of the major social theories and includes a grand
narrative of recent social history as well as an effort to identify a phenomenon that lies at the heart of modern
society (much as Weber did with the bureaucracy). It is difficult to classify Agamben‚s work, but given the
strong influence of Foucault‚s ideas, it is best to think of him as a poststructuralist. In addition, he uses a
number of poststructuralist (and structuralist) ideas in his thinking.

To get a preliminary sense of Agamben‚s thinking before discussing his highly esoteric theoretical ideas, let us
look at his thinking on Adolph Hitler and the Nazis. Soon after gaining power, the Nazis suspended the
articles of the Weimar Constitution that dealt with civil liberties, a suspension that lasted for the duration of
their 12-year rule. This allowed them to engage in a “legal civil war” against their citizens, especially the Jews.
The Nazis had created a “zone of exception” that allowed them to murder Jews and others whom they
disliked. However, Agamben is not interested in such zones and the harm that is created in and by them as
merely historical phenomena. He sees the creation of such zones, and the dangers associated with them, as
contemporary phenomena (one of his favorite examples is the prison camp at Guantanamo Bay).
Furthermore, he sees the zones of exception increasing over time, and, controversially and highly
questionably, he argues that they pose a greater threat today than they did in Nazi Germany. Furthermore,
this greater threat is not restricted to totalitarian regimes but also is found in democratic societies.

Basic Concepts

We need to understand a number of basic concepts before we can get to a substantive discussion of Agamben‚s
theory. He begins with the Greek concepts of zoe and bios. Zoe is our biological bodies (or “the simple fact of
living common to all living beings” [Agamben, [1995] 1998:1]), and bios is our political bodies (Agamben,
[1995] 1998:184). These are, for classical philosophy and for Agamben, inherently separate and separable
phenomena. However, over time, zoe has come to be politicized; that is, the line between zoe and bios has
grown less clear or been obliterated completely. As Agamben ([1995] 1998:188) puts it, there is no longer
anything left of the classical distinction between them; that distinction has been “taken from us forever.” As
we will soon see, this is no mere philosophical or terminological issue but an issue of great importance to the
modern world.

Very close to the idea of zoe is an idea of bare life, “the pure fact of birth” (Agamben, [1995] 1998:127), which
plays a prominent role in his thinking. In an argument similar to the one above, Agamben contends that bare
life, like zoe, has been increasingly politicized and that that “constitutes the decisive event of modernity and
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signals a radical transformation” of classical thought (Agamben, [1995] 1998:4; italics added). Bare life has
always been political, although it long existed at the margins of the polity. Over time, it has been drawn
increasingly into the polity, and this “constitutes the original—if concealed—nucleus of sovereign power”
(Agamben, [1995] 1998:6).

The Jews of Nazi Germany were an example of bare life. That is, they were Jews simply by the pure fact that
they were born Jews. Furthermore, being Jewish was highly politicized by the Nazis. The Nazis created the
Jews, or at least a particular symbol of the Jews, and then defined them as a people “whose presence [they] can
no longer tolerate in any way” (Agamben, [1995] 1998:179).

Bare life is closely related to yet another central concept to Agamben ([1995] 1998:8), homo sacer (or sacred
man); bare life is “the life of homo sacer.” Zoe refers to bare life in general, whereas homo sacer is “bare life
insofar as it is included in the political order” (DeCaroli, 2007:52). Thus zoe, at least theoretically and
historically, can be and was separated from the polity (it was separated in Aristotle‚s perfect community),
whereas homo sacer is by definition implicated in the political.

Central to the concept of homo sacer is the idea that it involves a person “who may be killed and yet not
sacrificed” (Agamben, [1995] 1998:8). This is the case because homo sacer has been separated politically from
the rest of humankind by being defined as lying outside political boundaries. Because homo sacer is outside
those limits, many things can be done to this person that cannot be done to other humans, including being
killed at will by anyone. Furthermore, whoever does this is not committing homicide and cannot be convicted
of such a crime because homo sacer is outside the law and, more generally, the polity. This brings us back to
our example (and Agamben‚s) of the Jews in Nazi Germany whom Agamben sees as a “flagrant case of homo
sacer.” So, we can see the first part of the definition of homo sacer—one who can be killed—but what about
the idea that homo sacer cannot be sacrificed? Here, Agamben has a traditional sense of sacrifice, especially
the idea that to be sacrificed one must be part of the community. Because homo sacer is by definition not part
of the (political) community, one cannot be sacrificed in this traditional sense of the term. Why is such a
person “sacred”? As Antonio Negri (2007:121) puts it, one is “sacred in the sense of the assumption of a
punishment that separated him from the common.” It is being set apart and being punished that makes homo
sacer sacred.

The state of exception is a topological zone; a “space without law” (Agamben, [2002] 2005:51). As such, it is
space in which homo sacer resides; it was the abstract space in which the Jews of Nazi Germany were placed.
Because of the existence of such a space, sovereign powers (e.g., Hitler as the Führer) are able to decide on
their own who can and will be killed. Furthermore, because those killed are outside the confines of the law,
their murder is not a homicide. Thus, in the context of Nazi Germany and its zone of exclusion, the six
million Jews could be murdered without it being considered murder, at least by the Nazis. Furthermore, the
state of exception is unique not only in terms of death but, more important today, in terms of life. Thus, today
the “overly comatose” person on life-support machines is in a zone of exception wherein it is possible to decide
whether the person should live (keep the machines running) or die (turn the machines off and, in doing so,
not commit homicide). The latter is crucial for Agamben because it represents the fact that not just death, but
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life, is now within the state of exception; this gives those in authority power not only over death but
increasingly of life. As we will see, this thinking owes a major debt to the theories of Michel Foucault,
especially on biopolitics.

Although the state of exception is outside the law, it is important, even essential, to the law. The law is able to
define itself, and make its validity possible, with reference to that which lies outside it. It is also characteristic
of the zone of exception that it is possible to do something in it that is not possible elsewhere in the political
realm—that is the “abolition of the distinction among legislative, executive, and judicial powers” (Agamben,
[2002] 2005:7). This abolition, in turn, permits the executive (e.g., Hitler, as the German Führer) to gain
control over the other branches of government; to institute totalitarian rule (see below). Further, the zone of
exception has a characteristic of many other aspects of Agamben‚s thinking in that it is both inside and outside
the law; it is included in the law merely by the fact that the law excludes it. As Agamben ([1995] 1998:17–18)
puts it: “The exception is a kind of exclusion.… But … what is excluded in it is not, on account of being
excluded, absolutely without relation to the rule.… The rule applies to the exception in no longer applying, in
withdrawing from it.” Thus, there is a dialectical relationship (there are many dialectical aspects of Agamben‚s
thinking; see, for example, Negri, 2007) between the zone in which law resides and the state of exception,
which is devoid of law.

Agamben draws his conceptualization of sovereignty from the work of Carl Schmitt (cited in Agamben,
[1995] 1998:11) who contends: “Sovereign is he who decides on the state of exception.” Thus, the sovereign
and Agamben‚s core idea of the state of exception are inextricably intertwined; “exception is the structure of
sovereignty” (Agamben, [1995] 1998:28). The sovereign has (or takes) a variety of legal powers, including the
power to create a state of exception; to “suspend the validity of law” (Agamben, [1995] 1998:15). More
alarmingly, Agamben ([1995] 1998:32) argues that “the sovereign is the point of indistinction between
violence and law, the threshold on which violence passes over into law and law passes over into violence.” It
was this threshold that the Nazis, with Hitler as sovereign, passed over with great impunity. Although
sovereignty is generally discussed in political terms, Agamben extends it to others in the modern world such as
physicians and scientists.

Totalitarianism, at least in its modern form, is defined “as the establishment, by means of the state of
exception, of a legal civil war that allows for the physical elimination not only of political adversaries but of
entire categories of citizens” (Agamben, [2002] 2005:2). The Nazis, of course, created a paradigmatic example
of a totalitarian regime, and they used their power not only to murder anyone who opposed them politically
but to attempt to eliminate the Jews as an entire category of citizens, not just in Germany but in all of Europe.
In doing so, the Nazis waged a “legal civil war” against Jews and other selected categories (gypsies,
homosexuals) of the German people, and, ultimately, people throughout Europe.

Auschwitz and the Camp

All of the above are illustrated in the case of the Nazi concentration camp, especially Auschwitz, to which
Agamben (2002) devoted an entire book, Remnants of Auschwitz: The Witness and the Archive. The
concentration camp (or more generally the camp; see below) is a zone of irresponsibility within that state of
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exception. Within it, the guards and others are free to behave irresponsibly and even to kill indiscriminately. It
is a “gray zone” where distinctions between good and evil and ethical and legal become unclear, confused. It is
also a “limit” situation (Foucault was very much interested in this as well) existing at the limits of the good
and the ethical; edging, if not diving headlong, into the evil, the illegal, the unethical. The prisoners exist in a
zone of exception and, hence, can be killed with their murder not considered a homicide. They were reduced
to their bare life, and then their bare lives were taken from them.

Auschwitz, as a concentration camp, was at the core of Nazism and at the “core of the camp” was the
Musselmann8 (Agamben, 2002:81). If the camp was a limit situation, then Musselmann, in general, were limit
people who existed in limit situations. They were the limit of a progression that saw them go from non-
Aryans, to Jews, to deportees, to prisoners, and then to Musselmann; the only step remaining for them was
death. They existed in a moving threshold between life and death (“walking corpse” [Agamben, 2002:70]);
between human and nonhuman (they were dehumanized).

Auschwitz in itself was important to Agamben, but it was also the major example of the more general idea of
the camp. The camp is where the state of exception “acquires a permanent spatial arrangement” (Agamben, in
DeCaroli, 2007:52); it is a “materialization of the state of exception” (Agamben, [1995] 1998:174); “the pure
space of exception” (Agamben, [1995] 1998:134). However, the camp did not end with the destruction of
Nazism and its concentration camps. It is not merely a historical fact, or even a past anomaly, “but in some
ways … the hidden matrix and nomos9 of political space in which we are still living” (Agamben, [1995]
1998:166). Thus, it is not just that there are still camps; we are increasingly living in camps and in a society
that is increasingly camplike. This leads to the conclusion that we are living in a permanent state of exception
that is “now given a permanent spatial arrangement” in the camp. Thus the camp can be seen as “the hidden
paradigm of the political space of modernity” (Agamben, [1995] 1998:123). It is paradigmatic in that it is “the
space of this absolute impossibility of deciding between fact and law, rule and application, exception and rule,
which nevertheless incessantly decides between them” (Agamben, [1995] 1998:173). However, those
decisions are arbitrary and no longer guided by law. Rather, they are decided on by the sovereign (e.g., Hitler
in the case of Nazi Germany), and the camp, then, is a place where “sovereignty exists but the law does not”
(DeCaroli, 2007:53). No act committed by the sovereign, or those who act on the sovereign‚s behalf, could be
considered a crime. As Adolph Eichmann said, “The words of the Führer have the force of law” (cited in
Agamben, [2002] 2005:38).

Biopolitics and the Influence of the Work of Michel Foucault

Agamben ([1995] 1998:122) is interested in the biopolitics (which he defines in his own terms [Foucault had
no sense of “bare life”] as the “care, control, and use of bare life”) of the Nazi concentration camp, the camp
more generally, as well as the larger society that has become a camp. It is in his thinking on biopolitics that
Agamben was most influenced by Michel Foucault and his seminal work on that topic. As Agamben saw it
([1995] 1998:3), biopolitics as the concept developed by Foucault involved “the species and the individual as a
simple living body becom[ing] what is at stake in a society‚s political strategies.” However, while, to Foucault,
this development was relatively recent, to Agamben, it is an ancient phenomenon (DeCaroli, 2007:53; for
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other differences10 between the two thinkers, see C. Mills, 2007). To Agamben ([1995] 1998):

The decisive fact is that, together with the process by which the exception everywhere becomes the
rule, the realm of bare life—which is originally situated at the margins of the political order—
gradually begins to coincide with the political realm, and exclusion and inclusion, outside and inside,
bios and zoe, right and fact, enter into a zone of irreducible indistinction. At once excluding bare life
from and capturing it within the political order, the state of exception actually constituted, in its
very separateness, the hidden foundations on which the entire political system rested.… [T]he bare
life … becomes … the one place for the organization of State power and emancipation from it.

(Agamben, [1995] 1998:9)

In the above, bare life becomes the objective of biopolitics and the linkage between the work of Foucault and
Agamben.

Foucault focused on the prison as the key site for the practice of biopolitics, but Agamben ([1995] 1998:20)
argued that that site was the camp, “not the prison.” Thus, Agamben ([1995] 1998:119) critiques Foucault
because he “never brought his insights to bear on what could well have appeared to be the exemplary place of
modern biopolitics: the politics of the great totalitarian states of the 20th century.” Foucault should have seen,
for example, that Nazism and the concentration camps were the “point at which the integration of medicine
and politics, which is one of the essential characteristics of modern biopolitics, began to assume its final form.
… [T]he physician and the sovereign seem to exchange roles” (Agamben, [1995] 1998:143).

Agamben also differs from Foucault in terms of their outlook for the future. Foucault has a reasonably
optimistic outlook involving the future emergence of a “different economy of bodies and liberation”
(Agamben, [1995] 1998:187). Agamben is more cautious, even pessimistic, but he does have a vision of a
possible future in which the distinction between bios and zoe can be undone. For this, however, Agamben
proposes a radical break with the history of Western civilization and the emergence of a “happy life … in
which it is no longer possible to isolate bare life as a political project” (C. Mills, 2011:474). Though, as Mills
points out, it is unclear what exactly Agamben means by the happy life, the idea is informed by the work of
Walter Benjamin and Judeo-Christian conceptions of messianic time. Mills adds that any use of Agamben‚s
theory must come to terms with the messianic politics that accompany his theory about homo sacer and the
state of exception. To date, social theorists have kept the two aspects of Agamben‚s theory separate.

Foucault, of course, was a poststructuralist, and even beyond the impact of Foucault‚s thinking, there is
abundant evidence of the influence of poststructuralism (and structuralism) on his thinking.11 This is clearest
in his concept of “force-of-law,” with the word law “under erasure” or crossed out. This procedure is traceable
to, and is common in, the work of one of the leading poststructuralists, Jacques Derrida. The idea here is that
“law” was connected to law at one time, and that connection may still be faintly visible, but the law has been
eliminated (“erased”), leaving only force, or the force of law without the law.
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Building, at least implicitly, on another key idea in structuralism and poststructuralism—the floating signifier
—Agamben ([2002] 2005:39) argues that “in extreme situations ‘force of law‚ floats as an indeterminate
element that can be claimed both by state authorities … and by a revolutionary organization. The state of
exception is an anomic space in which what is at stake is a force of law without law (which should therefore be
written as force-of-law); … law seeks to annex anomie itself.” Because the force of law floats free, there is no
internal connection between the law (and norms) and its application. It can be applied freely and differentially
by not only various agents of the law (who, like the Nazis, may well have nefarious goals in doing so) but also
by revolutionary agents.

Agamben‚s Grand Narrative and Ultimate Goals

Although Agamben‚s work shows the influence of poststructuralism, there is no sense that he has been
similarly influenced by postmodernism. The result is that he has no compunctions about offering “grand
narratives,” which may take various forms.

First, he sees the progressive expansion of the state of exception over time: “[I]n our age, the state of exception
comes more and more to the foreground as the fundamental political structure and ultimately begins to
become the rule” ([1995] 1998:20; see also Agamben, [2002] 2005:2; this view is associated with Benjamin,
1942). Similarly, but in greater detail, he argues: “When life and politics—originally divided, and linked
together by means of the no-man‚s-land of the state of exception that is inhabited by bare life—begin to
become one, all life becomes sacred and all politics becomes the exception” (Agamben, [1995] 1998:148).
Most extremely, Agamben ([2002] 2005:87) argues that the “state of exception has today reached its
maximum worldwide deployment.”

Second, he sees the progressive expansion of control over biology by politics; the expansion of biopolitics.
Over time, for example, the “state decides to assume directly the care of the nation‚s biological life as one of its
proper tasks” (Agamben, [1995] 1998:175). Furthermore, this opens the doors for others to control biological
life. In modernity, “the physician and the scientist move in the no-man‚s-land into which at one point the
sovereign alone could penetrate” (Agamben, [1995] 1998:159).

Third, the camp has expanded and become more central. “The camp, which is now securely lodged within the
city‚s interior, is the new biopolitical nomos of the planet” (Agamben, [1995] 1998:176). The camp, linked as
it is to the Nazi concentration camp, is also tied to the “system‚s inability to function without being
transformed into a lethal machine” (Agamben, [1995] 1998:175). This is related to the “unstoppable
progression” of global civil war (Agamben, [2002] 2005:2). Even democratic states are involved in this civil
war, with the result that there is increasingly little difference between democratic and totalitarian states.

Given these trends, what would Agamben like to see instead? He rejects looking backward to some lost
original state or looking forward within “the modern political project, with its patriotic narratives and
exhausted antagonisms” (DeCaroli, 2007:44). Rather, he articulates only very abstract or general ideas about
the future. For example, he favors “a politics in which bare life is no longer separated and excerpted, either in
the state order or in the figure of human rights” (Agamben, [1995] 1998:134). Or he seeks to open a space for
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human action (action that is pure means without ends) and that would allow it to once again claim for itself
the name of politics. In other words, he wants to see a reintegration of human action and politics. DeCaroli
(2007:45) puts this slightly differently, contending that Agamben‚s goal is the creation of the “coming
community” involving “the inseparability of politics and subjectivity.”

Critiques

The most important critiques of Agamben‚s work relate to his grand narratives, especially some of his
outrageous views, his “wild statements” (Laclau, 2007:21) and “rhetoric of histrionic hyperbole” (LaCapra,
2007:136), about the contemporary world. As LaCapra (2007:133) puts it, “He seems constrained to raise the
stakes or ‘up the ante‚ (which is clearly astronomically high) in theoretically daring, jarringly disconcerting
claims if he is to make a significant mark as a major theorist.” Among the claims that fall into this category are
that the modern world is worse than the world created by the Nazis, there is little or nothing to choose today
between totalitarian and democratic regimes, the camp is the political space, or the nomos, of modernity itself,
and “the extreme and absurd paradigm of the concentration camp” (Laclau, 2007:22). Such views are major
distortions, if not absurdities, that block “any possible exploration of the emancipatory possibilities opened by
our modern heritage” (Laclau, 2007:22).

It certainly does seem as if Agamben is overreaching, especially when he suggests a grand narrative or engages
in a critique of the contemporary world. It is hard to accept the idea that the current world, whatever its
degree of problems (and there are many), is worse than the world of the Nazis and their concentration camps.
The American prison at Guantanamo Bay in Cuba is an abomination, and well reflects ideas such as the state
of exception and the camp, but it does not come anywhere close to being the human calamity that was
Auschwitz, to say nothing of the many other concentration camps as well as myriad other offenses committed
by the Nazis.
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Postmodern Social Theory

When postmodern theory emerged in the 1980s, it was considered “the hottest game in town” (Kellner,
1989a). It challenged conventional sociological thought and offered the possibility for previously unheard-of
(or at least underappreciated) forms of theory and writing. At the time, many considered postmodernism a
fad, and while few now call themselves postmodernists, its impact on social theory is unmistakable. For
example, a number of the theories that we discuss in Chapter 18 (queer theory, actor-network theory, affect
theory) can be seen as extensions of both poststructuralist and postmodern theory. In short, while many have
backed down from some of the stronger claims made by postmodernists, they have also incorporated its key
insights.

Given the importance of postmodern social theory and the heat it has generated, the objective here is to offer
at least a brief introduction to postmodern thinking (Antonio, 1998; Ritzer, 1997; Ritzer and Goodman,
2001). However, this is no easy matter. For one thing, there is great diversity among the generally highly
idiosyncratic postmodern thinkers, and so it is difficult to offer generalizations on which the majority would
agree. Smart (1993), for example, has differentiated between three postmodernist positions.12 The first, or
extreme, postmodernist position is that there has been a radical rupture and modern society has been replaced
by a postmodern society. Exponents of this point of view include Jean Baudrillard (Armitage, 2005), Gilles
Deleuze, and Felix Guattari (Deleuze and Guattari, [1972] 1983, [1980] 1987; Binkley, 2007; Bogard, 1998;
Genosko, 2007; Theory, Culture and Society, 1997). The second position is that although a change has taken
place, postmodernism grows out of, and is continuous with, modernism. This orientation is adhered to by
Marxian thinkers such as Fredric Jameson, Ernesto Laclau, and Chantal Mouffe and by postmodern feminists
such as Nancy Fraser and Linda Nicholson. Finally, there is the position, adopted by Smart himself, that
rather than viewing modernism and postmodernism as epochs, we can see them as engaged in a long-running
and ongoing set of relationships, with postmodernism continually pointing out the limitations of modernism.

Despite the fact that the term postmodern is widely used in social theory, there is enormous ambiguity and
controversy over exactly what it means. For clarity it is useful to distinguish between the terms postmodernity,
postmodernism, and postmodern social theory.13 Postmodernity refers to a historical epoch that generally is seen as
following the modern era, postmodernism to cultural products (in art, movies, architecture, and so on) that
differ from modern cultural products (V. Taylor, 2007), and postmodern social theory to a way of thinking that
is distinct from modern social theory. Thus, the postmodern encompasses a new historical epoch, new cultural
products, and a new type of theorizing about the social world. All these, of course, share the perspective that
something new and different has happened in recent years that no longer can be described by the term modern,
and that those new developments are replacing modern realities.

To address the first of these concepts, there is a widespread belief that the modern era is ending, or has ended,
and we have entered a new historical epoch of postmodernity. Lemert argues that the birth of postmodernism
can be traced, at least symbolically, to
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the death of modernist architecture at 3:32 p.m., July 15, 1972—the moment at which the Pruitt-
Igoe housing project in St. Louis was destroyed.… This massive housing project in St. Louis
represented modernist architecture‚s arrogant belief that by building the biggest and best public
housing planners and architects could eradicate poverty and human misery. To have recognized, and
destroyed the symbol of that idea was to admit the failure of modernist architecture, and by
implication modernity itself.

(Lemert, 1990:233; following Jencks, 1977)

The destruction of Pruitt-Igoe is a reflection of differences between modernists and postmodernists over
whether it is possible to find rational solutions to society‚s problems. For modernists, it is possible to find
rational solutions. For postmodernists, it is not. To take another example, Lyndon Johnson‚s war on poverty
in the 1960s was typical of the way modern society believed it could discover and implement rational solutions
to its problems. It could be argued that in the 1980s the Reagan administration with its general unwillingness
to develop massive programs to deal with such problems was representative of a postmodern society and the
belief that there is no single rational answer to various problems. Thus, we might conclude that somewhere
between the presidential administrations of Kennedy and Johnson and that of Reagan, the United States
moved from being a modern to being a postmodern society. In fact, the destruction of Pruitt-Igoe occurred
within that time frame.

The second concept, postmodernism, relates to the cultural realm in which it is argued that postmodern
products have tended to supplant modern products. In art, as we will see shortly, Jameson (1984) contrasts
Andy Warhol‚s postmodern, almost photographic and unemotional painting of Marilyn Monroe to Edvard
Munch‚s modern and highly painful The Scream. In the realm of television, the show Twin Peaks generally is
taken to be a good example of postmodernism and Father Knows Best is a good example of a modern television
program. In the movies, Blade Runner may be seen as a postmodern work, whereas The Ten Commandments
would certainly qualify as a modern movie.

Third, and of much more direct relevance to us here, is the emergence of postmodern social theory and its
differences from modern theory. Modern social theory sought a universal, ahistorical, rational foundation for
its analysis and critique of society. For Marx, that foundation was species-being, while, for Habermas, it was
communicative reason. Postmodern thinking rejects this “foundationalism” and tends to be relativistic,
irrational, and nihilistic. Following Nietzsche and Foucault, among others, postmodernists have come to
question such foundations, believing that they tend to privilege some groups and downgrade the significance
of others, give some groups power and render other groups powerless.

Similarly, postmodernists reject the ideas of a grand narrative or a metanarrative. It is in the rejection of these
ideas that we encounter one of the most important postmodernists, Jean-François Lyotard. Lyotard
(1984:xxiii) begins by identifying modern (scientific) knowledge with the kind of single grand synthesis (or
“metadiscourse”) we have associated with the work of theorists such as Marx and Parsons. The kinds of grand
narratives he associates with modern science include “the dialectics of Spirit, the hermeneutics of meaning, the
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emancipation of the rational or working subject, or the creation of wealth” (Lyotard, 1984:xxiii).

If modern knowledge is identified in Lyotard‚s view with metanarratives, then postmodern knowledge
involves a rejection of such grand narratives. As Lyotard puts it: “Simplifying to the extreme, I define
postmodern as incredulity to metanarratives” (1984:xxiv). More strongly, he argues: “Let us wage war on
totality, … let us activate the differences” (Lyotard, 1984:82). In fact, postmodern social theory becomes a
celebration of a range of different theoretical perspectives: “Postmodern knowledge is not simply a tool of
authorities; it refines our sensitivity to differences and reinforces our ability to tolerate the incommensurable”
(Lyotard, 1984:xxv). In these terms, sociology has moved beyond the modern period, into the postmodern
period, in its search for a range of more specific syntheses. In the view of Fraser and Nicholson, Lyotard
prefers “smallish, localized narrative[s]” to the metanarratives, or grand narratives, of modernity (Fraser and
Nicholson, 1988:89).

While Lyotard rejects the grand narrative in general, Baudrillard rejects the idea of a grand narrative in
sociology. For one thing, Baudrillard rejects the whole idea of the social. For another, rejecting the social leads
to a rejection of the metanarrative of sociology that is associated with modernity:

The great organizing principle, the grand narrative of the Social which found its support and
justification in ideas on the rational contract, civil society, progress, power, production—that all this
may have pointed to something that once existed, but exists no longer. The age of the perspective of
the social (coinciding rightly with that ill-defined period known as modernity) … is over.

(Bogard, 1990:10)

Thus, postmodern social theory stands for the rejection of metanarratives in general and of grand narratives
within sociology in particular.

Postmodern social theory has, to a large degree, been the product of nonsociologists (Lyotard, Derrida,
Jameson, and others). In recent years, a number of sociologists have begun to operate within a postmodern
perspective, and postmodern social theory can be seen, at least to some degree, as part of the classical
sociological tradition. Take, for example, the reinterpretation of the work of Georg Simmel entitled
Postmodern(ized) Simmel (Weinstein and Weinstein, 1993, 1998). Weinstein and Weinstein recognize that
there is a strong case to be made for Simmel as a liberal modernist who offers a grand narrative of the
historical trend toward the dominance of objective culture—the “tragedy of culture.” However, they also argue
that an equally strong case can be made for Simmel as a postmodern theorist. Thus, they acknowledge that
both alternatives have validity and, in fact, that one is no more true than the other. Weinstein and Weinstein
argue: “To our minds ‘modernism‚ and ‘postmodernism‚ are not exclusive alternatives but discursive domains
bordering each other” (1993:21). They note that they could be doing a modernist interpretation of Simmel
but feel that a postmodernist explication is more useful. Thus, they express a very postmodern view: “There is
no essential Simmel, only different Simmels read through the various positions in contemporary discourse
formations” (Weinstein and Weinstein, 1993:55).
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What sorts of arguments do Weinstein and Weinstein make in defense of a postmodernized Simmel? For one
thing, Simmel is seen as being generally opposed to totalizations; indeed, he is inclined to detotalize
modernity. In spite of, and aside from, the theory of the “tragedy of culture,” Simmel was primarily an essayist
and a storyteller, and he dealt mainly with a range of specific issues rather than with the totality of the social
world.

Simmel also is described by Weinstein and Weinstein, as he is by others, as a flaneur, or someone who is
something of an idler. More specifically, Simmel is described as a sociologist who idled away his time
analyzing a wide range of social phenomena. He was interested in all of them for their aesthetic qualities; they
all existed “to titillate, astonish, please or delight him” (Weinstein and Weinstein, 1993:60). Simmel is
described as spending his intellectual life wandering through a wide range of social phenomena, describing
one or another as the mood moved him. This approach led Simmel away from a totalized view of the world
and toward a concern for a number of discrete, but important, elements of that world.

Bricoleur is another term used to describe Simmel. A bricoleur is a kind of intellectual handyman who makes
do with whatever happens to be available to him or her. Available to Simmel are a wide range of fragments of
the social world, or “shards of objective culture,” as Weinstein and Weinstein (1993:70) describe them in
Simmelian terms. As a bricoleur, Simmel cobbles together whatever ideas he can find in order to shed light on
the social world.

There is no need to go too deeply into the details of Weinstein and Weinstein‚s interpretation of a
postmodernized Simmel. The illustrative points already discussed make it clear that such an interpretation is
as reasonable as the modernized vision is. It would be far harder to come up with similar postmodern views of
the other major classical theorists, although one certainly could find aspects of their work that are consistent
with postmodern social theory. Thus, as Seidman (1991) makes clear, most of sociological theory is
modernist, but as the case of Simmel illustrates, there are postmodern intimations in even that most
modernist of traditions (see also the discussion of Weber and postmodernism in N. Gane, 2002).

Another place to look for intimations of postmodern social theory is among the critics of modern theory
within sociological theory. As several observers (Antonio, 1991; Best and Kellner, 1991; Smart, 1993) have
pointed out, a key position is occupied by C. Wright Mills (1959). First, Mills actually used the term
postmodern to describe the post-Enlightenment era that we were entering: “We are at the ending of what is
called The Modern Age.… The Modern Age is being succeeded by a post-modern period” (C. W. Mills,
1959:165–166). Second, he was a severe critic of modern grand theory in sociology, especially as it was
practiced by Talcott Parsons. Third, Mills favored a socially and morally engaged sociology. In his terms, he
wanted a sociology that linked broad public issues to specific private troubles.

While there are intimations of postmodern social theory in the work of Simmel and Mills (and many others),
it is not there that we find postmodern theory itself. For example, Best and Kellner contend that Mills “is very
much a modernist, given to sweeping sociological generalization, totalizing surveys of sociology and history,
and a belief in the power of the sociological imagination to illuminate social reality and to change society”
(1991:8).
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Given this general background, let us turn to a more concrete discussion of postmodern social theory. We will
focus on a few of the ideas associated with two of the most important postmodern social theorists: Fredric
Jameson and Jean Baudrillard.

Moderate Postmodern Social Theory: Fredric Jameson

The dominant position on the issue of postmodernity is clearly that there is a radical disjuncture between
modernity and postmodernity. However, there are some postmodern theorists who argue that while
postmodernity has important differences from modernity, there are also continuities between them. The best
known of these arguments is made by Fredric Jameson (1984; Kellner, 2005a) in an essay entitled
“Postmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism,” as well as later in a book of essays with the same
title (Jameson, 1991). That title is clearly indicative of Jameson‚s Marxian position that capitalism, now in its
“late” phase, continues to be the dominant feature in today‚s world but has spawned a new cultural logic—
postmodernism. In other words, although the cultural logic may have changed, the underlying economic
structure is continuous with earlier forms of capitalism. Furthermore, capitalism continues to be up to its same
old tricks of spawning a cultural logic to help it maintain itself.

In writing in this vein, Jameson is clearly rejecting the claim made by many postmodernists (for example,
Lyotard, Baudrillard) that Marxian theory is perhaps the grand narrative par excellence and, therefore, has no
place in, or relevance to, postmodernity. Jameson is not only rescuing Marxian theory, but endeavoring to
show that it offers the best theoretical explanation of postmodernity. Interestingly, although Jameson
generally is praised for his insights into the culture of postmodernism, he often is criticized, especially by
Marxists, for offering an inadequate analysis of the economic base of this new cultural world.

Also consistent with the work of Marx, and unlike most theorists of postmodernism, Jameson (1984:86) sees
both positive and negative characteristics, “catastrophe and progress all together,” associated with postmodern
society. Marx, of course, saw capitalism in this way: productive of liberation and very valuable advancements
and at the same time the height of exploitation and alienation.

Jameson begins by recognizing that postmodernism usually is associated with a radical break, but then, after
discussing a number of things usually associated with postmodernism, he asks, “Does it imply any more
fundamental change or break than the periodic style—and fashion—changes determined by an older high
modernist imperative of stylistic innovation?” (1984:54). He responds that there certainly have been aesthetic
changes, but those changes continue to be a function of underlying economic dynamics:

What has happened is that aesthetic production today has become integrated into commodity
production generally: the frantic economic urgency of producing fresh waves of ever more novel-
seeming goods (from clothing to airplanes), at ever greater rates of turnover, now assigns an
increasingly essential structural function and position to aesthetic innovation and experimentation.
Such economic necessities then find recognition in the institutional support of all kinds available for
the newer art, from foundations and grants to museums and other forms of patronage.
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(Jameson, 1984:56)

The continuity with the past is even clearer and more dramatic in the following:

This whole global, yet American, postmodern culture is the internal and superstructural expression
of a whole new wave of American military and economic domination throughout the world: in this
sense, as throughout class history, the underside of culture is blood, torture, death and horror.

(Jameson, 1984:57)

Jameson (following Ernest Mandel) sees three stages in the history of capitalism. The first stage, analyzed by
Marx, is market capitalism, or the emergence of unified national markets. The second stage, analyzed by
Lenin, is the imperialist stage with the emergence of a global capitalist network. The third stage, labeled by
Mandel (1975) and Jameson as “late capitalism,” involves “a prodigious expansion of capital into hitherto
uncommodified areas” (Jameson, 1984:78). This expansion, “far from being inconsistent with Marx‚s great
19th-century analysis, constitutes on the contrary the purest form of capital yet to have emerged” (Jameson,
1984:78). Said Jameson, “The Marxist framework is still indispensable for understanding the new historical
content, which demands not modification of the Marxist framework, but an expansion of it” (cited in
Stephanson, 1989:54). For Jameson, the key to modern capitalism is its multinational character and the fact
that it has greatly increased the range of commodification.

These changes in the economic structure have been reflected in cultural changes. Thus, Jameson associates
realist culture with market capitalism, modernist culture with monopoly capitalism, and postmodern culture
with multinational capitalism. This view seems to be an updated version of Marx‚s base-superstructure
argument, and many have criticized Jameson for adopting such a simplistic perspective. However, Jameson has
tried hard to avoid such a “vulgar” position and has described a more complex relationship between the
economy and culture. Nonetheless, even a sympathetic critic such as Featherstone concludes, “It is clear that
his view of culture largely works within the confines of a base-superstructure model” (1989:119).

Capitalism has gone from a stage in monopoly capitalism in which culture was at least to some degree
autonomous to an explosion of culture in multinational capitalism:

A prodigious expansion of culture throughout the social realm, to the point at which everything in
our social life—from economic value and state power to practices and to the very structure of the
psyche itself—can be said to have become “cultural” in some original and as yet untheorized sense.
This perhaps startling proposition is, however, substantively quite consistent with the previous
diagnosis of a society of the image or the simulacrum [this term will be defined shortly], and a
transformation of the “real” into so many pseudo-events.

(Jameson, 1984:87)

Jameson describes this new form as a “cultural dominant.” As a cultural dominant, postmodernism is
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described as a “force field in which very different kinds of cultural impulses … must make their way”
(Jameson, 1984:57). Thus, while postmodernism is “a new systematic cultural norm,” it is made up of a range
of quite heterogeneous elements (Jameson, 1984:57). By using the term cultural dominant, Jameson also clearly
means that while postmodern culture is controlling, there are various other forces that exist within today‚s
culture.

Fredric Jameson offers a comparatively clear image of a postmodern society composed of four basic elements
(a fifth, its late capitalistic character, has already been discussed). First, postmodern society is characterized by
superficiality and lack of depth. Its cultural products are satisfied with surface images and do not delve deeply
into the underlying meanings. A good example is Andy Warhol‚s famous painting of Campbell soup cans that
appear to be nothing more than perfect representations of those cans. To use a key term associated with
postmodern theory, a picture is a simulacrum in which one cannot distinguish between the original and the
copy. A simulacrum is also a copy of a copy; Warhol was reputed to have painted his soup cans not from the
cans themselves but from a photograph of the cans. Jameson describes a simulacrum as “the identical copy for
which no original ever existed” (1984:66). A simulacrum is, by definition, superficial, lacking in depth.

Second, postmodernism is characterized by a waning of emotion or affect. As his example, Jameson contrasts
another of Warhol‚s paintings—another near-photographic representation, this time of Marilyn Monroe—to
a classic modernist piece of art—Edvard Munch‚s The Scream. The Scream is a surreal painting of a person
expressing the depth of despair, or in sociological terms, anomie or alienation. Warhol‚s painting of Marilyn
Monroe is superficial and expresses no genuine emotion. This reflects the fact that to the postmodernists, the
alienation and anomie that caused the kind of reaction depicted by Munch is part of the now-past modern
world. In the postmodern world alienation has been replaced by fragmentation. Since the world and the
people in it have become fragmented, the affect that remains is “free-floating and impersonal” (Jameson,
1984:64). There is a peculiar kind of euphoria associated with these postmodern feelings, or what Jameson
prefers to call “intensities.” He gives as an example a photorealist cityscape “where even automobile wrecks
gleam with some new hallucinatory splendour” (Jameson, 1984:76). Euphoria based on automobile disasters
in the midst of urban squalor is, indeed, a peculiar kind of emotion. Postmodern intensity also occurs when
“the body is plugged into the new electronic media” (Donougho, 1989:85).

Third, there is a loss of historicity. We cannot know the past. All we have access to are texts about the past,
and all we can do is produce yet other texts about that topic. This loss of historicity has led to the “random
cannibalization of all styles of the past” (Jameson, 1984:65–66). The result leads us to another key term in
postmodern thinking—pastiche. Because it is impossible for historians to find the truth about the past, or even
to put together a coherent story about it, they are satisfied with creating pastiches, or hodgepodges of ideas,
sometimes contradictory and confused, about the past. Furthermore, there is no clear sense of historical
development, of time passing. Past and present are inextricably intertwined. For example, in historical novels
such as E. L. Doctorow‚s Ragtime, we see the “disappearance of the historical referent. This historical novel
can no longer set out to represent historical past; it can only ‘represent‚ our ideas and stereotypes about that
past” (Jameson, 1984:71). Another example is the movie Body Heat, which, while clearly about the present,
creates an atmosphere reminiscent of the 1930s. In order to do this,
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the object world of the present-day—artifacts and appliances, even automobiles, whose styling
would serve to date the image—is elaborately edited out. Everything in the film, therefore, conspires
to blur its official contemporaneity and to make it possible for you to receive the narrative as though
it were set in some eternal Thirties, beyond historical time.

(Jameson, 1984:68)

A movie like Body Heat or a novel like Ragtime is “an elaborated symptom of the waning of our historicity”
(Jameson, 1984:68). This loss of temporality, this inability to distinguish between past, present, and future, is
manifested at the individual level in a kind of schizophrenia. For the postmodern individual, events are
fragmented and discontinuous.

Fourth, there is a new technology associated with postmodern society. Instead of productive technologies such
as the automobile assembly line, we have the dominance of reproductive technologies, especially electronic
media such as the television set and the computer. Rather than the “exciting” technology of the Industrial
Revolution, we have technologies such as television, “which articulates nothing but rather implodes, carrying
its flattened image surface within itself” (Jameson, 1984:79). The implosive, flattening technologies of the
postmodern era give birth to very different cultural products than did the explosive, expanding technologies of
the modern era.

In sum, Jameson presents us with an image of postmodernity in which people are adrift and unable to
comprehend the multinational capitalist system or the explosively growing culture in which they live. As a
paradigm of this world, and of one‚s place in it, Jameson offers the example of Los Angeles‚s Hotel
Bonaventure, designed by a famous postmodern architect, John Portman. One of the points Jameson makes
about the hotel is that one is unable to get one‚s bearings in the lobby. The lobby is an example of what
Jameson means by hyperspace, an area where modern conceptions of space are useless in helping us orient
ourselves. In this case, the lobby is surrounded by four absolutely symmetrical towers that contain the rooms.
In fact, the hotel had to add color coding and directional signals to help people find their way. But the key
point is that, as it was designed, people had great difficulty getting their bearings in the hotel lobby.

This situation in the lobby of the Hotel Bonaventure is a metaphor for our inability to get our bearings in the
multinational economy and cultural explosion of late capitalism. Unlike many postmodernists, Jameson as a
Marxist is unwilling to leave it at that and comes up with at least a partial solution to the problem of living in
a postmodern society. What we need, he says, are cognitive maps in order to find our way around (Jagtenberg
and McKie, 1997). Yet these are not, cannot be, the maps of old. Thus, Jameson awaits a

breakthrough to some as yet unimaginable new mode of representing … [late capitalism], in which
we may again begin to grasp our positioning as individual and collective subjects and regain a
capacity to act and struggle which is at present neutralized by our spatial as well as our social
confusion. The political form of postmodernism, if there ever is any, will have as its vocation the
invention and projection of a global cognitive mapping, on a social as well as a spatial scale.
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(Jameson, 1984:92)

These cognitive maps can come from various sources—social theorists (including Jameson himself, who can
be seen as providing such a map in his work), novelists, and people on an everyday basis who can map their
own spaces. Of course, the maps are not ends in themselves to a Marxist like Jameson but are to be used as the
basis for radical political action in postmodern society.

The need for maps is linked to Jameson‚s view that we have moved from a world that is defined temporally to
one that is defined spatially. Indeed, the idea of hyperspace and the example of the lobby of the Hotel
Bonaventure reflect the dominance of space in the postmodern world. Thus, for Jameson, the central problem
today is “the loss of our ability to position ourselves within this space and to cognitively map it” (Jameson, in
Stephanson, 1989:48).

Interestingly, Jameson links the idea of cognitive maps to Marxian theory, specifically the idea of class
consciousness: “‘Cognitive mapping‚ was in reality nothing but a code word for ‘class consciousness‚ … only it
proposed the need for class consciousness of a new and hitherto undreamed of kind, while it also inflected the
account in the direction of that new spatiality implicit in the postmodern” (1989:387).

The great strength of Jameson‚s work is his effort to synthesize Marxian theory and postmodernism. While he
should be praised for this effort, the fact is that his work often displeases both Marxists and postmodernists.
According to Best and Kellner, “His work is an example of the potential hazards of an eclectic,
multiperspectival theory which attempts to incorporate a myriad of positions, some of them in tension or
contradiction with each other, as when he produces the uneasy alliance between classical Marxism and
extreme postmodernism” (1991:192). More specifically, for example, some Marxists object to the degree to
which Jameson has accepted postmodernism as a cultural dominant, and some postmodernists criticize his
acceptance of a totalizing theory of the world.

Extreme Postmodern Social Theory: Jean Baudrillard

If Jameson is among the more moderate postmodern social theorists, Jean Baudrillard is one of the most
radical and outrageous of this genre. Unlike Jameson, Baudrillard was trained as a sociologist (Genosko, 2005;
Wernick, 2000), but his work has long since left the confines of that discipline. Indeed, it cannot be contained
by any discipline, and Baudrillard would, in any case, reject the whole idea of disciplinary boundaries.

Following Kellner (1989c, 2011), we offer a brief overview of the twists and turns in Baudrillard‚s work. His
earliest work, going back to the 1960s, was both modernist (Baudrillard did not use the term postmodernism
until the 1980s) and Marxian in its orientation. His early works involved a Marxian critique of the consumer
society. However, this work was already heavily influenced by linguistics and semiotics, with the result that
Kellner contends that it is best to see this early work as “a semiological supplement to Marx‚s theory of
political economy.” However, it was not long before Baudrillard began to criticize the Marxian approach (as
well as structuralism) and, ultimately, to leave it behind.
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In The Mirror of Production, Baudrillard ([1973] 1975) came to view the Marxian perspective as the mirror
image of conservative political economy. In other words, Marx (and the Marxists) bought into the same
worldview as the conservative supporters of capitalism. In Baudrillard‚s view, Marx was infected by the “virus
of bourgeois thought” ([1973] 1975:39). Specifically, Marx‚s approach was infused with conservative ideas
such as “work” and “value.” What was needed was a new, more radical orientation.

Baudrillard articulated the idea of symbolic exchange as an alternative to—the radical negation of—economic
exchange (D. Cook, 1994). Symbolic exchange involved an uninterrupted cycle of “taking and returning, giving
and receiving,” a “cycle of gifts and countergifts” (Baudrillard, [1973] 1975:83). Here was an idea that did not
fall into the trap that ensnared Marx; symbolic exchange was clearly outside of, and opposed to, the logic of
capitalism. The idea of symbolic exchange implied a political program aimed at creating a society
characterized by such exchange. For example, Baudrillard is critical of the working class and seems more
positive toward the new left or hippies. However, Baudrillard soon gave up on all political objectives.

Instead, Baudrillard turned his attention to the analysis of contemporary society, which, as he sees it, is
dominated no longer by production, but rather by the “media, cybernetic models and steering systems,
computers, information processing, entertainment and knowledge industries, and so forth” (Kellner,
1989c:61). Emanating from these systems is a veritable explosion of signs (D. Harris, 1996). It could be said
that we have moved from a society dominated by the mode of production to one controlled by the code of
production. The objective has shifted from exploitation and profit to domination by the signs and the systems
that produce them. Furthermore, while there was a time when the signs stood for something real, now they
refer to little more than themselves and other signs; signs have become self-referential. We can no longer tell
what is real; the distinction between signs and reality has imploded. More generally, the postmodern world (for
now, Baudrillard is operating squarely within that world) is a world characterized by such implosion as
distinguished from the explosions (of productive systems, of commodities, of technologies, and so on) that
characterized modern society. Thus, just as the modern world underwent a process of differentiation, the
postmodern world can be seen as undergoing de-differentiation.

Another way that Baudrillard, like Jameson, describes the postmodern world is that it is characterized by
simulations; we live in “the age of simulation” (Baudrillard, 1983:4; Der Derian, 1994). The process of
simulation leads to the creation of simulacra, or “reproductions of objects or events” (Kellner, 1989c:78). With
the distinction between signs and reality imploding, it is increasingly difficult to tell the real from those things
that simulate the real. For example, Baudrillard talks of “the dissolution of TV into life, the dissolution of life
into TV” (1983:55). Eventually, it is the representations of the real, the simulations, that come to be
predominant. We are in the thrall of these simulations, which “form a spiralling, circular system with no
beginning or end” (Kellner, 1989c:83).

Baudrillard (1983) describes this world as hyperreality. For example, the media cease to be a mirror of reality
but become that reality, or even more real than that reality. The tabloid news shows that are so popular on TV
these days (for example, Inside Edition) are good examples (another is infomercials and so-called reality TV
programs) because the falsehoods and distortions they peddle to viewers are more than reality—they are
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hyperreality. The result is that what is real comes to be subordinated and ultimately dissolved altogether. It
becomes impossible to distinguish the real from the spectacle. In fact, “real” events increasingly take on the
character of the hyperreal. For example, the trial of former football great O. J. Simpson for the murders of
Nicole Simpson and Ronald Goldman seemed hyperreal and perfect fodder for hyperreal TV shows like Inside
Edition. In the end, there is no more reality, only hyperreality.

In all this, Baudrillard is focusing on culture, which he sees as undergoing a massive and “catastrophic”
revolution. That revolution involves the masses becoming increasingly passive, rather than increasingly
rebellious, as they were to the Marxists. Thus, the mass is seen as a “ ‘black hole‚ [that] absorbs all meaning,
information, communication, messages and so on, thereby rendering them meaningless.… [The] masses go
sullenly on their ways, ignoring attempts to manipulate them” (Kellner, 1989c:85). Indifference, apathy, and
inertia are all good terms to describe the masses saturated with media signs, simulacra, and hyperreality. The
masses are not seen as manipulated by the media, but the media are being forced to supply their escalating
demands for objects and spectacles. In a sense, society itself is imploding into the black hole that is the masses.
Summing up much of this theory, Kellner concludes,

Acceleration of inertia, the implosion of meaning in the media, the implosion of the social in the
mass, the implosion of the mass in a dark hole of nihilism and meaninglessness; such is the
Baudrillardian postmodern vision.

(Kellner, 1989c:118)

As extraordinary as this analysis may seem, Baudrillard was even more bizarre, scandalous, irreverent,
promiscuous, and playful, or as Kellner says, “carnivalesque,” in Symbolic Exchange and Death ([1976] 1993).
Baudrillard sees contemporary society as a death culture, with death being the “paradigm of all social exclusion
and discrimination” (Kellner, 1989c:104). The emphasis on death also reflects the binary opposition of life
and death. In contrast, societies characterized by symbolic exchange end binary oppositions in general and
more specifically the opposition between life and death (and, in the process, the exclusion and discrimination
that accompany a death culture). It is anxiety about death and exclusion that leads people to plunge
themselves even more deeply into the consumer culture.

Holding up symbolic exchange as the preferred alternative to contemporary society began to seem too
primitive to Baudrillard ([1979] 1990), and he came to regard seduction as the preferred alternative, perhaps
because it fit better with his emerging sense of postmodernism. Seduction “involves the charms of pure and
mere games, superficial rituals” (Kellner, 1989c:149). Baudrillard is extolling the power and virtues of
seduction, with its meaninglessness, playfulness, depthlessness, “nonsense,” and irrationality, over a world
characterized by production.

In the end, Baudrillard is offering a fatal theory. Thus, in one of his later works, America, Baudrillard says that
in his visit to that country, he “sought the finished form of the future catastrophe” ([1986] 1989:5). There is
no revolutionary hope as there is in Marx‚s work. Nor is there even the possibility of reforming society as
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Durkheim hoped. Rather, we seem doomed to a life of simulations, hyperreality, and implosion of everything
into an incomprehensible black hole.

Interestingly, as a result of the events of 9/11, Baudrillard seemed to back down from some of his stronger,
more radical, postmodern claims about hyperreality. As part of his description of the hyperreal, Baudrillard
had claimed that the contemporary world is characterized by “weak events” (Kellner, 2011). Weak events are
historical events that don‚t change the basic function of the code and the hyperreal. In this spirit, for example,
Baudrillard claimed that the 1991 “Gulf war never happened” (Baudrillard, 1995). In contrast, the events of
9/11 were a “strong event, … the ultimate event, the mother of all events, the pure event uniting within itself
all the events that have never taken place” (Baudrillard quoted in Kellner, 2011:331). Though Baudrillard
remained controversial until his death in 2007, Kellner suggests that 9/11 reignited his social theory, giving
rise to analyses of difference, conflict, terrorism, and global capitalism. Contrary to his earlier idea that the
code absorbs and assimilates all that is in its path, Baudrillard now argued that global capitalism has lost its
capacity to absorb all conflicts within the system. This opens the world up to massive possibilities for social
change, for good or for bad.
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Criticisms and Post-Postmodern Social Theory

Debates about poststructural and postmodern social theory generated an enormous amount of heat.
Supporters were often gushing in their praise, while detractors frequently were driven into what can only be
described as a blind rage. For example, John O‚Neill (1995) writes of “the insanity of postmodernism” (16); he
describes it as offering “a great black sky of nonsense” (191) and as “an already dead moment of the mind”
(199). Leaving aside the extreme rhetoric, what are some of the major criticisms of postmodern social theory
(bearing in mind that given the diversity of postmodern social theories, general criticisms of those theories are
of questionable validity and utility)?

1. Postmodern theory is criticized for its failure to live up to modern scientific standards, standards that
postmodernists eschew. To the scientifically oriented modernist, it is impossible to know whether the
contentions of postmodernists are true. To put it in more formal terms, almost everything that the
postmodernists have to say is viewed by modernists as not being falsifiable—that is, their ideas cannot
be disproved, especially by empirical research (Frow, 1991; Kumar, 1995). Of course, this criticism
assumes the existence of a scientific model, of reality, and of a search for and existence of truth. All these
assumptions would, naturally, be rejected by postmodernists.

2. Since the knowledge produced by postmodernists cannot be seen as constituting a body of scientific
ideas, it might be better to look at postmodern social theory as ideology (Kumar, 1995). Once we do
that, it is no longer a matter of whether the ideas are true, but simply whether we believe in them.
Those who believe in one set of ideas have no grounds to argue that their ideas are any better or worse
than any other set of ideas.

3. Because they are unconstrained by the norms of science, postmodernists are free to do as they please, to
“play” with a wide range of ideas. Broad generalizations are offered, often without qualification.
Furthermore, in expressing their positions, postmodern social theorists are not restricted to the
dispassionate rhetoric of the modern scientist. The excessive nature of much of postmodern discourse
makes it difficult for most of those outside the perspective to accept its basic tenets.

4. Postmodern ideas are often so vague and abstract that it is difficult, if not impossible, to connect them
to the social world (Calhoun, 1993b). Relatedly, meanings of concepts tend to change over the course of
a postmodernist‚s work, but the reader, unaware of the original meanings, is unclear about any changes.

5. Despite their propensity to criticize the grand narratives of modern theorists, postmodern social
theorists often offer their own varieties of such narratives. For example, Jameson often is accused of
employing Marxian grand narratives and totalizations.

6. In their analyses, postmodern social theorists often offer critiques of modern society, but those critiques
are of questionable validity because they generally lack a normative basis from which to make such
judgments.

7. Given their rejection of an interest in the subject and subjectivity, postmodernists often lack a theory of
agency.

8. Postmodern social theorists are best at critiquing society, but they lack any vision of what society ought
to be.
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9. Postmodern social theory leads to profound pessimism.
10. While postmodern social theorists grapple with what they consider major social issues, they often end

up ignoring what many consider the key problems of our time.
11. Although one can find adherents among them, as we saw in Chapter 12, the feminists have been

particularly strong critics of postmodern social theory. Feminists have tended to be critical of
postmodern social theory‚s rejection of the subject, of its opposition to universal, cross-cultural
categories (such as gender and gender oppression), of its excessive concern with difference, of its
rejection of truth, and of its inability to develop a critical political agenda.

By the beginning of the 21st century, the debates surrounding postmodern social theory had exhausted
themselves and few would identify themselves as postmodernists (though it‚s not clear that many would have
in the first place). This is not to say that postmodernism has not had an impact. Many of the core ideas of
postmodernism have been incorporated into social theory in general and remain important: decentering of the
subject, the role of media and consumer codes in constructing contemporary persons, the importance of
language and semiotic systems for the construction of social reality, and even the persistent questioning of
scientific authority.

In addition, many of the theorists we have discussed here continue to influence the field. Foucault, in
particular, is widely discussed and cited. Baudrillard‚s work, though less influential, continues to inspire
research programs, especially under the aegis of the International Journal of Baudrillard Studies. The work of
Gilles Deleuze is currently quite influential. Foucault identified Deleuze as one of the most important
philosophers of the 20th century (Buchanan, 2011). Recently, his writings have inspired the development of a
new social ontology based around the concepts of assemblage and social complexity (DeLanda, 2006). His
work is also cited by actor-network theorists (see Chapter 18), and his ideas about life energy and affect are
central building blocks for the emerging perspective of affect theory (see Chapter 18).

The influence of postmodern theory is also reflected in the way that theorists have responded to it. Much
poststructural and postmodern theory originated in France and therefore was taken up in France earlier than
in North America. As a result, French social theorists have had a head start in developing “post-postmodern
theories.” Given their rejection of the human subject, the postmodernists are accused of antihumanism (Ferry
and Renaut, [1985] 1990:30). Thus, the post-postmodernists are seeking to rescue humanism (and
subjectivity) from the postmodern critique that presumably left such an idea for dead. For example, Lilla
(1994:20) argues that what is being sought is “a new defense of universal, rational norms in morals and
politics, and especially a defense of human rights.”

Another strand of “post-postmodern social theory” involves an effort to reinstate the importance of liberalism
in the face of the postmodern assault on the liberal grand narrative (Lilla, 1994). The works of the
poststructuralists/postmodernists (e.g., Foucault‚s Discipline and Punish), even when they were couched in
highly abstract theoretical terms, were read by some French scholars as attacks on structures in general,
especially the structure of liberal bourgeois society and its “governmentalities.” Not only did postmodern
theorists question such a society, but this also led to the view that there was no way of escaping the reach of
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that society‚s power structure. Issues thought dead during the heyday of postmodern theory—“human rights,
constitutional government, representation, class, individualism” (Lilla, 1994:16)—have attracted renewed
attention. The nihilism of postmodernism has been replaced by a variety of orientations sympathetic to liberal
society. One could say that this revival of interest in liberalism (as well as humanism) indicates a restoration of
interest in, and sympathy for, modern society.

Other aspects of post-postmodern social theory are made clear in Gilles Lipovetsky‚s ([1987] 1994) The
Empire of Fashion: Dressing Modern Democracy. Lipovetsky takes on, quite explicitly, the poststructuralists and
postmodernists. Here is the way he articulates the position taken by them and to which he is opposed, at least
to some degree:

In our societies, fashion is in the driver‚s seat. In less than half a century, attractiveness and
evanescence have become the organizing principles of modern collective life. We live in societies
where the trivial predominates.… Should we be dismayed by this? Does it announce the slow but
inexorable decline of the West? Must we take it as a sign of the decadence of the democratic ideal?
Nothing is more commonplace or widespread than the tendency to stigmatize—not without cause,
moreover—the consumerist bent of democracies; they are represented as devoid of any great
mobilizing collective projects, lulled into a stupor by the private orgies of consumerism, infantilized
by “instant” culture, by advertising, by politics-as-theater.

(Lipovetsky, [1987] 1994:6)

In contrast, while he recognizes the problems associated with it, Lipovetsky ([1987] 1994:6) argues that
fashion is “the primary agent of the spiraling movement toward individualism and the consolidation of liberal
societies.” Thus, Lipovetsky does not share the gloomy view of the postmodernists; he sees not only the
negative, but also the positive side of fashion and has a generally optimistic view of the future of society.

While Lipovetsky has much that is positive to say about fashion, consumerism, individualism, democracy, and
modern society, he also recognizes the problems associated with each one. He concludes that we live in
“neither the best of worlds nor the worst.… 
Fashion is neither angel nor devil.… Such is the greatness of fashion, which always refers us, as individuals,
back to ourselves; such is the misery of fashion, which renders us increasingly problematic to ourselves and
others” (Lipovetsky, [1987] 1994:240–241). Intellectuals are warned not to dismiss fashion (and the rest) just
because it offends their intellectual sympathies. It is for being dismissive of such important phenomena as
fashion (and liberalism, democracy, and so on) that Lipovetsky attacks the poststructuralists/postmodernists
and others (e.g., critical theorists). In any case, the assault on fashion (and other aspects of modern society)
has led us to lose sight of the fact that “the age of fashion remains the major factor in the process that has
drawn men and women collectively away from obscurantism and fanaticism, has instituted an open public
space and shaped a more lawful, more mature, more skeptical humanity” (Lipovetsky, [1987] 1994:12).

While his paradigm is clothing, Lipovetsky argues that fashion is a form of social change that is a distinctive
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product of the Occident. In contrast to the postmodernists, who were resistant to the idea of origins,
Lipovetsky traces the origins of fashion to the upper classes in the West in the late Middle Ages. Fashion is a
form of change characterized by a brief time span, largely fanciful shifts, and the ability to affect a wide variety
of sectors of the social world. A number of factors came together in the West to give birth to the fashion
form, especially its consecration of both individuality and novelty.

Fashion has been a force in the rise of individuality by allowing people to express themselves and their
individuality in their clothing even while they might also be attending to collective changes in fashion.
Similarly, it has been a factor in greater equality by allowing those lower in the stratification system to at least
dress like those who ranked above them. Fashion also has permitted frivolous self-expression. Most generally,
it is linked to increasing individualism and the democratization of society as a whole.

While all kinds of theories have directly or indirectly opposed themselves to postmodernism in the United
Kingdom and North America, two particular perspectives are worth noting because of the growing attention
they are receiving in contemporary sociology. First, critical realism directly challenges the antifoundationalist
theory of knowledge promoted by postmodern theory. Though the origins of critical realism go back to
philosopher Roy Bhaskar‚s (2008) work in the 1970s, it has recently become quite influential. Critical realism
holds the line between positivist sociology and postmodern, relativist sociology. Where many varieties of
postmodernism argue that reality is a social construction, critical realists contend that the social world is
organized by deep structures. However, unlike most positivist philosophies, it does not treat these deep
structures as entities that determine social life. Rather, because humans have the capacity for thought and
interpretation, the effect of deep structures can be manifold. Clearly there is overlap between critical realism
and numerous other theoretical perspectives. For example, Morgan (2007) notes that it addresses many of the
issues handled by Giddens in his structuration theory. This said, the perspective is one around which a large
number of contemporary theorists are gathering.

Finally, in the United States, Jeffrey Alexander (2003) has developed a perspective that he calls cultural
sociology. Like poststructuralists and postmodernists, Alexander places culture at the center of analysis.
However, in contrast to poststructural and postmodern analysis, Alexander argues that cultural analysis can
generate accurate and more or less true accounts of the world. In particular, it can reveal the ways in which
culture determines action. From his perspective all action “is embedded to some extent in a horizon of affect
and meaning” (2003:12). In developing his form of cultural analysis, Alexander (in an essay written with
Philip Smith, 2001) distinguishes cultural sociology from the more commonplace sociology of culture. Where the
sociology of culture treats culture as a derivative of other, presumably more important, social forces (such as
the economy), cultural sociology treats culture as an entity unto itself.

Here Alexander argues for a strong program in the study of culture. The strong program is comprised of three
elements. First, it insists upon the autonomy of culture, meaning that culture must be treated as a social force
independent of social structure. For example, Alexander is critical of Marxist analyses of culture (see, for
example, the discussion of Jameson earlier in this chapter) that treat culture seriously but nevertheless see it as
connected to political economic structures. More relevant to the focus of this chapter, Alexander criticizes
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poststructuralists like Foucault for not taking culture seriously enough. Foucault placed discourse analysis
front and center. However, by emphasizing the relationship between power and knowledge, he grounded
discourse/culture in material, political economic regimes. For Alexander, culture must be understood as an
entity that can shape action independent of these other forces.

The second element of the strong program is the use of a hermeneutic, or interpretive, technique. Here
Alexander (2003) relies upon Clifford Geertz‚s notion of “thick description,” a method by which one describes
the “webs of meaning” out of which people live (2003:13; see also Alexander, Smith, and Norton, 2011).
However, he wants to go further than Geertz and argues in favor of a structural hermeneutics, which Alexander
describes as “an effort to understand culture not just as a text (a la Geertz) but rather as a text that is
underpinned by signs and symbols that are in patterned relationships to each other” (2003:24). In fact, here
Alexander returns to the insights of structuralism, arguing that it is necessary to study the binary oppositions
that are coded within culture. The classical example is the distinction between sacred and profane that
Durkheim identified as one of the central dichotomies of religious practice.

The third element of Alexander‚s strong program is to show how culture directs action. Here again, we see a
difference between the postmodern analysis of culture and Alexander‚s cultural sociology. For Alexander,
culture causes certain forms of action. The problem for a cultural sociology, then, is to treat culture as a force
unto itself, with its own organizing logic, that has a direct influence on human action. To this end, Alexander
has applied his cultural sociology to phenomena such as civil society, the Watergate scandal, and the
Holocaust, among others. In all of this, like postmodernists, Alexander questions the relevance of traditional
sociological approaches to culture. However, he proposes an alternative, more realist version of cultural
analysis than imagined by the postmodernists.
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Summary

This chapter covers a wide range of important and interrelated developments in the recent history of
sociological theory. The source of many of these developments is the revolution that took place in linguistics
and led to a search for the underlying structures of language. Structuralism, as this revolution came to be
called, affected a number of fields, including anthropology (especially the work of Lévi-Strauss) and Marxian
theory (structural Marxism in particular).

While structuralism continues to affect the thinking of social theorists, it gave birth to a movement known as
poststructuralism. As the name suggests, poststructuralism built on the ideas of structuralism but went well
beyond them to create a distinctive mode of thought. The most important of the poststructuralists is Michel
Foucault. In a series of important books, Foucault created a number of theoretical ideas that are likely to be
influential for many decades to come. Also of importance is the work of Giorgio Agamben, especially his
thinking on bare life, state of exception, and the camp.

Emerging, in part, out of poststructuralism is an enormously influential development known as postmodern
theory. Many fields have been influenced by postmodern thinking—art, architecture, philosophy, and
sociology. There is a wide variety of postmodern social theories, and this chapter examines a moderate version
offered by Fredric Jameson and a radical alternative offered by Jean Baudrillard. At the minimum, postmodern
social theory represents a challenge to sociological theory. At the maximum, it stands as a rejection of much, if
not all, sociological theory. The chapter closes with some of the major criticisms of postmodern social theory,
a discussion of the significance of post-postmodern social theory, and a review of some particularly important
emerging alternatives to postmodern theory.
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Notes

1. Difference, or différence, another key concept to Derrida, involves the idea that to understand something we
must grasp the way it relates to other things (Ramji, 2007).

2. For an interesting use of this idea, see Zuboff (1988), who views the computer as a modern Panopticon that
gives superiors nearly unlimited surveillance over subordinates.

3. He was crucial in his work on sovereignty (see below).

4. Agamben argues that she saw the link between totalitarianism and the camp (see below), but lacked a
biopolitical perspective.

5. Agamben discusses Weber‚s concept of charisma, especially as it is associated with Hitler, although he fails
to see that charisma is not just a characteristic of the leader but is also created by the disciples.

6. For example, Agamben uses Durkheim‚s concept of anomie, but he criticizes the way the concept is used in
Suicide.

7. He was important to Agamben for adding the idea of “pure” or “divine” violence—violence that is unrelated
to, or outside, the law (e.g., revolutionary violence)—to violence that serves to make law or preserve law.
Agamben ([2002] 2005:54) appreciates Benjamin‚s pure violence because it is outside the law and involves
“wholly anomic human action” (note the use of Durkheim‚s concept here).

8. Literally, “the Muslim.” The Muslim is one who submits unconditionally to God; the Musselmann
submitted unconditionally to the concentration camp and its dictates.

9. A form that people take for granted as normal.

10. For example, Foucault did a genealogical analysis, whereas Agamben was more ontological in his approach
(although Agamben [[2002] 2005:50] did do genealogical analyses of his own, but not on the core issue of
biopolitics).

11. Among other things, Agamben refers to language, langue and parole, signification, Derrida, and Lévi-
Strauss.

12. Pauline Rosenau (1992) distinguishes between skeptical and affirmative postmodern thinkers.

13. Here we follow the distinction made by Best and Kellner (1991:5).
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Chapter Outline

Queer Theory
Actor-Network Theory, Posthumanism, and Postsociality
Affect Theory
Prosumption Theory

Our goal in this final chapter is to bring theory as up-to-date as possible by describing a number of theories
that have become important to social theory in the last 20 years. The first of these is called queer theory, which
concerns itself with the study of sexuality, in particular the creation of sexual identifications. Like some of the
feminist theories discussed in Chapter 12, queer theory argues that gender, sex, and sexuality are social
constructions. It draws on postmodern and poststructuralist approaches (Chapter 17) to show that gender,
sex, and sexuality are not set-in-stone identities, but rather fluid and changing performances. Queer theory is
noteworthy, not only for its ideas about gender and sexuality, but also because it offers a distinct theory of
society that rivals many of those presented in this book.

Another major area of inquiry in contemporary theory is the impact of science and technology on
contemporary societies. Where previous social theories treated science as one of many social institutions,
contemporary theories of science and technology treat science as a force central to the constitution of
contemporary societies. As a representative of this area of development, we describe actor-network theory and
related theories of posthumanism and postsociality. As we will see, these theoretical perspectives also address
questions of identity. In the contemporary moment, the construction of identity is shaped by scientific ideas
and practices. This is particularly the case with the next area of theoretical inquiry introduced here: affect
theory. Affect theory is one of the most recent developments in social theory. It draws on many postmodernist
and poststructuralist ideas and is heavily influenced by work in the area of cultural studies. Briefly, affect
theory studies the way in which social orders and identities are produced through affective, or emotive,
processes. Part of the argument made by affect theorists is that we have entered an era in which social life is
primarily governed through affect.

Finally, in the last section of this chapter, we introduce prosumption theory. Prosumption theory grows out of
the theories of consumption developed in the 1980s and 1990s. It proposes to replace terms like production
and consumption, which have dominated sociological thought since its beginnings, with the concept of
prosumption. Prosumption is economic activity in which people produce and consume at the same time.
Prosumption theory proposes that we have now entered the era of prosumer capitalism. Like the other
theories discussed in this section, this theory touches on questions of identity (many people define themselves
through their roles as prosumers). It also shares with these previous approaches an interest in the role that
digital and information technologies play in structuring and organizing contemporary life,
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Queer Theory1

While queer theory has been associated with the study of gay and lesbian identity,2 its approach is much
broader. It aims to describe the construction and performance of sexuality in general. For queer theorists,
identity, especially sexual identity, is not fixed and stable and does not determine who we are. Rather, like
postmodern perspectives (see Chapter 17), queer theory holds that identity is fluid. In particular, sexuality is
not an inborn, or essential, quality of people. Rather, sexuality is a social construction that is potentially always
open to transformation.

The term queer has a number of different meanings. To some people, it is a derogatory term for individuals
with a same-sex desire. To others, queer has become an all-inclusive umbrella term for, among others, gay,
lesbian, bisexual, transgendered, transsexual, curious, intersexed, questioning, and allied identities. To still
others, including many queer theorists, it refers to such a broad multiplicity of identities that it implies a sort
of anti-identity or even a nonidentity. Piontek (2006:2) has suggested using the term queer “to refer not to an
identity but to a questioning stance, a cluster of methodologies that lets us explore the taken for granted and
the familiar from new vantage points.” Queer also can be used as a noun to describe such an identity or a
nonidentity; as an adjective to modify a particular noun such as theory; or as a verb, turning something into
that which is not normal. In the context of queer theory, the word has come to be used in all three ways as
part of a broad intellectual and political project.

It is impossible to develop a comprehensive list of the identifying characteristics of queer theory, but Arlene
Stein and Ken Plummer (1994) have noted four prominent “hallmarks”:

1. “A conceptualization of sexuality which sees sexual power embodied in different levels of social life,
expressed discursively and enforced through boundaries and binary divides” (Stein and Plummer,
1994:181–182). Any understanding of sexuality relies on relations of sexual power that are found in
multiple forms of social life, even those forms not traditionally thought of as immediately sexual, such as
popular culture, politics, education, and economics. This power is maintained by a constant
reenactment, reproduction, and policing of the boundaries between sexual categories.

2. “Problematization of sexual and gender categories, and of identities in general. Identities are always on
uncertain ground, entailing displacement of identification and knowing” (Stein and Plummer,
1994:182). The very boundaries that are used to construct and maintain sexual power as a basis of
conceptualized sexuality are put into question. Sexual categories such as “homosexual” and
“heterosexual” have been shifted from starting points as units of analysis and have become discursively
produced subjects for research. They are viewed as ways of “doing” rather than as ways of “being.”
Behaviors, knowledge, and confessions are all examples of phenomena that are used to challenge
dominant categorizations of sex, gender, and sexuality. Identity is viewed not as a stable, knowable
category but, rather, as one that rests on ever-shifting and unknowable grounds.

3. “Rejection of civil rights strategies in favor of a politics of carnival, transgression, and parody which
leads to deconstruction, decentering, revisionist readings, and an anti-assimilationist politics” (Stein and
Plummer, 1994:182). Political claims based on identity, such as the claims made by the gay and lesbian
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rights movement, are shunned in favor of a more ironic, transgressive, and playful approach. Here queer
theory, quite controversially, challenges the identity politics that drove political activism from the 1960s
through to the 1990s. Identity politics refers to a particular kind of political activism in which
marginalized groups seek recognition for their distinct identities. In their challenge to identity politics,
queer theorists argue that advocating for rights based on a minority identity only legitimates the very
power structure against which one is fighting. To resist is to legitimate the position of one’s oppressor.
The alternative approach, advocated by queer theorists, is to demonstrate the contingency and
constructed nature of identity and thereby open up spaces for new kinds of political formations and
alliances.

4. “A willingness to interrogate areas which normally would not be seen as the terrain of sexuality, and to
conduct queer ‘readings’ of ostensibly heterosexual or nonsexualized texts” (Stein and Plummer,
1994:182). Areas of social life such as the media (Walters, 2001), music festivals (B. Morris, 2003),
popular culture (Sullivan, 2003), education (Kosciw, 2004), American literature (Lindemann, 2000),
social movements (Gamson, 1995), and even archaeology (Dowson, 2002) are all investigated as sites
where sexuality is an active player. No area of social life is seen as immune from the influence of
sexuality, and even the most seemingly innocuous of texts are open to an interpretation through the lens
of sexuality. This speaks to a larger point. Queer theory is not primarily a theory of gay and lesbian
identity or even of sexuality more generally. Like all major social theories, queer theory is a theory of social
life. The main claim of argument of queer theory, then, is that social life is organized around desire (and,
in particular, sexual desire) and that to understand the social world we must understand the processes
that activate and govern desire.

With these general points in mind, we turn to a few of the key theoretical concepts developed by queer
theorists.

The Heterosexual/Homosexual Binary

Queer theory draws heavily on poststructuralist philosophy. Important here is that, according to
poststructuralists, language is a system of power that constructs and orders social reality. In the modern West,
reality has been constructed through linguistic binaries: male versus female, white versus black, inside versus
outside, and, in the case of modern sexuality, heterosexual versus homosexual. These categories define what
people can be and do in a given time and place. Through the technique of deconstruction poststructuralists
show that even though these binaries appear to be natural realities, they are, in fact, linguistic creations.

For example, Michel Foucault, whom we have already discussed at length in Chapter 17, is often viewed as a
major influence on queer theory. In the first volume of his History of Sexuality (1978), Foucault traces the
construction of sexuality, homosexuality, and heterosexuality in the 19th century. Prior to this historical
period, there was no such thing as a sexual identity, at least in the sense understood today. People engaged in
sexual acts such as same-sex sodomy, but it was not believed that these acts expressed something fundamental
about the person who engaged in them. The development of the sciences of sex, such as psychoanalysis and
sexology, alongside transformations in industrial and domestic life, led to the identification of particular sex
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acts with character types. The 20th-century conceptualization of homosexuality emerges, then, when the act
of sodomy is associated with the identity of homosexuality. Furthermore, the identity of homosexuality is
defined in contrast to the identity of heterosexuality, itself a newly invented concept. Following
poststructuralist logic, a central claim of queer theory is that, as binaries, heterosexuality and homosexuality
define each other and, hence, depend for their meaning on each other. This binary has structured modern
forms of sexual desire and social life more generally.

Beyond the idea that identities are constructed through binaries, another central poststructuralist idea is that
one element in the binary structure is always viewed as inferior to the other. For example, as constructed in
patriarchal societies, masculinity is superior to femininity, or as constructed in early-20th-century racialized
America (and even into the present, as was discussed above), white is superior to black. So too, queer theorists
demonstrate that homosexual identity has been constructed as inferior to heterosexuality. In fact, modern
Western social life has been organized around the presumed naturalness and primacy of heterosexuality. In
other words, modern social life is governed by what Judith Butler (1990) calls a heterosexual matrix. The
heterosexual matrix is the cultural framework that makes it appear as if heterosexuality is the natural form of
sexuality. Furthermore, the heterosexual matrix imposes compulsory heterosexuality (Rich, 1980). This refers to
a social system in which the only viable, intelligible, and respectable form of sexuality is heterosexuality
accompanied by the related accoutrements of middle-class suburban life. Any alternative expression of desire
is treated as unnatural and unintelligible. It is frequently disparaged and sometimes met with violence.

Queer theorist Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick (1985, 1990) further describes the logic of contemporary sexual culture
through her concept of the epistemology of the closet. Epistemology is the field of philosophy that studies the
various ways in which humans know and can know the world. The closet refers to the now-popular idea that
an identity can be closeted; that is, kept secret, hidden from view, maintained in a private and safe place.
Sedgwick analyzes the concept of the closet as a means of understanding how the relationship between
heterosexuality and homosexuality has shaped modern ways of knowing and relating to sexuality. It is not only
that homosexuality is treated as inferior to heterosexuality, but that this relationship of dependency is hidden
from view, unspoken, or closeted. This has given rise to central components of identity formation in our
times. For one, in contrast to the open public image of heterosexuality, homosexuality and other queer
sexualities have largely been developed in hidden spaces. This has resulted in feelings of shame being
associated with queer identities. And, as we will see in the section on affect theory, when it goes unspoken and
unaddressed, shame can make people vulnerable to social control (see also Scheff’s work as described in
Chapter 9). 
Furthermore, as a result of its identification with the closet, the act of “coming out” of the closet has, for good
or bad, been a defining feature of queer experience in the last 30 years.

Finally, because homosexuality has been closeted, people who identify themselves as heterosexual are unable to
understand the relationship between their sexuality and queer sexuality. As already described, queer theorists
argue that there is a mutually constitutive relationship between homosexuality and heterosexuality. Moreover,
drawing on psychoanalytic theory, queer theorists argue that sexuality, in general, is never classifiable or set in
stone. Instead, sexual desire is fluid and open to transformation. Desire is locked into strict categories only
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through historical and social processes. Following this, queer theorists make a very subversive point:
Heterosexual persons contain within themselves the potentials of queer sexuality. When social institutions
repress or deny queer sexuality, they do not eliminate it but only hide it from view. This can be dangerous. For
example, Sedgwick (1990) argues that homosexual panic—the fearful and violent reactions that homosexuality
arouses in heterosexual society (often described as homophobia)—is a product of the closeting of queer desire.
Because it has so insistently denied the homosexuality within itself, the heterosexual culture strikes back
against public manifestations of queer sexuality. Making a related point, Judith Butler (1990) argues that
modern Western persons suffer homosexual melancholy. Homosexual melancholy is the persistent sadness that
emerges when heterosexual culture denies its own homosexuality. In both of these examples, even though it is
denied, homosexual desire, the queer side of the modern subject, continues to haunt heterosexuality, and vice
versa. The task of queer theory, then, is to show the ways that queer desire is and always has been a central
component of sociocultural life.

Performing Sex

Judith Butler (1990, 1993, 2004a) is one of the most important queer theorists. Butler is famous for her claim
that gender and sex are created through social performances. In feminist theories, gender refers to the social
roles played by men and women. These roles are generally regarded as social constructions. Sex refers to the
biological makeup of males and females. Butler agrees with other feminists that gender roles are social
constructions, but she takes the argument a step further and says that sex is also a social construction. Even
though Western society believes that there are only two sexes—male and female—Butler insists that our
perception of this difference is a cultural and historical achievement. The distinction overlooks the many
intersex bodies that do not clearly fit into the category of male or female (see also Fausto-Sterling, 2000). It
also overlooks the many identities constituted through the combination and recombination of conventional
sex and gender categories as well as the desires they enact. For example, Judith Halberstam (1998) analyzes
performances of female masculinity, and Riki Ann Wilchins (1997) analyzes the challenge posed by transsexual
people to gender and identity norms.

With these ideas in hand, we can turn to the concept of performance. From Butler’s perspective, sex, gender,
and desire are not automatic possessions of a body, but, rather, they are brought into existence in performance.
The successful achievement of sex identity (to see oneself as a “real man”) and accompanying ideas about sex
attraction depend upon the successful performance of a gender role. This is similar to Goffman’s idea that the
self is not an inborn entity but, rather, an effect of social performances (see Chapter 9). In the same way, then,
that a person builds a self over time in social performances, so, too, sex, gender, and sexual desire are produced
through performance. For example, male heteronormative gender performances link together male bodies
with male gender performances and male expressions of desire for females. These connections between bodies,
desires, and social roles are not automatically given but rather are cultural and personal achievements.

To demonstrate the performed and constructed nature of sexuality and gender, Butler (1990) famously uses
the example of the drag performer. The drag queen is a man who performs as a woman. A successful
performance reveals that gender is a performance and so, too, is the desire generated by the drag performer in
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the audience. Butler also provides an analysis of “butch” identity. In queer culture, the butch is a lesbian who
adopts the posture of masculinity. The Hollywood star James Dean is an iconic figure whom some butch
lesbians try to imitate in their everyday identifications (Halberstam, 1998). Butler says that the butch is not
simply a woman who adopts a male role. Rather, in juxtaposing sex and gender in new ways, the butch
generates new forms of sexuality and desire. These examples don’t make sex and sexual desire any less concrete
or real. Instead, they show that very real feelings and identities originate in sociocultural play.

In connection with this, Butler (1993) also argues that certain culturally sanctioned performances produce
“bodies that matter.” Butler plays on the double meaning of the word matter. On the one hand, “matter”
describes the way that identities become embodied. Distinctions made in language are built into the body
through its performances so that they are felt and lived as real and uncontestable. At the same time, “matter”
describes a political process. Sexuality is constructed and then materialized within social structures that
privilege some forms of sexuality and desire over others. There are bodies that matter and there are bodies that
don’t matter. The bodies that don’t matter are marginalized and submitted to social and political violence.
Indeed, this focus on the construction of bodies that matter has led Butler into more general theoretical
questions about hate speech (1997), interpersonal ethics (2005), war, violence, and mourning (2004b). Here,
echoing themes examined by Giorgio Agamben (see Chapter 17), Butler has consistently been concerned with
the question of the “livable life.” Whose life is deemed worthwhile, whose life is considered expendable, and
what kinds of social worlds do these distinctions allow (Lloyd, 2011)?

The concept of performance, then, is crucial for queer theory. If sex and gender are performed, then the
viability of dominant sexualities depends upon their continued performance. Through the concept of
performance, Butler denaturalizes heterosexuality in a very concrete way. She doesn’t merely reveal it to be a
social construction, but also shows that it is a performance that has to be chosen to be sustained. To be a
woman, you need to walk and talk and act like a woman. This does not automatically happen but must be
practiced. In addition, the concept of performance grounds Butler’s challenge to the heterosexual matrix.
Contrary to gay rights activists, Butler does not call for the creation of a space for gays and lesbians within
heterosexual culture. Nor does she call for the replacement of heterosexual social organization with a
presumably more open and liberating homosexual social organization. Each of those moves would merely
reinstantiate a normative social order and, in particular, reaffirm heterosexuality as the binary opposite of
homosexuality. Queer theory tries to move beyond utopias, essentialisms, and binaries and, instead, sees
sexuality as a constant and ongoing set of activities through which sexuality and desire are created.

Critiques

Queer theory has faced criticism. Many argue that its amorphous politics of inclusion and rejection of single
characteristics of identity such as race, class, or sex undermine the potential for real political action (e.g., T.
Edwards, 1998; Kirsch, 2000). This rejection, in turn, ignores the everyday lived materiality of experience
(Stein and Plummer, 1994) and the role of the social in constructing the sexual (A. Green, 2002). If identity is
not a motivation for action, then how do groups dealing with the manifest means of oppression organize and
fight for justice? There is also an argument that the more queer theory is accepted into academic discourse, the
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further removed it is from its revolutionary potential. Halperin (1995:113) has noted that “the more it verges
on becoming a normative academic discipline, the less queer ‘queer theory’ can plausibly claim to be.” By being
enshrined in academia, it is losing its power to transform; by being normalized, it loses its ability to queer.

In light of these critiques, some have tried to find ways to modify queer theory in such a way as to make it
more socially sensitive to the position and lived experiences of actors and the more politically astute. Max
Kirsch (2000) has offered a potential solution by arguing that we need to differentiate between identifying
with and identifying as, with a preference for the latter, in order to maintain a basis of identification while still
distancing ourselves from the problems of identity. Thus, identity is used as “a mode of affiliation rather than
strictly as a category of personal definition” (Kirsch, 2000:7). This approach is thereby able to maintain the
critical stance of queer theory toward the dangers of essentializing or concretizing identity, while, at the same
time, still allowing for identity by association to remain a powerful tool for collective social action.

Adam Isaiah Green (2002) has identified at least two strains of queer theory. The first, radical
deconstructionism, “superimposes a postmodern self-concept onto the homosexual subject, thereby glossing
over the enduring institutional organization of sexuality” (Green, 2002:523). The second, radical subversion,
“superimposes a politically marginal self-concept onto the homosexual subject, thereby grossly oversimplifying
complex developmental processes attendant to sexual identification” (Green, 2002:523). At base, each strand
is seen as not giving sufficient priority to the materially lived and institutionally dependent situation of actors.
Green (2002:537), therefore, calls for a post queer study of sexuality, one that “brings to bear the categorical
scrutiny of queer theory on concrete, empirical case studies.”

These critiques, however, do not detract from the important impact that queer theory has had on
contemporary social theory. Queer theory illuminates the sphere of sexuality, especially queer sexuality, but it
speaks to social theory more generally. For one, it demonstrates that sexuality and desire are central features of
social life and have been for some time. This means that any serious social theory must incorporate the study
of sex, gender, and sexuality into its analysis. In addition, queer theory provides tools to help understand how
various sexualities have been and continue to be constructed and performed. Finally, queer theory shows that
as a society, we are not locked into preset social and bodily roles. Rather, in the spirit of all social theories that
have sought social change, queer theory argues that by playing with new combinations of bodies and roles, we
can create more equitable and satisfying social relationships and social institutions.
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Actor-Network Theory, Posthumanism, and Postsociality

Actor-network theory (ANT) is an influential perspective that grows out of the more general area of science
and technology studies. The study of science and technology has a long history in sociology and even social
theory. For example, in the 1970s, Robert Merton (see Chapter 7) used his functionalist approach to study
science. He treated science as a middle-range social institution that was governed by norms. Other theorists
have drawn on ethnographic and ethnomethodological techniques (see Chapter 10) to study laboratory
practices. For example, Bruno Latour and Steve Woolgar (1986) developed some of the basic terms of ANT
analysis in their study of a laboratory at the Salk Institute in California. Others have studied science from the
perspectives of cultural studies, feminism, and race theory, among others (see Hess, 1997). In contrast to
Merton, these later positions do not see science as simply one of many independent social institutions
available for sociological analysis. Rather, science is seen as a form of knowledge and practice that,
increasingly, organizes society and constitutes identities. In fact, in grappling with the interrelationship of
science, technology, and society, science and technology scholars have had to develop new theoretical
languages. Society is thus rethought through the lens of science.

ANT is one of the best examples of the way that the social study of science has led to a rethinking of social
theory. While, in this section, we review a number of ANT concepts, the most significant idea is that society
is not made up of human actors alone (Latour [1993] says it never has been). Rather, society is an
accomplishment that draws together both human and nonhuman actors (e.g., animals, electrons, computers,
and so on) into a “collective” (Latour, 2007:14; for more on nonhumans, see Donna Haraway, 1991, 2008).
Latour replaces the term society with the term collective because “society,” at least as it is conventionally
understood, implies the existence of some transcendent entity that directs human action from outside. Here
he is particularly critical of Durkheim’s concept of the social fact upon which, he argues, much contemporary
sociology and social theory is grounded.3 The practice of science and technology, or technoscience, is crucial to
the formation of these networked collectives as it allows practitioners to hook together actors in previously
unconceivable assemblages. For example, using a high-powered microscope, the biologist can “discover” and
thereby “recruit” a new biological agent into the collective. This focus on the networking of human and
nonhuman agents is also reflected in posthumanist and postsocial theories, which we address toward the end
of this section.

“Actor-network theory,” in the words of John Law, “is a ruthless application of semiotics. It tells us that entities
take their form and acquire their attributes as a result of their relations with other entities. In this scheme of
things entities have no inherent qualities” (J. Law, 1999:3). The idea of the relativity of subjects is shared by a
number of theoretical perspectives. What is new here is that material objects as well are seen as being created
and acquiring meaning in a network of relationship to other objects. Thus, “action-network theory may be
understood as a semiotics of materiality. It takes the semiotic insight, that of the relativity of entities, the notion
that they are produced in relations, and applies this ruthlessly to all materials—and not simply those that are
linguistic” (J. Law, 1999:4).

That perspective is drawn more from structuralism, but other basic ANT perspectives are drawn from
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poststructuralism. Implied above is the idea of antiessentialism. That is, entities are lacking in inherent
qualities; what they are is a result of their relationship to other entities. In other words, there is no essence to
any entity or material object, including people. In addition, ANT is opposed to the very modern idea of the
search for origins, either in history or contemporaneously in the idea that human agents are at the root of
everything. Like poststructuralism (and postmodernism), ANT is also antifoundational—that is, it is opposed
to the idea that underlying everything is a basic structure and it is the task of the analyst to uncover that
structure.

However, the poststructural concept that goes to the essence of ANT is decentering. Generally, this means
shifting focus from the center (or essence, or origin, and so on) to the periphery. More specifically, it means,
in ANT, the shift from a focus on the agent taking some action to that which exists, especially networks and
nonhuman objects. The actor becomes part of the network; we can think in terms of the “‘networkization’ of
the ‘actor’” (Gomart and Hennion, 1999:223). Actors are subordinated to networks and, in a way, 
are creatures of networks: “[A]ctors are network effects, they take the attributes of the entities which they
include” (J. Law, 1999:5). The focus shifts from the modern concern with the agent to the network and to
objects, nonmaterial entities. This, as we will see, is one of the most distinctive contributions of ANT: it
“opened the social sciences to nonhumans” (Callon, 1999:182). (By the way, nonhumans and the relationship
of humans to them is a significant aspect of what Knorr-Cetina [2001] calls postsocial relations.) We will have
more to say about this below, but although it is important to focus on the nonhuman, we must remember that
“objects are inferior partners” to the human (Gomart and Hennion, 1999:223).

ANT leads to a rejection of both micro-macro and agency-structure theory (see Chapter 13). 
For one thing, those two continua are seen as examples of the kind of modern dualities that are rejected by
poststructuralists and postmodernists. (According to J. Law [1999:3], “[A]ll of these divides have been
rubbished.”) In addition, the problem with both 
continua is that a shift to one pole of the continuum inevitably leads to dissatisfaction with what is learned
about the other pole. More important, the continua are focusing on the wrong things. The central topic is not
agency/micro or structure/macro but rather social processes as circulating entities. In other words, the real
focus should be on the network, another key topic discussed below. As Latour (1999:22) puts it, ANT is a
theory not of the social but rather “of the space of fluids circulating in a nonmodern situation.”

That observation leads us to a very useful definition of ANT:4

We may conceive of only basic formal units of substance (actants) which enter into relationships
(networks) by way of encounters (trials of force) wherein questions regarding the powers and
identities of these selfsame units come to be temporarily settled by reference to the overall
compound nexus of relationships within which they are now embedded.

(Brown and Capdevila, 1999:34)

The term actant (borrowed from semiotics [Fuller, 2007c]) is worth clarifying. It is meant to imply that it is
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not just humans that act. Nonhuman entities can act—can be actants! As a result, the same explanatory frame
should be used for actants of both types.

As Crawford (2005:2) puts it: “Investigators should never shift registers to examine individuals and
organizations, bugs and collectors, or computers and their programmers.” Furthermore, in discussing the
actant, the focus once again shifts from the actor to the network. As Latour (1999:18) puts it, “Actantability is
not what an actor does … but what provides actants with their actions, with their subjectivity, with their
intentionality, with their morality. When you hook up with this circulating entity, then you are partially
provided with consciousness, subjectivity, actoriality, etc.… To become an actor is … a local achievement.”
Even something as seemingly human and individual as intentionality is defined in network terms as a
“circulating capacity … partially gained or lost by hooking up to certain bodies of practice” (Latour, 1999:23).

Basically, actors (or actants) cannot be understood apart from the networks in which they exist and of which
they are part. In fact, actor and network are “two faces of the same phenomenon” (Latour, 1999:19). Thus,
actor-network theorists seek to bypass the micro-macro and agency-structure dichotomies that have
characterized much of social theory (see Chapter 9).

The idea of networks is hard to get at, but Crawford (2005:1) does a good job of defining them and relating
them to actants: “Networks are processual, built activities, performed by actants out of which they are
composed.” Most generally, it implies a series of transformations and translations. A more specific sense arises
in Latour’s (1999:17) argument that a network is not society or an anonymous field of forces but is “the
summing up of interactions through various kinds of devices, inscriptions, forms and formulae, into a very
local, very practical, very tiny locus.” Thus, a focus on networks leads one closer to, rather than further away
from, the local. This idea is closely linked to the roots of ANT in science studies, especially the detailed and
local study of, for example, the operations of scientific laboratories. However, ANT rejects the micro-macro
distinction. Thus, in discussing the local, or the network, and even the actant, there is a sense that the micro-
macro, as well as the local-general, cannot be distinguished from one another. More specifically, the macro
should be viewed not as “big,” “but [as] connected … local, mediated, related” (Latour, 1999:18).

Related to the idea of network is performativity. This means that entities do not exist in any essentialist sense
but rather are performed in, by, and through relations, or networks (Law, 1999:4). It is easy to think of
human actors as engaging in such performativity, but ANT goes beyond this to see material entities as being
characterized by performativity. If people and objects are performed, then “everything is uncertain and
reversible” (Law, 1999:4). There are times when durability and fixity result, but the focus is on how those
things are performed so that such durability is achieved. In other words, durable networks, to take one
example, are performed, and this means that no matter how seemingly durable they are, they can fall apart.
Just as networks can be performed into durability, they can be performed into disintegration and even
disappearance. However, even ANT theorists recognize some measure of durability, as best exemplified in
Latour’s concept of “immutable mobiles,” which can be defined as “a network of elements that holds its shape
as it moves” through space and time (Law and Hetherington, 2002:395–396). Thus, there is a durable
network here, but it is one that is in constant movement (and there is the ever-present possibility that it can
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fall apart).

What is perhaps most distinctive about ANT is its concern with material entities or artifacts: “Material
artifacts may exercise something which resembles agency. But this proves to be a peculiar form of agency, one
entirely devoid of intentionality” (Brown and Capdevila, 1999:40). This is one of the reasons, as mentioned
above, that material artifacts are “inferior” objects. The key to these artifacts is their lack of meaning; it is this
that gives them a “will to connect” with other elements of a network. It is this very blankness that leads the
network and its elements to seek to connect with the artifact. To put it another way, by inciting connections,
an artifact “drives networks to incorporate and fold around actants” (Brown and Capdevila, 1999:41). Humans
can be seen in much the same way: “[T]hey perform their own functional blankness, … incite and form
relations on the basis of what they do not present, do not say.… [They provoke] the will-to-connect to ever
greater excesses” (Brown and Capdevila, 1999:40).

Relatedly, there is a concern in ANT with “practical materiality” (Dugdale, 1999). Material artifacts play a key
role in constituting networks and subjects. Thus, artifacts are not simply acted upon (e.g., connected with by
the network), they also act. Material artifacts, like human agents, are actants. For example, Law and
Hetherington (2002:394) discuss how things like carpeting and decor are performative: they act; they
“participate in the generation of information, of power relations, of subjectivities and objectivities.” Thus,
nonhumans are active participants in networks, in social relationships. Of course, material artifacts lack what
defines human actors—intentionality! Verran offers a good summary of all of this:

This interpretive frame avoids any separation of the material and the symbolic in proposing worlds
as outcomes of mutually resisting/accommodating participants, where participation goes far beyond
the human to encompass the non-living as active in routine (and novel) actions, which constitute
the world.

(Verran, 1999:143)

The focus on relations, circulations, and networks obviously has a spatial implication, but ANT has a unique
view on spatiality: “[D]ifferent and nonconformable spatialities (e.g., regions and networks) are formed” (Law,
1999:11). Thus, ANT seeks to distance itself from a simple Euclidean view of space. In one of its most
distinctive views on space, ANT makes much of the issue of a “fold” in space formed “like a blunt scissors
edge across paper, such that what were distant points suddenly become neighbors. Things … get crumpled
together” (Brown and Capdevila, 1999:29). Also of interest is the fact that Latour (1999:19) argues that the
“empty spaces ‘in between’ the networks, those terra incognita, are the most exciting aspects of ANT because
they show the extent of our ignorance and the immense reserve that is open to change.”

Given its roots in science studies, ANT is oriented to micro-methods (although the term micro is anathema to
this perspective): “[A]ctor-network studies attempt to become part of the networks of which they speak. To
be able to trace a network means becoming interior to its activities” (Brown and Capdevila, 1999:43). Or as
Latour (1999:20) humbly puts it: “For us, ANT was simply another way of being faithful to the insights of
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ethnomethodology: actors5 know what they do and we have to learn from them not only what they do, but
how and why they do it.… [It is] a very crude method to learn from the actors without imposing on them an a
priori definition of their world-building capacities” (Latour, 1999:19–20). In fact, as is the case with
ethnomethodology, some supporters describe ANT as a method and not a theory (Callon, 1999:194).

In terms of the discussion of modernity in Chapter 14 and the treatment of postmodernity in Chapter 17, it is
interesting to reflect, in closing, on Bruno Latour’s (1993:39) contention that “the modern world never
happened.” This notion is based, in part, on the fact that we continue to have much in common with
premoderns. In addition, it is premised on the idea that it is impossible to identify points of origin or to clearly
identify a point at which one epoch ends and another begins. Because we have never been modern (or
premodern, for that matter), it follows that we cannot now be postmodern. Thus, ANT rejects the entire
distinction between premodernity, modernity, and postmodernity.

Finally, it should be noted that some adherents of ANT are not happy with the directions taken recently by
other thinkers associated with the approach, as well as with efforts (like this one) to clearly define and delimit
it. For example, Law (1999:9) is concerned about naming, simplifying, and losing complexity—”[T]he theory
has been reduced to a few aphorisms that can be quickly passed on.” Even more strongly, the leading figure
associated with ANT says: “There are four things that do not work with actor-network theory: The word
actor, the word network, the word theory and the hyphen. Four nails in the coffin!” (Latour, 1999:15). Key
contributors to ANT are thus intent on maintaining the complexity of a theory that seeks to reflect, at least to
some degree, the complexity of the social (and material) world. ANT has generated a great deal of research
into such diverse issues as pest management (K. Moore, 2008), sleeping persons (Lee, 2008), methadone
maintenance (Valentine, 2007), and tourism (van der Duim and Caalders, 2008).

Related to the development of actor-network theory are the ideas of posthumanism and the postsocial.
Posthumanism is defined “by its opposition to humanism, as well as moving beyond it. It rejects the notion of
the separability of humanity from the non-human world … and the division of knowledge into separate
domains” (Franklin, 2007:3548). Because humanism lies at the base of much of sociology, especially
microsociologies, posthumanism constitutes a profound challenge to the field. However, it can be seen as an
opportunity to extend sociology beyond human actors to a wide range of other phenomena and to encompass
them all within a single framework.

The idea of the postsocial constitutes a parallel challenge to traditional ideas of sociality. Sociality may
continue, but it is declining in importance (social forms are being emptied of social relationships) and taking
on new forms. Among the new forms are the relationships emerging with the enormous expansion of objects
in the contemporary world such as technologies, consumer goods, and objects of knowledge. As Knorr-Cetina
puts it:

Postsocial relations are human ties triangulated with object relations, and forming only with respect
to these relations.… Postsocial is what one might call a level of intersubjectivity that is no longer
based on face-to-face interaction and may in fact not involve interaction at all.… Postsocial systems
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may arise around the sort of relatedness enabled by the Internet.… Postsocial forms are not rich in
sociality in the old sense … but they may be rich in other ways, and the challenge is to analyze and
theorize these constellations.

(Knorr-Cetina, 2007:3580)

The emergence of an increasing number of postsocial relationships is related to the development of new types
of work and consumption settings. One example of the former is “virtual organizations” that lack a central
headquarters where workers can congregate and interact both to handle work-related tasks and to engage in
social relationships. In virtual organizations, workers are largely, if not totally, on their own, interacting on a
much more limited basis with other workers and with superiors by phone, e-mail, or occasional face-to-face
visits.

There are numerous examples of such postsocial relationships in the realm of consumption. For example,
instead of interacting with tellers in a bank, we are increasingly likely to interact with ATMs. Other bank-
related interactions are now increasingly likely to involve automated telephone contact or online banking.
Also, rather than interacting with a salesperson in a bookshop, we are increasingly likely to buy books (and
other products) through Amazon.com without ever interacting with a human being. In such instances,
technologies and other objects replace humans as relationship partners or serve to mediate the relationships
between people. We often cannot get to talk to a real person until we have exhausted all the options offered
on the automated telephone message.

Increasingly, in many of the best-known consumption sites (what Ritzer [2010a] has called the “cathedrals of
consumption”), we find much the same process. For example, in Las Vegas casinos, as well as casinos in many
other places in the United States and elsewhere, an increasingly large proportion of floor space is devoted to
slot machines, and gamblers interact almost exclusively with these objects. Other forms of gambling—keno,
for example—also involve little or no human interaction and are replacing the historic focus of casinos on
games (blackjack, poker, roulette, craps, etc.) that require direct interaction with other humans as either
employees or fellow players. Similarly, the modern department store has far fewer employees than in the past,
and customers are supposed to interact with the store and its products, make selections, and only then bring
goods to a human employee in order to pay for those choices.

Of course, the Internet is the postsocial setting par excellence. We interact with keyboards, computer screens,
Web sites, e-mail, chat rooms, massive multiplayer games, and so on. In some cases, Internet relationships
may come to involve face-to-face interactions (sometimes with dangerous consequences), but most often
whatever human relationships exist on the Internet are mediated by the wide range of technologies associated
with it.
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Affect Theory

Affect theory is the most recent extension of poststructural and postmodern theory. In addition, it draws on
elements of queer theory and science and technology studies. As we will see, it shares with those perspectives
an interest in deconstruction and decentering the subject. However, it significantly departs from those
theoretical perspectives because it emphasizes the independent role that biology or “matter” plays in the
construction of reality. In particular, affect theorists are interested in the way that bodies can “affect and be
affected” by one another (Blackman and Venn, 2010:9).

While the concept of affect has clear affinities with the concept of emotion (see Chapter 9), affect theorists
clearly distinguish between them. To put it simply, affect refers to a more primal or rawer version of emotion.
Affect is an indeterminate biological force that energizes and brings vitality to life. Emotion is what happens
to affect once it has been submitted to social processes that make it conscious and narratable. In other words,
affect is the word for nonconscious life energies that make life itself possible. Affect theory not only tries to
theorize this unique dimension of the social and natural world but also describes the processes by which affect
is put to use and managed in societies.

Before getting into more specific concepts, it is important to draw attention to two major claims of affect
theory. First, affect theorists take seriously the findings of the natural sciences and, in particular, work in the
life sciences (e.g., biology, genetics, neuroscience).6 This is a major difference from earlier postmodern
perspectives that, for the most part, rejected research conducted in the natural sciences on the grounds that
most science was a social construction that reproduces normative social categories. For example, as we saw in
the earlier section on critical theories of race and racism, some scientific theory has constructed categories of
racial difference that have been used to justify colonialism and racial domination.

For affect theorists, there is a fine line between legitimating what they consider to be problematic versions of
normative science and taking the findings of the natural sciences seriously. In what Gregg and Seigworth
(2010) consider a founding essay of affect theory, Sedgwick (whom we also discussed under queer theory) and
Frank say:

We have no interest whatever in minimizing the continuing history of racist, sexist, homophobic, or
otherwise abusive biologisms, or the urgency of their exposure, that has made the gravamen of so
many contemporary projects of critique. At the same time, we fear—with the installation of an
automatic antibiologism as the unshifting central tenet of “theory”—the loss of conceptual access to
an entire thought-realm.

(Sedgwick and Frank, 1995:15)

In another founding text, Parables for the Virtual, Brian Massumi warns that cultural and social theory has
been too quick to distance itself from the natural sciences:
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A common thread running through the varieties of social constructivism currently dominant in
cultural theory holds that everything, including nature, is constructed in discourse.… In the worst-
case solipsist scenario, nature appears as immanent to culture (as its construct).… The concepts of
nature and culture need serious reworking, in a way that expresses the irreducible alterity of the
nonhuman in and through its active connection to the human and vice versa.

(2002:38–39)

Like the actor-network theory discussed above, affect theory takes seriously the agency of nonhumans and
criticizes the idea that these other agents are simply cultural constructions. Rather, nature is an “autonomous”
force that enters into relations with culture, language, and so on. The problem is to understand how nature
and culture interact without reducing one to the other.

Of course, social theorists have relied upon the findings of the natural sciences for many years. Sociobiology is a
very influential social-theoretical perspective that incorporates the findings of evolutionary theory into social
theory (F. Nielsen, 1994). It’s important, though, to distinguish affect theory from perspectives such as
sociobiology. For one, sociobiology has been associated with the promotion of the normative social ideals
criticized by affect theorists. Most notably, sociobiologists have argued that differences in sex and gender
behavior have a genetic foundation. This, as we have seen, is a view that is challenged by queer theorists. So
too, it is challenged by affect theorists.

Moreover, sociobiology is a reductivist science. It attempts to explain social life through what are considered
to be foundational genetic and evolutionary processes. In contrast, affect theory tries to use the findings of the
natural sciences in ways that are nonreductivist. It treats the findings seriously—gives biology an autonomous
power—but also treats social processes seriously. One level of life is not reducible to the other, but rather they
intermingle and mutually influence each other. In this spirit, affect theorists have primarily relied on
developments in the life sciences that view biology as processual—biology is an ever-changing and dynamic
process rather than a concrete set of established structures and mechanisms (Blackman and Venn, 2010;
Fraser, Kember, and Lury, 2005). This focus on process opens up the findings of science to sociological
concepts central to poststructuralist and postmodern thought.7

The second important claim forwarded by affect theorists is that we now live in a society that is governed
through affective processes. This again can be read against the earlier postmodern claim that social life is
governed through linguistic and symbolic processes. Patricia Clough (2003, 2004) argues that even though
Foucauldian poststructuralism theorized the body, it treated the body as a product of discursive forces rather
than a biological entity that could act and be acted upon independent of language. This is not to say that the
concept of affect was not relevant to previous eras. Two of the major philosophical influences on affect theory
wrote in different times and places: Baruch Spinoza was a 16th-century Dutch philosopher and Henri
Bergson was a 19th-century French philosopher. However, the last 30 years have seen significant social,
scientific, and technological changes that make the concept of affect more relevant than ever.

For example, the widespread use of psychotropic medications, such as antidepressants, allows people to
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directly, as a part of their everyday lives, modify bodily affect. This is in contrast to the talk therapies
employed by previous generations to modify mood and feeling. Where antidepressants work directly on the
neurochemical systems of the body, talk therapy uses roundabout linguistic techniques to modify mood. Affect
theorists also have talked about the relation between affect and contemporary consumer culture (Featherstone,
2010) and the way that new media and digital technologies act upon affective systems in unprecedented ways
(Hansen, 2004). Affect theory is particularly relevant to a world that operates through the global flows
identified by Zygmunt Bauman and Arjun Appadurai (see Chapters 14 and 16). Affect is transmitted faster
and with more force than cognition or words. We feel before we see or hear. Indeed, where language tends to
fix or hold still, affect tends to flow (though, as we will see, it can also be held still and controlled). The
problem in understanding the management of contemporary populations, then, is understanding the ways that
affect is both “captured” and liberated through various social processes and practices (Clough, 2008:3;
Massumi, 2002:35).

Basic Concepts

Affect theory is not a micro-social theory per se, but in order to get a handle on its basic concepts, it is helpful
to start at the level of selves/subjects and the relations that they have to their bodies and surrounding
environment. Brian Massumi (2002) describes a threefold process out of which mind and consciousness
emerge.

1. Referring to ideas developed by philosophers Spinoza and Bergson, Massumi says that the “subject”
exists in an open, decentered field. The word “subject” is in quotation marks because there is no subject
to speak of at this moment. The field (or more simply, environment) is composed of all the forces and
energies bombarding, or impinging upon, the subject. This is the environment as it is experienced before
it is perceived and categorized by the subject. This body does not have a point of view. Rather, in the
tradition of poststructuralist thought, it is decentered: “being in a state of passional suspension in which
it exists more outside of itself, more in the abstracted action of the impinging thing and the abstracted
context of the action, than within itself” (2002:31). The term passional suggests that this state of being,
though inaccessible to consciousness, is an affective or emotional limit point—that point at which one is
fully immersed in the surrounding environment.

Even though Massumi does not spend a great deal of time discussing this aspect of experience, it is
important because it provides the basic idea that humans are not self-enclosed atoms, fundamentally
separate from their world. Rather, at some primal level, humans are deeply interconnected with other
bodies and other people. It is a fact of human existence to be caught up in the forces and energies that
populate their environments.

2. Even though the body is decentered, at the same time, it positions itself in this environment. That is, it
finds ways to distinguish itself, as an autonomous being, from all of these impinging energies and forces.
What is particularly important is that this positioning is spontaneously undertaken by the body outside
of consciousness. Massumi says: “This is a first order idea produced spontaneously by the body”
(2002:32). The biological body has its own self-organizing, or autopoietic principles (see discussion of
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autopoiesis under systems theory in Chapter 7). The body, in other words, has its own way of “thinking”
or processing its relationship to its world. Relying on the ideas of philosopher Gilles Deleuze, Massumi
refers to this as an infolding of the environment, or the creation of an intensity. When affect theorists
talk about affect, they are generally talking about the bodily experience of this infolding. That is, there is
a particular feel to the way that a body moves through its environment nonconsciously experiencing and
folding into itself this multitude of forces and energies.

It’s important to note that infolding does not result in the separation of the self from the environment
and other people. It is rather a state between the full immersion of body in environment under point
one, and the achievement of self-actualized consciousness described in the next section. In this state, the
body recognizes all of the potentials offered to it by its environment without yet acting on any of them.
It is a body in tension—ready to act in many ways, to feel many different things, but not yet acting and
feeling.

3. Finally, Massumi defines the mind as conscious reflection upon this infolded sensation: “[T]he
autonomic tendency received secondhand from the body is raised to a higher power to become an
activity of the mind” (32). Another way of saying this is that even though the body possesses vast
potentials for action and feeling, it actualizes only a few of these potentials. These actualized
potentialities of the affected body are what the mind recognizes as conscious experience. As we will see,
precisely what gets actualized is heavily influenced by social and cultural processes.

It’s also important to point out that even though we’ve been talking about these states as if they were separate
from one another, Massumi is clear that they exist alongside one another, informing one another. Humans,
then, exist in a state of tension between the vast possibilities experienced as nonconscious affect and the small
set of actions, feelings, and emotions consciously actualized. Historically, sociology has focused only on the
latter. For example, symbolic interactionists such as George Herbert Mead tend to focus on the conscious
linguistic practices that lead to self-formation. In contrast, Massumi, and other affect theorists, argue that
nonconscious affect is an equally, if not more important phenomenon for analysis.

These three points aside, for social theory, the important focus is the relationship between consciousness and
affect. Social theory has a long history of discussing unconscious and nonconscious processes. Critical theory
(see Chapter 8) draws on Freudian ideas to discuss the ways that unconscious desires and needs impact human
action. Through the concept of practice, Giddens and others introduce the possibility of nonconscious
embodied action. This is also captured with the concept of habit and, in particular, Bourdieu’s habitus.

But affect theory offers a unique theorization of the nonconscious. For one, it is steeped in scientific ideas not
just about the acting body, but about molecular biological processes. More important, these biological
processes generate their own kind of feeling—affect. Affect is always present, a kind of backdrop energy—
buzzing and humming—out of which action emerges, but it is inaccessible to direct experience or even
conscious control and management. This is why affect is said to be autonomous. This concept of affect allows
social theorists to explain a variety of generally perplexing social and psychological phenomena. These are
phenomena that exceed the conceptual grasp of contemporary social science.
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For example, Massumi (2002) reviews a number of psychological experiments that show that decisions are
made by the body 0.5 seconds before they become conscious. In social theory and the social sciences, we
usually think of the body as something that is governed by the mind: First we think, and then our bodies carry
out our actions. But here, Massumi uses this psychological evidence to argue that the body “thinks” through a
problem in advance and the mind registers this decision after the fact. This points to another key
characteristic of affect: Affect is faster than thought. On this view, a great deal of human action and
interaction occurs in this spontaneous, fast, self-organizing affective realm, and cognitive rationality is better
viewed as an afterthought than as the driver of action.

The Affective Field

Affect theory is a relational theory of human subjectivity and society. This is one of the things that makes
affect theory different from theories that assume methodological individualism, such as rational choice and
exchange theories (see Chapter 11). Even though the biological body is taken as a reference point, this body,
at least in its first instance, is not thought of as a self-enclosed entity that begins and ends with its skin. We’ve
already seen this idea anticipated under point one above—the subject is immersed across a field of sensations
and impingements. It is only through the act of infolding that a body, distinct from its environment, begins to
emerge. And even in the moment of infolding, bodies are still affectively connected to other bodies. In this
respect, affect is described as prepersonal and presocial, or as Gregg and Seigworth (2010:3) put it,
“subpersonal” and “subsocial.” Anderson says: “[A]ffects are understood as impersonal intensities that do not
belong to a subject or an object, nor do they reside in the mediating space between a subject and an object”
(2010:161).

Even though analysis of the affective field is central to contemporary affect theory, the concept also can be
found at the origins of sociology. For example, Emile Durkheim’s ([1912] 1965) concept of collective
effervescence describes a presocial collective energy. The social, and, in particular, the idea of the social—the
collective representation—emerges out of frenzied group dances in which participants give up their
individuality and participate in shared energy.

Even though affect theorists have not, as yet, incorporated Durkheim’s ideas, they have made use of the ideas
of his contemporary, Gustav Le Bon, whose theories of crowd behavior were very influential in the late 19th
century (Borch, 2012). According to Teresa Brennan’s interpretation of Le Bon, “Groups have heightened
affectivity and a lower level of intellectual functioning” (Brennan, 2004:53). They have an “unconscious
irrational component,” which can be studied as a social form in itself (2004:53). Specifically, crowds operate
via social contagion in which affect can directly travel from body to body. The crowd is not simply a collection
of individuals but “was capable, ethically, of far more than an individual. An individual would put his own
interest first. A crowd need not” (2004:54).

Affect is relational in the sense that it connects and influences people in ways that exceed our usual theories of
the self-enclosed body. Brennan puts it like this:
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The transmission of energy and affects is the norm rather than an aberration at the beginning of
psychical life. The Western psyche is structured in such a way as to give a person the sense that their
affects and feeling are their own, and that they are energetically and emotionally contained in the
most literal sense. In other words, people experience themselves as containing their own emotions.

(2004:24–25)

The early sociology of crowds offers one example of this transpersonal affective field. Brennan also finds
examples in the more intimate spheres described by psychoanalysts. She presents the psychoanalytic
relationship as a space in which both analyst (the doctor) and analysand (the client) transfer feelings into each
other. More specifically, Brennan extends the psychoanalytic concepts of projection and projective identification
to social interaction more generally. In brief, these terms refer to processes when, in a self-protective move,
individuals “dump” their feelings into another.

A projection is what I disown in myself and see in you; a projective identification is what I succeed
in having you experience in yourself, although it comes from me in the first place. For example, with
my projection, I may see you as unimaginative, to avoid feeling that way myself, although
somewhere I probably do. With my projective identification, you actually feel unimaginative, while I
do not.

(2004:29–30)

In the regular course of social life, people not only impose their own desires and feelings on others, but can
actually make others feel particular feelings.

Brennan imagines, then, a space in which affect is not self-contained but rather moves back and forth between
people. This happens unconsciously and automatically. It constitutes the basis of relationship and forms an
affective field. The space of shared affectivity is not simply incidental to relationships—an unusual and
troubling occurrence—but, rather, forms the grounds out of which social life proceeds. First we find ourselves
in relational, affective fields and then we carve ourselves out of those fields.

This focus on the prepersonal and presocial affective field has also led affect theorists to theorize phenomena
that historically have been considered unusual, odd, and unworthy of scientific study. Some, for example, have
written about voice-hearing (Blackman, 2001), telepathy (Blackman, 2010), and mesmerism (Sloterdijk,
[1998] 2011). All of these are phenomena in which the taken-for-granted distinction between self and other
is blurred.

In another line of inquiry, numerous affect theorists invoke the phenomenon of “felt atmosphere.” Brennan
asks: “Is there anyone who has not, at least once, walked into a room and ‘felt the atmosphere’?” (2004:1; see
also Berlant, 2010:102; Massumi, 2010:62). Different groups of people, different settings, possess unique
atmospheres. Each has its own feel, tone, and smell. The atmosphere is objective and real but can’t be
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described by focusing on individuals and their interactions alone: “[T]he affect in the room is a profoundly
social thing. How exactly does it get there?” (Brennan, 2004:68).

To explain how atmosphere “gets there,” Brennan turns to research in the field of psychoneuroendocrinology.
Atmosphere involves chemical communication and chemical entrainment. In fact, Brennan argues that chemical
entrainment is the mechanism by which affect is transmitted between persons and affective fields are created.
As defined by neurologists, entrainment “is a process whereby one person’s or one group’s nervous and
hormonal systems are brought into alignment with another’s” (Brennan, 2004:9). Entrainment draws people
into one another’s spheres, producing an interpersonal connection.

Chemical communication can produce a presocial bond, but it can also produce conflict and domination. It is
possible, for example, for one person to be overwhelmed by the pheromones produced by another. This is one
form of nonconscious, affective domination—the grounds out of which psychic and social domination can
grow. Returning to the idea of atmosphere, Brennan argues that chemical communication can create unique
group atmospheres characterized by a particular feel and smell. It is precisely because these atmospheres are a
constant, conditioning companion of group life that their importance remains unnoticed.

What is important to emphasize in these numerous examples is that the affective field cannot be reduced to
the individual participants in the field. The affective field, in other words, is not simply a product of
interpersonal exchanges, but rather is a sphere of its own kind (see also Sloterdijk, [1998] 2011). It operates,
as we have noted earlier, according to its own affective logic and is characterized by an indeterminate excess of
feeling. Indeed, in order to challenge social and political domination, affect theorists draw attention to and
even try to activate the potentials of what they call “indeterminate zones” (Massumi, 2010:66). The
indeterminate zone is an affective, shared space that is full of unrealized potential. It is present in every
relationship and social formation, but more often than not the potential is restricted though political control
and domination. That is, while affect promises multiple lines of action and relationship, in the contemporary
moment, affect has been captured in political economic formations that allow the continued reproduction of
capitalist society.

The Ethics and Politics of Affect

So far we have described some of the basic conceptual innovations introduced through affect theory. But the
ideas discussed above are really only a starting point in affect analysis. Most affect theorists have produced
politically charged analyses in the spirit of Marxist theory, critical theory, and queer theory. Here, affect is
treated as a site of potential liberation and freedom. Because it is a site of unrealized potential, the activation
of affect can break old, constraining, harmful attachments and allow for the creation of new forms of action,
feeling, and interaction.

Like poststructuralist, postmodern, and queer theories, the affect theorist celebrates the free flow of desire
(affective energies) and wants to clear spaces in which the unpredictable potentials of affect can emerge in
various combinations and forms.8 In this context, many affect theorists promote a relational ethic that
welcomes the unpredictable forms of affect produced when people from different cultures and backgrounds
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interact with one another. For these reasons, affect theory is frequently accompanied by expressions of hope
for political and economic change (Grossberg, 2010). Indeed, precisely because affect is always unpredictable,
slippery, and indeterminate, the world can always potentially be other than it is.

At the same time, affect theorists have offered numerous analyses of how contemporary social powers have
tried to seize the potential of affect for the purpose of political economic gain and social control. In affect
theory, social control and social domination are usually described with terms borrowed from the postmodern
thinkers Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari ([1972] 1983, [1980] 1987). So, for example, affects are created
and controlled through the construction of “machinic assemblages.” Machinic assemblage is a term that
describes the ways that bodies, ideas, and technologies are hooked up in relationship to one another (like the
construction of networks in actor-network theory). Particular assemblages produce affects unique to time and
place. When effective, these machinic assemblages create populations and citizens that support the
contemporary political and economic status quo (which for most affect theorists is a problem). In the current
moment, affects are produced through assemblages that hook together capitalist markets, mass media
imagery, and biotechnologies, among others. When machinic assemblages take over geographical, cultural,
and psychical regions, this is referred to as territorialization. Territorialization is never full or complete and is
often met with deterritorialization efforts.

Patricia Clough (2008) analyzes the relationship between affect and capitalism through the concept of
biomedia. Bodies are organized differently in different historical periods. She distinguishes between the body-
as-organism of the 19th century and the biomediated body of the present moment. The body-as-organism was
a self-enclosed body that was created and reproduced through labor and consumption practices like those
described by Marx. The biomediated body, on the other hand, is opened up to the flows and movements that
characterize contemporary capitalism. Biomedia are the new technologies that allow historically unique
engagements with the biological body. Here affect is “captured” in at least two ways.

First, new media technologies generate and circulate affect in unprecedented ways. This is an era in which
populations are not exclusively governed through ideology (i.e., narratives constructed by politicians to secure
their power) but also through aesthetic and affective techniques. Media, mass entertainment, and political
display work by stimulating and circulating affective energies:

Capital extracts value from affect—around consumer confidence, political fears and so forth, such
that the difference between commodification and labor, production and reproduction are collapsed
in the modulation of the capacity to circulate affect.

(Clough, 2008:16)

On a similar note, Ben Anderson (2010) describes how politicians generate “morale” among populations so as
to support their “world-making” and “world-destroying” activities (see also J. Orr, 2006). Morale holds the
public body together in times of fear and panic, especially in the midst of war.
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The second way that affect is captured is through biomedicine. Biomedicine is the growing sector concerned
with the treatment and management of biological health and wellness. It is a high-tech industry connected to
the machinations of capitalism. Biomedicine generates biocapital. Biocapital is the value—economic wealth—
produced through knowledge about bodies and their affective capacities. On the one hand, the biomedical
industry profits from the sale of biomedical technologies, for example, drugs. Referring to the writings of
Eugene Thacker (2005:85), Clough describes another way that biomedicine produces value:

On the other hand, what is more lucrative than the sale of drugs is the “booming industry of
diagnostic tests” and the production of databases. There is the economic gain sought in maintaining
“the recirculation of products (pills, testing technologies) back into information (databases, test
results, marketing and media campaign.”

(Clough, 2008:10)

Like affect theorists, the biomedical industry recognizes that the biological body possesses vast potentials.
Biomedicine tries to find ways to manage, control, and capture these otherwise indeterminate and never fully
knowable affective forces. These are captured in knowledge databases that describe various capacities of
different kinds of bodies. The question for contemporary biomedicine is: What can particular bodies do and
even, what can particular bodies “be made to do” (Clough, 2008:5)? The biomedical industry assumes that
different bodies possess different kinds of genetic makeup and consequently possess unique potentials. For
example, some bodies are seen as possessing genetic secrets that could help in the cure of disease (and in
gaining the profits that would come from the cure of disease). The challenge for biomedicine is to map and
then find ways to capture these potentials.

Here affect theory overlaps with the concerns of critical theories of race and racism outlined in Chapter 15.
Clough describes, for example, how the biomedical industry revives the scientific racism perpetuated in the
19th century. It assumes, for example, that the bodies of different “races” can do different things, each of
which can be of unique value:

What makes the biopolitics of the biomediated body a political economy, then, is the break into
biology or “life itself” by carving out various populations in order to estimate the value of their
capacities for life, or more precisely, their capacities to provide life for capital, a deployment of what
Foucault described as racism.

(Clough, 2008:18)

Even though affect is never fully captured, biomedicine nevertheless creates a political and economic structure
that organizes bodies through assessments of affective worth and value.

Finally, affect theorists have considered the ways that affect is managed in everyday life. Insofar as consumer
and popular culture operate in the service of politics and capital, affective capture and control can be found

832



here as well. This is a world in which regulation of populations is achieved not only through the direct
manipulation of the biological body (à la Clough) but also through the creation of widespread cultural moods.
Common here is the idea that contemporary populations are caught up in shame, humiliation, and other self-
degrading (and therefore politically defeating) emotions. Lawrence Grossberg, a cultural theorist recognized
for his work on popular culture, writes:

I want to suggest, for example, that the media today are producing what for the moment I would
call a structure of feeling or a mood (I am not sure which, but I do not think it is an emotion) of
humiliation and this is a key to understanding much about the articulation of the popular and the
political.

(2010:330)

Lauren Berlant describes a similar sentiment when she says that contemporary American culture is
characterized by “cruel optimism.” Optimism is a kind of affect, a feeling, in which one places trust in the
promises/potentials “contained in the present moment” (2010:93). In an ideal world, the promises of the
moment—in other words, the multiple potentials of affect—would find opportunities for actualization.

Cruel optimism, on the other hand, is the attachment to a set of ideas or objects whose potential cannot be
realized. It is “an enabling object that is also disabling” (Berlant, 2010:95). It is a promise that can never be
realized. Contemporary America is a place where one lives, paradoxically, in a state of optimism that can never
be actualized. The classic example is the myth of the American dream. Although many Americans believe that
through hard work and determination they can become wealthy and happy, in fact, the capitalist economy
requires continuing inequality. Through cruel optimism, then, people are caught up in dreams that can never
be realized. The point is that the popular culture and media, in support of the capitalist economy, sets up an
appealing, though self-destructive, affective condition. Like most affect theorists, Berlant expects that by
naming cruel optimism for what it is, we can better free otherwise trapped affective potentials.
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Prosumption Theory

For much of its history, sociological theory has had a productivist bias (Ritzer and Slater, 2001). This means
that, especially when it came to economic analysis, sociologists focused their attention on the central role that
the production of commodities played in the organization of modern life. Though much theory continues to
suffer from this productivist bias, the last 50 years have, nevertheless, seen the development of theories of
consumption. Some of these theories even have roots in the classical period. For example, Georg Simmel
([1904] 1971) discussed the role that fashion played in the creation of modern identities. More recently,
Gilles Lipovetsky ([1987] 1994; see Chapter 17) has argued that fashion is important to the development of
modern individualism and democracy. Also, writing at the turn of the 20th century, Thorstein Veblen ([1899]
1994) introduced the terms conspicuous leisure and conspicuous consumption. Pierre Bourdieu (1984a) developed
similar concepts in his work on Distinction, where he described how taste and cultural capital create and
reproduce stratified social orders (see Chapter 13). Consumer theorists have also described the role that space
plays in organizing consumer society. Walter Benjamin ([1982] 1999), for example, provided a Marxian-
inspired analysis of the Parisian Arcades, an early version of the shopping mall. The arcades were the first in a
series of developments that shifted the locus of the modern economy from the sites of production (factories)
to the sites of consumption (shopping malls). These arcades also brought into existence a new kind of person,
the flaneur, or in more modern terms, the window shopper. Other analyses of these sites of consumption
include Ritzer’s work on McDonald’s (2014, also see Chapter 16) and the “cathedrals of consumption”
(2010a). Finally, postmodern theorist Jean Baudrillard ([1970] 1998, see Chapter 17) began his academic
career with an incisive analysis of the “consumer society.” Though the analysis begins with an account of the
role played by the department store (in France, the “drugstore”) in contemporary society, Baudrillard is also
interested in the role that signs and sign systems (e.g., advertising) play in creating a culture saturated by
consumer objects and meanings (for a complete review of theories of consumption, see Ritzer, Goodman, and
Wiedenhoft, 2001).

The most recent development of this line of inquiry is theories of prosumption. The concept of prosumption was
first introduced by futurist Alvin Toffler (1980). Since then it has been developed for use in sociological
analysis by Ritzer and his colleagues (Ritzer, 2014, 2015b, 2015c, 2015d; Ritzer, Dean, and Jurgenson, 2012;
Ritzer and Jurgenson, 2010). Prosumption theory attempts to overcome the theoretical bias embedded in both
productivist and consumptivist theories. Those approaches, though important to the history of sociological
thought, overemphasized either production or consumption. Prosumption theory aims to overcome that
binary and to show that prosumption is, in fact, a primary process that undergirds both “production” and
“consumption.” As Ritzer (2014:11) puts it, production and consumption are “sub-types” of prosumption.

Prosumption, of course, combines the words production and consumption to describe “the interrelated process
of production and consumption” (Ritzer, 2014:3). It refers to economic activity in which people both consume
and produce at the same time. An example of this is the prosumption of IKEA furniture. On the one hand, in
purchasing the IKEA product, people consume the furniture. On the other hand, in an act of production,
before using the furniture, people must assemble at least some of the furniture. Another example is Facebook.
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Paid employees of Facebook provide a basic architecture for the site. However, it is the unpaid Facebook
prosumers who provide the content that makes Facebook an attractive site for other prosumers. The act of
building and sharing a profile is at the same time a productive and consumptive activity that also benefits
Facebook.

There are different kinds of prosumption. Ritzer conceptualizes these in terms of the relative balance of
productive and consumptive elements in a particular kind of activity. For example, some kinds of prosumption
are more heavily weighted toward production, and some kinds of prosumption are more heavily weighted
toward consumption. To conceptualize the various forms of prosumption, Ritzer provides a diagram of a
prosumption continuum (see Figure 18.1). At one end of the continuum is prosumption-as-production (p-a-
p). This form of prosumption is what sociologists have typically called production: “P-a-p involves those
(typically workers) who consume what is needed in order to be able to produce things (goods, services, etc.)
with what they have consumed” (2015d:409). Every act of production necessarily includes some consumption.
For example, the person who puts a hubcap on a car (production) in an automobile factory must first go and
get the hubcap (consumption). Though, in this example, consumption is relatively minimal, it is, nevertheless,
a part of the production process.

Figure 18.1 The Prosumption Continuum

At the other end of the continuum is prosumption-as-consumption (p-a-c), or what sociologists have typically
called consumption. Here too, though most of the activity is focused not on making but on consuming, some
form of productive activity is involved. For example, people who eat at McDonald’s restaurants are expected to
bus their own tables and to clean up after themselves.

Ritzer argues that in between these two extreme forms of prosumption is balanced prosumption. Here the acts
of production and consumption are more or less evenly weighted. An example of this is the use of an ATM
machine. The “work” of operating the ATM (e.g., entering the password) is about as time-consuming and
difficult as taking (“consuming”) the cash. The analytic distinction between p-a-p, p-a-c, and balanced
prosumption also allows for a historical distinction. We will return to the historical aspect near the end of this
section. For the moment, suffice it to say that balanced prosumption is more common in contemporary
societies than in previous societies. This brings us to the new means of prosumption.

The New Means of Prosumption

In explaining why balanced prosumption has become more common in the present moment, Ritzer, Dean,
and Jurgenson (2012) describe a number of historical factors that have contributed to its growth. For example,
the rise of the service industry and the emergence of postmodern theory have led to the blurring of
distinctions between binaries such as production and consumption. Most important among these historical
factors is the development of technologies, such as computers and the Internet, that give rise to the new means
of prosumption.
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Marx distinguished between the new means of production and the new means of consumption, though given his
productivist bias, the former concept was far more important to him. For Marx, the setting of production (p-
a-p in the terms of this discussion) is the factory, and the means of production are the technologies (sewing
machines) that make possible capitalist production. Ritzer elaborated the concept of means of consumption
through his discussion of settings such as McDonald’s restaurants (2015a) and shopping malls (cathedrals of
consumption, 2010a) that at once stimulate and control consumption (p-a-c). As an extension of these earlier
ideas, the new means of prosumption are defined as “those recently developed prosumption sites that make it
possible for people to prosume goods and services” (2015b:6). Examples of material technologies that facilitate
the new means of prosumption are 3-D printers, self-scanner machines, ATMs, and medical technologies
that allow people to measure their own vitals at home. These examples aside, the new means of prosumption
are most heavily dependent on digital technologies. Much more so than material sites, these allow extensive
and involved prosumption. Examples include Internet sites such as eBay, Travelocity, Facebook, Foursquare,
YouTube, and Etsy. This said, in actual practice, most of the new means of prosumption combine material
and digital elements. They operate in an “augmented reality” where the material and digital interpenetrate
(Jurgenson, 2012). At least in North America, increasing realms of economic activity are mediated through
new means of prosumption that not only encourage, but in some cases, require prosumption.

In one further step, Ritzer (2015d:418) suggests that human prosumption soon may be overtaken by “smart
prosuming machines.” Technologies are now being developed that both produce and consume at the same
time, without the direct involvement of the human prosumer. An example of this is wearable technologies
(such as the Fitbit and the smartphone) that “read” people’s bodies and follow their movements (an act of
consumption) only to send this information to other technologies (an act of production) for further
compilation and analysis. Ritzer (2015d:417) writes: “One’s smartphone is, unbeknown to most, collecting
(consuming) data on one’s location and transmitting (producing) those data, at least anonymously, to
computers that collect it all as part of ‘‘big data.” Here, Ritzer envisions a dystopian future in which human
lives are organized through an Internet of Things: prosuming smart machines in contact with one another,
making decisions for human users, without their conscious input. This emphasis on the prosuming machine
connects prosumption theory to some of the cutting-edge ideas discussed in earlier sections of this chapter.
Like actor-network theories and post-social theories, prosumption theory recognizes the growing role that
nonhuman agents play in the organization of social life.

Prosumer Capitalism

Ritzer’s (2015c) work on prosumption leads him to propose a new grand narrative for sociology. He suggests
that we can understand the history of modern (and increasingly global) society as having moved from an age
of producer capitalism, to consumer capitalism, to prosumer capitalism. Of course, consistent with what we
have said before, Ritzer is clear that economic activity in each of these periods combines elements of
production, consumption, and prosumption. However, each of these forms of capitalism structures
prosumption, and, hence, large areas of social life, in unique ways. In the age of prosumer capitalism,
prosumption leaned toward the p-a-p end of the prosumption continuum and gave rise to theories almost
exclusively concerned with production. In the age of consumer capitalism, prosumption leaned toward the p-
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a-c end of the prosumption continuum and gave rise to theories of consumption.

The focus on prosumption also requires that we rethink familiar sociological concepts such as alienation,
exploitation, and the nature of work. For example, Ritzer spends a great deal of time discussing how capitalist
exploitation has worked in each of these periods. The best known account of exploitation was provided by
Marx in his analysis of producer capitalism. In effect, Marx says that capitalists make money by paying
workers less than the full worth of the commodities that they produce. In more technical terms, Marx says
that “[t]he rate of surplus-value is therefore an exact expression for the degree of exploitation of labor-power
by capital, or of the laborer by the capitalist.” (Marx, cited in Ritzer, 2015c:423). In consumer capitalism,
consumers are exploited in two ways. First, in some instances, they are forced to pay more for products than
their actual worth. Capitalists play a role in this exploitation by manipulating cycles of supply and demand.
Second, the consumer society encourages hyperconsumption. It compels the excessive consumption of goods
for which the consumer has no actual use or need (Baudrillard, [1970] 1998; Ritzer, 2012a).

These kinds of exploitation continue to exist in the contemporary moment. However, they are joined, and
potentially overtaken, by prosumer capitalism. Ritzer and Jurgenson (2010:14) say that prosumer capitalism is
characterized by three unique features. First, there is a trend toward unpaid rather than paid labor. Second,
prosumer capitalism offers many products at no cost (e.g., access to Facebook). Third, “the system is marked
by a new abundance where scarcity once predominated” (2010:14).

On the first point, prosumers do work for free that once would have been done by paid employees. This is
part of a more general trend in which businesses have found ways to put consumers to work (see also Dujarier,
2015). Early examples of this kind of prosumption included getting customers to pump their own gas and
having people use self-checkout machines at grocery stores. The shift to unpaid prosumption leads to
numerous savings for business. For one, businesses no longer need to pay employees for work that is done for
free by prosumers. Furthermore, because there is no formal relationship between businesses and prosumers,
there is no long-term obligation to pay them for their work, or to pay for benefits such as health care
insurance.

Second, in prosumer capitalism, products are offered for free because profit lies elsewhere. Most important,
prosumption is connected to an information economy in which data on people’s behaviors and attributes can
be sold for profit. This data is more important to prosumer capitalism than the commodities that are, at least
on the surface, exchanged through prosumption. Certainly websites such as YouTube depend upon the work
done by prosumers to create and upload videos. This attracts other prosumers and advertisers to the sites.
However, equally important is the fact that, when prosumers use sites such as YouTube, eBay, and Facebook,
they are generating data that these sites can sell for profit. Ritzer writes:

However, the ultimate source of great future profits, and in many ways the ultimate commodity in
prosumer capitalism, is the information about prosumers that is provided by them free of charge and
is being accumulated in the form of “big data” on such sites.… This information has great value to
capitalist firms in terms of knowledge about the tastes … and interests of potential future
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prosumers. This is clearly the case with an Internet site such as Facebook which is not overtly selling
anything, but is already earning some money (and will earn much more money in the future) from
information provided free of charge by the prosumers.

(Ritzer, 2015b:11)

Indeed, turning to the third point, the growth of prosumer capitalism is part of a more general shift away from
economies of scarcity to economies of abundance. The information society (Castells, 1998; also see Chapter
14) introduces technologies that allow the previously unimaginable creation and dissemination of information.
This focus on information is not restricted to the Internet economy, but is found in many areas of
contemporary economic life. For example, earlier in this chapter we discussed affect theory. Affect theorists
(Clough, 2008) point out that one of the major potential sources of profit for the biomedical industry is the
collection and control of information about the biological and genetic capacities of people and populations. In
prosumer capitalism, then, the problem is no longer producing specific commodities in more efficient ways.
Rather, the problem is finding effective ways of generating, capturing, and managing vast amounts of
information in ways that are profitable. The prosumer, Ritzer argues, plays a key role in both supplying and
managing such information.

In this context, Ritzer (2015d) suggests that prosumer capitalism creates a new kind of exploitation. Producer
capitalism is singly exploitative. It creates value by exploiting the worker. Consumer capitalism is doubly
exploitative. It creates value by exploiting both worker and the consumer. Prosumer capitalism is synergistically
doubly exploitative. By this, Ritzer means that because prosumers are engaged in productive and consumptive
activities at one and the same time, they are exploited as both producer and consumer at one and the same
time. Ritzer describes the differences in this way:

P-a-ps were exploited mainly in factories and offices, while p-a-cs were exploited primarily in
shopping venues. In addition, the exploitation of p-a-cs and p-a-ps occurred at different times. P-a-
ps were exploited primarily during the work day, while p-a-cs were exploited largely after work and
on weekends. Now, the exploitation of the prosumer (both as p-a-p and p-a-c) is increasingly likely
to take place in the same setting (including online [and] at home amidst the family …) and often at
about the same time. That is, the exploitation of p-a-p and p-a-c interpenetrates, creating a synergy
that results in a new form, and an unprecedented level, of exploitation.

(2015d:426)

This, it should be underlined, is a particularly pessimistic theory of prosumption. Ultimately, prosumer
capitalism uses the labor of prosumers to increase the wealth of a relatively small corporate elite, often without
the knowledge of prosumers.

Yet, the very idea of prosumption opens up potential for revolutionary changes in the economy and social life.
This is because, at least initially, prosumption was grounded in a “cyber-libertarian” or “hacker” ethic that
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prizes democracy and individualism (Ritzer and Jurgenson, 2010:22). In fact, many prosumer sites such as
Wikipedia, Linux, and Mozilla are opposed to capitalism. They take seriously the idea that prosumption can
help to overcome the inequalities that, as Marx argued, are fundamental to capitalist civilization. Indeed, the
emergence of countercultural, counterconsumer movements like the Maker movement and the Burning Man
festival all speak to a growing interest in forms of prosumerism that operate outside of, even in opposition to,
capitalism (Chen, 2015). The question, then, is whether these movements have the momentum and ability to
initiate a revolutionary shift in the social order. Ritzer is doubtful. The activities involved (e.g., do-it-yourself
at the ATM or in the fast-food restaurant and, more important, on online sites such as Facebook) are highly
seductive to prosumers, and capitalists love the gift of free labor from prosumers. In the future, Ritzer expects
that capitalists will find increasingly inventive ways to extract and exploit this free labor and generate even
more value out of prosumption.
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Summary

In this chapter, we examine four theories that have proven to be of particular significance in the late 20th and
early 21st centuries. While each offers a unique set of conceptual tools, they also address overlapping themes
such as identity formation, the impact of science and technology in the formation of society, and the role that
information and information technology play in the organization of contemporary social life.

Queer theory is a perspective that addresses the construction of sex and sexuality. Unlike gay and lesbian
studies, it is not an identity theory. That is, it does not believe that people possess a real or true sexual identity.
Rather, sexuality is social and discursively produced, a product of a performance, rather than an inherent
feature of persons. The 19th and 20th centuries have seen the development of the categories of hetero- and
homosexuality. This dichotomy has organized social life into the present moment. Queer theorists seek to
deconstruct these taken-for-granted categories so as to allow for the playful reorganization of sexuality,
identity, and social life more generally.

Actor-network theory is a perspective that grows out of the larger field of science and technology studies.
ANT is most notable for according nonhuman actors their deserved significance in social theory. Affect
theory also draws on work in science and technology studies but combines these with work in queer theory
and poststructuralism. Affect theory claims to take the findings of the life sciences seriously, but it does this in
different ways than perspectives such as sociobiology. In particular, it treats nature and biology as a field of
forces and energies. Affect theorists study the ways that these affective energies impact subject formation and
the way that they have been submitted to processes of social control and manipulation. Like queer theorists,
affect theorists seek a form of social and political organization in which affect (life energy, desire) can flow
freely.

Finally, prosumption theory is a perspective that attempts to overcome the common sociological distinction
between production and consumption. It argues that this is a false binary and, in fact, all economic activity
involves some combination of production and consumption. Prosumption theorist George Ritzer has
proposed a continuum to describe the different kinds of prosumption: prosumption-as-production (p-a-p),
prosumption-as-consumption (p-a-c), and balanced prosumption. While people have always been prosumers,
the emergence of new means of prosumption has led to increased levels of balanced prosumption. The idea of
prosumption also gives rise to a new grand theory of modernity. We have passed from an age of producer
capitalism, to consumer capitalism, to an emerging age of prosumer capitalism. While prosumerism provides
the potential for radically new forms of social and economic life, it is more likely that, in the future,
prosumerism will be colonized, for profit, by capitalism.

The newer theories like those discussed in this chapter continually refresh and challenge sociological theory by
adding new themes of study and new ways of thinking not only about them but about many other subjects in
the field. It is safe to predict that more new theories will emerge in the coming years, and that they, too, will
enrich the field in similar ways.
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Notes

1. This is a modified version of a piece originally written by Michael J. Ryan.

2. Here we should distinguish between queer theory and the area of sociological inquiry called gay and lesbian
studies (for more on this, see Giffney, 2004). Gay and lesbian studies take seriously the concept of identity.
They study and theorize the lives and experiences of gay and lesbian persons. This is an important task
because, historically, these experiences have been marginalized and silenced. Even though, as we will see,
queer theory is also concerned with the political problem of marginalization, it is nevertheless wary of identity
thinking.

3. See Restivo (2011) for more detail on Latour’s refusal of Durkheimian sociology as well as the problems
and misconceptions that have accompanied that refusal.

4. Actually, this is offered as a definition of the “sociology of translation” seen as the generic form of ANT
(Brown and Capdevila, 1999).

5. This word seems to be at odds with the earlier point about the broad concern with actants and to imply a
focus on human actors. This also tends to support Callon’s (1999:182) critique of ANT for offering “an
anonymous, ill-defined and indiscernable” perspective on the actor.

6. Though not all affect theories directly engage scientific ideas. Gregg and Seigworth (2010) identify at least
eight different intellectual influences on affect theory, not all of which are connected to the life sciences.

7. This said, scholars in the humanities and social sciences have been criticized for what some view as their
misunderstanding and misuse of scientific concepts. In the 1990s, physicist Alan Sokol accused scholars in the
humanities of using scientific concepts for ideological purposes. His critique was part of an academic debate
referred to as the “science wars.” More recently, Papoulias and Callard have directly addressed affect theory to
consider the “strange and partial (mis)translation of complex scientific models into the epistemologically
distinct space of the humanities and social sciences” (2010:31).

8. Though not all affect theorists are committed to this view of political change (see Grossberg, 2010).
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The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (Marx), 46–47, 70
Elective affinity, 606
The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (Durkheim), 21, 80, 96–102, 355, 554
Elements, 259
Emancipation

and Bourdieu, 510
and critical theory, 290–291
and sexual difference theory, 441

Embarrassment, 358, 491, 493–494
Emergence, 160, 340, 345
Emergency centers, calls to, 385
Emotion management, 359, 361–363
Emotion memory, 360
Emotion work, 359, 360–361
Emotional culture, 362
Emotional labor, 361–362
Emotions, 355–363

vs. affect, 677
in postmodernism, 652

Empire, 611
Empire (Negri), 611
The Empire of Fashion (Lipovetsky), 659
Empiricism, 13, 101. See also science
Enchanting a Disenchanted World (Ritzer), 605
Enchantment, 605–606
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Energy resources, 307
England. See sociology, British
Enlightenment, 10–13, 17

Durkheim’s relation to, 19
influence on Tocqueville, 13, 15
intentions of, 546

Entrainment, 683
Entrepreneurs, 294
Environment

capitalism’s destruction of, 307
distinction with system, 258–259
Marx and, 44, 73

Environmental proletariat, 73
Epistemology of the closet, 668
Equality

bourgeois concept of, 66
in capitalism, 67
and mediocrity, 15
as moral good, 549–550
as right, 444
Tocqueville on, 15–16

Equality, economic, 444–445
Esteem, and recognition, 292
Ethic of care, 440
Ethic of justice, 440
Ethnicity, 561
Ethnology, urban, 202
Ethnomethodology, 113, 218, 260, 267, 349, 369–392, 478

accountability, 443
actor-network theory and, 675
breaching experiments, 375–376
conversation analysis, 370, 373–374, 377–384, 390
criticisms of traditional sociology, 387–389
defining, 369–370, 372
diversification of, 372–374
early research in, 374–377
gender studies in, 376–377, 441, 442–443
institutional studies in, 373, 384–387
integration in, 390–391
micro-macro order in, 391
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problems with, 389–390
radical thesis of, 391
and relation between structure and agency, 389–390
synthesis in, 390

Ethnoscapes, 609
Europe, Eastern, 313
European Journal of Social Theory (journal), 225
Everyday life, sociologies of, 217–218
Evolution, social, 34, 289
Evolutionary theory

in British sociology, 34
Comte’s, 17
Hegel’s, 22
Parsons and, 248–249
Spencer’s, 35–36

Examination, 637
Exchange and Power in Social Life (Blau), 216, 405
Exchange network, 410, 412
Exchange relationships, 173
Exchange theory, 159, 211, 216–217, 218, 395–415, 478, 522

aggression-approval propositions, 403
Alexander’s criticism of, 485
and behaviorism, 395–396, 401–403, 409
Blau’s, 404–410
deprivation-satiation proposition, 403
Emerson’s, 409–413
Homans’s, 399–404, 409
integrative, 413–414
micro-macro integration in, 410
and rational choice theory, 395, 404
and rationality, 399
rationality proposition, 404
recent directions in, 414–415
stimulus proposition, 402
success proposition, 401–402
and symbolic interactionism, 414
value proposition, 402

Exchange value, 56–57, 68–69
Executive negotiations, 384
Existentialism, 441, 506, 507, 625–626
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Experiments, laboratory, 421
Expert systems, 534, 535
Exploitation

in prosumption, 689, 691
Roemer on, 316
of workers, 24, 56, 60–61, 69–70, 148, 295–297

External zones, 304

Facebook, 687
Fact, and values, 122
Factory, 138
Facts, social. See social facts
Family

and integration, 105
women’s subordination in, 452

Fashion, 161, 228, 553, 659–660
Federal Reserve Board, 56
Feeling rules, 361
Feeling traps, 358
Female masculinity, 669
Feminism/feminist theory, 9, 204

basic questions, 433–435
and criticism of rational choice theory, 429
cultural feminism, 440
and destruction of Marxism, 320
eco-feminism, 456
and emancipation, 465–466
First Wave feminism, 435, 460
gender difference, 439–443
gender inequality, 444–447
gender oppression, 447–451
intersectionality theory, 457–461
liberal feminism, 444–447
materialist feminism, 456
postcolonial feminism, 222
and postmodernism, 443, 461–464
psychoanalytic feminism, 448–450, 451
radical feminism, 450–451, 452
relation with sociology, 435–437
Second Wave feminism, 435–436, 444, 460, 463
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socialist feminism, 437, 451–452, 454–457
structural oppression, 451–452, 454–461
Third Wave feminism, 436, 439, 463
transnational feminism, 222
varieties of, 438–439

Feminist sociology, 464–472
and subjectivity, 470–472
view of macro-social order, 466–468
view of social interaction, 468–470

Fetishism of commodities, 57–58, 277
Feudalism, 64, 131, 138
Fiduciary system, 245
Field, 224, 507, 509–513

in race theory, 580–582
Figuration, 489–498
Financescapes, 609
Firstspace, 310
Fisk University, 203
Flight attendants, 361–362
Floating signifier, 644
Force, 101
Force-of-law, 644
Fordism, 298–300, 318
Formalization, 169
Forms, social, 169
Foucault’s ideas, 630–639
Foundations of Social Theory (Coleman), 421
Frame Analysis (Goffman), 353–355
Frames, 353–355
Frankfurt school. See critical theory
Free market, 617
Free trade, 617
Freedom

bourgeois concept of, 66
and bureaucratization, 129, 130
in capitalism, 66–67
Durkheim’s definition of, 83
and group size, 167
impact of money on, 177

Freedom, economic, 616–617
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French Revolution, 17, 87, 304, 305
and collective effervescence, 100
and development of sociological theory, 7
reaction to, 12
Tocqueville on, 15

Friendship, 181–182
Functional analysis, 250, 253
Functional theory of stratification, 237, 239–240
Functionalism, 106, 315
Functionalism, universal, 250
Functions, 252
Functions, latent, 253
Functions, manifest, 253
The Functions of Social Conflict (Coser), 265
Fundamentalism, 595
Future

critical theory’s view of, 283, 285
in dialectical method, 46, 47
Marx on, 71

The Future of Marriage (Bernard), 445

Game theory, 315–316, 396
Gay rights activism, 670
Gaze, 636, 637
Gender

and biology, 678
concept of, 434, 436, 437
as core concept in sociology, 437
creation of, 463–464
doing, 468
interrogation of, 439
in Marxian theory, 71–72
as performance, 441, 669–670
production of, 463
as social construction, 434, 441
as structure, 446–447
See also queer theory

Gender difference, 438, 439–443
Gender difference theory, 442–443
Gender frames, 447

1083



Gender ideology, 468
Gender inequality, 434, 444–447, 469
Gender oppression, 438, 447–451, 468
Gender politics, 9, 204–205
Gender studies, in ethnomethodology, 376–377, 441, 442–443
Gender Trouble (Butler), 463
Genealogy of power, 631–632, 638
General Economic History (Weber), 137
General law of capitalist accumulation, 61, 69, 70
Generalization, 402
Genetic structuralism, 505
Geographical expansion, 302–303
German Sociological Society, 29, 116, 122
Germany

capitalism in, 55
historical scholarship in, 114
Holocaust, 540–543, 641, 642, 645

Gerontocracy, 131
Gestures, 330, 332–333, 342
Ghana, 208
Global flows, 608–609
Global location, 460. See also intersectionality theory; Southern theory
Globalism, 596
Globality, 596–597
Globalization, 44, 227

academic concern for, 593
Bauman and, 597–598
Beck, 596–597
consequences of, 597
creolization, 608
cultural convergence, 602–604, 606–607
cultural differentialism, 598–601
cultural hybridization, 607–609
defined, 593
economic factors, 594
economic theory, 609–614
empire, 611–614
Giddens and, 595
heterogeneity, 594, 595, 607, 608
homogeneity, 594–595, 607, 608

1084



and individuality, 185
major theorists, 595–598
and Marxian theory, 219–220
neoliberalism, 616–621
political theory, 614–616
and risk, 538
Simmel and, 185
socialist globalization, 611
theories of, 228–229
and transnational institutions, 594
utopian potential in, 613

The Globalization of Nothing (Ritzer), 606
Globalization theory, 557

characteristics of, 593
cultural theory, 598–609
and world-system theory, 306

Glocalization, 607–608
Goal attainment, 240, 245, 258
God, Feuerbach on, 23
Government, centralized, 15, 16
Governmentality, 16, 639
Grand narratives, 549, 650, 689

rejection of, 647
Gratification, 107
Great Depression, 198
The Great Transformation (Polanyi), 619
Greed, 146
Grobalization, 606–607, 608
Group size, 167
Groups, 201, 264–265, 682
Guild, 138

Habitus, 224, 507, 508–509, 511–513, 520, 681
Harvard University, 209, 211, 239
Hegelian Marxism, 276–279
Hegemony, 279, 293, 317
Hegemony and Socialist Strategy (Laclau and Mouffe), 317
Hermeneutics, 117
Heterogeneity, 594, 595, 607, 608
Heterosexism, and structural oppression, 451
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Heterosexual matrix, 668
Heterosexuality, compulsory, 668
Heterosexuality/homosexuality binary, 667–669
Hierarchical complementary, 552
Hierarchical observation, 637
Hierarchy, 13
Hinduism, 151
Historical materialism, 63, 70, 452, 455–456

and race, 573
Historical research, 301
Historical sociology, 114
Historicity, waning of, 652
History, 46–47

and critical theory, 287
and data, 116
feminist perspective in, 435–437
and legitimation of liberal state, 306
long duree, 576
materialist conception of, 63–65, 70
relation with science, 114
and structural functionalism, 255, 256

History and Class Consciousness (Lukács), 276, 277
The History of Manners (Elias), 493–495
The History of Sexuality (Foucault), 638, 667
Holocaust, 540–543, 641, 642, 645
Homo clausus, 490
Homo economicus, 428
Homo sacer, 640–641, 644
Homo sociologicus, 428
Homogeneity, 594–595, 607, 608
Homosexual melancholy, 669
Homosexual panic, 669
Honesty, 182–183
Hotel Bonaventure, 653
The Human Group (Homans), 397, 398
Human nature, 48–49, 72

Durkheim’s assumptions about, 106–107
relation with labor, 53–55

Human potential, 48–49, 51–52, 55
Humanism, 658, 676
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Hyperconsumption, 689
Hyperspace, 653
Hypperreality, 655, 656
Hysteresis, 508
Hysteria, 32

“I,” 338–339
ICT (information and communication technology), 108. See also Internet; technology
Idea systems, 17
Ideal types, 119–121, 126, 131
Idealism, 22, 23, 96, 97, 321
Ideas, Weber on, 26
Identity, 535–536, 665–666
Identity, personal, 185
Identity politics, 667
Identity thinking, 285
Ideology, 65–68, 71, 212–213

Birmingham school’s focus on, 293
critical theory’s interest in, 284
and domination, 467
Habermas’s work on, 289
link with power, 459
religion as, 68

Ideoscapes, 609
IKEA, 687
Imitation, theory of, 92
Immanent frame, 553
Immutable mobiles, 674
Imperialist stage of capitalism, 650–651
Impression management, 350, 352
Impulse, 329
Indeterminate zone, 683
India, 150–151
Indigenous knowledges, 583
Indigenous resurgence, 585–588
Indispensability, 250, 254
Individualism, 15, 358
Individuality

and fashion, 659
and globalization, 185
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Simmel and, 164
Individuation, 449
Industrial reserve army, 60, 62
Industrial Revolution, 7, 8, 9, 12, 25, 304, 400
Industrialism, and modernity, 533
Industrialization, 55

in early American sociology, 193, 194
and Holocaust, 540
and rationality, 135

Industry, clash with business, 196
Inequality, 15, 66, 205

and abstract space, 309
in capitalism, 44, 68

Inequality, gender, 434, 444–447, 469
Inequality, structural, 579
Infolding, 680, 681
The Information Age (Castells), 554–557
Information and communication technology (ICT), 108, 555. See also Internet; technology
Information technology paradigm, 555
Informational capitalism, 555
Informationalism, 555
Insecurity, collective, 615
The Instinct of Workmanship and the State of the Industrial Arts (Veblen), 198
Institute of Social Research, 211–212, 280, 547
Institutional placement theories, 442
Institutions

constraints on action, 396, 398
Giddens’s view of, 502

Integration, 96, 240, 245
lack of, 105
and suicide rates, 93, 94

Interactants, 30, 31
Interaction, 160, 163

and capacity for thought, 341–342
in city, 172
in exchange theory, 406
forms of, 165–166
and mutual orientation, 163
in Parsonian theory, 242
secrecy, 179–182
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Simmel and, 30, 31, 161, 163, 164–170
in symbolic interactionism, 343–344

Interchange, media of, 249–250
Interdependence, complex, 614
Interdependency chains, 490, 496–498
Interest, in Dahrendorf’s conflict theory, 263
Interests, latent, 264
Interests, manifest, 264
Internalization, 164

habitus, 508–509
of norms, 426
Parsons and, 242–244, 247
in symbolic interactionism, 346

International, 51
International Monetary Fund (IMF), 594, 620
International political economy (IPE), 614
International relations (IR), 614–615
Internet

as postsocial setting, 677
prosumers and, 228
and prosumption capitalism, 690

Internet economy, 690
Internet of Things, 689
Intersectionality, 220, 221, 574

and critical race theory, 573
Intersectionality theory, 437, 457–461, 574
Interviews, job, 384
Intimacy, 536–537, 549
Introduction to the Science of Sociology (Park and Burgess), 200
Iowa School, 363
IPE (international political economy), 614
Iron cage, 134, 136, 152, 163, 226, 283, 478, 501, 529, 544, 634
Irrationality of rationality, 603–604
Islam, 583–584, 600
Isolation, 54
Iterability, 463

Jews. See Holocaust
Jihad, 595
Job evaluation, 446
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Job interviews, 384
Judaism, Weber on, 123
Justice, ethic of, 440
Justice, social, 91

Kansas, University of, 191
Kantian philosophy, 29, 30
King, rise of, 496–498
Kinship systems, 627
Knowledge

archaeology of knowledge, 631, 635
Durkheim and, 97, 101–102
established systems of, 434–435
feminist sociology of, 465–466
Foucault on, 632
idiographic, 114, 119, 120
Indigenous, 583
nomothetic, 114, 119, 120
and practice, 514–515
relation with human interest, 286
sociology of, 212
western, 222, 562

Knowledge industry, 283
Knowledge systems, 286

Labor
exploitation of, 452
gender segregation of, 445–446
and human nature, 49, 51, 53–55
in Marxian theory, 52
Marx’s focus on, 288
and monopoly capitalism, 295–297
in prosumption, 689, 690, 691
recognition for, 291
as source of all value, 69
as source of profit, 24, 70
use of term, 52
of women, 71–72, 456
See also workers

Labor, division of, 54, 87–91, 295–297
abnormal forms, 90
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anomic, 90
Durkheim on, 20
forced, 90–91
and morality, 105
poorly coordinated, 91
worldwide, 303

Labor, sexual division of, 442
Labor movement, 7
Labor theory of value, 24, 69
Laissez-faire, 35, 164, 194, 619
Landscapes, 608–609
Language, 343

change in, 81
development of, 332–333
effects of, 333
in practice theory, 515
as significant symbol, 333
as social fact, 81
use of, 626
use of term, 500

Langue, 626, 627
Late capitalism, 651
Latency, 240, 245
Laughter, 379
Law, 89, 140–142, 644

zone of exception, 641, 642
Law of the three stages, 17
Laws, 82. See also social facts
Leadership, cultural, 279
Lebensphilosophie, 31
Legal profession, 141
Legal system, and autopoiesis, 259
Legal training, 141
Legitimations, 284, 289
Leisure, conspicuous, 686
Leisure class, 196
Liberal, Weber as, 123
Liberal theory, 617
Liberalism

centrist liberalism, 305
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in early American sociology, 191, 193
renewed interest in, 658

Lie, 180, 182
Life, in Simmel’s work, 162–163
Life philosophy, 31, 162
Life-world, 218, 224, 545

colonization of, 515–520, 545
women’s experience of, 471

Limit experiences, 633
Linguistic systems, 627
Linguistic turn, 626, 627, 628, 629
Liquid modernity, 544
Liquidity, 598
Lived experience, 453
Logocentrism, 629, 630
Long duree, 576
Love, and recognition, 292
LSD, 633–634
Lumpenproletariat, 264

Machinery, 296. See also technology
Machinic assemblages, 684
Macrosociology, micro foundations of, 486
Macrostructuralism, 478
Madness, 635
Madness and Civilization (Foucault), 634–636
Magicians, 140
Malaise of modernity, 550
The Managed Heart (Hochschild), 361–362
Management

Japanese system, 300
scientific management, 296, 297

Managers
control of workers, 295–297
in monopoly capitalism, 294–295

The Manifesto of the Communist Party (Marx and Engels), 43, 51, 311–312, 568
Manipulation, 330
Manners, 358, 490–491
Market, views of, 33
Market capitalism, 650
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Marketplace, free, 7, 617. See also capitalism
Marriage, 182, 445, 470
Martinique, 562, 563, 565
Martyrs, 94
Marxian economics, 68–70
Marxian sociology, 218–220
Marxian theory

alienation in, 53–55
as analysis of inequality under capitalism, 44
assumption of competitive economy, 294
Birmingham school, 292–293
Bourdieu and, 507
class consciousness in, 277–278
and conflict theory, 214, 265, 267
critical theory, 113, 211–212, 219, 276, 279–293
criticisms of, 71–72
and cultural critique, 292–293
described, 25–26
and development of German sociology, 26–27, 28
and development of sociological theory, 24
economic determinism, 275–276
exclusion of, 209, 210
and fall of Marxian regimes, 219
focus on existing contradictions, 46–48
and globalization, 219–220
Habermas and, 287–290, 519, 520
Hegelian roots of, 283
human potential in, 48–49, 51–52
impact of, 72
labor in, 52
lack of understanding of, 43–44
Merton and, 250
Mills and, 213–214
Pareto’s rejection of, 38, 39
post-Marxist theory, 313–321
postmodern Marxian theory, 311, 317–319, 612
and postmodernism, 650–654
reaction against, 9
reification, 277
rejection of, 24–25, 29
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relevance of, 44–45, 73
roots of, 21–26
social change in, 248
and subjective, 276–277
Weber and, 144
See also neo-Marxian theory

Marxism
Alexander on, 482
criticisms of, 219
and Durkheim, 90–91
end of Marxist project, 319–321
failures of, 320
historically-oriented, 300–307
integration with sociology, 40
vs. Marx, 43
orthodox, 39
structuralist Marxism, 628–629

Marxism, analytical, 313, 314–316, 320
Marxism, Hegelian, 39–40
Master-slave dialectic, 563
Material conditions, in socialist feminism, 455
Materialist feminism, 456
Materialist philosophy, 23
Matrix of domination, 457
McDonaldization, 153, 226, 300, 542–543, 602–604
McDonald’s restaurants, 604, 687. See also restaurant, fast-food
McWorld, 595
“Me,” 338–339
Meadian theory, 326–327, 328–340
Meaning

importance of, 328
learning, 342–343

Means of production, 58, 59, 138, 454
Mechanization, 61
Media of interchange, 249–250
Mediation hearings, 385–387
Medicine, 634–636, 638, 685, 690
Mediocrity, and equality, 15
Metanarrative, rejection of, 647, 648
Metaphysical stage, 17
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Metatheoretical work, 477
Michigan, University of, 200
Micro-macro integration, 223

compared to agency-structure integration, 498–499
Elias, 487, 489–498
integrated sociological paradigm, 479–481, 483–484
micro foundations of macrosociology, 486–487
micro-macro extremism, 477–478
movement toward, 478–479
multidimensional sociology, 484–486

Micro-macro linkage, 477
and agency-structure integration, 522–523

Middle Ages
Christian ideal of, 147
cities in, 138
desire to return to, 12

Military, and altruistic suicide, 94
Mind

in affect theory, 680
and mental processes, 334
and practice, 514
relation with brain, 86
in symbolic interactionism, 334–335, 341
Watson’s rejection of, 327

Mind, Self and Society (Mead), 201, 328, 329, 331, 338, 356
The Mirror of Production (Baudrillard), 654
Mobility, 597–598
Modern, vs. postmodern, 298
Modern Social Imaginaries (Taylor), 551
The Modern World-System (Wallerstein), 301
Modernism, Harvey on, 319
Modernist epistemology, 462
Modernity

classical theorists on, 529–531
consequences of, 533–535
and Holocaust, 540–543
and identity, 535–536
and intimacy, 536–537
juggernaut of, 531, 533–538
liberating impact of, 172
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liquid modernity, 544
proponents of, 226
and religion, 553–554
risk in, 537–539
and self, 550–551
social imaginaries, 551–553
unfinished project of, 544–546, 548–549

Modernity and Self-Identity (Giddens), 532, 535
Modernity at Large (Appadurai), 608
Money

and distanciation, 534
effect on relationships, 172
as form of exchange, 173
and modernity, 530
and relativistic way of life, 178–179
separated from production, 556
Simmel’s analysis of, 167, 173–179, 228
and value, 174

Mont Pelerin Society (MPS), 617
Moral education, 104–105
Moral orders, 549
Morale, 684–685
Morality

collective conscience, 20–21, 83–84, 88, 90, 529
and discipline, 103–104
and division of labor, 87–89, 105
Durkheim and, 10, 103–104
and foundation of sociology as discipline, 83
and law, 89
and medicine, 638
modern crisis in, 86–87
and pursuit of profit, 146
and society, 83, 104, 105
sociology’s connection with, 103–104
and solidarity, 90, 91

More-life, 162–163
More-than-life, 162–163
Motives, 415
MPS (Mont Pelerin Society), 617
Multiculturalism, 601
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Multitude, 612, 613
Multitude (Negri), 611
Music, 143
Musselmann, 642
Mysticism, 145
Mystification, 351

National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), 206, 207–208
National Organization for Women, 444
Native studies, 585
Nature

domination of, 308–309
relation with humans, 73
and society, 539

The Nature of Social Science, 398
Nazism, 211, 281, 640, 641, 642–643, 645
Need-dispositions, 246–247
Negotiation, 384
Neofunctionalist sociology, 235
Neoliberalism, 579, 619–621
Neo-Marxian theory, 478

critical theory, 279–293
and economic sector, 293–300
Fordism, 298–300
and globalization, 609–614
Habermas and, 548
post-Fordism, 300
of space, 308–313

NET (network exchange theory), 417, 418–421
Net balance, 253
Network enterprise, 556
Network exchange theory (NET), 417, 418–421
Network society, 556
Network theory, 395, 415–418
Networks, defined, 674
Neuroses, 32
New/neomaterialism, 439
Niagara Movement, 206, 207
Nihilism, 548
9/11, 656
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Nishnaabeg people, 587–588
Nobles, 497–498
Nomadic societies, 6
Nominalist approach, 326
Nomos, 582
Nonfunctions, 253
Nonhumans, 672, 673, 675, 678
Nonrational factors, 13, 39, 176
Nonvocal activity, 382–383
Normal, vs. pathological, 89–90
Normalizing judgments, 637
Normative approaches, 415, 417
Norms, 82, 84

Collins on, 486
emphasis on, 85
in exchange theory, 407–408
in Habermas’s theory, 289
Homans on, 399
internalization of, 242, 426
mythical, 459
and rational choice theory, 426–427
Simmel on, 164
See also social facts

Nothing, globalization of, 604, 606–607

Objectification, 49, 169
Objective culture, 171–173
Objectivism, 508
Objectivity, 223, 337–338
Objects, in symbolic interactionism, 342
Occupational associations, 96, 105
Ontological insecurity, 550
Operant conditioning, 395, 400
Opportunity costs, 396
Oppression, gender, 438, 447–451, 468
Oppression, structural, 439, 451–452, 454–461
Optimism, cruel, 686
Order

desire for, 7, 12
and ethnomethodology, 388
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Parsons and, 241, 242, 244
problem of, 484
views of, 235

Organicism, 124
Organizations

and conflict theory, 270
in exchange theory, 407
gendered substructure of, 445–446
theory of, 268

Organizations, virtual, 676
Orientalism, 222, 570–572, 578
Orientalism (Said), 571–572
The Origins of the Family, Private Property, and the State (Engels), 452
Other, generalized, 337–338, 340, 471
Other, taking role of, 343
P-a-c (prosumption-as-consumption), 688, 689, 691
Painting, 143
Panopticon, 637–638
P-a-p (prosumption-as-production), 687, 688, 689, 691
Parables for the Virtual (Massumi), 678
Paris Commune, 87
Parole, 626
Parsonian theory, 240–250
Parsonians, 209
Participant observation techniques, 202
Party, 127
Passion, 46, 498
Past, in dialectical method, 46–47
Pastiche, 652
Paternalism, 467
Pathological, vs. normal, 89–90
Pathologies, 20
Patriarchy, 445, 448, 450, 451, 452, 456, 465, 468, 471
Patrimonialism, 131
Peasants, 278
Perception, 329–330
Performance, 217

dramaturgy, 349–352
and emotion, 356
gender and, 441, 442–443, 669–670
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queer theory and, 669–670
of sex, 669–670

Performativity, 463, 674
Periphery, 302, 303, 304
Personality system, 240, 245, 246–247
Pessimism, 152, 313
Petty bourgeoisie, 278
Phenomenology, 217–218, 267, 501
Philosophy, 157

life philosophy, 31
questions of, and sociology, 101
vs. sociology, 78

The Philosophy of Money (Simmel), 31, 157, 167, 172, 173–179, 530
Political economists, Marx’s attraction to, 23–24
Political economy, 33
Political institution, Weber on, 28
Political realism, 614
Political science, 13, 306
Political system

and autopoiesis, 259
legitimations, 284
rationalization of, 142

Political system, democratic, 618
Political theory, and globalization, 229
Politics, and affect theory, 684–686
Politics, and charismatic authority, 153
Politics of Climate Change (Giddens), 532
Polity

defined, 142
in Parsons’s structural functionalism, 245

Polity Press, 532
Poor, 168–169
Positivism, 16, 19, 106, 395

criticisms of, 280–281, 285
defined, 106
Durkheim and, 96, 106
in early American sociology, 193
Giddens’s rejection of, 503
and Marxists, 281
Saint-Simon, 16
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Positivistic stage, 17
Postcolonial theory, 221–222, 568–572
Post-Fordism, 299–300, 318
Posthuman, 230
Posthumanism, 665, 676
Post-Marxist theory, 313–321

analytical Marxism, 313, 314–316, 320
criticisms of, 321
end of Marxist project, 319–321
postmodern Marxian theory, 311, 317–319, 612

Postmodern, meaning of, 646, 647
Postmodern social theory, 223, 227, 313, 443, 625, 646–656

Baudrillard, 654–656
criticisms of, 656–658
emergence of, 647
Jameson, 649–654
meaning of, 646

Postmodern theory, 658
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impact on social theory, 625
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and Marxian theory, 650–654
meaning of, 646, 647
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meaning of, 646–647
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beginning of, 629
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Power

capitalism and, 56
discourse as, 571
Emerson’s definition of, 412
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ideology’s link with, 459
juridical power, 612
in networks, 419, 420
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in structuration theory, 501
and technology, 637

Power and Civility (Elias), 495–496
The Power Elite (Mills), 214
Power in the Global Age (Beck), 597
Power networks, strong, 420
Power networks, weak, 420–421
Power-dependence relations, 411, 412–413
Practical consciousness, 501
Practical logic, 509
Practice, 504, 681

mediating function of, 508
relation with theory, 286

Practice theory, 513–515
Pragmatism, 325–326, 333, 334, 337, 339, 342
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Predestination, 147
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Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (Goffman), 217, 349, 355
Pride, 357–358
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Primary group, 201
Primary patriarchalism, 131
Primitive accumulation, 586
Prison, 636, 643
Privacy, 185
Problem of action, 484
Problem of order, 484
Problem solving, 334–335, 343
Process, in practice theory, 515
Process sociology, 184, 489
Product
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exchange value, 56–57
value of, 60
See also commodities

Production, 64, 65, 557
capital-intensive, 70
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focus on, 228, 557
separation from, 162

Production, means of, 58, 59, 138, 454
The Production of Space (Lefebvre), 308
Productive activity, 53–54
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Profit, 69, 70

in exchange theory, 403
labor as source of, 24
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concept of, 452
differential ownership of, 316
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Psychoanalytic feminism, 448–450
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Psychological behaviorism, 216
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Du Bois’s theory of, 206
and feminism, 460
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Reflexivity, 259, 335, 500, 534, 536

radical reflexivity, 390
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source of, 102
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See also Protestantism
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Representation, collective, 104
Research, and values, 122–124
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Reserve army, 60, 62
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Birmingham school’s focus on, 293
to racism, 564
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Restaurant, fast-food, 28, 226, 300, 602–604, 606, 687. See also McDonaldization
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Revolution
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Rewards, 396, 400, 402, 403, 406
Risk, 534–535, 537–539
Risk Society (Beck), 537–539
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Salvation, paths to, 144–145, 151
Science, 227
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The Second Sex (de Beauvoir), 441
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Secularization, 553
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Self

Blumer’s concept of, 347, 349
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child development and, 336–337
Cooley’s concept of, 347, 356
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Goffman on, 349
looking-glass self, 201, 347, 356
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Self-confidence, 383–384
Self-consciousness, 339–340
Self-criticism, 339
Self-interest, 454
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Self-reference, 258, 259
Self-reflexivity, 339
Semiotics, 627, 672
Semiotics of materiality, 672
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Foucault’s interest in, 633
as performance, 669–670
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Sexism, 445
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Sexual conflict, 269
Sexual difference theory, 437, 440–442
Sexuality, 460

Foucault on, 638
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history of, 633, 638
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and construction of sexual, 671
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in symbolic interactionism, 335
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Social amelioration policies, 305
Social Behavior (Homans), 216, 398, 400
Social capital, 510
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link with human consciousness, 97
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Social physics, 16
Social policy, 425
Social positions, 237
Social problems
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Social system, 240, 241–245, 502
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Durkheim’s view of, 107
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inevitability of, 276
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Saint-Simon on, 16
Simmel’s view of, 164
Tocqueville on, 15–16
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Socialist world-economy, 302
Socialization, 242–244, 247, 342, 388, 534
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Societies, militant, 35, 36
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domination of, 308–309
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1113



and morality, 83, 104, 105
nomadic, 6
as organism, 35
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Sociologism, 328
Sociology

Coleman’s vision for, 424–425
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problem areas of, 160
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purpose of, 205
relation to history, 113–114, 116–117
role of Marxian theory in, 71
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tasks of, 195–196
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Durkheim and, 80, 96, 105
early theory, 191–208
European theory and, 194–196, 209
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Marxian sociology, 218–220
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and value-freedom, 123
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See also Chicago school
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Sociology, comparative-historical, 144
Sociology, formal, 166
Sociology, French, 11–21, 34
Sociology, German, 21–32, 34
Sociology, Italian, 36, 38–39
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Sociology, process, 184
Sociology, pure, 195
Sociology, value-free, 121, 123
Solidarity, 87–89, 90, 91, 108, 529
Sorbonne, University of, 104–105
The Souls of Black Folk (Du Bois), 206, 207
Sources of the Self (Taylor), 550–551
South, global, 436, 583–584
Southern theory, 583–584
Southern Theory (Connell), 583
Sovereign people, 553
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in actor-network theory, 675
cityspace, 310–311

1115



and class struggle, 312
and consequences of globalization, 597
differential, 309
in Giddens’s theory, 502
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neo-Marxian theory of, 308–313
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Species being, 48, 49
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State, 305
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and integration, 105
legitimation of, 306
and neoliberalism, 619
weakening of, 557
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State of exception, 641–642, 644
Statistics, 203
Status, 242

and role distance, 353
Status groups, Weber on, 127
Status-role complex, 242
Stigma, 353
Stigma (Goffman), 353
Stimuli, 326, 327, 328, 329
Stimulus proposition, 402
Stockholders, 295
Stories, emergence of, 382
Strangers, 168, 185
Strategies, 510
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in Collins’s theory, 267
conflict theory of, 268
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Merton’s criticism of, 255
and mutual orientation, 163
and transition from dyad to triad, 167

Stratification,
and Calvinism, 148
Weber’s analysis of, 126–127

Stratification theory, 27
Strong program, 660–661
Structural determinism, 485
Structural equivalence, 417
Structural functionalism, 211, 213, 478, 479, 486, 501, 522

AGIL scheme, 240, 244
attack on, 214
vs. conflict theory, 235–236, 262
criticisms of, 255–257
decline of, 235, 236
Durkheim’s influence on, 106
functional theory of stratification, 237, 239–240
Giddens’s rejection of, 503
and history, 255, 256
Merton’s, 250–255
Parsons and, 210, 240–250
and social change, 255, 256
Weber’s influence on, 113

Structural hermeneutics, 660
Structural inequalities, 579
Structural oppression, 439, 451–452, 454–461
Structural-functional theory, 209–210
Structuralism, 222–223, 505, 506–507, 522, 625, 626–629, 660

actor-network theory and, 672–673
Lévi-Strauss, 627–628
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and Orientalism, 570
structuralist Marxism, 628–629
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Structure
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disagreement over meaning of, 521
in exchange theory, 409–410
meaning of, 499
Merton’s definition of, 254
in practice theory, 515
Simmel on, 163
in structuration theory, 501–502
See also agency-structure integration

The Structure of Social Action (Parsons), 80, 209, 239, 251, 371, 482
Studies in Ethnomethodology (Garfinkel), 372
Subaltern Studies group, 584
Subjective, and Marxian theory, 276–277
Subjectivism, 508
Subjectivists, 114
Subjectivity, 223, 505

in critical theory, 283–284
and feminist sociology, 470–472

Subordinate, 455, 470
Subordination, 169, 263, 406
Success proposition, 401–402
Suffrage, universal, 305
Suicide, 90, 91–96
Suicide (Durkheim), 20, 79, 91–96
Suicide, altruistic, 93, 94
Suicide, anomic, 93, 94–95
Suicide, egoistic, 93–94
Suicide, fatalistic, 93, 95
Suicide rates, 92–96
Superordination, 169, 263
Superstructure, 63, 64, 283, 293, 651
Surplus value, 24, 60, 69
Surveillance, 533, 636, 637–638
Survival of the fittest, 35, 36, 195
Symbolic, and feminist analysis, 441–442
Symbolic capital, 510
Symbolic Exchange and Death (Baudrillard), 656
Symbolic interactionism, 113, 159, 164, 200, 201, 202, 203, 204, 211, 217, 325–366, 478, 479, 680

act in, 329–330
action in, 343–344, 345
Alexander’s criticism of, 484
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autonomy in, 344
basic principles, 340–347
Blumer, 344–345
capacity for thought in, 341
choice in, 344
and criticism of rational choice theory, 429
criticisms of, 363–364
emotions, 355–363
and exchange theory, 414
future of, 364
generalized other, 337–338
gestures, 330, 332–333
goals of, 345
Goffman, 347, 348–355
groups and, 344–347
historical roots, 325–328
interaction in, 343–344
and learning meanings and symbols, 342–343
Meadian theory, 328–340, 345, 346, 356
mind in, 334–335, 341
and nominalist approach, 326
roots of, 341
self in, 335–339
significant symbols, 333–334
social in, 329
socialization in, 342
societies and, 339, 344–347
Stryker, 345–347

Symbolic tokens, 534
Symbolic violence, 510
Symbols, learning, 342–343
Symbols, significant, 333–334
Sympathetic introspection, 201
System

definitions of, 258, 499
distinction with environment, 258–259
Habermas on, 517

System, cultural, 241, 245–246
System integration, Habermas on, 518
Systems, expert, 534, 535
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Systems theory, 257–261

Taoism, 150
Taste, 511–513
Tautology, and criticism of structural functionalism, 257
Taxes, 67, 618
Taylorism, 298
Teams, in Goffman’s theory, 351–352
Technology, 227

and charisma production, 153
and control, 296, 297, 603
critical theory on, 282
impact on secrecy, 185
and postmodern society, 652–653
and power, 637
and totalitarianism, 282
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See also actor-network theory
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Technoscience, 230
Teleology, and criticism of structural functionalism, 257
Telephone conversations, 377–378, 385
Television, 282–283
Territorialization, 684
Terrorism, and altruistic suicide, 94
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Theological stage, 17
Theoretical Logic in Sociology (Alexander), 482
Theorizing Native Studies (Simpson and Smith), 585
The Theory of the Leisure Class (Veblen), 197, 198
Things, and practice, 514
Thinking, abstract, 337–338
Thirdspace, 310–311
Thought, capacity for, 341
Ties, strong, 416
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Time, 101, 502

and globality, 596
Time, secular, 552
Time-space compression, 318–319
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Time-space separation, 533–534, 542
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Torture, 636
Totalitarianism, 282, 642
Totality, 101
Totem, 21, 99–100
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Trade, free, 617
Tradition, canonization of, 150
Tragedy of culture, 172, 178–179, 228, 530
Transcendence, 162
The Transformation of Intimacy (Giddens), 532, 536–537
Transnational capitalism, 610–611
Transnationality, 596
Transsexual people, 669
Triad, 31, 166–167
Trialectics, 310
Trust, 534
Truth, consensus theory of, 290
Tuskegee Institute, 202
Types, social, 168–169

Unbelief, 553
Understanding, categories of, 101–102
Understanding, Weber’s concept of, 117–118. See also verstehen
Union Democracy (Lipset, Trow, and Coleman), 424
United States

cruel optimism in, 686
decolonization of, 305
socialist feminist theory in, 457
in world order, 213
See also sociology, American

University system, establishment of in United States, 193
Urban development, in Middle Ages, 138
Urban ethnology, 202
Urbanization, 9, 200

in early American sociology, 193
effects on religiosity, 10
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Utilitarianism, 396
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Utopia, 213
Utopian realism, 535
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Value, 173, 174

exchange value, 68–69
labor theory of, 69
surplus value, 24, 69
use value, 68–69

Value proposition, 402
Value-relevance, 122–123
Values, 82, 84

consensus on, 408
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emphasis on, 85
in exchange theory, 407–408
and facts, 46, 122
internalization of, 242
in money economy, 177
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and research, 122–124
Simmel on, 164
and social change, 248
Weber’s work on, 124
See also social facts

Veil, 206
Verstehen, 117–118, 119
Victim, blaming, 34
Victorianism, 638
The View of Life (Simmel), 162, 170, 184
Violence

control of means of, 497, 533
in patriarchy, 450
symbolic violence, 510
in The Wretched of the Earth, 566–567

Vocal gestures, 332–333
Vulnerability, theory of, 420

Want ads, 60
Wasáse (Alfred), 586
Wearable technology, 689

1122



Web 2.0, 228. See also prosumption
Weberian theory

contemporary applications of, 152–153
and critical school, 212
criticisms of, 151–152
influence on critical theory, 281

Welfare programs, 305, 618
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music in, 143
rationality in, 135, 137, 145
rise of city in, 142–143

White Collar (Mills), 214
Whitewashing Race (Brown et al.), 573
The Wiley-Blackwell Encyclopedia of Globalization (Ritzer), 593
Woman, category of, 463
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differences among, 434, 436
domination of, 269
double day of, 446
in early American sociology, 204–205
Gilman on, 205
interactions with men, 469–470
labor of, 71–72, 456
marginalization of, in sociology profession, 9
presence of, 433
recognition for work, 291
role taking and, 471, 472
roles of, 433–434, 442
and social location, 439
in sociology profession, 436–437

Women, African American, 458–459, 574–575
Women’s movement, 220
Women’s studies, 220
Words That Wound (Crenshaw), 574
Work. See labor
Work ethic, Puritan, 150
Workers

alienation from each other, 54
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consent of, 297–298
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control of, 297, 603
differences among, 312
exploitation of, 24, 56, 60–61, 69–70, 148, 295–297
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See also labor

Workshop, 138
World, Simmel’s concept of, 170–171
World-system theory, 301–307
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Young Hegelians, 22, 50

Zoe, 640, 641, 643
Zone of exception, 641, 642, 644

1124


	Biographical and Autobiographical Sketches
	Preface
	Acknowledgments
	About the Authors
	PART I • Classical Sociological Theory
	1. A Historical Sketch of Sociological Theory: The Early Years
	Introduction
	Social Forces in the Development of Sociological Theory
	Political Revolutions
	The Industrial Revolution and the Rise of Capitalism
	Colonialism
	The Rise of Socialism
	Feminism
	Urbanization
	Religious Change
	The Growth of Science

	Intellectual Forces and the Rise of Sociological Theory
	The Enlightenment
	The Conservative Reaction to the Enlightenment

	The Development of French Sociology
	Alexis de Tocqueville (1805–1859)
	Claude Henri Saint-Simon (1760–1825)
	Auguste Comte (1798–1857)
	Emile Durkheim (1858–1917)
	Social Facts
	Religion


	The Development of German Sociology
	The Roots and Nature of the Theories of Karl Marx (1818–1883)
	Hegel
	Feuerbach
	Marx, Hegel, and Feuerbach
	Political Economy
	Marx and Sociology
	Marx’s Theory

	The Roots and Nature of the Theories of Max Weber (1864–1920) and Georg Simmel (1858–1918)
	Weber and Marx
	Other Influences on Weber
	Weber’s Theory
	The Acceptance of Weber’s Theory
	Simmel’s Theory


	The Origins of British Sociology
	Political Economy, Ameliorism, and Social Evolution
	Political Economy
	Ameliorism
	Social Evolution

	Herbert Spencer (1820–1903)
	Spencer and Comte
	Evolutionary Theory
	The Reaction Against Spencer in Britain


	The Key Figure in Early Italian Sociology
	Turn-of-the-Century Developments in European Marxism

	2. Karl Marx
	Introduction
	The Dialectic
	Dialectical Method
	Fact and Value
	Reciprocal Relations
	Past, Present, Future
	No Inevitabilities
	Actors and Structures

	Human Potential
	Labor

	Alienation
	The Structures of Capitalist Society
	Commodities
	Fetishism of Commodities
	Capital, Capitalists, and the Proletariat
	Exploitation
	Class Conflict
	Capitalism as a Good Thing

	Materialist Conception of History
	Cultural Aspects of Capitalist Society
	Ideology
	Freedom, Equality, and Ideology

	Religion

	Marx’s Economics: A Case Study
	Communism
	Criticisms
	Contemporary Applications

	3. Emile Durkheim
	Introduction
	Social Facts
	Material and Nonmaterial Social Facts
	Types of Nonmaterial Social Facts
	Morality
	Collective Conscience
	Collective Representations
	Social Currents


	The Division of Labor in Society
	Mechanical and Organic Solidarity
	Dynamic Density
	Repressive and Restitutive Law
	Normal and Pathological
	Justice

	Suicide
	The Four Types of Suicide
	Egoistic Suicide
	Altruistic Suicide
	Anomic Suicide
	Fatalistic Suicide

	Suicide Rates and Social Reform

	The Elementary Forms of Religious Life
	Early and Late Durkheimian Theory
	Theory of Religion—The Sacred and the Profane
	Beliefs, Rituals, and Church

	Why Primitive?
	Collective Effervescence
	Totemism
	Sociology of Knowledge
	Categories of Understanding


	Moral Education and Social Reform
	Morality
	Moral Education
	Occupational Associations

	Criticisms
	Contemporary Applications

	4. Max Weber
	Methodology
	History and Sociology
	Verstehen
	Causality
	Ideal Types
	Values
	Values and Teaching
	Values and Research


	Substantive Sociology
	What Is Sociology?
	Social Action
	Class, Status, and Party
	Structures of Authority
	Rational-Legal Authority
	Traditional Authority
	Charismatic Authority
	Types of Authority and the “Real World”

	Rationalization
	Types of Rationality
	An Overarching Theory?
	Formal and Substantive Rationality
	Rationalization in Various Social Settings

	Religion and the Rise of Capitalism
	Paths to Salvation
	Religion and Capitalism in China
	Religion and Capitalism in India


	Criticisms
	Contemporary Applications

	5. Georg Simmel
	Primary Concerns
	Levels and Areas of Concern
	Dialectical Thinking
	Fashion

	Life
	More-Life and More-Than-Life


	Individual Consciousness and Individuality
	Social Interaction (“Association”)
	Interaction: Forms and Types
	Social Geometry
	Social Types
	Social Forms


	Social Structures and Worlds
	Objective Culture
	The Philosophy of Money
	Money and Value
	Money, Reification, and Rationalization
	Negative Effects
	The Tragedy of Culture

	Secrecy: A Case Study in Simmel’s Sociology
	Secrecy and Social Relationships
	Other Thoughts on Secrecy

	Criticisms
	Contemporary Applications


	PART II • Modern Sociological Theory: The Major Schools
	6. A Historical Sketch of Sociological Theory: The Later Years
	Early American Sociological Theory
	Politics
	Social Change and Intellectual Currents
	Herbert Spencer’s Influence on Sociology
	Thorstein Veblen (1857–1929)
	Joseph Schumpeter (1883–1950)

	The Chicago School
	Early Chicago Sociology
	The Waning of Chicago Sociology

	Women in Early American Sociology
	The Du Bois–Atlanta School

	Sociological Theory to Midcentury
	The Rise of Harvard, the Ivy League, and Structural Functionalism
	Talcott Parsons (1902–1979)
	George Homans (1910–1989)

	Developments in Marxian Theory
	Karl Mannheim and the Sociology of Knowledge

	Sociological Theory From Midcentury
	Structural Functionalism: Peak and Decline
	Radical Sociology in America: C. Wright Mills
	The Development of Conflict Theory
	The Birth of Exchange Theory
	Dramaturgical Analysis: The Work of Erving Goffman
	The Development of Sociologies of Everyday Life
	Phenomenological Sociology and the Work of Alfred Schutz (1899–1959)
	Ethnomethodology

	The Rise and Fall (?) of Marxian Sociology
	The Challenge of Feminist Theory
	Theories of Race and Colonialism
	Structuralism and Poststructuralism

	Late-20th-Century Developments in Sociological Theory
	Micro-Macro Integration
	Agency-Structure Integration
	Theoretical Syntheses

	Theories of Modernity and Postmodernity
	The Defenders of Modernity
	The Proponents of Postmodernity

	Social Theory in the 21st Century
	Theories of Consumption
	Theories of Globalization
	Theories of Science, Technology, and Society


	7. Structural Functionalism, Systems Theory, and Conflict Theory
	Structural Functionalism
	The Functional Theory of Stratification and Its Critics
	Talcott Parsons’s Structural Functionalism
	AGIL
	The Action System
	Change and Dynamism in Parsonsian Theory

	Robert Merton’s Structural Functionalism
	A Structural-Functional Model
	Social Structure and Anomie

	The Major Criticisms
	Substantive Criticisms
	Methodological and Logical Criticisms


	Systems Theory
	System and Environment
	Autopoiesis
	Differentiation
	Segmentary Differentiation
	Stratificatory Differentiation
	Center-Periphery Differentiation
	Differentiations of Functional Systems


	Conflict Theory
	The Work of Ralf Dahrendorf
	Authority
	Groups, Conflict, and Change

	The Major Criticisms and Efforts to Deal With Them
	A More Integrative Conflict Theory
	Social Stratification
	Other Social Domains



	8. Varieties of Neo-Marxian Theory
	Economic Determinism
	Hegelian Marxism
	Georg Lukács
	Reification
	Class and False Consciousness

	Antonio Gramsci

	Critical Theory
	The Major Critiques of Social and Intellectual Life
	Criticisms of Marxian Theory
	Criticisms of Positivism
	Criticisms of Sociology
	Critique of Modern Society
	Critique of Culture

	The Major Contributions
	Subjectivity
	Dialectics

	Criticisms of Critical Theory
	The Ideas of Jurgen Habermas
	Differences With Marx
	Rationalization
	Communication

	Critical Theory Today: The Work of Axel Honneth
	The Ideas of Axel Honneth

	Later Developments in Cultural Critique

	Neo-Marxian Economic Sociology
	Capital and Labor
	Monopoly Capital
	Labor and Monopoly Capital
	Other Work on Labor and Capital

	Fordism and Post-Fordism

	Historically Oriented Marxism
	The Modern World-System
	Geographical Expansion
	Worldwide Division of Labor
	Development of Core States
	Later Developments
	World-System Theory Today


	Neo-Marxian Spatial Analysis
	The Production of Space
	Trialectics
	Spaces of Hope

	Post-Marxist Theory
	Analytical Marxism
	Postmodern Marxian Theory
	Hegemony and Radical Democracy
	Continuities and Time-Space Compression

	After Marxism
	Criticisms of Post-Marxism


	9. Symbolic Interactionism
	The Major Historical Roots
	Pragmatism
	Behaviorism
	Between Reductionism and Sociologism

	The Ideas of George Herbert Mead
	The Priority of the Social
	The Act
	Gestures
	Significant Symbols
	Mind
	Self
	Child Development
	Generalized Other
	“I” and “Me”

	Society

	Symbolic Interactionism: The Basic Principles
	Capacity for Thought
	Thinking and Interaction
	Learning Meanings and Symbols
	Action and Interaction
	Making Choices
	Groups and Societies

	The Self and the Work of Erving Goffman
	The Self

	The Sociology of Emotions
	What Is Emotion?
	Shame: The Social Emotion
	The Invisibility of Shame
	Emotion Management and Emotion Work
	Feeling Rules
	Commercialization of Feeling

	Criticisms
	The Future of Symbolic Interactionism

	10. Ethnomethodology
	Defining Ethnomethodology
	The Diversification of Ethnomethodology
	Studies of Institutional Settings
	Conversation Analysis

	Some Early Examples
	Breaching Experiments
	Accomplishing Gender

	Conversation Analysis
	Telephone Conversations: Identification and Recognition
	Initiating Laughter
	Generating Applause
	Booing
	The Interactive Emergence of Sentences and Stories
	Integration of Talk and Nonvocal Activities
	Doing Shyness (and Self-Confidence)

	Studies of Institutions
	Job Interviews
	Executive Negotiations
	Calls to Emergency Centers
	Dispute Resolution in Mediation Hearings

	Criticisms of Traditional Sociology
	Separated From the Social
	Confusing Topic and Resource

	Stresses and Strains in Ethnomethodology
	Synthesis and Integration
	Ethnomethodology and the Micro-Macro Order


	11. Exchange, Network, and Rational Choice Theories
	Exchange Theory
	Behaviorism
	Rational Choice Theory
	The Exchange Theory of George Homans
	The Success Proposition
	The Stimulus Proposition
	The Value Proposition
	The Deprivation-Satiation Proposition
	The Aggression-Approval Propositions
	The Rationality Proposition

	Peter Blau’s Exchange Theory
	Micro to Macro
	Norms and Values

	The Work of Richard Emerson and His Disciples
	Power-Dependence
	A More Integrative Exchange Theory


	Network Theory
	Basic Concerns and Principles
	A More Integrative Network Theory

	Network Exchange Theory
	Structural Power
	Strong and Weak Power Structures

	Rational Choice Theory
	Foundations of Social Theory
	Collective Behavior
	Norms
	The Corporate Actor

	Criticisms


	12. Contemporary Feminist Theory
	Feminism’s Basic Questions
	Historical Framing: Feminism, Sociology, and Gender
	Varieties of Contemporary Feminist Theory
	Gender Difference
	Cultural Feminism
	Theories of Sexual Difference

	Sociological Theories: Institutional and Interactionist
	Institutional
	Interactionist

	Gender Inequality
	Liberal Feminism

	Gender Oppression
	Psychoanalytic Feminism
	Radical Feminism

	Structural Oppression
	Socialist Feminism
	Intersectionality Theory

	Feminism and Postmodernism

	Feminist Sociological Theorizing
	A Feminist Sociology of Knowledge
	The Macro-Social Order
	The Micro-Social Order
	Subjectivity


	13. Micro-Macro and Agency-Structure Integration
	Micro-Macro Integration
	Micro-Macro Extremism
	The Movement Toward Micro-Macro Integration
	Examples of Micro-Macro Integration
	Integrated Sociological Paradigm
	Multidimensional Sociology
	The Micro Foundations of Macrosociology

	Back to the Future: Norbert Elias’s Figurational Sociology
	The History of Manners
	Natural Functions
	Power and Civility


	Agency-Structure Integration
	Major Examples of Agency-Structure Integration
	Structuration Theory
	Habitus and Field
	Applying Habitus and Field
	Practice Theory
	Colonization of the Life-World

	Major Differences in the Agency-Structure Literature

	Agency-Structure and Micro-Macro Linkages: Fundamental Differences


	PART III • From Modern to Postmodern Social Theory (and Beyond)
	14. Contemporary Theories of Modernity
	Classical Theorists on Modernity
	The Juggernaut of Modernity
	Modernity and Its Consequences
	Modernity and Identity
	Modernity and Intimacy

	The Risk Society
	Creating the Risks
	Coping With the Risks

	The Holocaust and Liquid Modernity
	A Product of Modernity
	The Role of Bureaucracy
	The Holocaust and Rationalization
	Liquid Modernity

	Modernity’s Unfinished Project
	Habermas versus Postmodernists

	Self, Society, and Religion
	Modernity and the Self
	Modernity’s Social Imaginary
	Religion in a Secular Age

	Informationalism and the Network Society

	15. Theories of Race and Colonialism
	Fanon and the Colonial Subject
	Black Skin, White Masks
	Resistance

	The Wretched of the Earth
	Violence
	Fanon and Marx


	Postcolonial Theory
	Orientalism

	Critical Theories of Race and Racism
	Racial Formation
	Racialization
	Racial Projects
	Color-Blind Racism

	A Systematic Theory of Race
	The Structure of the Racial Field
	Structure and Agency in the Field

	Southern Theory and Indigenous Resurgence
	Southern Theory
	Indigenous Resurgence


	16. Globalization Theory
	Major Contemporary Theorists on Globalization
	Anthony Giddens on the “Runaway World” of Globalization
	Ulrich Beck, the Politics of Globalization, and Cosmopolitanism
	Zygmunt Bauman on the Human Consequences of Globalization

	Cultural Theory
	Cultural Differentialism
	Cultural Convergence
	“McDonaldization”
	McDonaldization, Expansionism, and Globalization
	The “Globalization of Nothing”

	Cultural Hybridization
	Appadurai’s “Landscapes”


	Economic Theory
	Transnational Capitalism
	Empire

	Political Theory
	Neoliberalism
	Critiquing Neoliberalism
	The Early Thinking of Karl Polanyi
	(More) Contemporary Criticisms of Neoliberalism
	The Death of Neoliberalism?


	Other Theories

	17. Structuralism, Poststructuralism, and Postmodern Social Theory
	Structuralism
	Roots in Linguistics
	Anthropological Structuralism: Claude Lévi-Strauss
	Structural Marxism

	Poststructuralism
	The Ideas of Michel Foucault
	The Ideas of Giorgio Agamben
	Basic Concepts
	Auschwitz and the Camp
	Biopolitics and the Influence of the Work of Michel Foucault
	Agamben’s Grand Narrative and Ultimate Goals
	Critiques


	Postmodern Social Theory
	Moderate Postmodern Social Theory: Fredric Jameson
	Extreme Postmodern Social Theory: Jean Baudrillard

	Criticisms and Post-Postmodern Social Theory

	18. Social Theory in the 21st Century
	Queer Theory
	The Heterosexual/Homosexual Binary
	Performing Sex
	Critiques

	Actor-Network Theory, Posthumanism, and Postsociality
	Affect Theory
	Basic Concepts
	The Affective Field
	The Ethics and Politics of Affect

	Prosumption Theory
	The New Means of Prosumption
	Prosumer Capitalism



	References
	Name Index
	Subject Index

