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Preface

The publication of this two-volume paperback edition is a welcome event. While
many social scientists and libraries added the original hardback, single-volume
edition of The Blackwell Companion to Major Social Theorists to their collec-
tions, its price put it beyond the reach of all but the most well-heeled students.
Thus instructors were unable, by and large, to assign it to their classes. The
publication of these two volumes in paperback solves that problem by making
the books much more affordable. Furthermore, dividing the original volume
more-or-less in half allows those who teach classical theory to assign volume 1,
The Blackwell Companion to Major Classical Social Theorists, and those who
teach contemporary theory to use volume I, The Blackwell Companion to
Major Contemporary Social Theorists. In addition, for those who teach general
courses in theory, both volumes can be assigned. The books can be used as basic
texts, or as supplements to more conventional textbooks in social and socio-
logical theory. Since the essays are original contributions authored by experts on
particular theorists, the two volumes should also be useful to scholars looking
for up-to-date and authoritative overviews of the work of the major social
theorists.

Some minor changes have been made to the text, but in the main the essays are
the same as those that appeared in the original hardback edition. One major
change is that the original introductory essay has been used as the basis for new
introductory essays, each directed at the unique concerns of the volume in which
it appears. Thus the volume of the classics opens with an essay by Douglas
Goodman entitled, “Narratives, Geistesgeschichtes, and the History of Social
Theory.” Goodman’s essay outlines five narrative approaches to the history of
sociology, making the case for critical and effective histories of social theory that
place classical theoretical perspectives in dialogue with present-day theoretical
orientations and challenge the ideal of theoretical progress. The volume on
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contemporary theory begins with an essay by Todd Stillman, “Metatheorizing
Contemporary Social Theorists.” Stillman catalogues the forces that contribute
to intellectual breakthroughs and develops a systematic approach to the intel-
lectual and social factors that have influenced contemporary social theorists.

Overall, these volumes present essays by leading contemporary social theorists
on their classical predecessors and contemporary peers. Having written chapters
or essays on many of the people covered here, I have a great appreciation for
these essays. In fact, I learned a great deal from each of them and I believe that
most, if not all, readers will find these essays edifying.

Beyond the contributors, there are a number of other people to thank. I begin
with Susan Rabinowitz, who proposed that I undertake this project and was of
great help throughout its creation and development. Ken Provencher at Black-
well helped to put the paperback volumes into print. I could not have done these
books without the help of Douglas Goodman, who not only wrote the
introductory essay to the classical volume but read and commented on all of
the essays and helped with the innumerable details involved in bringing this
project to fruition. I also need to thank Todd Stillman, who authored the
introduction to the contemporary volume and kept track of the revisions. My
undergraduate research assistants Zinnia Cho and Jan Geesin also provided
valuable research assistance.
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Introduction: Metatheorizing
Contemporary Social Theorists

ToDD STILLMAN

The lives of contemporary social theorists can illuminate the foundations of
contemporary social theory. Theories are tools for looking at the social world.
Yet theorists who are not themselves immune to the influences of the social
world conceive them. Because these tools are shaped by personal experiences,
theoretical work bears the imprint of the social context in which it is produced.
It follows that readers and researchers should use a theorist’s work critically and
reflexively; to understand the strengths and limitations of the theory, they must
be sensitive to the context in which it is produced. Anthony Giddens says as
much in reference to classical social theory: “[There are] deficiencies deriving
from the context of their formation.”" This holds true for contemporary theory
as well.

Taking their cue from the sociologies of knowledge and science, the authors of
these essays place the work of thirteen thinkers in the context of these thinker’s
lives and times. Factors such as sociohistorical developments, social networks
and mentorship, and the idiosyncrasies of biography, combine with intellectual
influences that range from nineteenth-century German philosophy to French
existentialism to Freudian psychoanalysis. The chapters also chart the develop-
ment of the theorists’ thought over the course of their careers as they refine their
ideas and extend their analyses to new theoretical problems. Authored by a
practicing sociologist, each of these essays is an exercise in reflexive thinking;
they turn the tools of the discipline on to major figures in the discipline.

The purpose of this introduction is to outline a systematic account of the
major kinds of influences on these theorists and their work. It will draw on the
ideas of metatheory, the systematic study of theory, to suggest that there are four
general sources of influence on theory formation.? Influences are not wholly
constitutive of a body of work, but they do provide clues to the social and
intellectual resources that a theorist drew on. Much of what is distinctive in
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the work of social theorists can be understood as attempts to assimilate their
social and intellectual influences into a theoretical framework.

METATHEORETICAL ANALYSIS

Most theorizing takes an aspect of the social world as the object of analysis. It
should go without saying that most social theory is developed in the context of
an empirical case or comparatively across cases. The value of a theory, none-
theless, is found in whether it transcends the specificity of its cases. For example,
Pierre Bourdieu developed his theory of cultural capital in the context of his
work on the French educational system. Although conceived in the French
context, Bourdieu’s has been an influential theory of social reproduction, a
useful analytic in a variety of empirical contexts. Most good theorizing follows
this pattern.

Metatheorizing, by contrast, is a step removed from empirical research.
Rather than take the social world as the object of analysis, it takes theories
themselves as its object in an effort to understand their individual strengths and
limitations as well as to develop overarching perspectives on sets of theories. A
metatheoretical analysis of the theory of cultural capital might weigh which
elements of the theory are nationally specific or consider how Bourdieu’s own
experiences with the French system influenced his views. Either one of these
would help a reader to assess Bourdieu’s contribution not merely to the study of
French academe but also to the corpus of general theory on which sociologists
draw. Thus the value of metatheorizing is that it examines the intellectual
commitments of a theory with an eye toward critical assessment.

Metatheorizing is employed for a variety of ends. Although it is not always
labeled as such, most theorists use metatheoretical analysis to clarify a central
problem in extant theory as a prelude to proposing a theoretical perspective to
deal with this problem. A good example of this sort of metatheorizing is
Giddens’s Central Problems in Social Theory, which develops a critical reading
of structuralism into the influential theory of structuration. A second type of
metatheory develops an overarching perspective on a set of theories. One pre-
valent variety sets out to synthesize a set of ideas by ratcheting up the level of
abstraction. A good example of this type of metatheorizing is the first volume of
Jeffrey Alexander’s Theoretical Logic in Sociology (1982), which develops an
overarching perspective on classical sociology.” Metatheorizing can also be
undertaken as an end in itself. An intellectual biography of an influential
theorist, for example, can develop a rich reading of the theorist’s work. The
authors of the essays in this volume have produced this sort of metatheory. They
have synthesized the work of an important figure and placed it in an intellectual
and social context that clarifies the origins and influence of the theory. No
matter what the ends, metatheorizing is a useful term to capture what people
do when they think about theory.

This introductory essay is primarily concerned with metatheorizing as a tool
for better understanding social theory. Our basic proposition is that an
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Intellectual

Cognitive paradigms Use of concepts borrowed from:
Schools of thought Philosophy
Changes in paradigms, Economics

schools of thought Linguistics, etc.
Metatheoretical tools Impact of disciplines outside sociology
Theories

Internal External
Communal paradigms Impact of society
Invisible colleges Impact of social institutions
Schools Historical roots
Networks
Individual backgrounds
Social

understanding of the context in which theories are formed is useful for assessing
the strengths and limitations of a theory. To this end, the analytic presented in
the figure will be useful to codify types of influences on the development of a
social theory.”

Theorists are influenced by both intellectual and social factors. These can be
further subdivided into factors internal to the discipline and factors external to
the discipline. Internal intellectual factors include the influence of schools and
traditions of thought on a theorist. External intellectual factors include ideas
borrowed from other disciplines. Internal social factors include the influence of
social networks and mentorship on a theorist’s work. External social factors
include the impact of historical change on the structures and institutions of the
society being theorized.

Although these categories are logically exhaustive, they are not mutually
exclusive; some factors fit into more than one quadrant. It is therefore instructive
to consider how each factor relates to the others. A class of relationships of
interest to metatheorists is cases of external social factors having an effect on
internal social ones. External social factors such the disintegration of the Soviet
Union clearly had an effect on internal social factors such as the number of
seminars and conferences dedicated to the post-communist transition. Another
mechanism relates internal intellectual and internal social factors insofar as
traditions of thought exert influence through social networks and mentorship.
Exploring such relationships can offer a window into the workings of subdisci-
plines. Cast more broadly, this analytic is a serviceable way to conceptualize the
variety of factors that contribute to a theorist’s social location and intellectual
makeup.

Contemporary social theory is a product of this complex of influences on the
work of social theorists. Fundamental changes to social institutions (e.g., the rise
of compulsory education), advances in other disciplines (such as cognitive psy-
chology and linguistics), the institutional power of major programs and “hot”
new programs, the continuing influence of the sociological classics, along with
other factors too numerous to list, form the backdrop in which new social theory
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is formed. The remainder of this essay turns to specific examples of such
influences drawn from the experiences of the thinkers covered in this volume.

INTERNAL INTELLECTUAL INFLUENCES

The norm in more recent years is for theorists to be most powerfully influenced
by ideas internal to sociology, but to have a smattering of external inputs as well.
Perhaps of greatest importance is the fact that many of the thinkers discussed in
this book are famous for playing a major role in the creation of a perspective that
has shaped social thinking. They themselves have become major internal intel-
lectual influences on the thinkers and researchers who have been inspired by
their ideas. )

Among the thinkers in this volume the classical theorists Karl Marx, Emile
Durkheim, and Max Weber are, doubtless, the most important internal intellec-
tual influences on contemporary social theorizing. The so-called “holy trinity”
set out the major problems for social theory that continue to occupy contem-
porary thinkers. Marx provided a rationale for integrating social theory, empiri-
cal historical inquiry, and normative critique. Durkheim gave sociology the
social fact, as a justification for studying society and as a powerful analytical
tool. Weber’s ideas are founding principles in the sociology of religion, organiza-
tions, development, and politics, among many other fields.

Naturally, contemporary theorists have drawn unequally on the classics. They
have their own orientation toward classical theory, which is rooted in a vision of
what the practice of theory is and how the classical tradition informs this
practice. A salient distinction can be drawn between two kinds of thinkers.
Scientific thinkers like Merton rummage the classics in search of testable hypoth-
eses. Critical thinkers like Habermas engage the classics as an interpretive
exercise, developing new lines of interpretation to inform their own grand
theoretical syntheses.

Robert Merton’s position on the relation of contemporary theory to particular
classics is well known, and controversial. He said that, “the writings of classical
authors in every field of learning can be read with profit time and again,
additional ideas and intimations coming freshly into view with each re-
reading.”” But, as Sztompka argues in this volume, Merton also felt that the
classics should only be read selectively with an eye toward critically appropriat-
ing what is relevant to current social issues and social scientific debates, while
rejecting or modifying the rest. The classics best serve as a living tradition,
subject to constant reinterpretation, rather than as a vast set of constraints on
appropriate subjects, research methods, and theoretical orientations. As a policy,
Merton always used the classics in the service of a theoretical or empirical
analysis.

The mark of Durkheim on Merton’s work demonstrates his ideas about the
value of the classics. This influence is evident in Merton’s scientific orientation,
his embrace of structural functionalism, and his choice of research topics. In his
influential essay on middle-range theorizing, he cites Durkheim’s Suicide as the
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exemplar for middle-range theory because of the study’s contextual, deductive
approach to theory development. In his analysis of anomie and deviance, Mer-
ton draws on this landmark study of suicide but his rigorous analytic goes far
beyond it in pursuit of the structural sources of deviance in a stratified society.®
Merton’s use of Durkheim to further his own theoretical projects is consistent
with his vision of the role of the classics for scientific sociological inquiry.

Jiirgen Habermas writes in the grand tradition of sociological theory that
Merton vigorously opposed. Habermas takes social theory to be a critical rather
than a scientific enterprise, that is, the aim of theory is to write a pathology
report of modern society in order to find a cure for its ills. He was trained in the
Weberian Marxist tradition of the Frankfurt School, and his voluminous exeg-
esis on Marx, Weber, Durkheim, Mead, and many others, forms the basis of his
theory of communicative action. Early in his career, Habermas developed a neo-
Marxian theory of the historical development of late capitalism that develops a
theory of the role of the interventionist state in displacing economic crises into
the political and cultural spheres.

Habermas’s concern for the rationalization of society is derived from Weber,
but his theory of communicative action splits rationalization into two comple-
mentary processes: the rationalization of the market and bureaucratic spheres
(the system) and the rationalization of the sphere of everyday life. The latter was
formerly the territory of culturally grounded understanding and mutual accom-
modations but in modern society was threatened by the increasing reach of
bureaucratic rationality. By attributing an autonomous logic to different social
spheres, Habermas backs away from the totalizing claims of Weber’s rationali-
zation thesis. But he also describes a dynamic that seems better to match our
experience of rationalization. In this sense, Habermas’s relation to the classics
can be seen as an attempt to update or revise their best parts to suit our
contemporary understandings and needs. Habermas’s use of the classics is at
odds with Merton’s scientific ambitions but nevertheless suggests how readings
of the classics can give rise to new grand theoretical projects. Both are illustrative
of how the classics provide a foundation for contemporary social theory.

EXTERNAL INTELLECTUAL INFLUENCES

While the sociological classics have the most pronounced influence on all man-
ner of social theorizing, contemporary social theory is notable for drawing on
extra-disciplinary resources to make up for some of the shortfalls and lapses of
the classical tradition. Habermas’s theory of communicative action, as described
above, draws not only on the classics but takes significant inspiration from
pragmatist philosophy when developing its ideas about discourse ethics and
moral norms. External intellectual influences have become priceless sources of
theoretical innovations for contemporary social theorizing by supplying fresh
ideas and data to be integrated with the dominant traditions.

Such a strategy makes creative use of paradigms developed elsewhere to make
interventions in key theoretical problems. Both Richard Emerson and Michel
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Foucault draw on extra-disciplinary resources to address how best to study and
conceptualize power. Power had been a macro-sociological issue, a means that
states and other powerful actors used to exert influence, but there was little work
being done on the mechanism of influence. Both Foucault and Emerson turned
toward micro-theories to address this important issue. For Emerson, behavior-
ism was an empirically satisfactory resource to investigate the workings of
power in social exchange and social networks. For Foucault, interested in
what he termed the “micro-physics” of power, structuralism provided a frame-
work for understanding how expert discourses on pressing social issues like
sexuality and criminality could shape actors and actions. Both interventions
are notable for setting new research agendas based on their readings of extra-
disciplinary materials.

Richard Emerson’s exchange theory draws part of its inspiration from B. E
Skinner’s empirical research into human behavior. Emerson’s commitment to
behaviorism meant that he could ignore the subjective meaning of individual
action while carrying out empirical studies of observable behavior. In his land-
mark 1972 article, Emerson wrote, “In this chapter we will not presume to know
the needs and motivations of men. We will see how far we can go on this skimpy
basis.”” While many social scientists, notably the symbolic interactionists, were
at the time (and are still today) committed to the investigation of meaningful
behavior, Emerson’s power-dependency theory puts the issue of subjective mean-
ing in brackets, in favor of a deductive, experimentally tested power-dependency
model of exchange relations. The influence of Skinnerian behaviorism allowed
Emerson to put his own ideas about power relations on a scientific footing.

The influence of structuralist linguistics on social theory is another case in
point. Michel Foucault’s distinctive approach to the knowledge/power nexus
owes something to structuralist ideas anticipated by Durkheim and Mauss but
given their full expression by linguists such as Ferdinand Saussure and Roman
Jakobson. These linguists adhered to a deterministic view of the relation between
linguistic systems and everyday speech. Taken up by anthropologists and semi-
oticians and applied to the study of mythic, and modern, culture, structuralism
was in fashion in France during Foucault’s formative years. The degree of
influence that structuralism had on Foucault is debatable, but it is clear that
his ideas about the power of discourse to shape actors and their actions bears the
mark of structuralism’s emphasis on the determining power of language. For all
that is innovative, idiosyncratic, and personal in Foucault’s approach, his per-
spective would not have been articulated in quite the same manner if structur-
alism was not an intellectual influence — and a foil — of his project.

INTERNAL SOCIAL INFLUENCES

Internal social influences include factors like the stamp of social networks and
individual backgrounds on a thinker’s ideas. A wide range of biographical
factors all leave their mark. Social experiences such as migration, travel, work,
and education can all impinge on a theorist’s thought. Race, class, and gender



INTRODUCTION 7

also are also influential. Finally, networks, schools, invisible colleges and intel-
lectual communities have an effect on career and reception. All these types of
social experiences can lead theorists to new insights and directions.

An example of work and college experiences leaving their mark on a theorist is
found in the early career of Garfinkel, a student of Parsons and Schutz. Some of
his inspiration came, surprisingly, from an accident of biography. An important
concept for ethnomethodologists, traceable to his Studies in Ethnomethodology,
is, “accountability.”® Accountability refers to the post hoc justifications that
actors give for their actions to the people or organizations to which they are
held accountable. These justifications fail to paint a complete picture of any
situation but rather are couched in terms that make a course of action compre-
hensible under the framework of rules and regulations in which actors operate.
Garfinkel’s ideas about accountability were inspired by his college experiences at
the University of Newark. While in Newark, Garfinkel took a business course on
double entry bookkeeping and cost accounting. Garfinkel’s interrogation of this
material led him to ask how accountants justify their decisions to put items in
particular columns in their books, understanding that they would be accountable
to their superiors and other agencies. Accountants, he understood, were clear
about the fact that their indicators did not represent an underlying order but
rather were a form of theorizing that developed conceptual order out of the
empirical manifold of business practices. Garfinkel’s insights into the relations
among an organization, an accountant, and the books, found their way into his
thinking about ethnomethods, particularly his argument in “Good Reasons for
Bad Clinical Records,” about the way in which clinicians render patient files
accountable. The same sort of idea also served as an inspiration for his critique
of Talcott Parsons’s formal analytical theorizing, in “Parsons’s Plenum.”

Bourdieu’s sense of how social inequality was reproduced through social
institutions was deeply affected by his schooling in France. The son of a post-
master, Bourdieu entered the elite Ecole Normale Superieure in 1951 (as a
classmate of Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault), where he was taught to
think of himself as a member of the “state nobility.” Although Bourdieu excelled
at the school, he also conceived of himself as an outsider and found himself
deeply disappointed with what he saw as the corrupt power of the institutional
elite. These feelings were reinforced through the early part of his academic
career, when he found himself in a marginal position in French academic life.

Bourdieu’s commentary on the French educational system is marked by his
having experienced the star system from the inside. Within the university system,
he argued, power rather than simply merit shaped the distribution of opportu-
nities. He said that the education system tended to promise more than it deliv-
ered. While intellectuals present themselves as working for the common good,
they in fact reproduce social inequalities. They inspire devotion from those who
want richer, freer lives but they disappoint them with the limits they impose.
Bourdieu felt that by exposing the deep truth of the situation he could de-
legitimate the power of the old guard and challenge the myths in French educa-
tion. This impulse to undermine the myths of modern institutions is one of the
animating features of his entire corpus.
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Also important is the theorist’s ties to networks, schools, invisible colleges,
and communities of thinkers. While attending the graduate school at the Uni-
versity of Chicago, Erving Goffman was the beneficiary of a rich legacy of
American sociological thought. His teachers included such luminaries as Everett
Hughes, Herbert Blumer, and Edward Shils. According to Fine and Manning, the
institutional peculiarities of Chicago at the time — only seven faculty members
and scores of graduate students — meant that the graduate students relied on each
other to formulate their problems and advance their educations. They formed
close friendships through their co-location in Hyde Park. At Chicago, Goffman
had the good fortune of an extended intensive exchange of ideas with a succes-
sion of influential figures including Joseph Gusfield, Howard Becker, and Ralph
Turner. As a group, they became skeptical of the dominant structural-function-
alist perspective of the day and turned instead to rich, empirical sociological
studies in the interactionist perspective. These scholars all developed a concern
about totalitarian control, an interest in dramatic change, and in the bases of
community and conformity. Their work set a sociological agenda for research
into collective behavior, race and ethnicity, deviance, and work and occupations.

In sum, internal intellectual influences — personal experiences and other acci-
dents of biography — place thinkers in situations that subsequently color their
selection of topics, their manner of thinking, or their relation to mainstream
social thought. By attending to such influences, it becomes clear that social
theory is not the objective, scientific endeavor that some would have. Rather,
the individual circumstances of social theorists characteristically become impor-
tant resources for their theorizing.

EXTERNAL SOCIAL INFLUENCES

External social influences — such as long-running trends like industrialization or
watershed events like World War 1 — can have a constitutive influence on a
theorist. Economic depressions and wars have affected most of them. So have
the national contexts in which they work. On the one hand, such events define
the salient issues of the day and, in doing so, constitute the most pressing topics
for social theory to address. Wars, revolutions, episodes of contentious politics,
technological innovations, and changing modes of production are external social
developments that have attracted the attention of social theorists. On the other
hand, such events can affect the trajectory of a theorist’s career and the reception
of their ideas. A case in point would be the effects of the relocation of the
Frankfurt School to the USA after the Nazis came into power and the effect
that both Nazism and exposure to American popular culture had on the work of
Marcuse, Horkheimer, Adorno, and Lowenthal.

Once a social problem has drawn the attention of the public, social thinkers
who wish to influence policy decisions and substantive debates orient their
research to bear on these salient questions. James Coleman’s career-long concern
for influencing public debate is evident from the beginning of his career. The
Adolescent Society is a fine example of how a contemporary social problem can
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influence a thinker’s agenda.” Policymakers understood that education is pro-
foundly important insofar as it has the ability to reinforce or ameliorate inequal-
ities of opportunity in an industrial society. This understanding translates into a
value system that emphasizes knowledge and skills. Yet a rift has opened
between these values and the values of adolescents who prefer sports or socializ-
ing to academic achievement. Coleman asked why high school students fail to
assimilate academic values. His theory of the leading crowd seeks to explain the
low standing of academic achievement in the adolescent’s value system. Cole-
man’s ideas about education had a notable impact on the debates over education.

Daniel Bell’s writings on the contemporary scene were notable because they
conceptualized important changes in the economic and social landscape in ways
that highlighted the inadequacy of extant social theory. In other words, Bell
described an emerging type of society that had yet to be theorized. (The impact
of Baudrillard’s writings on the emergence of a postmodern society is similar in
this regard.) Bell’s social theorizing is animated by the idea that modernity is
disintegrating into a post-industrial society. Perusing the social landscape, Bell
sees that the contemporary scene is no longer centered on the manufacturing of
tangible goods. The post-industrial society is one in which information technol-
ogy and a service economy rise alongside the machine technology of industrial
society. Within this society, the relative importance of the professional and
technical class increases vis-a-vis other occupational classes. In this society,
codified theoretical knowledge becomes the basis for social planning and social
control. Such observations may seem commonplace today but, in the 1960s and
1970s, were prescient. Bell’s theoretical ideas are elaborated from his observa-
tion of the contemporary scene, especially changing economic roles and techno-
logical innovation. Such developments are consistently a source of theoretical
inspiration because they suggest that existing categories of analysis are inade-
quate and in need of rethinking.

Coleman and Bell can be seen as taking very different approaches to theorizing
insofar as Coleman attempts to focus in on the detailed workings of particular
social problem while Bell uses broad brushstrokes to characterize whole seg-
ments of social life. Yet the fundamental similarity of their approaches is that
they are each reacting to the changing contemporary scene. Such an impulse is
among the most common sources of new social theory.

METATHEORY AS A REFLEXIVE ACTIVITY

More than thirty years have passed since Alvin Gouldner made his plea for
reflexive sociology in The Coming Crisis of Western Sociology.'® Gouldner
believed a “sociology of sociology” was needed to move beyond the “methodo-
logical dualism” of practitioners who assume they view the social world from a
special objective vantage. A deepened understanding of the sociologist’s position
in the world, gained by turning the sociologies of knowledge, science, and
occupations on the worlds of sociologists themselves, would create a new
awareness of how sociologists’ roles and their personal praxis affect their
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work. In turn, this awareness might free sociologists from the strictures of their
theoretical and methodological biases to produce valid and reliable information
about the social world.

Although Gouldner’s attack on scientific sociology became famous, reflexive
thinking about theory did not begin with The Coming Crisis of Western Sociol-
ogy. Randall Collins claims that as a general phenomenon reflexivity “comes
increasingly to the fore as the intergenerational sequence lengthens.”"! In a wide-
ranging survey of several thousand years of philosophical thought, Collins finds
reflexive thinking among such traditions as the Greek Sophists, nineteenth-
century German thought, and the logical formalists. This suggests that reflex-
ivity is a natural feature of intellectual communities. One way to interpret the
dearth of reflexive thinking in mid-twentieth-century sociology is as the prover-
bial exception to the rule. In a quest for cumulative knowledge of society,
reflexivity was for a time arrested. This is not to say that science is incapable
of reflexively assessing its theories, methods, and practices — as all good science
should — but rather that “normal science” is characterized by a community’s
general acceptance of foundational assumptions. Reflexive thinking is, and
probably always has been, a key component of a vigorous intellectual commu-
nity because critical assessment spurs innovation.

This volume is a testament to the value of reflexive thinking about key figures
using the tools of our discipline. Each of these chapters provides insights into the
structure of a major thinker’s thought and the forces that contributed to the
development of his or her ideas. Only when these forces are taken into account,
can the context-specific elements of a body of work be appreciated. It is up to the
readers of this volume to make the most of this contextual approach to social
theory and to decide which elements of a theory remain useful when they are
taken from the context of their formation and applied to emerging areas of
interest.

Metatheory is a systematic tool for theorizing reflexively. The tools of
metatheory are useful because they codify the many ways in which theory can
be appraised and investigated as an object of analysis. By turning the tools of the
discipline on its major thinkers, this volume reveals some of the important
sources of contemporary social theory, be they accidents of biography or
world-historical transformations. By revealing these sources, this volume will
be a valuable tool for students of social theory to better appraise the works they
study.

How much of contemporary social theory can be attributed to the circum-
stance under which it was creation? Quite a bit — as this volume shows.
Metatheory is our best available tool for making this point and for continuing
to think reflexively about our discipline.

Notes

1 A. Giddens (1979) Central Problems in Social Theory: Action, Structure, and Contra-
diction in Social Analysis. London: Macmillan, p. 1.
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THE PERSON

Robert King Merton was born on July 4, 1910 in Philadelphia, to a family of
working-class Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe. As a journalist puts it, he
started “almost at the bottom of the social structure” (Hunt, 1961, p. 39).

Obviously gifted, from the earliest days he encountered conducive opportun-
ities for his talents to unfold. Close to his Philadelphia home he found the
Andrew Carnegie Library, where as a child he spent endless hours, voraciously
consuming works in literature, science, and history, and especially biographies
and autobiographies (apparently looking for a “role model,” as he was to call it
later). Since that time he has always remained, to use his own words, “the
inveterate loner working chiefly in libraries and in my study at home” (Merton,
1994, p. 16). The Academy of Music, with Leopold Stokowski at the helm, was
within walking distance and a place of frequent visits. And later, in the mid-
1920s, new institutions were added in the vicinity: the Central Library and the
Museum of Art. Thus, outside of formal education at the South Philadelphia
High School, young Merton was exposed to a rich educative environment (see
Merton, 1994).

There were other opportunities though, having more to do with luck: meeting
the right people at the right moments of his life. Among those there were: the
librarians at Carnegie Library, who took an interest in the young book addict;
George E. Simpson, young sociology instructor at Temple College, who made
him a research assistant to the study of the public imagery of Blacks, and thus
awoke a lifelong passion for social inquiry; Pitirim A. Sorokin, who after a brief
encounter at an American Sociological Association convention encouraged Mer-
ton to apply for graduate study at Harvard, and soon after made him his research
and teaching assistant, as well as a co-author of his work on social time and a
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chapter in his monumental Social and Cultural Dynamics (1937-41); Talcott
Parsons, who pushed his inquisitive mind toward the European founders of
sociology — Durkheim, Weber, Marx, Simmel — and taught him analytic skills
and conceptual sophistication; George Sarton, who seduced him toward the
history of science; and finally a wartime immigrant from Vienna, mathemati-
cian-psychologist turned sociologist Paul F Lazarsfeld, with whom Merton
established the long-lasting collaboration at Columbia University and the
famous Bureau of Applied Social Research, which they co-directed for several
decades.

Let us return to more formal biographical facts. In 1927 Merton entered
Temple College at Philadelphia, from which he graduated in 1931. Right after,
he won a fellowship for graduate study at Harvard University, and in 1936
defended his doctoral dissertation “Science, Technology and Society in Seven-
teenth-century England,” written under the guidance of George Sarton, and
published as a book two years later (Merton, 1938). Here he put forward a
hypothesis, akin to Max Weber’s famous claim on the link between Protestant
ethic and the capitalist economy, arguing for a similar link between Protestant
pietism and early experimental science. The “Merton Thesis” has been subjected
to criticism, particularly from historians (see Kearney, 1973), and started con-
tinuous debates. Some of them have been recently put together in a book by 1.
Bernard Cohen (1990). Even before his doctoral dissertation, Merton’s first
influential articles came out in print: “The Unanticipated Consequences of
Purposive Social Actions” in 1936 (Merton, 1996, pp. 173-82), and, in 1938,
one of his crucial contributions, the article “Social Structure and Anomie”
(Merton, 1996, pp. 132-52), starting a whole school in the theory of deviance
and becoming a subject of continuing debate for more than half a century. From
1936 to 1939 Merton served as a tutor and instructor at Harvard, and then from
1939 until 1941 he held the positions of professor and chairman at the
Department of Sociology at Tulane University in New Orleans. In 1941, choos-
ing between job offers from Harvard and Columbia, Merton moved to Colum-
bia University, where he remained on the faculty of the Sociology Department
for 38 years, going through the positions of Assistant Professor, Associate
Professor (1944), Full Professor (1947), Chairman (succeeding Paul Lazarsfeld
in 1961), Giddings Professor of Sociology (1963), and University Professor
(1974). After retirement, from 1979 to 1984 he remained active as a Special
Service Professor. He withdrew from teaching in 1984.

Apart from the university, Merton has been much involved in wider academic
life, both in the United States and internationally. Among his many official
positions are the Presidencies of the American Sociological Association (1956),
the Eastern Sociological Society (1968), and the Society for Social Studies of
Science (1975). He has held innumerable posts on editorial boards, professional
committees, and advising positions to publishing houses. Academic recognition
includes membership of the National Academy of Sciences, Academia Europaea,
and numerous foreign academies (the Polish Academy of Science was added to
this list in 1997). He has received more than twenty honorary doctoral degrees
from universities including Yale, Chicago, Harvard, Columbia, Leiden,
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Jerusalem, Wales, Ghent, Oxford, and Krakow. He was a Fellow of the Gug-
genheim Foundation (1962), and the Center for Advanced Studies in Behavioral
Science, the Resident Scholar at the Russell Sage Foundation (1979 until the
present time), and MacArthur Prize Fellow (1983-8). From the American Soci-
ological Association he received a Career of Distinguished Scholarship award,
and in 1994 the President of the United States granted him the highest academic
honor: the National Medal of Science.

Married twice, he has a son and two daughters from the first marriage. His
son, Robert C. Merton, a professor at Harvard and an eminent specialist in the
study of financial markets, won the Nobel Prize in economics in 1997.

THE SociAL CONTEXT

Merton’s life covers the major part of twentieth-century American history. Even
though he has always been a man of academia, surrounded by and totally
devoted to the intellectual community, he has also been touched by the turns
of political and economic events. A perfect example of a self-made man, coming
from the lowest echelons of class structure and advancing to the narrowest New
York elite, as well as to worldwide fame, he could not but recognize the mobility,
openness, and democratic virtues of American society making that feat possible.
This led him quite early to embrace the liberal-democratic political creed to
which he has remained faithful all his life. The experience of the Great Depres-
sion raised his sensitivity to social issues, racial discrimination, poverty,
deviance, and anomie. And the drama of Stalinist terror, the Nazi ascendance
to power and the Second World War, the Holocaust and the Gulag, and other
atrocities, brought him to a strong condemnation of totalitarianism. He lived
through the defeat of Nazism in 1945 as well as the the final collapse of
communism in 1989, which provided happy corroboration of his political
commitments.

He reacted to political events with the tools of his academic profession, mostly
through research and writing, but was always concerned with the “potentials of
relevance” of scientific ideas. He devoted systematic reflection to the role of the
intellectual in public bureaucracy (1943), social responsibilities of technologists
(1947), and the role of applied social science in the formation of policy (1949).
The most “practical” of his own theoretical studies include work on deviance
and anomie, racial discrimination, marriage patterns, political “machines,”
housing, propaganda and the “war-bond drive,” and medical education. The
most “ideological” of his articles dealt with the destruction of science in Nazi
Germany and the defense of the “scientific ethos” (Merton, 1996, pp. 277-85),
which for him was a kind of micro-model for the democratic polity. As a co-
director of the Bureau of Applied Social Research, he managed and supervised
numerous other programs directed at pressing social issues.

As was mentioned above, his most significant social environment was acade-
mia. His graduate studies and the beginnings of his professional career coincided
with the renaissance of American sociology in the 1930s, with Harvard
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University as its most lively center, in Robert Nisbet’s metaphor “the Venice” of
that time (Coser and Nisbet, 1975, p. 6). His mature career was linked to “the
Florence” of American sociology (ibid.) in post-war years, Columbia University.
He stayed at Columbia Sociology Department through the peak period of its
eminence, in the 1950s and 1960s, to which he himself contributed in consider-
able measure.

From the “core” of Columbia University, the concentric circles of his “sig-
nificant others,” whom he reciprocally influenced as a highly recognized and
esteemed partner, extended to the intellectual, cultural, and artistic community
of New York, then Western and Eastern Europe, and eventually an even wider
world. He became a true cosmopolitan, maintaining permanent links with
international academic communities, not limited by political or ideological
biases. One of the founders, in 1948, of the International Sociological Associa-
tion (ISA), as early as the 1950s he went with the first group of American
sociologists to the USSR, paid numerous visits to Poland, Hungary, and Czecho-
slovakia, visited China, and was always ready to give a generous helping hand to
the young apprentices in sociology from those politically exotic parts of the
world (here I am happy to record my own personal debt). It would be hard to
find a better example of the true “man of the world.”

THE INTELLECTUAL CONTEXT

Merton believed that science develops cumulatively and incrementally by stand-
ing “on the shoulders of giants” (Merton, 1965). Hence, the crucial importance
of scientific traditions. “I have long argued,” Merton says, “that the writings of
classical authors in every field of learning can be read with profit time and again,
additional ideas and intimations coming freshly into view with each re-reading”
(Merton, 1965, p. 45). This is particularly relevant for the adept of a young
science like sociology: “the sociologist qua sociologist rather than as historian of
sociology, has ample reason to study the works of a Weber, Durkheim, and
Simmel and, for that matter, to turn back on occasion to the works of a Hobbes,
Rousseau, Condorcet or Saint-Simon” (Merton, 1968, p. 35). But sociology
limited to the intepretation of the masters would be sterile. In an attempt to
avoid both narrow dogmatism and uncritical novelty, Merton’s policy of relating
to the masters seems to imply three directives. First is a selective approach; that
is, the constant effort to derive from the masters of the past the core of their ideas
and to sift it from inevitable marginal contributions, blind alleys, or outright
mistakes. Second is reading the masters anew; that is, entering into a sort of
critical dialogue with them, reworking their ideas in the light of new perspectives
and approaches, later discoveries and experiences, newly acquired data. Third is
the injunction to critically enrich, partly supplant, or reject past ideas, if found
incomplete, deficient or obsolete: “the founding fathers are honored, not by
zealous repetition of their early findings, but by extensions, modifications
and, often enough, by rejection of some of their ideas and findings” (Merton,
1968, p. 587).
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Merton is quite faithful to this professed policy. Various commentators
have noted that he was among the first in his generation of American soci-
ologists to turn their attention to the heritage of European sociology, to have
mastered it in depth and to have “assimilated European thought patterns more
thoroughly than most of his predecessors” (Coser and Nisbet, 1975, p. 4). But
his attitude toward “founding fathers” has never been exegetic or dogmatic.
Rather, it has been self-consciously critical, with an emphasis on possible con-
tinuities.

Who are those giants “on the shoulders” of which Merton self-consciously
places himself? To begin with, there is his pre-eminent indebtedness to Emile
Durkheim. In the list of his recognized idols he unfailingly places Durkheim in
the forefront, and indicatively Durkheim is quoted more often than any other
author in Merton’s major volume, Social Theory and Social Structure (1968).
There is a striking similarity in the dominant orientation of their sociologies:
their common attempt to have sociology develop into a reasonably rigorous,
“hard” science of a specifically social subject matter, with explanations in terms
of identified social factors. Merton’s sociology is also in continuity with Durk-
heim’s in terms of common theoretical approach: functional and structural
analysis. Finally, there are obvious substantive continuities: from Durkheim’s
study of suicide, and particularly “anomic suicide,” to Merton’s analyses of
anomie and deviance; and from Durkheim’s sociological research on religion,
focusing on religious communities, to Merton’s sociological analysis of science,
undertaking detailed analysis of the structure and functioning of the commun-
ities of scholars.

Next in line of Merton’s intellectual ancestors comes Karl Marx. In his
approach to Marx, Merton rejects dogmatism: “I have long since abandoned
the struggle to determine what ‘Marxism’ is or is not. Instead, I have taken all
that I find good in Marxian thought — and that is a considerable amount — and
neglected conceptions which do not seem to me to meet tests of validity”
(Merton, 1982b, p. 917). Such an approach allows him to follow some Marxian
ideas, while remaining far removed from Marxism in the political or ideological
sense. Many common methodological and substantive ideas would include the
emphasis on sociological, and particularly structural, factors in the explanation
of human phenomena; or the focus on contradictions, conflicts, and circularity
of social processes. Then, the idea of the existential determination of knowledge,
turned into the idea of the social-structural determination of science, has
uncontestable Marxian roots.

Third in line of ancestry comes Georg Simmel. There is some commonality in
their general approach to sociology: an emphasis on relationships and structures,
the “form” or “geometry” of social reality. But Merton’s indebtedness to Simmel
becomes all the more apparent in the context of conceptual analyses. He reaches
some quite similar substantive results. For example, Merton starts from Simmel’s
hunches in his analysis of patterned interactions, social visibility, and observ-
ability (Jaworski, 1990), in-group integration and inter-group conflicts, the
completeness, openness, and closedness of groups, reference groups, and several
others.
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Max Weber has had less influence on Merton’s work. To be sure, Merton
explicitly identifies Weber as one of his “masters-at-a-distance,” but except for
the doctoral dissertation on the Puritan ethic and the origins of modern science,
and the discussion of bureaucratic structure, it is hard to discover Weberian
themes in Merton’s work. On the rare occasions when Merton enters the world
of Weber’s sociology, he mostly accepts Weber’s results as given. This is the case
with the theory of action, the idea of “value-free” sociology, or the ideal type of
bureaucratic organization.

So much for the classics of an earlier time. Among the later twentieth-century
masters, some of whom were Merton’s contemporaries or even immediate
teachers, four names should be mentioned. An important influence on Merton’s
ideas, particularly in the field of sociology of science, was exerted by George
Sarton, at the time of Merton’s graduate studies undoubtedly “the acknowledged
world dean among historians of science” (Merton, 1983, p. 477). The influence
of Sarton can be found at the level of general interests: in science, its develop-
ment, the operation of scientific communities, and specific techniques for study-
ing historical sources. Apart from that, at the centennial of Sarton’s birth, held at
the University of Ghent, Merton acknowledged numerous tangible and intangi-
ble “gifts” that he received from his mentor; including the conducive micro-
environment for the work on his doctoral dissertation, opening the pages of the
newly established journal Isis for Merton’s first publications, and publishing
Merton’s doctoral thesis in another of Sarton’s periodicals, Osiris (1938).

Then come the two most influential teachers, under whom, and later with
whom, Merton learned and worked: Pitirim Sorokin and Talcott Parsons. It was
not entirely a direct and solely positive influence. Merton was apparently not an
easy pupil. Admiring his teachers, he did not hesitate to criticize them and to
build his own intellectual system partly in opposition to theirs. The case of
Sorokin is particularly telling. Having the young Merton collaborate with him
on one important chapter of his treatise Social and Cultural Dynamics (1937-
41) and on an article on “Social Time” (1937), and some thirty years later
publicly praising On the Shoulders of Giants (1965) as a masterpiece, Sorokin
also went so far as to label Merton’s paradigm of functional analysis as “a
modern variation on Alexandrian or medieval scholasticism in its decaying
period. It is heuristically sterile, empirically useless, and a logically cumbersome
table of contents” (Sorokin, 1966, pp. 451-2). The same skepticism was
expressed toward Merton’s theory of reference group: “A multitude of Merton’s
propositions, especially in his theory of the reference groups, represent a co-
dification of trivialities dressed up as scientific generalizations™ (ibid., p. 452).
The ambivalence of Sorokin’s attitude is beautifully rendered by the personal
inscription in one of his books: “To my darned enemy and dearest friend —
Robert — from Pitirim.”

Another of Merton’s teachers is Talcott Parsons. Speaking for his entire gen-
eration of Harvard sociologists, Merton remarks: “Talcott was both cause and
occasion for our taking sociological theory seriously” (Merton, 1980, p. 70). His
influence on steering Merton’s interest toward theoretical considerations was
certainly immense. But for almost forty years, since a meeting of the ASA in the
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1940s, which witnessed their first major, public clash, Parsons’s abstract manner
of theorizing was a subject of Merton’s persistent challenge, leading him to
propose in 1945 the notion of a “middle-range theory” (Merton, 1996, pp.
41-50). Similarly, the static and ahistoric “structural functionalism” proposed
by Parsons was a subject of Merton’s strong critique, contributing to the birth of
his own dynamic “functional analysis” in 1949 (ibid., pp. 65-86). But their
theoretical debate always stayed within the borders of exemplary civility. As
Merton recollects, “I remember the grace with which, some thirty years ago, he
responded in a forum of this same Association to my mild mannered but
determined criticism of certain aspects of his theoretical orientation” (Merton,
1980, p. 70). Years later Parsons came to acknowledge Merton’s “major con-
tribution to the understanding and clarification of the theoretical methodology
of what he, 1 think quite appropriately, called ‘functional analysis™ (Parsons,
19785, p. 67), and then saluted him “for his highly creative role in developing the
foundations of this challenging intellectual situation” (ibid., p. 80).

Finally, one must recognize Merton’s decades-long “improbable collabora-
tion” (Merton, 1994, p. 15) with Paul Lazarsfeld, producing fruit in several
co-authored works, as well as in numerous research projects. It is a rare case of
basically different styles of research and theorizing supplementing and enriching
each other: Merton’s focus on discursive, conceptual clarifications and elabora-
tions, and Lazarsfeld’s emphasis on turning concepts into operationalized, test-
able variables. A good example of the collaboration, their common study of
friendship formation (Merton, 1954), came as close to real complementarity as
could be expected in the case of two strong, independent individualities, with
divergent backgrounds, thought patterns and scholarly goals.

THE WORK

Merton has been a very prolific writer. In his bibliography we find over a dozen
books, another dozen edited, or coedited, volumes, and 180 major articles.
These numbers continue to grow, as Merton retains his creative powers, and
continuously adds new items to his impressive academic output.

There are some characteristic formal traits of his printed work. Most of his
formidable output is in the form of extended essays, long articles, introductions,
reviews, discussions: sometimes getting so long as to turn imperceptibly into a
book, such as the “Shandean postscript” of 290 pages, his favorite On the
Shoulders of Giants (Merton, 1965), or the “Episodic Memoir” of 150 pages,
tracing the development of the sociology of science (Merton, 1979); but most
often gathered up in collections, among which Social Theory and Social Struc-
ture (in its three major editions of 1949, 1957, and 1968), The Sociology of
Science (1973), Sociological Ambivalence (1976), Social Research and the Prac-
ticing Professions (1982a) and On Social Structure and Science (1996) are most
significant. Of true “books,” in the sense so dear to the humanists and so alien to
the natural scientists, he has written only one and only when he had to for formal
reasons: his doctoral dissertation.
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The thematic range of his interests is very wide: from drug addicts to profes-
sionals, from anomie to social time, from friendship formation to role conflicts,
from functional analysis to scientific ethos, from medical education to multiple
discoveries, from bureaucratic structure to the origins of medieval aphorisms.
He seems to pick up various topics, here and there, and then pursue them
methodically, meticulously, in depth, sometimes for many years. One of his
strongest contributions is insightful concepts. As he identifies new aspects of
social life which he finds sociologically significant, he coins neologisms to
designate them. A number of these have entered the vocabularies of not only
social science but the vernacular of everyday life. Some have already become
cases of the process in the history of thought which Merton has identified as
“obliteration by incorporation (OBI),” in which “the sources of an idea, finding
or concept become obliterated by incorporation in canonical knowledge, so that
only a few are still aware of their parentage” (Merton, 1968, pp. 27-8). Merton
has also highlighted earlier concepts and terms which had gone largely unre-
garded, performing what he calls a “cognitive conduit.” The list of concepts
coined by Merton which entered the canon of contemporary sociology contains
manifest and latent functions, dysfunctions, self-fulfilling prophecy, homophily
and heterophily, status-sets and role-sets, opportunity structures, anticipatory
socialization, reference group behavior, middle-range theories, sociological
ambivalence, and others. The supplements to Oxford English Dictionary
(volumes 1-3) credit ten neologisms to Merton. His theoretical and methodo-
logical orientations of functional analysis and structural analysis are widely
applied, often without recognition of the authorship. This sort of acceptance is
perhaps the strongest proof of Merton’s impact on contemporary sociology.

In chronological order one may distinguish a number of phases in his lifelong
work (Crothers, 1987, pp. 34-40; Clark, 1990, p. 15). In the 1930s, during his
Harvard years, Merton was involved in empirical projects on the homeless of
Boston, and prepared his doctoral dissertation on the link between Protestant
pietism and the origins of science, to be published in 1938. He also worked on
major theoretical articles: “Civilization and Culture” (1936), “The Unantici-
pated Consequences of Purposive Social Actions” (1936), and “Social Structure
and Anomie” (1938). His early interest in European sociology is documented by
two review articles: “Recent French Sociology” (1934) and “Durkheim’s Divi-
sion of Labor in Society” (1934). He was to become one of the most cosmo-
politan of American sociologists, acquiring a deep knowledge of the European
heritage, and long after retirement insisted on his yearly routine of a summer
tour of European capitals, savoring their cultural riches and rekindling his vast
personal and professional networks of collaborators and friends.

In the 1940s he took part in a number of empirical projects carried out in the
Bureau of Applied Social Research, including the study of a radio campaign
known as the “war-bond drive,” summarized in 1946 in the volume Mass
Persuasion. Another of his contributions was the reinterpretation of the findings
of wartime studies carried out by Samuel Stouffer and his team on the “American
soldier,” which resulted in an article (with A. Kitt Rossi) on reference groups,
published for the first time in 1950 (Merton, 1968, pp. 279-334). The concept
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of reference group was purged of its early psychological bias, and rephrased in
sociological, structural terms. The distinction of normative and comparative
reference groups, as well as various subtle permutations of “reference group
behavior,” have inspired a number of later scholars (Merton, 1968, pp. 335-
440). At the same time Merton worked on several methodological and theoret-
ical topics. In 1948 his seminal article “Self-fulfilling prophecy” came out
(Merton, 1996, pp. 183-204), and in 1949 his major volume Social Theory
and Social Structure, including articles on “middle-range strategy” and “man-
ifest and latent functions,” where the research program of linking empirical
research and theoretical reflection, within the framework of so-called functional
analysis, was put forward for the first time. It was particularly the idea of
middle-range theorizing which, despite some criticisms {e.g. Opp, 1970), became
widely adopted by sociologists.

In the 1950s his research work was still linked to the Bureau of Applied Social
Research, but he also became involved in graduate training, and his lectures and
seminars became arenas of conceptual and theoretical developments, unraveled
in what he calls “oral publication,” only to be published in print much later. The
empirical studies of medical education left two products, a methodological
volume, The Focused Interview (with M. Fiske and P. Kendall, 1956), and a
more substantive book, The Student-Physician (1957). There are also two the-
oretical papers, which joined the list of those widely followed and discussed
later, and were destined to enter the canon of sociological knowledge: “The
Role-set: Problems in Sociological Theory” in 1957 (Merton, 1996, pp. 113-22),
where Merton painted a picture of complex and overlapping relationships
among social roles and statuses; and “Social Conformity, Deviation and Oppor-
tunity-structures” (1959), where he returned after twenty years to the theory of
anomie, expanding his argument in considerable measure, only to enrich it even
more in 1964 in the article “Anomie, Anomia and Social Interaction: Contexts of
Deviant Behavior.” The deviant adaptations were shown to result not merely
from the condition of anomie, but also from the structurally given, available set
of legitimate and illegitimate opportunities for pursuing the chosen goals.

In the 1960s and 1970s Merton returned to his “first love” (Lazarsfeld, 1973,
p- 43), namely the sociology of science, a subdiscipline which he initiated, and
significantly helped to build and institutionalize. The first sign of a thematic shift
came in 1957 when he delivered a presidential lecture to an ASA convention:
“Priorities in Scientific Discovery: a Chapter in the Sociology of Science” (Mer-
ton, 1996, pp. 286-304). Then a series of essays addressed various problems of
the sociology of science: “Singletons and Multiples in Scientific Discovery” in
1961 (Merton, 1996, pp. 305-17); “The Matthew-effect in Science: the Reward
and Communication Systems of Science” in 1968, revised in 1988 (Merton,
1996, pp. 318-36); “Insiders and Outsiders: a Chapter in the Sociology of
Knowledge” in 1972 (Merton, 1996, pp. 241-66); and others. In 1965, what
he called his “prodigal brainchild” appeared under the title O#n the Shoulders of
Giants, presenting a number of theoretical points in the sociology of science in
the guise of eruditional search for the origins of the medieval metaphor. The
story of his favorite subdiscipline came out in 1979 as The Sociology of Science:
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an Episodic Memoir. But in this period he also published crucial statements in
general sociological theory: the essay on “structural analysis” in 1975 (Merton,
1996, pp. 101-12), and an earlier study of “sociological ambivalence” (with E.
Barber) in 1963 (Merton, 1996, pp. 123-31).

In the 1980s and 1990s Merton has continued his work in various directions.
Part of that is devoted to rewriting, polishing, and editing earlier, unpublished
manuscripts and preparing collected volumes of essays for print. An example is
Social Research and the Practicing Professions (1982a). But he also contributed
new, original articles of considerable importance: “Client Ambivalences in Pro-
fessional Relationships” (with V. Merton and E. Barber, 1983), “Socially
Expected Durations” (1984), and “The Fallacy of the Latest Word: the Case of
Pietism and Science” (1984). At the same time, he started a new genre in his
work: erudite and dense reminiscences about his collaborators and friends:
George Sarton, Talcott Parsons, Florian Znaniecki, Alvin Gouldner, Louis
Schneider, Franco Ferrarotti, James Coleman, and Paul Lazarsfeld.

His most recent work returns to the area of the sociology of science with
particular emphasis on the fate of scientific concepts and phrases. This starts
with the monumental Social Science Quotations (Sills and Merton, 1991), and
continues with articles on “serendipity,” “opportunity structure,” “the Matthew
Effect,” and “the Thomas Theorem,” ending with a study of the very term
“scientist” as the example of the gendered use of language. In 1994, at the
instigation of friends, he turned his reflective focus on himself, and produced
the “slight remembrance of things past” titled “A Life of Learning,” “orally
published” as the C. H. Haskins memorial lecture at Philadelphia (Merton,
1994, reprinted in Merton, 1996, pp. 339-59).

THE THEORY

From the rich mosaic of Merton’s substantive contributions, produced at various
levels of generality, in various areas, in various periods of his long career, there
emerges a coherent system of ideas. Some of them refer to sociology: its goals,
orientation, and methods. Some of them refer to society: its constitution and
transformations. And in the background of all that, there is a particular image of
science, as a cognitive enterprise, social institution and community of scholars.
In my interpretation Merton has given us a comprehensive theory of society. But
this is a contentious point, and some commentators see only the multiple,
fragmentary contributions of Merton to many sociological problems and com-
plain about the “curious omission” of “a systematic theory or a system of
sociology” (Bierstedt, 1981, p. 445). T have entered into extensive debate with
Robert Bierstedt on this issue, which for lack of space cannot be summarized
here (see Sztompka, 1990, pp. 53-64; Bierstedt, 1990, pp. 67-74).

Two of Merton’s formulations come closest to his definition of what sociology
is all about. The calling of a sociologist is described as “lucidly presenting claims
to logically interconnected and empirically confirmed propositions about the
structure of society and its changes, the behavior of man within that structure
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and the consequences of that behavior” (Merton, 1968, p. 70). And the goal of
the whole discipline is characterized as follows: “In the large, sociology is
engaged in finding out how man’s behavior and fate are affected, if not minutely
governed, by his place within particular kinds, and changing kinds, of social
structure and culture” (Merton, 1976, p. 184). Thus, clearly the prime subject
matter of sociology is conceived as the social structure, and it is to be studied in
its multiple and varied aspects: genetic (how it came to be), as well as functional
(how it affects behavior); static (how it operates), as well as dynamic (how it
changes). The focus on social structure appears from the beginning as the
defining trait of Merton’s sociology. In my reading this is his main focus, but
here T differ with some other commentators, who would classify Merton
together with Parsons simply as “functionalists” (e.g. Turner, 1974).

It is true that Merton started from an approach he called “functional ana-
lysis,” but he immediately distanced himself, even by introducing that name,
from doctrinaire “functionalism.” For him, “the central orientation of function-
alism” is “the practice of interpreting data by establishing their consequences for
larger structures in which they are implicated” (Merton, 1968, pp. 100-1). In his
famous “paradigm for functional analysis” in 1949, he outlined a strikingly
open, deeply revised version of functionalism, allowing for the conceptualization
of social conflict and social change. Thus, when a quarter century later in 1975
he wrote the important paper “Structural Analysis in Sociology” (Merton, 1996,
pp. 101-12), it was not a radical break with functional analysis, but rather its
logical extension. Structural analysis was a natural outgrowth of functional
analysis, complementing but not at all supplanting it. Merton’s own position is
explicit: “The orientation is that variant of functional analysis in sociology
which has evolved, over the years, into a distinct mode of structural analysis”
(Merton, 1976, p. 9). Functional analysis specifies the consequences of a social
phenomenon for its differentiated structural context; structural analysis searches
for the determinants of the phenomenon in its structural context. Obviously,
both orientations refer to the different sides of the same coin; they scrutinize two
vectors of the same relationship, between a social phenomenon and its structural
setting. There is no opposition of Merton the functionalist to Merton the
structuralist; both theoretical orientations have been consolidated into one.

Merton’s idea of the social structure, already central for his “functionalist”
writings, includes four defining criteria. The focus on relations linking various
components of society is clear in the early characterization of social structure:
“by social structure is meant that organized set of social relationships in which
members of the society or group are variously implicated” (Merton, 1968, p.
216). The emphasis on the patterned, regular, repetitive character of relations is
one of the central themes pervading Merton’s work, as is the term “patterned,” a
qualifier he is particularly fond of. As Paul Lazarsfeld noted: “Throughout his
writings, this is probably the technical term he uses most often” (Lazarsfeld,
1975, p. 57). The third constitutive criterion of social structure — the idea of a
deep, hidden, underlying level (corresponding to the concept of latent functions
in functional analysis) — is the only aspect of Merton’s approach directly influ-
enced by the “logical-linguistic structuralism” of Claude Lévi-Strauss or Noam
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Chomsky. As he puts it: “It is analytically useful to distinguish between manifest
and latent levels of social structure” (Merton, 1976, p. 126).

But perhaps most important for Merton’s notion of social structure is the
fourth criterion, the idea of constraining or facilitating influences exerted by
social structure on more concrete, and more directly accessible, social phenom-
ena and events (behaviors, beliefs, attitudes, motivations, etc.). The concept of
“structural context,” and especially “structural constraint,” as limiting the
effective field of action, appeared in the early “paradigm for functional analy-
sis,” and was developed later: “Behavior is a result not merely of personal
qualities, but of these in interaction with the patterned situations in which the
individual behaves. It is these social contexts which greatly affect the extent to
which the capacities of individuals are actually realized” (Merton, 1982a,
p- 174). But the structural context was not conceived only in negative terms,
as a limiting constraint, but also as a positive influence, facilitating, encouraging,
stimulating certain choices by actors or agents: “the social structure strains the
cultural values, making action in accord with them readily possible for those
occupying certain statuses within the society and difficult or impossible for
others. . .. The social structure acts as a barrier or as an open door to the acting
out of cultural mandates” (Merton, 1968, pp. 216-17).

The best example of Merton’s structural analysis is his famous theory of
anomie. Understood as a structural condition of dissociation between uniform
cultural demands of success and the differentiated opportunities for success,
anomie is shown to generate various forms of deviant conduct: ‘innovation’,
‘ritualism’, ‘retreatism’ or ‘rebellion’, depending on the wider structural context
within which it appears (Merton, 1938).

Starting from the general framework provided by his functionalist and struc-
turalist orientation, Merton develops a more detailed image of the social struc-
ture. There are two traits which endow it with a distinct, unmistakably
Mertonian flavor. First, social structure is seen as complex and multidimen-
sional. It covers a plurality of components, elements, and items shaped into
various kinds of networks or interlinkages. There are statuses, roles, role-sets,
status-sets, norms, values, institutions, collectivities, groups, organizations,
interests, etc., and they are depicted as cohering on numerous levels. A related,
second property of Merton’s idea of social structure is the emphasis on asymmet-
rical relationships: conflicts, contradictions, dysfunctions, strains, tensions,
ambivalence. As Merton emphasizes: “It is fundamental, not incidental to the
paradigm of structural analysis that social structures generate social conflict by
being differentiated in historically differing extent and kind, into interlocking
arrays of social statuses, strata, organizations, and communities that have their
own and therefore potentially conflicting as well as common interests and
values” (Merton, 1976, pp. 124-5). Merton’s core idea is to consider human
individuals (and their actions) as structurally located, anchored in the network
of social relationships.

Attempting to cope with the immense variety of structural components,
Merton proposes the distinction between the social structure in the narrow
sense and the cultural structure: “the salient environment of individuals can be
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usefully thought of as involving the cultural structure, on the one hand, and the
social structure, on the other” (Merton, 1968, p. 216). Cultural structure comes
to be characterized exclusively in normative terms: as a network of norms,
values, roles and institutions. Similarly, the idea of social structure in the narrow
sense is gradually enriched with the help of the notion of “opportunity-
structure,” inspired by the idea of “life-chances,” and “vested interests,” taken
probably from Max Weber and Karl Marx. It is understood as a hierarchically
differentiated access to resources, facilities, and valuables (wealth, power, pres-
tige, education, etc.).

The components of social structure at both levels — of social structure proper
and of cultural structure — are variously interrelated, both within each level, and
across distinct levels. It is, in fact, only the study of those interrelations that
reveals the complex quality of the social structure as a relational network. The
most important feature of Merton’s analysis, which sets him apart from tradi-
tional functionalists and other proponents of social equilibrium, consensus, and
harmony, is his treatment of integration as problematic and contingent, not as
given. The differing degrees of integration span the spectrum, from complete
consensus to complete dissensus, with these extreme poles being only analytic
possibilities, rarely occurring in empirical reality. And it is striking that, perhaps
to counterbalance the bias of “normative functionalism,” Merton focuses his
analysis on situations closer to the pole of dissensus: various kinds of strains,
tensions, contradictions and conflicts in the social structure. He treats them as
normal, typical, permanent, and not as pathological disturbances or deviations.
Against the predominant stereotype of Merton the functionalist, I believe that
his is a conflictual image of society par excellence, as distant as can be from the
image of a harmonious utopia. Look at some of his central theoretical categories:
dysfunction, role-conflict, sociological ambivalence, anomie. All of them refer to
the “ugly face” of society, as Ralf Dahrendorf would put it (Dahrendorf, 1968,
pp. 129-50).

The image of society underlying Merton’s social theory is dynamic, incorpor-
ating structurally produced change in and of social structures: “social structures
generate both changes within the structure and changes of the structure
and... these types of change come about through cumulatively patterned choices
in behavior and the amplification of dysfunctional consequences resulting from
certain kinds of strains, conflicts, and contradictions in the differentiated social
structure” (Merton, 1976, p. 125). As the Loomises noted long ago, Merton is
“irrevocably committed to a study of the dynamics of social change no less than
to stabilities of social structures” (Loomis and Loomis, 1961, p. 315).

There are two types of structural change which fall within the purview of
Merton’s dynamics. The first type involves the regular “functioning” or everyday
“operation” of society. Such changes consist in ongoing adaptive processes
which reproduce specified states of a social structure, or at least keep them
within the limits which give that structure its identity. The second type of
changes involves the “transformation” of society. This consists of the morpho-
genetic processes that disrupt the existing structure and create a basically new
one in its place. The first type of change brings about the reproduction of an old
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social order; the second type of change brings about the production of a new
social order.

The illustrations of Merton’s study of adaptive processes are relatively well
known. His analyses of the articulation of roles in the role-set and of the social
mechanisms of adaptation in status-sets are particularly telling (Merton, 1968,
pp. 425, 434). They attempt to face “the general problem of identifying the
social mechanisms which serve to articulate the expectations of those in the role-
set so that the occupant of a status is confronted with less conflict than would
obtain if these mechanisms were not at work” (Merton, 1968, p. 425).

But adaptive processes cover only a part of social dynamics. Changes in social
structure reducing inefficiency, conflict, strains, and tensions from what they
would otherwise be must be distinguished from the changes of social structure
which transform it significantly to produce new structural arrangements. It is
rarely recognized that Merton’s theory also contributes to this area of social
dynamics. In Merton’s theoretical orientation, the general scheme of structure-
building process can be condensed as follows: under conditions still little under-
stood, structural conflict brings about transformations of social structure up to a
point when a new structure emerges and the structural conflict is reproduced in a
new form. The basic logic underlying the process is that of amplification rather
than compensation or, to put it differently, positive rather than negative feed-
back.

Merton singles out two general mechanisms of structure-building. The first
may be described as the mechanism of accumulated dysfunctions; the second as
the mechanism of accumulated innovations. The accumulation of dysfunctions
occurs when certain structural elements are dysfunctional for a social system as a
whole, or some of its core segments. For example, the unrestrained pattern of
egoistic hedonism, if sufficiently widespread, may lead to the disruption of the
social system. The larger the number of such dysfunctional elements, and the
more dysfunctional each of them, the more likely is the system to break down.
Another case appears when some elements are basically functional for a social
system, but have some additional, dysfunctional side-effects. For example, the
competitive success orientation or “achievement syndrome” may be beneficial
for the economy, but at the same time may lead to the neglect of family life and
consequent breakdown of family structure. The question now becomes that of
the relative weight of the accumulated dysfunctional side-effects, which, passing
over a hypothetical threshold, outbalance functional outcomes and lead to
institutional breakdown and “basic social change” in the form of replacement
of structure. A different and, in Merton’s conception, basic and empirically
frequent case obtains when certain structures are functional for certain groups
or strata in the society and dysfunctional for others. Examples are progressive
taxation, social security, apartheid, affirmative action. The net outcome -
toward stability or toward change — is then determined by the comparative
(relative) power of the diverse groups or strata beneficially or adversely affected
by those patterned social arrangements. As groups or strata dysfunctionally
affected attain sufficient power, they are likely to introduce structural changes.
The final type occurs when some structural elements are functional for certain



26 P1O0TR SZTOMPKA

subsystems and dysfunctional for others. For example, traditional mores or
Gemeinschaft forms of collectivities, certainly beneficial for the integration of
society may often stand in the way of economic modernization, thus becoming
dysfunctional for the economic subsystem. The pressure for change here depends
on the complex set of historical circumstances determining the relative func-
tional significance of the subsystems dysfunctionally affected. If the dysfunctions
touch the subsystems of strategic, core significance — in a modern society the
economic institutions, political regime, etc. — structural change is likely.

The alternative mechanism of structure-building is the accumulation of inno-
vations. Here Merton focuses on one selected case: the crescive change of
normative structures, particularly through the “institutionalized evasions of
institutional rules.” Structure-building via norm evasion starts from incidents
of aberrant behavior by individuals who find the norms too demanding for them,
even though generally legitimate. For example, the thief who does not question
the legitimacy of the fifth commandment will be outraged if something is stolen
from him, and not particularly surprised if caught and sentenced. Some part of
evasions from norms remains fully private, invisible, undetected. But when
evasions become more widespread, undertaken by a plurality of individuals,
repeated on various occasions, the public awareness is apt to be awakened.
When villains get identified, the examples of particularly skillful evaders may
become the subject of public lore, often tainted with envy. The occurrence of
common incentives to evasion among the large collectivities of individuals —
coupled with the widespread belief that “everybody does it” and the tendency to
imitate successful evaders — accounts for the patterning of evasions: their regular
and repeatable character. Tax evasions, cheating on exams, avoidance of cus-
toms duties and currency controls, petty theft in business firms, etc., provide
familiar examples. But note that, even though rarely sanctioned, the norms are
here still accorded some legitimacy. The most crucial phase comes when, as
Merton puts it, “A mounting frequency of deviant but ‘successful’ behavior tends
to lessen and, as an extreme potentiality, to eliminate the legitimacy of the
institutional norms for others in the system” (Merton, 1968, p. 234). It is only
now that his early concept of “institutionalized evasions” fully applies. Institu-
tionalization in this sense is more than the mere patterning, since it involves not
only repetition or regularity of behavior but the granting of a degree of legiti-
macy, widespread acceptance, or even positive sanctioning of evasive behavior.

This leads to the final phase of a structure-building: attaining by evasions the
status of sanctioned norms, fully legitimized and embedded in a new normative
structure. A cycle of structure-building ends, and of course a next one is opened,
as new norms inevitably begin to be evaded, at least by some members of society,
and the process of normative change starts to operate again.

A particular implementation of structural orientation is to be found in Mer-
ton’s sociology of science, the field that comprises the empirical sociology of
scientific communities as producing, selecting, and distributing scientific know-
ledge. Apart from mapping the whole field of this new sociological subdiscipline,
Merton has contributed influential ideas to its three focal topics: the scientific
ethos, the scientific community, and the origins of modern science.
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The analysis of scientific ethos was introduced in the context of penetrating
critique of the fate of science under the totalitarian, Nazi regime in Germany.
Merton shows that the context functionally indispensable for the proper opera-
tion of the system of science is the liberal-democratic order. He believes that the
future of science is allied with the spread of the democratic attitude and institu-
tions. The scientific ethos appears as a micro-model of the democratic ethos. It is
defined as follows: “The ethos of science is that affectively toned complex of
values and norms which is held to be binding on scientists” (Merton, 1968, p.
595). The paramount values are: objectivity, the commitment to the pursuit of
knowledge as adequate and as complete as possible; and originality, the commit-
ment to the pursuit of new knowledge. Norms, or “institutional imperatives,”
define the acceptable or preferred means for realizing those values. There are
four of them. “Universalism™ requires science to be impersonal. “Communism”
requires that scientific knowledge be treated not as private property of its
creator, but rather as a common good, to be freely communicated and distrib-
uted. “Disinterestedness” demands the subordination of extrinsic interests to the
intrinsic satisfaction of finding the truth. “Organized scepticism” requires the
scientist to doubt, and then to check whether the doubt is well founded. This is
carried out through public criticism by scientists of claimed contributions to
scientific knowledge (Merton, 1996, pp. 267-76).

Merton is well aware that this idealized picture of the scientific ethos is rarely
found in reality. The most interesting reason for deviance is found in the internal
ambivalences and anomie inherent in the ethos itself. Anomic conduct in science
derives primarily from the great values placed upon originality, and uniformly so
for all working scientists, whereas the opportunities and possibilities of achiev-
ing original results are most variable, owing to personal constraints (talents,
abilities, competences), as well as to structural constraints (limited resources,
underdeveloped scientific culture, unavailable experimental technologies etc.).
“In this situation of stress, all manner of adaptive behaviors are called into play,
some of these being far beyond the mores of science” (Merton, 1973, p. 323).
Examples include outright fraud, the fabrication of data, the denouncing of
rivals, aggressive self-assertion, and plagiary.

The other aspect of science that Merton vigorously investigates is the scientific
community, a specific type of social organization made up of scientists in their
role behavior and mutual, interactive relationships. There are several subsystems
that are singled out within the scientific community. The first is the “system of
institutionalized vigilance”: the examination, appraisal, criticism, and verifica-
tion of scientific results by academic peers. The second is the “communication
system of science”: the complex mechanism of scientific publication, making the
results visible. Here Merton introduces the biblical metaphor and the concept of
the “Matthew Effect,” observing that the works published by recognized scho-
lars have much better chances of visibility in the scientific community than
equally significant or original contributions by scholars of less renown. Another
concept of “obliteration by incorporation” signifies the situation in which both
the original source and the literal formulation of an idea are forgotten, owing to
its long and widespread use. The notion of “cognitive conduits” refers to the
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spreading and inheriting of ideas over time. Another subsystem of the scientific
community is the evaluation and reward system of science, the complex mechan-
isms of scientific recognition and reward-allocation, again biased in favor of
already recognized scholars. All these processes lead to the emergence of the
stratification system of science, the patterned differentiation of scholars accord-
ing to identifiable criteria. Finally, there is the informal influence system of
science: the network of personal ties, acquaintanceships, friendships, and loyal-
ties that cut across other systems and significantly modify their operation.
Merton pays ever-growing attention to this elusive domain giving new promin-
ence to the seventeenth-century concept of the “invisible college” (used earlier
by D. de Solla Price), as well as the twentieth-century idea of the “thought
collective” (introduced by Ludwig Fleck).

The third focus of Merton’s concern with science, in fact the earliest in his own
research biography, is the historical origins of science and its subsequent devel-
opment. In his doctoral dissertation (Merton, 1938) he put forward the widely
discussed “Merton’s Thesis,” in some ways parallel to the earlier “Weber’s
Thesis” concerning the origins of capitalism. Studying the origins of empirical
science in seventeenth-century England, Merton observed a linkage between
religious commitments and a sustained interest in science. He noted that English
scientists in that period were disproportionately ascetic Protestants or Puritans.
The values and attitudes characteristic of Puritanism were seen to have had the
effect of stimulating scientific research by inviting the empirical and rational
quest for identifying the God-given order in the world and for practical applica-
tions; just as they legitimized scientific research through religious justification.
Once having obtained institutional legitimacy, science largely severed its link
with religion, finally to become a counterforce, curbing the influence of religion.
But as the first push, religion was seen as crucially important.

ImPACT

There are various measures that can be applied to evaluate a scholar’s impact on
his or her discipline. One is the existence of a “school,” the wide network of
pupils, collaborators, and followers creatively working out the bits and pieces of
the master’s heritage, as well as the amount of critical evaluation that his work
merits. Another is the extent of reception that the work receives, which can be
estimated by looking at the number of editions and translations, the time staying
in print, and the citation indexes. The third, a bit paradoxical, is the degree to
which the concepts and ideas undergo what Merton himself called “obliteration
by incorporation,” i.e. melt into the accepted, textbook canon of sociology, no
longer linked to their originator.

On all three counts Merton ranks very high. As an academic teacher he had
the good luck to encounter “successive cohorts of brilliant students” (Merton,
1994, p. 17). It is perhaps not an accident that so many of Merton’s students at
Columbia found their way into the pages of sociological textbooks: Rose and
Lewis Coser, James Coleman, Robert Bierstedt, Peter Blau, Seymour M. Lipset,
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Irving L. Horowitz, Alvin Gouldner, Philip Selznick, Louis Schneider, Robin
Williams, Alice and Peter Rossi, Jonathan and Steven Cole, Juan Linz, Franco
Ferrarotti, Hans L. Zetterberg, Ralf Dahrendorf, and many others. Now, after so
many years Merton may be proud “writing papers designed specifically for those
honorific volumes known as Festschriften. Not, as might be supposed, Fest-
schriften in honor of teachers or aged peers but in honor of onetime students”
(Merton, 1994, p. 17). The network of close collaborators would embrace other
towering figures of twentieth-century sociology: Talcott Parsons, Paul Lazars-
feld, Robert Lynd, C. Wright Mills, Shmuel Eisenstadt. He served innumerable
others, freely accepting their manuscripts for reviewing and editing. The number
of published books that went through his meticulous editorial grinding exceeds
two hundred. There are also hundreds of sociologists worldwide with whom he
exchanged correspondence, thoroughly discussing their ideas. The bibliography
of writings about Robert Merton amounts to more than four hundred items,
including several monographs and collective books.

Most of his own books have gone through a series of printings and multiple
foreign editions, with Social Theory and Social Structure appearing in almost
twenty languages. Some articles are frequently republished in sociological “read-
ers.” Most of them are still in print, sometimes half a century after original
publication. And the citation indexes are truly impressive. For a period from
1969 to 1989 his Social Science Citation Index count totals 6800, and his Science
Citation Index count, 1350 (Clark, 1990, p. 23). This by far exceeds the number
of citations to any other living sociologist. Particularly striking is the great
number of citations to works published as long as forty or fifty years ago, like
Social Theory and Social Structure of 1949, or the two famous articles on
“unanticipated consequences of social actions” of 1936, and “anomie and social
structure” of 1938. Citation data show that the latter “has probably been more
frequently cited and reprinted than any paper in sociology” (Cole, 1975, p. 175).

Apart from general sociological theory there are some subdisciplines of soci-
ology whose development was strongly influenced by Merton’s contributions.
One could mention the sociology of science and the sociology of deviance, where
strong Mertonian “schools™ are still operating.

ASSESSMENT

Robert K. Merton certainly belongs to the most influential sociological theorists
of the twentieth century. Two kinds of contributions make him a “modern
sociological classic”: his exemplary style of doing sociology and his substantive
contribution to sociological theory.

The most concise characterization of Merton’s style of thought may be put in
three words: balance, system, and discipline. He has a strong aversion to
extremes. The most famous illustration of this is his strategy of “middle-range
theory,” based on the rejection of both narrow empiricism and abstract, scho-
lastic theorizing. The systematic quality of his work is emphasized by the
repeated use of what he calls “paradigms,” introduced long before, and in
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meaning different from, Kuhn’s, namely as heuristic schemes destined to intro-
duce a measure of order and lucidity into qualitative and discursive sociological
analysis, by codifying the results of prior inquiry and specifying the directions of
further research. The most famous are his paradigms for functional analysis, for
structural analysis, for deviant social behavior, and for the sociology of know-
ledge. The disciplined quality of Merton’s work is self-consciously expressed by
his concepts of “disciplined inquiry” and “disciplined eclecticism.” The first
means “systematic and serious, that is to say, the intellectually responsible and
austere pursuit of what is first entertained as an interesting idea” (Merton, 1968,
p- xiv). Merton’s persistence in tracing the implications and ramifications of his
central insights is legendary. Decade after decade he returns to the same themes,
each time developing them conceptually and enriching them with new empirical
evidence. For example, his major reworkings of the theme of “anomie” came out
in 1938, 1949, 1955, 1959, 1964, and 1997. The idea of “disciplined eclectic-
ism” encourages openness and antidogmatism: the critical and systematic adapt-
ation of a plurality of theoretical orientations and theories in solving sociological
problems. Thus Merton presents a truly classical model of how sociology should
be done, perhaps a needed reminder in the time of a certain methodological
anarchy. But of course his contribution is not limited to a methodological model.
He applies the model himself, reaching fundamental results, including an
original and fruitful image of society.

The preceding analysis of Merton’s work was intended to corroborate five
claims. First, I believe that despite the dispersed, piecemeal, fragmentary nature
of Merton’s contributions, they add up to a coherent system of thought. Of
course, the system is far from complete: there are many empty spots, many
lacunae, many fields of “specified ignorance” (to use his favorite term). But all
the islands of enlightenment fit nicely into the overall topography. And the dark
or shadowy areas provide the system with strong potentials for elaboration,
suggest further problems for fruitful inquiry.

Second, T believe that despite his own research focus on the middle level of
generality (“middle range theories”), Merton has unwittingly produced a general
theory of society. His contributions add up to a consistent picture of the social
world. Third, against the stereotypes identifying Merton as an embodiment of
functionalism, I believe that his orientation is and always has been mainly
structuralist. Drawing inspiration from Durkheim, he perceives all social phe-
nomena as located in a structural context, interlinked with other phenomena
within wider social wholes. Those linkages are of two sorts: causal, when a
phenomenon is constrained or facilitated by structural context; and functional,
when a phenomenon produces structural effects (functions). “Functional ana-
lysis” clearly appears as a specific mode of a more general structural approach
pervading Merton’s inquiry.

Fourth, he is a conflict theorist par excellence. His image of social life is
saturated with contradictions, strains, tensions, ambivalence, dysfunctions, and
conflicts of all sorts. There is nothing of the tranquil, harmonious, consensual,
equilibrated utopia in a human drama as depicted by Merton: with its torment of
uncertainty and unintended, latent consequences of any action; with its agony of



RosBerT K. MERTON 31

ambivalence and cross-cutting pressures of norms, roles, and statuses; with its
fright of normlessness, or anomie; with its risk of defeat or “self-destroying
prophecies.”

Fifth, his theory is dynamic in the full sense of the term. As I attempted to
illustrate in detail, he not only recognizes various modalities of change, but
focuses on structural changes, i.e. those which are structurally generated and
structurally consequential. And he not only studies reproductive (or adaptive)
processes, but devotes considerable attention to the structure-building through
which new, or fundamentally modified, structures are socially constructed.

The structural theory of society — incorporating “social statics” and “social
dynamics,” “social anatomy” and “social physiology,” consensus and conflict,
stability and change, reproduction and emergence — provides a fully fledged,
multidimensional paradigm for sociology. It is deeply rooted in the classical
sociological tradition of the nineteenth century. In fact, Merton synthesizes
and extends the classical sociological tradition. He attains balanced, intermedi-
ate positions on various traditional issues, unravels entangled premises to reach
their rational core, unmuddles the muddle of sociological controversies. This
allows him to introduce a further measure of order and systematization to the
classical heritage. Merton’s determined effort to clarify, codify, consolidate, and
organize disparate pieces of sociological wisdom results in a mosaic that is
rewarding aesthetically as well as intellectually. The synthesis becomes much
more than a summary of earlier ideas: it results in their selective and critical
reformulation and cumulation. At many points, novel concepts, insights, and
ideas are added to the classical heritage.

Thus, perhaps Merton’s most important service to the development of con-
temporary sociology is the vindication of the classical style of doing sociology
and the classical heritage of theoretical ideas. He shows with new vigor that the
ideas of the nineteenth-century masters are not at all exhausted or dead. In his
work, paradigms of classical thought gain new vitality, as they are shown to be
fruitful: both in the explanatory sense, as means of accounting for large areas of
social experience and for solving the puzzles confronting men and women in
their social life; and in the heuristic sense, as means of raising new questions and
suggesting new puzzles for solution.

An important, and only seemingly paradoxical, function of Merton’s synthesis
is to indicate directions of inquiry that will eventually elaborate and overcome it.
Its systematic and lucid quality enables us to perceive not only past and current
knowledge but also “the various sorts of failure: intelligent errors and unintel-
ligent ones, noetically induced and organizationally induced foci of interest and
blind spots in inquiry, promising lands abandoned, and garden-paths long
explored, scientific contributions ignored or neglected by contemporaries, ...
serendipity lost” (Merton, 1975, p. 336). Ultimately, it leads toward mapping
further domains of “specified ignorance”: “what is not yet known but needs to
be known in order to lay the foundation for still more knowledge”™ (Merton,
1976, p. 112). It is precisely here that the past and the future of our discipline
meet. Merton’s work provides a solid bridge from the accomplishments of the
classical masters to the future vistas of sociology.
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Erving Goffman

GARY ALAN FINE AND PHILIP MANNING

Erving Goffman has a hold on the sociological imagination. While he was
perhaps not as broad or subtle a theorist as Durkheim, Simmel, Marx, or
Weber, the images and slogans of this scholar have become an integral part of
the discipline. The dramaturgical metaphor has become sociology’s second skin.
As a consequence, Erving Goffman is arguably the most influential American'
sociologist of the twentieth century.

While this bald statement would be accepted by many, two additional features
are also widely accepted. First, Goffman himself can hardly be considered a
conventional social theorist. In his thirty-year academic career Goffman did not
attempt to develop an overarching theory of society; nor did he raise issues that
speak to transhistorical concerns of social order. While on occasion Goffman
referred to other social theorists, such references were typically included in
passing, and his work does not contain a systematic confrontation with other
sociological theorists. Goffman’s work can be characterized equally by those
central sociological issues that he did not discuss (or did so only briefly), and
those that he explored so brilliantly. Second, Goffman does not easily fit within a
specific school of sociological thought. Although he was often linked to the
symbolic interactionist perspective, he did not readily accept this label (see
Goffman (1969, pp. 136-45) for his account of the limitations of this approach).
Further, Goffman did not produce a close-knit school of younger scholars who
saw themselves as following his agenda (Grimshaw, 1983, p. 147). Goffman
embraced and transformed the ideas of certain important social theorists (Dur-
kheim, Simmel, Blumer, and Hughes, and Schutz), and the work of others, who
might be labeled his “students,” was profoundly influenced by contact with
Goffman (John Lofland, Gary Marx, Harvey Sacks, Eviatar Zerubavel, Carol
Brooks Gardner, Emmanuel Schegloff, David Sudnow, and Charles and Marjorie
Goodwin). However, it is odd, given Goffman’s influence, that there are
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remarkably few scholars who are continuing his work. In part, this is because
Goffman has a signature style, but it is also because Goffman’s stylistic approach
is not broadly valued in the discipline (Abbott, 1997). This paradox must be at
the heart of any analysis of Erving Goffman’s theoretical legacy.

GOFFEMAN’S LIFE

Erving Manual Goffman was born in Mannville, Alberta, on June 11, 1922, to
Ukrainian Jewish parents. His parents, Max and Ann, were among the 200,000
Ukrainians who migrated to Canada between 1897 and 1914 (Winkin, 1988,
p. 16). Along with his sister, Frances, he was brought up in Dauphin, near
Winnipeg, where later, in 1937, he attended St John’s Technical High School.
Winkin (1988) reports that, for unknown reasons, his friends called him
“Pookie.” Goffman showed an initial interest in chemistry, which he pursued
at the University of Manitoba in 1939.

In 1943-4 he worked at the National Film Board in Ottawa, where he met
Dennis Wrong, who encouraged Goffman’s interest in sociology. Soon after,
Goffman enrolled at the University of Toronto, where, under the guidance of
C. W. M. Hart and Ray Birdwhistell, he read widely in sociology and anthro-
pology. The writings of Durkheim, Radcliffe-Brown, Warner, Freud and Parsons
were particularly important to his intellectual development (Winkin, 1988,
p- 25). At Toronto, he also developed a close friendship with the anthropologist
Elizabeth Bott.

In 1945 Goffman graduated from Toronto with a degree in sociology and
moved to the University of Chicago for graduate work. Winkin reports that he
was initially overwhelmed by the transition. This may be a euphemistic way of
saying that Goffman’s grades were not impressive at the beginning of his gradu-
ate career. The University of Chicago was hectic and confusing, a situation
exacerbated by the many students relying on funding from the GI Bill. After
several difficult years Goffman settled into the routine of graduate life, taking
numerous courses, including Everett Hughes’s seminar on Work and Occupa-
tions, where he first heard the expression “total institution,” which became
important to his later writing (Burns, 1992, p. 101). For reasons perhaps relating
to his steady stream of sarcasm, Goffman earned a nickname from his fellow
graduate students: “the little dagger” (Winkin, 1988, p. 28).

Data on Goffman’s early years in graduate school are sparse (Winkin, 1999),
and apparently he kept to himself during that period, reading voraciously.
However, in 1949 Goffman completed his MA thesis, based on a survey research
project concerning audience reactions to a then popular radio soap opera. Soon
after, he left for the Shetland Islands. From December 1949 to May 1951 Goff-
man lived on the Island of Unst, where he collected ethnographic data for his
doctoral dissertation. Masquerading as an American interested in agricultural
techniques, he absorbed as much as he could about everyday life on this small
Scottish island, partially overcoming the initial suspicions of the islanders, who
thought that he might be a spy (Winkin, 1999).
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After leaving the Shetland Islands, Goffman moved to Paris, where he com-
pleted a draft of his doctoral dissertation. The following year he returned to
Chicago and married the 23-year-old Angelica Choate, whom he had met earlier
at the university, where she was an undergraduate majoring in psychology. Their
son, Tom, was born the following year.

In 1953 Goffman successfully defended his dissertation. His examiners had
mixed reactions to his study: several expected a detailed case study and were
dismayed to receive what was, in effect, a general theory of face-to-face inter-
action {Winkin, 1998). After a brief stretch as a research assistant for Edward
Shils, Goffman, his wife, and young son moved to Washington, DC, where in
1955 he began observations at St Elizabeths hospital (Goffman, 1961a). For the
next three years Goffman spent time at the hospital, where he was given the
position of assistant to the athletic director. This marginal position gave him
access to all parts of the institution.

On January 1, 1958, Goffman was invited by Herbert Blumer to teach at the
University of California at Berkeley, where he was hired as a visiting assistant
professor. During the next four years Goffman progressed rapidly. The Presenta-
tion of Self was reissued by a prominent publisher in the United States in 1959.
This was followed by Asylums in 1961 and Encounters later that year. He was
promoted several times and became a full professor in 1962. In addition to his
academic interests, Goffman showed himself to be a shrewd stock market
analyst and a keen gambler. Goffman was proud of his stock-picking abilities:
later in life he boasted that even though he was one of the highest paid sociolo-
gists in the United States, he still earned a third of his income from investments
and a third from royalties. By contrast, his gambling abilities remain uncertain:
there are reports that he was regularly beaten at poker by colleagues at the
university; losses that he accepted with grace and good humor (Marx, 1984). He
was a stronger blackjack player, and made frequent visits to casinos in Nevada.
Indeed, later he trained, qualified, and worked as a blackjack dealer at the
Station Plaza Casino in Las Vegas, where he was promoted to pit boss (Andrea
Fontana, personal correspondence). In his published work, particularly in the
essay “Where the Action Is,” Goffman includes tantalizing hints of an ethno-
graphy of gambling and casino life; however, he never published a separate
study.

During his stay at Berkeley, his wife, Angelica, had serious mental health
problems, which resulted in her suicide in 1964. A parallel may exist between
Goffman’s academic interests in mental illness and his own personal observa-
tions of it at home. Perhaps nowhere is this clearer than in his 1969 essay, “The
Insanity of Place,” which is, arguably, autobiographical.

In 1966, Goffman spent a sabbatical year at the Harvard Center for Interna-
tional Affairs. At Harvard he developed a friendship with Thomas Schelling,
from whom he strengthened his understanding of game theoretic accounts of
human behavior. He resigned his position at Berkeley on June 30, 1968 in order
to accept a Benjamin Franklin Chair in Sociology and Anthropology at the
University of Pennsylvania. His salary at that time was $30,000 a year, setting
a new high for a sociology professor. For a variety of reasons (perhaps including
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salary) Goffman was alienated from his colleagues in sociology, and he spent the
first couple of years at the university working out of an office in the Anthro-
pological Museum. The move to Philadelphia did not slow down his research
productivity. In 1971 he published Relations in Public, in which he brought
together many of his ideas about the organization of everyday conduct. Simul-
taneously he was also working on the book he hoped to be his magnum opus,
Frame Analysis, eventually published in 1974. Given the long gestation period,
the lukewarm reception of the book by the sociological community must have
been a disappointment.

In 1981 he married the linguist, Gillian Sankoff, with whom he had a daugh-
ter, Alice, in May 1982. On November 20, 1982, he died of stomach cancer, a
few weeks after he had to cancel the presentation of his Presidential Address to
the American Sociological Association. This paper, “The Interaction Order,” was
published in the American Sociological Review in 1983. The dry humor of the
presentation is striking: Goffman added a preface to his speech from his hospital
bed, knowing that he would not be able to deliver it in person. The title of the
talk was also carefully chosen: this was the title that, in 1953, Goffman had used
for the conclusions to his doctoral dissertation. This gesture brought a sense of
closure to his intellectual ideas.

THEe SociaL CONTEXT

As Goffman’s generation is only now passing from the scene as active scholars,
the full history of the period in which he was trained is still being written.
Despite Goffman’s links with a number of academic and research institutions,
including the University of Toronto, the Sorbonne, the University of Edinburgh,
the National Institutes of Health, the University of California at Berkeley,
Harvard University, and the University of Pennsylvania, the one location that
has been taken as having more influence on him than all others is the University
of Chicago. As a result of a chance meeting, Goffman decided to attend graduate
school with Everett Hughes, a fellow Canadian, at the University of Chicago.

While less has been made of Goffman’s tenure at Berkeley and at Pennsylvania
than is warranted, it was the social scene in Chicago’s Hyde Park in the years
after the Second World War that had the most lasting and profound impression.
Erving Goffman was very much a product of this time and place.

Hyde Park in the late 1940s and early 1950s was a special location for the
development of sociology and sociologists. The roster of graduate students from
the period reads like a who’s who of the creative minds of the discipline. The
most extensive set of accounts detailing the intellectual and social life at the
University of Chicago in this period are included in A Second Chicago School?
(Fine, 1995), a collection of essays that depicts the profound influence of
the place and period on the development of sociology in the latter half of the
twentieth century.

Prior to 1935, Chicago was the dominant sociology program in the United
States, and the world. However, by the late 1940s, the development of “the
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General Theory of Action” under Talcott Parsons at Harvard and survey
research and functional analysis under Paul Lazarsfeld and Robert Merton at
Columbia made Cambridge and Morningside Heights strong contenders, per-
haps more “cutting edge” than the embattled qualitative tradition at Chicago
(Bulmer, 1984; Gusfield, 1995, pp. ix—x; Camic, 1996; Abbott, 1997). Still,
Chicago proved to be an intellectually exciting home for many graduate stu-
dents, even if the changes in the faculty, notably the move of Herbert Blumer to
Berkeley, led to misgivings by the university administration (Abbott and Gra-
ziano, 1995). Further, despite the stereotypes that have often linked Chicago
sociology to the interactionist project, the department was both theoretically and
methodologically diverse (Bulmer, 1984; Platt, 1995).

According to Joseph Gusfield (1995, pp. xv—xvi), himself a graduate student in
the period, the cohort in which Goffman came of age as a sociologist was a large
one, consisting of a high proportion of Jews and veterans. Further, aside from
similarities among the members of the cohort, the very size of the cohort
contributed to a sense of cohesion and engagement. The Chicago department
never had a large faculty. During the late 1940s, the department had fewer than
ten faculty and only seven full professors, and, as these were prominent men,
several were likely to be on leave at any one time. During the high point of the
postwar years over 200 students were registered in either the MA or the PhD
programs. Whereas only four PhDs were granted in 1946, by 1954, twenty-eight
were awarded. The explosion in the number of graduate students overwhelmed
the ability of the faculty to nurture them or even to provide guidance for
preliminary exams and doctoral dissertations (Lopata, 19935, p. 365), and pro-
voked irritation or even bitterness toward the structure of the program, espe-
cially by graduate students.

As a result, graduate students banded together for social and intellectual
support. In 1947, students who had been active previously in union activity
formed a student grievance committee that focused on the neglect of students
by the faculty (Lopata, 1995, p. 366). The fact that the committee did not
achieve many changes (Chicago defined itself as a research university, with
teaching graduate students a secondary priority) created graduate student
cohesion. In addition, the structure of the department led graduate students
to formulate their problems independently from faculty members, leading to
scholarly creativity early in their careers. Thus, even Goffman’s early work, such
as his writings on the significance of class symbols, though clearly influenced
by some Chicago faculty and by other graduate students, was also uniquely
his own.

However, other factors were at work. One important feature was the geo-
graphical ecology of Hyde Park, which helped to form an aggregate of graduate
students into a cohesive social group. Gusfield points out that most of the cohort
lived within a few blocks of each other, near the somewhat isolated campus,
surrounded by a rundown urban area. The campus was a defended neighbor-
hood, circled by a seemingly hostile outside world. Gusfield notes that the many
rundown apartment houses made it possible for most graduate students to afford
housing close to campus. Students found common hangouts, such as Jimmy’s
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Bar, the University Tavern, the Tropical Hut eatery, and a wide array of fine
bookstores. Gusfield (1995, p. xv) writes:

The closeness of places, the then-safety of the streets, and the proximity of resid-
ence helped us to form friendships and events of solidarity that have been lasting.
The classroom spilled over onto the streets and, of course, into the living rooms and
kitchens. My wife still remembers the night she thought I had met foul play when a
search of the streets at 1:00 A.M. found me and Erving Goffman “talking shop”
under a lamp post. During one or two years there was an ongoing softball game in
a 57th Street schoolyard. The Social Science building had a daily interdisciplinary
coffee hour. There were the frequent parties and, above all, the talk-talk-talk.

The close friendships and networks in which Goffman participated and in which
he was an active participant led to sufficient personal respect that he was
anointed the “one most likely to succeed.”

Although it does not appear that Goffman himself was very active politically,
many of his fellow graduate students were involved politically in such causes as
civil rights and union activity. His seeming apathy was continually confronted
and tested by the commitments of his friends and classmates.

While Goffman’s intellectual contributions stand on their own merit, the
presence of a powerful social network composed of other prominent sociologists
who could promote his work, as well as provide occasional advice, proved
beneficial for his future status. Reputation, while grounded in the work itself,
is also a function of the social situation (Fine, 1996). The impact of social
settings matters in our interpretation of any theorist.

Goffman’s years at the University of California at Berkeley (1958-68) were
intellectually productive and socially tumultuous. By the early 1960s Berkeley’s
Department of Sociology was one of the strongest in the United States, situated
in a rapidly growing, prestigious state university. In addition to Goffman, the
department included such luminaries as Seymour Martin Lipset, Kingsley Davis,
Neil Smelser, Nathan Glazer, Reinhard Bendix, John Clausen, David Matza,
Philip Selznick, and, of course, Herbert Blumer. As Gary Marx (1984, p. 650)
notes, the department drew scholars from the traditions at Harvard, Columbia,
and Chicago, and “it was probably the only major school not dominated by one
or two powerful intellectual figures and a single methodological or theoretical
approach.” As the decade progressed, Berkeley became synonymous with stu-
dent protest, and the Department of Sociology was one of the centers of protest
in this chaotic period (Heirich, 1970; Marx, 1984). While Goffman was by no
means part of the radical fringe of the department and rejected political involve-
ment (commenting, as Marx (1984, p. 658) reports, “When they start shooting
students from the steps of Sproul Hall T guess ’ll get involved, but not until
then™), his sometimes cynical, always corrosive approach fit well with the spirit
of the times. Berkeley in the 1960s, like Chicago in the 1940s and 1950s, was
one of the centers for the development of American sociology, and the impressive
array of faculty and students, coupled with the protests and debates on campus,
had a dramatic effect on Goffman, forcing him to question the very basis by
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which social actors come to understand and behave towards each other. This
theme found its best expression in Frame Analysis. Goffman’s predilection to
view the world as an outsider found considerable support in a community such
as Berkeley, an enclave that was self-defined as radical and alienated. Further,
one might speculate that the rich and lively street culture found on and around
the Berkeley campus provided an impetus for Goffman’s analyses of the
dynamics of public behavior, given expression in Bebavior in Public Places and
Relations in Public.

The University of Pennsylvania was not quite the same intellectual center that
Chicago and Berkeley had been, despite the presence of important figures (e.g.
Phillip Rieff, Marvin Wolfgang, E. Digby Baltzell); yet even there Goffman was
able to create a social environment that supported and enhanced his work. As a
Benjamin Franklin Professor, Goffman did not have any specific department
responsibilities, and his contacts ranged far afield from the Department of
Sociology, incorporating scholars at the Annenberg School of Communication,
the Department of Anthropology, and the Department of Linguistics. Indeed, for
many of his early years at the University of Pennsylvania, Goffman had only a
distant relationship with many colleagues in the Department of Sociology.
Perhaps most significant in terms of his social and intellectual development
was Goffman’s contact with the sociolinguists William Labov and Dell Hymes.
Much of Goffman’s later work, notably Gender Advertisements and Forms of
Talk, was heavily influenced by communications theory and sociolinguistics.

While it is plausible to contend that Goffman’s intellectual eminence would
likely have revealed itself in any circumstances, the fact that for much of his
career he was surrounded by first-rate scholars in communities of intellectual
and social ferment surely contributed to the development of his idiosyncratic
vision.

THE INTELLECTUAL CONTEXT

As noted above, the Department of Sociology at the University of Chicago was
small, but intellectually central to the vitality of the discipline. During Goffman’s
early years as a student in the department, only seven full professors were on
staff: Ernest Burgess, Louis Wirth, Herbert Blumer, William F. Ogburn, Robert
Hauser, Everett Hughes, and W. Lloyd Warner. Yet, despite the size of the unit,
the faculty was remarkably active on a number of important projects. While
there was not a mentorship relationship between faculty and students during this
period, many students worked with faculty on various projects. Everett Hughes
was particularly active in these projects, and worked closely with numerous
students (although not, apparently, with Goffman himself). These collaborations
produced, among others, studies of the process of aging and medical training
(resulting in Growing Old: the Process of Disengagement and Boys in White).
The presence of the National Opinion Research Center (NORC) on campus,
having recently moved from the University of Denver, provided a noninterac-
tionist context for large-scale survey research (for other examples of the



ErvING GOFFMAN 41

intellectual context and activities of Chicago in this period see Lopata, 19935, pp.
366-72).

Goffman is a part — a central, defining part — of that group of young scholars
who were trained at the University of Chicago in the decade after the Second
World War: the “Second Chicago School” (Fine, 1995). These scholars included
such subsequently influential and notable figures in the discipline as Joseph
Gusfield, Howard Becker, Ralph Turner, Fred Davis, Helena Lopata, and Kurt
and Gladys Lang, to name a few. Together, these scholars took a skeptical stance
toward the dominant functionalist and quantitative perspective of mid-century
American sociology, postulating an alternative, if somewhat hazy, vision. This
period represented the flowering of interpretive sociology: a group of scholars
that more than their interactionist predecessors were relentlessly empirical,
producing a powerful set of detailed, descriptive analyses not found in the
substantive analyses of Robert Park, Herbert Blumer, and Everett Hughes.
These younger scholars, each in his or her own way, revealed an interest in the
power of sudden, dramatic change, a concern with totalitarian control, and a
concern with the basis of both community and conformity. The development of
theories of collective behavior, race and ethnicity, work and occupations, and
deviance, grounded in empirical analyses, set an agenda for research in these
areas for decades (see, for example, Snow and Davis, 1995; Wacker, 1995;
Galliher, 1995).

At Berkeley, intellectual debates concerned political analysis and language
studies. Goffman’s mentoring of Gary Marx and John Lofland falls into the
first category, his teaching of the future conversational analysts Harvey Sacks,
David Sudnow, and Emanuel Schegloff into the second category. Political
themes, never explicitly developed in Goffman’s own writing, find their echoes
in the metaphors of concentration camps in Asylums, of passing in race relations
in Stigma, and in the discussion of espionage in Strategic Interaction.

The years at the University of Pennsylvania broadened Goffman’s interests in
sociolinguistics, nonverbal communication, and the role of implicit meaning in
communication systems. Goffman’s (1979) analysis of the role of gendered
visual communication in magazine advertisements in Gender Advertisements
could only have been developed in an intellectual context in which the content
analysis of media sources was intellectually central and academically legitimate.
It is surely not incidental that Goffman’s reunion at Annenberg with his early
mentor at the University of Toronto, Ray Birdwhistell, certainly was an impetus
for his attempt to understand body language. In a similar vein, the sociolinguistic
essays found in Forms of Talk and in “Felicity’s Condition” result from Goff-
man’s interactions with linguists at the University of Pennsylvania. This built on
his earlier dialogues, particularly with John Searle, at Berkeley in the early
1960s.

Although it is difficult to trace precisely the intellectual forces that influenced
Goffman’s distinctive creativity, the intellectual currents at those institutions in
which he studied and was employed had a considerable effect on the develop-
ment of his sociology. Even such a distinctive voice as Goffman’s was modulated
by the other participants in his academic choruses.
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GOFFMAN’S IDEAS

As noted, it is notoriously difficult to classify Goffman’s style of sociology.
Although he was a central figure in American sociology from the early 1960s
until his death in 1982, and although he has been adopted by prominent
European social theorists interested in the analysis of human agency, Goffman’s
ideas are difficult to reduce to a number of key themes. A “Goffman school” did
not emerge before or after his death. Many sociologists acknowledge an influ-
ence, but few consider their work to be a continuation of Goffman’s. As Hymes
memorably put it, few sociologists have been prepared to pick up Goffman’s
“golden shovel” (Hymes, 1984, p. 625; quoted by Drew and Wootton, 1988,
p. 2).

This observation has led some scholars (Smith, 1989; Williams, 1980) to posit
a similarity between Goffman and Georg Simmel. Simmel likened his essayistic
ideas to a cash legacy that can be spent or reinvested, with the result that the
source is no longer evident in the product. Perhaps something similar has
occurred with Goffman’s legacy: contemporary sociologists have cashed in
their “positions” on Goffman, transforming his work into their own visions.
Understood in this way, Goffman emerges as a precursor to ethnomethodology,
to structuration theory, to neo-institutionalism, and to both a modernist, critical
social theory and a postmodern symbolic interactionism.

Two images of Goffman emerge from this discussion: Goffman can be seen as
either a maverick or a transitional figure. Both images account for the absence of
a Goffman school. As a maverick, Goffman produced a one-of-a-kind sociology,
both stylistically and substantively. Schegloff (1996) recently commented that
although several generations of sociologists have admired Goffman’s work, there
is little sense of what to do with it. As Goffman remarked about himself, his
work resists pigeonholing.

Further, as Brown (1977), Atkinson (1989), Fine and Martin (1990), Manning
(1991), Smith and Travers (1998), and others have shown, Goffman is a maver-
ick in that his writings can be read as both literature and social science. Although
literary figures such as Burke and Pirandello were important to his dramatur-
gical account of everyday life, Goffman’s writing style probably owes more to
Everett Hughes.

Not only did he cite literature as source material, Goffman also displayed a
deft metaphorical touch. Goffman’s work has a literary sensibility that is rare in
modern sociology (see Abbott, 1997). Goffman’s stylistic devices, however
appealing, implicitly question orthodox methodological approaches. What is
implicit in his style is often explicit in his prefaces, which defend a Hughesian
methodology by criticizing what he sees as the pretensions of quantitative
methodology (see, for example, the preface to Relations in Public).

Goffman can also be seen as a transitional figure. In this guise he appears as a
bridge between generations of Chicago sociology and some of the varied con-
cerns of contemporary sociology. Understood in this way, Goffman is a successor
to both Park and Hughes. Particularly from Hughes, Goffman found similarities
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in apparent differences. Instead of focusing on the obvious differences between
the career trajectories of, for example, lawyers and prostitutes, Goffman also
looked for telling similarities. Goffman developed a passion for a comparative,
qualitative sociology that aimed to produce generalizations about human
behavior.

Goffman’s ideas have become transitional elements in European theoretical
ventures as well. Anthony Giddens (1984) has accorded Goffman a special place
in the theory of structuration: seeing a recognition of the interplay of structure
and interpretive agency in his analysis. To a lesser extent, Habermas has also
attempted to incorporate Goffman into his theory of undistorted communication
(see Chriss, 1995). Strong ties also exist between Goffman’s and Bourdieu’s
writing. However, it is worth remembering that Goffman was suspicious of
grand theoretical schemes, and his preface to Frame Analysis indicated his
more modest ambitions. Nevertheless, it is certainly true that new generations
are being exposed to Goffman, in some cases for the first time, through the work
of these prominent social theorists.

GOFFMAN’S WORK

We distinguish six components of Goffman’s work: (a) his pre-dramaturgical
writings, including his graduate work at the University of Chicago; (b) his
extended metaphorical investigations, notably The Presentation of Self but
also his contribution to the study of strategic conduct and game theory; (¢) his
mature ethnographic work, Asylums, and his analysis of the social aspects of
mental illness; (d) his sustained inquiry into the organization of everyday beha-
vior, referred to as the “interaction order”; (e) his later investigations into the
“framing” of social encounters; and (f) his analysis of language and social
interaction. This division is only roughly chronological. Although Goffman’s
dramaturgical work is linked to the early phase of his career, he retained this
interest and it permeates his later work. Similarly, although Goffman is remem-
bered for his early ethnography of St Elizabeths hospital, Goffman also con-
ducted later ethnographic work in Las Vegas and in Philadelphia, where he
studied a classical music radio station. Of course, the study of the interaction
order is, as Williams (1980) and Manning (1992) point out, the aspect of his
work that is present from his doctoral dissertation to his Presidential Address to
the American Sociological Association. So, this sixfold classification of Goff-
man’s work must be treated cautiously.

Pre-dramaturgical writings

Goffman’s early writings (1949, 1951, 1952, 1953a, b) produced a nucleus of
ideas to which he returned throughout his academic career. His master’s thesis is
a survey-based project concerning the audience response to a popular radio soap
opera, Big Sister. In an attempt to extend the research of Lloyd Warner (Warner
and Henry, 1948), Goffman interviewed fifty women from the Hyde Park area of
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Chicago to discover the typical characteristics of a segment of the soap opera’s
audience. Goffman attempted to use the Thematic Apperception Test (TAT) to
investigate the relation between personality and socioeconomic status. In the
course of the research Goffman became critical of the ability of this test to
measure responses, and a large segment of the thesis is spent criticizing his
own methodology. Smith (1993, p. 11) argued that this line of criticism was
essential to the development of Goffman’s work:

It is important to note that [in his master’s thesis] Goffman is not engaged in a
wholesale critique of positivistic research methods and analytical traditions, but
rather [he] presents carefully-formulated criticisms of his own research methods in
the light of his original objectives. Goffman shows how, adjudged in the light of its
own criteria, the experimental logic of his variable analysis cannot succeed. These
discussions also show that Goffman’s later (see especially the preface of Relations
in Public) sharply critical comments on experimental logic and variable analysis
were not made in the abstract but have their source in Goffman’s firsthand research
experience of the deficiencies he describes.

Goffman’s first two published papers are quite unlike his master’s thesis: both
present subtle, almost cynically detached, observations about human conduct.
Both are self-consciously literary in their handling of metaphor. “Symbols of
Class Status™ (1951) explores instrumental manipulations of symbolic repres-
entations of class. These manipulations can occur because although symbols
represent class status, they do not constitute it. Goffman pointed to the efforts of
“curator groups” — or cultural gatekeepers — who protect their group’s status
symbols from misuse. In a strikingly pre-dramaturgical way, the “Symbols”
paper examines the necessary conditions for a persuasive performance to take
place. In “On Cooling the Mark Out” (1952), Goffman uses the language of the
confidence trick to discuss everyday behavior, suggesting that the world can be
understood as competing groups of “con artists” and “marks.” The con artist
must first steal from the mark, and then “teach” him or her to accept the loss
philosophically, without public complaint (ibid., p. 452). This paper contributes
to the “sociology of failure.” Goffman suggested that people who have failed, by
their own standards or those of their group, are “dead people” who nevertheless
continue to walk undetected among the living successes (ibid., p. 463).

Goffman’s doctoral dissertation, “Communication Conduct in an Island Com-
munity,” analyzes forms of self-presentation and both verbal and non-verbal
interaction among inhabitants of a small island in the Shetlands. The first part of
the dissertation served both as an introduction to everyday life on a Scottish
island in a community Goffman referred to as “Dixon” and as a justification for
the work presented later. Goffman aimed for more than a case study: his goal
was to use this material to generate a model of communication strategies in face-
to-face interaction. Goffman emphasized that empirical material was not merely
a foil for conceptual elaboration; rather, his conceptual elaboration was based
on his ethnographic observations (Goffman, 1953a, p. 9).

The dissertation is largely concerned with the analysis of the intersection of
ritual and context in everyday life. To this end, Goffman classified the analytic
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differences between various kinds of social occasion (ibid., pp. 127-35). This in
turn enabled him to examine the ways in which people could pay ritual homage
to the projections of self evident in all social situations. These rituals, many of
which are simply small offerings of appreciation or admiration, make accom-
modation and integration possible. However, as Williams (1980, p. 231) has
commented, accommodation alone may or not be a genuine reflection of con-
cern, and beneath a veneer of politeness, social interaction may be understood as
a kind of “cold war” (Williams, 1980, p. 231; Goffman, 1953a, p. 40).

In many ways, the key elements of Goffman’s later sociology can all be found
in this work: his interest in the interaction order of everyday life, his concern
with ethnography and qualitative sociology, and his coolly ironic and self-con-
sciously literary style are all evident (Williams, 1980, p. 210). The still unpub-
lished dissertation remains a key resource for understanding the development of
Goffman’s ideas.

Metaphorical investigations

Goffman is justly famous for The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, in which
he outlined a theatrical, or “dramaturgical,” vocabulary with which to describe
everyday social encounters, such as eating in a restaurant, visiting friends, or
attending a funeral. However, he used the same strategy, that of extended
metaphorical description, in other projects, most notably where he analyzes
game-like social situations, and hence it is appropriate to consider them as a
single package.

The Presentation of Self expanded ideas outlined by Kenneth Burke’s “dram-
atistic” approach (Burke, 1969). As Tom Burns (1992, p. 112) shrewdly
observed, Goffman’s achievement lay in his ability to pursue “the theatrical
metaphor beyond the commonplace notion of ‘putting on an act,” so as to
build an “analogical superstructure” that fully exploited the analytical resources
of the theatrical metaphor. It is also important to note the work of Harré (1979,
pp. 189-231), who has attempted to develop dramaturgical analysis by return-
ing to Burke and retracing Goffman’s steps. In so doing, Harré draws our
attention to the connection between Goffman’s earlier analysis of the social
setting and his later analysis (in Relations in Public) of the Unuwelt or surround-
ing social scene.

The Presentation of Self can be thought of as a “handbook” of action, contain-
ing six dramaturgical themes: the performance, the team, the region, discrepant
roles, communication out of character, and impression management. These
themes had been initially explored in Goffman’s dissertation, where they were
integrated into his ethnographic study of Dixon. In The Presentation of Self
these themes have been repackaged as general features of social interaction. In a
sense, Goffman used his observations of a small Scottish island as building
blocks for an ambitious, general theory.

Goffman aimed to provide a persuasive description of familiar events. A
person’s performance is “given” if it is intended to influence other participants’
understanding of the events at hand (Goffman, 1959, pp. 26, 32). Performances



46 GARY ALAN FINE AND PHILIP MANNING

consist of elements designed to enhance the audience’s sense of “realness.” These
include a “front”: the stage props, appropriate expressions, and attitudes that
allow a performer to conjure up a desired self-image. For example, part of what
makes a lawyer convincing to a jury is not only the strength of his or her legal
argument, but also a professional appearance and appropriate manner. The trial
lawyer Fred Barlit reported that when he travels to try a case he is careful to wear
different shoes to court every day, so that jurors can believe that he is a home-
town lawyer (reported by Couric, 1988, p. 23). Details such as this are necessary
for the “dramatic realization” of a performance. In either a discursive or a
nondiscursive way, we are all dramaturgically savvy, and hence anxious to
distinguish the “given” or “planted” elements of a performance from the unin-
tended elements that were unwittingly “given off” by the performer. For ex-
ample, a person who wishes to appear scholarly might prominently carry a copy
of Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations. However, if he clearly pronounces
the “W” of Wittgenstein, he gives off a rather different impression. As Goffman
notes, the key to dramaturgical success is to control the audience’s access to
information, so that elements of performances that are given are such that
audiences believe they were given off.

Goffman’s dramaturgical analysis extends to the organization of physical as
well as social space, as he describes the “front and “back” stages (or regions) of
locations. A public performance is given on a front stage by a “team” of
performers who construct a view of the world for the benefit of a public
audience. However, in a back stage area, these performers may “knowingly
contradict” (Goffman, 1959, p. 114) the impressions that had carefully been
publicly presented. Goffman also indicates that these two regions are connected
by a “guarded passageway” (such as the double doors found between the kitchen
and dining room in many restaurants) so that the public performance cannot be
shattered by an inadvertent view of the back stage. This aspect of Goffman’s
analysis is quite literal: it is more a footnote in the history of architecture than a
metaphorical description of familiar experience. Goffman gave the following
example: “If the bereaved are to be given the illusion that the dead one is really in
a deep and tranquil sleep, then the undertaker must be able to keep the bereaved
from the workroom where the corpses are drained, stuffed and painted in
preparation for their final performance” (ibid., p. 116).

Manning (1992, pp. 44-8) suggests that Goffman’s dramaturgical analysis is
underpinned by a “two selves thesis.” One self is a public performer with care-
fully managed impressions; the second self is a cynical manipulator hidden
behind the public performance. Following Park, Goffman noted that the etymo-
logy of person is “mask.” The two selves thesis explains the common belief that
the dramaturgical perspective is a cynical view of social life which implies that
all relationships are inauthentic and self-serving.

In other writings Goffman explored alternative metaphorical recastings, most
notably a game-theoretic perspective. Although he was knowledgeable of the
work in game theory by mathematicians and economists — and frequently cited
the seminal text by Von Neuman and Morgenstern {1944) — Goffman’s contri-
bution to the field was heavily influenced by his friendship with Thomas
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Schelling, whose own work is not mathematically sophisticated. Goffman’s first
efforts at game theory can be traced to his dissertation (Manning, 1992, pp. 64—
71), and his ideas were developed most fully in two books, Encounters (1961)
and Strategic Interaction (1969).

Although aspects of Goffman’s work can be read as contributions to game
theory (see, for example, Collins, 1980, pp. 191-9; Manning, 1992, pp. 56-71),
Goffman generally preferred to emphasize the extent to which game theory is
compatible with the legacy of Chicago Sociology and symbolic interactionism.
He referred to this theoretical merger as “strategic interaction,” and his discus-
sion of it (Goffman, 1969, pp. 136-435) contains one of his few public reflections
about the strengths and weaknesses of symbolic interactionism. Goffman’s con-
cern about the symbolic interactionism of Mead and Blumer is that its insights
can dissipate into truisms about the importance of meaning and context. His
hope for strategic interaction (which he understood as the addition of Schelling’s
work to the symbolic interactionist mix) was that a greater level of specificity
could be achieved. Goffman explained this as follows:

following the crucial work of Schelling, strategic interaction addresses itself
directly to the dynamics of interdependence involving mutual awareness; it seeks
out basic moves and inquires into natural stopping points in the potentially infinite
cycle of two players taking into consideration their consideration of each other’s
consideration, and so forth. (ibid., p. 137)

Goffman is proposing to transform Blumer’s (1969) seminal statement about the
basic tenets of symbolic interactionism. Blumer’s focus was on the individual,
definitions of the situation, and the mediation of symbols. Goffman advocated a
focus on the player, basic moves, and the rules governing face-to-face conduct.

Goffman believed that the distinction between a player and a party is often
“easy to neglect” (Goffman, 1969, p. 87), with the consequence that important
distinctions may be missed. Players (or actors) can play for others or for them-
selves. Players can be “pawns” to be sacrificed for the sake of the game. They can
also be “tokens™ who express a position. Goffman (ibid., pp. 87-8) pointed out
that Western diplomacy distinguished between the “nuncio” who can represent a
party but not negotiate for it and the “procurator” who can negotiate but not
represent. To use a contemporary example, car showrooms contain nuncios who
can transmit an offer from a procurator who does not negotiate openly with the
opposing party, who wishes to purchase a car. The role of ambassador combines
the duties of the nuncio and the procurator, but ceremonial constraints prevent
ambassadors from commercial ventures.

According to Goffman (ibid., pp. 11-27), the basic moves of strategic inter-
action are the “unwitting,” the “naive,” the “covering,” the “uncovering,” and,
finally, the “counter-uncovering” move. The unwitting move occurs when the
player is not deliberately acting in the game, as when a person buying a car
engages in small talk during which he reveals that he recently inherited a lot of
money. A naive move is an unwitting move as judged by another player. For
example, a landlord may judge the claim that a potential tenant dislikes pets as
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an unwitting move in the game of apartment-renting. A control move is one
which will improve a player’s standing in a game if accepted by other players.
The possible effects of control moves are calculated: “What is essentially
involved is not communication but rather a set of tricky ways of sympathetically
taking the other into consideration as someone who assesses the environment
and might profitably be led into a wrong assessment” (ibid., p. 13).

An example of a primitive control move is camouflage or concealment. More
sophisticated control moves involve active misrepresentation (ibid., p. 14). In
order to counteract a control move, a player may use an uncovering move. This
can involve either spying or an examination of some kind, either of the player or
of marks of his or her presence. The interrogator is by design and training the
master of the uncovering move (ibid., p. 18). The final basic move is the counter-
uncovering move. Goffman gave an instructive example here: instead of present-
ing an interrogator with a perfect alibi, a suspect may choose to offer one that is
wanting and inconclusive, reasoning that a person with nothing to hide would be
able to present only a partial alibi, not one that appears to have been specially
devised for the contingency of being caught (ibid., p. 20).

Players and moves take place within games, or, as Goffman (1961b, pp. 84-8;
1983) put it, within social worlds or “situated activity systems.” These worlds
are governed by the normative constraints that govern the interaction order, the
uncovering of which was a focus of much of his work. Early in his career,
Goffman considered the merits of using Garfinkel’s famous “breaching experi-
ments” (Garfinkel, 1967) to identify these constraints, during which participants
act in inappropriate ways in an attempt to make rules of conduct transparent.
While acknowledging the strength of this approach (1961b, p. 18), Goffman
focused instead on the discovery of “rules of irrelevance” which instruct parti-
cipants about what they should and should not make the focus of their attention
during interaction (ibid., pp. 18-31). Clearly, this early contribution signaled the
interest in frames explored at length later (Goffman, 1974). Goffman under-
stood throughout his work that social worlds are vulnerable, and that normative
rules, though “flimsy,” are responsible for our “unshaking sense” of social reality
(Goffman, 1961b, p. 72).

Mature ethnographic work: asylums

In 1955 Goffman began fieldwork at St Elizabeths Hospital in Washington, DC,
a large mental hospital with about 7000 patients. Installed as the assistant to the
athletics director, Goffman was free to roam the hospital as he wished, without
his presence causing undue attention. Only the Superintendent of St Elizabeths
was aware of his true purpose.

The choice of St Elizabeths was propitious: the mental hospital provided
Goffman with a setting in which he could associate with a sequestered and
maligned group — a group that for his academic readers was exotic as well.
This site provided him with the opportunity to side with the underdog. Goffman
was positioned to snipe at institutionalized authority and, in a Hughesian way,
invert traditional hierarchies. Goffman used the opportunity to explore the
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characteristics of “total institutions,” settings in which the time and space of
inmates are seemingly controlled completely by staff. Although prisons are the
baseline example of the total institution (Goffman, 1961a, p. 20), St Elizabeths,
like mental institutions in general, exhibited comparable features.

Hence, St Elizabeths allowed Goffman to collect data for a radically different
ethnography. Manning (1998) has referred to Asylums as not simply an ethno-
graphy of St Elizabeths but an “ethnography of the concept of the total institu-
tion.” Fine and Martin (1990) gesture to a similar observation when they point
out that Asylums gives almost no information about the routine operations of St
Elizabeths. Goffman does not describe the layout of the hospital; nor does he
describe the personnel. There is not even an account of a typical day. Instead,
Goffman conveys a “tone of life” — depicting, for instance, the mundane scroun-
ging of cigarettes and food — and in so doing he presents an ethnography less
concerned with description than with analysis (Fine and Martin, 1990, p. 93).
Goffman’s primary goal in Asylums is to understand the organization of total
institutional life, of which St Elizabeths is an example. In this way, Goffman’s
aspirations exceed those of the traditional case study.

Asylums consists of four essays, each of which was published separately.
Unsurprisingly, therefore, there is a certain amount of repetition, as Goffman
reworked similar or identical material. The first three essays are interrelated, as
they all examine the ordinary experiences of patients (or, as is often the case,
inmates) in total institutions. The second essay also considers the “pre-patient”
process leading to institutionalization. However, the final essay of Asylums is
quite different, and sits uncomfortably with the other contributions. This paper
is a theoretical examination of professional—client interaction. In it, Goffman
isolates the unique elements of psychiatrist—client interaction, in order to show
the “grotesque” predicament of the mentally ill (Goffman, 1961a, p. 186). One
example Goffman gave of this concerned the treatment of unruly patients.
Because staff were unable to punish them for actions that were understood
to be linked to a disease, punishments became hidden behind misleading
labels. This meant that “solitary confinement” was transformed from an undis-
guised punishment into a treatment option known as “constructive meditation”
(ibid., 82).

Most of Asylums deals with the pre-patient and inpatient phases. In the second
essay, Goffman offers a subtle account of the process whereby a person who
behaves in an unusual way can become a candidate for institutionalization.
Although he does not provide a clear account of the empirical basis for his
argument, Goffman persuasively discusses the “betrayal funnel” through which
unwitting pre-patients discover that the people in whom they have invested the
most trust are the same people who report their actions to medical and other
personnel. This is an especially painful time for pre-patients, because they
witness their families and friends acting strangely around them, hanging up
calls when they walk in the room, changing topics when interrupted, and meet-
ing secretly. This informal network of concerned people benignly deceives the
pre-patient, refusing to talk to him or her openly, often until they recommend to
the pre-patient that a visit to a “doctor” might be helpful, unable even then to
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avoid this euphemistic reference to a psychiatrist. The unintended consequence
of the behavior of concerned friends is that the old adage that “just because
you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they’re not out to get you” rings true. Ultimately,
pre-patients are passed on to a “circuit of agents” — social workers, various
officers of the criminal justice system, psychiatrists, and others — who then assess
the viability and desirability of institutionalization. Goffman’s analysis can be
justly compared to Foucault’s (1979) account of the “carceral society” in Dis-
cipline and Punish.

Once institutionalized, patients are exposed to “batch living” and the tightly
controlled life typical of any total institution. The staff has extensive control of
time and space, upheld with carefully planned schedules and surveillance devices
(Foucault, 1979). The result is “civil death” (Goffman, 1961a, p. 25), or, as
Goffman sometimes puts it, a “mortification of self” (ibid., p. 31). New patients
at St Elizabeths were quickly transformed from civilian outsiders into hospital
products: they were supplied with clothes, familiar names were dropped, and
they were disciplined so as to accept the authority of staff members. At St
Elizabeths, a “ward system” punished uncooperative patients by limiting them
to poor living conditions, from which they could only move gradually to a ward
which afforded a degree of comfort.

Over time, St Elizabeths, in common with other total institutions, offered
“privileges” to patients who accepted their diminished roles. These consisted of
minor rewards, such as cups of coffee or access to newspapers or television. As
Goffman trenchantly explained, the consequence of the privilege system “is that
cooperativeness is obtained from persons who often have cause to be uncoopera-
tive” (ibid., p. 54). An unintended consequence is that patients had a diminished
sense of self-worth as they discovered that they were willing to accept trivial
rewards in oppressive conditions. In this sense, the total institution had accom-
plished its mission to be a “forcing house” for changing persons, because outside
its walls patients would have been unlikely to cooperate in return for rewards
consisting only of taken-for-granted supplies and services.

In different ways and by different means, both the mortification of self and the
privilege system undermine the patients’ sense of self. In many total institutions,
hospital patients, prison or concentration camp inmates, military recruits, neo-
phyte nuns and monks all experience severe attacks on their core conception of
self. To use Ralph Turner’s (1968) vocabulary, the total institution is able to
mount an attack on the person’s self-conception, the sense that we have of who
we “really” are.

In response to these severe infringements, patients learn to resist the pull of the
total institution without directly confronting it, a strategy that, Paul Willis
reports in Learning to Labor, is also used by rebellious high school boys. Goff-
man identified four strategies of resistance, which he referred to idiomatically as
“playing it cool.” The first strategy, “situational withdrawal,” involves intensive
daydreaming as a means of escaping or absenting oneself from the total institu-
tion. In One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, Ken Kesey also recognized this
practice, as he described patients on a ward pretending collectively to watch a
football game on television, becoming for a while completely absorbed in the



ErvING GOFFMAN 51

excitement of the imagined game. The second strategy is to establish an “intrans-
igent line” which if breached triggers uncooperative behavior. This is a means
whereby inmates demonstrate a measure of control over their lives by telling
themselves (if no one else) that they can only be pushed so far. The intransigent
line is always provisional and subject to revision. At its limit, it may involve a
hunger strike. Goffman points out that staff members may try to break the
intransigent prisoner — in a mental hospital this may take the form of electro-
shock treatment (ibid., p. 62). The third strategy is colonization, during which
inmates play up whatever positive features they can identify in the total institu-
tion. Goffman indicates that for inmates with experience of several different
total institutions it is simply a matter of reapplying familiar adaptive techniques
whereby a home of sorts is made of a restrictive environment. The third essay of
Asylums contains many examples of “secondary adjustments” — the inmates’
ways of challenging institutional authority, thereby giving a human touch to an
institutionalized world. The fourth strategy, conversion, involves the inmate’s
acceptance, or the pretense of acceptance, of the institution’s ideology: “the
inmate appears to take over the official or staff view of himself and tries to act
out the role of the perfect inmate” (ibid., p. 63).

Goffman argued that the similarities between inmate experiences in different
total institutions are both “glaring” and “persistent” (ibid., p. 115), such that the
apparent antics of the institutionalized mentally ill are misunderstood as symp-
toms of underlying disorders but better understood as extensively practiced
adjustments to trying and threatening circumstances. Goffman made this point
forcefully:

The impression may be given, therefore, that patients throughout the day fitfully
engaged in childish tricks and foolhardy gestures to better their lot, and that there is
nothing inconsistent between this pathetic display and our traditional notions of
mental patients being “ill.” I want to state, therefore, that in actual practice almost
all of the secondary adjustments I have reported were carried on by the patient with
an air of intelligent down-to-earth determination, sufficient, once the full context
was known, to make an outsider feel at home, in a community much more similar
to others he has known than different from them. (ibid., p. 266)

The interaction order

In his dissertation, Goffman (1953a, p. 343) used this term to characterize the
web of normative beliefs that facilitate communication and social interaction. In
this context, it has a functionalist basis and an empirical target. Goffman was
not attempting to develop functionalist theory; instead, he wanted to promote
the observational study of everyday behavior, and several premises of function-
alism were useful for this purpose.

As a result, the concept “interaction order” is purged of an explicit function-
alism and is used simply to refer to the study of face-to-face interaction. He then
clarified this broad definition by stating that the organization of the interaction
order can be understood as “ground rules for a game, the provisions of a traffic
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code or the rules of syntax of a language” (Goffman, 1983, p. 8). Drew and
Wootton (1988, p. 7) remark that this commits Goffman to investigating the
“procedures and practices through which people organized, and brought into
life, their face-to-face dealings with each other.”

Goffman’s investigations of the interaction order involve the creation of a
vocabulary with which to recast familiar experiences and an empirical inquiry
into the applicability of this new vocabulary. However, this empirical inquiry has
not been conducted using the mainstream social scientific framework of hypo-
thesis-testing and quantification. In the preface to Relations in Public, Goffman
acknowledged that his work does not meet the orthodox methodological stand-
ards of sociology. However, he was not repentant; instead he criticized sociolo-
gists whose work has the appearance of science but lacks explanatory power.
Throughout his career, Goffman presented a diverse range of examples for
comparison that conform to and exemplify his vocabulary. As a result, Burns
(1992, p. 33) refers to Goffman’s work as a “sociography” rather than as a
sociology, to emphasize the classificatory focus of his research, and to downplay
the extent to which it should be judged by the tenets of quantitative social
science.

Goffman’s exploration of the interaction order consist of four interrelated
classificatory inquiries: (a) types of social event; (b) types of audience; (c) levels
of commitment; and (d) self-presentation. Throughout his work, but most
notably in Behavior in Public Places, Goffman classified the types of social
event in the interaction order. This classification identified the range of vari-
ations in which people find themselves “copresent” with others. To this end,
Goffman distinguished a “gathering,” a “situation,” and a “social occasion”
(Goffman, 1963a, pp. 17-19). A gathering occurs when two or more people
are in each other’s immediate presence. A situation is the “full spatial environ-
ment” which begins with “mutual monitoring” (ibid., p. 18). A social occasion,
such as a birthday party or a work day at an office, is bounded by space and
time, likely to involve props or equipment, and is the background against which
situations and gatherings are likely to take place.

In Behavior in Public Places, Goffman also analyzed audiences, distinguishing
the acquainted from the unacquainted. In Forms of Talk (Goffman, 1981a), he
also distinguished between a hearer and an overhearer. The acquainted are
recognized either “cognitively,” as being a particular person and not merely a
category of person, or “socially,” i.e. the acquainted are recognized in the sense
of being welcomed and acknowledged (Goffman, 1963a, pp. 112-13). The
acquainted need a reason not to initiate an encounter (“I can’t stop, I'm
late!”); the opposite holds true for the unacquainted. Goffman considered the
circumstances whereby the unacquainted can approach each other. One set of
circumstances concerns people who occupy “exposed” social positions, such as
police officers, priests, and newsstand vendors, all of whom can be approached
for information or even to exchange greetings (ibid., p. 125). There are also
people who are considered so “meager in sacred value” that they can be
addressed without explanation (ibid., p. 126). Goffman suggests that the old
and the very young are examples: they are “open persons” who are exposed to
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public interaction by virtue of their status as persons and not because of their
roles. A third circumstance facilitating interaction among the unacquainted
occurs when someone is demonstrably out of role, as when someone is drunk
or dressed in an unusual costume. Finally, there are those “non-persons,” who
are so lacking in social presence — servers of various kinds — that others can freely
converse and act as if these figures were not present.

In different social events with these audiences, people display different levels
of commitment. This commitment or involvement is the person’s capacity to give
“concerted attention” to the present engagement (ibid., p. 43). This changes
during the day, producing an “involvement contour.” Goffman distinguished
“main” and “side” involvements: the former are claims on the person that he
or she is obliged to acknowledge, the latter are activities that can coexist with
but must not threaten the focus of the event. Main and side involvements
complement each other, in the sense that they allow people to demonstrate
respect for group activities while asserting an autonomy from them (Manning,
1992, p. 84).

Self-presentation issues are addressed throughout Goffman’s early work, and
dramaturgical ideas from his dissertation are recycled in The Presentation of
Self. Later, in Relations in Public, Goffman reconsidered how people appear in
social settings, analyzing the different “territories of the self” by which people
mark out the space around them. He also considered the “tie-signs” (such as
hand-holding) that distinguish groups as a “with” (Goffman, 1971, pp. 194-
210; Fine et al., 1984).

Goffman’s analysis of the interaction order classifies a broad range of every-
day behavior, and draws attention to how people are sensitive to even minor
variations to expected conduct. His analysis reveals the stickiness of the web of
normative expectations governing mundane interaction. Goffman does not,
however, provide anything more than a general account of rule-following prac-
tices or socialization processes. The absence of an account of this kind is
surprising, especially given his fondness for quoting from etiquette manuals,
which are explicitly “how to” guides to middle-class conduct. Goffman was
amused by the writings of Emily Post and others, and drew on their work for
examples for his own classificatory accounts.

The framing of social life

Goffman’s Frame Analysis was published in 1974 after a decade of preparation.
It was a project in which Goffman had invested a tremendous amount of time
and effort, and the resulting 586-page book was meant to be a major statement
of general sociological importance. Unfortunately, the reviews of Frame Analysis
were mixed and even Goffman’s supporters found the book excessively long and
repetitive. Nevertheless, the core ideas struck a chord with social scientists and
cognitive scientists.

A frame is a way of organizing experiences: it is one of the means whereby
people identify the kind of activity that is taking place. For example, the act of
kissing someone may be understood romantically, as a gesture of support, as a
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way of accepting an apology, as an unwanted advance, and so on. Following
from the work of Gregory Bateson (1972), Goffman’s analysis of frames tried to
show how people distinguish these different kinds of activity. The implication is
that the procedures to frame something so that it appears real or genuine are the
same procedures used to mislead people. To this extent, frame analysis is an
extension of Goffman’s earlier dramaturgical work (Manning, 1992, p. 120).

Frame Analysis is in part a development of ideas from The Presentation of
Self, but it also bears resemblance to Goffman’s study of strategic interaction,
particularly the essays in Encounters in which social interaction is analyzed as a
set of “moves” between “players.” Each move preserves or modifies the defini-
tion of the situation. This is apparent in Goffman’s (1969) account of the work
of espionage agents, who constantly evaluate whether their cover has been lost
during a mission.

As with other projects, Goffman’s frame analysis involves a classificatory
vocabulary with which to redescribe the social world. “Frame analysis” is
defined as the study of the “organization of experience,” each frame of which
is a principle of that organization (Goffman, 1974, p. 11). The most funda-
mental frames are “primary frameworks,” which are either “natural” (involving
physical events) or “social” (involving human intervention). In either case, the
primary framework involves what “really” is happening: a transparent view of
reality. For example, two people meeting for a picnic may be understood as using
a social framework as a “date,” but if the event is cut short by poor weather, the
relevant frame is natural. Primary frameworks can be challenged in various
ways: by astounding events, deceptions, and miscues that undermine the audi-
ence’s sense of what is occurring (Goffman, 1974, p. 36). More importantly,
primary frameworks can be “keyed” — that is, their meanings can be transformed
into something patterned on but independent of the initial frame (ibid., p. 44).
Actors recognize that a transformation has taken place, and that the key
“unlocks”™ what is actually occurring. Thus, a key might show us that what
appears to be a fight is really just play. These keyings can themselves be rekeyed
in a way that requires careful analysis.

In addition to keys there are “fabrications.” A frame is fabricated when it is
organized so as to mislead others (ibid., p. 83). Fabrications are either “benign”
(that is, for the benefit of an audience) or “exploitative” (that is, for the benefit
of the fabricator). Keys and fabrications undermine our sense of social life, with
the result that frames must be “anchored,” so as to persuade people that what
appears to be real is real.” Together these concepts provide for a construction of
interpretations, grounded on, but not limited to, taken-for-granted meanings.

Language and social interaction

Although Goffman’s analysis of talk is given extended treatment in Forms of
Talk (1981a), similar ideas are aired in the later chapters of Frame Analysis, and
before that in “The Neglected Situation” (1964). In these works Goffman out-
lined the general thrust of his argument concerning language and social interac-
tion. Goffman (1964) emphasized that the activity of speaking is social and must
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be understood as an element of the situation and not as simply a linguistic
construction. The appropriate connection between grammar and social interac-
tion remains a fertile area for investigation. Talk cannot be understood merely as
the linguistic component of social interaction and analyzed discretely; instead, it
must be understood as an inseparable aspect of concerted and coordinated social
action.

In the introduction to Forms of Talk, Goffman identified three themes of his
work on language and social interaction: ritualization, participation frame-
works, and embedding. Ritualization refers to the “movements, looks and
vocal sounds” that accompany speaking and listening (Goffman, 1981a, p. 2).
A participation framework identifies the relationship of each person in an event
to that event. For example, a person who overhears an utterance stands in a
different relationship to the event from the person to whom the comment was
directed. Embedding is the ability to separate the person who speaks from the
ownership of the words that are spoken: we can, for example, represent the
beliefs of others or quote someone (ibid., pp. 2-4).

These themes are then examined in the five essays that follow. The main
themes of this work are captured in one of the essays, concerning a person’s
“footing” (ibid., pp. 124-59). Goffman defines footing as something concerning
a participant’s projected self in social interaction. A change in footing occurs
when a speaker begins a new alignment to the present interaction (ibid., p. 128).
Goffman writes that a “change in footing implies a change in the alignment we
take up to ourselves and the others present as expressed in the way we manage
the production or reception of an utterance. A change in our footing is another
way of talking about a change in our frame for events” (ibid., p. 128). This
comment suggests continuity between Goffman’s earlier analysis of both frames
and the intersection between language and social interaction.

The discussion of footing was introduced with an almost literal example, as
Goffman began by discussing an exchange between President Nixon and a
female reporter, Helen Thomas. Just after signing a piece of Congressional
legislation, Nixon commented on Thomas’ clothing, specifically her wearing of
“slacks.” He asked her to model her clothing for him and the others present by
making a pirouette. Then, after attempting to make jokey comments about the
relative merits of slacks and “gowns,” Nixon asked which was the cheaper item.
Thomas replied that they cost the same and Nixon delivered his punchline:
“Then change” (ibid., pp. 124-5).

This strip of social interaction exemplifies Goffman’s themes. The gendered
exchange involves a temporary change of footing in which small talk, with its
own tone and content, is marked as a “time-out” from the official business at
hand. At the end of the paper, Goffman returned to this example, suggesting that
Nixon’s change in footing is neither just a display about the “forces” of sexism
and presidents nor just a bracketing device marking the end of a ceremony.
Rather, Nixon’s change in footing was an attempt to demonstrate to the press
that he still retained a lively wit and a personal touch, that he was capable of
being both the President and an engaging citizen. Goffman ended the paper by
speculating that in this exchange Nixon actually lost his footing, because his
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presentation of self was too wooden and self-conscious, and that even though the
members of the press laughed at the proper moment, they did so from Presiden-
tial respect and not out of admiration for the man.

Goffman leaves unanswered the question of how he could know that the press
interpreted this incident in this way, suggesting only that it should be possible to
identify a “structural basis” with which to analyze the cues and markers in the
interaction that would confirm his interpretation. This reveals an important
difference between Goffman and contemporary conversation analysts, for
whom the interest is in precisely the details about which, in this example at
least, Goffman only speculated.

GOFFMAN’S IMPACT

As noted above, Erving Goffman’s impact on social theory has been both great
and modest. The limits of Goffman’s influence are evident in more than the
relative absence of younger colleagues who can point to his direct mentoring,.
More significant is the absence of the style of research and writing that Goffman
represented. The form of Goffman’s work has not been easy to duplicate. In part
this absence refers to the lack of attention that certain of Goffman’s primary
topics now receive. The analysis of behavior in public places, while it has not
entirely disappeared, remains a small field, perhaps because of the perceived
“triviality barrier.” While creative work is conducted by contemporary scholars
such as Lyn Lofland, Carol Brooks Gardner, and Spencer Cahill, the micro-
examination of public life has not further developed a set of innovative and
powerful concepts as was evident in Goffman’s finest work. Likewise, the
development of theoretical constructs, explicating the structure of interaction
routines, has not advanced much beyond the dramaturgical models that Goff-
man proposed over a quarter century ago.

Part of these limits of Goffman’s impact can be attributed to the daunting
perception of his idiosyncratic brilliance. Few wish to place themselves in
comparison with this master sociologist, particularly since his approach lacks
an easily acquired method. How can one learn to do what Goffman did?
Methodological guidelines do not exist. This has the effect of leaving the work
both sui generis and incapable of imitation. The belief (and perhaps the reality) is
that Goffman created a personalistic sociology that was virtually mimic-proof.

Yet this account of the limitations of Goffman’s influence is misleading.
Nearly all sociologists have been influenced by Goffman’s insights. Certainly
he had a profound impact in bringing micro-interactionist concerns into the
mainstream of the discipline of sociology. As noted above, the important social
theorists Anthony Giddens, Jiirgen Habermas, Randall Collins, Jeffrey Alexan-
der, and Pierre Bourdieu are all indebted to Goffman’s writing, particularly in
light of their attempts to create a “seamless” sociology that integrates societal
and institutional structures with the agency of individual actors.

Other substantive arenas have also been influenced by Goffman’s sensibility
and analyses. Part of this importance is reflected in the increasing prominence of
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qualitative and ethnographic methods, as evidenced by qualitative journals and
ethnographic articles in the flagship journals of the discipline. Even though
Erving Goffman cannot be considered an exemplary ethnographer — his ethno-
graphic writings were too casual (Fine and Martin, 1990) — the prominence of
his writings made a claim that participant observation research could produce
rich and persuasive theory. This is exemplified in Goffman’s discussion of his
research in the Shetland Islands, described in The Presentation of Self, and his
more elaborate detailing of the strategies of patients in St Elizabeths hospital in
Asylums. If these were not the most detailed or exemplary ethnographies of the
period in methodological terms, they were, along with William Foote Whyte’s
1943 Street Corner Society, the most influential and among the most widely
read. Goffman demonstrated that a cogent example, coupled with a powerful
turn of phrase, could encourage the sociological imagination. Further, Goffman’s
writing style has contributed to a loosening of the rules by which social scientists
communicate (Fine, 1988; Fine and Martin, 1990). Goffman’s sardonic, satiric,
jokey style has served to indicate that other genres and tropes can be legitimate
forms of academic writing.

In substantive arenas, Goffman’s writings have had repercussions as well.
Most notably, Asylums provided an impetus for the movement to deinstitution-
alize mental patients and to eliminate the large state mental hospitals that often
served as warehouses for those who stood outside of societal norms. Whether the
massive deinstitutionalization of mental patients contributed to the problem of
homelessness, it cannot be doubted that the movement to change the role of the
mental hospital was given voice by the searing images found in Goffman’s
writings.

Goffman’s influence is also evident in the usage that various sociologists have
made of the concept of frame. The image of a frame as a means of exploring how
individuals and groups come to define their environment has been particularly
prevalent in the examination of social movements (Snow et al., 1986; Gamson,
1992). In this model, distinct from the usage of frame proposed by Goffman or
Gregory Bateson, the actions of social movement participants depend on how
they perceive the frameworks in which they are embedded. Frame represents the
content of the story by which individuals and groups come to recognize their
worlds. This usage does not suggest that a frame represents the kind of reality
(an experiment, play, conning) that is being faced, but rather the meaning of the
situation. Still, even if the definitions of frame do not accord exactly with that
proposed in Frame Analysis, this cultural and interactional model of social
movements was inspired by Goffman’s writing.

Finally, we can trace the concern with the construction of meaning and the
phenomenology of reality to Goffman’s writings. The increase in interest in
symbolic interaction and conversation analysis (the most influential offshoot
of ethnomethodology) is in considerable measure an effect of Goffman’s em-
phasis that social interaction is not a given, but is negotiated by participants
(Maynard and Zimmerman, 1984; Manning and Ray, 1993). While Goffman
was neither the first scholar to make this argument nor the most vigorous
proponent of the position, his status as a major social theorist whose works
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were assigned to generations of graduate students had a unique influence. This
constructionist perspective is now a taken-for-granted aspect of sociological
thought, even by those whose own research is based upon the assumption that
social perspectives converge sufficiently to permit statistical analysis.

VALUING GOFFMAN

This chapter is not intended to be a pacan to a Goffmanian sociology. Yet we
repeat, as we began, that Goffman is arguably the most significant American
social theorist of the twentieth century; his work is widely read and remains
capable of redirecting disciplinary thought. His unique ability to generate innov-
ative and apt metaphors, coupled with the ability to name cogent regularities of
social behavior, has provided him an important position in the sociological
canon. Further, his sardonic, outsider stance has made Goffman a revered figure
—an outlaw theorist who came to exemplify the best of the sociological imagina-
tion.

Although Erving Goffman’s most influential work was published almost forty
years ago, and he died nearly two decades ago, his analyses feel very contem-
porary: perhaps the first postmodern sociological theorist. Erving Goffman —
and his former graduate student colleagues at the University of Chicago in the
immediate postwar years — provided models that reoriented sociology. If soci-
ology as a discipline has changed over the past several decades — and it clearly
has done so dramatically — it is in considerable measure because of the directions
that Erving Goffman suggested that practitioners pursue.
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Notes

1 As we note, Goffman was born in Canada, but his graduate training and employment
was in the United States.

2 In an interesting empirical application of this argument, Goffman used a frame
analytic perspective to analyze gender. In Gender Advertisements (1979) Goffman
argued that some male—female rituals are best understood as a keying of parent—child
rituals.
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THE PERSON

Growing up in Utah within the confines of Mormon culture and community at
the base of snow-capped mountains exerted a profound, but little acknow-
ledged, influence on the life and work of Richard Marc Emerson. The mountains
he seemed to have always loved were his escape from the closed and somewhat
stifling nature of the town in which he was raised. Two themes that emerged
subsequently in his work as a sociologist can be traced to these roots: (a) the idea
that dependence upon another (or a group) grants them power over you; (b) the
notion that the very uncertainty of success brings its own form of motivation. In
many ways he was also drawn eventually to sociology by his deep personal
understanding of the role of norms, community pressure, hierarchical power
relations, and what being an outsider meant in a close-knit town. The lure of the
mountains that took hold at a very early age also fed his sociological imagina-
tion, and he became an astute first-hand observer of group performance under
stressful situations as he joined many mountaineering expeditions during his
career, including the first successful American attempt to climb Mount Everest
in 1963.

During the last few years of his life he and his wife, Pat, who had studied
anthropology and South East Asia, made many trips to Pakistan to live with and
study the remote mountain villages to which their treks and mountain expedi-
tions had taken them over the years. Having lost a son, Marc, at the age of 17 in
a tragic mountain climbing accident, Dick and Pat had returned on a sabbatical
to the mountains of Pakistan to come to terms with their loss and to gain the
support of the mountain people they had come to love. In their joint work and in
some of his final papers Emerson examined more deeply the nature of these
communities, their historical roots as outposts of the vast English empire, and



64 KAREN S. COOK AND JOSEPH WHITMEYER

the authority and power relations that had defined these communities in relation
to the emergent nation state over time,

A web of intricate social and organizational arrangements made each expedi-
tion into the remote mountain villages of Pakistan a job of enormous propor-
tions, especially for lengthy sojourns. Such challenges engaged the full range of
talents and skills of Richard Emerson, from the academic and intellectual to the
intensely physical. As a member of the elite mountaineering company of
the Army during the Second World War, he was able to advance the consider-
able technical skills he had begun to develop in the mountains of Utah and
Wyoming during his youth. He completed his undergraduate degree in sociology
with a minor in philosophy at the University of Utah. Later he did graduate
work at the University of Minnesota, where he received his MA in 1952 and his
PhD in 1955. He was admitted for graduate training at both Harvard and
Berkeley, but neither offered the financial assistance that Minnesota did. His
master’s thesis was entitled “ Deviation and Rejection: an Experimental Replica-
tion,” and was co-directed by Don Martindale, his advisor in sociology, and
Stanley Schachter, then a faculty member in psychology at the University of
Minnesota.

He was trained in both sociology and psychology, and his PhD thesis was an
extensive field and experimental study of the determinants of social influence in
face-to-face groups. The field study included an investigation of boy scout troops
in what was to be one of his few empirical examinations of social influence
outside of the laboratory. Perhaps it was precisely because of the difficulties of
collecting data on these boy scouts that he returned to the more controlled
environment of the experimental laboratory in much of his subsequent empirical
work.

Another significant empirical adventure came when he stepped out of the lab
into the “real world” to study social influence, though this time it was to conduct
a unique study of group performance among mountain climbers on the 1963
Everest expedition. This research was supported by a National Science Founda-
tion grant entitled “Communication Feedback in Groups under Stress.” During
this historic expedition, Dick Emerson, one of the strongest team members
physically, also served as a field researcher, conducting both experimental and
observational research on his colleagues during what amounted to highly com-
plex maneuvers, often at very high altitudes. His mountain climbing friends still
complain about the journals they had to keep and even more about the negative
feedback they received (in one condition), often during a difficult traverse or
climbing exercise. For this unusual and pathbreaking work Richard Emerson
received the Hubbard Medal on behalf of the National Geographic Society. The
medal was awarded to him at the White House by President Kennedy in 1963
upon his return to the United States from the expedition.

While many academics of his generation moved around during their careers,
Emerson served only two institutions during his lifetime. His first job was at the
University of Cincinnati, where he joined the faculty in 1955 and was awarded
tenure in 1957. He left Cincinnati in 1965 to become a member of the Sociology
Department at the University of Washington. His Seattle home overlooked the
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Cascade Mountains, where he often climbed with friends and colleagues, the
same mountains that later claimed the life of his teenage son. It was at the
University of Washington that he completed his first major theoretical papers
on social exchange theory, written in 1967 and later published (1972) in a
volume on sociological theories in progress. While this work came to fruition
at the University of Washington, the earliest seeds of the theory were evident in
his PhD thesis and in two of his most influential pieces, on power-dependence
relations, published in 1962 and 1964, just before he left the University of
Cincinnati. The 1962 paper, entitled “Power-Dependence Relations,” became
a citation classic in 1981 due to its enormous influence. We trace some of the
influence of this work on the social sciences in the section on the intellectual
impact of his work.

The tragedy of his life, which began with the death of his son, Marc, followed
him throughout his life. He and Pat endured the loss of friends and loved ones,
most associated with the tight-knit community of mountain climbers in the
Pacific Northwest or with their friends in the remote villages of Pakistan,
where the deaths of sherpas were common, but never easy to accept. Willie
Unsoeld, close friend, fellow mountaineer, and colleague at the Evergreen State
University in Washington, was killed in an avalanche on Mount Rainier. The
Unsoelds lost a daughter, Devi, to the mountains and had endured the long
recovery of a son who received serious head injuries from a fall while mountain
climbing. Despite the certainty of tragedy in the lives of mountain climbers,
Emerson continued to climb until his untimely death in 1982. In fact, during the
last year of his life he was deeply engaged in planning for a return trip to
Pakistan for a long sojourn in remote mountain villages with his wife. In many
ways he was just reaching the peak of his career when he died suddenly on the
evening before his daughter, Leslie, was to be married in their living room, with
the Cascades looming in the background. Cancer surgery a year earlier had taken
its toll, but his death was unexpected.

For a career cut short by premature death, the impact of his work can be
judged as even more impressive. His collaborative work with Karen Cook at the
University of Washington was just beginning to show fruits, and the graduate
students they jointly trained, including Mary Gillmore and Toshio Yamagishi,
among others, were just beginning their research careers. It is clear that the
impact of his work in the social sciences would have been even greater if he had
not died in his late fifties.

One gets a clear image of the heart and soul of Richard Emerson in a passage
he wrote in the early stages of his career for a book entitled The New Professors,
by Bowen (1960). In this chapter he writes about his love of mountains:

Some of the things I appreciate most for sheer beauty are high alpine mountains,
their winding valley glaciers, and foreboding corniced ridges. I love to feel them
beneath my feet, when climbing, as well as view them as a painter might.... As
I ascend the mountain, I can...read from its contours its past and its future, and
my climb is placed in grand context. In fact, through the whole experience I am
placed in context! And, mind you, people ask me why I climb mountains.
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If he had not become a sociologist, he would have become a sculptor, he once
admitted. But, whatever his chosen vocation, he would have never given up the
mountains he loved and that had been the primary source of his self-worth even
as a child.

In this chapter we focus on his academic work and its impact. For the record,
he was also a formidable photographer, whose stark photos of sheer mountain
ridges, snow-capped peaks at the top of the world, and close-up shots of the
mountain people he loved and their villages are mainly unpublished, except for
some that appear in various Sierra Club publications. This black and white legacy
of unique pictures that chronicle various expeditions and social reality in remote
locations may one day also prove to be a significant contribution to social
science. Several of these photos hang in the Commons Room in the Department
of Sociology at the University of Washington. Before discussing more fully the
impact of his scholarly work, we will comment briefly on the social and intellec-
tual context which influenced both the style and content of his research.

THE SocIAL AND INTELLECTUAL CONTEXT

Richard Emerson was one of the large number of men who entered academia
after the Second World War, supported by the GI Bill, and many in this cohort of
scholars are now retiring. As with most of his contemporaries, his graduate
training was influenced by the Second World War and the research that had
been funded during and following the war. As Cartwright (1979) notes in his
review of the development of the field of social psychology, the Second World
War had an enormous 1mpact upon the social sciences as researchers attempted
to come to terms with the rise of Hitler and the events that precipitated the war.
Common topics of research were authoritarianism, styles of leadership, group
solidarity, loyalty, conformity and obedience, nationalism, and power. Emerson
was influenced by these trends in his own graduate training, which spanned the
disciplines of sociology and psychology. In his early career he studied leadership
and social influence.

While at the University of Cincinnati he was jointly an assistant professor of
sociology and a senior research associate in psychiatry, where he collaborated on
a variety of projects on family relations. In this role he developed the Cincinnati
Family Relations Inventory. He also participated with many other influential
social psychologists in the leadership training that was offered at the National
Training Laboratory at Bethel, Maine. Here he was trained not only in the
science of leadership, but also in the practice of developing leadership skills.
This laboratory was established with funding after the war to determine the
factors that promoted the development in society of good leadership. In part, all
these efforts nationwide were derivative of the deep political concerns that had
emerged during the war over the rise of Hitler, a man who was able to lead a
nation to tolerate genocide in the name of nationalism.

For over two decades after the Second World War, the field of social psycho-
logy can be said to have been in its heyday. Funding poured into universities,
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research and training centers in order to produce a science of human behavior
and social dynamics. Much of the funding came from military-related sources
like ARPA and the Navy (ONR). NIMH and NSF were also strong funding
sources for social science of this type. This stream of research carried the
academics trained right after the war through the early stages of their careers,
which coincided with the expansion of university education in the United States.
During the 1950s and 1960s most universities and colleges were in expansionist
mode and departments hired many of the PhDs that had been produced as a
result of the GI Bill and other efforts to induce students to obtain graduate
degrees and become college teachers. This growth was also fueled by the need to
educate the “baby-boom” children, the largest cohorts of children the United
States had known. The earliest boomers, born just after the war in 1946 and
later, began entering higher education in the early 1960s. Emerson’s career
spanned these events.

Another significant component of the social/intellectual context in which
Emerson’s work was carried out was the strong emphasis upon sociology as a
science and social psychology, in particular, as a scientific subdiscipline. Logical
positivism was making inroads into the social sciences in the late 1950s and the
early 1960s, with the rising popularity in some sociological circles of the work of
Popper (1961), Kuhn (1963), Hempel (1965), and others. This work emphasized
the general theoretical strategy of deductive theorizing, the formulation of
abstract theoretical principles that could be used along with clearly defined
concepts to derive predictions that could be tested empirically. Emerson’s train-
ing in sociological theory and experimental work in psychology made this form
of theory development natural for him. It is most evident in his major theoretical
pieces, “Exchange Theory, Parts I and II,” written in 1967 and published sub-
sequently in 1972. This formulation is described in greater detail in the section
below. Here we will comment only on the general intellectual climate in the
social sciences that influenced his work at the time this work was produced. Of
course, not all sociologists trained during this same time frame were drawn to
deductive theorizing.

Other more specialized influences on his substantive work can be traced to his
mentors and the work of his colleagues at Cincinnati and Washington. At
Minnesota, Martindale introduced Richard Emerson to general sociological
theory and the significant philosophy of social science debates of the time.
Stanley Schachter, one of his MA thesis advisors, trained him in experimental
methods and the empirical investigation of hypotheses derived from theoretical
propositions. As mentioned above, he also worked at Cincinnati on the devel-
opment of various tools for empirically investigating family relations (i.e.
the inventory and computer-based scoring system he helped to develop), and
here he was exposed to small groups and leadership training. His contacts
with social scientists outside of sociology at the University of Cincinnati were
also influential in the development of his theoretical work on power. Alfred
Kuhn, an economist at the University of Cincinnati, once informed Karen
Cook that he and Richard Emerson had had many productive conversations
about theoretical work in the social sciences, the philosophy of science, and
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general theories of power and exchange as colleagues. Kuhn’s major work, The
Study of Society: a Unified Approach, published in 1963, gives evidence of this
cross-fertilization.

At the University of Washington, Emerson was influenced by his colleagues in
the sociology department, especially those who were involved with him in the
social psychology program, one of the most nationally visible programs in this
subfield. The faculty involved with this program included Frank Miyamoto,
Otto Larsen, Phillip Blumstein, Robert Leik, David Schmitt, and Robert Burgess.
Long conversations over coffee about behaviorism with Bob Burgess and Dave
Schmitt drew Emerson’s attention to the developments in the empirical invest-
igation of human behavior from a behaviorist perspective. During the 1960s
behaviorism was growing as a result of the influence of B. E. Skinner (sce
especially About Behaviorism, 1974) and others who were charismatic and
very optimistic about the development of a science of behavior. This theoretical
development coincided with the growth of interest in the philosophy of social
science and with the debate over the importation of natural science models and
modes of theorizing into the social sciences. Together, these developments gen-
erated widespread optimism in the potential for producing a science of human
behavior. It was against this backdrop that Emerson formulated his own theory
of social behavior while at the University of Washington.

Certainly Homans was the first social exchange theorist to explore the im-
plications of behaviorism for the study of social interaction, but Emerson is
noted for his more extensive treatment of behaviorism as the natural foundation
for a theory of social exchange. These principles were spelled out in his chapter
entitled, “Exchange Theory, Part I. A Psychological Basis for Social Exchange.”
This piece reflects both the formal deductive theorizing he had come to value and
his attempt to provide a more developed micro-level theory of behavior based on
the scientific principles of behavior being produced at that time by behaviorists
like his colleague Robert Burgess. This informal influence, noted in a footnote in
Emerson’s chapter, was more formally acknowledged in a paper published by
Emerson in a collection of readings on human social behavior edited by Burgess
and Bushell (1969). Burgess and Emerson also co-taught for a while the under-
graduate lecture class on social psychology at the University of Washington,
which stimulated further cross-fertilization of ideas.

In 1972, Karen Cook joined the Department of Sociology at the University of
Washington, attracted to the department by the strength of the social psychology
program and the opportunity to work with Richard Emerson, whose work she
had been exposed to in her own graduate training at Stanford University, where
she was influenced by mentors Joseph Berger, Bernard P. Cohen and Morris
Zelditch, who also emphasized training in formal theory, deductive models, and
experimental methods. In 1973, Cook and Emerson collaborated in the devel-
opment of a long-term program of research funded by the National Science
Foundation to empirically test propositions derived from Emerson’s theory of
social exchange, focusing special attention upon the development of a theory
of the distribution of power in exchange networks. In addition, Cook and
Emerson developed the first computer-based laboratory in sociology for the



RicHARD M. EMERSON 69

study of social exchange. This work is described more fully in the theory section.
This fruitful collaboration continued until Emerson’s death in 1982. Karen Cook
continued this program of research with the help of several former students and
collaborators, including Mary Gillmore (University of Washington), Toshio
Yamagishi (Hokkaido University), Karen A. Hegtvedt (Emory), and, more
recently, Jodi O’Brien (Seattle University), Peter Kollock (UCLA), and Joseph
Whitmeyer (University of North Carolina-Charlotte).

The collaboration with Karen Cook led to the introduction of more cognitive
concepts to the theory of social exchange that Emerson had developed, and a
gradual move away from the behavioristic model that had been the hallmark of
his original theoretical work. In addition, her work on equity and distributive
justice influenced the research by introducing into their joint theoretical work
concerns over fairness and equity, returning to some of the normative aspects of
social exchange addressed only briefly by Homans and more extensively by
Blau. The more behavioral formulation has been subsequently developed and
advanced significantly by the work of Linda Molm, trained at the University of
North Carolina, primarily by Jim Wiggins, a behaviorist. She has developed a
systematic theory of exchange based explicitly upon the behavioral principles
originally developed by Emerson, and in a very intensive program of experi-
mental research she has explored the use of power in what she terms “non-
negotiated” exchanges. In the development of social exchange theory it is
clear that social networks linking the investigators and their collaborators and
students have had significant influence. A more complete analysis of the ties
among the various actors who subsequently developed Emerson’s work is
beyond the scope of this chapter. However, it is important to acknowledge that
a large part of the social and intellectual context in which a theorist works is
social relations, including those with colleagues and students who influence his
or her work.

Jonathan Turner (1986) has done a nice job of articulating the specific nature
of Emerson’s contributions and the intellectual significance of his landmark
pieces on power—dependence relations (1962, 1964) and social exchange theory
(1972, parts I and II). In his evaluation of exchange theory in the late 1980s
Turner argued that Emerson had resolved one of the key difficulties in develop-
ing exchange theory to apply across levels of analysis, with the introduction of
the idea of connected exchange relations forming networks of exchange. For
Turner, this obviated the need to develop ever more complex conceptions of
exchange as the nature of the social unit shifted from an individual to a group,
organization, or larger social system. In Emerson’s theory the “actors” could be
individuals or corporate actors involved in networks of exchange (see Cook and
Whitmeyer, 1992).

THE THEORY

Scientists know that, no matter how brilliant their theories, no matter how
accurate their explanations, eventually their work will be improved upon and
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even superseded, no longer consulted directly. The most important scientists
have impact not so much through the particular content of their theories, but
through changing other scientists’ perspectives. They introduce new concepts or
reconceptualize old ones in new ways. They fashion new perspectives or ways of
looking at familiar phenomena, raising a host of new questions which lead to the
rapid development of new theoretical formulations. Their legacy is an approach,
concepts, questions.

Richard Emerson is such a scientist, and he contributed much in the way
of theory and explanations, but, even more importantly, presented a new way of
conceiving and studying an old concept, social power. His approach to social
power and social exchange has led to a large program of research and theory
development within sociology, and at the same time has informed and enhanced
analysis in a variety of substantive areas of social science. Of his specific
theoretical formulations, some are still used, some have been modified, and
some have been superseded. However, his approach will always be an essential
part of social theory.

Emerson’s legacy to social theory can be divided into three areas: theoretical
approach, theoretical substance, and methodological approach. As with most
scientists, during his life he and his collaborators and colleagues were occupied
primarily with the second of these, theoretical substance. He worked to develop
theories that offered explanations for particular social phenomena, to test these
theoretical formulations, and to improve them, based on empirical research.
However, in retrospect his legacy in the other two areas has been equally
important. Naturally, these three areas — approach, substance, and methodology
— are intertwined in his work, and so they are in our description of it.

Emerson’s most important contribution is his approach to social power. This
approach is distinctive for several reasons. First, he believed that power could be
quantified and measured and thus analyzed rigorously, even mathematically. As
a result, his analytic theory of power could be tested through experiments.
Second, he argued that a theory of power must be based on a conception of
the nature of the social relations in which power is embedded. Third, the theory
of power should include a behavioral model of the actor. These features of his
perspective can be applied more generally than just to social power, but are key
to Emerson’s approach to power.

Social power is a useful concept. It has been employed by major social thinkers
for centuries: Machiavelli, Marx, and Weber, to name just three. Lay people
commonly use the term to explain certain social outcomes, whether on the scale
of countries or within small informal groups. Nevertheless, its scientific use had
been hampered by its lack of formalization and quantification. George Homans,
co-pioneer with Peter Blau and Richard Emerson of the exchange perspective in
sociology, also discussed power in a deductive framework. However, Emerson
took the crucial step of defining power as a quantifiable, measurable concept.
This had two beneficial consequences. Theory could become formal and math-
ematical, with a gain in precision and power over purely verbal reasoning and
deduction. In addition, empirical measures of power could be devised so that
theoretical inferences could be tested.
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The step of formalizing social power was taken in Emerson’s 1962 article,
“Power—-Dependence Relations.” The power of actor A over actor B is equated to
the dependence of actor B on actor A:

Pab = Dba (1)

The dependence of B on A in turn is a positive function of the “motivational
investment” of B in “goals mediated by” A and a negative function of the
“availability of those goals” to B outside the A-B relation (Emerson, 1962,
p- 32). In this early work, it appears that Emerson takes equation (1) to be a
theoretical postulate, with power and dependence considered as at least concep-
tually distinct, rather than as a definition of power. The fact that Emerson (1964)
experimentally tests this equation suggests this as well. However, by 1972,
apparently Emerson considered equation (1) to be a definition of power
(“Power is redundant and unnecessary in this scheme, given our conception of
dependence”; Emerson, 1972, p. 64). Some subsequent researchers, such as
Pfeffer and Salancik (1978) and Molm (1997), likewise have taken equation
(1) to be a definition and a measure of power.

Two crucial aspects of equation (1) are that power is a property of a
relation and that power is a potential. A more precise way of stating the
first aspect is that an actor’s power is not simply a property of that actor,
but rather it has a referent, namely the other actor. The second aspect
means that power exists prior to behavior and behavioral outcomes. It can
therefore affect those outcomes. Moreover, power itself can be affected by
other factors, such as aspects of social structure and characteristics of the actors
(status, gender, etc.). The analysis of what causes and affects power is separate
from and analytically prior to analysis of how power and other factors affect
behavior.

An important and influential part of Emerson’s power—dependence theory is
his identification of balancing operations. He calls an exchange relation in which
power (and dependence) is unequal wunbalanced. Then, in view of the two
variables that affect dependence, Emerson suggests four possible balancing
operations; that is, processes that will make power more equal in unbalanced
relations. Suppose A is more powerful than B; that is, Pab > Pba and Dba > Dab.
To balance this relation: {(a) B can reduce the level of motivational investment in
goals mediated by A (“withdrawal™); (b) B can come up with alternative sources
(e.g. actor C) for those goals mediated by A (“network extension™); (¢) B can
attempt to increase A’s motivational investment in goals B mediates (e.g. through
“status-giving”); and/or (d) B can work to eliminate A’s alternative sources for
the goals B mediates (e.g. by engaging in coalition formation with other actors,
in particular, other suppliers).

It should be noted that Emerson’s approach to social power as developed in his
1972 theoretical formulation entails conceiving of social interaction as
exchange. Thus this theory falls into two traditions in social science, the study
of social power and what is sometimes called exchange theory. In fact, Emerson
terms his general approach social exchange theory. As Emerson (1972, p. 39)
notes, “My initial reason for beginning the work set forth in these two chapters
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was to formulate a more encompassing (and hopefully enriching) framework
around previous work on power—dependence relations.”

Emerson then took the methodological step, largely unprecedented in soci-
ology for research on social power, of testing his theoretical propositions with
laboratory experiments using human subjects. Such experiments test theory by
testing hypotheses derived from the theory for the particular conditions of the
laboratory experiment. Laboratory experiments may not be suitable for testing
explanations of naturally occurring phenomena (for development of this argu-
ment see Zelditch, 1969). However, just as in the physical sciences, they are ideal
for theory-testing because factors exogenous to the theory can be controlled.
Support for hypotheses derived from theoretical principles for specific experi-
mental conditions usually provides unambiguous support for those principles.
This is difficult to achieve outside the laboratory, since social processes are rarely
isolated in any social context, and thus findings obtained using other methodo-
logies often have alternative interpretations or somewhat ambiguous meaning,.
(Of course, this can also happen in poorly designed experimental studies.)

Experimental tests of power—dependence theory were possible for two
reasons. First, the mathematical definition of dependence allowed it to be
created and measured in the laboratory. Second, by conceiving of social interac-
tion as exchange, it was possible to test the theoretical propositions by creating a
setting for exchange through experimental design. The theory explicitly applies
to exchange with reference to any goals or resources. Thus, experimentally
convenient exchange could be used (see also Molm, 1997, on this point).
Emerson published his first experimental tests supporting power—dependence
theory in 1964.

In a two-part work written in 1967, but published only in 1972, Emerson
builds his social exchange theory by extending his analysis of power and depend-
ence in exchange relations in two directions. Part I presents a basis in behavioral
psychology for power—dependence theory. In his earlier work, Emerson did little
more than assert the relationship between dependence and motivational invest-
ment in mediated goals and the availability of alternatives, respectively. Here he
derives those relationships from the principles of behaviorism.

“Exchange Theory, Part II: Exchange Relations and Network Structures”
contains the crucial extension from exchange relations to exchange networks
that is the basis for most of the remaining work of his career. A few definitions
are important. An exchange relation is conceived in part I as a “temporal series”
containing opportunities for exchange, which, he argued, evoked initiations of
exchange that in turn produced or resulted in transactions. An exchange net-
work is a set of actors linked together directly or indirectly through exchange
relations. An actor is then conceived as “a point where many exchange relations
connect” (Emerson, 1972, p. 57). More specifically, two exchange relations
between actors A and B (represented as A-B) and between actors B and C
(B=C) are connected at actor B if they share actor B and if transactions in one
relation are somehow related to transactions in the other relation. Note that this
is a specialized definition: a connection exists not between actors but between
exchange relations. A connection between two exchange relations is either
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positive or negative. Suppose two exchange relations are connected. If exchange
in one relation is positively related, in frequency or magnitude, to exchange in
the other relation, the connection is positive. In this case if A-B and B-C are
positively connected exchange relations, for example, an increase in the fre-
quency of A-B exchange could result in an increase in the frequency of B-C
exchange. If exchange in one relation is negatively related, in frequency or
magnitude, to exchange in the other relation, the connection is negative. In the
case in which the A-B and B-C relations are negatively connected, an increase in
the frequency of A-B exchange could result in a decrease in the frequency of B-C
exchange. An example is the situation in which A and C are alternative dating
partners for B. Finally, a negatively connected exchange network is intracategory
if the resources any network member provides could substitute for the resources
any other network member provides (such as friendship in a friendship net-
work). A negatively connected network that is not intracategory is cross-
category (such as a network of heterosexually dating people).

Ironically, given current developments, Emerson considered a move toward
economic theory as the basis for his version of exchange theory, which was the
strategy Blau had adopted, but he dismissed this idea by arguing that operant
psychology provided a more “social” micro-level basis for the theory. The
primary reason was that he viewed the social relation as the major focus of the
theory (and the social structures created through the formation of exchange
relations). That is, the focus was the relatively enduring interactions between
particular actors rather than what he viewed as the dominant focus in econom-
ics, the transaction in which actors were perfectly interchangeable.This fit with
the primary task of developing an approach in which social structure was the
major dependent variable. In part I, Emerson (1972, p. 41) states clearly that his
purpose is to “address social structure and structural change within the frame-
work of exchange theory.”

Before presenting descriptions of what he termed prototypical exchange net-
work structures, Emerson developed several key concepts which define the
factors that are significant in understanding exchange relations. These include
reciprocity, balance, cohesion, power and power-balancing operations. Recipro-
city, for Emerson, was little more than a description of the contingencies intrinsic
to all human social exchange, not an explanation. Norms of obligation emerge
to reinforce this feature of social exchange, but they are not necessary as an
explanation of continued exchange. The reinforcement principles and their link
to initiation of exchange provide sufficient explanation for the continuity or
extinction of exchange relations in this framework. Balance in an exchange
relation is reflected in any difference in initiation probabilities. An exchange
relation is balanced if Dab = Dba. That is, the relation is balanced if both parties
are equally dependent upon the other for exchange (i.e. for resources of value).
The concept balance is critical, since it sets the stage for understanding the
“balancing operations” Emerson develops to explain changes in exchange rela-
tions and networks.

Cohesion represents the “strength” of the exchange relation or its propensity
to survive conflict and the costs associated with the impact of what Emerson
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calls “external events.” Relational cohesion is represented in the 1972 chapters
as the average dependence of the two actors in the relation. Subsequently, Molm
(19835) and others (e.g. Lawler et al., 1988) have come to refer to this concept as
average total power (or simply total power). The concept represents how much
is at stake in the relation (not the relative power of each actor within the
exchange relation, which is treated separately in further developments in the
theory). Power is defined straightforwardly in this work as based on dependence,
as indicated above, and this definition becomes the basis for specifying the
various possible “balancing operations” available to actors in imbalanced
exchange relations.

To conclude the 1972 work, Emerson uses these definitions together with the
theoretical apparatus he has built involving power, dependence, and balancing
processes to predict changes in exchange networks. Examples are as follows.
Actors who are weak because they are rivals in a negatively connected network
will tend either to specialize or to form a coalition. If they specialize they develop
what is effectively a new division of labor. If they form a coalition they have
merged to form a “collective actor” in the network, which then must operate as
one. Intracategory exchange networks (or networks in which only one dominant
type of resource is exchanged, such as approval) will tend to change until they
are closed, meaning that social circles get formed and the boundaries are main-
tained. Such closed social circles, like socially exclusive clubs, are often difficult
for new members to penetrate. Under certain circumstances, intracategory net-
works will tend to become stratified, with closed classes. Here Emerson’s theory
becomes quite speculative in an effort to examine how networks become strati-
fied, forming classes differentiated by resource magnitude. Both intraclass
exchange and interclass exchange are investigated as elements in the emergence
of stratified exchange networks. Tentative theoretical principles are developed to
explain, for example, the tendency for initiations to “flow upward” in interclass
exchange and for transactions within such relations to be initiated from above.
Many of these theoretical insights embedded in the text of part II of Emerson’s
formulation have never been fully developed theoretically or investigated empir-
ically, nor have the rudimentary notions of norm formation and groups as
exchange systems been elaborated (an exception is the work of Stolte, 1987).

In 1978 and 1983, Emerson and his colleague Karen Cook, together with
former students Mary Gillmore and Toshio Yamagishi in the case of the 1983
paper, published two papers that extend the theory to the analysis of exchange
networks and present experimental tests of those extensions (Cook and Emer-
son, 1978; Cook et al., 1983). From power—dependence theory it follows that,
all else being equal, actors who have more alternatives for obtaining their goals
will be less dependent on individual partners and thus have more power. Thus, in
a negatively connected network, actors who have more partners with whom they
can engage in full exchange will have more power. Theoretically, in such cases
access to alternatives increases the availability of the resources of value (or goals
to be obtained through exchange).

Assuming that to have power is to use it (Emerson, 1972), this proposition can
be tested by measuring power use. Use of power in an exchange relation entails
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obtaining terms of exchange more favorable to oneself. Therefore, the more
powerful actor in an exchange relation should obtain more favorable terms of
exchange. Exchange as operationalized in the 1978 and 1983 experiments con-
sists of negotiating the terms of trade between two parties (or more) for
resources of value which are converted into monetary payoffs at the end of the
experiment. Assuming actors use their power, the more powerful actor in
an exchange relation should obtain a larger share of the valuable resources to
be exchanged; that is, receive more points than the partner.

The two experiments in the 1978 paper involve four-actor, fully linked net-
works. That is, each actor has exchange opportunities with the other three.
In the experiment on the balanced network, all linked pairs were equivalent:
all could obtain resources of similar value in exchanges with their trading
partners (i.e. no actor had resources of greater value than the others). In the
experiment on the unbalanced network one of the four actors offered a
more valuable resource and thus was the more desirable exchange partner (the
transaction was worth a total of 24 units of profit); exchanges between the
other actors proffered resources of similar, but lower, value (these transactions
were worth a total of eight units of profit). In the unbalanced network, the
actor with the more valuable resource was the best alternative for each of
his or her partners, thus giving that actor the most power according to the
theory. This prediction was supported. Not only did the powerful actor
gain significantly more points than his or her partners, but he or she also gained
significantly more points than any of the positionally equivalent actors in the
balanced network.

The 1983 article is a natural extension of the theory to larger networks, but at
the same time enters a new domain. In the 1978 article, the four-actor exchange
network was simply the context for tests of predictions from power—dependence
theory. In the 1983 article, network structure has become an interesting factor in
its own right. The network studied consists of five actors, no longer fully linked,
but linked in a ring, so that each actor has only two potential trading partners
(see figure 3.1). One of the five exchange relations is not very profitable (the
transaction total is worth only eight points, as opposed to a total of 24 units of
profit in each of the other four potential trading relations). If we ignore that low-
profitability relation (which connects F; and F;), we have a line (sometimes
called “Line 57) of five actors and four exchange relations, Fi—E—D{—F,—F;.
Previous theory on social networks had supposed that positional centrality in a
network confers the most power, and thus that D; would be most powerful.
However, the authors of this study use power—dependence theory to predict that
if such a network is negatively connected, actors E1 and E; will emerge as the
most powerful actors.

The power—dependence reasoning is as follows. In each exchange relation, a
partner with no alternatives will be more dependent and therefore less powerful
than a partner with more alternatives (or technically a greater availability of
resources). Thus, the Fs will be less powerful than the Es. Dy has two alter-
natives, but since they have weak alternatives from whom they can obtain
favorable outcomes, D, is more dependent on them than they are on Dq. As a
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D,

Figure 3.1

result, D is forced to reduce offers (or demands) down to the level of the Fs in
order to compete. Experimental results supported these general hypotheses.

Note that, as is common in scientific investigation, the experiments reported
in the 1978 and 1983 articles were designed to provide clear tests of theory, not
to be instances of substantively important exchange phenomena. As a result,
many of the substantive features of these experiments are not theoretically
crucial. They are operationalizations of theoretical concepts, for which theory
therefore makes predictions, which in turn can be evaluated as tests of theory.
Thus, exchange is operationalized as coming to agreement on a trade of
resources (or profit points); “motivational investment” is operationalized as
conversion of points to money (at a constant rate); and negativity is operation-
alized by allowing each actor only one exchange per round. Many of these
aspects of experimental design are not common in natural situations (e.g. one
exchange per round), but they instantiate the theoretical concepts in ways easy
to control and measure, and therefore permit clear tests of the theory. Thus
tested and supported, the theory can then be applied to more complicated
natural situations of exchange and exchange networks.

The 1983 paper also inaugurated two general trends in research on exchange
networks. First, it presents computer simulation results for four networks: the
Line 5, and networks with seven, ten, and thirteen actors. Note again that in order
to test the theory of exchange networks, exchange network experiments are
designed to focus actors on a single goal: profit maximization. It is easy to
embody this goal in simulations by incorporating simple procedures by
which simulated actors pursue it. Simulations can thus show whether many actors
simultaneously following these procedures produce the results that the theory of
exchange networks predicts. Simulation results will thus be valid to the extent
that the incorporated procedures match those followed by natural actors.

Second, the paper presents an algorithm for determining the distribution of
power in a negatively connected exchange network directly from the network
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structure. This algorithm is grounded loosely in power-dependence theory.
However, application of the algorithm involves only analysis of the network
structure and does not use power—dependence theory or models of actor beha-
vior explicitly. This particular algorithm quickly came to be perceived as inade-
quate. However, many researchers have followed the lead of this paper in secing
it as desirable to have such a structural-level algorithm, and have devised others
(see the section on impact for citations to this work).

Emerson’s last paper, which he did not complete but which was published in
1987 in an incomplete state, is entitled “Toward a Theory of Value in Social
Exchange.” However, as he notes and italicizes, “A theory of value must be a
theory of actors” (Emerson, 1987, p. 14). This paper attempts to present a more
complete model of the (human) actor than that used in his theoretical work of
1962 and 1972. Here he is filling in important remaining lacunae in those
theories, just as in his 1972 work he went back and filled in a deductive basis
for his 1962 work on power—dependence theory.

Value — that is, the relative importance actors place (behaviorally) on obtain-
ing certain goals or resources — is crucial to both power—dependence theory and
its extension into the theory of exchange networks. For example, the first and
third of the four balancing operations in a relationship of unequal dependence
involve changes of value. Suppose B is more dependent on A than the reverse. B
can decrease the value of the goals A mediates or attempt to increase the value to
A of the goals B mediates. The values of network members are also integral to
the categorization of different types of networks. A negative exchange con-
nection exists when two members value a divisible resource provided by a
common partner, or when they provide resources that are substitutable to
the common partner (a characteristic of the partner’s values) and on which the
partner satiates. An intracategory network is one in which all network members
place similar value on resources available from the other network members.

However, in these theories two important simplifications are made concerning
human actors — or, to put it differently, the scope of these theories is limited in
two ways. First, the theories of power dependence and exchange networks
concern actors interested in only one or perhaps a few goals. Yet human actors
are complex, having a variety of different things (goals) they value to different
extents, with those values interrelated in complicated ways. A theory of social
exchange and social power will become more useful to the extent that it can
relax those restrictions and apply to situations in which a fuller panoply of goals
is relevant.

Second, in these theories the values of different actors are simply given, without
being explained. In 1972 Emerson wrote, and italicized, “In this chapter we will
not presume to know the needs and motives of men,” followed by “We will see
how far we can go on this skimpy basis” (Emerson, 1972, p. 44). Clearly, filling
out some of this skimpiness would add to the scope and power of the theory.
Understanding how value is created and changed clearly would inform under-
standing of how and when the first (withdrawal) and third (e.g. status-giving)
balancing operations are likely to occur. It would also provide at least partially for
a theory of formation and change in the various types of exchange networks.
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THE IMprACT OF EMERSON’S WORK

Emerson’s influence on contemporary social science falls into two main areas:
work stemming from his original formulation of power—dependence theory, and
research based on his work on social exchange and exchange networks.

Emerson’s work on power and dependence itself has been carried forward in
two directions: theoretical investigation of power and more substantive studies
of a wide variety of social phenomena. First, his approach has been incorporated
into the development of general theory concerning social power. Many power
theorists take a more general view, either conceiving of power more broadly or
considering social processes in addition to exchange. Thus Emerson’s exchange
perspective, in which power exists through dependence in an exchange relation,
is included alongside other processes, such as persuasion and legitimate author-
ity (see, for example, Wrong, 1988; Coleman, 1990; Friedkin, 1993b).

Second, Emerson’s approach has found application in studies of a wide variety
of social phenomena. Interactional dynamics in all types of settings frequently
involve exchange and power. To the extent that power and power use is respons-
ible for outcomes, Emerson’s approach proves useful in analysis and explana-
tion. Substantive areas of study in which it has been applied successfully include
marriage and family dynamics, marketing, legal studies, geopolitics, and espe-
cially the study of organizations.

Power—dependence theory is a cornerstone of one of the dominant perspect-
ives in organizational studies, known as the resource dependence perspective
(e.g. Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978). According to this perspective, organizations
need a variety of resources from both outside and within the organization. Those
entities — individuals, subunits, or other organizations — that exclusively provide
the most needed resources will have the most power over or in the organization.
This key postulate comes directly from the principle embodied in equation (1),
although resource dependence theorists point out that for power actually to be
exerted, other elements are also necessary.

Since organizations are not self-sufficient they must engage in exchanges with
other organizations and entities in their environments to assure survival. Organ-
izations thus spend much of their time and energy involved in efforts to manage
these “strategic dependencies.” As Scott {1992, p. 115) argues, “One of the
major contributions of the resource dependency perspective is to discern and
describe the strategies — ranging from buffering to diversification and merger —
employed by organizations to change and adapt to the environment.” An early
treatment of these strategic options was presented in the work of James D.
Thompson (1967) in his influential book, Organizations in Action. The applica-
tion of power—dependence theory to the analysis of organizational exchange and
interorganizational relations was pursued by Cook (1977) and subsequently by
Cook and Emerson (1984). This work is reflected in more recent developments
within the field of organizations. Many of the strategies available to organiza-
tions to manage their critical dependencies can be understood in terms of the
balancing operations spelled out in power—dependence theory, since the goal is
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to acquire necessary resources without increasing dependence. Such strategies
include, under different circumstances, joint venture, long-term contracting,
specialization, consolidation, reduction in production arenas, and vertical integ-
ration of various types, among others. As Scott (1992, p. 193) puts it, “Unequal
exchange relations can generate power and dependency differences among
organizations, causing them to enter into exchange relations cautiously and to
pursue strategies that will enhance their own bargaining position.”

The work of Emerson and his colleagues has continued to inform research and
theory development following the resource dependence perspective on organiza-
tions. For example, a recent study (Seabright et al., 1992) of auditor—client
relationships found that as the fit between auditor and client declined, the
likelihood of this relationship dissolving increased, as the resource dependence
perspective predicts. However, the tendency for the relationship to dissolve was
attenuated by the development of attachment between the individuals — a devel-
opment predicted by Emerson and his collaborator Karen Cook. Thus the
authors of the study conclude, “We...argue, following theoretical work on
social exchange such as Cook (1977) and Cook and Emerson (1978), that
attachment is a distinct attribute of interorganizational relationships” (Seabright
et al., 1992, p. 153).

Power—dependence theory, as well as its descendent, the theory of exchange
networks, has also contributed to the network perspective on organizations.
Using power—dependence theory (Emerson, 1962; Cook and Emerson, 1978),
Mizruchi (1989) expects and finds that economic dependence and interdepend-
ence among businesses leads to similarity in their political behavior. Knoke
(1990) points out the parallel between network structures studied in the labor-
atory and network structures both within and between organizations. He sug-
gests that this parallel should allow theory on exchange networks to help explain
power and outcomes in organizational networks, but notes that the complica-
tions of the naturally occuring networks have hindered application of the theory
thus far.

More recently, various organizational theorists have extended the analysis of
networks to the study of organizations and the role of networks more broadly in
the economy (see especially Lincoln et al., 1992; Powell, 1990; Sabel, 1991;
Gerlach, 1992). Networks are examined as they affect labor practices, informal
influence, ethnic enterprises, the organization of business groups, and the net-
working of companies across national boundaries (see Powell and Smith-Doerr,
1994, for a review). Central to these efforts is the attempt to analyze the relative
power of the economic actors in the network and the strategies used to enhance
network-wide power or to alter the distribution of power within the network.
The focus of attention is on the structural location of the actors in the network
and how that influences strategy. Exchange theory and the resource dependence
perspective (e.g. Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978) based on power—dependence argu-
ments are commonly used as the framework for analysis in these investigations
of economic impact. QOther topics of investigation include strategic alliances,
collaborative manufacturing enterprises, vertical integration of firms, interlock-
ing directorates, network diffusion of innovative practices, and mergers.
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In the field of marketing too, theory has been developed by applying the
theoretical ideas of Emerson, Cook, and colleagues to organizations. Cook and
Emerson (1978) themselves pointed out the relevance of exchange networks to
marketing, noting, for example, that vertically integrated markets and channels
of distribution in fact are positively connected networks. A recent example is the
work of Anderson et al. (1994), who discuss business networks, defined as two
or more connected relations between businesses, each business conceived as a
collective actor. One of their key propositions is that each firm in a network will
develop a network identity. This identity has three dimensions: an orientation
toward other actors, competence, and power. The last of these, power, is a
function of an actor’s resources and its network context, following Emerson,
Cook, and colleagues. In their examination of two case studies, Anderson et al.
note contrasting effects of positive and negative exchange connections. They also
point out that connections may switch between positive and negative through
time, or even may be simultaneously positive and negative, a point also noted in
theoretical work following Emerson and colleagues (Whitmeyer, 1997b).
Further exploration of these cases leads Anderson et al. to suggest mechanisms,
typically involving network identity, of changes over time in relations and
connections in business networks.

In the area of family studies, power—dependence theory has contributed to an
understanding of the dynamics of relationships both within families and between
family members and outsiders. For example, a recent study of adoption pro-
cesses analyzing the relationship between birth mothers, adoptive parents, and
adoption facilitators suggests that birth mothers may have more power because
all other parties are dependent on their decision (Daly and Sobol, 1994). In the
study of dating couples, partners, and married people various authors have
applied exchange concepts to the analysis of the longevity and quality of such
relationships despite the argument that an exchange “logic” does not work in
close, personal relations. Michaels et al. (1984), for example, find that exchange
outcomes are a more important predictor of relationship satisfaction than are
equity concerns. In addition, Sprecher’s (1988) research indicates that relation-
ship commitment is affected more by the level of rewards available to partners in
alternative relations than by fairness or equity considerations, though there is
also evidence in various studies that fairness does matter (see review by Hegtvedt
and Cook, forthcoming). A major focus of much of this research is the perceived
fairness of the exchanges that occur over time and the symmetry or asymmetry in
mutual dependence on the relationship.

Cook and Donnelly (1996) applied the concepts of longitudinal exchange and
generalized exchange relations to intergenerational relations both within the
family and within the society at large. Relations between generations can be
examined as implicit exchange relations in which each generation must deter-
mine how to allocate its resources to the next generation, and on what basis.
Reciprocity, trust, dependence, power, fairness, and asymmetry in exchange
benefits all play a significant role in these determinations. These dynamics are
important within families and relate to social issues like long-term care, child
care, elder abuse, health care, and the transfer of wealth. Many of these issues
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also arise at the aggregate level for the society at large in terms of the nature of
the relations between the generations, with implications for property law, taxa-
tion, welfare policy, social and health services, and education.

Applications of exchange theory in fields like health care are less common, but
interesting. Shortell (1977), for example, used exchange theory to analyze the
nature of physician referrals under the standard fee-for-service funding regime in
place in the health care system at that time. More recently, Grembowski et al.
(1998) have examined physician referrals under managed care using an
exchange-based model of the nature of the decisions to refer and the network
of providers involved in the delivery of health services under different degrees of
“managedness.” Issues of power and dependence are addressed in this literature
at various levels, including the physician—patient relation, the relations between
various categories of providers (e.g. physician to physician, primary care pro-
vider to specialist, physician to alternative health care provider, and physicians
to hospital administrators or other managers within the health care system), and
relations between organizational units with involvement in delivery of services
(insurance carriers, suppliers of goods and services, other health and community
agencies, etc.). Research based on models of exchange and power-dependence
principles in the arena of health care holds the promise of providing a more
general theory of the processes involved than is currently available. The major
shifts that have occurred over the past decade in the delivery of health care have
involved significant changes in the distribution of power among the key players
in that organizational system (i.e. the shift in power from relatively autonomous
physicians to the hospitals in which they practice and the insurers that pay
them).

Finally, power—dependence theory has been applied in the geopolitical realm,
to relations between states. For example, Jonathan Turner (1995) proposes that
ongoing exchange relations between states lead to balancing operations, as
suggested by Emerson (1962, 1972). When dependence between states is
unequal - that is, trade is imbalanced — the more dependent partner will take
steps to reduce the imbalance, perhaps even resorting to coercion.

Emerson’s fruitful extension of theory and research into exchange networks
has led to the experimental investigation of exchange networks, which has
spawned a large body of subsequent research leading in a number of directions.
Some of the research looks at social processses in addition to those Emerson
investigated. For example, Linda Molm (e.g. 1997) has developed an extensive
research program on exchange networks in which network members not only
can reward (i.e. confer resource gains on) each other, but also can punish (i.e.
impose losses on) each other. As operationalized, punishment consists of taking
points away from partners. She also has varied the exchange process by looking
at reciprocal exchange, in which partners take turns rewarding or punishing (or
not) each other, rather than negotiated exchange, in which partners must come
to an agreement about who gets what before the transaction is completed.
Emerson’s experimental research and much of the work that followed the lead
of Cook and Emerson (1978) was restricted to negotiated exchange, though the
theoretical formulation Emerson developed was not restricted in this manner.
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This point is most clearly demonstrated in the interesting work of Linda Molm
(1981, 1987, 1990, 1994, 1997) on reciprocal (or “non-negotiated” exchange).

In her most recent extensive treatment of coercive power in social exchange,
Molm (1997) presents the results of a ten-year program of experimental research
which indicates the nature of the effects of coercive power in exchange relations.
The surprising finding she addresses in this work is the result that coercion is
rarely used even by those in positions of power advantage. The primary reason is
that the use of punishment power imposes losses upon the exchange partner and
raises the cost of the use of power, in terms of both opportunity costs (time better
spent in active pursuit of other rewards) and the potential for retaliation. As
Molm (1997, p. 138) puts it, in an exchange relation in which one partner uses
coercive power to increase exchange benefits, “the coercer pays a price for the
rewards obtained.” Her work has initiated a more complete examination of
the dynamics of exchange processes and the role of strategy in determining the
outcomes that were viewed primarily in Emerson’s work as structurally induced.

Edward Lawler (e.g. Lawler and Yoon, 1993, 1996), along with colleagues,
and others have pursued research that explores in greater depth the notion of an
exchange relation; that is, a situation of ongoing rather than one-time-only
exchange. Lawler builds on the notion, from Emerson’s work (1962, 1972;
Cook and Emerson, 1978) on power—dependence theory, of cohesion, defined
as the total dependence (of both partners) in an exchange relation. To this he
adds emotional processes, and develops a theory of commitment in exchange
relations. Not only does this research build on Emerson’s work, but it is con-
sistent with the spirit of that work, in its emphasis on an exchange relation as
more enduring, and more meaningful for its members, than a simple economic
opportunity. A key feature of Lawler’s theory of relational exchange is the idea
that instrumental exchange relations become transformed over time (based on
the nature of the exchange dynamics) in such a way that the relation itself
becomes a valued object worthy of commitment. In his studies of gift-giving he
examines this transformation and measures it in terms of the emergence of
commitment between exchange partners. A second feature that makes this
work interesting is that it explicitly incorporates emotions into the theory, an
aspect that is distinctly missing in Emerson’s early work on exchange, but much
less so in the work of the anthropologists who studied more primitive forms of
exchange (e.g. Mauss and Malinowski).

Another variant on exchange processes in exchange networks is generalized
exchange. Under rules of generalized exchange, actors reward actors who are
different from the actors who reward them. The prominent existence of such
exchange systems in some societies has been described by anthropologists.
Inspired by these descriptions, Emerson (1981) himself suggested investigation
into generalized exchange, but never had the opportunity to pursue it. It was left
to his colleagues and former students (e.g. Gillmore, 1987; Cook and Yamagishi,
1993) to conduct the first experimental investigations of this type of exchange
network. One interesting feature of many systems of generalized exchange is that
they produce social dilemmas through the incentive structures they create for
network members. Namely, members do better as individuals by not giving to
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their partners, but if all refuse to give, they all do worse than if they all gave.
Thus, we see investigation of exchange networks extended into the domain of
social dilemmas, which is a vast area of research in its own right (see Yamagashi,
19953).

Finally, a considerable body of research continues the experimental study of
the effect of network structures on power distributions in exchange networks.
Since the late 1980s much of this effort has gone into the development of models
to predict accurately the distribution of payoffs among network members given
a particular network structure. Most notably, David Willer, Barry Markovsky,
John Skvoretz, and their colleagues have developed a series of algorithms for
making such predictions for a wide variety of experimental exchange networks,
under a variety of experimental rules (e.g. Markovsky et al., 1988, 1993).
Nevertheless, this work claims a theoretical basis different from power—depend-
ence theory. It is based on what Willer (1981, 1987) refers to as “elementary
theory.” Thus, we will not discuss it in further detail in this piece on Emerson’s
legacy. Another approach to predicting outcomes, called the expected value
model, has been developed by Noah Friedkin (1992, 1993a). This approach
incorporates the notion of actors behaving according to their dependence, and
thus has stronger ties to Emerson’s approach. As with other algorithms, however,
the primary aim of Friedkin’s approach has been the accurate prediction of
experimental outcomes.

Presumably the rationale behind such model-building efforts is the idea that a
model that accurately predicts outcomes somehow must capture the essential
processes involved. Nevertheless, this research probably has not moved in the
direction Emerson might have anticipated. Recall that Emerson came up with an
experimental operationalization of exchange networks as a way of testing ana-
lytically derived theory. The concentration on predictive models entails a shift
from considering experimental exchange networks simply as an operationally
convenient way of testing theoretical points, to considering them as objects of
interest in their own right. This shift also means, however, that less attention has
been paid to continuing the analytic development of theory concerning power,
exchange, and network structure which would be more generally applicable.

One continuation of Emerson’s theory of exchange networks that does con-
centrate on developing more general theory not tied specifically to experiment-
ally operationalized networks is the recent use of microeconomic theory to
analyze exchange networks. Cook and Emerson (1978) note the relevance of
microeconomic theory for exchange processes, but suggest that equity theory
and power—dependence theory provide a more precise analysis of the social
interactions in an exchange relation. However, in the past few years, theorists
have begun to use sophisticated microeconomic theory, in particular game
theory and general equilibrium analysis, to analyze the effects of network
structure and other factors in exchange networks. In essence, microeconomic
models underlying the theory replace the behavioristic models Emerson used to
describe basic processes.

Game theory was used to analyze exchange networks first by Bienenstock
and Bonacich (1992). Game theory is appropriate for this task, since it is a
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theoretical apparatus derived for situations in which actors interact strategically
in order to maximize some clearly defined interests. A key game theoretic
concept is the core, defined as the set of all possible outcomes that cannot be
improved upon by any coalition of actors, including individual actors and the set
of all actors. Bienenstock and Bonacich suggest the core as an appropriate
solution for exchange networks. One implication is that under many circum-
stances network structure in negatively connected networks may lead to only a
range of power distributions rather than a single power distribution. A sub-
sequent article by Bienenstock and Bonacich (1997) discusses another game
theoretic solution concept, the kernel. They point out its strong similarity to
the concept of equidependence, developed from Emerson’s theory as a tool for
predicting exchange network outcomes by Cook and Yamagishi (1992). Accord-
ing to Bienenstock and Bonacich, one reason to use game theoretic concepts such
as the kernel explicitly is that theorists then can take advantage of the large body
of work in game theory. For example, they note that the failure of restrictions on
information to affect results in some experiments is what would be expected if
the kernel describes the experimental subjects’ strategies.

General equilibrium analysis is a fundamental tool of modern microeconomics
that has been adapted for application to exchange networks by a number of
researchers (Marsden, 1983; Whitmeyer, 1994, 1997b; Yamaguchi, 1996).
Unlike game theory, which applies to situations involving few actors who thus
can act strategically, assumptions of general equilibrium analysis make it most
appropriate for market situations; that is, situations involving many actors, all of
whom have competitors (Whitmeyer, 1997a). Nevertheless, for analyzing
exchange networks it has the merit of yielding a single power distribution,
which moreover lies within the range of power distributions identified by
game theory. Often this single point is sufficient for supporting qualitative
theoretical predictions.

Yamaguchi (1996), for example, adapts general equilibrium analysis to
exchange networks by assuming that actors are interested not in goods possessed
by their partners, but in exchange with those partners itself. A key concept in his
approach is that of the substitutability of an actor’s alternative partners. This is
incorporated into his general equilibrium model as the elasticity of substitution,
denoted s. Thus, the model can treat both positively and negatively connected
networks, since for 0 < s < 1 an exchange connection is positive, while for s > 1
an exchange connection is negative. Through estimation of s, the model can
approximate results from experimental networks, both positive and negative.
Moreover, the model allows Yamaguchi to explore causes of centralization,
defined as “agreement between the positions of power and the positions of
global centrality.” In particular, he is able to develop hypotheses concerning
effects of substitutability on centralization.

For the most part, Emerson’s deductions concerning balancing operations and
thus change in exchange networks have been ignored in subsequent research on
exchange networks (with the exception of some work on coalition formation;
e.g. Gillmore, 1987; Cook and Gillmore, 1984). This stands in contrast to
applications of power—dependence theory in other areas of study, such as
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organizations, where Emerson’s theory of balancing processes has proved useful.
This is perhaps because research on exchange networks almost without excep-
tion has used experimental exchange networks of short duration and restricted
exchange. That is, for reasons of control and logistics, experimental exchange
networks have lasted not more than one or at most two hours, and have
restricted interaction and domains of exchange. Under such constraints, it is
not likely that network members will be able to use balancing processes. How-
ever, this may be an area of future research and theoretical development. Other
topics currently being investigated include the role of emotions in exchange, the
relationship between fairness assessments and strategy in negotiated and non-
negotiated exchange, the nature of commitment and solidarity processes, and the
emergence of trust in generalized exchange.

ASSESSMENT OF EMERSON’S LEGACY

Most social theorists die before the full impact of their work is revealed.
Emerson was no exception to this rule. While he was alive in 1981 to learn
that his 1962 paper on power—dependence relations had become a citation
classic, he did not live long enough to accept the invitation to write about this
contribution in his own words. This essay completes this unfinished business.
Fifteen years after his untimely death it is easier to assess the nature of the impact
of the work Emerson began in the early 1960s. In a few words his 1962 and
1964 pieces fundamentally altered the social science view of power. Power
viewed as a relational construct based on dependence is now the common
view. It is the way we talk about power in most contexts {short of pure violence)
at the individual, organizational and societal levels. This is reflected in work on
power in friendships, marital partnerships, families, organizational sub-units or
departments, organizations and interorganizational relations, governments in
relation to citizens or other entities, and international relations. Examples of
applications in some of these arenas have been provided in the section on the
influence of Emerson’s work.

Related to the impact of his work on power is the extent to which theories
about social exchange within the field of sociology now draw upon his concep-
tion of exchange networks. He was the first exchange theorist in sociology to
extend the theory to apply to networks of connected exchange relations.
Homans’s theoretical work remained primarily at the dyadic and group level.
Blau developed an exchange framework that extended into the macro-realm of
social life and more complex forms of association, but he did not propose
networks as the basis for the extension of exchange concepts beyond the
micro-level, as Emerson subsequently did. The significance of this theoretical
move, reflected in Turner’s assessment discussed earlier in this chapter, is that it
connects exchange theory directly to developments in the analysis of social
networks (a field that has also expanded greatly in the past two decades) and
to the analysis of new forms of organization (see especially Powell and Doerr-
Smith, 1994).
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INTRODUCTION

James Coleman is at present widely considered to be the most prominent
sociologist worldwide' since Talcott Parsons and Robert Merton. He was born
in 1926 in Bedford, Indiana. After a brief interlude as a chemist, he studied
sociology at Columbia University in New York from 1951 to 1955, mainly with
Merton and Lazarsfeld. Lipset was his thesis advisor. His own assessment of the
influence of these three is succinet: “T worked with Lipset, worked for Lazars-
feld, and worked to be like Merton” (Coleman, 1990a, p. 31). “To Robert K.
Merton, my teacher” reads the dedication of Coleman’s major book, Founda-
tions of Social Theory.

After his studies, he became an assistant professor in Chicago for three years
and settled as an associate professor for the next fourteen years at the Depart-
ment of Social Relations of Johns Hopkins University. From 1973 on to his death
in 1995, he was professor of sociology at Chicago.

When one presents an author rather than a problem and a problem solution, I
believe that it is essential to find a generative key to the work that is being
discussed; to find a particular well from which the work, including possible
inconsistencies, springs.

There can be more than one key to unlock someone’s work but probably there
is only a limited number of keys that fit. Coleman’s work is so vast and diverse
that it is no trivial matter to find one of those fitting keys. He wrote and edited
close to thirty books and wrote over 300 articles. How can one find a spring from
which it all emerged? If we look at what he said about his own interests and use a
considered overview over his work in order to select the most pertinent state-
ments, we can glean two major concerns. First, “a deep concern I have had, since
my own high school days, with high schools and with ways to make possible their
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better functioning” (Coleman, 1961, p. vii). Although this statement was made
early on in his career, “the deep concern” stayed within him all his life and drove a
good deal of his work. Second, “my major interest is in the way social systems (or
subsystems) function.”” In a subtle way, Coleman indicated by this statement that
the functioning of systems was even more important to him than high schools and
their improvement. His “major interest” dominated his “deep concern.” He even
objectified this major interest into sociology’s major concern. One year before his
death he wrote: “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, 1996, p. 348).
Lest we miss the message that this task is all about system functioning, he also
told us what it was all about: “to discover in real social systems implicit rules and
norms, constraints and goals, and the way in which the actions they generate
combine and interact to produce system functioning” (ibid.).

For a complete theory of system functioning, we need an equal concern for the
macro-to-micro link. Coleman was fully aware of this but, as can be gleaned
from his claim about “the most formidable task of sociology,” the macro-to-
micro link was secondary or at least not as interesting to him. He was quite
consistent in this attitude throughout his life as a sociologist. By 1964 (Coleman,
1964a, pp. 37ff) he had distinguished between “explanatory” and “synthetic”
theories. The former answer why-questions, whereas the latter answer what-
consequence-questions, meaning questions that address the consequences of
actions for social phenomena. Even then, in his view, sociology (i.e. his soci-
ology) was (and should be) mainly concerned with synthetic theories.

The combination of his two major interests resulted in a third preoccupation:
policy research and institutional innovation, especially in the field of education.
The wish to improve the functioning of high schools, combined with the “syn-
thetic” approach, led Coleman to put a great deal of effort into debating how
policy research should be done and into theory-driven practical suggestions on
how to improve the functioning of the educational system.

An overview of Coleman’s work thus falls naturally into these three groups:
his work on education, his work on the micro-macro link, and his work on
policy research. In all three, the generation of society plays an important role.
Education was for him one of the major vehicles for generating an adaptive and
just society. The micro—macro link traces the mechanisms by which society is
generated; on this basis, policy research helps to create the tools for the purpose-
ful generation of certain societal effects. In my discussion, T will first present
Coleman’s major contributions in the field of education; then T will turn to his
view on policy analysis; finally, T will discuss his “foundations,” which mainly
deal with the micro-macro link.?

EbpucaTionN

Coleman’s research on education can be divided into three phases. The first
phase comprised The Adolescent Society; the second phase consisted of the vast
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research which led to Equality of Educational Opportunity, the third phase
consisted of his research on private schools and social capital. 1 will present
each phase in some detail.

The Adolescent Society

The first book Coleman ever wrote on high schools was at once one of his most
successful books: The Adolescent Society (1961). He investigated 39 classes in
ten high schools from communities of different size. The book already combined
the three major themes of his overall work: education, system functioning, and
policy research. How does a high school function from the students’ point of
view and what can be done to improve its functioning? The particular puzzle,
though, only came out during the research itself, and it is much more specific. In
industrial societies, education is of utmost importance and only schools can
dampen or erase the effect of accidents of birth by creating equality of opportun-
ity. The major goal of schools is thus to teach children knowledge and cognitive
skills. This major goal should be reflected in the value system of schools and in
the activities that are rewarded. However, in most schools, from the male
students’ point of view, it is athletics and, for girls, social success (especially
with boys) rather than scholastic achievement that dominate the value system
and the social rewards, channeling effort away from scholastic pursuits. While
there are important differences between schools concerning value and reward
systems, the similarity in values and social rewards is striking, especially in the
consistency with which the scholastic achievements rank below non-scholastic
characteristics and pursuits. The question which Coleman then asked was: how
can this be? Why does the value and reward system of teachers and of the larger
society with regard to the major function of schools not find its way into
adolescent society in schools?

Although The Adolescent Society remains well known even today, many of its
most poignant findings have been forgotten. What lingers in the literature is the
question of whether Coleman did not overestimate the importance of peer
groups and underestimate the importance of the family. I will return to this
point below. This overview of Coleman’s work gives me the opportunity to
refresh the reader’s memory with regard to findings and explanations in this
book which in my judgment have not lost their importance over time.

Question to the student: “If you could be remembered here at school for one of
the three things below, which one would you want it to be? Brilliant student,
Athletic star (boys), Leader in activities (girls), Most popular.” The answers to this
question were compared to the answers by parents to a comparable question (“If
your son or daughter could be outstanding in high school in one of the three things
listed below, which one would you want it to be?”). Table 4.1 shows the results.

There is a glaring disparity between what parents would like their children to
be and the students’ own ideal. The difference is most pronounced in the
category “brilliant student.” For boys, 77 percent of the parents would like
them to stand out as a brilliant student, while 68 percent of the boys find their
ideal in athletics and in being popular. For the girls, parents are more modest in
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Table4.1 How boys and girls want to be remembered and how their parents want them
to be outstanding in school (percentages)

Parents Parents
Boys (for boys) Girls (for girls)
Brilliant student 32 77 28 54
Athletic star (boys) 45 9
Leader in activities (girls) 38 36
Most popular 23 14 34 10

Source: compiled from Coleman’s The Adolescent Society.

their academic expectations, but still a majority would like their daughters to be
brilliant students most of all. Girls themselves think differently: 72 percent opt
for leader in activities or popularity.

The low standing of academic achievement in the adolescent’s value system is
corroborated for both boys and girls by the questions about what it takes to
belong to the leading crowd and what it takes to be popular. This does not mean
that good grades do not contribute to elite standing or to popularity. Rather, it
indicates that in most schools investigated, good grades only add to standing
when a student also excels in other things. This fact is important because even
though it prevents an overall negative correlation of academic success and
popularity in school, it means that a good deal of the energies of those who
could get high grades are distracted into non-scholastic activities.

There are mainly two things Coleman wants to explain with regard to these
findings. First, what determines the value system in schools? A value system for
him is the consensual relative evaluation of certain kinds of activities and
achievements (sports, scholastic achievement, stirring up excitement, etc.). In
particular, what interests him is the rank order of athletics versus scholastic
achievements. Second, he wants to explain relevant individual outcomes, i.e.
self-esteem and grades.

THE THEORY OF THE LEADING CROWD His explanation of the value system
is quite ingenious. He focuses on the importance of social rewards and punish-
ments, which he identifies as popularity, respect, acceptance into a crowd,
praise, awe, support, and aid on the one hand, and isolation, ridicule, exclusion
from a crowd, disdain, discouragement, and disrespect on the other hand. These
rewards and punishments operate in the community at large and inside the
school. In order to understand how they work in school, Coleman uses the
concept of “the leading crowd.” Adolescents in schools form a community,
and Coleman argues that every community has a leading crowd. Social rewards
are tied to the criteria of membership in the leading crowd and thus the crucial
question is: what does it take to get into the leading crowd?

GIRLS For reasons to be explained later, Coleman offers separate explanations
for girls and boys. Let me begin with the girls. Coleman’s general assumption is
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that the criteria for membership in the leading crowd depend #of so much on the
values parents hold for their children (such as scholastic versus social achieve-
ment) but on the parents’ status system. An all-important difference is whether
the status of most parents in the community is or is not well established and what
criteria the parents use in their own status competition. Where the status of the
parents is well established (as in the small town in this study), most students are
familiar with the community status system and will more or less reproduce it in
school. As a consequence, the leading crowd will largely be a reflection of this
status system. If the community is clearly stratified, then family background will
play an important role as criterion for membership in the leading crowd. If the
status differences are not so large (as in a small farming community), then the
criteria of membership in the leading crowd are more based on popular interests
of the student body. If the status system of the parents puts considerable em-
phasis on social achievement for women, then girls in school will also put a great
emphasis on social achievements, rather than good grades. There may still be a
positive correlation between family background and grades (because of the
higher educational level of the elite parents), but high grades will not help to
make a girl more popular within the leading crowd. Where parents consider
education to belong to the status criteria (also for women), good grades will also
belong to the criteria of membership in the leading crowd. In this case, grades
will correlate even more highly with family background than in the previous
case.

The picture is quite different for communities with high mobility in which the
status of parents is not generally known and has to be demonstrated (in the
study, these are the larger communities). There are basically two ways for
parents to do this, both involving the demonstration of visible status character-
istics. First, parents try to demonstrate their status by indications of material
success, through ostentatiousness in consumption and the handling of money.
Second, parents demonstrate their status by the way they act. Since there is no
stable traditional community to reward acting according to traditional norms,
status can be demonstrated by acting with self-assuredness and social skill.
In such mobile communities, the criteria for membership in the leading crowd
in school will then also reflect ostentatiousness, self-assuredness and social skill.
Coleman stresses an irony here. Self-assuredness and social skills (in the absence
of clear traditional norms) are meant to demonstrate independence, initiative,
meeting challenges, and the ability to fascinate other people. Such behavior in
school is quite incompatible with doing what you are told. Students in the
leading crowd thus have to demonstrate their independence from parents and
teachers, take initiative, and “stir up excitement.” The irony is that the strong
influence of peers on the behavior of students derives from the strong influence
of the (mobile) community on the status criteria in school.

BOYS In principle, there is no reason to assume that these processes hold only
for girls. However, for boys, family background is generally much less important
a criterion for belonging to the leading crowd than for girls. Why is this so?
Coleman’s answer to this question also deserves much more attention than it has
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gotten hitherto. He argues that it is the system of interscholastic competition in
sports that overshadows the status effect of the community on the membership
criteria of the leading crowd. When students compete for grades, they do so
individually, so that one student’s good grades are a threat to the other students’
good grades. However, it is a completely different matter if there is an inter-
scholastic competition where excelling also increases the status of those who do
not excel. Interscholastic competition allows the combination of an internal
status differentiation with status equality toward the outside, and it allows the
person high on the internal status system to increase everyone’s status on the
external status system (the one in which the entire school is pitted against other
schools or communities). In such a system, the good athlete may be rewarded in
three ways for his effort. He is high on the internal status system, he is popular
(i.e. others do not begrudge his high status, they like him, and they approve of
what he is doing), and he may be high with his school team on the external status
system. For this very reason, interscholastic competition offers many more social
rewards than scholastic achievement, and drains effort away from the latter. In
this way, athletic status can successfully compete with other criteria for member-
ship in the leading crowd and reduce their importance.”

REMEDY Coleman’s suggestion of pushing scholastic achievement higher up the
rank order of students’ priorities is typical of someone interested in the function-
ing of systems. He suggests that students be pushed not to achieve better in
school individually but to affect the criteria for membership in the leading
crowd. Since the school should cut through ascribed criteria of family back-
ground and religion, the remedy should be strong enough to cut through these
influences. Based on his own research, he could think of no stronger instrument
than using the motivating power of interscholastic competition for this purpose.
If this competition could be devised to pertain to scholarly matters rather than to
sports, then scholarly achievement would become a major criterion for member-
ship in the leading crowd. Coleman thereby also rectifies the bad image com-
petition has in the public eye as a means to spur learning. It is only individual
competition cut loose from intergroup competition which has negative effects,
especially when it is tied to arbitrary judgments by teachers who reward the
quiet little girl in the front row for always providing the “right” answer. Cole-
man specifically suggests the construction of knowledge-related games, espe-
cially computer games (in 1961!), which could be played between schools. Even
if the games were not played between schools but only within schools they
would at least remove the often arbitrary judgment by teachers on scholastic
achievement. Not much has happened with these suggestions so far, but with
present-day information technology, the possibility of introducing interscholas-
tic competition on scholastic matters has come a lot closer at hand. What
Coleman did not consider was the possibility that competition in scholastic
matters might ultimately not bring what sports did even if it involved competi-
tion between schools. Scholastic completion may not require joint efforts to the
same degree that team sports do. One very clever student may win a competition
in scholastic matters for the entire school without involving anyone else in the
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preparation or the competition itself. In team sports, many have to cooperate
well and do their best to win the competition. In addition, the entertainment
value of sports is likely to be considerably higher for a broad range of people
than that of scholastic competition.

Equality of Educational Opporiunity

Based on the success of The Adolescent Society (TAS), Coleman was a few years
later asked to conduct a large-scale study which resulted in the Equality of
Educational Opportunity (EEQ, 1966). The concern in this study was again
with the possibility of the school preparing the student for the requirements of
modern society, irrespective of the student’s family background (especially his or
her racial background). But the focus this time was not on the functioning of the
school or part of the school as a system, but on finding facts relevant for social
policy: to what extent do schools overcome the inequalities with which children
come to school? Do school resources (teacher quality, class size, equipment,
expenditure per pupil, etc.) play an important role? The study was truly huge.
It involved more than 600,000 students in more than 3,000 elementary and
secondary schools. Family background and attitudes of students, the composi-
tion of student bodies, and school resources were among the important inde-
pendent variables, and school achievement (verbal and math scores) was the
major dependent variable.

There were many results of this study, but three of them aroused national
interest, controversy, and policy changes for quite some time. First, the family
background of the students (especially regarding race) plays (statistically speak-
ing) the most important role for student achievement. Second, school inputs
have no large effect on student achievement. Third, there is an asymmetric
context effect on student achievement: weaker students do better among better
students but better students are not pulled down by the presence of weaker
students. The first and second findings combined constituted a large blow to the
expectation that the school operates as the great equalizer of inequalities in
opportunity. Family background (mainly race) was much too important and
school inputs were much too unimportant for this equalization to occur. These
findings also cast some doubt on the meaning of equality of opportunity for both
input- and output-based measures of the concept. Because these findings went so
much against the grain of equality expectations, they were challenged time and
again, leading to various reanalyses. Below, I briefly examine the major criticism.

The third finding was the most consequential and controversial of all. Because
most schools were race-segregated, the finding of an asymmetric context effect
could be used by advocates of race-integrative policies to suggest bussing black
children daily into white schools. There, the asymmetric context effect would do
its job and increase the achievement of the black minority students. In this way,
the weight of the first and second findings could be partially lifted, and some
equality of opportunity could be achieved through schools after all.

Whereas the EEO study deviated greatly in approach from his earlier study on
schools, it did show considerably continuity in the substantive findings, even if
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the focus was different. For example, the research in TAS focused on the ques-
tion of under what conditions the influence of family background weakens, in
favor of peer influence. But this did not imply that family background was
deemed unimportant in TAS. To the contrary. Coleman stressed in TAS that,
generally speaking, the influence of parents was stronger than that of peers (if
measured by the question of whose disapproval would be more difficult to
accept: parent’s or peer’s).” This influence was also evidenced in the reproduc-
tion of the community status symbols within the school. The strong influence of
family background in EEO is thus not in contradiction to TAS, as often
assumed.® Coleman’s theory of community in TAS implied that, unless there
are strong countervailing forces at work, inequality in schools is mainly a matter
of the status system of the community, including the cumulation of advantages in
middle- and upper-class families. Interscholastic sports competition was such a
strong countervailing power, but it distracted from scholarly pursuits and thus
did not contribute much to the reduction of family and community influence on
cognitive achievement.

A similar continuity in findings can be found with regard to the influence of
school expenditure on achievement. Coleman claimed in TAS that school expen-
diture (teachers’ salary, school buildings, laboratory equipment, and libraries)
does not make a large difference, just as he found years later in EEQO.

Where, then, lay the difference between TAS and EEO that is most relevant for
the understanding of Coleman’s work? In later years, Coleman identified EEO as
a “detour” in his own research (Coleman, 1996, p. 19). He was quite dissatisfied,
and it is instructive for the understanding of his later development to see why
that was so. Uncharacteristically for his earlier approach, Coleman had used a
conventional sociological inductive approach in the search for “factors” and
their relative weight for the determination of the dependent variable. Thereby, he
failed to study the social system of schools and also failed to look at the goals,
interests, and constraints of those involved. In short, he did not use an actor
orientation, as he had done in TAS (“getting inside the lives of those who pass
through the schools”); nor did he pay much attention to parents and teachers as
actors (something he had done at least to some degree in TAS). In his own terms,
EEQ, “by largely ignoring the social system of the school, and taking the
administrative perspective of the school as delivering services individually to
students, may have missed the most important differences between the school
environments in which black and white children found themselves” (Coleman,
1996, p. 20). He realized through further research in the 1970s that, even if there
was an asymmetric context effect (and that was not sure), it would not work as
predicted for bussing because white families fled from urban areas to the suburbs
in order to escape the bussing, thereby increasing racial segregation. As a result,
he turned against bussing policies and was bitterly attacked for doing so by the
advocates of this policy, who had so depended on his prior findings for their own
political purposes. In the social context of the 1970s, the social sciences were
highly intertwined in political battles, and research on education most of all. If
results were politically unacceptable for certain vocal groups, they would be
denied and the researcher pursued by these groups. As we will see below, it is this
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kind of situation that led Coleman to adopt a view on policy research wholly
based on revealing mechanisms which could not be easily dragged into a political
process of finding the truth. A mechanism-revealing approach must pay close
attention to what actors do. The way he had done the EEO research was
decidedly not mechanism-revealing, and thus fell prey to a great deal of political
controversy.

The failure to take an actor orientation is also responsible for the most cutting
and lasting criticism of his study. Had he taken an actor orientation, he would
have realized that all three of his major findings may have been strongly affected
by the selection effects of parents’ decision to send their children to certain
schools and to be in the company of certain peers.” I believe that it was his
negative experience with this kind of inductive factor-finding study which
cemented his belief that one has to study the functioning of systems, and do so
by taking the perspectives of the actors involved. As T discuss below, he spent the
last ten years of his life developing analytical tools for this kind of approach.

Refinement of the theory of community-school relations:
social capital

In TAS, Coleman distinguished between two kinds of community: first, the
traditional community, with dominant values and a consensual status order;
second, the mobile community, without dominant values and without consen-
sual status order. In the latter, status has to be demonstrated by ostentatiousness
with regard to consumption and financial power, and by self-assuredness and
social skills. Each kind of community affects schools differently, but as a general
trend, the first kind of community is vanishing, leaving the dynamics of status
achievement of mobile communities and the cumulated advantages of families as
the major sources of inequality in school achievement, unless there are strong
countervailing forces. Until this point, Coleman had only thought of interscho-
lastic competition as a countervailing force. Now, driven to pay attention to
selection effects, Coleman discovered that the strong family influence could itself
be a countervailing force.

As part of a study on achievement in public versus private schools (Coleman
et al., 1982; Coleman and Hoffer, 1987), Coleman refined the theory of com-
munity impact on schools on the basis of what he learned from the critique of the
EEO study: that one should not forget that parents often choose schools and that
they often do so in order to increase the impact of family background on what
happens in schools. This kind of choice leads basically to two kinds of com-
munities. A functional community “is a community in which social norms and
sanctions, including those that cross generations, arise out of the social structure
itself, and both reinforce and perpetuate that structure” (Coleman and Hoffer,
1987, p. 7). When parents interact with one another and with their children and
when the parents’ interaction includes concern for their children, then a func-
tional community will arise. A school becomes part of a functional community
when parents of such a community select a particular school for their children
and when their children are in the majority in this school. The school, then, is
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not an “agent” of society (as it is for public schools) but an agent of a community
of families. In TAS, Coleman assumed that the only functional communities
possible are the traditional {residential) communities, and he observed that they
are vanishing. Now he revised this view in the sense that he discovered that
special kinds of non-residential communities do not vanish. Religious commun-
ities with common worship form such a special functional community. The
reason status effects do not completely overshadow the value effects in these
communities is the very fact that they are not residential communities and thus
lack the major locus of status competition between families. The parents may
live in very different neighborhoods but they interact through the institution of
the church, which creates some closure and dense, at times intergenerational,
contact, including contact concerning values, education, and aspirations in life.
Similar values are clearly not enough to create a functional community.
Parents who share similar values (including educational philosophies) but do
not interact do not come to common evaluations, do not reinforce each other’s
norms and sanctions and do not have the relevant information for comparative
judgments concerning their own children. When these parents choose to send
their children to a particular kind of school the school is an agent of the parents
and their values, rather than an agent of society at large or an agent of a
(functional) community. Teachers and parents have the same values and thus
teachers are likely to represent these values. But the effect of this for education is
limited by the fact that the only links among parents and between parents and
the school are the common values. Parental involvement in the school itself is not
subject to social pressure from other parents of the community, and there is
generally no reinforcement of the norms and sanctions that come from the
community itself. Coleman calls this kinds of community a value community.
In sum, Coleman assumes that the traditional residential (functional) com-
munity vanishes and that what are left are non-residential religious functional
communities, value communities, and the great mass of adults not related to
either. For the last, work has become the relevant context of interaction, but it is
not intergenerational and thus does not constitute a community that can reach
into schools, other than by the effects of cumulated (dis)advantages and status
dynamics. In the USA, three kinds of schools can be identified. First, there are
religious private schools involved in functional communities. The most frequent
of these in the USA is the Catholic school. Second, there are private schools,
some religious, some not, involved in value communities (Montessori, Quaker
schools, military academies, etc.).® Third, there are public schools not involved
in any community (heterogeneous parents). The last are by far the largest group
of schools in the USA. What relevance do these different types of school have for
the achievement of students, and what does this have to do with community?
It is appropriate to answer these questions, especially for children from
disadvantaged families, because it is here that the school can make the biggest
difference by counteracting the accident of birth. As Coleman had stated in TAS,
the traditional functional community creates inequality of achievement inside
the school because the parents’ status structure will be more or less reproduced in
the school and teachers are influenced by it in their attention to and evaluation
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of students. Teachers follow parents’ values more than society’s values (if there is
a conflict); parental involvement will be relatively high and norms and sanctions
are reinforced. However, because of this, status and stigmas from the local
community will carry over into school, thus reinforcing the effects of family
background that reproduce the community status order in terms of achievement.
Children from disadvantaged families are thus confronted with the fact that
their lack of support at home is not compensated but matched by the school.
By contrast, in religious functional communities, things are different because
the community is established mainly on the basis of religion. Because of this,
there is 2 much smaller influence of parental status on the status of the child in
school. Given that religious values are both universalistic and achievement-
oriented, and that the reinforcement of values and sanctions coming from
parents’ interaction pertains to these values (i.e. to academic demands), one
would predict that children from disadvantaged families would do much better
in religious functional community schools than in traditional functional com-
munity schools.

How do value communities affect school achievement? Because parents in
such communities have made a conscious choice to send their children to a
particular school, they are likely to be concerned about how the school func-
tions, and because teachers act as agents of the parents there is no hostility
between teachers and parents. Coleman calls common values and norms social
capital, and thus value communities have some social capital. However, they
have only a low level of social capital because the common norms and sanctions
are not reinforced through interaction. Thus, in contrast to functional commu-
nities, value community schools have few social resources for realizing high
academic demands, especially for those who have no parental support in meeting
these demands (i.e. for children from disadvantaged families).

TEST A proper test of this theory of community influence on schools is not
possible for Coleman because the data were basically known before the theory
was formulated. The test of hypotheses should thus be interpreted as a post hoc
consistency test with the question: is the theory able to make sense of the data? If
social capital works the way this theory of community—school relations assumes,
then we should find, specifically with regard to the workings of social capital,
the following for pupils from disadvantaged families:

1 Schools which are part of a functional community should show system-
atically higher parental involvement in school than value community
schools, which, in turn should show a higher rate of parental involvement
than public schools (social pressure argument).

2 Social capital of parents and schools should have a positive effect on
achievement if scholastic achievement is a value (norm and sanction
reinforcement argument).

3 Even within a functional community school, achievement of pupils should
correlate positively with the amount of social capital of the parents (norm
and sanction reinforcement argument).
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4 Universalistic values and achievement orientation alone will not suffice to
counteract the negative effect of the community status order on the
achievement of children from disadvantaged families. Only when these
values are linked with the social capital of a religious functional com-
munity will this impact of the community status order be significantly
reduced or eliminated (norm and sanction reinforcement argument).

RESULTS Let us have a brief look at the results. Coleman divided the schools
into three groups corresponding to the theoretical differentiation made: Catholic
schools (generally functional community schools, high social capital), other
private schools (generally value community schools, low social capital), and
public schools (no intergenerational community, no social capital). The first
hypothesis fit. Coleman found parental involvement was highest for Catholic
schools, somewhat lower for other private schools, and low for public schools.
The second hypothesis is corroborated by a clear superiority of Catholic schools
with regard to verbal and math achievement, and also by a good show of verbal
achievement in value community schools. Public schools scored the lowest on
these measures of achievement. For the third hypothesis, we have to remember
that the characteristic feature of the religious functional community (as com-
pared to the value community) is that there is intergenerational interaction via
the church. This interaction in turn reinforces norms and sanctions. For this
reason, the frequency of the student’s church attendance should correlate posi-
tively with school achievement, especially if the student is in a functional com-
munity school. This hypothesis also fits with the findings. Catholic students who
attend church often do considerably better in verbal and math achievement than
Catholic students who do not. Conforming to the expectations regarding social
capital, this effect is twice as strong for Catholic students in Catholic schools as
for those in public schools. The hypothesis was also corroborated in terms of
dropout rates. Here the difference is quite dramatic. Of the frequent Catholic
church attenders in Catholic schools, only 2.7 percent dropped out. Of the
Catholic students who rarely or never attended church and went to a public
school, more than 21 percent dropped out of school.

The fourth hypothesis was the most crucial for Coleman’s refinement of the
theory of the relation between community and school. Common values of
teachers and parents are not enough to reduce the impact of the community’s
status order on achievement. For this effect, it is also necessary that parents and
school form a functional community. In order to check this hypothesis, Coleman
interprets the Catholic values as universalistic and achievement-oriented, and —
together with the social capital assumptions about the Catholic church com-
munity — he thus comes to expect students from disadvantaged (i.e. black and
Hispanic) families to do much better in Catholic schools than in other private
schools (and, of course, in public schools). This is consistent with the findings. If
one looks at “deficient” families (especially single-parent families, families with
working mothers, families without much communication between parents and
children) one finds a result very similar to that for disadvantaged families. Values
alone are thus not enough to support high academic demands, especially for
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children of disadvantaged or deficient families. The reinforcement of norms and
sanctions through interaction among parents themselves, among parents and
their children, and among parents and teachers makes the crucial difference in
whether enough strength is given to values to counteract the effect of the
community status order.”

Because the test of this social capital theory of community influence on schools
was post hoc, and because the crucial assumptions on church interaction and on
universalistic and achievement-oriented values of Catholics were not directly
tested, there is ample room left for empirical work and theoretical refinement of
this theory. Indeed, Coleman’s studies have spawned considerable research inter-
est in private schools and in social capital.'® No firm judgment is possible yet.

Poricy RESEARCH

Coleman had very outspoken views on policy research, and they are well worth
going into in some detail. For a good understanding of these views, it is necessary
to see how they depend on his conception of social change in the Western world.

The Asymmetric Society

As we have seen, in TAS Coleman’s analysis of the relation of community to
schools is based on a view that the relevant social change in the Western world is
driven by the vanishing of traditional residential communities. Later he qualified
this view by pointing to the existence of religious functional communities. But,
despite this addition, he kept hammering on the classical theme of a change from
Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft, and he used this theme to work out the role of
sociology in society. On this basis, he then elaborated both his views of policy
research and his view of the need for fundamental research.

The theory of change that was underlying his analyses from early on was
embellished and elaborated over the years and appeared as a book called The
Asymmetric Society, which he published in 1982. The major thesis of the book
and of later elaborations'' is an interesting twist on the Gemeinschaft—
Gesellschaft theme. The crucial distinction in this respect for Coleman is the
one between a natural person and a legal person. In many ways, a legal person is
constructed in analogy to a natural person before the law. It can own assets, it
can have rights, responsibilities, and liabilities, it can enter into contract, it can
appear before court, be a plaintiff or a defendant, and it can have legally
recognized interests. In short, a legal person is in many ways an actor like a
natural person, but it is not of flesh and blood but “corporate.” This new kind of
actor first appeared in the thirteenth century. Towns became such corporate
actors, the church became a corporate actor, trading companies became corpor-
ate actors with limited liability, etc. The most serious consequences of its inven-
tion for the functioning of society took a long time to show themselves clearly. It
was only in the twentieth century that the enormity of the impact of this
invention came into full view.
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Two developments greatly increased the role of corporate actors in society.
First, over time, more and more corporate actors came themselves to be com-
posed of positions rather than of natural persons. Positions can also be seen as
legal persons of sorts, but their leeway is limited by the fact that they act as
agents of a corporate actor: their rights, obligations, interests, etc., are derived
from a corporate actor. Of course, like corporate actors, positions can act only
through natural persons, but the legal consequences of acting as an agent of a
corporate actor {i.e. as occupant of a position) or as a natural (i.e. private)
person are quite different.

The second relevant change had to do with the change in balance between
natural persons and corporate actors of the new (i.e. positional) sort. The latter
increased greatly in numbers. For example, profit-making corporations in the
United States increased by more than 500 percent between 1916 and 1968. This
increase outdistanced the increase in natural persons. After the Second World
War, corporate actors also greatly increased in size. In addition, corporate and
semi-corporate actors of the old style (i.e. those composed of natural persons,
such as the family and residential communities) decreased in importance. Pro-
ductive activity has progressively moved from the family into the modern cor-
porate actor, and thus it also moved away from a neighborhood of families (i.e.
residential community). As a consequence, the household and the neighborhood
lost much of their importance as foci of social interaction, whereas the corporate
actor gained in importance as a focus.

This social change created and continues to create a number of important
problems, which are due to the increasing asymmetry between corporate actors
and natural persons, especially in terms of power. First, natural persons are
increasingly affected by the actions of large corporate actors, but there is little
they can do to change the balance of power in their favor. This changed the kind
of risks natural persons are exposed to. “Old” risks were mainly due to extern-
alities among natural persons (such as communicable diseases). They are on the
decline. The “new” risks are due to behavior of powerful corporate actors that
are little concerned about possible negative consequences of their action for
natural persons (such as pollution). Second, due to their resources, large corpor-
ate actors are able to influence knowledge production and the distribution of
information.

This has various consequences. It further reduces the ability of natural persons
to take on corporate actors when their interests collide. Via the corporate actors’
influence on the mass media and on the content of advertising, there is also an
increased inconsistency of norms. For example, in market societies, large cor-
porations stress the legitimacy and importance of spending money on yourself
and of self-indulgence in general, which clashes with familial and community
norms of caring for others and opposition to self-indulgence.

Third, corporate actors are responsible for only certain aspects of persons, say
their learning in school or their safety as employee. They are not responsible for
a person as person and thus not concerned with whether the various partial
responsibilities add up. Because families and communities become less import-
ant, there developed a growing vacuum of responsibility for persons.
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As a response to these problems, the state has grown considerably, taking the
role of central corporate actor and assuming responsibility for reducing the
asymmetry between corporate and natural actors, and for filling the vacuum
of responsibility by welfare institutions. This increasing paternalism of the state
creates a perverse effect. It decreases the power asymmetry between natural
persons and corporate actors, but it increases the power aggrandizement of the
state itself.

The tasks and preconditions of policy research

Against this background, policy research takes on quite a definite profile.'? First,
there is an increasing demand for various kinds of policy research. Corporate
actors are purposefully constructed. With their growth, there is an increasing
demand for research on the construction of corporate actors, dealing with their
proper functioning, their efficiency, their interrelations, etc. Sociology in its
various guises (either as sociology proper or under the name of business admin-
istration or organization studies) grows in response to this demand. Also, the
state, acquiring ever more responsibilities to deal with power imbalances and
dependencies, creates a demand for knowledge on how to deal with these
responsibilities (sociology, public administration, welfare economics).

Second, the very diagnosis that leads to an understanding of the need for
policy research also suggests normative guidelines for what should be done and
how it should be done. The guiding normative stance is that policy research
should help to redress the asymmetry between corporate actors and natural
persons rather than reinforce it, and it should help to suggest how the vacuum
of responsibility can be filled.

1 Because of the power balance, it is likely that corporate actors can afford
policy research in their favor. Therefore, the information generated by policy
research should always be distributed not only to the sponsor of the research but
also to the people at whom the policy is directed.

2 Whether or not corporate actors sponsor it, there are some topics of
research that should be covered anyway. Policy research should cover the poten-
tial perverse effects of state paternalism. How can the interests of natural
persons be protected without strengthening the power of the state? This includes
research on how to make corporate actors more responsible. Policy research thus
includes prominently risk assessment and research into the possibilities of col-
lective decision-making. Policy research should also be done on possible sub-
stitutes for the “old” corporate actors (family, church, community). This
prominently includes research on socialization and education, on the possibility
of age-balanced organizations, on social capital.

3  Most important for the way policy research should be done is Coleman’s
analysis of the relationship between policy research and legitimacy. Policy
research is often used to legitimize a certain political aim. Whoever has the
most resources can have research done to support his political aims. For this
very reason, it can easily contribute to the asymmetry rather than redress it.
Coleman comes to the conclusion that the only way out of the dilemma that
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research can be “bought” to bolster a particular political position is that the
research itself is done in such a way that it is considered legitimate by conflicting
parties. This can only be achieved if the research does not only deal with factors
and effects, but also reveals mechanisms by which the factors produce the
effects. There can be much controversy about correlations and the significance
of coefficients in regression models. But there can be much less controversy when
the researcher traces the mechanism leading from certain causes to certain effects
under certain conditions. The upshot of this view is that policy research can only
be guarded against disabling politicization by being explicitly linked to funda-
mental research, and a certain kind of fundamental research at that. Here,
Coleman’s interests in policy research and in the functioning of systems come
together. This, then, was one important reason for him to write a book on the
foundations of social theory (Coleman, 1990b), i.e. the foundations of social
science as a mechanism-revealing science in the service of policy research. In the
last section of this chapter, I turn to this book, which is very important for
rational choice sociology. Before that, I sketch the context within which rational
choice sociology developed and the place Coleman took in this development.

RaTroNAL CHOICE SOCIOLOGY

In his research on education, Coleman had been very much interested in detecting
the mechanisms by which schools and communities work. However, this research
did not focus on making a contribution to the conceptual tools with which a
“mechanism-revealing” social science could build its substantive theories. His
work on these tools was a separate strand. However, all three strands — educa-
tion, tools for constructing social theory and policy research —had come together
early in Coleman’s construction of academic games.'? As he had found out in
TAS, games can create social environments which channel energies devoted to the
improvement of knowledge and skills. By introducing the right kind of games one
could use them as instruments of social intervention in schools. At the same time,
games create a simulated social system and in their construction one would have
to anticipate the system’s functioning. In addition, by observing games in action,
one can discover links between the elements of the games (rules, communication
structure, group formation, etc.) and the collective outcomes. Thus games are at
once tools for social policy and tools for the detection of system functioning,
analogous to experiments in psychology. Coleman was a pioneer in this use of
simulation games (see Boocock, 1996). The construction of a system in order to
understand it has remained the basic approach throughout his theoretical devel-
opment.'* This approach also fed Coleman’s development as a rational choice
sociologist. How did this paradigm develop?

In the 1960s, the hegemony of functionalism in sociology waned and soci-
ologists began to battle for the successor to the throne. Symbolic interactionism,
conflict sociology, exchange theory, systems theory, in their various versions,
attacked each other and greatly weakened the prestige sociology had achieved
over the years. In addition (or maybe even because of it), a number of economists
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had broken through the traditional division of labor between sociology and
economics and had begun to move into “non-market” areas, especially with
regard to the question of how collective decision-making was possible (how one
could aggregate individual preferences) and what kinds of institutions would
optimally solve problems encountered in collective decision-making. This
included studies on voting, political party competition, and coalition formation,
constitutions, the supply of public goods, interest groups, bureaucracy, property
rights, public policy, and finance. At times this work has been collectively called
“the new political economy” or “modern political economics” (see Frey, 1978).
The work of Arrow, Downs, Buchanan and Tullock, Hayek, and North is of
particular relevance here, but soon political scientists such as Riker (see Riker
and Ordeshook, 1973) followed suit. In 1965, the economist Mancur Olson
published his The Logic of Collective Action and introduced the free-rider
problem to the analysis of group behavior, greatly affecting the way interest
groups and social movements would be studied from then on.

Through these developments, game theory finally became useful for the ana-
lysis of social phenomena on a wider scale, and quickly spread into political
science, and later also to sociology and social psychology, especially concerning
the study of social dilemmas. As far as sociology was concerned, this
“onslaught” by rational choice via economists and political scientists was at
first mainly restricted to the area of political sociology, but it exerted consider-
able pressure on the traditional dividing line between economics and sociology
(see Lindenberg, 1985).

From early on, Coleman had followed these developments and was keenly
interested. He had come to this interest on account of Homans (see Coleman and
Lindenberg, 1989), who made a strong point for viewing social behavior as
exchange. But unlike Homans, Coleman did not try to explain exchange be-
havior by psychological learning theories. He was persuaded that learning
theories would not be very useful for the reconstruction of system functioning,
whereas a microeconomic approach would. The latter is purposive and has
proven its usefulness for the analysis of systems of exchange; the former focuses
on conditioning and has been restricted to the analysis of small groups.

In 1964, Coleman published an article that can be seen as the analytical result
of his interest in games and the mechanics of system functioning, and, at the
same time, as the beginning of the long strand of developing tools for the
analysis of social systems. It had the simple title “Collective Decisions” and it
dealt with the question of how the economic theory of exchange could be used to
explain social order. He argued that sociologists usually take as their starting
point social systems in which norms exist. In turn, these norms govern individual
behavior. But that says nothing about why there are norms to begin with and
how social order can emerge when there are no norms. For this reason, he argued
for what he considered to be the opposite, but possibly more fruitful, error: to
start with man wholly free, “unsocialized, entirely self-interested, not con-
strained by norms of a system, but only rationally calculating to further his
own self interests” (Coleman, 1964b, p. 167). He held on to this starting point
all the way to his Foundations of Social Theory.
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After 1964, the exchange theory which traces the creation of social order,
including norms, rights, systems of authority, and concentration of power, was
further worked out in many articles and a number of books. In 1973, he
published the book Mathematics of Collective Action. One year later, the book
Power and the Structure of Society appeared. At that time, Coleman’s “rational
choice” approach remained very much within the realm of what non-market
economists did: collective decision-making.

During the early 1970s, the “new political economy” also influenced a number
of European sociologists who had earlier been heavily influenced by Homans,
most notably Albert, Hummell, Opp, Vanberg, Wippler, and Lindenberg. They
developed various versions of rational choice sociology under different names:
for example, “individualistic sociology” (see Vanberg, 1975), “structural-indi-
vidualistic approach” (see Wippler, 1978), “individualistic social science” (see
Opp, 1979), “the economic tradition” (see Albert, 1979), and related solutions
to the micro-macro problem (see Lindenberg, 1977). In France, Raymond
Boudon had been influenced by Lazarsfeld and by Coleman’s work on educa-
tion, and he adopted a rational actor orientation in his research on inequality in
education (Boudon, 1974). A number of years later, he developed this into a full-
fledged approach to rational action sociology (Boudon, 1981). Substantively, the
European versions of rational choice (or rational action, as it was sometimes
called) sociology were less formal and more concerned with truly sociological
topics than was Coleman’s concern with collective decision-making.

In the early 1980s the two developments began to merge. Coleman visited
Europe and met with the European rational choice sociologists in a great number
of symposia (beginning in 1980 with a symposium on solidarity and trust in
Groningen, the Netherlands, and in 1981 with one in Berlin on the micro-macro
problem). By then, rational choice sociology was institutionalized in a number of
Dutch universities and through the Dutch national science foundation. In 1982,
a Dutch-German delegation organized the first rational choice sessions of the
International Sociological Association’s Meeting (in Mexico), beginning the
international institutionalization of rational choice sociology (see Raub, 1982).

Back in the United States, Coleman influenced a number of American scho-
lars, who, quite independently of each other, developed versions of rational
choice sociology, including Anthony Oberschall (1973) and Michael Hechter
(1983).1° Hechter also profited from the direct influence of the economic
historian Douglas North, who was more sociologically interested than most
economists.

The year 1983 was very important for further development. A conference
organized by Coleman in Chicago brought many rational choice sociologists
together and confronted them with non-market economists and with theorists
who were critical of rational choice sociology. The conference papers were later
published, along with the heated discussions that followed each presentation (see
Lindenberg et al., 1986). This meeting was very important for the establishment
of rational choice sociology as a generally recognized approach. Gary Becker, the
economist who had done much to push the economic approach into non-market
areas, participated at this conference and was asked a few months later by
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Coleman whether he would consider a joint appointment in sociology. He
accepted and both he and Coleman started in that year a joint faculty seminar
on rational choice that became famous far beyond the circles of Chicago
academia.

In 1984, a sizable conference on the micro—macro problem followed in Ger-
many (see Alexander et al., 1987), and a few years later, at another rational
choice conference in Germany on social institutions (see Hechter et al., 1990),
the plan for a journal on rational choice sociology was born. Coleman was
willing to carry the burden of editing the journal, and the first issues of Ration-
ality and Society, as the journal was called after long deliberation on an appro-
priate name, appeared in 1989. In the academic year 1991-2, Coleman was
president of the American Sociological Association (ASA) and used the ASA
meetings of that year as a general forum on the importance of actor-oriented
sociology. By then, his magnum opus had appeared and rational choice sociology
had changed the discourse among sociologists, even among many of those who
would not call themselves rational choice sociologists.

THE FOUNDATIONS OF SOCIAL THEORY

In 1986, Coleman collected his most relevant articles on collective action and
published them under the title Individual Interests and Collective Action. The
widening of his rational choice sociology into a general approach, however, had
to wait until 1990, when his magnum opus, The Foundations of Social Theory,
appeared.

The Foundations of Social Theory is a heavy tome of almost a thousand pages.
The various bits and pieces Coleman had worked out earlier are here joined into
one architecture. After an introductory chapter on “metatheory,” the book
presents five parts: I, “elementary actions and relations” (with, among others,
a section on actors and resources, interest, and control); IT, “structures of action”
(with, among others, sections on authority, collective behavior, and norms); 111,
“corporate action” (with, among others, sections on constitutions and social
choice); IV, “modern society” (with, among others, sections on the new corpor-
ate actors and on the new social science, akin to arguments from The Asym-
metric Society but more focused on the relation between policy research and
fundamental research); and V, “the mathematics of social action” (with, among
others, sections on dynamics of the linear system of action, corporate actors, and
collective decisions). This last part is a mathematical treatment of many of the
theoretical points made in the book.

Because I have presented the major argument of part IV above, and because it
is impossible to go into the mathematics of social action in this review, it is parts
I to III which interest us the most. They reflect the “tool” character of the book.
Simple tools are developed first, and they help to build more complex tools for
the analysis of social systems later. Still driven by the primacy of intervention as
the ultimate goal of the social sciences,'® and, conversely, true to the idea that
you only understand a social system if you can construct it, he builds up from
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micro to macro, from actors to exchange, to systems of exchange and all the way
to corporate action. What is the gist of this development?

The essential elements of actors considered by Coleman all have to do with
what drives interaction among actors, given that each actor strives to increase
the realization of his or her interest. Because Coleman is mainly concerned with
the micro to macro link, he does not want to assume things which he ultimately
wants to explain. Thus, he uses the highly simplified model of microeconomics.
“T will use the conception of rationality employed in economics” and “begin with
norm-free, self-interested persons as elements of the theory” (Coleman, 1990b,
pp-14, 31).

Given this theory of action, Coleman can pinpoint the well from which all
social interaction is generated. The basic idea is quite simple, and it represents a
reformulation of the classical economic theory of exchange (already used by
Adam Smith): the natural state is interdependence among actors and this state is
a condition of life which keeps returning even though actors keep reducing it. A
slightly more technical way to say this is that actors have interests and they
control some resources and events, but their world is imperfect because they are
not fully in control of those resources and events that can increase the realization
of their interests; some of these resources and events are partially or wholly
under the control of others. Thus, in order to improve their situation, actors have
to exchange control over resources and/or events, i.e. they have to exchange
control over things which are of little interest to them for control over things that
are of great interest to them. Such voluntary exchange by definition improves the
situation of both actors.

Social systems are often generated by the need to facilitate the exchanges
which reduce the individual interdependencies (even though such measures
may increase the collective interdependencies).'” What problems does exchange
encounter? What solutions to these problems constitute the most important
social systems? These two questions guide us easily through the bulk of Cole-
man’s book.

Control over actions

RIGHTS TO ACT When two people exchange apples for oranges it seems that
they exchange physical entities. Often, this view is sufficient. Upon closer
inspection, however, it turns out that people do not exchange physical entities,
but rights to carry out certain actions. In one society, the exchange implies that
each party has the right to use the fruits as he or she sees fit: to consume them or
to dispose of them. In another society, the fruits may be subject to certain
religious restrictions and therefore the exchange implies only, say, the right to
consume, not the right to plant their seeds, or to resell them. For intangible
goods this point is even more obvious. To see that not goods but rights are being
exchanged is an old but important way to analyze exchange. It presupposes,
though, that there are rights. What are they and where do they come from? Here
Coleman has developed an original and far-reaching conception. For him, the
heart of the matter is rights to act in a certain way. To have control over
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something means that one has the right to do certain things with it.'® What
exactly the control entails depends on the right involved. Ownership of a
resource can mean very different things, depending on what rights to act with
regard to this resource are connected to it. A local government may not allow a
house owner to rent his rooms without permission, a person may not be allowed
to sell one of his organs, etc. There are other rights not ordinarily associated with
ownership, such as the right to smoke, free speech, or freedom of movement.
Rights may change, and thus can be lost and gained without them being
exchanged. How can they change? Many rights are legal rights created in the
political process. But that process ultimately rests on the broad area of rights not
covered by law. For Coleman, such rights rest on consensus, especially the
consensus of relevant others. Who are the relevant others? They are those who
are powerful enough collectively to enforce a right. Quite contrary to the vast
normative discussions on consensual allocation of rights (say by Rawls and
Nozick), Coleman puts given power differences at the heart of consensus.
When one considers power-weighted consensus (as one should, in Coleman’s
eyes), the question of how rights ought to be distributed is generally unanswer-
able and only meaningful within a system of action in which interests and
relative power between actors are given (Coleman, 1990b, p. 53). Thus, rights
have a social base, including the power distribution of such a base. But because
the allocation of rights to act is so important, and because consensus is often
not spontaneously generated, societies will develop structures that deal with
the generation and change of such rights and with conflict arising from their
allocation.

INALIENABLE RIGHTS AND AUTHORITY There is one particular class of
rights which create special problems and special solutions. Individuals may or
may not have the right of control over a particular class of their own actions. For
example, a child may not have the right to decide when to go to school.
Conversely, if people have rights of control over many of their own actions,
then they can exchange them for something else. The special problem is that
actions are inalienable: they remain a part of the person even if the right to
control them has been given away. It is through this circumstance that authority
relations come into existence. To have authority over X is to have the right to
control a particular class of X’s actions. Because X’s actions are inalienable,
authority can only exist if X grants the right to control to someone else (provided
X has the right to control his own actions, including the right to transfer this
right).

An important distinction with regard to authority relations is that between
conjoint and disjoint authority. When T grant authority to someone over a
certain class of my actions, it may be in a context where I presume the other
(for example, a charismatic leader) acts in my interest. This is cornjoint authority.
There is a fundamental limitation to such authority relations, according to
Coleman. For an individual, it is not easy to determine for what classes of action
authority should be granted. Often, a leader is likely to ask more and an
individual is likely to grant more control to the leader than is in the individual’s
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own interest, especially when many other individuals do the same. It may not be
easy to fine-tune such decisions and issues of the protection of the individual
arise, creating a special problem of asymmetry, as we have seen in the discussion
of The Asymmetric Society.

In a formal organization, I am likely to grant authority without the presump-
tion that the superordinate acts in my interest. This is disjoint authority. Here, 1
need to be reimbursed for granting this right (say, by wages or salary) because
the superordinate has no particular interest in my interests. The defect of this
kind of relation, according to Coleman, is, conversely, that the subordinate has
no particular interest in the outcome the superordinate wants to achieve.
Although he gave away the right to control a certain class of his actions, he is
still the one who has to perform these actions. Unless the actions over which
control is granted can be closely monitored, individuals are likely to let those
actions be governed by their own interests rather than by the outcome desired by
the superordinate. This is well known in economics as the principal-agent
problem. The superordinate, in turn, will try to extend his control over actions
of the individual which have not been included in the original exchange. Unless
the classes of actions can be very clearly specified, he will probably succeed and
this success is likely to lead to the development of structures to protect both
principal (superordinate) and agent (subordinate).

Time asymmetry and trust

Not all exchanges take place instantaneously. Often, a transaction is drawn out
in time, such that one party must invest resources (i.e. give away control over
resources) long before the other party returns the benefit. For example, in a
conjoint authority relation, the control is given away at one point in time and the
stream of benefits is drawn out over a longer period of time. Or a company may
have to build special machines to make the product that the client wants. If the
client pays ahead of time, he does not know whether he will get what he paid for,
and if he pays afterwards, the company does not know whether it will recoup its
investment. Exchanges which involve such time asymmetries involve a special
kind of risk: the risk that depends on the performance of another actor. Coleman
proposed to use the word trust to denote this special kind of risk. It can be
expressed in a handy formula. Let p be the probability that the trustee is
trustworthy (and 1 — p that he is not), let L be the potential loss if he is
untrustworthy, and let G be the potential gain if he is trustworthy. Then T will
trust the trustee (i.e. I will take the risk of unilateral transfer of control) if p/1 — p
> L/G.

Many interesting questions are generated by this concept of trust. For exam-
ple, information on p, L, and G will have a great impact on whether or not trust
is placed, with p often being the least well known quantity. People are likely to
have a standard estimate of p which holds for everyone in their system of action
about whom they have no particular information. When /G is large, then a
person will trust only if p exceeds the standard estimate, and that may take
considerable observation time. Trusting (i.e. close) friendships build up slowly
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because, in such relationships, the potential loss is quite high compared to the
gain, and thus p must be high. A confidence man may achieve very quick trust by
convincing someone that he has little to lose and much to gain, i.e. by making L/
G appear very low, so that even a slight reduction of the standard estimate of p
will still lead to placing trust. Research that has been generated by this concep-
tion of trust is growing.'”

As with the other problems concerning exchange which have been discussed
so far, this problem of trust is likely to lead to social structures in which it is to
the potential trustee’s interest to be trustworthy.

The impact of size: from relations to structures

As Simmel realized long ago, new problems arise if we move from a dyad to a
triad, and new problems arise if we move from a small group to a large group.
Heedful of this difference, Coleman moves from dyadic exchange to systems of
exchange, from authority relations to systems of authority, from trust relations
to systems of trust. The problems arising for the dyads are here confounded by
the problems arising from size. I will briefly go into each one of them.

SYSTEMS OF EXCHANGE There may be more than one person offering or
demanding a particular good for exchange. In that case, we get competition and
indirect exchange; in short, we get markets. One of the major problems of
establishing a market is the requirement of pairwise coincidence of wants: B
wants something that A has and vice versa. If there is a medium of exchange, this
coincidence of wants is not necessary for the exchange and a market can grow.
For example, money allows exchange without this coincidence. Coleman dis-
cusses some media in non-economic systems of exchange, such as status. How-
ever, interesting non-economic systems of exchange can also exist without a
particular medium of exchange if the goods exchanged are highly limited in
number. The innovative twist he brings to the analysis of these kinds of systems
is his particular theory of exchange, which allows a fairly sophisticated analysis
of non-economic exchange systems.

The relevant elements of his theory of exchange are two individual-level
characteristics (interests and control) and two system-level characteristics
(power and value). An example will help. Actors have interests (say, a student
wants good grades and free time; the teacher wants serious effort from the
student) and they have control over certain resources (say, a student has initial
control over his or her own time and effort; the teacher has initial control over
grades). Effort can be defined as the proportion of total time a student spends on
homework. In a school, there is then an exchange system in which effort is
exchanged for grades. This exchange takes place with certain exchange rates. In
a perfect market these exchange rates converge to one exchange rate which
defines the relative values of effort and grades (values at equilibrium). Note
that the exchange rate is a system-level concept; it does not represent the average
individual ratio of effort to grades. Power is here conceived of as the value of the
resources an actor controls. Thus, although power is assigned to an individual
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and not to a relation, it is a system-level concept because the value depends on all
the others’ interest. If the teacher values the effort of some students higher than
that of other students, the market is imperfect and the exchange rate is not
identical for all students. As a result, the power of students also differs. The
power of the teacher is the value of grades. In part V of the Foundations,
Coleman works out the mathematics of this kind of analysis (and for this
example) and I will not go into this here.

Coleman focuses here on the analysis of non-economic exchange systems but,
contrary to his treatment of authority and trust, he does not go more deeply into
an analysis of problems of exchange systems themselves. Still, his approach to
exchange systems has been quite influential. It has been applied in political
science (for example, Marsden, 1981; Pappi and Kappelhoff, 1984; Konig,
1998) and it has helped the development of sophisticated models of influence
in collective decision-making (Stokman and Van Qosten, 1994; Yamaguchi,
1996).

AUTHORITY SYSTEMS When authority relations are stacked, we get a multi-
level authority system. Coleman’s concept of rights is very useful here for point-
ing to a fundamental difference in the way authority systems are organized and
function. In a feudal authority structure, the layers are indeed stacked. Each
subordinate has vested authority in the direct superior. Household members
were subject to the authority of the head of the household, the head was subject
to the authority of a lord, who, in turn, was subject to the authority of a higher
lord, etc., all the way up to the king. The advantage of this structure is that in
each link the principal-agent problem is solved by personal loyalty, in which the
subordinate identifies with (part of) the interests of the superior. However, the
disadvantage is that the span of control is very small. A lord has no authority
over members of someone else’s houschold, even though he has authority over
the head of the household.

By contrast, a modern authority structure involves two important innovations.
First, not just one but two rights are transferred to the superior: the right to
control a class of actions of the subordinate and the right to delegate this control
to someone else. Thus, the boss can delegate authority to a supervisor, so that in
fact the subordinate is supervised by someone in whom he or she has not vested
authority. This removes all the constraints on the span of control, greatly
increasing the power of an organization to act. However, now the principal-
agent problem is considerable. If A delegates authority to B, how can she keep B
from exercising authority over C mostly for his own interests rather than A’s
interests? This leads to the second innovation. Rather than authority being
vested in individuals, it is vested in positions. The rights and resources belonging
to the authority are the property not of a person but of a position.

As a consequence of this combined change from direct to delegated authority
and from person to position, a new kind of actor evolved, in whom authority is
vested by individuals and who delegates authority to the positions: a corporate
actor. The importance of this change can — in Coleman’s eyes — not be over-
estimated. We have seen that Coleman’s view of policy research is governed by
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the asymmetry between natural and corporate actors. Modern society cannot be
understood without understanding this asymmetry.

SYSTEMS OF TRUST The important point about trust is that it is often the
decisive factor in the decision to go through or not to go through with a
potentially advantageous exchange between two parties. Without trust the
transaction will not go through, and because it would have been potentially
advantageous for both, failure to go through is a loss for both. In transaction
costs economics, such situations are well analyzed in terms of credible commit-
ments (see Williamson, 1985) through which the probability of default becomes
very small. Coleman chose to focus on another mechanism. When these two
parties cannot place trust in each other, there may be intermediaries who are
trusted by both and who can create an indirect link. Coleman discusses three
such links: the advisor, the guarantor, and the entrepreneur. An example of the
advisor is a lobbyist in Washington, DC, who introduces interested parties
(potential trustees) to public officials (potential trustors). The public official
trusts the judgment of the lobbyist that he or she has something to gain by
being willing to listen to the potential trustee, and therefore he or she is willing to
invest some time in the meeting. The guarantor is someone who is willing to bear
the risk the trustor would otherwise face. The entrepreneur is someone who is
able to combine the resources of various trustors and deploy them among
various trustees. Examples are an investment bank or a political entrepreneur
who is able to generate votes for a legislative proposal. Society can be seen as
being shot through with such overlapping systems of trust, at times based on
special institutions (such as an investment bank), at times based on reputation.
These systems of trust are only just beginning to attract wide attention (see, for
example, Klein 1997; Hofman et al., 1998).

Coleman also deals with larger systems. In particular, advisory trust can create
large systems of trust which characteristically fluctuate in expansion and con-
traction. In academia such systems are well known. Let there be some well
placed advisors who speak highly of X. Others, who trust the judgment of the
advisors, repeat their assessment without admitting that they have not formed
their own opinion on direct inspection of the performance (say, the publica-
tions). Such a reputation can expand quickly and generally lower the require-
ments for evidence of excellence for jobs, stipends, and research monies.
However, this system is precarious. One well placed advisor who asks “Have
you really read something by X and found it good? Can anyone really find this
work outstanding?” may start a quick process of reputational contraction. A
similar process can also be observed for charismatic leaders. Such processes can
be analyzed as widespread transfers of control of belief, akin to processes of
collective behavior.

Collective behavior, such as an escape panic, a bank or stock market panic, a
hostile crowd, a rash of sightings of flying saucers, or other fads and fashions,
seems to be far removed from rational action. But Coleman analyzes such
seemingly irrational group behavior as situations in which many group members
transfer large portions of control over their actions (or beliefs) to the various
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other members and wait for some action of these other members in order to
determine what they themselves would do. Coleman discusses different kinds of
this behavior and, in my judgment, the analysis is very original and perhaps one
the most convincing examples of the usefulness of the concept of transfer of
control.

The role of externalities

When two parties exchange, their actions may generate positive or negative
effects on third parties who are not involved in the exchange. Such externalities
may also be generated by someone’s unilateral actions. Coleman follows the
analysis by Ullmann-Margalit (1977) by assuming that it is situations of extern-
alities which create a demand for norms (see also Lindenberg, 1977, 1982). As
Ullmann-Margalit did, Coleman focuses mainly on negative externalities. How-
ever, he expands on the analysis of norms in a number of ways. First, he defines
norms in his own framework as the socially established transfer of the right to
control certain of one’s own actions to others. A norm concerns some focal
action. The most interesting cases involve a focal action which creates a conflict
of interest between a target who performs the focal action and others who
experience negative side-effects of this action, say from dropping a banana
peel on the sidewalk. Norms which regulate such situations Coleman calls
“essential norms” (as opposed to “conventional” norms, which coordinate
action). The norm takes the right away from the target to do as he pleases and
gives the right to control a certain class of his actions to the beneficiaries
collectively (of whom the target may or may not be a member). The benefi-
ciaries’ right to sanction the target is nothing but the exercise of their right to
control (which had been taken away from the target). This transfer of rights to
the collectivity of beneficiaries is an important turning point in the construction
because it marks the creation of collective actors.

Second, externalities create control interests in the “focal” action among those
who experience the externalities. This does not create demand for a norm yet. A
control interest only turns into a demand for a norm if (a) an action has similar
externalities for many others and (b) no exchanges in rights among dyads can
solve the problem (i.e. no individual can acquire the rights of control and a
market in rights of control of the action cannot be easily established).

Third, demand for a norm does not mean that a norm will come into exist-
ence. What, then, is required for a norm to come into existence? The crucial
point is sanctions. If the potential beneficiaries of a norm do not have the
capability to apply effective sanctions against the focal action, they cannot really
control the focal action of the target. For this reason, Coleman focuses on the
conditions for establishing effective sanctions as conditions for the generation of
norms. Briefly stated, these conditions come down to the ability to overcome the
free-rider problem involved in sanctioning. In turn, this ability depends on social
relationships, especially the closure of networks which can create rewards (say
approval) for sanctioning which outweigh the costs of sanctioning. Closure
provides the strength of consensus necessary for the legitimacy of and the strong



116 SIEGWART LINDENBERG

approval of sanctioning. In this sense both the social structure and the norms
that it can generate can be viewed as social capital, especially when the norms
are “conjoint,” i.e. when the targets and beneficiaries are the same persons.

Above I discussed the importance of corporate actors in Coleman’s view of
what drives the most serious problems within modern Western societies and
gives direction to policy research. In the Foundations, Coleman brings the
analysis of corporate actors into the general architecture of the micro-to-macro
approach. When, due to size or other reasons, a group of individuals has a
demand for norms but not the ability to create effective sanctions (and thereby
lacks the ability to govern behavior by norms), it may be able to create a formal
constitution in which the right to control certain classes of actions of individuals
is transferred to a collectivity which, in turn, is then clearly identified as a
corporate actor with vested authority. There are clear normative consequences
of this conception. Constitutions which are established by force are likely to
comprise individuals with very heterogeneous power and interests regarding the
actions of the corporate actor. In all likelihood, the corporate actor has more
authority over some individuals than they would voluntarily grant it. As a
response, one could argue that the optimal constitution would be the “conjoint”
one, in which targets and beneficiaries are the same individuals. However,
Coleman argues, the whole point of this kind of an analysis is that under
different circumstances different kinds of constitutions are optimal, since not
consensus per se is important, but consensus weighted by the power of the actors
involved. “A constitution is optimal if in the system that results, rights for each
class of actions are allocated in accordance with the interests of those who,
postconstitutionally, have power-weighted interests that are stronger than the
opposing power-weighted interests” (p. 355).

In this consideration of power for the establishment of constitutions, Cole-
man’s approach is unique, and it is not a matter of taking the side of the strong
against the weak but a matter of the criterion used. Coleman rejects collective
welfare criteria which are not based on individual choice, and he rejects criteria,
such as Pareto optimality, which do not consider interpersonal comparison of
utility. The more powerful has a stronger weight in the formation of consensus
because others recognize his larger interest in a certain solution. In a way, power
has an important effect even without its being used to coerce. Coleman’s con-
ceptions of interests, control value, and power lead him directly to the concept of
relative power as the characterization of interpersonal comparison and the need
for the consideration of interpersonal comparison for the micro-to-macro transi-
tion. Constitutions cannot arise and be maintained without reflecting relative
power, because the ability to sanction is part and parcel of any collectively held
right.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

The key to Coleman’s work can be found in two major concerns and their
combination. First, he was concerned with high schools and with ways to
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improve their functioning. Second, and even more importantly, he was very
interested in the development of theory on the functioning of social systems,
which for him meant a theory that will move “from the micro level of action to
the macro level of norms, social values, status distribution and social conflict.”
The combination of his two major interests resulted in a third preoccupation:
policy research and institutional innovation, especially in the field of education.
This review covers all three interests and, for reasons of space, I cannot summar-
ize them here. Suffice it to mention a few highlights. His research on education
resulted in interesting theories on the relation of community and social capital to
what is going on in schools. It also resulted in the conviction that only an actor-
oriented approach can handle the analysis of such complex phenomena as
schools and school achievement. The same conclusion drove his view on policy
research. In order to keep policy research from being dragged into political
battles, it is absolutely necessary to analyze mechanisms which supposedly
generate the effect from given conditions. Only such a mechanism-revealing
social science can hope to gain enough consensus to stay out of the direct
political interests. His magnum opus, then, was meant as the foundation for
such a mechanism-revealing social science.

There can only be a rough evaluation of his work in such an overview.
Coleman’s work is vast and covers many different areas and, of those, only a
few highlights can be mentioned here. His substantive theories of lasting interest
are in my view his theory of community, his theory of the asymmetric society,
including his elaborations of the concepts of social capital and of trust, and his
theory of collective behavior (panics, crazes, etc.). In addition, his insistence that
every theory using consensus should consider power-weighted consensus is
probably one of the most far-reaching of his substantive suggestions and, at
the same time, at present one of the least recognized. His work on rational choice
sociology gave a considerable boost to this kind of approach, and it systematized
a great number of known pieces into a new architecture.

Of course, there are also some limitations. Here, too, I will mention only a few
which in my view are of particular importance. First, although many of his
substantive theories have been developed in the context of empirical research,
they are by and large not well tested yet. Either he developed theory in order to
interpret his own findings or he developed it outside the context of empirical
research altogether. There is thus ample room left for empirical work on his
ideas. Second, his particular kind of rational choice theory led him at times into
forced constructions. The insistence on using the “naked” model of rational
choice of microeconomics, and the attempt to see all social processes in light
of exchanges and the transfer of the right to act, at times severely hampered
Coleman in working out his substantive theories. For example, he was of the
firm opinion that the design of institutions which could replace the lost functions
of primordial orders is one of the prime tasks of policy research. Yet it is hardly
possible to describe the functions of primordial orders in the language of his
framework, let alone come up with substitutes (see Lindenberg, 1993, 1996, for
details). Third, his particular approach to the macro—micro-macro links focuses
almost exclusively on the micro-macro connection and pays little attention to
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the macro—micro link. For this reason, Coleman’s theoretical analyses are very
much in need of complementary efforts by others. Fourth, his approach only
considers exchange. For him people never jointly produce anything. For this
reason, the dynamics of cooperation in joint production remains outside his
analysis of trust and of the internal and external functioning of corporate actors.

All told, his considerable achievements dwarf the limitations and in my
opinion Coleman’s place among sociologists of the second half of the twentieth
century is likely to remain unequalled.

Notes

1 This claim can be substantiated by the fact that Coleman in his later life was quoted

more than any other living sociologist (see volume 19 of the International Encyclo-

pedia of the Social Sciences, 1994). Merton is still alive and active at present but the
major period of his contribution to sociology was in the 1940s to the 1960s.

Coleman transcript 1, p. 361 (in Clark, 1996).

Clark’s (1996) collection of papers on Coleman is very useful to flesh out many of

the aspects covered in this review.

4  Coleman also sees a direct influence of community on the importance of athletics in
the fact that adults use interscholastic competition as community entertainment.

5 Boys and girls answered almost identically: 54 percent found parents’ disapproval,
43 percent peers’ disapproval, and a mere 3 percent teachers’ disapproval most
difficult to accept; see TAS, p. 5.

6 The difference in research problem in TAS and EEO may have fostered the mistaken
idea, often found in the literature (see Kandel, 1996), that Coleman “discovered” the
influence of family background in EEQ, against his earlier “exaggerated” view of
peer influence in TAS.

7 This was forcefully driven home by a number of critics, most notably by Hanushek
(1972). See Heckman and Neal (1996) for the broader context of these selection
issues in Coleman’s study.

8 Within this category, Coleman distinguishes a special subgroup of high-performance
schools. T will not go into this finer-grade distinction here.

9 Coleman also finds that the social capital of parents and the school has a bigger
impact on achievement of children from disadvantaged families than the per pupil
expenditure of that school.

10 For example, Bryk et al. (1993), Schneider and Coleman (1993), Dijkstra and
Peschar (1996), and Hofman et al. (1996).

11 Coleman later embellished the arguments in this book in various chapters of his
Foundations of Social Theory, especially with regard to policy research.

12 There is a great number of publications by Coleman on policy research, but the
arguments are most clearly brought together in part IV of his Foundations of Social
Theory.

13 He is also quite explicit about the importance these games played for his own
theoretical development: “It was the development and use of such social-simulation
games which led me away from my previous theoretical orientation, of a Durkhei-
mian sort, to one based on purposive action” (Coleman, 1990b, p. 11).

14 The reason computer simulation did not interest Coleman very much is, in his own
words, that such simulation draws too much attention to the theory of action and
distracts too much from the construction of social theory.

W N
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15 Somewhat later, Douglas Heckathorn came to develop an interesting game-theoretic
approach to rational choice sociology.

16 The quality criterion of explanations is thus pragmatic: “The explanation is satis-
factory if it is useful for the particular kinds of intervention for which it is intended”
(Coleman, 1990b, p. ).

17 This looks like a purely functional (black box) argument, but it is not. Coleman is
fully aware that mechanisms need to be specified which translate a demand or need
into a structure or rule. When I discuss the emergence of norms below, this point will
become clear.

18 At times, Coleman speaks, somewhat confusingly, of the “right to control some-
thing,” meaning that one has undisputed control over that something.

19 See, for example, Raub and Weesie (1990), Snijders (1996), and Buskens (1999).
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Harold Garfinkel

ANNE RAwLS

THE THEORY

Since the publication of Studies in Ethnomethodology in 1967, Harold Garfinkel
has come to be known as the “father” of “ethnomethodology.” Garfinkel’s
theory and corresponding research program have had a widespread influence
in the United States, Canada, the UK, Europe, Australia, and Japan. However,
despite its acknowledged influence, there remains considerable debate and mis-
understanding about what Garfinkel actually meant by ethnomethodology.

For instance, ethnomethodology has often mistakenly been associated with a
focus on the individual; Garfinkel is thought to be concerned with the values and
beliefs of individual social participants. Another widespread misunderstanding is
that Garfinkel’s research consists primarily of “breaching experiments” in which
persons violate social expectations in order to demonstrate the existence of
underlying rules governing social behavior. Others have associated ethnometh-
odology with a sort of social indeterminacy similar to Baudrillard’s post-
modernism. Ethnomethodology, however, is not a single research program, nor
does it focus on a single social phenomena, whether individual or collective.
Ethnomethodology, as elaborated by Garfinkel, involves a complete theoretical
reconceptualization of social order and a corresponding multifaceted research
program.

The word “ethnomethodology™ itself represents a very simple idea. If one
assumes, as Garfinkel does, that the meaningful, patterned, and orderly char-
acter of everyday life is something people must work constantly to achieve, then
one must also assume they have some methods for doing so. If everyday life
really exhibits a patterned orderliness, as Garfinkel believes it does, then it is not
enough to say that individuals randomly pursuing shared goals will do similar
things enough of the time to manifest trends, or patterns, of orderliness in
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society. Garfinkel argues that members of society must in fact have some shared
methods for achieving social order that they use to mutually construct the
meaningful orderliness of social situations.

One way of understanding this is by analogy with the idea that in order to
make sense by speaking in a language persons have to speak the same language,
using the same meanings for words and the same grammatical forms. Another
analogy is with the idea that in order to play a game persons have to play by the
same rules. It is not possible to play baseball by running downfield with a
football. The essential rules of baseball are in important respects constitutive
of the game of baseball. Constitutive means that the rules define recognizable
boundaries and practices of the game.

There are problems with these analogies because Garfinkel does not think of
members’ methods in terms of rules or grammars, which are themselves over-
simplified conceptualizations of the constitutive features of social practices. In
fact, according to Garfinkel the idea that social order is a result of following
rules is responsible for many of the classic problems with social theory. But the
analogies, nevertheless, help to illustrate what it means to say that the methods
used by persons to create the orderliness of ordinary social occasions are con-
stitutive of those occasions.

Ethnomethodology, then, is the study of the methods people use for producing
recognizable social orders. “Ethno” refers to members of a social or cultural
group and “method” refers to the things members routinely do to create and
recreate various recognizable social actions or social practices. “Ology,” as in the
word “sociology,” implies the study of, or the logic of, these methods. Thus,
ethnomethodology means the study of members’ methods for producing recog-
nizable social orders.

Ethnomethodology is not itself a method. It is a study of members’ methods
based on the theory that a faithful dedication to the details of social phenomena
will reveal social order. The word ethnomethodology itself does not name a set
of research methods any more than the word sociology designates a specific set of
research methods. Ethnomethodologists have done their research in many and
varied ways. The object of all these research methods, however, is to discover the
things that persons in particular situations do, the methods they use, to create the
patterned orderliness of social life. Not all research methods are capable of
revealing this level of social order. But there are many that can.

Ethnomethodologists generally use methods that require total immersion in the
situation being studied. They hold the ideal that they learn to be competent
practitioners of whatever social phenomena they are studying. This ideal is
referred to by Garfinkel as “unique adequacy.” When the subject of research is
something that most persons participate in regularly, like ordinary talk, the game
of tic tac toe, driving, walking, etc., then unique adequacy can usually be assumed.
However, with regard to practices with specialized populations, unique adequacy
can be very hard to achieve. An ethnomethodologist pursuing unique adequacy
within a specialized population may spend years in a research site becoming a
competent participant in its practices, in addition to collecting various sorts of
observational, documentary, and audiovisual materials. Ethnomethodologists
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have taken degrees in law and mathematics, worked for years in science labs,
become professional musicians, and worked as truck drivers and in police depart-
ments, in an effort to satisfy the unique adequacy requirement.

Ethnomethodology involves a multifaceted focus on the local social orders that
are enacted in various situations. The individual persons who inhabit these
situations are, as individuals, uninteresting, except in so far as personal charac-
teristics, such as blindness, reveal something about the competencies required to
achieve the recognizable production of the local order that is the object of study.

The mistaken identification of ethnomethodology with a specific methodo-
logy, and in particular with “breaching experiments,” may be due to the fact that
in teaching ethnomethodology Garfinkel found it helpful to develop what he
refers to as “tutorial exercises,” so that students could have first-hand experience
of the “phenomenal field properties” of socially constituted phenomena. These
tutorial exercises generally involved disrupting the orderly achievement of intel-
ligibility in some way. Students were assigned tutorial tasks which revealed the
work involved in the individual and bodily mastery of the various practices
constitutive of local orders. For instance, they might be asked to perform
ordinary tasks wearing headgear that distorted their vision. The idea was that
various tasks and situations that problematize everyday life actions would make
students aware of the need for the constant achievement of the social orderliness
of local settings. Without an actual experience that revealed the work involved in
enacting social reality, Garfinkel found that students had great difficulty in
grasping the point of ethnomethodology. The “breaching experiments” were
not intended primarily as a research program, although some early research
was conducted in this manner, but as a tutorial exercise for students.

Garfinkel’s own early research was presented primarily in Studies in Ethno-
methodology. “Studies,” as the 1967 volume has come to be called, consisted of
a collection of papers, each of which demonstrated a different theoretical and/or
methodological facet of ethnomethodology: accountability, commitment to
shared practices, social construction of identity, and the documentary method
of interpretation, among them.

“Good Reasons for Bad Clinic Records” reported on a field study of a
psychiatric outpatient clinic. The researchers had originally been interested in
coding the clinic files. Instead they found that the files were for their purposes
“hopelessly incomplete.” What interested Garfinkel, however, was that the
incompleteness of the files was not random. It reflected a combination of in-
ternal clinic practices and concerns for the accountability of those practices to
outside agencies. Garfinkel argued that, because of the need for institutional
accountability, clinic workers had to carefully manage the information con-
tained in the files. Therefore, it could not be assumed that clinic files and the
statistics they generated represent an accurate record of patient histories. They
were not designed to do so. Rather, they were designed to meet the institutions’
need for internal and external accountability.

Garfinkel’s point is not only negative. While the statistical records produced
by the clinic cannot be treated as an accurate account of cases, they can be used
to show how clinic workers keep the files and why they keep the files the way
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they do. To a traditionally trained social scientist the clinic files are “bad” files.
But they are not bad files from the clinic workers’ point of view. They provide
just those materials clinic workers need to produce the orderly routines of the
clinic day and then account for those routines to the outsiders to whom they are
accountable. For the clinic workers there are “good” reasons for these “bad”
records. For the ethnomethodologist, the records provide important information
regarding the way in which the social order of the clinic is achieved.

In the “Trust” paper Garfinkel elaborated the view that members’ methods
must be distinguished from the traditional notion of rules. Members’ methods
remain unspecified and unspecifiable in ways that distinguish them from rules.
That is one reason why Garfinkel has objected to the analogy between members’
methods and game rules or grammars. Rules and grammars are conceptual
simplifications of constitutive features of actual social practices. Members’
methods, while instructable and instructably observable, are, according to Gar-
finkel, not specifiable. Because members must use the same methods in order for
recognizable local orders to be produced, there is a certain level of trust about
shared methods that is necessary in order for mutual intelligibility to be
achieved. This bears a resemblance to Habermas’s argument that persons must
assume a set of foundational assumptions before they can sit down and reason
publicly with one another. The difference is that Habermas refers to a hypothet-
ical set of commitments to the reciprocity of the situation. Garfinkel, on the
other hand, underlines the need for all participants to “really” use “just the
same” methods for producing recognizable actions.

For instance, if persons find themselves at a particular movie theater where
people line up in a particular way, then they must figure out what methods for
lining up are being used and line up that way too. Otherwise, they may find out
after a great deal of waiting that they have not in fact been in line. That is, they
have not been recognizably waiting in line, and the others in the theater will not
accept their claim that they have been waiting in line. There will be a moral
censure of their activities — “Hey you don’t cut in line” — with all the anger and
moral outrage that accompanies moral censure. If persons do not produce “just
those” actions that are recognized as appropriate for the place they find them-
selves in, they will find that others do not recognize their actions.

The “Agnes” paper, which explored the practices involved in achieving a
recognizable gendered image, has been the subject of much debate. In this
paper Garfinkel presents a detailed account of his discussions with a young
person who was seeking (and eventually received) a sex change operation. The
critics have generally argued over whether or not Garfinkel and the doctors were
“taken in” by Agnes, who claimed to be a young woman mistakenly labeled a
young man. The question of whether Garfinkel was able to observe Agnes from
an “objective” research standpoint, or whether his own beliefs and values
influenced what he observed, seems to dominate the discussion.

However, this debate misses the point. What interested Garfinkel was the idea
that gender must be socially managed. If Agnes, in being a man who was really a
woman, or a man who was pretending to really be a woman, or a woman
who had the biology of a man, etc., had to recognizably reproduce actions,
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expressions of emotion, posture, etc., that were recognizably female, then by
watching and talking to Agnes it might be possible to discover the essential
features of recognizable actions involved in the social construction of gender. If
Agnes was “fooling” anyone, then the performance would, from Garfinkel’s
standpoint, be more valuable as a subject of research, not less valuable.

Critics often assume that gender is something biological and that Agnes either
“really” had the biology or did not. Garfinkel was assuming something much
more radical; that gender is a social production, such that persons who are said
to be biologically male can produce recognizably female actions and thereby
make the claim that they are female and be believed. The question Garfinkel
raises is not the indeterminate biological one of whether Agnes is “really” male
or female. The question is how, and in exactly what way, Agnes used members’
methods to recognizably reproduce herself or himself socially as a female in each
and every particular situation.

Garfinkel’s research, understood in this way, is very illuminating. Unlike most
of us, Agnes needed a high degree of awareness of how he or she achieved
recognition as a gendered being. Agnes is in fact able to talk to Garfinkel at
great length about the various ways in which he or she reproduced a recogniz-
ably feminine gender. This is one of the earliest discussions of gender as an
entirely social phenomenon. Garfinkel could not be “wrong” or “taken in”
concerning Agnes’s gender, since for Garfinkel gender consists of the ability to
produce recognizable social acts, emotions, and bodily forms. The questions of
Agnes’s “true” biology, or when and whether drugs were involved, make no
difference. The point is that Agnes learned what he or she had to do in order to
be accepted as “really” female and tried to do those things. Therefore, Agnes is
an important source of information about how it is that women reproduce
themselves as gendered beings in everyday life.

In the paper “Documentary Methods of Interpretation,” Garfinkel argues that
persons in everyday life construct carefully documented accounts that gloss the
details of social practices in order to warrant claims they make about the
orderliness of social events. Garfinkel argues that this common everyday life
practice parallels the practices of formal analytic theorizing, which also proceed
via documentation and bibliographies. In the very same ways that the everyday
life practice of documentary reasoning glosses over the details of practices in
producing a documented account, formal analytic reasoning glosses those prac-
tices as well.

Garfinkel argues that the documented accounts of both common-sense reason-
ing and formal analytic theorizing treat conceptual schemes as more important
than the contingent details of practices. Because, in his view, social life is
organized by the production of recognizable practices, the details of those
practices are critical to the understanding of society. Yet the conceptual schemes
involved in documented accounts gloss over these details. Therefore, formal
analytic theorizing, based as it is on documented accounts, inevitably misses
the essential orderliness of society. Where scientific sociology places the clarity of
concepts at the heart of its science, Garfinkel blames this same reliance on clear
concepts for the “loss of the phenomenon.”
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Using documentary accounts persons are always able to retrospectively recon-
struct a plausible explanation of why something happened that appears to have
predictive power. What Garfinkel argues, however, is that such retrospective
documented accounts bear little or no relationship to how and why events
actually unfolded prospectively in the way that they did. Therefore, when such
accounts are used to predict future social behavior the results are notoriously
inaccurate. In order to know why something happened, Garfinkel argues, one
has to have a carefully detailed prospective account of practices as they unfold.

Garfinkel’s argument bears important similarities to C. Wright Mills’s argu-
ment, in a paper entitled “Situated Actions and the Vocabulary of Motives,” that
institutions are not organized prospectively according to rules, but retrospect-
ively according to shared vocabularies of motive. Garfinkel goes farther than
Mills, however, in insisting that social order is constituted not only retrospect-
ively through the enactment of a shared vocabulary of motives (or accounts), but
also prospectively through the enactment of detailed sets of shared practices.
Ethnomethodology seeks to describe the concrete witnessable details of enacted
practices as they unfold over their course, thus avoiding the circularity of
documented accounts.

Since Studies in Ethnomethodology swept the discipline in 1967, Garfinkel
has published only five articles: “On Formal Structures of Practical Action” with
Harvey Sacks in 1970, “The Work of a Discovering Science Construed with
Materials from the Optically Discovered Pulsar” with Michael Lynch and Eric
Livingston in 1981, “Evidence for Locally Produced, Naturally Accountable
Phenomena of Order, Logic, Reason, Meaning, Method, etc., in and as of the
Essential Haecceity of Immortal Ordinary Society” (hereafter referred to as
“Parsons’s Plenum”) in 1988, “Two Incommensurable Asymmetrically Alternate
Technologies of Social Analysis” with Larry Weider in 1992, and “Ethnome-
thodology’s Program” in 1996. While few, the articles are very important and
quite illuminating. The bulk of Garfinkel’s research, which is extensive, remains
unpublished.

The paper “On Formal Structures of Practical Action,” the first to appear after
“Studies,” and co-authored with Harvey Sacks, stands as a statement of the joint
theoretical interest of ethnomethodology and conversation analysis. Garfinkel
and Sacks spent several years working closely with one another in the early
1960s when Sacks was developing what would become known as conversational
analysis. “Formal Structures” presents the argument that even the most mundane
of practical actions have formal, observable, structures. While the idea is neces-
sarily pursued differently in studies of conversation per se, and studies of
practical activities that involve other sorts of practice along with conversation,
the principle is the same. In order for practices to be mutually intelligible they
must be recognizably produced. This idea that all mutually intelligible ordinary
actions have an observable structure is a distinctive characteristic of ethno-
methodology and conversational analysis.

The “Parsons’s Plenum” paper, the only mature statement of the relationship
between Garfinkel’s work and traditional sociology as represented by Parsons,
stands as a summary statement of concerns that have preoccupied Garfinkel’s
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later work. Garfinkel argues in that paper that there are two very different
assumptions made about the nature of the social world by Parsons and himself.
He argues that the assumptions define their respective research programs in
essential respects.

According to Garfinkel, Parsons assumed a world in which individual persons,
while possessed of a degree of freedom to act according to personal drives and
motives, nevertheless come to realize that there are culturally accepted ways for
doing most things. Thus individuals, in pursuing their individual interests, will
attempt to choose courses of action that are socially acceptable. Furthermore,
the very ways in which they interpret their feelings and even their physical needs
will be socially constrained. For instance, individuals may have a drive to
dominate others. In modern Western society, however, they will, if properly
socialized, learn to interpret this drive as an impulse to achieve power or prestige
in any of a number of socially acceptable ways.

Furthermore, membership in various subgroups can be expected to influence
the choice of goals. For instance, people’s religious backgrounds may influence
their choice to sublimate an impulse to dominate others. Or the learning of
gender roles may influence women to suppress a strong impulse to independ-
ence, or conversely influence men to suppress a strong impulse to dependence.

Certainly individuals are constrained by social values. However, if one accepts
Parsons’s proposal that social order is composed entirely of the relationship
between individuals and social constraint, then social order will appear to be
merely the net result of general tendencies to comply with norms. In the absence
of concrete witnessable patterns of order, evidence of an “underlying social
structure” that produces norms and values and constrains persons to follow
them depends on the statistical manipulation of large aggregate data sets, as
individuals are expected to vary in their degree of compliance. The result,
according to Garfinkel, is “Parsons’s Plenum”: a theoretically constructed
world in which order can only be discovered after and as a result of the
application of a social scientific method.

Given this initial assumption, the sort of detailed study of particular places
and social events advocated by Garfinkel makes no sense. Such studies could not
yield evidence of a “plenum” which can only be revealed by large aggregate data
sets. However, Garfinkel, for his part, makes the initial assumption that all
socially recognizable actions must be produced in orderly and expected ways,
and that they display their orderliness in their concrete details. Therefore, he
argues, studying concrete practices in the situations in which they are produced
gives the researcher immediate access to the process of constructing local orders.

The certainty that order is displayed in the concrete details of enacted prac-
tices is not only, or even first, a theoretical assumption, but also something one
feels when observing empirically the patterned orderliness of certain social
occasions. Social occasions and their practices are often recognizably orderly
in ways that the Parsons’s Plenum approach cannot account for. The experienced
concrete orderliness of such occasions demands a theory that can account for it.

Garfinkel’s concern is that the widespread focus of formal analytic theory and
methods on aggregating data across large populations is preventing the discovery
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of the production of social order. The dominant approach in the discipline of
sociology to the problem of social order, he says, obscures the very processes of
social orderliness that are being sought: the “what more” there is to social order
than formal analytic theorizing can ever find.

It is the Parsons’s Plenum view of “structure” that leads to the characterization
of nonstatistical approaches to sociology, and ethnomethodology in particular,
as individualistic “micro” sociologies that are indifferent to the problem of social
order. From Garfinkel’s perspective, it is Parsons who failed to examine the most
fundamental aspects of social order. How are persons able to recognize what the
valued courses of action are? How much the same do actions have to be to be
recognizable as the same? When persons do not choose valued courses of action
how are they sanctioned? In Parsons’s system a great deal of behavior that does
not fit the norms is possible. For Garfinkel this explains neither the high degree
of compliance experienced in everyday life, nor the routine achievement of
intelligibility.

Garfinkel does not see himself as examining society at an “individual” or
“micro” level, but rather as examining the great classical questions of social
order. He interprets Durkheim’s immortal society to refer to the local production
of order which Garfinkel calls “Immortal Ordinary Society.” Society, on this
view, does not depend on the tendencies of individuals to more or less comply
with social norms. Society is immortal, in that the patterned orderliness of
situations outlives the particular persons who staff them. Persons knew, accord-
ing to Garfinkel, “of just these organizational things that they are in the midst of,
that it preceded them and will be there after they leave; the great recurrences of
ordinary society, staffed, provided for, produced, observed and observable
locally and accountably, in and as of an ‘assemblage of Haecceities’.”!

The classic way of looking at social order places the emphasis on the popula-
tions who staff the scenes and thereby appear to create those scenes. The classic
demographic questions focus on the characteristics of the individuals who make
up the population: gender, race, income, religion, education, etc. Garfinkel’s
focus on patterned orderliness places the emphasis on the scene and away
from the population. From his perspective, the variables are in the scene and
not in the population. Any population coming on a particular scene could only
recognizably reproduce it by recognizably producing the practices that identify it
as a scene of a particular sort. Reconstructing the actor’s point of view thus
involves taking into account the various contingencies faced by any actor in
attempting to produce recognizable practice. It does not involve the perspective
of any particular actors. The basic requirements of recognizability must be able
to take on the endless contingencies of the actual recognizable reproduction of
practices, not the contingencies of individual differences.

In shifting the emphasis from persons to scenes Garfinkel points out that the
emphasis was only focused on populations in the first place as a result of looking
at the construction of order in the traditional Parsons’s Plenum way. Garfinkel
claims that the sort of social order that classical thinkers like Durkheim sought
does not lie in the characteristics of populations, but in the situated details of
practice, and, therefore, cannot be rendered by studies, following Parsons’s
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Plenum, which create an analytic universe to replace the real one. Neither can
they be revealed by traditional studies of the actor’s point of view that focus on
individual beliefs, values, and perspective. For Garfinkel, the key lies in detailed
studies of those shared practices that are essential to the production of local
orders.

According to Garfinkel, practitioners of formal analysis know about local
orders. But, they don’t know what to do with them. They “know” about them
only in a special sense: as problems, recurrent irritations, and errors in “meas-
urement” that need to be “controlled” for. They do not know them as social
orders. Ethnomethodology recognizes these recurrent irregularities as the
achieved orderliness of the “Immortal Ordinary Society.” They are Durkheim’s
“social facts” conceived of not as external and coercive social norms, shared
values, collective concepts, or goals, but as the achieved and enacted concrete
detail of particular recognizable social practices and their occasions.

Garfinkel rejects the vision, common both to Parsonian structuralism and the
poststructural critique, that chaos and contingency are the primary attributes of
ordinary social scenes as individual actors struggle against institutional con-
straint. For Garfinkel, mutually intelligible actions must have recognizably
recurrent features and are therefore necessarily orderly.

This insistence on the ongoing production of social order at all mutually
intelligible points has been interpreted as evidence that his sociology is conser-
vative because it does not allow the individual actor any room to rebel or create.
But Garfinkel does not deny that the individual may have unique or noncon-
forming thoughts and impulses. In fact, Garfinkel’s position allows for a great
deal more “rebellion” against institutional values than Parsons, poststructural-
ism, or postmodernism.

Since formal institutions, and collective concepts and beliefs, have little to do
with the production of order and intelligibility, in Garfinkel’s view, it is at least
theoretically possible for persons to avoid their constraints. It is at the level of
enacted practices, or Interaction Orders, that persons must conform to expecta-
tions with regard to social practice: if individuals are to achieve mutual intellig-
ibility, they must produce practices that are recognizable to others as practices of
a particular sort. While unrecognizable practices may convey various meanings,
or have meanings attributed to them, they do not convey a single mutually
intelligible meaning. Mutual intelligibility requires the production of shared
recognizable practices.

Garfinkel’s argument does not deny the reality of institutional constraint.
Rather, it adds to the notion of a vague and distant conceptual, or structural,
constraint on goals and values an inescapable and ever present constraint on the
empirical forms that recognizable concrete actions can take. The message is not
that persons should not rebel against social inequities or that social inequality is
not of concern to the analyst. The idea is rather that the possibilities for unique
expression are even more highly constrained at the interactional level than has
been realized. Far from believing that all is well with the status quo, Garfinkel
has spent his career warning that many of the most trusted methods, methods
presumed to be objective, are themselves shaped in essential ways by constraints
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on the social practices that constitute the essence of those methods, resulting in
“critical” studies biased in favor of the status quo.

THE PERSON

Harold Garfinkel was born in Newark, New Jersey, on October 29, 1917. His
formative years were spent in Newark during the Depression, where his father,
Abraham Garfinkel, owned a small business selling household merchandise to
immigrant families on the installment plan. The neighborhood in which he was
raised consisted of a large Jewish community, at a time when ethnicity was
important, and the problem of how to overcome poverty and disadvantage to
succeed in the “chosen” country was a pressing one. Many extremely bright
young men and women, second- and third-generation immigrants, were strug-
gling not only to find a place in American society, but to formulate that place in
their own terms.

For the elder Garfinkel, raising a son during the Depression, employment was
the most important concern, and he wanted to be sure that his son learned a
trade. Harold, on the other hand, wanted a university education. There was in
the family an in-law who was not Jewish and was therefore credited with
knowledge about what sorts of professions were viable in the world outside of
the Newark Jewish community.

This in-law agreed to give advice with regard to Harold’s future. One night at
the dinner table he asked Harold what profession he would pursue at a uni-
versity. Harold, who didn’t really want to pursue a profession, recalls that he had
been reading an article on surgeons in the New York Times and it sounded
interesting. He answered that he wanted to become a surgeon. His in-law then
told his father, “surgeons and lawyers are driving taxicabs.” It was the middle of
the Depression (1935). Thereupon, it was decided that Harold would go into the
installment business with his father. Courses in business and accounting were
germane to the business, however, so it was agreed that Harold would attend the
University of Newark, an unaccredited program at the time, majoring in busi-
ness and accounting during the day, and working in his father’s installment
business at night.

This early thwarting of the young Garfinkel’s plans for a university education
had some unpredictably happy results. The courses in accounting, in combina-
tion with friends made at the university, had an important and positive influence
on the later development of his sociological theory and research. Because the
program was unaccredited, the teaching was done primarily by graduate stu-
dents from nearby universities. In the case of business courses at the University of
Newark, the lecturers were quite often graduate students in economics from
Columbia. This meant not only that courses were often taught by the best and
brightest young minds in the country, but also that in business courses Garfinkel
was apt to be taught the theory of business in place of procedure.

According to Garfinkel, his later work on accounts owes as much, or more, to
a business course at the University of Newark called the “theory of accounts” as
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it does to C. Wright Mills and Kenneth Burke, whose social theories of accounts
he also studied. The course dealt with double entry bookkeeping and cost
accounting. From this course, Garfinkel came to understand that even in setting
up an accounting sheet he was theorizing the various categories into which the
numbers would be placed. Choosing, for instance, whether to place an item in
the debit or assets column was already a decision. Furthermore, that decision
was accountable to superiors and other agencies in a variety of complex ways.
The course, although a course in accounting, didn’t deal with mathematics.
“How do you make the columns and figures accountable?” was the big question
according to Garfinkel.

These accountants and economists weren’t describing events, they were
describing “indicators,” and unlike the social theorists Garfinkel was to encoun-
ter later, they were very frank about it. They didn’t pretend that their indicators
constituted an underlying order. There are clear connections between this
approach to accounting and Garfinkel’s later work. The argument of “Good
Reasons for Bad Clinic Records,” focusing, as it does, on the ways in which
clinic workers render the files accountable, is an obvious parallel. So is the much
later argument of the “Parsons’s Plenum” paper that formal analytic theorizing
creates an orderly social world out of “indicators” aggregated across large data
sets.

At the University of Newark Harold hung out with a group of Jewish students
who were interested in sociology. The group included Melvin Tumin, Herbert
McClosky, and Seymour Sarason. According to Garfinkel, Philip Selznick and
Paul Lazarsfeld, who were at Columbia at the time, were also known to mem-
bers of the group. In fact, he recollects that Lazarsfeld taught a course in
social statistics at the University of Newark attended by Tumin, McClosky,
and Sarason. Students at this unaccredited university were able to take courses,
developed by ambitious graduate students, not yet available at more traditional
universities.

Discussions with this group turned Garfinkel’s interests toward sociology. All
the members of the group, along with their friends from Columbia, were later to
rise to prominence, a fact that had a very positive influence on Garfinkel’s career.
Tumin became prominent as an anthropologist at Princeton. McClosky went on
to join the political science faculty at Berkeley and helped to introduce survey
research to political science. Seymour Sarason went on to join the psychiatry
faculty at Yale. Philip Selznick joined the sociology department at UCLA and
later went on to Berkeley (where he supported the graduate careers of Sacks,
Schegloff, and Sudnow). Lazarsfeld, unknown at the time, went on to establish
scientific sociology at Columbia.

By the time Garfinkel graduated from the University of Newark in the summer
of 1939 he knew that he could not go into the installment business with his
father. He had a professor of insurance, Lawrence Ackerman, in whom he
confided. Ackerman told him not to worry; he would help Harold to “get
away.” A Quaker, Ackerman arranged for Harold to attend a Quaker work
camp that summer, building an earthdam for a rural community in Cornelia,
Georgia. In that work camp, Garfinkel met a number of idealistic young people
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from Columbia and Harvard. By the end of the summer he knew he wanted to be
a sociologist. At the camp, Morris Mitchell, from the Columbia School of
Education, advised him that the sociology department at the University of
North Carolina, which placed an emphasis on sociology as an effective means
of furthering public service projects, was the place to go.

So, at the end of the summer of 1939 Harold packed his bags and hitchhiked
directly from the summer camp in Georgia to the University of North Carolina
at Chapel Hill. In the process, he had to make his way across Tennessee and
much of Georgia and North Carolina. There were very few cars traveling
the road and the trip was a long one. Garfinkel reports spending at least one
night in a town jail because he had nowhere else to sleep and the locals
generously offered him the jail for the night. Howard W. Odum was chair of
the sociology department at North Carolina at the time, a man with a serious
commitment to improving the plight of the underprivileged. When Harold
showed up on his doorstep, with his bags in hand, he recalls that Odum said
to him “You are a New York Jew who has come to the country. Tll support you.”
Odum admitted Garfinkel to the department on the spot and offered him a
graduate fellowship.

At North Carolina Guy Johnson became Harold’s mentor and introduced him
to the work of W. I. Thomas, whom he says he couldn’t stop thinking about.
Johnson was a former student of Odum, and his particular expertise was in race
relations. Very active in local community associations that dealt with issues of
race, Johnson generously made his own early research on race and interracial
homicide available to Garfinkel, suggesting that he pursue the subject for his
master’s thesis. Garfinkel now owned a car, purchased for him by his father, and
his fellowship freed him from the need to work, so he was able to visit all the
courthouses in a ten county area and dig the information he needed out of the
courthouse records. The result was his thesis on interracial homicide.

At North Carolina Garfinkel was introduced to a broad range of theoretical
perspectives that shaped the development of ethnomethodology in significant
ways. In addition to W. I. Thomas, he studied Florian Znaniecki’s Social Actions,
which he refers to as a highly significant, though much neglected, theoretical
work. He was also introduced to the theories of accounts and vocabularies of
motive of Kenneth Burke and C. Wright Mills. He studied a broad range of
phenomenological philosophy with a fellow student, James Fleming, with whom
he discussed courses in the philosophy department that dealt with Husserl,
Schutz, and Gurwitsch. Seymour Koch in the psychology department introduced
Garfinkel to Lewin and Gestalt psychology. The Structure of Social Action, by
Talcott Parsons, had been published in 1937 and Harold purchased a first
edition from McGraw-Hill that first Christmas at North Carolina. He says
that he can still remember sitting in the backyard fingering the book, smelling
the newness of its pages. According to Garfinkel it was a “love affair” with
sociology from the beginning.

While immersed in the study of sociology at North Carolina, Garfinkel was
befriended by a group of five students at the university who challenged Odum’s
view of sociology. While it seemed to Harold that the great political and social
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questions of the day were being debated with great energy at North Carolina,
these students felt that the “real” debate was going on elsewhere. While Odum
was committed to a program of documenting southern folk society, which he
believed was the key to generic stable society, the students from New York City
and Chicago were dreaming of Parsons at Harvard and Lazarsfeld and Merton
at Columbia. It was going to be a scientific sociology, with Parsons, providing
for order in ordinary society with grand heroic theories, at its head.

According to Garfinkel, Lazarsfeld was seen as the emissary to the new
scientific sociology from Germany. He promised that sociology would become
scientific with the use of social statistics and within ten years would be entirely
mathematical. The idea was that if economists could make economic affairs
accountable with indicators that made up a time series, then a scientific soci-
ology should be able to do the same thing for social behavior in general. Every-
one was singing the same chorus of models and modeling, and quantitative
methods were the sine qua non if you wanted to be taken seriously.

According to Garfinkel, the students “used to worship in the computer room”
and could get a PhD by “winding” out associations between variables from a
Marchant hand-wound calculator. Students put their numbers into the keyboard
and then started to wind the crank. One obtained association took an enormous
amount of handwork and, according to Garfinkel, was considered a justifiable
numerical account of what was variable in the factors of measurement.

In the sociology department at North Carolina, however, there was one
graduate student, James Fleming, who was not taken up with the pursuit of
empirical scientific sociology. Fleming was engaged in reading “across the dis-
ciplines,” looking for the actor’s point of view. Znaniecki’s book Social Action,
not the study of the Polish peasant, was the canonical text with regard to the
actor’s point of view. The most important of Znaniecki’s works at the time,
according to Garfinkel, the book is now rarely read. As Garfinkel recalls,
Fleming believed that there was no major social theorist across the social
sciences who was not making provision for the actor’s point of view.

The push for a scientific sociology based on statistics turned sociological
interest away from the problem of action as Znaniecki had formulated it.
According to Garfinkel, Znaniecki was the first to vociferously insist on the
adequate description of social action, an issue which became a primary concern
of Garfinkel’s and remained so throughout his career. The problem facing
Znaniecki’s theory of social action, however, according to Garfinkel, was what
an adequate description of action could consist of, given the ubiquitous insist-
ence on the relevance of the actor’s point of view.

Garfinkel’s combination of the theory of accounts with the problem of the
actor’s point of view would provide a novel approach to this problem. His first
publication, “Color Trouble,” an early effort at an adequate description of
accounting practices, exhibits the skeleton of his mature view. It was published
in 1939, Garfinkel’s first winter at North Carolina.

Garfinkel’s graduate career at North Carolina was interrupted by the entry of
the United States into the Second World War. After completing his master’s
thesis, Garfinkel was drafted and assigned to the airforce in 1942, taking with
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him, as he had into his master’s thesis on interracial homicide, his thoughts on
Parsons and Znaniecki and his theorizing with regard to accounts. He was by
that time also familiar with Husserl, Schutz, and Gurwitsch, and the idea of
multiple realities drawn from Schutz (1967). In the airforce, Garfinkel was
assigned to designing and teaching strategies for small arms warfare against
tanks and rose to the rank of corporal. It was also during the war that Garfinkel
married his wife Arlene.

The task of training troops in small arms warfare against tanks was the most
ironically appropriate assignment one can think of for the future “father” of
ethnomethodology. Garfinkel was given the task of training troops in tank
warfare on a golf course on Miami Beach in the complete absence 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.

After the war, Garfinkel went on to Harvard to study for his PhD with Talcott
Parsons.” The relationship between Garfinkel’s work and Parsons’s social theory,
as it developed at Harvard, is an important one. Garfinkel insisted on the
adequacy of description and a focus on contingent detail. Parsons relied on
conceptual categories and generalization. The clash between their positions
would develop into one of the most important theoretical debates of the past
several decades. In his doctoral thesis, Garfinkel took on Parsons more or
less directly. However, Garfinkel later withdrew from the conceptual debate,
maintaining that his position could be demonstrated only empirically, not
theoretically.

While pursuing his degree at Harvard, Garfinkel taught for two years at
Princeton University.® While at Princeton Garfinkel organized a conference
with Richard Snyder and Wilbert Moore, funded by the Ford Foundation, called
“Problems in Model Construction in the Social Sciences.” The idea was to
develop interdisciplinary studies in organizational behavior. Garfinkel sought
out innovative theorists for this conference, inviting Herbert Simon, Talcott
Parsons, Kenneth Burke, Kurt Wolff, Alfred Schutz, and Paul Lazarsfeld. Kurt
Wolff was at that time at Ohio State University in a soft money unit called the
“Personnel Research Board,” a group of industrial psychologists with federal
funding to support studies of leadership on submarines and airplanes. When
Garfinkel left Princeton in 1952, after receiving his degree from Harvard, Wolff
brought him to OQhio for a two-year position.

In Garfinkel’s second year on this project the budget was cut, eliminating
support for his last six months. At this point, Fred Strodbeck, another classmate
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from Harvard, who was at Wichita engaged in his jury study project, asked
Garfinkel to join the studies he was conducting with Saul Mendlovitz. While
Garfinkel was at Wichita the three reported on their work at the American
Sociological Association meetings in the summer of 1954. In preparing for this
talk, Garfinkel searched for what to call what they found so interesting in their
discussions with the jurors. He examined the Yale cross-cultural survey and saw
all the “ethnos” — ethnoscience, ethnobotany, etc. — and thought of the jury
members’ close reasonings with one another as “ethnomethods.” The word
“methods” was, according to Garfinkel, an extrapolation from Felix Kaufmann,
a philosopher, who spoke of the term methodology as the theory of correct
decisions in deciding the grounds for action and further inference. Together the
two words seemed to apply to what the jurors were doing. Thus, the term
“ethnomethodology” was born.

In the fall of 1954 Harold was asked to join the faculty at UCLA. Selznick’s
earlier move to UCLA turned out to be of particular importance to Garfinkel; it
was Selznick along with Tumin who talked the then-chair at UCLA, Leonard
Broom, into hiring Harold when Selznick moved from UCLA to Berkeley. UCLA
was a joint sociology/anthropology department at the time, and the anthropo-
logists appreciated Garfinkel’s attention to interactional detail. This was an
unexpectedly lucky move for Garfinkel, as UCLA, which was practically
unknown at the time, quickly rose to become one of the top universities nation-
ally. From the very beginning at UCLA Garfinkel used the term ethnomethodo-
logy, developed in Wichita, in his seminars.

At UCLA Garfinkel worked with a number of students and colleagues who
became prominent proponents of ethnomethodology and conversational ana-
lysis. His relationship with Harvey Sacks, who went to UCLA and then to UC
Irvine after completing his dissertation with Erving Goffman at Berkeley, was of
particular importance. Sacks, along with Emmanuel Schegloff, also from Berke-
ley, and Gail Jefferson, outlined what has essentially become a new field of
conversational studies, referred to as “conversational analysis,” within the gen-
eral parameters of ethnomethodology.

Garfinkel and his wife Arlene, married during the war, lived in Pacific
Palisades, California, continuously from 1961. They raised two children and
supported one another’s intellectual endeavors during 52 plus years of marriage.
Arlene Garfinkel’s work as a lipid chemist inspired many of Garfinkel’s insights
into scientists’ work. Garfinkel formally retired from UCLA in 1987 but
remained active as an emeritus professor.

THE SociAL CONTEXT

Garfinkel grew to maturity at a critical moment in American history. The
Depression, the Second World War, and the immediate postwar period were
times of sweeping social transition. This social context created a mood of both
opportunity and criticism that turned Garfinkel toward an interest in
social issues. The Depression was a particularly difficult time for the American
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working class, whose jobs were eliminated by the failure of industry. During the
Depression a new spirit of democracy and anti-elite sentiment swept the nation,
and the New Deal placed an emphasis on the problems of the American poor
and working classes for the first time. These circumstances led to a heightened
political awareness among the working class, and the young Garfinkel found
himself caught up in debates over politics, economics, and the possibility of
general social transformation going on in the community around him. He
dreamed of a university education and a life outside of the Newark Jewish
community. They were difficult dreams for a member of an ethnic minority at
the time to pursue. Yet Garfinkel’s path was criss-crossed by a significant
number of others who shared his background. The Depression era had ushered
in a time of great intellectual debate within the lower classes that would propel
many into the academic, political, and professional realms of society.

With the onset of the Second World War, however, the situation began to
change. There were now jobs to be had in industries related to the war effort. In
white working-class communities the perception that all was well with America
quickly replaced the anxiety of the Depression years. The great majority of the
white working class was eager to parlay its new-found job security into upward
mobility into the middle class. Race-based government housing and lending
programs, begun during the Depression, fueled this interest, enabling the white
working class to distance themselves from African-American and ethnic minor-
ity communities by building all-white suburbs.

This created a crisis within the working class. The gains made by the working
class during the Depression were really very small. Political organs of the work-
ing class, like the UAW (United Auto Workers), which had been so strong during
the depression, began to wither in the mid-1940s. Even in so strong a union town
as Detroit the union was unable to elect a mayor after this period. According to
UAW leaders, their political position was weakened by large numbers of the
white working class, who simply pretended they had achieved middle-class
status, voting middle-class interests.

This wholesale adoption of middle-class values did not penetrate to Jewish
and other ethnic minority communities. While they did benefit to some extent
from the increase in jobs, the preferential treatment of the white working class
during the war and postwar period raised the level of debate over social issues in
minority communities to new levels. African-American and Jewish leaders con-
tinued to talk about equality and social change throughout the war and postwar
years.

Thus, at a time when the majority of white working-class Americans were
becoming more politically conservative, the unions that represented the working
class, and those Jewish, African American, and other ethnic minorities who were
excluded by housing and other forms of discrimination from participation in this
exclusive all-white group, became further politicized. Socialism became increas-
ingly popular and labor unions during this time increasingly identified with a
socialist or Marxist framework. While it was not the only factor, race and
ethnicity played a key role in the determination of political awareness during
this period.
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This early exposure to the importance of race and ethnicity is reflected in
Garfinkel’s early writings, in his master’s thesis on interracial homicide, and
in his first publication “Color Trouble.” Both deal with the social production
of African-American inequality and demonstrate a clear concern for, and
understanding of, the plight of African-Americans, a group whose tenuous
relationship to the mainstream Garfinkel well understood. A critical attitude
toward the institutions of mainstream American society, political, social,
and intellectual, continued to characterize Garfinkel’s later studies in
ethnomethodology.

In addition to the general social upheaval of the period and the debate it
fostered over social issues, the Second World War was a particularly signif-
icant time in which to be Jewish in America. Because of the conflict with
Hitler’s fascist antisemitism, the widespread discrimination against Jews in
the United States came to be seen generally for the first time as a social
problem. After the war, when Americans realized the extent of German atro-
cities, an unprecedented effort was made to confront antisemitism. This
general sentiment was fueled by the publication of personal records such as the
diary of Anne Frank, and first-hand accounts of their arrival at the camps by
returning American soldiers. While these efforts may have been more rhetorical
than actual, they nevertheless helped to create an atmosphere in which the
problems of minorities, and those of the Jewish minority in particular, were
discussed.

Within the Jewish community this combination of events created a highly
politicized atmosphere, much as a new awareness of postwar segregation
and inequality did in the African-American community. Young Jewish men and
women, particularly in New York, earnestly discussed politics, the war, and the
creation of a Jewish state. When Garfinkel attended the University of Newark,
even as a business and accounting student, he found himself continually caught
up in these discussions.

This atmosphere of discussion and debate, because of its emphasis on the
transformation of the social and political system, resulted, for the first time, in a
widespread interest in the discipline of sociology. The social theories of Karl
Marx were widely read during this period of wartime antifascism and Marx’s
antibourgeois stance made his position popular with the working class. Soci-
ology, the efficacy of New Deal social programs, and the future of capitalism
were all seriously debated in the 1930s and early 1940s at a time when most
universities did not yet have sociology departments. This interest influenced the
career choices of many young students, including Garfinkel.

The resulting increase in the demand for courses in sociology forced many
universities to open sociology departments, a trend that continued through the
1950s and 1960s. Undergraduate and graduate students alike turned to soci-
ology as a discipline relevant to the social issues of the day. New academic
positions were created for those, like Garfinkel, who were attracted to academic
life by the social upheaval of the times. Sociology promised to provide solutions
to many pressing social problems, and there was room in the thriving new
discipline for many innovative young thinkers.
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THE INTELLECTUAL CONTEXT

Critical to an understanding of Garfinkel’s work is the fact that he began his
graduate education at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill prior to
the Second World War. He belongs to a generation, educated before the war, who
received broad theoretical and methodological training not constrained by
scientific sociology as it developed during and immediately after the war.

A tendency to focus on Garfinkel’s graduate training at Harvard, overlooking
the years he spent at North Carolina, has led to the view that the genesis of his
position can be traced to his conflict with Parsons. In fact, it is much more
accurate to set the development of Garfinkel’s ideas against the intellectual
backdrop of the sociology department at North Carolina. Garfinkel went to
Harvard with a set of well formulated ideas about the importance of the actor’s
point of view, the unavoidable character of reflexivity, the importance of ad-
equate description, and a reinterpretation of Mills’s theory of accounts, devel-
oped at North Carolina. It was the conflict between these already deeply held
and well worked out ideas, and Parsons’s teaching, that led Garfinkel to develop
his mature views.

Sociology, as Garfinkel initially encountered it in the 1930s, was a multi-
faceted discipline, with many widely divergent theories and methods. The Chi-
cago School, inspired by the work of Robert Park, W. I. Thomas, Charles Horton
Cooley, George Herbert Mead, and Florian Znaniecki, was still a dominant
force. The perspective of the actor and interaction were serious issues. The
work of Karl Marx was actively debated, and Parsons and scientific sociology
had not yet come to dominate the discipline.

When Garfinkel arrived at the University of North Carolina as a graduate
student in the summer of 1939 he encountered a group of scholars committed to
addressing issues of poverty, inequality, and race relations. Both theoretically
and methodologically, the department reflected the eclectic nature of the discip-
line at that time. The graduate training that Garfinkel and others received during
this period was broadly theoretical, with a social problems emphasis. Ethno-
graphy was an important and widespread methodological tool. Philosophical
and epistemological issues concerning the perspective of the actor, the problem
of reflexivity, and the validity of knowledge and perception were an important
part of the sociological curriculum. There were rumblings about the develop-
ment of a new scientific sociology, but it had not yet come to pass.

By the time Garfinkel reached Harvard after the war, however, there was a
recognized dominant type of sociology considered by most people to be more
scientific and valid than the types of sociology that preceded it. Parsons was its
acknowledged leader. Znaniecki, the Chicago School, C. Wright Mills, phenom-
enology, and Marxist sociology all but disappeared for a number of years. Even
Max Weber and Emile Durkheim, social theorists championed by Parsons, were
for years only interpreted and studied in terms dictated by Parsons.

How and why a combination of statistical methods and Parsonsian structural
functionalism came to define the notions of “scientific” and “objective” is an
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interesting issue. Marx, Weber, Toennies, Simmel, and Mead had not really made
use of statistics. Even Durkheim, who introduced the idea that statistical trends
might represent underlying social facts in his book Swuicide, made only very
limited use of them. However, by the 1950s the world had changed. The old
social order had been, if not radically transformed, at least given that appear-
ance. Miracle drugs, invented to fight infectious diseases, were widely available.
The power of the atom had been unleashed on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.
Scientific and mathematical challenges directly related to the war had spurred
the development of computers.

Novelists in the 1940s and 1950s wrote about a world dominated by technical
reason and rational planning, by engineers and their computers. The new tech-
nologies seemed to give humans mastery over the universe. In areas of science
and philosophy that had yet to make significant “breakthroughs” the assumption
was that logic and scientific objectivity were what was needed. The solution, it
was said, lay in numbers and the clarity of concepts. When Paul Lazarsfeld
moved to the United States from Germany, the social statistics that he advocated
were just what an eager population of sociologists, committed to becoming more
scientific, wanted.

Other forms of sociology continued to be practiced. Studies focused on inter-
action continued as a paradigm at the University of Chicago. But in the new
intellectual context anything other than the new scientific sociology had to be
justified by contrast to the prevailing view. From the early fifties until the late
sixties “statistical” sociology with a functional orientation reigned almost
unchallenged.

Although dissatisfactions with Parsons’s version of scientific sociology
emerged quickly — it seemed to present a narrow, politically conservative, view
of social issues, incapable of providing the practical advice for solving social
problems that young sociologists sought — an initial response to this dissatisfac-
tion was to attempt to perfect the Parsonsian system. The assumption was that
the shortcomings were caused by failures in the application of Parsons’s system:
the statistics were not pure enough, or the concepts not clear enough. For a time,
sociology became even more scientific and statistically driven in an attempt to
eradicate these problems.

It began to be clear, however, that there were deep theoretical problems
involved in the notions of scientific and mathematical clarity when applied to
the study of human society. Because human actions are meaningful and involve
reflexivity, human intelligibility does not lend itself to “objective” mathematical
study. The discipline faced a crisis and sociologists began to search for alternat-
ives. Earlier trends in sociological theorizing, temporarily eclipsed by the new
statistically driven scientific theorizing, regained some of their former popularity.
Marxist and Weberian approaches to sociology enjoyed a newfound popularity
in the 1960s and 1970s. Interactionism and symbolic interactionism became
popular. Sociological perspectives influenced by phenomenological philosophy,
existentialism, and the philosophy of Wittgenstein also began to gain ground.

Into this social climate stepped Garfinkel, with his emphasis on interactional
detail and adequate description. For many young sociologists, Garfinkel
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provided the first introduction to phenomenology, philosophy, and a new and
different appreciation of classical social theory. He was one of the first to argue
that phenomenological texts were central to the sociological enterprise. Con-
fronted by a discipline in crisis, Garfinkel and other interactionists, like Herbert
Blumer, Erving Goffman, and Howard Becker, seemed for many to have arrived
“Just in time” to save sociology. Very few students in the 1960s were interested in
understanding how to maintain the status quo. They were interested instead in
change and challenge; in social movements and revolution; in new ways of
thinking that were not so Western, logical, and middle class in emphasis.

Garfinkel challenged the prevailing criteria for adequate research: that studies
could be considered scientific only if they aggregated numerically across clear
conceptual classifications. In so doing, he challenged the very notion of technical
reason that was the driving force behind scientific sociology. He believed that the
processes of theoretical and mathematical justification required for acceptance
by scientific sociology were logically incompatible with the phenomena of social
order. Scientific sociology, as it had emerged in the 1940s and 1950s at Harvard
and Columbia, was, according to Garfinkel, obscuring, rather than clarifying,
the understanding of social reality.

Garfinkel believed that sociology should be engaged in explaining how phe-
nomena of social order are achieved and recognized by participants in the first
place. He assumed a world in which social order was actual, evident, and
witnessable in its details. Therefore, the details of social order should be empir-
ically observable without conceptual or theoretical mediation. He argued that
social order was to be found in contingencies of local settings, not in general-
izations, however conceptually clear.

Ethnomethodology stands as a direct contradiction to the faith in formalism,
technical reason, and mathematicized representations of social behavior that
came to define postwar sociology. Garfinkel argued that formalism depends on
the enactment of social practices which remain unexamined. Even engineers and
mathematicians do not work in a pure mathematical vacuum. They must speak
to one another. They must create conceptual representations of the domain in
which they work. Engineers must imagine the uses to which persons will put the
various products they are engaged in producing. These activities involve the use
of practices which are in essential respects constitutive of what science, math-
ematics, and engineering will turn out to be. In fact, according to Garfinkel, no
domain of human endeavor is free from this requirement. Ironically, in order to
succeed at endeavors based in technical reason, a detailed understanding of those
ordinary practices through which persons regularly achieve recognizable and
intelligible social practices is required.

ImpACT
Since the publication of Studies in Ethnomethodology in 1967, Harold Garfin-

kel’s work has had an enormous influence on various disciplines in the social
sciences and humanities worldwide. Shortcomings with the “scientific” study of
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human society derived from various interpretations of structural functionalism
and positivism in the 1960s and 1970s fueled a search in many disciplines for a
new approach. Garfinkel’s arguments introduced aspects of the problem of
social order and intelligibility that promised to address these concerns. Garfinkel
sought to restore both the perspective of the actor and the validity of adequate
description of the details of social action. He took seriously the problem of
interpretation proposed by hermeneutic philosophy as the alternative to positiv-
ism. However, he also and at the same time insisted on the importance of
adequate empirical description.

The promise of simultaneously addressing all these issues had great appeal. In
addition, Garfinkel’s demonstrations of the taken-for-granted constitutive fea-
tures of members’ methods oriented the discipline toward the observation of
social practice in a deeper and more detailed way. There has been a subtle shift
since the 1960s and 1970s in what counts as adequate description, and Garfinkel
played an important part in creating it. The shift crossed disciplinary boundaries
and many scholars who would not think of themselves as having been interested
in ethnomethodology were nevertheless influenced by Garfinkel’s emphasis on
members’ methods and adequate description.

Researchers began to look for the underbelly of society. Informal orders were
discovered everywhere: in formal institutions, in scientific practice, in classroom
instruction. Wherever researchers looked there were previously unsuspected
levels of detail to be uncovered. While Garfinkel was joined by Goffman and
others in leading the discipline toward a more detailed look at interaction and the
Interaction Order, it was Garfinkel who moved beyond the problems of self and
interpretation to take a serious look at the problem of intelligibility at its most
fundamental level.

His argument that even scientific practices and scientific objects are recogniz-
ably constructed social orders inspired studies in the sociology of science. His
criticisms of technical reason and formalism in the scientific workplace gave rise
to studies of practices in mathematics and engineering and the application of
computers and other technology in the workplace. Studies of conversation
influenced by Garfinkel, Sacks, and Schegloff had an impact on communication
studies, semiotics, linguistics, and studies of communication in applied areas
such as doctor—patient interaction, intercultural communication, legal reason-
ing, and various institutional and workplace settings.

Studies of institutional accounting practices, inspired by Garfinkel’s theory of
accounts, have focused on the generation of records during plea bargaining, on
truck drivers’ log keeping practices, police record keeping practices, and coroners’
decisions with regard to suicide. For many with an interest in social reform his
argument pointed toward the organizational production of those statistics which
are offered by scientific sociology as representations of the “real” world. If
administrators, politicians, and institutional workers all have ongoing organiza-
tional reasons for manipulating the generation of statistics, then surely the gen-
eration of statistics should be an important topic for a critical social science.

Furthermore, the idea that a social institution that is believed to discriminate
by class and race, such as the police, the courts, schools, or a workplace, should
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be allowed through its own worksite practices to generate statistical accounts
that support its own claims not to be discriminating, and that those statistical
accounts should be taken as undeniable scientific evidence of social structure, is,
in Garfinkel’s view, unthinkable. Yet even today the vast majority of the articles
published in the American Sociological Review use secondary statistical data sets
generated by institutional accounts.

From Garfinkel’s position, a scientific sociology based on such data can never
be politically disinterested. It can only confirm the prevailing views of those
institutions that generated its data. That may explain its popularity. Ethno-
methodology, on the other hand, generally represented as indifferent to issues
of structure and politics, is indifferent only to institutionalized structures of
accountability. Ethnomethodology cannot be indifferent to political, ethical, or
theoretical critique because that is essentially what it is. Garfinkel seeks to reveal
the methods persons use to create the appearance that various “facts”™ exist
independently of those methods.

Ethnomethodologists have also undertaken studies of specific disciplinary
methods, such as survey research and focus group interviews. In all these studies
the emphasis has been on the practices used to achieve the results in question.
How and why do the police arrive at their statistics? How and why do survey
researchers code responses to telephone surveys? The details of local practices
that comprise the answers to the questions “how” and “why” are, according to
Garfinkel, what the resulting statistics and aggregated coding schemes “really”
mean. They are the “what more” to social order that is obscured by traditional
theory and research.

Garfinkel’s insistence that researchers achieve the “unique adequacy” require-
ment of methods before they attempt to answer these how and why questions
has generated many studies that could be considered practical or applied
research. Such “hybrid studies,” done by outsiders who are also insiders, have
as their aim that practitioners in the speciality area being studied will be as
interested in the studies as professional sociologists. These studies include
research on technical legal reasoning, classroom instruction, the work of math-
ematical proving, the work of scientific discovery, survey research, policing,
doctor—patient interaction, workplace technology, social service delivery, traffic
controllers, and jazz musicians.

Many, in fact most, of those who have developed a serious interest in ethno-
methodology have also used conversational analysis, developed by Sacks,
Schegloff, and Jefferson, as one of their research tools. Many of the practices
essential to the constitutive features of any social setting make use of conversa-
tion, and there are essential constitutive features of conversation to which
practitioners at any worksite must attend. Thus, the constitutive features of
talk are inexorably intertwined with the achievement of ordinary practices.

From small beginnings with a handful of graduate students at UCLA, ethno-
methodology spread quickly around the world. While several of Garfinkel’s
students were influential in the spread of ethnomethodology, and colleagues
like Sacks and Schegloff also played an important role in promoting the popu-
larity of ethnomethodology, its spread depended heavily on the interest of
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sociologists who never studied with Garfinkel and who initially knew little about
ethnomethodology. Their interest had its origins in a deep dissatisfaction with
the state of theory and methods in the discipline.

In recent years an increasing number of sociologists, dissatisfied with the
discipline’s lack of response to these concerns, have turned to poststructural
and postmodern alternatives. It is interesting that while Garfinkel’s position
offers an important alternative to poststructuralism, it is not generally seen in
that light. It is sometimes seen as a counterpart to poststructuralism, with the
same indeterminacy and contingency, but rarely as an alternative that addresses
the same problems in more satisfactory ways. Ironically, poststructuralists and
postmodernists tend to view structure in a Parsons’s Plenum sort of way, accept-
ing the individual versus structure dichotomy, while they reject the moral valid-
ity of structures. Thus, both sides in the contemporary debate share a conception
of structure that Garfinkel rejected. Consequently, his arguments, even though
they constitute a profound rejection of structuralism, are not seen as addressed
to that debate.

Poststructuralism begins with the understanding that it is against structures
that the shared meanings of everyday life are achieved. Meanings are defined in
structural opposition either to one another — “up” can only be understood in
contrast to “down” and “black” to “white” — or to institutional structures, as
when a person’s actions in waiting for a bus to get to work are seen to be defined
by the institutions of work, or one’s gender role is seen to be defined by the
conceptual structure of gender terms in a given society. The essential idea is
that “structures,” in some fashion or other, impart meaning to everyday language
and action. Then, in order to “break out,” persons have to “deconstruct” the
structures.

The problem is that the result of deconstruction should be a meaningless
infinite regress if all shared meaning (and most private meaning) really were
produced by relations between persons (or actions) and formal structure. But, in
fact, the operation is often quite meaningful and revealing. This is hard to
explain from within either the poststructural or the postmodern position. For
Garfinkel, however, there are an unlimited number of complex ways of con-
structing the intelligibility of social action at the local level. When persons rebel
against structure, the rebellion is made possible by these underlying endogen-
ously produced intelligibilities. In fact, something like what Garfinkel is articu-
lating seems to be the only explanation for how persons can rebel against
structure yet have their language and activities remain mutually intelligible.

From Garfinkel’s perspective, the popularity of deconstruction as a method is
easy to explain. Poststructuralism is another version of theorized reality. While it
is in some respects new, it is also very familiar. It promises novelty without
requiring changes in the basic theorized assumptions of sociology as a discipline.
In the rush to deconstruct, the social world is once again being theorized, and the
interactional practices which are actually constitutive of intelligibility are being
overlooked again in favor of an institutionalized view of meaning. Poststructur-
alism is, from Garfinkel’s viewpoint, merely the flip side of structural function-
alism: both posit social order and meaning in terms of a constraining
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relationship between individuals and social structures which threatens individual
autonomy. For Garfinkel, on the other hand, the relationship between indi-
viduals and social structure is only a secondary phenomenon that needs to be
seen against the backdrop of the prior achievement of mutual intelligibility and
mutually intelligible practices at a more fundamental level.

Critics often ask why Garfinkel did not himself engage in clarification with
regard to issues that have been so consequential for the reception of his work. 1
believe that his silence is due to a belief that as an argument his position could
only be demonstrated theoretically. In Garfinkel’s view, theoretical demonstra-
tions depend hopelessly on imagined orders of affairs. Given his commitment to
an empirical demonstration of his claims, Garfinkel feels strongly that if the
argument cannot be persuasive without being theorized, it must be because the
empirical demonstrations still fall somehow short of adequate description. Thus,
Garfinkel has consistently met theoretical criticism by attempting to deepen the
level of empirical detail in his research, not via theoretical response.*

Because he felt that the generic and theorized terminology of mainstream
sociology rendered social orders invisible, Garfinkel has been wary of using
generic terms and generalizations in his own work. His invention of new
words and phrases to express the empirical social relations discovered through
his research is part of what makes his work so hard to read. In order to read
Garfinkel successfully one must make a commitment to treat his terminology as
essential to his argument. In this regard, Garfinkel’s writing resembles that of
Marx, who, in his attempt to avoid treating mutually dependent social processes
as though they were independent entities, constructed sentences in which the
subject is also the object of the same sentence. In Garfinkel’s case, the attempt to
avoid theorized generalities has led to an emphasis on words which attempt
to specify the concreteness of things and at the same time to specify the con-
tingency of the various positions in which things are found. Phrases like “as of
which,” which multiply the propositional relationships between “objects” and
the occasions upon which they are socially constructed as such, are common.

The continual emphasis in Garfinkel’s work on “just-thisness,” “haecceities,”
“details,” “order,” and “contingencies” is an attempt not to lose the phenomena
through generalization. Trying not to refer to local order phenomena in general
terms is linguistically strange. However, the importance of the contingencies of
local order phenomena to his argument justifies the attempt.

Garfinkel has opened the way for a new sort of theorizing. Theorizing more
broadly conceived does not have to be of the generic, categorizing, plenum sort.
There is no reason, in principle, why theorists cannot be faithful to the phenom-
ena; no reason why they have to proceed in generic terms. Garfinkel has shown
us the possibility of empirical theorizing and it is in these terms that I want
to refer to Garfinkel as one of the great social theorists of the twentieth
century. However, he is quite right that contemporary theory has, for the most
part, proceeded in terms of categories and generic terms. If T call Garfinkel a
theorist, there are sure to be sociologists who will want to reduce his arguments
to categories and generic terms. It is essential to note that this understanding of
social theory is entirely incompatible with Garfinkel’s view.



146 ANNE RAwLs

ASSESSMENT

Garfinkel’s relationship to the discipline of sociology has from the first been both
highly significant and extremely ironic. Garfinkel dedicated his life work to
uncovering the empirical details of orderly social practices. However, main-
stream sociology defined scientific empiricism as the study of abstract concep-
tual representations of individuals and their normative values, represented in
numerical form. Because Garfinkel’s work did not fit this definition of empirical,
it has been characterized by the discipline as a “micro” sociology focused on
individual, contingent, and subjective matters, not on the collective empirical
aspects of social structure and intelligibility.

Similarly, many micro sociologists accept a version of sociology that treats
conceptual representations as the foundation of social order and meaning.
Because they think of “practices” in terms of concepts and ideas, they also
reject Garfinkel’s claim that in studying concrete witnessable practices he
is engaged in empirical research. They argue that Garfinkel is theorizing
the relationship between individual concepts and shared symbolic meanings,
not engaging in empirical research, as he claims. Consequently, they criticize
him for ignoring the infinite regress entailed by representational accounts of
meaning.

Because Garfinkel rejects assumptions fundamental to both micro and macro
sociology, sociologists from both camps make opposing versions of the same
criticism of his work. It is incorrect to assess Garfinkel’s work as a conceptual or
interpretive exercise. Garfinkel does not set up a relationship between hidden
conceptual meanings and their symbolic representations. Ethnomethodology is a
thoroughly empirical enterprise devoted to the discovery of social order and
intelligibility as witnessable collective achievements. Nor is ethnomethodology
indifferent to issues of social structure; only to issues of institutional structure as
defined by mainstream sociology.

The keystone of Garfinkel’s argument is that local orders exist; that these
orders are witnessable in the scenes in which they are produced; and that the
possibility of intelligibility is based on the actual existence and detailed enact-
ment of these orders. Because these orders are actual, they can be empirically
observed. Because these orders are collective enactments, a focus on individual
subjectivity would obscure them.

The characterization of ethnomethodology as an individualistic “micro”
sociology is equally wrong. With regard to sociology as a whole, the macro/
micro dichotomy is dangerously misleading, tending to portray any approach to
sociology that does not focus on aggregations of institutional constraint as
trivial. However, with regard to the work of Garfinkel, the distinction is com-
pletely meaningless. The dichotomy assumes a distinction between institution-
alized and individualistic forms of social behavior that Garfinkel has completely
rejected. For Garfinkel, no social behavior is individualistic and social institu-
tions only exist as, and are reproduced through, contexts of accountability. His
position is neither micro nor macro.
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The true irony is that Garfinkel focused on members’ methods for achieving
recognizable social phenomena because he did believe that empirically observ-
able, collectively enacted, social structures existed and were being obscured by
conventional methods of research, not because he wanted to study individuals.
Mainstream sociology focused on statistical indicators of individual tendencies
to orient toward normative goals because they did not believe that there were
social structures that could be observed empirically. They thought they had to
aggregate across general concepts to get rid of the details of particular settings
and thereby reveal order as a general principle. Garfinkel, on the other hand,
believed from the beginning that order was there already in the details of social
settings, and that aggregating those details across general concepts was leveling
the details of social order to the point of nonrecognition. Focusing on individual
interpretation similarly obscures the concrete details of enacted practice.

The misinterpretations of Garfinkel have their origin in the fact that his
position conflicts with basic assumptions about the institutional character of
social order, and the symbolic and representational nature of meaning; assump-
tions essential to the macro/micro distinction, which have dominated the discip-
line since the mid-twentieth century. Parsons popularized an institutional view of
social order that left no room for Interaction Order phenomena. In Parsons’
wake, Jeffrey Alexander formalized the basic disciplinary assumptions about
institutional order, arguing that sociology either took a formal institutionalized
collective view (macro) or was individualistic and contingent (micro).

Prior to Parsons, the discipline did not have such a strong bias in favor of
institutional order and aggregated indicators. At the end of the nineteenth
century close observations of situated events played a central role in social
theory and research. Classical sociologists were often exhaustive in their descrip-
tion and documentation of the social processes and practices they were trying to
explain. Although there was a tendency to reduce observations to generaliza-
tions and ideal types, it was really only in the period after the Second World War,
the heyday of positivism, when sociology, and Durkheim in particular, came
under fire as idealist and unscientific, that the current situation developed.

Intellectual circles in the 1920s and 1930s were involved in a love affair with
positivism and numbers. If sociology came to be considered idealist, it would
lose what little institutional support it had achieved. Parsons took it upon
himself to save the discipline from the charge of idealism by formulating a
sociology amenable to complicated numerical generalizations. The resulting
increase in institutional support for the discipline occurred at just the same
time that social conditions were creating an interest in arguments and ideas
that could properly be said to be sociological. Without Parsons that interest
might have turned to existing departments of political science, philosophy, or
economics, instead of leading to the creation of new departments of sociology all
over the country.

In one sense, Parsons rescued sociology. However, once started, the demand
for numerical justification began to drive the discipline. Sociology went from a
concern with documenting the details of social order to a concern with becoming
more mathematical and generalizable, in order to justify itself as a science.
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Mid-century sociology became quite divorced from earlier concerns for adequate
description and the accurate representation of the actor’s point of view. The
beginning of the century concern with the meaning of social actions was almost
completely forgotten.

Garfinkel’s position preserves those earlier concerns. The difference is that his
approach to social order places the emphasis on constitutive local orders, while
Parsons and classical sociologists had generally placed it on either institutional
or conceptual (representational) orders. Garfinkel’s argument is that there is a
level of order, below (so to speak) the institutional, or theorized level of order,
which constitutes the fundamental intelligibility of social action and language.
This is not an order of individual interpretation or conceptual representation,
but rather a constitutive order of witnessable enacted practice. Garfinkel and
Parsons are talking about two different conceptions of social order, Interaction
Orders versus institutional order. For Parsons, only institutional orders and
individuals exist, leaving the explanation of social order without any under-
pinning of fundamental intelligibility. For Garfinkel, orders at the level of
witnessable practice provide a foundation of intelligibility against which institu-
tional contexts of accountability can operate.

Insisting that Interaction Orders are fundamental, or indispensable, to socio-
logy has been one of Garfinkel’s greatest contributions. As the postmodern
crisis makes clear, without an explanation of underlying intelligibility, social
orders cannot be given a valid explanation. Because he conceived of social order
strictly in institutional terms, Parsons had to invent the plenum in order to
display a tendency to orderliness in society. He had to build an elaborate
mechanism for displaying a tendency to order, because he believed that society
was at any given point not actually ordered. Furthermore, the emphasis he
placed on generalization and aggregation obscured the concrete witnessable
order of social occasions from his view.

In rejecting this view, Garfinkel does not sacrifice the study of social order. He
argues that in focusing on the recognizable production of practices he is studying
social order. Mainstream scientific sociology, from his perspective, is studying
mathematicized representations of institutionalized typifications, or accounts,
not social order. It is in mainstream sociology that individual subjectivity, in the
form of operationalized variables, theorized accounts, and individually pro-
duced institutional accounts, is to be found, not in ethnomethodology.

For Garfinkel the earlier interest in the actor’s point of view, re-emerging in
contemporary sociology, was as much a dead end as the focus on institutions.
Sociology could not solve its problems by connecting concepts in heads with
external symbolic representations. As Wittgenstein argued, representational
approaches to meaning are as problematic as trying to explain social order in
terms of formal structures. As ethnomethodology developed, the external con-
crete witnessable details of enacted practice came to dominate Garfinkel’s
approach to the problem of intelligibility.

Garfinkel did not give up the actor’s point of view, which initially fueled his
debate with Parsons. But he transformed it substantially, locating the experien-
tial and contingent features of action, originally thought of as belonging to the
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actor, in the regularities of actual practices. The actor’s point of view was
transformed into a concern with what populations did in particular settings to
achieve the recognizability of particular practices. According to Garfinkel, a
population is constituted not by a set of individuals with something in common,
but by a set of practices common to particular situations or events: the crowd at
the coffee machine, the line at the supermarket, the “gang” at the science lab,
and so on.

Instead of talking about the phenomenal properties of experience, Garfinkel
began talking about the phenomenal field properties of objects. Thus, in an
important sense the actor’s point of view and the achieved meaning of social
action no longer had to be thought of in connection with individual actors.
Because, in Garfinkel’s view, intelligibility is achieved in and through the enact-
ment of observable practices, not through interpretive processes in the minds of
individual actors, empirical studies of observable practices could reveal the
actor’s point of view.

Critics argue that the study of local social orders is not sociological because it
consists only of a description of what people do and ignores the real social (i.e.
institutional) constraints within which those actions took place. The constraint
argument is fundamental to sociology; part of the assumption that social order is
institutional. The discipline of sociology was, in an important sense, founded on
Durkheim’s argument that social facts exist as external constraint, rather than as
artifacts of the combined psychosocial or biological impulses of a large number
of persons. Therefore, when Garfinkel is interpreted as having argued against the
existence of external constraint, he is thought to have repudiated the idea of
social facts and thus to have rejected sociology as a whole.

However, far from repudiating the idea of external constraint, Garfinkel has
reconceptualized it so as to avoid the individual versus society dichotomy and
other problems inherent both in the classical theoretical formulation of this issue
and in contemporary attempts to reformulate it.

Other critics, from what is sometimes called the “left” of ethnomethodology,
and from the postmodern position, argue that ethnomethodology is hopelessly
conceptual and theorized, and thus falls victim to its own criticisms of main-
stream sociology. Such critics, however, tend to set up a straw man argument.
They attribute to ethnomethodology a representational theory of meaning,
equating enacted practices with subjective interpretive procedures (often mis-
takenly equated with the documentary method), and generally render practices
in terms of concepts and beliefs. As ethnomethodology treats practices as con-
sisting of their concrete witnessable details, the attribution is incorrect. There is
nothing circular in the argument that in order to convey meaning visible concrete
actions must be recognizable to others as actions of a sort, and that the con-
stitutive features of what counts and does not count as actions of a sort must
therefore be witnessable to participants and available for empirical observation.

For Garfinkel, structure and order are primarily located in local practices,
which constitute a primary constraint, with formal institutions acting as a
constraint in limited and specific ways via institutional contexts of accountabil-
ity. According to Garfinkel, “The instructably observable achieved coherent
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detail of the coherence of objects is the fulfillment of Durkheim’s promise that
the objective reality of social facts is sociology’s fundamental principle.”® Gar-
finkel has offered a version of external constraint as accountability. Persons are
accountable both at the local level for a commitment to a local order of
practices, and, at what sociology has generally termed the institutional level,
accountable to what Mills (1940) referred to as a shared “vocabulary of
motives.” Mills argued that persons in institutions do not act by following
rules, they act by accounting for what they have done in terms of vocabularies
of motive and justification which only retrospectively reference the rules.

In Mills’s view, institutional practices bear a peculiar relationship to institu-
tional rules, with rules constituting a context of justification for action, rather
than something followed in order to produce the action. According to Mills,
social actors examine the desirability of proposed courses of action, asking
themselves what people would say if they did a particular thing, or considering
how they could explain, or account for, a particular course of action. If a
satisfactory explanation can be generated from within the shared vocabulary
of motives, then an action can be considered to be in accord with the rules, no
matter what form it takes. Therefore, while the rules constrain the practices, in
this peculiar way of constraining what will count after the fact as having been a
case of following the rules, they are not constitutive of action in its course.

Garfinkel’s treatment of accounts goes beyond Mills in proposing a complex
network of contexts of accountability at various levels of social organization. In
Garfinkel’s view persons can be accountable to external institutions, such as
government agencies or scientific disciplines, at the same time that they are
accountable to the expectations of their colleagues with regard to normal work-
place procedures. Persons are constantly accountable for their production of
recognizable talk and movements, even while they are managing institutional
levels of accountability. Finally, they can also and at the same time be account-
able to the properties of natural phenomena, which may refuse to cooperate in
producing an accountable display for colleagues.

By extending Mills’s theory of accounts in this way Garfinkel is able to
consider a wide range of theoretical issues. The theoretical line of argument
which Garfinkel’s inquiry into “rules” (i.e. instructed action) and accountability
develops includes: the classic distinction between traditional and modern
rational action (Durkheim, Weber, Toennies, Simmel); the seminal argument of
Mills with regard to contexts of accountability; many of the Chicago School
studies of organizations and bureaucracies, which revealed the paradox of rules
and informal cultures within organizations.

His position also runs parallel to other arguments developed during the 1950s
and 1960s regarding the relationship between rules and practice, including:
Goffman’s study of asylums (1961); similar studies in prisons and psychology
by Sykes (1958) and Szasz (1961); labeling theory, which examines the relation-
ship between institutional behavior, the institutional production of statistics, and
the beliefs and practices of the populations which staff those organizations; the
distinction in philosophy between constitutive and other rules (Warnock, 1958;
Searle, 1968); and the extension of this argument into game theory.
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Garfinkel’s focus on intelligibility also extends a second line of inquiry:
attempts by classical social theorists to frame epistemology and intelligibility
sociologically (Durkheim, 1915; Weber, 1921; Rawls, 1996). It is important to
understand that classical social theorists were philosophers who challenged the
limits of their discipline on the issues of epistemology and intelligibility. If, for
instance, one begins with Durkheim’s theory of the social origins of the cat-
egories of the understanding (in The Elementary Forms), then one finds
Garfinkel continuing the inquiry into the question of intelligibility raised by
Durkheim, and extended by Mead, Husserl, Heidegger, Mills, and Schutz, but
all but forgotten by both mainstream scientific sociology and its postmodern
counterpart.

In the Elementary Forms of the Religious Life Durkheim took on the philo-
sophical problem of knowledge. Addressing the differences between Kant and
Hume over the origins of human reason, Durkheim argued that the categories of
the understanding have their origins in certain concrete social settings. He
argued that those social settings supply the concrete experience of general
ideas that Hume found the natural world could not supply and Kant had argued
must be innate.

Durkheim argued that even key ideas like time, space, force, and causality
have a social and not a natural empirical or a priori origin. As Durkheim
realized, this argument cast the problem of knowledge in an entirely new light.
In locating the conditions for intelligibility in the concrete social surroundings of
daily life, and in taking the problem of intelligibility as the central problem
sociology must address before constructing a theory of social order, Durkheim
stands as a direct precursor of Garfinkel. Garfinkel continues to search for
the foundations of human intelligibility, reason, and logic in the details of
collaborative social practice.

Garfinkel has from the beginning been blessed with a vision of social order
that allowed him to see order being produced around him in ordinary events
which the rest of us experience as finished products, but which Garfinkel
experienced as events produced from patterned details over their course. This
is brilliantly evident in his first paper, “Color Trouble.” In this paper, we get a
picture of Garfinkel as a young student taking a bus home from college. When
black passengers are ordered to the back of the bus and won’t go, Garfinkel sees
something the rest of us would have missed. As the driver engages in his dispute
with the black passengers, he is formulating his actions in terms of the excuse he
will have to give for being late at the end of the line. He is accountable not for his
morals, but for being on time. The longer the dispute takes, the more important
will be the acceptability of the account the driver can give, and it will thereby
come to pass that color will turn out to be one of the troubles with busses which
account for their lateness on certain southern runs.

Garfinkel’s description of this incident is masterful, and the essay won an
award as one of the best short stories of 1939. More importantly, however, it
demonstrates the continuity of vision which has characterized Garfinkel’s career
as a social thinker. We can imagine Garfinkel sitting in social theory classes at
Harvard being confronted with generic categorizations. He recalls that in his
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first theory class at Harvard the students were told to make up a social theory.
The thing was to be purely an invention, an exercise in logic and the generic use
of categories. As a young man with a keen sense for the actual unfolding of social
order in the everyday world around him, this sort of theorizing, which operated
on the assumption that everyday social scenes were not inherently orderly, and
that their details were irrelevant, rubbed the wrong way. He quickly realized that
his vision of a stable constitutive order of practice stood in contradiction to the
received and approved methods of formal analytic theorizing. Through the years
Garfinkel has remained true to his vision.

Notes

1 Haecceities is one of many words that Garfinkel has adopted over the years to
indicate the importance of the infinite contingencies in both situations and practices.
He has also used the words quiddities, contingencies, and details in this regard. I
believe that Garfinkel changes his terminology frequently so as to maintain the open
and provisional nature of his arguments. As persons develop a conventional sense for
a word he has used, he changes it.

2 His Harvard cohort included Gardner Lindsey, Henry Riecken, David Schneider,
David Aberle, Brewster Smith, Duncan MacRae, Bernard Barber, Frank Sutton,
James Olds, Fred Strodbeck, Marion Levy, Hans Lucas Taueber, and Renee
Fox, any of whom became prominent sociologists and several of whom were instru-
mental in furthering Garfinkel’s career.

3 The faculty at Princeton included Marion Levy and Duncan MacRae, who had been
at Harvard with Garfinkel, and Wilbert Moore. Edward Tiryakian, an undergraduate
at Princeton for whom Garfinkel served as senior thesis advisor, would later publish
Garfinkel’s paper, co-authored with Harvey Sacks, “On Formal Structures of Pract-
ical Action.”

4 Unfortunately, most of these studies remain unpublished.

5 Personal communication.
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Daniel Bell

MaLcoLM WATERS

Daniel Bell (born 1919) was probably the most famous sociologist of his gen-
eration. He was hailed as the prophet of the emergence of a new society, the
postindustrial society, and as one of the leading conservative critics of contem-
porary culture. Bell has been a controversial figure since he suggested in the
1960s that ideological conflicts had disappeared from modern society, but his
work has been the spur for a recent flood of writing on the “new society.” Bell’s
intellectual biography begins with an engagement with questions of work, the
labor movement, and American capitalism, flowing through to more detailed
discussions of political extremism, the new postindustrial society, and the disin-
tegration of culture associated with postmodernism The three works that made
Bell famous were The End of Ideology, The Coming of Postindustrial Society,
and The Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism.

Daniel Bell’s theory is historical and substantive rather than formal and
analytic. It proposes that society is organized in three realms. However, Bell is
doubtless better known for certain big theoretical ideas about change within
each of these realms: the postindustrial society, the end of ideology, and the
cultural contradictions of capitalism.

THE THEORY

The three realms of society are the techno-economic structure (TES; sometimes
the “social structure”), the polity, and culture. Society is itself one of three
superordinate regions (that Bell, confusingly, also describes as “realms”), the
others being nature and technology (Bell, 1991, pp. 3-33). Nature is “a realm
outside of man whose designs are reworked by men” (ibid., p. 8). It has two
components: the Umwelt, the geographical environment, the world of organic
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and inorganic objects that is open to human intervention; and physis, the
analytic pattern of natural relationships. Technology is “the instrumental order-
ing of human experience within a logic of efficient means, and the direction of
nature to use its powers for material gain” (ibid., p. 20). It clearly impacts on
nature in so far as it opens up possibilities for the transformation of the Umuwelt,
but it also has profound implications for society, creating consumption-based
mass societies, elaborately differentiated occupational systems, and synchron-
ized cultures. Bell is a convinced social constructionist, for whom society is “a set
of social arrangements, created by men, to regulate normatively the exchange of
wants and satisfactions” (ibid., p. 29, italics removed). It is “a social contract,
made not in the past but in the present, in which the constructed rules are obeyed
if they seem fair and just” (ibid., p. 29).

However, Bell’s subdivision of society into three realms is more important.
There is some inconsistency in terminology: in The Winding Passage (1991, pp.
3-33), the three realms are nature, technology and society, while the three
“dimensions” of society are “social” structure, polity, and culture (ibid., p. 31);
but in The Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism (1979, p. 10), the “techno-
economic” structure, polity, and culture are listed as distinct “realms.” Further,
in Winding Passage the latter trinity is said to be a feature of all societies but in
Cultural Contradictions Bell is agnostic on whether the scheme can be applied
generally and reserves it only for modern society (ibid., p. 10). In general though,
apart from the single essay in Winding Passage, Bell uses the word “realm” for
the less abstract societal trinity rather than the more abstract existential trinity,
and this is the usage that will be employed here. We can also assume that the
three realms are universal aspects of all societies but become separate and
autonomous only in modern society.

The techno-economic structure (TES) is the realm of economic life, the
arena of social arrangements for the production and distribution of goods and
services. Such activities imply applications of technology to instrumental ends
and result in a stratified occupational system. The axial principle of the modern
TES is functional rationality. It consistently drives towards minimizing cost
and optimizing output and is therefore regulated by the process that Bell calls
economizing. So we assess the development of the TES in terms of its level of
efficiency, productivity, and productiveness. Indeed, change proceeds along
the path of substituting technological processes and social arrangements that
are more productive and efficient for those that are less so. Contra Weber,
who locates the development of bureaucracy in the emergence of the modern
state, Bell argues that bureaucracy is the axial structure of the TES. The more
that technological functions become specialized, the greater is the need to
coordinate these functions and therefore the more elaborate and hierarchical
become the organizational arrangements that human beings put in place to
accomplish such coordination. The lifeworlds of the TES are, in a termino-
logy that might be traced to Lukacs (1968), “reified” worlds in which the
individual is subordinated to roles specified in organizational charts. They
are also authoritarian worlds that subordinate individual ends to the goals of
the organization orchestrated by a technocratic management that recognizes
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the validity only of the functional and the instrumental (Bell, 1979b, p. 11;
1991, p. 31).

The polity is the set of social arrangements that frames a conception of justice
and then regulates social conflict within that framework. Justice is elaborated
within a set of traditions or a constitution. Regulation is accomplished by
applications of power; that is, by the legitimate use of force and, in many
societies, by the rule of law. It is therefore a system of societal authority invol-
ving the distribution of legitimate power in society. In a modern society, the axial
principle specifies that power is legitimated by reference to the consent of the
governed. Moreover, this axial principle is egalitarian in so far as it specifies that
each person must have a more or less equal voice in providing this consent.
Because equality of political participation gives expression to the material and
cultural aspirations of all members of society, it extends into other areas of social
life via the institution of citizenship that implies equality of access to legal, social
and cultural entitlements. The axial structure is a system of representation that
allows general consent to be expressed through organized arrangements — that is,
political parties, lobby groups, and social movements — that can funnel claims to
the center (Bell, 1979b, pp. 11-12).

Bell’s version of culture is much narrower than the conventional sociological
or anthropological definitions that specify it as the overall pattern or shape of
life in a society. While recognizing that culture includes the cognitive symboliza-
tions of science and philosophy (ibid., p. 12n), as well as the character structure
of individuals (Bell, 1991, p. 31), he restricts his interest in culture to the arena of
expressive symbolism: “efforts, in painting, poetry, and fiction, or within the
religious forms of litany, liturgy and ritual, which seek to explore and express the
meanings of human existence in imaginative form” (Bell, 1979b, p. 12). These
expressive symbolizations must always address what Bell regards as the univer-
sal and irreducible fundamentals of human existence, the nature and meaning of
death, tragedy, heroism, loyalty, redemption, love, sacrifice, and spirituality
(Bell, 1979b, p. 12; 1991, p. 31). The axial principle of modern culture is self-
expression and self-realization; that is, the value of cultural objects must be
assessed against the subjective sentiments and judgments of those who produce
and consume them and not against objective standards (Bell, 1979b, p. xvii). The
axial structures of modern culture are arrangements for the production and
reproduction of meanings and artifacts.

Bell explicitly asserts that, ‘there are not simple determinate relations among
the three realms’ (ibid., p. 12). This is because the direction and the pattern,
what he often calls the rhythm, of change in each of them is fundamentally
different. In the TES change is linear or progressive, involving an upward curve
in production and efficiency. There is no such rule in the polity, where the
pattern of change consists in alternation between opposing configurations.
People can alternate between the efficiencies of oligarchy and the equalities of
democracy, between the expertise of elitism and homogenization of mass society,
or between the unifying tendencies of centralization and the localism of confed-
erate systems (Bell, 1991, pp. xx, 31). By contrast, cultural change is recursive.
While retaining its past, culture can follow one of two paths in developing upon
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it. It can follow the additive, developmental and incremental path of tradition,
building on well established genres but not stepping outside them. Alternatively,
it can engage in indiscriminate mixing and borrowing from several diverse
cultural traditions (syncretism).

Because the rhythm of change is different in each realm, each follows its own
path through time and thus each has its own separate history. In certain periods
of time the particular formations apparent in each of the realms will be
synchronized and there will be an accidental unity among them. Bell identifies
twelfth-century Europe and the “apogee” of bourgeois society in the last third of
the nineteenth century as examples of such periods (ibid., p. xx). However at
other times, perhaps at most other times, the realms will be disjunctive; that
is, their normative specifications will contradict one another at the level of
experience. Disjunction between the realms is a structural source of tension in
society and therefore the fulcrum of change. In contradistinction to holistic
theories of society, then, Bell’s theoretical approach proposes not only that
disjunction of the realms is a normal condition of society but also that it is the
central feature of contemporary society in particular.

However, the initial pattern of modern society was one of unification between
the realms in the formation known as “bourgeois society.” It involved a conjunc-
tion between individual entrepreneurship and personal economic responsibility
in the TES, liberal resistance to the constraints of an enlarged and active state in
the polity, and an emphasis on expressing the self, rather than a set of issues
prescribed by tradition, in culture. However, a radical hiatus rapidly developed
between the TES and culture. At first it involved a contradiction between the
disciplinary constraints of work and the quest for a personal sense of the sublime
and for emotional excitement in cultural expression. The more the ethic of work
disappeared and the more that human labor became subjected to an authoritar-
ian hierarchy, the more cultural tradition was eroded. Social legitimation, as Bell
puts it, passed from the sphere of religion to modernism itself, to the cultivation
of the individual personality. The economy responded to this demand, mass
producing cultural artifacts and images. Modernism turned into a restless search
for titillation and novelty, a “rule of fad and fashion: of multiples for the
culturati, hedonism for the middle classes, pornotopia for the masses. And in
the very nature of fashion, it has trivialized the culture” (Bell, 1979b, p. xxvii).

Bell explores this disintegration of modern society through three more specific
theoretical accounts, one for each of the realms, for which he is better known
than for the general theory. Perhaps the best known of these is Bell’s theory of
social change called the “postindustrial society.” It argues that contemporary
societies are or will be going through a shift so that industrial society will give
way to a new techno-economic structure that will be as different from industrial
society as industrial society is from pre-industrial society. We can perhaps begin
by considering the distinctions that Bell makes between these three (1976, pp.
116-19, 126-9). A pre-industrial society can be characterized as “a game against
nature” that centers on attempts to extract resources from the natural environ-
ment. It involves primary-sector industries carried out in a context of limited

<

land supply and climatic and seasonal variation. An industrial society is “a
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game against fabricated nature” centering on the manufacturing and processing
of tangible goods by semi-skilled factory workers and engineers.

By contrast, a postindustrial society is “a ‘game between persons’ in which an
‘intellectual technology,” based on information, rises alongside of machine tech-
nology” (ibid., p. 116). The postindustrial society involves industries from three
sectors: the tertiary industries of transportation and utilities; the quaternary
industries of trade, finance, and capital exchange; and the quinary industries
of health, education, research, public administration, and leisure. Among these,
the last is definitive because the key occupations are the professional and
technical ones with scientists at the core (ibid., pp. 117-18).

Bell elaborates his ideal-typical construct of the postindustrial society in terms
of five dimensions (ibid., pp. 14-33):

o There will be a unilinear progression between industrial sectors (primary
through quinary) and a corresponding shift in the labor force toward a
service economy. Accordingly, “the first and simplest characteristic of a
postindustrial society is that the majority of the labor force is no longer
engaged in agriculture or manufacturing but in services, which are defined,
residually, as trade, finance, transport, health, recreation, research, educa-
tion, and government” (ibid., p. 15).

o The pre-eminent, although not necessarily the majority of, occupations in
the society will be the professional and technical class, whose occupations
require a tertiary level of education. The core will be scientists and engin-
eers and together they will become a knowledge class that displaces the
propertied bourgeoisie.

o Theoretical knowledge is the defining “axial principle” of the postindus-
trial society. The organization of the society around knowledge becomes
the basis for social control, the direction of innovation, and the political
management of new social relationships. Bell stresses that in a postindus-
trial society this knowledge is theoretical, rather than traditional or pract-
ical, in character. It involves the codification of knowledge into abstract
symbolic systems that can be applied in a wide variety of situations.

o The advance of theoretical knowledge allows the planning of technology,
including forward assessments of its risks, costs, and advantages.

o The society is based on a new intellectual technology, the software and the
statistical or logical formulae that are entered into computers.

In the paperback edition of this work Bell alters this list of dimensions. The
planning dimension is eliminated and seven new characteristics are added (Bell,
1976, pp. xvi—Xix):

e Work focuses on an engagement in relationships with other people.

e The expansion of the services sector provides a basis for the economic
independence of women that had not previously been available.

e Scientific institutions and their relationship with other institutions are the
essential feature of the postindustrial society.
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o Situses replace classes. Major conflicts will occur between the four func-
tional situses (scientific, technological, administrative, and cultural) and
the five institutional situses (business, government, university and
research, social welfare, and military).

e DPosition will be allocated on the basis of education and skill rather than
wealth or cultural advantage.

e Scarcity of goods will disappear in favor of scarcities of information and
time.

e Society will follow a cooperative, rather than an individualistic, strategy in
the generation and use of information.

However, the core of his proposal is that that there are two “large” dimensions by
which one decides whether a social structure has entered a postindustrial phase.
These are the centrality of theoretical knowledge (including by implication, the
employment of science as a means to technological change) and the expansion of
the quinary service sector.

A curious feature of Bell’s political sociology is that its central and most
controversial idea is not of his own origination. Bell (1988, p. 411) himself
notes that the phrase “the end of ideology” was first used by Albert Camus in
1946. It entered sociology in the hands of one of Bell’s intellectual confidants,
Raymond Aron, who wrote a chapter entitled “The End of the Ideological Age?”
for his book attacking Marxism called The Opium of the Intellectuals (reprinted
in Waxman, 1968, pp. 27-48). Bell selected the theme as the title for a collection
of essays on class and politics first published in 1960, but addressed it explicitly
only in an epilogue.

Ideology is for Bell a secular religion: “a set of ideas, infused with passion”
that “seeks to transform the whole way of life” (Bell, 1988, p. 400). Ideology
performs the important function of converting ideas into social levers. It does
so precisely by that infusion of passion, by its capacity to release human emo-
tions and to channel their energies into political action, much as religion chan-
nels emotional energy into ritual and artistic expression. Ideology was at least
partly able to fill the “psychic” gap left by the secularization processes of the
nineteenth century by emphasizing the continuity of collective triumph against
individual mortality. The political ideologies of the nineteenth century were also
strengthened by two important alliances: with a rising class of intellectuals
seeking to establish status against lack of recognition by the business bour-
geoisie; and with the positive values of science that could measure and indicate
progress.

“Today,” Bell (1988, p. 402) asserts, “these ideologies are exhausted.” He
gives three causes: the violent oppression carried out by ruling communist
parties against their populations; the amelioration of the worst effects of the
capitalist market and the emergence of the welfare state; and the emergence of
such new philosophies as existentialism and humanism, which emphasized the
stoic-theological ontology of humanity, against such romantic philosophies as
Marxism and liberalism, which emphasized the perfectibility of human nature.
Bell’s conclusion is captured in the following passage:



160 MarcoLM WATERS

[O]ut of all this history, one simple fact emerges: for the radical intelligentsia, the
old ideologies have lost their “truth” and their power to persuade.

Few serious minds believe any longer that one can set down “blueprints” and
through “social engineering” bring about a new utopia of social harmony. At the
same time, the older counter-beliefs have lost their intellectual force as well. Few
“classic” liberals insist that the State should play no role in the economy, and few
serious conservatives. .. believe that the Welfare State is “the road to serfdom”
...there is today a rough consensus among intellectuals on political issues: the
acceptance of the Welfare State; the desirability of decentralized power; a system of
mixed economy and of political pluralism. In that sense too the ideological age has
ended. (Bell, 1988, pp. 402-3)

Bell is not, it must be stressed, entirely triumphalist about this development. He
mourns the spent passions of intellectualized politics and wonders how
the energies of the young can be channeled into them. And he also pleads for
the retention of utopias as focuses for human aspiration, because without them
society is reduced to a meaningless materialism.

Doubtless the most sociologically influential of Bell’s arguments about the
disintegration of the realms of modern society is his analysis of its cultural
contradictions (Bell, 1979b). His general typification of modern culture can be
found within his analysis of modernity. He defines modernity thus: “Modernity
is individualism, the effort of individuals to remake themselves, and, where
necessary, to remake society in order to allow design and choice” (Bell, 1990a,
p. 72). It implies the rejection of any “naturally” ascribed or divinely ordained
order, of external authority, and of collective authority in favor of the self as the
sole point of reference for action. Although not every sociologist would agree
with him, Bell adduces that sociology frames five important propositions about
modernity (ibid., pp. 43-4):

e that society is constructed out of a social contract between individuals;

o that human beings are dualistic, having an original self and an imposed
social self, and therefore face the prospect of self-estrangement or aliena-
tion;

e that religion is a superstition that precludes self-awareness;

e that modernity involves an autonomization of the value-spheres of culture
(art, morality and justice) which, in particular, involves the differentiation
of economics from morality and art from religion;

e that human nature is not universal but that the character of any particular
human being is determined by that person’s location in social structure (by
occupation, ethnicity, gender, etc.).

Under modernity there can be no question about the moral authority of the self.
The only question is that of how the self is to be fulfilled — by hedonism, by
acquisitiveness, by faith, by the privatization of morality, or by sensationalism.

If bourgeois Protestantism was the privatized—moralistic answer to this
question, the shift to a more hedonistic response, Bell argues, could only be
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confirmed once modernizing changes had also taken place in the realm of social
(techno-economic) structure. The transformation of modern culture is due, he
now asserts, “singularly” to the emergence of mass consumption and the
increased affluence of lower socioeconomic groups (Bell, 1979b, p. 66). The
techno-economic changes that made mass consumption possible and desirable
began in the 1920s. They were of two types, technological and sociological. A
key technological development was the multiplication of human effort by the
application of electrical power to manufacturing and to domestic tasks. Others
took place in the areas of transportation and the mass media, the latter in the
forms of the cinema and radio. The sociological inventions were, for Bell, even
more profound. They were: the moving assembly line that reduced the cost of
consumer durables, especially cars; the development of advertising and market-
ing systems that could cultivate consumer taste; and the extension of consumer
credit through installment plans, time payments, personal loans, and the like.
These spelt the end of Protestant bourgeois culture.

Bell’s critique of modernity centers on the absence of a moral or transcend-
ental ethic that is displaced by a mere individualized anxiety. In Puritan com-
munities guilt was assuaged by repentance. In mass society anxiety is assuaged
by psychotherapy, a process that for Bell is bound to fail because security of
identity can only be accomplished within a moral context. This transformation is
but one consequence of the contradictions that arise from the cultural develop-
ments of modernity. The primary contradiction lies between cultural norms of
hedonism and social structural norms of work discipline. But there is also an
enormous contradiction within the social structure itself: a good worker delays
gratification but a good consumer looks for immediate gratification. Bell con-
cludes that this means “One is to be ‘straight’ by day and a ‘swinger’ by night”;
and then cannot resist an exclamatory protest: “This is self-fulfillment and self-
realization!” (ibid., p. 72).

This brings Bell to “an extraordinary sociological puzzle,” that of why the
cultural movement of modernism that repeatedly attacks and dirempts modern
social structure and bourgeois culture should have persisted for more than a
century in the face of this contradiction. He defines modernism as: “the self-
willed effort of a style and sensibility to remain in the forefront of ‘advancing
consciousness™ (ibid., p. 46). This attempt can be expressed in terms of several
possible descriptions. First, it can be described as avant garde, as rejecting elitist
cultural traditions in favor of a reinsertion of life into art. Second, it is advers-
arial: “The legend of modernism is that of the free creative spirit at war with the
bourgeoisie” (ibid., p. 40). Last, it is impenetrable within conventional under-
standings and requires intellectual gyrations to be appreciated: “It is willfully
opaque, works with unfamiliar forms, is self-consciously experimental, and
seeks deliberately to disturb the audience - to shock it, shake it up, even to
transform it as if in a religious conversion” (ibid., p. 46). This gives modernism
an esoteric appeal, as Bell intones slightly ironically, but it also denies its other
claims to being adversarial and avant garde — an elitist indulgence can be nothing
but privileged. In modernism content and form disappear in favor of medium as
the central expression. In art the stress is on paint, its means of application, and
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substitutes for it; music stresses sounds rather than harmony; poetry emphasizes
“breath” and phonemics; literature employs wordplay as against plot or genre;
drama promotes action and spectacle at the expense of characterization.

The adversarial “legend,” as Bell calls it, has now been extended to order of all
kinds. The free, creative spirit of the artist is now at war with “‘civilization’ or
‘repressive tolerance’ or some other agency that curtails ‘freedom’” (ibid., p. 40).
This adversarial strategy has, in general, been highly successful. The modern
cultural arena has divorced from the capitalist system that spawned it and has
become self-referential. The “hierophants of culture” now construct the audi-
ence and in dominating and exploiting it have come to constitute a cultural class.
They have grown sufficiently in number to establish group networks and not to
be treated as deviant, and they have independent control of the material sub-
structure of artistic expression — galleries, film studios, weekly magazines, uni-
versities, and so on. From this lofty salient they sally forth to mount their attacks
on crusty tradition:

Today, each new generation, starting off at the benchmarks attained by the advers-
ary culture of its cultural parents, declares in sweeping fashion that the status quo
represents backward conservatism or repression, so that in a widening gyre, new
and fresh assaults on the social structure are mounted. (ibid., p. 41)

The emphasis-on-medium and the rage-against-order are two of the three
dimensions of contemporary modernism that Bell isolates. However, the third
dimension, what he calls “the eclipse of distance” (ibid., pp. 108-19), is the one
to which he gives the most attention. The classical fine arts followed two central
principles: they were rational in that they organized space and time into a
consistent and unified expression; and they were mimetic in that they sought
to mirror or represent life and nature. Modernism denies these externalities and
emphasizes instead the interior life, rejecting the constraints of the world and
glorifying expressions of the self. Bell repeats the terms sensation, simultaneity,
immediacy and impact as the syntax of modernism. Against the contemplative
character of classical art, each of the artistic modernist movements (Impression-
ism, post-Impressionism, Futurism, Expressionism, and Cubism) intends:

on the syntactical level, to break up ordered space; in its aesthetic, to bridge the
distance between object and spectator, to “thrust” itself on the viewer and establish
itself immediately by impact. One does not interpret the scene; instead, one feels it
as a sensation and is caught up by that emotion. (ibid., p. 112)

Bell finds similar syntactical and aesthetic patterns in literature and music.
Modern literature seeks to plunge the reader into the maelstrom of the emotions,
while music abandons structure in its entirety.

The theory of modernism connects with the three realms argument. The
disjunctions between culture and social structure are sustained by a mutual
divorce. The cognitive expressions that arise from the social (techno-economic)
structure are rapidly reifying and rationalizing human experience: extreme levels
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of occupational differentiation separate persons from the roles that they occupy;
the proliferation of knowledge subcultures prevents the formation of a single
expressive tradition that can speak to all; and the mathematization of symbolic
representations leaves society without a common cultural language. Modernism
is itself complicit in this development because, in rejecting the possibility of a
common style, it prevents any claim that it is a culture at all. Modernist culture is
differentiating rapidly into a variety of “demesnes,” it lacks authoritative cen-
ters, it focuses on the instantaneity of the visual, electronic media rather than the
permanence of print, and it denies the rationality of the cosmos. The outcome of
these dual forces is the diremption of culture as an idea. In an important sense,
Bell regards modern society as a society without a culture.

However, if Bell is worried about the effects of modernism then he is positively
horrified by the prospects implied by the rise of postmodernism. Bell regards
postmodernism as an essentially modernist trend, but as one which carries
modernist logic to extremes. Postmodernism substitutes instinctual and erotic
justifications for aesthetic and humanistic ones. In the hands of Michel Foucault
and Norman O. Brown, “It announced not only the ‘de-construction of Man’
and the end of the humanist credo, but also the ‘epistemological break’ with
genitality and the dissolution of focussed sexuality into the polymorph perversity
of oral and anal pleasures” (Bell, 1990a, p. 69). It legitimated both homosexual
liberation and a hippie-rock-drug culture, the latter striking directly at the
motivational system that sustains an industrial or postindustrial TES. In a
jaundiced phrase, Bell notes that, “the culturati, ever ready, follow[ed] the
winds of fashion” (ibid., p. 70), as artists and architects took up the slogan to
attack the boundary between high and popular culture. Postmodernist art,
architecture, and music emphasize pastiche and playfulness, in Bell’s view, at
the expense of creativity and genuine style.

What passes for serious culture today lacks both content and form, so that the
visual arts are primarily decorative and literature a self-indulgent babble or con-
trived experiment. Decoration, by its nature, no matter how bright and gay,
becomes, in its finite and repetitive patterns, mere wallpaper, a receding back-
ground incapable of engaging the viewer in the renewable re-visions of perception.
Self-referential literature, when both the self and the referent repeat the same old
refrains, becomes a tedious bore, like Uno in the circus, showing that he can raise
himself on one finger. A culture of re-cycled images and twice-told tales is a culture
that has lost its bearings. (ibid., p. 70)

THE PERSON

Daniel Bell was bornin 1919 in the Lower East Side of New York City. Most of his
family had chain-migrated from the Bialystok area that lies between Poland and
Belarus. His paternal grandfather sold coal in winter and ice in summer from a
horse-drawn cart. The family name was Bolotsky, but this was probably an
invention only a few generations old, constructed to avoid military service. His
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father died when he was eight months old and he spent much of his childhood,
along with his mother and siblings, with other extended kin, usually maternal
sisters. By the age of eleven Bell had a new legal guardian, his paternal uncle
Samuel Bolotsky. Samuel was a dentist and upwardly mobile and the name
Bolotsky did not fit such a career. So a group of cousins got together to choose
new names — some became Ballin, some Ballot, and some Bell.

Not withstanding the latter developments, Bell experienced the full gamut of
poor, immigrant Jewish experience: Yiddish as the first language; Hebrew school;
ethnic street gangs; petty crime; racketeering; and the public poverty of water-
front shacks. By his own supposition, these experiences of poverty predisposed
him to become a socialist. When he was thirteen he joined the Young People’s
Socialist League, one of a number of socialist groups that lived in an uneasy
relationship with the Jewish garment-workers® unions. An enduring picture of
Bell is that at that tender age he spent long hours in the Ottendorfer branch of the
New York Public Library reading avidly on socialism, but also on sociology.

Bell entered the City College of New York as an undergraduate in 1935,
majoring in classics. He chose to do so on the advice of a brilliant young
communist instructor named Moses Finkelstein, who suggested that ancient
history was the best preparation for sociology because one could there examine
entire and coherent cultures. After Bell graduated in 1938 he spent a year in
graduate school at Columbia University, but without any apparent result. He
left, for reasons unexplained, and spent most of the next twenty years working as
a journalist. Most of the years of the Second World War were spent at the New
Leader, a vehicle mainly used by social-democratic supporters of the union
movement, first as a staff writer and then as managing editor. From 1948 to
1958 he was a staff writer and then Labor Editor at Fortune, the voice of
American big business.

Bell’s academic career began in 1945, when he accepted a three-year appoint-
ment teaching social science at the University of Chicago. Later, during the
Fortune years, he moonlighted as an adjunct lecturer in sociology at Columbia
(1952-6). However, he moved out of journalism permanently in 1958 as an
associate professor in the same university. He was awarded a PhD by Columbia
in 1960 for a compilation of his published work and was promoted to full
professor in 1962. He moved to Harvard in 1969 and was appointed to a
prestigious endowed chair as Henry Ford II Professor of Social Sciences in that
university in 1980.

Bell is a relentless publisher. By his own count he has written or edited four-
teen or so books and a best guess would suggest about 200 articles of a scholarly
nature. The articles tend not to be published in sociology journals. He has
published an article in the British Journal of Sociology (the Hobhouse memorial
lecture) but has published only reviews in the American Journal of Sociology or
the American Sociological Review. His preferred outlets are non-refereed, gen-
eral intellectual journals that are often associated with the New York circle, with
other Jewish interests, or with learned societies, including The Public Interest,
Commentary, The Partisan Review, New Leader, Dissent, Daedalus, and The
American Scholar.
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Bell has also made important contributions to public life. Most of his public
service was devoted to insisting on a sociological contribution to planning for
the future at the national level. He was seriatim: a member of the President’s
Commission on Technology, Automation and Economic Progress (1964-6) and
co-chair of its Panel on Special Indicators; chair of the Commission on the Year
2000, which he founded under the aegis of The American Academy of Arts and
Sciences (1964-74); American representative on the OECD’s Inter-Futures Pro-
ject (1976-9); a member of the President’s Commission on a National Agenda
for the 1980s and chair of its Panel on Energy and Resources; and a member of
the National Research Council, Board on Telecommunications and Computers.

In the later years of his career, Daniel Bell has been the recipient of numerous
honors, prizes, and visiting lectureships. The most prestigious of these include:
Guggenheim Fellowships in 1972 and 1983; the Hobhouse memorial lecture at
the University of London, 1977; Vice-President of the American Academy of
Arts and Sciences, 1972-5; the Fels lecture at the University of Pennsylvania,
1986; the Suhrkamp lecture at Goethe University, Frankfurt, 1987; the Pitt
Professorship in American Institutions and a Fellowship of King’s College, Cam-
bridge, 1987-8; the American Academy of Arts and Sciences Talcott Parsons
Prize for the Social Sciences, 1992; an American Sociological Association Award
for a distinguished career of lifetime scholarship, 1992; and no less than nine
honorary doctorates.

THEe SociaL CONTEXT

Two aspects of the social context of Bell’s youth were to influence his intellectual
development: immigrant poverty and the Jewish religion. The impact of the first
is perhaps best described by Bell himself:

I had grown up in the slums of New York. My mother had worked in a garment
factory as long as I could remember; my father had died when I was an infant. All
around me I saw the “Hoovervilles,” the tin shacks near the docks of the East River
where the unemployed lived in makeshift houses and rummaged through the
garbage scows for food. Late at night I would go with a gang of other boys to
the wholesale vegetable markets on the West Side, to swipe potatoes or to pick up
bruised tomatoes in the street to bring home, or to eat around the small fires we
would make in the street with the broken boxes from the markets. I wanted to
know, simply, why this had to be. It was inevitable that I should become a
sociologist. (Bell, 1981, p. 532)

Judaism needs no general description here, but Bell experienced it in transition
from a traditional, victimized, European context to a somewhat tribal but never-
theless more mobile, secular, and egalitarian American one. Bell declared his
own atheism to his Melamud (teacher) at the age of 13. However, throughout his
life he has experienced all the torture of the contradiction between being a deep
believer in the capacity of religion to provide meaning and simultaneously not



166 MarcoLM WATERS

being a practising member of any religion. This tension is, according to Bell’s
friend and mentor, Irving Howe, directly reflected in his sociological output.

[W]e thought we should know everything. ... Meyer [Schapiro], I would say, is the
ultimate example of the whole idea of range and scope. On a more modest level
somebody like Danny Bell lives by the same notion. Behind this is a very pro-
foundly Jewish impulse: namely, you’ve got to beat the goyim at their own game.
So you have to dazzle them a little. (Howe, 1982, p. 284)

Bell’s attempt to dazzle was made in the context of a very different America in
the post-Second World War period from the society that had preceded it. As Bell
himself puts it, the USA “passed from being a nation to becoming a national
society in which there is not only a coherent national authority, but where the
different sectors of the society, that is economy, polity, and culture, are bound
together in a cohesive way and where crucial political and economic decisions
are now made at the ‘center’” (Bell, 1966, p. 69; original italics). Such central-
ization implies fiscal management by the manipulation of taxation and interest
rates. Alongside this national economy there also developed a national polity by
the extension of citizenship rights into the socioeconomic arena. The New
Deal of the 1930s had ensured that the federal government had begun to assume
many of the powers that previously had been vested in the states and the city
governments. This process was extended in the 1960s as the government sought
to engineer social equality by means of civil rights, anti-discrimination and voter-
registration legislation and its enforcement. Such moves were supported by an
extension of welfare state provisions, including medicare, social security, welfare
payments, housing, environmental protection, and education.

American participation in the global war of 1939-45 and the leading position
that the USA took in the victorious alliance in that war had provided a major
impetus to centralization. The fact that the USA remained alert to a perceived
Soviet military threat during the succeeding “Cold War” created a large, perman-
ent, and centralized military and intelligence establishment. It was accompanied
by the development of a national culture centered on the universities and the
capacity of their members to move in and out of Washington policy circles. Mass
communications, especially television, also contributed to the emergence of a
national popular culture in which the sentiments and emotions of a large
proportion of the population could simultaneously focus on a single event or
entertainment.

American culture was founded in ideas of achievement, “masculine optim-
ism,” and progress — the USA had won all its wars, was economically dominant,
and had the “biggest” and the “best” of everything material. This led to the
notion of American exceptionalism, the idea shared by many citizens of the USA
that theirs was an uniquely great and special society, the summit of human
evolution and the guardian of crucial human values. By the 1960s, however,
unspoken commitment to the American state came under threat from extrem-
isms of the left and the right that recognized threatening international develop-
ments: European economic performance began to outstrip America; the USA
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managed only a doubtful performance in the space race against the USSR;
American military adventurism proved less triumphal than in the past, especially
in Vietnam; and America was cast in the role of a neocolonial power.

These developments wrought turmoil in university education in the 1960s. It
had expanded under the weight of the postwar baby boom and the students were
of a generation that had experienced comparative affluence, freedom from
exposure to major international conflict, and relative freedom of expression.
Many young American men resisted or avoided conscription to military service
in Viethnam and many students, especially in the major universities, became
politically active. The consequent political mobilization spread over into wider
issues, including civil rights and the democratization of universities.

It would be foolhardy to subject Bell’s theory to a crude sociology-of-know-
ledge analysis. Nevertheless, it is difficult to ignore the temporal correspondence
between end-of-ideology and the emergence of a consensus-organized national
society, between postindustrial society and the rapid expansion of universities,
and between cultural contradictions and the value and generational conflicts
that appended the Vietnam War. Bell is a substantive theorist and, as an acute
social observer, his theoretical development is bound to reflect the social context
in this way.

THE INTELLECTUAL CONTEXT

On attending the City College of New York (CCNY) in 1939, Bell joined a
socialist reading group called “Alcove No. 1.” Other members, including Meyer
Lasky, Irving Kristol, Nathan Glazer, and Irving Howe, were often Trotskyite in
their political orientation (although many of these were later to become the core
of the neoconservative movement). While finding the members of the group a
convenient sounding board for his own democratic socialist commitment, Bell
could not accept Trotskyism. Indeed, by 1947 he had rejected socialism entirely,
abandoned a book he was writing on the capitalist state, and moved into a job at
Fortune.

His personal rejection of ideology was linked to an academic interest in its
societal rejection. His first monograph (1967), published in 1952, examined the
failure of socialism in the USA, and he also worked on the collapse of ideological
extremism on the right (1964b). The culmination, of course, was the end-of-
ideology essay. This was originally produced for a conference of the Congress for
Cultural Freedom, a London-based anti-communist intellectual group that,
probably unknown to Bell, received some of its income from the CIA (Wald,
1987, p. 351).

However, the bonds of youth remained strong and later crystallized into part
of what became known as the “New York Intellectual Circle”: “These New York
Jewish Intellectuals came together as a self-conscious group, knowing each other,
discussing ideas they held in common, differing widely and sometimes savagely,
and yet having that sense of kinship which made each of them aware that they
were part of a distinctive socio-historical phenomenon” (Bell, 1991, p. 130).
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They had a common Jewish immigrant experience, they often spent their early
years as socialists if not communists, and they were educationally mobile, often
through CCNY and Columbia. In its maturity, the tone of the Circle was
distinctly illiberal, refusing to denounce McCarthyism or the American military
engagement in Vietnam, opposing affirmative action for blacks and women,
standing radically opposed to student protest, and endorsing unquestioning
American support for the state of Israel. The Circle was important because it
was the integrating point for the national intellectual elite — over 50 per cent of
the American intellectual elite lived in New York City and about half of that elite
was Jewish (Kadushin, 1974, pp. 22-3). There is little doubt that Bell was a key
figure in the Circle, partly by virtue of his contacts with the inner group, and
partly because of his editorship of some of the more influential periodicals.
However, he has always rejected the label “neoconservative” that Michael
Harrington invented for many of its members, even though such authors as
Steinfels (1979) always include Bell in the category.

This general intellectual context blended with an emerging sociological intel-
lectualism located in the rapidly expanding universities. At Chicago Bell experi-
enced his first large encounter with academic sociologists. There he team-taught
a common course in social science with “an extraordinary group of young
thinkers” (Bell, 1991, p. xvii), including David Riesman, Edward Shils, Milton
Singer, Barrington Moore, Morris Janowitz, and Philip Rieff. These scholars
represent a tradition now, save Bell, largely lost in American sociology, of
theorizing long-term societal transformations and the problems they pose for
social organization; that is, of doing substantive, general theory that lies between
the sterilities of grand theory and empiricism.

The subsequent move to Columbia can be seen as part of the return of the
prodigal to Jewish roots. In fact though, the influences there were mixed.
Columbia indeed housed the sociological wing of the “New York intellectuals™:
Philip Selznick, Seymour Martin Lipset, Nathan Glazer, Alvin Gouldner, and
Bernard Rosenberg, most of whom were sometime graduate students of Merton
and Lazarsfeld. But, for Bell, “the primary influences were Robert Mclver and
the Horkheimer group, as well as a neglected figure, Alexander von Schelting,
who had written a book on Max Weber’s Wissenschaftslebre, and gave a reading
course in Weber’s Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft that T took” (Bell, personal com-
munication, August 30, 1993).These influences introduced Bell to the Weberian
tradition, but it was Weber in the proper guise of historical sociologist rather
than Weber as a Parsonsian action theorist.

If one were to seek to locate Bell in relation to the classical triumvirate of
founding theoretical ancestors, then, one would say that he is closest to Weber,
most opposed to Marx, and most neutral in relation to Durkheim, not with-
standing labeling as a Durkheimian (e.g. O’Neill, 1988; Archer, 1990). Other-
wise, he is perhaps most influenced by such sociologists of his generation as
Aron, Shils, Riesman, and Dahrendorf. However, what really impresses when
one reads Bell is not his knowledge of sociological writings in particular but the
breadth of his familiarity with the canon of the Western intellectual tradition. He
is influenced at least as much by Aristotle, Rousseau, Schumpeter, Nietzsche,
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Veblen, Saint-Simon, and Kant, as well as members of the New York Circle, chief
among whom he would probably count Howe, Kristol, Trilling, Glazer, and
Hook.

However, Bell has seldom been in tune with any dominant sociological intel-
lectual context. When he left Columbia in 1969, American sociology was mainly
divided between two hostile camps: the grand theorists led by Talcott Parsons
and the positivistic empiricists led by such figures as Hubert M. Blalock and Otis
Dudley Duncan. Theoretically weak and empirically inexact, symbolic interac-
tionism had managed to limp on in the sociological imagination, largely by dint
of the iconoclastic efforts of such figures as Howard S. Becker and Erving
Goffman; and Alfred Schutz had shepherded the influence of European phenom-
enology into American sociology, although in its new host it mutated into the
bizarre and more influential form of ethnomethodology (see Garfinkel).

Bell rejected all these possibilities. He wanted to be a theorist and a generalizer
but he found that he could not accept a holistic vision of society that would deny
the possibility of contradictory processes and interests and of divergent historical
trends. Acutely tuned to shifts in moods and ideas, he found Parsonsian thought
to be as inflexible and incommodious in relation to contemporary developments
as that of Marx, and he has seldom allowed himself to be impressed by soci-
ological positivism.

ImpACT

Kadushin’s (1974) research on the American intellectual elite in the late 1960s
established its membership at about seventy. Daniel Bell was among the top ten
of those seventy, along with Noam Chomsky, John Kenneth Galbraith, Norman
Mailer, Susan Sontag, and Edmund Wilson (ibid., pp. 30-1). There was no other
sociologist in the top ten, although Hannah Arendt and David Riesman were in
the top twenty and Edgar Z. Friedenberg, George Lichtheim, Nathan Glazer,
Seymour Martin Lipset, Robert K. Merton, Robert Nisbet, and Franz Schur-
mann could be found lower down, alongside W. H. Auden, Marshall McLuhan
and Barrington Moore. The list included neither of the leading theoretical
sociologists of the time, Alfred Schutz and Talcott Parsons, nor did it include
the leading empirical sociologists, Otis Dudley Duncan, Erving Goffman, and
Paul F Lazarsfeld, or the philosophers of social science, Carl Hempel and
Ernest Nagel. Put simply, Kadushin’s research confirms the fair estimate that
Daniel Bell was probably the most publicly famous sociologist of the postwar
generation,

Bell became an important figure not merely because he was read widely but
because he has an unusual capacity to bridge academic and public discourse, so
that he finds respect and admiration not only among colleagues but also in the
elite and the middle mass. Bell fulfills the role of the Schriftsteller, the public
intellectual par excellence. Other sociologists have also fulfilled this role, includ-
ing, in Bell’s own generation, David Riesman, Nathan Glazer, and C. Wright
Mills, and in the contemporary context one can identify such figures as Amitai
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Etzioni, Anthony Giddens, and Ulrich Beck, but none has been as effective or as
famous as Bell. The reason may simply be that Bell is entirely courageous and
straightforward. The fame is not accidental but the result of a reflexive, self-
conscious, Franklinian effort to compose the self that combines outstanding
talent, voluminous reading, a supportive intellectual circle, and a capacity for
self-salesmanship.

An assessment of Bell’s influence in the academic arena, however, has to be a
little more equivocal. In the second half of the twentieth century, sociology has
thrown up two figures that can undeniably stand alongside its classical founding
theorists. They are Talcott Parsons and Jiirgen Habermas. While a fair appraisal
of Bell would not unreservedly put him in the same league, he would certainly
have a claim to be at the head of the next small group to be considered. Bell’s
central legacy to sociology is the role he played in fracturing, at the level of
general theory, the holistic hegemony, the two variants of the dominant ideology
thesis, Marxian and Parsonsian (see Abercrombie et al., 1980). The theory of the
three realms is by no means fully developed, but it does provide a conceptual
map of the terrain over which sociology stakes its intellectual claim. The leading
edge of contemporary theoretical sociology bears a much greater resemblance to
Bell than it does to, say, Marx or Parsons.

One of Bell’s greatest strengths is his ability to sense shifts in the Zeitgeist, to
locate them within the Western tradition and to recast them in a provocative and
stimulating way. If one had to select the biggest of the big ideas, then it would
have to be that of the postindustrial society, the primary example of this capacity
and the idea that will always be associated with his name. As Bell himself says,
almost with surprise, the phrase “postindustrial society” has passed quickly into
the sociological literature (Bell, 1976, p. ix). The argument must be regarded as
strongest in its stress on the emergence of the quinary service sector and the
development of information as a resource, and perhaps weakest in its claims for
a scientocracy and the centrality of universities. These strengths and weaknesses
are perhaps reflected in the ways in which sociologists conventionally use the
term. Every sociologist knows that “postindustrialization” means the displace-
ment of manufacturing occupations by service occupations, and indeed the
description of such jobs as “postindustrial occupations” is common parlance.

The current theoretical fascination is with “New Times,” the issue of whether
society is entering a new phase that might be after modernity or industrialism.
Bell’s was the first full-blown example of such theory and it influences much of
the current crop and anticipates many of its components. For example, the end-
of-ideology thesis anticipates many recent theories of “new” or post-materialist
politics (e.g. Inglehart, 1990) because it specifies that politics will be detached
from class milieux and refocused on values and lifestyles. Similarly, the idea of
the “eclipse of distance” in modernist cultural expression, in which the stress
is on simultaneity, impact, sensation, and immediacy, resonates closely with
Harvey’s (1989) analysis of the postmodern sensibility.

The key contribution of the cultural contradictions argument is an analysis of
postmodernism written long before that topic became fashionable. Bell’s inter-
pretation is, of course, fundamentally different from those of, say, Lash and Urry
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(1987), Harvey (1989), or Crook et al. (1992), in that he views postmodernism
as an extreme, perhaps unintended, development of modernism. Nevertheless,
each of these three arguments draws on Bell’s view that postmodernism involves
the disruption and involution of tradition and the cultivation of a mobile, self-
gratifying psyche. The theory also anticipates contemporary theories of “detra-
ditionalization” (Giddens, 1991; Beck, 1992) that propose that late modernity
involves a recasting of modernization as “reflexive modernization.” Here indi-
viduals are no longer the product of social situations, but are deliberately self-
composing in a calculus that compares the self with an idealized goal structure
derived from the mass media and expert systems.

Bell’s theory of postindustrialization has been appropriated directly in several
instances. Two are particularly important. Lyotard’s (1984) influential analysis
of the postmodern condition draws directly on Bell in so far as he claims that
society is moving into a postindustrial age and culture into a postmodern age.
However, in Lyotard, the two operate in tandem rather than in contradiction.
Postindustrial developments see the commodification of knowledge through the
application of new technologies. Lash and Urry’s (1994) specification of reflex-
ive accumulation also draws directly on Bell. Here, postindustrialization prolif-
erates cognitive signs, symbols that represent information that becomes the
central component of production, displacing material components.

Bell would put himself at some distance from other “New Times” theories.
The caveats he places on the postindustrial society thesis, in which, nomenclat-
ure notwithstanding, he is not theorizing the emergence of a postindustrial
society but only a postindustrial, techno-economic structure, and his insistence
that postmodernism is only an extreme extension of modernism, confirm this
view. But, like it or not, this is exactly where his work has been most influential.
Paradoxically, those who reject the notion of New Times in proposing that the
current context is best theorized as high modernity or late capitalism (e.g.
Habermas, 1981; Jameson, 1984; Giddens, 1991) would find least in common
with Bell. The original concepts of postindustrialism and postmodernism that
Bell developed have taken on a life of their own. They now center a galaxy of
theories that propose that a historical phase shift is under way. They could not be
more influential, but it is unlikely that their author would subscribe to the ways
in which they are now employed.

ASSESSMENT

The scale of Bell’s impact, it must be stressed, is focused on his substantive
commentary on political, societal, and cultural change. This has tended to
restrict his reputation as a theorist per se because, at least during the twentieth
century, successful sociological theorizing has tended to become defined as
formal and abstract rather than historical and substantive. To assess Bell’s
impact as a theorist, then, we need to concentrate our assessment on the more
formal and abstract elements of the work. These are contained in the three
realms argument, which, curiously in view of its quality, is seldom the subject
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of much serious analysis. As Steinfels (1979, p. 168) avers, the three realms
argument “probably deserves more attention from philosophers of social science
and theoretically minded sociologists than it appears to have received.” This
assessment concentrates initially on the three realms argument, and in doing so
asks several fundamental questions.

The first might be: “Is society really divided into realms?” It is clear that in
complex societies there are quite pronounced boundaries between the networks
of social units known as the polity or the economy that are recognized not only
by social scientists but by participants, although elsewhere, as in, say, forager
societies, the realms are best regarded merely as analytic aspects of a unified
society.

A second question might be: “How many realms are there?” The economy and
the polity are relatively unproblematic. However, matters become rather more
confused when one seeks to categorize the rest, the areas of culture, socializa-
tion, leisure, religion, education, community, and kinship. Unlike many others,
Bell confines culture to artistic expression and religion. However, in so doing, he
omits a whole realm of social life that is focused on domesticity and community,
and that both Schutz and Habermas call the lifeworld.

A third question might be: “Are the axes identified appropriately?” The axial
patterns of culture are specified tautologically, but there is some confusion about
the axes of the TES and the polity. In what has become something of a soci-
ological orthodoxy, Weber locates bureaucratic rationality primarily in the state,
but Bell places rationality, bureaucracy, and unequal power firmly in the TES,
while addressing the state as the happy sphere of equality and democratic
representation. As Weber shows, the primary feature of a state is that it is a
system for the allocation of power in hierarchies and that this power can be
exercised authoritatively and even arbitrarily.

The last question is: “Are the realms disjunctive?” The general difficulty is that
Bell has fallen victim to what Holmwood and Stewart (1991, pp. 42-4) describe
as a “horizontal” theoretical fallacy, a view that the contradictory elements of a
theory are experienced separately in different parts of society. The contradictions
enunciated by Bell lie not between the realms but between the different parts of
his theoretical system, which, by implication, might be in need of revision.
Society is always unified at the level of human experience. Indeed, modernity
is surely one of the success stories of human history in terms of its capacity to
survive, prosper, and expand to near-universality. If it was riven by fundamental
contradiction it would long since have disintegrated.

Analytic imprecision also weakens the theoretical account of the postindus-
trial society. First, as Nichols (1975, p. 350) indicates, Bell denies any claim that
he is theorizing an end to capitalism and class. However, throughout the book,
and particularly in the sections on stratification, it is clear that, in Bell’s view,
neither society as a whole nor the TES alone will be structured by capital
accumulation in the future. This formulation surely must be designed to deny
the reality of business power in a claim that is perhaps a little too anti-Marxist.
Second, Bell forecasts the development of an enlarged communal state as if it can
only happen in some future society. In fact, liberal corporatist states have long
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existed elsewhere than in the USA that have frequently successfully managed to
balance claims within a reasoned political philosophy.

Bell’s analysis of culture is the theoretical jewel, a dazzling tour de force, a
brilliant demonstration of his humanity, his intellect, his passion, and his sens-
itivity. The work is challenging, stimulating, informative, and, as one has come
to expect from Bell, prescient. Although it has the familiar Bellian problems of
repetition, conceptual looseness, and inconsistency, these apparent deficiencies
seem to provide him with a freedom to range across the regions of culture with a
facility that no other sociologist has remotely accomplished. Nevertheless, the
argument is both theoretically and normatively problematic.

Part of the problem is that the theory of culture is an extension of the three
realms theory. Everywhere Bell finds radical contradictions between develop-
ments that do not really contradict each other at all. The biggest disjunction
apparently lies between a culture that celebrates the self and a TES that requires
the subordination of the self to discipline. However, an alternative interpretation
of these processes is possible. In such an interpretation, the TES requires not self-
discipline but merely a non-internalized compliance with rules. It accomplishes
this conformity by delivering material gratifications. The individual “econom-
izes” the relative values of wages, promotions, meaningful work, leisure time,
overtime, etc. The primary source of commitment in the TES is therefore a
radicalized individualism that links firmly to the gratification of the untram-
meled self. On this alternative view, the fit between the instrumental worker, the
yuppie entrepreneur, the rapacious consumer, and a spectacular, de-hierarchized
artistic arena is indissoluble.

Bell’s explanation for the rise of modernism is that technology released the
demonic self from its religious jail. Several full-blown alternative arguments
suggest that the “self,” demonic or otherwise, is a modern construction rather
than a foundational reality. Foucault (1981), for example, argues that sexuality
was not constrained under premodern conditions but was embedded within
kinship. For him, bourgeois society “discovered” sexuality and defined its per-
versities so that it could control it, precisely by means of discipline. For Foucault,
as for Giddens (1985), discipline and surveillance are central components of
modern societies, institutionalized in schools, prisons, hospitals, universities,
and the state as well as factories. Bell tells us that bourgeois culture had long
since been defeated by the 1960s, so that there was nothing against which to
rebel, but Foucault tells us that there remained a society replete with authoritar-
ian practices, elitist imposts, and bureaucratic controls. If the self strains to
express itself against such constraints it is surely a little dismissive to treat that
effort as inauthentic or as mere opinionism.

Bell’s value-stance on culture is not merely conservative but elitist. His deroga-
tions of popular culture and of postmodernism must be read as a claim for not
merely authoritative but authoritarian cultural standards. The most liberal read-
ing of Bell’s argument would suggest that he is claiming only that cultural
standards must be set by knowledgeable experts who have worked through the
canon and drawn upon the accumulated wisdom of generations. Three counter-
arguments might be offered. First, as a reading of Bourdieu (1984) suggests,
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expertise is intimately linked to structures of power and class. The operation of
systems of expertise acts as a mechanism of closure on access to privilege.
Second, while expertise may briefly have been a neutral arbiter of cultural
worth, it has long since been commodified, along with that art on which it
pronounces. Expert opinion is now directly translatable into monetary values, so
that the quality of a cultural object reflects its price, and not vice versa. Third, it
is arguable that expertise and a fixation on tradition tend to smother innovation
and participation, rather than releasing them.

Perhaps even more than the great sociological theorists of the nineteenth
century, Daniel Bell has been the prisoner of his time, his circumstances, and
his value-commitments. He appears unable sufficiently to step out of specifically
American sociohistorical developments to see his theory generalized and
adopted widely. Moreover, this incapacity leads him into fundamental errors
about power and class and about the relationship between general cultural
standards and individual expression. Notwithstanding these errors, the three
realms theory resonates fully into the great sociological traditions and offers a
much more accessible and non-determinant framework for the analysis of
society than most of the alternatives. A great deal of work needs to be done on
the theory, but it would be an investment that would yield rich rewards.
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But my whole conviction is that our image
of and orientation in our social world will
become very much easier once we realise
that human beings are not economic in
one of their pockets, political in another
and psychological in another, in other
words that no real divisions correspond to
the traditional divisions.

Norbert Elias (1970b, p. 148)

INTRODUCTION

Norbert Elias (1897-1990) is most celebrated for his classic work Uber den
Prozess der Zivilisation, first published obscurely in German in 1939, but little
known in the anglophone world until the publication of a translation (The
Civilizing Process) in 1978-82." In this book, Elias traces long-term connections
between changes in power balances in society at large and changes in the
embodied habitus — or cultural personality makeup — of individual people,
among the secular upper classes in Western Europe from the late Middle Ages
to the nineteenth century. His work constitutes an endeavor — rare in the history
of sociology — to bridge the gap between “micro” and “macro” sociology in a
theoretical-empirical, rather than merely a conceptual, way. Although it was
originally grounded in a study of European history, the theory of civilizing
processes points to linked changes in power, behavior, and habitus which can
be demonstrated to have been at work elsewhere and in many other periods. In
later books and articles, Elias greatly extended the scope of the original theory.
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Elias’s work constitutes a radical rejection of many of the common assump-
tions of sociology in the second half of the twentieth century. He conceived of
the discipline in the broadest terms, not as just “hodiecentric” (or “present-
centered”) nor as the study solely of “modern” societies, but as including the
study of long-term processes over the whole course of the development of human
society. He was hostile to the hegemony of philosophy and what he sometimes
called in conversation “philosophoidal” modes of thought in sociology, and told
his fellow sociologists to stop making obeisances to the philosophers. His own
sociological work is grounded in a sociological theory of knowledge and the
sciences, rather than in the traditional assumptions of mainstream philosophical
epistemology and philosophy of science. This is one of the main ways in which
he differs from contemporary “social theorists,” who are generally more defer-
ential to philosophy, such as Anthony Giddens, Jeffrey Alexander, and Jiirgen
Habermas. Elias referred to his way of doing sociology as “process sociology” —
it is also commonly referred to as “figurational” sociology — and it involves the
rejection of many of the “static polarities” and “false dualities” that pervade
sociological thinking.

Lire AND TIMES

Perhaps the most striking fact about Norbert Elias’s career is how extremely late
in life he gained recognition. He published fifteen books, but all of them, except
the little-noticed first edition of Uber den Prozess der Zivilisation, appeared after
he reached normal retirement age — indeed most of them when he was in his
eighties and nineties. Someone who in 1928 appeared on the same panel of
discussants as Ferdinand Toennies, Werner Sombart, and Alfred Weber (Elias,
1929a) - figures whose work we associate with the end of the nineteenth century
— thus finally came to seem a very contemporary presence to sociologists at the
end of the twentieth century.

Elias was one of the generation of Jewish scholars who fled Germany in 1933
when Hitler came to power. Some of them were immediately able to establish
themselves in universities in English-speaking countries; we can only guess how
many of them, having escaped with their lives, failed to re-establish themselves
as academics. Elias was almost one of the latter group.

He was born on June 22, 1897 in Breslau, the only son of Hermann and
Sophie Elias. His father was a businessman, in the textile trade. Although,
since the frontier changes at the end of the Second World War, Breslau is
now the Polish city of Wroctaw, the city was then fully German. At the distin-
guished Jobannesgymmnasium there, Elias received a first-class, all-round educa-
tion in the humanities and sciences; he was immersed from an early age
in the classics of German literature, Latin and Greek (a reading knowledge of
both of which served as a useful research skill into his old age), and French, as
well as being given a good grounding in mathematics, physics, and chemistry.
Asked in old age whether, as a child, he felt more a member of the
Jewish community or of the wider German society, Elias (1994b, p. 10) said
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that the very question reflected events that have unfolded since then. He knew as
a child he was both a German and a Jew, but at the time the two identities did
not conflict. There were isolated incidents of anti-Semitic remarks, but anti-
Semites were people to look down upon. While this may indeed be true of his
perceptions as a child, research since his death has revealed that his protestations
of never having been involved in politics were not entirely true: from his teenage
years he was a leading light in the Zionist youth movement Blau-Weif§ (Hack-
eschmidt, 1997). An early article on antisemitism in Germany (Elias, 1929b) has
belatedly come to light.

In 1915, reaching the age when he became eligible for conscription, Elias
enlisted in a signals regiment of the German army, and saw action on both the
Eastern and Western Fronts in the First World War. He remembered the carnage,
especially seeing a comrade killed nearby, and he probably suffered shellshock
but could not remember the circumstances. How he came to leave the front and
return to Breslau remained a blur, but he served out the war back in his home
town as an army medical orderly, and recalled watching a famous surgeon
amputating limbs. After the Armistice he enrolled at Breslau University, for
some time managing to pursue courses in both medicine and philosophy. He
completed the pre-clinical part of the medical training, and always considered
that his experience in the dissecting room had left a lasting mark on his under-
standing of how human beings work as social animals. For nothing he observed
— especially dissecting the brain and the musculature of the face — corresponded
to the distinction taken for granted in philosophy between the “external” world
and the “internal” world of “the mind.” But then, to his father’s disappointment,
he recognized that he could not pursue both disciplines, and dropped medicine in
favor of completing his doctoral degree in philosophy.

Elias’s student years were a time of enormous political and social instability in
Germany after its defeat in the war, the abdication of the Kaiser, and the
establishment of the Weimar Republic. Armed left-wing and right-wing militias
fought each other in the streets. One of Elias’s school-friends, a mild and
scholarly youth but apparently suspected of left-wing leanings, was among
those killed by the Freikorps, a right-wing organization. A little later, Germany
experienced the great runaway hyperinflation of 1922-3, which destabilized
many aspects of society and in Elias’s own case meant that he had for a time
to take a job in industry (as export manager for a local manufacturer of iron
goods) in order to help support his temporarily financially embarrassed parents.

So, even before the rise of Hitler, Elias had seen a great deal at first hand of
war, civil unrest, violent death, and social instability. It is important to bear this
in mind as an antidote to a once-common misapprehension about The Civilizing
Process: Elias did not set out in that magnum opus to write a celebration of
Western civilization in the popular sense, still less to depict it as the outcome of
inevitable “progress.” On the contrary, Elias was very conscious of how hard
won was the outward show of “civilization,” yet how brittle a veneer it
remained. That is made abundantly clear at the very end of his life in The
Germans, in which he describes himself thus: “Standing half-hidden in the
background of the studies published here is an eyewitness who has lived for
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nearly ninety years through the events concerned as they unfolded” (Elias, 1996,
p. 1).

Elias wrote his doctoral thesis at Breslau under the neo-Kantian philosopher
Richard Honigswald, from whom he acknowledged that he learned a great deal,
even though the relationship ended in their estrangement. The thesis was entitled
“Idea and Individual,”* and was eventually accepted in January 1924, after a
delay of more than a year occasioned by a dispute between student and super-
visor. Their dispute concerned a fundamental issue: whether there are any
grounds for postulating a notion of truth that is transcendental and independent
of human experience and human history. Although he could not then formulate
his viewpoint with the precision and clarity that came later, Elias recalled that he
had begun at this time to come to the conclusion

that all that Kant regarded as timeless and given prior to all experience, whether it
be the idea of causal connections or of time or of natural and moral laws, together
with the words that went with them, had to be learned from other people in order
to be present in the consciousness of the individual human being. (Elias, 1994b,
p. 91)

Ever afterwards, Elias argued that the whole central tradition of modern West-
ern epistemology, from Descartes through Kant to twentieth-century phenom-
enology, was misconceived. It was based on asking how a single, adult, human
mind can know what it knows. Elias called this the model of hormio clausus, the
“closed person,” and found it lurking in much of modern sociology (Elias,
1994a, pp. 200-15; 1978, pp. 119ff; Mennell, 1998, pp. 188-93; Kilminster,
1998, chapters 4 and 5). He argued that we must instead think in terms of
homines aperti, “open people,” and in particular of “long lines of generations of
people” building up the stock of human knowledge. The crucial point, however,
which he developed in The Civilizing Process and other later works, was that the
image of homo clausus corresponded to a mode of self-experience that was not a
human universal but was a social product, particularly of European society from
the Renaissance onwards.

The dispute with Honigswald appears to have influenced Elias’s decision, after
he had received his doctorate and when his parents’ finances had recovered, to
resume his studies in Heidelberg not as a philosopher but as a sociologist. Max
Weber had died four years earlier, but his circle, centered on his younger brother
Alfred and his widow Marianne, was still a dominant presence in Heidelberg.
Elias presented his first sociological paper, on the sociology of Gothic cathedrals
in France and Germany, at a meeting of Marianne’s salon, on the balcony of the
Webers” house. Elias had earlier interpolated a semester at Heidelberg (when he
also attended a student Zionist conference) during his studies at Breslau, and
there had met Karl Jaspers, who introduced him to the work of Max Weber and
also encouraged him to write an essay on the notions of Zivilisation and Kultur
in German thought (with special reference to Thomas Mann’s essay “Civiliza-
tion’s Literary Man”?). Now Elias enrolled as a Habilitation student with Alfred
Weber, and set out to write a thesis on Florentine society and culture in the
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transition from pre-scientific to scientific thinking. Alfred Weber was very inter-
ested in questions of “civilization” and “culture.” He argued that culture could
not be reduced to economic relationships or explained in terms of economic
interests. It always had to be understood in terms of social behavior, but its
pattern of development differed from that of economics, science, and technol-
ogy; in these there was progress, but in art, religion, and culture in general there
were no progressions or regressions — culture was rather to be seen as the self-
realization of the soul of a people (Alfred Weber, 1998). Elias’s later theory of
civilizing processes may be understood as in part an attempt to demonstrate that,
pace Weber, structured long-term processes can be discovered in “culture move-
ments” too.

Around this time, Elias became friendly with a young Privatdozent, Karl
Mannheim, four years his senior, who introduced him into the Weber circle. In
1929, when Mannheim became Professor of Sociology at the then quite new
University of Frankfurt, Elias went with him as his academic assistant. There
were mixed motives for the move: friction had developed between Mannheim
and Alfred Weber, making it uncomfortable for Elias as the friend of one and
Habilitation candidate of the other; and Mannheim promised Elias earlier Habi-
litation than Weber was able to do. And last but not least, as an academic
assistant Elias at last received a salary!

At Frankfurt, Elias embarked on a new topic for his Habilitationsschrift: a
sociological study of life at the court of France in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. All the stages of Elias’s Habilitation — which would give him the rank
of Privatdozent — were rushed through, except for the inaugural lecture, early in
1933, just as Hitler came to power and shortly before Elias fled into exile. But
the thesis was not published until 1969. That is the book known in English as
The Court Society (1983).

Mannheim headed the Department of Sociology and, as his assistant, Elias
was particularly involved in in supervising doctoral dissertations. The depart-
ment was housed in rented space in a building owned and occupied by the
Institut fiir Sozialforschung — later celebrated as “the Frankfurt School” — of
which Max Horkheimer was Director. Relations between the two groups seem
to have been polite but distant, although Elias was on good personal terms with
Theodor Adorno. There is a degree of thematic similarity between the problems
addressed in The Civilizing Process and by Horkheimer and Adorno in their The
Dialectic of Enlightenment (1979) — the relations between control of nature,
control of society, and self-control — but also a strikingly symptomatic difference.
Horkheimer and Adorno write from within a very traditional philosophical
discourse, whereas Elias sets out to turn questions traditionally posed in philo-
sophical terms into empirically researchable socio-historical questions (Bogner,
1987).

Elias stayed long enough in Frankfurt after the Nazis came to power to be able
to observe later that the process through which they came to power contained
both highly rational and very violent elements — the two are not opposites. But,
having lost his post and salary in the Nazi takeover of the university, later in
1933 he went into exile in Paris. He then spoke excellent French but little
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English. But he failed to secure academic employment. He invested what
remained of the money his father had given him in a business making wooden
toys. It was not a success; Elias lost all his money, and was effectively destitute.
At the urging of his old friend Alfred Glucksmann, who had already emigrated to
Cambridge, Elias moved to England in 1935, where he secured a meager stipend
from a Dutch Jewish charity.

Although in later years he claimed that The Civilizing Process was written in
the Reading Room of the British Museum, it is possible that the first volume at
least was begun in Paris, where he may have first encountered Lucien Febvre’s
essay on the origins of the concept of “civilization” (1930), which is cited in The
Civilizing Process. In the early 1930s he also read Freud’s Civilization and its
Discontents (1930), which he acknowledged as the greatest single intellectual
influence on The Civilizing Process. Freud’s book serves as a reminder that in the
1930s a concern with “culture” and “civilization” was by no means associated
with a naive faith in “progress” and its benefits.

The two volumes of The Civilizing Process were completed in a white heat of
inspiration in London, by 1938 at the latest. The problem was how they were to
be published. Elias’s parents visited him in London that year, and he tried to
persuade them to join him in exile. They refused. All their friends were in Breslau
and, said his father, “They can’t touch me — I’ve never broken a law in my life.”
His father died in Breslau in 1940, and his mother in Auschwitz in 1941. But
before that, his father had arranged for Uber den Prozess der Zivilisation to be
printed in Breslau. Before it could actually be published, however, the printer too
fled the country. Hermann Elias then surreptitiously arranged for the unbound
sheets to be exported to Switzerland, where they were bound and eventually
published by Haus zum Falken in 1939. That year, as Bryan Wilson was later
wryly to observe, was not the most propitious moment for the publication of a
two-volume work, in German, by a Jew, on, of all things, civilization. Few
people read it. Among those who did, appreciatively, were Thomas Mann and
two prominent reviewers in the Netherlands, both of whom sadly committed
suicide when the Germans invaded their country in 1940 (Goudsblom, 1977b,
p. 61).

On the publication of The Civilizing Process, Elias was awarded a Senior
Research Fellowship at the London School of Economics, which was evacuated
to Cambridge during the war. He was briefly interned with other “enemy aliens”
during 1940, but returned to Cambridge and worked for British Intelligence at
the end of the war. Afterwards, he lived in near poverty, scraping a living by
teaching extramural lectures. In the early 1950s, with his old friend S. H.
Foulkes, he was one of the founders of the Group Analytic school of psychother-
apy (Elias, 1969; Pines, 1997). These were years when Elias published almost
nothing, however, and the trauma of his mother dying in Auschwitz may be at
least part of the explanation for that. Only in 1954, when he was already 57, did
he secure his first secure academic post, at the respectable but obscure University
College Leicester, soon to be the University of Leicester. There, with Tlya
Neustadt, he helped to build up one of the most distinguished departments of
sociology in Britain; both Anthony Giddens and John Goldthorpe — among
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many other notable figures — gained their first teaching posts in the Leicester
department. On his retirement in 1962 he served for two years as the first
Professor of Sociology at the University of Ghana, and on his return continued
to teach part-time at Leicester. These were the years when he published
The Established and the Outsiders with John Scotson (1994) and began, with
Eric Dunning (Elias and Dunning, 1986), to develop in new directions the
existing area of the sociology of sport. In 1969, however, Uber den Prozess
der Zivilisation was republished, and in consequence he rapidly became an
intellectual celebrity in Germany and the Netherlands (see Elias, 1970b). In
the 1970s, he was in demand in both countries as a visiting professor, and
gradually abandoned residence in Britain, first for Bielefeld, then for Amster-
dam. The 1970s and 1980s were years of unparalleled productivity, in
which books and articles that had been gestating for decades finally flowed
from his pen. This productivity was considerably aided by the devoted editorial
assistance of Michael Schroter. Elias died, still writing at the age of 93, on
August 1, 1990.

INTELLECTUAL CONTEXT AND INFLUENCES

One of the problems which anyone introducing Elias immediately faces is that of
situating his highly original work within the theoretical schools, paradigms, and
sociological language familiar to mainstream sociologists. The difficulty of
“placing” him in the European sociological tradition has always been, as Johan
Goudsblom (1977a, pp. 60, 77ff) has pointed out, a problem for commentators.
It is difficult to find a place for Elias’s sociology of figurations within the
paradigms of recent sociology, such as phenomenology, action theory, function-
alism, structuration theory, Marxism, Weberianism, poststructuralism, critical
realism, rational choice theory, or neopositivism. Elias seems to fall between all
stools. Echoes of, and parallels and similarities with, the work of others abound
in Elias’s figurational sociology, as do concepts and problems common to other
traditions of social science, but in a strange way Elias’s contribution remains
stubbornly unique. How? To answer that question we need to take a brief
detour.

Elias did not assign much importance to delineating carefully his intellectual
debts and situating himself in relation to other writers and schools, in the detail
that we have come to expect and find in the writings of, say, Parsons, Habermas,
or Giddens. All this interpretative work of debt assignment and influences in
relation to Elias has had to be done by others much later, following up clues in
his writings and interviews and drawing on broader knowledge of the state of
sociology in Germany in the first quarter of the twentieth century. For many
years Elias would avow only one significant intellectual debt. In a footnote to the
first volume of The Civilizing Process (1994a, p. 249), he acknowledges how
much the study owes to the discoveries of Freud, which, he says, is obvious to the
reader anyway, so did not need to be pointed out in all instances. Even then,
he explicitly stressed the “not inconsiderable differences between the whole
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approach of Freud and that adopted in this study” (our emphasis). Rather than
“digressing into disputes at every turn,” he continues, it seemed more important
“to build a particular intellectual perspective as clearly as possible.”

Later, Elias further complicated the issue by challenging the conventional
assumption that an “influence” always had to come from a book: “I am extre-
mely conscious of the fact that others have influenced me, that I have learned
from others — though not only from books, but also from the events of my age”
(quoted by Goudsblom, 1977b, p. 78). He also claimed that, at the time he was
writing The Civilizing Process, his knowledge of those writers whom we think of
today as our sociological ancestors was “extremely deficient” (quoted by Gouds-
blom, 1977b, p. 78). But this admission has to be taken with a pinch of salt. Even
if he did not know these writers in quite the depth that we take for granted today,
he nevertheless still participated in the particularly rich sociological culture of
Weimar Germany, in which many of these ancestors had already been discussed,
absorbed, and processed and areas of enquiry established (see Mannheim, 1953,
pp. 209-28; Aron, 1957; Schad, 1972).

The problem-agenda of the generation of Weimar sociologists which included
Elias was a remarkably fertile one, set by gifted people such as Max Weber,
Simmel, Veblen, Freud, Alfred Weber, Sombart, prominent Marxists such as
Lukacs, and the more sociologically sympathetic phenomenologists and existen-
tialists, such as Hannah Arendt and Karl Jaspers, in the aftermath of one
European war and in the build-up to another. The origins of Elias’s sociology
lie in the complex political conflicts and alignments of the Weimar period,
although the applicability of his insights goes well beyond that. If Elias’s work
can be placed anywhere it is as a development out of the German Wissenssozio-
logie, to which it bears a family resemblance (Kilminster, 1993).

Having said all that, the question remains: what is the uniqueness of Elias’s
sociology? Following Goudsblom (1977b, p. 79) again, our view is that the key
to answering this question lies in grasping how Elias managed to integrate
through empirical research many seemingly incompatible perspectives into a
“workable synthesis,” a single testable model of human interdependence. This
enabled him to solve in a preliminary way problems shrewdly posed, but left in
the air, by other writers such as those already mentioned. These problems had
already been made available, so to speak, in the sociological culture in which
Elias participated. To name just a few significant sociological themes, he found,
ready-to-hand, discussions of and research into: the conspicuous consumption of
elites; “two-front” strata; the monopoly of the means of violence; rationaliza-
tion; social equalization; competition; social differentiation and integration; the
internalization of what is external; the development of civilized self-restraint. All
these, and many more, Elias integrated into his sociological synthesis, as con-
cepts or problems requiring solution. In doing so, he did not undertake a great
deal of conceptual work to demonstrate how his concepts differed from those
developed by other writers in different traditions. For him, the integrity of the
synthesis and its empirical extension were everything.

Elias polemicized relentlessly against homo clausus. He repeatedly stressed the
importance of the long, intergenerational, process of knowledge accumulation
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that exceeds the scope of the individual knowing subject — the Ego so beloved of
the philosophers. At the same time, as has often been pointed out (most recently
by van Krieken, 1998, p. 76), he doggedly went his own way and for the most
part refused to acknowledge the work of other sociologists. This feature of
Elias’s thinking and acting perhaps reveals that even he was not immune to
one of the self-delusions associated with the homo clausus experience, that of
self-autarky. As a person, he may have found it hard to admit, even to himself,
the extent of his intellectual debts to others. A more charitable gloss on this
feature of his character would be that Elias probably genuinely could not see
why anyone should be interested in where he had gotten his ideas from — some-
thing which, on the other hand, assumes a burning significance for many
sociologists today. He did talk about these matters a little, later in his life, in
various interviews and in particular in his Reflections on a Life (1994b),
although somewhat selectively. By and large, he seems to have assumed that
people reading The Civilizing Process would see that the explanatory power of
the “workable synthesis” was everything and would seek to test it further in their
own research. Working directly from the sociological model to empirical areas
and back again in this high-minded, but unorthodox, way was not without its
dangers. It exposed Elias to the risk that readers would find in his books some
apparent similarities with the ideas of other sociologists and philosophers but,
failing to appreciate the synthetic character of his work, accuse him of unac-
knowledged derivation or lack of originality. Some of the controversy surround-
ing the belated recognition of his work has arisen from this feature of his
approach and his failure to always make this aspect of his way of working
clear to his readers.

There is a parallel here with the holistic approach to society found in the work
of Elias’s colleague and friend of many years, Karl Mannheim, which may
illuminate this issue. Perhaps Elias’s being out of step with the expectations of
the sociological profession regarding the elaborate acknowledgment and
documentation of sources of inspiration is also organically related to the char-
acter of his integrating research strategy. As Kettler and Meja (1995) point out,
in his restless attempts to uncover the Zeitgeist, Mannheim was open to ideas
and inspiration from many sources in his pursuit of a political synthesis.
Although Elias’s work was not moving in that particular political direction, he
did share with Mannheim the idea that the significance of a social event, social
grouping or cultural item lies in its relationship with other aspects of the devel-
oping social structure as a whole. Subject to the further caveat that Elias would
have no truck whatsoever with any talk in a sociological context of spirit {Geist),
the succinct description given by Kettler and Meja (1995, p. 318) of Mannheim’s
way of working with concepts and research materials resonates with that of
Elias:

[Mannheim] would subject key concepts to a “change of function.” It was unnec-
essary to criticise others; it was enough to correct and balance what they said by
drawing on something said by someone else. All participants were seen as sharing
the same condition or expressing the same spirit.
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READING ELIAS

There are some further unusual features of Elias’s writings which set his work
apart from the dominant forms of professional sociology to which we are
accustomed. It is worth briefly outlining them as an aid to understanding Elias.

1 For most of his long career, for reasons often beyond his control, Elias was
on the periphery of the sociology establishment and thus distanced from it. He
therefore felt few of the pressures of the institutionalized world of the academic
social sciences. One consequence of this is that his works have an unfamiliar
structure and character. The reader will not find the customary beginning with a
review of the literature or contemporary debates about the problem or topic
addressed. Elias did not work that way. Rather, he always went for the problem
or object of inquiry (for example, symbols, scientific establishments, Mozart,
time, violence, aging and dying, work, or psychosomatics — to name just a few of
the subjects he investigated in his later years), which he would explore in his own
way, in his own language of figurational or process sociology.

2 1In the later writings in particular, Elias typically lists very few references;
indeed, frequently there will only be one, perhaps to an obscure book published
many years ago. If one complained to Elias that he had failed to address the
contemporary literature, or suggested that he was out of date, he would reply
that you had a fetish for the new, that just because a book is old it does not mean
that it may not still be the best treatment of a problem. And, conversely, new
books did not necessarily represent an advance simply because they were new. It
was the intrinsic cognitive worth of the book that counted, not whether it was
currently a la mode (see Elias, 1987, pp. 117-18). He worked within a very long
scientific time scale, detached from current orthodoxies.

3 It is worth mentioning the style of Elias’s writings. Wolf Lepenies (1978,
p- 63) aptly described their qualities: “a jargon-free concern with clarity, a
careful training in sociological observation and a thoroughgoing combination
of theoretical discussions with often surprising references to details.” Elias was
very alert to the subtleties and associations of the language and concepts we
employ in sociology. He writes about social processes in a controlled language
carefully cleansed of all traces of reification and static metaphysics and highly
sensitive to evaluative nuances. Elias will talk of party-establishments when
others refer to “the political”; or economic specialists rather than “the economic
sphere”; or social specialists for violence control instead of “repressive state
apparatuses”; or means of orientation rather than “ideological practice.”

4 The more one reads Elias, the more aware one becomes of how he con-
vinces readers not so much by conventional “logical” arguments for this or that
position, as by expressing issues (particularly in his articles) in such a way as to
provoke people into reflecting upon the categories or assumptions that they
routinely employ in dealing with them. As well as containing a theoretical
model and empirical materials, The Civilizing Process embodies a mode of
experiential persuasion which cannot be described as entirely rational. As we
read through the picturesque extracts from contemporary documents about
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farting, bedroom behavior, spitting, torture, the burning of cats, or whatever, we
gain insight through this experience itself into our own feelings of shame,
repugnance, and delicacy derived from the standards of our own society, repre-
senting a later stage of development. Qur reactions themselves exemplify the rise
in the thresholds of shame, embarrassment, and repugnance which Elias is
demonstrating. This effect partly explains why the book is so memorable.

THE SOCIOLOGICAL IMPERATIVE

For an adequate understanding of Elias, it is essential to appreciate how his
sociology developed out of the desire to transcribe philosophical discussions of
knowledge, society, culture, and the human condition into a form amenable to
empirical sociological investigation. This leaves the status of philosophy ambigu-
ous and disputable. These questions included those traditionally grouped under
epistemology, ontology, and ethics (that is, “evaluative” or “normative” ques-
tions), which reappear in Elias’s works transformed into a sociological idiom.
We cannot stress too much the robustly sociological character of Elias’s world
view. The failure of various commentators to understand this dimension of
Elias’s work has led to a number of misunderstandings. Readers of Elias need
to be prepared for his controversial and uncompromising views about philo-
sophy and his rather sweeping denunciations of its practitioners, which have not
won him many friends. He considered that his work presupposed the super-
session of philosophy and consistently questioned the authority of philosophers
(see Kilminster, 1998, chapter 1).

On the subject of epistemnology, from as early in his career as when he was a
doctoral student under Honigswald, there were indications in Elias’s work that
he was moving in the direction of developing a sociological epistemology to
replace the traditional philosophical one (Kilminster and Wouters, 1995). This
transformed epistemology would relate ways of knowing to the patterns of living
together of human beings and remodel the traditional issue of validity (Geltung).
This realization gathers momentum in his work to a point where he makes a
complete break with philosophy, decisively turning his back on the tradition.
The failure to grasp this feature of his thinking has sometimes led some com-
mentators to try to pull Elias back into the philosophy from which his life’s work
was a sustained attempt at emancipation (see, for instance, Maso, 1995); or to
criticize him from philosophical positions which he regarded himself as already
having moved beyond (Sathaye, 1973).

The neo-Kantian philosophy in which Elias was initially schooled alerted him
to key areas of inquiry, including the problem of the historical validity of know-
ledge, the issue of origins and status of universal categories of thought, and the
prevalence of the model of the individual knowing subject in epistemology. The
classical German philosophical tradition generally, and neo-Kantianism in par-
ticular, thus constituted a point of departure for Elias’s transfer of his intellectual
energies into a dynamic and historical sociology, which he believed could pro-
vide a more inclusive and adequate framework for the solution of those
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problems. Once Elias had begun to make this break, we would argue, his socio-
logical inquiries became structurally different from philosophy, despite odd
similarities of terminology. For example, philosophical speculations about the
“objects” of the different sciences and the so-called “modes of being” postulated
by fundamental ontologists and philosophical realists provided the stimulus for
Elias to develop a testable theory of the levels of integration {physical, chemical,
biological, social, etc.) of the social and natural worlds investigated by the
different sciences (Elias, 1987). Similarly, discussions of values, value-relevance,
and value-freedom in Rickert and Max Weber are recast by Elias as the theory of
involvement and detachment, in which the conceptions of “autonomous™ and
“heteronomous” evaluations play a central role (Elias, 1987; more on this
below). Generally, therefore, one finds in Elias a principled avoidance of philo-
sophical concepts and the consistent substitution of sociological alternatives
which are more amenable to empirical reference. More examples include:
“truth” is recast as “reality congruence”; “part/whole” becomes “part-unit/
unit”; and “abstractions” are transformed into “symbols at a high level of
synthesis.”

On the subject of “evaluative” or “normative” matters, Elias commented very
early in his career that “Ethical questions are routinely and very wrongly
separated from other scientific questions” (Elias, 1921, p. 140). Furthermore,
Elias’s total commitment to sociology as a “mission,” which comes out clearly in
his autobiographical Reflections on a Life (1994b), tells us something. He saw
sociology as potentially able to assist human beings to orientate themselves in
the figurations they form together and to help them to control the unintended
social entanglements which threaten to escalate into destructive sequences, such
as wars and mass killings. The figurational view of society, and Elias’s theories of
civilizing processes and established—outsiders relations, are implicitly under-
pinned by the perceived imperative of generating knowledge to help groups in
achieving greater “mutual identification” and thus to live in controlled antagon-
ism with each other. Writers who have failed to grasp this aspect of his work
have tended, in their criticisms of Elias, to confuse the technical and normative
dimensions of some of Elias’s concepts — for example, “civilization” and “civiliz-
ing processes” (e.g. Leach, 1986; Bauman, 1988) — when Elias was aware of the
normative issue right from the start and had already, to his own satisfaction
anyway, transformed the issue and the relevant concepts into a sociological form
amenable to empirical investigation (Fletcher, 1997, chapter 8).

It is worth filling in a little more of the background to this aspect of Elias’s
writings, since it is crucial for an understanding of the “moral” dimension of his
work, which could all too easily —in view of the intense commitment of Elias and
his followers to empirical research — be assimilated unreflectively into the mode
of “value-free,” sociological empiricism. The matter can be clarified through
examining the links between Elias’s thinking and Karl Mannheim’s sociological
program from the 1920s and 1930s, in the development of which Elias particip-
ated. He shared the spirit, if not the last letter, of this intellectual venture. In
addition to advocating a “relational” or “perspectival” view of society (echoes of
which we find in Elias — see Kilminster, 1993, pp. 88-92), Mannheim’s program



190 RicHARD KILMINSTER AND STEPHEN MENNELL

was at the same time intended to deal with questions normally gathered together
under the umbrella of “ethics,” “politics,” or “evaluative” and “existential”
questions. These pertained to the ways in which humankind might achieve
greater happiness and fulfillment individually and socially within what Man-
nheim called “the forms of living together of man” (Mannheim, 1957, p. 43).

In Mannheim’s scheme of things, when considering evaluative matters the
investigator makes a theoretical move sideways, the intention of this method
being to redefine the scope and limits of assertions by politicians, philosophers,
and others about the possibilities of human freedom, democracy, and happiness,
by showing them to be coming inevitably from differing ideological perspectives.
It was only through these one-sided perspectives that access was even possible to
knowledge of society, all knowledge being existentially bounded and perspecti-
val. Objectivity is sought by “the translation of perspectives into the terms of
another” (Mannheim, 1936, pp. 270-1). Having made these moves, the investi-
gator is then potentially able to evaluate the feasibility or validity of “ethical” or
“political” issues in the form in which they were originally raised by the parti-
cular politician, party, or ideology. Mannheim refers to this theoretical journey
as attaining a new form of “‘objectivity’...in a roundabout fashion” (ibid., p.
270). These analytic steps then reach a point where the process “becomes a
critique” (ibid., p. 256).

Elias’s version of the journey specifies that it is only by a “detour via detach-
ment” that sociologists can hope to gain more adequate knowledge of the
structure of social events in which they themselves are also emotionally caught
up (Elias, 1987, pp. 105, 106). He integrated a psychoanalytic dimension into
the basic perspectivistic insight. He shared the Mannheimian ambition to tran-
scribe so-called ethical and evaluative matters into sociologically manageable
terms and thus to put the questions raised philosophically or ideologically on to
another level. This position constitutes the pith and marrow of Elias’s whole
sociological program and is observable sometimes even in the interstices of his
work. Consider, for example, the following statement in The Court Society on
the historians’ fear that sociological research threatens to extinguish human
freedom and individuality:

If one is prepared to approach such problems through two-pronged investigations
on the theoretical and empirical planes in closest touch with one another, rather
than on the basis of preconceived dogmatic positions, the question one is aiming at
with words such as “freedom” and “determinacy” poses itself in a different way.
(Elias, 1983, p. 30, our emphasis)

This “evaluative” intention also pervades the empirical-theoretical presenta-
tions that are laid out in The Civilizing Process. Elias opens the first volume with
a sociogenetic inquiry, typical of the sociology of knowledge, into the origins of
the concepts of Kultur and Zivilisation, which, as we have seen, were both
redolent of the covert ideological dimension of Alfred Weber’s sociology and
other highly charged ideological conflicts at the time over whether civilized
behavior was the acme or the nadir of the human social achievement. Among
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other things, the tacit task of The Civilizing Process is to reframe the range,
applicability, and realistic usefulness of these two key terms via the sociological
inquiry into their genesis in the European civilizing process in general. Signific-
antly, Elias returns to the concepts at the end of volume II (Elias, 1994a, pp.
506ff, 520-4) at a new level and reposes the questions about human satisfaction,
fulfillment, and constraint embodied more ideologically in the antithesis which
partly provided the starting point.

THE PrINCIPAL WORKS

Elias wrote his first book, which we now know as The Court Society, in the
Frankfu