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Introduction

/

A theory is a set of 1deas that prowdes an explana-
tion for something. A sociological theory isasetof

Critics of sociology sometimes object to the emphasis

that sociologists place on theory, and suggest it .

might be better to let ‘the facts’, speak for themselves. -
But there are no facts without theory. For example, in -}

Western society, the generally accepted facts that the
world is round and that it orbits the sun are insepa-
rable from theories that explain the nature and
movement of heavenly bodies. However, in somé

~ non-Westeérn societies whose members employ
_ different theories, the view that the world is flat and

the solar system revolves around it is accepted as a

statement of fact. Clearly the facts do not speak for .

themselves. _ v

Like all theory, sociological theory is selective. No
amount of theory can hope to explain everything, or
account for the infinite amount of data that exist, or
encompass the endless ways of viewing reality. .
Theories are therefore selective in terms of their
priorities and perspectives and the data they define as
significant. As a result, they provide a partlcular and
partial view ‘of reality.

There are a wide variety of socxologlcal theones,
and they can be grouped together according to
various criteria. One of the most important of these is
the dlstlnctlon between structural perspectives and
social actlon perspectives. This distinction will form
the. framework for the early parts of this chapter.
However, there is also an important distinction
between miodern and postmodern perspectives in
sociology. This distinction will be discussed in detail
later in the chapter.

Structural versus social action theories

Structural perspectives and social action perspectives
differ in the way they approach the analysis of
society. Structural, or macro, perspectives analyse the
way society as a whole fits together. Thus, despite
their differences, both functionalism and Marxism use-
a model of how society as a whole works. Many
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“functionalists base their model of society around the
assumption of functional prerequisites or basic needs,
“and go on to explam how different parts of society

“help to: meet‘thobse needs. Marxists, on the other hand,
ideas that provxdes an explanation for human society. ‘| ‘s

see soCiety as resting upon an economic base or
infrastructire, with a superstructure rising above it.
They see somety as divided into social classes which
have the potent:al to be in conflict with each other.
The main differences between functionalist and
Marxist perspectives, then, concern the ways in
which they characterize the social structure.
Functionalists stress the extent to which the different
elements of the social structure fit together
harmoniously. Marxists stress the lack of fit between
the different parts, particularly social classes, and so
emphasize the potential for social conflict.
Marxism is one example of a conflict perspective.

- There are a variety of interpretations and adaptations

of Marx’s work, and some neo-Marxists question
some of-the concepts used by Marx, while accepting.
his overall approach..Other conflict theorists agree
with Marx and neo-Marxists that there is conflict in
society, but disagree about the causes and types of
conflict. They draw upon-the work of Max Weber,
who argued that many groups, apart from classes,
can be in conflict for the scarce resources in society
(see pp. 36-9)..

Not all sociological perspectives base their analysis
upon an examination of the structure of society as a
whole. Rather than seeing human behaviour as being
largely determined by society, they see society as
being the product of?f human activity. They stress the
meaningfulness of Human behaviour, denying that it
is primarily determined by the structure of society.

These approaches are variously called social action
approaches, interpretive sociology, or micro
sociology. Max Weber was the first sociologist to
advocate a social action approach (although he also
uses elements of a structural approach in parts of his
work). In contemporary sociology there are two main
varieties of this type of sociology.

Symbolic interactionists try to explain human
behaviour and human society by examining the ways
in which people interpret the actions of others,



develop a self-concept or self-image, and act in terms
of meanings. They do not deny the existence of some
elements of a social structure: for example, they
acknowledge the presence of social roles, and some

interactionists also use the concept of social class. !
However, they believe that the social structure is fluid -

and constantly changing in response to interaction.

Ethnomethodology moves even further from a
structural approach by denying the existence of a
social structure as such. To ethnomethodologists, the
social world consists. of the definitions and catego-
rizations of members of society. These subjective
meanings are social reality. The job of the sociologist,
in their view, is to interpret, describe and above all to
understand. this subjective reality: [

It is not possible to provide clear dwldmg lmes

" between sociological perspectives. There are many

approaches. that do not fit neatly even into’such broad
categories as structural or social action perspec’uves

'For example, the description of Marx’s social theories
later in this section will shew that elements of a social -

action approach can be found within his work; and
‘Weber’s work also uses elements of both types of -
perspective. Nevertheless, it is reasonable to divide
much sociology into these two categories, because the
emphasis within perspectives like functionalism and
Marxism is so different from that found within
interactionism and ethnomethodology.

Some sociologists have made a-conscious attempt
to bridge the apparent gulf between social action and
structural perspectives. Max Weber was arguably the
first sociologist to try to combine an analysis of the
structures of society with analysis of individual social
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actions; more recently, the soc1ologlst Paul Willis has
tried to combine Marxist analysis with an interac-
tionist approach to social action; and Anthony
Giddens, another sociologist, has also tried to bridge
the gap that seems to separate stmctural and social
action approaches. ,
~ Some of the most recent approaches within =~
sociology have not been particularly concerned with
issues to do with the dnfference ‘between structural -
and soc1al ‘action perspectlves Postmodernism in
partxcular defies categorization in these terms. Much

of the inspiration for postmodemlsm comes from the

post-stmcturahst perspectives discussed in Chapter 12

) (see pp. 913-16). Post-structuralism takes the analysis

of language as its starting point, ratherthan the

~analysis of social structures or social action.

However, most postmodernists tend to be hostile to
structural perspectives that claim to be able to
explain how society - works Postmodernists generally

 reject the ¢laim that any single theory is able to
‘ explam thé social world.

This brief summary cannot do justice to the

- subtleties and complexities of sociological theory.

Some of these complexities will be examined later in
this chapter, but it is important to note that the
chapter is far from comprehensive. There are a number
of other perspectives that have not been included.
Furthermore, sociology. is a developing discipline and"
sociological perspectives are continually being refined
and developed in the light of theoretical debate and

- empirical investigation. Nevertheless, it is possible to

outline the central features of the most influential
perspectives in the discipline. :

Functionalist anal'ysis}\has a long history in sociology.
It is prominent in-the work of Auguste Comte

- (1798-1857) and Herbert Spencer (1820~1903), two of

the founding-fathers of the discipline. It was' developed
by Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) and refined by Talcott
Parsons (1902-79). During the 1940s and 1950s
functionalism was the dominant social theory in
American sociology. Since that time it has steadily
dropped from favour, partly because of damaging
criticism, partly because other approaches are seen to
answer certain questions more successfully, and partly
because it simply went out of fashion.

Society as a system

Functionalism views society as a system: that is, as a
set of interconnected parts which together form a
whole. The basic unit of analysis is society, and its

L2

various parts are understood primarily in terms of their
relationship to the whole. The early functionalists
often drew an analogy between society and an
organism such as the human body. They argued that
an understanding of any organ in the body, such as
the heart or lungs, involves an understanding of its
relationship to other organs and, in particular, its
contribution towards the maintenance of the organism.

! In the same way, an understanding of any part of

. society requires an analysis of its relationship to other
. parts and, most importantly, its contribution to the

maintenance of society. Continuing this analogy,
functionalists argued that, just as an organism has
certain basic needs that must be satisfied if it is to
survive, so society has basic needs that must be met if
it is to continue to exist. Thus social institutions such
as the family and religion are analysed as a part of the
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social system rather than as isolated units. In partic-
ular, they are understood with reference to the contri-
bution they make to the system as a whole.

Functional prerequisites

These basic needs or necessary conditions. of existence

are sometimes known as the functional prerequisites-

. of society. Various approaches have been used to:
identify functional prerequisites. Some sociologists -
have examined a range of societies in an attempt to
discover what factors they have in common. For .
example, Davis and Moore (1967) claimed that al]
societies have some form of social stlat]ﬁcatlon and
George Peter Murdock (1949) maintained l;hat the
family exists in every known human soc1ety From
these observations it is assumed that mstltutmnal
arrangements, such as social strahﬁcahon and ‘the
family, meet needs that are common to all societies. -
Thus, from the universal presence of socxal stratlﬁcaf
tion, it is argued that all societies require some ’
mechanism to ensure that social positions are
adequately filled by motivated persons. From the
universality of the family, it is assumed that some
mechanism for the reproduction and socialization of
new members is a functional prerequisite of society.

However, the problem with this approach is its

“assumption that the presence of the same institution

in every society indicates that it meets the same

W

need. Simply because a form of stratification exists in

all societies does not necessarily mean that it reflects -
‘the universal necessity which calls forth stratification
in any social system’, as Davis and Moore claim. Put
another way, it cannot be assumed that stratification
systems perform the same function in all societies.
(Davis and Moore’s theory of stratification is ouflined
in Chapter 2, pp. 27-8.) _

An alternative approach to the identification of
functional prerequisites involves an analysis of those -
factors that would lead to the breakdown or termina-
tion of society. Thus Marion J. Levy (1952) argued that
a society would cease to exist if its members became
extinct, if they became totally apathetic, if they were
involved in a war of all against all, or if they-were
absorbed into another society. Therefore, in order for a
society to survive, it must have some means of
preventing these events from occurring. These means

 are the furictional prerequisites of society.

For example, to ensure that members of society do
not become extinct, a system for reproducing new
members and maintaining the health of existing
members is essential. This involves role differentia-
tion and role assignment. Individuals must be
assigned to produce food and to reproduce and care
for new members of society. In order for these
essential services to be maintained, individuals must
be sufficiently motivated to perform their roles. If

o

they were totally apathetic, the social system would

- collapse through lack of effort. A system of goals and

rewards is necessary to motivate members of society
to want to do what they have to do in order to
maintain the system. By specifying the factors that

" would lead to the termination of 50c1ety, Levy .

claimed to have identified the basic reqmrements that
must be met if society is to survive.

~ The problem with thxs approach to the speuﬁca—
tion. of: functlona] prerequlsltes is its reliance on

.|..common sense and ingenuity. In the case of a biolog-
. ical organism it is p0531ble to identify basic needs,
 since it can be shown that if these needs are not met,
- | - the organism dies. However, societies change rather

than die. As a result, it is not possible to identify
unequlvocally those aspects of a social system that

E are mdlspensable to its:existence. Functionalists
-using: Levy S approach have drawn up lists of

functional prerequisites that are often similar in

_ content but never quite the same.

- A related approach involves the deduction of

functional prerequisites from an abstract model of the

social system. For example, if sociéty is viewed as a
system, certain-survival needs can be deduced from

 an abstract model of the_system. Any system is made

up of interconnected parts. If a system is to survive,
there must be a minimum amount of integration
between its parts. There must be some degree of fit,
which requires an element of mutual compatibility of
the parts. From this type of analysis, the functional

-prerequisites of society may be inferred. Thus any

social system requires a minimum amount of integra-
tion between its parts.

From this assumption, functional analysis turns to
an examination of the parts of society, to investigate
how they contribute, to the integration of the social -
system. In this respect, religion has often been seen
as a powerful mechapism for social integration.

_ Religion.is seen to reinforce the basic values of

society. Social norms, which derive from these values,
structure and direct behaviour in the various institu-
tions of society. The parts of the social system are
integrated in that they are largely infused with the
same hasic values. »V\ﬁére the various institutions
founded on conﬂictihg values, the system would tend

| to disintegrate. Since religion promotes and

reinforces social values, it can be seen as an
integrating mechanism. But the problem with
deducing functional prerequisites such as integration
from an abstract model of the social system is that
they are inferred rather than unequivocally identified.

The concept of function

The concept of ‘function’ in functionalist analysis
refers to the contribution of the part to the whole.
More specifically, the function of any part of society



is the contribution it makes to meeting the functional
prerquisites of the social system. Parts of society are
fundtional in so far as they maintain the system and
confribute to its survival. Thus a function of the
family is to ensure the continuity of society by
reproducing and socializing new members. A
funcdtion of religion is to integrate the social system
by reinforcing common Vvalues.

Functionalists also employ the concept of ‘
‘dysfunction’ to refer to, the effects of any social -
institution which detract from the maintenance oL '
socicty. However, in practice, they have been '
primarily concerned with the search for functions,
and relatively little use has been made of the concept
of dysfunctlon : : :

i \
The ldeology of functionalism
Functionalist analysis has focused on the queSﬁon of
how social systems are maintained. This focus has '
tended to result in a positive evaluation of the paxts '
of society. With their concern for mvesngatmg how
- functional prerequisites are met, functionalists have
concentrated on functions rather than dysfunctions.
This emphasis has resulted in many institutions being
seen as beneficial and useful to society. Indeed some
institutions, such as the family, religion and social
stratification, have been seen as not only beneficial
but indispensable. This view has led criticsto argue
that functionalism has a built-in conservative bias
which supports the status quo. The argument that
certain social arrangements are beneficial or _
indispensable provides support for their retention,
and a reason to reject proposals for radical change.
Responses to this criticism'will be examined in a later
section (see pp. 1039-40). (For various views on the
ideological basis of functionalism, see the concludmg
sections of Chapters 2'to 12.)

This sectiori has presented a brief outline of some
of the main features of functionalist analysis. The
sections that follow will consider the views of some
of the major functionalist theorists.

Emile Dul‘kheim

Social facts as constraints

Critics of functionalism have often argued that it
pictures the individual as having little or no control
over his or her own actions. Rather than constructing
their own social world, members of society appear to
be directed by the system. For example, they are
organized into families and systems of stratification
because society requires these social arrangements in
order to survive. Many have questioned the logic of
treating society as if it were something separate from
its members, as if it shaped their actions rather than
being constructed by them.

\2
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Durkhelm (1938, first published 1894) rejected. such
views. He argued that society has a reality of its own
over and above the individuals who comprise it.
Members of society are constrained by ‘social facts’,

by ‘ways of acting, thinking and feeling, extemal to
~ the individual, and endowed with a power of ‘
coercion, by reason of which they control him" Beliefs :

and moral codes are passed on from one geneération to
the next and shared by the individuals who make up
a soc1ety From this pomt of view it is not the

"- consciousness of the mdmdual that directs behaviour,

but common beliefs and sentiments that transcend the
individual and shape his or her consciousness. Having
established to his own satisfaction that social facts
can, at least for purposes. of analysis, be treated

 separately from social actors, Durkheim is free to treat

society as a system which obeys its own laws. He is

‘now in a posmon to’ seek the explanation of social
- life i m the nature of socnety itself’.

. The cau'ses and functions of social facts

Durkheim argues that there are two ways of
explaining social facts. In both cases the explanatlon

 lies in society. The first method involves determining

the cause of a social fact, seeking to explain its
origin. In Durkheim’s view, ‘The determining cause of
a social fact should be sought among the social facts
preceding it and not among the states of individual
consciousness. As was discussed in Chapter 14 (see
pp. 974-81), the causes of variations in suicide rates
are to be found in social facts, in society rather than
in the ‘individual (Durkheim, 1970, first published

- 1897). However, the explanation of a social fact also

involves an analysis of its function in society, of its
contribution to ‘the general needs of the social
organism’, of its ‘function in the establishment of
social order. Durkheim assumes that the explanation
for the continuing existence of a social fact lies in its

‘function, that is, in its usefulness for society.

Durkheim is at pains to point out the distinction:
between cause and function. Thus the cause of the
Christian religion lies in the specific circumstances of
its origin among a group of Jews under Roman rule,
Yet its functions - the reasons for its retention over a
p:ériod of nearly 2,000 years — require a different
form of explanation. Durkheim argues that ‘if the
usefulness of a fact is not the cause of its existence,
it is generally necessary that it be useful in order that
it might maintain itself. Social facts therefore
continue in existence because they contribute in
some way to the maintenance of society, because
they serve *some social end’.

Social order and human nature

Much of Durkheim'’s work is concerned with
functional analysis, with seeking to understand the

. .7 _.:._,‘a--
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. functions of social facts. He assumes that society has

certain functional prerequisites, the most important
of which is the need for social order. This is
necessary because of human nature. Durkheim has a
*homo duplex’ model of human nature: that is, he
believes that humans have two sides to their nature.
One side is selfish or egotistical. Humans are partly,
driven by selfish biological needs, such as the need to
satisfy hunger. Inevitably this means that they tend -
to look after their own interests, which makes:it -
difficult for individuals to be integrated-into- socxety
However, there is another side to human rature: the
ability to believe in moral values. Society has to

make use of this side of human nature if social life is -

to be possible. But how is social life to be achleved'?
This questlon stxll needs to be answered

The collectlve conscience and socual stablhty

‘Durkheim sees the answer in consensus, in a ‘collec-

tive conscience’ consisting of common beliefs and =
sentiments. Without this consensus or agreement on -
fundamental moral issues, social solidarity would be
impossible and individuals could not be bound '
together to form an integrated social unit. Without
social obligations backed by moral force, the cooper-
ation and reciprocity that social life requires would
be absent. If narrow- self-interest rather than mutual—
obligation were the guiding force, conflict and
disorder would result. In Durkheim’s words, ‘For
where interest is the only ruling force each individual
finds himself in a state of war with every other. The
collective conscience constrains individuals to act in
terms of the requirements of society. Since the collec-
tive conscience is a social fact and therefore external
to the individual, it is essential that it be impressed
upon him or her. Thus Durkheim argues that, ‘society
has to be present in the individual’

Durkheim’s functionalism is set in the framework
of the above argument. It may be illustrated by his
analysis'of the functions of religion {Durkheim, 1961,
first published 1912)

Threats to. somal sohdanty

Durkheim was aware of the possibility that societies
might not function smoothly. This is evident in his
work on'the division of labour (Durkheim, 1947,
first published 1893) (see pp. 691-3), which
suggests that industrial societies based on organic
solidarity might break down. They could be
undermined if egoism or anomie started to reduce
the control that society had over the individual.
Although Durkheim saw the possibility of conflict
within industrial society, he believed that it could
be kept within manageable limits through the
existence of professional associations, the teaching
of moral values in the education system, and

| through society functioning in.a way that treated -

all its members fairly.

Talcott Parsons

The problem of social order
The name of Talcott Parsons is synonymous w1th

functionalism. Over a penod of some 50 years,

Parsons, ‘published numerous articles and books, and
dunng the 1940s and 1950s he became the dominant

'theonst in Amencan soc1ology This section will

bneﬂy examine aspects of his work. :
" Like Durkheim, Parsons (1951) began with the

“question of how social order is possible. He observed
~that social life is characterized by ‘mutual advantage
:and-peaceful cp'o'perat;on rather.than mutual hostility
| - and 'destruction’ A large part of Parsons's sociology

- is concerned with explaining how this state of affairs

is accomplished. He started with a consideration of
the views of the seventeenth-century English philoso-
pher Thomas Hobbes, who claimed to have discov-
ered the basis of social order. . .

Accordlng to Hobbes, humanity is dlrected by
passion and reason. Its passions are the primary
driving force, reason being employed to devise ways
and means of providing for their satisfaction. If
people’s passions were allowed free rein, they would
use any means at their disposal, including force and
fraud, to satisfy them. The net result would be ‘the
war of all against all. However, fear of this outcome
is generated by the most basic of human passion_s;
that of self-preservation. Guided by the desire for
self-preservation, people agree to restrain their
passions,,give up their liberty and enter into a social
contract with their fellows. They submit to the
authority of a ruler or governing body in return for
protection against the aggression, force and fraud of
others. Only because of this sovereign power is the
‘war of all against all prevented, and security and
order established in society.

. Hobbes presented a picture of humans as rational,
self-interested and calculating. They form an ordered
society with their fellows through fear of the
consequences if they do not. This is very different
from Durkheim’s v1gw of people acting in response to
moral commitments and obeying social rules because
they believe them to be right. '

Parsons shared Durkheim'’s views. He argued that
Hobbes's picture of people pursuing personal ends,
restrained only by sovereign power, fails to provide
an adequate explanation for social order. Parsons
believed that only a commitment to common values
provides a basis for order in society.

Parsons illustrated this point by reference to social

' relationships, which at first sight would appear to
| exemplify Hobbes's view of people as self-interested o



and calculating. He examined transactions in the
market place. In'a business transaction, the parties"
concerned form a contract. In order for the conduct
of business to be orderly,-it is essential that contracts"

be bound by a ‘system of regulatory, normative rules; .

In Parsons’s view, fear of the consequences is insuffi-
cient to motivate people to obey the rules. A moral .
commitment is essential. Thus, rules governing
business transactions must ultimately derive from .
shared values which state what is just, right and .
prbper.~ Order in the economic System_is therefore
based on a general agreement concerning business
morality. From this agreement stem rules Wthh l
define a contract as valid or invalid. For example a
contract obtained by force or fraud is not bmdmg
Parsons argued -that the world of busme,ss like any

_ other part of society, is, by necessity, a moral world.

Value consensus

Value consensus forms the fundamental mtegratlng
principle in society. If members of society are
committed to the same values, they-will tend to.

share a common identity, which provides a basis for -

unity and cooperation. From shared values derive
common-goals. Values provide a general conception
of what is desirable and worthwhile. Goals provide
‘direction in specific situations. For example, in
Western society, members of a particular workforce
will share the goal of efficient production in their
factory - a goal which stems from the general view
of economic productivity. A common goal provndes
an incentive for cooperation.

Roles provide the means whereby values and goals“

are translated into action: A social institution consists
of a combination of roles. For instance, a business
firm is made up of a number of specialized roles that
combine to further the goals of the organization. The
content of roles is'structured in terms of norms,

- which define the rights and. obligations applicable to
each partlcular role. Norms can be seen as specific
expressions of values. Thus the norms that structure
the roles of manager, accountant, engineer and shop-
floor worker owe their content partly to the value of
economic productivity. Norms ‘tend to ensure that
role behaviour is ‘standardized, predictable and*
therefore orderly. This means that from the most
general level - the central value system - to the most
specific ~ normative conduct - the social system is
infused with common values. This provides the basis
for social order.

Social equilibrium

The importance Parsons placed on value consensus
led him to state that the main task of sociology is to
analyse the ‘institutionalization of patterns of value
orientation in the ‘social system’ When values are
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mstltunonahzed and behaviour is structured in terms
of them, the result is a stable system. A state of
‘social equilibrium’ is attained, the various parts of
the system being in a state of balance. There are two
main ways in which social equilibrium is maintained.
The first involves socialization, by means of which | -
society’s values are transmitted from one generation’
to the next and internalized to form an integral part
of individual personahtles In Western society; the
family and the education system are the major
institutions concerned with this function. (See

“Chapter 11, pp. 779-80, for Parsons’s views on the

functions of education, and Chapter 8, pp. 509- 10,
for his views on the functions of the family.)
Social equlllbnum is also maintained by the
various mechanisms of social control which
dlscourage deviance and so maintain order in the
system. The processes of socialization and social
control are fundamental to the equilibrium of the
social system and therefore to order in society.

' Functional prerequ151tes

Parsons viewed society as a system He argued that
any social system has four basic functional prerequi-
sites ~ adaptation, goal attainment, integration and
pattern maintenance. These can be seen as problems
that society must solve if it is to survive. The
function of any part of the social system is
understood as its contribution to meeting the
functional prerequisites. Solutions to the four survival

" problems must be institutionalized if society is to

continue in existence. In other words, solutions must
be organized in the form of ordered, stable social
institutions which persist through time.

The first functional prerequisite, adaptation, refers
to the relationship between the system-and-its.
environment. In ordeér to survive, social systems must
have some degree of control over their environment. -

" At a minimum, food and shelter must be provided to

meet the physical needs of members. The economy is
the institution primarily concerned with this function.
‘Goal attainment réfers to the need for all societies
to set goals towards which social activity is directed.
Procedures for establishing goals and deciding on
pnontxes between goals are institutionalized in the
form of political systems. Governments not only set
goals but allocate resources to achieve them. Even in a
so-called free enterprise system, the economy is
regulated and directed by laws passed by governments.
Integration refers primarily to the ‘adjustment of
conflict. It is concerned with the coordination and
mutual adjustment of the parts of the social system.
The law is the main institution that meets this need.
Legal norms define and standardize relations between
individuals and between institutions, and so reduce
the potential for conflict. When conflict does arise, it
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is settled by the judicial system and does not therefore
lead to the disinfegration of the social system.

Pattern maintenance refers to ‘the maintenance of
the basic pattern of values, institutionalized in the
society’. Institutions that perform this function §
include the family, the educational system and
religion. In Parsons’s view, ‘the values of society are
rooted in religion’ Religious beliefs. provide the -
ultimate justification for the values of the social
system. (See Chapter 7, pp. 434-5, for Parsonss
analysis of the funcnons of religion.) .

Parsons maintained that any social system can be
analysed in terms of the functional prerequisites he
identified. Thus, all parts of society can be
understood with reference to the-functions. they
perform in the adaptation; goal attammént, mtegra-
tion and pattern maintenance systems.

Social change

Functionalism has often been cntrcrzed for farhng to
provide an adequate explanation for social change. If
the system is in equilibrium, with its various parts
contributing towards order and stability, it is difficult
to see how it changes. Parsons approached this
problem by arguing that, in practice, no social system
is in a perfect state of equilibrium, although a certain

degree of equilibrium is essential for the survival of

societies. The process of social change can therefore
be pictured as a-‘moving equilibrium?

This may be illustrated in the following way. The
adaptation, goal attainment, integration and pattern
maintenance systems are inter-related; a change in
one will therefore produce responses in the others.
For example, a change in'the adaptation system will
result in a disturbance in the social system as a
whole. The other parts of the system will operate to

‘Teturn it to a state of equilibrium. In Parsons’s
words, ‘Once a disturbance has been introduced into
an equrhbrated system there will tend to be a
reaction to this disturbance, which tends to restore

 the system to equilibrium? This reaction will lead to

“some degree of change, however small, in'the
system as a whole. Although social systems never:
attain completé equilibrium; they tend towards this
state.-Social change ¢an therefore be seen as a
: movmg equllrbnum '

Socral evolutmn and pattern varlables

Parsons viewed social change as a process of ‘social

. evolution® from simple to more complex forms of

:society. He regarded changes in adaptation as a major
driving force of social evolution. The history of
human- socrety from the simple hunting and gathering

: 'band to the:complex-nation-state represents an

increase in the general adaptlve capacity’ of society.
As societiés evolve into more complex forms, control
“over the environment increases. While economic
changes might provide an initial stimulus, Parsons

" beliéved that, in the long run, cultural changes - that

is, changes in values — determine the ‘broadest
patterns of change’ For example, he argued that the
structure of modem societies owes much to values
inherited from ancient Israel and classical Greece.
Parsons identified two sets of cultural values,

. which he called pattern variables A and B. These

pattern variables consist of the ways that society
answers basic questions such as: ‘How should
rewards be allocated to individuals?’ and ‘Should
members of society look after their own interests or
those of the social groups to which they belong?”

The two sets of pattern variables are summarized
in Table 15.1. - s N

"Pattern vahablesA ' N

Pattern vanables B

Ascription

Status'is ascrnged it is determinied by the type of fam|ly into
which a person is born.

Achnevement : .
Status is achieved through a person's own efforts:

. for example, through hard work.

Diffuséness-

People enter into relationships with others to satrsfy a -
large range of needs: for example, the relationship
between mother ard child.

Specificity g’ a
People enter into relatnonshlps with others to satisfy particular

needs: for example, the relationship between a customer

and shopkeeper.

Partleulansm

Individuals act differently towards particular people: for
example, they are foyal to their family but not to strangers.

Affectivity

Gratification is immediate. People act to gratify their desnres
as soon as possible.

Universalism )
Individuals act according to universal principles: for example,

everyone is equal béfore the law, so a policewoman would arrest
her husband if necessary.

Effective neutrality
Gratification is deferred: for example, saving money to put a

deposit on a house in the future.

Collective orientation

People put the interests of the social groups to WhICh they -
belong before their own interests.

Self-orientation

People pursue their own interests first, rather than those of
the social group to whnch they belong




According to Parsons, with the exception of family
life, pattern variables A are typical of simple -
societies; pattern variables B are typical of advanced

industrial societies. Social change therefore requires a

movement, towards the adoption of pattern variables
B. If a society fails to do this it will stagnate, for
pattern variables A stop a society from developing.
For:example, in the traditional Hindu caste system a
person’s role in society was ascribed at birth. This -
prevented the most able individuals from ﬁlhng the
most important social roles. The caste system
therefore meant that society was not run efficiently
and social progress was held back. Parsons accepted
that pattern. variables A will not dlsappear completely
even in. the. most advanced societiés. "Ihey are .
retained w1thm the family, because they provnde the
eémotional secunty that is nécessary for the successful
socialization of chxld_ren (see pp. 509 _\_10) '

Social differentiation

Social evolution involves a process of social differ-
entiation. The institutions and roles that form the
social system become increasingly differentiated and
specialized in terms of their function. Thus, religious
institutions become separated from the state, and the
family and the economy become increasingly differ-
entiated, each specializing in fewer functions. This
produces a problem of integration. As parts of society
become more and more specialized and distinct, it
becomes increasingly difficult to integrate them in
terms of common values. This problem is solved by
the generalizing of values - a process discussed in
Chapter 7 with reference to religion (pp. 481-2).
Values begome more general and diffuse, less
specific and particular. In Western society, for
example, the highly generalized values of univer-
salism and achievement can be applied to all
members of society: despite the wide variation in their
roles. Universal standards of achievement are
generally accepted ang\i provide the basis for differen-
tial reward and role allocation. Thus, despite
increasing social differentiation, social integration
and order-are mamtamed by the generallzmg of
values. :
Parsons admitted that his views on socnal
evolutlon represented little more than a beginning.
However, they do offer a possible solution to the
problem of explaining social change from a function-
alist perspective.

Robert K. Merton

In a closely reasoned essay, originally published in
1949, the American sociologist Robert K. Merton
(1968) attempted to refine and develop functionalist
analysis. He singled out three related assumptions

L2
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that have been employed by many functlonahsts and
questloned their utility.

The problem of functional unity

The fitst assumption he termed the ‘postulate of the
functional unity of society’ This assumption states

_ that any part of the social system is functional for

the entire system. All parts of society are seen to
work together for the maintenance and integration of
society as ‘a whole. Merton' argued that, particularly

| in complex, highly differentiated societies, this

functional unity is doubtful. He provided the
example of religious plurahsm to illustrate this point.

JIn a society with a variety of faiths, religion may

tend to divide rather than unite.

~Merton argued that functional unity is a matter of
degree. Its extent must be determined by investiga-
tion rather than 51mply beginning with the assump-

tion that it exists. The idea of functional unity
‘implies that a change in one part of the system will
{. automatically result in a change in other parts. Again
‘Merton argued that this is a matter for investigation.
It should not simply be assumed at the outset. He

suggested that, in highly differentiated societies,
institutions may well have a high degree of
‘functional autonomy’ Thus a change in a particular
institution may have little or no effect on others.

Functions, dysfunctions and non-functions

Merton referred to the second assumption as the
‘postulate of universal functionalism’ This assump-
tion states that ‘all standardized social or: cultural
forms have positive functions’ Merton argued that
the assumption that every aspect of the social system
performs a positive function is not only premature, it
may well be incorrect.-He suggested that functionalist
analysis should proceed from the assumption that
agy part of society may be functional, dysfunctional

* or non-functional. In addition, the units for which a
‘particular part is functional, dysfunctional or non-

functional must be clearly specified. These units may
be individuals, groupg or society as a whole. Thus,
poverty may be seen as dysfunctional for the poor
but functional for the non-poor and for society as a
whole. Merton suggested that the postulate of
universal functionalism should be replaced by ‘the
provisional assumption that persisting cultural forms
have a net balance of functional consequences either
for the society considered as a unit or for subgroups
sufficiently powerful to retain these forms intact, by
means of direct coercion or indirect persuasion’

The problem of indispensability

" Merton’s third criticism was directed towards the

‘postulate of indispensability’. This assumption states
that certain institutions or social arrangements are
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indispensable to society. Functionalists have often .
seen religion in this light. For éxample, Davis and
Moore (1967) claim that religion ‘plays a unique and
indispensable part in. society’ Merton questioned the
assumption of indispensability, arguing that the same
functional prerequisites may be met by a range of '
alternative institutions. Thus there is no justification
for assuming that institutions such as the.family,
religion and social stratification are a necessaxy part
of all human societies.

To replace the idea of mdlspensablhty, Merton ,
suggested the concept of ‘functional equivalents’ or
‘functional alternatives’ From this point of view, a
political ideology such as communism can provide a
functional alternative to religion. It can ;"'meet-the
same functional’prerequisites as religion. However,
Merton wis still left with the problem of actuhlly :
identifying functional prerequisites.

Merton argued that the postulates ol' the functxonal

unity of society, universal functionalism and

. indispensability are little more than articles of faith.

They are matters for investigation and should not
form prior assumptions. Merton claimed that his

framework for functionalist analysis removed the

charge that functionalism is ideologically based. He

argued that the parts of society should be analysed in
terms of their ‘effects’ or ‘consequences’ on society as
a whole and on individuals and groups within society.

Since these effects can be functional; dysfunctional or.

non-functional, Merton claimed that the value
Jjudgement present in the assumption that all parts of
the system are functional was therefore removed.

Functionalism — a critique

Teleology

Functionalism has been subjected to considerable
criticism. Part of this criticism is directed at the logic of
particular, it is argued that the

teleological explanation states that the parts of a
system exist because of their beneficial consequences
for the systemas a whole. The main objection to this
type of reasoning is that it treats an effect as‘a cause.
Thus Davis and Moore’s theory of stratification outlines
the posiﬁyé effects or functions of social stratification
and then proceeds to argue that these effects explain its
origin (Davis and Moore, 1967). But an effect cannot
explain a cause since causes must always precede
effects. Therefore, the effects of stratification cannot
occur until a system of social stratification has already
been established. It may be argued that members of
society unconsciously respond to social needs, and so
create the institutions necessary for the maintenance of
society. However, there is no evidence of the existence
of such unconscious motivations. '

Assessing eﬁ‘ects
Functionalism is on stronger logxcal ground when it

. argues that the continued existence of an institution

may be explained in terms of its effects. Thus, once
an institution has originated, it continues to exist if,
on balance, it has beneficial effects on the system.
But there are problems with this type of explanation.

Tt is ‘extremely difficult to establish that the net effect
“of any institution is beneficial to society. A
'knowledge of all its effects would be required in

| -order to weigh the balance' of functions and dysfunc-
" tions. As the debate on the functional merits and

- demerits of stratification indicates, there is little -

evidence that such knowledge is forthcornmg (see

: Chapter 2; pp. 26-9). °

“The problems involved in assessmg the effects of a
socxal institution may be illustrated in terms of the

'."'analogy between society ‘and -a physical organism.

B1ologlsts are able to show that certain parts of an
organism :make positive contributions to its mainte-

i nance, since, if those parts stopped functioning, life

would cease. Since societies change rather than die,
sociologists are unable to apply similar criteria. In
addition, standards exist in biology for assessing the
health of an organism. Tii terms of these standards,
the contribution of the various parts can be judged.
There are no comparable standards for assessing the
‘health’ of a society. For thesereasons there are
problems with the argument that a social institution
continues to exist because, on balance, its effects are

‘ beneﬁual to society.-

Value consensus and social order

Functionalists such as Parsons who see the solution.
to the problem of social order in terms of value
consensus, have been strongly criticized. First, their
critics argue that consensus is assumed rather than
shown to exist. Reséarch has failed to reveal

-unequlvocally a widespread commitment to the

various sets of values that are seen to charactenze
Western society.

Second, the stability of society may owe more to
the absence, rather than the presence, of value
consensus. For example, a lack of commitment to the
value of achievement by those at the bottom of
stratification systems may serve to stabilize society.
Thus Michael Mann argues that, in a society where
members compete for unequal rewards, ‘cohesion
results precisely because there is no common
commitment to core values’ (quoted in Mennell,
1974). If all members of society were strongly
committed to the value of achievement, the failure in
terms of this value of those at the base of the stratifi-
cation system might well produce disorder.

Third, consensus in and of itself will not
necessarily result in social order. In fact it may



produce the oppdsite result. As Pierre van den Berghe
notes, ‘consensus-on norms such as extreme. competi-
tion and individualistic laissez-faire, or suspicion and

treachery ... or malevolence and resort to witcheraft is .

hardly conducive to social solidarity and integration’
(quoted in Mennell, 1974). Therefore, the content of
values rather than value consensus as such can be
seen-as the-crucial factor-with respect to social order.

Determinism ( S
Functionalism has been criticized for what: many see
as its deterministic view of human action. Its critics-
have argued that, in terms of functionalist theory,

human behaviour is portrayed as determmed by the -

system. In particiilar, the social system has needs,
and:the behavnour of its‘members is shaped to meet

these néeds. Rather than creating the social world in

which they live, people aré seen as creations of the

system Thus David Walsh argues that Parsons treatsi .

human action ‘as determined by the charactenstlcs
of the system per se’ (Walsh, 1972). By means of

- socialization, humanity is programmed in terms of
the norms and values of the social system; it is kept
on the straight and narrow by mechanisms of social
control that exist to fulfil the requirements of the
system; its actions are structured in terms of social
roles that are designed to meet the functional
prerequisites of society. Humanity-is pictured as an
automaton, programmed, directed and controlled by
the system.

Walsh rejects this view of humamty Arguing
from a phenomenological perspective he claims that
humanity actively constricts its own social world
rather than being shaped by a social system that is
somehow external to its being. Walsh maintains that
the concept of a social system represents a ‘reifica-
tion’ of the social world. Functionalists have
converted social reality into a natural system
external to.social actop :In doing so, they have
translated the social world into something that it is
not. They have tended to portray the social system
as the active agent, whereas, in reality, only human
beings act.
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Coercuon and conflict

Critics of functionalism have argued that it tends to
ignore coercion and conflict. For example, Alvm
Gouldner states, ‘While stressing the importance of

| the ends and values that men pursue, Parsons never

asks whose ends and values these are, Are they
pursuing their own ends or those imposed upon them
by others?’ (Gouldner, 1971). Few functionalists give
serious consideration to the p0531b111ty that some
groups in soc1ety, actmg in terms of their own partlc-
ular interests, dominate others. From this point of
v1ew, social order is 1mposed by the powerful, and’
value consensus is merely a legmmat]on of the

position of the dominant group.

* In his criticism of one of Parsons’s major works,
The Social. System, David Lockwood argues that
Parsons s approach is ‘highly selective in its focus on
the role of the normative order in the stabilization of

_ socnal systems (Lockwood 1970) In focusing on the

contnbutlor,i of norms and values to social order,

.Parsons largely fails to recognize the conflicts of.

interest that tend to produce instability and disorder.
Lockwood argues that, since all social systems
involve competition for scarce resources, conflicts of
interest are built into society. Conflict is not simply a
minor strain in the system which is contained by -
value consensus. Instead it is a central and integral
part of the system itself.

Functionalism reconsidered

Despite the widespread criticism of functionalism, it
should not be rejected out of hand. Durkheim’s work,

_for example, has provided insights that have helped

modem sociologists to understand contemporary -
societies. Jonathon H. Turner and Alexandra ‘
Maryanski (1979) argue that, although functioralism
has many flaws, it remains useful. Many of its basic
assumptions still gulde much sociological research:
for example, the assumption that society should be
seen as an integral whole; that its parts are interde-
pendent; that social institutions exist and they do
have effects; and that society is structured and the
social structure’ directs human behaviour.

There are many varieties of conflict perspectives
within sociology. This section will deal with some of
the more influential ones. Despite their differences,
all have a model of society as a whole, and all adopt
a structural approach. Furthermore, all conflict
perspectives use, in one form or another, the notion
that there are groups in society that have different

w2

interests. In this respect they believe that social
arrangements will tend to benefit some groups at the
expense of others. Because of the existence of
different interests, the potential for, and likelihood of,
conflict is always present. Different groups pursuing
their separate interests are likely to clash and produce
some degree of instability in society.
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Conflict theorists tend to agree that the existence
of groups with different interests does not mean that
they will be in conflict all the time. There may be

periods of truce, or it may be that some social groups;;
are persuaded that their interests are not different

from those of other groups. Nevertheless, periods of
harmony do not last for ever, and eventually conﬂlct
will retumn. :
Conflict theories differ from functlonahsm in "~
stressing the emstexl_ce of competing groups, while
functionalists stress-cooperation between social .
groups. (Most functionalists believe that all'members
of society share the same interests and thgt there isa
consensus over society’s values.) -~/

Conflict theories also differ from each other in
important respects. Some theories stress conflict
between particular social groups. For example, most

_forms of feminism see conflict between men and

women as the central feature of society! (Feminism g
was discussed in detail in Chapter 3.) The racism

- approach to.explaining ethnic disadvantage focuses "

on conflict between ethnic groups (see pp. 237-49).
‘Many conflict theories take their inspiration from
the work of Karl Marx or Max Weber. Marxist and

* Weberian conflict theories tend to disagree:over the

precise basis on which society is divided into

_ different groups, and the exact nature of the conflict

that results from these divisions.

This section will focus on certain major themes in the
work of Karl Marx (1818-83). Marx’s views on
various aspects of society have been examined in
other chapters of the book. This section will seek to
combine them into an overall perspective (see partic-
ularly'Marx and Engels, 1950a, 1950b, Marx, 1974,
Bottomore and Rubel {eds), 1963)..

The volume of Marx’s writings over a period of
about 40 years was enormous. Many of his major
projects remained unfinished, and part of the
material published after his death was drawn from
rough notes outlining future projects. Marx's
writings contain inconsistencies, ambiguities and
changes in emphasis. For these reasons there are
many and varied interpretations of his work. This
section, therefore, represents'a particular interpreta-
tion of his ideas. '

The historical persRectwe

Marx regarded people ‘as both the producers and the
products of society. They make society and
themselves by their own actions. History is therefore
the process of human self-creation. Yet people are
also a product of society: they are shaped by the

social relationships and systems of thought that they

create. An understanding of society therefore
involves a historical perspective which examines the
process whereby humanity both produces, and is
produced by, social reality.

A society forms a totality and can only be
understood as such. The various parts of society are
interconnected and influence each other. Thus,
economic, political, légal and religious institutions
can only be understood in terms of their mutual
effect. Economic factors, however, exert the primary
influence and largely shape other aspects of society.

The history of human society is a process of
tension and conflict. Social change’is not a smooth,

| orderly progression which gradually unfolds in

harmonious evolution. Instead it proceeds from -
contradictions built into society, which are a source
of tension and ultimately the source of open conflict
and radical change. '

Dialectical materialism

It is often argued that Marx’s view of history is based

on the idea of the dialectic. Dialectical movement

represents a struggle of opposites, a conflict of . -
contradictions. Conflict provides the dynamic

principle, the source of change. From this viewpoint,

any process of change-involves tension between

incompatible forces. The struggle between incompat-

ible forces grows in intensity until there is a-final

~collision. The result i§ a sudden leap forward, which

creates a new set of forces on a higher level of
development. The dialectical process then begins
again, as:the contradictions between this new set of
forces interact and conflict, and propel change.

The idea of dialectical change was developed by
the German philosopher Hegel. Hegel applied it to the
history of human sdciety, and in particular to the
realm of ideas. He saw historical change as a dialec-
tical movement of human ideas and thoughts. Hegel
believed that society is essentially an expression of
these thoughts. Thus, in terms of the dialectic,
conflict between incompatible ideas produces new
concepts that provide the basis for social change. -

Marx rejected the priority Hegel gave to thoughts
and ideas. He argued that the source of change:lies in
contradictions - in the economic system in particular,
and in society in general. As a result of the priority
he gives to economic factors - to ‘material life’ -



Marx’s view of history is often referred to as dialec-

tical materialism. Since people’s ideas are primarily a
reflection of the social relationships of economic
production, they do not provide the main: source of
change. It is in contradictions and conflict in the
economic system that the major dynamic for social
change lies. Since all parts of society are intercon-
nected, however, it is. only through a process of”
interplay between these parts that change occurs.

The material basis of social life SR

History begins when humans actually produce their
means of subsistence, when they begin to control
nature. At a minimum this involves the' productlon of
food and shelter. Marx. argued that, ‘The first hlstor
ical act is, therefore, the production of matenal hfe
Production is a social enterprise since it requlres
cooperation. People must work together to produce
the goods and services necessary for hfe From the .

social relationships involved in productlon develops ?i:

‘mode of life’ which can be seen as an éxpmssion of
these relationships. This mode of life shapes human -
nature. In Marx’s words, ‘As individuals express their
life so they are. What they are, therefore, coincides
with their production, with what they produce and
how they produce it Thus the nature of humanity,
and the nature of society as a whole, derive pnmanly
from the production of material life.

The emergence of contradictions

The major contradictions that propel change are
found in the economic infrastructure of society. At
the dawn of human hlstory, when humans suppos-
edly lived in. a state of primitive commumsm, those
contradictions did not exist, The means of production
and the products of labour were communally owned.
Since each member of Society produced both for
themselves and for society as a whole, there were no
conflicts of interest between individuals and groups.

~ However, with the emergence of private property
and, in particulat, private ownership of the means of
production, the fundamental contradiction of human
society was created. Through its ownership of the
means of production, a'minority is able to control,
command and enjoy the fruits of the labour of the
majority. Since one group gains at the expense of the
other, a conflict of interest exists between the
minority who owns the means of production and the
majority who perform productive labour. The tension
and conilict generated by this contradiction are the
major dynamic of social change.

For long periods of history, people are largely
unaware of the contradictions that beset their
societies. This is because their consciousness - their
view of reality - is largely shaped by the social
relationships involved in the process of production.

v
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Marx maintained that ‘It is not the consciousness of
men that determines their being, but, on the contrary,
their social being determines their consciousness.

The primary aspect of an individual’s social being
is the social relationships they enter into for the

production of material life. Since these relationships

are largely reproduced in terms of ideas, concepts,
laws and, religious beliefs, they are seen as normal
and natural. Thus, when the law legitimizes the rights
of private property, when rehglous beliefs justify
economic arrangements, and the dominant concepts
of the age define them as ‘natural and inevitable,
members of society will be largely unaware of the

.contradictions theéy contain. In this way the contra-

dictions within the economic infrastructure are
compounded by the contradiction between human
consmousness and ob_lectlve reality. This conscious-
ness is: false It presents a distorted picture of reality
since it fails to reveal the basic conflicts of interest

that exist in the world that humanity has created.

For long’ \penods of time, humanity is, at most,
vaguely aware of these contradictions; yet even a
vague awareness produces tension. This tension will
ultimately find full expression and be resolved in the
process of dialectical change.

Alienation

The course of human history involves a progressive
development of the means of production - a steady
increase in human- control over nature. This is
paralleled by a corresponding increase in human

- alienation, an increase that reaches its height in

capitalist society. Alienation is a situation in which
the creations of humanity appear to humans as alien
objects. Such creations-are seen as independent from
their creators and invested with the power to control
them. People create their own society but will remain
alienated until they recognize themselves within their
own creation. Until that time humans will assign an
independent existence to objects, ideas and institu-
tions and be controlled by them. In the process they
lose themselves, become strangers in the world they
cfeated: they become alienated:

" Religion provides an example of human
alienation. In Marx’s view, ‘Man makes religion,
religion does not make man’ However, members of
society fail to recognize that religion is of their own
making. They assign to the gods an independent
power, a power to direct their actions and shape their
destiny. The more people invest in religion, the more
they lose themselves. In Marx’s words, ‘The more
man puts into God, the less he retains of himself. In
assigning their own powers to supernatural beings,
people become-alienated from themselves. Religion
appears as an external force controlling human




i R

h

o

<55y 'ﬂ :f‘i'ﬁ f:&?i‘z’ jly

1044 Chapter 15: Sociological theory °

destiny, whereas, in reality, it is human-made.
Religion, though, is a reflection of a more
fundamental source of alienation. It is essentially a
projection of the social relationships involved in the *

process of production. If people are to find )

themselves and abolish illusions of religion, they
must ‘abandon a condition which requires illusions’ -
Humanity must therefore eradicate the source of
alienation in the economic infrastructure. (Marxrst
views on religion are examined in Chapter 7,
pp. 436-9.) 0 e
In Marx’s view, productive labour is the pnmary, '
most vital human activity. In the producnon of
objects, people ‘objectify’ themselves; they’ expre..s

and externalize their being; then they los¢ themselves -

in the obJect The -act of productlon then /results in
human alienation, This' occurs when’ people regard
the products of their labour as commodities, as

articles for sale in the market place. The objects of '
their creation are then seen to control their existence.
They are seen to be subject to impersonal forces, such
as the law of supply and demand, over which they
have little or no control. In Marx’s words, ‘the object
that labour produces, its product, confronts it as an
alien being, as a power independent of the producer’.
In this way people are estranged from the objects
they produce; they become alienated from the most
vital human activity - productive labour.

Alienation and capitalism

Aljenation reaches its height in capitalist society |
where labour is dominated by the requirements of .
capital, the most important of which is the demand

- for profit. These iequirements determine levels of

employment and wages, the nature and quantity of

- goods produced, and their method of manufacture.

. Workers see themselves as prisoners of market- .
forces over which they have no control. They are
subject to the impersonal mechanisms.of the law of
supply and demand. They are at the mercy of the

- periodic booms and slumps that characterize

capitalist economies. The workers therefore lose
control over the objects they produce and become .
alienated from their product and the act of produc—
tion. Their work becomes a means to an end, a means
of obtammg money to buy the goods and services
necessary for their existerice. Unable to fulfil their
being in the products of their labour, the workers
become alienated from themselves in the act of
production. Therefore, the more the workers produce,
the more they lose themselves. In Marx’s words, ‘the
greater this product the less he is- himself. (Alienation
and labour in capitalist society are examined in
Chapter 10, pp. 687-9.)

In Marx's view, the market forces that are seen to
control production are not impersonal mechanisms

beyond the control of humanity: they are human-
made. Alienation is therefore the result of human
activity rather than external forces with an
existence independent of humamty If the products

‘of labour are alien to the worker, they must belong

to somebody else. This somebody else is the
capitalist who owns and controls the means of
productlon and the products of labour, who
appropnates the wealth that Iabour produces.
Alienation ‘therefore springs not from impersonal

'|. market forces but from relationships. Alienation will

comie fo an end when the contradiction between
human consciousness ‘and objective reality is

‘ resolved. Then people will realize that the srtuatlon

in which they find themselves is human-made and
therefore subject to’ change by human actlon.

: Commumsm

Grven the pnonty Marx assigns to economic factors,

_an end'to e(\henatlon involves a radical change in the
- economic infrastructure. In particular, it requires the
~ abolition of private property and its replacement by
' communal ownership of the means of production -

that is, the replacement of capitalism by communism.
Marx saw communism as ‘the positive abolition of
private property and thus of human self-alienation
and therefore the real reappropriation of the human
essence by and for man. This is communism as the
complete and conscious return of man himself as a
social, that is human being. '

" In communist society conflicts of interest will
disappear and antagonistic groups such as capitalists
and workers will be a thing of the past. The products
of labour will no longer be appropriated by some at
the expense of others. With divisions in society '
eradicated, humans will be at one with their fellows,
truly social beings. As such they will not lose
themselves in the praducts of their labour. They will
produce both for themselves and others at one and
the same time. In this situation ‘each of us would
have doubly affirmed himself and his fellow man’
Since individuals are at one with their fellows, the-
products of their labour, in which they objectify
themselves, will not result in the loss of self. In
productive labour each member of society contributes
to the well-being of all and so expresses both their-
individual and social being. The objects that they
produce are owned and controlled at once by
themselves and their fellow humans.

Class.

In Marx’s view, humans are essentially social
beings. He writes that ‘society does not consist of
individuals, but expresses the sum of inter-relations,
the relations within which these individuals stand.



" An understanding of human history therefore involves
an examination of these relationships, the most
important of which are the relations of production.

Apart from communities based on primitive
communism at the dawn of history, all societies are
divided into social groups known as classes. The -
relationship between classes is one of antagonism
and conflict. Throughout history, opposing classes
have stood in ‘constant opposition to. one another,
carried on an uninterrupted, now hidden, now open
fight that each time ended either in a revolutionary

reconstruction of society at large, or in. the common .

ruin of contending classes’
Class conflict forms the basis of the dla]ectlc of
social change. In Marx’s view, expressed in the
. opening line of the Communist Mamfestd ‘The
" history. of all hitherto exrstmg society is the history
of the class struggle’. (Marx and Engels, 1950 first
published 1848).

The two-class model

.. Class divisions result from the differing relation-
ships of members of society to the means of produc-
tion. The structure of all societies may be
represented in terms of a simplified two-class -
model, consisting of a ruling and a subject class.
The ruling class owes its dominance and power to
its ownership and control of the means of produc-

-tion. The subjection and- relative powerlessness of
the subject class are due to its lack of ownership

“and therefore lack of control of the means of

. production. The conflict of interest between the two
classes stems from the fact that productive labour is
performed by the subject class, yet a large part of
the wealth sp produced is appropriated by the ruling
class. Since one class gains at the expense of
another, the interests of their members are
incompatible: The classes stand opposed as exploiter

-and exploited, oppressor and-oppressed. The labour
of the subject class takes on the character of ‘forced
labour" Since its members lack the necessary means
to produce for themselves, they are forced to work
for others. ,

Although Marx saw capltahsm as charactenzed
by a central struggle between two main classes -
the bourgeoisie and the proletariat - he did
recognize the existence of other classes. Some
classes were left over from previous eras {such as
the landowning aristocracy and peasants), and
there were intermediate classes {such as the petty
bourgeoisie of the self-employed and people with -
their own small businesses). Marx also recognized
that there was a growing middle class of adminis-
trative workers in capitalist businesses, although he
made little attempt to discuss the implications of
this. (See articles such as ‘The class struggles in

2
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France’ and ‘The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis
Bonaparte’ - both in Marx and Engels, 1950 - for
examples of Marx’s more complex views on class.)
However, to Marx,-these complications merely
obscured the central importance of the two-class
struggle, which would be at the heart of caprtahsm
as it developed : ;

Class and consciousness

Members of both the main' social classes are largely
unaware of the true nature of their situation, of the

reality of the relationship between ruling and

subject classes. Members of the ruling class assume

,,that their particular interests are those of society as

a whole; members of the subject-class-accept this
view of reality and regard their situation as part of
the natural order of things. This false consciousness
is due to the fact that the relationships of
dominance and subordination in the economic
infréstruct\rreare»largely reproduced in the

_ superstructure of society. In Marx’s words, the
relations of production constitute ‘the real founda-
.tion on which rise legal and pohtlcal superstructures

and to which correspond. definite forms of social
consciousness. The mode_of production in material

- life determines the general character of the social,

political and spiritual processes of life! Ruling class
dominance is confirmed and legitimated in legal
statutes, religious proscriptions and. political legisla-
tion. The consciousness of all members of society is
infused with ruling-class ideology which proclaims
the essential rightness, normahty and mev1tab1hty

~ of the status quo. -

While the superstructure may stabilize soc1ety
and contain its contradictions over long periods of .
time, this situation cannot be permanent. The,
fundamental contradictions of class societies will
everitually find expression and will finally be
resolved by the dialectic of historical change. A
radical change in the structure of society occurs
when a class is transformed from a ‘class in itself’

- to a ‘class for itself’. A ‘class in itself’ refers to

members of society who share the same objective
relationships to the means of production. Thus, as
wage labourers, members of the proletariat form a
class in itself.

However, a class only becomes a ‘class for itself’
when its members are fully conscious of the true
nature of their situation; when they are fully aware
of their common interests and common enemy; when
they realize that only by concerted action can they

¢ overthrow their oppressors; and when they unite and

take positive, practical steps to do so. When a class

becomes a class for itself, the contradiction between
the consciousness of its members and the reality of

their situation is ended.



ot

N T A S DR S RS e

NEE o .v‘ LoT st e

S

i
§
i
i
't

i g TR b R e

1046 Chapter 15: Sociological theory

Social change

The transition from feudalism to capitalism
A class becomes a class for itself when the forces of .

production have developed to the point where they ‘f
cannot be contained within the existing relations of”

production. In Marx's words, ‘For an oppressed class

to be able to emancipate itself, it is essential that the

existing forces of production and the existing social
relations should be mcapable of standing side by
side. Revolutionary change requires that the forces .

of production, on which the new order wﬂl be based, ;

have developed in the old society. Therefo__re the ‘new
higher relations of production never appear before
the material conditions of their existe'nce’havé
matured in the woemb of the old soc1ety" o

This process may be illustrated by the transmon
from feudal to capitalist society. Industrial capntahsm
gradually developed within the framework of feudal

" society. In order to develop fully, it req_ulred ‘the free

wage labourer who sells his labour-power to capital’
This provides a mobile labour force that can be hired
and fired at will, and so efficiently utilized as a
commodity in the service of capital. However, the
feudal relations of production, which involved
‘landed property with serf labour chained to it’,

" tended to prevent the development of wage

labourers. Eventually, though, the forces of produc-
tion of capitalism gained sufficient strength and
impetus to lead to the destruction of the feudal
system. At this point the rising class, the
bourgeoisie, became a class for itself, and its
members united to overthrow the feudal relations of
production. When they succeeded, the contradiction
between the new forces of production and the old
relations of production was resolved.

Once a new economic order is established, the
superstructurg of the previous era is rapidly
transformed. The contradiction between the new
infrastructure and the! \old superstructure is now
ended. Thus the- pohtxcal dominance of the feudal
aristocracy was replaced by the power of the newly
enfranchised bourgeoisie. The dominant concepts of

feudalism, such as loyalty and honour, were replaced -

by the new concepts of freedom and equality. In
terms ‘of t}_le new ideology, the wage labourer of
capitalist society is free to sell his or her labour

power to the highest bidder. The relationship between

employer and employee is defined as a relationship
between equals: the exchange of labour for wages as
an exchange of equivalents.

But the resolution of old contradictions does not
necessarily mean an end to contradictions in society.
As in previous eras, the transition from feudalism to
capitalism merely results in the replacement of an old
set of contradictions by a new set.

2

The transntlon from capltahsm to

. commumsm

The predicted rise of the proletariat is not strictly
analogous with the rise of the bourgeoisie. The

“bourgeoisie formed a privileged minority of industrial-

ists, merchants and financiers who forged new forces
of production within feudal society. The proletariat
forms an unprivileged majority which does not create
new forees of productlon ‘within capitalist society.
Marx believed, however, that the contradictions of

:capltahsm were sufficient to transform the proletariat
' ,mto a dass for itself and bring- -about the downfall of

the bourgeome. He saw the magnitude of these

» contradictions and the. intensity of class conflict
' steadlly increasing as capltamm developed. Thus there

isa steady polanzatlon of the two major classes as the

“intermediate strata are submerged into the proletariat.

As capltal accumulates, it is.concentrated more and

more into fewer hands - a process accompanied by the

relanve_ pagpenzatlon of the proletariat. '
"Production assumes an increasingly social and

"cooperative character as larger and larger groups of
| workers.are concentrated in factories. At the same

time the wealth produced by labour is appropriated by
fewer and fewer individuals, as greater competition
drives all but the larger conipanies_ out of business.
Such processes magnify and illuminate the contra-
dictions of capitalism and increase the intensity of

.conflict. It is only a matter of time before members of

the proletariat recognize that the reality of their

_situation is the alienation of labour. This awareness

will lead the proletariat to ‘a revolt to which it is
forced by the contradiction bétween its humanity and
its situation, which is an open, clear and absolute
negation of its humanity’, (Marxist views on dlass and
class conflict are outlined in Chapter 2, pp. 33-6.)

~ The communist society, that Marx predicted would
arise from the ruins of capitalism, will begin with a

_transitional phase, “the dictatorship of the proletariat’

Once thie communist system has been fully
established, the dictatorship’s reason for being (and
therefore its existence) will end. Bourgeois society

. represents ‘the closing chapter of the prehistoric stage

of human society". The communist society of the new
era is without classes w1thout contradictions. The

" dialectical principle now ceases to operate. The

contradictions of human history have now been
negated in a final harmonious synthesis.

Marxism - a critique

Judging from the constant reinterpretations,
impassioned defences and vehement criticisms of
Marx's work, his ideas are as alive and relevant
today as they ever were. Specific criticisms of Marx’s
views on society have been examined in previous



chapters and will not therefore be covered in detaﬂ
in this section.

Many of his critics have argued that history has.
failed to substantiate Marx’s views on the direction of-.

social change. Thus they claim that class conflict, far |

from growing in’ intensity, has become institutional- '
ized in advanced capitalist society. They see little
indication of the proletariat becoming a class for -
itself. Rather than moving towards a polarization of
classes, they argue that the class structure of capltahst
society has become increasingly complex and differ-
entiated. In particular, a steadily growing middle class
has emerged between the proletariat and bourgeoisie.

Turning to communist society, critics héve argued
that history has.not borne out thé promlse of .
commumsm contained in"Marx's wntmgs Slgnlﬁcant
social Inequalltles are present in communist regimes,
and- there are few, if any, signs of a moyement ‘
towards equality. The collapse of communism in -
Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union i m the late
19805 and early 1990s suggests that the promise of
communism has been replaced by the desire for
Western-style democracies.

Particular criticism has been directed towards the
priority that Marx assigned to economic factors in his
explanation of social structure and social change.

Max Weber’s study of ascetic Protestantism argued
that religious beliefs provided the ethics, attitudes.and
motivations for the development of-capitalism. Since
ascetic Protestantism preceded the advent of capitalism,
Weber maintained that, at certain times and places,
aspects of the superstructure can play a primary role in
directinig change (see Chapter 7, pp. 447--51). '

. However, as previous chapters have indicated,
Marxism is sufficiently flexible to counter such
criticism, and to provide explanations for historical .
changes that have occurred smce Marx’s death.

P

Economic determmlsm

This-section closes w1th a bnef examination of what
many see as-the centxal issue of Marxism - the
question of ‘economic determinism’. Critics have often
rejected Marxism on this basis, although they admit
that the charge of economic determinism is' more
applicable to certain of Marx’s followers than to
Marx himself.

"It is possible to select numerous quotations from
Marx’s writings that support the views of his critics.
In terms of these quotations, history can be presented
as a mechanical process directed by economic forces
which follow ‘iron laws’ Humans are compelled to act
in terms of the constraints imposed by the economy,
and passively respond to impersonal forces rather
than actively construct their own history. Thus the
proletariat is ‘compelled’ by its economic situation to
overthrow the bourgeoisie. The contradictions in the

‘e
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capltahst infrastructure will inevitably result in its |
destruction. The superstructure is ‘détermined’ by the

- infrastructure, and human consciousness is' shaped by

economic forces independent of human will and

beyond humanity’s control. In this way, Marx can be

presented as a crude positivist who sees causation
solely in terms of economic forces. o

A defence of Marx

"On closer exammatnon, hOWever, Marx’s wntmgs
| prove more subtle and less dogmatic than many of
‘his critics have suggested Marx rejected a simplistic,

one-directional view of causation. Although he gave

.. priority to econoxhi_c factors, they form only one

aspect of the dialectic of history. From this perspec-
tive, the economy is the primary but not the sole
detenmnant of social ehange The idea of the
dialectic involves an interplay between the various

-parts of soc1cty It rejects the view of unidirectional -

causation proceeding solely from economic factors.

-| Instead it argues that the various parts of society are

inter-related in terms of their mutual effect.

Marx described the economic infrastructure as the
‘ultimately determinant element in h1story Yet
Engels argued that: - . :

if somebody twists this into saying that the
economic element is the only determining one, he
transforms that proposition into a meaningless,
abstract and senseless phrase. The economic
situation is the basis, but the various elements of
the superstructure ... also exert their influence upon
the course of the historical struggle and in many
cases preponderate in determining their form.

Marx and Engels, 1950b, p. 443

Thus the various aspects of the superstructure have a
certain degree of autonomy and a part to play in

- influencing the course of history. They are not

automatlcally and mechanically determined by the
infrastructure.

Marx consistently argued that ‘man makes his
own history’ The history of human society is not the
product of impersonal forces; it is the result of
peoplc’s purposive activity. In Marx’s view, ‘It is not
*history” which uses men as a means of achieving -
as if it were an individual person ~ its own ends.
Histcry is nothing but the activity of men in pursuit
of their ends’ (Marx, in Bottomore and Rubel (eds),
1963). Since people make society, only people can
change society. Radical change results from a
consciousness of reality and direct action. Thus
members of the proletariat must be fully aware of
their situation and take active steps in order to
change it. Although a successful revolution depends
ultimately on the economic situation, it requires

human initiative. People must make their own utopia.
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Neo-Marxists are sociologists whose work has
been inspired by Marx’s theories, but who

nevertheless have developed a distinctive approach
of their own. In one way or another they have pohtrcal stablhty _
broken with conventional Marxist theory in order, : ‘

superstructure, such as the church, the mass media,
and the education system. He also placed more :
stress upon the role of ideas i in mamtammg

e

as they see it, to understand society more - . MarXIsm and Othﬁl‘ pﬁl’SpECtIVCS
adequately. There is: no clear dividing line between -

- Marxists and neo-Marxists. As the last section
indicated, there are various interpretations of
Marx’s work, and it is possible for Mannsts to
disagree without rejecting Marx’s overall approach
Nevertheless, some sociological theones thatlmrght
be described as Marxist are sufficiently different

from Marx’s own work to merit the. descnptlon of
neo-Marxnst’

'Sofne neo-Marxists Kave tried to develop Marxism
by drawing upon other sociological perspectives. For
* example, Paul Willis (1977) in his study of the

- transition from school to work (see pp: 791-4),
combmed a Marxist analysis of society with a study
of small—scale interaction that owes much to an
mteractxomst pexspectxve Similarly, Ian Taylor, Paul
Walton anq Jock Young in The New Criminology

- (1973),argued that the insights of various sociolog-

" ical perspectives were necessary in order to produce
a *fully social theory’ of crime. Taylor et al.
Vneverthgless claimed that their theory would only
make sense if the insights_of other perspectives were
related to an overall Marxist framework for the
analysis of socrety

Antonio Gramsci

Most neo-Marxist perspectives are characterized by
the use of some concepts that are different from
those that Marx used. Generally they reject the extent
to which Marx concentrated upon economic, material
factors in determining the historical development of
societies. An example of neo-Marxism, the work of
Antonio Gramsci, was examined in Chapter 9 (see
pp. 615-17).

Gramsci (1891-1937) suggested that ownership
of the means of production was not sufficient to
guarantee that a ruling class would monopolize
power in a society. In order to maintain its leader-
ship and dominance, or, as he called it,
‘hegemony’, a ruling class had to actively try to
win support from other members of society. He did
not believe that the ruling class could ever rely
upon false class consciousness to guarantee its

_ position, since all meml\)grs of the subject classes
“had some awareness of theéir exploitation. The
ruling class needed to make some real concessions
to other groups in society in order to win théir
support. Thus the state could not always act -
exclusively in the interests of the owners of the
means of production.

Gramsci also differed from Marx in placing
greater emphasis on the importance of divisions
within classes as well as between classes. Thus, for
example, agricultural and industrial workers might to
some extent have different interests, and the state
might exploit the existence of these divisions in order
to maintain ruling-class hegemony.

Like many neo-Marxists, Gramsci attached
rather more importance than Marx to the culture
of a society, and to the institutions of the

Neo-Marxism -~ a critique

: .
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Much of the appeal of Marx as a sociologist lies
with the simplicity of his basic theory. This
simplicity is both its principal strength and its main
weakness. On the one hand, it provides the basis for
a study of society that has a clear starting point.
From this starting point it is possible to develop
logically connected arguments and to make predic-

- tions about the development of societies. On the
other hand, it leaves Marx open to the criticism that
he has ignored important factors that influence
social life. _
Neo-Marxism has developed as a response both to
the criticisms levelled at Marx, and to developments
in societies since his death’ ‘which:seem to undermine
his theory. Neo—Mamsts have been able to overcome
some criticisms of Marx, but in doing so have left
themselves open to the claim that they have
developed no clear alternative approach to
understanding society. Neo-Marxists reduce the role
of the economy in their theories, and attach more
importance to cultural and ideological aspects of
society. But they are generally unable to specify
when, and in what circumstances, cultural or
economic factors are more important in shaping
society. Some neo-Marxists move so far away from
Marx that their views seem little different to some of
the theories that will now be examined.




Conflict theory has its origins in the work of Max /

Weber. As Chapter 2 indicated (see pp. 36—8), Weber

rejected the view that the division between the. S

owners and non-owners of property was the only
significant division between groups in society. He. .
argued that there could be numerous divisions within
the two basic classes, depending upon the market
situation’ of individuals (Weber, 1978). _

Furthermore, he suggested that people could be
divided by their status situation and political interests
as-well as by their economic position. ‘qutles ' could
be formed on the basis of status groupings-or classes,
but it was also possible for them to cut across-class
or status. groups, - :

Weber’s views on classes, status groups and partxes
reflect the main themes of conflict theoty. Conflict
theorists argue that the sccial structure is much more
complex than Marx’s work suggests. It consists of
many different groups, not just two ‘classes.
Furthermore, although conflict theorists accept that
these groups have different interests, these interests
are not just economic. For example, a particular
group might strive for greater prestige or status
rather than greater economic power.

In a neat summary of conflict theory, Ian Craib
describes it in the following way: ‘Society is like a
more or less confused battle ground. If we watch
from on high, we can see a variety of groups fighting
each other, constantly forming and reforming,
making and breaking alliances’ (Craib, 1984). .

Conflict theory has strongly influenced the work
of John Goldthorpe on stratification (see pp. 114-17).
However, in order to illustrate and evaluate conflict
theory, the work of another sociologist, Ralph

‘Dahrendorf, will now be examined.

Ralf Dahrendorf - authonty
and eonﬂlct '

Post-capltahsm :

Dahrendorf’s conflict theory arose out of a critical
evaluation of the work of Karl Marx (Dahrendorf,
1959). Dahrendorf accepted that Marx’s description of
capitalism was generally accurate in the nineteenth
century when Marx was writing, but he argued that
in the twentieth century it had become outdated as a
basis for explaining conflict. Dahrendorf argued that
important changes had taken place in countries such
as Britain and the USA. They were now ‘post-
capitalist’ societies.

Dahrendorf claimed that, far from the two main
classes becoming polarized, as Marx had predicted,

\2
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‘the of:posite had happened. The proportion of skilled

and semi-skilled workers had grown, as had the size :
of the ‘new middle class’ of white-collar workers,
such as clerks, nurses and teachers. Inequalities in

.income and wealth had been reduced, partly because

of changes in the social structure, and partly because

. of measures taken by the state. Social mobility had

become more commion, and, crucially, the link -
between ownership and control in industry had been

* broken. Managers, rather than owners, exercised day-

to-day control over the means of production.
.In these areumstances, Marx’s claim that conflict
was based upon the ownership or non-ownership of

“wealth was: no longer.valid. This was because there

' was no longer a close association between wealth

- and powerq Shareholders, for example, might own the
- wealth of a company, but in practice they did not

exercise close control over the management.

In view of these changes, Dahrendorf argued that
conflicts were no longer based upon the existence of
the two classes identified by Marx, nor were they
based upon economic divisions. Instead, Dahrendorf
saw conflict as being concerned with authority.

Authority

To Dahrendorf, authority is legitimate power attached
to the occupation of a particular social role within an
organization. Thus, for example, a manager in a
company, or a teacher in a classroom, has the right
to take certain decisions regardless of the wishes of
the workforce or pupils. A manager has the authority-
to instruct workers to arrive on time, and a teacher
has the authority to instruct pupils to do homework.

~Adl organizations - or associations, as Dahrendorf

calls them - have positions of domination and

‘subjection. Some are able to take decisions legiti-

mately and issue commands, and others are not. It is
this situation which Dahrendorf saw as the basis for
conflict in ‘post-capitalist’ societies.

Authority and quasi-groups

Dahrendorf believed that the existence of dominant
and subordinate positions produces a situation in
which individuals have different interests. Those
occupying dominant positions have an interest in
maintaining a social structure that gives them more
authority than others. Those in subordinate
positions, on the other hand, have an interest in
changing a social structure that deprives them of
authority. This conflict of interests is present in a
much wider range of social relationships than the
economic conflict of interests between the ruling
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class-and the subject class that Marx 1dent1ﬁed as
the basis for conflict in society. :

As a consequence, there are many dlfferent quasi- -

groups’ or potential groups that could be in conﬂrct
with each otlier. Some of these quasi-groups will j _]om
together and act to pursue their common interests.

- Individuals may belong to a whole variety of

different groups, and they are not necessanly o
confined in all areas of social life to subordinate or

dominant groups. Dahrendorf said, *Since domination

in industry does not necessarily involve domination -
in the state, or a church, or other assocratlons, total
societies can present the picture of a plurality of
competing dominant (and, conversely, subjected) -

aggregates. Thus,-aperson who is a. managcr :and-has - |

a posmon of authority in a company Wlll tend to act
to maintain that authority; but if, for example, the
same person has a subordinate position in:a.religious
organization, they may try to change the organiza-
tion to increase their own authority. :

Dahrendorf and conﬂlct theory -a cntrque

Not surprisingly, Marxists do not accept Dahrendorf's

view that Marx’s theory is no longer applicable to
contemporary societies. For example, the British
Marxist Johni Westergaard (1997) believes that Britain
is still fundamentally divided between two classes,
and he denies that inequality between rich and poor
has been decreasing in recent decades. '

~ More importantly, though, some sociologists
question whether Dahrendorf’s approach can actually
explain conflict. Ian Craib (1984) points out that

. Dahrendorf admits that‘subordinate groups may defer

to the authority of dominant groups as well as.

Sociologists who adopt social action or interpretive
perspectives usually reject the view that society has a
clear structure that directs individuals to béhave in
certain ways. Sorne social action theorists do not deny
the existence of a social structure, but see this
structure-as rising out of the action of individuals.
Thus Weber, who to some extent spans the gap
between structural and social action perspectives,
acknowledges the existence of classes, status groups
and parties, but he challenges the view of Durkheim
that society exists independently of the individuals

‘who make up society. Symbolic interactionists accept

the existence of social roles, but deny that these roles
are fixed and inflexible, or determined by the

supposed ‘needs’ of the social system. Phenomenology
and ethnomethodology represent a much more radical

|

“different groups, all of which may be in conflict with
“each other, that it is difficult to get a clear picture of
‘how society works. It is not clear what the end result
-of the conflict will be: who will win-and who will

~lose. Nor does conflict theory provide an adequate

i ,explanatlon of why one group will be successful and
-another will not. Marxism and neo-Marxism give

challenging it. Thus members of-a workforce may
- work conscientiously or they may strike, but -
Dahrendorf fails to explain adequately why they will '
follow one course rather than another. Craib suggests
that Dahrendorf’s only answer is to,suggest that it is a
matter of individual choice, but this does not actually
explain why on some occasions there is conflict - for -
example, a ‘strike — and on others there is none. )
More generally, conflict theory, whether ,

| _Dahrendort‘s or that of ‘othier writers,’ produces a
1: Tather-confused prcture of the social structure.

Society is portrayed as consisting of so many

more’ co,herent answers to these types of question. On
the other hand, conflict theory is able to encompass
conflict between such groups as men and women,
which does not fit neatly into a Marxist framework
for understanding society.

Conflict theory represented an important break
from Marxism and helped to provide the basis for the
development of some later theories. In particular,
post-structuralists and postmodemists have gone
much further in arguing that there are numerous
types of social division and sources of inequality.

" Indeed, post-structuralists and postmodernists think

more in terms .of difference than division and
inequality {(see pp. 1068-75 for a discussion of
postmodernism).

rejection of structural perspectives. They deny the
existence of any sort of social structure.

All:of these perspectives argue that sociologists
need to understand and interpret human behaviour
and discover the meéanings that lie behind it.
Phenomenology and ethnomethodology claim that
sociology can go no further than reaching an
understanding of the meanings that individuals
attach to the world around them. "

These perspectives will now be examined in det{ai!.

' Max Weber

The German sociologist Max Weber (1864-1920) is
widely regarded as one of the three great founders of
sociology, with Marx and Durkheim. Although Welicr



identified aspects of the social structure such as class,
p arties, status groups and bureaucracies, all of these
groupings were made up of individuals carrying out
social actions. Furthermore, it was social actions
which, according to Weber, should be the focus of
study in sociology. ' '

Social action

In one of his most 1mportant works, Economy and
Society (1978, first published in the 1920s), Weber -
said, *Sociology (in the sense:in which this hlghly

ambiguous word is used here) is a science ‘concerning -

itself with the interpretive understanding of social
action and thereby with a causal explanatlon ‘of its
course and consequences.. By: makmg this: statement
Weber was txymg to spell out the precise lmnts of
what could and could not be explamed in soc1olog—
- ical terms. - : : ;

. To Weber, a social actlon was an actlon carned
out by an individual to which a person attached a
meaning; an action which, in his words, ‘takes
account of the behaviour of others and. is thereby -
oriented in its course’ Thus, an action that a person
does not think about cannot be a social action. For
example, an accidental collision of bicycles or an
irwoluntary cry of pain are not social actions because
process. Furthermore, if an action does not take

~account of the existence and possible reactions of.
others, it is not social. If a person prays in private, in
secrecy, it cannot be a social action - nobody knows
about it and the actor could not be taking account of
the possible actions of others

Socml action:and Verstehen

Having identified the subject matter of sociology,
Weber went on to suggest how social action could be
explained. Before the cause of a social action could
be found, it was neeessa{y to.understand the

" meaning attached to it by the actor. He distinguished
two types of understanding.

First, he referred to aktuelles Verstehen, which can
roughly be translated as direct observational
understanding. For example, it is possible to :
understand that someone is angry by observing their
facial expression. Similarly, it is possible to
understand what is happening when a woodcutter
hits a piece of wood with an axe - that is, the
woodcutter is chopping wood. However, this is not,
to Weber, a sufficient level of understanding to begin

to explain social action.

The second type of understanding is erklirendes
Verstehen, or explanatory understanding. In this
case the sociologist must try to understand the
meaning of an act in terms of the motives that
have given rise to it. Thus erkldrendes Verstehen

\¥
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would require an understanding of why the
woodcutter was chopping wood. Was‘it in order to
earn a wage, to make a fire, or to work off anger?

.To achieve this type of understanding it is -
‘necessary to put yourself in the shoes of the person
‘Whose behaviour you are explaining. You should '
1magme yourself in their situation to try to get at
‘the motives behind their actlons

Causal explanatlons "

Even this level of understandmg is not sufﬁment to.
explain a series of aet_lons,or events. For a full causal

~ explanation it is necessary to determine what has

given:rise to the mohves that led to the actions. Here
Weber advocated the use of methods closer to a
positivist approaeh He attempted to discover connec-
tions between events and to establish causal relation-
ships. This. can'be seen from his study, The Protestant

gl Ethic and the Spmt of Capztahsm (1958) (see
|. pp. 447-51). .

Weber tned to show that there was a relatlonslnp
between ascetic Protestantism and capitalism. He '
¢claimed that ascetic Protestantism preceded
capitalism and was found almost exclusively in those
countries that became capitalist. Nevertheless, this
was not sufficient to convince Weber that there was a
causal connection between the two, because it did
not establish how or why ascetic Protestantism
contributed to the rise of capitalism. In order to
establish this link, Weber tried to understand the
motives of ascetic Protestants for adopting capitalist -
behaviour. He believed that their main motive was to
convince themselves that they were predestined to go
to heaven.

Weber’s work on the rise of capitalism illustrates
his belief that social actions, particularly those 3
involving large numbers of people behaving in-'
similar ‘ways, could lead. to large-scale social changes
such as the advent of capitalism. Furthermore, even
when Weber sounds rather like a structuralist sociolo-
gist, he usually insists that he is really describing a
type of social action. Thus, while society might -
contain institutions and social groups, these institu-
tions and social groups are composed of individuals
engaged in social action. Weber said:

when reference is made in a sociological context to
a state, a nation, a corporation, a family or an army
corps, or to similar collectivities, what is meant is ...
only a certain kind of development of actual or
possible social actions of individual persons.

Weber, 1958

Social action and bureaucracy

Weber's general views on the relationship between
institutions and social action can be illustrated by his
important work on bureaucracies. Bureaucracies S
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might be seen as institutions that closely control and
direct human behaviour or social actions. Although
Weber was aware of, and indeed concemed about,
the power of bureaucracies in restricting human p
freedom, he nevertheless saw them as composed of:
individuals carrying out social actions. Thus he
believed that bureaucracies consisted of individuals
carrying out rational social actions designed to
achieve the goals of bureaucracies.. . .

Significantly, Weber saw the whole development
of modem societies in terms of a move towards
rational social action. Thus, to Weber, modern
societies were undergoing a process of rationaliza-
tion, as affective or emotional action and action
directed by custom and tradition (trad1t10nal action) ™
became less important. Weber’s views on bureaucracy
will now be exammed in detail.

Bureaucracy and ratlonahzatlon -'

Weber believed that bureaucratic organizations were
the dominant institutions of industrial society (Weber,
1964). We will examine Weber’s definition of

bureaucracy in detail shortly but, briefly, he saw it as

an organization with a hierarchy of paid, full-time
officials who formed a chain of command. A bureau-

‘cracy is concerned with the business of administra-
- tion: with controlling, managing and coordinating a

complex series of tasks. Bureaucratic organizations
are increasingly-dominating the institutional
landscape: departments of state, political parties,
business enterprises, the military, education and
churches are all organized on bureaucratic lines.

To appreciate the nature of modern society, Weber
maintained that an understanding of the process of
bureaucratization is essential. Marxists see
fundamental differences between capitalist and
socialist industrial societies. To Weber their differ-
ences are ininimal compared to the essential
smnlanty of bureaucratic organization. This is the
defmmg charactengtlc of modem industrial society.

Bureaucracy and rational action

Weber's view of bureaucracy must be seen in the-
context of his general theory of social action. He
argued ghat all human action is directed by
meanings. Thus, in order to understand and explain
an action, the meanings and motives that lie behind
it must be appreciated. Weber identified various
types of action that are distinguished by the

‘meanings on which they are based. These include

‘affective’ or ‘emotional action’, ‘traditional action’
and ‘rational action’: '

1 Affective or emotional action stems from an
individual's emotional state at a particular time. A
loss of temper which results in verbal abuse or
physical violence is an example of affective action.

2 Traditional action is based on established custom.
Individuals act in a certain way because of ingrained
~ habit: because things have always been done that
“way. They have no real awareness of why they do
'something; their actions are simply second nature.

3 By comparison, rational action involves a clear
awareness of a goal: it is the action of a’manager
.who wishes to increase productivity or of a builder
contracted to erect a block of flats. In both cases

. the'goal is clearly defined. Rational action also

~ involves a systematic-assessment of the various

. means of attaining a goal and the selection of the
" most appropnate means to do so. Thus, if a
capitalist in the building trade aimed to maximize
- profit, she or he would carefully evaluate factors
such as alternative sites, raw materials, building
techniques, labour costs and the potential market,
“in order to realize -her or his goal: This would entail
a precnse calculation of costs and the careful
‘welghmg up of the advantages and dlsadvantages
of the various factors involved. The action is
rational since, in Weber's words, rational action is
‘the methodical attainment of a definitely given and
practical end by means of an increasingly precise
calculation of means. o

Weber believed that rational action had become the
dominant mode of action in modern industrial
society. He saw it expressed in a wide variety of -
areas: in state administration, business, education,
science, and even in Western classical music. He
referred to the increasing dominance of rational
action as the 'process of rationalization’.

) Bureaucratization is a prime example of this
process. A bureaucratic organization has a clearly
defined goal. It involves the precise calculation of the
means to attain this goal and systematically
eliminating -those factors that stand in the way of the
achievement of its objectives. Bureaucracy is
therefore rational attion in an institutional form.

Bureaucracy and control

Bureaucracy is also a system of control. It involves a
hierarchical organization in which superiors strictly
control and discipline the activities of subordinates.
Weber argued'that;‘in any large-scale task, some
people must coordinate and control the activities of
others. He stated that ‘the imperative coordination of
the action of a considerable number of men requires
control of a staff of persons’ In order for this control
to be effective, it must be regarded as legitimate.
There must be a ‘minimum of voluntary submission’
to higher authority.

Legitimacy can be based on various types of
meanings. For example, it can result from traditional
or rational meanings, and therefore can take the
form of traditional authority or rational authority.
The form of the organizational structure derives from



the type of legitimacy on which it is based. In
© Weber's words: '

According to the kind of legitimacy which is
claimed, the type of obedience, the kind of
administrative staff developed to guarantee it and
-the mode of exercising authority, will all differ
fundamentally.

Weber, 1978, p. 213

To understand bureaucracy, it is therefore nécéssary
for us to appreciate the type of legmmacy on whxch
bureaucratic control is based.

Weber identified three forms of legmmacy, whlch

derive from the three types of social action dlscussed .

above.Affectlve, traditional and rational actlons each
: prov1de a particular motive for obedience, a/ motive
based respectively on emotion, custom and’
rationality. These types of legitimate. control are
‘charismatic authority’, ‘traditional authority” and
‘rational-legal authority’ Each results in a__f particular’
form of organizational structure. Weber constructed
models to represent each type of authority.

1 Charismatic authority and organizational
structure '

Organizational structures that derive from charis-
matic authority are fluid and ill-defined. Those who
occupy positions of authority either share the
charisma of the leader or possess a charisma of their
own. They are not selected on.the basis of family ties
to the leader or on the basis of technical qualifica-
tions. There is no fixed hierarchy of officials and no
legal rules govern the organization of leaders and
followers. Jesus's disciples provide an example of
leadership positions in a charismatic movement.
There is no systematlcally organized economic

support for the movement; its' members typically rely
on charity or plunder. Since charismatic authority
depends for its control on the person of the leader, it
_ is necessarily short-hveq After the leader’s death,

the movement must become ‘routinized’ in terms of
either traditional or rational-legal authority, if it is
to survive, Thus the organizational control of the
Christian church is no longer directly based on the
charisma of its founder. Instead it has been °
routinized in terms of both traditional and
rational-legal authorities.

2 Traditional authority and organizational
structure ‘

The organizational structure that derives from the
second type of authority, traditional authority, takes
two main forms: the first is a household that
includes relatives, favourites and servants who are
dependent on the head of the household; the second
is a system of vassals such as feudal lords who

(]
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swear an oath of loyalty to the king or queen and
hold land on this basis. The duties of both the
household retainers and the vassals are defined by

_custom but may be changed according to the

vinclination of the particular ruler. This organiza-
/ tional structure is of little 1mportance in-contempo-
raly societies.

3 Rational-legal authonty and orgamzatlonal
structure o N

Like other forms of authonty, ratxonal—legal
authority produces a particular kind of organiza-
tional structure. This is bureaucracy, which Weber
defined as ‘A hierarchical organization designed
rationally to coordinate the work of many individuals
in the pursuit of large-scale admmlstratlve tasks and
organizational g goals!

Weber constructed an ideal type of the
rational-legal’ ‘bureaucratic organization. He argued
- that bureaucrac1es in modem industrial society are
steadlly mcvmg towards this ‘pure’ type. The ideal
type of bureaucracy contains the following elements:

1. ‘The regular activities required for the purpose; of
the organization are distributed in a fixed way as
official duties' (Gerth and Mills (eds), 1948). Each
administrative official has a clearly defined area of

——responsibility. Complex tasks are broken down into
manageable parts, with each official specializing in a
particular area. For example, state administration is
divided into various departments such as education,
defence and the environment. Within each

“department every official has a clearly defined
sphere of competence and responsibility.

2 ‘The organization of offices follows the principle of |
hierarchy; that is every lower office is under the
control and supervision of a higher one' (Weber
1978). A chain of command and responsibility is*
established whereby officials are accountable to

. their immediate superior both for the conduct of *
their own official dutues and those-of everybody
below them.

3 The operations of the bureaucracy are governed by
‘a consistent system of abstract rules' and the
‘application of these rules to particular cases' (Gerth
and Mills (eds), 1948). These rules clearly. define the
limits of the authority held by various officials in the
hierarchy. Obedience to superiors stems from a belief
in the correctness of the rules. The rules also lay
down fixed procedures for the performance of each
task. They impose strict discipline and control,
leaving little room for personal initiative or
discretion.

4 The 'ideal official’ performs his or her duties in ‘a
spirit of formalistic impersonality ... without hatred
or passion’ (Weber, 1978). The activities of the
bureaucrat are governed by the rules, not by

. personal considerations such as feelings towards
colleagues or clients. The actions are therefore

I i e il
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rational rather than affective. Business is conducted

‘according to calculable rules and “without regard
for persons™ (Weber, 1978).

5 Officials are appointed on the basis of techmcal :
knowledge and expertise. Weber stated that- =~
"Bureaucratic administration means fundamentally
the exercise of control on the basis of knowledge.
This is the feature of it which makes it specifically

rational! Thus officials are selected in terms of the
~ contribution their particular knowledge and skills

can make to the realization of organizational goals.- |-

~Once appointed, the official is a full-time paid -
employee and his or her occupation constltutes a

~ career. Promotion is based on semonty or

" achievement or a combination of both

6 Bureaucratic administration mvo!ves a stnct
separation of private and official i income. Officials
do. not own any part of the organlzatlon for which
they work, nor can they use their position for pnvate
~ gain. In Weber's words, ‘Bureaucracy segregates :-
official activity as something dlstmct from the
sphere of private hfe

The ‘technical superiority’ of bureaucracy

The ideal type of bureaucracy is never completely
~achieved in reality. Several of its characteristics are
found in the state administrations of Ancient Egypt,
- China and the later stages of the Roman Empire. The
ideal type is most closely approximated in capitalist-
industrial society where it has become. the major
form of organizational control.

The development of bureaucracy is due to its
‘technical superiority’ compared to organizations
based on charismatic and traditional authority. Weber
argued that ‘The decisive reason for the advance of

_ bureaucratic organization has always been its purely

technical superiority-over any other-form of organi-

- zation. This. technvcal superiority stems from the

combmatlon of spec1ahst skills subordinated to the
goals of the orgamzatlon Personal emotions and
interests, which mxght détract from the attainment of
those goals, are excluded; while a set of rational rules
is designed specifically to further the objectives of

the organization. Compared to other forms of organi-
zation, tasks in a bureaucracy are performed with

greater plfecision and speed, and with less friction
and lower costs.

Bureaucracy and freedom

Although Weber appreciated the technical advantages
of bureaucratic organization, he was also aware of its
disadvantages. He saw the strict control ¢f officials
restricted to very specialized tasks as a limitation of

" human freedom. The uniform and rational procedures

of bureaucratic practice largely prevent spontaneity,
creativity and individual initiative. The impersonality
of official conduct tends to produce ‘specialists

without spirit. Bureaucratic organization produces an
iron cage which imprisons and restricts people.
Weber foresaw the possibility of people being
trapped in their specialized routines, with little
awareness of the relationship between their jobs and
the organization as a whole. He wrote, ‘It'is horrible
to think that the world would one day be filled with
little Cogs, little men clinging to little _]obs and-
stnvmg towards the bigger ones!
..Weber also foresaw the danger of bureaucrats
becoming preoccupied with uniformity and order,

" losing sight of all else and becoming dependent on
 the security provided by their highly structured niche
:in the bureaucratlc machine. *Hebeheved it was as if:

we were. deliberately to become men who need .
‘order’ and noth/ng .but order, become nervous and
cowardly if for one moment this order wavers, and -

helpless if they are torn away from their tota!
mcorporatlon in it.

Weber, 1978, p. 1401

p"

To Weber, the process of rationalization, of which
bureaucracy is the prime expression, is basically
irrational. It is ultimately aimless.since it tends to
destroy the traditional values that give meaning and
purpose to life. For him, the ‘great question’ is ‘what
can we oppose to this machinery in order to keep-a
portion of mankind free from this parcelling-out of
the soul, from this supreme mastery of the bureau-

. cratic- way of life?’ (quoted in Nisbet, 1967).

Despite his forebodings, Weber thought that
bureaucracy.was essential to the operation of large-
scale industrial societies. In particular, he believed
that the state and economic enterprises could not
function effectively without bureaucratic control. It
therefore made little sense to try to dlspense with
bureaucracies. However, Weber was fearful of the
ends to which bureaucratic organization could be
directed. It represented the most complete and
effective institutionalization of power so far created.
In Weber’s eyes, ‘bureaucracy has been and is a
power instrument of the first order - for the one who
controls the bureaucratic apparatus’ (Weber, 1978).

Weber was particularly concerned about the

* control of state bureaucratic administration. He saw
two main dangers if this control was left in the hands

of bureaucrats themselves:

1 Particularly in times of crisis, bureaucratic leadership
would be ineffective. Bureaucrats are trained to
follow orders and conduct routine operations rather
than to make policy decisions and take initiatives in
response to crises.

2 In capitalist society, top bureaucrats may be swayed

by the pressure of capitalist interests and tailor
their administrative practices to fit the demands
of capital.



Weber argued that these dangers could only be
avoided by strong parliamentary control of the state
bureaucracy. In particular, professional politicians
must hold the top positions in the various depart-
ments of state. This would encourage strong and
effective leadership since politicians are trained to

take decisions. In addition it would help to open the |

bureaucracy to public view:and reveal any behind-
the-scenes wheeling and dealing between bureau- . .
crats and powerful interests. Politicians are public |
figures, open to public scrutiny and the criticism of
opposition parties. They are therefore accountab]e
for their actions. —
Bureaucrats and politicians - /"'

Even with- politicians at the head of state bureaucra—
cies, problems remain. Weber observed that ‘The .
political master always finds himself vis-a-vis. the

trained official, in the position of a drlettante facmg b
the expert’ Professional politicians lack the technical -

knowledge controlled by the bureaucracy and may
have little awareness of its inner workmgs and
procedures. They are largely dependent on the
information supplied-by bureaucrats and upon their
advice as to the feasibility of the measures the politi-
cian -wishes to take. The politician may well end up
being directed by the bureaucrat.

- Weber believed that only strong parliamentary
government could control state bureaucracy. He:
suggested that state bureaucrats should be made
directly and regularly accountable to Parliament for
their actions. The procedure for doing this was the
parliamentary committee, which would systematically
cross-examine top civil servants. In Weber's view,
‘This alone guarantees public supervision and a
thorough inquiry’ :

-Weber's view of bureaucracy is ambrvalent He
recognized its ‘fechnical superiority’ over all other
forms of organization. He believed that it was essential
for the effective operatlen of large-scale industrial
society. While he saw it as a threat to responsible
government, he believed that this threat could be
countered by strong political control. However, he
remained pessimistic about the consequences of
bureaucracy for humman freedom and happiness.

Materialism and idealism

Given the importance that Weber attached to social
action, it is not surprising that he also attached
considerable importance to the role of ideas in
shaping social life. Weber was very much opposed to
what he saw as the one-sided materialism of
Marxism. He denied that human beliefs were entirely
shaped by material or economic forces; indeed, his
work on Protestantism suggested that religious beliefs
could transform an economic system.

| S
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However, Weber was equally concemed to reject a
one-sided idealism that saw human history as
directed by the ideas and beliefs held by people.

{ Instead, Weber maintained that both material factors
1" and beliefs were important. He believed that religious

beliefs could develop quite mdependently of material -
factors - for example, through theological arguments i
within a church. On the other hand, new beliefs -

'fwould only be taken up;if circumstances made. them

likely to thnve Thus, matenal circumstances might

 affect whether or not ideas became widely accepted,
“but they did not determine what ideas were produced

in the first place.

Weber adopted & similar type of argument to
explain the role of religion in the advent of
c_apitali_sm{.To Weber, before capitalism could fully
develop it was necessary to have both the appropriate
beliefs,-and the appropriate material circumstances.

In a simple tribal society neither would be present.
According té? Weber, many oriental societies had the
" .economnic conditions that could have led to

capitalism, but they lacked a religion that encouraged
rational activity. Countries such as Britain and the
USA had both the material conditions and the. beliefs
of ascetic Protestantism, which were necessary
preconditions for the development of capitalism. -

~Weber - a critique

Weber has undoubtedly made a great contribution to
the development of modern sociology, although, like
the other classical sociologists, his work has been
hotly debated.

A central weakness of Weber s socrology can be

identified. He has been accused of ‘methodological

individualism® - a criticism summed up by David Lee -
and Howard Newby in the following way: ‘Weber
was willing to treat all social forces and pressures as’
if they could be explained (or reduced) to the actions
and purposes of seemingly isolated individuals’ (Lee
and Newby, 1983). The structural approaches
examined earlier, particularly those of Durkheim and
Marx, were strongly opposed to any such view.
Furthermore, in Weber’s own work, his social action
approach exists rather uneasily. alongside his views
on particular types of social institution. Thus it is
hard to reconcile his view that bureaucracies could
severely restrict human freedom, or that society was
divided into social classes, with his claim that society
simply consisted of individuals choosing courses of
action according to their motives.

Weber's views on bureaucracy and the 1mportance
of rationalization to the development of modernity
have been the subject of extensive discussion.
Postmodernists generally argue that bureaucratic
organizations are no longer the dominant institu-
tions in contemporary societies. They believe that
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organizations have become much more flexible, less
governed by rules and less hierarchical. For example,
Stewart Clegg (1992) argues that post-Fordist -
flexible firms are far less rigid than traditional
bureaucracies. He sees the trend towards this type of
work organization as evidence of a shift towards '
postmodern organizations (see pp. 713-17 for a

~ discussion of post-Fordism and flexible firms).

‘From a different perspective, some mterpreters
of Weber have argued that there are reasons to
suppose that bureaucratic domination is-not -

inevitable even within modern societies. Thus Larry

Ray and Michael Reed (1994) believe that thg iron

. cage’ of bureaucracy can be challenged

Organizations are not dlways successful in
persuading people that what they are, domg can be
justified simply in terms of its rationality. In -
modern societies people may question the ends that
are being pursued rationally.

Symbolic interactionism (usually referred to as
interactionism in- earlier chapters) is a distinctly
American branch of sociology. It. developed from the
work of a group of American philosophers who
included John Dewey, William I. Thomas and George
Herbert Mead. Like Max Weber, symbolic interaction-
ists are.concerned with explaining social actions in
terms of the meanings that individuals give to them.
However, they tend to focus on small-scale interac-
tion situations rather than large-scale social change.

George Herbert Mead (1863-1931) is generally
regarded as the founder of symbolic interactionism.
His views will now be examined.

George Herbert Mead

Symbols:,

In Mead’s view, human thought, experience and -
conduct are essentially social (Mead, 1934). They owe
their nature to the fact that human beings interact in -
terms of symbols, the most important of which are
contained in language. A symbol does not simply
stand for an object or event: it defines them in a
particular way and indicates a response to them. Thus
the symbol ‘chair’ not only represents a class of
objects and defines them as similar, it also indicates a
line of action: that is, the action of sitting.

Symbols impose parncular meanings on ob_]ects and
events and, in doing so, largely exclude other possible
meanings. For exaniple, chairs may be made out of

According to Ray and Reed, such ends would .
only be regarded as legitimate if people had agreed
to them. There were therefore at least two directions ... -
in which modern societies could develop: ’the iron
cage on the one hand, and the expansion of discur-
sive rational legitimation on the other’ (Ray and
Reed, 1994). In other words, there could be

~increasing emphasis on democratic control of
' organizational ends. If Ray- and Reed are correct,

i

then perhaps pessimistic mterpretatlons of the
-consequences- of bureaucracy may be mlsplaced or

exaggerated.
Whatever the merits of Weber's views on bureau-
cracy, they have proved enormously influential. His

- views have shaped much of the debate within the

sociology: of organizations, and his claims about
rationalization have been central to debates about

modemlty and- postmodermty (see pp. 1068-75 for a

;dlSCllSSlOIl of modemnity and postmodernity).

metal, cane or wood, and on this basis be defined as
very different objects. However, such differences are
rendered insignificant by the fact that they are all
categorized in terms of the symbol ‘chair. Similarly,
chairs can be stood on, used as a source of fuel or as a

" means for assaulting someone; but the range of

possible activities that could be associated with chairs
is largely excluded by the course of action indicated
by the symbol ‘chair. Symbols provide the means
whereby humans can interact meaningfully with their
natural and social erivironment. They are human-made
and refer not to the intrinsic nature of ObJQCtS and
events but to the ways in which people perceive them.

- ‘Without symbols there would be no-human
interaction and no human society. Symbolic interac-
tion is necessary since humans have no instincts to
direct their behaviour. Humans are. not genetically
programmed to react automatically to particular
stimuli. In order tg;‘éurvive they must therefore
construct and live*within a-world of meaning. For
example, they must classify the natural environment
into categories of food and non-food in order to meet
basic nutritional requirements. In this way humans
define both the stimuli and their response to them.
Thus, when hunters on the African savannah catego-
rize antelope as a source of food, they define what is
significant in the natural environment and their
response to it. Via symbols, meaning is imposed on
the world of nature, and human interaction with that
world is thereby made possible.



Role-taking

Social life can only proceed if the meanings of
symbols are largely shared by members of society. If
this were not the case, meaningful communication
‘would be impossible. However, common symbols
provide only the means by which human interaction
<an be accomplished. In order for interaction to
proceed each person involved must interpret the °
meanings and intentions of ;dthers. This is made -
possible by the existence of common symbols, but
actually accomplished by means of a process that
Mead termed ‘role-taking’, ;

The process of role-taking involves one person
taking on the role of another by 1magmat1vely

placing themselves in the position of the pexson w1th ’

‘whom they are interacting. For example, 1f a petson
observes another smiling, crying, waving a hand or
shaking a fist, they will put.1 themselves in that
person’s position in order to mterpret the mtentmn

and meaning. On the basis of this mtexpretatmn they

will make their response to the action of the other.
“Thus, if an individual observes someone shaking a

- fist, they may interpret this gesture as an indication
of aggression but their interpretation will not
automatically lead to a particular response. They may
ignore the gesture, respond in kind, attempt to defuse
the situation with a joke, and so on. The person with
whom they are interacting will then take their role,
interpret their response and either continue or close
the interaction on the basis of this interpretation. In
this respect human interaction can be seen as a
continuous process of interpretation, with each taking
the role of the other. :

The self

Mead argued that, through the process of role-taking,
individuals develop a concept of ‘self. By placing
themselvés in-the position of others they are able to
look back upon themselves. Mead claimed that the
idea of a self can only \clevelo'p if the individual can
‘get outside himself (experientially) in such a way as
to become an objéct to himself. To do this they must
observe themselves from the standpoint of others.
Therefore, the origin and development of a concept
of self lie in the ability to take the role of another.
Mead distinguished two aspects of the self. The ‘me’
is your definition of yourself in a specific social role.
For example, you might see yourself as a ‘good parent’
or a ‘loyal friend’ The ‘I’ is your opinion of yourself as
a whole. The ‘T’, which can also be called your ‘self-
concept’, is built up from the reactions of others to
you, and the way you interpret those reactions. It can
exercise considerable influence over your behaviour.
For example, if you see yourself as cowardly on the
basis of the self-concept you have built up, you are
unlikely to act bravely in dangerous situations.

\2

| believe other. -

- parent, a doctor or a nurse. In doing so they become
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v The notlon of self is not inborm, it is learned
during childhood. Mead saw two main stagesin its
development. The first, known as the play stage,

 involves children playing roles that are not their

own. For example, children may play at being a

aware that there is a difference between themselves

- -and the role they are playing. Thus the idea of a self

is developed as the child takes the role of a make-

i

" The second stage in the development of self is
known as the game stage In playing a game,

< chﬂdren .come to see themselves from the perspective

of the various parhcxpants In order to play a game
such as football-or- cneket .children must become
aware of their- relatlonshlp to the other players. They

.| must place themselves in the roles of the others in

order to appreelate their own particular role in the
game. In domg S0, they see themselves in terms of .
the collectlve viewpoint of the other players. In

.Mead’s termmo]ogy, they see themselves from the

perspective of ‘the generalized other’ .
. InMead’s view, the development of a consciousness

 of self is an essential part of the process of beeommg a

human being. It provides the basis for thought and
action, and the foundation for human society. Without
an awareness of self, the individual could not direct
action or respond to the actions of others. Only by
acquiring a concept of self can the individual take the
role of self. In this way, thought is possible, since in
Mead’s view the process of thinking is simply an ‘inner
conversation® Thus, unless individuals are aware of the
self, they will be unable to converse with themselves
and thought will be 1mp0551ble

By becoming ‘self-conscious’, people can direct
their own action by thought and deliberation. They
can set goals for themselves, plan future action and
copsider the consequences of alternative courses of

-action. With an awareness of self, individuals are

able to see themselves as others see them. When they
take the role of others, they observe themselves from
that standpoint and become aware of the views of
themselves that others hold.

This provides the basis for cooperative act]on in
society. Individuals will become aware of what is -
expected of them and will tend to modify their
actions accordingly. They will be conscious of the
general attitudes of the community, and judge and
evaluate themselves in terms of this generalized
other. From this perspective, thought becomes ‘an
inner conversation going on between this generalized
other and the individual’ Thus people are constantly
asking what other people will think and expect when
they reflect upon themselves. In this way conduct is
regulated in terms of the expectations and attitudes
of others. Mead argued that ‘It is in the form of the
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generalized other that the social process influences

the behaviour of the individuals involved in it ... that
the community exercises control over the conduct of -

its individual members.

Culture, social roles and institutions

Mead accepted that a society has a culture, and that
this culture suggests appropriate types of behaviour
for particular social roles. For example, a culture
might specify that the role of doctor should not
involve anything that might harm patients. People

will tend to act in ways that are consistent.both with -

the expected behaviour in a particular rqle,'and with
that person’s corcept of self. From Mead's point of
view, social institutions such as the famrly or the

~ state have an existence, in the sense that parncular

social roles-are attached to them. “Thus the institution

‘the family’ consists of the social roles of mother,

father, daughter, son, sister, brother ahd SO on.
Although the existence of a culture and social roles

does shape human behaviour to some extent, humans

still have considerable choice as to how they behave.
Mead gave a number of reasons why this is so: .

1 Many cultural expectations are not specific. Society
may, for example, demand that people wear clothes,
but there is usually considerable freedom as to
which clothes to wear.

2 Individuals have considerable choice as to which

roles they enter: for example, they have an element E

of choice in what job they do.

3 Some social roles encourage a diversity of behaviour:
for example, fashion designers are encouraged to
develop novel desvgns.

4 Society does not have an all-embracing culture.
Subcultures exist and people can choose whrch of
them to join.

5 Many cultural meanmgs mducate possibilities rather
than reqwrements Thus the symbol ‘chair’ suggests
the possibility. that people can sit on the ObJCCt but

* they are not compelled todoso.

6 At times it may be impossible to act in accordance '
with a social role: for example, parents may find
themselves unable to care adequately for their

children. In such circumstances new and mnovatwe
behaviour is necessary.

Social roles are not therefore fixed or unchanging; in

reality they are constantly being modified in the
course of interaction.

The individual and society

Mead's view of human interaction sees humans as
both actively creating the social environment and
being shaped by it. Individuals initiate and direct their
own action while at the same time being influenced
by the attitudes and expectations of others in the

form of the generalized other. The individual and
society are regarded as inseparable, for the individual
can only become a human being in a social context.
In this context individuals develop a sense of self,
which is a prerequisite for thought, They learn to take
the roles of others, which is essential both for the
devclopment of self and for cooperative action. :

‘Without comrunication in terms of symbols whose
meanings are shared, these processes would not be

possrble Humanity therefore lives in a world of

| .symbols that give meaning and significance to life
and'provide the basis' for human interaction.

’Herbert Blumer

k .The basrc premises of symbolic
mteractromsm '

, Blumer, a student .of George Herbert Mead systematr-
cally. deve]oped the ideas of his mentor (Blumer,

1962) Iﬂ Blumer’s view, symbolic interactionism rests
on three basic premlses.

1 Human beings act on the basis of meanings that
they give to objects and events, rather than simply
reacting. either to external stimuli such as social
forces, or to internal stimuli such as organic drives.
Symbolic interactionism therefore rejects both
societal and biological determinism.

2 Meanings arise from the process of interaction -
rather than simply being present at the outset and
shaping future action. To some degree, meanings are
created, modified, developed and changed within
interaction situations rather than being fixed and
pre-formed. In the process of interaction actors do
not slavishly:follow pre-set norms or mechanlcally
act out established roles.

3 Meanings are the result of interpretive pracedures.

-employed By actors within interaction contexts. By

: takmg the role of the other, actors interpret the
meanings and inténtions of others. By means of ‘the
mechanism of self-interaction’, individuals modify or
change their. definition of the situation. rehearse
alternative courses of action and consider their
possible consequences. Thus the meanings that guide
action arise in the context of interaction via a series
of complex interpretive procedures.

Blumer argues that the interactionist perspective
contrasts sharply with the view of social action
presented by mainstream sociology. He maintains that
society must be seen as an ongoing process of interac-
tion, involving actors who are constantly adjusting to
one another and continuously interpreting the
situation. By contrast, mainstream sociology, and
functionalism in particular, have tended to portray
action as a mechanical response to the constraints of
social systems. This view fails to see ‘the social actions
of individuals in human society as being constructed



]

by them through a process of interpretation. Instead
action is treated as a product of factors which play on.
and through individuals. Rather than actively creating
their own social world, humans are pictured as
passively responding to extemal constraints. Their

-actions are shaped by the needs of social systems and

the values, roles and norms that form a part of those
systems. Blumer rejects this. view, arguing that:

the likening of human group life to the operatiori

_of a mechanical structure, or to the functioning of. ‘

“a system seeking equilibrium, seems to me to face.
grave difficulties in view of the formative and’
explorative character of interaction as the
part:c‘/pants judge each other and guide thelr own
acts by that judgement.~ / .

Blumer.1962 :,/ E

!

Somal action and somal systems

Although he is critical of those who see actlon as a.
predictable and standardized response to.external
constraints, Blumer accepts that action is to some
degree structured and routinized. He states that ‘In
most situations in which people act towards one.
another they have in advance a firm understanding
of how to act and how other people will act’
However, such knowledge offers only general
guidelines for conduct. It does not provide a precise
and detailed recipe for action that is mechanically
followed in every situation. Within these guidelines
there is considerable room for manoeuvre, negotia-
tion, mutual adjustment and interpretation.
Similarly, Blumer recognizes the existence of
social institutions and adxnits that they place limits
on human conduct; but even in situations where
strict rules prevaxl such as in bureaucratic orgamza—
tions, there is still considerable room_for human
initiative and creativity. Even when action appears
particularly stindardized and structured, this should
not be taken as an lndlcatlon that actors are merely
responding to external\forces Blumer argues that:

The common repetitive behaviour of people in such
situations should not mislead the student into
believing that no process of interpretation is in

play; on the contrary, even though fixed; the
actions of the participating people are constructed
by them through a process of interpretation.

Blumer, 1962

“Thus, standardized action is constructed by social

actors, not by social systems.

Much of Blumer's work has been concerned with
developing an appropriate methodology for his view
of human interaction. This aspect of his work is
discussed in Chapter 14 (see p. 973).

Examples of interactionist sociology can be found
on pp. 843-9 and 372-9.

L

Chapter 15: Sociologieal theory 1059 -

Symbolic mteraetlomsm -
a critique '

| Interaction 4n a vacuum
| Interactionists have often been accused of examining

human interaction in a vacuum. They have tended to |
focus on small-scale face-to-face interaction, with
little concern for its historical or social settmg They

“have concentrated on particular situations and-
‘ encounters, ‘with little reference to the historical

events leading up to them or the wider social
framéwork in which they occur. Since these factors
inﬂuencé the particular interaction situation, the scant
attention they have received has been regarded asa
serious omission. Thus, in a criticism of Mead, Ropers
argues that.‘The activities that he sees men engaged
in dre not }ilstoncally determined relationships of
social and hxstoncal contmulty, they are merely
epxsodes, 1nteract10ns encounters, and situations’

,(quoted in Meltzer, Petras and Reynolds 1975).

The origin of norms

While symbolic interactionism provides a corrective
to the excesses of societal determinism, many critics
have argued that it has gone too far in this direction.
Although they claim that action is not determined by
structural norms, interactionists do admit the
presence of such norms. However, they tend to take
them as given rather than explaining their origin. As
William Skidmore (1975) comments, interactionists
largely fail to explain ‘why people consistently

‘choose to act in given ways.in certain situations,
.instead of in all the other ways they might possibl)(.

have acted. . _

In stressing the flexibility and freedom of human -
action, interactionists tend to downplay the constxaints-
on action. In Skidmore’s view, this is due to the fact
that 1nteract10msm c0n51stently fails to givean +.
account of social structure’. In other words it fails to
adequately explain how standardized normative
behaviour comes about and why members of society
are motivated to act in terms of social norms.

The source of meanings -

Similar criticisms have been made with referenceto-
what many see as the failure of interactionists to
explain the source of the meanings to which they
attach such importance. As the chapters on education
and crime and deviance have shown, interactionism

* provides little  indication of the origins of the

meanings in terms of which individuals are labelled
by teachers, police and probation officers-{see -
Chapter 11, pp. 843-9, and Chapter 6; pp. 372-9).
Critics argue that such meanings are not sponta-
neously created in interaction situations. Instead they
are systematically generated by the social structure.
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Thus Marxists have argued that the meanings that
operate in face-to-face interaction situations are
largely the product of class relationships. From this
viewpoint, interactionists have failed to explain the -
most significant thing about meanings: their origin. ;

Interactionism and American culture
Symbolic interactionism is a distinctly American
branch of sociology and, to some, this partly explains
its shortcomings. Thus Leon Shaskolsky (1970) has
argued that interactionism is largely a-reflection of
the cultural ideals of American society. He claims -
that ‘Symbolic interactionism has its roots/deeply -
imbedded in the cultural environment of American
life, and its interpretation of society is, in a sense, a
“looking glass” image of what that society purports

v

- ~of, the harsher realities .of social life. Whatever its

to be/ Thus the emphasis on hberty, freedom and
1nd1v1duahty in interactionism can be seen in part as
. a reflection of America’s view of itself.

.Shaskolsky argues that this helps to explain

why the interactionist perspective finds less -
support in Europe, since there is a greater
awareness in European societies of the constralnts

of power and class domination. By reflecting
‘American ideals, Shaskolsky argues that interac-
tlomsm has failed to face up to, and take account

- shortcomings, however, many would agree with

William Skidmore that, ‘On the positive side, it is o
clearly true that some of the most fascinating : -
-sociology s in the symbohc mteractxomst

tradmon (Skldmore, 1975).

Phenomenology is a branch of European philosophy
that was first developed by Edmund Husserl
(1859-1938), and which was developed along more
sociological lines by Alfred Schutz (1899-1959).
Shutz ‘was a pupil of Husserl’s who moved to the
USA with the rise of fascism in Europe.

Phenomenology differs from the social action
approaches that have been examined so far in that it
denies the possibility of explaining social action as
such. Its emphasis is upon the internal workings of
the human mind and the way that humans classify
and make sense of the world around them. It is not
concerned with the causal explanation of human
behaviour in the same way as other perspectives.
Phenomenologists try to understand the meaning of
phenomena or things, rather than explammg how
they came into existence.

4

A .
Ma_king sense of sensory experience

According to phenomenologists, individuals only
come into contact with the outside world through
their senses: touch, smell, hearing, sight and taste. It
is not possible to know about the outside world
except through these senses. Simply possessing
senses, though, is not enough for a person to be able
to make any sense out of the world. If humans took
their sense experiences at face value, they would be
confronted by an unintelligible mass of impressions -
of colours, lights, sounds, smells, feelings and tastes
that were meaningless.

In order to overcome this problem, humans begin
to organize the world around them into phenomena;
they classify their sense experiences into things that

~ appear to have common characteristics. For example,

a distinction may be made between animate and
inanimate objects. This distinction may be refined by
dividing animate objects into mammals and non-
mammals. Mammals may be divided into different
species and species subdivided into different breeds.
_ Thus humans have a series of shorthand ways of
classifying and understandmg the world external to -
their own consciousness. For example, a small whlte
animal making a barking noise may be identified as =
apoodle. N

Husserl (1931) did not believe that this process
was in any sense objective; the classification of
phenomena was entirely a product of the human
mind, and could not be.evaluated in terms of* whether
it was true or false. He did not deny the existence of
physical objects beyond and outside the human mind,
but he argued that, since people could only come
into contact with them through their senses, they
could never be sure about their true nature. Thus, in
trying to secure knowledge, humans had to ‘bracket’
reality and commonsense beliefs: that is, put them, as
it were, inside brackets and forget about whether they
were true or false.

Once they had done this, they could turn their
attention to a phenomenological understanding of

| the world. Husserl argued that, in order to understand

social life, phenomenologists should study the way
that humans placed the external world into categories
by distinguishing particular phenomena. In doing so
it would be possible to understand the meaning of a
phenomenon by discovering its essence. What

Husserl meant by this was that the researcher could
find the distinguishing features (the essence) of a
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group of things (or phenomena) which humans
classed together, Thus, for example, it might be found
that a distinguishing feature ~ part of the essence ~
of aboat, was that it could float.

In Chapter 14 the description of Atkinson’s work
on suicide (pp. 979-80) shows how he tried to
understand the nature of the phenomenon suicide by
investigating how- coroners. dlstmguxshed it from
other types of death.’

Alfred Schutz - the phenomenology
of the social world

The general approach adopted by phenome"’ﬁology is

a type of philosophy of knowledge, rather than a
sociological perspective. Alfred Schutz (1972 first

‘published 1932) was the first to try to explaln how -

phenomenology could be applied to develop

insights into the social world. Schutz’ s main contri-.

bution was to insist that the way that humans
classified and attached meaning to the outside

_ world was not a purely individual process. Humans -

developed what he called ‘typifications” - the
concepts-attached to classes of things that are
experienced. Thus, a ‘bank manager’, a ‘football
match’, ‘dusting’ and ‘a tree’, are examples of
typifications. These typifications are not unique to
each person, but are shared by members of a
society. They are passed on to children through
learning a language, readmg books or speakmg to
other people.

By the use of typifications, people are able to
communicate with othérs.on the basis of the
assumption that they see the world in the same
way. Gradually, a member of society builds up a

Ethnomethodology was first developed in the
1960s. Many of the concerns of ethnomethodology
have reflected the type of approach developed by
Schutz. Schutz, however, did not carry out ‘detailed
research into social life; he merely speculated about
the nature of society. Ethnomethodologists have
applied phenomenological ideas in carrying out
research.

In 1967 Harold Garfinkel first coined the term
‘ethnomethodology’. Roughly translated,
ethnomethodology means a study of the methods
used by people. It is concerned with the methods
used by people (or ‘members’, as ethnomethodologists
refer to them) to construct, account for and give
meaning to their social world.
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stock of what Schutz calls ‘common-sense '
knowledge’, which is shared with other members of
society and allows humans to live and communi-
cate together. Schutz believes that such knowledge

| is essential to accomplish practical tasks in

everyday life. For example, he describes the way in
which a simple act such as posting a letter rests
upon commonsense knowledge and the existence of
shared typlﬁcatlons The person posting the letter
assumes that another person:(a postal worker whom

)

“they ‘may never have met) will be able to recognize

the piece of paper with writing on it as a letter,
and, along with otherpostal workers, will deliver it
to the address on the envelope. People also assume
that ‘the recipient of the letter - again someone
they might not have met ~ will have commonsense
knowledge: similar to their own, and will therefore

~ be able to understand the message, and react in an
appropnate way. )

- Although Schutz stresses that knowledge is shared,
_he does not think that it is fixed and unchanging.
Indeed, commonsense knowledge is constantly
modified in the course of human interaction. Schutz
acknowledges that each individual has a unique
biography, and interprets and experiences the world
in slightly different ways; but the existence of a stock
of commonsense knowledge allows humans to
understand, at least partly, each other's actions. In
doing so, they convince themselves that there are
regular and ordered patterns in the world, and in
'social life. From this point of view, humans create
between themselves the illusion that there is stability
and order in society, when in reality there is simply a
jumble of individual experiences that have no clear
shape or form.

Social order as a fiction

Ethnomethodologists follow Schutz in believing that
there is no real social order, as other sociological
perspectives assume. Social life appears orderly to
members of society only because members actively
engage in making sense of social life. Societies have
regular and ordered patterns only because members
perceive them in this way. Social order therefore
becomes a convenient fiction - an appearance of order
constructed by members of society. This appearance
allows the social world to be described and explained,
and so made knowable, reasonable, understandable -
and accountable to its members. It is made account-
able in the sense that members of society become able
to provide descriptions and explanations of their own -
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actions, and of the society around them, that are -
reasonable and acceptable to themselves and others.
Thus, in Atkinson’s study of suicide, coroners were
able to justify and explain their actions to themselves
and to others in terms of the commonsense ways they
went about reaching a verdict. o
The point of ethnomethodology, according to
Zimmerman and Wieder (1971), is to explain ‘how
members of society go about the task of seeing,
describing, and explaining order in the world:in".

‘which they live’ Ethnomethodologists have therefore

conducted investigations into the techniques that.are
used by members to achieve the appearance of order.
Two studies will now be examined in detaﬂ to
illustrate the above points.

Harold Garfinkel - ’ "

The documentary method

Garfinkel (1967) argues that members employ the
‘documentary method’ to make sense of and account
for the social world, and to give it an appearance of
order. This method consists of selecting certain
aspects of the infinite number of features contained
in any situation or context, defining them in a
particular way, and seeing them as evidence of an
underlying pattern. The process is then reversed and
particular instances of the underlying pattern are
used as evidence for the existence of the pattern. In
Garfinkel’s words, the documentary method:

consists of treating an actual appearance as ‘the
document of, as ‘pointing to’, as ‘standing on

behalf of - presupposed underlying pattern. Not
only is the underlying pattern derived from its

individual documentary évidences, but the
individual documentary evidences, in their turn,
are interpreted on the basis of ‘what is known’
“about the undérlying pattern. Each.is used to
elaborate the other

Ga(fmkel 1967

For example, in the case of Atkinson'’s study of
coroners, thdse deaths defined as suicide were seen as
such by reference to an underlying pattern. This
pattern is the coroner’s commonsense theory of
suicide. However, at the same time, those deaths
defined as‘suicide were seen as evidence for the
existence of the underlying pattern. In this way, partic-
ular instances of the pattern and the pattern itself are
mutually reinforcing and are used to elaborate each
other. Thus the documentary method can be seen as
‘reflexive’. The particular instance is seen as a reflec-
tion of the underlying pattern and vice versa.
Garfinkel argues that social life is ‘essentially
reflexive! Members of society constantly look at
particular activities and situations in terms of

presumed underlying patterns, and in turn confirm the
existence of those patterns by referring to particular
expressions of them in activities and situations. In this
way, members produce accounts of the social world
that not only make sense of and explain, but actually
constitute, that world. Thus, in providing accounts of
suicide, coroners are actually producing suicide. Their
accounts of suicide constitute suicide in thé social

‘world. In this respect, accounts are a part of the things
|- they deseribe and explain. The social world is therefore
‘constituted by the methods and accounting procedures
- in terms of which it is identified, described: and

explained. Thus the social world is constructed by its
members by the use of the documentary method. This
is'what Garfinkel means when he describes social
reahty as essentlally reflexive’

,An expenment in counselhng

Garﬁnkel claims to have demonstrated the documen—
tary method and its reflexive ‘nature by an experi-
ment conducted in a university department of

" psychiatry. Students were invited to take part in what

was described as a new form of psychotherapy. They
were asked to summarize a personal problem on
which they required advice and then ask a counsellor
a series of questions. The counsellor sat in a room
adjoining the student; they could not see each other
and communicated via an intercom. The counsellor
was limited to responses of either ‘yes’ or ‘no’
Unknown to the student, the adviser was not a

. counsellor and the answers received were evenly

divided between ‘yes’ and ‘no’, their sequence being
predeteriined in accordance with a table of random
numbers.

In one case a student was worried about his
relationship with his girlfriend. He was Jewish and -

- she was a Gentile. He was worried about his’ parents’

reaction. to the relatlonshlp and the problems that
might result from marriage and children. His
questions related to- these concerns. Despite the fact
that the answers he received were random and given
without reference to the content of questions, and
sometimes contradicted previous answers, the student
found them helpful, reasonable and sensible. Similar
assessments of the Counselling sessions were made by
the other students in the experiment.

From comments made by students on each of the
answers they received, Garfinkel draws the following
conclusions. Students made sense of the answers
where no sense existed; they imposed an order on the
answers where no order was present. When answers
appeared contradictory or surprising, the students
assumed that the counsellor was unaware of the full
facts of their case. The students constructed an
appearance of order by using the documentary
method. From the first answer they perceived an



underlying pattern in the counsellor’s advice. The

- sense of each following answer was interpreted in
terms of the pattern; and at the same time each
answer was seen as evidence for the existence of the
pattern. Thus the students’ method of interpretation
was reflexive. Not only did they produce an account
of the counselling session, but the account became a
part.of,-and so constituted, .the session. In this way

- the accounting procedure desciibed and explained,

and also constructed and constituted social reality- at '

oneand the same time, : -

Garfinkel claims that the’ counsellmg experiment

highlights and captures the procedures that members . -

are constantly using to construct the social world in
their everyday lives.

H
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Indexicality !
This experiment can also be:used to illustrate the 1dea
~of ‘indexicality’, a central concept employed by

Garfinkel and other ethnomethodologists. Indexicality

means that the sense of any object or activity is

derived from its context; it is ‘indexed’ in a particular -

situation. As a result any interpretation, explanation
or account made by members in their everyday lives
is made with reference to particular circumstances
and situations. Thus the students’ sense of the
counsellor's-answers was derived from the context of
the interaction. From the setting ~ a psychiatry

* department - and the information they were given,
the students believed that the counsellor was what he
claimed to be and that he was doing his best to give
honest and sound advice. His answers were
interpreted within the framework of this context. If
identical answers were received from fellow students

in a coffee bar, the change of context would probably

result in a very different interpretation. Such
responses from fellow students might have been seen
as evidence that they had temporarily taken leave of
their senses, or were having-a joke at their friend’s
expense, or they were 'd\runk"énd SO on.

Garfinkel argues that the sense of any action is
achieved:-by reference to its context. Members' sense of
what is happening depends on the way they interpret
the context of the activity concerned. In this respect
their understanding and accounts are indexical: they-
make sense in terms of particular settings.

Disrupting the social world

Garfinkel encouraged his students actually to disrupt
the social world in order to reveal the way that
members made sense of it and reached understand-
ings. For example, he suggested they go into
supermarkets and haggle over the price of goods, or
go back to their own homes and act as if they were
lodgers. In such ways they would demonstrate the
fragile nature of social order. The victims of these

e
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experiments found it difficult or impossible to index
them in the situation in which they took place. Thus
parents, faced with a child acting as a lodger in their
own home, became perplexed or angry, and-desper-

 ately tried to make sense of their child’s actions by,
1 for example, believing that the child must be ill.

Don H. Zimmerman —

‘The practlcalltles of rule use'

“As 1nd1cated earher in this chapter Weber. placed

great emphasis on the importance of rules in bureau-
cracies (see pp: 1051-5). The bureaucrat is usually
seen as strictly confb‘rming to formal rules or else.
acting in terms of a system of informal rules. In -
either case the behaviour is seen to be governed by
rules. Zlmmerman s study:suggests an alternative
perspectlve (Zlmmerman 1971). Rather than seeing

: behavmur as governed by rules, Zimmérman

suggests. that members employ rules to describe and

“account for thel_r activity. Part of this activity may

be in direct violation of a stated rule, yet it is still
justified with reference to. the mle This paradox will
be explained shortly

Rules and rule violati(;ﬁ’s

Zimmerman studied behaviour in a US Bureau of
Public Assistance. Clients applying for assistance
were assigned to caseworkers by receptionists.
Officially, the assignment procedure was conducted in
terms of a simple rule. If there were four caseworkers,
the first four clients who arrived were assigned one
to each caseworker. The next four clients were _
assigned in-a similar manner, providing the second

_interview of the day for each caseworker, and so on. -
However, from time to time the rule was broken: For

example, a particular caseworker may have had a
difficult case and the interview may have lasted far_
longer than usual. In this situation a receptionist
might reorganize the assignment list and switch the -
next client to another caseworker.

Justifying rule violations
Such rule violations were justified and explained by

| the receptionists in terms of the rule. In their eyes, by

breaking the rule they were conforming to the rule.
This paradox can be explained by the receptionists’
view of the intention of the rule. From their viewpoint,
the rule was meant to keep clients moving with a
minimum of delay, so that all had been attended to at
the enid of the day. Thus, violating the rule to ensure
this outcome can be explained as following the rule.
This was the way the receptionists justified and
explained their conduct to themselves and to their

fellow workers. By seeing their activity as conforming

to a rule, they created an appearance of order.
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However, rather than simply being directed by.
rules, Zimmerman argues that the receptionists were

- constantly monitoring and assessing the situation

and improvising and adapting their conduct in terms
of what they saw as the requirements of the v
situation. Zimmerman claims that his research
indicates that ‘the actual practices of using rules do *
not permit an analyst to account for regular patter‘ns :
of behaviour by invoking the notion that these; -
practices occur because members of socnety are
following rules’ He argues that the use of rules by
members to describe and account for their conduct
‘makes social settings appear orderly for the partici-
pants and it is this sense and appear’ancq/of order
that rules in use, in fact, provide and what the "~
ethnomethcdologxsts in fact study" Iz
Zimmerman's research hlghhghts some of the

main concerns of ethnomethodology. It provides an
example of the documentary method and 111ustrates
the reflexive nature of the procedures used by
members to construct an appearance of order. The
receptionists interpreted their activity as evidence of
an underlying pattern - the intent of the rule - and
they saw particular actions, even when they violated
the rules, as evidence of the underlying pattern.

i

' Ethhomethddology and

mainstream sociology

Garfinkel (1967) argues that mainstream sociology
has typically portrayed man as a ‘cultural dope’ who
simply acts out the standardized directives provided
by the culture of his society. Garfinkel states that, ‘By
“cultural dope” I refer to the man-in-the-sociolo-
gist's-society who produces the stable features of
society by acting in compliance with preestablished
and legitimate alternatives of action that the common
culture provides. In place of the ‘cultural dope’, the
ethnomethodologlst plctures the skilled member who
is constantly attendmg to the particular, indexical
qualities of situations, giving them meaning, making
them knowable; communicating this knowledge to
others and constructing a sense and appearance of -
order. From this perspective, members construct and

accomplish their own social world rather than being
shaped by it.

The nature of social reality

Ethnomethodologists are highly critical of other
branches of sociology. They argue that ‘conventional’
sociologists have misunderstood the nature of social
reality. They have treated the social world as if it has
an objective reality that is independent of members’
accounts and interpretations. Thus they have
regarded aspects of the social world such as suicide
and crime as facts with an existence of their own.

k2

They have then attempted to provide explanations for
these ‘facts’ By contrast, ethnomethodologists argue
that the social world consists of nothing more than
the constructs, interpretations and accounits of its
members. The job of the sociologist is therefore to
explain the metheds and accounting procedures that
members employ to construct their social world.

: According‘toethnomcthodologists, ‘this is the very’

jolfthat-"-mainStream éociolbgy has failed to do

. The documentary method and mamstream
“sociology ‘ :

EthnomethodologiSts'see little difference between

B convcntlonal sociologists and the person in the street.
| They. argue that the methods employed by sociolo-
 gists in their research are basically similar to those
~used by members of society in their everyday lives.

Members. employmg the documentary method are
constantly, theorizing, drawing relationships between
activities and making the social world appear orderly

| and systematic. They then treat the social world as if

it had an objectivity separate from themselves.
Ethnomethodologists argue that the procedures of
conventional sociologists are essentially similar. They
employ the documentary method, theorize and draw
relationships, and construct a picture of an-erderly
and systematic social system. They operate reflexively
like any other member of society. Thus, when
functionalists see behaviour as an expression of an
underlying pattern of shared values, they also use
instances of that behaviour as evidence for the
existence of the pattern. By means of their accounting
procedures, members construct a picture of society. In
this sense the person in the street is their own sociol-
ogist. Ethnomethodologists see little to choose
between the pictures of society that people create and
those provided by conventional sociologists. -

Ethnomethodology - a critique

Alvin Gouldner (1971) pours scorn upon
ethnomethodology for dealing with trivial aspects of

- social life, and revealing things that everybody
_ knows already. He gives an example of the type of

experiment advocated by Garfinkel. An
ethnomethodologist might release chickens in a town
centre during the rush hour, and stand back and
observe as traffic was held up and crowds gathered
to watch and laugh at police officers chasing the
chickens. Gouldner goes on to explain that Garfinkel
might say that the community has now leammed the
importance of one hitherto unnoticed rule at the
basis of everyday life: chickens must not be dropped
in the streets in the midst of the rush hour.

More seriously, critics have argued that the

Yy
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members who populate the kind of society portrayed



by ethnomethodologists appear to lack any motives
and goals. As Anthony Giddens remarks, there is little
reference to ‘the pursuance of practical goals or
interests’ (Giddens, 1977). What, for example,
motivated the students in Garfinkel’s counselling
experiment or the receptionists in Zimmerman's
study? There is little indication in the writings of
ethriomethodologists as to'why people want to behave
or are made to behave in particular ways, Nor is there
much consideration of the nature of power in the -
social world and the possible effects. of differences in
power on members’ behaviour. As Gouldner noteS'

. The process by which social reaI/ty bc(:omes
deF ned ond established is not viewed by Gan" nkel
as entmhng a process of struggle among
competmg groups' definitions of reality, and the
outcome, the common-sense conception’of the
world, is not seen as having been shaped by
institutionally protected power differences.

Gouldner, 1971

Critics have argued that ethnomethodologists have
failed to give due consideration to the fact that -
members’ accounting: procedures are conducted within
a system of social relationships involving differences
in power. Many ethnomethodologists appear to
dismiss everything that is not recognized and

-
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accounted for by members of society. They imply that,
if members do not recognize the existence of objects
and events, they are unaffected by them. But, as John
H. Goldthorpe pointedly remarks in his criticism of
ethnomethodology, ‘if for instance, it is bombs and
napalm that are zooming down, members do not have:
to be oriented towards them in any particular way, or
at all, in order to be killed by them’ (Goldthorpe,

- 1973). Clearly members:do not have to recognize
certain constraints in-order for their behaviour to be
-affected by them. As Goldthorpe notes, with reference
to the above example,-death ‘limits interaction in a
fairly decisive way’ :

" Finally, the éthnOméthodo]ogists’ criticism of
mainstream’ socnology can be redlrected towards -
themselves. As Giddens remarks, ‘any ethnomethod-
ological account must display the same characteris-
tics as it clalms to discern in the accounts of lay

| actors. Ethnomethodologlsts accounting procedures

- therefore become a topic of study like those of
conventional sociologists or any other member of
society. In theory, the process of accounting for
‘accounts is never-ending. Carried to its extreme, the
ethnomethodological posmon 1mp11es that nothmg is
ever knowable.

Whatever its shortcomings, however,
ethnomethodology asks interesting questions.

The earlier parts of this chapter have shown how-
sociology cdn be divided into two types of approach.
Structural approaches, suchsas functionalism and
some versions, of Marxism, emphasize the way that
the structure of soc1ety directs human behaviour.
Social action or mterpretlve approaches (such as those
advocated by Weber), and symbolic interactionists and
ethnomethodologists, argue that humans create
society through their own actions. This distinction is
not neat and clearcut: most:perspectives in sociology
show some concern with both social structure and
social action; but most perspectives emphasize one
aspect of social life at the expense of another.
However, many sociologists have argued that it
would be desirable to produce a sociological theory
that combined an understanding of social structure
and social action. C. Wright Mills, for example,
claimed that ‘The sociological imagination enables its
possessor to understand the larger historical scene in
terms of its meaning for the inner life and external
career of a variety of individuals’ (Mills, 1959). It has
often seemed as though sociologists could only
understand one of these elements at a time. They

\¥ 4

might try to understand the ‘larger historical scene’
using a structural perspective; or alternatively they
might try to understand the life of individuals using
a social action approach. Generally they do not
attempt to understand both simultaneously. .

AnthohyGiddens — the theory of
structuration

The duality of structure -

The British sociologist Anthony Giddens (1977,
1979, 1984) has attempted to overcome the division
between structure and action. Although the details
of his argument are complex, his basic point is
simple. Giddens claims that structure and action are
two sides of the same coin. Neither structure nor
action can exist independently; both are intimately
related. Social actions create structures, and it is
through social actions that structures are produced

and reproduced, so that they survive over time.
. Indeed he uses a single word, ‘structuration’, to
| describe the way that structures relate to social




T e I B T T 5 S S e =1 4 ) e+ e

o om

oA Tl i

s
L e

ARG

2
o

e O A 2 S L SN G AR T

e O o ke

- 1066 Chapter 15: Sociological theory

actions, so that certain sets of social relationships
survive over space and time (Giddens, 1984).
Giddens talks about the ‘duality of structure’, to
suggest both that structures make social action
possible, and at the same time that social action /
creates those very structures. He says that ‘structure
has no existence independent of the knowledge that
agents have about what they do in their day-to-day
activity" In other words, it is you, I, and every other
individual, that create structures.

The clearest way that Giddens explains. this is
using the examples of language and speech. The
English language is, to Giddens, a structure; it is a set
of rules about how to communicate, vghichseems
independent of any individual. The grammar and
vocabulary of English cannot simply:be changed at
will by members of society. Yet, if the language is to
be reproduced, if it is to-survive, it must.be spokgn or
written by individuals in ways that follow its existing
rules. Thus, Giddens says, ‘when I utter a grammat-
ical English sentence I contribute to the reproduction
of the English language as a whole’

The structure of the language ultimately depends

“upon the people who use it. For the most part,

competent English speakers will follow the rules of
English and reproduction will take place. However,
this is not inevitable. Languages change: new words
are invented and accepted by being used; some old
words are forgotten and fall into disuse. Human
agents, by their actions, can therefore transform as
well as reproduce structures.

Rules and resources
In social life in general, Giddens identifies two
aspects of structure: ‘rules’ and ‘resources’.

Rules are procedures ‘that individuals may follow
in their social life. Sometimes interpretations of these
rules are Written down: for example, in the form of

laws or bureaucrapc rules. Such written expressions

are not the rules themselves. Thus a rule might state
that shopping involves paying a shop assistant;
while the written interpretation of a rule of this sort
might be the law of theft. Such structural rules can
either be reproduced by members of society or they
can be lchanged through the development of new
patterns of interaction.

The second aspect of structure, resources, also
come into being through human actions and can be
changed or maintained by them. Resources take two
forms: allocative and authoritative.

‘Allocative resources’ include raw materials, land,
technology, instruments of production and goods. For
Giddens, such resources are never just there, given by
nature; they only become resources through human
actions. Thus land is not a resource until someone
farms it or puts it to some other use. )

‘Authoritative resources’ are ~-rrpn-material'
resources that result from some individuals being
able to dominate others. In other words, they involve
the ability to get others to carry out a person’s
wishes, and in this way humans becogme a resource
that other individuals may be able to use. As in other

parts of his theory, Giddens insists that authoritative

resources only exist in so far as they. are produced by

. human.interaction.:Authority is not-something a
.. person has unless they are actually using it.

Social systems . ' _
~ Having discussed what he means by structure, -

‘Giddens goes on to'explain what he sees as the

: nature of social systems and institutions. A social
system he argues, is simply a pattem of social
1 relatlpns that exists over a period of time and space.

- Thus, for example; ‘nineteenth-century Britain is a
“social’ system because it was a geographically defined

space, over a particular period of time, where there
were certain reproduced sets of social relationships
and social practices. Of course, Giddens would not
believe that Britain was the same ‘system’ in 1899 as
it was in 1801; social relationships and practices
would have changed continually as patterns of
interaction changed. Similarly, institutions such as
the state or bureaucracies are seen by Giddens as
patterns of behaviour that display some continuity
over time, but which may also change as time passes.

| Agency and reproduction

Giddens’s views on structures, systems and institu-
tions are closely tied in with his idea of human
action (or ‘agency’ as he usually refers to it) since
they are all part of the *duality of structure’
According to. Giddens, human agents are constantly
intervening in the world by their actions, and in
doing so they havesthe capacity to transform it. He
would: not,. though, accept the view: that individuals
Just create society, any more than he would accept
that society determines individual behaviour.
Structure affects human behaviour because of the
knowledge. that agents have about their own society.
There is a large stogk of ‘mutual knowledge’ of ‘how
to go on’, or ‘how to get things done’.

From what they have learnt, agents know how to
go about their everyday lives and accomplish
objectives. For example, ‘competent’ members of
society know how to go to a bar and order a round
of drinks, just as other competent members know
how to serve the customer ordering the drinks.
Routine, mundane behaviour like this is constantly
carried out and much of it requires little thought.
This is so because the agents involved are drawing
upon their knowledge of the rules of society, which

exist in the structure of society. At the same time



they are making use of resources that are also part of -
the structure of society. They make use of material
commodities - like money, drinks and glasses - and
authoritative resources, such as the right of the bar {_:
staff to demand payment - a right that is recognized /
by the customers.

Giddens seems to think that humans have a basic
desire for some degree of predictability in social life.

- They have a need for what he calls ‘ontological-
security’ or ‘confidence and trust that the natural and
social worlds are as they appear to be’ He suggests'
tentatively that this may be connected to thé human -
‘basic security system’, essentially a natura} concern
with the physical survival-of the body. Thps it would
be unsettling if people did:not know whether they

were expected to have to give money to, ‘or take

" money from, bar staff, and-even more unsetthng if =

they were to worry that the"bar staff were not what -,

they seemed, and were a group of masstmurderers
intent upon poisoning their customers.

Agency and transformation

According to Giddens, the existence of mutual
knowledge, and a need for ontological security, tend
to produce regulations in social life. Patterns of
behaviour are repeated, and in this way the structure
of society, the social system and the institutions are

- all reproduced. However, this whole process also
involves the ever-present possibility that society can
be changed. Agents do not have to behave as others
do, nor do they necessarily act in accordance with
their habits forever. Giddens describes ‘the reflexive
monitoring of dctions’ in which humans are
constantly-able to think about what they are doing
and consider-whether their objectives are being
achieved. If they are not bemg achieved, then agents
may start to behave in new ways, patterns of interac-
tion may change, and with‘them the social structure.

For Giddens the very concepts of ‘agent’ and

agency involve people having the ability to
transform the world around them through their
actions, ‘as well as being able to reproduce it. That
does not mean that agents necessarily transform
society, or for that matter reproduce it in ways that
they intend. Human actions may well have
consequences that were not:anticipated by the agents
involved. He gives the example of going home and
switching on a light in order to illuminate a room. An
unintenided consequence of this might be that a
burglar is alerted and flees the house, and in doing so
is apprehended by the police, and ultimately ends up
spending several years in prison. Such unintended
consequences can also result in patterns of social life
that were not necessarily intended to be produced by
any individual. Thus, for example, decisions by
individuals in society about where to live might
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- produce a situation; which nobody had actually

intended, in which some inner-city areas start to
decay and develop a concentration of social problems

Determlmsm and voluntarism

In his theory of the duality of structure, Giddens tries}
to show how the traditional distinction between v
social structure and social action does not necessitate
seemg society in: terms of one or the other: structure
and agency are locked together in the processes

‘through which social life is reproduced and .

transformed. In a similar fashion, he tries to resolve

the dispute between determinists — who believe that -
‘hunian behaviour is entirely determined by outside

forces - and voluntarists - who believe that humans
possess free will, and can act as they wish. Giddens
believes nelther theory to be true, but he sees both as
havmg some:element of truth. He believes that only
in very exceptlonal circumstances are humans

- completely ‘constrained.

Complete constraint only occurs where physical
force is used - for example, where a person is unwill-
ingly knocked to the ground by someone else. In all
other circumstances, even where people claim to
‘have no choice’, there are options open to them.
Thus, if a person holds a-gun to someone’s head and
threatens to shoot them if they do not-hand over
some money, the option of refusing is still open, even
though there is a risk of death by making that choice.
In other words it is nearly always possible to ‘do
otherwise’, to do something different. Constraints,
according to Giddens, do not therefore determine

~ actions, but operate ‘by placing limits upon the range

of options open to an actor.

In society humans are constrained by the
existence of power relationships. Giddens sees all
social action as involving power relationships. He
sees power as the ability to make a difference, to -
change things from what they would otherwise have
been, or, as he puts it, ‘transformative capacity’ For
him, the idea of human agency involves the idea of

§ transformation capacity, and this capacity of power

may be used to change things, or the actions of other
people. It can therefore be used to exercise power
over other people, and so constrain people and
reduce their freedom. At the same time, though,
power also increases the freedom of action of the
agents who possess it. What restricts one person,
enables another to do more. .

Most of Giddens’s work is highly abstract, and he
offers few examples of how his theory of structura-
tion could be applied to the study of society.
However, he does praise Paul Willis's book Learning
to Labour (1977). (For details of the study, see pp.
791-4.) Giddens claims that Willis's work shows how
structures can be actively reproduced by the action of
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agents as an unintended consequence of the actions.
Thus, by their rejection of school and their determi-
nation to do manual jobs, ‘the lads’ in Willis’s study
reproduce some general features of capitalist-industrial
labour. Furthermore, constraints are not simply
experienced as external forces of which they are
passive recipients. Instead ‘the lads’ are actively .
involved in making the decisions that:.come to
-constrain them. Because they choose not to work
hard at school, thiey end up with very limited options
in later life when they are-choosing what work to do.
Giddens claims that, if sociology is to progress
_beyond the division between action and structure,
' it requires more studies like Willis’s, whlch show _
how structures are reproduced by pu,rposeful human
agents; . o

Criticisms of Giddens.

Although Giddens's ideas are sull developmg, they
have been the subject of some criticism. Margaret S.
Archer (1982) criticizes Giddens for locking agency
and structure too tightly together: She suggests that :

" the concepts have different implications. The idea of

structure tends to stress the limits on human action;
the idea of agency stresses the existence of free will;
and the two are never reconciled. In her view,
Giddens puts too much emphasis on the ability of
agents to transform structures simply by changing
their behaviour. Giddens’s work implies that, if people
were to start acting differently tomorrow, then all of
society’s structures would immediately be changed.
According to Archer this is not the case. The
- possibilities for changing social structures, and the
extent to which humans have the ability to transform
the social world, depend upon the nature of the social
structures. She uses the example. of Fidel-Castro’s
policy on illiteracy when he took power in Cuba. He

-person to teach an illiterate to read. Archer points out

wanted to conquer illiteracy by getting each literate

that literacy could not be achieved overnight, and,
furthermore, how quickly it could be achieved

depended upon a structural feature/of Cuban society:

the percentage of the population who were literate.

Thus, if 1 per cent of the population were literate; a =
rauch more lengthy period would be-involved than if

.50 per cent of the population were literate. This
"demonstrates to Archer that structural features of
 society cannot just be changed at will, at least not on
" the time scale that the actors involved might wish for.

. Archer similarly takes Giddens to task for -

1 suggestmg that matenal resources’ only enter social

life and exercise a constraining influence on social

©|. .actions when-humans choose to. make use of them.
.For example, a flood.or volcanic¢ eruption, or a.
shortage of land; is not the product of human will,

but it, exercises a real, material constraint on optlons
regardless of human actions. To give another
example, once all the coal in the ground has been
burned, it cannot be burned again.

In short, Archer suggests that people cannot just
change or reproduce society as they wish. Some
structural features of society are beyond their control
and constrain behaviour. She accepts that humans
have both some degree of freedom and some limits
on how they act;-but a theory that does not move
beyond this generalization says little. Giddens notes

- both the possibility of freedom of action and social
: change, and the constraints and the reproduction of

social institutions. What Giddens does not do,
though, is explain which of these will happen in
particular circumstances. Archer says, ‘The theory of
structuration remains incomplete because it proyides

amw insuvfﬁeient account of the mechanisins of stable
- replication. versus the genesis of new social forms.

lntroductioh

The distinction between modernity and postmoder-
nity and the theory of postmodernism have become
increasingly important in recent times. Theorists such
as Durkheim, Weber and Marx have been seen by
some as.epitomizing modern sociology. Modern
theories claimed to be able to provide a comprehen-
sive and definitive theory of society. Postmodern
theorists deny that this is possible:

Before considering these issues in detail, it is
useful to distinguish between modem theories and
postmodemism on the one hand, and theories of
modernity and postmodernity on the other.

w2

Modern theories and postmodernism use different
theoretical approaches to studying sociology. For
example, modern sociological theory, such as that of
Weber, Marx and Durkheim, believes that it is
possible to find out the objective truth about society,
whereas postmodernism does not. :

~ Modernity and postmodernity are terms used to
describe different eras in the development of human

" societies. While some people believe that Western

societies have moved from modernity to postmoder-
nity, others do not agree. Thus the debate about
modernity, postmodernity, modernism and postmod-

.emnism is a debate both about the extent to which



society has changed and about the sort of theoretical
approach that should be used in.sociology. ﬁ
This section will first examine what is meant by
the idea of modemity before going on to consider
theories of postmodernity and postmodernism. It w111
conclude by considering the arguments of sociolo-
gists who believe that modern sociological theories .
and theories of modermty remain preferable to. '
postmodemism and theql_fles of sttmodemlty, .

Modernity

Pre-modern and modem

Many of the classic mneteenth-century soc1ologlsts
such as Comte, Durkheim; Weber and Man( shared a
common intellectual interest in the social changes
associated with industrialization. They all saw these
changes as having shaped-modeinity. Comte and -

- Weber, in particular, saw such changes'as i_nvdlvingf.‘
the progressive triumph of scientific rationality. Comte

believed that modern society would be dominated by
science. The influence of religion, superstition and

- philosophy wduld_be replaced by ‘positivist’ science

(see p. 469). Weber believed that the modern age
would be increasingly shaped by rationalization and
bureaucracy as affective and traditional actions
becamie less important (see pp. 1051-5). Marx and
Durkheim put less emphasis on scientific and rational
thinking, but both had strong beliefs that society was
developing progressively: in Marx’s case, towards a
communist utopia (see p. 1046}); in Durkheim’s case,
towards a complex society based upon organic
solidarity (see pp. 691-3}. All of them believed that
they had used scientific analysis to uncover the big
story (calléd ‘metanarrative’ by some postmodernists)
of human development..All thought they could
outline the future direction of social change.

The belief in progress and the faith placed in
science can both be\seen as characteristic of modern

thinking. Many sociologists would suggest that in

pre-modern societies, such as simple tribal societies,
rehglon superstition and tradition formed the basis
of social life. There was little conception of social
change as progressive. Instead, following the seasons,
social change was seen as circular (see pp. 7-8 for a
description of pre-modem societies).

The Enlightenment

Modern ways of thinking are usually seen as having
their origins in the eighteenth-century
Enlightenment. This was a broad European intellec-
tual movement that sought to sweep away the
prejudices of previous generations, and replace them
with a more rational basis for social life. David
Harvey, a commentator on postmodernism, describes
the Enlightenment in the following way:

v
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_ The idea was to use the accumulation of

knowledge generated by many individuals working

freely and creatively for the pursuit of human
emancipation and the enrichment of daily life. The
scientific domination of nature promised freedom

from scarcity, want, and the arbitrariness of

natural calamity. The development of rational -
forms of social organization and rational modes of

*thought promised liberation from the
_ irrationalities of myth, religion, superstition,

-rélease from the arbitrary-use of power as well as
. fromthe dark side of our own human natures.

Harvey, 1990, p. 12

| The hopes of Eniighténment thinkers were reflected
- in the French. Revolution, and inherited by the

nineteenth-century sociologists mentioned above.

'Ppstfnddémism and the Enlightenment
'Postmodern: theorists tend to argue that the

Enhghten&nent ‘project’ (the aims of Enlightenment

- thinkers) has been abandoned in contemporary
societies. People no longer believe in the inevitability

of progress, the power of science to solve all
problems, the perfectibility of humanity or‘the
possibility of running societies in a rational way.
People are more pessimistic about the future and
much less willing to believe that the truth can be
found in grand theories or ideologies such as
Marxism. There is now a much wider variety of
beliefs and most people are unWilling to accept that

“one set of ideas gives the absolute truth and all

others -are false. They see no simple recipe for
solving the world’s problems. Postmodernists
welcome these changes.

Postmodernism and architecture
These changes are reflected in architecture, where the

‘term postmodernism was first adopted. Modern °

architecture was characterized by the use of new,
cheap and efficient materials to mass-produce
housing' or offices for urban populations. The
application of scientific knowledge, using such
materials as steel, concrete and glass, would enable

_-probléms of accommodating people to be solved. The

Swiss-born modemn architect Le Corbusier saw
architecture as producing ‘machines for modemn
living’ He advocated the building of the type of
functional high-rise tower block that was to become
a common feature of towns and cities throughout the
world. However, by the 1970s, tower blocks were
beginning to fall out of favour. Charles Jencks
(quoted in Harvey, 1990) dates the end of modernism
in architecture froin the destruction of the Pruitt-Igoe
housing development in St Louis in 1972.

According to some theorists, modern architecture
has given way to postmodern architecture. This
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distrusts the scientific and idealistic approach of
modern architecture and, instead of looking to a
high-tech future, borrows from the past. According
to Harvey, examples of postmodern architecture '
include ‘imitation medieval squares and fishing
villages, custom-designed or vernacular housing,
renovated factories and warehouses, and rehabili-
tated landscapes of all kinds: Prince Charles’s
_denunciations of modern architecture for defacing -
* cities such as London can be seen as a typrcal -
postmodemn attitude. : :
According to the theory of postmodermsm, we
have lost faith in all grand plans for the futuré of
humanity, not just in architecture but in all areas of
social life. Diversity is the order of the day. We have
entered an era in which anythmg goes, all styles and, -
fashions are perrn1551ble so long as none is taken too
seriously. If this is true, then it seemsto challenge the -

. assumptions on which the foundations: of sociology

were laid.

The next sections will outline the clalms of some
postmodern theorists in more detail, starting with
those who give strongest support to the concept and

* its implications. These writers do not just believe that

we have entered an era of postmodernity, they also
believe that all modern theories of society are
unacceptable and outdated.

Jean-Francois Lyotard -
postmodernism and knowledge

Language-games

The French theorist Lyotard (1984) argues that post-
industrial society and postmodern culture began to
develop at the end of the 1950s, although the rate of
development and the stage reached vary between and
within countries. Lyotard sees these developments as
related to technology, Sc@ence and some social

. developments, but, most importantly, to changes in

language. The key concept he uses is that of
°language—games ‘Lyotard seems to see social life as
being orgamzed around these language—games
Language-games serve to justify or legitimate :
people’s behaviour in society. They are games in
which the participants can try to assert certain things
to be true or right. Each statement or utterance is a
‘move’ that may aid the participant in trying to win
the game - to get their version of what is true or
right accepted.

Narrative

In simple or pre-industrial societies such as the

South American tribe Cashinahua, narrative - the
telling of stories, myths, legends and tales - is the
principal language-game. The narrator establishes

w2

¥

_their right to speak and the legiﬁrnacy of what
they are saying according to who they are. They
start the story by giving their Cashinahua name to
show that they are an authentic member of the

tribe who has had the story passed down to them.
It is therefore an exampie of self-legitimation:

-what they say should be accepted because of who

they are. Narratives help to convey the rules on

. whreh social order is based they play a key Tole

-in. socrahzatlon

Science and metanarratives
With the Enlightenmznt, narrative language-games -

were largely replaeed by scientific ‘denotative’ games.

The scientist sees narrative as ‘belonging to a
different mentahty savage, primitive, underdevel-
oped backward, ahenated composed of opinions,
custom, : authonty, prejudlce, ignorance, ideology’ In
denotatrve 1anguage—games it'is irrelevant who is
speakmg, statements are judged as to whether they

" are true or false. Scientific statements are scrutinized

and are ‘subject to argumentation or proof’ by other
Pparticipants in the game. Evidence and rational
argument are employed to_establish whether a
statement should be accepted or rejected.

However, probing deeper, Lyotard argues that
science is unable to rid itself entirely of narrative
knowledge. Science tries to maintain distance
between itself and social conventions so that it can
remain objective. But this raises the question of the
purpose of science. How can the vast expenditure on
science be justified if it is kept separate from social

life? In the end science rests upon ‘metanarratives’ - .

narratives that give meaning to other narratives.
Metanarratives give a sense of purpose to scientific
endeavour and a-sense of direction to social life.
They suggest that humans can progress, through

-science, towards defeatihg ignorance and oppression.

Science can help humans to conquer nature and
become more self-conscious.

These metanarratives have had a major influence
on Western thought, from the French Revolution to
twentieth-century Marxism. Knowledge is also
justified as being good 4n itself, enabling human
beings to fulfil their potential. (This is reflected in
the liberal ideal of education examined on
pp. 780-2.)

Postmodernism

According to Lyotard, metanarratives of human
emancipation, self-fulfilment and social progress are
undermined by the advent of postmodernism. An
‘incredulity towards metanarratives’ develops. People
no longer believe that reason can conquer supersti-
tion, that humans can be perfected or that
communism can produce a perfect society.



The postmodern era has two main characteristics.
First, the search for truth is abandoned as denotative
language-games fall into disrepute. Knowledge
fragments into a multiplicity of different language- -

games that are specific to particular areas of science

or social life. Diversity is the order of the day as -
people lose faith in the search for one great truth that
unites and justifies all knowledge.

Second, denotative language-games are replaced
by technical language-games. Here, statements are
judged not by whether théy are true, but by whether
they are useful and efficient or not. Emphasis shifts
from the ultimate ends of human activity, fowards
the technical means through which thmgs can be
achieved. In universities, for example, . researchers ask

what use something is rather than whether it is true.
~ Research becomes geared to producmg know]edge
that is. saleable - i
Knowledgc; and computer technology
Lyotard does not devote much attention to
- explaining how these changes have come about.

However, he seems to attribute most importance to
technology. He says that postmodernism rests upon
the ‘miniaturization and commercialization’ of -
machines. Computer technology has become the
principal ‘force of production’.

Most postmodern scientific developments are
concerned-with communication, language and
information storage. Knowledge that cannot be
translated into a form usable by computers tends to

- get lost or disregarded. Increasingly, economic activity
centres around information technology. Social life is
monitored and controlled:more and more by comput-
erized machines; and control over knowledge becomes
the major source of power. Knowledge is no longer an
end in itself, but something to be bought and sold,
perhaps evernr fought: over. Lyotard speculates that

. future wars will not be about territorial disputes, but
about disputes over the control of knowledge.

To Lyotard, postmodern society is based on the
production and exchange of knowledge that can be
sold. Grand theories of truth, justice and progress
have fallen out of fashion: Language-games
concern whether: things are efficient and saleable
rather than whether they serve some ultimate
human purpose or goal. ™"

Lyotard’s analysis sometimes sounds like a
Marxist attack on capitalism. In fact, though, he
praises the consequences of postmodemnism. The
search for truth in modern thinking led only to ‘as
much terror as we can take’ (for example, repression
under Stalin in the communist USSR).
Postmodernism offers the possibility of tolerance and
creative diversity, in which humans are not
corrupted by some doctrinaire metanarrative.

w2
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Lyotard - a critique .

Like most advocates of poétmodex{iism, Lyotard
indulges in a number of paradoxes. While attacking
‘metanarratives’, Lyotard himself makes the most

_sweeping generalizations about the direction of

human development, as well as makmg moral
judgements about its desirability. While dismissing -
the possibility of objective knowledge, heé claims to - -
have identified and accurately described the develop-
ment of key features of hunian societies. The

evidence he uses to support his claims is sparse,
leaving the reader with little reason to prefer
Lyotard’s ‘language-game’ to that of other social

. theorists. While rejoicing in diversity, Lyotard ends’

up celebrating language-games conducted according
to one set of rules - those of the technical language-
game. Terry Eagleton, a Marxist critic of Lyotard, sees
this as nothmg more. than a justification for

i capltahsm and the pursult of proﬁt regardless of the
. human consequences (quoted in Connor, 1989).

Jean Baudrillard Simulations

Baudrillard does not explicitly discuss the concept of
postmodernism in his most influential book,
Simulations (1983). Nevertheless he is widely seen as
a postmodern theorist. Like Lyotard, he sees societies
as having entered a new and distinctive phase, and
he relates this change to language and knowledge.
Unlike Lyotard, he is rather pessimistic about the

“consequences of this change, seeing it as a kind of

trap from which escape is impossible.

Signs and the economy .

Baudrillard argues, in contradiction of Marxists, that
society has moved away from being based upon
production and being shaped by the economic forces
ifivolved in exchanging material goods. The centfal
importance of the buying and selling of material
goods has now been replaced by the buying and
selling of signs and images, which have little if any
relatlonshlp to material reality. Baudrillard is not
explicit. about what he means in this context, but
examples might include the ways in which cars,
cigarettes, pop stars and political parties have become
more associated with images than any substance that
might lie behind them (engines, nicotine content,
music and policies respectively). The images are
everything, the reality nothing.

The development of signs
Baudrillard argues that signs in human culture have
passed through four main stages:

1 In the first stage, signs (words, images, etc) are a
'reflection of a basic reality.



o+ oo RS BARSO7

o et

A e e

4

A,
AL

A RSB R R e

S s
e

1072 Chapter 15: Soeiologieal theory

2 In the next stage, the sign 'masks and perverts some

basic reality. Images become a distortion of the
truth but they have not lost all connection with
things that really exist.

3 In the third stage, the sign ‘masks the absence of

some basic reality. For example, »cons may dlsgunse
the fact that God does not exist.-

4 Finally, the sign 'bears no relation to any realify
whatsoever: it is its own pure simulacrum®

A simulacrum is an image of something that does not

exist and has never existed. To Baudrillard, modem
society is based upon the production and exchange
of free-floating images. Signifiers (wordé and images)
have no connection with anything real/ that is'.

signified (the things that. words and miages refer to).

Examples of simulacra

Baudrillard provides a number of examples to

illustrate this rather sweeping claim. Disneyland i is
described as ‘a perfect model’ of a simulacrum, It is a
copy of imaginary worlds such as ‘Pirates, the

Frontier, Future World. Simulacra are not confined to

" theme parks. According to Baudrillard the whole of
Los Angeles is a kind of make-believe world founded
upon stories and images that have no grounding in
reality: it is ‘nothing more than an immense script
and a perpetual motion picture’. '

In contemporary society the predominance of
signifiers tends to destroy any basic reality to which
they might refer. He gives the examples of a Filipino
tribe called the Tasaday, the mummy of Rameses II,
and a family called the Louds who were the subject of
a fly-on-the-wall television documentary in the USA.

The Tasaday Indians were discovered in a remote
area of the Philippines and began to be studied by
anthropologists. However, the government believed
that the traditional culture of the Tasaday was being
destroyed by this. process, and decided to return them
to the jungle and 1solate them from contemporary

civilization. Thus they were turned into a simulation
of a primitive society. They were no longer in their
original and natural state, but they had come to
represent all primitive peoples to Western scientists.
Science and technology also destroyed the
originality of the mummy of the Egyptian Pharaoh

Rameses H. Once the mummy was removed from its

original site and placed in 2 museum, it began to

deteriorate and scientific techniques were used to try
to preserve it. At the same time, though, they altered
it and destroyed its authenticity.

The Louds family was similarly destroyed. Chosen
as a ‘typical’ Californian family, 300 hours of film of
their life were broadcast. During the process the
cohesion of the family fell apart and they went their

not, the reality of the family was inevitably changed
by the fact that they had become the object of a -
public spectacle.

. Attempts to capture reahty unavoidably lead to its
destruction, so that science and television culture
capture nothing but images of things that never
existed or have already been destroyed. " '

Power and pohtlcs o

Baudnllard is consistently gloomy about the
consequences of all this. If it has become impossible
to grasp reality, it is also impossible to change it.
_Society has ‘imploded’ and become like a black hole
in which nothing can escape the exchange of signs
- with no real meamng For example, the meaning of a -
terronst outrage becomes arbitrary. Tt can equally
easﬂy be. mtexpreted as the work of left-wingers or
nght—wmgers or political moderates who want to
discredit extremists of both sides: '
In Baudrillard’s view, power is no longer
unequally distributed, it has just disappeared. Nobody
can exercise power to change things. He compares
the situation to nuclear deterrence where the two " -
sides cancel each other out and make action
impossible. While President Kennedy was assassi-
nated because he might have real power, Johnson,
Nixon, Ford and Reagan were merely puppets
without any genuine chance of changing America or
 the outside world. With the end of the real and its
_ substitution by simulacra, and the end of effective
power, we are all trapped in a kind of prison,
deprived. of our freedom to change things, and
condemned to the interminable exchange of
meaningless signs.

‘Television

Baudrillard, then, differs from Lyotard in that he sees
“humans as trapped into a type of powerless unifor-
mity, and ‘not liberated by plurality and diversity. If
anything, Baudrillard is evenr more vague than
Lyotard in explaining how the postmodemn era came
about. However, he does seem to attach special
importance to the mass media and to television in
particular. He talks about ‘the dissolution of life into
TV’ and says, ‘TV watches us, TV alienates us, TV
manipulates us, TV ‘informs us! It seems that it is
television that is primarily responsible for ushering in

a situation where image and reality can no longer be
distinguished.

Baudrillard - a critique

Baudrillard’s writing is highly abstract. It relies upon
the use of examples to illustrate arguments and
consequently offers no systematic evidence to justify

separate ways. Whether this was due to television or

L2

its case. For example, Baudrillard makes no attempt
to show that individuals are immersed in the world.of .-,
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television, that Disneyland is seen as anything more

- than fantasy by its customers, or that the residents of

Los Angeles have lost their grip on reality: His
analysis of politics degenerates into totally \
unsubstantiated assertions. For example, he descnbes~
Reagan as a ‘puppet’ who, in common with other
-‘postmodern’ politicians, has no power.

David Harvey accepts that Reagan’s election might
have owed a good deal to his television image, but
argues that the reality of his policies and their very
real effects on the lives of: many Americans cannot
be denied. He says:

A rising tide of social /nequallty engulfed the
© United States in the Reagan years, reachmg a
post-war high in 1986.....Bétween 1979 and 1986,
the number of poor families with phlldren
increased by 35 per cént. ... In spite of sutging
unemployment (cresting at over 10 per cent by
official figures in 1982) the pcrcentage of
unemployed receiving any federal benefit fell
to only-32 per cent, the lowest level in the
history of social insurance.

- Harvey, 1990

In addition, nearly 40 million were left with no
medical insurance. Perhaps, then, it is Baudrillard
who has lost his grasp on reality rather than the
‘postmodern’ world.

In his later work, Baudrillard (1995) goes as far as
‘claiming that the Gulf War (in which the USA, Britain
and other countries attacked Iraq as a response to its
invasion of Kuwait) did not take place. From
Baudrillard’s point of .view, the Gulf War was just a
series of images produced by the media with no
evidence that what they depicted was real. Such
views dlsplay Baudrillard’s lack of grip on-reality,
since there are innumerable: eye-witnesses to the
events, not to mention graves containing the corpses
of those who died '(__iuring the war.

(For further descriptions:and evaluations of
postmodernism in relation to particular topics see pp.
119—23\, 157-63, 276-82, 423-7, 495-500, 577-84,
639-47, 765—71,‘ 818-—21, 916-21, 949—50 afld 990-1.)

David Harvey Marxnsm and post-
modernity

David Harvey (1990) himself offers a very different
view from that of either Lyotard or Baudrillard.
Harvey is a theorist of postmodermnity, not a
postmodemn theorist. He accepts that important
changes have taken place in society but he does not
regard them as absolutely fundamental, nor does he
believe that modem approaches to sociological theory
are outdated. Harvey rejects the claim that metanar-
ratives have outlived their usefulness, since he uses

(¥
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Marxism as the basis of his analysis. He makes a

- greater effort to explain the changes in contemporary .

societies than most postmodemists, and he puts
particular emphasis on economic factors in

 influencing change. Harvey can be described as a

neo-Marxist who has developed a theory of ‘
postmodernity. His work is much more explicitly |
sociological than that of Lyotard and Baudrillard.

Contmumes and changes in capltahsm

1 _Harvey argues that a capltahst economic system
_Temains at the heart of contemporary Western
‘ socxetles. This economnic system retains three basic

characteristics that have not disappeared with

. postmodermty

_'1 Capltahsm is based upon economic growth and is

-.defined as being in cn5|s when there is no growth.

2 ;,-'Capltahsm is based upon workers being paid less

* than the Value of the commodities they produce, so
that profits can be made. The ‘dynamics of class
struggle’ are therefore inevitably involved in
capitalist economies and societies.

- 3 Capitalism is dynamic..It is always producing new

ways of organizing work and technological
innovation, as businesses seek to get ahead of their
competitors.

These basic characteristics mean that capitalism is
always likely to change. As it develops; new ways
of controlling labour and trying to ensure

- profitability become necessary. According to Harvey,

and Marxist theory in general, periods of crisis are
unavoidable. These crises lead to changes in the

economy which may have important consequences
for society and culture. ' .

Harvey sees postmodernity as a response to.one -
such crisis and dates its arrival at 1973. From the end
of the Second World War until 1973, capitalism was
fairly stable. There was steady growth in most
countries,. rising living standards and relative
harmony between social classes. From 1973, a series
of economic problems struck the world capitalist
economy. Oil producers increased the price of oil,
unemployment began to rise, profits fell and many
Countries experienced stagflation, that is, high
inflation without economic growth. These problems
led to, in Harvey’s words, a different ‘regime of
accumulation’, different ways of trying to ensure
growth and profitability. This in turn helped to
produce some of the cultural changes that have been
termed postmodernity, and produced a new ‘mode of
social and political regulation’

Harvey stresses that many aspects of postmoder-
nity are not entirely new. Throughout its history,
capitalism has always contained contradictory tenden-
cies. He says, ‘there is never one fixed configuration,
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but a swaying back and forth between centralization
and decentralization, between authority and .
deconstruction, between hierarchy and anarchy,

between permanence and flexibility’ Nevertheless, he - |

believes that capitalism has now swayed more

towards the latter, postmodern, set of characteristics, '

and away from the former, modern, ones._

Economic change and postmodermty (
The shift from modemity to postmodermty is charac-

terized by a change to-‘flexible accumulation’- Harvey B

is among those who claim that flexibility in business
(often termed post-Fordism) has begun to replace *
Fordism (see pp. 713-17 for the debate on post- .

_ Fordism). He sees flexible accumulation as involving -

rapid changes in labour markets, products_:,"ar_ld patterns

of comumpﬁon; more rapid \technol'ogical change;
increasing_ employment in the service sector; the

reduction of trade union power; high unemployment; -

and reduced security for workers who are expected to
be flexible enough to accommodate the ever-changing
- demands. of their employers. Businesses can no longer
rely upon regular and long-term profits and so have to
constantly adapt to succeed. In terms of consumption,
new products such as computer games and new
services in the leisure industry have led to cultural
changes. Capitalists have succeeded in encouraging
rapid shifts in fashion (for example, in clothes and
music) which allow profits to be continually renewed.

Cultural and social changes

These economic changes underlie the cultural,
political and social changes that have been the focus
of attention for some other writers. In particular, the
penetration of capitalism into so many areas of
leisure to encourage consumption has resulted in ‘the
ferment, instability, and fleeting qualities of a
postmodermn aesthetic that celebrates difference,
ephemerality, spectacle, fashion and the commodifi-

. cation of cultural forms} As mass production has

become less proﬁfable, flexible accumulation has led
to capitalism explomng smaller markets with more

specialized tastes, thus encouraging cultural diversity.

Increasing geographical mobility and the develop-
ment of large-scale tourism have led to an increased
intermingling of the world's cultures. Faster and
cheaper tr_aVel and the pervasiveness of mass
communications, have, according to Harvey, affected
the way people perceive space and time. Both have
been compressed and he associates this with the
speeding up of production and the use of techniques
such as ‘just in time’ (see p. 714).

A sense of time and place has been weakened in
postmodernity. For example, in major cities you can
eat food from around the world - French croissants,

Japanese sushi, American doughnuts, Chinese crispy

fried duck - listen to world music-from every
continent, and buy ‘Kenyan haricot beans,
Californian celery and avocados, North African
potatoes, Canadian apples and Chilean grapes’ in
supermarkets. Furthermore, ‘the world’s geographical
complexity is nightly reduced to a senes of i mages
on a static television screen’

Tlme gets confused as people can v151t the ‘Old

‘World’ at Dlsneyland, or dress up to attend a medieval
'banquet in a castle. Times, places and cultures get
- mixed: together in close proximity. This becomes

reflected in art, philosophy and social thought and is.
typified by ‘ephemerality, collage, fragmentation’ Firm

‘foundations for knowledge or beliefs seem undermined
by-this’ ’di"v‘ersity'and confusion, but, to Harvey, such

foundations need not and should not be lost.
Tlme and space have also been compressed in the
world ﬁnancxal system. Tradmg in stocks, shares,

. currencies and commodities continues 24 hours a day

and, with computer technology, takes place almost

‘ 1nstantaneously What happens in Tokyo affects the

markets in London, New York and elsewhere. All
countries of the world are affected by the enormous
debts owed by the Third World to the First. According
to Harvey the world financial system has become so
complex that it is almost impossible for national
governments to understand, never mind control. {The
relative powerlessness of national goveni_ments can be
illustrated by the stock market crash in October 1987,
and the turmoil in the money markets in 1992 which
forced the British government to take the pound out
of the European Exchange Rate Mechanism.).

These developments, combined with a shift to
flexible accumulation, encouraged political changes.
They can be related to the increasing importance of
image in politics. Despite the problems experienced by
America under President-Reagan, he was able to get
re-elected as a ‘tough but warm, avuncular and well-
meaning person who had an abiding faith in the
greatness ari'd goodness of America’ Both Reagan and
Thatcher caught the economic mood of the times by .
encouraging entrepreneurship, necessary in a period of
flexible accumulation. Both stressed the limitations of
government power and the need to trust the markets,
though both were forced to intervene in the economy
to deal with problems such as Third World debt. Both
weakened trade union power, making it easier for
capitalists to make a profit under the new conditions.

According to David Harvey, postmodernity has
not just affected governments, it has also influenced
the development of political and social movements.
Class issues and workers’ movements have become
less important as sources of opposition to capitalism.
Political opposition has become more fragmented
into diverse movements representing particular
groups or issues. There are ‘religious, mystical,



social, communitarian, humanitarian’ movements,
which ‘define themselves directly in terms of an =
antagonism to the power of money and of rational-
ized conceptions of space-and time over daily life’
Issues relating to Women's Liberation, ethnic
inequalities and poverty in the Third World have
become increasingly important.

But Harvey also detects.some evidence that these '
diverse social movements may be starting to come
together. Some political leaders, such as Jesse-

Jackson in the USA, have urged the development._of '

a ‘Rainbow Coalition’ of oppressed minoritiés.
Harvey claims to have found signs of ‘a new
internationalism in the ecological sphere l."i. and in -
the fight against racism, apartheid, 'worlcill hunger,

. . L . [
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uneven geographical development. He cites Live Aid
as one example, though admitting that it confined
itself largely to image-making rather than political
organization. Nevertheless he sees a possibility of

launching a ‘counter-attack” against some of the

worst consequences of postmodermty :
Harvey is willing to acknowledge that very sxgmf—

icant changes have taken place in contemporary

societies. However, he rejects the belief of many

_postmodern theorists that the Enlightenment project
~ should be abandoned. Modern societies can be

systematically studied and understood, and ways of
improving them and the lives of those who live in

. them can be found Soc1ety is real and consists of

more than language-games or simulacra.

As'well as David Harvey, there are numerous
sociologists who believe that the basic principles of
modern sociological theories remain valid. They
believe that it is possible to analyse the social
world rationally, to develop coherent theories of

“that social world, and to intervene to improve it.

Such sociologists reject the claims of postmod-
ernists that metanarratives are dangerous, that all
knowledge is relative and that the Enlightenment
project of improving society has reached the end of
the road.

A good example of such a view is provided by
the work of Kenan Malik’ (see pp. 281-2). Malik
claims thatwracism is not a product of modernity,
but a consequence of the social relations of
capitalism. He believes that Enlightenment thinking
provides a foundation for the belief that humans
should be treated. equally. He points out that the
postmodernist’s emphams on plurality and diversity
can be used as an excuse to support and justify
inequality. |

Throughout this book there are numerous
examples of sociologists who continue to use a
modern approach'in analy.smg society, and who also
continue to insist that it is;:possible to improve
society. A few examples are: Gordon Marshall and
his colleagues’ work on class inequality (see
pp- 88-9), Peter Townsend’s work on poverty
(see pp. 296-300), Sylvia Walby's theory of
patriarchy (see pp. 150-6), and Jock Young's new
left realist theories of crime (see pp. 391-9).
Whatever the merits of the work of such sociolo-
gists, the types of approach used by them suggest
that modern sociological theory and research are
far from exhausted.

| VAnthony Glddens — high modermty
“and beyond

Anthony Giddens is undoubtedly one of the most
influential sociologists who reject both the claims of
postmodernism and the theory of postmodernity. Like
the sociologists mentioned above, Giddens (1990)
does not accept that all Enlightenment thinking must
be abandoned, that metanarratives no longer have a

‘place or that all knowledge is relative. Furthermore,
_ unlike sociologists such as David Harvey, he also

rejects the idea that Western societies have entered an
era of postmodemnity. Nevertheless, Giddens does

' believe that signiﬁcant changes have taken plaee

nght develop in the future

The central features of modemnity
Giddens staits his analysis by contrasting modern
and traditional societies. He argues that, compared to
traditional societies, modern societies are character-
ized by a more rapid pace of change. Furthermore,
the scope of the changes is much greater than in
traditional society. Changes rapidly encompass
virtually the whole of the globe and are not confined
to geographically limited areas.

Giddens argues that a number of key features of
modernity lead to the rapid pace and widespread
scope of change:

1 There is a process of 'time-space distanciation.
This process involves the separation of time from
space. In modernity, what time it is does not
depend upon where you are. In pre-industrial
societies time was not standardized across the
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globe, and what time it was therefore depended on
where you were. By the twentieth century all parts
of the world used a standardized system of -
recording time. This allowed the development of
railway, and later airline, timetables, which made it
possible to coordinate the movement of goods and
people across space, over time.

2 Time-space distanciation was important as. a'crucial‘ g

disembedding mechanism. Giddens describes
disembedding as ‘the “lifting out” of social rélations
from local contexts of interaction’ (Giddens, 1990).
Disembedding allows people to relate to and interact
with others who do not live in the local area. It
reduces the importance of local contacts and starts
‘to break down geographical constraints. Thus
time-space distanciation was &dlsembeddlng
mechanism partly because it made traﬂlel easier.

3 Another important dlsembeddlng mechanism was
the development of symbolic tokens; By far the -
most important type of symbolic token:is money.
Money allows the interchange of goods and services
between people who have never met each other. it
allows these exchanges to take place over long
distances without face-to-face bartering. The
existence of credit allows the deferment of
payments, reducing the obstacles that time limits
previously imposed on conducting exchanges.

4 Another important disembedding mechanism is the
development of expert systems. Giddens defines these
as "systems of technical accomplishment or
professional expertise that organise large areas of the
material and social environment in which we live
today' Examples of expert systems include engineering
and medicine. Expert systems allow people living in
modernity to carry out their day-to-day activities and
to accomplish things without any knowledge of the
technicalities of what they are doing. For example,
motorists can drive around without any knowledge of
how to build roads; patients can undergo heart
surgery thhout knowing how it is carried out; and
airline passengers can cross continents without having
any knowledge of aeronautlcal engineering. Like other

* disembedding mechanisms, expert systems allow many
aspects of social life to proceed without the need for
_personal relationshlps between those involved.

5 As a result'of the changes discussed above, modernity
resuits in the basis of trust changing. In pre-industrial
societies you trusted somebody because you knew
them, and/or because their local reputation suggested

“that they were trustworthy. With modernity you place
your trust in the expert systems that train people and
monitor and regulate their behaviour. For example,
you do not have to know an airline pilot and the
airline’s mechanics personally before you will board a
plane. You trust that the training of the pilot and the
mechanics, the technology used in the plane and the
procedures for servicing and flying the aircraft are
sufficiently reliable for you to undertake the journey.

6 Along with disembedding mechanisms, a crucial
feature of modernity is the development of greater

s 4

* reflexivity. Reflexivity refers to the ‘reflexive
monitoring of action': that is, the way in which
humans think about and reflect upon what they
are doing in order to consider acting differently in
the future. :

Humans have always been reflexlve up to a point,
but in pre-industrial societies the importarice of
_tradition.limited reflexivity. tiumans would do some
things. :-mp;y beeause they were the traditional
: tnmgs to do: With modermty tradition loses much
.of.its importance and reflexivity becomes the norm.
. Glddens says, ‘The reflexivity of modern socia! life
_ consists in the fact that social practices are
constantly examined and reformed in the light of
* incoming information about those very practices,
-thus constitutively altering their character. This
g »produces constant change and a permanent state
) uncertamty

L Grddens does not agree with postmodermsts such as

Lyotard that modernity produces metanarratives that
areaccepted as the absolute truth. Instead, according
to Giddens, modernity undermines all certainty. All
knowledge is constantly reviewed and is always likely
to be revised. This is most obvious in the social
sciences where there is constant theoretical dispute
and frequent development of new theories. Indeed,
Giddens believes that sociology has a central place in
the reflexivity of modernity. He describes sociology as
‘the most generalised type of reflection upon modern
social life’ (Giddens, 1991).

The existence of sociological knowledge reflects back
upon society and helps to shape the very social life
it describes. According to Giddens, sociological
thinking becomes embedded in society, it shapes the
way people see the world, and influences their
decisions. For example, people considering whether
to marry are almost certain to be aware of
sociological knowledge about the existence of high
divorce rates and arguments about the instability of
the family as an institution. Whether they decide to
“marry or not; awareness of such issues is bound to
have some effect on their thinking. If they do get
married, this awareness is likely to have some
-influence on the way they conduct their marriage.
This in turn may affect future divorce rates. Giddens
-therefore believes that "Modernity is itself deeply
and intrinsically sociological’ (Giddens, 1990).

7 To Giddens, moderhity is globalizing. Disembedding
and reflexivity allow social interaction to stretch
across the globe, with the result that social life in
particular localities is increasingly shaped by events
taking place far away (see Chapter 9, pp. 630-1, for
more details of Giddens's views on globalization).

The institutions of modernity
According to Giddens, modernity is based upon four
key institutions. These are:

1 Capitalism. Giddens defines capitalism as ‘capital
accumulation in the context of competitive labour



and productive markets' (Giddens, 1990). Hé sees
capitalism as ‘intrinsically unstable and restless.
Capitalists are always seeking new markets and trying
to develop new products jn the pursuit of profit. This

makes modernity rather unsettling for the individual "

and contributes to the process of globalization.

2 Industrialism. This involves ‘the use of inanimate
sources of material power in the production of
goods, coupled to the central role of machinery in
the production process’ (Giddens, 1990). _
Industrialism produces a:massive increase in the .
productivity of human labour.: -

3 Surveillance. This refers to the supervision of
subject populations in the political sphere’.(Giddens,
1991). In modernity the state devises a range of
administrative systems to monitor the behaviour of
populations.so that people can be contrplled (see the
work of Foucault, duscussed on pp. 635-9).

4 Military power. This conicerns "the control of the
means of violénce in the-context of the

industrialisation of war' (Giddens, 1990). From the &

First World War onwards, military technology
" allowed ever-greater destructive power to be used in
warfare. .

(For an illustration répresenting these views, see
Figure 9.2, p. 646.)

Living in modernity
~Modemity does not just consist of a number of
institutions; it is also a lived experience for individ-
“uals. Giddens considers two sociological theories of
- the experience of modernity:

1 For Weber, modernity was largely expenenced in
terms of the “steel-hard” cage of bureaucratic
rationality (Giddens, 1990). People were trapped i in
the logic of bureaucratic rationality, and had little'
freedom to express themselves. o

Giddens rejects this view. He argues that ‘Rather than
tending inevitably. towards rigidity, organisations
produice arenas of autolnomy and spontaneity - which
are oﬁen less easy to achieve in smaller groups

2 For Marx. modernity was experienced as 'a monster.
It was characterized by the exploitation of the mass
of the population who were alienated from their
true humanity by the nature of capitalist work (see
pp. 687-9). However, Marx did believe that the
monster could be tamed with the advent of a
communist society.

Giddens also rejects this view. He does not see
modemnity in such a negative light. As well as having
some negative effects, it does open up new possibili-
ties in people’s lives which were not available in pre-
modem societies.

Giddens develops an alternative image of
modernity. He sees-it as similar to a ‘juggernaut - a
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runaway engine of enormous power which, collec-
tively as human beings, we can drive to some extent
but which also threatens to rush out of our control
and which could rend itself asunder. -

It threatens to rush out of control because there
are certain high consequence risks that characterize -
the most recent phase of modernity and that threaterx
to destroy human society. These risks are: -

1. The ‘growth of totalitarian power': this comies from
the existerice of systems of surveillance which make
the close control of populations feasible.

"2 The ‘collapse of economic growth mechanisms': this

stems from the unpredictability of capitalism with

it booms and slumps, and the finite nature of
¢ertain resources (such as oil) on which capitalism
currently depends

3 “'Nuclear conflict of large-scale warfare remains a
real. possnblllty while:a number of nations possess the
_,;means of mass destfuction. Nobody can be sure that
the principle of deterrence amongst major military’
powers will continue to work indefinitely.

4 'Eco_logica‘l decay or disaster is also a real poSsibiIity.

with nuclear accidents.(like that at Chernobyl),
global warming, the depletion of the ozone layer,
and other, as yet unforeseen, possibilities
threatening human life on earth.

To Giddens, high modemity could end with disaster
of one sort or another. The juggernaut might career
out of control and come to an abrupt end in a crash.
However, he sees this as only one possibility. -
Attempts to steer the juggernaut of high modernity
may be successful and are still worthwhile.

Steering thé juggernaut

Giddens rejects the view of postmodernists that,
planned intervention in society is neither desirable
nor effective. He admits that there are problems with
the Enlightenment view that modemity can be
rationally planned, and that society can be perfected
through such planning. Giddens argues that there is
always an element of uncertainty and
unpredictability in planning society. This stems from
the reflexivity of social life, as discussed earlier.
Sociological knowledge and theories can result in
changes in the societies that they are trying to
describe and analyse.

The nature of society can never be entirely pinned
down, since the attempt to understand it can at the
same time change it. Furthermore, societies are
highly complex. Attempts to intervene to change
society can have unintended consequerices and end
up doing more harm than good. However, none of
this means that it is impossible to try to steer the .
juggernaut of modernity at least roughly in the : .
direction in which you want to go. Knowledge about i
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society may be imperfect, but it is not useless. The
effects of intervention in society may be somewhat
unpredictable, but lack of intervention is even more
likely to end in calamity. With care, there is a good
chance that the high consequence risks that threaten ,
modemity will be avoided, and that human society
will progress further.

Modernity and ‘post-modernity’
Unlike theorists of postmodernity, Giddens beheves
that we still live in an era of modernity or high
modermity. However, he does not e_rmrely reject the
idea of ‘post-modernity’ (unlike most theorists,
Giddens hyphenates this term). Instead oﬁ seeing
postmodernity as something that has already been
attained, he uses the term to describe a type of
society that may come into existence in ‘the future.
According to Giddens, a ‘post-modern”: socncty will.
move beyond each of the four dominant institutional
structures of modeérnity. The main instjtutions of a -
‘post-modern’ social order are shown in Figure 15.1.

© Multi-layered

democratic
- participation

Post-scarcity system - N Démilitqrizaiidn

Humamzatnon of g
technology '

The four transfdrmaﬁons that. wouid take j)lace in the
shift from modemlty to ‘post-modernity’ are as
follows: -

1 Capltallsm would be transformed into a post-
scarcity system. Markets would continue to exist,
but they would not produce the inequality typical of
modernity because there would be an ample supply
of goods for everybody This would be achieved
partly through economic growth, but also through
people in the richer countries scaling down their
aspirations. People will accept a lower standard of
living because of 'development fatigue’ According to
Giddens there is evidence that people in richer
countries are becoming tired-of the negative

.—. . e

consequences of unlimited economic growth. They
are unhappy with overcrowded roads, pollution and
soating house prices. People are coming to
understand that there are ecological limits to how
much economic growth the environment-can stand.
They are therefore becoming willing to accept that
lower incomes might actually improve the quality of
people’s lives. Richer nations would have to accept
the need to share some wealth with poorer nations
if a post-scarcity system were to be achieved.
‘Societies based on surveillance would be replaced by
societies in which there was multi-layered .
‘democratic participation. The development of

) techmques of surveillance helps to convince
. governments that the cooperation and support of

~ populations are essential for the effective exercise of
power. People mcreasmgly demand the right to have

Ta say in all aspects of their lives, at local, national

and even global level. There are ‘pressures towards

< democratic partlctpatvon in the workplace, in local

' 'assoua\tlons in media organisations, and in
transnational groupings of various sorts:

3 lna pqstmodern society the dominance of military

power would give way to demilitarization.
Globalization and the accompanying increase in
interdependence between nations are likely to mean
that going to war makes little sense. Long-
established borders between nations are increasingly
‘accepted, and disputes over territory are likely to
become infrequent. Furthermore, states will be keen
to reduce the enormous costs of building up armed
forces or fighting wars.

4 F_ihally. industrialism would be superseded by the

. humanization of technology. With the development
of areas such as genetics and biotechnology, people
are becoming increasingly aware of the need to
exercise eontrol over technology to prevent it
having disastrous consequences. They are likely to.

“become:concerned over issues such as human
clonmg. transplantmg animal organs into humans,
and genetscally modified crops. Such concerns
would lead, in-a ‘post-modern' society, to strict
limits being placed on the development and use of

_ technology to prevent it causing environmental -
disaster or human tragedy.

(For more details of Giddens's theories see
pp- 6467 and 496-8.)

Conclusions
Giddens's vision of a ‘post-modern’ society is (as he
admits) a rather idealistic one. It is hard, for example,
to envisage richer countries readily sharing their
wealth with poorer ones, or people in the richer
countries accepting that their living standards will
not grow in the future. - ‘
Giddens’s general theory is rather abstract. It is
backed up with occasional examples rather than the

use of systematic evidence. However, it does provide .



an alternative perspective to those of postmodernism
and theories of postmodernity. It suggests that claims
that we have entered postmodermty may;, at: best be
premature. More 1mportantly, it suggests that .

sociological analysis remains. possnble and desirable. \

If the arguments of postmodermsm were. accepted
then all attempts to understand social structures and
to shape the future development of society as a -
whole would be abandoned. Using Giddens’s analogy,
thls would involve takmg your hands off ‘the steenng
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wheel of the juggemaut, and trustmg to fate that it
wxll not crash.

.+ ~Socjological knowledge may be xmperfect, and
attempts to shape society may not always succeed,
.but most sociologists still believe that these endeav-

1 ours-aré worthwhile. More than that, it can be argued -
that the sociological imagination is more important™

| than ever if we are to control the risks found in

contemporaty societies, and fulﬁl the potentlal for
xmprovmg people s lives.
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