Building on her seminal contribution to social theory in Culture and
agency, Margaret Archer develops here her morphogenetic approach,
applying it to the problem of structure and agency. Since structure and
agency constitute different levels of stratified social reality, each pos-
sesses distinctive emergent properties which are real and causally
efficacious but irreducible to one another. The problem, therefore, is
shown to be how to link the two rather than conflate them, as has been
common practice — whether in upwards conflation (by the aggregation of
individual acts), downwards conflation (through the structural orches-
tration of agents), or, more recently, in central conflation which holds
the two to be mutually constitutive and thus precludes any examination
of their interplay by eliding them.

Realist social theory: the morphogenetic approach thus not only rejects
Methodological Individualism and Holism, but argues that the debate
between them has been replaced by a new one between elisionary
theorizing (such as Giddens’ structuration theory) and emergentist
theories bases on a realist ontology of the social world. The morphoge-
netic approach is the sociological complement of transcendental realism,
and together they provide a basis for non-conflationary theorizing which
is also of direct utility to the practising social analyst.
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1 The vexatious fact of society

Social reality is unlike any other because of its human constitution. It is
different from natural reality whose defining feature is self-subsistence:
for its existence does not depend upon us, a fact which is not compromised
by our human ability to intervene in the world of nature and change it.
Society is more different still from transcendental reality, where divinity
is both self-subsistent and unalterable at our behest; qualities which are
not contravened by responsiveness to human intercession. The nascent
‘social sciences’ had to confront this entity, society, and deal conceptually
with its three unique characteristics.

Firstly, that it is inseparable from its human components because the
very existence of society depends in some way upon our activities.
Secondly, that society is characteristically transformable; it has no
immutable form or even preferred state. It is like nothing but itself, and
what precisely it is like at any time depends upon human doings and their
consequences. Thirdly, however, neither are we immutable as social
agents, for what we are and what we do as social beings are also affected by
the society in which we live and by our very efforts to transform it.

Necessarily then, the problem of the relationship between individual
and society was the central sociological problem from the beginning. The
vexatious task of understanding the linkage between °‘structure and
agency’ will always retain this centrality because it derives from what
society intrinsically is. Nor is this problem confined to those explicitly
studying society, for each human being is confronted by it every day of
their social life. An inescapable part of our inescapably social condition is
to be aware of its constraints, sanctions and restrictions on our ambitions
— be they for good or for evil. Equally, we acknowledge certain social
blessings such as medication, transportation and education: without their
enablements our lives and hopes would both be vastly more circums-
cribed. At the same time, an inalienable part of our human condition is the
feeling of freedom: we are ‘sovereign artificers’ responsible for our own
destinies, and capable of re-making our social environment to befit
human habitation. This book begins by accepting that such ambivalence

1



2 The vexatious fact of society

in the daily experience of ordinary people is fully authentic. Its authenti-
city does not derive from viewing subjective experiences as self-veridical.
By themselves, the strength of our feelings is never a guarantee of their
veracity: our certitudes are poor guides to certainty. Instead, this ambiv-
alence is a real and defining feature of a human being who is also a social
being. We are simultaneously free and constrained and we also have some
awareness of it. The former derives from the nature of social reality; the
latter from human nature’s reflexivity. Together they generate an authen-
tic (if imperfect) reflection upon the human condition in society. It is
therefore the credo of this book that the adequacy of social theorizing
fundamentally turns on its ability to recognize and reconcile these tzwo
aspects of lived social reality.

Thus we would betray ourselves, as well as our readers, by offering any
form of social scientzsm with ‘laws’ which are held to be unaffected by the
uses and abuses we make of our freedoms, for this renders moral
responsibility meaningless, political action worthless and self-reflection
pointless. Equally, we delude one another by the pretence that society is
simply what we choose to make it and make of it,now or in any generation,
for generically ‘society’ is that which nobody wants in exactly the form
they find it and yet it resists both individual and collective efforts at
transformation — not necessarily by remaining unchanged but altering to
become something else which still conforms to no one’s ideal.

From the beginning, however, betrayal and delusion have been
common practice when approaching the vexatious fact of society and its
human constitution. The earliest attempts to conceptualize this unique
entity produced two divergent social ontologies which, in changing
guises, have been with us ever since. Both evade the encounter with the
vexatious ambivalence of social reality. They can be epitomized as the
‘science of society’ versus the ‘study of wo/man’ : if the former denies the
significance of society’s human constitution, the latter nullifies the
importance of what is, has been, and will be constituted as society in the
process of human interaction. The former is a denial that the real powers
of human beings are indispensable to making society what it is. The latter
withholds real powers from society by reducing its properties to the
projects of its makers. Both thus endorse epiphenomenalism, by holding
respectively that agency or structure are inert and dependent variables. In
this way they turn the vexatious into something tractable, but only by
evading the uniqueness of social reality and treating it as something other
than itself — by making it exclusively super-ordinate to people or utterly
subordinate to them.

Furthermore, what society is held to be also affects how it is studied.
Thus one of the central theses of this book is that any given social ontology
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has implications for the explanatory methodology which is (and in
consistency can be) endorsed. This connection could not have been
clearer in the works of the founding fathers. We need to remain equally
clear that this is a necessary linkage — and to uphold it. The tripartite link
between ontology, methodology and practical social theory is the lestmotif
of this whole text.

Thus early protagonists of the ‘Science of Society’ began from an
uncompromising ontological position which stated that there was indeed
a Social Whole whose sui generis properties constituted the object of
study. Thus, for Comte, ‘Society is no more decomposable into indivi-
duals than a geometrical surface is into lines, or a line into points’.!
Similarly for Durkheim: ‘Whenever certain elements combine, and
thereby produce, by the fact of their combination, new phenomena, it is
plain that these new phenomena reside not in the original elements but in
the totality formed by their union’.? Here ‘Society’ denoted a totality
which is not reducible and this therefore meant that the explanatory
programme must be anti-reductionist in nature. Hence, the methodologi-
cal injunction to explain one ‘social fact’ only by reference to another
‘social fact’. Correct explanations could not be reductionist, thatis, cast in
terms of individual psychology because the nature of social reality is held
to be such that the necessary concepts could never be statements about
individual people, whether for purposes of description or explanation.
Consequently, practical social theories were advanced in exclusively
holistic terms (explaining suicide rates by degrees of social integration)
and without reference to individual human motivation. This then was a
direct and early statement of what I term ‘Downwards Conflation’? in
social theorizing, where the ‘solution’ to the problem of structure and
agency consists in rendering the latter epiphenomenal. Individuals are
held to be ‘indeterminate material’ which is unilaterally moulded by
society, whose holistic properties have complete monopoly over causa-
tion, and which therefore operate in a unilateral and downward manner.
The contrary standpoint is represented by Individualism.

Those who conceived of their task as the ‘study of wo/man’ insisted that
social reality consisted of nothing but individuals and their activities.
Thus for J. S. Mill, ‘Men in a state of society are still men. Their actions
and passions are obedient to the laws of individual human nature. Men are
not, when brought together, converted into another kind of substance
with different properties, as hydrogen and oxygen are different from

1 A. Comte, Systéme de politique positive, L. Mathias, Paris, 1951, vol. II, p. 181.

2 E. Durkheim, The Rules of Sociological Method, Free Press, New York, 1962, p. xlvii.

3 See Margaret S. Archer, Culture and Agency, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge,
1989, ch. 2.



4 The vexatious fact of society

water’.* Similarly for Weber, references to collectivities like the family,
state or army are ‘only a certain kind of development of actual or possible
actions of individual persons’.* Having defined social reality individualis-
tically, it followed for both thinkers that explanations of it must be in
terms of individuals. Hence for Mill, ‘The effects produced in social
phenomena by any complex set of circumstances amount precisely to the
sum of the effects of the circumstances taken singly’.® If society is an
aggregate, then however complex, it can be understood only by a process
of disaggregation, and explanation therefore consists in reduction. For
Weber too, though collectivities like business corporations may look like
non-people, since they are made up of nothing else then they ‘must be
treated solely as the resultants and modes of organization of the particular
acts of individual persons’.” Since an aggregate is the resultant of its
components, this means that in practical social theorizing we are pre-
sented with ‘Upwards Conflation’. The solution to the problem of
structure and agency is again epiphenomenal, but this time it is the social
structure which is passive, a mere aggregate consequence of individual
activities, which is incapable of acting back to influence individual people.
Thus, people are held to monopolize causal power which therefore
operates in a one-way, upwards direction.

Already in stating the manner in which early social analysts confronted
society, it has not been possible to do so without touching upon three
different aspects which are intrinsic to any solution offered. Since the
purpose of this book is to proffer a particular kind of solution and one
which is intended to be of use to those engaged in substantive social
analysis, it is crucial to be clear about the three necessary components —
ontology, methodology, and practical social theory — and their intercon-
nections. I have already stated one basic thesis, namely that the social
ontology adopted has implications for the explanatory methodology
endorsed and indicated how this was the case at the start of the discipline.
However, it is equally the case that the methodology employed has
ramifications for the nature of practical social theorizing — and in the two
early paradigms this led paradigmatically to opposite versions of confla-
tionary theory.

I believe we should never be satisfied with these forms of conflationary
theorizing, which either deny people all freedom because of their involve-
ment in society or leave their freedom completely untrammelled by their
social involvements. The fact that neither Durkheim nor Weber managed

4 J.S.Mill, A System of Logic Ratiocintive and Inductive, People’s Editions, London, 1884,
p. 573.

5 Max Weber, The Theory of Social and Economic Organization, Free Press, New York,
1964 (orig. 1922) p. 102. ¢ Mill, System, p. 583. 7 Weber, Theory, p. 101.



The vexatious fact of society 5

to hold consistently to his own explanatory injunctions when conducting
practical social analyses might have induced some reflection upon the
adequacies of their methodological charters and ontological commit-
ments. However, the nineteenth-century parting of the ways between the
‘science of society’ and the ‘study of wo/man’ passed, virtually unaltered,
into the twentieth-century debate between Holism and Individualism in
the philosophy of ‘social science’. And there it continued to reproduce the
deficiencies of both downwards and upwards conflation in practical social
theorizing by re-endorsing much the same explanatory methodologies
and social ontologies as had traditionally been advanced.

Both are deficient and have been regularly criticized, but the current
state of the art still harbours them, together with numerous variants and
claimants to the status of ‘alternatives’. Because of this, commentators
regularly used to signal ‘crisis’, whereas postmodernists now celebrate
‘fragmentation’ in social theory. My principal contention is that we
cannot extricate ourselves from this theoretical morass without recogniz-
ing the tripartite connections between ontology, methodology and practi-
cal social theory and ensuring consistency between them. There have,
however, been two different responses to the present situation whose
consequences are instructive. On the one hand, some have been tempted
to uncouple practical social theory from its underpinnings, to survey the
array of perspectives, and suggest an eclectic pragmatism in order to have
the best of all worlds. Such ‘perspectivism’ simultaneously denies that
there are serious underlying reasons for theoretical variety and slides via
instrumentalism into a marriage of inconsistent premisses. On the other
hand, some social theorists have returned to work exclusively on the re-
conceptualization of social reality. As such they may be playing a useful
role in the division of sociological labour, but if they suggest that their
ontological exertions suffice, the theoretical enterprise simply cannot be
resumed on this unfinished basis. The practical analyst of society needs to
know not only what social reality is, but also how to begin to explain it,
before addressing the particular problem under investigation. In short,
methodology, broadly conceived of as an explanatory programme, is the
necessary link between social ontology and practical theory.

This is what this book is intended to supply, an explanatory methodo-
logy which is indeed pivotal, called the morphogenetic approach. (The
‘morpho’ element is an acknowledgement that society has no pre-set form
or preferred state: the ‘genetic’ part is a recognition that it takes its shape
from, and is formed by, agents, originating from the intended and
unintended consequences of their activities.) In order to play its part in
the chain ‘ontology — methodology — practical social theory’, such an
explanatory framework has to be firmly anchored at both ends.
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Firstly, this means that it has to be consistently embedded in an
adequate social ontology. Yet I have already begun to intimate that the
study of society got off on the wrong footing in both the Individualist and
Holist conceptions of reality, and in so far as these do still remain as very
serious contenders, it will be necessary to break with both. Secondly, the
morphogenetic approach is meant to be of practical utility for analysts of
society. In itself, of course, an explanatory framework neither explains,
nor purports to explain, anything. Nevertheless, it performs a regulatory
role, for though many substantive theories may be compatible with it, this
is not the case for all, and an explanatory methodology therefore encour-
ages theorizing in one direction whilst discouraging it in others. The
primary regulative function which the morphogenetic framework seeks to
assume is one which refuses to countenance any form of conflationary
theorizing at the practical level.

Although frequent references will be made to its substantive appli-
cations (usually drawn from my own work on education and culture),
what other practitioners would make of it is left to their discretion in
relation to their own substantive problems. Instead, the major concern of
this book is with the link between this explanatory methodology and
social ontology, precisely because existing combinations are found want-
ing in themselves and also guilty of fostering conflation between structure
and agency, which is then registered at the level of practical theorizing.

Traditions of conflation

Generically, conflation in social theory represents one-dimensional
theorizing. As in the old ‘individual versus society’ debate or its later
expression as the ‘structure and agency’ problem, traditional conflatio-
nists were those who saw this as a matter of taking sides and who could
come down with great conviction on one or the other. Their common
denominator was this readiness to choose and consequently to repudiate
sociological dualism where the different ‘sides’ refer to different elements
of social reality, which possess different properties and powers. In
contradistinction, the interplay and interconnection of these properties and
powers form the central concern of non-conflationary theorizing, whose
hallmark is the recognition that the two have to be related rather than
conflated. Instead, classical conflationists always advance some device
which reduces one to the other, thus depriving the two of independent
properties, capable of exerting autonomous influences, which would
automatically defy one-dimensional theorizing. The most generic tra-
ditional device was epiphenomenalism through upwards or downwards
reduction, although the precise mechanism employed showed some
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variation — aggregation/disaggregation, composition/decomposition, or
the homologies of miniaturization/magnification.

Traditionally, too, the major divide which theorists have sought to
overcome in these ways has been labelled differently in various schools of
thought and countries. Although there are differences in nuances, I
regard the fundamental issues raised by those debates variously named
‘individual and society’, ‘voluntarism and determinism’, ‘structure and
agency’ or ‘the micro- versus macro-" as being fundamentally identical.
Instead of attempting to see these as standing in some ascending order of
complexity (contra Layder®), I regard their differential accentuation as
little more than historical and comparative variations on the same theme.
In particular, discussion in the UK has consistently concentrated upon
the ‘problem of structure and agency’, whilst in the USA the pre-
occupation has been with ‘the problem of scope’,” which has now
resurfaced, re-named as the ‘micro-macro link’.1® However, nomencla-
ture should not mislead us for, as Jeffrey Alexander emphasizes, these are
versions of exactly the same debate: ‘The perennial conflict between
individualistic and collectivist theories has been re-worked as a conflict
between micro-sociology and macro-sociology.’?

Here the parallel form of conflationary theorizing takes the form of the
displacement of scope which ‘is committed whenever a theorist assumes,
without further ado, that theoretical schemes or models worked out on
the basis of macro-sociological considerations fit micro-sociological
interpretations, or vice versa’.!? In the downwards conflationary ver-
sion, a homology was asserted between the societal system and the small
group which was held to constitute a miniaturized version of the former
because orchestrated by the same central value system. Hence the one-
dimensionality of Parsons’ processes for analysing ‘any system of action’
whatever its scope. Since to him ‘there are continuities all the way from
two-person interaction to the USA as a social system’, it follows that ‘we
can translate back and forth between large scale social systems and small
groups’.!® This licence to start wherever one wants and to move ‘back and
forth’ with ease depends upon the validity of the homological premiss,

8 Derek Layder, Understanding Soctal Theory, Sage, London, 1994, p. 3.

2 Helmut Wagner, ‘Displacement of scope: a problem of the relationship between small-
scale and large-scale sociological theories’, American Fournal of Sociology, 1964, 69:6.

10 Jeffrey Alexander, Bernhard Giesen, Richard Munch and Neil Smelser (eds.), The
Micro-Macro Link, University of California Press, Berkeley, 1987. ‘In the last debate the
discipline of sociology resusitated an old dilemma in a new form — a form, unfortunately,
that has done little to resolve the dilemma itself.” Alexander, ‘Action and its environ-
ments’, p. 289. 11 Alexander, ‘Action and its environments’.

12 Wagner, ‘Displacement of scope’, p. 583.

13 T. Parsons, “The social system: a general theory of action’, in R. R. Grinker (ed.), Toward
a Unified Theory of Human Behavior, Basic Books, New York, 1956, pp. 190.



8 The vexatious fact of society

namely that the same properties (no more, no less, and no different) are
indeed found throughout society.

The upward conflationary version simply made the opposite homologi-
cal assumption, i.e. that society is simply the small group writ large. This
led interpretative sociologists in particular to place a ‘big etc.’ against
their microscopic expositions and to hold out the expectation that
explanation of the social system could be arrived at by a process of
accretion. This aggregative ethnographic programme depended upon the
validity of exactly the same homological premiss about there being no
more, no less and no different properties characterizing different levels of
society.!* This central premiss will be challenged in every chapter of the
present work.

The final and most important similarity between these parallel debates
in the UK and the USA was their firm rooting in empiricism. The
conviction that social theory must confine itself to observables, since the
perceptual criterion was held to be the only guarantor of reality, provided
British individualists with their trump card (for who could doubt the
existence of flesh-and-blood people) and the collectivists with their
stumbling block (since how could they validate the existence of any
property unless they could translate it into a series of observational
statements about people). The American debate was even more
unabashed in its positivism, since its defining terms, the ‘micro-’ and the
‘macro-’ necessarily dealt only with an observable property, that is size.

Since I have maintained that it was one and the same debate going on
either side of the Atlantic, then I seriously want to question whether ‘the
main story’' in American social theory or anywhere else should be about
size per se. In fact, to disassociate the United States’ version of the debate
from this empirical observable feature is paralleled by the more compre-
hensive task of disassociating the British debate from empiricism alto-
gether. In other words, it is my view that only by rejecting the terms of
these traditional debates and completely revising them on a different
ontological basis can we get away from one dimensional conflationary
theorizing and replace it by theories of the interdependence and interplay
between different kinds of social properties.

Thus in the American debate there is a substantial consensus, that I
seek to challenge, which unequivocally considers the problem of how to
relate the micro and the macro as being about how to forge a linkage
between social units of different sizes. Thus Munch and Smelser,'®

14 For a more extended discussion of these points, see, Margaret S. Archer, “The problems
of scope in the sociology of education’, International Review of Sociology, 1987, ns 1:
83-99. 15 Layder, Social Theory, p. 2f.

16 Richard Munch and Neil Smelser, ‘Relating the micro and macro’, in Alexander et al.
(eds.), The Micro-Macro Link, pp. 356-7.
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reviewing the field in 1987, produced seven different definitions of the
terms ‘micro’ and ‘macro’, which (with the exception of Peter Blau) all
firmly associated the former with the small scale and the latter with the
large scale. In other words, despite their differences, Layder’s recent
fomulation would generally be accepted as uncontroversial by them.
‘Micro analysis or “microsociology’’’ concentrates on the more personal
and immediate aspects of social interaction in daily life. Another way of
saying this is that it focuses on actual face-to-face encounters between
people. Macro analysis or ““macrosociology” focuses on the larger-scale
more general features of society such as organizations, institutions and
culture.’'” Instead, this seems to me highly controversial, and to represent
a tradition with which social theory should break. It needs to be replaced
by an emphasis upon the incidence of emergent properties which delin-
eate different strata— an emphasis which does not assume that observable
differences in the size of groups automatically means that they constitute
distinct levels of social reality.

Although no one would deny that empirically there are big and small
units in society, this does not necessarily mean that they possess proper-
ties whose linkage presents any particular problems. That is, the real
‘aspects’ or ‘features’ of social reality are not by definition tied to the size
of interacting elements (the size of the encounter, or for that matter, the
sentiment accompanying interaction). Thus, I am in complete agreement
with Alexander’s statement ‘that this equation of micro with individual is
extremely misleading, as indeed, is the attempt to find any specific size
correlation with the micro/macro difference. There can be no empirical
referents for micro or macro as such. They are analytical contrasts,
suggesting emergent levels within empirical units, not antagonistic
empirical units themselves.’*® In the same way, I want to maintain that
‘micro’ and ‘macro’ are relational terms meaning that a given stratum can
be ‘micro’ to another and ‘macro’ to a third etc. What justifies the
differentiation of strata and thus use of the terms ‘micro’ and ‘macro’ to
characterize their relationship is the existence of emergent properties
pertaining to the latter but not to the former, even if they were elaborated
from it. But this has nothing to do with size, site or sentiment.

Emergent properties are relational, arising out of combination (e.g. the
division of labour from which high productivity emerges), where the
latter is capable of reacting back on the former (e.g. producing monoto-
nous work), has its own causal powers (e.g. the differential wealth of
nations), which are causally irreducible to the powers of its components
(individual workers). This signals the stratified nature of social reality
where different strata possess different emergent properties and powers.

17 Layder, Social Theory, p. 1. 18 Alexander, ‘Action and its environments’, p. 290.
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However, the key points in this connection are that emergent strata
constitute (a) the crucial entities in need of linking by explaining how
their causal powers originate and operate, but (b) that such strata do not
neatly map onto empirical units of any particular magnitude. Indeed,
whether they coincide with the ‘big’ or the ‘small’ is contingent and thus
there cannot be a ‘micro’-’macro’ problem which is defined exclusively by
the relative size of social units.

Thus in the course of this book, frequent references will be made to ‘the
societal’. Each time, this has a concrete referent — particular emergent
properties belonging to a specific society at a given time. Both the referent
and the properties are real, they have full ontological status, but what do
they have to do with ‘the big’? The society in question may be small, tribal
and work on a face-to-face basis. Nor do they have anything to do with
whatis, relatively, ‘the biggest’ at some point in time. We may well wish to
refer to certain societal properties of Britain (the ‘macro’ unit for a
particular investigation) which is an acknowledged part of bigger entities,
like Europe, developed societies, or the English speaking world. We
would do so if we wanted to explain, for example, the role of the
‘Falklands factor’ in recent elections and in so doing we would also
incidentally be acknowledging that people who go in for it take their
nationalism far from ‘impersonally’, and that the ‘site’ of neo-colonialism
may be far distant.

Similarly the existence of small-scale interpersonal encounters does
not make these into a sociological category, much less if this is on the
presumption that they are somehow immune to ‘factors’ belonging to
other strata of social reality, possessed of some much greater freedom for
internal self-determination and presumed to be inconsequential for the
system of which they are part. To the social realist there is no ‘isolated’
micro world — no Jebsenswelt ‘insulated’ from the socio-cultural system in
the sense of being unconditioned by it, nor a hermetically sealed domain
whose day-to-day doings are guaranteed to be of no systemic ‘import’.

On the contrary, the entrance and exit doors of the life world are
permanently open and the understanding of its conditions, course and
consequences are predicated upon acknowledging this. For example,
small-scale interactions between teachers and pupils do not just happenin
classrooms but within educational systems, and those between landlords
and tenants are not in-house affairs but take place on the housing market.
Both pupils and teachers, for instance, bring in with them different
degrees of bargaining power (cultural capital as expertise) that is
resources with which they were endowed in wider society by virtue of
family, class, gender and ethnicity. Equally, the definition of instruction
which they literally encounter in schools is not one which can freely be
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negotiated i siru but is determined outside the classroom, and, at least
partially, outside the educational system altogether.

Thus one of the biggest deviations in the 1970s sociology of education
(which had its parallels in other specialisms) was not the determination to
study those neglected educational processes and practices taking place
within, but the methodological decision that this could be done by
shutting the classroom door and bolting the school gates because every-
thing needed to explain what went on within was found inside the small
enclosure. Yet closure is always a misleading metaphor which conceals
the impact of external systemic and social properties and also the import of
internal ‘micropolitics’ for reproduction and change of the social and the
systemic. For on the one hand, both teachers and pupils are enmeshed in
broader socio-cultural relations which they carry with them into the
classroom, and whose first affect is which type of school class they enter!
Once there, teachers and pupils cannot freely negotiate the relationships
they jointly will, given the impact of curricular controls, public examin-
ations and the job market. On the other hand, classroom interaction is
never without systemic import, whether this works for reproduction or for
transformation.

Construed in this manner, then, the crucial linkage to make and to
maintain is not between the ‘micro’ and the ‘macro’, conceived of as the
small and interpersonal in contrast to the large and impersonal, but rather
between the ‘social’ and the ‘systemic’. In other words systemic proper-
ties are always the (‘macro’) context confronted by (‘micro’) social
interaction, whilst social activities between people (‘micro’) represent the
environment in which the (‘macro’) features of systems are either repro-
duced or transformed. But in neither the structural nor the cultural
domains is this necessarily to talk about the big in relation to the small: for
emergent properties can figure at all ‘levels’. Yet since they only arise
from and work through social interaction, then this crucial interplay
requires examination at any level.

Two implications follow from this. Firstly, that the central theoretical
task is one of linking two qualitatively different aspects of society (the
‘social’ and the ‘systemic’, or if preferred ‘action’ and its ‘environment”)
rather than two quantitatively different features, the big and the small or
macro and micro. The main point here is that qualitative differences defy
linkage by aggregation, homology or in short by conflation. Instead, itis a
matter of theorizing their mutual impact and import — which need not be
reciprocal. (This accounts for why it is necessary to deal with the positive
feedback producing morphogenesis and to distinguish it from the nega-
tive feedback reinforcing morphostasis). As Alexander puts the task of
linking action and its environments, ‘The collective environments of
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action simultaneously inspire and confine it. If I have conceptualized
action correctly, these environments will be seen as its products; if I can
conceptualize the environments correctly, action will be seen as their
result.’*® Although in general agreement, I would prefer to talk about
conditional influences in order to avoid the deterministic overtones of the
above.

The second implication is that if the misleading preoccupation with
size is abandoned, then the linkages which need forging to account for the
vexatious fact of society are those between the ‘people’ and the ‘parts’ of
social reality, or as Lockwood?® put it, between ‘social’ and ‘system’
integration, that is, how orderly or conflictual social relations (properties
of people) mesh with congruent or incongruent systemic relations
(properties of parts of society). In short, we come back full circle to the
one problem of ‘structure and agency’. Consequently it is necessary to
return to the debate which traditionally underpinned it — between
individualism and collectivism — for that is where the root divide is
grounded. No apologies are made for revisiting this 1950s terrain,
although I will try to review it in the sparest terms. Instead, my apologia is
that unless individualism and collectivism are uprooted, reinspected and
rejected once and for all, because of their radical ontological and metho-
dological deficiencies, then social theory will remain bogged down in the
fallacy of conflation and practical social analysis will remain shackled to
the unworkable explanatory programmes represented by upward and
downward conflationism.

The purpose and the plan of the book

The overriding aim is to come to terms with the vexatious fact of society
and its human constitution which it is held cannot be achieved through
any form of conflation of these two components. However, ‘coming to
terms’ means two related things — ontological and methodological. For
the aim of the social theorist is two-fold. On the one hand, the task is to
explicate in what general terms ‘society’ should be conceptualized. Since
theories are propositions containing concepts and since all concepts have
their referents (pick out features held to belong to social reality), then
there can be no social theory without an accompanying social ontology
(implicit or explicit). On the other hand, the point of theory is practical. It
is never an end in itself but a tool for the working social analyst which
gives explanatory purchase on substantive social problems, through

19 Alexander, ‘Action and its environments’, p. 303.
20 David Lockwood, ‘Social integration and system integration’, in G. K. Zolischan and H.
W. Hirsch, Explorations in Social Change, Houghton Mifflin, Boston 1964.
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supplying the terms or framework for their investigation. Thus my aim
cannot be to advance some abstract account of the vexatious fact of society
which solves a theoretical problem (how to avoid conflationary formula-
tions) but one which remains at such a high level of abstraction that it is of
no assistance to those who are vexed by some particular aspect of it.
Although books may be written in this way, I want to sustain the point
that what social reality is held to be cannot but influence how society is
studied. In other words, there is always a connection between social
ontology and explanatory methodology (however covert and however
unhelpful). The final section of the introduction is devoted to justifying
the proposition that this is a necessary and a two-way linkage.

In the next chapter, I seek to demonstrate the consistency of these two
within both Individualism and Collectivism. It follows from this that we
are still trapped in the conjoint ontological/methodological terms set by
this traditional debate — with the unacceptable consequence that upward
and downward conflation are perpetuated in social theory. Chapter 3
argues that it is therefore only by rejecting the terms of the traditional
debate and replacing both their ontologies and methodologies that a basis
can be developed for non-conflationary theorizing. However, this chapter
also begins to show that rejection does not mean replacement by a new
consensus but rather the re-opening of another debate about how to link
structure and agency. It outlines the (now) four different positions
systematically. It follows that the burden of choice has not been removed
from contemporary practitioners nor in replacing the terms of the
traditional debate has conflationism disappeared from social theorizing.

On the contrary, there is now a parting of the ways between those who
seek to rranscend the duality of structure and agency in one conceptual
move by considering the two as being mutually constitutive and necessar-
ily linked to form a duality — such that agents cannot act without drawing
upon structural properties whose own existence depends upon their
instantiation by agents. This core notion of structure as the simultaneous
medium and outcome of action is central to Giddens’s structuration
theory. Chapter 4 analyzes how this leads directly to central conflation in
social theory — as a relatively new variant, though an idealist version of it
can be found in the social constructionism of Berger and Luckmann.?!
Although superior in many ways to its predecessors, it none the less shares
the problematic nature of all forms of conflationary theory. In this case,
the difficulty is not that of ephiphenomenalism (that is of either structure

21 P, Berger and T. Luckmann, The Soctal Construction of Reality, Doubleday-Anchor,
New York, 1967. See also the comments upon this model by Roy Bhaskar, The Possibility
of Naturalism, Harvester, Hemel Hempstead, 1989, p. 32f.
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or agency being dependent, inert and therefore causally uninfluential) but
that endorsement of their mutual constitution precludes examination of
their interplay, of the effects of one upon the other and of any statement
about their relative contribution to stability and change at any given time.

Conversely social realism which accentuates the importance of emer-
gent properties at the levels of both agency and structure, but considers
these as proper to the strata in question and therefore distinct from each
other and irreducible to one another, replaces the terms of the traditional
debate with entirely new ones. Irreducibility means that the different
strata are separable by definition precisely because of the properties and
powers which only belong to each of them and whose emergence from one
another justifies their differentiation as strata at all. Three differentia
specifica are denoted by the concept of emergence:

Properties and powers of some strata are anterior to those of
others precisely because the latter emerge from the former over
time, for emergence takes time since it derives from interaction
and its consequences which necessarily occur in time;

Once emergence has taken place the powers and properties
defining and distinguishing strata have relative autonomy
from one another;

Such autonomous properties exert independent causal
influences in their own right and it is the identification of these
causal powers at work which validates their existence, for they
may indeed be non-observables.

Chapter 5 is devoted to spelling out the ontological distinctiveness of
social realism and clearly distinguishing it from the ontology of praxis
endorsed by proponents of the mutual constitution of structure and
agency. Unfortunately, because both realists and structurationists have
both rejected the terms of the old debate between Individualism and
Collectivism, there has been an over-hasty tendency to assume their
mutual convergence and to lump them together as an alternative to the
positions taken in the traditional debate. Instead, the crucial point is that
we are now confronted by two new and competing social ontologists.

Moreover, these ontological differences bear out the conviction that
what social reality is held to be serves to regulate ow we are enjoined to
study it. Because it is based four square upon the notion of emergent
properties the methodological implications of social realism are quite
different from the explanatory framework advanced by structurationists
because the latter explicitly reject emergence itself. Quite simply, if the
different strata possess different properties and powers and structure and
agency inter alia are deemed to be distinctive strata for this very reason,
then examining their interplay becomes crucial. When applied to struc-
ture and agency, the realist social ontology entails the exploration of those
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features of both which are prior or posterior to one another and of which
causal influences are exerted by one stratum on the other, and vice versa,
by virtue of these independent properties and powers. The ‘people’ in
society and the ‘parts’ of society are not different aspects of the same thing
but are radically different in kind. This being so, then social realism
implies a methodology based upon analytical dualism, where explanation
of why things social are so and not otherwise depends upon an account of
how the properties and powers of the ‘people’ causally intertwine with
those of the ‘parts’. Analytical dualism means emphasizing linkages by
unpacking what was referred to earlier as the ‘impact’ and ‘import’ of and
between different strata. This focal concern with interplay is what
distinguishes the emergentist from the non-emergentist whose preoccu-
pation is with interpenetration. The cognate terms of the latter, such as
instantiation and mutual constitution, all involve compacting strata
rather than disentangling them, hence resulting in central conflation at
the level of practical social theorizing.

It is the social realists’ insistence upon ontological emergence which
introduces analytical dualism as its methodological complement and
which eventually culminates in the only form of non-conflationary
theorizing to develop to date. The centrality of analytical dualism to social
realism is laid out in chapter 6. However, generalised explanatory
programmes, necessary as they are and necessarily related as they be to
their underlying ontology, are not the end of the story. There is a final
element needed if theory is to be of utility to the working analyst of society
—and this s practical social theory itself. Analytical dualism is the guiding
methodological principle underpinning non-conflationary theorizing but
the injunction to examine the interplay between the ‘parts and the
people’, the ‘social and the systemic’, ‘structure and agency’, or ‘action
and its environments’, although indispensable is also incomplete. The
social analyst needs practical guide-lines as well as good principles, s/he
requires explicit sociological guidance about how to approach the
problem in hand in addition to philosophical assurance that they are
taking the right basic approach.

Here the morphogenetic/morphostatic framework is put forward as the
practical complement of social realism because it supplies a genuine
method of conceptualizing how the interplay between structure and
agency can actually be analyzed over time and space. It is based on two
basic propositions:

(i) That structure necessarily pre-dates the action(s) leading to its
reproduction or transformation;

(ii) That structural elaboration necessarily post-dates the action
sequences which gave rise to it.

As embodiments of analytical dualism, both are opposed to conflation
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since what is pivotal are the conditional and generative mechanisms
operating between structure and agency. This would be a logical impossi-
bility were the two to be conflated (in any manner or direction). Thus the
last three chapters are devoted to the morphogenetic cycle and the three
phases which are involved — structural conditioning — social interaction
— structural elaboration, and their direct parallels for culture and for
agency itself. The morphogenetic approach is thus presented as the
practical methodological embodiment of the realist social ontology, the
two together representing a distinctive alternative to both the upward and
downward conflationary theorizing of the old debate and to the central
conflation with which many now seek to replace it. It constitutes a
distinctive linkage between social ontology, explanatory methodology
and practical social theorising. The remainder of this chapter will argue
the unavoidability of such a tripartite linkage, how it was indeed consis-
tently advanced and defended within the traditional terms of the debate —
but also how these terms were inadequate and thus how the linkages
between them were correspondingly both unacceptable and also unwork-
able. Their rejection was merited and overdue: the central question today
is whether they should be replaced by a novel version of conflationary
theorizing or whether the future of fruitful social theory lies in developing
the neglected option of non-conflation. The purpose of this book is to give
justification for endorsing the non-conflationary option — both in princi-
ple and in practice.

Social ontology and explanatory methodology: the need
for consistency

In any field of study, the nature of what exists cannot be unrelated to how
it is studied. This is a strong realist statement, which I endorse, but
cannot explore here. Instead, I want to examine the more modest
proposition that what s seld to exist must influence considerations about
how it should be explained. In other words, what social reality is deemed
to consist of (and what is deemed non-existent) do affect how its
explanation is approached.

It is certainly not being maintained that the relationship between the
two is one of logical implication. This cannot be the case. For it must
remain possible to uphold the existence of something which need never
enter our explanations (a deity indifferent to Creation), or that some
things exist socially which carry no particular implications about how we
should study them or what importance should be assigned to them in
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explanations. For example, because both pleasure and pain are undenia-
bly part of our social lot, this does not entail that all social action must be
explained as the pursuit of pleasure and the avoidance of pain. This
requires a justification of the connection, which Utilitarians would
adduce and others would find unconvincing on the grounds that there is
significantly more to social life than that.

Nevertheless, the social ontology endorsed does play a powerful
regulatory role vis-a-vis the explanatory methodology for the basic reason
that it conceptualizes social reality in certain terms, thus identifying what
there is to be explained and also ruling out explanations in terms of
entities or properties which are deemed non-existent. Conversely, regula-
tion is mutual, for what is held to exist cannot remain immune from what
is really, actually or factually found to be the case. Such consistency is a
general requirement and it usually requires continuous two-way adjust-
ments between ontology and methodology to achieve and to sustain it as
such.

Of course, the achievement of consistency is no guarantee against error,
as will be argued of both the Individualist and Collectivist programmes.
Nevertheless, consistency is a necessary pre-condition, and to establish
this now is to define one of the conditions which those seeking to replace
both Individualism and Collectivism must meet when advancing alterna-
tive social ontologies and associated methodological programmes. For
whatever their defects, both Individualism/Methodological Individual-
ism and Collectivism/Methodological Collectivism provide clear illus-
trations of two programmes whose respective advocates both strove for
internal consistency and were well aware of the reasons why this was
necessary. These reasons can be broken down into three, which are
binding on all who study ‘the social’, but examining them also serves to
introduce the distinctive ways in which Individualists and Collectivists
responded, thus setting the terms of the debate between them.

Description and explanation: the ties that bind them

The most fundamental consideration is that description and explanation
are not discrete from one another and therefore we cannot be dealing with
separate debates about the two. What social reality is held to be also is that
which we seek to explain. It is denoted as being such and such by virtue of
the concepts used to describe it and their use is inescapable since all
knowledge is conceptually formed. There is no direct access to the ‘hard
facts’ of social life, at least for the vast majority of us who cannot subscribe
to the discredited doctrine of immaculate perception. By describing it in
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particular terms we are in fact conceptually denoting that which is to be
explained. In other words, our ontological concepts serve to define the
explanandum, and different social ontologies describe social reality in
different ways, as is the case with Individualists and Collectivists.
Necessarily this circumscribes the explanans to such statements as could
potentially explain social reality as it has been defined by each of them.

Now it might be objected that nobody disagrees that in social reality
there are both individuals (X) and groups (Y), nor that there are attributes
of groups (Y1), such as efficiency and power, which are not just the sum of
individual properties, nor even that there are some attributes of groups
(Y?) (like organization, stability or cohesiveness) which cannot be proper-
ties of people. This of course is the case: the crux of the matter, however, is
not whether groups exist but what constitutes them. In other words, how
should they properly be described? Here the Individualist insists that
anything about groups and their properties (Y, Y, Y?') can be eliminated
by redefining them in terms of people (X, X!) and that such re-
description is a matter of necessity because if our concepts do not denote
something about people, then to what else can they meaningfully refer?
The answer given was —only a reified entity (as if there were no alternative
response).

Consequently, to the individualist, however much longhand it takes to
produce the acceptable re-description (of say, group stability, in terms of
members’ preferences for remaining together), it must be possible in
principle and accomplished in practice. Here the Collectivist counters
that an activity like withdrawing money from a bank account cannot be
described (and there description and explanation are the self-same
process of making an activity intelligible) without reference to ‘group
concepts’ such as ‘banking’ or ‘legal tender’, since the rules of deposit
accounts are internal to the concept of cashing a cheque. Try to eliminate
the former and mis-description results in the misunderstanding that
anyone will hand over money when presented with a written slip of paper.
The Individualist responds that this presents no great problem because
the referents of these ‘group concepts’ can be redefined or ‘translated’ into
statements about what the individuals involved are doing; a banking
institution can be descriptively reduced to the activities of people engaged
in it. In turn the Collectivist dissents because descriptions of these
activities will necessitate the introduction of other non-individual con-
cepts, like the role of the cashier, which again invokes the notion of
‘banking’ because patterns of action themselves are unintelligible without
it (e.g. to understand why cashiers don’t hand out money at parties).??

22 Maurice Mandelbaum, ‘Societal facts’, in John O’Neill (ed.), Modes of Individualism and
Collectivism, Heinemann, London, 1973, p. 225.
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In other words, the significance of the concepts employed to describe
reality also circumscribe those which can legitimately be entertained as
explaining it. This is most obvious in cases like the above where explana-
tion consists in identification, that is something becomes intelligible to us
through correct description. In that case, far from being separate, the
descriptive and explanatory processes are identical. Indeed, in the
methodological tradition stemming from Dithey to Winch, this is held to
be the appropriate mode of explanation in social analysis. Yet whether we
believe that we have finished the job of explaining by (descriptive)
identification or are only just beginning it, there is no way in which the
process of description can be omitted and the concepts deemed appropri-
ate for this task always circumscribe those which can then consistently be
allowed to explain it.

Since the Individualist describes society as constituted by individuals
(their dispositions, relations, beliefs, etc.) and nothing else, then some
types of explanations, that is those employing concepts inconsistent with
the above, are automatically ruled out. Since ‘group properties’, which
are synonymous with holistic entities to the Individualist, have been
descriptively defined out of existence, they cannot re-enter through the
methodological door in order to explain social life. Consequently, expla-
nations as well as descriptions must be in terms of X and not Y (individual
properties and not group properties) otherwise what is at best a shorthand
construct (Y) or at worst a reified entity, is being assigned real causal
power which properly can only belong to that which really is real, that is to
individuals (Xs and Xs in combination).

Here the Collectivist re-asserts that since adequate descriptions of
social life cannot be given without references to irreducibly social
‘remainders’ (i.e. we cannot eradicate ‘banking’ and ‘role of cashier’ from
an intelligible description of cashing cheques), then these indispensable
descriptive terms can, and usually must, also figure in our explanations.
Collectivists then use the fact that it is impossible to give descriptions in
purely individual terms to challenge the Individualists’ assertion that the
only admissible form of explanation is one framed in terms of ‘individual
dispositions’. For the Collectivist argues, these too cannot be identified
without invoking the social context and to do so entails using concepts
which are again irreducibly social. Thus Gellner maintains that as ‘a
matter of causal fact, our dispositions are not independent of the social
context in which they occur; but they are not even independent logically,
for they cannot be described without references to their social context’??
(i.e. we cannot identify the dispositions of ‘voters’ without referring to

23 Ernest Gellner, ‘Holism versus individualism’, in May Brodbeck (ed.), Readings in the
Philosophy of the Social Sciences, Macmillan, New York, 1971, p. 267.
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‘elections’, of ‘soldiers’ without ‘armies’, or of ‘bank tellers’ without
banks).

Although it is possible of course to advance individual predicates of a
non-social kind, such as those pertaining to human beings as material
objects (genetic-make up), or ones which whilst pre-supposing con-
sciousness still pre-suppose nothing about any feature of society (aggres-
sion or gratification), no theorist could seriously entertain the prospect of
explaining social complexity in its entirety on the basis of predicates
which we share with the animals.?

For on this basis we can neither explain that which distinguishes
human society from animal society (the explanandum) and the explanans
itself, the individual, would simultaneously have been mis-described by
confining personal qualities to the properties of animals, thus omitting
that which is uniquely characteristic of people. Hence Bhaskar concludes
critically that ‘the real problem appears to be not so much that of how one
could give an individualistic explanation of social behaviour, but that of
how one could ever give a non-social (i.e. strictly individualistic) explana-
tion of individual, at least characteristically human, behaviour! For the
predicates designating properties special to persons all pre-suppose a
social context for their employment. A tribesman implies a tribe, the
cashing of a cheque a banking system. Explanation, whether by subsump-
tion under general law, adversion to motives or rules, or redescription
(identification), always invoke irreducibly social predicates.’?s

In short, explanation cannot proceed without prior description, yet
what something is defined as being through the concepts which describe it
determines what exactly is to be explained, which necessarily circum-
scribes the explanatory project.

Ontology as conceptual regulation

Social ontologies perform a yet stronger regulatory role, for they govern
those concepts which are deemed admissible in explanation as in description.
Precepts for proper concept formation come from the social ontology
which is endorsed, as this logically determines the type of descriptive
concepts which can be employed.2® Of course, for the Individualist which

24 See Steven Lukes, ‘Methodological individualism reconsidered’, British Fournal of
Sociology, 1968, 19:2. Lukes also mentions a third type of predicate, where explanation is
in terms of social behaviour which, whilst involving some minimal social reference, is
unspecific as to any particular form of group or institution. He sees no reason why
explanations should be confined to such (pp. 124-6).

25 Bhaskar, Naturalism, p. 28.

26 May Brodbeck, ‘Methodological individualisms: definition and reduction’, in Brodbeck
(ed.), Readings. Here it is argued that descriptive individualism ‘is required by the logic of
concept formation within the individualistic, empiricist framework’ (p. 301).
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particular concepts are chosen is not determined: all that is logically
required is that they must be individualistic and what is prohibited is the
attribution of non-observable properties to equally non-observable
group entities in any acceptable description of social life. This, in turn,
regulates what kinds of concepts can consistently appear in the explana-
tory methodology. Because the ontology contains judgements about the
‘ultimate constituents’ (and non-constituents) of social reality, it thus
governs what sorts of concepts may properly be countenanced for any
purpose whatsoever.

Thus Watkins, as an Individualist, is explicit about how ontology
carries-over to influence explanation because the ‘metaphysically
impregnated part of methodology’ seeks to establish the appropriate
material (as opposed to formal) requirements ‘which the contents of the
premises of an explanatory theory in a particular field ought to satisfy.
These requirements may be called regulative principles’.?” Significantly,
he expands on this to the effect that ‘Fundamental differences in the
subject-matters of different sciences — differences to which formal metho-
dological rules are impervious — ought, presumably, to be reflected in the
regulative principles appropriate to each science’. In other words, our
subject matter, social reality, ought to regulate how we explain it. The fact
that there is disagreement over what really exists socially does nothing to
undermine Watkins’s point that the ontology 4eld by different students of
society, their different conceptions of social reality, will indeed regulate
how they try to explain it — in different ways. To regulate is not to dictate:
there can be lively debate about the most useful concepts to employ within
a given view of what social reality is, but equally that view of what exists
(and thus constitutes our subject matter) does serve to rule out certain
concepts from explanations, just as atheists cannot attribute their well
being to divine providence.

The actual debate between Individualists and Collectivists provides
the clearest illustration of the regulative role that ontology performs for
methodology. In the following instances a major protagonist from each
side begins with an uncompromising statement about the ‘ultimate
constituents’ of social reality and then proceeds immediately to state the
terms in which it should be studied. Thus for Individualism, Watkins
states that ‘the ultimate constituents of the social world are individual
people who act more or less appropriately in the light of their dispositions
and understanding of their situation. Every complex social situation,
institution or event is the result of a particular configuration of indivi-
duals, their dispositions, situations, beliefs, and physical resources and

27 J. W. N. Watkins, ‘Methodoligical individualism and social tendencies’, in Brodbeck
(ed.), Readings, p. 269.
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environment. There may be unfinished or half-way explanations of large
scale social phenomena (say, inflation) in terms of other large-scale
phenomena (say, full employment); but we shall not have arrived at rock-
bottom explanations of such large-scale phenomena until we have
deduced an account of them from statements about the dispositions,
beliefs, resources and inter-relations of individuals’.?® On the other hand,
Mandelbaum draws justas tight a link between the Collectivist ontology,
the concepts which can be used to refer to social reality and which also
explain it: ‘If it be the case, as I wish to claim, that societal facts are as
ultimate as are psychological facts, then those concepts which are used to
refer to the forms of organization of a society cannot be reduced without
remainder to concepts which only refer to the thoughts and actions of
specific individuals.’ His explanatory aim is then ‘to show that one cannot
understand the actions of human beings as members of a society unless
one assumes that there is a group of facts which I shall term “societal
facts™.’?®

Here, ontological considerations are used not merely to justify a
congruent methodological stand-point, but actively regulate the asso-
ciated explanatory programmes. For both Individualists and Collecti-
vists, what society is held to be made to be made up of serves to monitor
the concepts which can properly be used to describe it and which in turn
may legitimately figure in explanatory statements. No explanation is
acceptable to either camp if it contains terms whose referents misconstrue
the nature of social reality as they see it — whether such misconstruction is
due to sins of conceptual omission or commission. Ontology, I am
arguing, acts as both gatekeeper and bouncer for methodology.

Certainly the ontological question, ‘what constitutes social reality?’ is
different from the question asked about methodology, ‘does it work?’.
However, in the Individualist/Collectivist and Methodological Individu-
alist/ Methodological Collectivist debates, the nexus between the two is so
tight that the stern voice of Individualistic ontology asserts that its own
explanatory programme, containing only concepts referring to indivi-
duals, ‘must work in principle’. Equally it insists that its opponents’
explanations deal in unacceptable terms (reified entities, social substances
or unreduced group properties) and therefore must be rejected out of
hand because of this. Even when the latter appear to work, they are only
‘half-way explanations’ which cannot become complete or ‘rock bottom’
until the group concepts they contain have been reduced to individual
terms. In parallel, the Collectivists’ ontological commitment to irreduc-
ible social properties leads them to assert that individualist explanations

28 Watkins, ‘Methodological individualism’, pp. 270-1.
2®* Mandelbaum, ‘Societal facts’, p. 223f.
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must fail in principle because of what they leave out (reference to the
social context) and that where they do appear to work in practice this is
because such necessary references have been smuggled in by incorporat-
ing them into the individual (belief systems become the individuals’
beliefs, resource distributions are disaggregated into people’s wealth, the
situation confronted becomes a person’s problem etc.). On the whole,
Collectivists tend to be less ontologically strident, given the holistic
skeleton in the family cupboard, and generally respond by using their
explanatory successes to boost confidence and strengthen their ontologi-
cal foothold. This constitutes the third reason why the two debates (the
ontological and the methodological), far from being separate, are in a
relationship of mutual regulation.

Explanation and ontological revision

Since the nature of social reality, like any other for once, is a matter of fact
which is independent of the prior commitments of any theorists about
what exists, then if and when an incongruous method of explanation gives
evidence of working, or the congruent methodological programme breaks
down in practice, this should result in a reinspection of those commit-
ments themselves. What we think social reality is cannot be a separate
matter from what we find it to be. The reciprocal regulation which I am
arguing obtains between ontology and methodology is one which
obviously has to work in both directions. Thus when a Collectivist
explanation, containing ‘group variables’ seems to be powerful, or even
unavoidable (containing irreducible references to social entities like
‘banking’), then methodology has raised a question for ontology. What is
at issue is the ontological status of the entities denoted by the collective
terms.

Collectivists were shyly tentative about drawing robust ontological
conclusions from the frequent success of their explanatory programme.
Gellner went as far as to contend that ‘if something (a) is a causal factor (b)
cannot be reduced, then in some sense it ‘“‘really and independently
exists”’.”3® What is being suggested here is that a causal criterion of
existence is acceptable, rather than always and only employing the
perceptual criterion (observability) as entrenched in empiricist Individu-
alism. To have pressed home this argument and extracted its full
ontological value (given it was first advanced in 1956), needed not only a
complete break with empiricist assumptions, positivistic prescriptions
and the underlying Humean notion of causality, but also an articulated

30 Gellner, ‘Holism versus individualism’, p. 256.
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alternative. In its absence, the furthest Gellner went was the cautious
assertion that factors which were causally efficacious and also irreducible
had areal and independent existence ‘in some sense’.3! He was completely
correct, but unable to substantiate it without a philosophy of social
science which warranted unobservable concepts, employed a causal
criterion to establish their reality and departed from the constant con-
juncture model of causality. This of course begged the whole question of
‘in what sense?’. By using the phrase at all, did he imply that ‘social
properties’ existed in a different sense from ‘individual properties’ and if
so was this precisely the sense which anti-Holists had been so concerned
to eradicate, namely the imputation of a reified existence to insubstantial
concepts? (Retrospectively it seems certain that the phase indicated only
an inability to be any clearer until much more work had been done on the
causal criterion of existence and the whole empiricist framework chal-
lenged.) As matters stood, the Collectivist method of explanation had
indeed reinforced the Collectivist ontology, but this was stated in such a
tentative manner that it only served to keep the already converted going.
Collectivists could expect no converts, precisely because they had failed
to give a clear answer as to the ontological status of the entities denoted by
collective terms.

Even if Individualists did not acknowledge the implications of success-
ful Collectivist explanations (or the significance of being unable to
eliminate all ‘societal’ concepts from explanation) for what ‘really and
independently exists’, nevertheless the frequent failure of their own
methodological programme should have been a cause for ontological
concern. In practice, their own reductionist programme hinged on the
development of ‘composition laws’. Here reduction consists in advancing
explanatory statements made up of nothing apart from propositions about
individual dispositions together with a specification of how people’s
behaviour differs according to the membership and size of the group in
which they are participating. This specification means establishing a
series of relevant empirical generalizations, the composition laws, which
would then enable the computation of complex situations involving more
people from simpler ones involving the behaviour of smaller numbers.
Provided all concepts (like a hierarchical group) are defined in individua-
listic terms (some people having authority over others) and the compo-
sition laws are known, then reduction can take place and complex group
behaviour can be explained in terms of the behaviour of individuals in
groups. At least this is what the methodological programme promises, but

31 Gellner could only conclude that a ‘full clarification of these issues would probably be
possible only if we were clear about what is meant by causation in social contexts’
(‘Holism versus individualism’, p. 261).
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since composition laws are no more than empirical generalizations, the
possibility of their breakdown cannot be excluded and in fact is more
common than cases in which reduction has been accomplished.

However, the Methodological Individualist is not arguing that satisfac-
tory means for achieving reduction have been found, or even that
promising solutions are in sight, but only that in principle such reduction
is possible. Yet such a ‘principle’ cannot serve as the basis for practical
methodological injunctions of this kind. Whether or not there are
composition laws cannot be decided ‘in principle’ on logical grounds, it is
a matter of fact®? — and one which poses problems for the Individualists’
prior ontological commitment. For those instances where the reductio-
nist explanatory programme breaks down, especially given their fre-
quency, actually call for a re-evaluation of the social ontology which led to
the expectation that it would (let alone must) work. There is an ontologi-
cal problem not just because the definition of what exists, and therefore
can legitimately be conceptualized, has produced a methodology whose
concepts and laws cannot cope with the whole of social reality, but also
because of what happens when such an explanation fails. In these cases,
where all concepts have been defined individualistically but the compo-
sition laws break down at some level of complexity, then it has to be
admitted that a new factor has come into play at that point. Its inclusion is
necessary for successful explanation and this thus constitutes a case of
‘explanatory emergence’. Whether or not the emergent factor, which now
has to be incorporated if the explanation is to work, happens to look
innocuously individualistic (like ‘fear of large groups’, which makes the
difference between small talkative seminars and the silence which ensues
when the same people are asked to comment during a lecture), the fact
remains that it has come into play and is identifiable only in the new
context of the lecture itself.

In ‘some sense’, but undeniably one which is indispensable for expla-
nation, the lecture group is having an effect independent of its member-
ship — and this despite the fact that it can indeed be described in
individualistic terms (i.e. the people present and what they do). Such
frequent methodological findings (cases again of causal efficacy) should
have raised some ontological disquietude, for clearly there are ‘things at
work’ beyond individuals and their interpersonal relations or combi-

32 A. Maclntyre, ‘On the relevance of the philosophy of the social sciences’, British Journal
of Sociology, 1969, 20: 2. ‘Nothing but the progress of scientific enquiry in the
formulation of scientific theories can decide whether individual properties are always to
be explained by reference to social properties, or social by reference to individual, or
sometimes one and sometimes the other. As mutually exclusive theses both methodologi-
cal individualism and holism are attempts to legislate a prior? about the future progress of
the human sciences’ (p. 225).
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nations which leads to the question of their ontological starus and whether
it is compatible with an individualist conception of social reality.

In short, the practical results of the explanatory programmes associated
with Methodological Collectivism and Individualism (relative success
and failure respectively) called for ontological re-examination on each
side. Instead, the Collectivists remained unduly tentative, settling for
their explanatory variables existing ‘in a sense’, without pursuing the
causal criterion of reality to confirm their ontological status as real and
independent. On the other hand, the Individualists remained so commit-
ted to their ontological principle (that the ultimate constituents of social
life were nothing but people), they remained deaf to their own methodo-
logical findings that something beside ‘other people’ was at work in
society. Since both proved reluctant to go back to the ontological drawing
board and revise their views of social reality in the light of knowledge
about it, then stalemate ensued.

Conclusion

It was in this context of deadlock that the suggestion was advanced that
two separate debates were being compacted together, unnecessarily and
unhelpfully, in the confrontation between Individualists and Collecti-
vists. The first, it was claimed, concerned the terms used to describe
society and was therefore a matter of their meaning and whether their
referents were logically meaningful. The other, it was held, was a matter
of fact since it dealt with explanation and concerned the possibility or
impossibility of reducing all explanatory predicates to individual terms —
something upon which logic cannot arbitrate. One point of insisting upon
this separation was to offer the terms of a truce between the two
standpoints which got them (and us) out of stalemate. However, if the two
debates are genuinely separate then it is possible to decide the descriptive
debate in favour of the Individualists or the Collectivists and the
explanatory debate the other way round. Effectively this is what the peace
treaty first put forward by Brodbeck did, since it can be summed up in the
formula ‘descriptive individualism plus explanatory emergence’. Indi-
vidualism was handed the honours in the descriptive debate: ‘In principle,
of course’, even when dealing with vague and open terms like the
Reformation, ‘all such concepts must be definable in terms of individual
behaviour’ (though in practice it was conceded that we often cannot do
it).?* Collectivism, however, had rather the better of the explanatory

33 Brodbeck, ‘Methodological individualisms’ p. 286.
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confrontation. Hence, to the peace-makers, ‘Emergence at the level of
explanation should be carefully distinguished from what we earlier called
descriptive emergence. The latter phrase refers to the occurrence of a
property of groups, like the so-called group mind, which is not definable
in terms of the individuals making up the groups. Explanatory emer-
gence, however, refers to laws of group behaviour, which, even though
their terms are defined as they should be, are still not derivable from the
laws, including whatever composition laws there are about individual
behaviour. This is in fact the case at present’.> Thus Brodbeck considers
it profitable to continue exploring these laws applying to social com-
plexes, that is, to pursue the Collectivist explanatory programme —always
hoping that the connections established will then suggest suitable modes
of reduction.

There are, it seems to me, profound objections to this procedure for
ending the stalemate. To begin with, although Brodbeck herself is
advocating a particular compromise position, it is premissed on the
separateness of ‘the two debates’ and if this is really the case, then one
could end up adopting either kind of ontology and then endorsing either
type of methodology or vice versa. Even though Sztompka has shown that
some combinations are unlikely, neither are they impossible.3® Yet the
whole point of this introduction has been to argue that although the
relationship between ontology and methodology is not so close as logical
implication, it is still a tight one of murual regulation.

In summary, the reasons for this are firstly that we are not dealing with
discrete activities where description and explanation are concerned, and
cannot be because explanation requires identification of what is to be
explained, which the descriptive terms supply. Thus the same corpus of
concepts is used in both and links them together. Secondly, in general and
avowedly in this debate, different ontologies furnish different ‘regulative
principles’ about the methodology appropriate to do the explaining.
Negative regulation is unavoidable, for you cannot develop a method to
explain that which is held not to exist. Positive regulation conditions how
it is permissible to go about explanation and enunciates principles about
the form of methodology to be adopted. However, adequate explanations
can end up a long way from their ontological starting point and this may
introduce another form of regulation, which operates in reverse, by
calling for revision of the original conception of reality. Thirdly, then,
methods of explanation, their workings and findings, successes and

34 Brodbeck, ‘Methodological individualisms’, p. 301.
35 Piotr Sztompka, Sociological Dilemmas, Academic Press, New York, 1979, ch. 3.
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failures, also have reciprocal ontological implications because pre-con-
ceptions about the nature of social reality cannot be immune from
discoveries about it. In both Individualism and Collectivism, the latter
should have prompted revisions of very different kinds in the ontological
commitments of their advocates — but did not do so.

One of the implications of the stalemate reached between Individual-
ism and Collectivism was that one had to swallow them whole (ontology
and methodology together), or not at all, yet there was nothing else on
offer. The corresponding attraction of the proposed truce was that of
mixed medicine — or a half dose. Here lies my practical objection to it.
Once social analysts have been assured that ontology and methodology
are separate issues, why should they not conclude that they can merely
select the methodology which pragmatically seems most useful to them
(thus sliding rapidly into instrumentalism), because if ontology is a
separate concern, then it need to be no concern of theirs. Equally, once
social theorists have been persuaded of the separation, what prevents an
exclusive preoccupation with ontological matters, disregarding their
practical utility and effectively disavowing that acquiring knowledge
about the world does and should affect conceptions of social reality? This
is a recipe for theoretical sterility. An ontology without a methodology is
deaf and dumb; a methodology without an ontology is blind. Only if the
two do go hand in hand can we avoid a discipline in which the deaf and the
blind lead in different directions, both of which end in cul-de-sacs.
Brodbeck herself is most careful not to fall into this trap, but what does
‘separatism’ do other than to set it for others?

Ironically, the peace treaty was intended to have exactly the reverse
effect for the impetus behind it was that the practising social theorist
needed not only an acceptable social ontology but also the most powerful
explanatory methods available. This is the very last thing I would contest.
Equally I am fully convinced that neither Individualism/Methodological
Individualism nor Collectivism/Methodological Collectivism can meet
these two requirements. Yet because I am maintaining that ontology
and methodology are not separate matters, I am still committed to saying
they must be swallowed whole or not at all: since I am also arguing that
neither of them meets the basic requirements, my conclusion has to
be ‘don’t drink’. This caution against drinking and driving has to be
justified by showing that neither position does or can meet the two
requirements (ontological rectitude and explanatory power) and thus
cannot take us where we need to go. The justification itself will consist in
showing that it is empiricism which bedevils both standpoints. This is the
force behind my injunction to abstinence rather than temperance where
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Individualism and Collectivism are concerned, and my final objection to
Brodbeck’s temperate compromise is that it too is unashamedly
empiricist.3¢

Only with the demise of the view that all knowledge is obtained from
human sense experience, did ‘individuals’ (because alone capable of
experiencing) lose their automatic primacy and could non-observable
features of society avoid the question mark hanging over their existence
(because incapable of being experienced as sense data). Eventually this
enabled the terms in which society was conceptualized and explained to
be reformulated, and those in which Individualism and Collectivism had
cast them to be rejected.

Yet as always there are ties that bind ontology and methodology
together and these need to be ones which are internally consistent and also
provide a working basis for practical social theorising. Thus the main
question to ask about the standpoints which later made a bid to replace
both Individualism and Collectivism is how far they succeeded in both
tasks. However, to understand the impetus behind replacing the two
traditional approaches we need to appreciate how Individualism and
Collectivism failed and why neither could supply the practical social
theorist with an adequate conception of either ‘structure’ and ‘agency’ or
provide a satisfactory programme for explaining the linkages between
them.

I began by endorsing the authenticity of the human experience that we
are both free and constrained, considering the touchstone of adequate
social theorizing to be how well it captures these insights. However,
there is no contradiction in upholding this lay outlook as authentic
whilst denying the empiricist view that all knowledge is obtained from
human experience. For fundamentally, the lay reflection on the human
condition in society is not itself empiricist. Those ambivalent feelings
of freedom and constraint of ours derive from what we are as people and
how we tacitly understand our social context. Yet lay reflections on
ourselves and our society are never restricted to sense-data or the
supposed ‘hard facts’ it yields — for much of the time we think and act in
terms of ‘group properties’ like elections, interest rates, theories and

36 Qbviously, since I reject the premises upon which this compromise is based (separatism),
and the epistemological terms in which it is advanced (empiricism), there is little point in
providing a more detailed critique. However, in fairness to Brodbeck it should be noted
that her 1973 article ‘On the philosophy of the social sciences’, in O’Neill (ed.), Modes of
Individualism and Collectivism, marks a shift towards realism compared with the naked
empiricism of the 1968 paper, which is also re-printed in this collection. On the other
hand, the author herself failed to signal this move towards embracing a much more
relational ontology.
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beliefs. On the contrary, and therefore the main reason why empiricism
must be deficient, we ourselves as reflective beings are not empiricists:
we would not be recognizable as people if we were, nor capable of

recognizing enough of our social context to live competently within it if
we tried to be.



Part 1

The problems of structure and agency: four
alternative solutions






2 Individualism versus Collectivism: querying
the terms of the debate

Since my argument is that neither Individualism nor Collectivism can
furnish the basis for adequate social theorizing, it is necessary to show
why. Specifically this means examining the reasons which make their
conceptions of structure, of agency and of the relations between them,
unacceptable —and thus revisiting the well-trodden ground of this debate.
In short, the very terms of the confrontation between Individualists and
Collectivists have to be queried before we can appreciate their growing
rejection and what they have been replaced by — in the case of those who
have recently sought to redefine the terms of the traditional debate.

To develop these points it will prove impossible not to move forwards
and backwards between ontological and methodological considerations,
precisely because these issues are not distinct and no protagonist of either
standpoint ever approached them as if they were other than inextricably
intertwined. What is of the greatest importance is to disengage how the
Individualist and Collectivist conceptions of social reality contained
equally deficient concepts of both structure and agency and how corres-
pondingly their two explanatory programmes served to block an examin-
ation of the interplay between structure and agency since what they had in
common mandated epiphenomenalism in social theorizing. In the heri-
tage of Individualism it was ‘structure’ which became the inert and
dependent element, whilst Collectivism fostered instead the subordina-
tion or neglect of ‘agency’, thus respectively perpetuating the two forms
of social theorizing which I have termed the fallacies of ‘upwards
conflation’ and ‘downwards conflation’.!

However, none of these connections is understandable unless Indi-
vidualism and Collectivism are placed against the back-cloth of empiri-
cism which contextualized the formulation of both standpoints and
exerted stringent constraints on the nature of their confrontation. In
many ways the scenery was the most important player in this particular
drama. What it represented was crucial, but no more so than what it was

1 See Margaret S. Archer, Culture and Agency, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge,
1989, chs. 2 and 3.
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intended to occlude — the spectre of reification — a phantom which
empiricism exorcized from this opera along with much else which was far
from phantasmagoric. Empiricism fundamentally stood for an approach
where descriptions and explanations alike were confined to observable
entities, while the attribution of causality was thus restricted to the level
of observable events, meaning that the aim of sociology was the discovery
of observed regularities (a typically Humean quest for constant conjunc-
tions). As such it gave enormous ontological security to the Individualists
for whom the ultimate constituents of the social world were individual
people and who therefore insisted that the social context should be
reduced to refer to nothing but ‘other people’, for purposes of both
description and explanation. Hence the supposedly manifest observabi-
lity of ‘people’ fostered a confident self-righteousness in the Individualist
camp. By contrast, if meeting the requirements of empiricism made
Individualists over-confident, it reduced Collectivists to extreme over-
wariness. They were constrained to be tentative about their trafficking in
non-observables, to confine their dealings with them to translatable terms
which could just evade empiricist stricture, and were discouraged from
undertaking any bold ontological revision which would have spelt a full-
frontal confrontation with empiricism itself. Both viewpoints have
attracted subsequent criticism, but one thing empiricism served to
explain is why, at the time their protagonists took their stands on different
ground. For the challenges emanating from the Individualist camp were
couched consistently in ontological terms, whilst the counter-blast from
the Collectivists was predominantly methodological, focusing upon the
explanatory incompleteness of their adversaries’ best efforts (and provid-
ing another illustration of the inseparability of these two debates).

METHODOLOGICAL INDIVIDUALISM

Individualism’s individual

The defects of Individualism and its explanatory programme derive
directly from empiricism. This marks and mars both the concepts which
are used to conceptualize the ‘individual’ and ‘social structure’, as well as
the links between them, since the same concepts are employed to account
for their relationship. The cornerstone of the entire enterprise is the
‘individual’ as such, and the confidence that this secures it on firm
foundations is itself earthed in the twin empiricist assumptions that (a)
talk about ‘individuals’ is unproblematic because their existence is
incontestable, and (b) that by confining serious conversation (concepts,
theories and laws) to them, the dangers of hypostatization can never
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threaten, unlike loose talk about groups, institutions and society, which, if
taken seriously, heads straight towards reification. Both points are
summed up in Hayek’s statement that no collective term ever designates
‘definite things in the sense of stable collections of sense attributes’.2 The
corollary, for the Individualist is that thanks to the perceptual criterion of
existence can we be sure all references to ‘individuals’ do denote real and
definite things.

Yet even within its own terms, the perceptual criterion does nothing to
render the ‘individual’ unproblematic in this manner for, as has often
been remarked, facts about individuals are not necessarily more observ-
able nor easier to understand than facts about social organization (the
motives of the criminal versus the proceedings of the criminal court).?
Perceptual sense-data secure the ‘individual’ only as a visible organism,
yet it is precisely the non-observable things about people (their disposi-
tions) which constitute the basis of the Individualist account. However, if
these latter are to be identified, as they must be, then Individualism
cannot work within strict empiricist terms, for the identification of many
dispositions is only possible if the social context is invoked to make sense
of them (the most diffuse disposition to vote pre-supposes some notion of
an election; the intention to ‘vote Conservative’ is predicated upon there
actually being a Conservative Party for which to vote).

However, the Individualist is committed to social atomism, that is to
the claim that the important things about people can indeed be identified
independently of their social context. Here is the real difficulty of this
procedure, for both description and explanation, namely that it presumes
it is possible to isolate more elementary dispositions ‘as they are prior to
their manifestations in a social context. The real oddity of the reductionist
case is that it seems to preclude a priori the possibility of human
dispositions being the dependent variable in an historical explanation —
when in fact they often or always are.’* There are only two ways of
rebutting this objection. The first would be to maintain that there are
indeed such pre-social elementary dispositions (genetically inscribed).
But even if there are, ‘no one has yet provided any plausible reason for
supposing that, e.g. (logically) pre-social drives uniquely determine the
social context or that this context is irrelevant to their operations’.’ The
only alternative way out which could simultaneously (i) allow the

2 F. A. Hayek, ‘Scientism and the study of society’, in John O’Neill (ed.), Modes of
Individualism and Collectivism, Heinemann, London, 1973, p. 36f.

3 Steven Lukes, ‘Methodological individualism reconsidered’, British Fournal of Socio-
logy, 1968 19: 2, p. 122.

4 Ernest Gellner, ‘Holism versus individualism’, in May Brodbeck (ed.), Readings in the
Philosophy of the Social Sciences, Macmillan, New York, 1968, p. 260.

5 Lukes, ‘Methodological individualism’, p. 126.
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inclusion of contextual influences which cannot be kept out, whilst (ii)
remaining faithful to individualism, is by construing the social context as
itself made up of nothing but ‘other people’. In that case it can then enter
descriptions and explanations innocently as interpersonal influences such
as socialization and enculturation.® This is the path followed and what has
to be queried is the resulting social ontology — one in which the ultimate
constituents of social reality are held to be ‘socialized individuals’ (the
Individualist concept of ‘agency’) and the only other element to exist
socially is ‘interpersonal relations’ (the Individualist concept of ‘social
structure”’).

The ontological security of the Individualist rests on the empiricist
conviction that the ultimate constituents of social reality have been
unimpeachably defined as ‘individuals’ and that only facts about them
figure in both descriptions and explanations. How then is the individual
conceptualized, which is another way of asking what is meant by facts
about individual people and in what sense these can be considered as
‘altimate’? Since the Individualists are as concerned as anyone else
studying society about social action rather than behaviour, then the
relevant facts are not physiological but mentalistic; they are our disposi-
tions to find things meaningful and intelligible and to act on that basis. We
have already seen Watkins stating that ‘According to this principle, the
ultimate constituents of the social world are individual people who act
more or less appropriately in the light of their dispositions and under-
standing of their situation’.” Leaving aside the queasiness which these
unobservable dispositions presumably induce in the full-blooded empiri-
cist, it must follow that if the crucial facts about people are their
dispositions, then statements about things other than individuals are
excluded as are statements which are nor about dispositions.?

Yet Methodological Individualists immediately break with both these
requirements of their position, since the facts about people which are
allowed to figure in ‘rock-bottom explanations’ are neither solely indivi-
dual nor solely dispositional. Instead the acceptable predicates can
include ‘statements about the dispositions, beliefs, resources and inter-
relations of individuals’ as well as their ‘situations . .. physical resources

¢ L.J. Goldstein, “Two theses of methodological individualism’, in O’Neill (ed.), Modes of
Individualism and Collectivism: ‘For the most part, people are born into their kinship
relationships, and it seems entirely a reversal of actual fact to say that such relations “are
the product of people’s attitudes to each other, though these are partly determined by
their beliefs about their biological relations”. It seems more reasonable to say that for the
most part the proper attitudes towards one’s various kin are cultivated during the
enculturation process’ (p. 284).

7 J. W. N. Watkins, ‘Methodological individualism and social tendencies’, in Brodbeck
(ed.) Readings, p. 270. 8 Gellner, ‘Holism versus individualism’, p. 257.
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and environment’.® Firstly, inspection of this list reveals that some of its
constituents logically cannot be construed as facts about individual people
(the environment, physical resources, situations and interrelations — since
definitionally a relationship is a fact about at least two people). Very
arguably none of them should be, for my belief in the theory of relativity is
only individual in the sense of my believing it, but its existence does not
depend upon my holding it. Secondly, some of the elements on the list are
obviously not about dispositions (the environment, physical resources,
situations) and again, arguably, none is, for beliefs are independent of the
disposition to believe just as many of our interrelations are non-voluntar-
istic and autonomous from whatever dispositions we bring to them.
Thirdly, it can then be contended that none of these aspects of social
reality is about either individuals or their dispositions and thus cannot be
construed as facts about individual people.

Matters become even more difficult when the shift is made from
discussion of determinate individuals to that of anonymous people, a
move accepted as necessary and legitimate by Individualists. When
dealing, for example, with the French Huguenots, the third point made
above comes home with full force, for as Goldstein comments, ‘What we
have are not the characteristic dispositions of people we don’t know, but
the social behaviour of people in given situations quite apart from their
personal dispositions’.!® In other words, where anonymous individuals
are concerned, we are not dealing with dispositional individuals at all,
since neither element is identifiable, all that is subject to identification are
non-individualistic features of the social context and socially induced
ways of acting within it.

Because social reality cannot be confined to individuals and their
dispositions, then those aspects of the social context which are indispens-
able for both identification and explanation are themselves incorporated
into individual terms. As Lukes puts it, ‘the relevant features of the social
context are, so to speak, built into the individual’.!* There are two serious
ontological objections to this procedure. On the one hand, in what
recognizable sense are we still talking about ‘the individual’ when he or
she has now been burdened with so many inalienable features of both
social and natural reality (cultural systems, socio-cultural relations,

® Watkins, ‘Methodological individualism’, pp. 270-1.

10 Goldstein, “Two theses’, p. 286. This point plays an important part in the debate, for
Watkins contends that ‘Mandelbaum is able to prove the existence of what he calls
“societal facts” because he defines psychological facts very narrowly as ““facts concerning
the thoughts and actions of specific human beings”. Consequently the dispositions of
anonymous individuals which play such an important part in individualistic explanations
in social science are ‘“‘societal facts” by definition’ (‘Methodological individualism’, p.
272n). 11 Lukes, ‘Methodological individualism’, p. 125.
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physical resources and the environment)? On the other hand, can the
social context (let alone the natural world) really be disaggregated in this
way, such that role relations are purely interpersonal matters, belief
systems are only what certain people hold and reject, and resources are
just what you or  have laid our hands on? Leaving the latter consideration
aside for the moment, this social ontology has only been made to work
descriptively by bundling complex and diffuse social relations into the
individual as predicates of people.

In fact, this type of Monadism characterized both sides of the debate.
In order to work at all, the Individualist ontology had grossly to inflate
‘the Individual’ by incorporating into people anything social to which it
may be necessary to refer. In strict parallel, the strong form of Collecti-
vism strips the individual of everything of interest, leaving him or her as
nothing but Durkheim’s ‘indeterminate material’, by bundling personal
properties (thoughts, convictions, feelings) into collectivities — as the
collective conscience — and thus representing them as predicates of ‘the
social’. These then constitute equal and opposite ontological defects and
one of their deficiencies concerns their methodological implications.

Consequently, this is where Gellner concludes that the Individualist
leaves us: ‘Algy met a bear, the bear was bulgy, the bulge was Algy’; the
individual may consume what Durkheim and others have called social
facts, but he will bulge most uncomfortably, and Algy will still be there. I
suspect that actual investigators will often . . . prefer to have Algy outside
the bear’.'? This preference is due to what ‘desperate incorporation’
necessarily precludes, and rules out both ways round (whether the bear
eats up Algy as in the Individualist version, or Algy eats the bear in the
Collectivist version), namely the interaction between the two. Whether
Algy stands for the Individual or the Social, what is the most interesting
thing is their meeting and its outcome, neither of which can be disposed of
by ontological cannibalism. In short, the methodological outcome of
social Monadism is epiphenomenalism. That which might seem to be
separate (and the Individualist does not deny the existence of groups any
more than the Collectivist denies the existence of people) is now engulfed,
can be fully explained by the engulfing factor, and presented as part of its
digestion process — reductive breakdown (in Individualism) or energiza-
tion (in Collectivism). In the end, instead of investigating the interplay
between individual and society or agency and structure, social theory
developed on these two bases is an endorsement of Upwards Conflation
by the Individualist and Downwards Conflation by the Collectivist,
because of the methodological and ontological principles they have

12 Gellner, ‘Holism versus individualism’, pp. 267-8.
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adopted. This, however, is to get too far ahead. Instead, let us pause for a
moment to see what this process of bundling the social context into
individual terms actually does for (and to) the Individualists’ claim that
their individual is the ultimate constituent of the social world.

The individual as the ultimate constituent of social reality

In what sense can facts about individuals, as now defined in this generous
way, be considered as ‘ultimate’ constituents of social reality? This
bulging entity is not just a semantic device, it is meant to do a great deal of
work. Being held to be ultimate, the individual of Individualism is also
considered to be immune from (further) reduction himself, whilst all
things social can be methodologically reduced to her. Calling individuals
ultimate is like making them the terminus: explanations of things social
come back to them, but this is the end of the line, for no further reduction
is possible. I want to challenge this ontological claim to ‘ultimate status’
and its joint methodological implications, viz. that iz principle all things
social can be reduced to the individual whilst in principle such individuals
are immune from further reduction to things psychological. Basically, the
argument is that the postulated relations between the three areas repre-
sented by Psychologism, Individualism and Collectivism are inconsistent
and cannot secure any kind of ultimate status for the Individualists’
individual.

Let us consider first the relationship between Psychologism and
Individualism. Here for a change the Individualist stands as the anti-
reductionist vis-a-vis the advocates of psychologism who argue that there
are yet ‘lower level’ entities, that is, psychological properties, which
should be regarded as the real, rock-bottom constituents of social life and
everything above them can be reduced to them and thus be explained by
them,!* Now, the Individualist rejects the view that society can be
explained as some sort of reflection of psychological characteristics.
Although I have no trouble in accepting this conclusion as correct, the
grounds upon which it is based are troubling. Here the Individualist
contends that mirror-image explanations must fail because they do not
take into account the intended, ‘the unintended and unfortunate conse-
quences of the behaviour of interacting individuals’.!* But this is exactly
what the Collectivist repeatedly said to the Individualist (there are results

13 Thus to Homans, ‘if the ultimate units of social behaviour are men and their actions, then
the general propositions used to explain social behaviour must be propositions about men
and their actions; that is, they must be what I have called psychological propositions’ (G.
C. Homans, The Nature of Social Science, Harcourt Brace, New York, 1967, p. 62).

14 Watkins, ‘Methodological individualism’, p. 276.
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of interaction and results of these results, which make for the social
context whose effects are not then those of individuals). To this the
Individualist responded that all such matters were amenable to reduction
in terms of individual dispositions and composition rules. The claim went
further: in principle composition rules must be able to reduce collective
phenomena to their real ultimate constituents. What then is to prevent the
protagonists of Psychologism from invoking the same principle? Their
argument would be that of course individual psyches do combine
together, so that what goes up on the big screen is not a mirror-image but
is modified by the unintended consequences of psychological interaction.
Nevertheless, in principle the composition rules can be found for reduc-
tion to take place to the ultimate psychological constituents. The fact that
this is a bad argument because such matters of fact cannot be determined a
prioristically, does not rescue the Individualists, for it is their argument
and what is sauce for the goose is sauce for the gander. In short, they
cannot fend off further downwards reduction to psychology by appealing
to unintended consequences and thus cannot sustain their claim to have
identified the ‘ultimate constituents’ of social life on this basis.
Therefore, a different kind of argument must be introduced to support
the Individualists’ ontological claim, and one which proofs it against any
question of reduction to psychological terms. Were the Individualist to
argue that such reductionism simply doesn’t work, they would doubtless
recall that they dismissed similar Collectivist criticisms by adversion to
the principled necessity of reduction, on pain of committing reification.
Advocates of psychologism could be equally stern and maintain that by
not adhering strictly to their principle, the Individualists’ individual, far
from being the ultimate constituent of social reality, is yet another reified
entity! The only way out for the Individualist is to claim that their
‘individual’ is different in kind, su: gemeris, that is emergent from
psychology, by virtue of those internal and necessary relationships
developing between people which render the ‘individual’ both real and
irreducible. Moreover, it is a good way out, for the ‘socialized individual’
of Individualism can only be such given that certain enduring relation-
ships do pre-date him or her: English speakers do require existing English
speakers in order to become such themselves. But then how is this
different from the Collectivist argument that to be what they are,
tribespeople do indeed require tribes; pupils, schools; and soldiers need
armies? Therefore, adopting this solution (which would establish socia-
lized individuals as real rather than reified and make them a legitimate
subject for social psychology) has the undesired consequence for Indi-
vidualists that they have now endorsed emergence and accepted that we
live in a stratified social world comprised of two strata. Yet if they have
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had to concede the principle of emergence, how can they continue to deny
social emergence, that is the existence of a third and higher stratum made
up of just those entities to which the Collectivists referred? But this is
exactly what they want to do.

The Individualists are now on the horns of a dilemma and either way
their ontological claims about individuals as the ultimate constituents of
social reality seem bound to crumble. If reductionism is possible, and
they of all thinkers are badly placed to deny it, then their ultimate
constituent can (at least ‘in principle’) be further reduced. If emergence is
possible, and in self-defence they have surely had to concede it, then it
becomes an open question whether further strata also emerge which are
just as ‘ultimate’ as the individual. Therefore, neither reductionism nor
emergence allows the claim to be upheld that the Individualists’ indivi-
dual is the ultimate constituent of social reality.

If then the Individualists have conceded that emergence occurs, does
any way remain for protecting their position against its Collectivist
critics? Only one. Although emergence can no longer be denied in
principle, it can still be maintained that empirically nothing of the kind is
the case as far as ‘society’ is concerned. This is where the ‘inflated’
concept of the individual comes into its own, for the generous definition of
what can count as a fact about individuals withholds emergent status from
anything but them. If every aspect of the social context can be bundled
into the individual, then this is indeed the terminus. So, the argument
goes, if inter-relations are individual properties, then they cannot denote
something other than people; if unintended consequences can always be
altered, providing only that the individuals concerned want to and know
how to do so, then they have no autonomy from people; if things like
environmental constraints and contextual conditioning are only the
effects of others, then they are in no way independent of people.
Therefore, to what else could an emergent feature of social reality
possibly refer? Answer, only some reified and superhuman entity.

Now, a rather over-hasty consensus seems to have concluded that this
descriptive inflation of the individual to incorporate the social context is
merely a semantic matter, one which will certainly be unhelpful in future
social analysis, but still an allowable manoeuvre since it is only a matter of
words. However, we are not just arguing over what to call things but
about what things are denoted by concepts. Here, the Individualist states
that all concepts used in relation to the social context really denote
nothing other than people, and this is an empirical not a semantic claim.
For its justification depends not on the correct (or even the most helpful)
use of words but on empirically demonstrating that the social context
really does refer to nothing except ‘other people’. The denial of societal
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emergence is an ontological claim which requires empirical demon-
stration. To vindicate their notion that the ‘individual’ is the ultimate
constituent of social reality (and the terminus of all explanations),
Individualists have to sustain their notion that ‘social structure’ is nothing
but other people (as defined). Another way of putting this is that the
ultimate ontological status assigned to the individual can be vindicated
only when every aspect of the social context has been shown to be
epiphenomenal. Hence, upwards conflation is indeed intrinsic to Metho-
dological Individualism.

The Individualists’ social structure

On the face of it to produce a convincing empirical demonstration of the
epiphenomenal status of the social structure is a daunting enterprise
because of the unending complexity of the social context. That Individu-
alists remain undaunted is due to their empiricism itself which reassures
them that, however complex, there are only two possible ways in which it
can be construed: either social organization is constituted by things which
are manifestly real or by reified entities, and of the two the former must be
correct. This Watkins echoes: if ‘methodological individualism means
that human beings are supposed to be the only moving agents in history,
and if sociological holism means that some super-human agents or factors
are supposed to be at work in history, then these two alternatives are
exhaustive’.’’ Ontologically, then, social structure can only refer to the
human or the super-human: other contenders and specifically emergent
properties (which being relational in nature are neither mortal nor
immortal) are ruled out in advance. With empiricist confidence, the
Individualist then ‘insists that the social environment by which any
particular individual is confronted and frustrated and sometimes mani-
pulated and occasionally destroyed is, if we ignore its physical ingredi-
ents, made up of other people, their habits, inertia, loyalties, rivalries and
so on’.1®

This is an ontological assertion, but as we have seen it requires empirical
demonstration if the threat posed by societal emergence is to be repulsed.
Demonstrating that the social context is epiphenomenal is a methodologi-
cal task which entails showing that every reference to it in explanations of
social life (and no one wishes to deny that we are influenced by our social
environment) actually refers to ‘other people’ (under the ‘inflated’
description particular to Individualists). Specifically, this means showing
that, in relation to people, social structure is not: (i) autonomous or

15 Watkins, ‘Methodological individualism’, p. 271.
16 Watkins, ‘Methodological individualism’, p. 278n.
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independent, (i1) pre-existent, (iii) causally efficacious. Collectivists have
argued that they fail on all three counts and their arguments are
persuasive.

(1) If autonomy is to be withheld from the social context and it is to be
denied any independence from people, this means the Individualist must
vindicate the claim that it can be treated as nothing other than an aggregate
of individuals, which as such has no independence from its constituents —
therefore our social environment is constituted by ‘interpersonal rela-
tions’. It also follows that if the ‘social structure’ is only an aggregate, then
‘the group’ becomes synonymous with ‘the social’ to the Individualist.
Here, the Collectivist queries whether in studying society we are, can, and
should be, confined to the study of ‘groups’. When we examine kinship
structure, for example, we are not just investigating how that ‘group’ does
inter-marry, transmit property, have particular obligations towards
specific others and so on, but what rules govern their inter-marriage etc.
Comparison of kinship structures is to compare different rules not
different groups, for the rules regulate what the members do. Certainly,
the continued salience of any rule depends on people continuing to adhere
to it (this is merely a statement of activity-dependence) but their adher-
ence is not what makes the rule, otherwise rules just become descriptions
of what people do and have no regulatory or constitutive function. The
identical point can be made about all other social or cultural institutions.

The same Collectivist argument serves to show the defects entailed in
viewing environmental influences as nothing but ‘interpersonal rela-
tions’. It highlights the fact that in dealing with the social context we are
not paradigmatically concerned with groups at all. Roles, as Collectivists
have often pointed out, are more important for understanding what is
going on between landlords and tenants or bank cashiers and customers
than their relations as persons. Moreover, the role has to be granted some
autonomy from its occupant or how else do we explain the similar actions
of a succession of incumbents, or that when promoted to bank manager
our original cashier now acts quite differently? Once again the fact that
roles are necessarily activity-dependent is insufficient to deny them the
independent capacity to structure individuals’ activities. In social analy-
sis we often are and have to be less concerned with interpersonal relations
than with the endurance of impersonal role relationships.

(i1) Yet the Individualist argues that ‘no social tendency exists which
could not be altered if the individuals concerned both wanted to alter it
and possessed the appropriate information’.'” Thus, the social context
has become the effect of contemporary other people. For it follows that
whatever makes up our environment (such as enduring roles, positions

17 Watkins, ‘Methodological individualism’, p. 271.
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and distributions) are all things that the ‘people concerned’ now do not
want to change/do not know how to change or do not think about
changing. In other words, whatever the origins of the social tendencies
and features we observe, their present existence is due in some way to the
people present. Therefore, explanation of the social structure is always in
the present tense and responsibility for everything present lies firmly on
the shoulders of those here present. Now, pre-existence, the fact that we
are all born into an on-going social context, constrained to speak its
language, take up our places in a prior distribution of resources, be
sanctioned by its laws and confront its organizations is a powerful
argument to the Collectivist for the existence of constraints and enable-
ments which stem from emergent properties of society. The internal and
necessary relationships between social positions (landlord and tenant,
MP and constituent, husband and wife) have developed from past
interaction but form a context within which we have to live. Only if their
persistence can be attributed to the sustaining behaviour of ‘other people’
may they be assigned an epiphenomenal status.

If we take the example of a demographic structure (which should be
agreeable to Individualists since it is made up of N people of different
ages), then the relevant population, that is, those of child-bearing age who
could change it, cannot significantly modify it for several years nor
eliminate all its effects for many more. Yet more significantly, they
themselves are constantly influenced by it since it has determined the size
of this initial ‘relevant population’ to which they belong. Many distribu-
tions have this same property of taking time to change, even if all people
present are consensually dedicated to their transformation. Their very
resistance shows that they are not epiphenomenal: their differential
resistance invites us to address the nature of the structure itself rather
than automatically attributing its endurance to people’s lack of commit-
ment to change or information about it. Moreover, desires for persistence
or transformation (and knowledge of how to effect them) are not ran-
domly distributed, but shaped by the advantages and disadvantages
which the pre-existent property distributes differentially throughout the
population - and cannot be understood independently of them. In short,
whether we are dealing with unintended consequences, aggregate effects
or emergent properties, we are neither dealing with ‘present tense’
phenomena nor with epiphenomenal.

(iii) Denial of the pre-existence of social forms was intended to deprive
them of any causal efficacy, yet this claim also fails if such properties are
resistant to change or take a considerable time to alter. Although many of
them may eventually be changed by human action, nevertheless while
such environmental factors endure, they can constrain and facilitate
different activities and may have consequences which are not trivial for
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future social change. The Individualists, however, make the opposite
assumption. In effect, they argue that because such social tendencies are
ultimately reversible, nothing of importance will happen before they are
reversed. Matters of this kind cannot be decided by theoretical fiaz.

This was the whole burden of the Collectivist critique, namely that
reference to these structural properties were often unavoidable and they
therefore were necessary to adequate causal accounts. As such, this was a
purely methodological critique which concluded that ‘explanatory emer-
gence’ must be endorsed contra Individualist reductionism, but one
which did not move on to question the ontological foundations of the
Individualist programme. Hence, Gellner’s well-known summary of
where the debate between Individualism and Collectivism stood.
‘Perhaps in the end, there is agreement to this extent (human) history s
about chaps — and nothing else. But perhaps this should be written:
History is abour chaps. It does not follow that its explanations are always
in terms of chaps.’*® Yet why stop there, winning the methodological
point but conceding the ontological one, especially as the two are so
closely intertwined? But the Individualists were fully aware of the
connection and pushed it home to their ontological advantage. Basically,
they conceded, given the complexity and difficulty of social reality, that it
may be wise for social scientists to examine (rather than dismiss) whatever
imperfect connections exist between group variables. That is, it may be
sensible to work with ‘half way’ explanations pro tem, precisely because
‘these, in turn, may suggest the appropriate composition rules of indivi-
dual behaviour’.*®

Such a pro tem and heuristic ‘acceptance’ of explanatory emergence did
nothing to undermine the basic commitments (both methodological and
ontological) of individualism; the core programme could survive this
concession at what was defined as lying at its periphery. Thus in
Brodbeck’s words,

The most that we can ask of the social-scientist whose subject-matter requires him
to use such ‘open’ concepts [group properties] is that he keep the principle of
methodological individualism firmly in mind as a devoutly to be wished for
consummation, an ideal to be approximated as closely as possible. This should at
least help assure that nevermore will he dally with suspect group-minds and
impersonal ‘forces’, economic or otherwise; nevermore will non-observable proper-
ties be attributed to equally non-observable group entities.?°

Empiricism was the alpha of Individualism and here it is meant to be the
omega, an ideal to which we should be devoutly committed.
However, since I have been arguing that the Individualists fail to

18 Gellner, ‘Holism versus individualism’, p. 268.
19 Brodbeck, ‘Methodological individualisms’, p. 303.
20 Brodbeck, ‘Methodological individualisms’, p. 286.
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establish their case that social structure is epiphenomenal, that is a mere
outworking of the doings of ‘other people’, then it also follows that they
have not succeeded in denying emergence. Their inability to withstand
claims that the social context has autonomy and independence from
people, pre-exists them, and is causally influential of them, means that
there should at least be a pause in Empiricist devotions to entertain the
case that a ‘social structure’ which has these properties also has a claim to
existence, though not one which can be substantiated through experience
as sense-data. Does Collectivism manage to sustain it?

METHODOLOGICAL COLLECTIVISM

Collectivisn?’s social structure

The irony of Collectivism is that whilst it defends the methodological
indispensability of ‘structural factors’, no overall conception of social
structure is advanced ontologically. What accounted for this is that
Collectivists were simultaneously haunted by Holism and hamstrung by
Empiricism. As far as the former was concerned, the proper desire to
evade any charge of reification seemed to imply that safety lay in
refraining from making ontological claims as far as possible. Conse-
quently what we are actually dealing with most of the time is Methodolo-
gical Collectivism. Its overriding concern is with explanation and par-
ticularly with the deficiencies of the Individualists’ programme of
reductionism. In criticizing it, the Collectivists’ case rests largely on the
fact that references to the social context have to be included for explana-
tory adequacy, because accounts cast purely in terms of ‘chaps’ just don’t
work. They break down short of the goal (through failure of composition
laws) and ‘societal properties’ are needed to supply the deficit. Although
the point is also made that ‘chaps’, their dispositions and their doings
cannot even be identified (i.e. described as ‘believers’ or ‘voters’ etc.)
without further resort to the social context, this is not used to issue an
ontological challenge to the Individualists’ concepts of ‘structure’ and
‘agency’. On the contrary, when Individualists defended their backs by
promptly incorporating all such social features into their conception of
individual people, the Collectivists noted the fact, commented that it
would be unhelpful in explaining the relations between what we now call
‘structure and agency’, but backed away from an ontological confron-
tation by deeming this to be a matter of semantics. Since the Individualist
was arbitrating about the ultimate constituents of social reality, it is hard
to see that this could be let pass as merely an issue about the use of words —
particularly when identifying explanations are often at stake.
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In other words, the Collectivist was playing an inordinately defensive
game. References to ‘societal facts’ are defended as ineradicable ‘remain-
ders’, without which Individualists’ descriptions remain incomplete, and
also as indispensable adjuncts when Individualists’ explanations come up
against the ‘irreducible’. The very language of ‘remainders’ and ‘unre-
duced concepts’ casts the Collectivist in the role of critically supplement-
ing Individualism, rather than confronting it head on. Instead of articu-
lating a robust counter-concept of ‘social structure’, the Collectivist
cautiously indicates points at which some aspect of society is necessary to
explain this or that and only becomes exuberant when detecting Indi-
vidualists busily committing sins of commission, on their own terms, by
incorporating such references anyway.

This means that the Collectivist deals with the ‘social structure’ in the
most fragmented way, as a disparate collection of facts or factors which
are only brought forward when Individualism fails. Yet when they are
then adduced by Collectivists, the question cannot be evaded as to their
ontological status. Here, the spectre of Holism and the fear of reification
made the Collectivist response as circumspect as possible. Gellner, for
instance, was far from content with ‘descriptive individualism’ as the
necessary bulwark against Holism: whilst it warded off the reified
ghoulies, he clearly considered that it also cordoned off important tracts of
the field which contained things quite other in kind than ‘geists’ and
‘group-minds’. Thus, he speculates that the patterns we are capable of
isolating in our environment and reacting towards are not ‘merely
abstracted’, not simply mental constructs. He then invites us to consider
that ‘For any individual, the mores, institutions, tacit presuppositions,
etc. of his society are an independent and external fact, as much so as the
physical environment and usually more important. And if this is so for
each individual, it does follow that it is so for the totality of individuals
composing a society.’?! What then is the status of these patterns in whose
terms the everyday actor thinks and in relation to which s/he acts, as does
the observer who also recognizes that they cannot be eliminated from his
account of social life? The way the reply is couched is revealing. “The
pattern isolated, however, is not ‘“‘merely abstracted” but is as I am
somewhat sheepishly tempted to say, “really there”.’??

To examine the origins of the ‘sheepishness’ is important for they were
responsible for withholding full ontological status from ‘societal proper-
ties’ for decades. Tentativeness is rooted in two spectres of reification and
the seeming difficulty of affirming the existence of ‘societal properties’

2t Gellner, ‘Holism versus individualism’, p. 264.
22 Gellner, ‘Holism versus individualism’, p. 264.
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without invoking one of them. The first was J. S. Mill’s old fear,2® namely
that to acknowledge emergence was to countenance the existence of a new
‘social substance’. The second was that talk about ‘societal properties’
was also talk about things produced or generated by society, indepen-
dently of the activities of people and therefore superordinate to actors. In
fact, it appears that both very proper anxieties were really semantic in
origin, turning respectively on the Greek word (ousia) for substance
(which need never be employed in relation to emergence) and the Latin
phrase ‘sui generis’ (which has been misused in this connection).

The first source of unease is the doubt that any referent of a holistic
concept can have an effect upon concrete individuals, since this seems to
endow an abstraction with some kind of existence which cannot be flesh
and blood and therefore must entail a different substance (from people) if
itis real. As Gellner writes, putting himself in the shoes of the Individual-
ist, ‘Surely the insubstantial cannot constrain the substantial? I think we
can provisionally agree to this principle’.?* In other words, the only two
alternatives seemed to be to credit ‘societal properties’ with some
mysterious substance or to withhold reality from them. The language of
substances proved as damaging in sociology as ousia has been in the
Tridentine concept of ‘transubstantiation’, which construes eucharistic
theology in terms of sacramental physicalism. In social science the
problem was identical, only (rightly) sociological physicalism had no
takers. The real problem was that the wrong language was being
employed, even more by the opponents of ‘societal properties’ than by
their sheepish advocates. In consistency, the Individualist who felt
confident when pointing to flesh and blood people, surely did not hold
that they were invoking dubious ‘substances’ when they (necessarily)
referred to people’s personalities, attitudes or dispositions? And if so,
then why should the defenders of ‘societal facts’ be automatically guilty of
invoking such when referring to their ‘non-observables’ — for neither
could confine their terms of reference to sense-data, which is what
‘substance’ effectively stood for in this context.

The second source of concern derived from the current (and continu-
ing) mis-assumption that to consider ‘societal facts’ as being sus generis
entailed reification because it implied that they were generated by society
itself — as a separate and superordinate entity, ‘Society’. Literally, the
phrase means nothing more than ‘of its own kind’. In this case, ‘societal
facts’ do not perzain to the genus (class of object) made up of individual
people but belong to a different genus, i.e. the class of objects designated

23 J. S. Mill, A System of Logic Ratiocinative and Inductive, People’s Editions, London,
1984, p. 573. 24 Gellner, ‘Holism versus individualism’, p. 262.
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by terms like society, social organization or social structure. Note, this
says nothing at all about their genesis, where they come from as
properties, it specifies only what kind of properties they are. The
confusion arises etymologically because the same word genus (of which
generis is the genitive means ‘birth’, deriving from the older Sanskrit verb
‘jan’, meaning ‘to be begat’. Hence, the source of the Holistic error that
(reified) Society begets or generates its own (equally reified) properties.
However, when referring to things, such as ‘society’, it denotes merely
‘sort’ or ‘kind’.

Collectivists were perfectly clear that they were making no such claims;
neither invoking a reified Society nor denying that the origins and indeed
persistence of ‘societal facts’ depended upon continuous human interac-
tion. Thus Gellner underlined that where properties of groups and
complexes are concerned, ‘these latter can indeed exist only if their parts
exist — that is indeed the predicament of all wholes — but their fates qua
fates of complexes can nevertheless be the initial conditions or indeed the
final conditions of the causal sequence’.?> In exactly the same vein,
Mandelbaum maintained that ‘one need not hold that a society is an entity
independent of all human beings in order to hold that societal facts are not
reducible to individual behaviour’.?¢ Although such statements clear
their advocates of reifying Society and also distance them from their
opponents’ reductionist ontology, what they do not clarify is the precise
ontological status of ‘societal properties’ themselves. Mandelbaum, after
seriously damaging the Individualist conception of social reality by
demonstrating the ineradicability of references to the social in description
and explanation, was clear that ‘one’s ontology must be accommodated to
the facts: the facts cannot be rejected because of a prior ontological
commitment’.?” Fair enough, for methodology should indeed regulate
ontology. However, this points to a different conception of social reality,
one which was not restricted to the Individual but never referred to the
Social Whole, one which accepted that ‘societal facts’ were activity-
dependent yet also maintained they were causally influential, autonomous
and pre-existent vis-d-vis individuals. But it was not forthcoming from
within Collectivism. The reason for this was the impossibility of substan-
tiating the existence of a societal property, ‘of its own kind’, within the
confines of an empiricist epistemology, where knowledge only comes
from sense-experience. Since it was not forthcoming, then the charge of
reification was repeatedly reiterated by Individualists, whilst Collecti-
vists did not articulate a new social ontology because hemmed in between
Holism and Empiricism.

25 Gellner, ‘Holism versus individualism’, p. 263.
26 Mandelbaum, ‘Societal facts’, p. 230. 27 Mandelbaum, ‘Societal facts’, p. 232.
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The empiricist barrier

We have already noted the conviction current in the 1950s to the effect
that there were only two types of entities which could contend to be
‘moving agents in history’, the human and the super-human, and that
these alternatives were held to be exhaustive. From this it was concluded
that since the latter entailed reification, then the former was the only
claimant. Now, both to view them as exhaustive and to conclude that,
because of their observability, individuals were the only conceivable
‘moving agents’ (i.e. real and really causally efficacious) are twin products
of Empiricism. Basically, the Collectivist sought to deny that this
dichotomy was exhaustive and to show that the conclusion only followed
whilst ever the dichotomy was sustained. Instead, Collectivists rejected
both referents and argued for a third type of ‘moving agent’: ‘societal
facts’, referring to forms of social organization, to social institutions, to
persistent roles, that is to systematic and enduring relationships. These
were neither human nor inhuman in nature but relational, and relations
depended upon people but at the same time exerted an independent
influence over their activities. However, given such a relational concep-
tion, ‘one can still legitimately ask what sort of ontological status societal
facts can conceivably possess if it is affirmed that they depend for their
existence on the activities of human beings and yet are claimed not to be
identical with these activities’.?® The question is answerable, but it cannot
be answered within the framework of empiricism. Moreover, Collecti-
vists were aware that the answer was ‘emergent properties’, for Mandel-
baum actually refers to ‘existential emergents’ and Gellner mentions the
‘principle of Internal Relations’ for explicating their inner constitution.
Significantly, both insights are confined to footnotes, conveying the
impression that to air them would invite a frosty reception, possibly
withering Collectivism’s more modest methodological attack upon the
explanatory inadequacies of Individualism.

Most likely they were correct, for the notion of ‘emergent properties’
depends upon overturning empiricism itself. Instead of a one-dimen-
sional reality coming to us through the ‘hard-data’ supplied by the senses,
to speak of ‘emergence’ implies a stratified social world including non-
observable entities, where talk of its ultimate constituents makes no sense,
given that the relational properties pertaining to each stratum are all real,
that it is nonsense to discuss whether something (like water) is more real
than something else (like hydrogen and oxygen), and that regress as a
means of determining ‘ultimate constituents’ is of no help in this respect
and an unnecessary distraction in social or any other type of theorizing.

28 Mandelbaum, ‘Societal facts’, p. 230.
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We would not try to explain the power of people to think by reference to
the cells that constitute them,

as if cells possessed this power too. Nor would we explain the power of water to
extinguish fire by deriving it from the powers of its constituents, for oxygen and
hydrogen are highly inflammable. In such cases, objects are said to have ‘emergent
powers’, that is, powers or liabilities which cannot be reduced to those of their
constituents ... Emergence can be explained in terms of the distinction between
internal and external relations. Where objects are externally or contingently
related they do not affect one another in their essentials and so do not modify their
causal powers, although they may interfere with the effects of the exercise of these
powers ... In the case of internally related objects, or structures ... emergent
powers are created because this type of combination of individuals modifies their
powers in fundamental ways. Even though social structures exist only where
people reproduce them, they have powers irreducible to those of individuals (you
can’t pay rent to yourself)?®

or swear fealty to yourself, or manumit yourself.

Therefore, to talk about ‘emergent powers’ is simply to refer to a
property which comes into being through social combination. These are
literally ‘existential emergents’. They exist by virtue of inter-relations,
although not all relationships give rise to them. Thus, the increased
productivity of Adam Smith’s pin-makers was a power emergent from
their division of labour (relations of production) and not reducible to
personal qualities like increased dexterity. Although he himself held that
this was also a side-effect, it did not account for the hundred-fold increase
in output (mass production) which was the relational effect of the time
saved in not picking up and putting down different tools, or manipulating
each pin through various angles and on different surfaces when making
one from start to finish. By contrast, the Ladies’ Sewing Circle was
doubtless a social relationship but not one which generated the emergent
power of mass production, since each member confined herself to her own
work.

Just as the development of ‘emergent powers’ is nothing mysterious,
neither is there any mystery about their constituents and certainly no
invocation of dubious ‘social substances’:

The nature or constitution of an object and its causal powers are internally or
necessarily related: a plane canfly by virtue of its aerodynamic form, engines, etc.:
gunpowder can explode by virtue of its unstable chemical structure; multinational
firms can sell their products dear and buy their labour power cheap by virtue of
operating in several countries with different levels of development; people can
change their behaviour by virtue of their ability to monitor their own monitorings;
and so on.*

2 Andrew Sayer, Method in Social Science, Routledge, London, 1992, p. 119.
30 Sayer, Method, p. 105.
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The existence of such causal powers has nothing to do with essentialism
for as the entity changes (through natural causes such as metal fatigue or
social causes such as a Third World embargo on multinational imports),
so the powers change because their internal relations have altered (or been
altered) in ways which nullify that which was necessary to the power in
question.

Such were the ontological implications of the insights which the
Collectivists already had, but failed to pursue. And their reason for this
was their full awareness that such efforts would come straight up against
the brick wall of empiricist epistemology. For ‘societal facts’ and ‘emer-
gent properties’ in general are incapable of being known via sense-data,
because as non-observables they cannot be ‘pointed to’ in the sense in
which we can point to material or organic objects, or to their qualities or
activities. Mandelbaum was conscious that, on this criterion, the argu-
ment would simply go round full circle:

Whenever we wish to point to any fact concerning societal organization we can
only point to a sequence of interpersonal actions. Therefore any theory of
knowledge which demands that all empirically meaningful concepts must ultima-
tely be reduced to data which can be directly inspected will lead to the insistence
that all societal concepts are reducible to patterns of individual behaviour.3!

Thus the problem of how to substantiate the existence of relational
properties appeared intransigent. Mandelbaum himself remained
stranded in the uncomfortable position of asserting that ‘societal con-
cepts’ could not be translated into individual terms without leaving an
irreducible societal remainder, whilst at the time bowing to empiricist
epistemology and advocating the necessity of partial translations in order
to verify the concepts in question. Thus, ‘It is always necessary for us to
translate terms such as ‘“ideologies’ or ‘‘banks” or ‘‘a monogamous
marriage system’’ into the language of individual thought and action, for
unless we do so we have no means of verifying any statements which we
may make concerning these societal facts.’3?

Yet as we noted earlier, Gellner had seen a way round this epistemolo-
gical difficulty, a method of securing the reality of relational concepts not
on the perceptual criterion of empiricism, but through demonstrating
their casual efficacy, that is employing a causal criterion to establish
reality. What precluded its exploitation was that the empiricist concep-
tion of causation, in terms of constant conjunctions at the level of
(observable) events, constituted another brick wall. The trouble with
‘internally related structures’ is that their powers may not always be
exercised because other contingencies intervene in society, which is

31 Mandelbaum, ‘Societal facts’, p. 232. 32 Mandelbaum, ‘Societal facts’, p. 229.
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necessarily an open system and can never approximate to laboratory
conditions of closure. Because of this, ‘emergent properties’ will not
necessarily or usually be demonstrable by some regular co-variance in
observable events. Despite their roles, bank tellers sometimes hand over
money to masked men and ideologies may be masked by tokenism. In
other words, emergent properties rarely produce constant conjunctions
in society and therefore almost always fail to establish a claim to reality on
the empiricist criterion of causality.

Ironically, the notion of emergence was a defence against Holism which
came to grief on Empiricism. It was employed purely defensively to rebut
ontological objections, namely that references to societal facts or proper-
ties entailed reification, but it was never deployed in its own right for a
thorough-going reconceptualization of social structure. Its drastic and
premature limitation to this defensive role is starkly illustrated by
Goldstein’s conclusion:

No sociological theory need make explicit reference to sociological emergence; its
usefulness is of another sort. When methodological individualists assail this or
that theory as holistic, when in fact it simply uses concepts that are not reducible
to individual dispositions, its defenders have always the possibility of pointing to
methodological emergence or some variation of it. That is, since the nature of the
criticism levelled against the theory is ontological rather than methodological,
sociological emergence offers a way of meeting it. It affirms that social scientists
may develop non-individualistic theories without being holists. And it has the
further advantage of forcing methodological individualists to defend their thesis
on methodological grounds. If non-individualist social science does not commit
untoward ontological sins, the methodological individualists are required to find
better grounds for its rejection. The doctrine that all explanation in social science
is ultimately in terms of individual dispositions is not established, indeed, in no
way supported, by the untenability of holism.*?

There we have it all: the emergentist ontology relegated to the
background, invoked only to repulse charges of holistic reification and
thus to allow Collectivist explanations to continue to be advanced. In
short, the methodological game can go on, but only as a battle over the
proper form of sociological explanation, in a way which makes no explicit
reference to emergence!

Effectively what this does is to encourage Collectivists to go on playing
a game, defined in empiricist terms and according to its rules which means
that they can never win. On such terms there is no way in which they can
establish the reality of the explanatory concepts they adduce. As we have
seen, either they concede the necessity of ‘partial translation’ into
statements about individuals which re-shackles them to the empiricist

33 Goldstein, ‘Two theses’, pp. 281-2.
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criterion of observability (and therefore does nothing to establish the
reality of their non-observable structural properties), or, if they appeal
instead to the causal criterion, emergent structural properties must fail
Hume’s test for they do not manifest themselves in constant conjunctions
(they are incapable of predicting regularities at the level of events).
Consequently, at most, such properties can be inserted into explanations
when reduction fails, and the most that can be hoped for by Collectivists is
that this ‘gives us some understanding of the unreduced concepts’.3* It is
hardly a confident expectation, because confronted with the same situa-
tion, the Individualist cherishes the opposite hope, namely that the
connections established between ‘group variables’ may ‘suggest the
appropriate composition rules of individual behaviour’.3s

Hume’s heritage

In other words, Collectivists retreated to playing a methodological game
which could never establish their ontological claims. They thus became
closet emergentists but explanatory game players and in the process the
emergent social structure, to which no ‘explicit reference’ was made,
underwent further diminution. Once again, methodology reacts back to
regulate ontology, in this case fragmenting structure into a series of
discrete properties rather than allowing social structure to be considered
as a distinct stratum of social reality and explored as such. It enters
explanations as a set of social features adduced on an ad hoc basis when
explanation cannot do without them, thus serving to occlude the systema-
tic nature of social structure. But the effects go deeper still, for what now
governs even its ad hoc admission is none other than the Humean model of
causation itself! For structural features are allowed in under the rubric of
(as yet) ‘undefined group properties’ provided they increase our explana-
tory/predictive power by helping to account for observed regularities. It
is its contribution to accounting for a constant conjunction which gives a
structural property its right of entry. Yet most of the time, in open social
systems, regularities at the level of events are just what emergent features
do not generate. Therefore, the structural elements which can pass the
Humean check-point, only do so on an ad hoc basis but are also azypical ‘of
their own kind’! In practice, they are those which approximate to
observability and are in play because of their descriptive indispensability.
Thus, for example, the type of electoral system (proportional represen-
tation or first-past-the-post) will be needed to explain the kind of

34 Gellner, ‘Holism versus individualism’, p. 255n.
35 Brodbeck, ‘Methodological individualisms’, p. 303.
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government to emerge from any election, in addition to statements about
people’s political dispositions, which in turn are only identifiable in
relation to Political Parties. These two structural properties earn their
ticket and the Collectivist might even manage to suggest that voters are in
a (pre-structured) situation where their Party affiliation is affected by the
electoral system (i.e. supporting a minority party makes more sense under
proportional representation). However, what Humean gatekeeping will
preclude are propositions about the prior distribution of power having
affected the electoral system in operation, the Parties in existence, let
alone the political dispositions of voters themselves. Yet there may well be
internal and necessary relationships obtaining between all four elements.

Another way of putting this is that certain emergent effects may get
through the gate, but no emergent mechanism will. Included purely
insofar as they boost predictive power, some structural factors can be
added to statements about individuals to improve the correlation coeffi-
cient. In this way, all that is asserted is that the two together yield better
predictions. What cannot be asserted or even explored in terms of
constant conjunctions is how the explanatory factors interact together to
generate a given outcome. The explanatory formula is ‘individual dispo-
sitions’ plus some indispensable ‘structural property’, where the ‘plus’ is
predictive rather than real (i.e. two independent factors which together
predict better than one alone, rather than as inter-dependent variables).

Consenting to play a purely methodological game according to
Humean rules gradually undermines the Collectivist programme. We
have just charted the fragmentation of structure into disparate ‘factors’
and indicated that it is immediately followed by the exclusion of the
interplay between ‘structure and agency’. Yet this interaction had been
just what early emergentists looked towards and saw profit in social
theory exploring. Mandelbaum had argued that to hold ‘that societal facts
are not reducible without remainder to facts concerning the thoughts and
actions of specific individuals, is not to deny that the latter class of facts
also exists, and that the two classes may interact’.>® Moreover he had begun
to spell out how they do so, by sketching in exactly the kind of mechanism,
or still better process, which constant conjunctions literally cannot ack-
nowledge (for to Hume all we can ever say is that (a) and (b) are regularly
observed to coincide). On the contrary, Mandelbaum proposed that ‘if we
wish to understand many of the dilemmas by which individuals are faced,
we can do no better than hold to the view that there are societal facts which
exercise external constraints over individuals no less than there are facts
concerning individual volition which often come into conflict with these

3¢ Mandelbaum, ‘Societal facts’, p. 234.
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constraints’.3” Finally, if this crucial interplay is written off the agenda,
two other elements are lost with it.

The first is any notion of the ‘structuring of agency’, that is the
processes by which our necessary involvement in society (as opposed to
our equally inescapable involvements with other people), help to make us
the kind of social beings we are, with the dispositions we possess and
express. For the Collectivist was surely right that, for instance, an attitude
of political disillusionment can be engendered by such things as a
succession of coalition governments locked in immobility which were
produced, in part at least, by proportional representation systems.
Instead of the re-conceptualization of agency to which this points, we are
left with ‘the individual’ plus some ‘structural factor’ needed for
enhanced prediction and can only combine them for purposes of correla-
tion, but cannot investigate the processes of their combination in the real
world.

Secondly, since process in general is off the Humean agenda, then the
strange and undesirable situation arises in which a given ‘structural
property’ may permissibly figure in an explanation, yet the processes
through which it emerged cannot be captured within the same explana-
tory framework. Regrettably then, the strenuous policing of which
‘structural properties’ might appear in explanatory statements (those
which improved predictive power) also prevented any explanation of
their own origins (interaction in a prior social context) and their mode of
influence (through structuring the context of current interaction). By
entering ‘factorially’ into explanations, it was allowed that these frag-
mented aspects of social structure co-determined outcomes (along with
individuals), but never that they did so by a process of working through
people — shaping the situations they confronted, furnishing beliefs for
their interpretation, or distributing different vested interests to them in
maintaining or transforming the status quo. Instead, they remained
‘undefined’, unexplored and unlinked (to one another or to agents): only
their deterministic effects in accounting for regular social outcomes was
upheld.

On Humean terms, such ‘structural properties’ as earned their keep
remained both unduly mysterious and inexplicably powerful. Ironically,
then, positivism served to retain them as something much more akin to
Holistic factors (of unexplicated provenance and deterministic conse-
quence) than had ever been the wish of Collectivists. Not surprisingly,
many of those who found the parameters of the Humean game unduly
restrictive sought stronger beer in unabashed Holism itself — structura-

37 Mandelbaum, ‘Societal facts’, p. 234.
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lism, structural functionalism and structuralist marxism. In short, the
failure of Collectivism to articulate an alternative social ontology to
Individualism, and the Collectivist ‘retreat’ to defending what they could
of their methodological ground, served both directly and indirectly to
foster ‘downwards conflation’ in practical social theory — be it through
those acceding to positivism and according ‘structural properties’ a
deterministic influence in the regular occurrence of events, or through
kicking over the empiricist traces to become Holistic recidivists.

Contesting the terms of the traditional debate

Chapter 1 began by stressing the tripartite relationship between ontology,
methodology and practical social theory. Since none is dispensable, then
each has to be adequately conceptualized in itself and consistently related
to the others. In turn, this means that we are dealing with their mutual
regulation and matters can only go astray if what should be a flexible two-
way relationship is rigidly conceived of as uni-directional. This was the
purpose of going over the ground of the old debate between Individualists
and Collectivists, for both programmes illustrate the deficiencies of one-
way approaches.

Thus, Individualists began from an unshakeable ontological commir-
ment that the ultimate constituents of social reality were ‘individuals’,
formulated their methodological injunctions on this basis, yet were
unwilling to make ontological adjustments in the light of the unworkabi-
lity of their own methods and the findings of others who did not share
their commitment to the necessity of reductionism. By contrast, Collecti-
vists started from an equally strong methodological conviction that facts
about the social context could neither be excised from the description or
explanation of our subject-matter, but failed to ground this in a concep-
tion of social reality which both avoided any taint of Holism and evaded
the strictures of empiricism.

The inability of either Individualism or Collectivism to establish a
convincing, consistent and working relationship between social ontology
and methodology can be laid firmly at the door of empiricism itself. For it
fortified Individualists in the belief that since they were ontologically
secure, then their methods must work ‘in principle’, despite all evidence
to the contrary. Simultaneously, it undermined Collectivist confidence in
their methodological ‘success’ by querying the reality of their explanatory
variables, which never could be validated in empiricist terms.

The implications for practical social theorizing were equally unsatis-
factory. However implicit they may be, no social theory can be advanced
without making some assumptions about what kind of reality it is dealing
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with and how to explain it. All social theory is ontologically shaped and
methodologically moulded even if these processes remain covert and
scarcely acknowledged by the practitioner. This is inescapable because
theories logically entail concepts and concepts themselves include certain
things and exclude others (at the methodological level) and denote some
aspects of reality whilst denying others (at the ontological level). Any who
think they can avoid both fall into the trap of instrumentalism: those
believing that the use of ‘heuristic concepts’ in explanation saves them
from making any ontological commitment fail to recognise that terming
something ‘heuristic’ is itself a matter of ontology.

Yet the concepts on offer from Individualism and Collectivism were
fundamentally unsatisfactory. Individualism supplied an unacceptably
atomistic concept of the individual, shorn of any relationship with the
social context yet inexplicably bulging with social attributes; a conception
of the social structure as a mere aggregate of individual activities whose
every tendency was the responsibility of current actors, plus the unwork-
able method of reduction as the means for linking ‘structure and agency’.
On the other hand, Collectivists proffered a fragmented conception of
structure, defined residually as that which defied reduction, an equally
fragmentary concept of agency represented by individuals plus their
social context, and they refrained from specifying the processes linking
the two together. Insofar as working social theorists took Individualist
concepts on board, this served to perpetuate the fallacy of upwards
conflation in social theorizing. If they drew upon Collectivism instead,
then the missing two-way link between structure and agency continued to
foster the equally fallacious form of downwards conflation in social
theory.

Of course much of this went on in the state of inarticulate unawareness
and often consisted in practical analysts cutting their theoretical cloth to
suit their coat or vice versa.’® Thus, at one extreme interpretative
sociologists undertook small-scale interactional studies and simply
placed a big etc. after them, implying that the compilation of enough
sensitive ethnographies would generate an understanding of society by
aggregation. At the other, large-scale multivariate analyses pressed on
towards some predictive goal without reference to the interactional
processes generating their variables. However, it has already been
stressed that the scope of the problem or size of entity is not what actually

38 ‘Factual trends may certainly be detected with respect to the preferred, strategic field of
empirical inquiry. In particular, those who focus on small groups, or microsociological
phenomena, are more often than not reductionistically orientated, and those who study
the comprehensive historical processes, or macrosociological phenomena, tend toward
antireductionistic interpretations’. Piotr Sztompka, Sociological Dilemmas. Academic
Press, New York, 1979, p. 92.
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differentiates between Individualism and Collectivism; to the former, the
macroscopic is just the ‘large group’; to the latter, a dyad like husband and
wife or doctor and patient is unidentifiable without reference to the social
context. Thus the above connections were ones of superficial theoretical
affinity, but once forged the concepts used then transmitted their own
deficiencies into practical theorizing. Alternatively, in some specialisms,
theorizing would begin on the basis of concepts taken from one camp,
realize the limitations of the concepts, and then swap to the other camp,
only to repeat the process. Thus, for example, the ‘old’ sociology of
Education (Collectivist) gave way to the ‘new’ (Individualist), eventually
leaving practitioners calling for synthesis.

Yet as we have seen, synthesis or compromise is the one deal which
cannot be struck, which is why I have continuously resisted the notion of a
via media between the two programmes, consisting of conceding Descrip-
tive Individualism to the Individualist and Explanatory Emergence to the
Collectivist. Further modifications or revisions, such as ‘situational
individualism’, undertaken with the same conciliatory aim in view, have
not been discussed, because like the via media they fail — as they must — to
reconcile contradictory premises. I have stuck to the pure lines of the
debate, as articulated in the 1950s because if, as I maintain, there are
intimate and indissoluble connections between ontology, methodology
and practical social theory, then this is what we have been stuck with ever
since — a choice between the two alternatives, replete with their deficien-
cies which are merely replicated at the practical level, which ever is
chosen. This was the reason for saying ‘don’t choose’, but it was almost
impossible advice to follow when positivism was in full flood and
empiricism itself was responsible for the intrinsic defects of the only two
options available.

Only after the empiricist hegemony had been challenged and the
closely associated domination of positivism had been similarly under-
mined did siding with neither Individualism nor Collectivism become a
genuine option. For with the progressive demise of empiricism, not only
were the terms of the old debate between them rejected, but the debate
itself was re-cast in entirely different ones. These transcended the original
antinomy between the ‘study of wo/man’ and the ‘science of society’ by
re-conceptualizing ‘structure’ as intimately rather than truistically
‘activity-dependent’ and the ‘individual’ as intrinsically rather than
extrinsically the subject of ‘social constitution’.

What did not disappear, despite the vastly premature celebration of a
new consensus by many commentators, was the enduring necessity of
making a choice. For the new terms in which ‘structure and agency’ were
re-conceptualized and linked together were again represented by two
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standpoints, thus opening up a new debate beginning in the seventies or
early eighties. These I have termed ‘Elisionism’ (because transcending
the dualism between individual and society consisted in replacing it by an
insistence upon their mutual constitution), and ‘Emergentism’ (because
structure and agency are both regarded as emergent strata of social reality
and linkage consists in examining their interplay).

The first manifestations of Elisionism in social theory were distinctly
idealist. Neo-phenomenological forms of theorizing construed the social
context as ‘facticity’ rather than fact and insisted upon its ‘externalization’
and ‘objectification’ rather than allowing it externality and objectivity.
However, in viewing entities such as social institutions as purely dramatic
conventions which depended upon co-operative acts of agents in sustain-
ing a particular definition of the situation, Symbolic Interactionists in
particular elided ‘structure’ and ‘agency’ in three key ways which have
increasingly come to characterize Elisionism as a distinctive theoretical
orientation: (i) a denial of their separability, because, (ii) every aspect of
‘structure’ is held to be activity-dependent in the present tense and
equally open to transformation, and (iii) the conviction that any causal
efficacy of structure is dependent upon its evocation by agency.

Because of the centrality of ‘inseparability’, such premisses are neither
reductionist (contra Individualism), nor anti-reductionist (contra Collec-
tivism). Whilst the untrammelled idealism, characteristic of interpreta-
tive sociology in the seventies, is no longer the hallmark of those viewing
structure and agency as mutually constitutive, the fundamental insepara-
bility of the two is what constitutes Elisionism as a distinctive approach.
Those now endorsing the ‘duality of structure’ as the medium and
outcome of social practices, under the rubric of Structuration theory,
have reconstituted Elisionism on a more acceptable basis (which incor-
porates material resources and power rather than dealing with networks
of meanings alone), whilst continuing to endorse inseparability and its
associated premisses. In contradistinction, the very notion of ‘emergent
properties’ which are generated within socio-cultural systems is necessar-
ily antithetic to the tenet of inseparability because such structural and
cultural features have autonomy from, are pre-existent to, and are
causally efficacious vis-a-vis agents — their existence, influence and
analysis therefore being incompatible with the central premises of
Elisionism.

Consequently choice is inescapable because ‘Elision’ (the term used for
those grouping themselves around Structuration theory) and ‘Emer-
gence’ (those exploring the interface between transcendental realism and
social theory) are based upon different ontological conceptions, related to
disparate methodological injunctions and thus have quite distinct impli-
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cations for practical social theorizing. To celebrate the development of a
new consensus is to concentrate upon their common rejection of the terms
of the old debate whilst ignoring the different bases upon which the two
re-set the terms. The unpopular message of this book is that the burden of
choosing has not been removed — and we can only make a sensible choice
by closely scrutinizing the nature of and connections between ontology —
methodology — practical social theory which Elisionists and Emergentists
respectively endorse. This is exactly what will be done: it is undoubtedly
more burdensome than the conclusion that we can have the best of both
worlds, but it is preferable to recognize in advance that again there can be
no via media than to find it collapsing under us later on.

Let us briefly introduce the two new standpoints whose relative merits
will be examined in the course of the next three chapters —and the reasons
for the choice which is made between them here. On the one hand, the
Elisionists’ new ‘ontology of praxis’ seeks to transcend the traditional
debate through replacing the two sets of terms in which it was conducted
by their notion of ‘the duality of structure’, in which agency and structure
canonly be conceptualized in relation to one another. From this, it follows
methodologically that neither the reductionism advocated by Individual-
ist nor the anti-reductionism defended by Collectivists can play any part
in the Elisionists’ approach to explanation — which takes up the novel
position of areductionism. This is the direct logical consequence of their
re-defining structure and agency as inseparable. Whilst this frees both
from being an epiphenomenon of the other, it does so by holding them to
be mutually constitutive. In turn it will be maintained that although the
implication of this is a rejection of both upwards and downwards
conflation in social theorizing, its consequence is actually to introduce a
new variant — central conflation - into social theory.

On the other hand, the realist ontology of the Emergentists is deployed
to furnish that which Collectivism lacked, an activity-dependent concept
of structure, which is both genuinely irreducible yet in no danger of
hypostatization, and a non-atomistic conception of agents, to rectify the
deficiencies of Individualism’s individual — without, however, regarding
the two elements as part of an inseparable ‘duality’. Instead, because
Realists endorse the existence of irreducible ‘emergent properties’, they
advance a much more robustly srrazified view of both society and people
and hence resist central conflation which is the expression of Elisionism in
social theory.

Emergentists’ combined repudiation of both reductionist and confla-
tionary theorizing means a principled avoidance of the epiphenomena-
lism which is embedded in Holism and Individualism, where ‘agency’
and ‘structure’ respectively become inert as wholly dependent features —



62 The problems of structure and agency

consequently, introducing downwards and upwards conflation into social
theorizing. It also constitutes a principled departure from the ‘duality of
structure’ by which ‘structure’ and ‘agency’ are inextricably compacted
by Elisionists. In place of all three forms of conflationary theorizing, the
Emergentist substitutes analytical dualism. Because the social world is
made up, inter alia, of ‘structures’ and of ‘agents’ and because these
belong to different strata, there is no question of reducing one to the other
or of eliding the two and there is every reason for exploring the interplay
between them.

These differences between the Elisionists and Emergentists have often
been obscured by their common rejection of the terms of the traditional
debate, but what the two replace them by is grounded in antithetical
conceptions of social reality — precisely because Structuration theorists
explicitly disavow emergence itself. Thus Ira Cohen underlines that
‘structures’ are ‘properties of systems that do not “‘emerge’’’ and states:

To affirm that enduring properties of collectivities are embedded in disappearing
and reappearing practices and relations both clarifies and demystifies the ontolo-
gical obscurities associated with emergence. In particular it is no longer necessary
to pose the uncomfortable question of how emergence actually occurs: a question
which no collectivist theorist, to my knowledge has answered in a persuasive
fashion.%

Such a viewpoint stands in the starkest contrast with the Realist assertion
that ‘it is just in virtue of these emergent features of societies, that social
science is possible’ .40

Obviously there is an onus upon those of us who uphold the latter view
to clear up the ‘ontological obscurities’ which ‘sheepish’ Collectivists did
leave unresolved when they defended explanatory emergence (but failed
to ground it in a non-empiricist conception of social reality). The
contributions of transcendental realists over the last ten to fifteen years
have served to clarify these residual obscurities: the development of the
morphogenetic/static approach now provides an account of ‘the occur-
rence of emergence’ which complements the realist social ontology with a
working methodology. Together they insist upon the activity-depen-
dence of emergent properties, in their origins as in their influences.
Equally, they claim that this does not mean generative activities and
emergent consequences have to be treated as inseparable; on the contrary
they firmly uphold the possibility and utility of distinguishing between
them.

3% Ira J. Cohen, ‘Structuration theory and social order: five issues in brief’, in J. Clark, C.
Modgil and S. Modgil (eds.), Anthony Giddens: Consensus and Controversy, Falmer
Press, Basingstoke, 1990, p. 42.

40 Roy Bhaskar, The Possibility of Naturalism, Harvester, Hemel Hempstead, 1979, p. 25.
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Thus in the new conspectus which I have called Emergentism (and can
now be seen to be defined here as a realist ontology and a morphogenetic
methodology), it is vital to distinguish between

such causal inter-dependency, which is a contingent feature of the process
concerned, from existential intransitivity, which is a priori condition of any
investigation ... For although the processes of production may be interdepen-
dent, once some object . .. exists, if it exists, however it has been produced, it
constitutes a possible object for scientific investigation.*!

A realist ontology which upholds transfactual structures and intransi-
tive cultural properties, and encourages their investigation as emergent
entities, is thus at variance with the Elisionists’ view which holds, (a) that
such properties only possess a ‘virtual existence’ until, (b) they are
‘instantiated’ by actors, which (c) means these properties are neither fully
real nor examinable except in conjunction with the agents who instantiate
them, and only then through an artificial bracketing exercise since the two
are inseparable in reality.

In conclusion, their consistent insistence upon the differentiation and
stratification of the social world leads Emergentists to separate ‘parts’ and
‘people’ in order to examine their distinctive emergent properties. As
Bhaskar noted of Peter Berger’s early and idealist version of an elisionist
theory, its fundamental error is that ‘People and society are not . . . related
“dialectically’’. They do not constitute two moments of the same process.
Rather they refer to radically different things’.*> Precisely the same
criticism can be levelled at later versions like structuration theory, which
repeats this ‘fallacy of the two moments’, and will only entertain ‘unack-
nowledged conditions of action’, withholding the status of emergent
properties from them by rendering them merely matters of ‘knowledgea-
bility’ on the part of agents.

Hence, the separability/inseparability issue represents the ontological
parting of the ways between Emergentists and Elisionists. For the
Emergentist,

The importance of distinguishing, in the most categorical way, between human
action and social structure will now be apparent. For the properties possessed by
social forms may be very different from those possessed by the individuals upon
whose activity they depend ... I want to distinguish sharply then between the
genesis of human actions, lying in the reasons, intentions and plans of human
beings, on the one hand; and the structures governing the reproduction and
transformation of social activities, on the other.*3

Why? Not simply because ontologically they are indeed different

41 Bhaskar, Naturalism, p. 47. 42 Bhaskar, Naturalism, p. 33
43 Bhaskar, Reclaiming Reality, Verso, London, 1989, p. 79.
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entities with different properties and powers, but because methodologi-
cally it is necessary to make the distinction between them in order to
examine their interplay and thus be able to explain why things are ‘so and
not otherwise’ in society.

This interplay between the two is crucial for effective theorizing about
the social world, whether our concern is with everyday personal dilemmas
or with macroscopic societal transformations. Yet the Elisionists insist-
ence upon ‘inseparability’ precludes just that examination of the interface
between structure and agency upon which practical social theorizing
depends. From the standpoint of Elisionism it becomes impossible to talk
about the stringency of structural constraints versus degrees of personal
freedom, for in theories based upon central conflation, causation is always
the joint and equal responsibility of structure and agency and nothing is
ever more attributable to one rather than the other, at any given point in
time.

The central argument of this book is just the opposite. It is only
through analysing the processes by which structure and agency shape and
re-shape one another over time that we can account for variable social
outcomes at different times. This presumes a social ontology which
warrants speaking about ‘pre-existence’, ‘relative autonomy’ and ‘causal
influence’ in relation to these two strata (structures and agents) and an
explanatory methodology which makes such talk practicable for the
practising social theorist.



3 Taking time to link structure and agency

The ‘problem of structure and agency’ is now a familiar phrase used to
denote central dilemmas in social theory — especially the rival claims of
voluntarism versus determinism, subjectivism versus objectivism, and
the micro- versus macro-scopic in sociology. These issues are central for
the simple reason that it is impossible to do sociology at all without
dealing with them and coming to decisions about them. These issues are
problematic for any social theorist who cannot come down with convic-
tion on one side or the other; and that means a great many of us, each of
whom is then of necessity in the job of reconciliation. Imperative as this is,
the urgency of the ‘problem of structure and agency’ is not one which
imposes itself upon academics alone, but on every human being.

For it is part and parcel of daily experience to feel both free and
enchained, capable of shaping our own future and yet confronted by
towering, seemingly impersonal, constraints. Those whose reflection
leads them to reject the grandiose delusion of being puppet-masters but
also to resist the supine conclusion that they are mere marionettes then
have the same task of reconciling this experiential bivalence, and must do
so if their moral choice is not to become inert or their political action
ineffectual. Consequently, in facing-up to the ‘problem of structure and
agency’ social theorists are not just addressing crucial technical problems
in the study of society, they are also confronting the most pressing social
problem of the human condition.

What is to be developed in this book is a theoretical approach which is
capable of /inking structure and agency rather than sinking one into the
other. The central argument is that structure and agency can only be
linked by examining the interplay between them over time, and that without
the proper incorporation of time the problem of structure and agency can
never be satisfactorily resolved.

When discussing ‘structure’ and ‘agency’, [ am talking about a relation-
ship between two aspects of social life which, however intimately they are
intertwined (as in our individual experiences of, say, marriage), are none
the less analytically distinct. Few would disagree with this characteriza-
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tion of social reality as Janus-faced: indeed, too many have concluded too
quickly that the task is therefore how to look at both faces of the same
medallion at once. It is precisely this methodological notion of trying to
peer at the two simultaneously which is resisted here, for the basic reason
that they are neither co-extensive nor co-variant through time, because
each possesses autonomous emergent properties which are thus capable
of independent variation and therefore of being out of phase with one
another in time.

Emergence means that the two are analytically separable, but also since
given ‘structures’ and given ‘agents’ occupy and operate over different
tracts of the time dimension they therefore are distinguishable from each
other. Thus for example, a particular marital structure pre-dates our
contemporary constitution as married social subjects — which is an
entirely different point from the perfectly compatible statements that, (a)
previous actors through their prior social practices themselves consti-
tuted the institution of marriage earlier in history (since this refers to
agents long dead), or (b) that our present actions as married subjects are
contributing to the transformation of this institution at some future time
(since this refers to distant restructuring). To stress temporal separability
is never to challenge the activity-dependence of structures: it is only, but
very usefully, to specify whose activities they depend upon and when.

Time in non-conflationary social theory

Fundamentally it is maintained that the ‘problem of structure and
agency’ is conceptualized entirely differently by non-conflationary theor-
ists because of their emergentist ontology, which distinguishes them from
every type of social theory which endorses conflation. This conception is
‘analytical dualism’ and it is based on two premises. Firstly, it depends
upon an ontological view of the social world as stratified, such that the
emergent properties of structures and agents are irreducible to one
another, meaning that in principle they are analytically separable.
Secondly, it asserts that given structures and agents are also temporally
distinguishable (in other words, it is justifiable and feasible to talk of pre-
existence and posteriority when dealing with specific instances of the
two), and this can be used methodologically in order to examine the
interplay between them and thus explain changes in both—over time. Ina
nutshell, ‘analytical dualism’ is a methodology based upon the historicity
of emergence.

The main claim of the morphogenetic/static approach is that ‘analytical
dualism’ provides the most powerful tool in practical social analysis, yet
one which has been slow to develop and whose full potential in terms of its
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theoretical purchase and practical utility have still to be fully recognised.
The reasons for this delayed development are basically that both ele-
ments, that is analytical separability and temporal distinction were
needed in conjunction. Any attempt to make temporal distinctions
without a complementary notion of the emergent nature of structural
entities was ontologically ungrounded, leaving those who did so open to
the charge of reification from others and themselves puzzled about what it
was that they held to be prior to action or consequent upon it. Similarly,
the reverse, that is to endorse analytical separability without simulta-
neously recognizing that emergent structures were pre-dated by some
actions and post-dated by others (that any activity took place in a context
of prior emergent structures and that determinate activities were antece-
dent to specific structural changes), missed perhaps the most profound
methodological consequence of emergentism itself.

Until the analytical separability of structure and agency was explicitly
acknowledged to entail temporality rather than simultaneity, realists did
not radically recast the form of theorizing about the relations between
structure and agency. Instead, they tended to become quite similar to
central conflationary approaches.! The tardy development of analytical
dualism was due to the fact that the necessary conjunction of ideas (i.e.
temporal separability) was so long in coming, for firstly there was a period
during which temporal distinctions were advanced without an ontology
of emergence and then vice versa.

Mandelbaum, as we have seen, was already hinting in 19552 that
‘societal’ and agential properties were spaced differently in time but was
hamstrung by still trying to ground structures in empirical realism and
thus advocating their translation into individual (observable) terms
rather than claiming real emergent status for them. More influential in
social theory was Lockwood’s seminal article (1964)® in which he put
forward the distinction between ‘social integration’ and ‘system integ-
ration’. By making it, he was claiming that it was both possible and
profitable to separate-out the two analytically, that is to distinguish the
orderly or conflictual relations maintaining between groups of actors
from the orderly or conflictual relations prevailing between parts of the
social structure. The point of the exercise was to be able to theorize about
the interplay between the two, which in turn gave more explanatory
purchase upon social stability and change than did theories based on one

! Note the numerous sources which consider there to be marked resemblances between

Bhaskar’s ‘transformational model of social action’ and Giddens’ ‘structuration theory’.

2 Maurice Mandelbaum, ‘Societal facts’, in John O’Neill (ed.), Modes of Individualism and
Collectivism, Heinemann, London, 1973, 221-34.

3 David Lockwood, ‘Social integration and system integration’, in G. K. Zollschan and W.
Hirsch (eds.), Explorations in Social Change, Houghton Mifflin, Boston, 1964, 244-57.
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of them alone (such as conflict theory, exclusively concerned with agency
relations and the extent of group antagonism, or normative functiona-
lism, preoccupied with structural relations alone and the nature of
systemic interdependencies).

What is of particular significance here is Lockwood’s awareness that
the distinction between ‘social’ and ‘system’ integration is more than an
analytical artifice when temporality is taken into account. Thus he states
that ‘[t]hough definitely linked, these two aspects of integration are not
only analytically separable, but also, because of the time element involved,
factually distinguishable™® (my italics). Equally, in using the distinction for
explanatory purposes, Lockwood relied completely upon the indepen-
dent variation of the two in time. Thus, when examining his key Marxist
example he stresses that ‘it is perfectly possible, according to this theory,
to say that at any particular point of time a society has a high degree of
social integration (e.g. relative absence of class conflict) and yet has a low
degree of system integration (mounting excess productive capacity)’s (my
italics). Indeed, the generic explanation of stability and change which he
puts forward rests upon the historical coincidence or discrepancy
between the properties of structure and those of agency. Since the two are
not held to be temporally co-variant, then examination of their variable
historical combinations can become a new source of explanatory power.

Yet Lockwood himself was fully aware of the ontological difficulties
entailed, namely what exactly was the nature of the systemic ‘entities’
which he had analytically and temporally distinguished from actors and
social interaction? Hence he understandably noted that ‘the vital question
is, of course: what are the ‘component elements’ of social systems which
give rise to strain, tension or contradiction?’.® He was fully aware that they
cannot be captured at all within the confines of methodological individu-
alism (which remains confined to agential conflict and soon reaches its
explanatory limits), but was equally and rightly dismissive of their
restriction to observable ‘institutional patterns’, as in (holistic) functiona-
lism. Although it is clear in his discussion of patrimonialism that he is
dealing with internal and necessary relations between its ‘component
elements’ (bureaucracy and taxation) and its contingent contradiction
with a subsistence economy, he simply lacked the concepts of emergent
generative mechanisms, operating in an open system, with which to
answer his own question.

Thus, the later realist and even later morphogenetic approaches would
define these ‘component elements’ as ‘emergent properties’, arising from
relations between the structures which constitute a particular system:

* Lockwood, ‘Social integration’, p. 250.
5 Lockwood, ‘Social integration’, p. 250. ¢ Lockwood, ‘Social integration’, p. 250.
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social systems being seen as specific configurations of their constitutive
structures where the emergent features of the former derive from the
relations between the latter. Thus, unlike the ‘institutional pattern’,
rightly dismissed, which confines components to observable entities,
structures themselves contain non-observable emergent powers whose
combination (relations between relations) generate the further emergent
properties which L.ockwood addressed — in particular those of contradic-
tion and complementarity. These are not criticisms of his work which is
pre-realist (in social theory) yet fully compatible with it, for its explana-
tory model is also anti-Humean, and this one article was also the single
most germinal source for the development of the morphogenetic
approach: it is merely to explain why it did not immediately issue in
‘analytical dualism’ as a general method of social analysis.” The author
himself had begged too big and delicate an ontological problem among a
generation who were at best sheepish about structural properties.

As a form of realism, specifically dealing with social reality, developed
in the 1970s,2 it was surprising to find that this strong ontological defence
of emergence and of the stratified nature of the social world was not
accompanied by an equally strenuous statement of the temporal distinction
possible between two of the principal strata, structure and agency.
‘Analytical dualism’ is implicit, but it remained low key. In fact, I believe
that it is not only implicit but necessary to the realist enterprise as a
philosophy of social science. After all, its condemnation of empiricism
and its critique of the Humean notion of causality for reducing explana-
tion to the detection of ‘constant conjunctions’ did not hinge only on the
assertion of the existence of non-observable emergent entities whose
reality was ascertained through their causal effects. It relied equally on the
acknowledgment that these were operative in open systems whose other
properties could intervene to mask or emasculate these effects (thus
necessitating a distinction between empirical outcomes or events and real
generative mechanisms which often lacked any empirical manifestation).
Yetultimately what makes society quintessentially an open system (rather

7 Lockwood’s article was used as the springboard for developing this approach in my Social
Origins of Educational Systems, Sage, L.ondon and Beverly Hills, 1979. This work which
was begun in 1970 relied upon Methodological Collectivism when dealing with explana-
tory emergence at a time prior to the articulation of realism in social theory. Equally,
Lockwood’s distinctions furnished the basis for my Culture and Agency, Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge, 1988.

R. Harré and P. Secord, The Explanation of Social Behaviour, Basil Blackwell, Oxford,
1975; R. Harré and E. H. Madden, Causal Powers, Basil Blackwell, Oxford, 1975; R. Keat
and J. Urry, Social Theory as Science, Routledge and Kegan Paul, London, 1975; Roy
Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science, Harvester, Brighton, 1978; William Outhwaite,
“Toward a realist perspective’, in Gareth Morgan (ed.), Beyond Method, Sage, London
and Beverly Hills, 1983.
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than just an exceedingly complex one)? What fundamentally precludes
any simulation of laboratory conditions of closure, however ingeniously
however many factors are ‘held constant’? The answer is people and their
own inalienable emergent properties. Closure depends upon two con-
ditions, an intrinsic and an extrinsic one, both of which are ineluctably
violated by what people are. The extrinsic condition of closure requires
that no new emergent properties are developing ouzside the system, which
can interfere with the exercise of its known emergent powers in unpredic-
table ways. Yet whatever social structures are examined, they are only
operative in and through the world of people which props the door
permanently open because human action is typified by innovativeness, a
capacity for interpreting the same material conditions, cultural elements,
circumstances and situations in different ways and hence for introducing
novel patterns or courses of action in response to them. Since people by
nature are reflective in thought and reflexive in action, this is the one
factor which can never be controlled for and which therefore makes
attempted closure rather like locking the stable door on a horse who
knows how to undo it.

The second and intrinsic condition of closure is that there must be no
change or qualitative variation (like the effects of impurities in chemistry
experiments) in the entity possessing the causal powers if the mechanisms
is to operate consistently and produce regular results. Closure thus
implies that no new properties can develop inside the system or structure
in question, which change it and alter its effects. Yet any social structure is
dependent upon people and operative only through people, for positions
have to have occupants and situations are things that people find
themselves in and their own capacity for self change and social change
thus violates the intrinsic condition of closure. Here, if you like, the horse
remains in the stable but has a capacity denied to horses of redesigning it
from within.

Now, since the aim of the realist is to explain what happens in society
(and not as it is sometimes misconstrued, to posit some emergent
property(ies) dogmatically and then to reel off ad hoc lists of factors
masking its manifestation), it follows that the ability to theorize in an open
system, rather than to be floored by its flux, makes it a matter of necessity
to differentiate the properties of structures from those of people. In brief
it is necessary to separate structure and agency (a) to identify the emergent
structure(s), (b) to differentiate between their casual powers and the
intervening influences of people due to their quite different causal powers
as human beings, and , (¢) to explain any outcome at all, which in an open
system always entails an interplay between the two. In short, separability
is indispensable to realism.
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If the realist seeks to explain at all then his or her explanations have to
distinguish between generative mechanisms and intervening factors —
amongst which people always figure. It follows that a distinction between
structure and agency is necessary to the realist enterprise in social theory.
But so far that is only to say that ‘analytical separability’ is indispensable
to realism: does it also follow that a ‘temporal distinction’ between
structure and agency is equally a matter of necessity ? The answer is yes,
for itis precisely because of people being the way they are that the practical
consequence for structures (as for any emergent property of society) is
that the latter are ‘normally out of phase with the pattern of events which
actually occur’.® In other words, they are not co-variant in time. (Their
being out of phase is of course is exactly what Lockwood captured in his
distinction between ‘system’ and ‘social’ integration.)

Again, this is precisely what Bhaskar maintains when arguing that in
social theorizing ‘the relations one is concerned with here must be
conceptualized as holding between positions and practices ... and not
between the individuals who occupy/engage in them’.!° If we ask whether
such an analytical separation always entails the temporal distinction
between positions and practitioners, roles and their incumbents, the
systemic and the social or structure and agency, the answer has to be that
this has certainly not been common practice. Generations of sociologists
have made present tense distinctions between offices and their holders or
formal role requirements and informal doings, but these are confined to
the empirical level, they are based on observable current affairs and this
will not do for the realist since it omits, inzer alia, the powers of many role
structures to pre-determine who was eligible to be an occupant and the
powers of incumbents to reflectively re-monitor their activities. The
former introduces the past tense and the latter the future tense, but
neither are observable in the present tense, if they are observable at all.
Thus if the question about the necessity for temporal distinction is re-
posed for the realist, the answer is yes. Structures (as emergent entities)
are not only irreducible to people, they pre-exist them, and people are not
puppets of structures because they have their own emergent properties
which mean they either reproduce or transform social structure, rather
than creating it. To explain which occurs the realist examines the
interplay between the two (endorsing and utilizing separability) and in
both cases, reproduction and transformation necessarily refer to main-
taining or changing something which is temporally prior to these activi-
ties.

® Roy Bhaskar, The Possibility of Naturalism, 2nd edition, Harvester, London, 1989, p. 9.
10 Bhaskar, Naturalism (2nd edn), p. 41.
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Why, then, has the temporal strand remained so implicit and under-
worked amongst Emergentists in general? (Even Lockwood who made
great and important play of the temporal distinction between the ‘syste-
mic’ and the ‘social’ actually confined his analysis to showing how the
‘parts’ and the ‘people’ varied independently of one another over time but
made no play at all of they themselves being prior and posterior to one
another in time.) Perhaps the reluctance to advance ‘analytical dualism’
forcefully is due to the enduring spectre of reification and to what has
rightly been construed as the main bulwark against it, namely an
insistence upon the activity-dependence of each and every social struc-
ture as indispensable to a non-reified ontology of society. However, what
seems to have escaped notice is an extremely simple though profoundly
important question which in no way challenges or weakens this ontologi-
cal commitment, namely whose actions?

The activity-dependence of structures is in no way compromised by the
argument that a given structure was issued in by a particular generation/
cohort of actors as an unintended yet emergent consequence of their
activities, whilst it then necessarily pre-existed their successors. This is
the human condition, to be born into a social context (of language, beliefs
and organization) which was not of our making: agential power is always
restricted to re-making, whether this be reproducing or transforming our
social inheritance. The assertion of pre-existence far from nullifying
activity-dependence, actually specifies upon whose activities the develop-
ment of a particular structure depended, in contrast to those later agents
who cannot be held responsible for its genesis, but only for its mainten-
ance, change or perhaps ultimate abolition. Activities of the latter, of
course, engender new forms of structural elaboration which, in turn, their
own successors confront as existing realities. No one would seriously
deny this in its common sense form, e.g. those whose activities generated
the relations constitutive of industrialism, imperialism, political parties, a
state educational system or a national health service, were quite different
people from those who later had to live in a society made up of these
structures amongst others. Some were now born into it and knew no
other, in the same way that our current generation of British school
leavers have known nothing other than Conservative government, though
as non-voters this was not a polity of their maki.g. However, in the future
they may seek and succeed in transforming current party political
organization, but only by confronting their structural inheritance
through strategic action which is itself conditioned by the nature of the
inherited structure of political parties. Since it seems unlikely that anyone
would seriously deny this lay insight, why has it failed to be taken
seriously in social theorizing?
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A crucial element of this insight is a recognition of Auguste Comte’s
important aphorism that the majority of actors are the dead. Yet there is
resistance to exploiting it because of a pervasive suspicion that this
somehow denies the continuous nature of action over time. Basically this
argument goes as follows and is a distorted version of activity-depen-
dence: (a) society is consistently dependent upon action and there can be
no moment in time when action is suspended, therefore, (b) action
constitutes an unbroken flow in which talk of the separate activities of
generations or cohorts is only a heuristic artifice since generations overlap
and groups are continuous despite the death and even complete replace-
ment of their members. Sometimes this argument is buttressed by the
empirical observation that groups can outlast structures, which we all
agree are at most only relatively enduring and can be of much shorter
duration (like governments or theories) than a determinate group of
agents. But the case which I am arguing is not an empirical one and the
issue at stake is not one which can be resolved empirically (even were it
possible to quantify whether more groups have shown greater endurance
than is the case for structures). Instead, what I am challenging here is the
basic idea of an unbroken flow of activities and particularly as supported by
the notion of the continuity of social groups. To contest this in no way
depends upon contesting the premiss that all aspects of the social world
are continuously activity-dependent — for challenging (b) in the above
argument does nothing to impugn (a). Instead, it usefully adds greater
precision to it by specification of elements like ‘whose’ activities, ‘when’,
and ‘where’.

What needs to be reburtted here is the assertion that whilstit may be true
for each individual that a structure pre-exists them (a teaching post must
exist before someone can be a teacher) or even for whole cohorts (schools
have to exist before pupils can enrol), it is not true for ‘the group’. Critics
maintain that ‘groups’ can have greater permanence than structures,
through replacement of their members, and therefore it makes no sense to
talk of a structure pre-dating such a group. However, my counter
argument asserts that a position necessarily has to exist before someone
can fill it and this remains the case even where certain individuals or
groups have been able to define such things as new roles for themselves.
For here too the defining precedes the occupancy and occupation then
embroils the incumbent(s) in a network of relations, their unintended and
emergent consequences. Action itself is undeniably continuous, but the
nature of activities is not, being discontinuous with pastactivities because
of the new relational constraints and enablements which now unavoidably
help to shape it. In other words, we can talk of continuous action without
implying a continuous unbroken flow of activities.
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The real force of the objection thus comes to rest not upon critics
maintaining that groups can show a greater durability than structures
(because they can point to ‘teachers’ as a ‘group’ retaining continuity
before and after the emergence of state educational systems, or the same
for ‘doctors’ as far as the inception of the national health service was
concerned). Rather, what I am criticizing is their (implicit) notion that the
‘group’ remains fundamentally the same, that is, they are pointing to the
same entity. If this were the case, as seems quite persuasive at first glance,
then it would indeed prevent one from ever talking about a pre-existent
structure and would also effectively demolish ‘analytical dualism’ by
removing its temporal mainstay which is what makes events tractable to
explanation. Thus, we would be back to the simultaneity model of central
conflation.

However, this critical viewpoint is fatally flawed by the naive nomina-
lism with which it treats ‘the group’. It supposes that just because we can
use the label ‘working class’ over three centuries of structural changes in
Britain, that we are talking about the same ‘group’. We are not, any more
than this is the case for ‘teachers’ or ‘doctors’ above. Here I need to
introduce the notion of the double morphogenesis of structure and agency
which will be developed later. To give one example, those who were
teaching when education was a matter of private ownership, occupied
positions in a particular structure which pre-dated them (the Anglican
church in the case of England), which defined, constrained and enabled
them in various ways including conditioning the part they played in the
struggles for educational control which culminated in the emergence of
the State system. Yet once the latter was in place, the actual position of
teacher became radically different (change in employer, accountability,
activity, expertise etc.). Nominally, one could still use the same word
‘teachers’ and practically some individuals made the transition, but none
of that means that one is really talking about the ‘same group’, even if one
is talking about some of the same people. For the group has changed
profoundly, witness unionization and professionalization, new vested
interests, forms of organization and values. In other words, at the end of a
transformational sequence, not only is structure transformed, but so is
agency as part and parcel of the same process. As it re-shapes structure,
agency is ineluctably reshaping itself, in terms of organization, combi-
nation and articulation, in terms of its powers and these in relation to
other agents. The double morphogenesis of structure and agency is taken
up in detail in chapter 8. For the time being I only wish to show that
nothing but obfuscation attaches to regarding any group as continuous,
simply because it bears the same name, yet regardless of all that which
makes it anything but ‘the same’.
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Already we have the first hint that agents and individuals cannot be
used interchangeably — and are not by realists. However, the key point
here is that it is fully justifiable to refer to structures (being irreducible to
individuals or groups) as pre-existing them both, just as it is equally
legitimate to refer to determinate agents being prior to the structures they
transform, because through the same process they themselves are literally
re-constituted as new groupings (whatever their nomenclature). The
issue is not about the chicken and the egg since even were ultimate regress
possible, it would not prove very revealing about either structures or
agents after millennia of morphogenesis: what critics of ‘analytical
dualism’ have tried to convince us is problematic is how to tell a chicken
and an egg apart!

Finally then, it should be stressed that whilst I am arguing for temporal
separability where structure and agency are concerned, to state that some
structures are pre-existent to determinate agents and activities has no
ontological priority over emphasizing that the self-same agents are
themselves prior to later structural elaboration. Furthermore, it is
precisely because such elaboration is co-determined by the conditional
influence exerted by antecedent structures together with the autonomous
causal powers of current agents, that society can develop in unpredictable
ways. Unlike self-subsistent natural reality, it can be made to change
shape through the reflexive actions of its thinking components (people),
though not usually in anything like precise accordance with their inten-
tions. Society depends upon reflection without embodying it (contra
idealism), and is reliant upon agents wanting change yet rarely changes in
the way anybody wants. And this is because of the unpredictable interplay
of the two sets of emergent, irreducible and autonomous causal powers
pertaining respectively to structure and agency.

Hence my adoption of the unlovely term ‘morphogenesis’,!! to capture
both the possibility of radical and unpredictable re-shaping (which
renders misleading all those traditional analogies — of society being like a
mechanism, organism, language or cybernetic system), and the fact that
the genesis of this re-shaping lies in the interplay between structure and
agency — a process which can only be examined because of their temporal
separability and an outcome which can only be explained by means of
analytical dualism. Our open society is like itself and nothing else,
precisely because it is both structured and peopled.

11 A term first coined by Walter Buckley, Sociology and Modern Systems Theory, Prentice
Hall, New Jersey, 1967. Morphogenesis refers ‘to those processes which tend to elaborate
or change a system’s given form, structure or state’ (p. 58). It is contrasted to
morphostasis which refers to those processes in a complex system that tend to preserve
the above unchanged.
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Figure 1 The morphogenetic sequence.

The previous pages have dealt with defining ‘analytical dualism’ and
accounting for its reluctant recognition. It was maintained that its two key
features, the acknowledgement that structure and agency are analytically
separable and temporally sequenced, were implicit in realism. Morpho-
genesis/stasis can therefore be seen as an approach to social theory which
is realist in its ontology and which supplements realism by making
‘analytical dualism’ explicit and demonstrating its methodological utility
in practical social analysis. Thus in contra-distinction to every version of
conflationary social theorizing, the morphogenetic/static approach stands
four-square on ‘analytical dualism’. By definition it hence accords full
significance to the timescale through which structure and agency them-
selves emerge, intertwine and redefine one another, since this is the very
format employed in the analysis of any problem.

Fundamentally the morphogenetic argument that structure and agency
operate over different time periods is based on two simple propositions:
that structure necessarily pre-dates the action(s) which transform it; and
that structural elaboration necessarily post-dates those actions, which can
be represented as shown in figure 1.

Although all three lines are in fact continuous, the analytical element
consists only in breaking up the flows into intervals determined by the
problem in hand: given any problem and accompanying periodization,
the projection of the three lines backwards and forwards would connect
up with the anterior and posterior morphogenetic cycles. This represents
the bed-rock of an understanding of systemic properties, of strucruring
over time, which enables explanations of specific forms of structural
elaboration to be advanced. (Since time is equally integral to morphosta-
sis there is no question of the temporal being equated with change alone
and not stability.) ‘Castro’s example’ will be used to demonstrate how
time is incorporated as intrinsic to morphogenetic theorizing since it
lends itself to simple quantitative illustration.

After the revolution Castro confronted an extremely high rate of
illiteracy which he sought to eliminate by the expedient of ‘each one teach
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Figure 2 Time and the morphogenetic sequence: Castro’s example.

one’. Now let us make a number of arbitrary and hypothetical assump-
tions about a situation like the Cuban one, namely that the proportion of
the total population literate at the start was 5 per cent (15 per cent or 25
per cent), that to become literate took precisely a year, and that the policy
was 95 per cent successful (no society ever achieves 100 per cent literacy).
From these the diagram shown in figure 2 can be produced. For all its
oversimplification the curves demonstrate some vital points about the
relationships between time and the morphogenetic sequence.

1. Structure. The initial structural distribution of a property (i.e. the
consequence of prior interaction) influences the time taken to eradicate it
(five years versus two years for the outer and inner curves), through its
effect on the population capable of transforming it. Certainly only some
kinds of properties would approximate to this exponential pattern of
change (skills, knowledge, capital accumulation, demographic distribu-
tion), but this does not affect the basic point that all structures manifest
temporal resistance and do so generically through conditioning the
context of action. Most often perhaps their conditional influence consists
in dividing the population (not necessarily exhaustively) into social
groups working for the maintenance versus the change of a given
property, because the property itself distributes different objective vested
interests to them at T2 (rather than abilities as in the example used). This
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would be the case where properties like citizenship, political centraliza-
tion or wage differentials were concerned.

Furthermore, what the diagram serves to highlight is that the initial
structural influence does not peter out immediately, even given a collec-
tive determination to transform it (indeed here the major burden of
illiteracy is dispersed only towards the end, in the last or penultimate time
interval). In other words it takes time to change any structural property
and that period represents one of constraint for some groups at least. No
matter how short, it prevents the achievement of certain goals (those
which motivate attempts to change it). Structural influences thus extend
beyond T? and it is essential to know whether this is because they
(temporally and temporarily) resist collective pressures to change, remain
because they represent the vested interests of the powerful, or are in fact
‘psychologically supported’ by the population. To regard every institu-
tional regularity as the result of ‘deep sedimentation’ is to assimilate them
all to the latter category. Yet without these distinctions it remains
inexplicable when (or whether) the property will be transformed.

2. Interaction. On the one hand, activity initiated at T takes place in a
context not of its own making. In our example, those who were literate
initially were not responsible for their distribution in the population; this
group property resulted from the restrictive educational policies of
others, probably long dead. Here it appears impossible to follow the
methodological individualist and assert that any structural property
influential after T2 is attributable to contemporary actors (not wanting or
not knowing how to change it), because knowledge about it, attitudes
towards it, vested interests in retaining it and objective capacities for
changing it have already been distributed and determined by T2. Yet
without analysing these we cannot account for when the ‘longue durée’ is
broken, who is primarily responsible for changing it, or how it is
accomplished (by collective policy, social conflict, incremental change
etc.).

On the other hand, between T? and T3 agency exerts two independent
influences, one temporal, the other directional. It can speed-up, delay or
prevent the elimination of prior structural influences. In our example, (a)
popular commitment to self-instruction could reduce the time taken to
eliminate illiteracy, thus improving on all three curves (though not
obliterating them entirely because of the need for personnel to prepare,
disseminate and guide in the use of materials); (b) lack of enthusiasm or
ability to teach among literates and lack of willingness to participate and
learn among illiterates can delay the process and damage the project.
(Determinism is not built in to the morphogenetic perspective.) Simulta-
neously, agents, although partly conditioned by their acquirements
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(whose contents they did not themselves define) can exercise a directional
influence upon the future cultural definition of ‘literacy’ thus affecting the
nature of elaboration at T%. (Voluntarism has an important place in
morphogenesis but is ever trammelled by past structural and cultural
constraints and by the current politics of the possible.)

3. Structural elaboration. If action is effective, then the transformation
produced at T*1s not merely the eradication of a prior structural property
(illiteracy) and its replacement by a new one (literacy), it is the structural
elaboration of a host of new social possibilities some of which will have
gradually come into play between T? and T*. Morphogenetic analysis
thus explains the timing of the new facilitating factors and can account for
the inception, in this instance, of say a national postal service, mail-order
businesses, bureaucratization and less obvious but more significant
developments like international communication with its ramifications for
religion, technology, political ideology, etc. From the elisionist perspec-
tive, these remain the capricious exploits of indeterminate ‘moments’.

Simultaneously, however, structural elaboration restarts a new mor-
phogenetic cycle, for it introduces a new set of conditional influences
upon interaction which are constraining as well as facilitating. T* is thus
the new T?, and the next cycle must be approached afresh analytically,
conceptually and theoretically. Giddens is completely correct that laws in
the social sciences are historical in character (i.e., mutable over time), but
whereas his endorsement of this view rests principally on the reflexive
knowledge and behaviour of actors, mine resides on changes in the social
structure itself which require us to theorize about it in different ways since
our subject matter has altered. A new explanandum calls for a new
explanans. Our theories are transitive, not solely for epistemological
reasons, but because our subject-matter itself undergoes change over
time.

Time in conflationary social theory

The obverse of ‘analytical dualism’, is what I have termed the Fallacy of
Conflation since the basic defect of any theory which embodies it is that
structure and agency are elided.'? Later on I will try to demonstrate that
such an elision fundamentally precludes an adequate account of social
stability and change. The reason for this is that such theories entail a
truncation of the time-span which comes or can come under their
purview. Time-referents are always too short, whether it is that too much
of time past or time future (or both) are excluded. In brief, the Fallacy of

12 Anearlier version of this section first appeared in Herminio Martins (ed.), Knowledge and
Passion: Essays in Honour of John Rex, Tauris, London and New York, 1993,
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Conflation always entails a failure to incorporate temporality into social
theory properly. This it seems is a logical consequence of conflation itself.

However a little more needs to be said about the different forms of
conflationary theorizing in order to put some meat on the bare bones of
the argument. Conflation of the two levels of analysis — of the properties of
structures with the activities of social groups — always takes place in a
particular direction. There are three possibilities and two of these are the
antithesis of one another since conflation takes place in precisely the
opposite direction: in the one, social structure is held to organize social
interaction whilst in the other, inter-personal interaction is presented as
orchestrating the structure of society. Thus in what can be called the
‘downwards’ version, structural properties engulf agency through the
basic processes of regulation and socialization, whilst in what will be
termed the ‘upwards’ version, social interaction forms and transforms
structures whose properties are merely the resultants of domination or
objectification.

In brief, both versions treat one level as an epiphenomenon of the other
level: they differ about which of the levels is held to be epiphenomenal but
not about the legitimacy of elision per se. However, epiphenomenalism is
not the way in which the more general process of conflation operates.
There remains the third possibility, namely that of ‘central’ conflation,
where the two levels are held to be inseparable because they mutually
constitute one another, a view which is enjoying considerable vitality in
sociology at the moment.

In both the ‘upwards’ and ‘downwards’ versions, the fundamental
drawback is that by making agency dependent upon structure, or vice
versa, they automatically preclude any two-way interplay between the
levels — because in each, one level is rendered inert. Consequently, the
dependent element is robbed of the capacity to exploit or to influence the
determining element, for it lacks the autonomy and independence to do
so. This then blocks an adequate conceptualization of the processes
explaining social stability and change. Instead, adherents of both
approaches advance rather crude unilateral accounts, which have equal
but opposite defects. In the one, structural properties are simply pushed
around by some untrammelled dominant group or placed at the mercy of
capricious renegotiation by unconstrained agency. In the other, social
structure imposes its choreography on interaction and agents are reduced
to trdger or bearers of its properties, whether through oversocialization or
mystification. If, as my initial assertion maintained, an adequate theoreti-
cal stance is one which acknowledges the interplay between structure and
agency, then this has to be predicated upon some autonomy and indepen-
dence being assigned to each.
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However, the errors attaching to conflation do not depend upon
epiphenomenalism, on rendering one aspect of social life itself lifeless.
Epiphenomenalism is not the only way in which either structure or
agency are deprived of autonomy and thus their interplay is denied, for
any form of conflation has the same two consequences. In other words,
conflation is the more basic fallacy and epiphenomenalism is merely a
form it can take, or rather two particular cases of it. This is demonstrated
by the remaining possibility, namely ‘central’ conflation, where elision
occurs in the ‘middle’. This directional approach, which enjoys a certain
vogue at the moment as ‘structuration theory’, interprets neither struc-
ture nor agency as epiphenomena of one another. Indeed, this is a prime
article of faith amongst modern proponents of ‘central’ conflationism.

Instead, what happens is that autonomy is withheld from both levels and
this has exactly the same result of precluding any examination of their
interplay. Here, structural properties and social interaction are conflated
because they are presented as being so tightly constitutive of one another.
Unlike everyday terms which involve mutual constitution, such as
‘riding’ (where horse and rider have separate properties, some of which
are irrelevant to the practice — horse’s colour or rider’s colour — and some
of whose interplay is vital to it — horse’s size and rider’s size), in central
conflation the intimacy of reciprocal constitution amounts to an actual
elision of the two elements (via the ontology of praxis) which cannot be
untied and hence their influences upon one another cannot be teased out.

These are the effects of the denial of emergence in all versions of
conflationary social theory. The principled denial of ‘analytical dualism’
automatically precludes the temporal separation of structure and agency.
What is perhaps less obvious is that conflation simultaneously becomes
antipathetic to a proper incorporation of time into social theory at all. The
temporal implications of each form of conflationary theorizing are pic-
tured in figure 3 and compared with the ‘analytical dualism’ of the
morphogenetic approach.

(1) Downwards conflation where structure and agency are conflated
because action is treated as fundamentally epiphenomenal has many
variants, but is encountered today in any uncompromising version of
technological determinism, economism, structuralism or normative
functionalism. Despite their differences, nuances and apologetics, which
cannot be entered into here, the bottom line is always that actors may be
indispensable for energizing the social system (no people: no society) but
it is not they whose actions give it direction by shaping structural
properties. Agency, it is allowed, constitutes the motor-power but agents
themselves are never admitted to touch the steering wheel. So the course
of social change is never pictured as a wild zig-zag as social groups
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The Morphogenetic Approach
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Figure 3 The limited time span of conflationary theories compared
with the morphogenetic approach.

struggle to wrest the wheel from one another, often taking them where no
one wants to go and potentially into a brick wall. (Indeed one of the
hallmarks of such theorizing is that structures stalk in straight lines.)

At most it might be allowed that social interaction is a sort of white
noise or Brownian motion in the system, but one whose very randomness
deprives it of any decisive effect upon the state of society. This apart, we
are presented with either the ‘oversocialized view of man’ or the ‘overde-
termined view of man’ depending on whether the epiphenomenal char-
acter of agency is grounded in idealism or materialism, which are the twin
fountainheads of downwards conflation.

Consequently to any downward conflationist, action leads nowhere
except where structure guides it. Hence, with reference to figure 3, there
is never anything to examine after T? other than the imprint of structure
upon agency. Since people are literally the agents of structure — its
embodiments-cum-executors — then socio-cultural change results from
some autonomous unfurling process which is operative at the structural
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level, and although this may be conceptualized in all sorts of different
ways, the common denominator is that human actors are never granted
the autonomy to have any independent effect upon it. Since social
interaction is never credited with the capacity to generate intended,
unintended, aggregate or emergent properties which are of structural
magnitude or consequence, then T3 is never approached in analysis
because ‘the future’ is the unfolding of immanent structural tendencies
which are already present in the system. (At most they might be
considered to develop in adaptation to an external environment, often a
purely physical one, but even if it is made up of other structures, these of
course are held to have the same relationship to their own agents.)

Looking backwards instead, if action is epiphenomenal then logically
structure must predate it. Yet because action is not held to create it (i.e.
there is never a T3 at any point in history) then the sources of structure are
located elsewhere since they have to come from somewhere. Social
systems thus become the progeny of holistic or psychologistic factors.
The explanation of how things got to be the way they are is handed over to
impersonal forces or factors — the hidden hand of systemic adaptation, the
iron grip or material progression, the unseen grasp of a destiny ideal or
architectonic principle. The psychologistic alternative makes the grid of
the human mind the ultimate though unconscious progenitor of social
structure. This method of dealing with the historicity of socio-cultural
systems is encapsulated in Ruth Benedict’s statement that they are
‘individual psychology thrown large upon the screen, given gigantic
proportions and a long time span’.!3

However, what this means about the time span over which any
particular social structure emerges and develops is that it is not by
examining group interaction during that period that we can arrive at an
explanation of it. On the contrary, social structures are never admitted to
have social origins. (In contradistinction, social agents are always
assumed to be structural products.) What follows from this is that the
proper investigation of the T* to T? period, in which social structures
crystallize, is withdrawn from the explanatory ambit of social theory
proper. From the viewpoint of downward conflation structure does
indeed predate action, though not in the acceptable sense that this
particular structural property at T! predates these specific actors at T?,
but in the primordial sense that no anterior action sequences are ever
credited with the genesis of structures (even if care is taken to emphasize

13 Ruth Benedict, ‘Configurations of culture in North America’, American Anthropologist,
1932, 34: 24.
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that previous interaction is itself conditioned by an even earlier structural
context).

Thus, insofar as advocates of downwards conflation address the future,
this future is never one which actors intentionally define or unintentio-
nally produce through the conjunction of their promotive interests. And,
insofar as they address the past, they immediately cede the explanatory
rights of social theory to human biology, individual psychology, econ-
omic inevitability, evolutionary adaptation or simply to speculative
metaphysics. Insofar, then, as downward conflation does incorporate
temporality, it ceases to be sociological. Finally it follows from all this that
downwards conflationists basically restrict their treatment of structure
and agency to an examination of the impress of structure upon agency in the
present. Thus, instead of an investigation of their linkage over time, this
perspective reduces every actor to the eternal humanoid and endorses the
reification of structure in perpetuity.

(i1) Upwards conflation represents the exact opposite since structure is
held to be the creature of agency. The social context of action may not look
that way to the investigator upon first inspection and it may never feel that
way to the actor because of lasting objectification. Nevertheless, to
upward conflationists it is always a major descriptive error to treat
structural properties as having the ontological status of facts rather than
facticity, and it is equally erroneous to allow them to figure in explanatory
statements as external conditioners of action. Thus, for instance, the neo-
phenomenological school asserts the primacy of agency by reducing the
structural context of action to a series of intersubjectively negotiated
constructs. However, the basic charter of all versions of upward confla-
tion, of which interpretative sociology is only one variant, is methodologi-
cal individualism. Its prime injunction is to view so-called structural
properties as reducible to the effects of other actors, which are in their
turn always recoverable by agency.

Essentially, structure becomes epiphenomenal in classic statements of
methodological individualism because the social context is defined as
made up of nothing more than other people. For this strategy of
‘personalization’ to work in social theory, its protagonists have to show
that all structural properties (every aspect of the social environment),
which figure in explanations, refer to nothing more than the activities and
attitudes of other people. Thus, the argument goes, since society is made
up of people there is nothing in the environment (although it may appear
to be non-people) which people in turn cannot change, leaving aside its
physical components. Hence, to Watkins, the ‘central assumption of the
individualist position — an assumption which is admittedly counter-
factual and metaphysical — is that no social tendency exists which could
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not be altered if the individual concerned both wanted to alter it and
possessed the appropriate information’.*4

Note here that the structural properties and the constraints they exert
have now become the effects of contemporary action. For it follows that
what constitutes our social context are things that the ‘people concerned’
do not want to change/do not know how to change/do not think about
changing. Thus any temporal back reference to the T! and T? phase in
figure 3 is ruled out. For whatever the origins of the structural tendencies
and characteristics we observe, their present existence is due in some way
to the people present. A big jump has thus been taken from the truistic
descriptive statement ‘no people: no society’ to a much more contentious
explanatory one, ‘this society because of these people here present’. Yet
the ‘central assumption’ upon which this is based is not metaphysical, it is
a hypothesis and one which can be tested provided the time dimension is
reintroduced. But if it is, then this assumption is undoubtedly counter-
factual for there appear to be some structural properties which cannot be
eliminated at will (given any amount of information, thought or desire) by
contemporary actors — at least not for a considerable period of time!

This would be the case for demographic structures, for levels of literacy
or of national education. Such structural influences are the unintended
consequences of past actions which came into play between T! and T?,
but their conditioning and constraining effects at T? cannot be reduced to
or made the responsibility of contemporary agents who quite literally
inherit them. The fact that such structural properties are wultimately
reversible by human action is not at issue, the point is that they exert
constraints unril they can be changed. There are then some aspects of our
social environment which obstruct us (e.g. certain kinds of military
recruitment or pension policies are impossible with a particular kind of
demographic structure) but these cannot be attributed to the sustaining
behaviour of contemporary actors.

This severance of present from past not only raises problems about
structure, but also about agency itself. If the bed-rock of any acceptable
explanation of a social phenomenon is individual dispositions, i.e. some-
thing is accounted for when related to the motives, aims, beliefs, or any
other intelligible reaction of contemporary people to their social circum-
stances, then another difficulty appears. As Gellner has pointed out, this
view of agency presupposes the possibility of always isolating more
elementary dispositions ‘as they are prior to their manifestations in a
social context. The real oddity of the reductionist case is that it seems to

1 J. W. N. Watkins, ‘Methodological individualism and social tendencies’, in May
Brodbeck (ed.), Readings in the Philosophy of the Social Sciences, Macmillan, New York,
1971, p. 271.



86 The problems of structure and agency

preclude a priori the possibility of human dispositions being the depen-
dent variable in an historical explanation — when in fact they often or
always are’.'s It is as if, in explaining any contemporary phenomenon, we
were constantly starting afresh since it is assumed that we can detect
dispositions which influence the explanandum without their being
dependent upon it or on other earlier social phenomena. It was of course
in response to this charge that the attempt was made to allow for
environmental influences, provided these could be construed as the
‘innocent’ effects of (contemporary) other people, which I have argued
cannot always be done.

However not only is the historical conditioning of current action
discountenanced (unless it can be ‘personalized’), but also too the future
is cut off from the present — for agency as for structure. On the one hand, if
dispositions can never be the dependent variable, then the things which
today the individualist explains as the unintended results of independent
elementary attitudes, must simultaneously be held by such theorists to be
incapable of influencing the attitudes and actions of tomorrow’s agents.
On the other hand, structural complexity (properties like inflation or
social differentials) can be viewed as the final result of social interaction:
indeed it is precisely the reductionist aim of the methodological individu-
alist to trace such social consequences back to their individualistic origins.
Yet although the development of structural properties from human
interaction is admitted beyond T (as long as they are construed as the
‘innocent’ products of people), the analysis is then firmly end-stopped.
What the individualist can never allow, as far as the complex structural
consequences of interaction are concerned, is that ‘their fates gua fates of
complexes can nevertheless be the initial conditions ... of a causal
sequence’,¢ for this would be to countenance ‘explanatory emergence’.

In other words, they cannot accept that unintended consequences from
past action, may, at T* become consequential in their own right — as
emergent properties or aggregate effects which represent new structural
influences upon subsequent action. For structural factors are ineffi-
cacious without the sanction, as it were, of contemporary other people. So
at some point prior to T*, any such property has become something which
agency does not want to change/does not know how to change/does not
think about changing. Consequently methodological individualists
endorse a perpetual ‘autonomy of the present tense’ and have to truncate
temporality if they are to eliminate emergent structural properties and
view agency as responsible not only for their origins but also for their
maintenance and influence.

15 Ernest Gellner, ‘Holism versus individualism’, in Brodbeck (ed.), Readings, p. 260.
16 Gellner, ‘Holism versus individualism’, p. 263.
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(iii) Central conflation is an approach based upon the putative mutual
constitution of structure and agency and finds its most sophisticated
expression in modern ‘structuration theory’. Now the general principle of
mutual constitution is entirely unobjectionable; what I resist is the
representation of their bonding as contact adhesion such that structure
and agency are effectively defined in terms of one another. For the net
result of this is that mutual constitution ultimately implies temporal
conjunction between the two elements. Thus, structural properties
(defined reductively as rules and resources) are held to be outside time,
having a ‘virtual existence’ only when instantiated by actors. In exact
parallel, when actors produce social practices they necessarily draw upon
rules and resources and thus inevitably invoke the whole matrix of
structural properties at that instant. All of this is condensed in the brief
statement that ‘structure is both medium and outcome of the reproduc-
tion of practices’.’” This represents the key notion of the ‘duality of
structure’ which is advanced in direct opposition to the analytical dualism
advocated here.

Ironically, Giddens maintains that ‘the conception of structuration
introduces temporality as integral to social theory’.!®* While agreeing
whole-heartedly that the incorporation of time is a condition of theoreti-
cal adequacy, one may doubt whether ‘structuration’ does integrate the
temporal dimension adequately. Instead I will argue that, on the
contrary, the time-referent of structuration theory is in fact restricted to
the T2-T? span in figure 3. The reason for this is an inability to examine
the interplay between structure and agency over longer temporal tracts
because the two presuppose one another so closely. The intimacy of
mutual constitution thus means that the only way in which structure and
agency can be examined ‘independently’ is through an artificial exercise
of ‘methodological bracketing’.

I will maintain that an ineluctable consequence of this procedure is the
actual suppression of time. On the one hand, institutional analysis
brackets strategic action and treats structural properties as ‘chronically
reproduced features of social systems’. This image of recursiveness
figures prominently, but many would deny that these features necessarily
are ‘chronic’; though they might be long lasting they are nevertheless
temporary (e.g. feudalism) or may change frequently (e.g. interest rates).
Instead, through this kind of institutional analysis, they acquire a
spurious methodological permanence.

On the other hand, to examine the constitution of social systems as
strategic conduct, institutional analysis is bracketed and what is studied is

17 Anthony Giddens, Central Problems in Social Theory, Macmillan, London, 1979, p. 69.
18 Giddens, Social Theory, p. 198.
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the mobilization of rules and resources by agents in their social relations.
This leads immediately to the reverse image — ‘Change, or its potentiality,
is thus inherent in all moments of social reproduction’.!® Here an equally
spurious changeability appears as a product of this methodological device
- structural malleability is not only high but is constant over time. On the
contrary many would argue that it is variable and that its temporal
variations are partially independent of strategic action, however intensely
it is mobilized or knowledgeably it is conducted. This methodological
bracketing has produced a pendular swing between contradictory images
- of chronic recursiveness and total transformation.

It might be replied in defence that since both occur simultaneously in
reality, then no contradiction is involved as social reality is inherently
Janus-faced. Insistence upon this entails a principled refusal to unravel
the interrelations between structure and agency since this would be an
unacceptable lapse into dualistic theorizing. Yet, ironically, what does the
bracketing device do other than traduce this very principle, since it
merely transposes dualism from the theoretical to the methodological
level — thus conceding its analytical indispensability.

Most importantly this bracketing approach has serious implications
concerning time which seem inconsistent with the aim of making tempor-
ality integral to explaining social reality. What is bracketed are the two
aspects of the ‘duality of structure’, structural properties and strategic
conduct being separated out by placing a methodological epoché upon
each in turn. But because these are the two sides of the same thing, the
pocketed elements must thus be co-terminous in time (the co-existence of
the epochés confines analysis to the same épogue); and it follows from this
that temporal relations between structure and agency logically cannot be
examined.

The attempt to reunite the two elements under the rubric of ‘structu-
ration’ consists in the introduction of three ‘modalities’, drawn upon by
actors strategically but at the same time constituting the structural
features of the system — ‘interpretative scheme’, ‘facility’ and ‘norm’.
Hence, the notion of ‘modality thus provides the coupling elements
whereby the bracketing of strategic or institutional analysis is dissolved in
favour of an acknowledgement of their interrelation’.?® But the interrela-
tionship is not really at issue (outside of hard-line ethnomethodology or
the most extreme structural determinism). The real theoretical issue is
not whether or not to acknowledge it but how to analyse it, and how to
explain the structural elaboration generated from it. Yet little of this can

1% Giddens, Social Theory, p. 114. 20 Giddens, Social Theory, p. 81.
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be tackled from an approach which precludes theorizing about the
temporal relations between structure and agency.

The basic notion of the ‘duality of structure’ militates against the latter
because it resists untying structure and action, except by the bracketing
exercise. In turn, this means that structuration theory cannot recognize
that structure and agency work on different time intervals (however small
the gap between them). This, paradoxically, leads to the full importance
of time in social theory being seriously underplayed. What is stressed is
that theorizing must have a temporal dimension