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In the last 20 years, we have witnessed an upsurge of social theories 
and methodologies which are characteristically concerned with 
micro-processes of social life, such as with face-to-face interaction, 
with everyday routines and classifications, with strips of conversa
tion, or with definitions of the self and of situations. I have in mind 
specifically approaches such as symbolic interactionism, cognitive 
sociology, ethnomethodology, social phenomenology, ethogenics in 
sociology and the ethnography of speaking and ethnoscience in 
anthropology! It goes almost without saying that these approaches 
differ markedly in theoretical background and substantive interest. 
For example, while today's symbolic interactionism appears to be an 
outgrowth of Herbert Blumer's reconception of the theories of Mead 
and Cooley, ethnomethodologists have linked their concerns to 
Wittgenstein, Heidegger, and most recently Merleau-Ponty, and 
social phenomenology has obvious roots in the works of Schutz and 
HusserI.2 While cognitive sociology has stressed the role oflanguage 
and memory in the cognitive processing of information in everyday 
settings, ethnomethodology has focused on the organizational 
features of 'practical reasoning', and ethogenics and symbolic inter
actionism, though also concerned with symbolic communication, 
have described the rules and resources which underlie social accounts 
on the one hand and the negotiation and management of meaning in 
interaction on the other hand. 

One result of these varying pursuits, which I will refer to as 
micro-sociologies, has been a challenge of established theories and 
methods in sociology, and particularly of macro-sociological orienta
tions. Macro-sociology is commonly understood as the study of 
society, of social institutions and of socio-cultural change on an 
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aggregate leve1.3 A macro-sociological approach can entail both the 
use of theoretical concepts on a system level and the use of aggrega te 
data derived from individual micro-level responses to characterize 
social colIectivities. The micro-sociological challenge of such 
endeavours can best be illustrated by two distinctive but interlocking 
developments: the move from a normative notion of social order to 
that of a cognitive order, and the rejection of both methodological 
collectivism and individualism in favour of methodological situationalism. 
Both developments have called into question the dimensions in terms 
of which the micro-macro problem has traditionally been posed, such 
as the juxtaposition of individual and collectivity or of individual 
action and social structure. And both developments point in the end 
towards a reconstruction of macro-social theory and methodology 
based upon a micro-sociological foundation, or at least based upon an 
integration of micro-sociological results. I will first present the 
cognitive turn which sociology (and other social sciences) have experi
enced since the 1950s, and then proceed to discuss methodological 
situationalism and the consequences of micro-social research for a 
renewed conception of the micro-macro problem and for a recon
s truction of macro-social theory and methodology. 

1 From the normative order to the cognitive order 

According to Dahrendorfs prominent exposition of modern social 
thought, two conceptions of social order have ruled Western social 
philosophy since its beginnings. One is the integration theory of sociery 
which conceives of social structure as a functionally integrated system 
regulated by normative consensus. The other he calls the coercion theory 
of society which views social structure as a form of organization held 
together by force and constraint transcended in an unending process 
of change.4 The source of the conflict model of social order is 
commonly sought in Marx, while the founders of the normative
functional integration model are of course seen to be Durkheim and 
Parsons.5 Needless to say, in the American tradition of sociological 
thought in which most recent micro-sociological approaches have 
originated, the normative model of social order has dominated the 
scene. Hence the upsurge of recent micro-sociological orientations 
must be seen against the contrast ofthe normative model of order, and 
not against the contrast of a conflict model informed by Marx. 
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Discussions of the merits and particularly of the shortcomings of 
normative functionalism have haunted sociological theorizing for so 
long that they need not be repeated here. Suffice it to recall the role 
played by moral obligations in these models and their treatment of 
human agents. Durkheim, as we know, tended to identify social facts 
primarily as moral obligations.6 He recognized moral diversity as 
concomitant to the division oflabour and organic solidarity which he 
held to characterize modern society. He also assumed that the social 
being of an individual depends upon internalized norms which are 
usually seen as a condition for the freedom of action. Yet his emphasis 
on the 'external' nature of social institutions which impose themselves 
upon the individual as facts that are 'independent of his individual 
will', and his crusade against methodological individualism (see 
below), left no room for conscious social action. With Parsons, 
on the other hand, individual conduct is explicitly integrated into 
society through internalized need dispositions, which establish the 
harmony between individual motivations and the social whole. 
Parsons took as his starting-point the 'Hobbesian problem of order' 
which he defined as the problem of how society can exist in a stable 
way in face of individual interests, the war of all against all. 7 He 
sought the answer in the notion of common values which, if properly 
internalized by individual actors as need-dispositions, guarantee that 
the individual wants what slhe should want, and acts as slhe should 
act.H Yet as critics have pointed out,9 despite the elaborate 'action 
frame of reference' social action with Parsons remains a residual 
category: it is conceived as not more than the execution of a norma
tively pre-established harmony through individual agents who, in 
contrast to Durkheim, are seen as internally (rather than externally) 
controlled by society. The normative conception of order is at the 
same time a macro-level conception of order. Society is integrated by 
shared values and obligations. When mediated through an 
individual's ties to the occupational group (Durkheim) or through 
reciprocal sets of expectations structured as roles (Parsons), these 
values and obligations determine individual conduct. 

Compared with the normative conception of order, the cognitive 
turn which I have attributed to micro-sociological approaches is 
marked by a shift of interest towards language use and cognitive 
processes that represent and interpret the relevance of values and 
obligations. It is a move which gives primary consideration to the 
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agents ' practical reasoning and which is unconcerned with the causes 
that allegedly operate behind one's back, a move which posits a 
knowing, active subject as the source of human conduct. Io Depending 
on whether the emphasis is placed on 'knowing' or on 'active' in this 
compound, different research traditions result. In the first case, the 
knowledge attributed to agents is thought to account for their 
conduct: participants act in terms of tacit knowledge and rules which 
they know how to apply in specific situations, but which they may not 
be able to explicate. It is the task of the social scientist to identify the 
rules and tacit resources which underlie everyday activities (see 
Harn~ and Giddens, below). 

The difference between the cognitive rules postulated by this model 
and the normative obligations invoked in the previous conceptions 
becomes clear when we spell out the analogy to linguistics drawn 
upon by many authors (see the summary of Lidz, below). Like 
the rules of syntax identified in transformational grammar, the rules 
of conduct sought after in some micro-sociologies are analogous to a 
level of deep structure of human behaviour, acquired by the 
individual through socialization. They are not socially codified in a 
public sense like legal rules or culturally entrenched value-orienta
tions, and their disregard will result in questioning a person 's com
petence or in his or her disqualification as a knowledgeable member 
of society rather than in legal or moral retaliation. The theory of social 
action relevant here is a competence theory. An explicit version is 
represented by anthropological ethnoscience. 

Ethnoscience deals with what Goodenough once called the 
ideational order: it attempts to specify explicitly what native speakers 
have to know (implicitly) about their culture in order to function 
adequately as competent members ofthe respective society:)) 

A society's culture consists of whatever it is one has to know or 
believe in order to operate in a manner acceptable to its members, 
and to do so in any role that they accept for anyone of themselves . 
. . . I t is the forms of things that people have in mind, their 
models of perceiving, relating and otherwise interpreting them . 
. . . Ethnographic description, then, requires methods of 
processing observed phenomena such that we can inductively 
construct a theory of how our informants have organized the same 
phenomena. 
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Research in ethnoscience has mostly concentrated on native ter
minological systems, by which it hopes to discern 'how people 
construe their world of experience from the way they talk about it' .12 
I ts ultimate goal has variably been described as a 'cultural grammar', 
an ethnology of knowledge or a descriptive epistemology .13 While 
some micro-sociologists might agree with such a broadly defined goal, 
micro-sociological research practice has differed sharply from that of 
ethnoscience. Symbolic interactionism, for example, has been de
scribed as seeking the solution to the problem of social order in the 
assumption that society is possible because interacting selves share 
the same basic symbolic order of meanings, definitions and situ
ations.14 The analyst's task, similar to that proposed for ethogenics 
(see Harre, below) , is to discover how members' conceptions are 
organized such as to produce the orderly patterns of behaviour that 
slhe observed. Yet research by symbolic interactionists has illus
trated how meanings, situations, objects, selves and events are con
tinually being defined and negotiated, presented in front of an 
audience and dramatically enacted. IS In other words, it has shown 
the cognitive order to be an emergent order with a particular 
dynamics of its own. Thus, in practice it has blurred the distinction 
between the levels of competence and performance so prominent with 
Chomskyan theory of language, and made little progress towards a 
systematic description of the rules presumed to govern symbolic 
interaction. 

Promising new steps towards a competence-based theory of social 
conduct have been taken in cognitive sociology (see the s,ummary by 
Lidz, below) and in ethogenics (see Harre, below), and Lidz has 
proposed a normative functionalism reconstructed on the basis of 
the model of transformational grammar. However, the ambitious 
programme itself is not likely to meet with fewer difficulties in 
sociology or anthropology than it has met in linguistics. 16 By its own 
definition, most of micro-sociology deals with meaning rather than 
with formal (syntactical) structure, and the systems of knowledge 
said to generate social conduct appear to be far more variable, more 
rapidly changing, and less entrenched than the rules of grammars. It 
is clear that the search for relevant cognitive structures will continue 
in different directions with renewed appeal, best exemplified perhaps 
by Cicourel's exploration of memory mechanisms,17 by Goffman's 
frame analysis,18 or by Giddens's theory of structuration (see 
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below). On the other hand one might submit that not only in inter
actionism, but also in other micro-sociological approaches research 
has been most successful to date in pointing out the accomplished, 
constructed and continually negotiated character of symbolic order. 
Thus it is not only a knowing subject, but a knowing and active subject 
which is posited in this research. Not only has order become a 
cognitive (including linguistic) rather than a normative pheno
menon, it has also become a man-made rather than a man-coercing 
matter: it is produced, contested, repaired, organized and displayed 
in concrete situations whose definition become the subject of con
tinual accomplishment and interruption. 

To a degree micro-sociological approaches can be seen as torn 
between a predilection for a competence theory of action in which 
conduct appears to be controlled by similar cognitive processes, and a 
skilful display of human subjects as actively engaged in working out, 
interfering with, and persuading others of the meanings, rules and 
definitions which presumably they share. This conflict is perhaps 
most apparent from the stance taken by ethnomethodology which has 
renounced any interest in explaining social order as the product of 
actors' cognitive orientation to and compliance with shared rules and 
meanings. The orderliness and coherence of social activities is seen 
not as a fact to be explained by sociology, but as an appearance 
produced, for example, 'by ana through such procedures as analyzing 
an event as an instance of compliance (or noncompliance) with a 
rule'.19 It follows, then, that interaction must be analysed with respect 
to the methods and procedures by which members make their daily 
activities recognizable and accountable to themselves and to others, 
thereby acquiring and conveying a sense of orderliness and structure. 
For example, conversation analysis has found orderliness to derive 
from the sequential organization of members' utterances through the 
taking of turns. 20 

Cicourel has suggested that devices such as these may be regarded 
as transformational procedures for sustaining a sense of social struc
ture in face of the innumerable differences actors encounter in 
concrete situations.21 In general, however, ethnomethodologists have 
not attempted to reconcile the apparently accomplished, negotiated 
'orderliness' of everyday life with the assumption of an underlying 
stability of social practice rooted in shared cognitive rules. Instead 
they have suspended the assumption of stable social conduct alto-
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gether in favour of a search for the practices through which persons 
see, describe, and act as if social action were stable. The problem of 
social order has come a long way from being defined as a factual 
problem of social integration whose answer was sought in shared 
normative obligations. Instead of a society integrated by common 
values and moral constraints, it is the cognitive order oJ sense making and 
descn·bing which emerges from microscopic studies of social life. 
Instead of being seen as a monolithic system which regulates 
individual action, order comes to be seen as an upshot of concrete, 
communicative interaction. In a sense, the problem of social order is 
redefined by turning the traditional approach to social order on its 
head. Social order is not that which holds society together by some
how controlling individual wills, but that which comes about in the 
mundane but relentless transactions of these wills. The problem of 
social order has not only turned into a problem of cognitive order; it 
has also turned from a macro-level problem to a micro-problem of social 
action. 

2 From methodological individualism and collectivism to 
methodological situationalism 

The cognitive turn mentioned above is not limited to the microscopic 
approaches discussed here. Influenced by linguistics, logical struc
turalism (Levi-Strauss), psychoanalysis as reinterpreted by Lacan, 
and even Marxism (Althusser) have all experienced such a shift.22 

The distinctive feature of micro-sociological approaches is not only 
their preoccupation with members' cognitive processes, meanings, 
and accounting procedures, but also the privileged status they accord 
to the analysis of small-scale social situations. Most micro-sociologies 
appear to be founded on the assumption that 'the only valid and 
reliable (or hard, scientific) evidence concerning socially meaningful 
phenomena we can possibly have is that based ultimately on syste
matic observations and analyses of everyday life.'23 The ultra:
detailed observation of what people do and say in situ is not only 
considered a prerequisite for any sociologically relevant understand
ing of social life, but concrete social interactions may also be con
sidered the building blocks for macro-sociological conceptions (see 
Collins, below) . This specific, methodological stance of micro-
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sociologies challenges macro-sociological theory-building as well as 
macro-sociological research based upon aggregate data. In its radical 
version, it claims. nothing less than that macro-social phenomena are 
unknown and unknowable unless they can be based upon knowledge 
derived from the analysis of micro-social situations. 

The methodological stance of micro-sociological approaches has a 
precedence in the defence of methodological individualism by Popper, 
Hajek and W.]. N . Watkins in the 1960s. It is crucial to see, however, 
that micro-sociological methodology constitutes in fact a rejection of 
the principle of methodological individualism as well as of the doctrine 
of methodological collectivism which is usually set up against it as the 
only alternative. To illustrate the dichotomy, let me quote a passage 
from Watkins's exposition of methodological individualism:24 

If social events like inflation, political revolution, 'the 
disappearance of the middle classes', etc., are brought about by 
people, then they must be explained in terms of people; in terms of 
the situations people confront and the ambitions, fears and ideas 
which activate them. In short, large scale social phenomena must be 
accountedfor by the situations, dispositions and beliifs of individuals. This I 
call methodological individualism. 

You may complain that this is commonsensical and hardly 
needed saying. The trouble is that some philosophers of history 
have made the opposite assumption ... In the secularized version 
of (their) theory it is the social whole which so determines matters 
for the individual that he cannot avoid (or would be foolish to try to 
avoid; the determinism may be a little loose) fulfilling his function 
within the whole system. On this view, the social behaviour of 
individuals should be explained in terms of the position or 
functions of these individuals and of the laws which govern the 
system. These laws must be regarded as sui generis, applying to the 
whole as such and not derivablefrom individualistic principles. This I call 
methodological holism [my italics]. 

Methodological individualism demands that all of the concepts 
used in social theory be analysable in terms of the interests, activities, 
etc., of individual human beings, since ultimately only individuals are 
responsible, purposive human actors. Micro-sociologies, on the other 
hand, do not turn to individuals, but to interaction in social situations as 
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the relevant methodological 'units'. As GofTman pointed out in an 
article called The Neglected Situation', the implication of most social 
research has been that 'social situations do not have properties and a 
structure of their own, but merely mark, as it were, the geometric 
in tersection of actors making talk and actors bearing particular social 
attributes.'25 For example, sUIvey research based on attitude data 
generally rests upon the assumption that human conduct can be 
described and predicted from variables which characterize individual 
actors. In contrast, most micro-sociological approaches conceive of 
social situations as a reality sui generis which entails a dynamics and 
organization of its own that we cannot predict from knowledge of the 
attributes of single actors. 

Strictly speaking, the argument as to a reality sui generis of social 
situations refers to two distinctive features of social action. It requires 
us to see the ou tcome of social action as tied to particular occasions and 
to other participants in the situation. The second aspect can be referred 
to as 'interactionism' in contrast to individualism, and it follows from 
the fact that social conduct displays itself as contingent upon the 
conduct of others. Hence, while it might be correct that only individ
uals are intentional actors, social action arises from the interlocking of 
intentionalities rather than from their singular existence. An eloquent 
statement of this interactional basis of social action derives from 
Simmel:26 

Society exists where a number of individuals enter into interaction. 
This interaction always arises on the basis of certain drives or for 
the sake of certain purposes. Erotic, religious, or merely associative 
impulses; and purposes of defense, attack, play, gain, aid, or 
instruction - these and countless others cause man to live with 
other men, to act for them, with them, against them, and thus to 
correlate his condition with theirs. In brief, he influences and is 
influenced by them. The significance of these interactions among 
men lies in the fact that it is because of them that the individuals, in 
whom these driving impulses and purposes are lodged, form a 
unity, that is a society. 

Human conduct appears to be interlocked not only through the 
forming of interpersonal ties, but also through individuals' taking 
account of others. Consequently, the individual has come to be seen as 
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part of an interactive process in which the perspective of others partly 
constitute the self. Simmel, for example states that 

All of us are fragments, not only of general man, but also of 
ourselves. We are outlines not only of the types 'man', 'good' 'bad', 
and the like, but also of the individuality and uniqueness of 
ourselves. Although this individuality cannot, on principle, be 
identified by any name, it surrounds our perceptible reality as if 
traced in ideal lines. It is supplemented by the other's view of us, 
which results in something that we never are purely and wholly. It 
is impossible for this view to see anything but juxtaposed 
fragments, which nevertheless are all that really exists. However, 
just as we compensate for a blind spot in our field of v is ion so we 
are no longer aware of it, so afragmentary structure is transformed 
by another's view into the completeness of an individuality [my 
italics]' 27 

There is implicit in this view a notion of the individual as a typified, 
discursive construction which bears some similarity to the later dis
solution of the self as an unproblematic unit of action as found in 
George Herbert Mead. Mead's conception of the individual as a 
parliament of selves and his notion of interior audiences is relevant to 
the argument that men attribute motives to each other from the 
perspective of internalized reference groupS.28 Thus intentionality, 
though physically located in individual bodies, in principle always 
takes account of others, and must be construed as an interactive 
rather than as an individual concept. Furthermore to a certain extent 
'individual motives' appear to be literally accomplished in communi
cative encounters with others, in the process of establishing interpret
ations and definitions of the situation.29 

The conception of social behaviour as externally and internally 
contingent upon others thus entails the notion interacts rather than 
acts as the crucial observables of human conduct. It has also been 
adopted, in other areas of sociological theory, and has prompted the 
notion of triads which conceptually include 'the complicating other' 
(who could be an internal audience) as crucial to the understanding of 
s6cial action.30 Micro-sociologies have been more concerned with the 
additional element of the context in which interaction is embedded. As 
Goffman has noted, 
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a student interested in the properties of speech may find himself 
having to look at the physical setting in which the speaker performs 
his gestures, simply because you cannot describe a gesture fully 
without reference to the extra-bodily environment in which it 
occurs. And someone interested in the linguistic correlates of social 
structure may find that he must attend to the social occasion when 
someone of given social attributes makes his appearance before 
others. Both kinds of students must therefore look at what we 
vaguely call the social situation.31 

Micro-sociologies often define the social situation in terms of the 
immediate presence offace-to-face interaction in a particular setting. 
However, as argued by Cicourel (below), the notion of relevant 
context is itself problematic, as reflected in varying methodological 
practices of different micro-sociological orientations. Social situations 
may not have a natural beginning and an end, thus forcing the 
researcher to choose an arbitrary cutting point. When a short 
segment of conversation is carved out of an encounter between two or 
more persons for microscopic analysis, the situated character of the 
organizational properties of the talk, and certainly the content of the 
utterances, may be lost. Furthermore, it is clear that members them
selves selectively organize and draw upon their 'environment'. 
Though much of the physical setting of an encounter may be potentially 
available for attention, most of it will remain unnoticed. Further
more, circumstances of action which transcend the immediate situation 
are continually called upon by social actors. For example, while 
recent micro-sociological studies of scientific work consistently 
confirm the circumstances of laboratory action to be of crucial rele
vance in the process of knowledge production, they also illustrate that 
it is not their (physical) presence but their availability in the sense of 
an awareness of a phenomenon which makes it contextually relevant. 
In addition, actors can be seen to consciously manipulate contextual 
limitations and to increase their contextual knowledge or attention, if 
needed.32 

The organized contextuality of social action has of course been 
dealt with extensively by Schutz: the environment, the context, the 
setting of social action emerge as something toward which action is 
directed, which is lived and reflected upon, rather than being 
'external' to social action.33 It is crucial to see that the settings and 
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occasions emphasized in micro-sociological research, though they 
can be analytically distinguished from interaction, are not viewed as 
'external environments' to which individuals 'adapt' , but are them
selves seen as (re)constructed in social action. Yet the question of 
contextuality of social action raises another issue which bears directly 
on the micro-sociological stance toward methodological collectivism. 
Participants not only routinely transcend the immediate setting by 
referring to occasions and phenomena at a different time and place, 
they also continually employ notions and engage in actions whose 
mutual intelligibility appears to be based upon their presupposition 
and knowledge of broader societal institutions. Since micro-socio
logical approaches generally conceive of social behaviour as an inter
pretative process, they too must rely on an analyst's presupposition of 
and recourse to societal institutions to make an observed stream of 
behaviour intelligible and accountable. As Mandelbaum has argued, 
if one wished to explain to a Trobriand Islander the act of cashing a 
cheque one could start by explaining the filling out of the withdrawal 
sli p as a means to getting the teller to hand us some notes and coins.34 

One could then explain the significance we attach to these notes and 
coins by letting the Trobriander follow us and noting how our passing 
on of the notes to others leads them to give us goods. However, we 
would also have to inform the stranger that the slip could not be 
handed to just anyone we meet, and that one must have 'deposited ' 
money before one can expect to be handed money in exchange for a 
slip. In short, we would have to explain at least the rudiments of a 
banking system to the Trobriander. The behaviour of clerks at the 
bank is unintelligible unless viewed in terms of their role and status, 
and these concepts in turn have to be interpreted in terms of organiza
tional features of our society. If we try to explain these roles 
exclusively in terms of the behavioural expectations of others towards 
the persons occupying the roles, then the behaviour of these others 
remains unexplained. 

The point is that micro-sociological approaches, in describing 
social encounters and in accounting for participants' behaviour, 
make reference to institutional concepts which may well be irreduc
ible to interactional terms. As far as I can see most prominent authors 
in micro-sociological research have taken no notice of or no issue with 
this phenomenon. Thus the methodological situationalism of micro
sociologies has not been explicitly reductionist in the sense of 
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methodological individualism, that is, in the sense of requiring that 
all concepts used and explanations given be ultimately translated into 
interactional terms. This reductionism seems to arise only with the 
very recent attempt of radical micro-sociological orientations to recon
stitute macro-sociology on the basis of a micro-sociological foundation 
(see Collins, below). 

In what sense, then, have micro-sociologies been opposed to 
methodological collectivism as claimed in the beginning? To begin 
with, methodological collectivism (or 'holism') is not a unified 
doctrine. I t encompasses such views as the notion that society is a 
whole which is more than the sum of its parts; that society 'moulds' 
individuals in socialization so that they must be seen as dependent 
upon social institutions rather than as their active constituents; or 
that 'social facts' constrain and coerce individual conduct. The 
original micro-sociological attack against macro-sociological proce
dure was not directed to such assumptions. Rather, it implied that we 
may not be in a position to know anything about phenomena on a 
societallevel, given the (however much ignored) problems of social 
science measurement procedure. 

If we take as the cornerstone of the methodological challenge 
promoted by micro-sociologies to be Cicourel's influential study of 
'Method and Measurement in Sociology', we can find this challenge 
to rest on at least two arguments.35 First a critique of existing quan
titative measurement in sociology which relies on mathematical 
measurement requirements such as properties of scales that are 
hardly ever fulfilled with variable of the type used by traditional 
sociology. Second, it advances a critique of the model of social action 
implied by the use of dominant sociological methods. These methods 
suggest that data which are, for example, collected in interviews can 
be taken at face value, except for measurement error and bias which 
can however be statistically remedied or at least be estimated. Micro
sociological research, on the other hand, sees such data as unspecified 
collaborative products created during the interview in accordance 
with the practical procedures and background assumptions of par tic i
pating actors. 

For example, any instance of classifying an observation or occur
rence between interviewer and respondent must be seen as resulting 
from the working perspectives of participants as negotiated in a 
temporal sequence in which certain statements will be ignored while 
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others will be reinterpreted within the respective everyday vocabu
laries. It is unwarranted to assume that the perspectives, vocabu
laries, etc., will match to such a degree as to make comparable the 
data-outcomes of interviewing various respondents. Studies of organ
izational records produced by mental health clinics, hospitals, police 
departments, juvenile courts - the statistics on which macro
sociology relies in addition to interview data - have shown that 
members of any social organization develop perspectives for handling 
their clients which are sufficiently different from those of all other 
similar agencies to make comparisons problematic.36 According to 
Denzin, these studies suggest that: (I) organizations perpetuate 
themselves through time by generating fictitious records; (2) com
parable organizations differ in the meanings they assign to the same 
events (birth, death, mental illness, cure, etc.); (3) the production of 
organizational records is basically an interactional process based on 
rumours, gossip, overheard conversations, discrepant information, 
and biographically imperfect bookkeeping; (4) agencies routinely 
create documentation that a particular act has or has not occurred by 
piecing together conversations between the parties involved, and in 
piecing together these organizational reports routinely rely on open
ended categories of meaning and interpretation to classify recalci
trant and ambiguous cases.37 

The conclusion to be drawn from such results is simple, but conse
quential. It says that the meaning of a social phenomenon like 
deviance cannot be read offfrom social acts but must be traced to the 
definitions, working perspectives, negotiations and translations 
which arise during interaction and which characterize bureaucratic 
procedure. Since the comparability of the outcomes of such situated 
procedures, perspectives and negotiations is highly problematic, the 
meaning of aggregate data and records thus generated will also be 
highly problematic. In other words, short of sufficient knowledge of 
how data, records and reports are generated interactionally and 
organizationally, we have no basis for unequivocally assessing the 
meaning of these ou tcomes, much less for assessing their validity. The 
methodological imperative for developing a macro-sociology that is 
grounded in empirical observation is therefore to study the situated 
social production of data and records microscopically across different 
types of organizations. The methodological challenge of macro
sociology promoted by micro-sociological orientations does not entail 
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a rejection of macroscopic preoccupations. It does, however, entail 
the assumption that the process of data- and record-generation is 
highly relevant for the outcomes obtained, and cannot be simply 
ignored or rendered irrelevant through statistical cleaning oper
ations. 

To sum up this section, let me stress that the methodological 
situationalism promoted in micro-sociological research challenges 
methodological individualism for the simplifying assumption that the 
locus of social action is the individual human being, and it challenges 
methodological collectivism for the equally simplifying and presum
ably related assumption that interview responses, or data in the form 
of reports and organizational records, constitute direct, valid sources 
of macroscopic inferences. Methodological situationalism has 
replaced the model of the individual actor as the ultimate unit of 
social conduct by a conception which incorporates the reciprocity 
and the situated character of social action. I t is of course precisely this 
model which at the same time renders problematic the macro
researcher~s reliance on data and records about whose context
bound, and interactionally accomplished production s/he knows 
nothing. Yet methodological situationalism is not only tied to the 
critique of traditional sociological research practice. As argued in the 
first section, it is rooted in the shift of interest through which language 
and cognition have partly replaced a previous concern with norma
tive social integration. To some this shift of interest has suggested a 
search for the order of rules and resources which presumably under
lies (and generates) social conduct and which is to be identified through 
micro-sociological research. To others, it suggested a search for the 
practices through which members (re)produce and acquire a sense of 
order. In both cases, the result is a new form of theoretically informed 
empiricism and a body of data about everyday practical action which 
have reinforced the original methodological critique. For this empiri
cism, 'hard' data are by no means quantitative data. They can only 
result from a microscopic, sensitive methodology which successfully 
registers and preserves the characteristic traits of the field of study. 

3 The dissolution of the micro-macro dimension 

One consequence of research on the micro-processes of social life in 
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sociology and related areas appears to be that many of the dimensions 
in terms of which the micro-macro problem has traditionally been 
couched will have to be reconsidered, if not abandoned. I have in 
mind distinctions such as that between the individual and the collect
ivity, between action and structure, between small-scale uniformity 
and large-scale complexity, or between the association of the micro
level with neutrality or powerlessness and of the macro-level with 
power. The above remarks suggest that the connection made between 
the various poles of such dimensions and the micro- versus macro
level may be a function of the observer's distance to the respective 
field of study rather than being inherent in the problem itself. 

To expound the thesis, let me start with the conception of the 
individual as a micro- and the collectivity as a macro-phenomenon. 
To the degree to which this view searches for unity in the individual 
and sees the collectivity as a compound of these units it leads directly 
to methodological individualism which 1 have discussed before. As 
indicated, the thrust of certain areas of micro-level research has been 
to dissolve the notion of the self as consisting entirely of the willing 
consciousness of an individual organism, and to thereby challenge the 
conception of macro-phenomena as composed of the aggregated 
actions of individ uals. The research initiated by William J ames and 
George Herbert Mead has distinguished the self, person, or 
individual from the physical organism with whose cognitive processes 
or behavioural repertoire it has often been identified.38 At the same 
time it renounced a conception of the self as split from the environ
ment and from other human beings, positing a multiplicity of selves 
constituted in communicative interaction. James, for example, distin
guished between a social self (as perceived by others), a material self 
(the self of possessions and belongings) and a spiritual self (the 
psychological faculties) , which were later to be elaborated in Mead's 
dialectic between the 'I' and the 'Me'. Today we are confronted with 
the notion of multiple identities which appear to be insulated rather 
than to be functionally integrated into just one person, or one 
individuality.:1Y 

The tremendous complexity which attempts to deal with the self, 
the individual or the person, arises out of two dimensions.40 A person 
is capable of manifesting a mul tiplicity of personas of which some are 
seen to be role-based, while others appear situation-based or drama
turgical, and some take part in the inner dramatic productions which 
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apparently are routinely enacted by individuals. A second dimension 
refers to the cycle of reflexivity by which persons are tied (Q the 
sym bolic actions and reflections of others as well as of themselves, and 
by which they do in fact constitute their selves. Given these two 
dimensions, there appears to be no theoretical justification for taking 
the individual for granted as a simple, elementary unit of social 
action. At the same time of course the dichotomy between individual 
and collective becomes jeopardized, no longer serving to illuminate 
micro- and macro-levels of social analysis. 

Now it could be argued that the more analytically relevant distinc
tion is that between action and structure rather than that between 
individual and collectivity, and that regardless of any dissolution of 
the individual as a natural unit of the social world, the notion of 
purposeful, intentional action can be retained as a basic element out 
of which are built structures of patterned relationships between actors 
(not individuals!). However, such an argument would have to con
fron t the phenomenon that for much of micro-social research, the act 
has become a complicated process composed of verbal and non
verbal elements and tied to cognitive structures such as 'frames', 
'scripts' or 'plans'. Micro-sociologies have increasingly used tape
and video-recordings of observations which have made us acutely 
aware of a fine-grained structure of social action not normally noticed 
by the sociologist. Research in this tradition has suggested that the 
encoding and decoding of the meaning of social acts attends to 
composing features such as eye glances, body positions and body 
movements. In addition, since it has been recognized that verbal 
messages have performative functions and must be considered as 
speech acts,41 a whole new repertoire of physical cues linked to lin
guistic utterances has been found to be relevant to action meaning. 
For example, there seems to be some consensus among linguists that 
tone-units are the organizational device the speaker employs for 
dividing discourse into message blocks, i.e. for conveying communi
cative acts. The speaker has a choice between rising and falling tone 
movements, and combinations thereof, to perform different acts with 
one and the same sequence ofwords.42 

While linguists, sociologists and psychologists have thus displayed 
the behavioural complexity of what we commonly call an act, the new 
emerging discipline of 'cognitive science' has been concerned with 
conceptual representation and processing aspects which underlie the 
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identification and interpretation of action in context. For example, a 
simple act like 'give' will be represented by a structural network (a 
schema) including different agents, objects and subschemata, 
analogous to a play with the internal structure of the schema corre
sponding to the script of the play.43 Much mainstream research in 
micro-sociology, on the other hand, has paid less attention to the 
behavioural and cognitive processes underlying single social acts 
than to the interlocking turn-taking behaviour of different social 
actors in particular situations. Thus those most concerned with social 
action have either moved to the cognitive-linguistic level underlying 
social action, or to the level of situated interaction which I have 
outlined in connection with methodological situationalism. We can 
also say that they have moved to topics and concepts below or above the 
level ofpurposive, meaningful action. 

Most sociologists today would probably subscribe to the assump
tion that the social sciences are interested in action, where 'action' 
according to the classical definition of Ma x Weber includes all human 
behaviour 'when and insofar as the acting individual attaches a 
subjective meaning to it' .44 While authors such as Winch seem to have 
held that sociological explanations are exhausted by actors' explana
tions in terms of their intentions, the predominant view seems to draw 
more upon Schutz's two-stage model of sociological methodology. 
According to this model, actions must first be described, and under
stood in terms of actors' meanings after which they can be explained 
by concepts meaningful to the analyst and the audience.4f> Whatever 
explicit commitment micro-sociologies have to this programme, their 
research often testifies to a different practice. On the one hand it has 
illustrated the interactively and contextually accomplished character 
of actors' meanings. Thus it has not drawn upon actors' avowed 
intentions as the sociologist's resource and first step towards explana
tion, but rather shown that actors' meanings are themselves cOTlStituted 
within social relationships. On the other hand, directions such as 
ethnomethodology have proclaimed themselves uninterested in 
actors' intentions and have given most attention to the apparently not 
specifically motivated routine practices of everyday life. 

In short, both directions have in fact replaced the classic concept of 
individually meaningful social action by some notion of situated inter
action or practice, in a sense declaring individual. purposeful action a 
derivative rather than a constituent of these larger structures. If there is 
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today a social 'unit' emerging from micro-sociological research which 
is considered relevant to macro-social phenomena, it is the episode tif 
situated interaction (including routine) which will have to be considered 
as a candidate. The point here is of course that in the process of 
looking at these larger units (or, for that matter, at the previously 
mentioned smaller units of a more basic and tacit structure of action), 
the dichotomy between action and structure has been dissolved as a 
theoretically significant dimension oSthe micro-macro problem. 

Let me now turn to a third dichotomy which might easily lend itself 
to the present discussion. The notion of macro-social structures as a 
compound of individuals or of individually meaningful action entails 
that more complexity is attributed to the former than to the latter. In 
other words, it entails the assumption that complexity has something to 
do with size and scale, and that the distinction between complexity 
and uniformity (or simplicity) might allow us to distinguish between 
micro- and macro-social phenomena. This assumption does indeed 
have some tradition in sociology. One of the obvious features of the 
modern world is the increase in the scale of political units such as 
states and nations which are sometimes effectively united. Though 
there have of course been large empires in the past, their existence is 
said to be sociologically contingent, and many more small-scale 
communities seem to have existed.46 For the social sciences, the term 
'small-scale society' has become almost synonymous with anthro
pologists' 'native tribes'. 

In information theory, complexity is measured in terms of variety, 
which means in terms of the number of different, constitutive 
elements of a system.47 This notion, however, depends crucially on 
what is considered as a constitutive element, a choice left to the 
observer. In social theory complexity has usually meant functional 
differentiation, noteworthy specialization arising from the division of 
labour by which Durkheim distinguished modern from traditional 
societies. Neo-evolutionism postulates a general direction of develop
ment toward greater differentiation and hence greater interdepen
dence and functional complementarity of societies. The ideal type of a 
folk society, Redfield writes, is isolated, non-literate, homogeneous 
and small, with a strong sense of gl'OUp solidarity and ways of living 
conventionalized into a coherent culture.48 From there we move to 
large size, density and heterogeneity of population, and functional 
differentiation. 
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So it seems that if we consider the functions performed by members 
of societies as their constitutive elements, we find a correlation 
between scale and complexity. On the other hand, at least some 
anthropologists have argued that, when measured by the concerns of 
their members, relatively small-scale societies are much more 
complex than we are led to expect.49 For example, there often are 
many specialized crafts and groups specialized in particular ecologies 
or in mediating between and controlling access to other groups. There 
are specialized manufacturers, musicians and poets, warriors and 
genealogical experts. Hence it is entirely possible that when measured 
against the scale of the culture, there is no surplus of complexity 
associated with the larger size, even if we consider no other criterion 
than functional differentiation. If, on the other hand, we admit a 
different variety the picture may change even more drastically. 

We need hardly remind ourselves that there is at least one tradition 
of theories of modern society which assert that our world is tending 
toward greater standardization, conformity and uniformity, in brief 
toward greater homogeneity rather than toward variety.50 As many 
have cried out, the larger society is also the mass society, atomized 
and marked by a ruthless erosion of regional and group differenti
ations. The USA, for example, should also be more monocultural, 
ethnocentric and parochial than many smaller societies, a thesis not 
totally implausible to its enlightened inhabitants. The border con
ditions which in the large society imply that most of its members will 
have contact only with other members of the society, equality of 
education and a mass production economy can be seen to contribute 
to the homogeneity.51 

The point here is of course not to hold theories which posit a 
development towards greater complexity against theories of mass 
society. Both theoretical traditions may even be compatible with each 
other. The point is to illustrate that any correlation between size and 
complexity depends on the choice of the element whose variety is 
considered. What is the relevance, for example, offunctional diversity 
compared with a more massive economic, political or cultural unifica
tion which can presumably also be argued? But the correlation 
between size and complexity not only depends on the choice and 
definition of the element considered, it also depends on the k.nowledge 
cif the observer. In information theory, the variety of a system is at the 
same time a measure ofthe information which we do not have, that is 
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of our ignorance regarding the system.52 However, this complexity 
becomes visible only in relation to an order which we have reasons to 
believe exists, or which we search to identify. We have seen that our 
notions of the individual and of social action have vastly increased in 
complexity as soon as they have become a focus of empirical studies. I 
assume that nobody would pretend that the problem of what consti
tutes a person or of what we are talking about when we refer to social 
acts has been resolved in micro-sociological research. However, this 
research has pointed out the enormous complexity of the micro-trans
actions of social life, and the drawbacks of a research tradition that 
proceeds to measure 'social reality' while largely ignoring this fine
grained structure. 

Thus, complexity per se is not a distinctive characteristic of an 
increase in scale, and the dichotomy between complexity and uni
formity seems of little help in distinguishing between micro- and 
macro-social phenomena. What if we now turn to the notion of power 
as a concept distinctively relevant to macro-level phenomena? Power 
has been called a notoriously contested concept which carries the load 
of long-standing and unresolved disputes in philosophy and in 
political and social theory. 53 However, many of the more prominent, 
empirically relevant conceptions have defined power in terms of a 
capacity to realize one's will (Weber), or the objective interests ofa 
social class (Poulantzas) against the resistance of others.54 They 
entail a notion of power which is measured by the extent of influence of 
an agent or a group, by the reach of personal or corporate action, by the 
number of those who are regulated and dominated by a source of 
power, or by the volume of resources and relationships which can be 
mobilized in a power struggle. Size thus becomes a correlate of power, 
as reflected in our everyday vocabulary which associates big with 
powerful and important, and small with insignificance. Can the 
dichotomy between power and powerlessness, or freedom of power, 
be used to get a grip on the micro-macro distinction? 

In recent social theory power has not been linked to 'great' indi
viduals, but rather to collectivities or to societal structures. Since the 
age of despots and princes has passed, it is political, ideological and 
professional elites interlocked in networks of transaction and com
munication which have caught our attention. Mills's analysis of 
power elites and studies of the 'military-industrial complex' which 
emerged in the USA after the Second World War provide examples 
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for this conception of power. The structuralist position is best repre
sented in the recent Marxist discussion by Althusser and his succes
sors. Structure here refers to an objective system of relations of 
production, to social classes and the state. Power is 'an effect of the 
ensemble of the structures' on the relation between social classes. The 
state, repressive, indoctrinating, and external to a self-regulating 
economy, according to Althusser, takes on a constitutive role in the 
reproduction of the power relations between classes analysed by 
Poulantzas. Both agree, however, in their ridicule of any humanism of 
a Marxist or existential kind which grants freedom and creativity to 
individual agency. Power remains inherently a large-scale, macro
phenomenon irreducible to interpersonal relations or individual 
action.55 

Within the French discussion, Foucault has repeatedly attacked 
the Marxist position for identifYing power with the state, or with the 
ensemble of institutions and the 'apparatus' which guarantee the 
subordination of citizens in a given state. This tendency, which is of 
course well entrenched in the history of political thought in general, 
has contributed to our view of power as monolithic and repressive, as 
a binary and global opposition between those who dominate and 
those who are dorrinated. Against this conception Foucault has 
argued that power emerges from local arenas of action. Power is 
strictly relational and cannot exist other than as a function of multiple 
points of resistance. The play of power relations is complex, instable, 
self-transforming, and never definitely sure of a particular global 
effect. The effects of power are not only repressive, but also produc
tive, entailing positive results. In short Foucault has argued that 
power must be analysed as a micro process of social life, as an all
pervading phenomenon which emerges everywhere out of the infin
itesimal violences of concrete, local transactions.56 

Foucault's programme can be linked to a variety of results arising 
from microscopic analyses of social interactions. Though micro
sociological studies have not, in general, employed the notion of 
power as a topic or resource of their analyses, many of the results of 
these studies can readily be seen to illuminate aspects of power in the 
interplay of social action. For example, juvenile delinquents emerge 
from Cicourel's extended observational study of law enforcement 
agencies and of police and probation files as the collaborative product 
of parents, arresting officers, counsellors, judges and others, of the 
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judgments and prejudgments they bring to bear in conversations 
selectively pieced together into official records, and of the resources 
juvenile suspects and their parents are able to mobilize and to insert 
into the process. 57 Thus, they emerge as the product of multiple forces 
and powers associated with strategic positions, of techniques of per
suasion and tactical moves in conversations, of implicit alliances , and 
of interest affiliations. It is hardly difficult to translate the results of 
this and other studies of a similar nature into the language of power, if 
so desired. 

The relevance microscopic studies can have for what Foucault has 
called the micro-pJrysics of power is best exem plified in a tradition which 
explicitly incorporated a notion of micro-power. I am referring to the 
sociologically informed work on schizophrenia and the family, partic
ularly by Ronald Laing and his followers. 58 Studies in this direction 
have displayed the family and other interpersonal institutions as a 
microcosm of potential hate, envy, fear and mutual self-destruction. 
In short, as the locus of a power struggle no less complicated than that 
of the larger political system. As Brittan has noted, 20 years ago it is 
unlikely that the following passage would have appeared in a 
standard sociological text:59 

The essential similarity between the family and more complex 
political systems is, that, in both, relations ofdominance and 
submission res t in the last analysis on violence or threat of violence. 
Father can out-whack mother, who in turn can out-whack the 
children, at least until adolescence, when parental authority 
becomes challenged. Power is not automatically received and 
unquestioningly accepted. It is in the nature of power to be 
resented and challenged and defended by those who hold it. 
Violence, or the threat of violence, is the ultimate argument in a 
power contest. The average family is no more exempt from violence 
than the average state, though our ideology concerning the family 
makes us reluctant to accept the fact. 

The point here is not whether the somewhat schematic derivation 
of power from violence in the above quote is appropriate to everyday 
transactions, but rather that the text refers to power as a routine 
component of close encounters, even though the respective relation
ships may be intended by agents to provide emotional security and 
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love. Given the pervasiveness of relations of force in micro-social 
interaction, it is of course not clear why the notion of power should be 
reserved for a characterization of the body politic, or of structural 
class relations. 

Micro-social research leads to the same conclusion in regard to the 
notion of power as it did in regard to the notion of complexity. Though 
both notions are conventionally employed as macro-level concepts, 
studies of the fine structure of social life display their theoretical 
relevance for an understanding of the microcosms of social practice. 
Unless they are restrictively tailored to entail a conceptual relation
ship with size, notions such as power and complexity need not be 
distinctively correlated with the larger scale. 

To conclude this section we can perhaps say that microsocial 
research challenges any conception which identifies power and com
plexity with macro-level phenomena, and it challenges any concep
tion which takes individuals or individually motivated action to be 
unproblematic units of which social phenomena are somehow com
posed. All that we have learned about the micro-processes of power, 
about the processes pertaining to the production and fragmentation 
of individuality, or about the behavioural, cognitive, and interactive 
structures which underlie any single, purposeful act, points to an 
unexplored depth and complexity of micro-level phenomena. It is 
plausible to assume that units presupposed by our natural language 
and present cultural universe will be replaced by more theoretically 
defined units in the process of analysing this complexity. As we shall 
see in the next section, present attempts to reconstruct macro
sociology based upon micro-sociological results proceed methodo
logically by considering the micro-episode as a cosmos of its own, not 
to be divided any further for purposes of macroscopic analysis. In 
passing we might add that sociology is not the only and not the first 
discipline which has come to revise its theoretical and methodological 
conceptions upon discovering a whole new micro-order of events. I 
translate from Prigogine and Stengers's account of the metamor
phosis of natural science, and particularly of physics today:60 

We can no longer take seriously the idea ofa simplicity of the 
microscopic level; the elementary particles are not simple, not any 
simpler than the world of stars. The only objects whose behaviour 
is really simple belong to our world, to our macroscopic level of 
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scale; they are the first objects of Newtonian science, the planets, 
the heavy bodies, the pendulum. Classical science had carefully 
chosen its objects from this intermediary level. We know now that 
this simplicity is not an indicator ofthe fundamental, and that it 
cannot be attributed to the rest of world. 

4 The micro-sociological reconstruction of macro-sociology: 
two hypotheses 

If micro-social research has successfully challenged prevailing defini
tions of the micro-macro problem the following question arises: what 
substitutes has it to offer for the concepts it put into question? Phrased 
differently, where do we stand today and where are we to go from 
here? It is clear that there is no one 'micro-macro problem', and that 
the notion serves as no more than a catchword for what some might 
argue does not even exist in these terms. Most micro-sociologists, as 
well as most of their colleagues who defend a macroscopic view, have 
not addressed the problem explicitly, and their implicit versions are 
often far from clear. The lived experience of many social scientists is 
probably that micro- and macro-conceptions live next door to each 
other like hostile neighbours, mostly ignoring and occasionally 
picking at each other. Yet the work of those who have addressed the 
problem, like the contributors to this book, shows a series of over
lapping concerns as well as some major theoretical divisions . Several 
of the differences relate to long-standing disputes in sociology, such as 
that between centres of theorizing which have been strongly in
ft uenced by Marxist thought and authors who promote a neo-systems 
theory of society. I do not, however, propose a discussion along the 
outworn lines of the divisions which separate schools of thought. 
Rather, I will focus on what I take to be the two newly emerging 
conceptions of macro-social phenomena implied in the present dis
cussion which are consistent with - or explicitly built upon - the 
theoretical and empirical results of microsocial research. I will refer to 
these conceptions as the 'aggregation hypothesis' and the 'hypothesis 
of unintended consequences' . 

The aggregation hypothesis is explicitly and vigorously advanced 
in the work of Randall Collins, but is perhaps also implied, for 
example, by some of the proposals of Aaron Cicourel (see below).61 
In essence it says that macro-phenomena are made up of aggregations 
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and repetitIOns of many similar micro-episodes. Micro-episodes, of 
course, refer to the situated social encounters described by micro
sociologies and discussed in detail earlier in the chapter. 'The stuff of 
social structure', as Brittan calls it, are the social situations in which 
we engage, the situated interactions which are partially structured by 
past definitions and yet at the same time 'always open' to reinter
pretations.62 Since by definition we cannot ever leave these micro
situations whether we do research or participate in practical action, 
all evidence regarding macroscopic phenomena must be aggregated 
from such micro-experiences. The proposal can, for example, bridge 
the gap between the notion of social class as a collective, macro-level 
phenomenon advanced by Marxist traditions and the notion of social 
class as a habitus (Bourdieu) or as an attribute of individuals 
surveyed in social research (see Ham~, below}.63 If class relations are 
seen to consist of a multitude of situations in which those who dispose 
of the means of production confront and exploit those who do not, a 
social class can presumably be defined in accordance with the aggre
gation hypothesis as the sum total of individuals who engage in their 
working-life situations in similar relations of this kind. Along the 
same lines the notion of mobility can be traced down to, among other 
things, the classroom decisions of the school personnel who create 
official educational records which are later used selectively in specific 
situations to determine a student's career advancement (see Cicourel, 
below). 

In defining the micro-elements of social reality, to include inter
action, relationships, internal environments, power, etc. - that is all 
sociologically interesting phenomena - macro-phenomena can be 
logically derived from micro-situatipns. The above proposal draws 
the micro-sociological 'revolution' to what is perhaps its most radical 
conclusion. Note that macro-phenomena emerge from this move as 
taxonomic properties in the sense of Ham! (see below), that is as 
'societal' properties derived from the formation of similarity classes 
based upon selected membership criteria. Though social strata or 
mobility rates thus defined may be said to characterize social 'struc
ture', these notions do in fact refer to aggregate sets of similar epi
sodes. We can also say that structure is seen as internal to the episodes 
themselves rather than to consist of patterns of interrelationships 
between episodes. And society is characterized by the (aggregated) 
properties derived from the analysis of these internal structures. 
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In contrast to the aggregation hypothesis, the hypothesis of unin
tended consequences does not relate macro-phenomena to that which 
visibly or knowingly happens in micro-situations. Rather, it postu
lates properties of a more global system which emerge by virtue of the 
unintended (in addition to the intended) consequences of micro-events. 
The hypothesis is suggested in this volume by the work of Harre and 
Giddens. Harrc~ construes the macro-order in analogy to the physical 
and biological sciences which are accustomed to the idea of emergent 
properties manifested by a whole but not by its parts when these are 
considered independently. In the social sciences, it is the unintended 
consequences of action which correspond to such emergent properties 
not manifested (not intended) in the micro-episodes of social life. 
However, unlike the natural sciences the social sciences cannot hope 
to get to know the macro-order conceived in terms of emergent 
properties: they are methodologically bound to draw upon members' 
knowledge and accounts, yet ramifications of unintended conse
quences by definition cannot be part of social knowledge. 

According to Harre, the relevance of unintended consequences of 
social action is that they constitute system properties which confront 
us as selection environments offuture action, and which thereby exert 
a diffuse but significant influence upon the course of social events. For 
example, these environments determine (analogously to biological 
evolution) which mutations occurring in micro-social practices will 
'take' and persist to create actual social change. Along similar lines 
Giddens, argues that the long-term formation and transformation of 
social institutions must be seen in the light of the unintended 
consequences of social action through which the capability and know
ledgeability of social actors is always bounded. These unintended 
consequences of social action work behind our back and implicate 
transformations which we have to distinguish from the continual and 
contingent reproduction of institutions in everyday life. Giddens 
holds that unintended consequences condition social reproduction and 
hence fundamentally determine the process of structuration through 
which systems are maintained and change over time. Social systems 
appear to exist and to be structured only 'in and through' their 
reproduction in micro-social interactions which are in turn limited 
and modalized through the unintended consequences of previous and 
parallel social action. 

The hypothesis of unintended consequences transcends the purely 
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micro-sociological perspective promoted by the aggregation hypo
thesis by acknowledging influences which operate behind the back of 
agents, and which therefore cannot be found in micro-situations. Yet the 
perspective advanced by the hypothesis of unintended consequences 
is no less radically micro-sociological than the one promoted by the 
aggregation model: it concludes that these macro-influences cannot 
be known through direct evidence, and that we can, at best, derive a 
proof of their existence from extremely simplified conditions. The 
micro-sociological reconstruction of macro-phenomena has remained 
consistent in and of itself. It has derived the macro-order from that 
which can be learned in micro-situations, and if and when a residuum 
of macro-social properties over and above the situation has been 
recognized, it has also been declared unknowable. What is there left 
to say on this position? 

The theoretical model most conspicuously absent from the above 
conceptions is one which addresses the interrelation between situated 
social events, or one which refers to the linkage between the happen
ings of diverse micro-situations. Established sociological theories 
appear to have paid much attention to this phenomenon, conceiving 
of it, for example, in terms of the exchange of goods and services, or in 
terms offunctional interdependence and role differentiation. It may 
not be surprising that the issue is most often raised in this volume by 
authors leaning toward a macroscopic view of social order. For 
example, when the macro is seen as a form of social integration whose 
historical locus for us is the political order (Habermas), reference is 
made to a particular institutional arrangement of organized (i.e. 
interrelated) action such as the state and its further interrelationships 
with those micro-social actions whose integration is at stake. Neo
systems theory (Luhmann) conceives of integration as no longer 
achieved through actual presence as in small-scale societies, but 
through (structural and functional) interrelations between social situ
ations. In this connection, Lidz attributes particular importance to 
symbolic media which circulate information between different arenas 
of action - a precondition, it appears, for their unification and 
combination into societal subsystems of action. In contrast to func
tionalist and Marxist conceptions, Bourdieu has advanced the notion 
of a field as the locus of competitive struggles for the monopoly of 
symbolic capital among agents. Thus the field of Paris fashion or the 
fields of scientific disciplines can be seen as the battlegrounds on 
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which designers and scientists respectively become interrelated 
through their competitive endeavours. 54 

All authors mentioned above hold different views of micro-level 
phenomena and their relation to macro-level questions. Bourdieu 
(see below) rejects distinctions such as those between the individual 
and the social (the collectivity), arguing instead in terms of the 
interaction of two histories - the past which is frozen and objectified in 
positions, laws, machines, etc., and the embodied history which 
makes up the habitus of a person. The micro-macro problem is 
projected here upon the problem of the interaction between agents' 
disposition and (institutional) positions. Habermas, on the other hand, 
postulates an evolutionary learning process which leads to new forms 
of social integration, and which crucially involves individual learning 
capacities. The learning of individuals in marginal groups may 
spread to the interpretative systems of other society members, thus 
creating a cognitively shared potential for reorganizing societal action 
systems . The process involves the institutional embodiment of individ
ually acq uired rationality structures and functions as a pacemaker for 
the development of productive forces. Finally, within neo-systems 
theory, face-to-face interaction is seen to play a crucial role in negoti
ating the boundaries and the locus of an interaction as belonging to a 
certain system, as when an issue is debated as a matter of morals 
versus a matter of the courts (Luhmann) . And Lidz proposes the 
model of transformational grammar - which entails a view of the 
sociological actor as engaged in the interactive transformation of norma
tive materials - to resolve the difference between the creative negotia
tion of social order on the micro-level and the presumably shared 
normative order which integrates society members on a macro-level. 

Macro-sociologically inclined theories sampled in the present 
volume have incorporated many more micro-sociological concepts, as 
illustrated, for example, by Habermas's work on speech perform
ances and distorted communication.65 As noted before, they have also 
proposed mechanisms of interrelation between individuals or situ
ations in connection with their macroscopic stance. On the most 
general level, one could say that it is a characteristic feature of 
macro-sociological approaches to start from the assumption qf such inter
relationships, and to attempt to describe and explain these inter
relationships in their theoretical endeavours. Compared with the 
micro-sociological hypotheses outlined before, the macroscopic 
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orientation can be described as based upon a hypothesis of inter
relation. 

The question which interests us here is whether a microscopically 
reconstructed macro-sociology entailed by some of the contributions 
to this volume can avoid the issue of interrelationships between 
micro-social situations. Duster, for example, draws our attention to 
the transformations which occur routinely in social action, for 
example when a law is passed on from the legal context to different 
contexts of law 'application' . As he points out, to understand these 
transformations requires that we systematically study micro-situ
ations which are related to each other, for example by the circulation 
of a law across different contexts of action. Obviously, the respective 
transformations cannot be examined, and might not even be noticed, 
when a study is restricted to a particular setting. Fauconnier in his 
chapter provides another, more linguistically and epistemologically 
oriented example, when he demonstrates that the notion of truth is 
socially relativized to rituals and contexts, and cannot be studied as 
an autonomous unit independent of social relationships and social 
interaction. Cicourel had already pointed out the need of expanding 
one's knowledge base about the immediate event examined, which 
includes the need of bringing to bear information from situations and 
contexts related to the event. 

In its most extreme version, the demand for considering the context 
and interrelationships of micro-social episodes leads us to Waller
stein's 'world-system', a position which acknowledges only one clear
cut and inclusive system, the 'modern world' . Characteristically, 
Wallerstein arrives at this position in the struggle for delimiting units 
of analysis, that is contexts of interrelated historical events.66 To such 
all-encompassing strategies of contextualization radical micro-socio
logical perspectives supply the antithesis of a monadic conception, 
which looks for the happenings of social life within micro-events 
considered in relative isolation. 

5 The representation hypothesis 

The arguments advanced in the last section leave us with a seeming 
contradiction between two obvious truths: the fact that all social 
action necessarily happens in micro-social situations upon which the 
radical micro-sociological perspectives promoted by Collins and 
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Harre have based their attack and reconstruction of macro-sociology; 
and the equally obvious fact that social events appear to be inter
related which has led authors such as Wallerstein to posit the 'world
system' as the only unit of analysis which justifiably constitutes an 
(all-inclusive) whole. One way out of the dilemma is to postulate 
levels of system formation and systems differentiation which start 
with interaction systems and end up with societal systems (see 
Luhmann, below). Thus neo-systems theory arrives at a hierarchy of 
more inclusive systems whose interrelationship is itself a topic of 
analysis. 

But what if we insist, for methodological and ontological reasons, 
on the primacy of micro-social situations whatever the 'level' to which 
the respective action can be attributed? What if we attempt to carry 
the micro-sociological perspective as far as possible while at the same 
time attempting to avoid the pitfalls of Leibniz's monadism? I take 
this to mean that we start from the fact that transactions attributed to 
' the state' no less than family transactions or private interlocutions 
with oneself arise in micro-situations and need to be studied in these 
situations. Yet at the same time we would have to recognize that 
micro-transactions always in principle transcend the immediate 
situation or, more radically speaking, we would have to concede that 
many micro-situations appear on!>' to exist in virtue of other such situations. 
In the language of micro-perspectives this implies that many defini
tions of the situation are construed relational!>" by reference to other 
imputed, projected or reconstructed situations and events. Thus 
another way out of the dilemma posed above may be to endorse the 
model of social reality as composed of micro-social situations, but at 
the same time to expand this model by taking into account the 
macro-constructions endogenous to these situations. 

To expound the thesis, let me start by an example. I want to 
propose that the problem of unintended consequences which plays 
such a crucial role in one of the reconceptions of the macro-social 
order can be clarified, if not resolved, if the situationally construed 
representations through which agents map a field of interrelation
ships between scenes of action are not ignored. Consider a renowned 
historical account of a whole explosion of unforeseen effects , the 
history of the Thirty Years War by C. V. Wedgwood.67 Historical 
accounts provide ready illustrations of unintended consequences, 
given that they usually cover a larger time span than sociological 
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studies. According to Wedgwood, the Thirty Years War is itself the 
outstanding example of a meaningless conflict which nobody wanted, 
which proved economically destructive and socially degrading for 
most who engaged in it, and which solved no problem and left both 
the Catholics and Protestants involved unsatisfied:611 

The overwhelming majority in Europe, the overwhelming majority 
in Germany, wanted no war; powerless and voiceless, there was no 
need even to persuade them that they did. The decision was made 
without thought of them. Yet of those who, one by one, let 
themselves be drawn into the conflict, few were irresponsible 
and nearly all were genuinely anxious for an ultimate and better 
peace. Almost all- one excepts the King of Sweden -were actuated 
rather by fear than by lust of conquest or passion offaith. They 
wanted peace and they fought for thirty years to be sure of it. 

How is it that not only those who had no voice but also those who 
ruled and had the power to decide for or against a war 'let themselves 
be drawn into the conflict', one by one? The first obvious thing to note 
is that no one of the leading politicians ever decided for 'the Thirty 
Years War'. They decided to locally intervene or to wait, to help out 
with troops or money, to curtail somebody's power or to seize upon an 
advantage. For at least 17 months after the date of 1618 traditionally 
assigned to the outbreak of the war, it was apparently not clear 'even 
to the leading men in the countries most deeply concerned', that the 
revolt of that date rather than any other incident in that stormy time 
had initiated a war.69 How did the original incident which consisted 
of the overthrow of an unpopular Catholic government by rising 
Protestants in Prague grow into a conflict of that size and duration? 
The Elector Palatine of the upper Rhenish Palatinate became con
vinced that this was an occasion to break the Hapsburg succession to 
the imperial throne by wresting the crown of Bohemia from lhe 
Hapsburg family. His advisors may even have played a role in engi
neering the revolt. While the Elector Frederick busied himself in 
Prague, the Spaniards moved into his Palatinate which proved 
crucial in bringing the manpower of the north Italian plains into 
action in Flanders, by which they planned an attack after an earlier 
truce had expired. The Protestant princes of Germany had thought to 
end the war by sacrificing Frederick, but were moved to further action 
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by the Spanish move. Equally, the Dutch moved against the Spanish 
plan by subsidizing Frederick in order that he regain the Palatinate 
on the Rhine, after he had lost Bohemia. The newly elected Hapsburg 
emperor renewed his coalition with Catholic German princes and 
proceeded against Frederick's plan. And so forth. 

The above lines which hardly cover 3 years of the war can only 
indicate how futile it is to attempt to summarize a complicated 
sequence of events which involved virtually all European centres of 
power and their diplomatic and military schemes in a few sentences. 
They may however give us a sense of the interrelatedness and recip
rocal interdependence of these events. The point I wish to make is first 
that we are dealing with events chained together by the mutual expecta
tions, imputations of interests, misread communications, fears, 
grudges, and finally by the concrete projects of the parties involved 
with or against each other. And second, that there appears to be 
nQthing unintelligible about this chain of events and its 'unintended' 
outcome if we take the trouble to look concretely at the relevant scenes 
of action and their interrelation, however complicated. If agents' 
intentions were continually frustrated in this war, it is, according to 
the historian, because they had been built upon assumptions about 
other relevant agents which did not hold water, and it is because other 
agents had moved against the respective intentions in an attempt to 
further their own interests. Our recourse to the notion of unintended 
consequences may become redundant, at least as far as social conse
quences are concerned, if the interrelation of scenes of action by and 
for agents construed through representations of mutual knowledge, 
intentions, projects, interests, etc., are given adequate consideration. 

What exactly is involved in taking into account the relational 
character of agents' definitions of the situation? It seems that we can 
either adopt, not unlike agents themselves, a birdseye perspective and 
proceed to reconstruct the network of interrelated affairs which 
emerges from these definitions. This is the perspective which appears 
to underlie macroscopic orientations. Or we can take a step back and 
start from the representations by which agents and sociologists alike 
construe these interrelations. It has perhaps been the major thrust of 
Cicourel's work to document interactional and organizational 
accounting procedures and decision-making activities whereby 
situated events are routinely transformed into summary measures , 
aggregated distributions, bureaucratic records, and similar macro-
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information. 70 The macro emerges from such work not as the sum of 
unintended consequences of micro-episodes nor as their aggregate or 
network of interrelations, but rather as a summary representation 
actively constructed and pursued within micro-situations. In other 
words, the macro appears no longer as a particular layer of social reality 
on top of micro-episodes composed of their interrelation (macro
sociologies), their aggregation (aggregation hypothesis) , or their 
unforeseen effects (hypothesis of unintended consequences). Rather, 
it is seen to reside within these micro-episodes where it results from the 
structuring practices of agents. The outcome of these practices are repre
sentations which thrive upon an alleged correspondence to that w'hich 
they represent, · but which at the same time can be seen as highly 
situated constructions which involve several levels of interpretation 
and selection. We can also say that agents routinely transform 
situated micro-events into summary representations by relying on 
practices through which they convince themselves of having achieved 
appropriate representation. 

The constructed character of representations and the practices 
involved can perhaps best be illustrated in cases encompassing whole 
technologies of representation, for example in econometrics. Every few 
months, economists represent the state of national and supra national 
'economies' by estimating - with the help of linear equation models 
and large-scale computers - the development of investments, exports, 
imports, private and public consumption, the gross national product 
and other economic indicators. Normally, the first prognosis is made 
in the autumn and refers to the subsequent year. It will be revised 
several times until, at the last revision, what is calculated is a repre
sen ta tion of the economic si tuation of the year just passed. Calcula
tions are based on input indicators prepared, for example, by statis
tical bureaus and other agencies. 

However, the results of the first computer run of the model usually 
do not cor~espond to the expectations and desires of those who 
atteJ:llpt to map the economic situation. Consequently, there will be 
many more runs, in which more plausible and justifiable values are 
generated through manipulations of the model, for which there are a 
variety of possibilities .71 Thus, the representation of the economic 
situation which is finally published results from a complex process of 
construction and interpretation which furthermore includes several 
stages, since similar processes of construction and negotiation of 



35 

meaning underlie the generation of the original data series which 
serves as an input for the econometric model. Compared with inter
actional accounting procedures, the process includes formalized tech
niques which do not, however, reduce the selectivity of the process, 
though they may well serve to better stabilize its results: particular 
formal procedures are themselves decision-impregnated, and their appli
cation in situ can be shown to involve continual further interpret
ations, translations, and selections. 72 

I t should be noted in passing that technologies of representation 
are not, as one might expect, an invention of the social sciences. For 
example, history demonstrates that fourteenth-century Inquisitors 
used a kind of standardized questionnaire by which they interviewed 
suspected heretics. In the case of the so-called heresy of the Free 
Spirit, Grundmann has shown that the questionnaire contained liter
ally those eight errors of ' an abominable sect of malignant men known 
as beghards and faithless women known as beguines in the Kingdom 
of Germany' condemned by the Pope at the Council of Vienne in 
1311. 7a These 'heretic' doctrines were the questions posed to the 
suspects in Latin to test their faith. Yet not only the questions were 
standardized, the answers had also been predetermined - and, appar
ently, the answers given by the first heretic condemned as a Free 
Spirit quite literally served (after they had been translated into Latin) 
as response categories in future examinations. Answers by later 
'heretics' were written down as much in accordance with the original 
formulation as possible, or else it was only particular deviations and 
additions to the original responses which were noted at all. Thus a 
heretic from Eichstatt and 77 years later a suspect interviewed in 
Mainz claim, by virtually the same words, that they had been pene
trated during devotions by a terrible, agonizing sound from the top 
of the church, and that they had thereby been inspired by the Holy 
Spirit. Based upon the accordance which they thus identified, 
Inquisitors convinced themselves of the existence of a morally 
abhorrent sect of the 'Brothers and Sisters of the Free Spirit' (also 
beghards and beguines), and proceeded to eliminate its members. It 
is clear that their practice of prosecution resulted in ever new con
firmations of the sect. Until very recently, historians too joined force 
with the Inquisitors in an attempt to reconstruct the heresy.74 It is 
only a few years since a closer examination of the historical sources 
of these reconstructions showed that the heresies of the late Middle 
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Ages may actually have been generated by the methods Inquisitors 
used.':; 

The case of the heresy of the Free Spirit is interesting not only 
because it invokes certain analogies to the procedure of empirical 
social research, but also because we are alerted to the proximity - if 
not identity - between representation and reification. This proximity 
can also be demonstrated in the case of econometrics. For example, a 
comparison made between econometric prognoses for the years 
1974-9, and actual economic development as measured by the 
variables which the models predict, shows for the first predictions a 
coefficient of determination - and consequently an explained 
variance - near zero. 76 The prognoses seem to be no better than 
chance predictions, and the accordance between different institutes 
engaged in econometric modelling is much higher (R2 > .60) than 
between any single prognosis and later actual values of economic 
indicators. Matters improve only with the fourth revision which 
already draws upon actual data from the first few months of the year 
for which predictions are made. By the time of the last revision, we 
have an almost complete agreement. This is, however, hardly surpris
ing given that the last revision retrospectively 'predicts' the economic 
situation of the year just passed and represented by 'real' input values 
in the model. 

The correspondence or non-correspondence between the repre
senting and the represented is not only a matter of epistemological 
reflection, but also an issue of everyday contestation among partici
pants. In other words, not only are summary representations actively 
construed and pursued in everyday social interaction, the equiva
lence between these constructions and that which they represent must 
also be seen as actively negotiated, interpreted and constructed. On 
the one hand, this is simply part of the self-referential character of 
social life by which issues pursued may also become topics ofthema
tization. On the other hand, such thematizations are part of a reper
toire of social strategies by which claims connected to a particular 
summary representation can be challenged and replaced. What I 
want to suggest is that representations as understood here are not 
imaginary pictures of the world which belong to the realm of free
floating ideas. Summary representations are not only routinely and 
actively constructed in everyday life, they are also routinely invested 
with faith and interests, they are fought over and manipulated. As the 
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study of science has shown, to construe a certain representation of the 
world is in principle always at the same time a matter of truth 
(correspondence, equivalence) and a matter of political strategy, that 
is of imposing one's say and of instituting certain consequences with OT 

against others. 
To illustrate this point let us turn, for a moment, to the story of 

Enoch Powell as recounted by F. G. Bailey.77 Powell was a Conser
vative MP who, through only three formal speeches delivered in 1968, 
rose from an eccentric and minor member of the party's elite to a 
national figure who eclipsed the leaders of English public life. He did 
this by transforming the question of coloured immigrants from India, 
Pakistan, etc. from a matter of 'localized grumbling' and occasional 
disorders in some poor areas of industrial cities to a matter of national 
heritage and interest. Powell proceeded by presenting statistics on 
immigration and the relative size of the white and the coloured 
population. He also told many homely anecdotes of small and 
defenceless persons who hold high standards of decency and work 
ethic, but who are persecuted, molested and discriminated against by 
blacks . By the time of his third speech he had achieved an enormous 
mass following and considerably embarrassed his party, which felt 
that Powell's speeches went far beyond Conservative policies on race. 

Powell's statements provoked three kinds of answers by critics. The 
first simply denied the 'facts' which Powell claimed to present; the 
second type of answer criticized Powell for making a mountain out of 
a mole-hill: and the third accused him of being a racist through 
denying the principle of common humanity which unites all men. 
Interestingly, it was the second type of response through which 
Powell was 'ditched' by one of his party colleagues - Quintin Hogg. 
Hogg dealt with the problem by making many feeble jokes and by 
relegating the 'race question' from the level of the nation and its 
heritage to that of housing and job opportunities in particular areas of 
particular towns, a level easy to deal with in local politics. By 
red ucing the problem to one that had really nothing to do with race or 
culture or Britain, he also effectively reduced Powell as a spokesman 
of 'the people' , and reaffirmed the party establishment. The story 
illustrates the practical negotiations of the scale of a problem, and 
alludes to the investments and strategies by which an issue comes to 
be defined as of micro- or of macro-scale. 

Powell did, of course, not only promote a macro-description of 
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what was in the interest of the decent majority of the country, he also 
promoted himself as a defender of those interests. According to Callon 
and Latour (see below), micro-actors blow themselves up to a macro
size by what could be called 'the Powell strategy', that is by making 
themselves the spokesmen of many others whose following they enlist. 
Callon and Latour offer the example of a corporate actor like Renault 
who attempts to enrol the public for its purpose of increasing or 
sustaining growth by translating the will of the public (regarding 
private cars). In this sense, summarizing the interests of many can be 
equivalent to collecting their support, and thereby to 'embody' a large 
number of people. Political representation is such embodied repre
sentation, in which the represented and the representing are both 
agents rather than events. The sociologically interesting phenomenon 
here is of course that actors come to stand for others in virtue of 
summary representations which are themselves, as we have seen, 
highly internally constructed, and which become the issue of 
processes of intervention, dissolution and substitution. 

As Bailey has argued, an increase in scale goes along with a 
simplification of the perceptual clues for interaction: by simplifying 
one's message, one enlarges the scale of one's congregation. 7K A 
political leader may seek anonymity not only for reasons of privacy, 
but also because this removes his or her rounded humanity from other 
people's perception, and allows for acceptance by a wider audience. 
Macro-information by definition will be more general, more abstract 
and more simplified than the micro-information it represents. Yet 
entropy decreases as scale increases only in relation to the original level 
of scale. The 'state' as circumscribed by a particular constitution can 
be seen as a highly simplified, large-scale abstraction. However, the 
concrete enactment of this abstraction, the 'state' as a level of 
political-administrative action, involves nothing larger in scale (or 
simpler in structure) than the situated micro-interactions of members 
of congress and parliament, or of the people who frequent such 
localized government sites as the White House or 10 Downing Street. 

The issue is complicated by the fact that we tend to conceive of the 
affairs of the 'state' as matters more complex than those of micro
social action, as indicated before,19 while at the same time reducing 
them by way of aggregate measurement to a leve1less complex than 
that of everyday practical action. The assumption that higher order 
levels of social life must also be more complex seems to be derived 
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from the assumption that they somehow subsume levels of smaller 
scale, which in turn seems to be related to the idea that macro
structures effectively control micro-events. However, we may remind 
ourselves that the degree, desirability and effectivity of such control is 
a continual matter of controversy and struggle in social life. ·Indeed, 
we might just as plausibly assume that micro-social interactions 
evolve parallel to, and partially independent of, activities qualified as 
belonging to a higher hierarchical level. For example, Braudel, in his 
study of economic development in pre-industrial Europe, distin
guishes between at least three different economies: the market 
economy which governs our statistics; an informal, self-sufficient 
infra-economy of short-distance exchanges of goods and services; and 
a transnational economy of privileged actors such as the big mer
chants of Amsterdam who engaged in 'world'-wide trade and played 
complicated credit games. ~o It is clear that none of these economies 
simply subsumed the others, though there may have been influences 
and cross-references. Similarly, Wedgwood describes the peasantry 
and indeed the 'great majority' of the people in Europe during the 
period of the Thirty Years War not only as ignorant of but also as 
indifferent to the dynastic ambitions which governed the political and 
diplomatic relations. Of course it was the latter which brought about 
and sustained a prolonged war. Yet except for the actual districts of 
fighting, the civilian population is said to have remained undisturbed 
by wars fought largely by professional armies, at least until the need 
for money caused an exceptional levy on their wealth.HI 

I t follows that there may be no difference in scale nor in consequen
tiality between the mutually related actions of statesmen, diplomats 
and business multinationals, on the one hand, and the locally inter
related actions of peasants and townsfolk, on the other. Both versions 
of interaction are equally microscopic in structure, though they 
obviously involve significantly different distances in space. The direct 
and indirect influence may be as great as the effects of politicians' 
actions on the former, for example by means of taxation. It should 
also be noted that whatever effects there do exist will become recon
structed, reinterpreted and modified through local practices. These 
are the transformations to which Duster (see below) refers when he 
illustrates the changes a law undergoes as it moves from congressional 
hearings to local enforcement agencies and to those concerned by the 
bill. 
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However, there can be no doubt in regard to the above examples 
that there has been a difference of voice and visibility, and of the 
macro-claims associated with the representations construed in differ
ent arenas of action. As a result, it is the dynasties of Europe which 
populate our history books, and it is a certain level of market 
exchange which dominates our economic statistics. In principle, we 
may achieve more by studying the production of such claims in their 
micro-social environment rather than to take them at face value. This 
is not to ignore or neglect the issue of power which hides beneath 
everyday differentiations between 'big' and 'small' actors. It is, how
ever, to relocate and redress questions of power, as I have suggested 
before. 

6 Conclusion 

Macro-social theories and methodologies have generally focused 
their interest on the interrelationship of social action. They have 
promoted conceptions of (macro) social order which start from an 
interrelation hypothesis and employed notions such as social system 
and social structure to deal with this interrelation. In contrast, micro
social theories and methodologies favour conceptions which start 
from the ontological and methodological primacy of micro-social 
situations. While this has resulted in a long-standing challenge of 
macro-approaches to social reality, attempts to reconstruct macro
sociology from a micro sociological perspective are new. I have out
lined the aggregation hypothesis advanced by Collins and the hypo
thesis of unintended consequences which I have identified with the 
work of Harn~ and (partly) Giddens as two major attempts in this 
direction. In addition, I have promoted a representation hypothesis 
as supported by much of the work of Cicourel and his students, and 
(despite their macroscopic stance) by some of the theses of Call on and 
Latour in this volume. The main difference between the representa
tion hypothesis and the other two hypotheses is perhaps that it 
conceives of the macro as actively construed and pursued within 
micro-social action , while the aggregation hypothesis and the hypo
thesis of unintended consequences regard the macro-order as an 
emergent phenomenon composed of the sum or the unintended effects 
of micro-events. Pushed to its extreme, the representation hypothesis 
would have to deny the existence of a macro-order apart from the 
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macro-representations which are routinely accomplished in micro
social action. Note that according to the representation hypothesis, 
we expect to find macro-structuring practices not only in big politics 
of big business, but also within the more homespun spheres of 
everyday life. Note also that it is these practices through which agents 
presumably convince themselves of achieving equivalence between 
the representing and the represented, and oflegitimately substituting 
the former for the latter. In this context reification can be seen as 
defined by such substitutions which conceal the 'decision-Iadenness' 
of the processes through which representations are actively negoti
ated and constructed, challenged and deconstructed. 

I t is clear that all three hypotheses outlined here do not yet go far 
enough in their attempt to reconceive of the 'macro-order' from the 
perspective of micro-social theory and methodology. Specifically, 
assertions which imply a dissolution of our received notions of the 
macro-order by declaring such an order as non-existent, unknowable, 
or as nothing but aggregated micro-episodes may raise a series of 
angry questions none of which has been addressed sufficiently yet. At 
least some of what is said in this volume which bears on the three 
hypotheses sketched may directly contradict learned sociological 
intuitions and the rhetoric of everyday life. We need to do a lot more 
work on the process of reification in micro-social situations, and on 
the issue of interrelationships between micro-situations. 

The problem of social order is of course as old as social theory, yet 
in the past two decades it often appeared quietly forgotten in the 
struggle and the widening gap between micro- and macro-social 
the~ries and methodologies. Happily, the authors of this book have 
set about rethinking and researching the problem based upon the 
theoretical and methodological developments of recent years, and 
their results suggest that the issue has gained much potential and 
appeal in its slumber. We are now not only in a new position to raise 
the question of the relation between micro- and macro-social theory 
and methodology, but also to point out new directions in which to 
search for a resolution. Quite obviously I think that this direction will 
be heavily informed (but not bounded) by advances in the more 
microscopic approaches, for it is there that most theoretical and 
methodological developments have taken place. I also believe in the 
seeming paradox that it is through micro-social approaches that we 
will learn most about the macro-order, for it is these approaches 
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which through their unashamed empiricism afford us a glimpse of the 
reality about which we speak. Certainly, we will not get a grasp of 
whatever is the whole of the matter by a microscopic recording of 
face-to-face interaction. However, it may be enough to begin with if 
we can - for the first time - hear the macro-order tick. 
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