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The micro-social order
Towards a reconception
Karin Knorr-Cetina

There is a venerable tradition in sociology which argues that social
analysis is divided between individualism and collectivism, or between action perspectives and structuralist views, and that one or the
other (depending on the writer's preference) arbitrarily reduces social phenomena to one level of reality. In 1939, an article in the
American Journal of Sociology argued that the main stream of
sociological thought had forgotten the question whether individuals
or structures are the ultimate units of social reality, and analysed
social phenomena in terms of the meaningfully oriented actions of
persons reciprocally related to each other (Wirth, 1939: 966). In the
eighties, the issue is vigorously alive, with theorists like Parsons
sometimes assigned to the individualist and sometimes to the structuralist creed (Mayhew, 1980, 1981; Ditomaso, 1982). Some reject
the idea of a dichotomous choice between these doctrines, and consider the problem to be the linkage between voluntary action and
social restraints. Within these terms, Bhaskar (1979), Giddens (1979,
1981) and Alexander (1982) have attempted afresh to bridge the gap
between agency and structure.
This chapter presents another analysis of the puzzle, but one which
builds upon a different tradition. I try to follow a line of sociological
thought which dates back at least to Simmel, but one which the
confrontations between individualism and collectivism tend to forget
- the tradition of 'methodological situationalism'. Three attempts
have recently been made to put macro-social issues on a microsociological foundation, taking as a starting-point the social situation
(Cicourel, 1981; Collins, 1981a, 1981b; Ham!, 1980, 1981; KnorrCetina, 1981a). In the following, I will first present the case for
methodological situationalism and then review these attempts . My
object in this chapter is to elaborate in some detail the 'representation hypothesis' of macro-social order as an alternative to the above
conceptions. The elements of this hypothesis are familiar to sociologists. I want to develop a synthesis of these elements.
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Methodological situationalism
For over twenty years, micro-social reseach has been 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 systematic observation and analysis
of everyday life' (Douglas, 1970: 12). The first object of social analysis ought, thinks Goffman, to be ordinary, actual behaviour (1974:
564). Actual behaviour is behaviour in social situations. The sequence of social situations within which we live determines our
experience . This sequence is uninterrupted, since the life-world of
everyday experience is essentially a social world. 1 To understand
social life, we must find our feet in what people do and say in actual
social situations. Radical micro-sociology implies that social objects,
and particularly macro-social phenomena, are unknown and unknowable unless they can be grounded in knowledge derived from
the analysis of micro-social situations.
I shall call methodological situationalism the principle which demands that descriptively adequate accounts of large-scale social phenomena be grounded in statements about actual social behaviour in
concrete situations. This principle assumes that large-scale social
phenomena such as 'the direction of price changes in an industry'
ultimately come about through mundane transactions of people in
micro-social situations. In other words, it is rooted in certain beliefs
about the ontological make-up and causation of social phenomena. It
does not rule out the study of the formal properties or behaviour of
macro-variables from an instrumentalist point of view. We may wish
to predict the impact of changes in one economic indicator upon
others, knowing that the neo-c1assical model by which we make these
predictions is not descriptively adequate. 2 According to the same
logic we develop computers that perform reasonably well at playing
chess like humans, but do not mimic the mechanisms of the human
brain. Nor does the above principle prevent the study of the anatomy
of social bodies, for example of the relationships implied by an
institution design. After all, we have learned from formal analyses of
conversations even though, as Birdwhistell argues, typed transcripts
of conversations are in fact only 'the cadaver of speech' (1971).
Methodological situationalism is reductionist with a view to the
constitution of macro-social reality in the following sense: it assumes
that notions such as 'the State ' ultimately refer to micro-scale transactions, for example to the transactions of government officials. This
form of reductionism is compatible with the Marxist principle that
'men make their own history ... ', though they may not make it
accidentally nor under conditions of free choice - it leaves entirely
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open questions of the existence and efficacy of 'constraints' imposed
upon human action. 3 Reductionism of this kind is commonly presupposed in empirical inquiry . Sociologists, when they study a political
administration, are likely to launch an inquiry into the words and
deeds and situations of those who constitute this 'administration'.
But what if somebody claims that aggregate social and economic
indicators may give a better global picture of this administration's
activities than descriptions of concrete micro-transactions?
Common-sense reductionism , as we might call the above assumption, is an argument about the referent of certain sociologically
important macro-concepts. 'Class relations' refer to transactions between people who, in their daily encounters , bring about these relations . Now assume that these encounters proceeded similarly in the
entire population, and could be recorded in comparable ways across
different situations . Surely in this case there would be no reason to
reject an appropriate aggregate measure of 'class relations'.
Situationalists have charged that we do not possess an empirically
substantiated model of micro-social transactions that would allow us
to adopt without serious hesitations the assumptions of similarity and
comparability upon which aggregate measures are built.
Methodological situationalism is reductionist in a second sense by
virtue of the argument that the data-points from which macromeasures are aggregated are themselves socially accomplished in
particular measurement situations. This has been spelled out most
comprehensively by Aaron Cicourel (1964) . Cicourel challenged the
assumption of traditional sociological methodology that data collected in interviews, official statistics , or other records can be taken at
face value , and that measurement error in so far as it exists can be
coped with through statistical procedure . In contrast, microsociological research sees such data as unspecified collaborative products created in social situations in accordance with the practical
procedures and background assumptions of participants. 4 Since we
cannot assume the working perspectives, methodical procedures, or
negotiated definitions of the situation to be comparable across different occasions , we have no basis for assessing the meaning or validity
of aggregate data outcomes. Methodological reductionism, as one
might call this argument to distinguish it from common-sense reductionism , asserts that short of sufficient knowledge about how data,
records , and reports are generated in different micro-social situations
and across different organizations , the resulting constructs cannot be
accepted as unproblematic indicators of (aggregate) social life.
None of this, it should be noted , entails methodological individualism , the doctrine that social phenomena must be explainable in terms
of particular acts of individual persons (0 'Neill , 1973; W atkins , 1955,
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1957; see also Lemert, 1979). To expound the difference between
methodological situationalism and individualism, I shall draw upon
two arguments: first, the dissolution of the individual person as a
natural unit of social analysis; and, secondly, the rebuttal of the
Weberian explication of social action.
Methodological individualists appear to consider the individual as
a stable and unproblematic source of social action: individuals are
causal agents who produce, mediated by their dispositions and beliefs, a steady flow of social phenomena. Yet research into the nature
of individual persons consistently shows that human beings are not
simple, coherent, stable entities throughout all their encounters.
Obviously, nothing is gained in social analysis from a conflation of
the biological organism with the sociologically relevant person. To
begin with, this person is not a perceptual unit; it can be observed
only through a series of actions and behaviours (Warriner, 1956:
552). In these actions, the person manifests a multiplicity of personas
which have been linked to social roles, to the management of the self,
or simply to different situations. Simmel provides an early and eloquent statement of this 'fragmentation' of the person:
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 vision so that we are no longer
aware of it, so a fragmentary structure is transformed by another's view
into the completeness of an individuality. (1971: 23; emphasis added)

But the locus classicus of the dissolution of the person as a natural
unit is George Herbert Mead. Mead, as we know, finds the person
(the self) arises out of an organism in communicative relations to
others, through a process of taking the attitude of others, assuming
the role of others, and regarding oneself from their perspective
(1974). Similarly, many others have argued that becoming a self
means becoming an object to oneself, a process which is inferential
and emerges from a backward-looking glance upon 'oneself' from
the standpoint of others (for example, Dewey, 1910; Gurwitsch,
1941; Schutz, 1973: 167ff). Mead sees thought itself as a form of
internal dialogue which involves interior audiences and internalized
reference groups. Thus the others are found within the person. Yet
while this happens, the person all the time extends beyond the
individual organism:
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If mind is socially constituted, then the field or locus of any given individual must extend as far as the social activity or apparatus of social
relations which constitutes it extends ; and hence the field cannot be
bounded by the skin of the individual organism to which it belongs. (1972:
242f)

Goffman, referring to the relationship between persons and roles,
considers this relationship to 'answer to the interactive system . .. in
which the role is performed and the self of the performer is glimpsed' .
Thus the person enacting a role becomes a function of the respective
occasion:
Self, then, is not an entity half-concealed behind events, but a changeable
formula for managing oneself during them . Just as the current situation
prescribes the official guise behind which we will conceal ourselves, so it
provides for where and how we will show through .. . (1974: 573f)

In sum, then , this research illustrates that the self is not the content or
essence of the sociologically relevant part of a biological organism
(McKinney, 1970: 237). Rather, it displays the person as existing only
in and through communication and typification and not as initially
given (a); as (discursively) extending beyond the individual organism
and incorporating others within it , hence as not bounded by its
biological skin (b); as consisting of a multitude of personas which
vary with the occasion in which 'the person' is glimpsed (c); and as
observable only in its fragmentation through a series of actions and
behaviours (d). When conceived of with respect to its social and
psychological functioning, the individual appears as a set of multiple
identities which are insulated rather than functionally integrated into
just one set of dispositions and beliefs which make up just one
individuality. Methodological situationalism takes the fundamental
datum of the analysis of human conduct to be transactions-in-context
not decomposed into individual actors.
But there is a second argument that needs to be considered. For
one might hold that the dissolution of the individual as an alleged
unity of dispositions and beliefs is not what matters: the basic microelements of social life are individuals' purposive actions, not the
subjects themselves. Methodological individualism is sometimes explicated as just this: the demand that macro-social phenomena be
treated as solely resulting from subjectively meaningful acts. As
Miller (1978) has argued, this version of individualism is non-trivial;
it amounts to the Weberian definition of sociology as the explanation
of human conduct in terms of the subjective meanings that agents
attach to their actions. Subjective meanings are subjects' reasons for
acting as they do (1978: 392). But what are sUbjective reasons? Can
they be defined and treated as causally efficacious independent of
other agents and the situation?
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Schutz has criticized Weber for lumping together the in-order-to of
the action, that is, its orientation to a future event (the goal), and its
genuine 'because-motive' , which is its relation to past lived experience. Both function as subjective reasons which agents attach to their
actions. But the former is lived through as a discrete, phenomenal
experience, while the latter arises from the agent's investigating the
origin of his or her present projects through an act of selfinterpretation (1967: 86ff, 95). Lived through in-order-to reasons
always answer to the presence of others in the face-to-face situation,
and take account of those who are absent from but felt to be relevant
to a situation. Again, it was Simmel who provided one of the first
statements of the interactive nature of social conduct:
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 men 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. (1971: 23)

Now Simmel's formulation appears to be compatible with an actionreaction model of conduct according to which subjective meanings
are discrete and identifiable entities that change as they are influenced by the meaning of other participants. However, if we look
more closely at the face-to-face situation, it appears that social action
arises from an interlocking of intentionalities in which subjective
in-order-to motives are themselves contingent upon the conduct of
others. Consider Schutz' analysis of social interaction as a form of
relationship in which each participant becomes aware of and takes
into account much more than the other is trying to communicate:
As I watch you, I shall see that you are oriented to me, that you are
seeking the subjective meaning of my words, my actions, am~ what I have
in mind in so far as you are concerned. And I will in turn take account of
the fact that you are thus oriented to me, and this will influence both my
intentions with respect to you and how 1 act toward you. This again you
will see, I will see that you have seen it, and so on. This interlocking of
glances, this thousand-faceted mirroring of each other, is one ofthe unique
features of the face-to-face situation. We may say that it is a constitutive
characteristic of this particular social relationship. (1967: 169f; emphasis
added)

Schutz concluded from this that participants in an interaction are
incomparably better attuned to other participants than they are to
themselves. It is this reciprocity which creates the unity and analytical
priority of the situation:
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The many different mirror images of self within self are not therefore
caught sight of one by one but are experienced as a continuum within a
single experience. Within the unity of this experience I can be aware
simultaneously of what is going on in my mind and in yours, living through
the two series of experiences as one series - what we are experiencing
together. (1967: 170)

As a form of experience the meaning-giving unity of the werelationship is constitutive of the face-to-face situation. But even if
others are not present, subjective meanings can be seen as socially
accomplished in context. The phenomena of internal dialogues, of
internal audiences and 'Monodramas' (Evreinow), and of individuals
taking the perspective of others, suggest that 'subjective' goals continuously depend upon others for their conception and articulation.
The same holds for subjective reasons that are genuine becausemotives. These make reference to past experience which agents hold
responsible for their present undertaking. For example, we tend to
'explain' a particular activity by reference to dispositions acquired in
childhood situations. This type of meaning is not lived through in
encounters with others but consists of post hoc interpretations.
However, it is nevertheless contingent upon the situation. As Schutz
has emphasized, every such interpretation 'is determined by the Here
and Now from which it is made'. Which past experiences are selected
as genuine reasons for an action and how they are highlighted and put
into perspective is a function of the specific situation out of which
they are recalled. Genuine because-motives can only be reconstructed; they have 'no existence as discrete experiences as long as
the ego lived in them' (1967 : 95).
Social reality as a local accomplishment

My argument so far has been that we have good reason not to reduce
micro-social situations to the psychologies of participants or to subjectively meaningful individual action . Neither individual psychologies nor subjective intentions are elementary constituents of social
reality. But there is another argument which is not built upon the
derivative and contingent articulation of subjectivity. This is the
claim that social situations constitute a reality sui generis. They
display a dynamic and organization of their own which we cannot
predict from knowing the attributes of participating agents. Thus
even if individuals or their subjective reasons could be regarded as
the primordial stuff out of which society was made, they would not
provide the key to understanding its processes and regulations. As
Goffman pointed out in regard to much social research, the source of
its trouble might be its neglect of the social situations: the neglect of

28
the setting in which speakers perform their gestures, and the neglect
of the social occasion when bearers of particular social attributes
become accessible to each other. Situations make 'little systems' of
activities which furnish their own ways of organization. They do not
'merely mark, as it were, the geometric intersection' of participants
defined by age, sex, and other attributes of social structure (1972:
62f). What is hinted at somewhat obliquely in these remarks and
related writings as the reality sui generis of the situation are the
following properties of ordinary social action.
First, to describe human behaviour, let alone uncover its meaning,
we have to make reference to the human and physical environment in
which it occurs. For example, there is a sense in which the loudness of
a statement can only be assessed by knowing the distance between the
speaker and the hearer (Goffman, 1963: 62). Similarly, as work in the
pragmatics of communication indicates, the content, intonation and
organization of speech acts, not to mention other features, depend on
whether the speaker is talking to the same or opposite sex, to a peer
or to someone older or younger than she/he, to a superior or subordinate, whether she/he is speaking in court or at the street corner,
at a formal or informal occasion, and so on.
Traditional sociological wisdom is of course aware of the influence
the immediate environment has on social action, and takes care of
this influence by introducing 'background' variables. Is the behaviour observed in public or private places? In a rural or urban
environment? In industry or a university setting? In a chemistry lab
or a history department? The sophisticated social researcher will
always measure and ultimately control for variables judged relevant
to the behaviour in question. Of course, the grid of the typologies
commonly used is mostly not fine enough to account for the distinctive features of micro-social situations. But they can be refined, as
shown by students of face-to-face situations.5 What complicates the
picture are interaction effects between descriptions of settings on
various levels and these and other variables which mark the situation .
For example, a black woman who has attained a high occupational
status may find her sex and race add to her social position in metropolitan academic circles, but diminish this position in a homespun
rural environment. As the fineness of the grid and the number of
relevant attributes increases, we are less likely to guess what the outcome of each arrangement of attributes that marks a social situation
will be. This is one way in which we can make sense of the definitive
role and the unpredictable dynamics of the situation.
Along with this sense goes a second. Consider the following banal
episode reported by Fleck (1979: 120ff). At a meeting of medical
historians, the discussion revolved around the possibility of making a
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modern diagnosis of a disease described in an ancient historical text.
One member claimed this would be impossible, because the methods
of examination had changed considerably. Another argued that such
a diagnosis was always possible, since the diseases themselves remained unchanged. The first granted that the diseases certainly
remained unchanged, but our training did not. The ancient texts
accurately describe a patient's odour, excretion, perspiration and
even his or her cries of anguish. But we cannot even find out whether
the patient had a fever or not. The discussion continued for more
than one hour , during which the basic claim that diseases remained
unchanged was upheld. However, as Fleck, a physician, a microbiologist and historian of science confirms, this claim was 'a kind of
lapse' by the second speaker, who admitted the point afterwards .
This lapse became reinforced when the second speaker confirmed it
rather offhandedly, and thereafter turned it into an axiom of the
discussion. Yet all participants 'knew' the claim was untenable; and
nobody was prepared to take responsibility for it when the discussion
was over. Fleck concludes that there is often no author of an idea
which 'emerges' in a situation, changes its meaning several times, and
acquires the status of an axiom presupposed in further discussions.
Why do participants 'lapse' into saying or doing things for which they
do not wish to be responsible at a later point in time? How do we
account for these 'emergent' properties of the situation? It is hardly
possible to blame them all on interaction effects of the kind outlined.
Conceivably, at least some of the events which obscurely 'emerge'
in a situation are unleashed by features of organization which
accommodate the occasion. Situations, we have heard, are little
systems of organized activities that furnish their own processes and
regulations. Just what these processes and regulations are is not very
clear at this point; hence the oblique reference to the 'dynamics' of
the situation. However, some candidates for the organizing properties of social episodes have been proposed by ethnographers of
speaking, ethnomethodologists, and other students of small encounters (for example Cicourel, 1970; Frake, 1964; Garfinkel and Sacks,
1970; Goffman, 1963; Gumpertz and Hymes, 1972; Schegloff, 1968).
Best known among these are the results of studies of turn-taking in
conversation. They provide a wealth of information on the sequential
organization of encounters in terms of openings and closings, of topic
formulation and focus stability, of cues for requesting a turn and
giving it up, for managing overlaps and pauses, for selecting the next
speaker, or for keying the talk through gestural work . Of course, to
accommodate emergent features of the situation such as those illustrated by Fleck we would need to know more about other features of
conversations, for example about patterns of argumentation. But the
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general point should be clear: 'unauthored' and 'unintended' occurrences in situations possibly arise from interaction routines which
organize the occasion. These locally organizing features of activities
furnish a second senseoin which one can talk about the reality in its
own right of the situation.
There is, however, a third sense. The outcome of social episodes
depends not so much on the pattern of rules and social attributes
which 'structure' the situation, but on the values participants place on
these structural variables as they are represented and interpreted in
the situation. 6 We have heard that participants constantly engage in
behaviour the sense of which is, in Wieder's formulation, relative to
an 'indefinitely extendable collection ' of contextual matters: it
answers to the place in which the behaviour occurs, what participants
know about each other and presume to be known in the situation,
how they define the occasion, and so on. Now one might argue that it
is precisely the role of rules and structural variables to reduce these
indefinitely extendable contextual matters to manageable size.
Behaviour-in-context is behaviour governed by rules and structures
whose applicability alone depends on the context; that is , it depends
on certain initial conditions whose presence-as-context triggers suitable behaviour. The obvious problem with this conception is that
neither the meaning nor the applicability of these ideal objects can
apparently be settled concretely in advance . It cannot be settled, that
is, without reference to contextual matters. As Wittgenstein says:
'What is it " to learn a rule"? - That. What is it " to make a mistake in
its application" ? - That. And what is being pointed to here is something indefinite' (1968: 28).
It is this 'essential incompleteness' (Mehan and Wood, 1975: 78) of
ideal objects which practical circumstances round off as they are
acknowledged by participants at concrete occasions. As microsociological research has illustrated , rules and structural variables do
not normally specify a unique course of action , but are interpreted in
practice against a background of situational features (Berger and
Luckman , 1967; Cicourel , 1964, 1968; Garfinkel , 1967; Mehan and
Wood, 1975 ; Wieder, 1973; Zimmerman 1970). Rather than having a
stable meaning across circumstances , ideal objects 'are matched
against cases by elaborating the sense of the (ideals) or the case to
encompass the particular occurrences' of the situation (Wieder 1970:
128) . Which rule applies, what it actually prescribes, what counts as
violation or compliance with the rule , what consequences are entailed , appears to be worked out on a case-by-case basis in accordance with 'the requirements of the situation' . Even whether an arguably applicable rule can be invoked to support one's case must be
decided in the situation. Frequently , participants prefer to forgo
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arguable rights in order not to damage their social relations. It is also
clear that rules which fit the case may be made up 'as we go along', a
practice corresponding to the inconsistent and oscillating use of rules
over a course of behaviour. Typically, more than one rule or structural variable can be seen to fit an occasion and these objects may not
be consistent with each other. Thus, some structures may be called
upon to explain a course of events, while others contradicting the
match may be ignored at the occasion.
But what about this occasion? Quite obviously, a context or a
situation is not given to us but must be correctly read; hence we
cannot unproblematically rely on the context to repair the indexicalities of rule application. In particular, participants may have to draw
upon a normative order of rules and structures to uncover the meaning of the situation. Thus, as most of the above authors have argued
in one form or another, the snake bites its tail; the relation between
situation and structure (rule) is reflexive in that each is identified and
elaborated in terms of the other, and the meaning of each becomes
modified in the process of identification/elaboration.
This argument does not establish, I think, some circularity of
practical reasoning, for we may identify a situation in terms of criteria
(rules, structures) which are not the same as those whose negotiation
forms the topic of a social episode. Instead it makes reference to the
in-principle infinite regress of background assumptions which inform
social behaviour. None of these assumptions (theories) is fully interpreted, that is, can be rewritten into statements whose truth is
context-independent (does not require further interpretations). Yet
to get on with one's business, some of these assumptions must always
be taken at face value and 'held constant' in the process of interpretation. Thus there are no fully interpreted rules, criteria or structural
variables which foreclose further interpretation-in-context. Yet to
achieve interpretation-in-context, the 'situation' and its 'requirements' must be defined on the basis of further assumptions which are
taken for granted for the time being. In practice, says Quine, we
terminate the regress of background assumptions 'by acquiescing in
our mother tongue and taking its words at face value' (1969: 49). But
words, just like rules, structures, and other symbolic objects, remain
indefinite (in principle defeasible), as long as they are considered as
objects of general agreement. They take on definite value only as
they are acknowledged (acted upon with variable consequences) in
concrete situations.
The claim about the analytical primacy of the situation amounts to
just this: recognition of the invariably local accomplishment of general structures and regulations of behaviour, and recognition of the
ordering properties which locally organize this accomplishment.
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Commitment to the locally accomplished nature of social life has led
several authors to reconsider what it might mean to speak about
macro-social reality. In the following, I will review several outcomes
of this reconsideration.
The macro-order: aggregate or unintended consequence of
the micro?
Assume, then, that we have reason to consider the micro-reality of
locally accomplished transactions in social situations as a kind of
paramount reality inescapably implicated in sociological investigation. By definition, we cannot ever leave these micro-situations.
Arguably, they should not be reduced to individual psychology or
subjective motivations. Apparently, rules and general regulations
depend for their interpretation on concrete situations. Finally,
micro-social episodes seem to follow their own principles of organization. All of this establishes the sense in which ordinary social transactions-in-context furnish 'the stuff of social structure' (Brittan),
and an ultimate focus of social-science investigation. But once this is
recognized, what do we make of macro-social phenomena? Commitment to the micro-scale study of social life often implies a commitment to phenomena and their nature, that is, to preserving the
everyday meaningfulness and organization of conduct and experience through social-science description. This means it implies a
preference for a brand of methodological naturalism and perhaps
phenomenalism. How can we make sense of the notion of macrosocial order on the basis of such a preference?
Several authors have recently confronted this question from the
vantage point of a micro-sociological conception. I shall summarize
the discussion by referring to an Aggregation Hypothesis (Collins,
1981a, 1981b; Giddens, 1981), a Hypothesis of Unintended Consequences (Giddens, 1981; Ham~, 1981), and a Representation
Hypothesis of macro-social phenomena (CicoureJ, 1981; KnorrCetina, 1981a). The ideas upon which these versions are built are not
altogether new. My concern is to draw out and compare some of their
implications.
The most straightforward way to handle the macro-world from a
micro-sociological perspective is to consider it as the sum total of
micro-events. This is the core of the Aggregation Hypothesis advanced by Randall Collins (1981a , 1981b), and, to some extent,
Aaron Cicourel (1981). In essence it says that 'macro-phenomena are
made up of aggregations and repetitions of many similar microevents' (Coliins, 1981a: 265). Everyone's life, says Collins, is experienced as a sequence of micro-situations, and the sum total of all
sequences of individual experiences in the world constitutes all the
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possible sociological data there is. Consequently, all macro-evidence
must be aggregated from such micro-experiences. Collins emphasizes that there are no such things as 'states and economies', 'cultures
and social classes'. 'There are only collections of individual people,
acting in particular kinds of micro-situations .' While it is strategically
impossible for sociology to do without the shorthand notions by
which we refer to these collections of micro-situations, these concepts 'can be made fully empirical only by grounding them in a
sample ofthe typical micro-events that make them up' (1981a: 264f) .
Collins suggests that we translate macro-sociological concepts into
aggregates of micro-phenomena to test their empirical validity.
However, he admits to three 'pure macrovariables': time, space, and
number. The only irreducible macro-concepts are temporal, numerical, and spatial aggregations of micro-experiences (1981b: 98f). For
example, a term such as 'centralization of authority' relies on the
number of links in the chain of command, that is, on 'the number of
situations involving different combinations of people, either passing
along or giving orders'.
In sum, then, the Aggregation Hypothesis suggested by the above
work says that (a) empirically, structural patterns, macro-institutions
and other macro-phenomena are made up of aggregates of microsituations; (b) macro-concepts are shorthand summaries of these
micro-episodes; and (c) time, space, and number are the only true
(irreducible) 'macro-variables' needed in sociology. The plausibility
of this hypothesis depends, I think, on the definition of the
elementary particles which are aggregated into macro-phenomena.
To speak about an 'aggregation', a 'sum total' or a 'collection' of
ingredients typically means that the whole is seen to come about
through a procedure of addition; it is neither more nor less than the
added sum of the parts. Consequently , all depends on the parts. If
these are defined as social situations which include interaction, relationships, internal environments, indexical interpretations, power,
and so on - in a sense all sociologically interesting phenomena - it
would seem that macro-phenomena can be logically derived from
micro-situations.
It is some such definition of the micro-units of social life as internally complex interaction environments upon which the Aggregation
Hypothesis is built. Consider it as a hypothesis which sees structure as
something internal to society's constitutive elements rather than as
the interrelated pattern of these elements. And consider it as a
recommendation to characterize society by the (aggregated) properties of situation-internal action structures. Understood in these
terms, the Aggregation Hypothesis draws the micro-sociological revolution to what is perhaps its most radical conclusion.
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But these are open questions. Macro-sociology recognizes not only
aggregate properties of populations derived by simple addition from
the characteristics of individual population elements (for example,
the variable population size). It also recognizes 'emergent' properties
of social units. In fact, macro-sociology and social structuralism
appear to be consistently defined as the study of those 'emergent'
properties which macro-scale units are seen to possess 'above and
beyond' those of micro-scale units (for example, Etzioni, 1970: 71;
Marx, 1939: 1976; Mayhew, 1980: 338). One way to think of these
properties is by reference to the unintended consequences (latent
functions) in addition to the intended consequences (sustained goals)
of micro-social transactions (for example, Giddens, 1981; Merton,
1957). Several writers have recently reconsidered this view from a
micro-sociological perspective. I want to call their conception of the
macro-order the Hypothesis of Unintended Consequences (Giddens, 1981; Ham~, 1980, 1981).
Harre begins with supra-individual entities in the physical and
biological sciences. These are accustomed to the idea of emergent
properties manifested by a whole but not by its parts when these parts
are considered independently. They explain emergent properties
almost invariably by structure, that is, by the relationships which
obtain between particles (such as molecules) and individuate the
whole (such as the key formed by iron molecules) . Now apply this to
collective phenomena in the social sciences. Talk about macrocollectives makes sense in so far as these display structure, that is
internal relationships between parts. If in addition they have causal
powers distinct from those of their members we may call these
collectives supra-individuals (for example, a committee). However,
Harre argues, such structures as can be unproblematically identified
in social life are relatively small- for example a family , a firm, or a
modest institution. Their ontological status is indubitable, and they
can be studied by micro-social methods. In contrast, the very largescale groupings such as a nation or a social class are better understood
as taxonomic collectivities, that is, as constructs which exist only in
the mind of the classifier and have no empirical referent (as an
ordered system in addition to the parts) .7
However, this does not establish that there can be no emergent
properties on a macro-level by virtue of some structural features of
the total flux of interpersonal actions. Indeed, Collins (1981 b) and
Cicourel (1981) propose that repeated sampling over time of a large
number of micro-social situations might generate a comparative data
base from which to aggregate such macro-properties. Harre's objection to this procedure is that it is ramifying systems of unintended
consequences which, according to the central doctrine of the macro-
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approach, are constitutive of macro-orders . The social sciences are
methodologically bound to draw upon members' knowledge and
accounts; yet ramifications of unintended consequences by definition
cannot be part of social knowledge. Hence there can be no question
of any empirical claims about the nature of a macro-social order that
results from the total flux of intended and unintended consequences
of social interrelations (1981: 153, 156ft).
However, these consequences may nevertheless exert a diffuse but
significant influence upon the course of daily life. Ham! considers
their significance to be that they constitute system properties which
confront us as selection environments of future actions. For example,
these environments determine, analogous 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 knowledgeability 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 micro-sociological perspective promoted by the Aggregation
Hypothesis by acknowledging influences which operate behind the
back of agents, and which therefore cannot be found in microsituations. Nevertheless, the hypothesis is micro-sociological at root:
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 simplified conditions. The micro-sociological reconstruction of macro-phenomena remains consistent in itself: to the
degree to which it recognizes a residuum of macro-properties beyond
the micro-level it declares these properties unknown and unknowable.
The Representation Hypothesis
All ofthis, I think, still avoids the serious sense in which structure can
be seen as a phenomenon of interrelation above and beyond the
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micro-units of social life. Consider the notion of structure invoked by
Ham!. This is the notion of a structured group, of an ordered set of
relations between individuals exemplified by moderate forms of
organization. Unpacked, such 'relations' amount to repeated transactions (or the possibility thereof) between designated individuals
under specific circumstances. A specific relationship exists when
certain transactions-in-context can potentially be (re-)activated as
essentially the same. This is compatible with the Aggregation
Hypothesis: 'structure' consists of the (actual or potential) repetition
of internally patterned micro-social situations.
Yet this ignores the sense in which micro-situations are themselves
interrelated, in which the happenings of diverse social episodes tie
into each other. This is the sense in which functionalists refer to the
functional interdependence of social action, and structuralists like
Uvi-Strauss propose to study society by way of studying the circulation and transformation of objects passed on between different
contexts of social life . History itself appears as a succession of microsituations chained together by a variety of interrelations. Pushed to
its extreme, emphasis upon the interrelationship between microsocial episodes may lead to the position that there exists only one
clear-cut all-inclusive system, Wallerstein's 'world-system' (1974).
Characteristically, Wallerstein arrives at this position in the search
for the context of analysis which encompasses all relevant interrelated historical events. To this, the above micro-sociological perspectives supply the antithesis of a monadic conception of internally
structured micro-episodes considered in relative isolation.
However, there need not be any contradiction between these
extremes. The fact that social events are interrelated does not catapult them out of micro-situations. World-system transactions no less
than confessions to oneself in the dead of the night arise in microsituations and should be studied in these situations. Yet at the same
time micro-transactions always in principle transcend the immediate
situation. By this I mean that they make reference to , and indeed may
only exist by virtue of, other micro-transactions. It is plain that the
occurrences in a social situation always answer to, and have implications for, other social situations. It is apparent, too, that the authors
of the above hypotheses recognize the presence of situationtranscending references in micro-transactions. But not much is made
of this particular aspect of episodes. This can be illustrated in regard
to the Hypothesis of Unintended Consequences. I want to propose
that there is nothing esoteric about unintended consequences of
social action, at least as far as social consequences are concerned, if
we give sufficient weight to the interrelationship of social situations.
Elsewhere I have used C.V. Wedgwood's history of the Thirty
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Years War to illustrate what was apparently a whole explosion of
unforeseen events (Knorr-Cetina, 1981a: 31ff). According to this
fine historian, the Thirty Years War is an 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 problems and left both the Catholics and Protestants involved unsatisfied:
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 of faith. They wanted peace, and they fought for thirty years to be
sure of it. (Wedgwood , 1967: 526)

How was it that the ruling powers of Europe 'let themselves be drawn
into the conflict, one by one'? The first thing to note is that not one of
the leading politicians ever decided for the 'Thirty Years War'. They
decided to seize upon an advantage or to curtail somebody's power,
to help out with troops or money, to intervene or to sacrifice a
participant. For at least seventeen months after the date of 1618,
traditionally associated with 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 1618 rather than any other incident
in that stormy time had initiated a war (Wedgwood, 1967: 12).
The original incident consisted in the overthrow of an unpopular
Catholic (Habsburg) government by rising Protestants in Prague.
Subsequent incidents connected to the revolt led to a continuation of
the conflict.
To begin with, the Elector Palatine Frederick of the upper Rhenish
Palatinate became convinced that the revolt in Prague was an occasion to break the Habsburg succession to the imperial throne by
wresting the crown of Bohemia from the Habsburg family. His advisers may even have played a role in engineering the revolt. Frederick
moved to Prague where he tried to join forces with the rising Protestants. His move was unsuccessful. The Protestant princes of Germany decided not to support him; they hoped to end the war by
sacrificing Frederick. While Frederick still busied himself in Prague,
the Spaniards moved into his Palatinate. This was felt to be crucial in
bringing the manpower of the North Italian plains into action in
Flanders, which they planned to attack after an earlier truce had
expired. The German princes were moved to further action by the
Spanish invasion of German territory. Equally, the Dutch moved
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against the Spanish plan by subsidizing Frederick, who had lost
Bohemia, hoping that he would regain his Palatinate on the Rhine. In
the meantime, a new Habsburg emperor had been elected. He renewed the Habsburg coalition with Catholic German princes and
proceeded against Frederick. And so forth .
There is no need to continue the historian 's story of moves and
countermoves grossly summarized above for the first three (!) years
of the War. The point I wish to make should be obvious. First , we are
dealing with events chained together by participants' concrete projects, by their mutual expectations, imputations of interest , fears ,
grudges or misread communications . Second , there appears to be
nothing unintelligible in principle about this chain of events and its
'unintended' outcomes if we take the trouble to look concretely at the
relevant episodes and their , however complicated, interrelations. If
participants' intentions were continually frustrated in this conflict, it
is , according to the historian because they were built upon assumptions about other relevant agents which did not hold water, and it is
because other participants moved against these perceived intentions.
The 'Thirty Years War' is a construct proposed and investigated by
local and professional historians. As such , not one of the participants
could have known or intended it. But within the sequence of events to
which we refer as the 'Thirty Years War' participants account for
each episode in terms of other episodes which thereby become related to each other. The historian who assembles these accounts
provides a step-by-step rationale for the cumulative effect of these
interrelated episodes, and thus has no trouble in explaining an unanticipated and presumably undesired macro-event.
Unintended macro-level consequences of the sort of a war of thirty
years lie within reach of micro-social methodology, provided it focuses on the interrelationship between participants' definition of the
situation . Consider once more the idea of emergent properties; of
unanticipated outcomes, that is, best explained by 'structure' , which
means by relationships which obtain between the constitutive parts of
macro-social units. Think of these parts as transactions in microsocial situations rather than as individual persons. Then there can be
no problem of the dubious ontological status of 'structures' (structured groups individuated as wholes) beyond a certain moderate
level. We do not need to identify such groups in order to account for
unanticipated macro-consequences. Instead , we can relate such outcomes to action-reaction sequences of the sort exemplified by the
history of the Thirty Years War. In such sequences, participants
define their situations by reference to other agents' projects and
circumstances , thereby legitimating the historian who considers the
series as a unified sequence of 'interrelated' events. From the micro-
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scale perspective upon events, the overall outcome of the series is
perfectly intelligible .
However, this does not make them predictable for participants, or
for on-the-spot analysts. It is in this sense of their likely unpredictability out of a specific contributing situation that macro outcomes
retain an 'emergent' quality. But of course, there is no difference in
this regard between macro-outcomes and micro-situations. Recall
that micro-situations have been associated earlier in this chapter with
a dynamic of their own whose outcome we cannot fully predict by
knowing the attributes of individual participants or the structural
properties of the situation. Participants themselves are often preoccupied with making the outcome of crucial situations more predictable, with variable success. Thus, the immediate outcome of
micro-transactions appears to be no less indeterminate than the
global result of a sequence of interrelated transactions. In fact, if
the outcome of micro-episodes is underdetermined by pre-existing
structures, then the apparent unpredictability of the global outcome
of many micro-episodes may simply be a consequence of the unpredictable dynamics of contributing episodes. s
Suffice it to say that 'emergent' properties of macro-units due to
'structure' (interrelationships between micro-episodes) are well
within scope of a micro-approach. In fact, if the above example can
be generalized, it might well be that such emergent properties can
only be fully accounted for by micro-analysis of the respective events.
Now focusing on these episodes, we can choose between two
strategies. We can either adopt a bird's-eye perspective and attempt
to reconstruct the network of 'relations' which emerges from various
definitions of the situation. This is the perspective which underlies
much macro-theoretical research. Or we can take a step back and
start from the representations by which participants construe these
interrelations. I shall pursue the consequences of such a step back in
the rest of this chapter.
It is perhaps the major thrust of the work of Cicourel and some
other micro-analysts to document the interactional and organization
accounting procedures whereby situated events are routinely transformed into summary measures, bureaucratic records, aggregate
distributions, and similar macro-information. 9 Stimulated by Schutz'
analysis of common-sense typifications (1967, 1973), this line of
thought suggests a view which differs from the above models of the
macro as a straight aggregate of micro-episodes or as their unintended and unknowable outcome. Instead, it allows us to see the
macro as a summary representation actively constructed and pursued
within micro-situations. Phrased differently, the macro appears no
longer as a particular layer of social reality on top of micro-episodes-
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a layer composed of the interrelation (macro-sociologies), the sum
total (Aggregation Hypothesis), or the unforeseen effects (Hypothesis of Unintended Consequences) of micro-situations. Rather, it is
seen to be part of these micro-episodes where it results from the
structuring practices of participants. The outcome of these practices
is typifications of various degrees of abstraction which 'stand for' the
events they typify. Participants work out and employ these typifications to represent and interpret their situation-transcending involvements and other aspects of the more global circumstances of their
life. I shall call Representation Hypothesis the view that the macroorder is first and foremost an order of representation, that is, of
summary references pursued within micro-situations.
The faUacy of unwarranted sUbsumption
Structural relationships have loomed large in macro-sociological
approaches. I have argued that micro-approaches ought to confront
the issue, and proposed that we view these relations and their consequences from a Representation perspective. But there is a deeper
issue concerning the macro-social order. At least since the turn of the
century (Marx, Durkheim), structure has been identified with social
constraints. We are talking about power relations, or about regularities that acquire the status of normative obligations.
Take a combination. It is plain that there is no difference in scale
between the transactions of those we have elected into power (and
thereby bestowed with authority) and of those we think powerless.
'The State' as a term of reference is a highly simplified large-scale
representation. But 'the State' as a level of political-administrative
action involves nothing larger in scale or more complex in structure
than the situated interactions of (in the USA) members of Congress
and of those who frequent the White House or other government
locations. But the issue is evidently not the scale of transactions. The
issue is that some of these transactions are thought to be more
consequential than others. Political societies have long been defined
by an internal structure that allows some of its members, namely the
government, 'to find habitual obedience for their acts of command'
(Voegelin, 1952: 37). The 'European centres of power' to which
Wedgwood referred by definition 'control' the affairs of the realms of
which they are the 'centre' . Or consider someone who has 'learned to
obey' the authorities, like Crainquebille in Anatole France's story of
a small vegetable dealer in Paris who is brought before court because
he allegedly insulted a police officer. 10 When Crainquebille took his
seat in the magnificent, solemn court-room and saw the judges ,
clerks and lawyers in their robes, the court attendant carrying the
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chains, the Academy officer with his palms attached to his chest, the
bare heads of silent spectators behind a bar, and the busts of Christ
and the Republic towering the room as if all divine and human laws
were hanging over his head, he was stunned and terrified by the
spectacle of justice. Penetrated by respect, he was ready to give
himself up to the representatives of authority, even though he knewor had perhaps once known - that he was innocent.
The deeper issue, then, is a difference in control and authority
between the 'lower' and the 'higher' order, between Crainquebille
and the judge who represents the law and the State, between the
small farmer and the power centre . It is precisely this perceived
difference in control which persuades us to subordinate certain layers
of social life to others, and to identify 'the macro' with the subordinating structure while defining the 'micro' by a lack of control. Now it
is plain that if macro-structures effectively controlled micro-events, if
they furnished the variables which define micro-situations, then
there might indeed be no need to bother about micro-situations. It
does not matter for this argument whether macro-structures are seen
in terms of power relations, normative obligations, or culturally
shared grammars of cognitive rules and orientations. To make the
case for a conception of the macro based upon a micro-sociological
foundation , it is not enough to appeal to an order of representations
arising out of internally structured micro-episodes. One must also
make it plausible that macro-structures cannot be taken to unproblematically subsume (control) micro-situations.
I want to propose that the macro-structuralist mistake amounts to a
fallacy of unwarranted subsumption rather than, as is often claimed ,
to a failure to refer (to a problem of reification) . It is a failure to see
the parallel evolution of provinces of transaction (and representation) as realities in their own right, irrespective of mutual claims of
subordination. (Power) structures appear to constrain social life
all-the-way-through, to the point where nothing of sociological importance is left to say about the reality they 'cover'. This is not
surprising, since the power of the macro-structural argument depends on the degree to which it can legitimately claim to represent the
reality it subsumes. Yet it is practically incorrect for any type of
macro-structure. Macro-structures do not subsume , they coexist. An
example might help. I shall draw upon someone immensely interested in the history of modern capitalism , this society's alleged
economic macro-structure (Braudel, 1979) .
In an attempt to assemble the factors which produced modern
capitalism, Braudel finds that he must recognize, in the relevant
period of the fifteenth to eighteenth centuries, the parallel evolution
of not just one but several economies. These 'face each other , draw
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upon each other's support, and also contradict each other' (1979, vol.
1: 8ff). The first, easy to grasp and even transparent, is the market
economy which dominates our statistics. This is the economy of
production and exchange linked to the activities of farmers, craftsmen, shopkeepers, travelling merchants and, later, stockbrokers and
bankers. It is the economy of booming twice-a-week markets and
small-town fairs, of the slow replacement of payment in kind by
bullion and 'paper money'. This economic 'spectacle' is privileged by
the fact that it is well documented . Almost every single one of the
respective economic transactions leaves a trace: an entry into a
balance sheet, a letter transmitting an order, a permit to display one's
goods, a receipt. A sufficient number of these records survive and
facilitate the task of the historian. By focusing their discourse on this
'easy' plane, economists have locked themselves from the beginning
into a blatant but partial reality at the price of excluding others.
These others, it appears, were no less important. Below the public
spectacle of the market economy, Braudel finds a self-sufficient
subsistence economy of fantastic dimensions. This is the stagnating,
repetitive, routine infra-economy of rural life by which the majority,
80-90 per cent, of the population of the world survives. It continues
an ancient, material life which changes too, but very slowly, and
which coexists with the market economy protected by distance and
isolation. Importantly, it continues to persist today in the form of an
'underground' economy of directly rendered services, ilIicit work,
housekeeping occupations and various forms of tinkering. And even
today it appears to be sufficiently important to worry economists;
they estimate that 30-40 per cent of the gross national product
thereby escapes all statistics in industrialized countries (Braudel,
1979, vol. 1: 9f).
Finally, above the surface level of the market economy, Braudel
identifies a supra-economy of special means which, intentionally or
not, stirs up the established order and creates anomalies and economic crises. On this level, some merchants in Amsterdam in the
eighteenth century or in Genoa in the sixteenth century had the
power to influence, from a distance, whole sectors of the European
(world) economy. It includes the exchange business with its links to
distant markets and its complicated credit games, a sophisticated art
accessible only to a privileged few. This level of economic activity is
what Braudel calls the very domain of capitalism, but it is a capitalism
of exception from the rules and methods of market exchange, a
capitalism that is from the beginning transnational, like the networks
of representatives entertained outside Europe by the Fuggers and
Welsers and other merchant families and companies (Braudel, 1979,
vol. 1: 7ff, vol. 2: 125ff).
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There are, then, systematic differences between the 'capitalists"
supra-economy and the market economy, and between these and the
infra-economies of rural life. 11 One might think about these economies in terms of the parallel evolution of distinctive provinces of
practice (transactions reproduced as 'essentially similar' according to
participants' or analysts' representations). To be sure , they draw
upon each other, and they may on occasion promote massive disturbances in their counterparts. But it would be a mistake to ignore their
relative isolation. The ruptures between them are not accidental :
behind the public exchange at fairs and markets and in shops there
develops a private 'counter' market designed to circumvent official
means of exchange. Think of the merchants who buy the crops
wholesale before they get to the market, through special and profitable deals with individual producers at the source of production. Or
think of the creation of trade monopolies and , to take an example
from organization theory , of the parallel existence of formal and
informal organizational structures. It is plain that these counterstructures thrive upon low pUblicity. To keep them effective , participants keep them to themselves . The office which organizes today's
monthly meeting of the governors of European national banks
('BIZ') issues no press releases and publishes no reports. The 'black
market' and the infra-economy of illicit work can only survive as long
as they remain outside the grip of the internal revenue services and
other government agencies.
There is also a more general point regarding the parallel evolution
and apparent lack of integration of these structures. For a regularity
to persist and orient expectations it needs to be reinstantiated as
'essentially the same'. Homogeneity arises from the reproduction of
regularities in everyday transactions. Recall Wittgenstein's thesis
that meaning arises from use, or Bloomfield's finding that 'the most
important differences of speech within a community are due to
differences in density of communication' (1933 : 46) , or anthropologists' conclusion that the degree of cultural difference varies directly
with the degree of isolation between participants and groups (Berreman 1978: 57f; Gumpertz, 1958). Thus common characteristics depend upon the interaction of those who share them. Structures in the
sense of regularities experienced by participants appear to extend no
further than the practices of actually interacting groups. 12
I am suggesting, then , that structural regularities are tied to participants' actual practices instantiated in networks of mutually related
(via representations) micro-transactions which coexist in parallel to
each other. Hence , the existence of regularities which transcend
micro-situations is not ruled out in the present perspective; but their
grip is limited, so to speak, to the reasoning practice of interacting
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groups. 'Structural' properties, too , are locally accomplished; but
'local' is defined in terms of the accessibility of participants for each
other, not in terms of space. 13 The relevant networks may extend
over several countries, as illustrated by the transactions of European
centres of power during the Thirty Years War, or continents, as
exemplified by Braudel's (and today's) supra-economy. Mutually
related transactions of this kind create provinces of relevances and
routines within which the sociologists' 'structural' regularities have a
certain reality of experience. These provinces may maintain their
distinctiveness 'by design': there are, as we know , always barriers,
and boundary conditions and issues of identity. But there is also the
phenomenon that structures proliferate structures; participants may
be prompted to invent and install regular ways of subverting identified practices by matching alternative practices. Moreover, some of
these parallel provinces are routinely neglected by macro-statistics
and other forms of written summary representations: either because
they are considered irrelevant , as the 'overwhelming majority' of the
people of whom, historians complain , they have no records left 14 or
because participants do not desire coverage, and dupe the records.
Power reconsidered

My argument about the 'parallelization' of structures presumes a
bird's-eye perspective. Its logic is roughly that those interested in
reconstructing 'structural' patterns of regularities from interlocking
micro-situations ought to consider, like Braudel, some notion of
provinces of transaction evolving in parallel. From within a structuralist framework, I have argued against the implication of much
macro-social theorizing that the micro can somehow be subsumed
under the macro. To put it crudely, the macro appears no bigger than
the micro not only in regard to the structure of underlying transactions, but also in regard to its control over ('micro') events. This
raises the obvious question whether power can be dealt with at all in
the present argument. Does the formula of the parallel evolution and
relative isolation of provinces of social practice not suggest an imagery of peaceful coexistence that denies the very possibility of domination?
I think not. To establish the sense in which power is part of my
concern I first want to extend the argument concerning the fallacy of
unwarranted subsumption. Clearly this line of reasoning also applies
to the idea of representation. One can define representations in
terms of a seeming contradiction: they may be created and employed
literally to represent an object, that is to stand for and replace the
object in all relevant respects. Yet there is never an unproblematic
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relationship of subsumption between the representing and the repre sented. Short of becoming the phenomenon , a representation cannot
capture all there is to the represented. Representations thrive upon
their right , however legitimated, to speak for the represented , yet we
must assume there is always more that could be said about the
represented.
It follows, I think, that the representing and the represented are
best considered to pertain to different, coexisting realities regardless
of the claim of one to speak and stand for the other. The case can be
made that claims to represent are at the same time political strategies,
potential topics and resources in the power struggles of everyday life.
Following Hobbes, Callon and Latour (1981) have argued that
micro-actors blow themselves up to macro-size by translating the will
of other participants, whose support they thereby enrol. Consider a
related example, described elsewhere as the 'Powell strategy'
(Knorr-Cetina, 1981a; Bailey, 1978: 206ff). Briefly , this consists of
promoting a definition of the situation that allegedly concerns a large
number of people, and to thereby push one's status along with one's
argument. Enoch Powell was a Conservative member of the British
Parliament who developed , with the help of this strategy, from an
eccentric but weak member of the party's elite to a national figure .
Through three formal speeches delivered in 1968, he transformed the
question of coloured immigrants in England from a matter of 'localized grumbling' in some poor industrialized areas to a matter of
national heritage and concern. By the time of his third speech he had
enormous mass following and considerably embarrassed his party ,
which felt that Powell's ideas went far beyond Conservative politics
on race.
His critics countered with three kinds of answer: they denied the
'facts' which Powell presented; they criticized Powell for making a
mountain out of a molehill; and they accused him of racism. Interestingly , Pow ell was 'ditched' by the second type of response, promoted by one of his colleagues, Quintin Hogg. Hogg made many feeble
jokes about Powell's concerns, and reduced '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. This level was
easy to deal with in local politics. By reducing the problem to one that
had nothing to do with race , or culture, or Britain , he also reduced
Powell as a spokesman of 'the people' , and reaffirmed the party
establishment.
We can appreciate , then, how power effects arise from representations. One can see power strategies at work in the most esoteric and
sanitized of representations , that is, in the discourse of natural science, provided one takes the trouble of a micro-scale investigation
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(see the analyses collected in O'Neill, 1983). Recent ethnographic
studies of scientific work find such power strategies to be part and
parcel of the production of scientific representations of reality
(Knorr-Cetina, 1981b; Latour and Woolgar, 1979; Law and Williams, 1982; Zenzen and Restivo , 1982). The fruitfulness ofanalysing
power-effects on a micro-scale has previously been exemplified by
Foucault's work on the history of the prison and of sexuality (1975:
29-33, 1976: ch. 2) and by sociologically informed work on schizophrenia and the family (Laing, 1956; Laing and Esterton , 1964).
These have shown a microcosm of infinitesimal violences no less
complex than the power struggles traditionally attributed to the
macro-scale. Thus, it is worth recalling that power as a micro-process
of social life is a central topic of micro-scale investigation.
But, of course, this does not yet answer the question raised in the
beginning. Can one reject the straightforward idea that micro-events
are controlled by macro-level structures and yet retain, within the
present perspective, a sense of domination? Consider once more the
ruling powers of Europe in Wedgwood's account of the Thirty Years
War. By definition, they 'rule' over their subjects. Yet Wedgwood
also describes these subjects, the 'great majority' of the people of
Europe that is, not only as ignorant of but also as indifferent to the
dynastic ambitions which governed the relations between the centres
of power. Of course, it was they who are said to have decided to fight
for thirty years. Yet except for the actual districts of fighting, the
civilian population 'remained undisturbed' by wars fought largely by
professional armies, at least until the need for money caused an
exceptional levy on their wealth (1967: 13). In a similar vein, Braudel
had argued that the material life of the large majority of the rural
population remained unperturbed by the emergence of market economies and multinational capitalist transactions.
One can go a step further. While those 'in power' make decisions
which may affect the powerless, the latter also make decisions which
may affect the former. For example, the rural population described
by Wedgwood and Braudel makes hundreds of decisions which affect
the agricultural production and thereby in the end the armies and the
markets, the political and the economic power elites. Now consider a
more extreme example. In his historical account of Napoleon's expedition into Russia Tolstoy argues that power cannot be regarded as
the cause of historical events. The commands of individuals who 'rule
the people' are mostly not executed, sometimes the very opposite of
what they order occurs, and from all their orders only those which
correspond to an actual (and independent) series of events are attributed to them - the others are forgotten (1966: 1313ff). Take a scene
from the famous Battle of Borodino. From where Napoleon was
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standing the fighting was almost a mile away, so that he could not see
more than an occasional glint of bayonets , especially since smoke
mingled with mist covered the whole battlefield. But even in the
midst of actual fighting it was impossible to make out what was taking
place: Russians and Frenchmen, infantry and cavalry appeared,
fired, fell, collided, screamed and ran back again. To be sure , Napoleon had sent out adjutants who kept galloping up to him with reports
of the progress of the action,
but all these reports were false, both because it was impossible in the heat
of the action to say what was happening at any given moment, and
because many of the adjutants did not go to the actual place of conflict but
reported what they heard from others; and also because while an adjutant
was riding more than a mile to Napoleon circumstances changed and the
news he brought was already becoming false. Thus an adjutant galloped
up from Murat with tidings that Borodino had been occupied and the
bridge over the Olocha was in the hands of the French. The adjutant
asked whether Napoleon wished the troops to cross it. Napoleon gave
orders that the troops should form up on the farther side and wait. But
before the order was given - almost as soon in fact as the adjutant had left
Borodino - the bridge had been retaken by Russians and burned ... on
the basis of these necessarily untrustworthy reports, Napoleon gave his
orders, which had either been executed before he gave them or could not
be and were not executed . (1966: 892f)

Tolstoy goes on to argue that the marshals and generals, nearer to the
battle but not taking part in the fighting, made their own arrangements without asking Napoleon. However, they fared no better since '
for the most part things happened contrary to their orders. Those
who fought acted according to the mood of the moment , running
back and forward depending on where safety seemed to lie , occasionally led by officers who were on the spot and who, in the heat of
the battle, made their own ad hoc decisions spurred by bullets and
screams and other occurrences of the situation. It is wrong, says
Tolstoy, to think that the Battle of Borodino, Napoleon's invasion of
Russia, or any other historical event results from the planned action
of commanders or others 'in power' to whom they are traditionally
attributed. He suggests that historians leave aside the kings and
commanders - who may be causally coincidental to a sequence of
events - and study the infinitesimally small transactions of the people
who constitute these events. We are back with the idea of the reality
in its own right of the occurrences of micro-social situations.
Yet it would be a mistake to conclude that this relative autonomy
of micro-transactions - say of those who fight the battle in relative
isolation from their generals - settles the issue. Asymmetrres are the
life-blood of ordinary social action. Surely the power of the prince
somehow spills over and affects his subjects' daily transactions? The
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key to the solution , I think, lies in the word 'affect'. How do the
decisions of sovereigns affect the people? I propose that we borrow a
metaphor recently illuminated afresh by Michel Serres (1980) and
conceive of these relations as parasitical. To conduct its own affairs ,
the 'centre of power' extracts a levy . It quite literally feeds upon tolls
collected from its 'subjects' . Upon some , these affairs may break like
a natural disaster, as upon those who happened to live in the actual
districts of fighting in the Thirty Years War. But most, says the
historian , remain unperturbed, and conduct their own business . Now
Braudel's example. The local and transnational merchants depend to
some degree upon the agricultural surplus, which they extract from
the rural population . In their struggle for the surplus, they struggle
against each other: the private counter-market circumvents official
market prices and quantities, one parasite feeds upon another. The
number of levels of parasites may well be indefinite. A final look at
the Borodino case - at the inability of the commander, that is,
seriously to command an army's action. The commander's contribution (and toll) appears to be intricately connected to his voice: he
shouts at his subordinates and writes orders of the day. And from
innumerable commands those that can be matched to the action
adopted on the spur of the situation are recalled and preserved. They
return to him, he extracts them from an actual series of events . The
parasite plays the role of a catalyst. From the noise ofthe battle , there
emerges a wilfully planned and orderly executed sequence of subordinate action. Kutuzov won a victory , Napoleon lost a battle.
But note: it is a condition for the survival of parasites that the 'host
from whose table they feed ' (Serres) remains intact, capable to act as
a provider, that is, of goods that appease the parasite . Parasites work
upon their hosts in a functionally isolated way . They must not disturb
the functioning of the body they infest (although, occasionally, they
do exactly that) . Of course, what exactly it means to leave a province
of social practice ' relatively unperturbed ' may be a matter of continual controversy in everyday life . Yet the metaphor of parasitism
provides for a sense in which we can think of the exertion of power
upon, or rather the extraction of power-effects from, a field of
practice that retains relative autonomy and isolation.
More needs to be considered to put flesh on this metaphorical
sketch. Suffice it to emphasize, for the purpose at hand, that to
conceive of power relations in terms of parasitical relations avoids the
fallacy of unwarranted subsumption; that is, the argument that once
power relations (or structural relations) have been identified, we
have discovered the underlying mechanisms which effectively control
micro-social transactions, and said all there is to be said about these
transactions. I suspect it is this implication of the idea of power
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against which micro-sociologists rebel when they denounce, by neglect or contempt, macro-concepts of domination.

Notes
I. This conception of social situations derives from Schutz. He emphasized that
non-social situations do not exist in everyday life; they can only be construed in theory,
as alimiting case of participants' ordinary experience (Schutz and Luckmann, 1975:
253) .
2. With respect to the neo-c1assical model, Friedman (1953) and Machlup (1967)
among others have argued that the lack of realism in a theory's assumptions is
unrelated to its validity. From an instrumentalist perspective. theories are useful
fictions of science.
3. Quoted in Miller (1978 : 403). Miller makes his argument in regard to methodological individualism.
4. See the summary in Denzin (1969). For those interested in these studies, Denzin
provides further references.
5. As an example, consider Goffman's sketch of the features of social situations
(1972) .
6. This formulation of the problem follows Goffman (1972: 61f), though I am not
sure that Goffman would agree with my further explication. Like other interactionists,
Goffman appears to be interested in identifying rules that govern human conduct.
7. One difference between the Aggregation Hypothesis and the present conception
is that the former considers such classifications as legitimate in as far as they capture
what happens in repeated sequences of micro-social situations, while the latter concedes them only rhetorical status (Ham!, 1981 : 154ff). This has to do with the fact that
the Aggregation Hypothesis as I have presented it starts from transactions in social
situations, while Ham! grounds his conception in 'individuals' and their relationships.
Thus 'aggregationists' may regard the term 'working class' as a convenient shorthand
for the sum total of individuals who engage in their working-life situations in specifiable confrontations with those who control the means of production ; 'structuralists' of
Harre's brand may insist that the members of the working class are not necessarily tied
together by any relationships , and hence do not constitute any empirical grouping
above and beyond the level of individuals. As we shall see, these viewpoints do not
necessarily contradict each other .
8. For a somewhat more detailed discussion of the idea of underdetermination of
social practice, see Knorr-Cetina (1981c) .
9. See Cicourel (1964,1968,1970) as well as the summary in Denzin (1969). See also
Mehan and Wood (1975) and Garfinkel (1967) .
10. The story was published in 1901. I have been alerted to it by a comment of
Schutz.
.
11. Lenin pointed out a similar difference between what he called imperialism (the
new capitalism) and 'simple' capitalism , and Galbraith (1978) speaks about a juxtaposition of 'the market system' and 'the industrial system'. Braudel finds himself in
accord with both - only these differences are not new but have existed in Europe at
least since the Middle Ages, as has a grass-roots economy 'outside' market and
capitalism (1979, vol. 2: 197).
12. This raises the question whether Braudel's rural infra-economy can plausibly be
considered as encompassing an 'essentially similar' form of transactions across different countries and regions, that is, across different networks of concretely related
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transactions. I think not. The issue of similarities across different networks of concretely related transactions needs further consideration.
13. See Giddens (1981) for a related interest in 'accessibility'. Compare also Giddens' definition of institutions as similar actions reproduced across time and space.
14. For example , Braudel makes reference to the problems created by missing or
unreliable records throughout his writings (1979) .
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