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The Self As The Individual Of Social Theory

Prologue

We have looked at Durkheimian functionalism and Marxism, and while they are obvious differences between the theories, in that they give different accounts of the origin of the social structure. Yet they do have similarities, i.e. for both, social reality is caused by the nature of the social structure; changes in the latter determine changes in the former. Moreover, both theories, while occupying opposing positions, describe the mechanisms of the system and how change in human behaviour is originated by changes in the structure. Thus, contribution of the individual to social organisation is posited in a particular way. The identity of ‘self’ or subject is not significant: individual's inner mental states or consciousness of social reality is not important in terms of its individual content but rather how that content mirrors the structure, yet does not have any causal potency in the form, it takes. I want to look now at what can be called interpretative theories an their take on the place of the ‘self’ in society.
Such theories emphasize the need to consider closely the micro-level of social life, in short, the interactions between particular individuals. This approach is opposite to the other theories we have considered which function at a macro-level, i.e. the way the whole structure of society influences the behaviour of individuals. Social action theorists claim that societies are the product of human interaction and are dependent on this for their existence; they are its result not its cause. Therefore,  to understand society and the creation of social order we must first be able to understand the nature of human action and interaction.  This is not to claim that there is not an element of human behaviour that is subject to natural laws, that is it is not subject to intention or purpose. Thus, there are action which are involuntary:  not open to choice. There is also instinctive behaviour; behaviour which appears to be the result of intention or purpose but is merely reactive or condition response to certain triggers or stimuli. Some explain most animal behaviour in these terms. Now while there are certain types of human behaviour which conforms to these two categories, most human behaviour is said to be the result of creative decision making. We make a conscious decisions to do most of the things that we do, and we must see such decisions not as a reaction to certain stimuli but as a result of an interpretation of our environment. Human agency is a process of interacting with our social environment, making sense of its social situations and choosing to act appropriately and accordingly. In social action parlance we exercise choice in response to our 'definition of the situation'. In this block I will look at a theorist who is considered the father of individual or action theory, Max Weber. I will also look briefly in section two at theories that have by Weber and his giving back the individual subject his place in the structuring of the society in which he exists.
I
Weber  & Social Action Theory

Such an interpretation, however, involves not merely the interpretation of a physical environment, but as I have said,  the social environment, and the latter involves other people. Indeed, nearly every social situation we have to make sense of involves other people. Thus  social action is action we choose to take in response to an interpretation of the behaviour of others. We attach meaning to the action of others and act on that meaning. Furthermore, interpretation is in itself not an epiphenomenal process. The meanings that we arrive at are, for the most part, those meaning which others want us to arrive at. Meaning is disclosed by various means, language (linguistic symbols), gesture, body language but not by these means only. the way we dress can be an effective communicator. And while such disclosure is not directed to any one individual in particular, it is nevertheless, a way of conveying meaning. Such phenomena are symbols for the meanings that individuals want us to receive. In this way we can recognize that social life is a myriad of meaningful encounters. But how does this cohere into social order? Social theorists hold that social order is not determined by any imposition of cultural rules; there is no determined social order. Nor is social order a product of the need to impose constraints on a background of an unequal distribution of opportunities and social goods. Rather social order is created by the faculties of the members of the social, actors in the theatre of the social. In other words, it is the amalgam formed by the near infinite occurrences of interaction between actors  who are constantly interpreting, meaning-attributing to make sense of the diverse social situation in which they find themselves and on which they have to make decisions on how to act. 

Constantly, then, one is always defining the situation and acting accordingly. What’s more, the 'truth' of the situation is inseparable from the interpretation of the actors on the social stage. Truth, moreover, reality is indeed in the eye of the beholder. Consequently, it is conceivable that a social situation in which there is  more than one participant will accordingly have as many definitions. That means not that there is no objective definition, but that in a situation where there can be no one objective definition, all definitions must be treated as objective. This treated as problematic by some, however, social theorists point to an inevitability of social interaction which consists of two inescapable features. Firstly, that interpretation of a situation has no alternative, you just cannot help but do it. Secondly, one's decision to act follows from such an interpretation, thus, deciding on whether a course of action is correct is impossible if one has no access to another's interpretation, and how can one because one cannot escape one's own. Social reality is the creation of each individual that participates in it. Therefore, in contrast to structuralist views, our social world is  not the objective, factual unambiguous place that it is sometimes claimed to be. Reality is inescapably the product, not so much of human thought but of human meaning, as it is the actor's interpretation that determines their social action.

In this way Max Weber describes social reality as being the result of social action and interaction. Individuals not merely influence the social structure but their decisions on how to achieve those things they desire, actual create the social structure of their society. Individuals rationalise according to certain ends, and then choose to act - it is such phenomena that gives rise to the social structure: social life is the result of rational choice. This does not produce randomness in  social relations, indeed the social structure here too acts to originate and perpetuate social order and social control, its ontology is no less conceptual for this, (mental, empiricist). Thus, sociological theories are not merely theories that describe the social system, but an explanation of why individuals' hold the concepts they do; make the choices they do, that produce the social reality they live in. In short, social theory involves looking at the meaning behind the actions of the actors - 'it is a theory about the theories of actors. Weber departs from his predecessors, in that he moves away from a social science dependant on the natural sciences for its methodology. His view of sociological description contains a unique difference  from the description of the natural sciences, in that the observer can put himself in the place of the subject that he is observing. Indeed it is essential, given the nature of social reality,  i.e. it originates in thought and action, that the observer, to be able to understand and appreciate structural circumstances, be able to do this, not being able to, would mean that the object and its behaviour would be incomprehensible. 


We see, then, that in this, Weber has been a fundamental influence on that branch of philosophy known as 'interpretative sociology' Here, in Weber, we see the articulating of the idea that how human beings  interpret their social environment is the basis of the volition that originated behaviour. Therefore, it is not determined, as both Marx and Durkheim can be interpreted as claiming, rather it is chosen after a process of apprehension (versheten) that involves both perception and interpretation of the social stimuli that they encounter in the situation in which they find themselves. It is, in other words in accord with their definition of the situation.

 Weber's social theory, however, while it differs from  the structural theory of Marx, also has points of contact.  For example, his was not merely an interest  the micro perspective but concerned with an attempt to generalise from this analysis to an explanation of why societies have the forms they do.. He, like Marx then is concerned with the general form  of  human societies and specifically in their historical and social transformation. Nevertheless, contrary to Durkheim and Marx, Weber argues that to understand the dynamic of societies and societal change one needs to reject the idea of universal principles as being an underlying force in human social life. Rather it is essential to focus on the meaning underpinning events, historical and contemporary, that produce the social structure. Understanding  and describing the process, involves comparing the structures of society, differences, similarities, anomalies cannot be comprehended by correspondence (or not, as the case may be) to universal standards, but by analysing the rationality behind the respective historical actions and events which have led to their adoption, and by apprehending the actions of actors in contemporary social life. This, of course, means that generalisation about all societies or all social “structures will be impossible. Sociology is equipped to provide such a comparison and thus such an understanding only if it uses the widest range of concepts. The concepts that Weber uses can be categorised into types:

Types of Action: 
Weber uses a classification of action, four types which are defined according to the motivation of the actor:

Traditional Action: Is actions whose explanation involve reasons based in the past.

Affective Action : Actions which involve some kind of compulsion or conditioning.

Value-orientated Action: Action which reflects my beliefs, ideas and all that important to me in social life

Rational (goal-orientated) action; Action which involves effectiveness of means and their productive efficacy in terms of ends.

Types of equality:  
The second category of types is 'types of equality’. Weber was influenced by Marxism in that he understood inequality to be essential to the structure of social life. What he rejected, however, was the emphasis on class inequality as the dynamic for social life. Instead, he stratified society by status groups or parties, the former having access to prestige and power, the latter to political and legal influence. Membership of either group can be just as advantageous as belonging to a particular class.  Again, Weber construction of the causal factors of class differed from Marx, he believing that class membership had more to do with 'market forces, i.e. one's capacity to 'market oneself and one's skills in such a way as to reap the maximum benefit to oneself, than merely the possession than the means of production.

Types of Domination
With the rejection of the marxist notion of class, came Weber’s claim that power then was not analysable merely in terms of class membership, and to demonstrate this he used what are called 'types of domination'. This analysis of power, is seen to be very important to Weber's conception of social action, as Parkin points out Weber thought that, ' without exception every sphere of social action is profoundly influenced by the structures of dominance'. This typology of power is identified by Parkin as having differing appeals to legitimacy by those who use it:

Traditional: Linked to traditional action and a prerequisite to effective socialisation

Charismatic: This kind of domination is directed through admiration and a believe in the ability of the source of authority
Legal-rational: Legal power in term of its authority of sanction and contract.

This analysis of  power, can again be seen as a refutation of Marx's economic determinism. For here it is mental entities that are the determining factors in the construction of social life and this position is the antithesis to a position that views that all social behaviour can be understood as being economically determined. Yet it must not be seen in this way, for as I have mentioned, this is only one reading of Marx, one which only some of his followers adopted, moreover Weber recognised this as we can see from  comments in his work. This, however, is not the only reason why it is mistaken to view Weber's work as aimed at refuting Marx. To realise this we only have to look at the Weber treatment  of theorising

Ideal types their influence and construction.

Weber uses the phenomenon of selection, that is, the idea that individuals in their use of sense perception are only able to 'take in' a certain amount of sense-stimuli. This idea was taken up by Weber in terms of the way we think, claiming that it was impossible for the understanding of human beings to apprehend social reality as a totality. Thus, we select, your selection is your theory, my selection is my theory. This selection and definition, however, is purely subjective. The choice applied may differ from person to person. But this means that we here exclude the possibility of evoking an independent arbiter. And, consequently, quite simply,  'objective truth' becomes an impossibility. Weber does not see this as a mistake in his analysis or a difficulty. He acknowledges that, all knowledge of cultural reality...is always knowledge from a particular point of view...' indeed this is an inevitable condition of the human situation. Therefore, far from trying to search for objectivity over and above this 'particular point of view' one must make it explicit in our accounts of the world - 'seeing' is always theoretical. Indeed, far from ignoring the multiplicity of points of view, each must be emphasised to describe and explain social reality, this must be done to such an extent that it exaggerates the real world- constructs, what Weber calls ideal-types of reality. This means to a reduction of apprehension of situation to essences, a highlighting of that which we find significant and important. Thus while Weber is making an implicit criticism of Marxism, in the sense that he is claiming that no one theory can tell the whole truth concerning reality, he also goes on to see Marx's account as an ideal-type, and as such is not wrong but rather incomplete (completeness being impossible), his account, then, does not refute Marxism but add to it, in a move to create an alternative. 


Nevertheless, Weber does reverse the causal chain employed by Marx to explain capitalism. For Weber it is ideas and beliefs that act to cause economic conditions, and a change in the former bring a change in the latter, not vice-versus as it is for Marx. Moreover, capitalism's defining characteristic is 'a way of looking at things’ and not a 'mode of production'. This, however, is not to say that Weber agreed with its development. Yes, such a social construction typifies the Weberian view of the role of beliefs and actions in social change; it is the offspring of a particular way of thinking and acting, yet it is like a cuckoo in the nest, consuming all before it and growing at the expense of all other human endeavour. 

This particular way of thinking has its roots in Puritanism.
Protestantism and more specifically in Calvinism:

Worldly work is virtuous; it is good to be frugal, thrifty and austere. It elevates hard work and industriousness. And sucess in these pursuits mean your reward in heaven. Such an outlook automatically led to a dedication to efficiency and rationality as this allows the maximization of productivity. Wealth accumulation became a symbol of virtue. But this is controlled and used to perpetuate and elevate further. The movement’s primary values contradict the other Calvinist virtue of asceticism. Thus, although wealth accumulation is the symbol of virtuous and efficient hard work for Calvinists, the consumption of the fruits of this labour is denied the believer because of the need to live an ascetic life. Here is the affinity with capitalism. Unlike other forms of economy for capitalism to work, capital has to be accumulated, not to be consumed, but to be reinvested in the pursuit of ever-more-efficient, and profitable, techniques of production. The need is for the constant, pursuit of rational means of production, by ploughing back the fruits of labour. The more wealth is made, and the more successful the capitalist enterprise is, the more resources are available to improve the efficiency of production. Work is therefore an end in itself; profit to be reinvested is virtuous, and brings its own reward.

Weber's account is clear. Only Puritanism expects of its followers a way of thinking and a way of living which matches the peculiar demands made on capitalist producers. Without a population dedicated to worldly work for its own sake, prepared to eschew as sinful any sign of extravagance, capitalism could not have got off the ground. The creation of such a world thus represents the perfect example of the Weberian view of the role of beliefs and action in social change; for Weber, capitalism is the child of a particular way of thinking and not a mode of production spawned by economic forces. But, also for Weber, this child should have been strangled at birth, because it has grown into a monster.

Here is a different commentary on modernity from those of Weber's two main nineteenth-century peers. Weber's story is one of the roles of specific intellectual traditions in specific historical circumstances, rather than the unravelling of inexorable and universally applicable societal development, as are those of Durkheim and Marx. It is story of the social destruction of the human spirit by modernity. Durkheim and Marx constructed versions of a social theory which could specify the societal route to a future of progress and human emancipation. They both thought they had discovered the cure for sickness and the recipe for societal, and thereby individual, health and happiness. For Durkheim, regulation through socialisation is guaranteed to prevent anomie; for Marx, historical materialism is the prescribed medicine for the eradication of the modern disease of alienation.  But Weber is no doctor of social life; he has no cure for rationalisation - for him, the scourge of modern society. For Weber, the pursuit of technical efficiency, whatever the (non-material) cost is inevitable and irreversible in modern industrial capitalism, and while in bureaucratic administration it reaches its zenith, it also represents humanity nadir. Thus, Weber professes no cure for this disease of rationalisation. For a world dominated by rationality, with its conceptual contents of efficiency, calculability and predictability, sounds the death knell for real meaning, mystery and spiritual fulfilment. Let us now briefly take in some of the theories that Weber has influenced. We have only sufficient space to introduce these approaches but if you wish to pursue an interest there are many books that provide a comprehensive coverage that you can access.
Interpretative Sociology: Action Theories

Symbolic interactionism (SI) is the name given to one of the best-known action theories. It is with symbolic interactionism that the phrases 'definition of the situation', 'reality is in the eye of the beholder' and 'if men define situations as real, they are real in their consequences' are most usually associated. Though rather cumbersome, the name given to this perspective does clearly indicate the kinds of human activity which its proponents consider essential to concentrate on in order to understand social life.  There are a number of proponents of this theory, the main being Cooley, Thomas Mead, Blumer, & Goffman.

It is they that formalised Weber’s critique of sociology that followed the methodology of the natural sciences. This critique is complicated but it has to do with a rejection of the forms of human behaviour being treated as variables within an environment of determinist external causes. They too accepted the phenomenon of agency, that is that individuals had volition and could thus could manifest intention and purpose. Moreover, an actors response to a situation would depend on a number of variants, her purpose, plans, possession of knowledge, etc. Thus one could not understand such behaviour by evoking a determinist structure, but must construct a system that is concerned with the actors point of view. 
involuntary v voluntary behaviour

This idea is one that has the consequence of separating the human being from the rest of the natural world.  That is, that while some human performanceare involuntarily, and in this similar in nature to the performance of other objects and other non-human entities in the inanimate world.  For example, certain reflex responses to external stimuli, sneezing, blinking or yawning and certain emotions, pain, where they can be explained as purely behavioural responses to our environment; responses and reduced to biological or physiological episodes.. we can say that nearly all human action is voluntary. That is that actions are mostly the product of a conscious decision, which involve purpose and intention towards  goal-oriented ends. Humans often choose between certain alternative courses of action making this choice on what they apprehend as being most likely  to achieve the end or a goal in mind. Human action, therefore, is intentional action: we mean to do what we do in order to achieve our chosen purposes.
Human beings act as a consequence of having first produced a, to use the usual action theory phrase for this, 'definition of the situation'. This in certain situation can be straight-forward and uncomplicated. However, the other encounters that are more difficult and problematic because most encounters do not only involve inanimate objects but others human beings. Most of the situations we have to define in order to choose how to act are social; they involve other humans beings and their actions. Thus, the meanings and interpretations we use will not be fixed entities. Rather they are created and developed within the social arena; and within the spheres of action and interaction changed and modified. To therefore understand the structure of action, interactionists, need to concentrates on interpersonal behaviour of incidences of the interaction between individuals, particularly on the effect the attitudes and beliefs held by one person or a group can have on another's behaviour and perception. The latter part of this statement is immensely important. 

Social Action, is action we choose to take in the light of what we interpret the behaviour of others to mean. Yet it also involves making certain assumptions and often the clues that we find are not merely there but themselves the result of purpose and intention. There is, in other words, more to social action than interpretation leading to action, . Most of the time when we interact with other humans, they want us to arrive at certain interpretations of their actions - they want us to think one thing of them rather than another. Others often use the social surrounding, the contexts of the social situation to convey the meaning they wish and to influence the interpretation. For example, though dress, gesture, touch and even smell can often communicate our meanings and organise the interpretations of others adequately enough, clearly the most efficient - and most remarkable - way in which we can get others to understand us is through language. 

But by far the most effective symbols humans have at their disposal are words- linguistic symbols. This is why action theorists are often interested in the way we use language to exchange meanings with each other. Language verbal or written, is the uniquely human device which we are able to use to interact meaningfully with one another, and thereby to create society. [6]. Thus our interaction with others and one’s interpretation is often based on the following assumptions:

i) that perception of ourselves and others is based on symbols or  labels

ii) these labels are not necessarily based on fact;

iii) however they influence our behaviour and that of others;

iv) and actions based on them can make the image become reality

v) though equally people may reject labels, dispel them and create new ones. 

Thus the labels or images we have of other people and groups (and of ourselves) are in a constant state of flux, of negotiation and re-negotiation. Some are more durable than others, and some are only partial. Our image of another person will be influenced by that person's self-perception and the image they are trying to create. Having fixed on  'what this person is like', we behave towards them in a particular way and this will influence the way they behave with us. Meanwhile, these images influence our behaviour in many ways.

George Herbert Mead

George Herbert Mead emphasised the reductionism of complex concepts to simple integers, he was also adherent of the pragmatist school of epistemology that insisted that the production of knowledge is inextricably linked with human enquiry.  His enquiry was focused on the age-old philosophical problem of dualism. To solve the problem Mead introduced a social behaviourism that was no reductionism That is, he was to claim that human behaviour involved agency and thus presupposed mental states, such mental dispositional states could not be reduced to biological or physiological states. Therefore, Mead had to posit that there was a distinction between reaction and conduct.

The construction of self-image

His explanation of interaction mental dispositions, were ultimately tied to a possession of a ‘self’. He thinks that by introspecting we can pick out the essential person in us. Mead claims we can only 'know' there are other persons by reference to ourselves However, it is also clear at least to me, that neither is he thinking of a person as merely a physical entity with behavioural dispositions. The self, he seems to have in mind, does accord more with the common conception of a person: a living organism with beliefs, memories, attitude and personality traits, etc. So we can say a ‘self’ is:

...that one is capable of desiring to continue existing as a subject of experiences and other mental states. This in turn presupposes both that one has the concept of a continuing entity and that one believes that one is oneself such an entity. (Michael Tooley)
Mead his self, proposes here a kind of dualism; a dualism between the ‘I’ and the ‘Me’ The latter is tied into the interpretations of others - what they take our behaviour to mean -  and we use this as evidence of who we think we are. This is the ability then to see myself as others see me. But also the ability itself the ability to be able to introspect is what forms the former concept the ‘I’ That is, our self-image is a product of the way others think of us - in effect, I am what I think you think, I am. 
Mead’s presentation of the self opposes the concept of socialization used by structural theorists, where it is a process whereby given external, cultural rules are generally internalised by people. It is an outcome of the interpretative process - the allocation of meaning between people - that for action theorists at the root of all social interaction. Our personalities are constructed by means of this interpreting process through encountering others, all of whom take our behaviour towards them to symbolise something about our selves. They interpret our behaviour in the light of the evidence they are provided with. They then act towards us in the light of this interpretation, indicating via the symbolic means available to them what kind of person they have decided we are. Such symbols constitute the ‘significant symbols’ that individuals share in the ‘form of life’ they share. The image we have of ourselves is crucially influenced by the reactions of individuals we come into contact with. We cannot ignore what kind of person others are telling us we are; the image of our 'self' is seriously affected, if not created by the image others have of us. Thus the self is, so to speak, constructed from what Mead calls the ‘generalized other’ which is accessed via these significant symbols. Our 'self' - the person we become - depends upon the particular people we happen to encounter in our journey through life.
Erving Goffman

But the influence of the interpretations of others is only one half of the process of interaction emphasised by SI. The human character is no passive construction of others, but the ‘I’ too is massively influential in the creation of the social self. We come to learn that others will interpret our behaviour & use our own interpretative abilities to manipulate these interpretations to suit our image of ourselves. We use our capacity to be self-reflexitive in order to present the person we wish others to think we are. We play roles in a creative way to elicit from others the responses we desire. In effect, we manage, or orchestrate, the responses of others by presenting the image of our self that we wish them to hold. We become actors on the stage of life, writing our own lines.
The Sl theorist most commonly associated with this emphasis on creative role-playing is Erving Goffman. In a book called The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1969), Goffman outlines his conception of social life as a stage upon which humans play themselves, and explains the social props that are pressed into service to present these selves to others. Goffman and others refer to this approach as the dramaturgical approach. Goffman focuses on the organisation of social interaction as specific locations of interaction that involves the relations of particular individuals in the situation framed - Goffman terms this the ‘interaction order’. Responses and impressions characterize these situations. To understand this we have to understand how Goffman views the self. It is a self, which only has substance beyond what it is according to the expectations of each social encounter. Thus the individual is engaged in impression management - simply everything is reduced to acting; the ‘I’ for is no causal entity, but that which can be discovered in behaviour and it is communicated via the social.   According to Goffman, very few human attributes, possessions or activities are not used in this theatrical way. The clothes we wear, the house we live in, the way we furnish it, the way we walk and talk, the work we do, and the way in which we spend our leisure time - everything that is public about ourselves can, and is, used to tell others what kind of person we are. We thus 'manage' the information we provide for others. We control our dress, appearance and habits to encourage others to see us as the people we claim to be. There are two points to note here. Firstly, Goffman views this relationship as a set of interactional rituals, by which the self is expressed. Secondly, that the theatre here has a back stage, as well as a front stage. 
For Goffman and his fellow interactionists, socialisation is usually about the triumph of the creative capacities of the individual over the reactions of others. This seems to imply a kind of manipulation. And this can be seen to be one interpretation if we analyse Goffman’s concepts of expression and instrumental. I think what the dramaturgical metaphor allows us to see is the distinction between these two concepts. First, the ‘expressive’ as improvisation and, second, the instrumental as learning, the part in a way that help to express a certain type of character. In life we can see the distinction if we evoke the concept of altruism. 
Labelling theory

Labelling theory is less interested in the ways in which people are able to influence others' interpretation of themselves than in the kinds of interaction where no such opportunities exist. Labelling theorists are mainly interested in the fact that sometimes people are victims, often helpless, of the interpretations, or labels, of others to such an extent that their social identities can be imposed upon them, even against their will. This offshoot of SI stresses the fact that what is defined as deviance varies widely according to a number of factors, including time, person, and place. Deviance cannot be defined in terms of particular acts, but rather in terms of how certain acts are defined by people in particular circumstances. For example, killing another person can be both deviant and heroic, legal and illegal, depending upon the circumstance. I am sure you can provide examples of situations in which this is so. There is no fixed definition of deviance, therefore, according to these writers, rather acts and people are defined as deviant according to the circumstances and the type of person who commits the act. This persuasive and influential argument will followed in some detail later on in the course.

Deviants and normal people

Deviants, according to this view, are little different from non-deviants. That is why they may violate societal rules, norms or laws are merely ordinary people who have been motivated to so from certain circumstances. It is not true to say that there is a separate class of people who commit crimes because they are motivated by some special factor which distinguishes them from normal people. The distinction lies in the fact their behaviour is defined as deviant through the actions of other people.

Labelling theory argues that certain deviant behaviour becomes illegal as a result of pressure group activity A group of people ban together to force through a change in the law to reflects their own interests or what they perceive to be the interests of the population in general. In other words, labelling is socially organized

The phenomena of social order  

From this point of view, societies are made up  of individuals engaging in a countless number of meaningful encounters. The result is social order. But this is no determined order. It is not the result of the imposition of cultural rules, as the consensus theorist sees it. Nor is it the result of the constraints of a world where advantages are unequally distributed, and where cultural rules legitimate these constraints. As the conflict theorist sees it,  instead, society is an order created, or accomplished, by the capacities of the members themselves. It is the result of numerous occasions of interaction, carried out by interpreting, meaning-attributing actors who can make sense of the social settings in which they find themselves and who choose courses of action accordingly.

 There is another important difference between structural and interpretative conceptions of society. For structural theorists,  the character of a society - its social structure - is not in doubt. It is a 'real’ thing which exists outside of its members.  For the interpretivist, however, it is much more difficult to describe a society which is the outcome of interpretation as somehow 'true' or 'real'.

  For the interpretivist, being human involves interpreting what is going on around one - saying: 'This is what is happening here’, and choosing an appropriate course of action in the light of this interpretation. Such interpretations of 'what Is going on here' can only ever be considered 'correct' or 'true' for the particular person doing the interpreting. What is ‘really’ going on depends on the individual.

 Reality is indeed in the eye of the beholder.  We act in ways we consider appropriate. What we consider appropriate depends upon what we think the behaviour of others means. It is therefore by no means inconceivable that other people, in exactly the same social situations as ourselves, will take the behaviour around them to mean something very different, and will therefore take very different courses of action from us.  Thus,  certain things become clear:

(a) you cannot help but come to some sort of interpretation or other (even if it is that you do not know what is happening) and;

(b) what you decide to do will be the result of this interpretation.

  Though subsequent events may 'prove' things one way or another  initial action undertaken by human beings in such social circumstances, though always involving a process of interpretation, can never be assumed to be definitely 'true' or 'real'. It can only ever be how we choose to see things. The world 'is' what we think it is. In contrast to the structuralist view then, social 'reality’ is not a factual, objective, unambiguous state of affairs.  Reality  can only be what the actors involved in interaction think is real, since what they think is real determines what they decide to do. [4] Reality is therefore quite definitely the negotiated creation of individuals in interaction with one another. Furthermore, because the social worlds so created are dependent on the interpretations of particular individuals in particular social settings, they are much more precarious constructions than suggested by the notion of social structures determining behaviour. As W. I. Thomas(1966) puts it: 'If man defines situations as real, they are real in their consequences'

According to SI theorists, social life literally is the 'interaction of humans via the use of symbols'. That is, they are interested in:

(a) the way in which humans employ symbols of what they mean in order to communicate with one another (an orthodox interpretative interest);

(b) the effects that the interpretations of these symbols have on the behaviour of parties during a social interaction.
Earlier we emphasised how the behaviour of human beings must essentially be the product of how they interpret the world around them. It is not behaviour, which is learnt or determined, as structural theories suggest. Rather, it is chosen as appropriate behaviour in the light of how people define the encounter - what they take social settings to mean. But a question we did not consider earlier is this. How far does this process of interpretation, which, according to action theorists, is always the origin of behaviour, affect other people involved in these meaningful encounters? This is clearly important. As we said previously, most of the situations in which we find ourselves are inevitably social situations - they involve other people doing things. Nearly every time meaning order to decide how to act we are interpreting the actions of other human beings.

One of the principal interests of Sl has been to consider this very question - the effects of interpretation on the person whose actions are being interpreted.

SI stresses that interaction is a two-way interpretative process. We must not only understand that someone's action is a product of how they have interpreted the behaviour of someone else, but that this interpretation will have an impact on the actor whose behaviour has been interpreted in certain ways too. One of the major contributions of symbolic interactionism to action theory has been to elaborate and explain the different kinds of effects which the interpretations of others can have on the social identities of the individuals who are the objects of these interpretations.

Phenomenology & Ethnomethodology

Phenomenology that can be traced back to the philosophy of Kant. But it was Edmund Husserl that was to attempt to develop a radical philosophy that attempted to inquire into the roots of human experience with aim of realigning it with scientific knowledge. He felt that in any society it becomes important to take seriously the fact that all individuals are in possession of their ‘own stock of knowledge’.

Phenomenology is concerned solely with the structures and workings of human consciousness and its basic - though often implicit - presupposition is that the world we live in is created in consciousness, in our heads. of course, it would be absurd to deny that there is an external world, but the argument is that the outside world has meaning only through our consciousness of it. The sociologist - or any scientist, for that matter - is interested only in the world in so far as it is meaningful, and she must therefore understand how we make it meaningful. This is achieved through setting aside what we normally assume we know and tracing the process of coming to know it. This setting aside of our knowledge is referred to sometimes as the 'phenomenological reduction', sometimes as 'bracketing', and in the more technical literature as the epoche. 

Its main protagonist Schultz argued that our sense of reality is only a social construct. We as apprehending individuals impose meaning on the world, without which it would make no sense.  The meanings emerge from an interaction with others. His is an  attempt to show that we construct our world from knowledge that has been acquired from meaningless phenomena. But our apprehension of the world involves noticing similarities between types of experiences (typification). This typification is a process of classification of experineces into similarities & contrasts.. This allows us to construct 'meaningful contexts'. This organization of sense data into meaningful sets gives our knowledge base, not about the world but which constitutes the world itself. For Shutz following Weber we interpret & organize data according to ‘first order typifications’ for Shutz this was the ‘ world of We’Consciousness is where 'social life' takes place. We construct from this process 'our project' that is what we think about the world; our common sense. Schutz talks about social theory as creating a world of rational puppets who can be manipulated by the theorist to provide knowledge about the real world: we can say that if people have certain goals and behave rationally, then they will act in such a way; if the situation changes, then their action will change in this or that way. Again the cognitive emphasis of Shutz's work is clear, and, paradoxically, we arrive at a very rational choice theory. It is, however, a more complete way of showing how the situation of choice is constructed and giving a elaborate analysis of motivation. Schutz, for example, distinguishes between 'because motives', what we know might happen on the basis of experience, and 'in order to' motives, the state of affairs we want to achieve. 

The implication of this is, that it is not for the social scientist to look for the reality beneath the phenomena (the positivists), but to be cognisant that reality is constructed by actors acting on the meanings they construct. This means objectivity that the positivists had attempted to reach was impossible.  The problem with this is while sociologists can analyse the ‘first order typifications’ to construct ‘ second order typifications’ something like Weber’s ‘ideal types’, there is no rationale that prevents ‘third order typifications’ being constructed & then on & on ad infinitum. 

There is, however, one writer, Peter Berger, who has made systematic attempts to extend phenomenology to a theory of society. 'The central work, which he wrote with Thomas Luckman, is The Social Construction of Reality (1997), which explicitly sets out to combine a holistic and individualistic analysis. Berger and Luckman, still see shared, taken-for-granted, common-sense meanings as the basis of social organisation, but they are more concerned with shared and explicit overarching meanings that develop out of common-sense meanings. They argue that human beings have very few stable and specific instincts; the stability of social life must therefore come from the social environment which they themselves create, and in this environment it is the overarching values and meanings, which provide the real focus of social organisation and are shared by everybody. Berger and Luckman are concerned with the way in which these meanings develop and are 'objectivated' in social institutions, and thus socialise new members of a society.
The influence of the phenomenological approach led to the social theory of ethno-methodology. Ethnomethodology provides our first encounter with what has become known as 'linguistic philosophy'. We can look at social action in the same way: it is rule-following, and the elaboration of a 'form of life' is the elaboration of the rules I governing a culture or subculture, the rules governing the way we conceive of - effectively, the way we create - our world. This leads to a fairly thorough going relativism. No one form of life takes priority over another, none is more 'true' - in the classic argument, science and witchcraft arc alternative forms of life, there are no external standards by which we can judge one to be better than another. However, the fact that we are all human, that all cultures have to deal with the fact that have arc born, we die, and we have to organize our sexual relations, means that there is a basis for mutual understanding. 

Ethnomethodologists to argue that all expressions of reality are ‘indexical’. That is, the reality individuals experience a world based on a set of assumptions they themselves have made & which are specific only to that social context. Thus there is no single version of reality, technically we can say ‘ that society represents an “inter subjective achievement” based on common categorizations of reality. In this there is , then, no ‘false consciousness’ to be penetrated. Craib (1992) gives us an illuminating example here.  In this inherent indexicality of meaning, language work rather like an indexing system in a library, constantly referring us to other works on the same topic, works by the same author, and so on; the meaning of each term in a language refers us to its context, the situation in which it is used and the words around it is based. This is most obvious with pronouns such as 'you' - which 'you' I am talking about is clear only in the situation in which I usc it. It is always possible to ask, 'What do you mean?' to any reply you get. We cannot, therefore, take any meaning for granted, yet we all behave as though we can.. 

Ethnomethodology, like phenomenology, sees social organization as something, which has to be established out of different individuals' different experiences. However, whereas Schutz would argue that order is the result of shared common-sense knowledge, Ethnomethodology argues that such knowledge is itself inherently unstable, something which is created anew in each new encounter. We conspire together to create the impression of shared common-sense knowledge. 
The problem of this approach is the problem of reductionism. Firstly, the danger is that this approach is that it reduces human agency, interactions & society to the status of things. Secondly, that human agency, given sovereignty in the way it is, may reduce the importance of collective processes to the nature of private mental states & meanings.  Conversely, this approach shouldn’t be dismissed as leading to relativism, that is that all sociological knowledge is subjective & thus useless in understanding the world. Furthermore,  that this status as philosophical uncertainty should not detract from the notion that this type of sociological analysis is useful in investigating the nature of substantive problems. 

The second significant idea approaches the question of how we can behave as though meaning were clear: it points to the reflexivity of our talk about our actions and situations. When we describe a situation, we are simultaneously creating   it, making it clear solid, meaningful and rational. When I describe something I am doing, I am not just describing what I am doing, I am simultaneously justifying what I am doing, telling myself and others how to approach what I am doing, removing areas of doubt and certainty. The term 'reflexivity' sums up the activities that we employ in everyday interaction, to correct 'indexicality' and establish a sense of social stability. Harold Garfinkel, the generally recognized rounder of ethnomethodology first followed Shutz in referring to them as 'background expectancies', taken-for-granted forms of common-sense knowledge. 

There are two terms that help us to make sense of Garfinkel's ideas on the way social beings strive to maintain social order & act as if knowledge of social reality has a deeper nature than that being the case. We are able to do so because of  the way we use language which plays on a public understanding that deep structure exists, but when we are asked to elaborate on this, we find ourselves giving synonyms or repeating ourselves. This Garfinkel terms 'glossing'.activity.  Glossing demonstrates how we obey rules of social interaction rather than describe or indicate more substantive knowledge.
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