Action in society is ‘individual’ as well as ‘social’. Discuss this statement with reference to the course material.
Each to each a looking-glass

Reflects the other that doth pass

Self and society are twin born, we know one as immediately as we know the other and the notion of a separate and independent ego is an illusion.

The relationship between self and society has intrigued philosophers, sociologists and psychologists alike. Charles Horton Cooley, in his consideration of the issue, concluded that society and individuals are not separable phenomena, but should be understood as collective and distributive facets of the same thing. Humans are social agents who reciprocally give to and receive from their social milieu. In this essay an overview of various interpretations of the nature of action in society will be considered and it will be argued that action in society should be understood as simultaneously having individual and social dimensions. 
In 5th century B.C., Socrates taught his students that society was the place in which an individual might work with others in order to achieve the best life. In Republic, Plato addressed the issues of both the structure of society and the role of the individual human being within that context. He argued that societies are purposive and that individuals cannot operate on a self-sufficient basis. After the ancient Greeks, the themes of society and self continued to be investigated, however often focus was directed to the nature of the universe and epistemological issues. Medieval thought concerned itself largely with logic, metaphysics, epistemology, semantics and the existence of God.  
The social, demographic, economic and political crises of the middle years of the seventeenth century in Western Europe precipitated a radical reassessment of established wisdom. English philosopher, Thomas Hobbes, responding to the upheaval resulting from the English Civil War, emphasized the importance of the individual in society. For him, humans act and make decisions on the basis of their own self-interest. They choose to give up their rights and liberties only in the context of a social order contract. Later Herbert Spencer reframed Hobbes’ paradigm in evolutionary terms. His observation was that society is strengthened when it is composed of strong individuals; the weak ought to be eliminated for the sake of the evolution of the whole. Hobbes’ egoism is often criticised for being a tautology; similarly Spenser’s social Darwinism and natural selection theory has been shown to be based on circular reasoning. Both men, however, made invaluable contributions to the study of the connection between man and society to the extent that they are often identified as having birthed the discipline of sociology and the modern interest in the question of the individual/corporate aspect of activity.
Macro-level approaches dominated post-Enlightenment commentary on the relationship between individual and society. Durkheim and Marx offered explanations of human action being determined by social facts and economic considerations respectively. In their varied interpretations, the individual is understood as subordinate to the collective. Macro forces and phenomena are determinate and, in emphasising them as abstract entities that exist outside of individual agents, personal volition is somewhat trivialised. While the interpretations of both Marx and Durkheim helpfully draw attention to socioeconomic factors that influence the relationship between action, the individual and society, the complexity of the relationship is too heterogeneous and complex to be reduced to broad generalisations in the manner they envisage.
An alternative sociological macro-level paradigm is offered by Max Weber. He defines social action in terms of the individual. On the first page of his magnum opus Economy and Society he states that the focus of sociology is social action. Action is explicated as: ‘the acting individual attaches a subjective meaning to his behaviour – be it overt or covert, omission or acquiescence’.
 Action is social when the meaning given by the individual ‘takes account of the behaviour of others and is thereby orientated in its course’.
 Society is formed by individuals who choose, interpret and act in ways that take account the presence of the other.

Weber’s approach is one of methodological individualism in which social phenomena are explained on the basis of the motivations and actions of individual agents. Talcott Parsons criticised Weber for overly stressing individualism and subjectivity. He writes:

Reduced to the simplest terms, then, a social system consists in a plurality of individual actors interacting with each other in a situation which has at least a physical or environmental aspect, actors who are motivated in terms of a tendency to the "optimization of gratification" and whose relation to their situations, including each other, is defined and mediated in terms of a system of culturally structured and shared symbols.

Cooley’s emendation of Weber’s theory circumvents this criticism by proposing that the concept of a separate individual is an untenable abstraction, just as is the concept of society when viewed apart from individuals. He argued, instead, that self and society co-create each other in an intersubjective, dialogical manner.
Cooley is an example of the more recent approach to the issue of action, individualism and society that rejects the quintessential grand narratives and universal truth claims of modernity, and adopts a more micro-approach, focusing on the individual agent, volition, purpose and agency, and linguistic expression as part of the wider context of activity. The relationship between a subject’s action, intention and its effect on society is acknowledged to be personal and multifaceted; existing in community means negotiating the complexity of ‘the other’, including engagement in exchanges of meanings using protean, veriable linguistic symbols.  
Surprisingly, in this complex exchange of meaning, social order is maintained. Individual agents engage in numerous interactions, on the basis of their own volition, and in so doing create a negotiated reality. Action depends upon meaning, but different individuals assign different meanings to different things, and there is a meaning generated reciprocally as individuals interact in relationship with one another. In this view, the interconnectedness of individual and society is so integral that any attempt to study either in isolation necessarily will entail distortion. Symbolic Interaction Theories explicate the human self as a social product and yet also purposive and creative. Herbert Blumer, for example, showed that, with and through social interaction, individuals ‘produce common symbols by approving, arranging, and redefining them’
 in their ever-changing social landscape. 
While this theory offers a compelling interpretation of the social experience of individuals, there are problems with extrapolating its conclusions generally. Many have highlighted that symbolic interaction theories are too subjectively orientated and neglect the macro-level of social structure, institutional development and community change. Criticism is also made for a failure to give due attention to the influence of social forces and institutions on individual interactions. For example, it has been highlighted that symbolic interactionism has a limited ability to make comment on the ubiquitous presence of mass communication in contemporary society. The rapidly changing and advancing nature of communication afforded by the internet brings new conditions of micro-social communication and new rules of interpersonal communication that have macro-level implications. Apologists for symbolic interactionalism have responded by suggesting a widening of its scope to provide a theoretical perspective for macroanalysis.
A further relevant issue to the question of the nature of action in society is whether generally preconceived assumptions of meaning are valid. Social structures are systems of social relationship practices enacted by individuals. In this context, social schemas are born which become the basis of social meaning. Semiotics analyses this social meaning, particularly considering its nature and origin. Meaning is communicated primarily by language, which is a socially agreed encoding of social schema. In this, it is identified that language has meaning beyond the purely linguistic level; the line between, however, between conceptual/linguistic meaning and social meaning is challenging to determine. 
Viewed from this perspective, the individual is a product and creator of the social meaning context. Any understanding of action simply as the output of an individual agent is woefully inadequate; a more nuanced and detailed account of how individual thought and action depend upon and constitute social action is necessary. Haslanger makes the point clearly, ‘Philosophical concepts don’t exist in a vacuum. They not only organize our thinking, but are also enacted in our social world; they are embedded in our social practices; they structure our lives.’
   Or to quote Filippini, 

…each individual is an aggregation of individual elements and mass elements, both subjective and objective, of personal characteristics and relational characteristics. Thus, each individual is not defined solely on the basis of his own specific characteristics, but owes his genesis to the complex interrelationship between specific subjective factors, on the one hand, and the general social relations in which he is immersed, on the other.

This interweaving is dynamic and evolving as reciprocal connections and interaction between individuals are continually redefined. Social Epistemology has emerged as a discrete area of study since the late 1980s. It arose as a response to traditional epistemology and it focuses on individual agents and their doxastic nature. Ethicists have touted the value of applied social epistemology to the fields of politics, medical ethics and legislature. 
While differing in weight of emphasis and mode of argument, there is a common acknowledgement among scholars that humanity, and the actors that make up the human community, are necessarily both individual and social. Without adopting a position of radical metaphysical solipsism, the attempt to separate the two seems logically absurd. Our everyday experience, in which we are faced with the scope and limitations of our freedom to choose to act or otherwise, confirms for us the duality of the individual-social relationship. We reflect and respond to the world and others on the basis of our own volition; we are compelled by external social factors to act in accordance with perceived expectation or standards. Self-actualization without reference to the realm of social experience seems counter-intuitive, if not inane. Like Kierkegaard we recognise the presence of community as fundamental to our individual experience, ‘In community, the individual is, crucial as the prior condition for forming a community. …Every individual in the community guarantees the community…’

Further, it is almost universally agreed that humans comment on, reflect upon and justify activity using language which is a socially agreed phenomenon. Our language, Malinowski explains, is ‘the necessary means of communion; it is the one indispensable instrument for creating the ties of the moment without which unified social action is impossible.’
 As our primary means of socialization, language constitutes and articulates individual and community identity and activity; while each individual might be identified as being in possession of a unique idiolect, language is appropriated by that individual within a speech community. The individual and social aspects of language and experience cannot be segregated. 
The position that we adopt on the place of the individual in society and the nature of their society activities has consequences for our understanding of social phenomena and our thinking about how society should be structured ideally. Where the mutually complementary nature of the individual and society is understood, and structures are formed, informed and maintained according to this understanding, society can progress well. In such a context, the individual is empowered and society caters towards the best of each of its individual members. The nature of the particular social structure in which this might be facilitated is an issue that necessitates continued reflection and debate. For now, among philosophers and sociologists, consideration must be given to how minimisation of the potential for a jarring between social balance and human autonomy might be achieved. The issue of the exact nexus between the two has long been pondered and the debate may persist ad infinitum, but wherever the balance in the relationship lies, it is imperative to maintain the dual aspect of action in society as individual and social.    
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