


Theoretical Sociology

Since Durkheim’s influential work a century ago, sociological theory has 
been among the most integrative and useful tools for social scientists across 
many disciplines. Sociological theory has nevertheless, due to its usefulness, 
expanded so very broadly that some wonder whether the concept of “general 
theory,” or even the attempt to link middle-range theories, is still of any use. 
This book, a collection of top theorists reflecting on the present and future 
of the craft, addresses this most important question.

Taking their lead from Jonathan Turner’s important recent work, and 
drawing on their own broad experience, Seth Abrutyn and Kevin McCaffree 
have organized the chapters in this book from the general, integrative and 
review-focused bookend chapters to more specific chapters on innovations 
in theory construction at the micro, meso and macro levels. Moreover, 
the book’s microsociological content on interpersonal violence, solidarity, 
identity and emotion coheres with chapters in mesosociological dynamics 
on class, education and networks, which in turn integrate with the chapters 
on inequality, justice, morality and cultural evolution found in the section on 
macrosociology. The distinguished contributors share a distinct commitment 
to the development, innovation and relevance of general sociological theory. 
This volume is an invaluable sourcebook for advanced students and social 
science faculty interested in understanding how sociological theory’s past 
and present are informing its future.

Seth Abrutyn is Associate Professor in the Department of Sociology at the 
University of British Columbia. Abrutyn’s theoretical and empirical work 
examines how local structure and culture shape how we feel, think, and act. 
His work on suicide has won several national awards and can be found in 
journals such as the American Sociological Review, Sociological Theory, Journal of 
Health and Social Behavior and the American Journal of Public Health.

Kevin McCaffree is Assistant Professor of Sociology at the University of 
North Texas, where he teaches graduate courses in research methods and 
theory. He is the author of four books and several peer-reviewed articles and 
handbook chapters. His work has appeared in Journal for the Theory of Social 
Behavior, Religion, Brain and Behavior and Handbook of Contemporary Sociological 
Theory.
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This volume obviously gives me great pleasure, especially with the kind 
comments of all those who have contributed. And, to have two of my last 
and very best students organize this volume is both humbling and gratify-
ing. I have enjoyed reading the pieces selected for this volume, written by 
distinguished colleagues whom I am grateful for. I’ll respond to each piece 
in its own right throughout the volume. Here, let me briefly review how 
I became a sociologist who was interested in “grand theory.”

I began my academic journey at U. C. Riverside in 1960 as a psychology 
major; foolishly, I agreed to play two college-level sports, which would set 
up the conflict between athletics and academics in my first and second years 
of college. On the academic side, I  soon found that psychology was not 
what I had envisioned because, while I was interested in emotions, I was 
actually just running rats in Skinner boxes, learning statistics, and realizing 
that “behavior” as the subject matter of psychology was chopped up into 
many highly specialized fields. I transferred to U. C. Santa Barbara in 1961 
for my sophomore year and immediately looked for a new major that did 
not involve running rats in a Skinner box and statistics for first-year college 
students. I continued to “work out” with the football and tennis teams at 
UCSB during the one year that I was ineligible because of my transfer to 
UCSB. I had no other means of support, and I was very grateful that the 
Intercollegiate Athletic Department was able to find ways to support me 
until my athletic scholarships could kick in for the fall of 1962. By the end 
of the year, however, I had decided to drop athletics and concentrate on 
academics, even though I had no means of support.

My first foray into sociology was somewhat unremarkable. I  took an 
introductory sociology course from an adjunct professor, who used a very 
stilted textbook, and yet despite the shortcomings of the book and profes-
sor (who was a judge in Los Angeles teaching sociology in Santa Barbara!), 
sociology seemed to be everything that I thought psychology should have 
been. I found myself really enjoying the ideas being presented, and so, I took 
two more sociology courses in the second semester of my sophomore year, 
one from Donald R. Cressey, a world-famous criminologist, who had just 
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come to UCSB from UCLA, and the other from Tamotsu Shibutani, who 
had also just arrived from U. C. Berkeley. These two courses changed my life, 
as I look back on it now. Both taught sociology by emphasizing the impor-
tance of theory as an explanatory tool.

They and most of the other professors in the department all argued that 
science was about developing laws about the dynamics of the social world, 
and they expected students to be able to use abstract propositions to explain 
empirical events. Shibutani’s exams were truly difficult because he would 
describe an empirical case or situation for which, in less than an hour, stu-
dents had to develop a hypothesis extracted from abstract propositions out-
lined in the social psychology textbook and then illustrate the utility of the 
explanation by introducing additional data on cases from the text. The tests 
were open book, open notes, but one really did not have time to consult 
them. You had to think fast, think hard, think abstractly, and yet be empiri-
cal. I quickly learned to use large index cards to summarize every empirical 
study in the text on a separate card, then memorize these like flash cards for 
vocabulary words so that I could quickly reference the data on exam day. 
I also wrote anything that looked like a generalization down on a flash card 
with labels for quick referencing. My fellow students where so impressed 
that they began offering money, praise, gratitude, and so on if I would just 
copy the cards for them. My response was for them to make up their own 
cards—which apparently was too much work for these applicants to my 
generosity.

The anxiety and fear of these exams traumatized everyone, including me, 
but I learned a great deal of symbolic interactionist sociology and acquired 
familiarity with the empirical literature, but more importantly, I  learned 
how to summarize data for theoretical purposes and how to formulate 
abstract propositions to explain the regularities of these data—skills that 
would come in handy in graduate school and in my career—which at this 
point in my life was not even remotely an aspiration. I took all of the classes 
that Cressey and Shibutani offered, and then, because I  had taken all of 
the undergraduate classes in the department by my senior year, except for 
advanced statistics, which I was avoiding like the plague, I began to take 
graduate courses as undergraduate reading courses (Soc. 190 in U. C. lingo) 
but with the expectation that I would write a paper just as the graduate 
students were expected to do. For Cressey, I wrote a critique of differen-
tial association theory, which he liked even though it was critical, and for 
Shibutani, I wrote a paper on two of the scholars the course had studied—
Sigmund Freud and George Herbert Mead. My paper was on a topic that 
I would pursue in later decades: the emotional dynamics revolving around 
self-conceptions and self-esteem in relation to negative feedback from oth-
ers and the activation of a defense mechanism and the consequences of such 
activation for self-conceptions and self-esteem (see my later comments on 
the Burke-Stets chapter).
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I will have a bit more to say in this volume’s conclusion about my early 
intellectual influences. For now, I  simply want to say that I  am grateful 
for my long career. Around the mid-1980s, I  was a visiting professor at 
Cambridge, spending a lot of time arguing with Anthony Giddens in a 
good-hearted way (he was a wonderful host and open colleague where disa-
greements were discussed in a pleasant way, typically over beer with col-
league in a pub). When I got back from Europe, after spending 16 months 
in the Netherlands and Cambridge, I  was ready to begin writing about 
interpersonal behavior, producing in 1988 my first book ever on micro 
social processes, A Theory of Social Interaction (jointly published by Giddens’ 
own press, Polity, and Stanford University Press). This book, to my surprise 
and relief, sold many thousands of copies. And thus began a phase in my 
career where I  continued to write books on interpersonal processes and 
emotions, outlining formal theories in Face-to-Face: Toward Theory of Inter-
personal Behavior (Turner 2002) and Human Emotions: A Sociological Theory 
(Turner 2007). These are probably the two best books that I have written 
and, once again, they did not sell very well, but at least they are cited fairly 
often, which has offered me some compensation. During this period of 
work on interpersonal behavior, I  also wrote two books on institutional 
evolution (Turner 1997, 2003) where I tried to incorporate ideas from my 
work in Macrodynamics (1995), but more fundamentally, I began to expand 
my vision on evolutionary dynamics beyond stage models of societal and 
institutional evolution, to engage biology, and to challenge the utility of 
sociobiology and evolutionary psychology.

Yet the most interesting phase of my career involved working with my 
wife to use her dissertation using cladistic analyses on extant great apes to 
make inferences about the behavioral and organizational patterns of the 
ancestors of great apes and humans to explain societal evolution. This book, 
The Social Cage: Human Nature and the Evolution of Society (1992), sold quite 
well, is still cited fairly often, and opened me to a new direction in my 
research: bringing biology directly into sociology. A bit later in the 1990s, 
I became interested in the emotional dynamics driving human interaction 
and soon realized that, if I were going to understand emotions, I needed to 
learn much more about the human brain.

For several years, I read the literature on neurology as it applies to emo-
tional behaviors, and so, increasingly, I was drawn back into biology, neurol-
ogy, and evolutionary biology, which had interested me in my undergraduate 
years in UCSB. Now, with my wife—a biological anthropologist and pri-
matologist in sociological clothing—I began to write a series of books on 
the evolution of humans and societies (e.g., Turner and Maryanski 2005, 
2008) and many articles and chapters extending the analyses in The Social 
Cage (1992) into theorizing about the relation of human biology, especially 
neurology, and human patterns of social organization. In many ways, my 
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new book On Human Nature (2020) represents a culmination of this line of 
work.

Being a general theorist has not been easy in an era where sociology 
has become divided by highly specialized subfields and, in the last decade 
or so, somewhat obsessed with activist causes and suspicions about science 
and certainly “grand theory.” Moreover, as a general theorist always trying 
to integrate different theories and to expand their explanatory power, I am 
generally an outsider to those working in specialized fields. In many ways, it 
is kind of lonely, because I am an outlier in what are dense networks of col-
leagues in these specialized fields, but these are just the scholars that inspire 
my work, because they are focused on using theory to explain empirical 
events, often events created in a laboratory. So I am doubly grateful for those 
in specialized fields writing a chapter in my honor, given that I have long 
been the pesky theorist making a living off their ideas.

Jonathan H. Turner, 2020
University of California, Santa Barbara
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Sociology stands apart from its cousin social sciences in its exaltation of 
theory. There isn’t a paper published that does not labor to emphasize, 
even if only performatively, the theoretical contribution made. Unlike 
other social sciences, attempts—no matter their success—have been made 
at unifying grand theories. Unlike other social sciences, sociology’s most 
essential empirical conclusions speak to theoretical concerns held since its 
foundation—why do people choose the lines of action they choose? How 
does structure or culture shape feelings, thoughts, and behaviors? Why do 
hierarchical arrangements appear so quickly and resist change so stubbornly?

Unlike other social sciences, endless amounts of ink have been spilt debat-
ing what theory is, the underlying epistemics and ontology, and its link 
to methodological approaches (Turner 1985; Alexander 1990; Steinmetz 
2005). The “sociological imagination,” a term famously coined by Mills, is 
not simply the location of one’s biography in historical context or under-
standing private issues as public problems. Rather, a sociological imagina-
tion is the ability to step back and see one’s own experiences as patterned by 
more generic processes, even if we continue to debate whether these pro-
cesses should be abstracted from, or delimited to, time and place. Theory’s 
centrality in the production and dissemination of sociological knowledge 
stands as both a testament to the truly scientific heart of sociology and to 
its practitioners. Yet it also exposes the most maddening of paradoxes: on 
the one hand, theory is the cornerstone, yet on the other hand, theorists 
and theory, as a specialization, are fading into the background as the dis-
cipline embraces movements underway in many subfields towards hyper-
specialization and hyper-publishing.

To be sure, being a “theorist” means lots of things in the discipline (Abend 
2008), and whether we need the stereotypical old sages lurking in our 
department and conference halls is an open question (Lizardo 2014). But the 
art of theory-building (Stinchcombe 1968; Swedberg 2014) and, even more 
so, its use, are the most social thing we do in sociology. A big tent, sociology 
has lacked a cohesive center for some time: some sort of magnetic cen-
tripetal force. Some do qualitative work; others do quantitative. Some are 
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interested in identity politics, oppression, and systematic inequality; others 
are interested in organizations, institutions, and isomorphic forces. Within 
the most popular subfields, such as the sociology of culture, widespread 
divergences in what we are studying, how we are studying it, and who is the 
most important scholar reproduce a microcosm of the discipline as a whole. 
Yet in “Saints” Durkheim, Marx, and Weber reside the closest North Star of 
the discipline. But not for the reasons one might suspect.

The Saints matter because they invite a different type of scholarly activity. 
Like rabbis debating the Torah through Talmudic interpretation, sociolo-
gists pore over the classics, looking for bits and pieces of inspiration in the 
form of missed ideas, new translations, previously undiscovered connections 
between texts, and, of course, incorrect interpretations. Equally important, 
new students of sociology are subjected to this canonical work not only for 
the wisdom it may bring but also for the professionalization and socialization 
into a big world of ideas. I imagine the debates that have raged about who 
belongs in the canon, who doesn’t, and so forth are felt to be high stakes just 
as the Essenes in ancient Israel or Gnostics in early Catholicism favored texts 
that never made it off the cutting-room floor.

Students of ours get into sociology for understandable reasons. A course 
provides words for the experiences they’ve had of inequality and discrimi-
nation. A course pushes them beyond their individualistic, psychologized 
perspective on self or group life. A course gives them conceptual tools to 
understand why and how the economy has changed from when their par-
ents and grandparents were young adults and why the political systems tend 
towards reproduction over progressive change. But their education is never 
complete without theory and, if they choose to move forward into graduate 
school, the path towards research-oriented careers is predicated on theoreti-
cal acumen. Not too much acumen but enough to both motivate meaning-
ful research questions and publish research in visible journals.

What we often fail to tell our students, however, is that the nature of 
debate and interpretation is but one small way theory works. The unfortu-
nate consequence is that many of our students walk away feeling like theory 
is some mysterious art or magic, whose practitioners—shrouded in cloaks, 
no doubt—work hard to protect its secrets. It is a cliché to ask a job talk 
candidate or a presenter at a conference: what is your theory? Though the 
skill is necessary to debate whether Marx, Weber, or Du Bois was right or 
to translate and interpret a correspondence between Durkheim and Mauss 
is certainly relevant, these activities obfuscate how and why theory matters. 
Though this book is but a drop in the bucket, it takes seriously this charge: by 
examining the life and work of a theorist, not as eulogy and not purely as fête, 
it offers a view of the quite beautiful art of synthesis across subfields, of debate 
and interpretation in the act of creating new cultural objects and in driving 
research, and of the intimate relationships cultivated between mentor-mentee 
and between colleagues and coequals as they chart their own careers.
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Our sense, then, as we invite sociologists of all subfields and career stages 
to this volume, is that theorists matter, still, for two reasons. The first brings 
us back to our own memories of graduate school, while the second is rooted 
the relational and emotional side of theory that encompasses the web of 
sociological affiliation. To be sure, we may disagree on who belongs in the 
canon in our story of common identity but be sure what is central to our dis-
cipline is less problematic and controversial. In terms of these questions and 
in the spirit of the final part of this book, both of us felt it was worth making 
explicit the social nature of theorizing from our own individual experiences. 
We follow this up by outlining the organization of the book.

Real and Projected Theorists (by Seth Abrutyn)

When I sat down to write my chapter on Jon’s work and then sketch out 
this introduction, I  was flooded with memories of Professor Kirkpatrick 
at San Diego State University (SDSU) during the first year of his master’s 
degree, as well as the powerful impact made on him by Herbert Marcuse’s 
One Dimensional Man. The former taught a required course—a blended 
classical/contemporary course—while the latter was a book he read the 
following semester. Prof. Kirkpatrick was your classic older theorist: jaded 
at the lack of interest on the part of MA students; stifled by the university’s 
and department’s lack of encouragement, resources, or rewards for publish-
ing; and still joyous about theory, even if he was usually late to the party 
(I still recall George reading Luhmann for the first time in 2003 and feeling 
refreshed even though Luhmann had been available to an American audi-
ence since the late 1970s). Prof. Kirkpatrick taught an elective course the 
following year, spurred on by a small group in my cohort, that met at his 
house. Each student was asked to choose a book, any book, and we were 
all charged with reading that book and discussing it over wine, beer, and 
cheese. I  read Freud’s Group Psychology, an edited book of Lukacs’ essays, 
Fanon’s Wretched, Adorno’s Culture Industry, Weber’s Sociology of Religion, 
and, yes, my choice: Marcuse’s One Dimensional Man. It was an exciting 
class and an exciting time. And, sadly, looking back, this is something that is 
difficult to do today (my graduate class is devoted to splitting time between 
substantive concerns—learning theories/theoretical perspectives, practical 
concerns—reading and using theory in research papers, and professional 
concerns—learning to publish theory; there isn’t much room for expressing 
the freedom and creativity of just reading for the sake of reading). Upon 
leaving SDSU, Prof. Kirkpatrick opened up his library—he was close to 
retiring, and his heart was in bad shape—and helped build my library. The 
most cherished donation? Four volumes of the second edition of Comte’s 
Positive Philosophy.

I was lucky, in many ways, to have a second theoretical mentor, Jon 
Turner. Prof. Turner was so much like Kirkpatrick: he valued autonomy 
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and independence in students; he respected ideas and was agnostic towards 
how a theorist decided to build their particular intellectual career; he wasn’t 
heavy-handed in his suggestions of reading material. He was also very differ-
ent. He gave almost no substantive feedback, which I thought initially was 
a trial but soon came to realize was his way of saying, “you’re doing fine on 
your own.” In lieu of that gap, he was generous with his editorial comments. 
He reviewed and helped revise my first publication, Towards a General Theory 
of Autonomy¸ about 25 times before finally telling me he was sick of it and 
wanted nothing to do with it unless it was published. Amongst the valuable 
lessons I learned from Jon: never marry your words, never fear rejection, and 
never stop to admire your work. He probably does not recall meeting me, 
a nervous grad student in my second quarter. I walked into his unnecessar-
ily large office, filled with papers and books. Sat at a desk that separated us 
and was separated by a second desk. He rarely made eye contact. I told him 
I thought Comte used a dialectic in his theory; he chuckled and dismissed 
the idea but said, “that is what theorists do, they push hard against ideas to 
move them forward.” I asked him to be my advisor, and he said, “let’s see 
how you do in classical and contemporary theory.” Which scared the shit 
out of me. Before leaving, somewhat distraught, I  gave him a two-page 
paper on human nature I had written in my free time at SDSU. Within 
two hours, it was back in my graduate mailbox with a pencil-written cover 
letter (he taught me to use pencils instead of pens), pushing me to decide 
what kind of sociologist I wanted to be: one that mused about the nature 
of humans or a dedicated social scientist. I threw that paper into a closet, 
literally. And cursed him to anyone who would listen. I went back and read 
it months later, only to realize that there wasn’t a shred of personal venom 
in the letter. It was a simple, matter-of-fact statement. He was not for every 
student, but he was perfect for me in many ways.

I can still hear Jon’s random, sometimes polemical, comments: “it’s just 
old wine in new bottles,” “Marx’s theory of primitive communism is an 
embarrassment to the discipline,” or, “I’ll publish with you after you publish 
on your own; I won’t be around forever, so you better learn now.” I count 
Jon as a friend now; I remember calling him Prof. Turner after receiving 
my Ph.D. and Jon responding with his usual gruffness: Seth, just call me 
Jon; you’re a doctor now. I use his Theoretical Principles in most of my classes, 
though not as the primary text. I still send him my work occasionally, and 
after all these years, he still finds time to read and comment. I wish I saw him 
more, but age, distance, and living life have gotten in the way.

Both Jon and George have served as North Stars for me in my career. 
Teaching me, both in what they could give and couldn’t give, how to be a 
better theorist-as-mentor and theorist-as-colleague. When I write some-
thing new, I  always wonder if Jon will find it scientifically rigorous and 
compelling. When I take on a project that is probably one too many, I think 
of how he is always charting two or three projects. And, when I thought 
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about how I could repay him, if that were at all possible given how generous 
he has been as a confidant, mentor, and friend, I realized this book was the 
best I could do. He is shy, and though he has pursued some public positions 
in ASA and held some in the Pacific Sociological Association, he has rarely 
done the things that we are inundated with having to do: self-promotion, 
brand-building, nominating or having others nominate you for awards. His 
persona, beyond the polemics that one can easily discern in his musings 
on the discipline and theory, is his best work: quiet, unassuming, simple in 
presentation, and, unfortunately, overshadowed by more visible, radical, or 
obscure theorists. I wouldn’t trade his mentorship, warts and all, for anyone 
else’s.

The Social Side of Becoming a Theorist  
(by Kevin McCaffree)

Seth’s words perfectly represent my own thoughts. In fact, we initially 
decided to edit this volume together because both of us had been students of 
Jon and because both of us really loved—there isn’t a better word—thinking 
about and developing sociological theory. I’ll have a bit more to say about 
this volume, and about Seth, at the end of this brief preface. But, first, I’ll say 
just a bit about my motivations and my experience with Jon Turner.

I am a sociologist today because people are a special kind of animal. They 
are an animal which is both ape genetically (especially in our emotionality 
and intelligence) and insect organizationally (especially in our large colony-
like societies, divisions of labor, and willingness to trust others from our 
societies whom we’ve never met). We are also an animal as capable of soli-
tude and reflection as we are of social synchrony and dogmatism. Discover-
ing and visualizing the mechanisms underlying this variability, at all levels of 
social analysis from the intersocietal system to the neighborhood organiza-
tion, is the great joy of sociology. It is a joy I am grateful to have been able 
to pursue for the last fifteen years of my life.

However, part of my latent education has been learning about what 
Jon has had to go through to pursue his mission of scientific sociology. 
Indeed, the part of the discipline which has most taken a toll on his heart 
is that which has dismissed him as just another “white male” doing a form 
of theory—grand theory—which, don’t you know, haven’t you heard, is 
very much dead. Going back to the 1990s, especially, you can find Jon 
(and others such as Randall Collins) in the undesirable position of making 
the plainly obvious point to needlessly resistant colleagues that sociology 
should strive towards greater testability and scientific objectivity. He was 
attacked then, as he sometimes is now, as simultaneously out of touch (one 
hears in the hallways—“A diversity of scholars brings a diversity of per-
spectives, which means there is no objective truth, which means there can 
be no meaningfully objective social science”) and naïve (one hears in the 
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hallways—“Haven’t you read Kuhn? Theoretical paradigms completely col-
lapse only to be replaced with new, arbitrary, social constructions”).

These are not the persuasive critiques of grand theory that they at first 
appear to be. A  diversity of views does not weaken sociology’s claim to 
scientific objectivity—it strengthens it. And theoretical paradigms are not 
“mere” social constructions if they build cumulatively (even accounting for 
revolutionary insight) and if they help us increasingly better explain the 
social world. Even Kuhn, if one reads closely enough, would agree.

I am grateful to know a person like Jon. There are few. I could tell from 
the moment I met him that Jon wanted a colleague more than a pupil. An 
autodidact, not a follower. I have, in fits and starts, for better and for worse, 
tried to shoulder this challenge. His standards are high, no doubt. But this 
is just one side of Jon. There is another side. There is a side that invited me 
to Santa Barbara and (knowing I could never afford a hotel there) offered to 
let me sleep on his prized boat. Before I got there, he called me, worried, 
because I was a bit late. He insisted I help him race his boat, despite the fact 
that I know nothing of boats and nothing of racing. I probably did a terrible 
job, dooming his chances of winning the race. Yet afterwards at dinner, he 
insisted I keep a small mug, emblazoned with “Santa Barbara Yacht Club 
1st place.” Over time, it has become clear to me that Jon rarely thinks only 
of himself; a higher sense of honor, of responsibility, of care, continually 
orient him.

It is also indisputably true, as Jon will readily concede, that he never 
reaches anywhere near his potential as a scholar, or as a person, without hav-
ing known, and learned from, Alexandra Maryanski. I’ve been lucky enough 
to learn from her, too. A primatological sociologist, Alexandra is that rare 
scientist with truly interdisciplinary knowledge, and she’s pushed Jon to 
think about the import of neurology and evolution in human behavior. It 
would not be outlandish to speculate, for example, that Jon never would 
have ended up writing his upcoming book Human Nature, without having 
met Alexandra so many years ago. Jon, of course, has very likely affected 
Alexandra’s work to a commensurable degree. I only hope to emphasize 
that, while each has their own expertise, Jon and Alexandra became an open 
system, a team, many years ago. They formed a Turner/Maryanski “school” 
of sociology. The discipline is, and will remain, in their debt.

Though I have grown tremendously from reading Jon and Alexandra’s 
work, I don’t want to give the impression that there aren’t places where 
I disagree. For example, I  think Jon is too dismissive of the organismic 
analogy. The question isn’t whether society is an organism. The ques-
tion, rather, is how societies can become more or less organismic (i.e., 
integrated, with efficient means of adjudicating conflict), as another one 
of Jon’s students, Matthew Dunn, pointed out in his dissertation. I also 
think both Jon and Alexandra are too dismissive of evolutionary psychol-
ogy, which is a useful school of thought for sociologists. I also suspect that 
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Jon and I  differ over how we conceptualize cultural evolution, though 
not wildly so.

However, notice how “in the weeds” we must get to find disagreement. 
This sort of disagreement is just the buzzing creative difference that sparks 
excitement and curiosity in a generative field of study. These sorts of disa-
greements are a sign of healthy theory. And, most importantly, Jon, Alex-
andra, Seth, and I can take for granted what we agree on: any adjudication 
between claims must rest on testable hypotheses/propositions, logical con-
sistency, evidence, and an assumption that there really is a reality “out there” 
for us to discern (albeit in all of its wondrous variability).

Many in sociology have lost their romanticism, lost their wondrous pur-
suit of a “grand narrative” of sociology: humans, though diverse, share a 
cognitive and social unity which, daily, takes the forms of family, religion, 
economy, politics, love, revenge, and conflict. This unity follows scientific 
laws—complex, nuanced laws riddled with caveats—the learning of which 
can help us understand ourselves better and help us chart a more benevolent 
course for the future.

It is as much a testament to Jon’s broad impact as our good fortune that 
we were able to bring together such an amazing array of authors featured in 
this volume. I am utterly humbled to be in a volume with them, let alone 
serve as an editor of their work. Theory development is often intellectu-
ally challenging, sometimes illuminating, not often emotionally meaningful. 
I am relieved to say that this volume is all three, a splendid array of sparkling 
insights illuminating the future of sociology.

And, finally, I want to thank Seth Abrutyn for co-editing this volume 
with me. Seth is a great sociologist. In his preface, he made a very important 
point that, in closing, I would like to underscore. Formal theory develop-
ment and integration is the most social thing we can do together as sociolo-
gists. It requires all of us, every school of thought, every point of view.

The more balkanized our theoretical schools, the more certain we become 
of the irrelevance of other points of view, and the tragic consequence is that 
we work together less often, correct each other’s errors less often, and adopt 
each other’s insights less often. Theoretical visualization, formalization, and 
integration, across subfields, is a canary in the mine of disciplinary cohe-
sion. Theory isn’t something “theorists” do. Theory is an emergent process, 
wherein each perspective delineates its propositions/hypotheses as precisely 
as possible. The greater the clarification, the easier it is to see points of con-
tact between schools of thought. These points of contact are where theory 
lives.

The Organization of the Volume

This volume is composed of fourteen chapters on the nature and substance 
of sociological theory. Balancing a book that simultaneously explores (and, 
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in so doing, implicitly celebrates) an intellectual’s contribution to a field 
risks much, including devolving into a eulogy and/or uncritically examin-
ing their work. Thus, the first two parts reflect a direct and indirect engage-
ment with Turner’s work that stops short of exaltation. Rather, each author’s 
relationship to Turner and to the impact his work and their relationship have 
had on a field or conceptual cluster stand above any desire to immortal-
ize him. Some of the chapters, like McCaffree’s (Chapter 1), take Turner’s 
lifelong goals of cumulative knowledge and positivism seriously, positing an 
argument for a more expansive and inclusive sociology, while others, like 
Burke and Stets’ (Chapter 15) directly engage with Turner’s own thoughts 
on a concept (identity) and his criticisms. Following each chapter, Turner 
offers reactions, criticisms, and musings on the substance of the chapter.

More broadly, the book has four parts which are organized into the follow-
ing: Theoretical Sociology, Foundational Areas of Inquiry, the Social Pro-
cess of Knowledge Production, and Reflections. The first part, “Theoretical 
Sociology,” takes a larger view of the discipline and Turner’s work, delving 
into metatheoretical concerns that underscore Turner’s career, including the 
role of other sciences in sociology, evolution as a master framework, the pri-
macy of a macrosociology, and linkages between levels of social reality. Part 
I begins with Kevin McCaffree’s review of the linkages between sociological 
work and the work of other disciplines, with a call for greater interdiscipli-
nary scope in theoretical sociology. Erika Summers-Effler then considers 
the concept of “evolution” as it has been used, correctly or incorrectly, by 
sociologists. Summers-Effler suggests that the notion of evolution in sociol-
ogy might be quite compatible with the focus on social change, praxis, and 
process which motivates the work of many contemporary sociologist.

Next, Seth Abrutyn reviews and synthesizes sociological work on the 
macro realm of sociological theory, with special attention to developing the 
key dynamics of population, production, distribution, reproduction, power, 
differentiation, and integration/disintegration. In doing so, Abrutyn pro-
vides an impassioned defense of formal theory construction. Last, Randall 
Collins provides an in-depth overview and critical analysis of Jon’s attempt 
to conceptualize the ontological embeddedness, but also, sui generis, nature 
of micro, meso, and macro-dynamics in sociological theory. Using the 
formation of identity as an example, Collins affirms the causal autonomy 
of micro, meso, and macro forces while also insisting that the meso-level 
organizational dynamics are often deferent to social dynamics operating at 
the social-psychological level.

The second part, “Foundational Areas of Inquiry” turns towards more 
specific conceptual or theoretical perspectives that are central to the dis-
cipline’s identity and theoretical concerns. The first, written by Edward 
Lawler, Shane Thye, and Jeongkoo Yoon, naturally picks up where Collins’ 
chapter ends, proposing a clear bottom-up approach to linking the micro to 
the meso/macro worlds. Lawler and colleagues reflect Turner’s spirit in so 
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many ways: a cumulative research program that continues to build on the 
most basic ideas presented in Lawler’s 1992 essay on relational cohesion and 
a theory that dares to bring emotions into a more robust theory of how and 
why complex, differentiated, impersonal societies work. The next piece, 
written by Karen Cook and Michael Hahn, provides a wide-ranging and 
integrative discussion of how exchange relationships influence the ties that 
develop between people, as well as the resulting symbolic/social psychologi-
cal construal of what these ties mean to the people within an exchange rela-
tionship. Building from and extending early theoretical work by Homans, 
Blau, and Emerson, amongst others, Cook and her colleagues show how 
research on the key dynamics of exchange—including power dependence, 
legitimacy, sanctioning, information sharing, and social identity—has devel-
oped to the present day. In doing so, Cook and colleagues also provide 
theoretical linkages to other, related, schools of thought, such as the theory 
of social cohesion outlined by Lawler in the previous chapter of this volume.

The third chapter in Part II of the volume, Guillermina Jasso’s chapter 
on inequality and justice, lays out a formal view of theory as the testing of 
propositions along with a defense of mathematics as a method of generating 
novel sociological insight. Jasso then carefully reflects upon what is meant 
by “inequality” and distinguishes between inequality inputs from inequal-
ity outputs and overall inequality from subgroup inequality. She then uses 
this conceptual refinement, along with a “justice evaluation function,” to 
discuss the potential ways that inequality can be mitigated, along with sev-
eral testable predictions about the impact of inequality on our interpersonal 
exchanges and emotions. Finally, the last chapter in Part II of the volume is 
a chapter on the micro-sociology of identity written by Peter Burke and Jan 
Stets. In this chapter, Burke and Stets review and synthesize decades of work 
on the formation and maintenance of identities. Distinguishing between 
types of identities and forms of meaning contained within identities, Burke 
and Stets clearly explicate a theory of self, as well as how self-understandings 
may adapt/change in response to structural or situational conditions. Along 
the way, Burke and Stets offer theoretical linkages between their theory 
of identity and other schools of thought, perhaps most notably exchange 
theory.

The final chapter both elaborates and expands upon Turner’s own argu-
ments for the last 25 years: the cognitive sciences and evolutionary neuro-
biology can no longer be ignored. As the last substantive chapter, Richard 
Machalek speaks to the promises and pitfalls of innovative thinking in sociol-
ogy. For several decades, cultural sociologists—in particular—have brought 
insights from the cognitive sciences into sociology. On the one hand, these 
daring efforts have been important, pushing big questions like how and why 
people act. On the other hand, Machalek discusses how cognitive sociol-
ogy has largely ignored an engagement with the evolutionary psychology 
and neurology of the human brain. As a result, Machalek contends that 
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sociology at all levels of analysis is perhaps less developed than it otherwise 
could be. Across a litany of examples, Machalek shows how an improved 
understanding of humans’ evolutionary past both illuminates current theory 
while also suggesting novel avenues for theory development.

The third and fourth parts of this volume, “The Social Processes of 
Knowledge Production” and “Reflections,” respectively, shift gears, harken-
ing back to Lewis Coser’s (1977) seminal Masters of Sociological Thought. The 
former is composed of chapters which reflect on the process of learning 
sociological theory and of becoming a sociological theorist. The authors 
in Part III, Michael Carter, Rebecca Li, and Michael L. Walker, were all 
former students of Jonathan Turner, and while each had distinct experiences 
with him, there is a common thread of theoretical openness, collabora-
tion, and abstraction which runs through. All now professors in their own 
right, publishing their own theoretical work, Carter (a professor at CSU 
Northridge), Li (a professor at the College of New Jersey), and Walker 
(a professor at the University of Minnesota) provide fascinating, and poign-
ant, reflections on the process of theory pedagogy and application. Carter, 
for example, discusses how Turner’s approach to theory began to influence 
his own publications on theory pedagogy and did so in a public discussion 
about theory with one of the co-editors of this volume. Carter also details 
how learning theory under Turner influenced Carter’s meta-theoretical 
approach, even if he went on to specialize in sociological social psychology.

Like Carter, Li also describes how Turner’s approach to theory influenced 
her meta-theoretical approach, even as she developed a specialty in the soci-
ology of globalization, economic development, and state breakdown. Li 
additionally discusses a particularly memorable class taught by both Jon and 
Randall Collins, wherein debate over the nuances of sociological theory 
formed a core of the learning process. Such impassioned, respectful, and 
substantive theoretical disagreement, Li implies, motivated students to see 
theory as a living, growing process as opposed to enshrined words hidden 
in dusty volumes. The final chapter in Part III of the volume is written by 
Michael L. Walker, who is among the most recent of Turner’s students. 
Walker makes several incisive points. For example, he notes how Turner’s 
approach to theory encouraged him to theorize beyond his initial emotional 
impulse—the dynamics of society may not be consistently discerned merely 
by our initial affective intuitions. By the same token, however, Walker points 
out that, pedagogically, such an insight can be hard to teach because students 
may feel attacked for having strong intuitions. Turning to his own work on 
the sociology of jails, Walker concludes by describing how Turner’s general 
approach to theory has influenced his own project of discerning the abstract 
dynamics driving inmate vulnerability and uncertainty.

Part IV of this volume serves as a summation and conclusion. In the first 
chapter of Part IV, Alexandra Maryanski provides a personal biography of 
Turner, who is both her husband and long-time coauthor. What emerges 
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is an intellectually illuminating and touching portrait of one of the most 
prolific theorists of the past 50 years. Finally, closing out the volume, Jona-
than Turner offers his reflection on the powerful influences that shaped the 
formation of his own career as a theorist.
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Theoretical Sociology
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The nature of interdisciplinary inquiry in sociology is often left undiscussed, 
as though it were intuitive how one might go about logically and sensi-
bly integrating diverse fields of inquiry. I will argue here that a genuinely 
interdisciplinary sociology requires that we continue to reconceptualize our 
discipline’s fundamental concepts (i.e., power, norms, culture, socialization) 
in order to make them more amenable to investigation across disciplines at 
multiple levels of analysis. Advocating an interdisciplinary sociology means 
advocating a continual re-thinking of our subject matter, and I  hope to 
show here that an interdisciplinary sociology would be as revolutionary as it 
would be sensible and generative.

This chapter has three parts. In the first part, I will offer and defend a 
new definition of sociology that captures the interdisciplinary scope of the 
field. I will then situate the work of Jonathan H. Turner and Alexandra 
Maryanski as a paradigmatic example of what interdisciplinary theoretical 
sociology looks like. In the third part, I will suggest some potential areas of 
collaboration where interdisciplinary sociologists can interface with scholars 
in psychology, biology and anthropology.

What Is Sociology?

A plausible (if incomplete) definition of society is a collection of individuals 
that interact and cooperate with others irrespective of familiarity. As Moffett 
(2019) points out, it is an incredible feat just to walk into a new Starbucks: 
you may not know anyone in the shop, you may never return again, and yet 
you enter, smile politely at the cashier, exchange resources for coffee and 
leave without incident. This capacity to pro-socially (or at least not anti-
socially) coordinate behavior in pursuit of resources (be it coffee or a college 
degree and everything in between) with people you’ve never met before 
and may never meet again purely because you feel comfortable in your society and 
comfortable around its members is astonishingly rare in the animal kingdom. We 
humans do not know everyone around us, though we do know our friends, 
our family members, our colleagues and so on. Everyone else is known to 
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us only as members of our society, that is, anonymous others who share an 
aggregate identity of societal membership and modes of communication (in 
the human case, shared language and symbols) and who are available to be 
interacted with when necessary.

Though it may sound surprising, no branch of science currently studies 
this phenomenon; that is, no branch of science currently studies societies as 
such. Sociology has been conducted as though it were the exclusive study 
of human societies, but, as it turns out, humans are not the only animals that 
live in societies. Pinyon jays, naked mole rats, ants, honeybees and sperm 
whales, among others, all live in societies. Certainly, many other animals 
might be listed that are social (i.e., like dogs or cats who hunt and sleep and 
relax in the co-presence of familiar, known others), but animals living in 
“anonymous societies” composed of individuals cooperatively interacting with 
unfamiliar, unknown others, such as ants, bees and humans, are comparably 
far less common (on the concept of “anonymous societies,” see also Turner 
and Machalek, 2018).

Institutions are also not unique to humans. Animals that live in especially 
large numbers face similar, intensifying logistical complexities regarding 
waste disposal, housing, transportation and distribution, resource extraction 
and division of labor, trade and defense/warfare, among other things. Con-
sider, for example, transportation in colonies of marauder ants—this species 
has developed a highway norm in order to manage the flow of massive num-
bers of bodies. On such highways, incoming traffic files down the center of 
the “road,” whereas outbound traffic sticks to the sides (unlike, of course, in 
humans, where incoming/outgoing traffic aligns to the left or right of the 
street depending on the country). Or, consider the economic markets of red 
imported fire ants, within which, as entomologist Mark Moffett explains,

the flow of commodities is regulated according to what is available 
and what’s needed, a supply-and demand market strategy. The workers 
monitor the nutritional cravings of other adult ants as well as the brood, 
and change their activities as the situation requires. In a nest laden with 
food, scouts and their recruits hawk merchandise by regurgitating sam-
ples to “buyers” in the nest chambers, who in turn roam through the 
nest to distribute meals to whoever wants them. If these middlemen 
find their customers sated on meat . . . , they peruse the marketplace for 
other commodities until they find, possibly, a seller offering something 
sugary. When a market becomes glutted and sellers can no longer ped-
dle their wares, both buys and sellers engage in other jobs, or take a nap.

(Moffett, 2019, pp. 61–62)

For more examples we might consider the full-time waste disposal squads 
to be found among leaf-cutter ants, or we might consider the intricate and 
organized housing infrastructure of a honeybee hive. When an animal lives 
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amongst other conspecifics in large, anonymous societies, certain problems 
related to social coordination continually arise, and solutions must be found 
if the society is to continue growing. Selection pressures arising from the 
need to develop solutions, albeit to varying levels of adequacy, to coordina-
tion problems are as pressing for ants as they are for people.

How, then, can we sociologists expect to fully conceptualize and assess 
“societies” or “institutions” until we have some grasp on their broad mani-
festations in the natural world? What, then, is a society? What, then, is an 
institution? Both are good questions, and both remain largely unanswered 
in the context of cross-species analysis (though some great work in sociol-
ogy has been done on these topics; see especially, work by Machalek, 1999; 
Machalek and Martin, 2004; Turner and Machalek, 2018, pp. 389–394). 
Societies are not (necessarily) human. Societies, broadly speaking, are things 
some animals create and maintain to coordinate behavior and improve the 
chances of survival. Institutions, broadly speaking, are those coordinated, 
localized patterns of behavior that facilitate particular forms of social inte-
gration and resource extraction/allocation. These are basic definitions, but 
something like these definitions are required starting points if our goal is to 
study societies in general instead of arbitrarily focusing on human societies. 
Indeed, a focus solely on human societies may obscure truths about societies in general 
(including truths about human societies) that would be revealed in a more thorough 
interdisciplinary analysis. In finding the common definitional denominator of 
societies and institutions across species, sociology can ground itself in the 
natural world before speculating about specifically human concerns, such 
as, for example, “how does the human institution of religion differ from the 
human institution of medicine, and at what point in human history do these 
institutions become distinct from one another?”

Human societies are, to be sure, unique in many ways. While other animals 
define societal boundaries via scent and other biological markers, humans 
tend to define societal (and subcultural) boundaries with a rich suite of 
symbols: things like flags, clothes, passports, languages and preferred foods. 
Humans also differ from, for example, ants and honeybees, with regard to 
their extensive social learning, relatively high individual intelligence, exten-
sive parental care, complex hierarchies and emotionality, to name just a few 
differences. Still, as Crespi (2014, pp. 12) notes, “these differences are not 
relevant to the existence of convergent similarities,” and he goes on to add, 
“Most generally, the socioecological ‘niche’ inhabited by social insects and 
humans centers on cooperative and collective behavior, generalist high-
quality diets, food-sharing, especially valuable and long-lasting ‘basic neces-
sary resources,’ [such as nests or housing structures] and divisions of labor.”

As I said previously, no branch of science currently studies societies and institu-
tions, as such, wherever they are found, in nature. Of course, zoologists and 
evolutionary biologists study species of animals, whether solitary, social 
or societal. And perhaps a case can be made that those calling themselves 
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“sociobiologists” study societies and institutions across species (albeit as 
a phenotypic expression of genes). Yet I  submit that there is no special 
concern among any established, institutionalized research community that 
focuses on the dynamics and mechanisms associated with the interspecies 
formation of groups and institutions (and the regularities and divergences 
between species).

And, on the other hand, there are working sociologists who for the most 
part ignore—with indifference—the existence of societies and institutions 
outside of the human forms these phenomena take (Takács, 2018). My 
argument here is that it is sociology’s job to study the natural phenomenon 
of society, wherever it is found, even if, being humans ourselves, we may be 
ultimately motivated by the goal of discerning truths (or, often, advocating 
for political causes) about our own human societies. It would be presump-
tuous and foolhardy to simply assume that the study of nonhuman societies 
and institutions can add nothing whatever to our understanding of our own 
societies.

“Human Nature”: The Turner and Maryanski School  
of Sociological Theory

Even if we conceptualize the study of sociology as the study of societies and 
institutions generally, we may nevertheless find within ourselves a particular 
interest in human society. We are humans ourselves, after all. And, yet, if we 
decide to focus our analytical attention on human societies and institutions, 
we are still in thoroughly interdisciplinary territory. Jonathan H. Turner 
and Alexandra Maryanski have offered perhaps the most consistently inter-
disciplinary theoretical approach to the study of human society and human 
nature (Maryanski, 1986; Maryanski and Turner, 1992; Maryanski, 1994, 
1995; Turner and Maryanski, 2008, 2012, 2015; Turner, 2018; Turner and 
Machalek, 2018). Let me say a bit about what makes their approach genu-
inely interdisciplinary. And let me say here that the idea of a fixed, albeit 
broad, human nature is something I will be addressing further on in this 
chapter. But, for now, let’s look at how Turner and Maryanski have analyzed 
the concept of “human nature.”

Among other things, what makes the Turner and Maryanski school of 
social theory interdisciplinary is its focus on cladistic analysis (which Mar-
yanski adopted from biology and used in her doctoral dissertation—see 
Maryanski, 1986). Cladistic analysis is a method of discerning the likely 
characteristics of humans’ last common ancestor with the great apes by not-
ing which traits these great apes share with one another. The logic is that, 
since great apes and humans share a very high proportion of their genes 
(from 97–99  percent depending upon the species of great ape), they are 
descendants of common ancestors. Humans share 97% of their genes with 
orangutans, indicating that they shared an ancestor some 13–16  million 
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years ago; humans share 98% of their genes with gorillas, suggesting that 
humans and gorillas shared a common ancestor 8–9 million years ago; and 
humans share 99% of their genes with chimpanzees, making it likely that 
humans and chimpanzees shared a common ancestor 5–6  million years 
ago. Moreover, even though the genes of great apes are spread across an 
extra chromosome pair compared to humans, chimpanzees are genetically 
more closely related to humans than the other two great apes, and further-
more, gorillas are more closely related to humans genetically than they are 
to chimpanzees. Thus, with this kind of close genetic relations, it is very 
likely that whatever behavioral and organizational propensities present-day 
gorillas, orangutans and chimpanzees have in common were also present 
in the last common ancestor to great apes and hence were present in their 
last common ancestors with the ancestors of humans. As Maryanski notes, 
this strategy for discerning core elements of human nature is analogous to 
the process used in historical linguistics to reconstruct texts and languages. 
Indeed, any set of extant texts (or languages) suspected of having a common 
origin can be studied by isolating those aspects shared in common amongst 
the present texts, with the assumption being that those shared aspects were 
present in the root text and hence were derived from this ancestral text.

From an interdisciplinary standpoint, Maryanski and Turner focus on 
genetic relatedness, and so their particular interdisciplinary focus is at the 
intersection of primatology, neurology and sociology. The core claims of 
this perspective are that,

Humans share 99% of their genes with chimpanzees, 98% with goril-
las, and 96–97% with orangutans.  .  .  . This genetic closeness means 
that a great deal about humans and their nature can be learned from 
studying the neuroanatomy of the brain, the morphology of the body, 
the behavioral phenotypes, and the organizational phenotypes of great 
apes. . . . And so, as we stare the great apes in the eye, we can see back 
in time to what our ancestors were like; and if we study the behaviors 
and organizational patterns of great apes, we can get a sense for the 
behavioral and organizational propensities of humans’ distant ancestors 
and, hence, humans today.

(Turner and Machalek, 2018, pp. 293–294)

Maryanski and Turner find that the last common ancestor of great apes was 
likely individualistic, socially mobile and autonomous. Great apes today tend 
not to partition themselves into close-knit groups but rather roam a large 
community, interacting here and there with others in their community, fos-
tering and maintaining weak-tie relationships. These findings led Maryanski 
and Turner to write their groundbreaking book, The Social Cage: Human 
Nature and the Evolution of Society (1992). In it, they argue that the sup-
posed “pathologies” of modern society (everything from individualism to 
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impersonality to anomie) are actually quite compatible with human nature 
as discerned by cladistic analysis. Sure, modernity may seem atomized and 
anomic when juxtaposed with our romantic assumptions about village life, 
but we must keep in mind that modernity may be atomized and anomic, in 
part, because human beings now have the economic and political freedoms 
to live in a way that expresses an independent, mobile, socially autonomous 
human nature. The tight-knit village life characteristic of horticultural or 
agrarian societies, in their account, constituted a suffocating “social cage” 
that limited human freedom, creativity and social mobility.

This wouldn’t mean that extreme social isolation is a good thing—it sim-
ply means that human nature might be more compatible with individual-
ism and social mobility than prior theorists have assumed. The larger point 
is that sociology will benefit from a concept of human nature (or widely 
shared predispositions, if one does not like the phrase “human nature”) 
and that our discernment of this nature (whether you agree with Maryan-
ski’s particular cladistic analytic strategy or not) will necessitate a thoroughly 
interdisciplinary analysis.

Then again, while the last common ancestor of great apes may have been 
a weak-tie, low sociality creature, it is undeniable that human beings are a 
morally concerned species with strong identifications to in-groups and that 
they feel powerful emotions of shame and guilt when failing to live up to 
normative expectations. In short, humans appear to be more social than 
this cladistic analysis would suggest. It is here where Turner and Maryanski 
turn their analysis to neurology. In fact, their work helped to establish the 
nascent field of “neurosociology” as it exists today (Turner, 2000; Franks 
and Turner, 2013).

In order to address the development of human sociality, Turner and Mar-
yanski (2008) note that around 5–12 million years ago, the climate began 
to change episodically and, as a result, the forests in which primates had 
evolved began to shrink, creating more secondary forests, woodland areas, 
bush lands, savanna grasslands and, in general, more open-country habitats 
to which some primates had to begin adapting. The decline of forested 
habitat produced an increase in competition over resources among primates, 
leading some to take to the ground and roam the savannah in search of 
sustenance in order to survive. Monkeys, being very well organized at the 
group level by female matrilines and male dominance hierarchies, could 
survive on the savanna, just as some species do today. In contrast, given 
their proclivity for a weak-tie, low sociality community structure without 
permanent groups, great apes had a much more difficult time organizing 
themselves into the dense social units required to fight off predators in these 
open-country habitats.

Even worse, great apes have limited control over their emotions, as is 
evident among chimps today, who will hoot and holler when they see a 
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predator, thus drawing attention to themselves and potentially attracting 
more predators if they lived in open country conditions. As a result, those 
great apes forced to the savanna were not likely to survive, resulting in a 
large rate of extinction of species of apes. In Turner’s words,

[Human nature] is, in essence, great ape nature, but a nature that was 
subject to intense selection as the hominin ancestors of humans had to 
leave the forests, in which all great apes evolved, and increasingly adapt 
to more open-country conditions on or near the African savannah. 
Only one ape can now live on the African savannah—H. sapiens. . . . 
Thus, the story of human nature is how the basic behavioral capaci-
ties and propensities of great apes were modified by Darwinian natural 
selection as it worked on great ape neuroanatomy to accommodate the 
demands of [open country habitats] . . . and, eventually, to produce H. 
sapiens.

(Turner, 2018, pp. 90)

Turner (2000, 2007, in progress) argues that the solution natural selection 
hit on for apes having to adapt over time to increasingly open habitat niches 
was, at least initially, to increase neo-cortical control over emotions, and 
then, with this control, selection could over several million years increase 
hominins’ emotional repertoire. Turner notes that the subcortical regions 
of the brain that generate emotions in humans are, on average, about twice 
the size of those in non-human apes and that this growth occurred before 
the neocortex of hominins began to grow significantly. Indeed, he now 
argues that, in light of evidence that memory, thinking and decision-making 
depend upon the emotional content attached to cognitions, the neocortex 
could not grow before the emotional repertoire of hominins had expanded. 
Otherwise, growth in the neocortex without a prior increase in the capacity 
to tag cognitions with more complex and nuanced emotions would be very 
costly because growth without emotions would create an empty warehouse, 
consuming protein and calories for no net increase in fitness of the species. 
Thus, the brain size of hominins beginning with Australopithecines about 
4.5 million years ago was not much larger than that of chimpanzees, but, 
Turner argues, the subcortical areas were beginning to grow. Yet it would be 
millions of years before the brain of early Homo at around 2.2 million years 
ago would reach 500 ccs, which is only 100 ccs more than a chimpanzee and 
800 ccs less than the modal human brain case.

Indeed, Turner suggests that the origin of language emerged from this 
increasing tendency of early hominins to visually exchange ever more sub-
tle forms of emotional expression with one another, much as humans do 
today by reading face and eyes for signals of emotional states. Such an early 
language may have been a kind of “musilanguage” (Brown, 2001; Mithen, 
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2005) before further selection producing the characteristically human lips, 
tongue, vocal tract and larynx enabled articulated speech. Indeed, both 
language and music are culturally universal in humans, and one common 
denominator in their development may well have been the strong desire to 
express an ever-expanding suite of emotions.

Turner then argues that this increased control over, and ability to feel, 
a broad range of emotions (to say nothing of the capacity for language via 
articulated speech, which may be unique to humans and which emerged 
later, perhaps 400,000–350,000  years ago) would have facilitated a novel 
increase in sociality among early hominins. These animals would have been 
better able (relative to other great apes) to form, recall and maintain social 
commitments, as well as forming stable groups. Notions of fairness, loyalty 
and care for the vulnerable would have begun to feel more vivid and more 
compelling—a characteristically human moral sense was now on the scene. 
Group allegiance could grow because bonds between constituent individ-
uals would feel more emotionally forceful and motivating. Interpersonal 
aggression and violence would also be reduced, as anger and fear would be 
under a greater degree of cortical control. Human groups, now more dense 
and socially integrated, would have been in a far better position to navigate 
bush land and, eventually, savanna life, in roving bands of hunter-gatherers 
compared to, say, chimpanzees or any of the current great apes.

Some aspects of Turner and Maryanski’s account of human nature are 
sketched here not because it is without weaknesses or challenges from other 
scholars (for example, see Finlay, 2019, for an argument that the human cor-
tex has not been the object of special selection, or see Lewens, 2012, for an 
overview of the deep complexities of specifying a single human nature), but 
because it is a clear example of deep interdisciplinary theorizing. Turner and 
Maryanski are committed to a thorough interdisciplinary engagement with 
the very concept(s) of “human nature,” “sociality” and “emotion” instead 
of simply grafting some set of genetic markers onto a regression equation.

In sum, Turner and Maryanski focus on the sense in which our “nature” 
or evolved dispositions and need-states have been informed by our evolution 
as a primate species. This is fully compatible with other sorts of inquiries, 
such as the ones described previously, that focus on how animals that live in 
very large groups tend to face consistent survival-relevant problems related 
to social coordination. The point is that, whether we focus on increasing 
our interdisciplinary scope and insight into human beings and their socie-
ties (as Maryanski and Turner have done) or we investigate similarities in 
social structure across different animal species that live in societies (ants, 
honeybees, naked mole rats and so on), we are “doing sociology” in a way 
that is more faithful to reality (reality is not, after all, divided into disciplines 
or human-centric) and in a way that is likely to generate rich concepts that 
make empirical testing more efficient and replicable.
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Opportunities for Interdisciplinary Collaboration at the 
Macro and Micro Scales

Before I  briefly explore some potential areas of inquiry for interdiscipli-
nary sociology, it is worth making a more basic point. It is still, in the 21st 
century, not at all uncommon to hear faculty and students alike talk about 
the role of “nature vs. nurture” or of “biology vs. culture” in human social 
behavior. This division of reality into natural and social channels is decep-
tively convenient, because it appears to give sociologists the freedom to 
focus their attention on only one “half ” of reality. Sociologists are not the 
only scholars guilty of this, of course. Still, this division between nature and 
nurture is nothing but a convenient fantasy that sociologists cannot afford 
to indulge.

In fact, culture influences peoples’ nature (biology and genetics) via the 
nurturance (socialization experiences) they receive, and nurturance impacts 
behavior differently depending on an individual’s (or group’s average) biol-
ogy and genetics. Put more simply, nature operates via selective or evoked 
exposure to different forms of nurturance, and nurturance operates via 
expression of different genetic propensities. Instead of thinking in terms of 
the respective “roles” or causal “channels” of nature and/or nurture, soci-
ologists should instead talk about mechanisms linking gene expression (for 
example) to susceptibilities to different forms of socialization, or, alterna-
tively, they might consider mechanisms linking various forms of socializa-
tion and cultural experience to changes in gene expression over time.

There is no “start point” where culture starts to matter more than biology, 
or where biology starts to matter more than culture; indeed, while much 
of our social behavior and attitudes appear to be at least partially inherited 
(Polderman et al., 2015), our inherited traits are additionally supported and 
evoked by the social environments we grow up in. We inherit genes, sure, 
but we also inherit social environments, and the effect of socialization and 
culture on our behavior is a result of this epigenetic “dual inheritance” 
(Richerson and Boyd, 2005).

The Sociology of Gene-Culture Co-Evolution

One area that begs for further attention from sociologists regarding the 
nature-nurture nexus is that of gene-culture co-evolution, or the ways in 
which societies change over deep history (from the origin of the animal to 
present day). In the human case, this involves studying how and why human 
culture has changed over the last 300,000 or so years (especially in the last 
12,000 years with the intensification of agriculture). Yet present-day sociol-
ogy tends to be narrowly focused on contemporary post-industrial socie-
ties. Having said this, it is worth noting that some few sociologists study 
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dynamics in societies other than contemporary post-industrial societies (see, 
for example, Abrutyn and Lawrence, 2010; Chase-Dunn and Lerro, 2016; 
Abrutyn et al., 2016; Turner and Abrutyn, 2017; see also Lenski, 2005).

A prominent school of thought on cultural evolution is that of Peter 
Richerson, Robert Boyd and their student Joe Henrich, along with their 
colleagues, including Michelle Gelfand, Peter Turchin and David Sloan 
Wilson (Boyd and Richerson, 1985; Richerson and Boyd, 2005; Henrich, 
2017; Brewer et al., 2017). An interesting example of this work on gene-
culture co-evolution is that of the relationship between ecological threat and 
serotonin absorption in the brain. Let me say a bit about this cutting-edge 
example of work at the intersection of cultural evolution and evolutionary 
biology.

Work by psychologist Alissa Mrazek and her colleagues (2013) has shown, 
across 21 countries, that areas with higher levels of ecological threat (e.g., 
years of life lost to disease, food deprivation, natural disaster prevalence, 
prevalence of historical territorial conflicts between 1918–2001) contain 
human populations revealing a higher frequency of the short-allele variant 
of the 5-HTTLPR region of the SLC6A4 serotonin transporter gene. The 
5-HTTLPR polymorphism comes in both short and long variants, and the 
shorter variant has been associated in prior work with lower efficiency in 
regulating serotonergic transmission between synapses in the brain. This is 
important because this lower efficiency causes a reduced capacity for ser-
otonin absorption in the brain, and lower serotonin absorption has been 
associated with greater subjective fear, attention to negative stimuli and sus-
ceptibility to stress.

Mrazek and her colleagues go on to suggest that exposure to ecological 
threat might increase the prevalence of short-allele 5-HTTLPR carriers in 
a population because these individuals will tend to be more threat sensitive 
and thus more likely to avoid or survive calamities. Consistent with this, 
their analysis shows that the effect of ecological threat on rule adherence and 
norm enforcement declines significantly when controlling for short-allele 
frequency. In sum, Mrazek and colleagues (2013) suggest that people car-
rying this short allele in the 5-HTTLPR region of the SLC6A4 serotonin 
transporter gene will tend to survive longer and raise more children in parts 
of the world where ecological threat is high (compared to those with the 
longer variant), thus increasing the frequency of this allelic variant in the 
population—in other words, consistent, longitudinal exposure to ecological 
threat produces a change in gene frequency which, in turn, allows individu-
als to better respond to ecological threats. Results like this are also consistent 
with other research showing that in areas of the world with greater “threat 
levels,” people will tend to be more collectivistic, develop more rigid norms, 
respond more strongly to norm violations and develop more rigid hierar-
chies (Chiao and Blizinsky, 2009; see also Richerson et al., 2016; Gelfand, 
2018).
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And, as sociologists know, there is so much going on in those terms 
“norms and hierarchies.” Whether a person has access to relevant life-sav-
ing resources will obviously impact survival, and this is obviously a social-
structural variable. Nothing in a person’s genome tells us whether, in the 
event of a disaster or epidemic or war, that person will maintain their access 
to food, shelter and safety. There is so much that sociologists can offer in 
the domain of “threat perception” and, indeed, the social construction of 
threat perception.

Notice how such widely disparate phenomena (years of life lost to dis-
ease, food deprivation, natural disaster prevalence, prevalence of historical 
territorial conflicts between 1918–2001) are clumped together as “ecologi-
cal threat” in the previous study. No doubt these variables are all tapping 
some sort of threat or risk exposure. Yet consider that the amount of life 
lost due to disease will depend on the medical and informational (includ-
ing education) infrastructure in a society, as well as the degree of access to 
this infrastructure afforded to various groups. Whether individuals have the 
opportunity to seek preventative treatment (e.g., vaccines) will depend on 
their socio-economic disposition, and their awareness of being at risk for 
certain diseases may depend on their educational attainment and/or the 
amount of public health information disseminated through state and local 
government channels. Or consider that the structurally patterned ability 
to avoid (legally or not) a draft in times of war will add variation to how 
“threatening” a war is, and is perceived to be, in a population.

Consider also that food deprivation (“as measured by the difference 
between the minimum dietary energy necessary and the average dietary 
energy intake within the undernourished population,” Mrazek et al., 2013, 
p. 105) is but one indicator assessing the role of nutrition in longevity and 
stress/threat. Independent of a brute lack of food, low-quality food also 
adversely impacts healthy hormonal and biological functioning. People who 
are not “food deprived” but who nevertheless eat food with low nutritive 
value may be more susceptible to disease and compromised immune func-
tion. Access to and consumption of not only food (of any kind) but also 
food of high nutritive quality will depend on both income and educational 
attainment. The prior and chronic experience of stress may increase the 
probability of a person eating low-nutrient foods with consequent impacts 
on health, and this relationship may hold especially for lower-income per-
sons, because they are exposed to a broader range of stressors for more pro-
longed periods (Richardson et al., 2015).

With regard to natural disaster prevalence, we might focus a sociological 
analysis on the available funding and infrastructure in a society dedicated to 
preventing loss of life and/or the funding available for proper engineering of 
buildings, bridges or dams. We might also consider the amount of available 
aid/post-disaster relief and the method of distribution of such aid. Simply 
assessing the prevalence of natural disasters is insufficiently sociological for 
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us to infer the degree of threat perceived by people in a geographic locale—
we must also know something about the institutional structures in place to 
mitigate the cost to life and liberty. Simply assuming that people exposed to 
frequent natural disasters will be exposed to similar levels of threat to their 
well-being is to ignore the social context within which these disasters occur.

Another consideration is worth mentioning here: what happens if eco-
logical threat levels are reduced dramatically in societies of individuals with 
this short allelic variant (consider the introduction of a very successful vac-
cine that reduces disease rates to near zero)? What of the possible mismatch 
of being threat-sensitive in a non-threatening (or less-threatening) envi-
ronment? How will this affect in-group/out-group distinctions and social 
cohesion/social coordination generally? In other words, how might declines 
in threat perception influence a population of short-allele variant carriers—
will they begin to socially construct threats that are not there? Under what 
conditions will short-allele variant carriers also express more fearful atti-
tudes towards different racial or immigrant groups on account of being more 
threat sensitive? Luckily, a small amount of interdisciplinary work in sociol-
ogy has begun to address these issues (e.g., Simons et al., 2011).

You may be asking: why care about a serotonin transporter gene? The 
point of this section is not to develop theories around serotonin absorption. 
The point is to understand this work as a paradigmatic analyses of gene-
culture co-evolution and to show how much sociologists have to add to such 
work. Serotonin production aside, any set of cultural practices or ecological 
circumstances that influence gene expression will have sociological consid-
erations on the front end (for example, how were these cultural practices 
developed/how have responses to ecological circumstances changed over 
time, how were such cultural practices institutionalized/how were responses 
to ecological threat institutionalized, how did such institutionalization serve 
as a field for hierarchy formation, which social groups had most access to 
relevant resources and why) and on the back end (how do changes in gene 
expression influence rates of social interaction, health and well-being, social 
exchange or group formation?).

Most important of all, there is no reason to assume that such sociologi-
cal inquiries wouldn’t be welcomed by the psychological, biological and 
anthropological researchers mentioned above—sociologists have much to 
offer, and these other disciplines are eager to listen.

The Sociology of Evolutionary Psychology

Contrary to the mainstream social constructionist view in sociology, human 
evolution did not stop at the neck only to leave a blank slate of a mind to 
be fully formed by culture. Quite to the contrary, the brain, like the rest of 
the body, is composed of adaptations that improved chances for survival and 
reproduction in our long line of ancestors. Just as your liver did not evolve 
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to process alcohol in particular but rather evolved to process toxins more 
generally, our cognitive adaptations for social learning, coalition formation, 
hierarchy formation, mate selection, cooperation, social exchange/reciproc-
ity and so on are broad and general, with plenty of room for socialization 
and genetic variation to shape and mold their particular expression in a 
given culture (Buss, 2019).

These adaptations are not localized “modules” in the brain but are rather 
distributed neural circuits linking, in some cases, very different regions of 
the brain. Despite this eminently reasonable view of cognition, many in the 
sociological mainstream feel confident in rejecting evolutionary psychol-
ogy as “reductionistic” or politically unacceptable—if you, dear reader, are 
in this camp, I beg you to please read the following: Von Hippel and Buss, 
2017; Buss and Von Hippel, 2018. Nevertheless, a more modest critique of 
evolutionary psychology as being insufficiently sociological is fair and war-
ranted (more on this in a moment).

Evolutionary psychology’s greatest intellectual contribution is its “meth-
odological adaptationism” (Godfrey-Smith, 2001; Ferguson, 2002; Lewens, 
2009). Methodological adaptationism simply offers a strategy for generating 
hypotheses. The strategy is to consider the circumstances of ancestral human 
environments in order to identify likely problems faced by our species and 
the ways in which adaptive solutions may have been developed. In the words 
of the founders of the “Santa Barbara School” of evolutionary psychology, 
Leda Cosmides and John Tooby (1997),

Our species lived as hunter-gatherers 1000 times longer than as any-
thing else. The world that seems so familiar to you and me, a world 
with roads, schools, grocery stores, factories, farms, and nation-states, 
has lasted for only an eyeblink of time when compared to our entire 
evolutionary history. . . . Natural selection is a slow process, and there 
just haven’t been enough generations for it to design circuits that are 
well-adapted to our post-industrial life. In other words, our modern 
skulls house a stone age mind. The key to understanding how the mod-
ern mind works is to realize that its circuits were not designed to solve 
the day-to-day problems of a modern American—they were designed 
to solve the day-to-day problems of our hunter-gatherer ancestors. . . . 
For example, it is easier for us to deal with small, hunter-gatherer-band 
sized groups of people than with crowds of thousands; it is easier for us 
to learn to fear snakes than electric sockets, even though electric sockets 
pose a larger threat than snakes do in most American communities. . . . 
In saying that our modern skulls house a stone age mind, we do not 
mean to imply that our minds are unsophisticated. Quite the contrary: 
they are very sophisticated computers, whose circuits are elegantly 
designed to solve the kinds of problems our ancestors routinely faced. 
A necessary (though not sufficient) component of any explanation of 
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behavior—modern or otherwise—is a description of the design of the 
computational machinery that generates it. Behavior in the present  is 
generated by information-processing mechanisms that exist because 
they solved adaptive problems in the  past—in the ancestral environ-
ments in which the human line evolved.

(Cosmides and Tooby, 1997, p. 11)

From their account, we can draw from ethnographic anthropological 
accounts of hunter-gatherers in order to formulate tentative hypotheses 
about the sorts of problems faced by ancestral humans such as predation, 
food acquisition, disease, in-group aggression and between-group tribal 
warfare, finding shelter, defending territory and so on. We can then test 
hypotheses about possible adaptive solutions to these problems.

For example, we might hypothesize that people will tend to prefer physi-
cally or symbolically similar interaction partners because hunter-gatherers 
tended to be physically and symbolically homogenous (within a given tribe) 
and that such a preference might reduce anxiety and facilitate cooperation. 
Indeed, experimental research finds that even 3-year-olds prefer to interact 
with puppets that are more physically similar to them (Fawcett and Mark-
son, 2010; see also Mahajan and Wynn, 2012). This preference is likely 
rooted even deeper evolutionarily—almost all mammals live in social group-
ings and engage in some rudimentary level of co-operative care, often in 
the form of allomothering (for how mammals raise their young socially, see 
Hrdy, 2011). So, as long as prolonged cooperation is facilitated by a prefer-
ence for sameness (or “homophily,” see McPherson et al., 2001), we might 
expect to see such a preference, cross-culturally, among humans.

Or, as another example, we might hypothesize that people will tend to 
prefer learning from higher-status individuals—that is, they will demon-
strate a “prestige bias”—because status in hunter-gatherer groups was often 
conferred on account of demonstrated ability, and those who learned from 
more capable individuals were more likely to successfully hunt, gather, 
cooperate and survive relative to those who learned from others irrespec-
tive of their status (Henrich and Gil-White, 2001). Again, such a prestige 
bias is also likely evolutionarily ancient; any animal with greater knowledge 
about resource distributions in an environment would have been a survival-
relevant model for behavior amongst other conspecifics.

This strategy of thinking about survival demands in ancestral environ-
ments as a way to generate hypotheses has been called a “just so” story of 
human behavior—since we can’t know for certain which adaptive prob-
lems ancestral humans (or mammals generally) faced, nor can we know for 
certain how the brain developed in responses to these adaptive problems, 
aren’t evolutionary psychologists just telling unverifiable origin stories about 
human psychology? Maybe. Yet what should matter is whether the hypoth-
eses evolutionary psychologists generate are testable and whether evolution-
ary psychological predictions provide actual predictive insight into human 
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behavior. If these researchers are able to predict how people respond, on 
average, to different circumstances, then this would lend credence to the 
methodology they used to develop their hypotheses in the first place. And, 
on this score, over the last two decades or so, many evolutionary psychologi-
cal research predictions have been supported with evidence (see Buss, 2019 
for examples).

Critically, however, evolutionary psychologists also emphasize three cave-
ats that leave plenty of room for sociological inquiry. First, they note that 
their approach does not imply that human behavior is genetically deter-
mined. Regarding determinism, the prominent evolutionary psychologist 
David Buss (2008, p. 18) writes,

Much of the resistance to applying evolutionary theory to the under-
standing of human behavior stems from the misconception that evo-
lutionary theory implies genetic determinism. Contrary to this 
understanding, evolutionary theory in fact represents a truly interac-
tionist framework. Human behavior cannot occur without two ingre-
dients: (1) evolved adaptations and (2) environmental input that triggers 
the development and activation of these adaptations.

Second, they note that adaptations are flexible in their expression. On this, 
Buss (2008, pp. 18–19) writes,

A second misunderstanding is that evolutionary theory implies that 
human behavior is impervious to change. . . [on the contrary,] knowl-
edge of our evolved social psychological adaptations along with the 
social inputs that activate them gives us tremendous power to alter social 
behavior, if that is the desired goal. Consider one example. There is evi-
dence that men have lower thresholds than women for inferring sexual 
intent. When a woman smiles at a man, male observers are more likely 
than female observers to infer that the woman is sexually interested. . . . 
Knowledge of this mechanism, however, allows for the possibility of 
change. Men, for example, can be educated with the information that 
they have lower thresholds for inferring sexual intent when a woman 
smiles at them. This knowledge can then be used by men, in principle, 
to reduce the number of times they act on their faulty inferences of 
sexual interest and decrease the number of unwanted sexual advances 
they make toward women.

Third, evolutionary psychologists note that their methodological adapta-
tionism does not require any assumptions that adaptations are optimally 
designed. Buss (2008, p. 19) insists,

[An evolutionary psychological approach] does not mean, however, that 
the current collection of adaptive mechanisms that make up humans is 
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in any way “optimally designed”. An engineer might cringe at some of 
the ways that our mechanisms are structured, which sometimes appear 
to be assembled with a piece here and a bit there. In fact, many factors 
cause the existing design of our adaptations to be far from optimal. . . . 
A strong desire for fat, adaptive in a past environment of scarce food 
resources, now leads to clogged arteries and heart attacks. The lag in 
time between the environment that fashioned our mechanisms (the 
hunter-gatherer past that created much of our selective environment) 
and today’s environment means that our existing evolved mechanisms 
may not be optimally designed for the current environment.

Human behavior is not determined by genes, inflexible or “optimally 
designed,” for the simple reason that human behavior fundamentally relies on 
social learning. And it is this—social learning and the transmission of cul-
ture across generations—that evolutionary psychologists are most missing 
from their analysis. It isn’t just that ancestral humans shared certain problems 
in common, that the brain developed adaptations for such problems and 
that we now walk through life with this Stone Age Swiss army knife of a 
brain. Rather, any adaptation will be almost fully modulated and specified 
for a given cultural environment—thus, humans’ ancestral past is not more 
important for understanding human behavior than are peoples’ current cul-
tural milieu and socialization experiences. An integration of both is needed.

Consider some of the sociology embedded in the two examples mentioned 
previously (that humans have a preference for similarity in their interaction 
partners and that humans have a “prestige bias” to learn from higher-status 
individuals). With regard to preferences for similarity in interaction part-
ners, sociologists would no doubt point out that having more diverse, weak-
tie interaction partners has the potential to provide novel information and 
experiences that can be both enriching (from a cultural capital standpoint) 
and intrinsically enjoyable (Granovetter, 1973; Baer, 2010). Moreover, even 
if more diverse, weak-tie network contacts are interacted with face to face 
less often, this may indicate that when interactions do occur, they are more 
emotionally intense and meaningful (Wang et al., 2018).

In light of this, sociologists might then offer reasons individuals would 
avoid forming friendships with non-similar others, and here is where social 
learning plays an important role. Depending on parental, peer and larger 
media or community socialization, individuals may come to distrust out-
groups more (or less). Thus, we cannot simply assume that people have 
a preference for interaction partners who are physically or symbolically 
similar without knowing something about their socialization experiences. 
If, for example, a person is raised in fundamentalist Christian household 
or community, we would expect them to be less trusting of atheists/non-
religious people and LGBTQ people compared to someone growing up in 
a secular household or community (Sherkat, 2014). It may be the case that, 
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in general, people form friendships and associations with people similar to 
themselves, yet sociologists have also found that shifting social contexts (e.g., 
moving out of one’s home to go to college) enables the formation of diverse 
friendships depending on the structure of the new environment (e.g., the 
race of one’s college roommate, the amount of existing interracial contact 
occurring within a residence hall, availability of and participation in extra-
curricular activities and so on; see Stearns et al., 2009).

For another example, consider the claim by evolutionary psychologists 
that people harbor a prestige bias. Again, it may be the case that, all else equal, 
people will tend to listen to and learn from individuals in their environment 
who occupy high-status positions. Yet there is much sociology in this as 
well. For one, whether an individual chooses to focus on and learn from 
high-status individuals depends on how motivated the learner is to assimilate 
into the general status hierarchy of the institutional domain in question—
the stronger someone’s desire to affiliate with an institutional domain (and 
its status hierarchies), the more motivated that person becomes to conform 
to and learn from high-status individuals within that domain (Duffy and 
Chartrand, 2015). This means that we must know something about how 
motivated a person is to belong to a particular institution or group (which is 
shaped, of course, by socialization and enculturated experiences) before we 
can say much about how strong their “prestige bias” will be—for example, 
a democrat working for a republican presidential candidate’s campaign team 
(perhaps as an intern in order to get experience in politics) may be less moti-
vated to learn from high-status individuals compared to a democrat working 
for a democratic presidential candidate’s campaign team.

Additionally, research shows that, even in childhood, humans do not 
necessarily choose to learn from high-status individuals (Harris, 2012). 
If a high-status person has proven to be unreliable or inaccurate in their 
information in the past, or if they have been hostile or unkind, or if social 
consensus about their status is unclear, then they may be less influential to 
potential learners. This holds even if, in a formal sense, the person holds a 
position of power or status (e.g., a parent, a teacher or a manager at work). 
In sum, we cannot rely on the existence of a “prestige bias” in humans as 
being explanatorily useful without a full engagement with the social context 
within which this “prestige” operates.

As I hope the previous examples show, sociology and evolutionary psy-
chology’s methodological adaptationism are not only compatible but in des-
perate need of one another. The very tendency to pursue homophilous 
friendships or to preferentially learn from high-status others may be wide-
spread in human beings due to their being evolutionary adaptations for the 
facilitation of social coordination and social cohesion in an ancestral envi-
ronment. Yet we cannot begin to understand variation in such tendencies 
(both across an individual’s lifetime or across societies) without assessing the 
import of social learning and enculturated life experiences. Put differently, 
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the existence of adaptive mechanisms does not necessarily tell us all there is to 
know about the operation of adaptive mechanisms in different social contexts. 
Evolutionary psychologists would not disagree with this. Would sociolo-
gists? And is there any doubt that a comprehensive understanding of human 
behavior requires a deep integration of both approaches?

The Pursuit of Truth Is More Important than the 
Maintenance of Disciplinary Boundaries

This chapter is meant as an olive branch: an olive branch to more devoutly 
social constructionist sociologists to consider the inextricable link between 
biology and behavior, an olive branch to non-sociologists to consider the 
generative insights of sociology, an olive branch to sociologists studying the 
contemporary era to consider how culture changes over time or how human 
behavior today is linked to our evolutionary history and an olive branch to 
human-focused sociologists to consider that societies might exist outside of 
our species as well. Though banal and trite, but nevertheless overwhelm-
ingly true, if our goal as scholars is to understand reality, we are all—all 
scientific disciplines—in this together.

In this chapter, I have tried to make five basic points. First, I hoped to 
redefine sociology in a sufficiently broad and inclusive way—human beings 
are not the only animals with societies and institutions that reveal complex 
social cohesion and social coordination. Sociology, if it is to be thoroughly 
defined, is the study of societies, wherever they are found. I then turned to 
an assessment of human beings and human societies, as this has long been 
(rightly or wrongly) the focus of sociology. Thus, the second point I hoped 
to make was that Jonathan Turner and Alexandra Maryanski have provided 
a great service to sociology in attempting to re-think and reconceptualize 
human nature in a way that takes account of our evolutionary history as 
primates. Regardless of your opinion about how successful their attempt has 
been, the deeper point is to understand the value of their efforts in expand-
ing the depth and scope of sociological theory.

The third point I hoped to make was that there is no meaningfully clear 
line between “nature” and “nurture” and that sociologists (and other social 
scientists) are hamstrung by trying to maintain such a division. Though 
we might speak about genes and culture, for example, as distinct (simply 
because language often simplifies complex interactions in order to facili-
tate communication), we cannot let our linguistic conventions blind us to 
the reciprocal feedback loops linking them to each other. It is not unusual 
to hear sociologists or evolutionary psychologists speak about the need to 
“overcome” some kind of supposedly innate problem behavior, such as rac-
ism or sexism. But this makes no sense. Racism and sexism, for example, are 
both expressions of an innate tendency to form tribal boundaries between 
self and other, with “self ” regarded as superior and “other” regarded as 
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inferior, but this tendency to construe outgroups as threatening is highly 
plastic and critically influenced by social learning.

Another way to think about this, following the work of Cecilia Heyes 
(2018), is that evolution has conferred to humans a “cognitive gadget” for 
group boundary salience (i.e., tribalism). Yet, depending on the social cir-
cumstances of development, this gadget might not operate in an overtly 
discriminatory or intolerant fashion. For example, if a person grows up in 
a cosmopolitan urban area, goes to a diverse public school and engages in 
extra-curricular activities with a diverse friendship network, that person’s 
cognitive gadget for group boundary salience might not operate on the basis 
of perceptions of race or sex superiority. On the other hand, if a person’s 
social environment is devoid of cooperative contact with people of different 
racial (or sex/gender groups), then cognitions about self-other boundary 
salience, as it relates to race or sex differences, may be activated. Again, 
without knowing about the structure of the social environment, we cannot 
say how a person’s genes or evolved brain structure will develop or influence 
behavior.

The fourth and fifth points I  hoped to make—using the examples of 
gene-culture co-evolution and evolutionary psychology, respectively—were 
that the study of human behavior is intrinsically interdisciplinary. We cannot 
“do” sociology without “doing” evolutionary theory, behavioral genetics, 
psychology, biology and so on. This makes our job vastly more complicated 
than we’d probably prefer, but the coziness of disciplinary boundaries is 
deceptive and unhelpful in our pursuit of truth.

There are practical reasons for sociologists to continue to become more 
interdisciplinary. For one, reality is not actually divided into disciplinary 
slices, and this suggests that the more we dissolve disciplinary boundaries 
and encourage theoretical and empirical cross-pollination, the more effi-
cient and accurate our models of reality will become. Second, and relat-
edly, insofar as scholars collaborate across disciplines, they can compensate 
for one another’s theoretical or methodological weaknesses/blind spots, 
thus increasing the replicability of research findings. Third, from a peda-
gogical standpoint, the more interdisciplinary a field becomes, the more 
it may attract intellectually diverse students with the potential to creatively 
influence the direction of future research. An interdisciplinary sociology, 
for example, will be more successful in attracting graduate students with 
educational backgrounds in fields such as psychology or evolutionary biol-
ogy, thus broadening and diversifying the pool of applicants and enriching 
classroom conversations.

Having said this, I understand that I am not the only sociologist calling for 
more interdisciplinary engagement (see, for example, Stern, 2016; Macha-
lek and Martin, 2010). Perhaps others have made the case better than I have 
here, and no doubt others in the future will make a better case than I could. 
No one chapter will convince scientists to collaborate and read each other’s 
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work across disciplines. We need a critical mass, a change in disciplinary 
norms, and this will take the tireless, and probably often thankless, efforts 
of many.
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Kevin McCaffree makes a convincing case for sociology to be more inter-
disciplinary, particularly with disciplines that are embracing evolutionary 
biology. There is clearly a strong movement in this direction in economics, 
psychology, and business (schools); political science; and to some extent 
even sociology, while anthropology has always had a biological wing (which, 
sadly, the cultural wing of anthropology now tends to ignore). Each disci-
pline has blinders which can, to a degree, be removed by other disciplines. 
This is fairly obvious for the social sciences, but this generalization applies 
to sociology and biology as well. Herbert Spencer’s Synthetic Philosophy, as 
he termed it, was interdisciplinary in an unusual sense, developing a model 
of evolutionary dynamics revolving around growth differentiation, derived 
from the physics of his time but applied to psychology, biology, and sociol-
ogy (and even ethics, which was a bit of a reach). His very brief discussion 
in the first volume of The Principles of Sociology (1874–5) on “society as an 
organism” emphasized an important point: organic systems as they evolve 
encounter common design problems, as Richard Machalek (1992) would have 
said, or, as I  say, selection pressures, and these common selection pressures 
revolve around production of resources to sustain the organic mass, whether 
a body or a society; distribution of these resources; reproduction of the dif-
ferentiating structures and their interrelations; and regulation and coordina-
tion among differentiated structures—whether a system like a brain, a whole 
person as an organism, or a society as organization of persons. Later, general 
systems theory, particularly living systems theory (Miller 1978), sought to 
conceptualize the common isomorphisms of all systems. But, more impor-
tantly today, the effort is to use biology to explain the behavior of humans, 
their psychology, and their organizational patterns (their sociology, as it 
were) using ideas about the forces of evolution within the Modern Synthe-
sis in biology.

McCaffree makes a strong case along a number of fronts. First, humans are 
not the only animal that organizes itself into societies, and, as both Auguste 
Comte and Spencer suggested, comparative analysis with other types of soci-
etal formations in the animal world can be instructive (I would also suggest 
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Machalek’s [1992] pioneering piece on the design problems of macro soci-
eties). Spencer thought comparison with insect societies would be useful 
because they generate mass societies without big brains and culture. Kevin 
continues Machalek’s work by giving examples of how production and 
distribution dynamics are organized in insect societies. And Kevin echoes 
Spencer in seeing sociology as the study of natural phenomena related to 
societal organization; hence, biology and sociology are needed to make sense 
of these rather rare phenomena. And especially interesting is how insects vs. 
humans respond to similar selection pressures to make mass societies of mil-
lions, if not billions, of members.

As Kevin moves to a review of my work with Alexandra Maryanski, I am 
grateful for the kind words and very succinct but accurate summary of our 
use of cladistic analysis and comparative neuroanatomy. This is another kind 
of comparative and interdisciplinary approach that allows us to isolate out 
the behavioral and organization patters among present-day great apes with 
an eye to determining the behavioral and organizational propensities of the 
ancestors that humans shared with our very close relatives genetically, the 
great apes. Use of cladistic analysis on great ape behavioral and organiza-
tional patterns enables us to construct a picture of humans’ distant ances-
tors’ behavioral and organization patterns. Then, with comparative anatomy 
on great ape and human brains allowing us to determine what humans’ 
ancestral brain (much like that of great apes) must have been like, differ-
ences between great ape and human brains can be recorded, with these 
differences being the work of natural selection during hominin to human 
evolution in response to selection pressures associated with open country 
grassland, bushland, and eventually savanna habitats, which are the opposite 
of the forest niches high in the arboreal habitat where great apes originally 
evolved. These methods allow us to look back in time and see the work on 
natural selection in producing humans, and, as Kevin briefly summarizes, 
it has allowed me to feel confident in writing a book about human nature 
that is not just speculation but, rather, reasonable inferences from hard data. 
And once we have some sense for how humans evolved biologically, we can 
begin to ask, as Kevin illustrates, questions about what social formations are 
compatible with humans’ biological nature and which ones are potentially 
harmful. If sociology wants to be useful and relevant, this is about as useful 
and relevant as one can get.

All of this new orientation to sociology makes, as Kevin emphasizes, the 
“nature” vs. “culture” distinction rather tired and artificial. Humans, first of 
all, have culture by virtue of the human body and neurology, which evolved 
in response to selection pressures. Culture, in this sense, is a biological trait 
that evolved, and sociologists should know how and why it did if they are 
going to explain cultural dynamics adequately. In human societies, as Kevin 
discusses, there is a great amount of co-evolution in which culture and 
social structure affect human biology and neurology, and vice versa, and by 
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understanding these dynamics, we can know more, as sociologists, about the 
sociocultural universe.

The last part of the analysis in the McCaffree chapter is something 
I should take to heart: reach out to other disciplines, particularly sociobiol-
ogy and evolutionary psychology. I have for twenty years been so obsessed 
with establishing a front for evolutionary sociology that I have used critiques 
of these approaches as a basis for creating a new subdiscipline in sociol-
ogy. Kevin is right; it is time to have real engagement with evolutionary 
biologists and psychologists. I know that sociology can help them overcome 
certain biases and outright dogmatisms, and I must be more open to the 
reverse: my and sociology-in-general’s biases. The first two decades of the 
21st century are very much like those in the 19th century: a time for biology 
and evolutionary analysis (the 20th century was the century of physics). The 
parallel analyses of evolutionary dynamics in economics, business, psychol-
ogy, biological anthropology (I have given up on cultural anthropology), 
and even new sociology offer an incredible opportunity for young scholars 
to advance our knowledge about the biological basis of human societies. To 
run away from this challenge is the height of folly.

I think that all sociologists should look for Kevin McCaffree’s new book, 
Fission-Fusion and Cultural Evolution (Routledge), coming out in 2021. What 
is perhaps most interesting of all to me is that Kevin, as one of my last PhD 
students, has come to these conclusions about interdisciplinary work, espe-
cially related to evolutionary dynamics, pretty much on his own, without 
much direct instruction from me. From the pieces of text that I have read, 
this book is engaging and about as relevant as can be in making sociology a 
stronger science that can produce knowledge that will be useful.
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Taking Up an Evolutionary Approach to 
Relational Sociology

In this chapter, I illustrate how we can use Turner’s insights into social evo-
lution to augment relational perspectives. Relational sociology is concerned 
with social relations and the social conditions generated by relations. Evolu-
tionary theory is concerned with the ways in which history builds on itself 
in specific and patterned ways. The primary difference between current 
relational sociology and an evolutionary approach is that the focus in rela-
tional theory is on the structure of relations at a given time or given points 
in time. In an evolutionary approach, the relations highlighted are the ones 
between the past, present, and future. Theorizing the temporal aspects of 
relations has been a challenge to the field of relational sociology (Bender-
DeMoll and McFarland 2006; McFarland 2004; Moody 2002; Moody, 
McFarland, and Bender-DeMoll 2005), and an evolutionary approach adds 
temporal dimensions to relations in a fundamental and elegant way. Rela-
tional sociology has generally made more abstract claims about social rela-
tions than evolutionary theory, although Turner and Abrutyn have begun 
to develop general insights (Abrutyn 2015, 2016b; Abrutyn and Van Ness 
2015; Turner 2000, 2003, 2018; Turner and Abrutyn 2017; Turner and 
Machalek 2018; Turner, Machalek, and Maryanski 2015; Turner and Mary-
anski 2008); thus, the relational addition facilitates abstraction and general 
theory development in evolutionary thinking. Thus, I  suggest combining 
the two approaches enhances both.

Specifically, Turner provides evolutionary elements that, when combined 
with relational and ecological theory, provide a heuristic for thinking about 
relations in evocative ways. As I will depict in this chapter, attending to both 
relationships and evolution provides us with a heuristic of cycles of social 
organizing that spiral into the future. This theoretical development is useful 
in a number of ways. For example, combining the two schools of thought 
points towards a logic for casing in historical sociology.
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Evolutionary Sociology Critiques and the 
Relational Antidote

Critiquing Evolutionary Approaches

As noted, Turner, along with Maryanski and Abrutyn, has made great 
advances in developing evolutionary theory in sociology. Abrutyn identi-
fies three approaches this return to evolution has taken: “(1) the search for 
neurological architecture. . . (2) the effort to explain sociocultural phenom-
ena. .  . (3) the construction of general theories of macro-level evolution” 
(2016b: 325). The first has received the most resistance, but it could be 
argued that it has made the most progress recently (Franks 2010; Franks 
and Turner 2013; Tuner 2000, 2018). The second is burgeoning (Abrutyn 
2015, 2016b; Abrutyn and Van Ness 2015; Turner 2003). The third and 
oldest tradition continues (Chase-Dunn 2018; Sanderson 2001; Turner and 
Machalek 2018; Turner, Machalek, and Maryanski 2015; Turner and Mary-
anski 2008). In this chapter, when I refer to this recent work on evolution, 
I  am primarily referring to their work on the evolution of sociocultural 
phenomena.

All three approaches to evolution are still recovering from evolution’s 
dubious history in sociology. The biological aspect still has to address and 
correct sociobiology’s history of reproducing the hegemonic order in 
numerous ways, and the social evolution traditions have to overcome his-
torical associations with functionalism, classism, and racism.

As Turner and Machalek note:

Within sociology stage modeling of societal evolution in sociology sud-
denly came to an end by the end of the second decade of the 20th 
Century, for several reasons. One was the ethnocentrism and, indeed, 
outright racism of many models that saw pre-literate societies as “primi-
tive” when compared to the “civilized” world of European societies. 
Moreover, all societal evolution was viewed as moving toward the “civi-
lized” state of European society, which is somewhat ironic given the rav-
ages of World War I that were about to explode such myths. . . . Another 
was the emergence of Social Darwinism (really Social Spencerian-ism) 
and eugenics, which legitimated racism in the analysis of stage models 
but, even worse, the continued mistreatment of the disadvantaged in 
societies because they could be seen as “less fit” which captured the basic 
law of evolution in Spencer’s (1851) view of “the survival of the fittest.”

(2018: 29–30)

This disgraceful history is well remembered. Indeed, in 2001, people walked 
out of Massey’s ASA presidential address that stressed the role of evolution in 



42 Erika Summers-Effler

our emotionally driven human species. Massey stated that sociology would 
neglect evolution at its peril. Time and the prominence of cognitive brain 
science have made this sentiment less controversial, but these have not man-
aged to make evolutionary takes on social life central to the discipline.

Theories of evolution also suffered from assuming of increasing complex-
ity (Turner 2012), when it is now clear that assumptions about ever-increas-
ing complexity are a “holdover from naïve realist positions of modernism in 
the middle of the past century” (Allen and Starr 1982: 614–622). Another 
factor undermining evolutionary theory has been that the macro approach’s 
focus on stages of development has been tightly tied to historical specifics, 
focusing attention on the long linear stories of societal evolution. These 
most macro of timelines make it difficult to cull useful insights for other sizes 
and speeds of social organizing.

Neo-evolutionary approaches began addressing these issues and devel-
oping  a more complex understanding of evolution. Abrutyn notes, “Evo-
lution, at some levels then, is purposive, multidirectional (because of the 
reactions of other strata to entrepreneurs), and multilinear (because of 
historical and sociocultural contingencies). Moreover, it rarely unfolds as 
a unified, coherent project” (2016b: 348). More specifically, Abrutyn lays 
out the following updates from neo-evolutionary theory (2014: 112). 1: 
There are no set stages of evolution; 2: there are many levels, not just a 
macro societal level; 3: there is an allowance for reflexivity and purposeful 
these theories have a Lamarckian character to them.1 Note that all three of 
these new assumptions suggest that evolution is less predictable than older 
functionalist theories might have suggested. There can be no lockstep 
developmental trajectories when active learning, creativity, and intersect-
ing pressures shape processes.

While Turner and Abrutyn began developing meso and macro approaches 
specific to particular contexts (2017), their work leaves the door open for 
theorizing about how evolution transpires in highly contingent ways. 
Turner and Abrutyn moved in this direction2 by exchanging functional-
ism’s focus on system “needs” for a focus on “forces” with which systems 
must contend. One of the ways that Turner and Abrutyn advance beyond 
unidirectional developmentalist approaches is by allowing for failure and 
dissolution.

We can go further in developing a general yet contingent model of evo-
lution by ceasing to use the Darwinian terms of “adaptation,” “selection,” 
and “fitness.” Doing so would enable us to account even more accurately for 
the unpredictable elements of social organizational evolution. Turner began  
this work by problematizing the term “adaptation” (2003: 285). Turner 
and Abrutyn similarly modify the concept of fitness: “We can think of the 
capacity to stave off entropy as fitness,” or as Turner describes, fitness is: “the 
capacity for a sociocultural formation to survive over time in an environ-
ment” (Turner and Abrutyn 2017: 533). This more useful updated approach 
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to fitness still misses how a pattern that is adaptive from a particular point 
in time will begin to look maladaptive at a different point in time. I suggest 
that “durability” is a more useful and specific concept than “fitness.” From a 
durability perspective, it is clear that a pattern is only “fit” from a particular 
vantage point. Switching this language frees us from the notion that some-
how what persists is optimal.

Turner and Abrutyn talk about selection pressures—a term taken from 
biological evolution that suggests competition results in the selection of par-
ticularly adaptive genes. However, selection pressures imply a winnowing 
down from what is already there. This is not the case with many social 
adjustments, as people can see from their own experiences and others. 
Turner and Abrutyn similarly note: “the pressure is not so much to select 
among existing variants of sociocultural formations, but to create some 
new variants of structures and cultures” (2017: 536). Thus, I  suggest that 
“selection pressures” may not be the most useful term for sociology. Mostly 
because social evolution is not selecting on the species but more fluid micro 
cultures and congealed institutional ones.

Rather than selection pressures, which imply adaptation, I am going 
to use “adjustment pressures,” which implies simply pressures to adjust. 
A benefit of thinking in terms of adjustment pressures is that this refram-
ing further distances us from the aspects of biological evolution that do 
not sit easily with social evolution. A focus on adjustment is significantly 
different from adaptation and survival of the fittest. Rather than adap-
tation to maximize fitness, social actors are adjusting—not adapting— 
based on motivations that organize different parts of the spiraling evo-
lution (see subsequently). Adjustment is direct and makes sense within 
its environmental context. In evolving, the content is never the same, 
because history is always accumulating, or not accumulating if there is 
a total collapse. The history of an entity’s or institution’s adjustment 
is the memory of organizing that such entities drag across time. We 
can know, with some certainty, adjustments do not perfectly fit the 
emerging moment because adjusting is primarily informed by his-
tory rather than the emerging moment. In the following, I argue that 
emphasizing the role of adjustment, as opposed to adaptation, is what 
sets relational evolution apart by stressing the importance of history, 
the capacity to learn, and the capacity to anticipate and thus the role of 
culture. Although Turner and Abrutyn use the language of adaptation, 
they allow for contingencies, maladaptation, and failure, so shifting to 
“adjustment” is in line with the work they started. Indeed, Abrutyn 
notes, “To be sure, institutions do not have ‘adaptive’ functions, per se; 
biological evolution does have its limitations (Turner and Maryanski 
2008)” (2016: 330–331).

Changing these terms is a move to dislodge the notion of evolution from 
functionalism and macro historical specifics. When we look at societies on 
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the most macro level, as much of social evolutionary theory has done, we 
tend to see long trajectories that can only be abstracted through compari-
son with other similarly long trajectories. Turner argues, “The goal is . . . 
to theorize about the common dynamics of all societies, from their very 
beginning to the present day” (2012: 435). There has been a move away 
from functionalist leanings with the increasing work on the collapse of soci-
eties (Diamond 2005; Yoffee and Cowgill 1991; Tainter 1988). However, 
as Turner argues, we still need to dislodge evolution from the specifics of 
history to be able to draw on and engage with other social theory.

Abrutyn’s recent work on evolution and institutional autonomy has 
begun to do this work of dislodging evolutionary theory from the specifics 
of history (Abrutyn 2015, 2016b) so that we can use the theoretical insights 
for different speeds and durations of social dynamics. Taking further steps towards 
abstraction, Turner and Abrutyn have developed the concept of corporate 
units. This concept of corporate units captures the interpenetrating nature of 
organization and encourages us to think about evolution as a general process 
that shapes the development of social action across all scales of social organi-
zation (2017: 531, 534). Simply put, a “corporate unit” is the bounded 
dynamic that evolves over time. The concept of “corporate units” enables 
us to think outside of essentialist individual-based theory. The use of more 
abstract concepts also facilitates the integration of evolutionary dynamics 
with other theoretical approaches, namely relational approaches. For exam-
ple, when we talk about “corporate units,” we are talking about entities that 
have coherence as entities vis à vis other actors that occupy social positions. 
This is to say the category of a corporate unit only makes sense when we 
conceive of it in relation to other corporate units.

Augmenting Evolutionary Theories With a Relational 
Perspective

Relational sociology holds the potential for developing a sociology that is 
not tied to particular places, content, or temporal scales—thus, taking up a 
relational approach enables me to continue the work of Turner and Abrutyn 
in further dislodging evolutionary theory from the particulars of societal-
level evolution.

A central relational strategy is focusing on context. We cannot understand 
the evolution of any dynamic without understanding the histories of strug-
gles within contexts (Turner 2012: 380). As Turner notes, “At all levels of 
reality, from subatomic physics to the analysis of world systems on earth or 
the formation of galaxies in the universe, phenomena are analyzed not in 
isolation but in terms of their connections to a larger system” (2012: 380; 
see also Allen and Starr 1982: 614–622; Aminzade 1992: 468, 476; Turner 
2016b). And Dupré and Nicholson argue, “[A]s a consequence of ecological 
interdependence, no organism can function, or even persist, independently 
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of the entangled web of interrelations it maintains with other organisms” 
(2018: 31). Relational approaches help us to think more specifically about 
the nature of context.

Adding relational perspectives to evolution also helps to upend the 
assumption that there are essential levels (see Turner and Maryanski 2008: 
11 for a critique of levels thinking). Discrete levels need to be recognized as 
convenience, not truth (Allen and Starr 1982: 626–629). Indeed, “although 
[levels] may be both conceptually and pedagogically helpful, the implicit 
discontinuities between levels that appear singularly real and discrete are sig-
nificantly arbitrary” (Allen and Starr 1982: 711–712).3 Specifically, Turner 
details how corporate units interpenetrate along a number of axis (2016b). 
We can imagine a baseball field to get a sense for how this works:

[A] baseball field is a constituent of a baseball league, but because base-
ball leagues coordinate their use of the ballpark, the baseball field can 
be drawn up into multiple leagues at once. Similarly, a human body is a 
constituent of a baseball fan, but the ways in which the different activities 
of a fan use the body as a space make it possible for a fan to watch every 
batter and also participate in the wave. Social organization is generally far 
more complex than coordinating several baseball teams to use the same 
field or coordinating the watching of batters while doing the wave.

(Summers-Effler 2010: 193–194)

A relational evolutionary perspective gives us theoretical leverage to under-
stand interpenetrating social organizing at various spatial and temporal scales 
at various angles and tempos (Turner 2016b).4

Frequent Problems With Relational Approaches 
and Their Evolutionary Antidotes

Critiquing Temporal Dynamics in Relational Sociology

Emirbayer (1997) put “relational” and “dynamic” together as a matter of 
course from a theoretical perspective, but much of the empirical project that 
emerged at the same time has struggled with the dynamic part (cf. Mische 
2014). Some time ago, Emirbayer claimed:

[R]elational sociology has the greatest difficulty in analyzing, not the 
structural features of static networks, whether these be cultural, social 
structural, or social psychological, but rather, the dynamic processes that 
transform those matrices of transactions in some fashion. Even studies 
of “processes-in-relations,” in other words, too often privilege spatiality 
(or topological location) over temporality and narrative unfolding.

(Emirbayer 1997: 305)
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In spite of the relational work on processes (Abbott 2001, 2016; Collins 
2000; Goffman 1967; Mische 2008; Summers-Effler 2010; Tilly 2001, 
2008)5 and some empirical work focused on networks and time (McFarland 
2004; Moody, McFarland, and Bender-DeMoll 2005; Mische 2008; Moody 
2002), non-temporally oriented network science continues to be the pri-
mary method associated with relational sociology. This is to say, although 
relational sociology moves in theory (Emirbayer 1997; Abbott 2001, 2016), 
it has not generally moved in practice. The key to realizing a temporally sen-
sitive relational sociology is developing conceptual tools to support a focus 
on process rather than stasis (Abbott 2001, 2016; Tilley 2008). The process 
advocated here is very different from assuming nodes, finding patterns, and 
then trying to import time into the model.

Methodologically, there is a “structural bias” that implicitly denies much 
of the dynamic nature of social relations (Emirbayer 1997; Emirbayer and 
Goodwin 1994; Moody, McFarland, and Bender-DeMoll 2005: 1208). 
Dépelteau (2018) argues that the structuralist logic at the center of network 
methods has limited the theoretical development of the field, noting that 
network approaches have primarily focused on methodological advances 
and the empirical insights that result from applying these advances, which 
has limited the theoretical development of the field. This work has been 
relatively disconnected from the work that remains more theoretical (with 
notable exceptions: Collins 2000; Granovetter 1973; Lin 2002; Padgett and 
Ansell 1993; White 1992).

There are reasons for the dominance of particular approaches and what 
some might consider theoretical stagnation. Primarily, as the methods devel-
oped, the field became inaccessible to many, and, as a result increasingly 
insular. Mische points out that “Much of the work in the field was highly 
formal and technical, thus making it relatively inaccessible to nonmathemat-
ical researchers who otherwise might have gravitated toward its core ideas” 
(2014 81). Emirbayer and Goodwin suggest that

The abstruse terminology and state-of-the-art mathematical sophistica-
tion of this unique approach to the study of social structure seem to 
have prevented many of these “outsiders” from venturing anywhere 
near it. The result has been an unfortunate lack of dialogue among 
network analysts, social theorists, and historical sociologists, and a con-
sequent impoverishment of their respective domains of social inquiry.

(1994: 1446)

Noting that this dynamic persists, Crossley points out, “[T]here’s a discon-
nect between theory that focuses on process and methods that are static” 
(2016: 167).

We can see this static tendency in the frequent use of a web as a heuristic 
metaphor, even by those who focus on processes (Emirbayer 1997: 298; 
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Somers 1995: 136). This metaphor is attractive, but it only captures the 
spatial extension, not the temporal extension; thus, it is a useful heuristic 
for networks, but it undermines a truly processual relational approach. If 
we switched all of the nouns in network methods to verbs, we would be 
forced to see that we are missing explanations for action on the move, which 
is what a theory of relations calls for, in spite of the centrality of network 
methods for the empirical part. For example, standard empirical work on 
networks begins with the assumption that the noun “relation” is the small-
est unit of analysis, a conceptual approach that does not demand theorizing 
time and movement. If we shift the unit of analysis to “relating,” we encour-
age a processual relational sociology. The “transactional” approach (or what 
some refer to as the “deep approach”) is more process committed, but few 
have taken on empirical cases and methodological implications of a proces-
sual approach (Tilly 2001, 2008; Somers 1995; Mische 2008; Summers-
Effler 2010).

As noted, time is often a stumbling block for network methods. “Most 
network images do a poor job of representing change in networks, and 
researchers make do by presenting successive snapshots of the network over 
time” (Moody, McFarland, and Bender-DeMoll 2005: 1207).6 Network 
theory has demonstrated predictive potential and generated explicit models, 
but it has failed to represent the cyclical and fluid nature of social patterns; 
thus, it provides an overall picture that is only suggestive of mechanisms, 
motivations, and processes. Networks are not inherently historical. So, there 
is a tendency to neglect how things come into being (Boorman and White 
1976: 1442).

Even White’s work to move time into the main body of the theory has 
not been marked by great leaps forward in temporal methods. Three of the 
empirical projects that moved time and networks forward empirically were 
Norbert Elias’ (1978), Collins’ (2000) and Abbot’s (2001) work on intel-
lectual life, although none of them in these particular projects theorizes 
time directly. More recently, Summers-Effler’s (2010) work brought theory 
and method together and illustrated how rhythm shapes fluid interactions, 
organization, and meaning, but we could still benefit from more tools to 
look at temporal dynamics beyond rhythm. Turner can do part of this trans-
formative work through his development of evolutionary theory.

Augmenting Temporal Thinking With Evolution

The key to moving the discussions within relational sociology forward is 
to develop conceptual tools to support a focus on process rather than stasis. 
“Temporal concepts can help us to develop historically grounded theories 
of what Goldstone (1989) labels ‘robust processes,’ sequences of events that 
have unfolded in similar but not identical fashion in a variety of differ-
ent historical contexts” (Aminzade 1992: 458). An evolutionary approach 
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augments relational ones in that they are suggestive of an ontological orien-
tation that moves. I am building on Dépelteau (2018), a relational sociolo-
gist who points to the heuristic of evolution, stating, “ ‘relational’ is a mode 
of perception where [actors] . . . are fluid, vibrant, and evolving social pro-
cesses.” Crossley points out how networks are actually “constantly evolving” 
(2016: 174).

Evolution is therefore useful because relational sociology could use heu-
ristic additions to understand how and when things feel solid and inevita-
ble, even when everything is composed of relational processes. Evolutionary 
theory enables us to do this. For example, rather than using networks to 
figure out temporal dynamics, we can use temporal dynamics to figure out 
networks. Networks, from this perspective, are the constituent interrelated 
components that make up a static slice of an entity at any one point in the 
process. Networks are not patterns; they are instances of connectedness. 
Networks are not the building blocks of social structure; rather, they are 
instantiations of social structure. Crossley defines ties in a similar way, “At 
its most basic a social tie is a sedimented interaction history embellished 
by the anticipated likelihood of future interaction” (2016: 172). Thus, the 
networks of constituent components that are integrated into the process of 
the entity at any given time will shift with the rhythmic cycle of the entity, 
which means that if we were to look at all of the constituent components 
that could be a part of the entity over time, we would see a general rhythmic 
pulsing of connections between components as well as a slight modifica-
tion across the different phases as strategies shift to respond to the changing 
speeds and durations of conditions in the undulating field.

Critiques of Culture in Relational Sociology

Detractors focused on network methods are often concerned with the inad-
equate treatment of culture (Crossley 2016: 174; Emirbayer and Goodwin 
1994: 1446–1447). In spite of this standing critique of not addressing culture 
some relational sociologists have been working on integrating culture and 
networks for three decades (Mische 2011: 82).

What emerged was a perspective that straddled positivist and inter-
pretivist positions, stressing the mutual constitution of networks and 
discourse, the communicative nature of social ties, and the interplay 
between multiple relations in social action. As I  argue below, these 
researchers also show how a focus on interaction, performance, and 
social dynamics helps to mediate (if not resolve) the tension between 
structure and agency.

(Mische 2014: 87)
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Mische (2011) identifies four of these approaches. I will describe them, offer 
a brief comment, and then conclude the list by suggesting how an evolu-
tionary approach can augment such projects.

• The first approach to culture and networks focuses on how networks 
are conduits for the diffusion of culture. The assumption is that culture 
is external to networks, reifying both culture and networks (Mische 
2014: 88).

• The second approach to culture and networks is to examine how cul-
ture and networks each constitute one or the other, assuming that the 
two factors are ontologically separate from each other.

• The third approach links temporal and relational structures with histori-
cal contingencies, illustrating interlocking cultural structures. This is a 
more complex approach, but it is limited by assuming network methods 
only need improving. This approach still assumes that cultural forms are 
autonomous of networks.

• The fourth approach is an interactionist approach tied to Goffman. 
Interactions shape networks, which shape culture and agency and flow 
back to interactions. This work has similar goals to this chapter, includ-
ing a dynamic understanding of relations. However, it is still tied to 
network methods as a path to understanding dynamics. I suggest that 
evolution as a heuristic is far more elegant and powerful than work that 
adds temporality to networks.

Turner is also a critic of relational methods that ignore culture. Indeed, he 
suggests that an evolutionary approach can do better.

For the sake of argument, one could . . . assert that cultural representa-
tions arise from the physicality and networks of social structures and the 
relational networks of persons in these structures at all levels of reality, 
thereby suggesting that social structures are what is real and culture 
a mere epiphenomenon. What evolves, then, are the social structures 
producing culture, with the study of cultural representations being a 
very weak reflection of the structures organizing human activity  .  .  . 
our models of selection are set up to capture both, often simultaneously, 
the structural and cultural (and cognitive, as well as emotional) dimen-
sions of the social universe. Social structures generating culture, and at 
the same time, constrained by this very culture are the units subject to 
selection; and they allow for agency or the ability to create new vari-
ants of social structures and their cultures that, in turn, will be subject 
to selection.

(Turner et al. 2017: 40)
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Drawing on Turner’s work, we can say that culture manifests in histori-
cal processes. Culture does not lend itself to being seen from a particular 
slice of time vis à vis other actors. The problem, then, is not that relational 
sociology cannot account for culture; the problem is that we have a domi-
nant method that undercuts our capacity to imagine the relational nature 
of culture. I am suggesting putting history in motion (not just adding time 
to static methods). If we do so, culture emerges as a crucial player in the 
story without having to “add” it (see subsequently, particularly the section 
“Strategizing to Preserve”).

Integrating the Relational and Evolutionary 
Approaches Through Ecology: Borrowing 
Heuristics From Ecology to Develop a Model of 
Persistence and Change

A relational evolutionary perspective also offers a way of thinking that is 
general and dynamic and a sensitive after not only to the development of, 
but also the decay of social organization. The perspective brings us to two of 
the major questions of sociology: how do things change and how do they remain 
the same? Indeed, once we see everything in motion, the most important 
contributions to understanding social organization are the emerging and 
dissolving of patterns. Turner states that understanding integration and dis-
integration is the fundamental problem:

All of the processes by which such connections are generated and sus-
tained constitute the subject matter of integration as a fundamental force 
in the social universe, while the operation of these forces are also the 
explanation for the disintegrative potential in all sociocultural formations.

(2016b: 20)

Noting inevitable entropy, Turner also explains,

In the long run, disintegration is the fate of societies and their constitu-
ent sociocultural formations; the issue then is what modes of integration 
stave off for how long the inevitable entropy inherent in the social uni-
verse. For theorizing about human societies to be complete, it becomes 
essential to understand both the negative entropic and entropic forces 
working on human societies.

(2016a: 19)

With this ontological perspective, we can theorize about the nature of 
entities.

[Entities] influence and are influenced by their surroundings. These sur-
roundings, in turn, are made up of even further processes. In abstraction 
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from their surroundings, processes are nothing at all; they have no inde-
pendent existence. One needs only to think of waves in an ocean or of 
gusts of wind in a storm. A process has the properties it does in no small 
part because of its relations with other processes. Consequently, it can-
not be fully explained independently of these relations.

(Dupré and Nicholson 2018: 30)

Emergence is usually associated with essentialist arguments about levels of 
organization (Archer 1985), which I  established as inadequate previously. 
Those who reject the notion of emergent levels often end up rejecting 
emergence too. I suggest that we can keep emergence but instead think of 
apparent solid entities as emergent processes that arise, persist through con-
stant negative entropy efforts, and then dissolve.

As noted previously, we need to dislodge evolutionary theory from the 
historical specifics in order to develop a relational evolutionary approach. 
As we continue to dislodge evolution from historical specifics and apply it 
to faster dynamics than the evolution of entire societies, we can see aspects 
of evolution that repeat themselves over time. This is to say that we can see 
cycles. Other processual approaches note the cyclical nature of entities.

The traditional substantialist stance has been to regard [entities] as things. 
Process ontology, of course, leads us to understand them as processes. If 
organisms are developmental cycles, then we should regard these devel-
opmental cycles, rather than the thing-like time slices that we abstract 
from them, as the actual entities that compose the evolutionary process.

(Dupré and Nicholson 2018: 37)

In order to think about entities as cycles, we can draw on current ecological 
thinking about cycles of persistence and change.

Building an Ecological Heuristic to Think About 
Relations and Evolution

In the following, I develop as model of spiraling evolution that is based in a 
theory of how social organization generally evolves across various sizes and 
speeds of organization. This is to say that I suggest that there is a general 
pattern of organization that happens at the scale of dyadic relations, small 
groups, organizations, movements, and civilizations. In order to develop 
this model, I draw on Holling’s model of cyclical and spiraling organization 
across all scales and durations of ecology.

Holling’s model (1986: 307) of the figure 8 of organizing processes has 
been widely accepted as the key approach for understanding persistence and 
change in ecology. This ecological work offers us an elegant heuristics for 
exploring how the evolution of persistence and change unfolds in general 
rather than at specific “levels” (Holling 1986; Ulanowicz 1997). We can  



52 Erika Summers-Effler

use Holling’s heuristic for thinking about becoming, decaying, and reemer-
gence. This is an ecological approach that can account for history as well as 
context, allowing us to tie the two together in an elegant way. The second 
model illustrates how the role of history in organizing generates spiraling 
evolution and how that generates interpenetrating relations between dif-
ferent organizing processes. I argue that this spiraling is faster and tighter in 
social organization because, as noted previously, our capacity for meaning-
making and the resulting accumulation of culture, give evolution a Lamarck-
ian quality.

The Model of Spiraling Evolution

Disintegration

Relations during periods of disintegration are characterized by failure. Failed 
interactions and inability to attune will leave actors feeling empty and unsat-
isfied. During the disintegration process, the actors’ focuses of attention and 
tempo of action do not align. A sense of the basic collective identification 
needed to sustain collective action diminishes (Durkheim 2014: 287–288). 
We can think of these times as anomic. Anomie generates infinite unfulfilled 
desire (Durkheim 2014), as there is a mismatch between desires and condi-
tions. As Turner and Abrutyn characterize anomie,

[T]he ultimate danger [humans face] is the danger of meaningless-
ness” born of separation from our group(s), and the seemingly coherent 

Strategizing to Preserve

Disintegrated

Emergent Flowing

Energetically Endeavoring

Diffusion

Figure 3.1 Model for the Theory of Social Commitments
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“nomos” religion offers humans acts as the “ultimate shield against 
the terror of anomie” (Berger 1969: 26–27). Anomie, although often 
vaguely defined, appears in Durkheim’s work in two specific ways: (1) as 
a chronic sociopsychological state of separation from integrative social 
bonds and regulative moral order, and (2) as an intense sense of shame 
when one’s status is rapidly disrupted and social bonds are threatened or 
believed to be severed. In both cases, the social bond—either its consist-
ent absence or its loss due to failing to meet the other’s expectations—is 
the center of psychological discomfort.

(2017: 546)

Ontological anxiety (Giddens 1991) is most intense during periods of dis-
integration because there are few interaction rituals (Collins 2004; Goffman 
1967) to confirm intersubjectivity (Schutz 1967; Garfinkel 1967; Berger 
and Luckmann 1966) and the shared meaning that depends on intersubjec-
tivity. Breakdowns of expectations and one’s sense of control will also likely 
generate learned helplessness (Seligman and Maier 1967), and shame, guilt, 
alienation, and anxiety (Turner and Abrutyn 2017: 532).

Experiences of threatened and broken social bonds create emotional crav-
ings that are the result of emotional vacuums, which I define as “a height-
ened awareness of a lack of particular positive emotions coupled with feelings 
of the complementary negative emotions” (Summers-Effler 2010: 1248). 
Emotional vacuums, the tensions they generate, and ultimately the turn 
towards new involvement that they motivate are key for moving through 
disintegration into fresh emergent becoming. Although painful, these emo-
tional vacuums push and pull actors towards new or modified involvements 
that release the negative emotions as they increase the opportunity for posi-
tive ones, such that emotional energy (EE)-generating situations pull actors 
in involvements. Situations ripe for attention and without triggers for nega-
tive associations release emotional vacuums and pull actors into involve-
ment. For example, in previous work, I have demonstrated how the drain 
of frustration, depression, and anger can evoke a pull towards the release of 
humor (Summers-Effler 2010: 67). In sum, movement from disintegration 
to emergent flowing is driven by the motivation to release emotional vacu-
ums. The release of these vacuums, when powerful enough, pulls organiza-
tion into a stage of emergent flowing.

Emergent Flowing

The stage of emergent flowing is characterized by a lack of relations, phenom-
enologically speaking. This is to say that the experience of being pulled into 
emergent flowing helps to generate the sense of channeling forces beyond 
the limits of one’s person (Csikszentmihalyi 1990) and becoming one with 
one’s involvement and with those sharing this involvement (Durkheim 
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1995 [1912]; Collins 2004) in response to vacuum characterized by anomie 
being released. The involvement in emergent flowing is social, but the social 
dynamic could be between the various parts that constitute the self, other 
persons, groups, organizations, or other social actors. Regardless of pat-
tern speed, the emerging intensity of involvement that releases emotional 
vacuums generates much EE, which feels like enthusiasm, confidence, and 
willingness to initiate interaction (Collins 2004). This EE is solidarity-based 
EE: emotional intensity, attraction to intensity, and potential for mean-
ing. This EE is comparatively raw, unspecified, and freely flowing between 
actors. This motivation towards EE pulls at our attention so that meaning 
can emerge. The emergent moment of release generates a feeling of free-
dom and creativity that cannot be experienced when one is focused on the 
past in order to anticipate the future.

There are minimal senses of exterior/interior, as there is no reflexive self 
“doing” action. Thus there is no self-conscious strategizing. Rather than 
purposeful strategizing (a feeling we experience as being agentic), there 
is a feeling of being caught up in the swing of things and being carried 
away (Collins 2009: 13). Any self-awareness feels like channeling—a sense 
as though things are happening through rather than by oneself (Collins and 
McConnell 2015). Csikszentmihalyi explains that in spite of deep satisfac-
tion, he says that there is no “happiness” because such requires an internal 
self. We can say that emotions are primarily experienced as a high level of 
EE (Collins 2004). Transient, specific emotions require self-awareness that 
is minimal during this process. So the experience of EE is more like free-
flowing EE with minimal attachment of the energizing to particular symbols 
(as we will see subsequently, the emotional conditions most conducive to 
attaching symbols to EE are negative conditions that powerfully attach sym-
bols to negative EE [Turner 2007]). A reflexive self does not arise until there 
has been a block to action. However, even though there is minimal reflexiv-
ity, and thus minimal active self-control of the state while it is happening, 
the process of flowing can be cultivated or induced (Csikszentmihalyi 1997).

Constituent elements can bring more or less history with them based on 
how their organizational ancestors fell apart. Compared to other processes, 
history plays a limited role in sensitizing actors to look in certain directions 
or attend to particular conditions. The meaning of histories of disintegra-
tion will depend upon the next experience of emergent becoming; there 
can be a refreshment or a radical shift. The first builds a sense of continued 
existence, while the second creates a sense of history potentially so dif-
ferent that it may feel like it belongs to a different person who no longer 
exists. Being “born again” is an example of this. In these moments, rhythmic 
entrainment generates synchrony that allows for emergent experience to 
override historically based expectations, generating creativity and cognitive 
flexibility. Such involvement provides cognitive openness that is fresh and 
freed from the weight of culture and history.
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What site of involvement are constituent elements likely to be pulled 
into? I  suggest that physical proximity, shared cultural territory, and the 
capacity for generating hope in the face of disintegration (Summers-Effler 
2002) all shape the potential for being swept up into particular actions. 
Even this bare-bones influence of history provides enough focus to begin to 
engage in action. Ideas can get one to move to a place looking for particu-
lar action, but this emergent cognitive state does not arise without finding 
synchrony in this space. Indeed, sometimes synchrony can happen before 
cognitive creativity and flexibility, in which case we experience a situation 
as beyond our control as it is happening to us rather than within our control 
as we are manifesting the experience. As I mentioned previously, this sense 
of oneness associated with this stage of organizing generates the experience 
of being emotionally enmeshed with others who are involved rather than 
the feeling of having distinct ties with them.

In these stages or organizing, experiences of solidarity-based EE and self-
expansion (Aron and Aron 1997) motivate action. There is a rush of being 
pulled into activity, involvements, and action. A sense of expanding quickly 
permeates, along with rushing prolific ideas, sensing new possibilities, and 
experiencing unboundedness. The release from both disintegration and his-
tory means that action is not habitual, which gives this process a fresh and 
creative feel. As there have been no blocks yet, pure EE, which might be 
what Bergson refers to as “pure duree” or what (Csikszentmihalyi 1997) 
refers to as “flow,” are the experiences associated with a focus on the present 
that sustains this state.

In my own work, I  have seen how some Catholics who believe that 
women should be able to be ordained can experience intense isolation and 
anger, especially those who were not interested in leaving the Church. These 
emotional vacuums set up cravings for safety of ideological and emotional 
expression and solidarity with those who experienced the Church similarly. 
The release associated with finding others who shared disappointment and 
anger transformed alienation into deep solidarity accompanied with a sense 
of euphoria. For those who have experienced profound alienation, this cre-
ation of community and euphoria can be both method and goal. A similar 
dynamic could be seen in the Consciousness Raising movement within the 
larger feminist movement during the 1960s and 1970s (Buechler 1990) and 
some organizing meetings for Freedom Summer (McAdam 1988).

Energetically Endeavoring

Emergent flowing transforms into energetically endeavoring when consum-
ing involvement is blocked or narrowed by an external force. Such blocks 
generate problem-solving (Dewey and Moore 1917), a practically targeted 
sort of creativity, rather than the freedom and emergence associated with 
emergent becoming. In response, a sense of having an interior in opposition 
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to an exterior emerges within an actor (Summers-Effler 2010: 128–180). 
This awareness of an interior and an exterior arises as blocks reflect aware-
ness back onto the entity, generating burgeoning reflexivity. This sense of 
boundedness due to initial blocking is the most basic form of reflexivity as 
entities become objects to themselves (Mead 1934) as they see themselves 
reflected in an external environment (Mead 1934; Cooley 1902). During 
energetically endeavoring, entities self-consciously interact within and on 
their environment in order to effectively work towards ends. Collins (2004) 
refers to the EE associated with this stage of organizing as E-power, or efficacy 
power. This reflexive and strategic action uses EE, ambition, and capacity for 
effort to work towards imagined ends within particular contexts. Relations 
during energetically endeavoring are practical, energizing, empowering, 
inspiring, elevating, awe-filled, and anger-channeling so as to overcome an 
obstacle. There are feelings of power and a sense that history is on one’s side.

The capacity to be a self and organize is based in the blocked action that 
makes us an object to ourselves (Mead 1934). Once reflexivity is born, the 
sense of being a self within a slower moving field emerges (Summers-Effler 
2007, 2010). This is to say that blocking and negative emotions that follow 
are the first step towards becoming a coherent self who is capable of pur-
poseful action (Turner 2018: 427). As Allen and Starr note, “It is sometimes 
advantageous . . . to view organization not positively as a series of connec-
tions, but rather negatively as a series of constraints and boundaries” (1982: 
1026–1027).

During this stage, meanings and identities begin to accumulate. Our 
selves are, to some extent, influenced by the selves we have been in the past 
(Mead 1934). As Crossley explains,

The conventions and identities which shape ties and interactions are not 
built from scratch in each case. They are carried across from previous 
relationships and vicariously from the observed experiences of others. 
Indeed, actors enjoy access to a cultural stock of “types” which they can 
employ, albeit often with a degree of individual tailoring, to make sense 
of new and unfamiliar encounters (Schutz 1972).

(2016: 172)

Abrutyn and Van Ness similarly note, “New solutions may actually be new 
combinations of old ones, revisiting discarded ones, or somewhat novel. In 
many cases, previous efforts serve as blueprints for solving new problems (cf. 
Coser 1974; Ertman 1997)” (2015: 61).

Turner notes (2003) that these challenges, or what I have been calling 
“blocks,” often come in one of two forms, which he refers to as “Dur-
kheimian” and “Spencerian.” The Durkheimian type is competition that 
resolves in efforts to seek out or build new niches. The Spencerian type 
of challenge is a new situation that requires new action. We could say that 
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Durkheimian pressures come from competition between similarly scaled 
processes and Spencerian come from slower processes blocking faster pro-
cesses, such that creativity is required to get around the block. It stands to 
reason that whether a block is Spencerian or Durkheimian would shape 
not only this initial organizing process of endeavoring but also the processes 
that follow. We could say that early organizing narrows future options for 
an entity’s styles of action (Eliasoph and Lichterman 2003; Mische 2008; 
Summers-Effler 2010).

Turner further describes the nature of these compounding blocks.

[F]irst-order logistical loads  .  .  . are the first wave of selection pres-
sures. . . . Most of these pressures are Spencerian in nature because they 
put pressure on actors to find new ways to coordinate and control. . . . 
As these  .  .  . corporate units respond to these first-order logistical 
loads, they become integrated into ever-more distinctive institutional 
domains. . . . It is at this point that populations can disintegrate or dis-
solve if actors cannot innovate and build new corporate structures and 
cultures that reduce selection pressures arising from these first-order 
logistical loads.

(2010: 33–334)

In other words, action flows out of a particular self and identity rather than 
out of just the emergent sense of flow. These emerging expectations inform 
shared meanings used to coordinate action. In this process, meaning pri-
marily facilitates action. Whenever possible, as energy resources are high 
and there is comparatively little to protect or defend. Later on, meanings 
begin to constrain as practices shift from primarily maximizing to primarily 
defending and satisficing.

Strategies during this stage are focused on controlling external situations. 
This capacity for the faster to control and change the slower is possible 
because of the interpenetrating character of systems, where the patterns of 
one make up components of another. As long as there is interpenetration, 
infiltration—the smaller and faster working into the inside of the larger and 
slower patterns so as to diffuse new action—is possible. Thus, stability of the 
powerful is always imperfect because it rests on the dynamics outside of its 
direct control.

Actors develop control through the capacity to anticipate (White 1992). 
In order to anticipate, actors begin to train attention on the past to develop 
expectations for the future. Thus, perception is increasingly filtered through 
history as actors anticipate the future, creating a historically anchored self. As 
histories are derived from local action (although local action reflects broader 
cultures), this sense of self is specific to the field that generates the self. This 
is to say that a self generated in one field would not necessarily make sense, 
much less be effective, in a different field.
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As noted previously, the stage of energetically endeavoring is focused 
on using energy to change external slower conditions in order to establish 
control. Control becomes possible when actors can infiltrate and control 
slower-moving established action. The capacity to infiltrate slower-moving 
processes is what Abrutyn and Van Ness refer to as entrepreneurship. They 
describe this process as shaping slower-moving action by diffusing new pat-
terns of action from within. As this organizing takes off, culture emerges to 
generate historical ties that secure the changes that had been made.

The accumulation of anticipations and adjustments is history. Immediate 
experience focuses attention during emerging flowing, but history provides 
more specific blueprints during the problem-solving phase. This is where 
expectations become more or less directly tied to history and indirectly 
tied to present conditions. Perception comes to be filtered through history, 
which trains attention on the past to anticipate the future rather than focus-
ing on the present. History lengthens and becomes the symbolic informa-
tion that emerges as a strategy to avoid blocks. In other words, history is the 
capacity to learn from past experience, a process that enables persistence as 
it narrows options. Learning is thus central—learning is the reconciling of 
emergent expectations and explanations for action with history. In particu-
lar, anticipating temporal dynamics is key: Robert Merton (1984) identi-
fied “socially expected durations” as a key determinant of social action. He 
pointed out that people often make decisions with expectations about how 
long a particular set of interactions will endure (Aminzade 1992: 471; Cross-
ley 2015, 2016: 172).

History ultimately becomes culture as history congeals into expectations. 
In other words, local patterns of meaning-making congeal, become culture, 
and thus become an aspect of the environment that supports the persis-
tence of the new pattern (White 1992). Culture always lags and in doing so 
decouples social entities from their surrounding contexts. Culture has this 
quality because it is based on learning in response to old contexts. Lagging 
decouples patterns from the unfolding context such that culture provides 
the upside of autonomy and the downside of narrowing access to negative 
entropy. Every iteration of updating and adding complexity congeals culture 
further until it is durable and its source distant enough that it is experi-
enced as a solid law, recognized ritual, institution, or structure (see Abrutyn 
2009: 456; Abrutyn and Van Ness 2015: 60; Luhmann 1982; Parsons 1966; 
Summers-Effler 2010; Turner 2010: 36).

In my own work on the Women’s Ordination Council (WOC), I observed 
this stage of organizing in response to reports that the Ancient Order of the 
Hibernians were going to stage a mass counter-protest in response to the 
WOC’s annual protest outside the basilica on the annual Mass of the Chrism 
when priests reaffirm their ministry. The annual WOC action generally 
involved holding years-old signs about women’s ordination as the priests 
filed in for the mass, during the mass, and finally as the priests filed out. 
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More often than not, some media would turn out and if WOC was lucky, 
they might get a soundbite on the evening news. On the year that the 
sexual abuse scandal broke, there was a rumor from a credible source that the 
Ancient Order of the Hibernians were planning to turn out in the thousands 
to support the Church against the WOC protest. Although the Hibernians 
ultimately did not turn out, the impending threat fueled intensity, excite-
ment, strategizing, coordinating of resources among members and sympa-
thizers, and the planning of elaborate street theater and elaborate statements 
for the press among WOC members. In other words, the anticipated block 
fired up the group emotionally and resulted in creative collaboration.

Strategizing to Preserve

With repeating significant threats, actors no longer expend energy to directly 
achieve desired ends. Instead actors strategize and expend energy to survive and 
persist in threatening conditions (Summers-Effler 2004). Relations in strate-
gizing to preserve are characterized by boundary marking, constraining, con-
flict, threatening, depressing, dispiriting, fearing, and/or loathing. Relations 
are constraints that reinforce limited paths forward as goals shrink to either a 
preservation or dominance focus with result in internal harm in the first case 
and external harm in the second. Motivation shifts from what Collins refers to 
as E-Power to D-power, which he characterizes as based in Dominance EE; 
I would also add that the flip-side of Dominance EE—Defensive EE—also 
characterizes this stage in organizing. In this stage, history goes from being a 
resource or a tool to a constraint, a weight, and obligation or source of shame.

Organizing moves from energetically endeavoring to strategizing to pre-
serve when blocks to action begin to repeat and compound in anticipatable 
ways.7 Although situations may seem stable during this process of strategiz-
ing to preserve, there is no stasis, only persistent damping (see Sheldon 1996: 
216). Once the reflexive self emerges as a key actor that can exert energy and 
effort in response to blocks, conscious awareness of unfolding action and 
the desire for control continue to compound, eventually shifting the focus 
to control of others or self-control. Only with further blocking does the 
action fold back on itself so that actors can focus on managing themselves 
to fit the environment rather than working to fit the environment to them 
(Summers-Effler 2004)—these are defensive strategies. Alternatively, exter-
nal frustrations fold back on themselves so that actors focus on dominating 
their environment rather than working to encourage desired ends through 
solidarity with other actors.

Defensive strategies are draining and thus require negative entropy to per-
sist, so acquiring negative entropy becomes a priority. There is an optimum 
level of complexity. Differentiation and autonomy allow for concerted agen-
tic action, but persistence will eventually lead to becoming too convoluted. 
This creates two types of energy problems: 1) it blocks access to energy, and 
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2) navigating the internal dynamics starts to consume more energy than 
strategizing brings in. The processes of organizing have impending doom 
written right into the processes of attempting to persist in an organized way 
(Abrutyn 2009). Turner notes:

As Herbert Spencer ([1874–96] 1898) phrased the matter, growth in the 
social mass—whether in organic or super-organic bodies—will eventu-
ally require a more complex skeleton to support the larger mass. That is, 
structural and cultural differentiation is a function of the size and rate of 
growth of populations organized into societies and intersocietal systems.

(2016b: 22)

Turner describes how internal drains and pressure compound as organ-
izing builds upon itself.

As differentiation and elaboration of these first domains continues, the 
diversity of corporate units within domains increases, thus increasing 
the complexity of social structure and culture. . . . This growing com-
plexity generates what I  term second-order logistical loads, and this 
second-round (and subsequent rounds) of logistical loads increases both 
Spencerian and Durkheimian selection pressures. I  distinguish these 
second-order logistical loads from first-order loads because they are 
logistical loads generated by the growing internal complexity  .  .  . as 
institutional domains and stratification systems differentiate.

(Turner 2010: 34)

With each iteration of blocking and adjusting that compounds logistical 
loads, increasing complexity, expectations for relations, and emotions, cul-
ture congeals further—thus, in this way, we can see how the production 
of structure is fundamentally relational. As culture congeals, it does so in 
widely accessible conveyances for culture, like rule books, instead of just 
human minds in the form of cognition. Cognition is undoubtedly the gen-
erator of culture, but culture “grows out” of the mind and into institutional 
memories in external forms. It is during this decoupling and the resulting 
autonomy that an entity is more “thing”-like.

The compounding of awareness and control efforts create this new moti-
vation to persist above and beyond generating and attaining EE. This change 
from the maximizing of EE that one finds in emergent flowing and ener-
getically endeavoring to persistence results in a shift towards satisficing—the 
motivation to keep all of one’s drives met to a satisfactory level, as opposed 
to maximizing. The notion of persistence in the cycle of organization 
is another way of saying “autonomy” or the ability to persist in spite of 
increasingly unfavorable conditions (blocks) (Abrutyn 2009). This process of 
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strategizing to persist tends to be the most durable stage because the moti-
vations organizing these processes, which are all based on anticipation and 
consistency, lead actors to tread water beneath the surface of social organiza-
tion in order to keep conditions predictable enough for actors to have some 
sense of control over their destinies. Persistence does not mean that the 
flowing of the internal conditions has stopped but rather that it is managed 
within to generate apparent stability without.

As a pattern ages and expectations and avoidance strategies compound, 
the pattern generally becomes more defensive—meaning that action goes 
from being focused on maximizing during energetically endeavoring, to 
sustaining during the satisficing stage of strategizing to preserve, to focused 
primarily on avoiding the loss of EE during the end stages of strategiz-
ing to preserve (Summers-Effler 2004). The consequence of predominantly 
defensive strategies is that efforts to protect narrow paths to action to the 
point where they cut off access to negative entropy are needed to sustain 
the pattern. Organizing patterns consume their own energy to stay alive. So 
the external environment is depleting the pattern of action because there 
is no negative entropy to offset the need to adjust to environmental con-
tingencies and to manage internal tensions. Turner describes this process, 
noting that “Closed systems do not engage in exchanges of energy, matter, 
or information with their surrounding environment. Their ‘boundary’ is 
thus relatively impermeable” (2012: 383). Negative entropy is impossible in 
closed systems. Dissipation is not halted, so entropy follows.

Initially, patterns were well suited to the situation, so persistence could 
continue at little cost. Over time, the accumulation of reconciling experi-
ences makes the process more rigid, less adjustable, and less flexible. Even-
tually, organization bends to breaking under the weight of compounded 
logistics and negative emotions from repeated efforts to head off and/or 
absorb blocking. Elsewhere I have described this process: “As the groups 
lost flexibility, they lost their agility for avoiding unanticipated conflicts and 
failures, and their ability to take advantage of unanticipated opportunities” 
(2010). In order to avoid dramatic losses of EE, the involvements that draw 
on stores of EE in order to prevent major losses operate at less of a loss. This 
period feels like shrinking and loss of EE.

There are two basic styles of persistence: intermittent—frequent, sharp, and 
fast collapses followed by recovery of much of the pattern—and gradualism—
long, slow disintegration that takes place gradually. Abrutyn describes 
intermittent processes as “The near-constant disruption of entrepreneurial 
projects served as both a catalyst for continuous evolution and a safeguard 
against inertia” (2016b: 347). Allen and Starr similarly depict intermittent 
persistence:

In ecology things collapse all the time, so we had better get used to 
it. The critical difference is getting used to disaster. The model of a 
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beaver for its dam takes into account the fact that the river will flood 
and destroy the dam once or more a year. After the beaver dam is over-
taken, the situation has not fundamentally changed because the old dam 
had rebuilding it in its design. The engineer would build a fail-safe 
dam so as to avoid the situation changing. The beaver cannot afford 
dams so robust, so the beaver’s model works to minimize the cost of 
reconstruction.

(1982: 5134–5142)

Sheldon describes as much when detailing how local collapse can buoy 
global persistence:

[I]t may be . . . a species which an ecologist reports as very susceptible to 
local extinction is highly resistant to global extinction; the species may 
well have to be extinction-resistant on a global scale in order for us to 
observe it frequently becoming extinct on a local scale (Sheldon 1993).

(1996: 223)

Turner says as much about the social, stating, “[T]he long-term trend for 
increasing complexity occurs only by fits and starts as societies build up 
complexity, only to fall back, and then once again build up complexity” 
(2003: 137).

As contexts change, patterns continue so long as patterns can absorb or 
damp the threats. The longer the history of frequent collapses, the more 
autonomous, decoupled (and therefore less reactionary), and vulnerable to 
losing access to negative entropy to offset the inevitable pull towards entropy. 
Again, Turner describes,

Dissolution and disintegration of societies and intersocietal formations 
can occur, causing a decrease in complexity which, over time, will 
begin to increase once again. Thus, the long-term trend for increasing 
complexity occurs only by fits and starts as societies build up complex-
ity, only to fall back, and then once again build up complexity.

(Turner and Machalek 2018: 137)

Allen and Hoekstra (2015 [1992]: 272) put it this way: “After repeated 
disturbance, it is characteristic of robust complex systems to accommo-
date to disturbance by forming a new entity that includes the amelio-
rated disturbance as a working part” (Sheldon 1996: 214). Thus, we can 
say that intermittent persistence looks like: 1) maintaining access to EE, 
2) accumulating culture across situations, and 3) generating enough his-
tory that culture congeals and becomes the taken-for-granted backdrop of 
action that smooths external disturbance and the actors’ responses to these 
disturbances.
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The second style of persistence is gradualism. A crisis or collapse allows for 
reflexivity right where things are. If the constituent elements and meanings 
are relatively intact, a comparatively sharp modification can bring action, 
attention, and meanings back on line, creating patterns to deal with the exi-
gencies and therefore once again becoming robust. Alternatively, gradualism 
is a style of persistence where the cycle of organization, particularly the 
preservation stage, is stretched out as long and as far as possible. This style 
of persistence is far less likely to result in recovery after disintegration. The 
process consists of one time around the cycle of organization. Gradualism 
unfolds outside of reflexive awareness. When finally noticed, constituent 
elements are likely to have scattered so that they cannot longer be brought 
back into similar patterns of action. Indeed, by the time they are noticed, 
they are likely to have been taken up into action around more compelling 
centers of action.

These two processes of persistence—intermittent and gradual—are both 
active styles of persistence, composed of routine collapse or damping. How-
ever, it must be noted that these active processes can serve as a slow-moving, 
apparently stable context for a faster-emerging pattern. Turner and Abrutyn 
describe this dynamic: “Indeed, goal-seeking corporate units in complex 
and dynamic societies can create not just new resource niches but new envi-
ronments to which a population of corporate units must adapt” (2017: 534). 
It is due to the processual nature of even the slowest pattern that the process 
of organizing leaves a pattern in the position to be infiltrated (see “Ener-
getically Endeavoring”) and potentially influenced by the control efforts of 
faster-moving patterns of organization.

Again, the WOC provides a fitting illustration of these processes during 
this stage of organizing. Without the sense of shared opposition in form of 
the Hibernians, focus moved within the group and factions arose. A com-
petition over who would emerge as the leader of the supposedly consensus-
based group hinged on the repeated innuendos over who was the most 
committed, most radical, most practical, best connected, and so on. Ten-
sions bubbled under the surface, with the group clowns only offering minor 
temporary relief.

Disintegrated

As involvement moves towards disintegration, relations become increasingly 
tension-filled and brittle. The first path diffuses energy such that there is 
not enough energy available to sustain the disintegrating pattern. In this 
case, diffusion is associated with elements growing apart, fading away, and 
even being taken up into other centers of action. The second path narrows 
expectations and acceptable paths to action, which undermines access to 
negative entropy. Patterns of organizing congeal because updating becomes 
too energetically expensive (Hannan and Freeman 1977: 931–932). In other  
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words, processes of persistence become increasingly closed. Defensive strate-
gies that emerge during strategizing to preserve begin to cut off access to 
external sources of energy, which undermines access to negative entropy. 
Negative entropy is required for persistence in an ever-changing context, but 
negative entropy becomes impossible in closed systems, until finally, there is 
nothing left to work against dissipation. Without negative entropy, entropy 
takes over as the pattern becomes weaker. It tightens up and becomes brittle.

As flexibility decreases, brittleness increases, making the pattern increas-
ingly susceptible to collapse due to unexpected conditions. Dwindling 
negative entropy leaves the pattern vulnerable to unanticipated contin-
gencies. As Turner puts it, “[R]igidity across wide sectors of institutional 
domains . . . makes [entities] unable to respond to new environmental exi-
gencies” (2016b: 24).

Differentiation can, as both Durkheim and Spencer understood  .  .  . 
at some point, rising logistical loads and selection pressures can over-
whelm the capacity of actors to make adaptive responses, with the result 
that a society and system of societies may de-evolve or disintegrate, as 
has happened persistently in human history.

(Turner 2010: 35)

Turner describes how rigidity emerges and constrains future potential for 
adaptation by diminishing the flexibility available to respond to the endless 
environmental contingencies. A small shift when a pattern is brittle can lead 
to catastrophic collapse.

As EE and paths to future EE dwindle, the desire for release and disin-
tegration grows. This desire, which Freud referred to as the death instinct, 
motivates pattern-destructive action. There are two paths to destruction. 
Again, an example for WOC illustrates the processes and relations at play. 
With time, the group became increasingly polarized. On one side was a 
member who had been involved in other church reform movements, had 
spent time organizing people in Central America, and who had the most 
political connections. On the other side was a member who actively lived 
in voluntary poverty and lived in a poor and dangerous neighborhood in 
order to serve the neighbors. The emerging polarization reflected compet-
ing claims to moral authority within the group, with one claiming political 
experience with deep activist history and networks and the other claiming 
moral purity based on living in voluntary poverty. As the tension moved 
towards boiling over, both would-be leaders began attacking the moral 
claims of the other and engaging in obstructionist behavior whenever the 
other spoke or forwarded a plan. It became clear that the group would 
blow up, and as that end drew closer, the would-be leaders ramped up their 
destructive behavior, speeding towards the inevitable demise.
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Spiraling Evolution

The following model represents the previous processes as they evolve over 
time.

This model provides a heuristic of organization that is not simply a 
cycle (Spencer 1898) or a linear forward-moving trajectory (Durkheim 
1912; Parsons 1966; Spengler 1926; Sorokin 1937; Toynbee 1946), but 
a cycle of organizing that spirals over time. With just the cycling part, 
we cannot account for change and the various roles that social actors 
and social processes play in initiating, motivating, and sustaining change. 
With just the evolutionary part, we cannot account for the cycling and 
the various roles that social actors and social processes play in initiating, 
motivating, and sustaining stability. Thus, the last model is more accurate 
than the previous simplified one that captures the stages of evolution over 
a single cycle of organization. Rather, this depiction of cycles of organi-
zation unfolding over time more accurately depicts the spiraling nature of 
social evolution. It is important to note that even assuming the general 
shape of a spiral is a useful heuristic, the spiral is not always smooth or 
predictable, as the early collapses result in slower or faster turns through 
the organizing process. Spirals can also break off entirely in the case of 
total dissipation.

As noted throughout, cycles can build one upon another, and history 
plays the key role in connecting them. It is the continual referencing of his-
tory to anticipate future interactions that decouples entities from their envi-
ronments and creates a sense of continuity as the spiral unfolds over time. 
The crucial role of history means that organizing, even as it goes through 
similar processes repeatedly, changes perpetually, yet generally not without 
a sense of coming out of the past. The processes of change and persistence 
create the cycling aspect. Historical reconciling and the various motivations 
at the different stages create the forward movement aspect. Together they are 
best represented as a spiral.

This heuristic of spiraling evolution adds to Turner’s approach to evolu-
tion in two ways: 1) it develops a clear call to focus on history, which is 
ultimately culture, and 2) it contributes to his critique of levels offering a 
perspective that allows for far more complex interpenetrations between pat-
terns of social organization or entities. These two contributions are actually 
a product of a single theoretical move—focusing on history and how it is 
tied together by responses to adjustment pressures over time. Thus, the per-
spective emphasizes the key role of history at all scales of social organization. 
In addition, the heuristic of spiraling evolution adds to relational sociology 
by detailing how shifting motives over stages in the cycle of organization 
generate different types of relations during different parts of the evolving 
spiral of organization.
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Figure 3.2 Modified Model for the Theory of Social Commitments

Periodicity

One of the crucial lessons from this chapter is that history matters for more 
than historical sociology. This approach enables us to think about periodiza-
tion (the act or process of dividing history into periods) in selecting dynam-
ics for observation (Lichterman and Reed 2012, 2015). Clemens (2006) 
has noted that this issue has not garnered a lot of attention, even among 
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historical sociologists. Indeed, Emirbayer notes, “The problem of boundary 
specification, of moving from flows of transactions to clearly demarcated 
units of study, from continuity to discontinuity, is perhaps the most fre-
quently encountered of all challenges to relational analysis” (1997: 303). (See 
McFarland 2004 for a consideration of this issue from a network approach.) 
This work here makes it clear that periodization is not just an issue for 
historians or historical sociologists. When we look at something moving, 
which is all of social organizing, we need to be concerned with identifying 
meaningful chunks of time.

From the perspective of spiraling evolution, what appears to be the brack-
eting of entities or mechanisms is actually the bracketing of evolving rela-
tions. As Aminzade notes, much is at stake when considering these issues:

What constitutes the long-term, as opposed to the short- or medium-
run, is relative to the process one is studying. . . [neither can be] pre-
cisely defined and fixed for all social phenomena in terms of a certain 
number of years or decades. Such a perspective entails a temporal scope 
of varying length, defined by the parameters of the relevant process 
within which an event or sequence of events is situated. If we get this 
wrong, it blinds one to variations within populations that appear only 
when a different temporal lens is employed.

(1992: 476)

Similarly, Sheldon points out, “No significant net morphological change 
over an interval can be described as stasis, irrespective of the extent of oscil-
lation in between. One needs, however, to specify the time interval being 
considered” (1996: 216). Thus, when we bracket evolving relations, we have 
to justify such bracketing.

We may be able to identify stable enough patterns to think about them 
in terms of substance and mechanisms, but we have to go beyond identify-
ing stability, as it has been made clear that many stabilities could have been 
noted. Indeed,

Things that appear as integrated may emerge as less so when viewed 
more closely. The arbitrariness of qualities of wholeness is more appar-
ent in less integrated wholes, but such arbitrariness is present even in the 
most apparently particular and discrete wholes, such as chairs and tables.

(Allen and Starr 1982: 1128–1130)

Put another way, any pattern of organization can be understood as a field 
or entity (see Turner and Maryanski 2008: 12; Summers-Effler 2010: 
183–202). From one perspective, an entity is an interrelated process that 
involves faster-moving entities. From another perspective, the same entity 
is a force that exerts influence on the environment around it. From still 
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another perspective, it is composed not of smooth moving processes but a 
cyclic attraction and repulsion of components as the irreconcilable forces 
of slower-moving entities move through the interlocking rhythm that they 
create.

Both time and distance allow us to see an entity as a whole. Distance 
makes us insensitive to the endless regression of processes, as the distant 
entity is primarily perceived as a constituent element of closer entities. Time 
allows us to detect the rhythmic pattern even if we are close (Summers-
Effler 2010: 203–212), thus giving us a sense of a whole even as we can see 
the varying embedded patterns.

If the social world is composed of interpenetrating spirals, the processes of 
influence are primarily determined by the timing of processes. Moments of 
coordination among and within centers of organization represent opportu-
nities for social connection and influence. So perspectives, not reality, stabilize 
our perceptions of social things. Allen and Starr explain, “The number of 
particles is not given by nature, it is chosen in the way the scientist specifies 
what are the parts of the system. Parts are a decision not a material reality” 
(1982: 133–134).

Indeed, by allowing us to think of stasis and change in terms of spiraling 
evolution, we can begin to think of methods that would enable us to discern 
meaningful temporal intervals that could be used by network researchers to 
identify and justify their temporal sampling of network data. Here we can 
take Skocpol’s focus on tempos of cultural organization and the arising and 
falling away of cultural organization and applying them to different scales of 
history, not just the scales historical sociologists work on. As Skocpol puts it, 
“Multiple cultural idioms coexist, and they arise, decline, and intermingle in 
tempos that need to be explored by intellectual and sociocultural historians” 
(1985: 91) (Emirbayer and Goodwin 1994: 1441).

There may be many ways to approach this puzzle of periodization. One 
is both phenomenological and pragmatic. We could look to see where 
actors recognize temporal boundaries and then see how they enact them 
and the various consequences of such enactment. I  suggest that these 
methodological puzzles could be addressed by people purposefully shift-
ing between observing so as to see motion and then so as to see solidity. 
What one has to do to make this shift in a particular empirical case are 
key pieces of data. The power of historicity can be stopped abruptly due 
to catastrophic collapse. A collapse is so profound that little of what was 
known is experienced as meaningful and action becomes comparatively 
wide open, only to be blocked by other more organized action. This may 
be one type of phenomenological boundary we are looking for. We have 
access to such phenomenological and pragmatic boundaries when we do 
ethnography (cf. Summers-Effler 2010). Any other approach for estab-
lishing phenomenological and pragmatic boundaries would have to be 
similarly inductive.
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Pulsing Networks

Relational approaches attempt to capture what Durkheim argued was the 
irreducible nature of social life. Whether it is symbolic interactionists’ eth-
nographic projects, ethnomethodological projects focused on the joint con-
struction of meaning in interaction, or network approaches that focus on 
the patterns of relations between nodes, the focus is not on the actors but 
on the action between actors, whether these actors are individuals, groups, 
organization, communities, or nations. While individuals, groups, organi-
zation, communities, or nations imply some sort of thing-like enduring 
quality that lend themselves to the categorical approaches so often found 
in sociological analysis, relational approaches, through their focus on rela-
tions and interaction rather than concretized categories, must deal with a 
dynamic, fluid, and fundamentally temporal social world.

So far, relational approaches have fallen short in capturing this dynamism 
while delivering maximizing theoretical insight. Ethnographic and eth-
nomethodological approaches illustrate the dynamism but often fall short 
of developing explicit models that might show how a particular dynamic is 
related to faster embedded dynamics or slower embedding dynamics; thus, 
the findings are useful primarily only empirically and theoretically useful 
for the processes directly observed. Network analysis strips away the details 
of context in order to tell a general story about how connected systems 
work (Watts 2003: 15). This approach has helped sociologists to gain a new 
understanding of the influence of social position and social connectedness 
on social outcomes. Network approaches generally provide a static picture 
of relations stripped of context and history; thus, many network approaches 
miss  the spiraling evolutionary dynamics that render certain connections 
possible at some moments and not at others.

Efforts to make network theory dynamic over time have revealed the 
intermittent nature of relations (Moody 2002; McFarland 2004; Moody, 
McFarland, and Bender-DeMoll 2005). Indeed, this work has noted that 
longitudinal and dynamic network accounts use verbs like “pulse” and 
“dance” (Moody, McFarland, and Bender-DeMoll 2005: 1209). These 
approaches have typically explained network emergence and transformation 
from a point of distant observation, for example, discerning patterns in the 
development of alliances (Mische and Pattison 2000), ideologies (Shwed and 
Bearman 2010), and attachment (Powell, White, Koput, and Owen-Smith 
2005). By focusing on dynamics over time, these works placed action at 
the center of relational sociology—where it has always been theoretically 
but not necessarily so methodologically. We can complement these efforts 
by taking a “closer” position vis-à-vis the entity under consideration. We 
can use insights from the heuristic of spiraling evolution to understand how 
and why networks pulse. From this perspective, networks are the constitu-
ent interrelated components that make up a static slice of an entity at any  
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one point in its processes. Networks are not the building blocks of social 
structure; rather, they are instantiations of social structure.

Both a longer duration and a farther distance allow us to see an entity 
as a whole. Distance makes us insensitive to the constituent processes. The 
closer one looks, the more one can see that entities are neither solid nor 
durable; rather, they are made up of constituent faster or interpenetrating 
process processes. Entities are only constant from far away over many cycles 
of collapse or recovery or over a significant period of stasis due to damping 
the effects of environmental fluctuations. An apparently discrete entity is the 
context for faster embedded entities and constituent elements of the spirals 
that create slower entities. The constituent components that are integrated 
into the process of the entity at any given time will shift with the spiraling 
evolution the entity, which means that if we were to look at all of the con-
stituent components that could be a part of the entity over time, we would 
see a general rhythmic pulsing of connections between components as well 
as a slight modification across the evolving history in response to the chang-
ing conditions of the field in which the entity is embedded.

Moments of opportunity are often referred to as windows, suggesting 
that they open and shut, providing opportunities at some moments that are 
absent at others. We can imagine scales of social organization—for example, 
interactions, groups, and organizations—as tumblers in a lock. The tumblers 
must align for connections across these scales to occur. These connections 
are moments of influence—they can shore up patterns or undermine persis-
tence but only when where and when connections exist. This means that the 
opportunities for influence and/or connections between and among group 
members, those outside the group and members, groups, and so on, pulse over 
time as spirals within and across processes move in and out of alignment— 
connections are there at some times, absent at others. This means if we sam-
ple once, we are likely to get a distorted picture. Social scientists have long 
noted the connection between changing political opportunities and activist 
success, but we know far less about the opportunities for change in more 
micro processes of social organization. Political opportunities come and go, 
but so do the opportunities to form coalitions between groups or to attract 
and maintain organization members. We know even less about the sorts of 
connections that can create opportunities for change across many processes 
of social organization.

A focus on interpenetration based on temporal dynamics allows us to 
imagine the role of time in influence. For example, if the social world is 
composed of interpenetrations at different speeds and durations, timing 
would be the primary influence shaping relations between corporate enti-
ties. In order to predict this pulsing action, we need to understand the cycles 
of involvement at different durations, how these cycles interpenetrate each 
other, and how disruptions in cycles of involvement at a particular duration 
can either be absorbed or be a source for transformations across units.
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When we see the crucial role of temporal interpenetration, it becomes 
clear that we need to think theoretically about how to construct or sample a 
network in terms of time. In order to capture change over time, we need to 
worry about the frequency and duration detected with a particular network 
depiction. We cannot assume that 2 minutes is meaningful in one situation 
and 3 years meaningful in another; we must carefully theorize the meaning 
of the intervals and durations of data detection. We can use Pierce’s logic 
of abduction (1903), more recently developed by Tavory and Timmermans 
(2014), to think about how we could move between theory and empirical 
work that suggests the relevance of duration and frequency and then sam-
pling according to that logic to further refine that theory. Past work should 
be able to help narrow the windows of meaningful connections (Lichter-
man and Reed 2012, 2015). If there are no relevant works to draw from, 
then it would seem that other work better suited to inductive detection 
of relevant durations and frequencies, such as observation or a thorough 
reading of available archival material before, during, and after the focus of 
interest would be helpful. This brings us back to the previous section about 
establishing grounded and meaningful periodicity. This method need not 
only be employed on the scale of macro history, but it can also be employed 
on the scale of relations between actors over time or even the faster dynam-
ics of interactions. All of this is to say that network methods are powerful 
tools when they are deployed in a theoretically defensible way that takes 
into account the pulsing relations between entities, be they people, groups, 
organizations, communities, or states.

Conclusion

Dépelteau (2018) states that saying sometimes things are fluid and some-
times solid is wishy washy. I say this is not irresolute because at predictable 
points, organization can be more fluid or solid. Some points in the cycle of 
organization are closer to the relational bone than others. Patterns of persis-
tence are historical and cultural processes, but initial stages of organization 
and the ultimate dissolution of patterns are more directly relational in that 
they are less modified by history.

Networks are a helpful heuristic; network analysis can tell us the implica-
tions of a network structure at any given time for a particular node, which 
is important. But network methods cannot tell us why and how these net-
works are occurring or are likely to change with time in response to par-
ticular conditions. Looking at a network to explain change is like looking at 
a ripple in a pond to explain rocks being dropped. Some amount of dyna-
mism can be approximated by considering how network outcomes would 
change if networks were changed in particular ways, but this is equivalent to 
looking at how an ongoing ripple will change if a different-sized rock was 
thrown afterwards or a rock was dropped in a slightly different place, but it 
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still doesn’t tell us about why dropped rocks create these ripples, much less 
why the rocks are being dropped at all or when a dropping of a rock is likely 
to happen.

There are many relational sociologists who have focused on developing 
increasingly sophisticated network methods, but there has also been work 
focused on theorizing what nodes, ties, and networks are (in particular, see 
White 1992). Alternatively, evolutionary theory has historically been tied 
primarily to the macro specifics of unfolding societies and, as noted previ-
ously, more recently the neuro-architecture of humans. Evolution and sys-
tems fundamentally move; they do not have to import movement. There has 
been little work that theorizes what “history,” “evolving,” and “organizing” 
mean more generally. Bringing an abstract relational approach to Turner’s 
evolutionary theory enables us to think about social organization more gen-
erally on scales often ignored by those interested in evolutionary processes. 
By making Turner’s theory more abstract, we gain badly needed footholds 
that will enable us to address three areas that are generally weaker in rela-
tional sociology: reflexive and purposeful action; the emergence and role 
of culture; and, finally, how processes emerge, then stabilize, and eventually 
dissipate. We see that if at particular instances these processes were sliced, we 
would see network connections between nodes that would vary with the 
cyclical timing and modifications over history.

In some ways, others have said similar things. There’s nothing new under 
the sun:

The opposition between things and processes as the ultimate constitu-
ents of reality is of course an ancient one, commonly traced all the way 
back to the Presocratics. Heraclitus is the patron saint of process phi-
losophy, at least in the western tradition. The Greek dictum pantar hei 
(“everything flows”) encapsulates the Heraclitean doctrine of universal 
flux. Heraclitus not only emphasized the pervasiveness of change, but 
also signaled the importance of change in explaining stability over time 
(Graham 2015).

(Dupré and Nicholson 2018: 4)

However, putting together two approaches as old as science. Relational and 
evolutionary thinking, provides fresh insights into some perpetual sticking 
points in sociology.

The combination details the how culture emerges, congeals, and folds 
in on itself when it becomes structure. Looking at the evolution of these 
processes gets away from the co-production, dual, “middle-range” theories’ 
weaknesses of merely asserting and then using examples without clear prop-
ositions about how these things emerge, relate, have internal and external 
consequences, and then disappear. For example, network analysis makes it 
look like flow is what the networks facilitate, when in actuality it is flow 
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that facilitates the solid-seeming nodes and networks. From a networks per-
spective, It seems as though understanding how things move around the 
networks is the most important temporal issue, when in actuality under-
standing how things crystallize and dissolve is the dynamic that is particu-
larly revealing. By providing a static picture of level-specific patterns of 
relations stripped of culture and history, many network approaches miss the 
spiraling evolutionary dynamics that render certain connections possible at 
some moments and not at others.

Spiraling evolution explains the variation in motivation and the emer-
gence of culture as a product of the organizing process. Putting evolution 
and relational theories together provides a dynamic perspective on social 
organization that is relational because of the dynamism. Everything is always 
in process, and apparent stability requires negative entropy. This image is 
opposed to static snapshots of webs of relations between points of organiza-
tion, or often people. It is also opposed to a linear evolution or even linear 
evolution that moves forward in the fits and starts of punctuated equilib-
rium. It is similarly opposed to a model of cycling back and forth between 
phases of organizing. As reality is all jumbled together, these various scales 
intersect, and when they do, they create conditions where slower-moving 
organization has the capacity to block aspects of faster-moving organiza-
tion at certain times, and faster-moving organization has the capacity to 
infiltrate slower-moving organization at certain times. These intermittent 
potentials to influence the unfolding of other centers of action is possible 
due to the intersecting nature of organization. This is to say that the poten-
tial for change is not grounded in neat levels and the perpetual potential 
for agentic action (see Archer 1985, 1995, 2000). Initial blocks to action 
inspire organization and all that comes with it: sense of self, sense of iden-
tity, sense of project, sense of goals, particular motivations plus transient 
emotions (Summers-Effler 2010: 69–127). With increased time, defensive 
strategies eventually develop and grow, which leads to lessening flexibility 
and increased vulnerability to unanticipated environmental contingencies.

Mische (2014: 90) concludes her review of cultural approaches in rela-
tional sociology with a prescription for relational sociology: “[the] con-
struction of . . . durability—along with the multiple temporalities in which 
relations are embedded—[need to] become in themselves the focus of socio-
logical attention.” Understanding culture and durability are the future chal-
lenges for relational sociology. The previous work demonstrates how the 
relation between durability and culture is deeply connected. Indeed, culture 
affords durability.

How do we look to see the making and unmaking of organization? We 
can look for emergent unchecked action, blocks that generate reflexivity 
and strategy, the constituent processes that generate apparent persistence, the 
accumulation of history and culture, the blocking that sets off the cascade 
of change, the constituent elements moving after collapse or dissipation. We 
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can also look for four possible results: 1) re-uptake, 2) catastrophic collapse 
that leads to instant repulsion and sudden diffusion, 3) collapse and con-
stituent elements being swiftly taken up by other patterns (often a result of 
losing competition), and 4) the gradual diffusion that results in constituent 
elements floating too far away to feel the continued pull of the historical 
center or action. This is to say that this analysis provides many jumping-off 
points to make sense of both integration and disintegration and persistence 
and change.

Notes
 1. Lamarckian evolution is the theory that characteristics of an organism modified dur-

ing its lifetime are inheritable by following generations.
 2. In defense of grand theory: Turner argues, “Rather, my goal has been to develop 

abstract principles that explain the dynamics of the macro realm in all times and 
places—hence, at any stage of societal evolution. This is what is often seen as ‘grand 
theorizing,’ and such theorizing is considered passé in many contemporary circles, 
but if sociology does not develop general theories, it cannot explain the whole social 
universe. For many, the goal of theory is to chop and dice up the social universe into 
small bits and pieces, with the goal being to develop very narrow theories on each of 
these bits and pieces. Such work is often important, but at some point, theories must 
be consolidated; the conceptual Humpty Dumpty needs to be put back together” 
(2012: 434).

 3. Turner and Maryanski critique levels as well (2008: 11).
 4. Some advocate for a flat ontology, such as Depelteau, as an alternative to levels think-

ing. “[While] an ontology based on relations between general types and particu-
lar instances is hierarchical, each level representing a different ontological category 
(organism, species, genera), an approach in terms of interacting parts and emergent 
wholes leads to a flat ontology, one made exclusively of unique, singular individu-
als, differing in spatio-temporal scale but not in ontological status” (DeLanda 2004, 
p. 58). I do not find this a helpful alternative; rather, it reads as reactionary against 
levels. I suggest that “round” is a better heuristic, and that has already been established 
heuristically by network methodologists. In their depiction, as networks approach 
infinity, they approach absolute roundness.

 5. Micro sociology, especially the interaction-focus Goffmanian take, has always been 
relational. Goffman (1967) and Collins (2004) rather left the self and one’s sense of 
a bounded being with an historically situated identity as a trick of perception rather 
than the essence of organization. Indeed, personal identity is the sticky floss to which 
biographical facts become attached over history. It is situations and interactions that 
provide the stickiness to which such facts adhere. We can see Collins’ relational per-
spective become more theoretical and more broadly applied outside of face-to-face 
interactions as he theorized more macro aggregated patterns of intellectual streams. 
Turner provides a way to further abstract and systematize Collins’ insights by theoriz-
ing temporal dynamism directly—evolution.

 6. There is important burgeoning work in network theory that is beginning to concep-
tualize and investigate fluctuations in network dynamics over time. These approaches 
have typically explained network emergence and transformation from a point of dis-
tant observation, discerning patterns in the development alliances (Mische and Pat-
tison 2000), ideologies (Shwed and Bearman 2010), and attachment (Powell, White, 
Koput, and Owen-Smith 2005).
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 7. If the blocks are completely random, organizing will move from endeavoring to 
destruction, as learned helplessness undermines all capacity to anticipate and enact 
control within an entity’s environment.
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When in graduate school, I and many of my fellow students were “blown 
away” by Gerhard Lenski’s Power and Privilege: A Theory of Social Stratification 
because it brought back what had been discarded from sociology in the early 
20th century: stage-models of societal evolution. Professor Summers-Effler 
briefly summarizes why this is so, something in recent years I  have also 
pondered (Turner and MacCaffree 2021; Schutt and Turner 2019; Turner, 
Schutt, and Keshavan 2020). The “sins,” as she calls them, of “past sociol-
ogy,” were somewhat overdrawn by many, and most of the sinners were early 
American sociologists like William Graham Sumner who bought into the 
notion of “survival of the fittest.” And, ever since the 1920s, especially in 
the United States, the conflation of selection and eugenics made sociolo-
gists forever suspicious of evolutionary analysis, and biology more generally. 
Thus, efforts to bring back any form of evolutionary analysis have been 
subject to rather unfair criticisms by sociologists who, I am convinced, have 
not read Spencer very carefully, if at all, and the same is also true with Dur-
kheim. Nonetheless, I am happy to see the issues discussed openly and more 
rationally.

Few probably know that my first book (Turner 1972) committed two 
“sins” in contemporary sociology: (1) it used Talcott Parsons’ AGIL scheme 
from Economy and Society (Parsons and Smelser 1956), although I hid this 
fact, and (2) it engaged in a stage model analysis of human social institutions, 
although the stage modeling was camouflaged by emphasizing the dynamic 
interchanges among institutional systems. I have revisited this mode of anal-
ysis two additional times in books on the institutional order (Turner 1997, 
2003), and so, even as I have moved into more purely biological analyses 
of human evolution, I have never abandoned stage modeling. Indeed, stage 
modeling is back in force in many forms, which is all to the good. However, 
stage models of societal evolution are only one way to look at macro-level 
change in the structure and culture of human societies over the long period 
of evolutionary history from hunting and gathering societies to mega post-
industrial societies. And contrary to Summers-Effler, I do not see the early 
works along these lines as “disgraceful,” as she puts it, because the racism, 
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ethnocentrism, and social Darwinism were not done by the key figures in 
sociology.

Her critique that evolution is not unilinear and, moreover, not just 
increased differentiation and complexity is well founded, and perhaps 
Spencer and Durkheim can be faulted here, although in Spencer’s view 
of evolution—movement of the “social mass” to ever-more-differentiated 
states of organization—also included very insightful emphasis on societal dis-
solution and de-evolution that would involve de-differentiation if not com-
plete collapse of a social system. Still, as is the case with biotic evolution 
where there has been, by episodic ups and downs, a long-term trend toward 
complexity of organisms, societies have become larger and more differenti-
ated, even if they are built on the rubble of societies that have collapsed for 
geo-political, geo-economic, ecological, and other reasons such as internal 
conflict. Moreover, Summers-Effler is correct in emphasizing that evolution 
occurs at many levels, not just the macro, societal level. Further, as she sug-
gests, there are no “set stages” of societal movement, but I would contend 
that there is still some merit to trying to understand why societies have 
become ever more complex.

One of the really important points that Summers-Effler raises is a ques-
tion about terminology that also signals substantive issues—namely (1) 
should sociologists use the terminology—e.g., niche, selection, adaptation, 
fitness, and so on—of the modern synthesis in biology when engaging in 
evolutionary analysis, because, in many respects, (2) evolution in a sociocul-
tural universe is different in some very fundamental ways from evolution of 
the biotic universe. The second point I agree with completely, for a number 
of reasons: (1) the nature of units under selection in the biotic world means 
they all have the capacity for agency and thus can create and change the very 
environments to which they must adapt, and (2) the nature of selection in 
the sociocultural universe is, thereby, also different from that in the biotic 
universe. This is because:

1. selection is not “blind,” as it is when selection is on phenotypes that are, 
largely, programmed by genotypes;

2. the unit that is evolving in the sociocultural universe is not the popula-
tion of individuals and their phenotypes but, instead, a sociocultural 
formation;

3. these units of sociocultural formation operate at many different levels—
group, organization, community, institutional domain, society, and 
intersocietal system—and are often embedded in each other, as is 
the case with groups inside of organizations, inside of communities, 
inside of institutional domains, inside of societies, inside of intersocietal 
systems;

4. each of the units that make up the human sociocultural universe can be 
evolving, somewhat independent of each other; and yet,
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5. each unit that evolves can generate selection pressures in the envi-
ronment of, potentially, all other units at any other level of social 
organization.

Now, let me return to the question of terminology. Summers-Effler 
suggests that “fitness” be replaced with durability of a sociocultural forma-
tion, that “selection pressure” be replaced with adjustment pressures, and that 
“adaptation” be seen as “adjustment.” I  understand the rationale for this, 
given the difficult history of sociology or at least some sociologists with past 
“sins” of trying to mimic biology and given the clear fact that the nature of 
the units under selection, the nature of selection, and the nature of the units 
that are evolving are not the same as those in the modern synthesis. But 
I remain unconvinced that “softening” the words changes the facts of the 
matter. Moreover, there are at least homologies in the biotic and sociocul-
tural systems and in their evolution. For example, I do not think that anyone 
has ever really criticized organizational ecology (e.g., Hannan and Free-
man 1977) for using a very Darwinian-sounding vocabulary—niche density, 
competition, selection, and death to less fit or movement to a new resource 
niche. In fact, the homology with biotic evolution or, more accurately, 
these ecological models are not stigmatizing or even misleading. I would 
thus argue that we use the vocabulary of biology where we can but at the 
same time hold firm on what makes the sociocultural universe different from 
the biotic universe. Sociology should thus create its own type of evolutionary 
analysis. Sociology has as much claim to the notion of “evolution” as does 
biology; indeed, it was in many ways more prominent in sociology in 1830 
than in biology, and Herbert Spencer had offered a notion of selection nine 
years before Darwin published On The Origin of Species by Means of Natural 
Selection in 1859.

In short, the main thrust of Summers-Effler’s commentary is that hav-
ing an evolutionary approach forces the examination of change over time 
and, indeed, of constant flux in sociocultural arrangements. I think that her 
discussion of what used to be called “statics” vs. “dynamics” or “structure” 
vs. “change” is very well done. Her basic point is that a relational analysis of 
social phenomena plays out in time and history. Theorizing, then, should 
always be about the dynamic properties inhering in patterns of social struc-
ture; theoretical principles and models should always be about dynamics; 
and we should not need an evolutionary perspective to bring this point 
home. Yet Summers-Effler is probably right that perhaps this reminder is 
still useful. Indeed, I see little reason to teach courses called “social change,” 
just as I would not see a reason to teach a course on “social structure”; they 
should be the same course, because they are about sociocultural dynamics, which, 
unfortunately, I have never seen among a sociology department’s course list-
ings in a college catalogue.
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There may be no quote more befitting the unifying vision of Jonathan 
Turner’s copious and diverse body of work than Herbert Spencer’s (1873 
[1961]) prescient (and ironically timeless) warning (in the epigraph) to soci-
ologists in his oft-forgotten The Study of Society. It’s not that Jon rejects or 
dismisses temporally and spatially bounded sociological work but rather that 
without grounding training and subsequent research in a general body of 
sociological theory, this work lacks cumulative power; and, consequently, 
practical or scientific utility. As such, Jon has spent a career trying to pull 
together a wide range of theoretical insight drawn from an equally diverse 
body of empirical sources. And while it is questionable how definitive, 
exhaustive, or, perhaps more critically, how “correct” his extraordinarily 
large set of “first” principles may be (Jonathan H. Turner 2010a, 2010b, 
2011), the existence of these principles speaks volumes about his scholar-
ship and the discipline’s potential.1 Each chapter in this volume is devoted 
to some aspect of this sprawling body of sociological theory, but what is 
missing is a much-needed evaluation of his macrosociology. In part, this is 
because Jon spent the last two or three decades mining exciting new ground 
in neurosociology (Jonathan H. Turner 2007, 2012a, 2013), attempting to 
integrate interrelated micro theories (Jonathan H. Turner 2002; Jonathan H. 
Turner and Stets 2005), and focusing on explicating the theoretical dynam-
ics behind sociocultural evolution (Jonathan H. Turner 2003; Jonathan H. 
Turner and Maryanski 2005, 2009; Jonathan H. Turner and Abrutyn 2017). 
The result of this has shifted attention from the work that most squarely 
fits with the long-standing tradition dating to Comte, Marx, Spencer, and 
Weber of considering the general processes and forces that have shaped the 
myriad forms and contents of human societies. Thus, my sense of Jon will 
always be macrosociological, and as such, I see a pressing need to elucidate 
the contributions his macrosociology makes to a healthy and dynamic study 
of the macro-world.

Put simply, his work revolves around three key themes: functionalism, 
positivism, and evolution. Though he might reject my labeling him a func-
tionalist, and perhaps the best and most important descendent in a line 
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spanning Spencer to Parsons, his macrosociology saved a perspective that 
offers a set of questions otherwise unaskable by other types of perspectives. 
In saving functionalism, Jon stakes out a full-throated defense of positivistic 
sociology—and not the caricature of positivism its critics have erected as 
a strawman but one that draws specifically from Comte’s (1851–4 [1968]) 
own positive philosophy and from Spencer’s (1873 [1961]) little-read meth-
odological treatise. The core, then, to macrosociology is its commitment to 
the belief that there are emergent “big” levels of social reality that affect our 
individual experiences by way of shaping encounters/interactions, informal 
small group processes, and the more formalized meso-level spaces these are 
embedded within (Jonathan H. Turner 2011), and these macro phenom-
ena can be apprehended through empirical analysis no different than other 
social constructs more readily visible like self or groups. But to rehabilitate 
functionalism and to save macrosociology, evolutionary principles must be 
integrated with sociological. Not, to be sure, the 19th-century evolution-
ary principles that were predicated on white supremacy and a total lack of 
understanding about genetics, but evolutionary principles that conceptual-
ize society as one of the most important adaptations for homo sapiens who 
are otherwise lacking the strength, speed, and other traits that allow other 
species to survive. An evolutionary sociology that recognizes individual-
level selection—that is, selection on the genetic or biological level—has 
severe limitations when scaled upward into complex societies. Despite some 
efforts, for instance, to characterize all warfare—including World Wars 
I  and II—as caused by male-driven desires to enhance genetic reproduc-
tion (Gat 2006), Jon’s evolutionary approach recognizes the role culture and 
group-level processes play in creating and sustaining—and, yes, destroying—
societies. And, in doing so, he throws open the door to a more powerful 
macrosociology that satisfyingly deals with change, power and inequality, 
structure and culture, and action in ways both the Parsonian and British 
anthropological schools failed to do.

Indeed, Turner’s theoretical work is the best hope for a general macro 
theory of human societies. It incorporates the best of other useful theoreti-
cal models like Lenski’s (1970) subsistence-based theory of evolution, Amos 
Hawley’s (1986) ecological theory, and, yes, Spencer’s political economy. It 
does not reject the idiographic nature of Weberian and Marxian historical 
sociology (Skocpol 1977; Mann 1986; Goldstone 1991) but rather tries to 
take generic insights from these otherwise cautious theories of historical 
processes. It pushes back against the conventional wisdom that premoder-
nity and modernity are the primary stages of human evolution; that con-
temporary societies have robbed humans of what they need most, myriad 
robust strong ties (Maryanski and Turner 1992); and that there can be no 
law-like properties or forces that apply to all human societies in all times and 
places. Furthermore, it challenges the idea propagated by new institutional-
ists that macro equals vague environmental constraints or micro-chauvinists’ 
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(in Turner’s terminology) belief that there is no actual macro but rather our 
experiences.

In what follows, I begin by laying out the basis for a coherent theory of 
the macro world. To be sure, Jon’s theory is not definitive or some sort of 
end point but rather a foundational schema upon which sociology could 
build outward in myriad ways. Thus, the second part of the chapter shifts 
gears and critically examines the loose threads and missing pieces that push 
Jon’s theory beyond its current state. Admittedly, where many sociologists 
are trained to “bury” scholars based on their theoretical weaknesses, blind 
spots, and gaps, I see opportunities for taking theory, bringing it into dia-
logue with other theoretical perspectives or principles, and creating bet-
ter, more comprehensive sociology. As such, this chapter is not merely a 
restatement or condensing of Turnerian theory but rather an effort to point 
in fruitful ways towards the future for those who are interested (or did not 
know they were until they read the chapters in this volume) in Turnerian 
theorizing. It is an effort to make explicit what Jon sometimes failed to 
do, without the polemics; it is an effort to draw from an extraordinarily 
and mind-bogglingly large body of work over five decades in a cogent and 
coherent way, and it is an effort to take Jon’s full-throated defense seriously 
while charting a course for the future of the discipline.

Turnerian Sociological Theory—or,  
Social Physics

A Quasi-Functionalist Project

The decline of functionalism in sociology began in the 1950s with chal-
lenges to Parsons’ grand “theory” emerging from all corners of sociology but 
accelerated in the 60s and 70s until it has become a sort of relic or artifact 
taught primarily in intro texts. At its core, functionalism—especially the 
Parsonian version that serves as both the exemplar and strawman—is prob-
lematic in its treatment of social structure as is, with little attention to agency 
or the role power, conflict, and inequality play in both the maintenance of 
structure and its change. Its causal logic too often falls back on tautologies 
and teleology. Yet, despite these problems, the underlying theoretical ques-
tions remain relevant. Any science must always ask: “what is this thing?” 
“what does it do?” “why does it exist?” These questions are routinely asked 
and answered by sociologists of all ilks, as all research begins with explicit 
conceptual work; and, conceptual work is typically predicated on classify-
ing, labeling, defining thing “X” and often comparing it to other things.

Jon’s project to rehabilitate functionalism takes these critiques seriously 
(Jonathan H. Turner 1972, 1975; Jonathan H. Turner and Maryanski 1979). 
He raises the stakes of macrosociological analysis to that of human sur-
vival, arguing macro explanations need not fall back on lists of requisites, 
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excessively complicated schema, and simple cross-tabulations as proof. 
Rather, we must return to and advance an evolutionary model. While evo-
lution was the dominant frame of sociological explanations of change in the 
early theoretical works, it was rife with misunderstandings based both on 
gaps in 19th-century biological evolution and with Eurocentric and white 
supremacist assumptions ingrained in the time and place of continental 
Europe and the United States. His argument can be easily summarized and 
then unpacked in greater detail.

First, macro-level phenomena are real in the sense that they can be meas-
ured through the scientific method. They are shaped by lower-order phe-
nomena, but they are forces sui generis. Second, evolution works not only 
at the individual but also at the group level (Wilson 2001; Abrutyn 2016b). 
Third, he reminds the reader that apes (of which we are a member) have 
been gradually declining in “fitness” for five million years. Compared to 
many other species, we can say apes are not really well adapted, as there are 
only four species left besides us—gibbons, orangutans, gorillas, and chimps/
bonobos. Fourth, all apes, especially those genetically closest to us (gorillas/
chimps/bonobos), depend on social structure and culture to survive (Lents 
2016; Boehm 2018). Thus, one task of sociology—given that it is the study 
of societies and not contemporary American society in the late 20th/early 
21st centuries—is to ask why and how humans survived in spite of their 
deficiencies in speed, olfactory and auditory senses, strength, and so forth. 
Societies don’t need social structures, but human survival depends on solving 
collective problems, and given the fact we are still around and, unlike any 
other animal, have colonized nearly every ecological niche on Earth, we 
have done a pretty good job of solving them. Fifth, because modern human 
anatomy and, very likely, neuroarchitecture/cognition is shared with homo 
sapiens dating as far back as 50,000–70,000 years ago (and potentially fur-
ther) (Klein and Edgar 2002), we can look at many human societies through 
archaeology, paleontology, ethnography, and history to induce the types of 
structural and cultural formations that are shared across time and space and 
which, like our shared biological formations, have contributed to survival. 
Sixth, Comte’s positivist philosophy underscores the fact that causality is not 
the central goal, so ultimate causes leading to “X” or “Y” are noble pursuits 
but not necessary, per se. From a general theorist’s standpoint, proximate 
causal models are enough, as are comparative descriptive schemes.

Seventh, following Herbert Spencer’s evolutionary model, teleology, pro-
gress, and inevitability can be tossed out by adding paths towards collapse, 
conquest, and disintegration (Jonathan H. Turner 1985b), and it is this key 
innovation that provides an escape hatch for some of the biggest critiques 
of functionalism. Adaptivity is tenuous at the sociocultural level because 
supraorganisms, groups/societies, are not composed of singular central nerv-
ous systems; cultural material is never replicated completely like DNA; and 
solutions to problems inevitably generate new, unpredictable exigencies 
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demanding new solutions. Collectives are always a step away from the preci-
pice of the “four horsemen” (war, pestilence, disease, famine), which can be 
metaphors for other very tangible problems small groups or organizations 
within a society face. Eighth, likewise, group-level social evolution is less 
Darwinian (though Darwinian processes do occur) and far more Lamarck-
ian. Conscious, deliberate, purposeful, and organized efforts “direct” evo-
lution, even when it leads to unintentional transformations (Boyd and 
Richerson 1992). Finally, following the conceptual scheme laid out previ-
ously, institutions—which were really the primary emphasis under different 
guises in the classical and Parsonian school of sociological functionalism as 
well as the British anthropological school—affect micro-processes related to 
action, but to understand action requires considering the micro-dynamics 
as much as the structural and cultural context in which they operate. This 
is a departure from classical functionalism, which often spoke of action in 
oversocialized terminology: institutions imposed values, beliefs, and norms 
on people, determining their behavior. We can see this in Marxian logic, 
where the economic base determines the modes of social relationships and 
exchange possible; in Spencer, who had little interest in the individual; and 
in Durkheim’s earliest work.

By raising the stakes to survival and building an evolutionary model that 
diverged from the usual Darwinian accounts, Jon’s macrosociology repaired 
many of the problems with functionalism without having to be functionalist 
or claim some sort of affinity with functionalisms; indeed, it demonstrated 
that one could be a generalist and not be confined to a camp or school. To 
be sure, there were gaps and blind spots, the most relevant of which, in my 
opinion, will be considered at the end of the chapter. But, for now, I want 
to first consider this broader project within the context of Jon’s own phi-
losophy of science and then examine the central, enduring contributions 
Jon’s macrosociology offers outside of this basic conceptual schema and art 
of theorizing.

The Art and Craft of a Scientific Sociological Theory

In Paul Reynolds’ (1971) A Primer in Theory Construction, he lists several 
“aims” or “goals” for scientific theory—(1) classification/description, (2) 
explanation, (3) prediction, (4) “understanding”, and (5) control—in addi-
tion to three strategies or modes of theorizing—(1) “sets of laws”, (2) axi-
omatic, and (3) causal processes. To understand Jon’s theorizing, we begin 
then by drawing from this source material and Jon’s own work to underscore 
his vision of theory.

The Goals of Theory

What is a science of any sort if it is not working towards explanation? At 
their most basic essence, theories are simply two or more concepts and the 
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stated relationship between them. By definition, concepts are to be abstract 
so that they are as generalizable across time and space as possible. And efforts 
to elucidate the “operative dynamics of the social universe” (2010a: 3) are 
the ultimate goal, as it is these dynamics that make sociology a unique disci-
pline that can contribute to Reynolds’ fourth goal, a larger understanding of 
how the social world works, and so that movements and policies and other 
forces of change can be fashioned intelligently, efficaciously, and efficiently.

If we consider, then, the most common “types” of theory in sociology 
(Abend 2008), we find few types that match Jon’s basic vision. What passes 
as theory is often biographical and/or literary exegesis, as theorists pore over 
a classical theorist’s work—often previously untranslated or newly translated 
works—to find a “new” kernel of theory. A  second type, metatheorizing, 
captures the tendency in sociological theory towards philosophy of sci-
ence instead of explanation. Debates over epistemology and ontology, for 
instance, are deemed “theory,” when in fact they put the cart before the horse: 
metatheory “is best executed, when one has some real theory to meta-the-
orize about [because without] some concrete laws and principles to ponder, 
meta-theory becomes excessively philosophical” (Jonathan H. Turner 1985a: 
24). Two other types are problematic: the framework/paradigmatic and crit-
ical-normative. The former is usually a pedagogical heuristic tool that over-
simplifies how normal sociologists actually go about their research, while the 
latter is not theoretical but mostly speculative polemics about why current 
social organization is morally unjust and what the best social arrangements are.

This leaves three other types of theorizing: axiomatic, explanatory/causal, 
and hermeneutical/interpretivist. For Jon, the first is not so useful for soci-
ology, as deductive logic may serve physics well, but he sees theorizing as 
strongly tied to inductive and comparative sociology. While he sees occa-
sionally useful (and again unintentional) generic principles built from inter-
pretivism, Jon sees the lines between social science and humanities blurring 
in this form of theorizing, often losing the core contribution sociology can 
offer. We are left with the second type as fitting Jon’s larger vision. How-
ever, there are myriad forms of explanatory sociology, all of which he sees as 
having a place, but only when there are both specific and general theorists 
working in the discipline.

Modes of Explanation

There are basically four strategies for explanatory sociological theory. The 
first fits Reynolds’ first aim of scientific theory: description/classification. 
Weberian ideal types serve as the best example of this type of theory. Sim-
ple, clear, and designed to provide analytic weight to empirical phenomena, 
sociologists have often been guilty of conflating these types of schema with 
causal explanations. Durkheim’s Suicide, for instance, is often treated as a 
causal typology: egoistic or anomic suicides are caused by too little integra-
tion or regulation. Yet the typology itself and the theoretical edifice upon 
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which it was built suffer from too many problems (Abrutyn and Mueller 
2016). Particularly the famous ecological fallacy and what I would call the 
“Goldilocks” problem in which the model presumes some generic amount 
of integration/regulation is healthy across time and space when, in fact, this 
would be impossible to prove either way.

Historical explanations are a second path to creating theory, but because 
they are often constructed on the specific details of a few comparative cases, 
there is often less effort to draw timeless generalizations. Thus, competing 
theories of revolutions offer the student of social movements and radical 
social change powerful models of explanation from which they can exam-
ine other cases but with the risk of becoming bogged down by temporal 
scope conditions that delimit their applicability beyond the specific cases 
or the specific phenomenon of interest. Closely related to the problems of 
historical sociology are the third types of causal theories: the middle-range 
variety (Merton 1967). Here, sociological explanations are constrained by 
a subfield or a distinctive focus on phenomenon x but not y or z. Theories 
of religious economies or family, of crime and deviance, suicide, or stigma 
create vibrant research programs and make cumulative knowledge readily 
available, but they often stop short of taking their conceptual framework to 
the level of abstraction necessary to generate sets of laws or a collection of 
principles. Indeed, many middle-range theories are simply empirical regu-
larities pretending to be theoretical statements. Nonetheless, middle-range 
theorizing, as well as good analytic schema and historical explanations, are, 
for Jon, essential for general theorizing. They constitute a healthy division 
of labor in which “normal” science, in the Kuhnian sense of the term, is 
regularly produced and reproduced.

That leaves Jon’s preferred type of explanation: “keep the conceptual 
scheme simple and let the complexity of the theory reside in abstract mod-
els and principles,” which can, in essence, be placed in a toolbox and used to 
help make sense of one’s research. This is not to say that the other modes of 
explanation are not useful. They are! Rather, by connecting one’s research 
to a set of general principles, sociology becomes a discipline in dialogue 
with itself; scholars of race are no longer talking amongst themselves but 
rather talking amongst themselves while simultaneously using theoretical 
language that organizational scholars, identity theorists, and world-systems 
folks all understand. The world of sociology becomes a society and not an 
association, a community and not simply congeries of fiefs or provinces. 
And, thus, we can build on the idea that general theory needs a parsimoni-
ous conceptual schema and a flexible set of laws/principles. In essence, it is 
positivistic in its epistemology.

Positivism and Its Discontents

If Jon makes any mistake in his ardent defense of positivism, it is that the 
concept itself has become as contested, meaningless, and ambiguous as any 
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in the social sciences (Alexander 1982; Wacquant 1994; Abrutyn 2013b). 
This vacuity makes positivism a perfect strawman or bogeyman. Yet the vast 
majority of sociologists are positivists: they believe there is an external reality 
that can be apprehended by some instruments in ways that offer explanations 
for why it is so. To be sure, some sociologists think science is impossible, and 
others believe objectivity is nonsense, but most sociology is “normal” posi-
tivist science. It is not purely value neutral, as the majority of sociologists 
realize reflexivity is important to understanding why people choose to study 
“A” or “B,” how these biases may influence the collection and interpretation 
of data, and how we should disseminate our findings. The methodologies, 
however, usually follow the standards of other sciences in being transparent 
and, therefore, replicable (even if we are bad at replicating studies). And 
while Turner diverges from most social scientists in his quest for law-like 
principles, the basic goal of studying “X” to understand and explain the 
relationship between various conceptual forces (or their concretized variable 
state in hypothetical form) lends itself to principles from a general theorist’s 
perspective. Yet, for many, it remains an open question as to why positivism 
offers advantages over other ways of knowing.

To this question, I turn to a rather polemical, but I believe clear, argument 
Jon has made for why positivism matters to sociology (Jonathan H. Turner 
1992: 56, 58–59, emphasis mine):

All I assert is this: science seeks to understand the fundamental processes 
of a universe in terms of abstract principles and models; that is what 
science is, period. . . . [People] cannot simply change the definition of 
science because they want to do something else. . . . And if many are 
doubtful about what I say, this raises questions: If sociology does not see 
its goal as the production of theoretical explanations, then what kind of 
discipline are we? For some the answer is to be social critics, but this is 
hardly a unique calling (when everyone is mad about something) and is 
not likely to make sociology more viable within or outside academia. 
Others appear to want us to be historians, but they will have to contend 
with a more established discipline, history, which will guard its turf. 
Still others want to describe and comment on current events, but they 
will have to demonstrate that they are better than the hordes of journal-
ists and commentators in the media. Others want to have discourse on 
people, places, and times, but they will come in second to philosophers, 
journalist, and commentators. . . . Thus, if our goal as a discipline is not to 
develop theories, to test them, and to cumulate knowledge about the social world, 
we will have to accept the consequences: we will play second fiddle to other disci-
plines and occupations which can make better claims to legitimacy.

Stripped of its polemic, the point is this: the classical theorists whom we 
truly worship, both those we have chosen to canonize (Jonathan H. Turner 
2012b) and those we have marginalized (Alatas and Sinha 2017), are notable 
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in their commitment to the scientific study of society. To paraphrase Mark 
Twain, all of them believed you had to get your facts right first before you 
promoted your opinion.

The Search for Laws

Returning to Comte’s positive philosophy, Jon points out that Comtean 
positivism was predicated on three things: (1) like the natural world, the 
social world—through empirical investigation—should reveal invariant law-
like properties; (2) these laws will delineate the most basic, ubiquitous prop-
erties of the social universe; and (3) laws themselves need not be tied to 
causality or function. For Comte, and for Jon, the point of a social science 
is to uncover the enduring, recurring properties of the social world. Let’s 
begin by thinking about what laws are first and then return to these three 
points so we can see more clearly how Jon goes about building general 
theory.

Scientific laws are built on repeated observation of two or more phenom-
ena and their apparent relationship (Reynolds 1971). They rest on higher 
levels of abstraction than other lower-order components of formal theory. 
Facts and hypotheses, for instance, refer to specific relationships between 
objects (the sky is blue because of molecular refraction), while laws capture 
a wider range of phenomena subsumed within each concept. To be sure, 
laws are delimited by explicit sets of conditions—for example, Newton’s 
law of gravitation only applies to relatively weak gravitational fields. Finally, 
laws predict outcomes or new observations but are not iron clad. Laws pro-
vide clear expectations about what we would expect to happen, hence the 
greater the abstraction, the greater the range of things we would expect 
to happen. Of course, they are falsifiable, but more often than not, failed 
predictions provide new scope conditions, which, in turn, point to the mal-
leability of laws.

Ultimately, laws are probabilistic and produce new hypotheses meant to 
ascertain when and why the law “works” in a case and, alternatively, what 
conditions change the way the law operates. As such, laws are not con-
cerned with ultimate causes, per se, though they may state proximate causes. 
Gravity causes objects to fall to the Earth, but what causes gravity remains 
beyond the necessary function of the scientific law. The exclusion of causal-
ity means they do not explain the relationship between phenomena in the 
way lower-order theorizing, like middle-range theories, does. Instead, they 
point to established empirical regularities across cases that can be grouped 
together, leaving work for the scientist to explain the general processes tying 
the cases together and the specific ones case by case.

Hence, the positing of a law is not the end of theory or social science 
but rather the statement of a social fact that reflects the accumulation of 
knowledge; the maturity of the social science; a collective effort by disparate 
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scholars devoted to understanding and explaining the social world; and a 
foundational block for how we teach, present, and apply our ideas to soci-
ologists and non-sociologists alike. Positing laws does not strip theorists 
or empirically minded sociologists of the creativity that C. Wright Mills 
termed the “sociological imagination.” It heightens it; it demands it; it 
guides it. The most creative aspect of theory-building is the why and how 
questions surrounding a law, not the law itself. Hence, it is correct to say 
that finding laws is not the primary reason for research but an outcome of a 
collective project and, once discovered, the impetus for creative, novel, and 
replicating forms of research.

Theorizing

The art of theorizing begins, in Jon’s estimation, with a clear and parsimoni-
ous conceptual scheme. When I say he rehabilitated functionalism, it is most 
obvious in the vision he creates of what the social world looks like. From 
Parsons, Jon borrows the idea of system-like spaces but veers away from 
the box-within-a-box approach to embrace conceptual terminology more 
common to the practitioners in each system. As Figure 5.1 depicts, how-
ever, Jon abandons a structural-functional vision, choosing instead to build 
a model of each level of social reality and the major components (based on 
major areas of research in the discipline) at each level.

The reader may think the schema is “obvious,” but it is not. Few textbooks 
visualize, explicitly, the social world this way. At the macro level—which we 
are most concerned with in this chapter—are institutions and stratification 
systems; at the micro level is the person (but really the social constructs of 
the person, e.g., self/identity/status) and the encounter/interaction; and, at 
the meso level, drawing from Peter Blau’s (1977) almost-forgotten work, 
along with Amos Hawley’s (1986) completely forgotten work, are corpo-
rate and categoric units or, in Weberian terms, real groups and abstract 
classes. The scheme’s strength lies in its parsimony, with each box repre-
senting a wide set of independent, but interrelated, sets of research areas. 
Corporate units, for instance, are most commonly studied in organizations 
literature but also find purchase in social movements, community studies, 
network analysis, ethnographies of places and groups, and so forth. The 
recursive arrows underscore the possibilities of change and emergence from 
lower-level units into higher-level units while also emphasizing the fairly 
typical reproductive dimensions of social life. This scheme serves, then, as 
an orienting device to point to what sociologists generally are up to and 
implies two different theoretical tasks: searching for the “operative dynam-
ics” Comte longed for and thinking about these abstract forces in relation to 
more specific social phenomena.

Jon’s most important contribution, as we shall see shortly, is in the for-
mer: identifying the basic properties at each level of social reality. One may 
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Figure 5.1 Turner’s Model of Social Structure

quibble with his list, but the ultimate goal is to “find” the forces akin to 
gravity in the social world. Like gravity, these properties do not take away 
choice or creativity; after all, a person may jump off a building believing 
they can fly. Gravity, however, continues to operate as an objective fact. Two 
other similarities are worth noting. First, properties are abstracted analytic 
concepts that may act one way in ideal conditions but which are shaped by 
the complexities of the social world. All objects fall at the same rate of speed 
in a vacuum, but in real life, a bowling ball will hit the ground long before a 
feather dropped at the same height and time. Second, when added to care-
ful hypothesis testing, creativity can provide ways to create and manipulate 
these conditions in ways that do not invalidate the law but simply alter its 
scope. Planes, for instance, can fly. Through physics and engineering, an 
object can avoid simply falling to the ground for some indefinite period of 
time. The same, of course, is true with social forces: because we are con-
scious and very often deliberate creatures, we can manipulate the forces for 
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our own or for collective advantage, thus altering the expected outcome. 
The advantage here is that any given sociologist is offered a delimited set of 
dynamics that can be operationalized in quantitative or qualitative research 
as we search for explanation. Theory-building, then, occurs when we marry 
the scheme to the properties. Additionally, the interconnections between 
boxes at the same or different levels of social reality present further avenues 
of theorizing. Avenues, I believe, that are at the very essence of motivat-
ing good sociological research and which remain underemphasized in Jon’s 
sprawling work.

However, a second, less grand strategy of theorizing is implicit: one can 
dig within a box, within a specific phenomenon or set of phenomena, and 
apply the general properties to the specific processes. Consider, for instance, 
that contemporary social psychology has a series of robust experimental 
research programs like status expectations theory (Berger and Webster 2006), 
identity theory (Burke and Stets 2009), and affect control theory (Robinson 
and Smith-Lovin 2006) that aim to fully flesh out the specific dynamics 
of important processes/concepts like status or identity. But they are often 
so laser focused on the internal logic of the theory, previous research and 
building on it, their “competitors’ ” theories, and scope conditions, they 
sometimes lose the forest for the trees. That is, while the micro world is the 
edifice upon which other social levels in Jon’s model are built, these other 
levels have emergent and unique dynamics that are irreducible to identity 
or status. Thus, a productive path forward is thinking about the broader 
macro forces that facilitate and constrain the specific processes one might 
be interested in.

Summary

In short, Turner offers sociology myriad directions for meeting the twin 
goals of explanation and cumulative knowledge. One could fancy them-
selves a general theorist and work within the realm of basic properties 
within or between various social units in his scheme. On occasion, I’ve been 
asked what a general theorist contributes, because most sociologists have it 
ingrained in them that (1) they need to specialize and become experts of a 
small piece of the social world, (2) they should develop their theoretical acu-
men, and (3) this theoretical acumen should (a) draw from one or more clas-
sical theorists and a “major” insight and (b) make modest connections to one 
or more subfields. There is nothing inherently wrong with this project, but 
what it does is deny the abstract generalizable qualities that make sociology, 
sociology. On the flip side of this, there is nothing inherently wrong with 
testing general principles by using a researcher’s or a cluster of researchers’ 
body of work, even if the trees suddenly go out of focus for the sake of the 
forest. Polemics aside, Jon’s point is that in spite of a lot of hand-wringing, 
pouring of old wine into new bottles, anti-science and/or activist factions, 
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and normative commitments, sociology actually has learned a lot about the 
social world in its almost two centuries of existence. It is rarely taught to under-
graduates or graduate students as such, nor do we extol our knowledge to a 
broader public audience in ways commensurate with other fields. And while 
one could critique Jon as having science envy, Jon is neither dogmatic about 
the methodological strategies sociologists employ (after all, like Comte, he 
sees inductive as often more productive than deductive) nor the strategies for 
theorizing. In this spirit, then, the following section considers why group 
selection is relevant, unpacks his macro properties, and discusses the selec-
tion processes he has most recently been building.

Social Dynamics

Why Groups Matter

A significant portion of sociologists have tended to be methodological indi-
vidualists in recent decades. There is, unfortunately, some fear that discus-
sion of macro-level phenomena runs the risk of reifying things that are not 
real. At least not real vis-à-vis the individual and her daily routines and 
interactions. Jon returns to classics, arguing that the macro is real and not 
reducible to the isolated actions of individuals. That is, organizations or the 
State are not simply aggregates of people interacting in the same place fol-
lowing some formal rules that pattern their behavior. There are collective 
agents, and while they are not organisms in the sense that there is a single 
central nervous system controlling everything else, they are actors that act 
in their environment in consequential ways. To paraphrase famed sociobiol-
ogist E.O. Wilson, “selfish individuals will always have the advantage over 
altruistic individuals, but altruistic groups will have significant advantages 
over selfish groups.” The point being, social selection does not always, only, 
or primarily work on the individual and her genes or even on the gene fre-
quencies of a given population. Structural and cultural formations, like insti-
tutions (Abrutyn 2014b), and the collectives distributed throughout them 
are just as real in evolutionary terms as you or I. This may be preaching to 
the choir, but when we argue bigger, better-organized, and better-armed 
societies are more “fit” than their opposite, we are referring to the fact that 
selection works at the group level as much as it does at the individual. Some-
times the stakes are very high, such as the example of two equally matched 
states fighting a long war, while other times they are only high for the par-
ticipants (e.g., two informal groups of college students struggling for limited 
space in a student union).

Admittedly, one of Jon’s Achilles’ heels (and a topic I’ll return to in the 
second half of this chapter) is his lack of clarity in terms of what selection 
works on and what is evolving. However, in terms of the latter, it is safe to 
say I would be on firm ground suggesting Jon believes that myriad forms 
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of social organization are what evolve and either allow a society to sur-
vive for an indefinite period of time or face imminent or gradual collapse. 
Jon’s strength, however, is in isolating why evolution happens and posit-
ing principles that contribute to explaining the variation a student of, say, 
political evolution would find across cases (Abrutyn and Lawrence 2010). In 
short, macrodynamics drive logistical loads, or problems that put pressure—
regardless of whether individuals feel it, can identify it correctly, or solve it 
effectively—on extant structural (and cultural) formations, and it is these 
macro forces or dynamics that are the backbone of a general theory of mac-
rosociology (Jonathan H. Turner 1995)

Basic Forces

Jon has delineated several lists of macro forces, or properties “of a population 
that determine the nature of its organization in space and over time” (1995: 
3). In its earliest manifestation, this list included population, production, 
distribution, power, territorial configuration, and differentiation. Curiously, 
his most recent work drops the latter two and adds reproduction to the 
remaining four (Turner 2010a). There are some reasons for this shift, but 
I do believe all seven are worth retaining, as they are the forces affecting the 
ratio of disintegrative to integrative pressures and thus both the adaptability of the 
social unit to its environment and the probability with which evolutionary 
processes will occur. To be sure, these may seem like a classic functional-
ist list, but note: they are not needs or requisites. Rather, like gravity, they are 
forces that can generate salient pressures to change structures and culture. 
Let’s consider, briefly, each one.

Population

Admittedly, Jon’s thoughts on this first dynamic have changed from his earli-
est conceptualizations to his most recent thoughts. The major change has 
been to collapse the sixth (territorial configuration) and, to a lesser degree, 
seventh force (differentiation) into a more complex picture of population 
pressures. However, there is something parsimonious in the older version 
in which population dynamics are defined as (1) sheer size and (2) rate of 
growth. Drawing from the classic Malthusian tradition and its various off-
shoots (Boserup 1965; Cohen 1977), Jon argues that population growth is 
an undeniable force of evolution. On the one hand, groups grow, particu-
larly when their members believe resources are plentiful. On the other hand, 
growth triggers most of the other macrodynamics, directly or indirectly, for 
several reasons. First, as Malthus’ law stated: populations grow geometri-
cally, while resource bases grow arithmetically. Though this equation has 
not withstood empirical scrutiny (Cohen 1977), its basic point is valid: as 
populations grow, there are pressures to improve production and distribution 
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of resources. A second factor is hominid cognitive carrying capacity (Dun-
bar 1992): it appears we have about an upper limit of 150 members of 
a community before all sorts of pressures for fission into smaller units or 
for new organizational mechanisms of integration, regulation, and meaning 
become real. Third, the rate of growth is often neglected by contemporary 
sociologists, but sociologists like Durkheim were keenly aware that rapid 
population change—in either direction—had severe consequences for social 
stability. Rapid growth, of course, creates massive logistical pressures sur-
rounding the practical distribution of people and resources in space as well 
as sociocultural pressures for control, coordination, conflict resolution, and 
integration. Conversely, rapid decline has the practical effect of transforming 
the division of labor (e.g., reducing accessible services and/or people willing 
or able to fill those roles). Jon is careful not to make population the primary 
driver of social evolution but argues it is inextricably tied to the speed, 
intensity, and frequency of other pressures.

Production

In the German Ideology, Marx made clear that what distinguished us from 
animals—though how distinct is an open, empirical question (Lents 2016)—
was our productive capacity, a capacity driven by our best chance for sur-
vival. But collectives are driven to produce, too. Therefore, at the heart of 
social organization is the basic fact that biological and cultural reproduction 
are real problems for human societies, especially when societies grow in size 
and scale. A key principle here is that as production becomes problematic, 
pressures emerge that often lead to the consolidation and centralization of 
power. Redistributive systems are layered on top of reciprocal economies 
(Polanyi 1957), paving the way for “big men” and chiefs (Johnson and Earle 
2000) and, eventually, kings and so forth. We can push beyond a strictly 
materialist perspective and point to a wide range of things whose produc-
tion can become scarce, such as emotions, gratitude, trust, certainty, jus-
tice, and many other individual concerns. Hence, new structural channels 
that control and coordinate labor in more productive and efficient ways 
alongside new cultural mechanisms that enlarge the number and diversity of 
intangible resources produced can be points of evolution.

Distribution

Distribution is a third force. All groups that produce resources must also dis-
tribute them. Population ecologists, following Durkheim’s (1893) insights, 
have long argued transportation and communication technologies impose 
an upper limit on a population’s growth, a polity’s ability to regulate this 
population, and the degree to which a group is integrated (Hawley 1986). 
Thus, more practically, technologies for moving things from one place to 
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another are necessary, but also, socioculturally, decisions must be made 
about how much each person is allotted and how to ensure this allotment 
(Polanyi 1957). Problems associated with tangible resource distribution only 
become more complicated when we shift to intangible things like titles, 
duties, rights, and access. Clearly production is intimately tied to distribu-
tion and vice versa, as siblings may believe parents do not produce enough 
love or that it is inequitably distributed throughout the household.

Reproduction

Reproduction refers to the fact that humans must solve the twin problems of 
biological reproduction (with whom we should reproduce, how, when, how 
often) and cultural reproduction (what knowledge is the most “important” 
knowledge to impart, through which channels, who is authorized to trans-
mit this knowledge, and so forth). As noted, Marx famously placed the for-
mer problem as central to our species being, as human productivity, creativity, 
and sociality stem from the urgent imperative to harness our environment 
so that we can sustain ourselves and our community. The latter, of course, 
is a true force of every society, even those with informal modes of educa-
tion. However, as institutional spheres differentiate, cultural reproduction 
becomes essential to training neophytes, to drawing boundaries between 
members and non-members, to protecting power and privilege, and, since 
the 18th/19th centuries, to creating a citizenry capable of sustaining some 
form of democracy. It is also for these reasons that reproduction is so con-
tested: who gets to choose which knowledge is disseminated certainly mat-
ters to how and what we consider the essence of a social group. It is the 
source of power, too, echoed in conceptual terms like means of “mental 
production” or “psychic violence” or “symbolic power.” Thus, the force 
operates, like most others, on two levels. First, the basic need for subsist-
ence and what seems inherently human (intergenerational transmission of 
practical, affectual, and moral knowledge) produce a series of problems that 
humans attempt to resolve. Second, the stakes are high for controlling what 
is considered true or essential knowledge, and struggles over reproductive 
efforts generate interrelated but independent problems.

Power

The fifth force is power. As most sociologists know, power as a dynamic 
is multidimensional across a series of social levels of reality. Jon, however, 
breaks this force into two dimensions (1995: 75): “(1) the degree of control and 
regulation of an average actor’s activities by another actor and (2) the distribu-
tion of control and regulation among actors.” Power can become a problem in 
two interrelated but distinct ways. The more common way is that of how 
power is distributed. Humans, like our closest ape relatives, prefer relatively 
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high degrees of autonomy and thus only begrudgingly accept subordination 
insofar as perceived benefits can be derived (Boehm 1999). Clearly, power 
can objectively or subjectively be distributed inequitably, leading to a wide 
range of outcomes. Power, of course, can also be conceptualized in terms of 
social or collective power (Mann 1986). In this sense, problems arise around 
questions like: can people be marshaled to achieve a collective goal, or can 
the collective balance its need for self-sacrifice with the individual’s personal 
desires?

Territorial Conf iguration and Differentiation

The sixth and seventh forces are fascinating conceptualizations, as they focus 
on the complexity space and social organization may assume and therefore 
the pressure ecological forces may produce. The former, what he labels 
spatial forces, are aspects of macro populations like “the distribution of a 
population in a territory, the density of such distribution, the movement 
of individuals within and between territories, and the control of territory” 
(1995: 103). Here, Jon draws from several rich traditions that emphasize the 
way circumscription—particularly geographic circumscription—facilitates 
or constrains the growth of density (McNeill 1976; Carneiro 1978). Density, 
of course, intensifies exchanges between individuals and groups; encourages 
innovation and progressiveness; increases the likelihood of conflict and also 
creates pressure for cosmopolitanism, tolerance, and diversity, and so forth. 
He is also drawing on a second set of studies that emphasize the relationship 
between space and control over populations (Collins 1981; Chase-Dunn 
and Hall 1997). History has shown homogeneous populations are easier to 
control, and thus conquest has limits both in terms of size (mostly based on 
available transportation and communication technologies capable of reduc-
ing distance from the political core both physically/temporally and cogni-
tively) and population heterogeneity. Most empires have collapsed when the 
size of the imperial state grows so big that it cannot feasibly control rebel-
lions, raids, and other inefficiencies on the peripheries.

The final force revolves around a series of phenomena conventionally 
labeled by Jon differentiation dynamics: “the creation of distinctive types 
of organizational units, social categories, and systems of cultural symbols 
within a [given] population” (1995: 121). In essence, social units face major 
pressures as population growth leads, inevitably, to social and cultural dif-
ferentiation that, in turn, require integrative mechanisms. Rueschemeyer 
(1977) observed, for instance, that bureaucratization of an organization or, 
more broadly, a field of organizations makes sense from a classic economic 
perspective in that it should encourage productivity and efficiency. But he 
also notes that as a department or subunit differentiates more and more, it 
may actively or unintentionally subvert the bigger unit’s goals, thus serving 
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as a cautionary tale for all social units and the creation of distinctive subunits. 
In addition to this type of differentiation, any intensification of inequities in 
stratification systems creates flash points of conflict, competition, grievance, 
resistance, and potential open violence. Thus, social categories are normal 
outcomes of population growth and differentiation, but when these cat-
egories intersect with access to one or more valued resources (Blau 1977), 
systems of inequality emerge, putting pressure on organizations to deal with 
inequality and conflict (Jonathan H. Turner 1984b). Finally, as differentia-
tion accelerates, two mutually opposed processes occur: culture generalizes 
and becomes increasingly abstract in order to make “sense” to the majority 
of its members (Durkheim 1893 [1997]; Parsons and Bales 1955; Alexander 
1988b), while, concomitantly, local, particularized, and/or ethnic subcul-
tures proliferate as smaller social units make sense of their location; unique 
biographical reality intersects with history; and they develop idiosyncratic 
traditions within the broader, generalized culture (Fine 2010). These two 
cultural systems (or, more accurately, one system vs. indefinite systems) are 
not necessarily contradictory but add to the pressure to find ways to inte-
grate populations lest conflict become endemic.

The Ratio of Disintegrative to Integrative Forces

At the core of these macrodynamics and Jon’s macrosociology, is the ratio 
of disintegrative to integrative forces. The sociocultural equivalent to fitness 
is this ratio, as the “success” of existing structural and cultural formations is 
their contribution to integration or their ability to stave off disintegration. 
After all, a group is only as long lasting as its members are willing to commit 
human and material resources, and attachment to groups is dependent on 
what people believe they are getting from the group (Hechter 1987; Ralph 
H. Turner 2001). As such, these forces present generic (and unique) dilem-
mas for maintaining the integrative bonds a collective has erected, and any 
new formations present equally complicated problems in that there is no 
way of knowing whether they will successfully deal with the macro dynamic 
and generate integration.

Summary

In short, then, what makes these basic properties so powerful is that they 
have causal and consequential relationships with each other. For example, as 
populations grow, the need for intensive resource production follows. But 
this also requires a more complex division of labor, which means pressure 
for the instantiation of a hierarchy of authority, consolidation of power, and 
the uneven distribution of resources at levels previously unseen. At each 
step, feedback loops emerge to create new pressures. More food generally 
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means more sexual reproduction (Cohen 1977). More reproduction means 
more people, a more complex division of labor, and more heterogeneity. 
The latter two create pressures for mechanisms of coordination and control, 
as conflicts between groups increasingly “different” from each other creates 
pressures for third-party systems of conflict resolution and justice (Pospisil 
1978) and for doing things like redistributing valued resources to protect 
the weak or unfortunate; centralized strategies of risk management; some 
mechanisms for external, “foreign” trade; defensive measures against real or 
imagined threats; and efforts to both control conflicts and protect the status 
quo where economic divisions emerge (Fried 1967; Service 1975; Johnson 
and Earle 2000; Abrutyn and Lawrence 2010; Abrutyn 2013a). There are no 
guarantees that the process unfolds this way, which leaves room for empiri-
cal verification, but theoretically speaking, it is possible to envision how any 
group could structurally and culturally respond to these forces. That is, they 
are not needs to be solved but rather generic forces whose specific manifesta-
tion looks different in a hunter-gatherer society, an ascetic Indian religious 
movement in the first millennium BCE, and a small, rural Rust Belt town 
in the modern United States. The force is the same, but the historical, 
political, economic, and cultural context shapes the details of the case and 
uniqueness of the outcome.

Spencer, Durkheim, and Marx, Oh My!

If forms of social organization are the things that evolve, and institutions are 
what Jon (2003, 2010a) calls the ultimate survivor machines, built up struc-
turally and culturally to deal with previous macro exigencies, what remains is 
the question of why and how cultural evolution works. Again, a major blind 
spot of Jon’s is the vagaries surrounding selection, but his work also provides 
important pushback against the majority of current evolutionary sociology 
that emphasizes Darwinian or neo-Darwinian evolution (Runciman 2009; 
Blute 2010), where natural selection works on the genetic individual-level 
or some sort of cultural equivalent like the meme. Jon’s radical stance is that 
today, as it was in the 19th century, the belief that social evolution must 
compare to biological evolution is forced. Rather, evolution can be both 
the master process of change for the biotic and social worlds while operating 
differently in both contexts. That is, (1) some aspects of social structure and 
culture are irreducible to biology or genetics and thereby have their own dis-
tinct dynamics, and (2) evolution can work on groups, broadly conceived. 
Hence, Jon has recently elucidated three different types of cultural evolu-
tion that operate at the institutional level (Jonathan H. Turner and Abrutyn 
2017; Jonathan H. Turner et al. 2018). In the following section, we briefly 
explore Darwinian selection followed by the three eponymous types Jon 
emphasizes: Spencerian, Durkheimian, and Marxian.
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Darwin’s Ghost

Plenty of primers on Darwinian biological (Mayr 2001) and sociological 
(Blute 2010) evolution exist, such that our initial consideration can be brief. 
In short, Darwinian selection is driven by environmental change, competi-
tion over resources, and sexual reproduction. Genes manifest in what are 
called phenotypes, or the observable trait expressions of the underlying 
strands of nucleic acid. Variation is a constant, with some traits being more 
likely to be passed on through success in competition over both sexual part-
ners and reproduction and in survival more generally. Thus, some traits are 
better “fit” for a given environment, and those that are not are less likely 
to be reproduced in future generations. Evolution, or descent with modi-
fication, occurs through four basic processes. Mutations may emerge that 
improve a species or organism’s chance of reproducing. Of course, most 
mutations are either neutral or maladaptive, but mutations have presumably 
played significant roles in human evolution nonetheless. Gene flow occurs 
when one population’s gene frequencies are introduced to another. New 
marriage alliances, for instance, would bring one group’s genetic code into 
contact with another’s. Genetic drift occurs when the frequency of a given 
allele suddenly increases or rapidly decreases such that it either acts like a 
mutation or disappears in potentially consequential ways. Finally, Darwinian 
natural selection occurs when environmental change puts pressure on an 
existing trait, leading to intensified competition, greater stakes for survival, 
and selection of one phenotype vis-à-vis another. Thus, the logic follows 
that social evolution is either driven by some sort of natural selection favor-
ing some traits, like altruism (Boehm 2018), or cultural traits that enhance 
the adaptability of a population (Lenski 2005).

There is validity in Darwinian accounts, as an explanation of, say, the evo-
lution of kinship or religion in our earliest ancestors would be dubious inso-
far as it omits any biogenetic explanations (see Boehm 2018; Jonathan H. 
Turner et al. 2018). Yet these aspects of human evolution aside, biological 
explanations are limited for several reasons. Unlike our clear ability to estab-
lish the genetic inheritance of an organism, structure and culture do not 
have easy parallels. Second, structural and cultural evolution are often the 
product of “a single organization or community as evolving in response to 
environmental conditions” (ibid. 6). Third, social evolution is often driven 
by purposive, intentional actors, even if the actual process is unintended. 
Fourth, competition does not lead, in the social world, necessarily or even 
primarily to extinction. As I have argued elsewhere, museums and other 
sources of cultural storage both prevent extinction of culture and preserve it 
such that it can be harvested by any actors (Abrutyn 2016b). Sixth, the prob-
lem with Darwinian accounts is they rarely specify a unit of evolution. Is it 
genetic programming? Brain modules as evolutionary psychologists suggest? 
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The distribution of behavioral propensities? Or structural and cultural for-
mations, like institutions? Indeed, it is in fact plausible to argue for any one 
of these and, in fact, all of them, thus obfuscating how and why social evolu-
tion happens. Jon offers, instead, three different processes to capture some of 
the variation in social evolution and deal with the limitations of biological 
explanations.

Spencerian

Spencerian evolution, named after Herbert Spencer, can be described as 
“Lamarckian” and not Darwinian, as the 19th-century French biologist 
Jean-Baptiste Lamarck argued that organisms can actively adapt to environ-
mental changes. In short, then, Spencerian selection occurs when external 
or internal exigencies like hostile neighbors, droughts, plagues, or the like 
apply severe pressure to existing structural and/or cultural formations, lead-
ing to pressures to create new ones.2 The results are innumerable. New 
institutional spheres, extraordinary internal differentiation of an existing 
institution, the creation of new rituals or cultural systems, and so on.

Durkheimian

Durkheimian evolution is the closest to Darwinian, as Emile Durkheim 
fashioned his theory of differentiation after Darwin’s work. Durkheim 
agrees that some types of structural and cultural evolution are, in fact, driven 
by competition between individuals or, more commonly, collectives, but 
diverges from Darwin in emphasizing the outcomes of growth in size, scale, 
density, and complexity rather than extinction. Durkheim argues that as 
groups get larger and competition intensifies, a “natural” (but really social) 
process leads some groups to entrench themselves in an occupation or a 
niche, while those less successful or unable to remain in that niche differen-
tiate themselves, specialize, create new niches, or expand the resource base. 
As foraging societies grew larger, hunting and gathering became a redun-
dant activity, with some being better hunters than others. The group could 
either collapse under the competition between those skilled at hunting and 
those whose poor hunting skills would have taxed existing resources, or the 
less able bodied could develop new skills that brought (real or subjective) 
added value to the group—for example, boat making, shamans, chiefs, and 
so on.

Marxian

Finally, Marxian selection occurs when two or more groups “square off” 
over the right to control the means of material and mental production. 
Again, extinction is not the necessary outcome, though it is a very real 
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possibility. But the struggle between groups for hegemony can lead to a 
wide range of outcomes beyond total annihilation of one. Absorption, co-
optation, assimilation, accommodation, for instance, are all possible out-
comes driving the evolution of structure and culture. Likewise, one group 
can choose to migrate and flourish elsewhere. An exemplar of this can 
be found in the early success Buddhism found in India, only to be nearly 
totally extinguished from the Indian religious system but firmly entrenched 
in China, Japan, and other Southeast Asian cultures. What this case dem-
onstrates, again, is just how multilinear and, often, non-directional cultural 
evolution can be. At the height of the Mauryan empire (322–187 BCE), 
Buddhism seemed likely to endure, as it became the state religion. But, 
because of unique political, historical, and cultural conditions, when the 
empire collapsed, so did the Buddhists’ claim to hegemony, and the old 
local, decentralized system pushed them out.

Summary

In essence, Jon’s introduction of different selection processes underscores 
the diversity in sociocultural evolution across time and space. That humans 
can institutionalize “culture” in structure and memory is different from sim-
ply replicating their DNA through sexual reproduction. Societies do not 
replicate polity or economy in perfect fidelity, nor are all aspects of culture 
actively employed or known at a given point in time. Though there is much 
work to be done in teasing out what social selection actually looks like, 
what is being selected upon and evolving, and how we can best measure 
evolution empirically, Jon’s work is innovative and, again, has rehabilitated 
classical theory in ways that open new directions for sociological theorizing 
and research.

A Critical Assessment

Jon’s work is not without its weaknesses and gaps. To be sure, the task he 
sets out to accomplish—build a grand theoretical edifice upon which socio-
logical knowledge can accumulate—is Herculean and hence lends itself to 
being a process and not a finished outcome. As an edifice or foundation, it 
begs to be built upon, not crystallized. However, theorizing is a social act 
shaped by social forces beyond any given theorist’s control, and Jon is no 
more immune to biases, blind spots, and preferences than any other sociolo-
gist. I think, therefore, that there are some places that Jon can be improved 
and extended and deepened at the macro level. In the following section, 
I look at three key ways my own work and others I have drawn from push 
Jon in new directions that at times supplement and other times challenge 
his own conclusions: (1) taking seriously the realness of institutional spheres, 
(2) rehabilitating functionalist ecology (Shils 1975), and (3) more explicitly 
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revealing how group-selection and collective action works in sociocultural 
evolution. All three of these overlap in important ways but also add unique 
insights into his otherwise formidable theory.

Making Institutions Real

While Jon has reinvigorated “old” institutionalism—see, for instance, his 
table of principles, which provide a very clear sense of how institutions 
evolve and change, as well as some predictions about when and how they 
will become true forces sui generis (cf. Turner 2010a: 146ff.)—at the level 
of abstraction Jon works from, the processes by which differentiation and 
autonomy occur blur. Differentiation is, of course, one of the oldest and 
most classic processes of social change in sociology (Jonathan H. Turner 
1984a, 2005). The idea that kinship differentiates from religion and pol-
ity makes sense, but it also obscures the process by which these institu-
tional spheres become truly distinct spheres of social action, to borrow from 
Weber (1946c, 1946d), or autonomous (Abrutyn 2009, 2014b).

Consider a simple example. In the former Soviet Union, law was dif-
ferentiated from polity in that lawyers were not politicians in structure 
or function (Berman 1968), and courtrooms functioned differently from 
the USSR’s equivalents to Congress or Parliament. Yet even a superficial 
observer cannot help but see that the cultural practices and legal attitudes 
were governed primarily by political motives; that is, the legal institution 
lacked autonomy (Balbus 1977; Abrutyn 2009). In the United States, con-
versely, while the Supreme Court often struggles to separate the political 
from the legal, the vast majority of daily legal activities (e.g., trials/cases) 
proceed along legal criteria transmitted through the autonomous profes-
sionalization process and monitored and sanctioned by a distinct professional 
organization (the American Bar Association). While high-profile trials chal-
lenge the meanings of justice (typically substantive versus formal [Weber 
1967]) and force the public to consider whether law is truly autonomous, 
the belief in due process, rule of law, and so forth remain etched in the 
legal system itself. In fact, it is so clearly assumed that any violations—for 
example, Donald Trump’s efforts to subvert the rule of law—are met with 
emotional and moral recrimination at its most intense and discomfort at its 
weakest.

Put differently, autonomy is the process by which institutional spheres 
become distinctive spheres of social reality in physical, temporal, social, and 
symbolic space and, therefore, cognitively discrete entities for a significant 
portion of the population. So, it is not that we seek to reify the economy 
or polity, but, rather, greater levels of autonomy mean that most people 
see, treat, talk about, and think about the economy and polity as a collec-
tive entity. And, thereby, those spheres facilitate and constrain behavior and 
can become powerful forces sui generis.3 For instance, in the earliest agrarian 
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states, political and religious functions were intimately tied together, with 
very little generalized religious functions serving the masses beyond vague 
collective identity (Richards and Van Buren 2000). The so-called Axial 
Age (c. 900–100 BCE) was transformative in many respects, but most pro-
nounced was the emergence of religious movements devoted to carving out 
discrete religious space and time. While it remains an empirical question 
as to when the Israelite religious actors succeeded in truly divorcing the 
religious sphere from polity (Rooke 2000 [2012]), the blueprints for the 
radical separation in time, space, and social reality of religion from polity 
may have been developed as early as the Babylonian diaspora (c. 587/6–538 
BCE) when many biblical scholars date the writings found today in Ezekiel. 
And it is in this particular prophetic book that highly specific guidelines for 
rebuilding the Temple apart from the Palace are provided (Abrutyn 2015b).

The process of autonomy further advances Jon’s thinking on institutions 
because it provides a more direct link to the micro level. For instance, both 
Jon and I agree that one of the key cultural features of institutions is the 
“circulation” of generalized symbolic media (Abrutyn and Turner 2011; see 
Table 5.1).

We draw from Simmel’s (1907) early use of it in his thoughts on money 
as more than a physical object, as well as Parsons’ (1963) reclamation of the 
concept. However, I have argued that media are more complex and interest-
ing cultural forces than Jon has thus far (Abrutyn 2015c, 2016a). Drawing 
from Bourdieu’s (1986) many forms of capital, I  conceptualize media as 
both manifesting in tangible objects, embodied dispositions that are ritual-
ized and taken for granted, and institutionalized form such that they are 
backed by authority and force. Money, then, is not just a literal mechanism 
of exchange, but it is also something people can hold, hoard, lust after, and 
look at longingly; it can be counted, but it also has qualitative dimensions; 
strategies of investing, spending, earning, and using money also appear in 
habits, displays and performances, and basic dispositions; and, finally, things 
like degrees and titles present institutionalized forms of money.

The tangibility of media speaks to a second important theoretical move: 
they are not just media of exchange (e.g., distinctive currencies whose value 
is often intrainstitutional), as Simmel, Parsons, and Jon have emphasized, but 
they are also media of communication (e.g., distinctive themes of discourse 
and texts whose criteria for inclusion and linguistic nuances are intrain-
stitutional) (Luhmann 1977) and interaction (e.g., distinctive ritualized pat-
terns whose meanings and sanctions are intrainstitutional). As such, they are 
intrainstitutional forces that simultaneously explain why various actors in a 
given institutional sphere look, act, feel, and think the same and why there 
is tremendous diversity. On the one hand, they delimit how we exchange, 
communicate, and interact, while on the other hand, as tangible resources, 
they are always unevenly distributed. Some law schools have access to more 
“justice” than others, some athletes possess more “competitiveness” than 
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Table 5.1 Generalized Symbolic Media of Institutional Domains

Kinship Love/loyalty, or the use of intense positive affective states 
to forge and mark commitments to others and groups of 
others

Economy Money, or the denotation of exchange value for objects, 
actions, and services by the metrics inhering in money

Polity Power, or the capacity to control the actions of other actors
Influence Influence, or the capacity to adjudicate social relations 

and render judgments about justice, fairness, and 
appropriateness of actions

Religion Sacredness/Piety, or the commitment to beliefs about 
forces and entities inhabiting a non-observable supernatural 
realm and the propensity to explain events and conditions 
by references to these sacred forces and beings

Education Learning, or the commitment to acquiring and passing on 
knowledge

Science Knowledge, or the invocation of standards for gaining 
verified knowledge about all dimensions of the social, biotic, 
and physico-chemical universes

Medicine Health, or the concern about and commitment to sustaining 
the normal functioning of the human body

Sport Competitiveness, or the definition of games that produce 
winners and losers by virtue of the respective efforts of 
players

Arts Aesthetics, or the commitment to make and evaluate objects 
and performances by standards of beauty and pleasure that 
they give observers

Note: These and other generalized symbolic media are employed in discourse among 
actors, in articulating themes, and in developing ideologies about what should and 
ought to transpire in an institutional domain. They tend to circulate within a domain, 
but all of the symbolic media can circulate in other domains, although some media are 
more likely to do so than others.

others (Abrutyn 2018), and some siblings receive more love than others. 
Thus, as tangible things, media also become a central source of intrainstitu-
tional stratification (Abrutyn 2014b, 2015b).

Bringing Ecology Back

Institutional spheres, of course, vary in their success in patterning attitudes 
and behavior, both generally speaking and situationally. Macrosociology has 
long struggled with this issue, though it was already noted that the recon-
ceptualization of generalized symbolic media begun by Jon is an impor-
tant step in bringing the macro into closer dialogue with the micro. I have 
argued that a more serious institutional ecology would help realize Jon’s 
vision. Let me explain.
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Imagining Society

The notion of a “center” to society is a very old idea, found in most religious 
mythology (Eliade 1959). With the Axial Age, a simultaneous de-centering 
and re-centering occurred in which a single political center (usually the 
seat of imperialism) was not replaced but gradually came to share impor-
tance with either a single permanent religious center (e.g., the Temple in 
Jerusalem) or myriad religious centers as sites of pilgrimages (Victor Turner 
1973; Keyes 1975). The language of a “center” found its way into a range of 
(relative) “functionalisms,” (Alexander 1988a), most prominently in Edward 
Shils’ (1975) structuralist ecology. Shils’ work has been unfairly branded Par-
sonian because of his close relationship with the latter as colleague and co-
author. But Shils’ conceptualization was important because it bridged the 
two ways “center” is used: physical space and cognitive anchor. Every soci-
ety, in Shils’ estimation, had a center in which the most important institu-
tions, values, and, presumably, elites resided. On the one hand, these centers 
were real, purposely designed by actors to embody their claims to power and 
prestige, while on the other hand, power, authority, and prestige radiated 
outward alongside other cultural elements while the orientation demanded 
and given by those in the environment reinforced these claims. Practically 
speaking, actual resources also traveled in both directions, as elites controlled 
the flow of human and material goods and services and redistributed them 
(with tremendous amounts of variability).

The idea that there is a center is powerful, and useful. Obvious examples 
like the Vatican, Mecca/Medina, and Jerusalem come to mind, as houses of 
worship outside of these places are physically designed to orient congrega-
tional worship directionally towards these centers. They are cognitive, too, 
insofar as they signify not just a space in real time but one that occupies what 
Eliade called in illo tempore, or the sacred time and space that runs parallel to 
current profane life and which anchor actors to a real and imagined ongo-
ing past. Because polity is different in cultural and symbolic reality than 
religion, capitals like Washington, Moscow, or Paris operate similarly but 
with different content and function. But other institutions develop centers, 
too. The Baseball Hall of Fame is a museum, but, like St. Peter’s Cathedral, 
it has special meaning and is often referred to as a “cathedral,” “shrine,” and 
even Valhalla (Abrutyn 2018), while individual stadia serve as the localized 
embodiment of the center, accessible to all who meet a certain basic criteria. 
The Supreme Court and Harvard also serve as cognitive and physical centers 
of law and education, respectively.

Reconf iguring Feeling, Thinking, and Doing

Because the center is external and real, and internalized and imagined, a 
double function occurs. When a person literally enters the center—for 
example, walks through the gates of Jerusalem or enters the doors of the 
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Cooperstown Hall of Fame—the space has been carefully designed to elicit 
general and specific emotions and attitudes related to the institutional sphere. 
It is visceral, marked by ornate architecture, significantly larger-than-normal 
buildings or elements of buildings, masses of people whose movement is 
controlled by barriers, agents of control visibly monitoring visitors, and so 
forth. Social control is generalized in that basic conduct is common across 
institutional centers, but there are many particularized aspects related to the 
center’s cultural reality. St. Peter’s basilica elicits a sense of humility and piety 
and aims through iconography to elicit a sense of morality and the presence 
of the supranatural. Washington, DC, exudes timeless power through the 
borrowed Greek and especially Roman architecture and the sheer size of 
buildings and highly rationalized use of space (Scott 1998).

But a second function comes from the ability of many centers to capture 
our imagination. Every year in the United States, Jewish families celebrate 
the Passover Seder, concluding the ritual aspect by proclaiming: next year 
in Israel! The logic of this ceremony is to orient the distant actor not only 
to a real, but also, in fact, mythological center and, in Durkheimian fashion, 
“plunge” the ritualists into the waters of the present collective and the his-
torical/ahistorical collective (Abrutyn 2015a). That is, Jews commune with 
their family and build solidarity in the ritual, but also commune, theoreti-
cally, with every single Jew who is participating or ever has participated in 
the highly stereotyped Seder and, as such, are immediately in contact with 
the sacred time in which the Hebrew people became a collective—that is, 
Exodus. Any child subjected to this, even those that lack a sense of religious 
identity but maintain a cultural or ethnic Jewish identity, cannot help but 
invoke this imagery when thinking about Jerusalem on Passover and reck-
oning with their Jewishness. Washington, DC, is also a physical place but 
also takes on symbolic meaning. Pundits, politicians, and citizens reify the 
space when they refer to activities as inside the “Beltway.” To be sure, ori-
entations may be as negative as they are positive, but it becomes a real thing 
even for those in the heartland or the west coast.

In both the physical and cognitive dimensions, we can imagine how ecol-
ogy plays a role in linking macro to micro (Abrutyn 2014b, 2016a). Both 
individual role performers and categories or classes of people can be closer or 
further from the center, or what I would call the core of an institution. Elites, 
for instance, spend a significant amount of time producing and reproducing 
the institution in the core, and thus while their adherence to institutionalized 
values or norms may be genuine or manipulative, their position demands 
their visible commitment to the institution’s norms (Abrutyn 2014a). Sur-
rounding the core are the types of support actors, the lieutenants we find in 
chiefdoms (Earle 1991) or small informal groups (Whyte 1969). These actors 
are very often the most committed because they find themselves betwixt 
and between the powerful and those seeking their goods and services. On 
the one hand, the core is highly visible, as are the promises of mobility, 
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while on the other hand, they often have lots of privileges, as they insulate 
the elites. They are, in Merton’s terms, ritualists in many ways. Surrounding 
the core and its closest rings, then, are various types of actors throughout the 
periphery or environment. Some act as “liaisons” between the core of one 
institution and another, or between actors in one institution seeking redress 
from the core of another (Abrutyn and Van Ness 2015). Others occupy 
differentiated/specialized niches that facilitate the flow of human resources 
from one domain to another (e.g., a law school is both a legal corporate unit 
and an educational one, facilitating the next generation of core legal actors 
as well as producing educational actors devoted to this training or to some 
other types of knowledge transmission).

Within any given class of actors, whether collective or individual, strat-
ification shapes how committed actors are to the institution. And, thus, 
physical and cognitive closeness operate independently of but with powerful 
effect on each other. Some actors may spend hours in the core, but because 
of their lack of resources or other factors, may imagine themselves as being 
elsewhere. Other core actors may face constant conflicts between the core 
itself and more generalizable resources like money and power. A professor 
at Harvard may be the stereotype of “knowledge for the sake of knowl-
edge,” or they may leverage their position to sit on think tanks and boards of 
directors in ways that could pollute and corrupt their attitudes and actions. 
The core does indeed attempt to build real barriers to this corruption, but 
human life is messy. Hence, collectives close to the core and individuals 
who look to the core as the ultimate goal are most committed to the values 
and norms of the institution. The belief that perfect adherence is the ticket 
or essential to mobility is a powerful incentive to conform and to protect 
against usurpers or forces of change.

Entrepreneurship and Group Selection

If Jon’s theoretical work has any truly gaping weaknesses, it is the integration 
of collective action into his otherwise encyclopedic set of principles. This 
is not to say Jon is not aware of or naïve to actors, it’s more of the fact that, 
like Spencer, Parsons, or Luhmann, his work undersells the actual agents of 
change. This is perhaps ironic, as his efforts to extract the useful, generic 
principles of many of the classical theorists and his inclusion of Marxian 
selection (briefly detailed previously) involve the consideration of collective 
action. Yet Jon is a Spencerian/Durkheimian, after all, and not as much a 
Weberian.

Weberian Sociology

For Weber (1946a, 1946b, 1968), a sociology of organizations was inextrica-
bly tied to a sociology of organizational change. Undergirding his theory of 
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authority and legitimacy was the enduring tension between actors and con-
ditions favoring routinization, conservation, and stability and antinomian 
actors and conditions challenging the status quo, pushing for mobility, and 
causing ruptures (Eisenstadt 1964, 1980; Colomy 1990; Eisenstadt 1990; 
Colomy 1998; Abrutyn 2014a, 2016b). This tension, to be sure, is difficult 
to theorize in some ways, but nonetheless, the logic easily maps onto Jon’s 
macrosociology. To do so, we begin with a scholar who, like Edward Shils, 
has been relegated to the dustbin of sociological history (in part) because of 
his affiliation with Parsons: S.N. Eisenstadt.

At a time when evolutionary thinking was creeping back into sociology 
(Bellah 1964; Parsons 1964), Eisenstadt (1964) was revisiting and co-opting 
Weber’s sociological work. At various places, but especially in Weber’s 
(1946c) sociology of religion, the link between the macro and micro worlds 
were the collective (cultural) carriers who spent an inordinate amount of 
time and resources both reflecting on, symbolizing, and institutionalizing the 
reality they directly and indirectly experienced and transmitting this inter-
generationally and, often, drawing human resources from outside towards 
them. The Protestant Ethic, for instance, was not simply the result of macro 
conditions in Europe (Weber 1927 [2002]) or, as some critics have argued, 
a social psychological “wave” cresting in northwestern Europe (Weber 1920 
[2002]). It was the result of a particular group of people in a particular time 
and place: the class and status position of an urban, civic middle class favored 
some religious ethics over others (Weber 1946a; Swedberg 1998). Like war-
rior castes needing certain types of gods and rituals, or Confucian literati 
adopting specific ethics that reflected their training and politically laden 
duties, the urban classes (first in Italy) in England, parts of Prussia, and the 
Netherlands could easily integrate some types of religious ethics onto their 
practical needs and not others. Once adopting these ethics, they became the 
perfect carriers as merchants and capitalists, transforming the religio-cultural 
dimensions into economic counterparts.

Eisenstadt borrowed, and modified, this concept, calling his carriers 
institutional entrepreneurs. Though he never gave a reason for this change, 
the two parts of the concept are revealing. Institutions, or what Weber 
might have more readily called social orders, were the source of control 
and coordination in any given society. Polities marshaled power into col-
lective binding decisions about what goals a society (and more accurately 
its resources) should pursue (Eisenstadt 1963), while religions marshaled 
ideological authority into communication with the supranatural either to 
obtain rational ends (e.g., fertility, rain) or irrational, substantive ends (e.g., 
immorality/salvation). I have already argued they do so by creating ecologi-
cal space and circulating resources from the center throughout the periph-
ery and vice versa. The second term, entrepreneurs, refers to Eisenstadt’s 
interest in agrarian states and Axial-Age religions. In both cases, innovation 
was high risk, high reward. The most extreme risk was death, but as the 
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Buddhists in India found upon the collapse of the Mauryan empire, it could 
just as well be exile. The reward was mobility and, ultimately, what I have 
called structural and symbolic independence (Abrutyn 2014a); that is, they 
had some say in “steering” society (Luhmann 1995). But, ultimately, they 
were entrepreneurs because it was on them to articulate a new worldview or 
framework; their success was tied to both finding material resources to sus-
tain their day-to-day activities and human resources to reproduce themselves 
over time and space. And because their efforts mattered to change, evolution 
for Eisenstadt became contingent, multidirectional, and tenuous.

The Axial Age is instructive (Eisenstadt 1982). In the Chinese case, we see 
Confucian entrepreneurs build barriers around their privilege, but because 
they were focused on politically expedient matters related to taxation, hostile 
neighbors, famines, and so forth, they had no need for orthodoxy. Instead, 
they allowed Taoists and Buddhists to flourish in decentralized space. In the 
Indian case, the unprecedented success of the Brahman caste contributed to 
a perpetually weak or decentralized polity and a highly fragmented religious 
sphere with localized autonomy. In the Israelite case, a series of geopolitical 
events continuously shaped the ebb and flow of the state while gradually 
creating the conditions under which religious entrepreneurs could inno-
vate and survive. The loss of the physical space, not once but twice, greatly 
affected the evolution and success of these entrepreneurs. In each case, not 
to mention the Greeks, where religious entrepreneurship gave way to cul-
tural entrepreneurship in the form of myriad philosophical schools (similar 
to the Chinese case [Collins 1998] but different in that none of these schools 
fused onto an imperial power), the general evolutionary movement was 
similar (toward greater religious autonomy), while the specific evolutionary 
path was distinct and very often multilinear.

Entrepreneurs as Evolutionary Forces

Though this space is not appropriate for a detailed account, entrepreneurs 
may be deemed the source of variation upon which evolution might work 
(Abrutyn 2013a, 2014a, 2015b). On the one hand, they are agents, react-
ing to real, perceived, or manufactured exigencies, innovating, attempting 
to leverage innovations for their collective’s benefit, and in both trying to 
expand their resource base and react to various strata’s reaction to their efforts 
(Abrutyn and Van Ness 2015). As such, entrepreneurs provide some clarity 
to Jon’s three types of selection. In short, his thinking implies that people 
act, rather than evolution working blindly on extant traits, but he has been 
less committed to detailing who these people are and what they do. On the 
other hand, entrepreneurs contribute to the push beyond unilineal, unidi-
rectional models of evolution, another goal of Jon’s. They are deliberate, 
active, and reactive. But their innovations are not static, nor are the reactions 
by existing elites and other actors. They employ different strategies, such as 
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accommodation, assimilation, co-optation, and so forth. These strategies are 
not guaranteed to be successful, and thus entrepreneurs are also part of the 
reason for evolutionary failure. Though I have spent some time examining 
some cases, and theorizing more generally about entrepreneurship, this line 
of theory remains least developed of the three lines I posit are key for push-
ing Jon’s foundational work forward.

Conclusion

Jonathan Turner’s macrosociology has become peripheral to his novel theo-
retical insights in neurosociology, microsociology and emotions, and evolu-
tion. Yet his macrosociological interest in institutions was fundamental to 
the beginning of his career and has deeply shaped these other areas of Jon’s 
work. In the previous chapter, I attempted to synthesize a diverse and wide-
ranging body of scholarship to isolate how he has rehabilitated and rein-
vigorated a functionalist account of institutions that is rooted in a positivist 
epistemology and an evolutionary framework. Notably, Jon would resist the 
sociological convention of adding an “–ian” to a theory, as he has always 
been committed to a cumulative science that eschews the cult of the per-
sonality in favor of principles. Yet, for better or worse, he has a distinctive 
macrosociology that is Turnerian, even if it is designed to be built on and 
extended beyond.

Notes
 1. If it is not clear, I would say that despite numerous cries to the contrary—many of 

which have come from Turner (1992) himself, these principles imply a rather healthy 
scientific enterprise.

 2. For parsimony, Jon sets up these processes as either leading to successful adaptation 
(in the short/medium run) or collapse (in the immediate or eventually). While these 
two paths represent a major improvement over deterministic models, as I’ll note sub-
sequently, this does not fully account for a multilinear, non-directional evolutionary 
process that explains empirical reality.

 3. To be sure, autonomy is never total, and the pollution, corruption, and potential for 
colonization of an institutional sphere by another is real and typical (Habermas 1973 
[1976]). It is beyond the scope of this rather brief discussion to fully develop these 
ideas, but the reader can find more in other work (Abrutyn 2009, 2014a, 2014b, 
2016a).
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Chapter 6

Seth Abrutyn on Macro 
Theorizing

Jonathan Turner

It is a pleasure to read my former student, Seth Abrutyn’s, analysis and cri-
tique of my efforts to develop a clear conception of the macro level of social 
reality. At first blush, I was not sure that I was comfortable with a portrayal 
of my work at the macro level as “a quasi-functionalist” project. In my mind, 
I immediately became defensive, remembering that I was always uncomfort-
able with the notion of “functional needs” or “requisites.” The problems—
tautologies, illegitimate teleology, and conservative bias—inhering in this 
mode of theoretical analysis were clearly evident to me in graduate school, 
and in the first edition of The Structure of Sociological Theory (1974: 52–59), 
I outlined them. Later, in our first book together, Functionalism (1979), Mar-
yanski and I reviewed various functional theories in sociology and anthro-
pology, once again pointing out these problems. Yet, besides the fact that 
functionalism was being attacked from all sides, why was I and, what is more, 
why was I getting my anthropologically trained wife in the middle of this 
nasty debate? And, in truth, I think that Abrutyn is right: I was fascinated 
with functionalism. Why was I  so fascinated, knowing full well that this 
approach was intellectually “damaged goods”? The answer is pretty obvi-
ous, now that I think back on it, and it is this: functionalism “thought Big” and 
tried to understand: how and why humans created societies, what drove humans to 
create ever-larger societies, and how are such societies held together? And so, it is not 
surprising, then, that something looking like functionalism could be found 
in three of the founding sociologists—Comte, Spencer, and Durkheim (and 
Marx too). Thus, when I  became interested in being a research scholar, 
I converted my lecture notes in my social institution’s class into 200-page 
outline for my first book, Patterns of Social Organization: An Analysis of Social 
Institutions. I wanted the title to be The Evolution of Social Institutions, but the 
publisher balked at that, and I was desperate for a publisher and accepted the 
rather bland and not offensive title that the editor wanted. I built on Par-
sons’ four functional requisites and packed everything into an evolutionary 
stage model that started with hunter/gatherers and moved towards indus-
trial societies. So, I doubled my trouble by creating a functionalist scheme 
on evolution of institutions across stages of societal evolution. Only I did 
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something which, in retrospect, was rather clever: I hid Parsons’ A, G, I, 
L scheme, downplayed the stage modeling, and focused on the evolution of 
institutional systems in the environment of other institutional systems, emphasizing 
their interrelations, which, also hidden, were from Parsons and Smelser’s 
book on Economy and Society (1956), where they specified the basic nature 
of these interchanges between institutional systems in the A, G, I, L boxes. 
Thus, I stepped around the problems of illegitimate teleology, tautology, and 
conservative bias. But I  still did not have a solution, beyond obfuscation, 
about how to deal with the notion of functional requisite.

Only in recent years did I  see what functionalism was actually asking: 
what are the selection pressures on sociocultural formations? And are some of 
them basic and generic, applying to all types of social structures and their 
culture? Medical doctors and medicine in general often use the term “func-
tion” but this term embraces an unspoken process of organisms adapting 
to selection pressures in their environments, with those variants in pheno-
types facilitating adaptation and reproduction becoming part of an organ-
ism. Auguste Comte and Herbert Spencer developed organismic analogies 
because they saw parallels of societies to organisms, dealing with many of 
the same adaptive problems.

When I read Herbert Spencer in the original in the mid-1970s, I found 
my solution to the problem of requisites in how Spencer actually phrased 
the issue: as superorganisms grow, they face the same adaptive problems as 
organisms that grow: regulation of the larger and more differentiated social 
mass, reproduction of the structures in this mass, production of new types of 
resources, and distribution of life-sustaining resources to substructures in this 
mass. Importantly, Spencer used the notion of “social function” (1874–
1896: 485–490) for the outcome rather than the cause of societal differentia-
tion: as societies grow and differentiate, they create specialized structures 
revealing specialized functions. He did connote that these are need states 
driving differentiation, as later functionalists did. Furthermore, as I outlined 
in the commentary on the Summers-Effler chapter, Spencer argued that 
human superorganisms will reveal particular points of vulnerability as they 
grow: securing resources, distributing them, reproducing human organisms 
and the structures organizing their activities, and regulating or coordinating 
the patterns of increased differentiation that occur during evolution. This 
simple shift in emphasis from function to nodes or axes of selection pressures 
dramatically changes the analysis and avoids all of the problems that come 
with positing functional requisites or needs (even though they pretty much 
correspond to Parsons’ A, G, I, L requisites). And, once this conversion of 
emphasis occurs, virtually all functionalist theories can be seen in a new light 
and more satisfyingly used in macro-level theorizing in general. I felt that 
there was something in functionalism that I was reading in graduate school, 
but I did not have a way to convert their ideas into statements that were 
non-tautological and legitimately teleological. Now it is possible, and the 
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insights of functionalism can be mined within an evolutionary framework 
that emphasizes selection as a driving dynamic of macro-level change in 
human societies. So, I will be damned(!): I did indeed “rehabilitate” func-
tionalism, and later, when I  turned to macrodynamics and evolutionary 
analysis, I had a way to explain the dynamics. That is, as Abrutyn outlines 
in his chapter, they become the driving forces of macrodynamics in later 
work on institutions (1997, 2003) and macrodynamics (1995, 2010a) more 
generally. It took me over 20 years of fooling about to do it, but I found a 
way to pursue what I found most interesting in sociology during my first 
two decades of writing: theorizing about the macro realm of reality. And, 
as I have gone back and compared functionalists’ lists of “requisites,” they 
are pretty much the same, very much like Spencer whether the theorist is 
Talcott Parsons or Bronislaw Malinowski.

Eventually, I started to add a little more positivism—another stigmatized 
idea—to the mix. I had been trained to be a scientist, and as many anti-
science movements went through sociology and then died their appropri-
ate deaths, I  found myself defending formal theory and scientific theory 
more generally. I deliberately used the term positivism to irritate the critics 
of science and, moreover, to use it as it was intended by Comte. At the 
time, positivism was often associated with “mindless empiricism,” and that is 
just the opposite of what Comte emphasized. For Comte, the penultimate 
achievement of the scientific revolution by the early 1900s were Newton’s 
laws on celestial bodies and the laws that described their dynamics. And, 
thereby, Abrutyn rightly emphasizes a critical point in laying out my argu-
ments about the nature of the macro-level social universe from a “positivist” 
(in Comte’s terms) epistemology; a point that applies to all my theorizing at 
any level of social organization. Indeed, some reviewers of my work com-
ment on this point critically, whereas I see it as one of my great strengths: 
the lack of commitment to any one theoretical tradition or approach, save for 
epistemology of science (to which I am dogmatically committed). I gener-
ally find merit in almost all theorizing that I read, and, moreover, I am always 
thinking about if, or where, I can use these ideas to build a more general 
theory. Subsequently, I  have been criticized for “not taking a theoretical 
stand” as a theorist of “this” or “that” persuasion, whereas I see myself tak-
ing a very strong stand: develop theories that are the equivalent of those in the hard 
sciences (that is a lot more challenging than being a devotee of some narrower 
theoretical approach). More sociologists should make this commitment than 
currently do. To take a stand on being a Marxist, exchange theorist, eth-
nomethodologist, hard or soft symbolic interactionist, post-modernist, criti-
cal theorist, and so on is to announce one’s bigotry and willingness to be 
biased about, or blind to, certain realities. I have never felt that I had to 
display fidelity to any one perspective, except in my undergraduate days as 
a symbolic interactionist (when I was young and impressionable). Instead, 
my goal since graduate school has been to develop explanatory theories that 
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draw from the many different theories that capture some part of reality and 
then combine approaches in ways that generate the most robust explanation 
of the largest piece of social reality possible. I realize that it is comfortable to 
have like-minded colleagues and, certainly, very good theorizing, as evident 
in the chapters in this book, does occur with high levels of specialization, 
but such theorizing is never as comprehensive as I think necessary. It cap-
tures an important, indeed, fundamental, piece of reality, but the insights 
need to be incorporated into other pieces theorized in different traditions. 
And I do not see theories as contradictory but as almost always comple-
mentary, unless they reject science, per se. Even theories that do reject sci-
ence often have useful ideas that I can use. To be a general theorist seeking 
to maximize the explanatory power of theoretical principles and models 
requires that I remain open and eclectic. Again, this can make one marginal 
to the specific theories that I utilize, because often when I take only part 
of a theoretical school and do not use the rest of the theory, I apparently 
hurt people’s feelings when, I think, they should view this as a compliment, 
unless they really think that their specific commitments to a theory explain 
the whole social world.

Let me now move to Abrutyn’s comments on formal theorizing. When 
he summarizes Paul Reynolds’ ideas in his Primer in Theory Construction, 
he may not know that Paul and I were colleagues in my first years at U.C. 
Riverside—although perhaps I mentioned this to him some time ago. The 
1970s was a period when many books on how to build theory were written, 
as sociologists became increasingly self-conscious about the nature of scien-
tific theory. In the 1960s, this theory construction movement was well under 
way; it was retrospectively memorialized in Jerald Hage’s useful book, For-
mal Theory: Opportunity or Pitfall (1994), which documented the movement’s 
strengths and weaknesses. My fellow graduate students at Cornell—both the 
empirical researchers and theoretically oriented—engaged in debates in our 
offices over how to develop and express theories, and these debates contin-
ued at the “sociology table” at the wonderful Cornell student union where 
I and my fellow students could always be found drinking some beer in the 
late afternoon. And, many times, our debates evolved into reading groups 
on all kinds of topics, the most interesting on classical theorists. I  found 
much of the “theory construction” being trumpeted overdone, because, to 
me, a theory begins with a good idea about how some dimension of the 
social world operates; formalization is the “mop up” work that clarifies and 
makes testable what is really important: the dynamics revealed by the core 
idea. I also began to feel that the plethora of theory construction books that 
were written between 1965 and 1985 was overkill and, moreover, were like 
SPSS manuals for theory, as if theorizing is a stepwise process or method 
of stating scope conditions, defining concepts, specifying relations among 
concepts, and then deciding on the format or mode that explanation is to 
take. Axiomatic theorizing was considered the gold standard of explanation, 
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but I had seen as an undergraduate what engaging in axiomatic theorizing 
can do: generating too many propositions and, moreover, getting bogged 
down in the logic of deduction rather than in the sense of what the opera-
tive dynamics being portrayed really are. So Abrutyn is right that I avoid this 
approach (and yet, later, I have the pleasure of commenting on the work of 
someone, Guillermina Jasso, who does theory in ways that can be axiomatic 
without the problems that I  have encountered with trying it out). And, 
reading philosophers of science who had never developed an explanatory 
theory did not help, because what they said seemed like a cookbook, when 
in fact creative cooking normally does not use a cookbook but intuition and 
other creative-thinking processes.

Abrutyn accurately summarizes and uses quotes to capture my feelings 
about theorizing and even my mantra that emerged: keep the assumptions 
minimal and simple, keep portrayal of the properties of social reality to be 
theorized simple (Figure 5.1), let the complexity be in theoretical princi-
ples and models, and formalize the theory only after working out the key 
dynamics involved. I began my theorizing by borrowing from the classi-
cal theorists, primarily Marx, Weber, Durkheim, Simmel, Pareto, Cooley, 
Mead, and later Spencer, which saved me one critical step: generating the 
creative ideas. As a result, I started by writing out notes on what they all 
said but then began to focus a bit more on (1) the metaphysical/ontological 
assumptions being made, (2) the generic and fundamental dynamic pro-
cesses being described, and (3) the units and properties of the social universe 
being explained. Once this is done, one gets a good sense for what each 
theorist is trying to explain, and not only this, it becomes possible to see 
overlaps, contradictions, and convergences in the theories that, eventually, 
would help in not only summarizing the theories but, more importantly 
for my purposes, that would allow me to synthesize the theories into more 
robust explanations. Synthesizing, I found, can be almost a mechanical pro-
cess, if you get the mechanics right when formalizing the theory. By draw-
ing analytical models and stating arguments propositionally, I could present 
the explanation succinctly and clearly—a task that also exposes points of 
synthesis and complementarity if and when I went about trying to develop 
a general theory of human social organization. I did this intuitively, without 
a self-conscious epistemology or theoretical strategy that I would later pur-
sue when I moved beyond milking others’ theories to developing my own, 
which in reality often involved consolidating existing theories.

Yet, it was not until 1984 that I sought to develop my own theories beyond 
the few efforts to combine two theories that I published in the 1970s. This 
first big effort was a theory of stratification dynamics in the book Societal 
Stratification: A Theoretical Analysis (1984), in which that I drew from my 
knowledge and work in formalizing diverse theories, both classical and con-
temporary. I may have over-reached a bit in creating what were probably 
over-determined quasi-mathematical formulas as principles, although I also 
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stated them verbally. The data base was from Gerhard Lenski’s work in Power 
and Privilege (1964) and from my first book on institutions (Turner 1972), 
and the goal was to incorporate ideas from many theorists into a small set of 
explanatory principles, expressed as equations, on the dynamics of stratifica-
tion systems. Thus, the book had an evolutionary slant by looking at all 
types of societies and their stratification systems, but with one big differ-
ence: the abstract principles were stated as variables that made no reference 
to historical cases because my goal was to create principles that were true in 
all types of human societies. What the stage-model presentations of the data 
gave me was wide variations—from simple to complex societies—to see if the 
principle held true when the values in the equations were small, medium, 
or large. Sadly, very few sociologists ever read this book, which was disap-
pointing, but it began what Abrutyn describes as my efforts to develop a 
set of theoretical principles and models on the macro level of human social 
organization. As he describes, I tried again to develop a formal theory a dec-
ade later, incorporating ideas of Spencer with other classical and contempo-
rary theorists in yet another purely theoretical book, Macrodynamics: Toward 
A Theory on The Organization of Human Population (1995), that, once again, 
was hardly read. It was depressing: the two best things, to my mind, that 
I had ever written were apparently dead on arrival, which, to say the least, 
was disappointing. I had not yet come to the insight that these forces could 
also be conceptualized as selection pressures, but within the next decade, 
I had. And this insight would allow me to develop a unique form of evo-
lutionary sociology that could sit alongside evolutionary theory in biology.

At this point, let’s comment on the last part of the Abrutyn’s chapter in 
order to respond to a couple of critical comments. Critical assessments like 
this are most useful because they make me think about what I am doing. The 
critique on my institutional analysis is useful, especially since Abrutyn is a 
real expert on institutional dynamics, having written his creative dissertation 
under me on “institutional autonomy.” I certainly think institutions consti-
tute a reality, and after three books on them, this should be clear. But some 
strong points are made on some other fronts: emphasizing the dynamics of 
what makes institutional systems autonomous (which is the other side of dif-
ferentiation) and the importance of cultural forces such as symbolic media of 
exchange, cultural codes and symbol production, and the institutional entre-
preneurs as drivers of institutional formation, an idea from S.N. Eisenstadt, 
whom I had met and spent time with as a graduate student at Cornell (his 
office was just a short walk from mine and my fellow graduate students) 
and a number of times in my travels, especially in Germany over the years 
(indeed, I have an image of Eisenstadt as living in a jet plane full-time, which 
occasionally drops him off at a university for a time; he always seemed to be 
visiting everywhere I went during 1990s). I was unaware of this aspect of his 
work in my last works on institutions (2003, 2010a), although I think the 
idea appeared in Abrutyn’s dissertation (and so I must simply have forgotten 
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this fact). Clearly, I have work to do on this score. I have, however, have 
been working with the notion of “generalized symbolic media” as a key cul-
tural force in institutional evolution and also as a stratifying resource in later 
work on stratification systems (Turner 2015). Niklas Luhmann’s work had 
stimulated this interest in generalized symbolic media (as had Parsons’ earlier 
efforts). Fortunately for my edification, Seth Abrutyn and I are scheduled to 
write a book together on the first institutions or the institutional core (no 
title yet), where these will be part of our analysis. I will soon make up for 
my deficiencies. I have also been thinking about how to bring ecological 
analysis into institutional analysis—something that Abrutyn also mentioned 
as missing in my approach. Clearly the building blocks of institutions, cor-
porate units (particularly organizations and communities) can be and are 
analyzed by many from an ecological perspective, and if I go back to my 
early analysis of institutions where I  focused on the environment of each 
institution as composed of all of the other institutional domains, I can insert 
some ecological dynamics, as actors in any given institutional domains seek 
resources from actors in other institutional domains. So, he has given me 
some useful leads for thinking before we begin our book.

On the other matters that Abrutyn brings up, conceptualizing multilevel 
selection, I think that I have been a very strong advocate of group-level selec-
tion, which is better described as multilevel selection; and the layers of reality 
outlined and examined in the three-volume Theoretical Principles of Sociology 
(2010a, 2010b, 2011) make this clear. And I have been very critical of any 
efforts to reduce the analysis of sociocultural phenomena to biological views 
of selection. Every level of social reality is evolving and subject to selection. 
And, most importantly, the selection pressures working on these levels of 
social reality are not Darwinian but are, as he outlines and as we together 
wrote up in an article (Turner and Abrutyn 2017), sociological in nature. 
Indeed, as I emphasized in my response to Erika Summers-Effler’s chapter, 
evolutionary sociology can engage in Darwinian analysis when examining 
the evolution of humans’ biology (see Turner et al. 2018), but evolutionary 
sociology will always be a unique because of the reality of emergent properties 
from micro to meso to macro in human sociocultural systems (see Turner 
and Schutt 2021; Schutt and Turner 2019 for a review).
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Chapter 7

Jonathan Turner’s Macro-
Micro-Meso Theory

Randall Collins

Jonathan Turner begins Volume 3 of Theoretical Principles of Sociology with a 
bold statement. There is no micro-macro problem. The issue was originally 
raised by micro-chauvinists or micro-reductionists, who believed nothing 
exists but the micro-sociological level. A more moderate formulation is that 
the real problem is linking micro and macro levels rather than arguing one 
or the other of them away. Even so, micro-sociologists are generally too 
extreme, failing to see that the micro level of social interaction does not 
stand on its own but is affected by inputs from the macro level. But Jon 
wants to make this a productive debate, which means moving the field for-
ward by stating explanatory principles, whatever the level.

It is in this spirit that he argues the macro/micro link can be established 
by spelling out the principles of the meso level. Once we do this, we see 
that the meso level incorporates inputs from both micro and macro levels 
of theory. Meso social phenomena are the interface, with some explana-
tory principles of their own, but in a sense the last part of the theoretical 
edifice—one needs to have micro and macro principles in order to explain 
meso phenomena. That is why Mesodynamics is volume 3, after Macrody-
namics (Vol. 1) and Microdynamics (Vol. 2) are established.

Why Did the Micro/Macro Question Arise?

Before examining Jon’s solution, I want to step back and look historically 
at how the issue arose. The classic theories in sociology were all macro. 
“Society” was the unit of analysis. Comte and others laid out “laws” of how 
societies evolved through stages. Many theorists used an organic analogy, 
classifying parts of society as like organs of a living body. By the 20th cen-
tury, this had morphed into system theory, with society as a set of subsystems 
in equilibrium (on a medical model of self-equilibrating processes like fever 
as a mechanism for driving out disease). Change was depicted as differentia-
tion and functional upgrading, as in Talcott Parsons’ synthesis of Durkheim 
and Pareto. For Parsons, the individual level exists, but the causality is top 
down; incorporating Freud, Parsons proposed that each properly socialized 
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individual has a Superego containing society’s norms and values. “Deviance” 
was improper socialization.

Some classics had cracks in the macro system. Marx had a system of cul-
tural superstructure driven by economics but with crises endogenous to the 
economic system; society is a system of periodic dis-equilibrium, each one 
resolved by changing to a new economic system and superstructure. Marx 
has what we might call a “micro-level’—alienation—but it is produced by 
the macro system. Weber writes in his encyclopedic introduction, Economy 
and Society (1922), about types of individual orientations towards action, 
but the rest of his work is never micro. His most famous theories are macro 
driven: religious ethics—whether the Protestant Ethic or the social eth-
ics of the various world religions—give rise to pervasive attitudes (like the 
spirit of capitalism) that determine social institutions. In another line of 
Weber’s theory, it is a spirit of rationalization that provides the master trend 
of world history. Weber does chip away at the monolithic image of systems 
by expanding Marx into multiple dimensions of conflict and focusing atten-
tion on what we would call the meso level of organizations including patri-
monialism and bureaucracy.

Durkheim starts with the organic analogy, explaining change as an 
increasing division of labor, not just in the economy but in all social institu-
tions. His most important innovation at this period of his work was to point 
out that moralities (in the “collective consciousness/conscience”) change 
in keeping with the scale of differentiation and—undercutting rationalistic 
theories of the primacy of utilitarian calculation—that shared moralities are 
the basis of laws. He only becomes a micro-theorist in his last work, The 
Elementary Forms of Religious Life (1912), where he shows that rituals are the 
basis of religions. This part of Durkheim was picked up by anthropologists, 
concerned with showing how rituals pervasively regulate life in tribal socie-
ties. Via this lineage, W. Lloyd Warner showed how modern social classes 
are stratified by their rituals, and his student Erving Goffman (1971) went 
on to examine the rituals of micro-interaction in everyday life.

By the 1940s and 50s, Parsons had formulated a grand synthesis of 
structural-functionalism. But since intellectual life operates both by net-
works centered “where the action is” and by conflict breaking off in new 
directions, Parsons’ Harvard department was the launching pad for two of 
the strongest detractors from functionalist system theory: George Homans 
and Harold Garfinkel. Homans was a small-groups researcher who synthe-
sized a number of studies to formulate basic principles of The Human Group 
(the title of Homans’ 1951 book). Looking especially at factory workers, 
he found that people focusing attention on the same project created group 
norms (like how fast or slow one was expected to work); deviants received 
low status and were punished, while those who led in upholding the norms 
acquired high status. (An important enabling condition is that the group 
members are otherwise equals; an externally imposed hierarchy—boss vs. 
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workers—does not create solidarity but resistance from below. An advanced 
version of this theory is in Lawler et al. 2009.)

Homans became an outspoken rebel against Parsons. When Parsons pro-
posed in a meeting of the Department of Social Relations that the text by 
Parsons and collaborators, Toward a General Theory of Action (1951), should 
be adopted by all department members as a basis for teaching and research, 
Homans stood up and made a counter-proposal: there should be no offi-
cial doctrine and no book should be required reading for anyone. After an 
embarrassing pause, Parsons’ proposal was dropped (Homans 1984: 303). 
Homans (1961) developed the position that all social science is based on 
the behavior of individuals, and the laws of sociology are principles of psy-
chology (in this case, B.F. Skinner’s behaviorism). In the 1960s and 70s, this 
position would develop into rational choice theory, anchoring sociology on 
the principles of economics.

Garfinkel was one of Parsons’ students in the late 1940s, but he also attended 
the lectures of Alfred Schutz (at the New School for Social Research) on 
social phenomenology. This was an attempt to expose the underlying forms 
of consciousness involved in what humans take as real. For instance, one 
basic principle is the reciprocity of perspectives, the assumption that the 
world looks the same to other people as it does to oneself. Garfinkel [1967] 
radicalized the perspective, especially in his breaching experiments, where 
the normal procedures of everyday life are violated, in order to see how 
people react. An example is to respond to whatever someone else says, by 
asking for more detail: what do you mean by (___ whatever someone said): 
like a child asking why? (It’s time to go to bed. Why? Because I’m your dad. 
Why? Because I said so!) The point is that we get by on verbal glosses, tak-
ing for granted most of the time that things have a solid meaning, and avoid-
ing upsetting normal routines. The process of upsetting has to be arbitrarily 
cut off at some point or nothing gets done. Society is socially constructed, 
but it is held together because it is too cognitively confusing (and I would 
add, emotionally upsetting) to question it except in the most limited ways.

Garfinkel’s ethnomethodology (the study of folk methods for making 
sense of reality) took off as an empirical research movement—indeed hyper-
empirical, zeroing in on the details of everyday behavior. Its biggest advances 
were made in conversation analysis, studying the most basic activity of social 
life (Heritage 1984). This was one of the ways micro-sociology not only 
challenged macro-theories but offered an alternative way to do research. 
Garfinkel himself became one of the most extreme of micro-reductionists 
(agreeing at least on this point with Homans), declaring that sociology does 
not exist and needs to be replaced with ethnomethodology. “Society” is 
a gloss (glib and unexplanatory verbiage), pointing to “things” that don’t 
really exist outside of what we say about them.

We should add at least two other sources of the micro-sociology 
revolt: symbolic interaction and Goffman. Herbert Blumer (1969) was a 
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long-standing critic of all concepts and methods in sociology that did not 
base themselves on how humans interpreted and defined their life-situations 
while they actually happened. In his classes when I was at Berkeley in 1964, 
Blumer used to say thing like: “Show me social class. What does it look like 
if you see it?” When the Free Speech Movement in that year brought the 
campus to a standstill by occupying the administration building, Blumer 
commented that a social organization only exists as long as people believe it 
does; when they stop enacting it, it stops existing. The social world is fluid 
and is constantly being remade. A version of symbolic interactionism (under 
different names) had been around since the 1920s, and by the 1960s it was 
widely used by ethnographers studying “deviance” and collective behavior 
in crowds. Its militancy grew as a general attack on structural functionalism 
coalesced from many quarters.

Goffman was not a militant, but he made breakthroughs by research like 
living incognito in a schizophrenia hospital ward to find out what “men-
tal illness” is really like in social interaction. He showed how public life is 
organized by rituals that create tie-signs of social relationships of varying 
degrees of intimacy and how work and sociability are theatre-like front-
stage performances, with a guarded backstage reserved for intimates and 
sometimes for oneself alone. Goffman did all this in coldly analytical man-
ner, but his students enthusiastically took to un-masking the facade of social 
behavior everywhere. Some, like Tom Scheff, combined methods, using 
everything from observation to video, to reveal the micro-moves that cause 
social pride (attunement of emotions and gestures) or shame (disattunement, 
consequently alienation that at times broke out in rage).

What was now becoming called “micro-sociology” was generating new 
results and recruiting followers. Of course, it was not the only way of doing 
sociology that flourished after the breakup of structural functionalism. 
There was an increasing use of survey research with big national samples 
and new statistical methods and a comeback of Marxists and left-Weberians 
who focused on conflict and used comparative methods to explain historical 
change. Goffman himself may have been the first to use the term “micro” in 
a sociological sense in the title of his 1971 book, Relations in Public: Micro-
studies of the Public Order; by 1990, Scheff had a book entitled Micro-Sociology: 
Discourse, Emotion and Social Structure.

I published “On the Micro-foundations of Macro-Sociology” (Collins 
1981) to argue that instead of fighting against other kinds of sociology, we 
could use the tools of micro-sociology as a kind of x-ray vision to show 
the muscles and tendons inside the big “things” we call social structures. 
Classes, organizations, states, societies can all be seen as repeated chains of 
interactions among real persons. At the moving core of these chains are 
Durkheim/Goffman interaction rituals (IRs), the glue that holds social 
“entities” together—as long as the IRs are locally successful in generating 
shared focus, rhythm, and emotion. Crucially important, IRs can also fail, 
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and those structures fade away, and new IRs can both generate new col-
lectively believed realities and energize dissident groups for rebellion. (The 
experience of the student uprisings in the 1960s was a foremost example. 
Later, we saw them settling down to a new form of institutional routine.)

My account of the rise of micro-sociology is no doubt skewed by my 
own perception of networks I happened to be in at Harvard, Berkeley, and 
various universities in California. Other things fed into it, on both sides of 
the Atlantic. Mainly what I hope to convey here is a sense of the intellec-
tual enthusiasm, and some of the militancy, of the people who made up the 
micro-sociology movement.

Ontological Battles or Pragmatic Theory-
Building?

In the militant period, the argument was often put in terms of: what is real? 
Only individual actors exist, or only here-and-now situations exist, or only 
the activity of sense-making exists, and so on. The strongest argument in 
favor of the autonomy of the macro realm, however, is not an ontological 
argument but a pragmatic one. Durkheim argued that society is an emergent 
entity, sui generis—it has its own laws of what causes what, and these are 
not the laws of some other level (individual psychology, physics, etc). Dur-
kheim was trained by neo-Kantian philosophers, but he became attracted 
to William James’ pragmatism. For us, the question becomes not “what is 
real?” (and by whose criteria?) Instead: what is the most useful way to pro-
ceed so that we can discover principles—what combinations of conditions 
cause what outcomes? (And to borrow a point from Durkheim’s analysis of 
religious rituals: how long do they last before they have to be replenished?) 
Durkheim was saying that sociology can discover laws about the macro level 
without having to resort to other levels (e.g. different degrees of division of 
labor produce different kinds of laws and moralities).

The same kind of pragmatist argument can be made for the sui generis 
quality of the micro level. If our causal principles explain when interaction 
rituals succeed or fail, then the core building block is not the individual 
but the situation of social interaction. If we take “micro” to refer to a small 
amount of time and space, containing a relatively small number of humans 
in awareness of each other, what we commonly take as an individual (Jon, 
Tom, or anyone else) is stretched out across time and thus in one sense is too 
big to be micro. In another sense, an individual is too small to be the socio-
logical unit of analysis, since we abstract out a person by subtracting them 
from their moment-by-moment interactions. This is one of the meanings of 
the term “interaction ritual chains”—a person is the moving precipitate of 
a chain of interactions.

Depending on who interacts with whom, each one experiences ups and 
downs in focus and attunement and hence maintains or changes whom they 
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have solidarity with, what ideas they respect and internalize, what moralities 
or values they hold, and thus one’s personal identity is what each individual’s 
IR chains makes it. This works just as well if you think your self is a “soul” 
or if you think of yourself by your name; Durkheim (1912) and Mauss 
(1938) showed both what you think is a soul and what kind of name you 
have are determined by what social interactions you live among. If you think 
that your “real self ” is what goes on in the privacy of your mind, neverthe-
less (as shown by Mead [1934], Wiley [1994, 2016] and others) the words 
and phrases you think with are internalized from conversations with other 
people; some ideas are emotionally marked by intensely positive or negative 
IRs and thus fill one’s inner consciousness particularly strongly.

My argument for micro-translation of macro-concepts was a pragmatic 
one: does it make a difference for discovering the mechanisms explaining 
when and why something happens rather than something else? Does it lead 
to discovering principles that we didn’t have before? I have argued there are 
well-supported principles of success or failure in a interaction ritual, build-
ing on Durkheim on religious rituals, Goffman on everyday life rituals, 
and their extension to the details of interactional emotions and rhythms by 
Scheff, the conversation analysists, and others.

Pragmatist point No. 1 was Durkheim’s argument that the macro level 
has its own laws, some of which were stated by himself and others by oth-
ers. Pragmatist point No. 2 is that interactional situations have their own 
sui generis laws. Can we move on to Pragmatist point No. 3, that micro-
principles (like IR chains) concatenate upwards, explaining larger-scale phe-
nomena, like organizations and social movements, markets and politics and 
revolutions? The question isn’t simply, can we micro-translate everything 
large (spread out over long amounts of time and space, involving large num-
bers of persons) into chains of micro-interaction? If we mean empirically 
reconstructing its micro-details, this is an imaginary ideal, hardly feasible 
practically; it would take at least as long to recapitulate each part of history 
as it took to happen in the first place. What we really want here is a way 
of formulating the principles of causality on the macro and meso levels and 
seeing if they depend crucially upon micro-mechanisms.

This question cannot be decided a priori. I am a micro-enthusiast, but 
I  am trying not to be a micro-chauvinist. Working closely on the micro 
level is a strategy, to see if we can discover something new. I feel success-
ful about doing that in at least one instance: in my research on violence 
(Collins 2008), I deliberately bracketed generalizations based on long-term 
background characteristics (such as being male, lower class, belonging to 
a gang, etc.) on the grounds that the number of people who have these 
violence-prone characteristics are far too many to account for the amount of 
violence that actually happens, especially the more severe kinds of violence. 
So I decided to look as closely as possible at situations where violent con-
flict is threatened and see what happens. In fact, most of the time violence 
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aborts; when it does happen, it is in particular social configurations (how 
much attention and social support violence gets from the immediate audi-
ence; how long the tension buildup lasts; whether one side can establish 
emotional dominance over the other). Some of these points have also been 
made by other researchers, and I don’t care who gets credit for it. What is 
important is that the pragmatics of a micro-sociological method do pay off 
in new explanatory principles and that these make sharper and more accu-
rate predictions of who will do what when—an improvement on looser, 
macro-statistical methods.

Do I  think that all pragmatically operative causal principles in sociol-
ogy are micro? No; some very good macro principles exist. One of the 
most impressive is the state breakdown theory of revolutions, formulated by 
Theda Skocpol (1979) and her student Jack Goldstone (1993), elaborated on 
and refined by others (Jon Turner diagrams it in Vol. 1, p. 195). As I would 
summarize it: a revolutionary change in state power depends on a sequence 
of three conditions: [1] a severe state crisis in finance or military defeat; [2] a 
split among elite factions over how to solve the crisis, thereby weakening the 
coercive power of the state; [3] a popular uprising from below, which draws 
some peripheral members of the elite into joining it. This is a useful theory 
because it shows that [3] alone cannot cause a big revolutionary change in 
structure; at best, such movements of enthusiastic insurgency can replace 
one faction with another, and sometimes the popular insurgency fails out-
right, because the elite does not split. It is easy enough to see [3] as depend-
ent on micro-dynamics, since the big insurgent crowd is a huge interaction 
ritual that succeeds when it draws the regime’s forces into emotional solidar-
ity with it. Do parts [1] and [2] also contain crucial micro-dynamics? That 
remains to be seen.

Jonathan Turner’s Meso-Link Between Macro 
and Micro

Jon Turner (2010a, 2010b) has made an important step towards showing 
whether micro (or, for that matter, other kinds of sui generis principles) are 
crucial building blocks at other levels. As noted, just re-describing some-
thing large by describing all the small encounters that went into it is tedious 
and not necessarily enlightening; it could become enlightening if the larger 
levels are analyzed into operative micro principles that link its own (macro 
or meso) variables to differing (macro or meso) outcomes.

Turner (2013) also deserves credit for bringing the meso realm into general 
social theory. For a long time, as noted, all sociological theory was macro; 
then micro-theory came on the scene, making bold claims. Of course, soci-
ologists studied meso-sized phenomena (organizations, social movements, 
etc.), but these tended to be self-contained research specialties. Now Jon 
shows that meso can be analyzed with the same general procedures and 
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right alongside macro and micro theories. Furthermore, most of the action 
in society actually happens at the meso level. Meso provides the building 
blocks of stratification and intersocietal relations. And if micro-dynamics 
change the macro realm, change will occur first at the level of corporate and 
categoric units (Vol. 3, p. 26).

Volume 3 examines five meso topics: categoric units, groups, organiza-
tions, communities, and social movements. All together, he has 36 prin-
ciples of meso-dynamics, but many of these are paired inverse principles, 
positive and negative cases of the same variable (e.g. more hierarchical or 
less hierarchical), so the actual number of principles is a little more than 
18 (but each with long chains of conditions and subprinciples). Each topic 
has a similar checklist of subtopics in its causal chain, making for a fractal 
architecture of theory. Once you grasp the pattern, it is fairly easy to fol-
low. For each meso topic, Jon gives its macro and micro environments (i.e. 
structural and cultural macro-settings, with transactional needs, statuses, and 
roles as micro-requirements), visualizing each meso realm as a niche subject 
to selection pressures from above and below. The overall form of explana-
tion is evolutionist. But emergent sui generis principles internal to each 
realm are also given.

I will simplify things by examining two of these meso topics, categoric 
units and groups, with an eye to whether further micro-translation is useful.

Principles of Categoric-Unit Dynamics  
(or Identity Politics)

Jon’s terminology is designed to be abstract enough to include a variety of 
processes in a conceptually precise manner. But at times, what he is refer-
ring to is not immediately recognizable. This is particularly the case with 
“categoric units.” Chiefly this is what Weber saw as class, status, and power 
groups, expanded to cover whatever else can be the basis for discrimina-
tion and conflict. This bland-sounding topic is in fact central to sociology, 
because it is the dynamics of stratification and its struggles. But here, on the 
meso level, Jon’s theoretical focus is on groups that are socially recognized, 
names given to one’s own group and to other people—hence categories that 
people use, whether or not those people actually form a group that physi-
cally interacts and coordinates among themselves. These latter get called 
“corporate units,” which is an apt term since they are corporeal, physically 
existing, whereas categoric units exist in people’s words and minds. It is 
easier to understand what the theory of categoric units is about if we think 
of it as identity politics.

How these group identities or categories are created is a question involv-
ing micro-processes, and I will put off considering it until later. A crucial 
theory of how identity politics works is discussed in the paired principles of 
consolidation of parameters vs. intersection of parameters. Consolidation of 
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parameters means that persons in one devalued category also are in other 
devalued categories (e.g. simultaneously black, lower class, non-Christian, 
female, homosexual), while persons in valued categories also stack up 
(white, rich, Christian, male, heterosexual). We can see the theories of Sim-
mel, Coser, and Blau in the theoretical background and Pat Hill Collins’s 
(2015) “intersectionality” as a recent application (although with a somewhat 
confusing reversal of terminology). The theoretical emphasis here, how-
ever, is not merely descriptive or evaluative. The amount of consolidation 
of parameters (and its inverse, intersection of parameters) is a quantitative 
variable, which needs to be further explained. Jon proposes that consoli-
dation of parameters (the stacking of disadvantages) is maximized by the 
extent of inequality of resources among corporate groups (i.e. an input 
from the macro level). Conversely, overlapping parameters (what used to 
be called “pluralism”) reduces categorical discrimination, because people 
who might be devalued on one identity category are valued more highly on 
other categories. Identity groups become blurred, and it becomes harder to 
discriminate. Jon theorizes that this kind of conceptual melting pot melts 
more strongly when the population is bigger and there is higher economic 
productivity, free markets, a political ideology of democracy, and upward 
mobility via education and jobs.

A surprising implication of Jon’s theory (but not stated by him) is that 
societies evolve in the direction where protest-driven social change disap-
pears. One might question why there is so much vehement identity politics 
in early 21st-century America, where most of these causal factors are up; it 
may be that some factors weigh more heavily—such as increasing economic 
inequality and stagnant mobility through the school system, stymied by cre-
dential inflation. Note that in Jon’s theoretical sketch, the relative weights of 
different processes are yet to be determined.

How much discrimination takes place is not only a function of consoli-
dated parameters but of the size and threat of the downtrodden groups in 
the eyes of dominant identity-groups. Here an element of micro-processes 
enters the causal function. Conflict occurs between valued and devalued 
social categories, and this conflict drives history. This operates somewhat 
like Marx’s expectation that merely statistical categories of workers (Klasse 
an sich, a class-in-itself) become self-conscious (Klasse fuer sich, a class-for-
itself) by becoming protest identities. Jon’s model expands Marx to multiple 
dimensions of identity and their degree of mutual reinforcement or overlap.

Let us now examine what micro-dynamics contribute to these processes. 
Discrimination by dominants depends on the intensity of their beliefs about 
their superiority. This can be treated as a macro-level cultural property. But 
as it exists in everyday life, it is interaction rituals focused on marking the 
boundaries between persons in different categories (slave-owners and slaves, 
males and females, etc.) and the extent to which these rituals are success-
ful or unsuccessful. The rituals are successful if they generate strongly felt 
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emotions (pride on one side, shame on the other), and this is a matter of 
how much focus and rhythmic coordination is achieved. Big social changes 
are set in motion where old rituals fade and become neglected. Distinctions 
between slaves, ex-slaves, barbarians, and ordinary freemen dissolved in the 
late Roman Empire; the flowery politeness and deference rituals of French 
aristocrats declined in the 18th century, preparing the way for the egalitarian 
crowd rituals of the French Revolution. In the latter case, we can see that 
the mechanism involved a competition between old rituals and new ones, 
with a shift going to where the emotional resonances were stronger. I will 
concede Jon’s point that a mixture of macro-environmental and micro-
situational conditions is involved, but also I would argue that what we are 
doing on the macro-environmental side here is comparing the strength of 
IRs here against strength of IRs there.

Another principle states that the conflict between valued and devalued 
categories depends on the amount of negative emotional arousal among the 
latter in their daily encounters. Here Jon appears to mean the amount of 
anger generated by the lower identity group. But anger is not the only or 
the most frequent reaction to being on the losing side of asymmetrical def-
erence rituals; in general, it reduces the loser’s emotional energy, resulting 
in depression rather than rebellion. And as Donald Black (1993) has shown 
in his theory of conflict management, if people in this situation can leave, 
they will avoid the conflict; if they can’t leave, they often just put up with 
it. The emotional result of being caged is alienation, and sometimes, given 
enough space in one’s corner of the cage, local scapegoating (which is one 
way to explain trash-talking in gangs which are nevertheless only occasion-
ally violent). If IRs among people in different social categories fall apart so 
that no one is deferring to anyone and the feeling is just bad vibes all the 
way around, we have yet another situation—not active rebellion but mutual 
avoidance. Jon has the rudiments of how to handle these causal forks in his 
theory of the mobilization of social movements, but it needs to be elaborated 
on, especially on the micro-dynamics that shift from alienation and depres-
sion to righteous anger in the emotional resonance of group protest rituals.

The Ingredients of Micro-Interactions

Jon gives an extensive checklist of the ingredients that go into micro-
interactions. He has synthesized these from most of the different micro 
research traditions, including role theory, symbolic interaction, expectation 
states, ethnomethodology, and interaction ritual. The theory could be stated 
more simply. For instance, one of the ingredients is a sense of trust; another 
is a sense of facticity—confidence in a shared belief that reality is what we 
think it is. The latter point comes from ethnomethodology; the former is 
a concession made by rational choice theory to emotional resonance, rela-
beled in economic terms as “social capital.”
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We can also arrive at these via IR theory, since a successful IR has the 
result of creating solidarity (which includes trust). A  successful IR also 
gives meaning to symbols shared by the group, and these are the categories 
through which its members see the world and talk about it—the basis of the 
sense of facticity. The advantage of stating these processes in terms of IR 
theory is that it is a theory of variations in trust and in reality-construction. 
Where ethnomethodology argues in an abstract way that people seek a sense 
of facticity, IR theory tells us when particular people get that sense and 
when they lose it and why the sense of facticity (and trust) can differ so 
widely from some networks of persons to another.

Similarly, where Jon lists cultural, motivational, and emotional forces, we 
can explain these processes in a more concise manner. Motivational forces 
are “universal need states” with a series of subcategories. But if motivation 
is what drives behavior, what we want to know is what each person will 
do as they go through a particular encounter, setting the direction they will 
take in future chains of encounters. IR theory boils this down to emo-
tional energy seeking. Whatever encounters raise one’s emotional energy 
(EE; confidence, enthusiasm, pro-activeness) are sought out, while those 
that lower one’s EE are avoided. There is an individual-level emotional “cal-
culus” that attracts them into some trajectories and away from others; this 
has a market-like structure, since what one does depends on comparisons 
to other situations one knows about—or, rather, feels one way in. Within a 
given encounter, various kinds of emotions are present, but what matters is 
how successfully the interacting persons focus and enhance a shared emo-
tion and who becomes the EE-leader in that interaction.

Cultural forces are defined as the symbols available in the environment 
around any encounter, whether carried as memories, linguistic expressions, 
texts, or beliefs. But beliefs are whatever someone says they believe at a par-
ticular time, and this is a matter of conversational agreement (or sometimes 
quarrel) and what thoughts go through one’s head. Beliefs are eminently sit-
uational, even if some people show fairly constant beliefs, because their situ-
ational networks repeat the same kinds of interactions with little variation. 
(This implies a principle for predicting which people have more constant or 
more changeable beliefs.) It is true that the sum total of conversations that 
take place in the networks around any individual can be quite large and thus 
are meso or macro. Research on Internet verbiage is a more precise way to 
measure this and would also be a way to research how often people change 
their opinions.

Similarly, media that store and circulate texts, images, and so on are trans-
situational and can vary in size from meso to macro. But books on a shelf 
that no one reads are dead or inert culture. Culture may be dispersed and 
hence far bigger than micro, but it is only alive in particular interactional 
situations, where people make living use of stored culture. This is most 
intense, and easiest to see, in intellectual networks, the dynamics of which 
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I have investigated in The Sociology of Philosophies (1998). Intellectuals who 
attract attention are always in networks of similar intellectuals, and what 
they do with what has been transmitted to them is driven by where they get 
the most EE-payoff from talking or writing about particular concepts. The 
intellectual world is a competitive structure of attention-seeking in which 
individual intellectuals continually utter the meta-message: “Listen to me!” 
(To give a personal example: during my career, I found that writing about 
Weberian theories of religion and geopolitics got me less attention than 
writing about interaction rituals and micro-violence, so I shifted my efforts 
to the latter.)

Cultural forces, according to Jon’s principle, produce expectations about 
what kind of behavior you and others should do in particular kinds of situ-
ations. That is true, but again the cultural expectations that matter the most 
(i.e. have the strongest causal weighting) are expectations arising from one’s 
chain of interactions and steered by what is successful or unsuccessful. It may 
be that the etiquette book says take off your hat indoors, but that is most 
enforced in particular social class networks; in a different kind of encounter, 
casual manners are expected and formal politeness may get you laughed 
at or worse. (The street etiquette among rival gang members described in 
Krupnick and Winship [2015] is a powerful illustration.) In general, I would 
argue that macro-cultural symbols don’t count for much (have little causal 
weight) unless they are used in intensely focused IRs.

The meso-environment of micro-encounters also includes “status 
forces”—positional locations within corporate units (i.e. in work organi-
zations, etc.) as well as your own categoric memberships. Score one for 
Jon; these are indeed external inputs to any interactional situation, a meso-
foundation of micro-sociology. But these status forces are malleable on the 
micro-situational level, above all to the extent that the IR is highly suc-
cessful in generating resonance and solidarity among the individuals taking 
part. This is the main way that formal roles and statuses turn into informal 
relations; frontstage turns into backstage; status prescriptions for who has 
the right to do what are eased or dropped (depending on how intense the 
IR is), and emotional leadership may even switch to the formally defined 
subordinate. (This is often noted in today’s military combat teams in the heat 
of action [King 2013].)

There is an ironic complexity here: in business organizations of the early 
21st century, especially in high tech, the prevailing style is for everyone to 
be informal, even though there remains an important hierarchic spine of the 
organization: some people have the power to hire and fire and decide on 
salaries and budgets. But if everyone looks and acts the same, rookies can 
make serious mistakes if they are too casual with a boss; experienced work-
ers have to know which of these people going by their first name is never-
theless more powerful in the organization and what part of the casual style 
is really a frontstage performance. One learns this by experience in chains of 
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interaction, either by interactional trial and error (hopefully with a forgiving 
boss) or by the micro-interactional gossip network. If you are really out of 
tune with your peer workers, they will hang you out to dry.

Putting all this together, one can see the elements of a micro-interactional 
theory of career mobility. The people who move up in an organization or 
profession are those who quickly learn how to have successful interaction 
rituals in it (Collins and McConnell 2016). Those who fail to navigate the 
micro level go no further in the macro level.

Group Dynamics

Group dynamics include a number of purely meso-level principles. Large 
groups have more subcliques, differentiation of statuses, and hierarchy. This 
is where network dynamics kick in, creating patterns of centrality, broker-
age, and bridging across holes. Small groups are the obverse of this and 
can achieve higher network density (total closure of ties among all). Jon 
also postulates that smaller groups show more of the qualities of successful 
interaction rituals: higher rates of interaction, more positive emotions rather 
than negative emotions (I’m not sure about this), higher solidarity, defense 
of group symbolic totems, and righteous anger against violators. Smaller 
groups circulate more particularized cultural capital (i.e. they gossip about 
each other more).

Another proposition states that, regardless of group size, solidarity and 
positive emotions come from participating in joint tasks and with shared 
responsibility rather than hierarchic control (this is from Homans and 
Lawler). Also, when they feel they possess efficacy (that they have EE) and 
produce a joint private good of positive emotions attached to a particularis-
tic culture, making them dependent on the group and raising exit costs. In 
other words, groups acquire solidarity when they have successful IRs. And 
these in turn result in commitment to group ideologies. Here this is pretty 
straightforward micro-theory.

We reach more macro-based inputs with propositions that the content of 
group ideologies filter down from organizational ideologies and generalized 
symbolic media for talk (shop talk, jargon, buzzwords). The more vertical 
hierarchy in groups, the more macro-to-micro causality, unless verticality is 
mitigated by free markets, democracy, and ideologies of freedom and uni-
versalism. (This seems roughly true. But how would Jon’s theory explain 
the early 21st-century shift towards mobilization of selfish nationalism and 
explicitly anti-universalistic ideologies? I’m not saying it can’t be explained, 
but what are the causal conditions?)

Another principle gives explicit macro-restraints on the flexibility of action 
and innovation at the micro level. The more strongly groups are embed-
ded in the division of labor, the greater clarity of meanings (i.e. the more 
bureaucratic the discourse and beliefs). The more hierarchical the division 
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of labor, the more restraints on role-making and status-making (i.e. micro-
interaction in this case consists of role-taking only, in the sense of using the 
existing cultural repertoire rather than creating new roles and similarly with 
using habitual status categories rather than creating new categories).

To pose another empirical challenge: how do we explain the creation of 
new status categories, such as “transgender”? In the last few decades, we 
have seen quite a few innovations in gender/sexuality categories, starting 
with the revaluation of “homosexual” and its slang terms into the posi-
tive term “gay”. The sociologically interesting thing about this phenom-
enon is that it has become a cascade of new identity-movements, such as 
“queer” (a reaction in the gay movement against assimilation to straight 
society via marriage). These identity-creation tactics are visible right before 
our eyes, making them easy to study if we can get out of the polemical for-
it-or-against-it mindset. Why have these movements mostly started in the 
United States? Is the crucial site the leverage of media-mobilized children 
against school teachers and administrators (which seems so prominent in the 
“gender-neutral” movement)? If identities are becoming more fractal, more 
shaped by idiosyncratic personal experience, what is driving this process? 
The topic could be a laboratory for studying the causal dynamics of cat-
egorical identity creation.

Summing Up: What Has Been Accomplished  
in Theory-Building?

Overall, Jon’s principles for categoric-identities and group dynamics show 
quite a lot of micro-dynamics, some pure meso-level principles (chiefly in 
the realm of size and network phenomena), and some inputs and restraints 
from the macro level. The analysis of when there are strong or weak macro-
restraints on micro-level flexibility and innovation shows that the influence 
of the macro over the micro is itself a variable. This is a nice gain in theoreti-
cal sophistication. We have made some substantial gains since we set out to 
examine “the micro-foundations of macro-sociology.”
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Chapter 8

Randall Collins on Micro-
Meso-Macro Theorizing

Jonathan Turner

I am grateful for Randall Collins’ effort to, first of all, read and, then, analyze 
my book on mesodynamics (2011). As far as I know, no one else has done 
so, with the result that I hardly ever get to talk about the meso level of social 
reality. Randy begins with a nice overview of the history of sociological 
theorizing that, at its beginnings in the 19th century, was macro (and to a 
lesser extent evolutionary), morphing into a kind of systems theorizing that 
peaked with the return of functionalism, particularly that of Talcott Parsons. 
Yet, at the home base of systems functionalism was dissent within Parsons’ 
own department from George C. Homans and even his own graduate stu-
dents such as Harold Garfinkel. There also was the pragmatist tradition, 
initiated by Charles Sanders Peirce and picked up by Harvard psychologist 
William James, Chicago philosophers such as John Dewey and George Her-
bert Mead, and Michigan sociologist Charles Horton Cooley. This prag-
matist school was named “symbolic interaction” by Herbert Blumer who, 
upon Mead’s death, took over his class in social psychology and later, after 
he left Chicago, served as head of the newly created department of sociol-
ogy in the early 1950s. Thus, there was always a “loyal opposition” to macro 
sociology throughout the 20th century, which eventually mobilized into an 
intellectual movement against macro sociology in favor of a focus on micro 
events occurring in face-to-face interaction. Collins, as an undergraduate at 
Harvard, learned Parsonian theorizing but, as a graduate student at Berkeley, 
was exposed to the theorizing of Blumer and Erving Goffman. His Conflict 
Sociology: Toward a Unified Social Science (1975) was on the macro and meso 
side rather Weberian but with a clear emphasis on studying the micro basis 
of interaction to explain meso- and macro-level processes. This book was 
one of the best books ever written in sociology. And while he indicated he 
left Weber, macrosociology, and analyses of geopolitics because not enough 
people were reading his works, I  was reading them as one of his many 
followers.

My experiences as an undergraduate and graduate student were almost 
the reverse of Collins’. As an undergraduate at U.C. Santa Barbara, I was 
exposed to symbolic interactionism and, then, at Cornell University as a 
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graduate student, I shifted to a systems theoretical program and, in general, 
a more macro orientation to sociology. And, as a result, my first books 
emphasized macro as a constraint on interpersonal processes and, indeed, 
did not address the microdynamics that I had learned in Santa Barbara.

My “minor” area of specialization in graduate school was organizations, 
and along with my work on institutions and stratification in the 1970s and 
1980s, I came to the view that subsequently appeared in the three-volume 
Theoretical Principles of Sociology: the often-hypothesized “gap” between 
micro and macro could be filled in by a conception of mesodynamics, revolv-
ing around what I came to call (1) corporate units, which are the building 
blocks of macro-level institutional systems, and (2) categoric units, which are 
the building blocks of macro-stratification systems when resource distri-
butions from corporate units are correlated with perceived differences of 
various categoric distinctions (gender, race, ethnicity, age, etc.) within the 
population of a society. For Collins, these are not so much ontological units 
but a practical strategy for theorizing. I actually see these meso-level units 
as both. They represent a useful way to divide up the meso level for gaining 
hold of something to theorize about, but I also believe (here is where Randy 
probably disagrees) that the social universe differentiates and structures itself 
into three fundamental layers—macro, meso, micro—and, moreover, that 
the meso level is composed of just two basic types of social units—corporate 
and categoric units—that are the building blocks of institutional and strati-
fication systems, which, in turn, are the building blocks of societies and 
intersocietal systems. If I  am a chauvinist in my theorizing, it is for hard-
science sociology that develops formal theories and analytical models of the 
dynamics operating at ALL THREE levels of human social organization. 
I do not give ontological priority to any one level; all three are real in a 
metaphysical sense, and all theoretical models and principles on the dynam-
ics operation at all three levels are necessary for developing a science of the 
human sociocultural universe.

As I turned to theorizing about the microdynamic sociocultural universe 
in the late 1980s, I increasingly saw what Collins had emphasized: the impor-
tance of emotions in understanding not only human behavior and interac-
tion but also the meso and macro levels of social organization as well. I also 
came to realize that, if I really wanted to understand emotions, it would be 
necessary to learn a great deal more about human neurology and its evo-
lution. Thus, while I had long engaged in evolutionary analysis of macro 
structures—institutional domains (1972, 1997, 2003, 2010a) and stratifica-
tion systems (1975, 1984, 2010b, 2015)—I moved into analyzing evolution 
of humans at the species level and, eventually, at all levels of human social 
organization, with a willingness to go one level below the micro to the bio-
logical functioning of humans (and the evolutionary processes that gener-
ated humans). By understanding why humans’ unique emotional capacities 
evolved during hominin and human evolution, I could understand not only 
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the micro but also the meso and macro levels of reality much better. At the 
same time, I began to posit biological based need-states that humans inherited 
from their ancestors and that were selected upon during hominin evolution. 
And, increasingly, I see meeting or failing to meet need-states as one force 
activating positive and/or negative emotions that play out in interactions 
and, ultimately, the meso and macro levels of the sociocultural universe. 
Emotions evolved in humans because, at our great-ape core, humans are 
not highly social, are not group oriented, and are weak-ties animals. Natu-
ral selection enhanced emotions to get around this low sociality, leading to 
the capacity to form stronger ties and more permanent group structures 
through the flow of positive emotions. That is why I drew out my interpre-
tation of Collins’ model of interaction rituals in Figure 8.1, because it is this 
capacity, added to humans’ inherited abilities (from the ancestors of great 
apes and humans) to engage in interpersonal behaviors, not so much by 
bio-programmers for sociality but, instead, capacities to role-take, achieve 
empathy, calculate fairness in resource exchanges, present self and seek to 
verify a self-conception, engage in ritual behaviors, and other interpersonal 
capacities that Mead thought were unique to humans. But they are not; 
all great apes have these capacities, and, moreover, they have the neurol-
ogy for comprehending language and communicating via sign language 
or computer-generated pictograms with humans. Having these interper-
sonal capacities allowing for flexible interactions among great apes does not, 
however, promote strong bonds. What was needed were more powerful 
and diverse emotions to convert this facility for interpersonal behavior into 
interpersonal behaviors that strengthen social bonds and allow for higher 
levels of group solidarity, as outlined in the model presented in Figure 8.1.

Collins is correct that these ritual dynamics are, ultimately, the force 
allowing for the building up of group ties and then for using groups as the 
building blocks of ever-larger corporate units, such as organizations and 
communities (half of the meso level of social organization), that become the 
building blocks of institutional domains, societies, and intersocietal systems. 
It is emotions directed at symbols marking levels of social structure that 
allow such structures to be created and sustained, and it can also be these 
same dynamics that change or even bring structures down when emotions 
are collectively mobilized in social movement organizations. And, as groups 
build organizations, and as organizations build out institutional systems, 
a stratification system is created whereby institutional domains distribute 
unequally on the basis of (1) individuals’ locations in the divisions of labor 
of corporate units and (2) their categoric-unit memberships. When differ-
ent categoric memberships are correlated with categoric unit memberships, 
then the system of stratification by class, gender, ethnicity, age, religious 
affiliations, and other criteria emerges.

Once in place, structures and their cultures constrain and channel inter-
personal behaviors that, in turn, arouse emotions that either reinforce 



Collins on Micro-Meso-Macro Theorizing 147

E
co

lo
gi

ca
l 

ba
rr

ie
rs

S
ep

ar
at

io
n 

fr
om

 o
th

er
s

C
o-

pr
es

en
ce

 o
f 

ot
he

rs

C
om

m
on

 
ac

tio
ns

S
te

re
ot

yp
ed

 
rit

ua
l 

fo
rm

al
iti

es

Tr
an

si
en

t 
em

ot
io

na
l 

ar
ou

sa
l

S
ha

re
d 

or
 

co
m

m
on

 
m

oo
d

M
ut

ua
l 

fo
cu

s 
of

 
at

te
nt

io
n

R
hy

th
m

ic
 

sy
nc

hr
on

iz
at

io
n

E
m

ot
io

na
l 

en
tr

ai
nm

en
t

P
os

iti
ve

 
em

ot
io

na
l 

en
er

gy

G
ro

up
 

so
lid

ar
ity

S
ym

bo
liz

at
io

n 
of

 g
ro

up

Ite
ra

tio
ns

 o
f 

in
te

ra
ct

io
ns

C
irc

ul
at

io
n 

of
 

gr
ou

p 
sy

m
bo

ls

C
on

ve
rs

at
io

ns
 

in
vo

ki
ng

 g
ro

up
 

sy
m

bo
ls

B
ui

ld
in

g 
up

 
pa

rt
ic

ul
ar

iz
ed

 
cu

ltu
ra

l c
ap

ita
l

+

+

++

+

+

+

+

+

+

+

+
++

+

+

+

+

+

+

+
+

+

+

+ +

+

+

+

+

+

+

+

+

Fi
gu

re
 8

.1
 R

ep
re

se
nt

at
io

n 
o

f 
R

an
da

ll 
C

o
lli

ns
’ M

o
de

l o
f 

In
te

ra
ct

io
n 

R
it

ua
l C

ha
in

s

N
o

te
: A

ll 
o

f t
he

 p
o

si
ti

ve
 s

ig
ns

 o
n 

th
e 

ar
ro

w
s 

co
nn

ec
ti

ng
 t

he
 d

yn
am

ic
 p

ro
ce

ss
es

 in
 t

he
 m

o
de

l i
nd

ic
at

e 
th

at
, o

nc
e 

st
ar

te
d,

 in
te

ra
ct

io
n 

ri
tu

-
al

s 
w

it
h 

a 
la

rg
er

 R
 w

ill
 m

ov
e 

to
w

ar
d 

en
ha

nc
ed

 s
o

lid
ar

it
y,

 a
s 

is
 o

ut
lin

ed
 o

n 
th

e 
ri

gh
t 

o
f 

th
e 

fig
ur

e.
 H

ow
ev

er
, t

he
se

 s
ig

ns
 a

re
 li

ke
 e

le
ct

ri
ca

l 
en

er
gy

, w
it

h 
an

y 
in

te
rr

up
ti

o
n 

in
 t

hi
s 

po
si

ti
ve

 f
lo

w
 o

f 
em

o
ti

o
ns

 d
is

ru
pt

in
g 

th
e 

ri
tu

al
 a

nd
 k

ee
pi

ng
 it

 f
ro

m
 g

en
er

at
in

g 
so

lid
ar

it
y.



148 Jonathan Turner

structures and their cultures when they are positive or undermine these 
when they are negative. If positive emotions flow upward, as outlined by 
Lawler, Thye, and Yoon, then social structures and their culture endure, at 
least for a time, or alternatively, if negative emotions are aroused and the 
distal bias of negative emotions targets meso and macro structures, then 
emotions are working against reproduction of meso and macro structures 
and their cultures.

As Collins points out, structures and their cultures can persist, even when 
negative emotions are being activated and are targeting meso and macro 
structures. Negative emotions need to lead to organizations for change, as Marx 
and Weber emphasized; social change in structures and their cultures is thus 
likely with social movement organizations that intensify positive emotions of 
members via the interaction ritual dynamics outlined in Figure 8.1. Change 
and transformation can, of course, come from many other sources as well, 
such as new technologies, intersocietal conflict, immigration of new persons 
and their cultures, and so on. But the key point is that these transformations 
must be reinforced by what happens “on the ground” when individuals 
carrying various categoric-unit memberships and perhaps identities interact 
in groups and corporate units in all institutional domains and all in all com-
munities. If the net balance of emotions experienced, expressed, shared, and 
used to build up solidarities is positive, then the meso and macro universe 
will be sustained, at least for a time. And, from my point of view, these struc-
tures will be real, in a metaphysical sense, in the same way a human body 
is real, as long as metabolic processes continue to operate normally. Emo-
tions are, in many ways, the key metabolic processes sustaining or changing 
a society. While many other forces—inanimate sources of power attached 
to technologies that drive machines of all sorts—are involved in sustaining 
meso and macro structures, these forces are driven by human emotions as 
they mobilize and channel human metabolism and thought during interac-
tion rituals operating much as Collins outlines. I would add more forces, 
such as biologically based motive- or need-states to the model, and I would 
emphasize the power of social structures and culture at different levels of 
social reality to bias and constrain interaction rituals, but in the end, it is still 
the emotions aroused in rituals that build up, tear down, change, or sustain 
meso and macro structures. And I would also argue that the meeting of 
the need-states that I listed in the previous section on Lawler-Thye-Yoon’s 
theory of commitment are determinative of the intensity and valence of the 
emotions that individuals experience and express as Emotional Energy (EE) 
generated in interaction rituals and, especially, in chains of interaction rituals.

The fate of the meso realm resides in the nature of the EE aroused, and 
the fate of macrostructures is dependent on the valence, intensity, and tar-
geting of emotions as they reproduce, change, or tear down meso structures 
and their cultures. Theories on these dynamics should, I think, start with 
analyzing the nature of the structures and their cultures of organizing the 
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macro and meso levels of social organization as they allow for humans’ fun-
damental need-states to be met in interactions in encounters over time (that 
is, in chains of interactional rituals) or not met. Most of the time, especially 
in societies that are stratified and institutionally differentiated, the micro-
dynamics of meso structures arouse different emotions among different 
subpopulations located at different points in the stratification systems and 
corporate units in the institutional systems of a society. As Collins stressed 
in Conflict Sociology (1975), sampling the intensity and valence of emotional 
energy is a good place to begin an analysis of the viability of the meso level 
and, ultimately, the macro level of social reality organizing a population. 
Social structures and their cultures are still very real, in both a metaphysi-
cal and ontological sense, at least from my perspective, less so from Collins’ 
view. But the reality of macro and meso structures is dependent upon what 
transpires in encounters of real persons with real needs occupying positions 
and playing roles constrained by the structure and culture of corporate and 
categoric units making up the meso level of social organization.
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It is a truism to say that human lives have a group foundation. That group 
foundation is often subtle and unobserved by people as they interact with 
others. The most subtle effects of group ties are captured in the work of social 
identity theory and research (e.g., Tajfel and Turner 1986; Hogg 2006), 
which reveals that group-oriented behavior is produced by the mere fact 
that one shares a social category with others. The effects of social categories 
with cultural meaning are well documented (e.g., gender, race, ethnicity, 
etc.), but the important point from social identity theory is that effects occur 
even if the categories are arbitrary, meaningless groupings; group effects can 
be generated even with artificial categories created in a one-shot experi-
mental session (Tajfel 1970). The group foundations of human behavior are 
made, however, by the fact that people almost invariably act in the context 
of multiple group ties simultaneously held, whether these are recognized or 
not. One particularly important form of multiple group tie or affiliation is 
a nested group structure, involving at minimum a local micro group and a 
larger one. Such ties are inherent features of organizations, communities, 
nations, and so on, but they have been undertheorized in sociology. This 
chapter extends a theory about person-to-group ties that builds on recent 
efforts to understand when such nested group ties are unifying or fragment-
ing (Lawler 1992; Turner 2007; Lawler, Thye, and Yoon 2009, 2016; Thye 
and Yoon 2015). Jon Turner has been a pioneer in efforts to understand 
multiple levels of sociological phenomena (micro, meso, and macro), in par-
ticular how they interrelate. Here, we interconnect ideas about multiple 
levels with ideas about group-based social identities.

A nested group structure is defined as a context in which people interact 
in a local, immediate group that is nested within larger, more encompass-
ing groups (Lawler 1992; Lawler, Thye, and Yoon 2016). Examples are a 
department in a university, a local club within a national organization, a 
division within a corporation, or a city within a state or nation. There may, 
of course, be more layers of nesting. Jon Turner (2007) theorizes micro 
(interaction), meso (organizational), and macro (cultural, societal) levels of 
analysis in a general theory. A nested group structure is one variant of the 
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multilevel social worlds that shape human experience. The idea of a nested 
group structure is important because it brings to the forefront the layered, 
hierarchical nature of group affiliations. It also raises questions about the 
conditions under which multiple group affiliations may be competing or 
mutually supportive objects of commitment and, thus, fundamental sources 
of social fragmentation or social integration. If people become more com-
mitted to the local group than the larger one in which it is nested (see 
Lawler 1992; Turner 2007), it makes sense that this will enhance problems 
of fragmentation and intergroup hostility. The key issues theorized here 
are: under what conditions does a nested group structure generate social 
fragmentation? How might such fragmentation be prevented or forestalled? 
We add a dimension to previous work that examines the problems of social 
order generated by nested group ties (Lawler 1992; Turner 2007, 2010; 
Lawler, Thye, and Yoon 2009, 2016).

In recent years, the analysis of social ties in sociology emphasizes how 
actors—individual or collective—develop regularized, patterned social 
interactions. Network imagery provides the orienting device for under-
standing the source and larger effects of these social ties. Larger networks 
shape local, immediate relations or ties and events or processes in a particular 
(local) tie ripple or spread to other ties in the network (Wasserman and Faust 
1994). A network imagery of social ties has been highly productive and con-
tinues to generate important new knowledge across a number of sociologi-
cal domains. Nevertheless, theory and research have tended to deemphasize 
or neglect the ties people develop to social objects, in particular to social 
units such as groups, organizations, communities, and nations. Network 
approaches focus on actor-to-actor ties, in particular interconnected webs. 
Actor-to-social-unit ties are given relatively little attention. The overall lack 
of attention is probably due to methodological individualism on the part of 
micro sociologists and a lack of interest by macro folks. The meso-level soci-
ologists, such as those focused on social network analysis may be the excep-
tion, but even then, networks are typically seen as sources of opportunities 
and constraints, while the network itself is not the object of attachment.

Actor-to-social-unit ties are symbolic, entail an inanimate entity or actor, 
and often have significant meaning to individuals. Thus, companies such as 
Google, Amazon, and IBM generate ties to the company that are meaning-
ful sources of identity, status, and prestige. We have argued for some time 
that the tie persons have to such symbolic entities warrants more sustained 
theoretical attention, because they often have strong, if somewhat subtle, 
effects beyond what can be explained with theories about person-to-person 
or actor-to-actor relational ties (e.g., Lawler, Thye, and Yoon 2008, 2009, 
2016). Person-to-group ties create, reaffirm, and sustain social orders.

Consider two anecdotes that highlight the import of person to group 
ties in somewhat different ways. One of the authors is an avid hunter and 
outdoorsman who recently harvested a trophy Axis (or chital) buck in west 
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Texas on a free-range hunt. This is a unique species of deer and among the 
most prized among deer hunters for its table fare. Following the hunt, the 
author was having dinner with a friend, sitting at the bar of a local restau-
rant. The two were looking at pictures of the trophy buck on a cell phone 
when a female stranger sitting at the bar asked if she could see the pictures. 
Needless to say, since hunting is not condoned by many, the author was 
quite nervous about how she might react. She stared silently at the picture 
of me with the deer, and as she handed the phone back she looked up and 
said “I like your hat.” Considering all the things she could have focused on 
in the photo, the aspect that caught her attention was a digital camouflage 
hat with an American flag patch that the author was wearing. She did not 
comment on the deer, the ethics of hunting, the size of the trophy, only 
the American flag. The flag, a powerful American symbol, ignites strong 
feelings, and in this interaction among strangers, it made salient a shared 
person-to-group tie (i.e., national identity) and promoted further conversa-
tion (interaction) that otherwise may not have occurred. Strangers in a bar 
found a shared group identity that facilitated a brief interaction and the 
exchange of more information on their background than otherwise would 
have occurred. The symbol of the flag essentially activated a shared identity 
embedded in a nested group structure, connecting the local setting (the bar) 
to a macro entity (the nation).

A second anecdote illustrates a more subtle way shared group identities 
are activated and affirmed. The same author is also a motorcycle enthu-
siast. Although not universal, a strong norm among motorcycle riders is 
to wave to one another in a particular way as they pass on the highway—
specifically, by extending an arm at a 45-degree angle to the ground. The 
wave acknowledges other riders and affirms that they share affiliation with 
a “club,” so to speak, that being people who enjoy the freedom of riding 
motorcycles. This norm transcends age, race, gender, and other social cat-
egories that have the potential to divide riders. In fact, there are very few 
instances where this norm is violated, and it transforms a very personal, 
individual experience (riding a motorcycle alone) into a social experience. 
By acknowledging others with the same passion, a ride enacts an identity 
and a reciprocal wave affirms and validates that identity. Depending on the 
prominence or salience of the identity, the group identity among motorcy-
clists may not be as strong or emotional as the national identity described 
previously, but it is nonetheless real and impactful. Among other things, it 
generates person-to-person interactions and ties among riders along the way 
(e.g., in gas stations, restaurants, rest areas, etc.).

These anecdotes point to important dimensions of person-to-group ties. 
First of all, both have emotional content. People who have these ties enjoy 
and value them as ends in themselves rather than solely as a means to other 
ends, though they may be that as well. Importantly, these ties superimpose 
an expressive element on a relational tie with an instrumental foundation 



156 Lawler, Thye, Yoon

(e.g., see Lawler and Yoon 1996). Second, the groups involved here are on 
a completely different scale. The former anecdote entails a tie to a large, 
all-encompassing unit—the nation—whereas the latter entails a more local, 
immediate unit—the informal sense of a club among motorcycle rid-
ers. Third, these groups are part of potentially complicated nested group 
structures. The nation is a unit within which many other units are nested, 
whereas the motorcycle group is a subunit within larger ones. One implica-
tion is that each unit has competing identities that may draw attention, pas-
sion, and commitment. For theoretical purposes, we focus on a two-group 
nested structure in which there is one subunit within a larger unit in an 
effort to capture fundamental processes that help explain the commitments 
people develop in nested group structures.

More specifically, our purpose is to theorize the conditions under which 
people develop expressive (emotional) ties to (a) social units that are nested 
within larger more encompassing one or (b) the encompassing social unit 
within which others are nested. Extant theories indicate that people develop 
stronger, more emotional ties to local, immediate units than to the larger 
and more removed units in which they are nested (see Lawler 1992; Turner 
2007; Lawler, Thye, and Yoon, 2009, 2016). They tend to blame larger, 
more distant units for negative unpleasant events but give credit to their local 
units for positive, pleasant events. Examples of this abound in the workplaces 
of large organizations, manifest in derogatory comments about central man-
agement or “higher ups.” If employees in IBM are more committed to the 
local unit than to IBM, this poses a fundamental problem of social order for 
the organization (Lawler, Thye, and Yoon 2009, 2016).

The main message of this chapter is that group identities can counteract 
or resolve this fragmented social order problem under certain conditions. 
The issue is whether or to what degree a group identity is self defining for 
members. If IBM is an important self-defining entity for employees, their 
response to corporate policy and initiatives is likely to be more cooperative 
than if it is not. If a faculty member is more committed to their university 
than their department, it is likely to affect how they respond to university 
initiatives or requests. The “new” theoretical idea we develop in this chapter 
is quite simple: Groups that are more self-defining for individual members foster 
stronger emotional/expressive ties and commitments. Said differently, groups that 
we see as more congruent with our core self-definitions are capable of fos-
tering stronger emotional ties and objects of commitment. In contrast to 
prior work (see Lawler 1992; Lawler, Thye, and Yoon 2016), here we point 
out that this may be the local immediate group or the larger, more encom-
passing one.

The chapter is organized into three sections. First, we briefly provide 
a broader theoretical context and then compare three extant theories of 
how nested groups generate stronger and more emotional ties. Second, 
we propose a theory of how self-defining group identities change and 
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conditionalize the main ideas or propositions of prior theory. Third, we dis-
cuss implications of our theorizing for broader questions about the problem 
of social order.

Theoretical Context

Theories about the foundation of group ties fall into two general classes: 
incentive theories and identity theories. Incentive theories stipulate that indi-
viduals form and enact group ties to the degree that those ties provide indi-
vidual payoffs or rewards. A tie is formed and/or enacted if the group is a 
pathway to valued individual outcomes. Rational choice theories of group 
solidarity (Hechter 1987) and social exchange theories of network relations 
(Emerson 1972a, 1972b) exemplify such an approach. A  social dilemma 
captures the primary context of concern. People form stronger group ties 
to the degree that the group affiliation provides access to jointly produced 
social goods. Applied to the nested group context of concern to us, an 
incentive theory would ask what group ties provide individuals the great-
est benefit or payoff. This may be the local, immediate group or a larger 
group within which it is nested. Incentive theories suggest an underlying 
competition between commitments to a local versus a larger group in which 
it is nested. Corporations may enact policies and procedures to ensure that 
employees see the larger unit as a prime source of benefit, but employees 
may they perceive their local department, work group, and manager as the 
primary cause of a benefit or payoff even if the resources originate in the 
larger organization.

Identity theories suggest that group ties stem from homophily, that is, 
shared social characteristics or categories. People form and enact groups 
that have members who are similar to themselves in social characteristics, 
background, goals, etc. Identity theories assume the group ties are at least 
partly non-instrumental. Social identity theory is the most well known rep-
resentative of this approach (e.g., Tajfel and Turner 1986) but other identity 
theories are also relevant (Burke and Stets 2009; MacKinnon and Heise 
2010). The central argument is that social categorization is sufficient to pro-
duce a group identity and behavior oriented to that group and its members 
even in the absence of interaction with other members of the group. The perception 
of a group is enough to generate such effects, and those perceptions can be 
based on subtle situational cues and trivial similarities among individuals. 
The primary reasons for this are twofold: (i) social categorization reduces 
uncertainty about others and renders their behavior more predictable, and 
(ii) social (group) identities are self-enhancing. The self-enhancement effects 
are crucial according to social identity theory. The more distinctive a social 
category is, the more self-enhancing it is likely to be and the more likely 
that people will treat fellow members favorably, especially when allocating 
scarce resources.
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Intergroup conflicts and hostility accentuate perceptions of having a dis-
tinct group with positive, self-enhancing qualities. We adopt the notion that 
group identities are self-enhancing and suggest that a nested group structure 
is a source of intergroup contrast and hostility within a given social unit, for 
example, an organization, community, or society. Social identity theory, by 
implication, indicates that a nested group structure inherently involves an 
intergroup context and the potential for intergroup competition or conflict 
(Tajfel and Turner 1986). The logic of social identity theory implies that 
relations between the local and larger group in an organization are shaped 
in part by which social unit is most self-defining for individuals. Analyses of 
professional-bureaucratic conflict in work organizations exemplify the sort 
of competing self-definitions that may arise in a nested group structure.

Clearly, rational choice and social identity theories have different impli-
cations for the issue of nested group ties. Yet these theoretical frames tend 
to remain implicit in the background of the most relevant theorizing. We 
focus here on three exceptions, that is, three theoretical frameworks that 
contain principles or propositions on nested group ties. We term these prin-
ciples: (i) the autonomy/control principle; (ii) the social embeddedness principle; 
and (iii) the shared responsibility principle. The autonomy/control principle 
emphasizes the sense of control provided by local, proximal groups ver-
sus larger, distal groups (Lawler 1992); the social embeddedness principle 
stresses how tightly or closely interconnected are the links between micro-, 
meso-, and macro-level social units (Turner 2007); and the shared respon-
sibility principle emphasizes the degree to which the local and larger group 
undertake and accomplish joint tasks Lawler, Thye, and Yoon 2009). Each 
of these theoretical principles arrives at the same basic conclusion—namely 
that local, immediate groups tend to be stronger objects of commitment 
than larger, more encompassing and removed groups. The theoretical logic 
differs among these principles, as do the mechanisms that produce social 
fragmentation. We aim to incorporate elements from all three. To this end, 
in the following, we discuss each framework.

Autonomy and Control

The main idea is that people form the strongest attachment to groups that 
strengthen their generic sense of control and the weakest attachments to those 
that undermine their sense of control (see Lawler 1992). Sense of control 
refers to the degree that a person perceives that their behavior has an impact 
on their world; it is the experience of self-efficacy, self-determination, and 
a mastery over one’s environment (Deci 1975; Westcott 1988). In Anthony 
Giddens’ terms (1984), groups have “enabling” and “constraining” effects on 
actors; those with the strongest “enabling” effects will heighten an actor’s 
sense of control and command the strongest commitments. Applied to a 
work setting, those social units that enhance employee’s sense of control will 
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generate stronger employee commitment than those units that reduce the 
sense of control.

Work in psychology has documented that the experience of control, effi-
cacy, and self-determination generates a positive emotional response. People 
have pleasurable feelings (excitement, enthusiasm, satisfaction) when they 
have a sense of control. A group in which people repeatedly experience 
such positive feelings is likely to be targeted by those feelings. In other 
words, people attribute the positive feelings emanating from their sense of 
control in part to the group they perceive as responsible for those feelings 
(Lawler 1992; Lawler, Thye, and Yoon 2009: Chapter 6). These emotion 
attributions are the mechanism through which positive feelings experienced 
individually become associated with groups “enabling” the activities that 
produce those feelings. Emotion attributions also constitute the mechanism 
for assigning blame in the case of negative feelings from a low or reduced 
sense of control.

To elaborate, the “Theory of Nested Group Commitments” (Lawler 
1992) argues that people adopt one of two implicit “rules” to explain the 
source of their positive or negative feelings from a structure of autonomy 
and control: a proximal rule or a distal rule. The theory predicts that when 
individuals experience a sense of control over their immediate environment 
and feel positive emotions as a result, they will adopt the proximal rule: “my 
feelings stem from the local group context.” Thus, the emotions are attrib-
uted to the local rather than the larger group, and the affective commitments 
to that local group grow. Little or no effect is indicated for the larger group. 
The implication is that, all other things equal, local autonomy (e.g., depart-
ment, division, or neighborhood) in a larger organization (e.g., corporation, 
university, city) generates stronger commitment to the local social unit of 
relevance than to the larger organization. This is likely to occur even though 
the policies and practices that underlie local autonomy originally stem from 
the larger social unit. One reason is that the local unit has an “interaction 
advantage”; that is, the local unit is where people collectively interpret sig-
nals and communications from the larger unit. If the larger, encompassing 
organization delegates or shares power with local units, this may mitigate the 
attribution of negative emotions to that larger unit, but the local unit may 
still be a stronger object of commitment because it is a place where peo-
ple experience interactions with each other. As a result of this “interaction 
advantage” of the local unit, people reveal a local bias in their interpretations 
of the sources of autonomy and control.

What if individuals in the local group experience little control and feel 
highly constrained? The theory argues that here actors in the local group 
tend to adopt the distal rule for interpreting the source of the negative emo-
tions; that is, they blame the larger social unit for constraint experienced in 
activities of the local, immediate group. Thus, the larger organization not 
only gets little credit for experiences of autonomy but also is likely to be 
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blamed for experiences of constraint. Given that any group contains “ena-
bling” and “constraining” structures or processes, the implication is clear: 
the larger social unit is blamed for constraint, and the local social unit is 
credited for autonomy and a sense of control. Fragmentation around these 
differential commitments is thus inherent in nested group structures. This is 
the core problem of social order created by nested group structures, and it 
is accentuated by the intergroup element of nested structures. This order/
disorder problem can be traced to a local bias in emotion attributions when 
people undertake tasks in nested group contexts.

Social Embeddedness

The Nested Group Theory of Commitments (Lawler 1992) leads to a rather 
pessimistic conclusion. Given the local bias in emotion attributions and 
interpretations of autonomy and control, it is difficult to understand how 
significant social fragmentation can be averted or overcome. The intergroup 
dimension of nested structures only makes this problem more intractable 
(see Tajfel and Turner 1986). Jon Turner (2007) in his Sociological Theory 
of Emotions proposed some ways to solve this problem. He adopts the idea 
that emotion attributions are central and adopts a version of the proximal/
distal rule. He theorizes that the local bias in emotion attributions can be 
mitigated by the degree of social embeddedness across three levels of social 
reality—micro, meso, and macro. Social embeddedness makes it possible for 
positive feelings generated in interaction at the local level to spread upward 
from micro to meso and macro levels.

Turner’s distinction between micro, meso, and micro levels is the context 
for the proposition about social embeddedness. The micro level refers to 
“social encounters” where people interact with others; at the meso level are 
the organizations (corporate units) and social categories that are built from 
social encounters at the micro level; at the macro level are the institutional 
domains (economy, polity, religion) that develop in part from selection pres-
sures in the social environment. Turner (2007) describes the relationship 
between micro, meso, and macro levels as follows:

social structures are embedded inside of each other. Encounters are 
embedded in corporate and categoric units which are embedded in 
institutional domains and stratification systems that are in turn embed-
ded in whole societies and systems of societies. Embedding imposes 
constraints from the larger to the smaller structure.

(71)

Social embeddedness in Turner’s (2007) analysis is essentially how tightly 
or loosely connected are the social units and processes at each level. Note 
the role of constraint from higher to lower levels in the quote previously. 
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Though interconnected to varying degrees, each level has dynamics sui gen-
eris. Turner emphasizes those at the micro level when addressing the nested 
group issue.

The starting point for Turner (2007) is the simple but powerful observa-
tion that humans are emotional animals and therefore the social structures 
they create and sustain also are imbued with emotion, positive and negative 
(Turner 2007; Turner and Maryanski 2012). These emotions are gener-
ated, shaped, regenerated, and transformed primarily at the micro level in 
social encounters. The specific emotions vary qualitatively, but the positive-
negative distinction is most crucial for Turner’s ideas about the nested group 
problem posed by Lawler (1992).1 Turner reasons that when social encoun-
ters generate positive emotions, people tend to keep them internal within 
the local group, where these help to build and sustain solidarity and produce 
similar encounters in the future. However, when social encounters gener-
ate negative feelings, people push these emotions outward and generally 
upward to meso or even macro levels, creating antagonism and hostility 
toward higher-level units. This externalization of negative emotions protects 
the local group from the destabilized effects of negative emotion, whereas 
the internalization of positive emotions builds order and solidarity. All things 
equal, people give priority to their person-to-person and person-to-group 
relations in the local, immediate group over solidarity of an encompassing, 
more removed group in which the local one is nested. The proximal bias in 
Turner’s analysis is a self-protective measure of the group members.

Social embeddedness is important in part because it has an effect on the 
generation of positive emotions at the local level. With a tighter intercon-
nection between micro, meso, and macro levels, the expectations for behav-
ior at the local should be clearer, and, according to Turner, the “clarity 
of expectations” helps to generate positive emotions. This is based on the 
assumption that social encounters generate emotions to the degree that 
people fulfill expectations in those social encounters. The rationale for this 
is that Turner posits that the engine that generates positive emotion in a 
social encounter is the fulfillment of expectations held by the actors. Social 
encounters that fulfill a member’s expectations are more pleasurable than 
those that violate expectations in some way, and the proximal bias is present 
if expectancy fulfillment and resulting positive feelings are attributed to the 
micro group, whereas expectancy violation and resulting negative feelings 
are attributed to the larger organization. Thus, social embeddedness can 
counteract the proximal bias in part by boosting positive emotion people 
experience in the micro-level social encounters. This requires that meso and 
macro levels frame and shape the expectations people have for each other in 
social encounters.

The broad implication, therefore, is that if micro, meso, and macro levels 
are tightly interconnected, expectations brought to social encounters are 
clearer, more likely to be shared, and easier to fulfill in social encounters. But 
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there is more to the story. Given high social embeddedness (and the associ-
ated clarity of expectations pervading the micro-level units), those in any 
given group also are likely to experience positive emotions in social encoun-
ters with members of other micro groups within that larger unit. Turner 
suggests that it is thus more likely that individuals cross group boundaries 
that may divide people at the micro level. In this sense, the degree of social 
embeddedness is a moderator for the proximal bias, and it operates through 
the “clarity of expectations” pervading the larger unit and the broadening of 
network ties by micro-level social units.

The upshot is that from Turner’s argument, social ties to micro groups are 
stronger than to larger social units to the degree that people in those groups 
internalize their jointly produced positive emotions and externalize their 
jointly produced negative emotions. Social embeddedness, however, turns 
the proximal rule on its head by promoting the externalization of positive 
emotions. Higher levels of social embeddedness facilitate bridging social 
encounters across multiple micro-level units, and if positive emotions are 
generated at sufficient rates across these encounters, a distal rule is likely to 
govern emotion attributions. Turner’s framework suggests that the proximal 
bias is limited to conditions where people interact primarily within their 
own local group and there is a loose connection among the micro, meso, 
and micro levels. This is an important qualification of the proximal bias 
articulated in the Nested Group Theory of Commitment (Lawler 1992; see 
also Gelfand 2018).

The “autonomy control” and the “social embeddedness” perspectives are 
complementary in some respects but contradictory in others. Both treat 
emotion attributions as central and both see these as creating conditions 
for a proximal bias and an associated tendency of organizations to be frag-
mented. They are complementary in that social embeddedness in Turner 
(2007) is a moderating condition indicating when a distal rule is likely to 
be dominant and when a proximal rule is dominant. The role of social 
embeddedness boils down to a matter of whether the larger unit is loosely 
structured or tightly (and centrally) structured. This is a classic distinction 
in the field of organizations, and it reveals the primary difference between 
these two theoretical frameworks.

Loosely structured organizations have relatively independent subunits 
and low central control. Direction from the center takes the form of broad 
policies informed by values and principles, and considerable discretion exists 
at the local level. Here, autonomy would be high at the local level and 
encounters presumably would be more likely to generate a sense of con-
trol. Tightly structured organizations, in contrast, are centrally controlled 
and hierarchy driven. Policies and rules for local units are articulated with 
more specificity; monitoring and accountability systems exert considerable 
oversight throughout the organization from top to the bottom. Here, local 
autonomy would be low, social embeddedness would be high, and a “clarity 
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of expectations” pervades the organization. A university is the prototype 
of a loosely structured system and the military the prototype of the tightly 
structured organization. The autonomy/control framework predicts a prox-
imal bias for positive emotion in a university and a distal rule for negative 
emotion in a military organization. The social embeddedness framework 
makes the same prediction for the university, though for different reasons, 
but seemingly makes the opposite prediction for the military organization, 
that is, a distal rule for positive emotion. The main point of difference is 
in the role of hierarchical control. In Turner (2007), hierarchical control 
should enhance social embeddeness and the clarity of expectations in social 
encounters at the micro level. In Lawler (1992), hierarchical control should 
reduce the sense of control and related positive feelings that can emanate 
therefrom. The third theoretical framework can address and potentially 
resolve this contradiction.

Shared Responsibility

This framework focuses on the sort of tasks people undertake in interac-
tion at the local immediate level. The assumption is that virtually all social 
interaction entails some sort of implicit or explicit behavior; that is, people 
interact to produce or achieve some result. This can be as simple as coor-
dinating behavior with a stranger in a crowd or as complex as some work 
tasks faced by individuals and groups. From the Theory of Social Commitments 
(Lawler, Thye, and Yoon 2009), the important question is: how joint is the 
task? To what extent does it involve separate individual behaviors or inter-
twined, inseparable, or indistinguishable behaviors? This theory argues that 
joint tasks generate stronger and more resilient ties to a group because these 
ties are likely to have a significant affective or emotional component. Joint 
tasks have this effect because they generate a sense of shared responsibility. 
The sense of shared responsibility is strongest when group members find it 
difficult to distinguish or separate out the individual behaviors that contrib-
ute to the task completion and success. The main principle is: people attribute 
their individually felt emotions to groups when their task interactions generate a sense 
of shared responsibility for the task at hand (Lawler, Thye, and Yoon 2008, 2009, 
2016). Thus, if people experience positive feelings from their interactions 
with others in a group, they are likely to attribute those feelings in part to 
their group if they perceive a shared responsibility with the others for the 
result. These are termed “social unit attributions of emotion.”

Social unit attributions of emotion occur especially when people work on 
a joint task that is (i) one that they cannot accomplish alone and (ii) one in 
which the contributions of each individual are difficult to distinguish; that 
is, members’ contributions are “non-separable.” (Williamson 1985). Many 
tasks have a joint quality, objectively, but it is important to stress that joint-
ness is fundamentally subjective. It is a matter of how the task is interpreted 
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by those doing it, how behaviors to accomplish it are organized, and how 
it is framed in the formal procedures or charge from a leader. One gen-
eral point is especially critical for our purposes here: social interactions, 
or “social encounters” in Turner’s terms, entail a task that varies along an 
individual-collective dimension, and therefore tasks are structured or sub-
jectively defined as individual based or group based. Group tasks fall some-
where along an individual-collective dimension both in terms of how they 
are structured and the procedures or practices for accomplishing them.

It is important to note that the Theory of Social Commitments (Lawler, 
Thye, and Yoon 2009) does not predict that a sense of shared responsibility 
generates positive emotions or feelings. It predicts that if people experience 
positive emotion in the course of doing a joint task, they attribute their 
feelings to the social unit to the degree that they also perceive shared respon-
sibility for the task. In other words, shared responsibility is a moderator for 
emotion, not a cause; it is a condition under which people make social unit 
attributions of whatever emotions that experience as they engage in a task. 
A sense of shared responsibility and social unit attributions of emotion are 
most likely to occur when members of the group repeatedly do a task and 
succeed at it, but success is not necessary. The emotional effects of repeat-
edly engaging in a joint task, such as social exchange, are well documented 
in research on social exchange (Lawler and Yoon 1996; Lawler, Thye, and 
Yoon 2000, 2008). Social unit attributions lead people to attribute their 
emotions to the group, and this in turn strengthens affective ties to the 
group and enhances behavior in the group’s interests.

In social exchange contexts, repeated interaction and success are wrapped 
up together; negotiating an exchange, by definition, involves an element of 
“success.” Recent evidence from a group discussion study where repeated 
interactions occur indicates that social unit attributions of emotion can occur 
simply from doing a joint task itself. Knowing the result is not necessary to 
the impact of joint tasks and shared responsibility on affective ties to the 
group (Thye, Lawler, and Yoon 2019). This is an important point because 
success is often ambiguous, a matter of interpretation, or even unknown 
for extended periods of time. Task jointness and the sense of shared respon-
sibility are manifest in and arise from the process or procedures for doing 
the task; a joint task process is sufficient to generate perceptions of shared 
responsibility and foster social unit attributions of individually felt emotion 
(see Thye, Lawler, and Yoon 2019 for more discussion).

In sum, the Theory of Social Commitment has relatively straightforward 
implications for the nested-group problem. Attributions of emotion to a 
local versus larger unit are contingent on the locus of responsibility rather than 
the locus of control or the social embeddedness of the local with the larger 
social unit. In comparison to the autonomy/control framework, Social 
Commitments Theory shifts the focus to the locus of shared responsibil-
ity, and while the proximal rule is activated, it is for different reasons. One 
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implication is that even in the context of constraints on autonomy, the local, 
micro group may undertake joint tasks that they have to solve as a unit. This 
is certainly the case in military organizations where small platoons or squads 
accomplish joint tasks. The sense of control remains important, but now 
it is at a collective rather than individual level; that is, it is about collective 
control or efficacy by the group rather by individuals within it. The group’s 
task interaction mediates individuals’ sense of control or self-efficacy. A sec-
ond implication is that if a joint task is designed and framed by the larger 
organization, the sense of shared responsibility ostensibly extends beyond 
the local unit and may be associated as much with the larger, more encom-
passing social unit than the local unit. In this context, commitments to both 
larger and local units would be positively related and mutually supportive. It 
is reasonable also to speculate that greater social embeddedness would make 
this more likely. Thus, shared responsibility has the capacity to bridge the 
autonomy/control and social embeddedness frameworks.

Social Identity, Nested Group Ties, and Social 
Commitments

A recent paper revised and expanded Social Commitments Theory to 
incorporate group versus individual incentives for collaboration (Thye, 
Lawler, and Yoon 2019). The reasoning behind this change was that incen-
tives create a tie to group, as do joint tasks. In this sense, group incentives 
and joint tasks can be construed as “social connectors,” that is, structures that 
interconnect people and facilitate social interaction. The research (Thye, 
Lawler, and Yoon 2019) compared the impact of group incentives and joint 
tasks and found that group incentives promoted instrumental group ties or 
commitment, whereas joint tasks generated affective group ties or commit-
ment. Group incentives failed to produce affective commitments primar-
ily because they did not generate social unit attributions of emotions, as 
described previously. Figure 9.1 portrays the revised theory with the group 
incentives included. In the theory, joint tasks generate social unit attribu-
tions of emotion, but group incentives do not; this is the key reason that 
group incentives do not generate stronger affective group ties, though they 
can strengthen the cognitive or instrumental tie to the group.

This chapter introduces another change, specifically adding social or group 
identity as a third “social connector.” This leads to new theoretical proposi-
tions on the role of social (group) identities in nested group commitments. 
Both joint tasks and group incentives have basic effects that make salient or 
strengthen a group tie or affiliation. A joint task gives those doing it a sense 
that they share a common problem and are working together to address it; a 
group incentive makes it in their individual interest to work together on this 
common problem. Yet there are no clear and convincing reasons to suppose 
that a joint task renders that group identity more valued or more central to 
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Figure 9.1 Model for the Theory of Social Commitments

them. Thus, we propose a self-defining group identity as a third exogenous 
condition to the theoretical model in Figure 9.1. Our central argument is 
quite simple: A group is a stronger object of affective commitment if it is self-defining for 
individual members. Self-defining refers to the degree that the group is an inte-
gral part of “who they are” as a person. This has been referred to as the central 
or core self, the “me” in Mead, or a personal identity (see Rosenberg 1979; 
Stryker 1980; Burke and Stets 2009) If a group identity is self-defining, we 
believe it implies that the group identity is a component of “self sentiments,” 
that is, beliefs and feelings about self as a person (MacKinnon and Heise 2010). 
If a group is self-defining, we propose that members are more likely to attrib-
ute positive feelings from task activity to that group and less likely to blame 
the group for negative feelings from the task activity. In Jon Turner’s (2007) 
terms, a self-defining group accentuates the internalization of positive emo-
tions within the group as well as the externalization of negative emotion to 
other social units. In Figure 9.1, the more self-defining the group identity, the 
more likely members engage in social unit attributions of emotion.

Self-sentiments generally incorporate two fundamental components of the 
self: (i) self-esteem (i.e., having a sense of self-worth) and (ii) self-efficacy 
(having a sense of agency, competence, and mastery). From social identity 
theory and research, a group identity has stronger effects on behavior if the 
group affiliation enhances positive evaluations of self, that is, the self enhance-
ment effect. Such effects on self-esteem occur to the degree that groups give 
people a sense of belonging, of being similar to some others but also being 
distinctive in some respects, of being “their own person” (Brewer and Gard-
ner 1996). From the autonomy/control theory of nested groups, as well as 
psychological research on control and mastery, we would infer that a group 
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identity generates stronger group ties if interaction in the group generates 
shared beliefs that together members can make things happen; self-efficacy 
therefore is intertwined with the collective efficacy of the group. A group 
is more self-defining if that group promotes both positive self-esteem and 
beliefs in self-efficacy. Task interactions in the context of a self-defining 
group are likely to reinforce positive beliefs about self and the group.

To conclude, introducing self-defining identities as a condition has several 
implications for the nested-group problem. First, in a self-defining group, 
joint tasks should generate stronger self enhancement (esteem) effects by 
enabling members to enact and affirm the group identity. Second, joint tasks 
interconnect self and collective efficacy, making it more evident to members 
that their own capacity for self-efficacy is mediated by the group’s collective 
efficacy. Third, in a nested group context, self-defining groups may exist 
at any level. A corporation such as Amazon may be more self-defining for 
employees than their particular unit. If the local group is self-defining and 
the larger group is not, the proximal rule will dominate; if the larger group 
is self-defining and the local group is not, the distal rule will dominate. 
Fourth, self-defining identities at different levels are not inversely related 
(zero sum) or in competition; they are potentially interdependent, with the 
lower-level ones subsumed within larger, more encompassing identities. 
Fifth, greater social embeddedness increases the interdependence of identi-
ties at the local and larger levels, and the spread of emotions is contingent 
on which groups are most self-defining (c.f. Turner 2010 for an analysis of 
the spread and stratification of emotions).

Figure  9.2 portrays the theoretical model with the addition of a self-
defining group. Interacting in a self-defining group should have positive 
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effects on emotion, because those interactions are likely to affirm the posi-
tive qualities of the group that enhance the self and make one feel more effi-
cacious. The primary role, however, is as a moderator for the effects of most 
other variables in the theory. Several propositions capture the moderating 
effects of self defining groups:

Proposition 1: Joint tasks in self-defining groups promote more positive 
emotions than joint tasks in groups that are not self-defining.

Proposition 2: People are more likely to attribute positive emotions and less 
likely to attribute negative emotions to groups that are self-defining.

Proposition 3: The proximal bias in social unit attributions is stronger for 
local groups that are self-defining but weaker if the larger group is also 
self-defining; if the larger group is self-defining, a distal bias will lead 
to stronger ties to the larger, overarching group.

Proposition 4: The impact of self-defining groups varies across micro, meso, 
and macro levels: (i) self-defining local groups enhance local solidarity 
and make that unit more impenetrable; (ii) self-defining meso-level 
units facilitate the spread of emotion upward from the micro level but 
limit spread from meso to macro levels; (iii) self-defining macro units 
(e.g., nations, societies) create strong affective ties to the overarching 
groupings and weaken solidarity at lower levels.

Proposition 5: Social embeddedness increases the interdependence of local 
and larger self-defining groups and thereby mitigates the solidarity 
effects of self-defining groups at micro or meso levels.

Proposition 6: The larger group will be the strongest object of com-
mitment when three conditions are met: (i) the larger group is self-
defining, (ii) social embeddedness is high, and (iii) the locus of shared 
responsibility is at the macro level.

Conclusions

Nested group structures are a pervasive feature of social life. Most, if not all, 
social interaction occurs in a proximal immediate group, and those imme-
diate groups are nested in larger social units. Work groups are nested in 
corporations which, in turn, are nested in larger, even more encompass-
ing social units. Families are nested in neighborhoods, neighborhoods in 
communities, communities in cities, and so forth. Nested group structures 
create problems of social order to the degree that groups at different levels 
compete for scarce resources; forge distinct cultures; or give priority to pro-
tecting their turf, independence, and authority/control. Multiple, compet-
ing group commitments are one of the important ways that nested group 
structures promote fragmentation, instability, and conflict (see Lawler, Thye, 
and Yoon 2016; Mueller and Lawler 1999; Thye and Yoon 2015). Com-
mitment simply refers to the tie people have to a group, and it can take 
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different forms. The strongest, most resilient ties are emotional or affective 
(Lawler, Thye, and Yoon 2009). Nested structures inherently promote mul-
tiple group commitments, and some of these are likely to be affective ties. 
If affective ties are stronger to the local, immediate group than the larger 
group or organization affiliation, the result is greater social fragmentation; if 
affective ties to the larger group are stronger than to local groups, the result 
is greater social integration. Thus, it is important to understand the condi-
tions under which people develop stronger ties to local versus larger group 
units but also when these ties may be mutually reinforcing.

The nested group problem is a multilevel issue. Jon Turner (2007, 2010) 
is one of the few scholars who have carefully and systematically theorized 
the interrelationships of multiple levels of social reality. He distinguishes 
micro (e.g., interpersonal encounters), meso (i.e., organizations), and macro 
(i.e., institutional) levels and uses this framework to analyze a wide range of 
sociological phenomena. Especially in his work on emotion (2007), Turner 
addresses what we term the “nested group problem.” His position is that 
human emotions originate in social encounters between people at the micro 
level, and local groups tend to keep their feelings and emotions in that 
local setting, but there are conditions under which these emotions spread 
beyond and upward to meso or macro levels. In this chapter, we compare 
and interweave elements of Jon Turner’s (2007) analysis of the nested group 
problem with two other approaches, which we term autonomy/control 
and shared responsibility. Social embeddedness is the term we use for Jon 
Turner’s approach.

To briefly summarize the three approaches, the autonomy/control 
approach is from Lawler’s (1992) nested group theory of commitment. 
He argues that people become more affectively attached or committed to 
groups that give them the greatest sense of control. This is most likely the 
local, proximal group, because people tend to attribute positive emotions 
from a sense of control to their local group and negative emotions from a 
lack of control to a larger, distal group. Affective ties therefore are stronger 
to the local group (Lawler 1992). This theory does not offer a clear path-
way out of the social fragmentation that results. Jon Turner’s Sociological 
Theory of Emotion (2007) develops these ideas about emotion attributions. 
He theorizes that people in their local groups internalize positive emotions, 
directing them to the proximal group, but externalize negative emotions, 
directing them at more distal groups. Turner (2007), however, provides a 
plausible solution, arguing that social embeddedness can lead to a spread of 
positive emotions upward to meso and macro levels. This is likely if people 
in local groups have satisfying encounters with people in other local units, 
not just in their own units. Thus, network ties outside the local, proximal 
group foster the spread of positive emotions, thereby mitigating the frag-
mentation effects of nested group structures. Finally, the shared responsi-
bility approach is from Lawler, Thye, and Yoon’s (2009) Theory of Social 
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Commitments. Here, attention shifts to joint tasks that people can only 
accomplish together. Joint tasks generate a sense of shared responsibility, 
and this leads people to attribute their emotions and feelings to the group 
in which the joint tasks are accomplished. This may be the local, proximal 
group or the larger, distal group.

The autonomy/control approach defines the social order problem posed 
by nested group structures, whereas the social embeddedness and shared 
responsibility approaches imply solutions. Social embeddedness and shared 
responsibility are essentially moderating conditions for the local bias in emo-
tion attributions. High degrees of social embeddedness boost the spread of 
emotions beyond the local group because (i) individuals have more encoun-
ters outside their local unit, and (ii) their encounters more consistently gen-
erate positive feelings. These effects stem in part from the fact that greater 
social embeddedness produces greater clarity and fulfillment of expectations 
in local encounters. Shared responsibility mitigates the local bias in emo-
tion attributions by emphasizing collective efficacy and control rather than 
individual efficacy and control. Joint tasks can generate a sense of collective 
efficacy and control even where individuals’ sense of control is low. Such 
tasks also can be framed in different ways, for example, in local or larger unit 
terms. A work group may deal with a joint task in the local group, but that 
task may originate from the larger unit and be framed as a larger joint task 
at the meso or macro level.

In this context, we propose a new condition that may mitigate or coun-
teract the local bias in emotion attributions—namely whether or to what 
degree groups are self-defining for individuals. Whereas emotions may 
originate in local units (Turner 2007) or the locus of control may be 
local, yet if one group is more self-defining than the other, this should 
have important effects. If the local group is more self-defining, it will 
strengthen the local bias in emotion attributions. If the larger group is 
more self-defining, positive emotions are likely to be attributed to that 
group. For example, if one works at Google and Google is more self-
defining than one’s local work unit, then positive feelings from interac-
tion in the work unit will be attributed in part if not wholly to Google. 
Similarly, if an American flag symbol is self-defining for two strangers 
in a bar, it may create positive emotions and a social tie. Overall, self-
defining groups should enhance the tendencies specified in the three 
previous approaches to the nested group problem. Moreover, the self-
defining nature of multiple group affiliations need not be competing. 
Social embeddedness can make the multiple commitments across nested 
groups more compatible and mutually reinforcing. Thus, understanding 
self-defining groups in a nested structure can illuminate the social order 
problems posed by a nested group structure.

The self-defining character of a group is a source of stability, but it can 
also be a point of social change. What groups are perceived as self-defining 
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may change through the life course, and unexpected events that affect the 
group can produce shifts. A group or organization that is self-defining for 
individuals may come to lose that distinction if the group or organization is 
tarnished or stigmatized by unethical behavior or corruption. People distance 
themselves from organizations with stigmatized identities. A recent example of 
distancing was the actions of directors, actors, and actresses to distance them-
selves from the Weinstein Company (TWC) after sexual misconduct allega-
tions were reported in the New York Times on October 5, 2017. The meaning 
attached to valued self-defining groups (like TWC) can change abruptly or 
evolve over time. The idea of self-defining groups can be found in much of 
the literature on identity (Burke and Stets 2009; Tajfel and Turner 1986), 
but its role in the context of multiple group affiliations and nested group 
structures has not been explicitly theorized. We hope this chapter encourages 
more work on this particular aspect of identity or social identity processes.

Notes
 * Authorship is alphabetical. The authors express appreciation to the National Science 

Foundation for several grants over the last 25 years in support of the theoretical and 
empirical work that is the foundation for this chapter.

 1. Jon Turner’s (2007) Sociological Theory of Emotion offers a comprehensive con-
ceptual framework that identifies primary, secondary, and tertiary emotions. In this 
chapter, we focus on the underlying positive-negative dimension of emotion and 
thus do not treat many interesting and important aspects of his theorizing (see Turner 
2007: Chapter 1).
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Chapter 10

Lawler, Thye, and Yoon  
on Theorizing Nested  
Group Ties

Jonathan Turner

Working often with Shane Thye and Jeongkoo Yoon, Edward Lawler’s orig-
inal analysis of how exchanges in experimental settings generate positive 
emotions was a finding that I have consistently used in my own work on 
emotions. And, in 2001, Lawler published a very important article intro-
ducing the notions of the proximal and distal biases of, respectively, positive 
and negative emotions. When members of groups, even artificial ones in 
experiments, experience positive emotions from exchanges and from inter-
actions more generally, they tend to make proximal attributions for their 
experiences, seeing self and perhaps local others as responsible for their posi-
tive feelings. Conversely, when negative emotions are aroused, individuals 
tend to make distal attributions to others outside the immediate group or 
to more meso- or even macro-level structures. At the time, I  remember 
feeling “scooped” by Lawler, once again, because he comes up with an idea 
very similar to what I am thinking and publishes the key idea before I do; 
and he has done so several times in my career, which is encouraging that 
I am thinking along the same lines as such an accomplished scholar. Yet it 
is discouraging how he beats me to print every time. Not that I am envious 
in any way (!) because, when two people working from very different back-
grounds and theoretical research programs end up in the same place, this a 
kind of tentative confirmation that we are onto something. I may die before 
I beat Ed to an idea, but such small humiliations are perhaps the inevitable 
fate of a general theorist.

I was actually coming to the idea of attribution as not only a cognitive 
process—as it is treated in both experimental psychology and sociology—
but also as a psychological defense mechanism, seeing it as the driving force 
of the distal bias. When individuals experience positive emotions, they tend 
to make self-aggrandizing attributions to themselves, while giving a second-
ary positive sanction to others and perhaps the local situation where the flow 
of positive affect occurred. Conversely, when individuals experience nega-
tive emotions, they tend to blame others and, if they cannot blame others 
because they are powerful and will fight back or sanction a person, attribu-
tions turn into a defense mechanism, with individuals “blaming” remote 
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others, categories of others, and more remote social structures and perhaps 
individuals running them—all of whom cannot fight back or sanction a 
person as easily as immediate others in a group. Thus, the proximal bias leads 
individuals to form commitments to others and local situations where posi-
tive emotions are generated, while the distal bias moves negative emotions 
away from self and local situations to meso and macro structures. How can 
positive emotions, typically generated in exchanges and interactions, move 
outward toward macro structures, generating commitments to meso and 
macro structures?

This is, of course, the problem that Durkheim was trying to address in 
his later sociology and, indeed, led to his studying religion after 1895 to 
discover the mechanisms by which positive emotions aroused at the micro 
level move out to macrostructures, and everything in between. In fact, this is 
the defining “problem of order” in sociology from its beginning because, if 
individuals cannot experience positive emotions toward, and commitments 
to, larger and more inclusive social structures, then differentiation fragments 
rather than integrates societies. So, from the small group laboratory, Lawler, 
Thye, and Yoon have provided a good part of the answer to this most fun-
damental question of what holds societies together.

The chapter by Lawler, Thye, and Yoon adds some new ideas beyond 
what I had seen before. I checked to make sure that I had written in my last 
theory text about their introducing self dynamics in their model (Turner 
2013: 572–573); I had covered their earlier views of self-referencing around 
groups, but their chapter in this book pushes this idea further. In fact, each 
idea in the general theory has been extended and integrated in a more 
powerful way, and in reading the chapter, I found myself introducing some 
ideas that I have been working with for some time. So, let me blend ideas 
together and see what emerges, which is something that we have already 
done because I have incorporated all Lawler et al.’s ideas into my writings, 
and to a lesser degree, vice versa. So, in this spirit of intellectual collabora-
tions, let’s further outline some of the reactions that I had to this very inno-
vative chapter.

I begin with a realization that I  should have had years ago. Since the 
1980s, I have been willing to argue that there are certain fundamental need-
states that motivate individuals in face-to-face interaction (Turner 1987, 
2002, 2007, 2020). In my new book, On Human Nature (2020), I reformu-
late these ideas of need-states and now see them in terms of what I term the 
psychological complex (the other hard-wired complexes are the cognitive com-
plex, the emotions complex, the interaction complex, and the community complex). 
In the book, I use comparative neuroanatomy and cladistic analysis from 
biology to establish the traits described in these complexes as the biological 
basis of human nature, as it was inherited from our hominin ancestors and 
then modified by the emergence of a larger brain, language, and culture in 
the transition from Homo erectus to forms of early humans. The details are 
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less important than my argument about need-states that are driven by human 
biology, especially neurology. These turn out to be very similar to what 
Lawler, Thye, and Yoon are arguing in their revised model of how positive 
emotions experienced in local encounters can move out to more meso and 
macro structures, thereby generating the kinds of emotionally charged com-
mitments that integrate societies.

When interactions allow individuals to meet these need-states, then the 
emotions aroused are more robust and intense and are thereby more likely to 
break the hold of the proximal bias. Hard-wired into human neuroanatomy, 
then, are the following need-states in all humans, in the order of their power 
to influence behavior and arouse emotions: (1) the need to verify the identities 
constituting self, (2) the need to receive valued resources in excess of costs to get 
these valued resources, (3) the need to experience a sense of efficacy, (4) the need 
to feel a sense of group inclusion during interactions, (4) the need for cognitive and 
emotional congruence, (5) the need for a sense of trust, (6) the need to experience 
positive emotions, and (7) the need to experience a sense of community beyond 
local groups and episodes of interpersonal behavior. Sociocultural condi-
tions that allow individuals to experience these needs will generate powerful 
positive emotions, and the more all needs are realized, the more powerful 
will be the positive emotions aroused and the more likely are these emo-
tions to break the hold of the proximal bias, especially when the conditions 
outlined by Lawler, Thye, and Yoon are present: (1) joint tasks with respec-
tive contributions of individuals non-separable leading to shared responsibility 
for outcomes of group activity, leading to (2) a sense of efficacy and to (3) 
verification of (i) role, (ii) categoric-unit (social), and (iii) corporate-unit 
identities that activate (4) a sense of defining and referencing self in relation to 
social structures which, in turn, generates an increase in (5) emotional efferves-
cence and (6) generalized (task and relational) trust. When these all operate 
to increase the flow of positive emotions, the proximal bias can be bro-
ken when (7) interactions are closely embedded in nested social structures, from 
groups to organizations and communities to institutional domains to socie-
ties and, potentially, intersocietal systems. The result is that individuals can 
develop commitments to more meso-level and macro-level social structures 
and their cultures.

I have taken a few liberties here in presenting their ideas in order to 
emphasize some additional forces in play. As they suggest, the successive 
nesting of individuals engaged in joint tasks needs to generate a sense that 
the more inclusive structures and their cultures are allowing for the shared 
responsibility and a sense of efficacy (that individuals have some control 
over the outcomes of their actions) to be experienced. A highly repressive 
embedding of social structures, revealing high levels of inequality, would 
more likely work in favor of the distal bias pushing negative emotions to 
larger, more remote structures and saving positive emotions for circulation 
at the level of those engaged in coordinate activities and joint tasks.
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Furthermore, their introduction of self-referencing to groups adds a 
symbolic interactionist force and engages in the very process of integrat-
ing diverse theoretical traditions suggested by Burke and Stets. I want to 
suggest that my conceptualizing of need-states, which Burke and Stets 
take me to task for, helps in this sense: when self-verification, positive 
exchange payoffs, efficacy, trust, and positive emotional arousal are motive 
states as much as outcome states, they push for their consummation and, 
when consummated, unleash powerful positive emotional energy. Posi-
tive emotions are more intense and likely to increase the likelihood that 
joint tasks of non-separable contributions to the outcome will increase 
the likelihood of defining self-in-relation-to-groups, escalated emotional 
effervescence, trust, and profitable exchanges that can radiate out across 
links of nested social structure.

I would also add some additional forces operating. One is suggested by 
Lawler, Thye, and Yoon, but I would want to draw this point further out: the 
power of private goods revolving around shared joint tasks creating a sense of 
efficacy is an extra source of intrinsic good reinforcement intensifying the emo-
tional effervescence so necessary for emotions to reach sufficient intensity 
to migrate out of local encounters and groups as commitments to meso and 
macro structures (Hechter 1987). And the more interactions in joint tasks lead 
to meeting the need states that I outlined previously, the more likely is this 
jointly produced intrinsic good to increase not only emotions but commit-
ments to the group and structures in which the group is embedded (Hechter 
1987; Turner 2007). Another force is what Émile Durkheim recognized: the 
power of shared beliefs, when symbolized by objects and when reinforced by 
emotion-arousing rituals, to regulate and control behaviors. Randall Collins 
(1975, 2004) (and earlier Erving Goffman [1967]) in his conceptualization of 
interaction ritual chains draws out the processes that are involved in a more 
protracted ritual. These dynamics will always be set into motion in joint tasks 
involving share responsibilities, and they add to the private good being cre-
ated and thereby the general emotions that will ultimately increase commit-
ments to more inclusive social structures. Also, they highlight another critical 
force in generating commitments to social structures: symbols denoting social 
structures, from groups through all other layers of social organization to soci-
eties and intersocietal systems. When individuals experience collective emo-
tional effervescence, they generally seek to symbolize with physical totems 
or texts/names/slogans the units within which these emotions are aroused. 
And this labeling and symbolizing the structures within which commitments 
develop can more readily move out to more inclusive structures when named 
and seen as objects of secular “worship,” as Durkheim (1912) emphasized in 
his later work. Thus, meso and macro units that already have symbols, if only 
for marketing purposes, greatly facilitate this symbolization, with emotion-
arousing interactions becoming de facto rituals directed at these symbols, 
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thereby pushing the emotions generated in encounters outward to meso and 
macro structures.

Finally, what I  term the need for a sense of community in the commu-
nity complex is another force not fully appreciated in this process of mov-
ing commitments out to more inclusive social structures. In my analysis in 
On Human Nature (Turner 2020), it is clear that humans, as evolved great 
apes, still retain a biological propensity to reckon more inclusive community, 
which, among the ancestors of extant great apes and humans (see Turner 
and Maryanski 2008; Maryanski and Turner 1992), was the only social struc-
ture evident among humans’ ancient ancestors who did not form permanent 
groups or even permanent social ties but did reckon community and who 
belongs and does not belong in this community. Thus, humans are not 
prewired to form groups by inherited bio-programmers but only to orient 
beyond the temporary groups that our ancestors formed (just as present-day 
great apes do), and this need to experience a sense of community—which is 
natural to humans and commonly sought by humans in complex, differenti-
ated societies—is a force biasing human cognitions and associated emotions 
to look beyond the group and, in the case of their theory, to make attributions 
beyond the group’s organizing shared responsibilities. As humans, then, we 
are neurologically programmed at both the neocortical, cognitive level and 
subcortical emotional levels to look beyond the local group to the larger 
community, and once this first external orientation is made, it becomes 
easier to move even further beyond communities and see more remote 
social structures in which encounters are nested as facilitating the arousal of 
positive emotions and, thereby, deserving of our commitments. Having just 
introduced Randall Collins’ ideas, let me move to his analysis of my effort to 
theorize about the meso level of social reality.
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Chapter 11

Social Exchange Theory
Current Status and Future 
Directions

Karen S. Cook and Michael Hahn

Sociological Theories of Exchange

Exchange theory provides an analytic approach to social interactions result-
ing in the exchange of resources or services and behaviors of mutual value. 
It also addresses how these micro-level processes form the basis for the social 
structures they entail and the pressures they create for social change that 
often result from power inequalities. Understanding how such interactions 
emerge, change and alter the groups and networks in which they are embed-
ded is an important undertaking. In the field of sociology, social exchange 
theory was introduced by several key theorists around the 1960s. George 
Homans produced a paper published in the American Journal of Sociology in 
1958 entitled “Social Behavior as Exchange” which provided the general 
outlines of his approach based on behaviorism, an orientation to theorizing 
about human behavior central to the work of his colleague at Harvard, B.F. 
Skinner.

Homans’ theoretical work was meant as a challenge to the theories popu-
lar at that time in American sociology produced by his nemesis, Talcott 
Parsons, also at Harvard. Homans’ 1964 presidential address to the American 
Sociological Association, “Bringing Men Back In” was a clear statement of 
the tenets of his sociological perspective on human social behavior. In the 
first book Homans published on this topic, Social Exchange: Elementary Social 
Behavior (1961), social exchange was defined as “an exchange of activity, 
tangible or intangible, more or less rewarding or costly, between at least two 
parties” (1961: 13). To explain the persistence of exchange behaviors, he 
relied on reinforcement principles, viewing them as dependent on the ratio 
of rewards (or payoffs) to costs. These principles formed the psychological 
foundation for such behavior, and they were also influential in subsequent 
formulations, such as those of Emerson (1972a) and Molm (1980, 1985).

While Homans’ theoretical approach was based on principles of behavior-
ism, at about the same time, Peter Blau was writing about social behavior in 
an attempt to link micro theories of behavior with more macro-sociological 
processes and structures based on his version of micro-economic theory. In 
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his book, published in 1964 (1986, 2nd ed.), Exchange and Power in Social 
Life, he developed principles of exchange also based on rewards and costs 
but derived from utilitarianism rather than behaviorism. Individuals, in his 
version of exchange theory, are viewed as taking courses of action (out of 
sets of alternatives) that maximize benefits and minimize costs. Blau saw 
social exchanges as central to the relations between individuals as well as 
groups, and he focused primarily on the reciprocal exchange of extrinsic 
benefits and the associations and emergent social structures (e.g. networks) 
created by this type of exchange. For Blau (1964: 91), “Social exchange . . . 
refers to voluntary actions of individuals that are motivated by the returns 
they are expected to bring and typically do in fact bring from others.” Molm 
(1980, 1985) built on Blau’s considerations of reciprocal exchange in her 
theoretical and empirical work beginning in the 1980s (cf. Molm, Peterson, 
and Takahashi 1999; Molm 2003 etc.), though her psychological foundation 
for exchange behavior was closer to that of Homans.

An important feature of Blau’s work was his effort to build a theory of 
macrosocial structures and associations on the basis of his micro-theory of 
social exchange behavior. He identified general social processes that he 
viewed as operative at different levels of social organization. Some of the 
key processes he examined across levels of analysis include legitimacy, coop-
eration, conflict and opposition. Another primary feature of his theorizing 
was his insistence on the emergent nature of exchange processes that yielded 
pressures for social change and, of course, the opposition to change, as well 
as alterations in the social structures formed by these exchanges.

Another key theorist in this tradition was Richard Emerson, who wrote 
several pieces on power and exchange in 1967 (later published in 1972a, 
1972b; see also Emerson 1976) that were influential in subsequent develop-
ments in the 1980s and 1990s in his joint work with Karen Cook and her 
colleagues and in the theoretical advancements of Edward Lawler and his 
collaborators, as well as Linda Molm and hers. Here we review briefly some 
of the more influential ideas in Emerson’s work, beginning with his earlier 
work on power and dependence (1962, 1964) that influenced Blau’s views 
on power and linked to Homans’ views of “elementary” social behavior. 
Separately, Willer and Anderson (1981) developed what they termed the 
“elementary theory” of human behavior, including social exchange relations 
and the networks composed of them.

Emerson’s most influential work was his conceptualization of power. This 
conceptualization came to be known as the “power-dependence” perspec-
tive. Blau (1964) and Emerson (1972a, 1972b) viewed power as closely con-
nected to the analysis of social exchange relations. Homans, ironically, had 
little to say about power (Cook and Gerbasi 2006), though he did analyze 
inequality in exchange relations and status differentiation. Differences in the 
resources available to individuals often lead to inequalities in the structure of 
exchange, with some having greater access to valued resources than others. 
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These inequalities form the basis for power differences across individuals in 
networks of exchange relations. For Blau, such inequalities and power dif-
ferentials were “emergent” properties of social exchange processes.

For Emerson (1962, 1964), these power differentials basically derive from 
the relative dependencies of the individuals engaged in exchange with one 
another for valued resources. Power is defined in Emerson’s initial formula-
tion (1962) in relational terms as an inverse function of the dependence of 
one actor on another for valued resources and behaviors. In more formal 
terms, he argues that in a dyadic relation between actors A and B, the power 
of actor A over B is a function of the dependence of B on A for valued resources (i.e. 
Pab = Dba). The level of dependence is determined not only by resource 
valuation but also by the availability of these resources from alternative 
sources. What is distinctive about this approach is its relational conception of 
power. Power is a feature of a relationship between actors and is not simply 
based on the amount of resources (or other power base) one actor controls.

Emerson’s conception of power forms the basis for the extension of 
exchange theory to apply to networks of connected exchange relations 
among sets of actors. It is the network connections that typically yield alter-
native paths for access to valued resources (including valued behaviors). This 
extension from the study of exchange relations to exchange networks is 
the focus of Part II of Emerson’s (1972b) treatise on exchange. This work 
also led to much of the empirical research on exchange networks and the 
network determinants of the distribution of power in exchange networks 
that began in the late 1970s and extended into the 1990s (see, for exam-
ple, Cook and Emersion 1978; Cook et al. 1983, etc.). These collaborators 
demonstrated empirically that the relative power of the exchange parties in 
a network was the result of their network positions and the structure of the 
exchange relations between them.

Molm (1990, 1997a) built on Emerson’s work on exchange networks and 
the determinants of power relations, but from the beginning, she focused 
more on exchanges that are not negotiated (the focus of the empirical work 
of Cook and Emerson) but on reciprocal exchanges, which Blau had defined 
as a key form of social exchange. Subsequently, Molm and her colleagues 
developed a program of research detailing important differences between 
types of exchange (i.e. comparing negotiated and reciprocal exchange). In 
reciprocal exchange, relationships develop over time in a process of “gift-
giving” or the repeated, reciprocal provision of a resource or “service” that 
sustains the relationship. Failure of reciprocity leads to infrequent exchange 
and the eventual termination of the relationship. Besides building a com-
pelling theory of reciprocity in exchange systems (cf. Molm 2010), Molm 
(1994, 1997b etc.) also investigated differential bases of power, examining 
not only reward power but also power based on coercion or punishment 
(e.g. the allocation of negative outcomes or threats of exclusion). Her work 
on the use of power was an important extension to the research that focused 
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on the more structural determinants of power. Given a power potential 
based on one’s structural position and access to resource rewarding to others, 
she studied whether and when power was used and to what extent, as well 
as when those with less power resisted the use of power.

The major empirical work following the theoretical developments of 
Homans, Blau, and Emerson focused on the standard topics of power and 
network structure, effects of network connections, and subsequently the 
implications of the forms of exchange and the nature of the embeddedness 
of exchanges within specific types of network structures. Other topics have 
received much less attention. These include a more developed empirical 
analysis of the forms of collective action (and coalition formation) that can 
occur in exchange networks (and the other structures of association often 
created by exchange connections among individuals or groups) as well as a 
deeper treatment of the role of affect and emotion not only in the exchange 
process but also in related processes linked to collective behavior and social 
cohesion (or the lack of it).

More on Power Relations, Exchange Networks, 
and Embeddedness

Theories of social exchange (e.g. Blau and Emerson) explicitly connect the 
topic of power with social exchange. Socio-economic systems are described 
in this work as consisting of sets of actors who hold and control differently 
valued resources which are non-uniformly distributed across the popula-
tion. Due to the fact that some actors hold more valuable goods than oth-
ers, exchange asymmetries emerge which are in turn directly linked to the 
production and reproduction of power dynamics. In addition, inequality in 
exchange often gets perpetuated and reproduced through the emergence of 
shared beliefs about socially significant distinctions among actors (i.e., status 
hierarchies), allowing higher-status actors to exchange at more favorable 
rates. Competition for scarce resources constitutes itself behaviorally (and 
symbolically) through acts of deference and subjugation (as well as domi-
nation and influence) which are the result of an actor’s relative power in a 
given system. Generally, Blau (1964) saw such differentiation in resources 
and power not just as an outcome of exchange relations but as a fundamental 
condition for social exchange to emerge in the first place. For him, the very 
fact that there is often great variation in how resources are valued and dis-
tributed among actors results in their interdependence—forming the basic 
condition for social exchange.

In Emerson’s formulation, exchange relations are said to be balanced when 
each actor is equally dependent on the other, or D

AB
 = D

BA
, and imbalanced 

when dependencies are not equivalent. The concept of “balance” is central 
to Emerson’s theoretical framework on power, which holds that actors are 
motivated to reduce existing power imbalances or asymmetries in social 
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exchange through the use of various power balancing mechanisms. There 
are four such mechanisms spelled out in his theoretical work. First, A may 
decrease his/her dependence on B by devaluing B’s resource which A seeks 
to obtain (“withdrawal”). “Status giving,” the second strategy, involves the 
heightened valuation of A’s resource, leading B to exchange at a more equi-
table rate. Third, A might expand the network, that is to say, find alter-
native exchange partners, hence decreasing dependence on B (“network 
extension”). Finally, “coalition formation” involves collective action on 
the part of A and other actors in the exchange system in similar positions, 
hence reducing actor B’s access to exchange alternatives and increasing their 
dependence on exchanging (at favorable rates) with the coalition actors.

While the first two strategies involve changes in resource values, the latter 
two are about manipulating the structure of the network itself. We return 
to “coalition formation” as a strategy in a subsequent section on collective 
action in social exchange. Note that even though the original formulations 
about power-dependence focus on simple dyadic structures, they already 
take into account the embeddedness of actors in larger networks where ties 
to others are non-trivial. Dyadic exchange does not happen in a “structural 
vacuum” but is affected by the larger social structure of which the dyad is 
a part.

This shift in perspective from elementary social processes in the dyad 
which makes up a large part of the work of Homans (1961), as well as that 
of Thibaut and Kelley (1959), towards more complex networks (“relations of 
relations”) marked the beginning of the modern social exchange framework 
(see, e.g., Emerson 1972a, 1972b; Ekeh 1974; Cook and Emerson 1978; 
Cook et al. 1983), which addresses the link between micro and macro pro-
cesses in social life, following the lead of Peter Blau (1964). Exchange net-
works consist of exchange relations which are connected with each other. 
A connection exists when (a) the different relations share at least one actor 
who connects them (i.e. one actor is a member of both relations), and (b) 
exchange in one relation is affected by (or affects) exchange in another. 
Connections can be positive, negative, or mixed (Emerson 1972b). A con-
nection is said to be positive if the exchange parameters (amount, frequency, 
etc.) in one relation are positively correlated with those in another. Imagine 
a simple network consisting of actors A, B, and C which resembles a line 
so that A is connected to B, and B is connected to C, forming two dyadic 
exchange relations (A-B and B-C). Then, the A-B relation is positively 
connected to the B-C relation if exchange in the former dyad is contingent 
on exchange in the other, and vice versa. Examples include structures of 
generalized (i.e., indirect) exchange (Ekeh 1974; Malinowski 1922) where 
resources flow in a mediated manner from A to C through B or vertically 
integrated markets with productive exchange.

In negatively connected relations, exchange in one relation decreases 
exchange in the other, or, more generally, exchange in one relation is 
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contingent on non-exchange in an adjacent relation. One example is the 
traditional (i.e. monogamous) dating network where actors can choose 
between partners (for an early sociological treatment of this topic, see Waller 
1938) or, more generally, markets where actors compete to engage in spe-
cific exchanges. A vast majority of research since the 1970s has been largely 
focused on networks consisting of such negatively connected relations (but 
see Yamagishi, Gillmore, and Cook 1988; Patton and Willer 1990; Szmatka 
and Willer 1995; Willer 1999 for research on mixed and positively con-
nected structures). This is not a historical coincidence: in negatively con-
nected systems, competition for exchange partners is rampant, and different 
availabilities of valued resources from alternative sources result in power dif-
ferentials between actors. This idea was first experimentally demonstrated by 
Cook and Emerson (1978), who placed actors in fully connected networks 
which were either power balanced or imbalanced. Actors jointly negoti-
ated the terms of exchange through a series of offers and counteroffers to 
reach decisions about how much of their valued resources to exchange. 
More powerful actors in imbalanced structures not only exchanged at more 
favorable rates compared to their exchange partners but also compared to 
those in the equivalent position in a power-balanced network.

Consistent with their theory, Cook and Emerson (1978) showed that 
power was a direct function of the relative dependence of actors, which itself 
resulted from the relative position of actors in the network. Thus, power 
could be predicted from features of the social structure. Cook and Emer-
son’s (1978) laboratory study (involving direct exchange via bilateral nego-
tiations) introduced an experimental exchange paradigm which influenced 
research on social exchange for several decades. It also served as the starting 
point for the proliferation of various competing research programs which 
all focused on predicting specific exchange outcomes from social structure: 
originally power and resource inequalities (e.g. Bienenstock and Bonacich 
1992, 1993, 1997; Cook et al. 1983; Yamagishi, Gillmore, and Cook 1988; 
Cook and Yamagishi 1992; Friedkin 1992; Markovsky, Willer, and Patton, 
1988; Markovsky et al. 1993; Skvoretz and Willer 1993; Willer 1999) and 
later levels of trust, commitment, and affective bonds among actors (e.g. 
Lawler 2001; Lawler and Yoon 1993, 1996, 1998).1

Various algorithms have been proposed to predict resource distributions 
as the outcome of exchange processes based on specific features of the social 
structure, many of which have game-theoretic foundations, such as Willer’s 
(1999) exchange-resistance solution, Bienenstock and Bonacich’s “core” or 
Braun and Gautschi’s (2006) Nash bargaining solution (see Willer 1992; 
Willer and Emanuelson 2008 for theoretical overviews and empirical tests). 
Despite their differences, most theories converge on the idea that power 
inequalities are associated with actors’ locations in the exchange structure, 
specifically as it relates to the availability of alternative exchange partners 
(Skvoretz and Willer 1993).
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While power-dependence theory holds that greater availability of alterna-
tives in exchange results in an actor’s reduced dependence on another actor, 
which should result in a lowered exchange frequency, network exchange 
theory (Willer 1999) focuses on the possibility of some exchange partners 
being excluded from exchange. Facing potential exclusion from exchange 
(and earning nothing), power-disadvantaged actors start offering unequal 
resource splits favoring the power-advantaged actor in order to be included 
in exchange. In strong power structures, the high-power actor can exclude oth-
ers without ever being excluded from exchange, resulting in bidding wars 
among low-power actors and resource splits approaching near or maximum 
inequality favoring the high-power actor.

Weak power structures are conditions “that promote significant advan-
tages for some network positions, but severely restricts those advantages rel-
ative to their potential maxima” (Markovsky et al. 1993: 197). Imagine the 
four-line network A1-B1-B2-A2. The B positions will never be excluded 
from exchange, but the A positions face potential exclusion. However, due 
to their structural similarity, the Bs are unlikely to exchange with each 
other and prefer to exchange with the As over which they have a struc-
tural advantage: the network has a tendency to break apart into two dyadic 
A-B exchanges. Bidding wars—as observed in strong power structures—
are absent, and resource distributions do not approach maximum inequal-
ity between actors. Power differences exist but are less pronounced than 
in strong power structures. Furthermore, while individual characteristics of 
actors play a negligible role in determining the emergence of power dif-
ferentials in strong power structures, outcomes in weak structures (or equal 
power structures) are more prone to influence by actors’ specific attributes 
and strategies, allowing for investigation of the interplay between individual 
differences and social structure.

Such an approach has been offered by Thye (2000), whose status value 
theory of exchange posits that power may not only be a function of one’s 
position in the social structure but may also result from personal character-
istics such as an actor’s overall position in the status hierarchy. According to 
Thye, an actor’s status in exchange affects the overall perceived valuation 
of the resource (status value), allowing high-status actors to exert influence 
over lower-status partners in social exchange. Indeed, in equal power struc-
tures where structural power differentials do not exist, high-status actors not 
only earned more resources than equal or lower-status actors but were also 
chosen more frequently as preferred exchange partners. Interestingly, when 
high-status actors were placed in structurally disadvantaged (low-power) 
positions in a weak power structure, they were still able to remedy struc-
tural shortcomings by influencing high-power (but lower-status) actors to 
be less exploitative than their position in the social structure would warrant. 
Structural power disadvantages in weak structures hence can be reduced or 
minimized through status processes, shedding new light on Emerson’s classic 
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proposition that the perceived value of resources has a direct effect on power 
use in social exchange (see also Molm, Peterson, and Takahashi 2001; Thye, 
Willer, and Markovsky 2006). This research adds nuance to the conceptual-
ization of relational power as resulting compositely from structural features, as 
well as agentic differences, identities, and strategies. We return to this topic 
in our discussion of future research opportunities.

In an adjacent line of research, Willer and associates (Willer, Gladstone, 
and Berigan 2013; Lewis and Willer 2017) proposed that actors’ different 
social values might affect power dynamics in social exchange. Departing 
from the classic economic idea that all actors are self-interested and seek 
to maximize payoffs for themselves, proponents of social value orienta-
tion (SVO) theory argue that some actors in the general population can 
be described as “pro-socials” who seek to maximize joint outcomes and 
equality in outcomes between themselves and others in exchange. Will pro-
socials who are placed in high power positions be less exploitative than self-
interested actors? To put it differently, is it possible for some social values to 
attenuate the effects of structural factors in exchanges?

To test this proposition, Lewis and Willer (2017) placed actors pre-
identified as pro-socials or pro-selves in structures of equal, weak, and 
strong power. The authors found no support for social value orientations 
exerting a significant effect on exchange outcomes in each structure. For 
example, in strong power structures where exclusion leads to bidding wars 
among the peripheral actors, central high-power actors tended to always 
exploit the peripheral actors—no matter whether the central actor had a 
pro-social or a pro-self orientation. Even in weak power structures, high-
power pro-socials exploited others at rates indistinguishable from those who 
were more self-interested. Unlike Thye’s work on status value, this line of 
research emphasizes the power of social structures in determining exchange 
outcomes—individual differences in social value orientation seem to have 
been eclipsed by features of the social structure.

While most studies treat power as the key dependent variable to be 
explained from social structure, individual attributes, or both, more recent 
studies have sought to understand the differential effects power has on indi-
viduals. Building on a growing literature on cognitive social structures (see 
Casciaro 1998; Krackhardt 1990), researchers have begun to explore how 
power affects individuals’ social cognitions and perceptions, especially as it 
relates to structural stability and change:

If power leads to more accurate perceptions of network ties, as some 
arguments suggest, we might expect powerful actors to exploit their 
more accurate perceptions to maintain or even increase their power. On 
the other hand, if power is related negatively to network perception, 
as competing arguments claim, we might expect low-power actors to 
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capitalize on this relationship by acting (individually or collectively) to 
improve their power.

(Simpson and Borch 2005: 278)

Experimentally manipulating structurally induced power, the authors find 
that low-power actors have more accurate perceptions of more distant ties in 
the exchange network compared to high-power actors. Low-power actors’ 
perceptive capabilities might stem from an adaptive need to navigate the 
complexities of social exchange while being in a disadvantaged position, 
and there is ethnographic evidence to support this claim in organizational 
studies of employees in less powerful positions. Lower-power actors may 
be more sensitive to (and aware of) power differences among individuals in 
their environment.

The lack of structural power might be somewhat compensated for by 
enhanced structural knowledge about positions and relations, which might 
in turn become a distinct basis of social power for power-disadvantaged 
actors (see also Simpson, Markovsky, and Steketee 2011a). However, net-
work knowledge may not always be beneficial. While any low-power actor 
may benefit from having superior information about the network and related 
exchanges, Simpson, Markovsky, and Steketee (2011b) show that in situa-
tions where this is the case for all low-power actors, they might be facing a 
“social trap” in which all low-power actors are worse off when exchanging 
independently with high-power actors. Knowing other low-power actors’ 
behavior and strategic actions might simply reproduce the power struc-
ture by leading to fierce bidding wars among the disadvantaged. This work 
underscores the complex social psychological dynamics of power structures, 
which constitute themselves not only of the exploitative behavior of high-
power actors but also of the non-coordinated actions of highly interdepend-
ent low-power actors, who are often the agents of self-exploitative behavior 
(Willer and Skvoretz 1997). We now turn to the topic of collective actions 
which might countervail the use of power.

Collective Action and Social Dilemmas in Social 
Exchange

Social exchange often provides fertile ground for the proliferation of social 
dilemmas—interdependent choice environments in which the maximiza-
tion of short-term self-interest results in everybody being worse off com-
pared to alternative courses of collective action which benefit all (Dawes 
1980; Hardin 1982; Kollock 1998; Komorita and Parks 1996; Olson 1965; 
Yamagishi 1995). While laboratory experiments involving power-balanced 
structures tend to yield equitable negotiated exchanges between actors who 
exchange simultaneously, many real-world exchanges occur in environments 



188 Karen S. Cook and Michael Hahn

characterized by high levels of uncertainty over outcomes. Often, explicit 
bargaining tools that might facilitate exchanges are absent, as are mecha-
nisms to enforce agreements once reached (Kollock 1994; Yamagishi 1998). 
Moreover, many real-world exchanges are not jointly (bilaterally) and simul-
taneously negotiated but are instead contingent on future (unilateral) recip-
rocal behavior of the exchange partner (Molm 2003, 2010), thus placing 
greater emphasis on trust, as well as commitment between partners involved 
in social exchange relations (Molm, Takahashi, and Peterson 2000).

Generally, collective action problems in social exchange become par-
ticularly prevalent when we move from simple and balanced exchanges in 
dyadic structures to imbalanced structures involving more than two actors, 
that is, where one actor or a subset of actors is structurally advantaged over 
less powerful actors (see Cook and Emerson 1978). Emerson (1962, 1972a) 
saw power inequalities not as static but as unstable and temporal.2 In order 
for exchange relations to develop and to be maintained, people need to 
engage in repeated reciprocal exchanges, which often precludes power bal-
ance. Power imbalances, that is to say, the introduction of structural con-
straints on certain exchange partners, would lead the disadvantaged actors to 
experience psychological strains (i.e. exchanging at suboptimal and typically 
inequitable rates). Concerns about distributive justice would result in imme-
diate strategies to restore such imbalanced systems to a more balanced state.

As we have noted previously, Emerson outlined four power-balancing 
mechanisms which disadvantaged actors could employ against more power-
ful actors. One such strategy is “coalition formation” involving collective 
action on the part of the disadvantaged actors in the exchange system in 
order to reduce the more powerful actors’ access to exchange alternatives, 
thus increasing their dependence on exchanging (at favorable rates) with 
the coalition actors. This strategy, coalition formation among disadvantaged 
actors, introduces collective action into social exchange processes. In this 
case, typically the less powerful parties need to agree to jointly act to coun-
tervail the existing power inequalities (e.g. by forming a coalition and/or by 
agreeing to negotiate jointly with the more powerful actor).

An early study of coalition formation was conducted by Cook and Gill-
more (1984), who compared a structure which was power balanced to struc-
tures that were moderately and severely power imbalanced. They found that 
structural power inequalities predicted the formation of coalitions by two 
disadvantaged actors against a high-power actor, providing initial empiri-
cal evidence for Emerson’s theoretical proposition. Subsequent research 
by Willer and Skvoretz (1997) suggests that the formation of coalitions 
in power-imbalanced structures poses a social dilemma which actors have 
to overcome to successfully counterbalance the exercise of power by oth-
ers. Using a game theoretic approach, the authors show that in strong (i.e. 
negatively connected) power structures (in which actors can be excluded 
from exchange), bidding wars between low-power actors to exchange with 
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the high-power actor resemble N-person prisoner’s dilemma games. While 
low-power actors have a collective interest in jointly offering more equita-
ble trades with the high-power actor, thereby countervailing the exercise of 
power, each party also has a temptation to free-ride on the cooperation of 
others by individually making favorable offers to the more powerful actor in 
order not to be excluded from exchange.

In this view of things, power is a direct result of universal defection among 
low-power actors who underbid each other—an iterative process (“defec-
tion chain”) which culminates in everyone agreeing to maximally unequal 
resource splits favoring the high-power actor. Such a process is generally 
observed when coalitions are not specifically allowed and actors negotiate 
independently without having the option to communicate, hence severely 
constraining coordinated action among the lower-power actors (see, e.g., 
phase one in the experiments reported by Simpson and Macy 2001, 2004; 
Simpson and Willer 2005; Walker and Willer 2014). While low-power 
actors play the prisoner’s dilemma game in which universal cooperation is 
Pareto optimal, actors instead tend to universally defect such that high-power 
actors do not face a social dilemma (Borch and Willer 2006). However, if a 
critical mass of coalition partners is reached, and “free riding is suppressed, 
either power will not develop, or, if power has already developed, it will be 
reversed. In other words, collective action countervails power” (Willer and 
Skvoretz 1997: 18–19) under certain conditions.

This assertion was empirically tested by Simpson and Macy (2001). They 
allowed low-power actors to join coalitions and send coordinated offers 
to the high-power actor and then distribute any gains made in exchange 
among coalition members. In this setting, the authors not only found that 
low-power actors were able to overcome the collective action problem 
of avoiding bidding wars to improve their payoffs, in some instances, the 
low-power actors were even able to reverse the power structure by forc-
ing the previously advantaged actor to exchange at inequitable rates favor-
ing the coalition partners. Furthermore, coalitions were more stable than 
game theory would predict. Using an identity-theoretic approach, Simpson 
and Macy (2004) proposed that low-power actors might form a latent class 
among those in structurally similar positions (see Bienenstock and Bonac-
ich 1997), inducing a sense of collective identity which could mitigate the 
free rider problem by motivating actors to forego self-interested behavior in 
favor of group action.

Another theoretical solution to the collective action problem in network 
exchange has been offered by Walker and Willer (2014), who approach 
the topic from the angle of legitimacy theory (Dornbusch and Scott 1975; 
Zelditch and Walker 2018). Observing that low-power actors not only 
face structural coordination problems but also coordinated attempts of 
high power actors to legitimize the existing power structure, the authors 
test whether power is more likely to be countervailed when the collective 
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action among low-power actors is perceived to be legitimate (i.e., when it is 
endorsed by those low in power). Consistent with their theory, Walker and 
Willer (2014) find that when the legitimacy of collective action is high (vs. 
low), a majority of low-power actors vote in favor of (vs. against) forming a 
coalition. In addition, free riding is more likely to be suppressed, coalitions 
are more likely to form, and power use by the high-power actor is signifi-
cantly reduced. The authors also find effects based on network size: while 
coalitions in both small (five low-power actors) and large (ten low-power 
actors) networks were able to countervail power, only coalitions in small 
networks also reversed power inequalities, indicating that network size is 
negatively correlated with the type of coordination required to achieve such 
collective action (see Olson 1965; Cook and Gillmore 1984).

Finally, the existence of sanctioning systems (Oliver 1980; Fehr and 
Gächter 2002) might suppress free riding. Simpson and Willer (2005), in 
their experiment, instituted the punishment of free riders (by a computer) 
leading to overall strong and stable coalitions. Research on this topic gener-
ally shows that while low-power actors indeed face a social dilemma, this 
dilemma can be overcome. Collective goods embedded in social structures 
are often produced via collective action. It should be noted that the intro-
duction of coalition designs which equally distribute resources gained in 
exchange among coalition members departs from traditional social exchange 
theoretic procedures: while direct, bilateral exchange still occurs between 
one or more low- and high-power actors, the production of a public good 
via collective action among low-power actors (i.e. joining a coalition) and 
the distribution of this public good is based on a different study design.

Indeed, while most social exchange environments discussed in the prior 
work are based on purely bilateral relations between actors who exchange 
mutually contingent resources only when both reach a joint agreement, 
many real-world exchange contexts differ. In contrast to such “restricted 
exchange” or “direct exchange” which occurs in dyads, “generalized 
exchange” is characterized by unilateral and indirect exchanges between 
three or more actors who don’t explicitly negotiate with each other. Unlike 
pairwise exchange systems in which actor A directly exchanges with actor 
B, generalized exchange contexts involve a multiplicity of actors who give 
benefits to others while eventually receiving resources from actors with 
whom they have not directly exchanged. For example, actor A might uni-
laterally pass resources to B, who provides resources to a different actor 
C (a third party) rather than reciprocating A’s gift. Generalized exchange 
systems have been studied extensively in the lab as well as in the real world 
(Baker and Bulkley 2014; Bearman 1997; Breiger and Ennis 1997; Chesh-
ire 2007; Ekeh 1974; Kollock 1999a; Lévi-Strauss 1969; Malinowski 1922; 
Molm, Collett, and Schaefer 2007; Norbutas and Corten 2018; Simpson 
et al. 2018; Takahashi 2000; Suhonen et al. 2010; Uehara 1990; Westphal 
et al. 2012; Whitham 2018; Willer, Flynn, and Zak 2012; Yamagishi and 
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Cook 1993) and can be roughly divided into two classes: pure-generalized 
versus chain-generalized systems of exchange (Takahashi 2000; for similar 
classifications see Ekeh 1974; Yamagishi and Cook 1993).

In pure generalized systems of exchange, actors pass on resources to others 
in a non-systematic and non-structured way. For example, donating blood 
or organs; reviewing journal articles; developing open-source code (Chesh-
ire 2007); helping others by sharing information and knowledge in large, 
anonymous, online communities of software developers (Faraj and Johnson 
2011); helping stranded motorists; donating books to neighborhood librar-
ies; or hosting couch surfers in one’s home (Parigi and State 2014) all con-
tain unstructured unilateral exchanges where there is no expectation that 
the prosocial action will be directly reciprocated. Instead, these systems are 
based on the idea that in the future, indirect reciprocation might occur, but 
it is unclear when, how, and, most importantly, by whom.

Chain-generalized exchange, the second type, occurs in a more struc-
tured manner (Ekeh 1974; Takahashi 2000; Yamagishi and Cook 1993). 
Here, benefits flow in one direction in a circle where each actor passes 
benefits along a chain to the other, until the last actor in the chain provides 
benefits to the first and the chain of giving has been completed. Such chain 
exchange systems were among the first systems to be studied by anthro-
pologists (Mauss 1923; Malinowski 1922; Lévi-Strauss 1969) and have been 
found in the ceremonial gift exchange systems such as the Kula Ring of 
the Trobriand Islanders in Papua New Guinea (Malinowski 1922; Ziegler 
1990), or matrilineal cross-cousin marriages (Bearman 1997; Homans and 
Schneider 1955).

The ideas of the early theorists (Korn 1973; Lévi-Strauss 1969; Ekeh 
1974) converged around the argument that systems of indirect non-
negotiated exchange relations provide a greater source of trust and social 
solidarity than systems consisting of direct, restricted exchanges. While this 
hypothesis has been confirmed (Molm 2007; Willer, Flynn, and Zak 2012; 
Han, Kim, and Lee 2019), initial theorizing (Ekeh 1974; Lévi-Strauss 1969) 
mostly failed to consider that the provision and maintenance of generalized 
exchange systems entails a fundamental conflict between individual and col-
lective interests. For example, Yamagishi and Cook (1993) note that pure 
(or group-generalized) systems of exchange often resemble typical public 
good dilemmas: once provided, public goods are fully as well as jointly sup-
plied, and group members cannot be excluded from benefiting from the 
good, even if they might not have contributed anything (see Cheshire 2007 
for the case of online information sharing). As a consequence, group mem-
bers are tempted to free ride on the contributions of other group members. 
However, if nobody contributes, no good will be provided and all are worse 
off (Olson 1965).

While such dilemmas are usually modeled as N-person prisoner’s dilemma 
games (PDG) where universal defection is the predicted outcome, Yamagishi 
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and Cook (1993) put forward the argument that the more structured chain-
generalized exchange contains social dilemmas as well: each actor might be 
tempted to enjoy the benefits they received from the previous actor in the 
chain but free ride by not “paying it forward” to the next actor. However, 
unlike the pure-generalized systems which resemble prisoner’s dilemma 
games, chain-generalized environments mirror assurance games in which 
it is more beneficial to cooperate as long as others cooperate. Researchers 
in this tradition have experimentally demonstrated that trust has a more 
pronounced effect on cooperation in chain-generalized exchange systems 
compared to pure-generalized exchange systems, resulting in higher levels 
of cooperation in the former structure.

More recent approaches have sought to identify the mechanisms which 
govern the provision and maintenance of generalized exchange systems 
such as information sharing (Takahashi 2000) and social approval (Cheshire 
2007), the existence of sanctioning systems (Kanitsar 2019), various forms 
of social identity (Buchan, Croson, and Dawes 2002; Flynn 2005; Whitham 
2018), social learning (Norbutas and Corten 2018), psychological orienta-
tions towards exchange (Yoshikawa, Wu, and Lee 2019), or processes related 
to generalized reciprocity and social reputation (Baker and Bulkley 2014; 
Simpson et al. 2018; Westphal et al. 2012). With the proliferation of online 
platforms which facilitate social and economic exchanges, we see a multi-
tude of new opportunities for researchers to formulate and test new theories 
of social exchange, particularly generalized exchange, in online settings. We 
return to this topic in our discussion of future directions.

Affect, Emotions, and Exchange

Given that the main focus of social exchange theory is the formation of 
exchange relationships over time, it is somewhat surprising that studies that 
examine affect and the emotions that arise from such relationships or that 
lead to them were not investigated fully in the early empirical work. Com-
mitment formation between individuals was a focus of some of the first 
experimental studies of exchange in the laboratory (cf. Cook and Emerson 
1978); concomitant emotions and affective regard were not. These topics 
became the subsequent focus of much of Edward Lawler and his collabo-
rators’ program of research, which we comment on in the following sec-
tion. With respect to commitment between individuals engaged in social 
exchange, the early research dealt with commitment mainly as a reaction to 
the uncertainty surrounding exchange, specifically uncertainty with respect 
to the quality of the goods exchanged (cf. Kollock 1994) or uncertainty 
in locating an exchange partner and maintaining an exchange relationship 
with them (Cook and Emerson 1984; Yamagishi, Cook, and Watabe 1998). 
Thus, the main argument was that commitment was an uncertainty-reducing 
mechanism that provided some certainty of ongoing exchange with those 
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who were deemed trustworthy. Commitment was viewed in this context as 
a “rational” response to uncertainty despite the fact that it entailed oppor-
tunity costs. It should be noted in this regard that commitment in exchange 
relations may reduce the efficiency of exchange systems at the more macro 
level (as can happen in markets, cf. Rice 2002).

The early empirical research on exchange, mainly experimental, was 
focused on the more structural determinants of various outcomes of 
exchange including the positional determinants of power and the role of 
power use in the distribution of the gains from exchange. Often these struc-
turally determined power differences lead to inequalities in the outcomes 
of exchange which may spark reactions including assessments of the fair-
ness of the outcomes and related emotions. While emotions had not been 
assumed away in the earlier, more structural work, they were not a key 
focus of research. Lawler and his collaborators, primarily Thye and Yoon, 
conducted research on the role of emotions in exchanges and the emotional 
consequences of exchange outcomes. Their research on affect and relational 
cohesion was the first of their work to focus on this topic (cf. Lawler 2001; 
Lawler and Yoon 1993, 1996, 1998; Lawler, Yoon, and Thye 2000). Sub-
sequently, these authors have applied their affect theory of social exchange 
to analyze how these factors play into the development of what they refer 
to as “micro-social orders.” They link this work not only to the study of 
commitment between exchange partners, referenced previously, but also 
to the emergence of social solidarity in systems of exchange. Linda Molm 
and some of her colleagues (e.g. Molm, Collett, and Schaefer 2007; Molm 
1999, 2000) examined the role of reciprocity and trust in social exchanges, 
which also links to solidarity and social cohesion. Lawler’s work on rela-
tional cohesion is not too distant from the original concerns of Blau (1964), 
who argued that one of the emergent properties of social exchange relations 
is that they become imbued with intrinsic value (beyond the extrinsic value 
of the exchange itself) and thus can build social cohesion.

Relational Cohesion and Social Solidarity

Relational cohesion theory is based on the premise that emotion is a proxi-
mal mechanism in the exchange process, mediating the effects of structural 
arrangements on behavioral outcomes. The basic model which Lawler and 
Yoon (1993, 1996, 1998) originally proposed argued for a simple causal 
chain. First, structural power positively affects the frequency of exchanges 
between actors, which in turn results in the development of positive everyday 
emotions (e.g. liking, satisfaction). These emotions then lead to relational 
cohesion, which positively affects behavioral outcomes such as commitment 
to the relation. It is important to note their focus on the relation as the unit 
of theoretical and empirical analysis. Lawler and Yoon (1993, 1996, 1998) 
repeatedly stress that central to this process is the idea that actors come to 



194 Karen S. Cook and Michael Hahn

see an ongoing exchange relationship itself as an object toward which they 
develop emotional responses. Because of this focus, task interdependence is 
a key factor in the development of social cohesion. They are careful to point 
out that each effect in the chain is dependent on the previous step. It is only 
relational cohesion that is expected to have a direct effect on commitment 
behaviors. All other variables work through relational cohesion.

For Lawler and his colleagues, who focus on the relationship as the pri-
mary unit of analysis, cohesion emerges as a result of frequent positive 
exchange outcomes that lead to greater social cohesion within the unit and 
thus commitment to the exchange relation itself. That is, commitment forms 
in response to an increase in positive affect, which is related to repeated 
positive exchanges and the “everyday emotions” that arise in such settings. 
This mechanism is separate from the one argued by Cook and Emerson 
(1978) and Yamagishi, Cook, and Watabe (1998) that commitment between 
exchange partners arises due to the need to “reduce uncertainty,” as noted 
previously. In Lawler’s theory of relational cohesion, emotion is viewed as 
the primary proximal mechanism mediating the effects of structural arrange-
ments on behavioral outcomes (Lawler and Yoon, 1993, 1996, 1998). In the 
subsequent empirical work, they did find support for the existence of this 
mechanism (and the role of exchange frequency and emotions), but uncer-
tainty reduction remained important in predicting commitment, a factor 
they labeled the cognitive mediator (Lawler, Yoon, and Thye 2000).

The more emotional, affective aspect of exchange is viewed as a “social 
bonding process,” while the cognitive process linked to commitment results 
from efforts to increase the predictability of exchange and the avoidance 
of losses. Seeing the relationship as an important social unit is key to the 
argument that such relationships help to build micro-social order within 
more macro-social structures. Work of this type follows in Blau’s tradition of 
attempting to link more closely micro- and macro-level social processes and 
outcomes, a task that remains theoretically challenging. In the next section, 
we take the liberty of commenting on just a few potential areas of future 
research that we view as promising. Some of these new directions build on 
the innovative types of data that are becoming available through social media 
and other means expanding the domains in which exchange theory can be 
fruitfully applied.

Promising Theoretical Extensions

We have given a brief overview of the classical and current perspectives 
on social exchange theory and its developments since the mid-twentieth 
century and some of the key topics various theorists have examined that 
derive from their focus on social exchange relations and the networks and 
structures composed of such relations. In this section, we address some of 
the topics that have been understudied and that may bring new insights 



Social Exchange Theory 195

which will transform or at least change some of the underlying principles 
of exchange in order to encompass aspects of the world that are altering the 
terms of social interaction, as well as the power relations at the heart of such 
exchanges. The global reach of our social exchanges and the ways in which 
they are mediated and/or digitalized have profound implications for society 
in ways we have not yet fully comprehended in our sociological theories. 
We begin with specific comments about topics that are being explored, 
even if only in their nascent stages, and how they might change our views 
of social exchange relations. We end with a note on methodology and new 
ways to study such phenomena more readily available to us in the “digital 
era.”

Addressing the Complexity of Actors 
(Identities, Values, and Motives)

Within exchange theory, the primary focus has been on the exchange of 
valued resources and services (or behaviors of mutual value) with a relatively 
simplified model of the actor. More recently, as we have noted, research-
ers have begun to examine the interplay between social exchange and sta-
tus processes (e.g. Thye 2000; Harkness 2011), noting that the actors who 
engage in exchange typically occupy network positions that produce power 
asymmetries, but they also possess status characteristics that may provide 
additional sources of influence. Some of the prior research by Molm and 
her colleagues has explored the effects of gender, for example, on exchange 
behavior and the exercise of power, as one example of an important source 
of status differentials that can affect outcomes by the use of different strate-
gies of power use and by the impact of various concerns such as fairness 
or social justice. While structural determinants carry great weight in the 
types of experimental studies that have been conducted, it is important to 
recognize that often the individuals involved were not informed of the dif-
ferential status categories of their partners, nor of their other identities that 
might influence the exercise of power and inclusion/exclusion in exchange, 
precisely because they were not part of the study design and thus were 
controlled.

More recently, in studies involving exchanges in different cultural contexts, 
investigators have begun to assess the specific effects of different nationalities 
(e.g. the United States versus Japan or the United States versus Romania) 
or cultural milieus on exchange behavior and outcomes. In a recent experi-
mental study, Harkness et al. (2019) focus on the role of different types of 
exchange in the formation of social solidarity (or social cohesion) in cultures 
that vary significantly in their levels of general trust (i.e. Romania, which is 
a low-trust society, and the United States, a higher-trust society). They find 
that once exchange partners have the opportunity to engage in continued 
mutually beneficial exchange, they can assess trustworthiness and over time 
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come to value the partnership as social cohesion increases. This occurs in 
both societies, even though general trust levels are lower in Romania than in 
the United States. What differs is the level of mutually beneficial exchange. 
That is, where trust is generally higher, individuals engaged in exchange 
are willing to initially invest more in the exchange and thus accept greater 
risk. Over time, this difference decreases as social cohesion between those 
involved in exchange relations increases.

This research and related studies, such as those comparing the United 
States to Japan (e.g. Yamagishi, Cook, and Watabe 1998; Kuwabara 2011), 
open the door to further examination of the impact of culture on exchange 
behavior through its influence on individual or collective values and indi-
vidual motives. Some of the work we have cited previously on the effect 
of variations in social value orientations of those engaged in exchange has 
begun to explore such effects, but for now it appears that in the stand-
ard experimental designs, these individual self-other orientations are no 
match for the structural effects of network location and differential access 
to resources. There remains much work to do in this domain of inquiry 
and the potential to link existing exchange theories to the long traditions 
of work on social identity and the influence of status markers and cultural 
differences on social behavior.

Dealing With More Complex Network 
Dynamics

A major area of potential research with clear implications for exchange net-
work theories moving forward is the investigation of network dynamics 
as data on millions of social interactions (many of which involve signifi-
cant social exchanges) become available for analysis. The types of networks 
upon which the solid foundation of exchange theoretic evidence is based 
derives mainly from experimental work on social exchange processes in rel-
atively small social networks (i.e. typically less than ten individuals). Exten-
sive research on such networks of various types engaging in different forms 
of exchange has yielded significant results concerning the social processes 
involved and the mechanisms that produce specific outcomes, but extend-
ing these findings beyond small networks is an important topic for further 
research. And this work has begun with some social scientists gaining access 
to the type of network data being collected by companies in the “digital” 
economy (e.g. Cheshire 2007).

In addition to understanding social exchanges at scale in much larger 
networks connecting individuals across time and space boundaries, it will be 
interesting to explore more fully the role that different forms of exchange 
play in these new social economies. While negotiated exchanges will persist 
in many domains as products and services become increasingly available 
through a variety of sources globally, the expansion of reciprocal exchange is 
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also going on in many platforms that facilitate exchanges over time. Exam-
ples include the reciprocal sharing of rooms or vacation places, as well as a 
“couch” to sleep on when visiting other parts of the world (e.g. couchsurf-
ing). These social exchange platforms, digitally moderated, also facilitate the 
exchange of dog-sitting while away or the sharing of tools and appliances 
that are underutilized. These efforts can be viewed as forms of generalized 
exchange, which is often based on norms of reciprocity, as Molm (2010) 
has argued and various investigators have demonstrated (cf. Cheshire 2005, 
etc.).

Linking Micro-Social Order and Macro-Level 
Outcomes

Lawler and his collaborators (e.g. Lawler, Thye, and Yoon, 2008, etc.) have 
developed an exchange theoretic analysis of the emergence of micro-social 
orders that form the basis for stability and change at the macro-social level, 
undergirding social cohesion. This work derives from their earlier work 
on relational cohesion within exchange relations and the affect that arises 
from mutually beneficial exchanges, as we have noted. The significance of 
micro-social orders within groups and organizations as well as other types 
of social association builds on Blau’s work (1964) in an effort to spell out 
how important micro-social phenomena are to the stability of macro-social 
structures. They are also one of the key factors producing social change at 
the societal level. In fact, in this way, the work of Lawler, Thye, and Yoon 
(2008) comes full circle, reflecting the original emphasis of Homans (1974) 
on the type of elementary social behavior that forms the basis for institutions 
within society and efforts to alter the institutional landscape (both socially 
and politically).

The work we have cited that focuses on coalitions and collective action 
in exchange systems is also highly relevant to the analysis of social order and 
social change. What is needed is more empirical work that specifies clearly 
how micro-social orders emerge, change, and alter the daily exchanges that 
occur in various social settings and lead to social stability or instability at 
more macro levels of social organization. Recent work in various fields on 
the origins of social movements fueled by social media and the networks 
created by affiliations with specific causes moves us closer to understanding 
the micro-level mechanisms that produce social change at scale in the cur-
rent world of digital relationships that cross cultural and national boundaries.

A Note on Method

The study of social exchange networks over the past three or four decades 
has primarily been conducted in computerized laboratories, which were 
first created in the 1970s and subsequently expanded in popularity for a 
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number of reasons. They allowed control over the interaction content as well 
as over the network structure in which the exchanges of valued resources 
occurred. They also allowed real-time recording and time-stamping of all 
of the computer-mediated interactions. The resources, as noted previously, 
however, were somewhat limited to objects (or money) that could be valued 
explicitly and/or converted to money or valued points. One could argue 
that the kinds of objects or behaviors that are often valued outside the labo-
ratory were not the subject of experimentation because they could not be 
easily created in a laboratory context.

More qualitative studies of social exchange were different, but there were 
few of them outside of the earlier studies mainly conducted by anthro-
pologists, typically in societies much less economically developed. There 
were tradeoffs. Increased control over the setting and the methods of meas-
urement allowed for the empirical testing of principles of exchange (and 
exchange networks) not previously investigated. But in recent work, given 
new sources of data identified subsequently, the laboratory has been to some 
extent superseded by newer mechanisms of control and sources of meas-
urement. Interestingly, as the kinds of data now available from many dif-
ferent worlds of exchange created on the Internet become more accessible 
for analysis, various types of exchange can more easily be studied by social 
scientists outside the laboratory. To quote Cheshire and Cook (2004: 18), 
“the real world has become the laboratory” for the study of social exchange 
processes.

Empirical tests of exchange theory have been expanded recently to 
include mixed-methods studies of social exchange processes in organizations 
and other settings, in addition to newer online field experiments. Examples 
include work on balance in employer-employee exchanges in organizations 
(De Jong, Schalk, and De Cuyper 2009) and studies of personal networks of 
influence and favors—referred to as “guanxi” relations in Chinese organi-
zational partnerships (e.g. Chen et al. 2009). In the world of personal rela-
tionships such as those facilitated by “matching” algorithms on the Internet, 
there are now many studies of sites that connect individuals looking to 
engage in various types of exchange relationships. A few examples include 
research by Taylor et al. (2011) on message data derived from individuals 
connecting with others on the Internet, often including more than a million 
data points. Digital data traces of various types of online mediated general-
ized exchange systems such as Freecycle and NetCycler, among others, also 
provide sources of data on exchange not available for investigation at such 
scale in the past. A few examples include work by Suhonen et al. (2010); 
Cheshire (2007); and Willer, Flynn, and Zak (2012). These efforts provide 
clear windows into the many future opportunities for analyzing different 
forms of exchange and the conditions under which they expand the reach 
of social interactions and new social (sometimes global) institutions.
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We look forward to new opportunities to collect real-time data on a mul-
titude of social exchanges occurring via the Internet. We know these inter-
actions are being recorded and analyzed by existing companies and start-ups 
(if not social scientists), as they provide a large window into the social and 
economic lives of millions of individuals across the globe. Gaining access to 
such data can be problematic, but some social scientists are being hired to 
analyze and evaluate the data being generated not only for business purposes 
but also for increasing our understanding of these new forms of social affili-
ation, social exchange, and social organization.

In Conclusion

We wish to conclude by recognizing the significant impact on social sci-
ence and our capacity to understand the way the world works of those 
empirically oriented sociological theorists such as Jonathan Turner. There 
are many brands of social theory, all of which are important in the develop-
ment of the social sciences over time. What we honor Turner for in this 
volume is his commitment to the formulation of theories with broad scope 
and clear empirical referents that enable efforts to test them. Far from an 
“armchair” theorist, Turner has always been committed to grounded theory 
in the sense that it carves out some domain of social life and specifies explic-
itly which concepts are relevant, how they are linked, and how they can be 
defined and measured. In many ways, his work and the work of many of 
the social exchange theorists we have discussed in this chapter are excellent 
examples of what Robert Merton famously championed as theories of the 
“middle range,” arguing that theories of this type will get us much farther in 
our general attempts as social scientists to understand and explain the world 
in which we live. This aim remains central to the future of sociology as a 
discipline, and we express our gratitude to Jonathan Turner for his steadfast, 
career-long commitment to this important goal.

Notes
 1. This marked a departure from Emerson’s original focus (1972b) on structural arrange-

ments and especially structural change as dependent variables. Only more recently 
(see the following section on collective action) have researchers returned to this classic 
topic.

 2. In this regard, Emerson agrees with Max Weber, who contended that the exercise of 
power results in “a relatively unstable situation” (Weber 1968 [1918]: 213).
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Chapter 12

Karen S. Cook and Michael 
Hahn on Exchange Theory

Jonathan Turner

As a general theorist who must read widely and as deeply as possible, it is 
wonderful to have a review of a major portion of social exchange theoriz-
ing dumped in my lap from my laptop computer. This chapter will save 
me many hours of reading and thinking about key issues, trends, and other 
matters with how to use exchange theory in my larger project of integrating 
theoretical explanations of the social universe. Thank you both.

Cook and Hahn’s chapter begins with a nice overview of exchange theo-
ry’s beginning in contemporary sociology, highlighting some similarities over 
the issue of power in exchange between Richard Emerson’s (1962) network-
exchange theory and Peter Blau’s (1964) exchange-power approach. Both 
approaches had a kind of Simmelian theme in seeking to develop exchange 
dynamics that can be applied to both micro and meso levels of social reality, 
and I would assume the macro level as well. My comments will pursue this 
aspect of the exchange approaches that grew mostly out of Emerson’s initial 
formulation, which has led to many branches of what can be called “net-
work-exchange theory.” There is the potential, even implicit promise, that 
network analysis can theorize about different levels of reality with the same 
theoretical core of principles, since it is in the structural forms of the exchange 
relationships among actors, whether individuals or corporate/collective actors, 
that many of the key dynamics of the social universe reside. In the second 
edition of The Structure of Sociological Theory (1978), I had added Emerson’s 
approach to George C. Homans’ and Peter M. Blau’s respective approaches 
under the title: “The Future of Exchange Theory: R. M. Emerson’s Alter-
native,” which was prescient for such a young man of 36 years.

The theme that I want to follow in my comments is one that I emphasized 
the first time Emerson’s approach appeared in The Structure: the potential for 
providing a kind of integration of the micro, meso, and macro levels of the 
social universe by theoretical principles that focus on the nature of relations 
(in networks) more than the properties of the actors in these relations. My 
theme pursues these questions: what if the nature of the actors is scaled up 
from persons to corporate and even collective actors? Do the principles 
hold, or is some adjustment necessary? For the most part, the actors in most 
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of the theories examined by those working with, and extending the reach 
of, Emerson’s original core ideas are individual people occupying nodes or 
positions in a network exchanging resources, but what if they are organiza-
tions, consortiums of organizations, nation states in geo-economic and geo-
political networks, or even collective actors mobilized for conflict, like a 
revolutionary social class or a social movement? Are the power dynamics the 
same? I think that it is time to find out. There is a hint that the theory works 
with collective actors from Emerson himself in his study of network forms 
that resemble feudal forms of societal organizations, with predictions about 
the dynamics of the network approximating actual historical events. Thus, 
we already know, then, that the answer is yes, at least in some circumstances, 
and I would argue for more efforts along these lines.

The properties of the social universe specified by Emerson are virtu-
ally universal in human social organization: inequalities in the resources 
among actors in exchange networks, activation of power-dynamics revolv-
ing around the dependency of actors in networks on power-advantaged 
actors who have disproportionate control of resources, and basic “balancing 
operations” that can work to reduce the power-advantages of actors vis-à-vis 
other who are dependent on power-holding actors in the network. These 
core properties of human social systems can be found in many other theo-
ries about interpersonal behaviors, about corporate-unit networks, about 
social class relations, and about intersocietal dynamics. And this fact makes 
it possible to use other types of data on units at micro, meso, macro levels 
of social organization to assess the explanatory power of the theory. To take 
one of many possible examples: Marxian conflict theory. Marx is basically 
an exchange theorist, arguing that when actors control the means of eco-
nomic and cultural production (“the capitalists,” and their allies), they have 
a “power-advantage” and can engage in “exploitive” practices demanding 
more of what disadvantaged actors have to offer for less of what they desire 
from advantaged actors. Under these conditions, the “power imbalance” and 
“exploitation” create class relations that increasingly resemble a “unilateral 
monopoly,” which, in turn, sets into motion dependent actors (the prole-
tariat) to employ one or more of the balancing operations (e.g., coalition 
building) outlined by Emerson. The mobilization of the proletariat as a class 
from “of itself ” to one “for itself ” (ideologically, organizationally, and politi-
cally) can be seen as dynamics revolving around the balancing operations 
whereby dependent actors (the proletariat) reduce the alternative sources of 
labor that exist as “surplus labor” in capitalism by withholding their labor in 
protest and union organization and engage in violent conflict with power-
advantaged actors (the capitalist), which also activates another balancing 
operation of increasing the value of the resources (labor power) that previ-
ously dependent actors gave away at low cost to power-advantaged actors.

I can see many other dynamics in human societies where these funda-
mental dynamics are activated, as would be the case for almost any social 
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movement organization, as might be the case in world system dynamics 
where peripheral and semi-peripheral societies in geoeconomic and geo-
political formations mobilize against the exploitive core nations, to use 
Wallerstein’s (1974) terminology. Thus, Emerson’s theory has not only been 
confirmed at the micro level and in one case of feudal structures, it can 
without great effort be extended to meso and macro dynamics in the social 
universe. Moreover, some of the extensions of theory by those working in 
experimental psychology can also be relevant when dependent actors are 
subpopulations, rather than individuals, who are mobilizing (in terms of 
the balancing operations specified in theory) to reduce power-dependence; 
for example, Lawler et al.’s exploration of the conditions that increase and 
decrease commitments are surely part of the mobilization of collective actors 
in societal-level conflict over inequalities in resource distributions, as are the 
conditions increasing and decreasing trust in the institutional systems sup-
porting the power-advantaged actor. Collective and corporate actors, as well 
as those in social categories like class, ethnicity, gender, and so on where 
societal resources are unequally distributed, are all power-disadvantaged 
actors, and hence, the dynamics specified by Emerson should be operative. 
Moreover, there are large data sets on meso and macro structures that can be 
used to assess the plausibility of extending Emerson’s core theory to larger 
social units at all levels of reality. Historical data become relevant, for exam-
ple. Researchers using the tools of experimental social psychology can con-
tinue what they have always done, but the theory can be extended beyond 
current scope conditions by bringing to bear different types of data. And, 
if there are efforts to reconcile other theories in the experimental tradition, 
such as status theories, related expectation-state theories, and self-identity 
theories, with exchange network theorizing, scope conditions can not only 
be extended at the level of the social psychology of persons but also at the 
level of corporate and collective actions employing consolidated social psy-
chological theories.
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Chapter 13

Inequality and Justice

Guillermina Jasso

1. Tribute to Turner

It is a great intellectual pleasure to honor the magnificent scholarly con-
tributions of Jonathan H. Turner. His work has advanced sociology and 
social science in general by (1) unusual clarity and coherence in his view 
of the entire landscape of human behavior; (2) equally unusual clarity and 
coherence in his view of the parts (theoretical and empirical analysis) and 
subparts (particular kinds of theoretical and empirical analysis) of scientific 
work and how they fit together and inform each other; and (3) unusually 
distinguished and pathbreaking contributions to our understanding of a vast 
array of phenomena and processes, including stratification, evolution, emo-
tions, institutions, and race/ethnic relations. The cogency and eloquence 
of his writing has been a splendid force in the worldwide advancement 
of sociology. It is no accident that Turner’s work has been translated into 
numerous languages—Arabic, Chinese, Croatian, Danish, Japanese, Korean, 
Polish, Portuguese, Russian, Spanish.

This chapter honors Turner by focusing on two recurring substantive 
themes in his work—inequality and justice—analyzing both of them theo-
retically. To set the context, we begin with two notes that echo and build 
on Turner’s work—the first makes explicit three types of theory; the second 
formalizes the persons and populations that animate sociology.

Next, the chapter turns to inequality, providing a formal synthesis of the 
parts and subparts of what, following Darity and Deshpande (2000), may be 
called the “deep structure” of inequality. Readers will recognize the Turner 
footprints—most notably (1) his probes of both inequality between persons 
and inequality between subgroups and (2) his canvassing of both inequality 
of resources and inequality of status and the other primordial sociobehavio-
ral outcomes the resources generate.

The section on justice builds on Turner’s insights in an even more spe-
cific way. Turner has suggested that there might be a link between the spe-
cific sources of the ideas of justice—the just reward—in justice theory and 
the emotion unleashed by assessments of justice and injustice—the justice 
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evaluation. To advance that research strand, the chapter summarizes recent 
work on just-reward scenarios, showing how large is the part they play in 
the ensuing justice evaluation (and hence the emotion).

The final substantive section on the inequality-justice connection indeed 
shows the profound effect of the just-reward scenario on the effects—or 
their absence—of inequality on justice.

2. Two Preliminary Notes

2.1. Theory and Empirics

The word “theory” is used in so many different senses that Humpty Dumpty 
would need a standing accountant to pay each its due. Here, however, we are 
concerned only with scientific theory, a more manageable terrain. We high-
light three kinds of scientific theory, two deductive and one nondeductive.

The first deductive theory form, here labeled Type 1.A, is the gold-
standard hypothetico-deductive theory invented by Newton (Toulmin 
1978: 378–379). The premises (often called postulates) are “genuine guesses 
about the structure of the world” (Popper 1963: 245), and the deduced  
consequences (often called predictions) display the “marvellous deductive 
unfolding” which not only yields a wealth of implications but also reaches 
novel predictions (Popper 1963: 221; see also 117, 241–248). The postu-
lates’ fruitfulness is evident in the “derivations far afield from the original 
domain,” which “permit an increasingly broad and diversified basis for test-
ing the theory” (Danto 1967: 299–300). Tests of the predictions reveal the 
postulates’ fidelity to the real world.

In the second deductive form, here labeled Type 1.B, the premises are 
true or subject to human/social control, and the deduced consequences fol-
low necessarily whenever the premises hold. There are no guesses about the 
nature of the world. The empirical task is to discern the conditions under 
which the premises hold.

The nondeductive form, here labeled Type 2, was discussed by Toulmin 
(1953), who noticed that propositions are sometimes constructed by linking 
terms in a theory with observable outcomes. The empirical task is to test 
the propositions.

Table 13.1 provides a handy way to contrast the three theory forms, listing 
their main features and expository sources. Of course, a theory may have 
components of different types. For example, status theory and justice theory, 
discussed later, both have a Type 1.A component and a Type B component.

Four special techniques of theoretical derivation in the Type 1.A 
hypothetico-deductive components of status theory and justice theory dis-
cussed below have been developed, called the micromodel, macromodel, 
mesomodel, and matrixmodel (Jasso 2008a: 419). These techniques have 
different starting points—for example, the main postulate in the micro-
model, the distribution of the main outcome in the macromodel, relations  
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Table 13.1 Three Types of Scientific Theories

Feature Deductive Nondeductive

Label Type 1.A Type 1.B Type 2

Name Hypothetico- Deductive Nondeductive
deductive

Premises Postulates Premises/ Postulates 
“guesses about assumptions true “guesses about 
the structure of or under human/ the structure of 
the world” social control the world”

Conclusions Predictions Consequences Propositions 
obtained via obtained via obtained by 
deduction deduction linking a term 

in the postulate 
with an 
observable term

Hallmark Minimum of — —
postulates, 
maximum of 
predictions, 
novel predictions

Empirical Task Test predictions Discern conditions Test propositions
under which 
premises hold

Exposition and Popper 1963 Jasso 2009 Toulmin 1953
Commentary Danto 1967 Jasso 2018 Fararo 1989

Toulmin 1978 Jasso 2004
Jasso 1988, 2004

among subsets of actors in the mesomodel, and the matrix of self-other out-
comes in the matrix model. All are likely to be useful in other theories of Type 
1.A. Importantly, theoretical derivation enables the long deductive chains that 
begin with the postulates and end with predictions in farflung domains. In this 
effort, mathematics is a power tool. Purely verbal techniques, like instantia-
tion, cannot produce novel predictions, for these are novel precisely because 
nothing superficially evident in the assumptions could lead to them.

2.2. Persons and Populations

Consider a population of persons. Each person may be described by per-
sonal quantitative and qualitative characteristics. Personal quantitative char-
acteristics are characteristics of which there can be more or less or on which 
a person may rank higher or lower. The first kind is called cardinal; exam-
ples include income and wealth. The second kind is called ordinal; exam-
ples include beauty, healthiness, and skills of all kinds. Meanwhile, personal 
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qualitative characteristics are unorderable categorical characteristics; exam-
ples include race, gender, and religion.

Personal quantitative characteristics may be framed as goods or as bads. 
Goods are things of which more is preferred to less, and bads are things of 
which less is preferred to more. This framing is observer specific. Of course, 
some things are almost universally framed as goods (e.g., income) and others 
as bads (e.g., time in prison). But there are always contrarians—persons who 
frame things differently from their fellows. Two famous contrarians are St. 
Francis of Assisi (1182–1226) and St. Teresa of Ávila (1515–1582), both of 
whom framed wealth as a bad.

The population may be large or small, its size denoted by N. It may con-
sist of all the members of a social club or all the residents of a country or, 
indeed, the world. Each person has an amount x of a cardinal characteristic 
X. Arranging everyone in ascending order of their x amount yields the abso-
lute rank i. Three new quantities are immediate: the arithmetic mean μ, the 
individual’s relative rank r (approximated by [i/(N+1)]), and the individual’s 
relative amount (defined as x/μ).

Corresponding to each quantitative characteristic in a population, there is 
a distribution of the characteristic. Separate representations and tools pertain 
to observed distributions (of any size N) and classical mathematically speci-
fied distributions (in which the size N goes to infinity and which appear in 
families with distinctive shapes).

In theoretical analysis of inequality and justice, mathematically specified 
distributions provide the tool par excellence. When the quantitative char-
acteristic of interest is cardinal, the first step is to select a set of modeling 
distributions. A useful set would include distributions with different combi-
nations of lower and upper bounds, such as distributions with and without 
a safety net and with and without a maximum. Here we highlight three 
distributions which are widely used to model income and whose properties 
are well known (Johnson et al. 1994, 1995; Kleiber and Kotz 2003): the log-
normal, which is defined for all positive values and thus has neither a maxi-
mum nor a minimum; the Pareto, which is defined for all positive values 
larger than a specified number and thus has a safety net but no maximum; 
and the power-function, which is defined for all positive numbers smaller 
than a specified value and thus has a maximum but no safety net. Thus, the 
Pareto can be used for modeling situations with a minimum income and 
the power-function for situations with a maximum income (whether due to 
scarcity or a rule, as in Plato (1952), Laws V).

All three distributions are continuous univariate two-parameter distribu-
tions expressed in terms of the mean μ and a second parameter, denoted c, 
which Jasso and Kotz (2008), building on classical literature, suggest operates 
as a general inequality parameter governing all measures of inequality.

Meanwhile, ordinal characteristics also have a distribution—the distri-
bution of relative ranks, which, as N goes to infinity, approaches the unit 
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rectangular. Moreover, there is a useful link between the unit rectangu-
lar and one of the three distributions used here to model cardinal quanti-
ties. The unit rectangular is a special case of the power-function, the case 
where the general inequality parameter c equals 1. This provides the valu-
able signal that in the unit rectangular—and thus in distributions of ordinal 
characteristics—inequality is constant.

Viewing side by side the observed and mathematically specified versions 
of the distribution of ordinal characteristics illuminates the passage from 
one to the other and highlights not only their special relation but also the 
mathematical glories it embeds. As shown in Table 13.2, the mean and vari-
ance in the distribution of relative ranks are obtained via formulas for the 
sum of integers from 1 to N and the sum of the squared integers from 1 to 
N, respectively, and the geometric mean is obtained by using N-factorial. 
Parameters of the unit rectangular are obtained by taking the limit, as N 

Table 13.2  Basic Parameters in the Distribution of Relative Ranks and the 
Unit Rectangular Distribution

Parameter Distribution of Relative Unit Rectangular
Ranks Distribution

A. Definition

i
Relative Rank α

N +1
B. Basic Parameter

1 1
Mean = .5 = .5

2 2

N -1 1
Variance » .0833

12 ( )N +1 12

1
Lower Extreme Value 0

N +1

N
Upper Extreme Value 1

N +1
N N ! 1

Geometric Mean ≈ .368
N +1 e

Notes: As the population size N approaches infinity, the distribution of relative ranks 
approaches the unit rectangular distribution. The formulas for the parameters in the 
unit rectangular are thus the limits as N → ∞ of the corresponding parameters in 
the distribution of relative ranks; they can also be obtained directly from the unit 
rectangular.
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approaches infinity, of the corresponding parameters of the distribution of 
relative ranks. One of the mathematical glories is the extraordinary rela-
tion between the Nth root of N-factorial and the transcendental number e. 
Moreover, both the variance and the geometric mean of the unit rectangular 
reinforce the previous signal, pointing again to the fixed inequality of ordi-
nal characteristics.

Finally, the population may have subgroups. The subgroups may be 
defined by a qualitative characteristic such as gender, race, language—giving 
rise to gender gaps or race gaps in income, wealth, etc. Or the subgroups 
may be defined by position on the X distribution—giving rise to top and 
bottom subgroups, as in the top 1 percent and the bottom 99 percent.

3. Inequality
Where there is no sin, there is no inequality.

Gregory the Great, Moralia in Job

3.1.  Two Types of Inequality: Inequality Between Persons 
and Inequality Between Subgroups

At the start of every sociology course (or course module) on inequality, stu-
dents typically discuss their inequality interests. Invariably, whether under-
graduate or graduate students, their interests fall into two sets. One group 
wants to explore income inequality and wealth inequality and looks for-
ward to understanding why income and wealth distributions vary so much 
in their minimum and maximum, their proportion below the mean, their 
spread, the shares of income and wealth going to the top 1 percent, and so 
on; the other wants to explore gender inequality and racial inequality and 
ethnic inequality.

The students have come to the right place. They will learn about both 
sets of interests.

They will learn that inequality is indeed a large idea, covering both 
inequality between persons and inequality between subgroups, and that, 
moreover, there is a mathematical connection between the two types of 
inequality (Jencks et al. 1972; Jasso and Kotz 2008).

3.1.1. Measures of Overall Inequality

Table  13.3 presents formulas for five well-known measures of overall 
inequality—the Atkinson inequality, the Gini coefficient, the Theil Index, 
the Theil MLD, and the coefficient of variation (Atkinson 1970; Gini 1914; 
Theil 1967)—in versions for both observed distributions and mathemati-
cally specified distributions. As expected (Section  2.2), the versions for 
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Table 13.3 Fiv e Measures of Overall Inequality in Observed and Mathemati-
cally Specified Distributions

Inequality Measure Observed Distributions Mathematically Specif ied 
Distributions

Gini Coefficient

Atkinson Measure

Theil Index

Theil MLD

Pearson Coefficient of 
Variation
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 denote the magnitude of X, the absolute rank (arranged 
in ascending order), and the population size, respectively. The operators E, G, and SD 
denote the arithmetic mean, geometric mean, and standard deviation, respectively. 
The mean is also denoted by μ. Formulas for mathematically specified distributions 
are expressed in terms of the quantile function (QF). This table builds on the table in 
Jasso and Kotz (2008: 38) by incorporating the Theil Index. Two of the measures, the 
Gini coefficient and the Atkinson measure, are bounded by zero and one, representing, 
respectively, perfect equality and perfect inequality.

Source: Jasso (2018: 201).

observed distributions are written in terms of x, X, parameters of the X 
distribution, and N, and the versions for mathematically specified distribu-
tions are written in terms of two parameters, the mean μ and the general 
inequality parameter c.

The Atkinson and Gini measures have the property that they sit on the 
unit interval, with zero denoting perfect equality and 1 denoting maximal 
inequality. All the measures satisfy other important principles of inequality 
measurement, such as the principle of transfers, the principle of scale inde-
pendence, and the principle of equal additions (Jasso 2018, 2020).

Table 13.4 reports the formulas for the same five inequality measures in 
the three modeling distributions. Again as expected, all are written in terms 
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Table 13.4 Five Measures of Overall Inequality in Three Distributions

Inequality Measure Distribution

Lognormal Pareto Power-Function

 c  1 1 Gini Coefficient 2FN  −1   2 1c− 2 1+ 2  c

( )c c−1 1exp / p /
2

( ) ( )c c+1 1ex ( )−
Atkinson Measure 1 2− −exp( )c / 1− 1−

c c

c2 c−1 1  c +1 1
Theil Index ln + ln  −

 c c  12   −  c c +1

c2  c  1  c   1
Theil MLD ln − ln + c c−1  

2 c c+1

1 1
Pearson exp( )c2 −1 ,c > 2

Coef ficient of  c c( )−2 c c( )+ 2
Variation

Notes: The three distributions are continuous univariate two-parameter distributions 
specified in terms of the mean μ and the general inequality parameter c. The expres-
sion FN ( )⋅  denotes the cumulative distribution function of the standard normal distri-
bution. Inequality is a decreasing function of c for the Pareto and the power-function 
distributions and an increasing function of c for the lognormal distribution.

Source: Jasso (2018: 201).

of the general inequality parameter c—the parameter governing all measures 
of overall inequality (Section 2.2). Moreover, they are governed exclusively 
by c, for these measures of inequality do not depend on the arithmetic 
mean. They are all scale independent and based on the relative amount x/μ 
(Firebaugh 1999). Finally, and most importantly, they are monotonic func-
tions of c (Jasso and Kotz 2008). Thus, as c moves in the direction of greater 
inequality, these measures of inequality increase.

3.1.2. Measures of Subgroup Inequality

Measures of subgroup inequality represent the gap between subgroups, 
which may be defined by a qualitative characteristic or by position on the 
income distribution (Section  2.2). In both cases, the subgroups are each 
associated with a subdistribution of income. In the case of the gender gap, 
for example, two subdistributions of income are defined, one for males, the 
other for females, and in the case of top shares, the two subdistributions are 
defined for the top and bottom segments. In the special case of a disjuncture 
between the subgroups defined on a qualitative characteristic—as when the 
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income of the poorest male exceeds that of the richest female—the two sets 
of subdistributions have similar properties. They are censored subdistribu-
tions, with the censoring point defined as the line of demarcation between 
the subgroups and represented by the proportion in the bottom subgroup, 
called the subgroup split and denoted p (Jasso and Kotz 2008). For example, 
in the case of gender, p expresses the proportion female in the income distri-
bution; in the case of the top 1% and the bottom 99 %, p equals .99. Though 
the two subdistributions may be compared in toto (say, superimposing their 
quantile functions) or with respect to any parameter (say, mean or median), 
measures of subgroup inequality are often expressed in terms of the mean. 
These measures are of two main types: the difference between two means 
(absolute gap) and the ratio of one mean to the other (relative gap).

Table 13.5 reports measures of subgroup inequality, in both difference-
based and ratio-based versions, for the three modeling distributions high-
lighted in this chapter. As shown, all depend on the general inequality 
parameter c. Additionally, the ratio-based measures depend on the subgroup 
split p, and, not surprisingly, the difference-based measures depend as well 
on the mean μ. Importantly, the subgroup inequality measures are mono-
tonic functions of c. Thus, subgroup inequality increases with the inequality 
represented by the general inequality parameter c.

Table 13.5 Measures of Subgroup Inequality in Three Distributions

Distribution Measures of Subgroup Inequality

Difference-Based  Ratio-Based  
Top Subgroup Mean– Top Subgroup Mean / 
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 and QN ×( )  denote the cumulative distribution function and 
the quantile function, respectively, of the standard normal variate. The subgroup split 
is represented by the censoring point p, where 0 < p < 1; accordingly, the proportion 
in the bottom subgroup is given by p, and the proportion in the top subgroup is (1 – p). 
Inequality is a decreasing function of c for the Pareto and the power-function variates 
and an increasing function of c for the lognormal variate. In both the difference-based 
and ratio-based measures, the larger the measure, the greater the inequality
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Meanwhile, the effect of the subgroup split p on subgroup inequality is 
distribution dependent; for example, in the ratio-based measures, the effect 
of p on subgroup inequality is monotonic in the Pareto and power-function 
but not in the lognormal, a feature interpretable by reference to distinctive 
properties of the three distributions (Jasso and Kotz 2008: 46–49).

3.1.3. Linking Overall Inequality and Subgroup Inequality

To link overall inequality and subgroup inequality, it is only necessary to link 
their formulas. As seen in Sections 3.1.1 and 3.1.2, in the three modeling 
distributions examined here—three continuous univariate two-parameter 
distributions—both sets of measures are monotonic functions of the general 
inequality parameter c. Thus, as overall inequality increases, so does sub-
group inequality, suggesting the dramatic implication that when inequal-
ity strikes, it strikes on multiple fronts, not only on overall inequality but 
on inequality across the substantively meaningful subgroups, always gender, 
sometimes race, ethnicity, nativity, and so on (Jasso and Kotz 2008).

This link between overall inequality and subgroup inequality in math-
ematically specified distributions suggests that when empirical work shows 
the opposite—overall inequality and subgroup inequality either uncorre-
lated or negatively correlated, or a positive correlation weakening—there is 
a disjuncture among the distributions. The income distributions in a lon-
gitudinal study may have changed shape, or, in a multicountry study, the 
income distributions may have very different shapes (Jasso 2020: 973).

This discussion also makes vivid a simple test for the question: what kind 
of inequality measure is such-and-such a measure? This question became 
important with respect to top shares, as newly precise evidence of their 
trajectory—in studies pioneered by Piketty (2001, 2003) for France and 
Piketty and Saez (2003) for the United States and soon extended to 22 
countries (Atkinson et al. 2011) and now to a formidable worldwide data-
base (WID.world) with a team of over 100 researchers covering more than 
70 countries (Alvaredo et al. 2018)—indicated a surge in inequality. The 
formulas for top shares in the three modeling distributions show that top 
shares are a function of c and p and thus unmistakably measures of ratio-
based subgroup inequality (Jasso 2020).

3.2.  Two Kinds of Inequality: Inequality in Inputs  
and Inequality in Outcomes

Often, variables important to the social life appear in linked pairs of input 
and outcome. To illustrate, it is common to speak of “income,” “status,” and 
“how income generates status.” For example, Veblen (1899 [1953]) observes, 
“the possession of wealth confers honor.” Thus, there are inputs like income 
and outcomes like status that are generated by the inputs, and both inputs 
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and outcomes can have their own magnitudes of inequality. Explicit atten-
tion to inputs and outcomes and their interconnections may shed light on 
some puzzles, for example, why economic equality is fragile, why some 
groups seem to have a low degree of experienced inequality even when 
their income inequality is high, or why some groups have an unchang-
ing degree of experienced inequality even when their income inequality 
changes. Comprehensive analysis would distinguish between several kinds 
of input-outcome relations, including, for example, single-input and multi-
input relations and the possible existence of long chains of input-outcome 
relations, in which an outcome in one relation becomes an input in another. 
This section considers some simple cases in which, for simplicity and coher-
ence, the outcome is status.

Sørensen (1979) proposed the following function for status, a function 
that embeds Goode’s (1978) convexity condition, namely, that as the input 
increases, status increases at an increasing rate:

S
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ø
÷ ( )ln ,1

1
1

where S denotes status, X as previously denotes a valued attribute or posses-
sion, and r denotes the individual’s relative rank on the valued characteristic. 
Although the valued characteristic can be either cardinal or ordinal, the 
status function notices only its relative rank. Sørensen (1979) provides strong 
rationale for this particular function, noting its relation to the exponential 
distribution.

In the multiple-input case, S is specified as the arithmetic mean of the 
several single-input status functions. Examples and formulas are provided in 
Jasso (2001) and Jasso and Kotz (2007).

Formally, whatever the distribution of X, the distribution of r is the unit 
rectangular. The distribution of S, as discussed in Sørensen (1979), is the 
negative exponential. In the case of multiple inputs, the distribution of S 
remains negative exponential if the inputs are perfectly positively associated. 
It becomes Erlang if the inputs are independent. To model perfect nega-
tive association, we apply the method of organized subsets introduced by 
Berger, Fisek, Norman, and Zelditch (1977), such that there are two subsets 
of inputs, within each subset all the inputs are perfectly positively associated, 
and the two subsets are perfectly negatively associated. Under this setup, the 
status distribution becomes the mirror-exponential (Jasso 2001; Jasso and 
Kotz 2007).

Substantively, moviegoers during the summer of 2018 were treated to 
a rich example of a single-input relation. “The greater the suffering, the 
greater the peace,” says a character in Mission: Impossible—Fallout, in both the 
film and its trailer (McQuarrie and Geller 2018).
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3.2.1.  Do Inequality Mechanisms Differ Across Inputs and Outcomes?

The short answer is “yes, possibly.” Inequality in cardinal inputs is well stud-
ied, and it can be said that the principles of inequality measurement—for 
example, the principle of transfers, the principle of scale independence, the 
principle of equal additions—show how inequality is generated and how 
it is altered. Similarly, it is known that inequality in ordinal inputs is either 
constant—for example, the Gini coefficient is always 1/3—or varies only 
with the population size N—for example, the coefficient of variation is 
equal to the square root of (N – 1)/[3(N + 1)], and as N approaches infinity, 
it approaches 1 over the square root of 3.

Outcome inequality, on the other hand, admits of new and intrigu-
ing sources of change. In particular, as Berger et al. (1966) showed over 
50 years ago, an important key to reducing outcome inequality is for peo-
ple to value multiple goods that are not perfectly positively associated. For 
example, suppose that multiple goods are simultaneously valued. The mul-
tiple goods may be different attributes or possessions or different dimen-
sions of attributes or possessions—for example, two types of knowledge, 
or the not uncommon income and athletic skill or historical pairs like 
military skill and horsemanship or the staple of baseball reporting, batting 
and fielding. Valuing multiple goods whose distributions are all perfectly 
positively associated has no impact on outcome inequality. But valuing 
multiple goods whose distributions are independent or negatively associ-
ated substantially reduces inequality. In fact, even valuing multiple goods 
which are positively associated—but not perfectly positively associated—
reduces inequality, though not as much as when they are independent or 
negatively associated.

3.2.2. Is Inequality Greater in Inputs or in Outcomes?

Recent work suggests that in general either input inequality or outcome 
inequality can be larger. Exactly which is larger depends on the config-
uration of outcome function, type(s) of input(s), distributional form and 
inequality among cardinal input(s), and number of and associations among 
the inputs.

To illustrate, consider some results pertaining to status (Jasso 2001; Jasso 
and Kotz 2007). The status distribution has a Gini coefficient of .5. Mean-
while, a cardinal input can have a Gini coefficient of any magnitude, and 
an ordinal input has a Gini coefficient of 1/3. It follows that in the case of 
one-input status, if the input is ordinal, status has more inequality than the 
ordinal input, but if the input is cardinal, status can have greater or lesser 
inequality than the cardinal input.

Continuing to the case of two inputs, if they are independent, status 
would have a Gini coefficient of .375, and if they are perfectly negatively 
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associated, status would have a Gini coefficient of .193—lower than the 
single-input status of .5. If both inputs are ordinal, their Gini (1/3) is smaller 
than the independent-case Gini of .375 but larger than the negative-case 
Gini of .193. If both inputs are cardinal, each could be larger or smaller than 
the status Gini.

Finally, in the case of multiple inputs, the status Gini can go to zero 
when the inputs are independent or to .193 when the inputs are negatively 
associated, and thus the question arises whether inequality is minimized 
by independent or negatively associated inputs. To model perfect negative 
association in the case of multiple inputs, we apply the method of organized 
subsets introduced by Berger et al. (1977), such that there are two subsets of 
inputs, within each subset all the inputs are perfectly positively associated, 
and the two subsets are perfectly negatively associated. It can then be shown 
that the negative case yields the status with the lower Gini when the number 
of inputs is less than or equal to 4. When the number of inputs is between 
4 and 8, inclusive, the result can go either way. And when the number of 
inputs is greater than or equal to 9, the independent case has the smaller 
Gini (Jasso and Kotz 2007).

Note that when input inequality is greater than outcome inequality, 
the outcome may provide a refuge from the input, creating a bliss-
ful obliviousness to input inequality and possibly hindering efforts to 
reduce it.

3.2.3.  What Is the Link Between Input Inequality  
and Outcome Inequality?

Recent work shows that the link between input inequality and outcome 
inequality is multiform; it can be nonexistent, linear, or nonlinear, and if 
nonlinear, it can be concave or convex. Substantively, this suggests that ine-
quality can produce a dazzling variety of real-world phenomena, together 
with a host of empirical challenges.

3.3. Four Forms of Inequality

3.3.1.  Crossclassifying the Two Types and the Two Kinds  
of Inequality

Sections 3.1 and 3.2 lead immediately to a new way of portraying social ine-
quality. This new way is mindful of the busy life of inequality—manifesting 
itself in both overall inequality and subgroup inequality and in both input 
inequality and outcome inequality. Table 13.6 provides the outlines of such 
a portrait, for the case where the input is income, the outcome is status, and 
the characteristic defining the subgroups is race.
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Notes: In this example of a matched set of the four forms of inequality, 
the input is income, the outcome is status, and the characteristic defining 
the subgroups is race.

3.4. Altering Inequality

Everyone wants to know how to change inequality, in particular, how to 
reduce it. In courses on inequality, this is chief among the students’ interests. 
This section considers two aspects of inequality reduction, mechanisms by 
which private individuals—you and I—can reduce inequality and the criti-
cal question of who gains and who loses.

3.4.1. How Individuals Can Alter Inequality

There are two general approaches that may yield insights as to how private 
individuals can alter inequality—beyond anything they can do to influence 
macro processes and policies (like minimum wage, schooling subsidies, and 
taxation). The first identifies mechanisms based on inequality measurement, 
the second identifies mechanisms based on behavioral models (Jasso 2018). 
Both are briefly summarized here.

Following Dagum’s (1983) classic listing, there are seven principles that 
inequality measures should satisfy (Jasso 2020: 953–954): the principle of 
transfers, the principle of scale independence, the principle of equal addi-
tions, the principle of population, the principle of anonymity, the prin-
ciple of normalization, and the principle of operationality. Two of these, 
the principle of transfers and the principle of equal additions, provide a 
foundation for altering inequality; that is, they each provide a lever for alter-
ing inequality. Scrutiny reveals strengths and weaknesses of the two levers 
(Jasso 2018). The transfers lever, by which a relatively richer person makes 

Table 13.6 Four Forms of Inequality: Example with Income, Status, and Race

Input Inequality Outcome Inequality

Overall Inequality Income Inequality Status Inequality

Subgroup Inequality Race Income Gap Race Status Gap
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a rank-preserving transfer to a poorer person, has stringent information 
requirements (the relatively richer person making the transfer(s) requires 
information about the income and income rank of potential recipients), 
and it is not particularly easy to use. The equal additions lever, by which a 
special fund is distributed in equal shares to all, requires no information and 
is extremely easy to use; however, it also requires a windfall of some sort, an 
infusion of resources to be distributed.

By the second approach, it might be possible to identify a range of 
behavioral mechanisms (Jasso 2018). The classic lever is the one owed to 
Plato (1952), namely negative assortative mating. If rich marry poor, fam-
ily income inequality declines. The optimal matches would be between a 
person of relative rank r and a person of relative rank 1 – r. Unfortunately, 
a side effect of negative assortative mating, not noticed in ancient Greece, is 
the marital inequality that ensues—especially in matches between persons 
at the extremes of the distributions—for example, between a person at the 
20th percentile and a person at the 80th percentile. Thus, negative assorta-
tive mating would seem a problematic cure for inequality.

Two other behavioral levers have recently been examined (Jasso 2009, 
2018). The first rewards multiple characteristics in compensation; by the 
same mechanisms discussed previously, if the characteristics rewarded are 
only perfectly positively associated, perhaps even independent or negatively 
associated, inequality declines. The second lever pertains to situations where 
wages or income are recommended or result from public policies; in such 
situations, the lever is to choose voting in all such situations, increase the 
number of voters, cultivate diversity of thought, and have secret ballots. 
Again, by the same underlying statistical mechanisms, if the recommended 
wage distributions are only weakly positively associated, or even independ-
ent or negatively associated, inequality declines.

Currently, the best private lever appears to be equal additions, but, of 
course, these are only private levers. Public policy levers such as minimum 
wage and taxation are always on the table. Note that the equal additions 
lever operates at multiple levels. For example, this was exactly the “Sexton 
solution” proposed by the president of New York University in 2005 when 
all faculty and administrators were given a fixed $1500 amount in lieu of an 
annual merit increase.

3.4.2. Who Gains and Who Loses From Altering Inequality?

Consider a family of continuous, univariate, two-parameter distributions, 
such as the three modeling distributions introduced previously. Inequality 
reduction within a distributional family always hurts the rich and bene-
fits the poor. However, the exact numbers who gain and lose vary widely, 
depending not only on the magnitude of the inequality reduction but also 
on the distributional family’s distinctive shape.
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To assess the proportions who gain and who lose, one approach is to 
investigate the effect of the general inequality parameter on own income, 
holding constant own rank. This exercise yields for each distributional fam-
ily two regions, designated by the rank at the boundary between them. 
The leftmost region consists of the poorest people; they always gain from 
inequality reduction. The rightmost region consists of the richest people; 
interestingly, in some distributional families, everyone in the region loses 
from inequality reduction, but in others only a rightmost subset of the right-
most region. Perhaps of greater import, the boundary between the two 
regions varies widely.

Table 13.7 reports the results of this exercise for five distributional families, 
the three already introduced and, for contrast, two others—the exponential 
and the quadratic. As shown, the relative rank at the boundary between the 
two regions ranges from .368 to .632. Everyone in these regions benefits 
from inequality reduction. As for the rightmost region, only in two dis-
tributional families—the exponential and the quadratic—is it the case that 
everyone loses. In the other three families, there is nonmonotonic activity as 
inequality increases, and only the rightmost subset of the rightmost region 
lose (Jasso 1989).

4. Justice
Justice is the bond of men in states.

Aristotle, Politics, Bk I, Pt 2

Parents know that children will accept quite readily all sorts of substantive 
dispositions—no television in the afternoon, or no television in the evening, 
or even no television at all. But try to let one brother or sister watch televi-
sion when the others do not, and you will feel the fury of the fundamental 
sense of justice unleashed.

Justice Antonin Scalia (1989)

Table 13.7 Proportion Who Gain and Who Lose from Inequality Reduction

Variate Gain Lose Ambiguous

Bottom Top Top

Exponential .632 .368 0
Lognormal .5 0 .5
Pareto .632 0 .368
Power-Function .368 0 .632
Quadratic .5 .5 .5
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All day, every day, the sense of justice is at work. About goods and bads. 
About natural and social things. In matters large and small. At home, at 
school or job, at play. At every age. From the fierce children’s cry of “It’s 
not fair” (the title of not one but several children’s books) to the melan-
choly reflection of heads of state that “Life is unfair”—justice concerns are 
pervasive.

Only two groups appear to have sought to place boundaries on justice 
concerns: theologians and economists, the first arguing that justice words 
ought not be predicated about the natural things, and the second about the 
distribution of economic rewards in a free society (presumably in an effort to 
prevent deities and markets from coming to be seen as unjust). Both groups 
seem to have failed to curtail the experience of such justice concerns, per-
haps only economists half-succeeding and only with the expression, not the 
experience, of justice concerns.

So strong is the sense of justice and so far-reaching its implications that it 
has been proposed as the cornerstone of a general theory of behavior “with 
the capacity to explain and to predict a broad spectrum of social behavior” 
(Adams and Freedman 1976: 43; see also Adams 1963; Berkowitz and Wal-
ster 1976: xi–xii; Walster et  al. 1973, 1976; Jasso 1980, 1988, 1993). Yet 
Homans (1976: 231) cautioned that justice cannot be the only cornerstone of 
a general theory of behavior, as status and power no doubt play foundational 
parts. In that spirit, Jasso (2008a) proposes a new general theory unifying 
three basic forces—justice, power, and status—each operating on the same  
raw elements of personal quantitative characteristics like beauty and wealth 
within groups formed by personal qualitative characteristics but charac-
terized by a distinctive rate of change. For example, as wealth increases, 
the justice evaluation, status, and power all increase, but the justice evalua-
tion increases at a decreasing rate, power at a constant rate, and status at an 
increasing rate. Moreover, each turn of the sociobehavioral wheel—each 
bundle of personal quantitative characteristic, personal qualitative charac-
teristic, and sociobehavioral outcome—generates a distinctive identity and a  
distinctive magnitude of happiness, as well as testable implications for many 
and disparate domains. Thus, justice, status, and power are “carriers of hap-
piness,” to use Rayo and Becker’s (2007) evocative phrase.

Accordingly, the beginning and the end of justice can be summarized and 
visualized in two diagrams, shown in Figure 13.1. Panel A shows the world 
of justice, and panel B depicts justice in the larger sociobehavioral world.

Note that the personal quantitative characteristics which generate the 
sociobehavioral outcomes—for example, beauty and wealth, which gen-
erate justice, status, and power—are sometimes called “justice-relevant,” 
“status-relevant,” or “power-relevant,” depending on the focal outcome. 
In the case of status, they have become more popularly known as “status 
characteristics.”
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Finally, note the ongoing efforts to understand more clearly the rela-
tions between justice, fairness, impartiality, and related terms—as these 
are used by people in differing language and country contexts. Rigorous 
attention to justice and fairness dates at least as far back as Rawls (1958, 
1971, 2001), while the history of impartiality can be traced at least to Adam 
Smith ([1759] 1976). Of course, the distinction between justice and fair-
ness advanced by Rawls and others pertains only to languages with both 
words—such as English and German—but not to languages with a single 
word—such as Turkish or Spanish, where justice is the only word. This 
raises the question whether, if there is any deep distinction understood by 
ordinary people, alternative linguistic devices arise to compensate for the 
lack of a separate word for fairness.

4.1. Four Central Questions in the Study of Justice

Classically, there were two main questions and two great literatures. One 
focused on ideas of the just reward, the other on the consequences of injus-
tice; both appear in Figure 13.1, Panel A. But there was no bridge to con-
nect them. That bridge—the justice evaluation—arose in the twentieth 

A. The World of Justice

B. Justice in the Sociobehavioral World

Figure 13.1 The World of Justice, and Justice in the Sociobehavioral World



Inequality and Justice 227

century, appearing first as a three-category variable (Homans 1961: 72–78; 
Adams 1963: 425ff, 1965: 282; Anderson et al. 1969; Berger et al. 1972; 
Austin and Walster 1975)—with categories of unjust underreward, perfect 
justice, and unjust overreward—next as a nine-category variable (Jasso and 
Rossi 1977)—with four degrees each of unjust underreward and unjust 
overreward, plus perfect justice—and finally as a continuous variable (Jasso 
1978). Explicit definition of a continuous justice evaluation is important 
because precise measures of magnitudes of injustice are necessary in order 
to understand the consequences of injustice (Adams 1963: 426; Adams and 
Freedman 1976: 52–55).

Thus, the justice evaluation function increased the justice framework 
from two to three central questions: (1) What do people think is just? (2) 
What is the magnitude of injustice associated with given departures from 
perfect justice? (3) What are the behavioral consequences of injustice? (Jasso 
1978: 1400, 1418). Next would come another three-question framework 
that replaced the consequences question with a question about how ideas of 
justice shape determination of the actual reward (Wegener and Steinmann 
1995), followed by its integration with the first set, producing a set of four 
questions (Jasso and Wegener 1997: 398).

Each of the four questions may be thought of as pointing to determina-
tion of a major term—namely each of the four terms shown in Figure 13.1, 
Panel A—and each of the four questions is represented by a mathematical 
equation that either answers the question or can be used as the basis for 
approximating the answer. Table 13.8 lists the four questions together with 
the associated equations.

Of course, there are other important elements in justice theory, chief 
among these the three key actors—allocator, observer, rewardee. All are 
tightly linked. The observer forms ideas of the just reward for the rewardee. 
The allocator assigns the actual reward to the rewardee. The observer assesses 
the justice or injustice of the actual reward received by the rewardee, gener-
ating the justice evaluation. The observer’s assessment generates the justice 
consequences. In a justice situation, a person may play one, or two, or all 
three parts. For example, a given person may be observer only or rewardee 
only or allocator only, or may be both observer and rewardee, or may be all 
three. To illustrate, a person who is both allocator and observer forms ideas 
of the just reward and uses those ideas to assign the actual reward, albeit in 
concert with other, non-justice, ideas. However, a non-observer allocator 
assigns the actual reward without benefit of justice ideas. Note that the “per-
son” need not be a natural person but could be a corporate person, such as 
a married couple or a group.

In forming ideas of the just reward, the observer is guided by principles 
of justice.

Following Brickman et al. (1981), the principles of justice are classified 
into two sets: (1) principles of microjustice, which pertain to “who should 
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Table 13.8  Fundamental Questions and Fundamental Functions of Justice 
Analysis

Fundamental Questions Fundamental Functions

Question 1 Just Reward Function
What do individuals and collectivities C C= Athink is just, and why? ( )X Q, ,

Question 2
How do ideas of justice shape 

determination of actual situations?

Actual Reward Function

A A C= ( )X Y, ,

Question 3
What is the magnitude of the 

injustice associated with given 
departures from perfect justice?

Justice Evaluation Function

J
A
C

= æ
è
ç
ö
ø
÷q ln

Question 4
What are the behavioral and social 

consequences of injustice?

Justice Consequences Function
X X T= ( )éë ùûJ ,GG

Notes: In the equations, A denotes the actual reward and the actual reward function, C  
the just reward and the just reward function, and J the justice evaluation; X denotes 
the justice consequences and the justice consequences function; X is a vector of char-
acteristics relevant to both the actual reward and the just reward; the Q and Y vectors 
are each relevant to the just reward and the actual reward, respectively; and Τ denotes 
a transformation and Γ a vector of other factors. The justice evaluation function is 
represented by a specific function, where θ is the signature constant; the other three 
functions are each represented by a general family of functions. For example, the just 
reward function may be specified as a BZAC function with only the X and Q vectors or 
as a Homans function, with the actual reward as an argument (Berger et al. 1972; Jasso 
1983; Jasso and Meyersson Milgrom 2008).

get what, and why,” and (2) principles of macrojustice, which pertain to 
what the distribution should look like. As readers will appreciate, these are 
universal considerations, visible in the daily lives of parents, teachers, judges, 
indeed almost everyone (Evans, Kelley, and Peoples 2010; Jasso 1983; Scalia 
1989).

Importantly, following the fundamental principle owed independently to 
Elaine Hatfield and Milton Friedman, “Justice is in the eye of the beholder” 
(Walster et al. 1973:152, 1976: 4; Friedman 1977). Thus, both the just reward 
and the justice evaluation are observer specific and, of course, rewardee spe-
cific. Similarly, the principles of justice are observer specific.

Justice theory also distinguishes between “thinking,” “saying,” and “doing” 
elements, for example, between the experienced justice evaluation, which is 
a “thinking” element, and the expressed justice evaluation, which is a “say-
ing” element (Jasso 2015; Jasso and Wegener 1997). The “doing” element 
pertains to two senses of “doing,” as in “what I am doing” (say, signing a 
petition or joining a protest march) and “how I am doing” (say, experiencing 
trust/distrust or varying emotions).
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Finally, note that the actual reward, just reward, and justice evaluation 
lead naturally to their distribution in a collectivity. To illustrate, a given 
observer’s justice evaluations for a set of rewardees produces the observer-
specific justice evaluation distribution (JED); all the justice evaluations for a 
single rewardee produce the rewardee-specific JED, the justice evaluations 
for self in a group of observer-rewardees produces the reflexive JED, and so 
on (Jasso 1999). The same holds for the just reward distribution. Analysis of 
these distributions yields further justice relations.

4.2. The Justice Evaluation Function

Of the four mathematical relations in Table 13.8, one has special proper-
ties and plays a special part in both theoretical justice analysis and empirical 
justice analysis. This is the justice evaluation function. The justice eval-
uation variable is the observer’s assessment that the rewardee is justly or 
unjustly rewarded, and, if unjustly rewarded, whether underrewarded or 
overrewarded and to what degree. The justice evaluation function specifies 
a special relation among three terms, namely a relation in which the justice 
evaluation varies as the logarithm of the ratio of the actual reward to the just 
reward (Jasso 1978):

A = Jθ ln 
 
,

C 
( )2

where J denotes the justice evaluation, A denotes the actual reward, C 
denotes the just reward, and θ is the signature constant. The sign of the 
signature constant, called the framing coefficient, is positive for goods and 
negative for bads; the absolute value of the signature constant, called the 
expressiveness coefficient, measures the observer’s expressiveness. Thus, the 
formula in (2) is called the expressed justice evaluation; dividing it by theta 
yields the experienced justice evaluation. Most theoretical work is based on 
the experienced justice evaluation; in contrast, the expressed justice evalu-
ation is critical in empirical work. Further, when the observer frames the 
reward as a good, the justice evaluation increases with the actual reward and 
decreases with the just reward, but when the observer frames the reward as 
a bad, the justice evaluation decreases with the actual reward and increases 
with the just reward.

It was once thought that it is the just reward which enables the distinc-
tion between underreward and overreward. But that was because only goods 
were considered. In a world of goods and bads, it is both framing and the 
just reward that jointly make it possible to distinguish between underreward 
and overreward (Jasso 2017).

Of course, people experience the justice evaluation about other things 
besides individuals’ rewards, and these may include the mean and inequality 
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in a distribution. For example, comparison of an actual inequality with a just 
inequality yields a justice evaluation about inequality, and comparison of an 
actual resource endowment with a just resource endowment yields a justice 
evaluation about resource endowment.

Finally, the justice evaluation has been generalized to the compari-
son outcome—covering related outcomes like self-esteem and relative 
deprivation—and the justice evaluation function to the comparison func-
tion. The actual reward remains the same, but the just reward morphs into 
an expected, desired, or envisioned reward, known more generally as the 
comparison reward. All members of the comparison function family carry 
the same imprint; that is, all are represented by the logarithm of the ratio 
of the actual reward to the comparison reward, as in equation (2), with 
the framing coefficient indicating whether the reward is, in the eyes of the 
observer, a good or a bad.

4.2.1. Properties of the Justice Evaluation Function

The special log-ratio specification of the justice evaluation function has 
many useful and appealing properties: First, it provides an exact mapping 
from the combination of the actual reward and the just reward to the justice 
evaluation; for example, in the case of a good, when A is less than C, J is 
negative—indicating unjust underreward—and when A is greater than C, 
J is positive—indicating unjust overreward. Second, the justice evaluation 
it yields is in justice units, not in reward units (as it would be, for example, 
if the specific form were a simple difference between A and C). Third, it 
integrates the two main rival conceptions, the ratio favored by Homans 
(1961, 1974: 248–249), Adams (1963, 1965) and Walster et al. (1973, 1976) 
and the difference favored by Berger et al. (1972); this is accomplished via 
the property of logarithms that the logarithm of a ratio equals the difference 
between two logarithms. Fourth, it embeds the property that deficiency is 
felt more keenly than comparable excess (now more commonly known as 
loss aversion), long considered central in matters of justice (Adams 1963: 
426, 1965: 282; Brown 1986: 78; Homans 1961: 75–76; Törnblom 1977: 
11; Wagner and Berger 1985: 719). To illustrate, if the just reward is 10, an 
actual reward of 5 yields a justice evaluation of –.693, but an actual reward 
of 15 yields a justice evaluation of +.405—as discussed in van den Bos et al. 
(2015: 238–239).

The foregoing four properties were discussed when the log-ratio speci-
fication was introduced (Jasso 1978: 1401–1403, 1416–1417) and subse-
quently by Wagner and Berger (1985: 719), Berger (1992: 8), Liebig and 
Sauer (2016), Turner (2005, 2007), and Whitmeyer (2004), among others. 
The properties were sufficiently appealing that the justice evaluation func-
tion was immediately proposed as a candidate for a universal Law of Justice 
Evaluation (Jasso 1978), in the spirit of Turner (2008).
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The next two properties to be established were scale invariance (ensur-
ing that the justice evaluation is the same regardless of currency or denom-
ination) and additivity (Jasso 1990). A seventh property provided further 
support for the unification of ratio and difference forms when it was 
shown that the log-ratio is the limiting form of the difference between two 
power functions and as well unified logarithmic and power conceptions of 
the justice evaluation function (Jasso 1996). An eighth property formal-
izes the symmetry of the log-ratio specification of the justice evaluation 
function—interchanging A and C leaves intact the absolute magnitude of 
J, changing only its sign (Jasso 1996). Finally, the loss aversion property 
leads to a link to the Golden Number; that is, the loss aversion ratio equals 
2 when the actual reward equals the just reward plus or minus the product 
of the just reward and the Golden Number—or, put differently, when the 
loss or gain equals a fraction of the just reward equal to the Golden Num-
ber, or approximately .618 (Jasso 2006b: 209; van den Bos et al. 2015: 239, 
241–243).

4.2.2.  Just-Reward Scenarios and the Justice Evaluation Function

The pivotal part played by the just reward has been known for a long time. 
The initial report of the justice evaluation function noted (Jasso 1978: 1418):

much of the dynamics of social life centers on determination of the 
“just” term and . . . the force of ideology is here particularly visible. 
A practical implication of this view is that the strategy of choice for 
revolutionary propagandists is not persuasion of the citizenry that a 
given actual condition is unjust but, rather, persuasion of the citi-
zenry that some other, nonfactual, very precisely described condition 
is just. For once the citizenry accepts as just some envisioned state 
of things, the judgment that the actual condition is unjust follows 
inexorably.

Turner (2007) goes further and suggests that the precise origins of the 
just reward may be linked to the type of emotion unleashed by the justice 
evaluation. Thus, while Jasso (2006a: 332–334) emphasized valence match-
ing and intensity matching of emotion and the experienced justice evalu-
ation, Turner’s insights introduced matching on the precise origins of the 
just reward.

A starting catalog of precise origins of the just reward was compiled in 
Jasso (2008b: 270–273), including such sources as (a function of) own pre-
vious reward, (a function of) another’s actual reward, and everyone else’s 
actual rewards. Some of these just-reward scenarios are further discussed 
below when we analyze the connection between inequality and justice 
(Section 5.1.2).
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4.2.3.  Theoretical Implications of the Justice Evaluation Function

Using the four techniques introduced in Section 2.1, a large set of testable 
predictions has been obtained from the justice evaluation function. Exam-
ples include:

1. A thief ’s gain from theft is greater when stealing from a fellow group 
member than from an outsider, and this premium is greater in poor 
groups than in rich groups.

2. Parents of two or more non-twin children will spend more of their 
toy budget at an annual gift-giving occasion than at the children’s 
birthdays.

3. Blind persons are less at risk of eating disorders than are sighted persons.
4. Veterans of wars fought away from home are more vulnerable to post-

traumatic stress disorder than veterans of wars fought on home soil.
5. In a group with subgroups, the lower-ranking in each subgroup will 

attach to the subgroup, and the higher-ranking in each subgroup 
will think of themselves as individuals and band together in a third 
(emergent) subgroup. This suggests that “the best and the brightest” 
in each subgroup cannot be trusted with important work for the 
subgroup.

6. In populations (or subpopulations) where husbands earn more than 
their wives, marital cohesiveness increases with husbands’ earnings ine-
quality and wives’ mean earnings and decreases with wives’ earnings 
inequality and husbands’ mean earnings. This suggests that divorce rates 
increase with wives’ earnings inequality and husbands’ mean earnings 
and decrease with husbands’ earnings inequality and wives’ mean earn-
ings. [This is not the place to discuss empirical tests, but we note that 
this prediction is consistent with the recent evidence reported by Bellou 
(2017) that as male wage inequality increases, the divorce rate decreases.]

7. Given a society with two nonoverlapping subgroups, in a materialistic 
society (where people value cardinal goods), social distance between the 
subgroups always increases with economic inequality, but in a nonmate-
rialistic society (where people value ordinal goods), economic inequal-
ity has no effect on social distance between the subgroups.

Note the emergence of new subgroups based on the justice sociobehav-
ioral mechanism. Subgroups based on qualitative characteristics like race 
or gender were introduced in Section  2.2, and inequality between such 
subgroups was discussed in Section  3.1. Now there is a new dimension, 
for operation of justice processes generates new subgroups that we may 
call emergent subgroups. The simplest case pertains to the three subgroups 
that always arise from justice evaluations—the underrewarded, the fairly 
rewarded, and the overrewarded. In this section, some of the predictions 
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report further cases of emergent subgroups; for example, in Prediction 5, 
two pre-existing subgroups—say, two ethnic subgroups—give rise to three 
behavioral emergent subgroups—segregationists from the first ethnic sub-
group, segregationists from the second ethnic subgroup, and integrationists 
from both ethnic subgroups.

Also, justice theory provides interpretation of rare events, such as the 
invention of mendicant institutions in the 13th century and of detective 
fiction in the 19th. And it also suggests the existence of fundamental con-
stants, including a constant governing the switch between valuing cardinal 
and ordinal goods.

5. Linking Inequality and Justice
Justice is equality.

Socrates in Plato’s Gorgias

 . . . the inequality which means injustice.
Theodore Roosevelt

Inequality and its cognates, and justice and its cognates, are often paired 
together.

Sociological thought, with roots in classical philosophy, posits an 
unbroken line from inequality to the sense of justice to a variety of social 
outcomes such as cohesion, discontent, and revolution (Aristotle [384–
322 BCE] 1952, Politics, Book II, Chapter 7; Aquinas 2007, Commentary 
on Aristotle’s Politics, Book II, Chapter 9; Alwin 1987): 

inequality → justice → social outcomes. 

Indeed, the sense of justice is classically regarded as the first line of defense 
against self-interest and inequality (Anselm of Canterbury [1070–1109] 
1946–1961, De Casu Diaboli, Chapter 14, De Concordia, Part III, Chap-
ter 11; Duns Scotus [1300–1308] 1986, De Peccato Lucifer).

Yet little is known about the exact connection between inequality and 
justice. Learning more about that exact connection is important, for absent 
a strong and clear link between inequality and justice, the sense of justice 
would not awaken to exert its moral suasion, no matter how great the ine-
quality or how fast its increase.

We now turn to the search for the inequality-justice connection.

5.1.  Linking Inequality With the Four Central Justice Terms

Recall the four central questions in the study of justice and the four central 
terms (Section 4.1; Table 13.8; Figure 13.1, Panel A). A useful starting point 
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for linking inequality and justice is to consider inequality as a thing—benefit 
or burden—driving the processes in a justice situation.

Accordingly, going down the list of central questions, and consistent with 
the earlier discussion extending the rewards of justice theory from personal 
characteristics to group characteristics (Section  4.2), we collect the four 
links.

First, people form ideas of the just inequality. Second, ideas of the just 
inequality help shape actual inequality. Third, people assess the fairness or 
unfairness of actual inequality, framing inequality as a good or as a bad. 
Fourth, assessments of unjust inequality help fuel major reactions like pro-
tests and revolution.

All four links are ready for theoretical and empirical analysis, as will be 
seen.

5.1.1. The Relation Between Inequality, Poverty, and Justice

Consider a population of persons reflecting on their own income. Each 
person has an actual income, an idea of just income for self, and a justice 
evaluation about own income. As discussed previously, each of those terms 
leads to a distribution, so that in the population there is an actual income 
distribution, a just income distribution, and a justice evaluation distribution 
(Section 4.1). Like all distributions, these have parameters such as the mean 
and variance, and the measures of overall inequality introduced previously 
can be calculated for the actual and just distributions, which are defined 
on positive numbers. Moreover, as discussed previously, justice evaluations 
occur not only with respect to individuals’ rewards but also to distributional 
properties (Section 4.2).

By algebraic manipulation, the arithmetic mean of the justice evaluation 
distribution can be expressed as the log of the ratio of the geometric means 
of the actual rewards A and the just rewards C and thence decomposed into 
injustice due to inequality and injustice due to poverty:
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where E denotes expected value and I denotes the Atkinson inequality 
(Table 13.2). This decomposition of injustice into poverty and inequality 
components can be used whenever data are available on the justice evalu-
ations of the individuals in a group. For example, empirical application to 
data obtained from probability samples of the adult populations of 13 coun-
tries provides insight as to whether injustice is mean led or inequality led 
(Jasso 1999: 149–150, 160–162).
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5.1.2. Just-Reward Scenarios for Linking Inequality and Justice

Recent work develops a strategy for assessing the effect of inequality in the 
actual reward distribution (ARD) on parameters of the justice evaluation 
distribution. For specificity and richness, ARD inequality is represented by 
the five measures of overall inequality introduced previously (Table 13.2) 
plus the general inequality parameter c, and the JED parameters include the 
arithmetic mean, median, and variance. For each pair of ARD inequality 
measure and JED parameter, the task is to express the JED parameter as a 
function of the ARD inequality measure and obtain the first partial deriva-
tive to assess the exact effect of ARD inequality on JED parameter.

At first blush, it appeared that the work ahead would resemble an explora-
tion of each cell of the matrix formed by ARD inequality measures and JED 
parameters (with both sets of ARD inequality measures and JED param-
eters growing in future iterations). But it soon became clear that this initial 
impression was incomplete. Look at the equation for the justice evaluation 
function (Eq. 1). It depends on both the actual reward and the just reward. 
And the just reward is formed in a large variety of ways—each one affecting 
the justice evaluation in distinctive ways and concomitantly each distribu-
tion of just rewards affecting the JED in distinctive ways.

It has been known for a long time that the sources of the just reward are 
many and dazzling (Section 4.2.2). For example, a person may form the just 
reward as a function of the actual reward, or of a previous actual reward, or 
of another’s actual reward; as well, there are more complicated ways of form-
ing the just reward, say, as the average of the comparison with every person 
with a lower actual reward, or every person with a higher actual reward, or 
all other persons in the collectivity. In order to make the research manage-
able, the first foray restricted the just reward to seven just-reward scenarios, 
leaving analysis of other scenarios for future work.

The seven scenarios include the case where the just reward is a con-
stant multiple of the actual reward and the case where each person in the 
population compares to every other person, in which case, as the population 
size increases, the just reward approaches the geometric mean of the actual 
rewards (Jasso 2016: 199–201).

As discussed previously (Section 4.2.2), this just-reward scenario approach 
is very much in the spirit of Turner (2007), who insightfully observes that 
the specific source of the just reward—its provenance, so to speak—may be 
related to the emotion aroused by the ensuing justice evaluation.

Results of this analysis indicate that there is no general necessary connec-
tion between inequality and justice; indeed, there is a nontrivial number of 
cells with zero values in the matrix of ARD inequality by JED parameter. 
There is, however, in some scenarios, a striking pattern in which as inequality 
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increases, the average of the justice evaluations moves leftward, deeper into 
the territory of unjust underreward, and the distribution stretches outward, 
increasing the gulf between the underrewarded and the overrewarded and 
hollowing out the middle class (Jasso 2016: 210).

Further research extends those results—expanding (1) the just reward sce-
narios from the micro scenarios (which start with the individual’s idea of the 
just reward) to six new macro scenarios (which start with the distribution of 
everyone’s ideas of the just reward) and (2) the set of justice measures from 
three to four, including now the proportion underrewarded—providing 
further, more refined results identifying the conditions that lead to radically 
different connections between inequality and justice (Jasso unpubl).

5.2.  Linking Inequality With Justice Theory:  
Some Theoretical Predictions for Inequality Effects

Derivation of predictions in justice theory has yielded predictions for ine-
quality effects, such as (and repeating Prediction 6 and part of Prediction 7 
from Section 4.2.3):

1. The greater the overall inequality

• the greater the conflict between subgroups
• the greater the public benefit of religion
• the greater the rate of out-migration

2. As inequality reaches a critical level, people may switch from valuing 
cardinal goods to valuing ordinal goods. The critical inequality level 
occurs

• when the Atkinson inequality equals 1 – (2/e), or approximately .264
• when the Theil MLD equals ln(e/2), or approximately .307
• when the Gini coefficient equals .42

3. When the comparison referent is either everyone or the arithmetic 
mean, the greater the overall inequality

• the lower the personal happiness in the bottom subset
• the greater the personal happiness in the top subset
• where the boundary between the bottom and top subsets in the 

actual reward distribution ranges from .368 to .632 and depends on 
the distributional form

4. When the comparison referent is everyone below, the greater the over-
all inequality, the greater the personal happiness

5. When the comparison referent is everyone above, the greater the over-
all inequality, the lower the personal happiness
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6. The greater the overall inequality

• the lower the average happiness
• the greater the happiness variance, if the actual reward and the 

comparison referent are independent

7. The greater the overall salary inequality

• the lower the proportion who prefer salary secrecy if salary is 
power-function

• the greater the proportion who prefer salary secrecy if salary is log-
normal or Pareto

• but no effect on salary inequality if salary is symmetric

8. In societies where husbands earn more than their wives

• divorce rates increase

• with husbands’ mean earnings
• with wives’ earnings inequality

• divorce rates decrease

• with wives’ mean earnings
• with husbands’ earnings inequality

6.  Justice as a Tool for Understanding Inequality:  
Is Inequality Good or Bad?

As discussed previously, quantitative characteristics of persons and popula-
tions may be framed as goods or as bads. So the question arises: is inequality 
good or bad? Recent work presents a pertinent theorem, and, as fate would 
have it, a proof of the theorem requires an explicit framing coefficient, 
something that justice theory appears to uniquely provide (Section  4.2). 
This section summarizes the theorem, its proof, and its limitations (Jasso 
2017).

The theorem notices the goodness or badness of the original thing and 
links it to the goodness or badness of the inequality in the distribution of 
the original thing:

THEOREM (Inequality Goodness or Badness): If an observer 
regards a cardinal thing as a good, then that observer implicitly regards inequality 
in the distribution of that thing as a bad, and if an observer regards a cardinal 
thing as a bad, then that observer implicitly regards inequality in the distribution 
of that thing as a good.

The cardinality assumption is required because in order for a thing to be 
a good or a bad, it has to be susceptible to increase and decrease. A thing’s 
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being a good or a bad does not guarantee that its inequality will also be a 
good or a bad. Indeed, ordinal things have fixed inequality, as seen previ-
ously (Sections 2.2 and 3.2.1).

More deeply, the theorem points to an appealing symmetry in the good-
ness or badness of inequality. Thus, the theorem’s answer to the question 
whether inequality is good or bad is that it depends on the goodness or bad-
ness of the thing in which it is found, having goodness or badness opposite 
that of the original thing.

To prove the theorem, an explicit measure of observer framing is required. 
To date, it appears that the only such measure is in justice theory, which 
provides not one but two measures of framing—the framing coefficient 
described in Section  4.2 (the sign of the signature constant theta in the 
justice evaluation function) and a statement via first partial derivatives (Jasso 
1999: 139). The proof also obviously requires measures of inequality, and 
it is based on Atkinson inequality, Theil MLD, and the general inequality 
parameter c.

The proof is straightforward, but it adds to the limitations of the work the 
not insignificant caveat that the proof applies only to persons who experi-
ence the sense of justice.

The theorem itself has one limitation—that it applies only to original 
things that are cardinal and that are regarded as goods or bads. The proof 
adds three limitations—that, as already noted, it applies only to observers 
who experience the sense of justice, that it requires a particular description 
of the operation of the sense of justice (namely the justice evaluation func-
tion), and that it requires particular measures of inequality (namely Atkinson 
inequality, Theil MLD, and the general inequality parameter).

Thus, future work might develop a more general proof of the theorem, 
one that does not rely on particular measures of inequality or on the sense 
of justice. It is, however, reassuring that large proportions of surveyed or 
observed populations experience the sense of justice and that it is often 
regarded as fundamental—as in Scalia (1989), quoted previously, and Babbitt 
(2018: 245), who writes, “We are all somehow born with a strong sense of 
justice. Why else say so often, ‘It’s not fair!’ ”

The proof of the inequality theorem also includes, as a by-product, the 
proof for a larger framing theorem, in which the mean of the original thing 
is shown to follow the goodness or badness of the original thing—in con-
trast to inequality:

THEOREM (Framing): If an observer regards a cardinal thing as a good, 
then that observer implicitly regards the mean of the thing as a good and inequal-
ity in its distribution as a bad, and if an observer regards a cardinal thing as a 
bad, then that observer implicitly regards the mean of the thing as a bad and 
inequality in its distribution as a good.
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7. A Final Word

As in music, this chapter closes with a final way to honor Jonathan H. 
Turner and his magnificent contributions to sociology. The chapter focused 
on theoretical approaches to inequality, justice, and the inequality-justice 
connection. Only in passing did it mention the new theme encapsulat-
ing even more of Turner’s insights, namely theoretical integration of three 
sociobehavioral forces—justice, status, and power—into one unified theory. 
Yet in this effort, too, Turner both contributes and inspires (e.g. Turner 
2005). For he has broken new ground on all three forces and on theoretical 
integration as the way to greater and deeper sociological knowledge.
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Over the last 30 years, I have increasingly been interested in understand-
ing human thought and action by using cladistic analysis and comparative 
neuroanatomy to assess what humans inherited from their common ances-
tors with contemporary great apes. Humans share 99% of their gene with 
chimpanzees, 98% with gorillas, and 97% with orangutans, albeit on one 
less chromosome pair than great apes. This genetic closeness indicates that 
humans shared common ancestors with chimpanzees (about 5–6  million 
years ago), gorillas (7–9 mya), and orangutans (12–16 mya). All great apes, 
and most higher monkeys as well (and many other higher mammals), all 
reveal a sense of justice over the distribution of valued resources. When han-
dlers and trainers give less of a reward to one great ape and more of a reward 
to another great ape, the one receiving less reward will cease exchanging 
with a trainer and express negative emotions. Thus, great apes and higher 
monkeys perform some rather complicated cognitive calculations on (a) 
assessing the amount of reward for a given behavior as worth their time, 
(b) comparing this exchange with other exchanges, and (c) deciding to 
cease exchanging when the payoffs are greater for another, even if originally 
willing to exchange until making the comparison. There are also altruistic 
variants on this, as is the case of a chimpanzee that will refuse to exchange 
any further with trainers until his brothers and sisters are offered the same 
exchange deal.

Thus, great apes calculate the value of resources and the behaviors they 
are willing to perform to get these resources while also making comparisons 
to the exchanges of other conspecifics to determining if they are getting a 
“fair” exchange. These cognitive capacities in a brain one-third the size of 
the human brain indicate that something like what Guillermina Jasso con-
ceptualized as the “justice evaluation function” in a neat and simple equa-
tion was a neurological capacity inherited from human’s common ancestors with 
the great apes. And, in many ways, I think that this hard-wired capacity in 
humans is one of the pillars on which human morality is built.

The other pillar of human morality is the emotional. Great apes do not 
appear to experience either guilt or shame (Boehm 2018), the two emotions 
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that give teeth to human morality, and so, these are uniquely human emo-
tions that evolved during hominin evolution to Homo sapiens. The emotions 
behind the sense of injustice that great apes experience is anger, and at times 
this anger can be dangerous (since great apes are so much stronger than 
humans). When, for example, a retired chimpanzee in one of the several 
homes for chimps (which must occur as they get older because they become 
dangerous to humans) was visited by his former owners who had raised 
him in their family in order to celebrate his birthday, the three settled on a 
table to eat the birthday cake that the couple had brought to the enclosure 
housing two other retired males. One of the males was so incensed that he 
attacked the birthday chimpanzee’s “father” and almost killed him, leaving 
him permanently disabled (such is the power of a male chimpanzee, who 
could do the same to an NFL linebacker), clearly indicating the intensity of 
this male chimpanzee’s obvious sense of injustice.

When I was completing my book On Human Nature (2020), I was going 
over the chapter on the cognitive and psychological complexes of humans, as 
inherited from the ancestors of great apes and elaborated in humans with 
larger brains, language, and culture, I thought about Willie’s equations on 
justice. These are universally relevant for humans, but the basic justice equa-
tion may also be relevant to great apes. Thus, a sense of justice has been in 
the great ape genome, including humans as evolved great apes, for at least 
18 million years. Something this ancient is also powerful and should reveal 
certain invariant properties in human thought, action, and social organiza-
tion. And, after reading Jasso’s terrific overview of her work since at least 
the 1970s, her conceptualization of the dynamics revolving around, and out 
of, justice calculations elegantly as expressed in clean equations, I see why 
I thought of her work in proofreading my manuscript. The line of primates 
leading to humans has been making justice calculations for millions of years, 
long before there was spoken language and culture in animals with much 
smaller brains than humans. Thus, what Jasso had done is formalized some 
laws applying to humans and their patterns of social organization in all times 
and all places. The dynamics outlined in these principles are ubiquitous 
and constantly in play in human interaction and social organization, and so, 
these principles are part of a true science of society. And, combined with 
theorizing on emotions, they become some of the first principles on the 
dynamics of human moral thought and action.

For such a technical and closely argued chapter, which is the best review 
of Willie’s overall project over the last 40 years that I have read, it is hard 
to be too specific because of the technical aspects of her equations, and so 
I will simply close by outlining what makes this theoretical research program 
so useful. The approach presents a formal theory that can generate deriva-
tions, many of which are counter-intuitive; the mathematics make it clear 
what forces are in play and specify in precise terms their relationships to each 
other; the theory incorporates the various measure of resource distributions 
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that are used in the literature today; the theory can analyze both general 
distributions of resources across an entire population and to subpopulations 
or what I  term categoric units, such as gender and ethnicity/race, while 
also theorizing gaps between subgroups and additional subgroups associ-
ated with income distributions for members of categoric units; it can make 
predictions about the relationship between overall inequality and subgroup 
or categoric-unit inequalities; it makes the important theoretical distinction 
between inputs and outputs of resources, such as the effects of income inputs 
on outputs like status, and makes predictions about the relations between 
the two (it formalizes, in essence, analysis of the effects of what Blau [1977, 
1993] termed intersection and consolidation of parameters in resource dis-
tributions); it connects such forces as justice, power, status, and income 
inequalities and can make predictions about the relationships among these; 
the justice evaluation analysis can specify the relationships among what peo-
ple think is just, what the magnitude of injustice is, and what the behavioral 
consequences of injustice are, as it isolates the relations among actual reward, 
just rewards, and over- vs. under-reward, and more generally, it eliminates 
many problems associated with analyzing the relationships of justice evalu-
ations in the face of overall distributions of resources and subdistributions. 
And again, these powers of the theoretical structure generate interesting 
real-world predictions. Very few theories can do this for such a complicated 
set of forces as inequality and justice evaluations.
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Chapter 15

 The Microsociology of Self 
and Identity

Peter J. Burke and Jan E. Stets

Introduction

Jonathan Turner’s most significant contribution to sociological theory is his 
ability to bring ideas and research from different sociological forefronts and 
merge them in a coherent way. This also applies to his contributions to 
microsociology, or the dynamics of interacting individuals. He makes us 
aware that each of the theoretical parts of society that researchers examine, 
mostly in isolation from one another, must ultimately all work together: 
individuals, groups, social categories, networks, and organizations. He also 
makes the important point that a theory that focuses on any part of soci-
ety must consider other theories that focus on other parts of society, since 
together they provide a rich and fuller understanding of human dynamics 
at the micro level.

For example, while identities are an important aspect of social life, identity 
theorists should capture other dimensions of life, such as exchange behavior 
as discussed in social exchange theory (Savage and Whitman 2018) and sta-
tus dynamics as outlined in expectation states theory (Berger and Webster 
Jr. 2018). Indeed, Turner sees identity, exchange, and status processes as all 
relevant at the micro level. We would add other dimensions such as justice 
processes as offered in justice theories (Hegtvedt 2018) and legitimacy issues 
as presented in legitimacy theory (Zelditch 2018). The issue is how iden-
tity processes work in concert with other processes to explain human life. 
Identity theorists have taken up this task as they have studied how identities 
intersect with exchange behavior (Stets, Burke, and Savage 2018), status 
processes (Stets and Harrod 2004), justice (Stets and Osborn 2008), and 
legitimacy (Burke, Stets, and Cerven 2007), but more work is needed. In 
Turner’s microsociology, we get a better picture of how identities are situ-
ated in social life through his discussion of identities alongside other micro-
level processes.

In this chapter, we present identity theory in its current form, and we 
consider the extent to which many of the ideas in identity theory have 
been incorporated into Turner’s view of microsociology. We give primary 
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attention to Turner’s microdynamics volume because it is here where he 
provides the most comprehensive statement on identities (Turner 2010a). 
On the one hand, we find that some of Turner’s ideas on identities are not 
consistent with identity theory, and we point out where. Some of his ideas 
on identities also are not as fully developed as they are in identity theory, 
suggesting that greater specificity is needed in understanding how identi-
ties operate in his theory of microsociology. On the other hand, many of 
Turner’s insights regarding the integration of the different dynamic processes 
within a theory and the dynamics of these processes at various levels of social 
structure (that is, at the micro, meso, and macro levels) can be applied to 
identity theory to help develop it. The latter part of the chapter discusses 
developing identity theory along the lines offered by Turner.

This chapter is organized as follows. First, we provide a brief overview 
of identity theory. In this overview, we discuss the different bases of identi-
ties (social, role, and person), and how each is related to different aspects of 
esteem (worth, efficacy, and authenticity). We then complicate the analysis 
of identities by discussing how we can understand how multiple identities 
(whether they be social, role, or person identities) operate in situations. For 
each of these areas, we address how Turner’s microsociology relates to these 
ideas. Following this, we discuss the relationship between identity theory 
and other social psychological theories to show how bridging concepts in 
identity theory with concepts in other theories provides a richer under-
standing of human behavior. This is an important agenda item that Turner 
maintains that we all need to be doing in social psychology. We end with 
future developments in identity theory that are informed by Turner’s work.

Overview of Identity Theory

Within identity theory (Burke and Stets 2009), an identity is a set of mean-
ings (Osgood, Suci, and Tannenbaum 1957) that persons attribute to them-
selves in terms of the social categories they occupy (such as Latino, male, 
working class), the groups to which they belong (such as Girl Scout Troop, 
a particular family, a ski club), the roles they play (such as student, daughter, 
truck driver), and the personal characteristics that distinguish them as indi-
viduals from others (such as being dominant, fair, controlling). Meaning is a 
mediating response to a stimulus. It mediates between the initial perception 
of a stimulus and a response to the stimulus depicted as stimulus → meaning 
→ response (Burke and Stets 2009). When the self is the stimulus, persons 
think about what it means to be themselves in terms of their many identi-
ties across the categories, groups, roles, and unique ways that they define 
themselves.

Figure 15.1 illustrates an identity, its components, and operation. When 
an identity is activated in a situation, persons perceive meanings in the situ-
ation that are relevant to how they see themselves. These are shown as the 
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input from the situation on the left of the figure. The person then compares 
those perceived self-relevant meanings in the situation to the self-defining 
meanings held in the identity standard. These perceived meanings often are 
based on how persons think others see them (reflected appraisals), though 
they also could be based on how they see themselves (self-appraisals). The 
figure shows the input meanings and the standard meanings feeding into the 
comparator, which compares the two inputs and outputs the difference of 
the two as an error signal. The error is zero if there is no difference, but it 
may take on positive or negative values if the perceived self-relevant mean-
ings and the identity standard meanings are different. This valenced output 
on the right side of the figure is the response, which influences both emo-
tion and behavior in the situation, which changes situational meanings.

This process begins with the activation of an identity, which usually 
occurs because meanings relevant to an identity are present in the situa-
tion. For example, a student whose student identity standard contains the 
meaning of being a strong academic may have the student identity activated 
in the classroom because the classroom calls forth meanings of academics 
as opposed to another setting such as a party. In the classroom, a person 

Comparator
Error

Perceptions Emotion

OutputPersonInput

Environment

BehaviorReflected

Appraisals Symbol and

Resource

Flows in the

EnvironmentDisturbances

Identity

Standard

Figure 15.1 Model Representing Components of an Identity



250 Peter J. Burke and Jan E. Stets

may perceive that others think of her as being academically oriented. These 
perceptions of how she thinks others see her are reflected appraisals on the 
input side, and these meanings, which match her identity, are fed into the 
comparator. Because they match, the output of the comparator is zero. This 
is identity verification.

Alternatively, it may be that in the classroom, another student leans over 
to whisper to her some gossip not relevant to the lecture, thus implying that 
she is not interested in the lecture and is, therefore, not as academically ori-
ented as her identity standard indicates. This perception of implied meanings 
(reflected appraisals) is fed into the comparator, where it is lower in value 
on the dimension of academic orientation than the meanings in her identity 
standard. The output difference in meanings of the comparator gives a nega-
tive value to the error (reflected appraisals minus standard). This perceived 
situational meaning is at odds with and discrepant from her student identity 
standard meaning. This is identity non-verification, and the degree of non-
verification is a function of the degree to which the perceived situational 
meaning and the identity standard meaning are measurably different.

The processes of perception, comparison, and output are all occurring 
simultaneously and continuously when an identity is activated. Output of 
the comparator has both behavioral and emotional implications (Burke and 
Stets 1999; Burke and Harrod 2005; Savage et al. 2017). If the comparison 
shows that the self-relevant meanings in the situation reflect the identity 
standard meanings that define the self, that is, they are the same, the behavior  
continues to display and support those meanings. Emotionally, one is happy 
and satisfied, and other outcomes emerge such as increased self-esteem (Stets 
and Burke 2014a). The academically oriented student in the previous exam-
ple who sees that others see her as academically oriented is happy, thinks 
well of herself, and continues to act in an academically oriented fashion.

If the situational self-relevant meanings are different from the identity 
standard meanings, the output behavior acts to modify the situation meanings 
until they do match (if possible), while the emotional reaction is negative, 
showing distress and perhaps anger and, in the long run, lower self-esteem.  
Again, in our example, the academically oriented student whose seatmate 
wants to impart some gossip during a lecture may show agitation at being 
interrupted from attending to the lecture and may chastise the seatmate by 
telling her to hush. This changes the implied meanings from being a social 
gossip to being academically oriented, and verification has been restored. 
But the process is continuous and ongoing if the identity is activated. There 
is a dance of meanings in the situation as they shift this way and that way 
during interaction. Verification is a process, not necessarily an outcome. 
The steps toward verification are not fixed but are variable and constantly 
varying to bring about the desired outcome.

When situational meanings do not match the identity standard mean-
ings because of some disturbance (usually actions by another person), two 
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outcomes occur: the negative emotions signaling the non-verification and 
behavior to counteract the disturbance and restore verification. However, 
this action to counteract the disturbance may not always work or may take 
effect only slowly. As the discrepancy between situational meanings and the 
identity standard meanings persists over time, the identity standard (which 
is the output of a higher-level identity [discussed subsequently]) changes 
very slowly in the direction of the situational meanings. This is identity 
change. It is slow and only noticeable when the situational meanings are 
persistently different from the identity standard meanings and cannot be 
changed, perhaps because the person does not have the resources to change 
the situational meanings.

Cast, Stets, and Burke (1999), for example, show that the spousal identity 
of the spouse with less status changes slowly over time to conform to the 
meanings defined by the spouse with greater status. In this way, identities 
are always changing, though slowly, in the direction of the situational mean-
ings. If the situation is stable and the meanings do not change much, then 
the identity will appear very stable. Also, if the person has strong control 
over the situational meanings, making them match the identity standard, the 
identity will appear very stable. Persons without power in a situation that 
is in flux may find their identities change considerably, as in POW camps, 
prisons, and in cases of abduction.

This outline of the identity process has been tested numerous times, in 
numerous ways, for numerous identities, each time under controlled condi-
tions (Burke and Stets 2009; Stets and Burke 2014c). It is understood from 
these studies that the degree of negative reaction to non-verification for both 
emotion and self-esteem is the square of the measured difference between 
identity and situational meanings. In our example of the academically oriented 
student, being seen as too studious would be just as non-verifying as being 
seen as not very studious and calls for different behavior (acting less studious) 
to change the way in which others see her. The person may work, then, 
to reduce the degree to which she feels others see her as studious, perhaps 
accepting an invitation to party rather than going to some evening lecture.

Turner has taken up the notion of identities and identity verification and 
incorporated them into his theory of microdynamics in sociology (Turner 
2010a). However, his view of identities and their operation is not the same as 
it is in identity theory. In identity theory and borrowing from Mead, mean-
ing has a central role. Situations are made up of meanings, as are identities, 
and when the same dimension of meaning is relevant to both, an identity 
is activated in a situation. Identities have dimensionality (for example, the 
student identity may have an academic orientation or a sociable orientation) 
and intensity (high or low) that can be measured (Burke and Tully 1977; 
Reitzes and Burke 1980).

We don’t see this conceptualization of identities and the incorporation 
of meaning in Turner’s theory. For him, identities are cognitions that one 
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applies to the self, for example, “I am a student.” This view of identities is a 
bit underdeveloped. For example, it is not clear how these cognitions oper-
ate, how we can measure them, and how and when they may change. All 
that we know is that they are perceptions about the self. To be fair, Turner 
does not attempt to develop a theory of the self in the detail that character-
izes the work of identity theorists. On the other hand, we need to have a 
better understanding of identities and their operation to understand their 
role in interactions than Turner currently offers.

Turner maintains that the verification of identities is a transactional need 
of individuals or a desire that seeks to be satisfied in interactions. He sees 
identity verification as “the most important of all universal need-states” 
(Turner 2010a: 204). This may be because he sees that when this need 
is not met, negative emotions will ensue, and, left unchecked, negative 
emotions can be very disruptive for interactions. While verification in 
identity theory has been shown to be a correspondence between perceived 
self-relevant meanings in the situation and the identity standard meanings 
on some measurable dimension (Stets and Burke 2014b), Turner, instead, 
defines identity verification as the acceptability of the one’s cognitive 
self-views by others; non-acceptance of an identity is equated with non-
verification. In Turner’s view, individuals attempt to fulfill the expectations 
of others; thus, the motive for self-verification becomes a motive to be 
accepted by others.

In this way, Turner shifts the basic motivational dynamics from controlling 
perceived meanings in the situation (in order to match those in the identity 
standard) as outlined in identity theory to fulfilling the expectations of oth-
ers and thus being accepted by others. Rather than making sure that there is 
a common definition of the situation, that is, that all see the same meanings 
in the situation and are thus commonly oriented to appropriately act in the 
situation as outlined in identity theory, people are trying to be accepted 
by others with no guarantee of a common orientation. This shift removes 
the agency of individuals to create and manifest meanings in situations and 
replaces that with a bit of a passive actor who desires acceptance. In identity 
theory, it is the agency of individuals accomplishing identity verification 
that creates and maintains the connections between people as well as the 
transformation and flows of resources (which include the distribution of 
goods and services, as discussed later) (Burke 2004; Burke and Stets 2015).

The Bases of Identities

In identity theory, identities are meanings held in the identity standard. 
These self-meanings are based on the shared cultural understandings of the 
social structure. Identities may be based on shared meanings of the social 
categories in which people are placed (categorical identities), the groups to 
which individuals belong (group identities), the roles individuals play (role 
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identities), and the meanings that distinguish one individual from another 
(person identities) (Burke and Stets 2009; Stets and Burke 2000, 2014c; Stets 
2018). Categorical and group identities are sometimes referred to together 
as social identities. The different sources of cultural meanings (persons, roles, 
groups, and social categories) are understood in identity theory as ways in 
which meanings are conceptually grouped.

Slightly different processes may be at work when different identities are 
activated. Activating a categorical or group identity in a situation means 
being attentive to the perceptions of the collective’s views and acting like 
others in the group or category. Activating a role identity focuses on fulfill-
ing the expectations of a role and coordinating one’s behavior in a recipro-
cal manner with role partners in the situation. Activating a person identity 
means behaving in accordance not with meanings attached to roles or groups 
but to how individuals define themselves as unique from other individuals. 
While the various meanings to which one attends across identities may refer 
to a larger group of individuals (categories and groups) or to a smaller group 
(meanings that distinctly define the individual), they all function in the same 
way in a situation.

Sets of meanings that are commonly found together in a situation may 
all be simultaneously controlled in the perceptual control process if they 
are relevant to an identity (Powers 1973). For example, a set of meanings 
may cluster around a role, or they may cluster around a group, or they may 
cluster around both the role and the group in which the role is played. In 
this latter case, we may think of the individual as acting on behalf of two 
identities (a role and a group), or we may think of the identity as one larger 
combined set of meanings. This is just the way we think about it. In actual-
ity, the individual is controlling all the relevant meanings in the situation. 
The meanings are relevant to the standards that the individual has for those 
meanings—standards that apply to and define the self. An individual is act-
ing to bring all the relevant situational meanings into accord with the way 
they should be as defined by what we have termed the identity standard.

The identity standard defines the way the meanings in the situation 
should be in terms of their levels and intensities. For example, if the mean-
ing is along the dimension of good/bad, the proper level of goodness that 
defines the person in the identity is set in the identity standard. If there are 
ten dimensions of meaning to be controlled, it does not matter if we think 
of ten identities, or one identity with ten meanings. It is a question of con-
venience. For a person who is controlling meanings having to do with the 
categoric unit of gender and meanings having to do with the role of student, 
it may be more convenient to think of two different types of identities (the 
female category and the student role) or one female-student identity. The 
point is, all identities are arbitrary clusters of meaning, generally grouped 
around concepts made available by the general culture such as category, 
group, role, or person. The operation of all identities is the same. However, 
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the consequences of this operation for self and society do vary by the bases 
of the identity.

The operation of categorical identities has implications for the mainte-
nance of the social categories that are used in society for stratification and 
access to resources. The operation of group-based identities has implications 
for ingroup and outgroup members. The operation of role-based identities 
has implications for persons in counter-roles and the groups within which 
the role exists. Finally, the operation of person identities has implications 
for the choices that persons make in terms of the roles they take on and the 
groups they join. Thus, the groupings of meanings are tied to different parts 
of the social structure. Manipulation and control of those meanings influ-
ences different parts of the social structure, as well as the different persons 
tied to the different structures based on where they are in the stratification 
system and the resources to which they have access, their membership in 
particular groups, the roles they play, and the unique ways they define them-
selves as societal members.

In addition to having differential effects on people and different parts 
of the social structure, the verification process for identities with different 
bases also differentially affects the person holding the identity. We earlier 
mentioned that the identity verification process can influence one’s self-
esteem; verification increases self-esteem, and non-verification decreases 
self-esteem. We have found that the verification process for identities tied to 
different bases affects different components of self-esteem (Stets and Burke 
2014a). These different components include feelings of self-worth, self-
efficacy, and self-authenticity.

The three components have long been recognized as parts of the self, 
though only recently have they been linked to the verification process 
(Burke and Harrod 2005; Cast and Burke 2002; Stets and Burke 2014a). 
Self-worth or the feeling that one is valued and accepted by others chiefly 
defined self-esteem for a long time (Rosenberg 1962, 1979). However, 
self-efficacy, or the feeling that one is competent and effective, and self-
authenticity, or the feeling that individuals are able to live as they truly are, 
are now seen as other components of self-esteem, with each contributing 
to an overall feeling of self-esteem (Stets and Burke 2014a). Although these 
components form distinct aspects of self-esteem, they tend to go together 
and are moderately correlated.

The connection between the components of self-esteem and the bases of 
identity results from the consequences of the verification of identities for the 
different bases. For example, Stets and Burke (2014a), based on data from 
multiple studies, show that verifying a social identity means “being” a group 
member. Verification provides a feeling of oneness, integration, and belong-
ingness in the group. This increases worth-based esteem. Verifying a role-
based identity means accomplishing the requirements of the role in the face 
of potential disruptions and uncertain circumstances. Verification fosters 
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a sense of agency and achievement. This increases efficacy-based esteem. 
Finally, verifying a person-based identity provides meaning and coherence 
in a person’s life. It offers a sense of understanding about oneself. One is 
being real and true to the self. This increases authenticity-based esteem. 
Stets and Burke (2014a) go on to point out that the connection between 
identity bases and dimensions of self-esteem are empirically not as clean 
as suggested, because in any particular situation, persons are embedded in 
roles, which are embedded in groups or organizations. Thus, verification 
of an identity from one basis is often also verification of an identity from a 
different basis.

Self-esteem is important because it is the source of energy, drive, and 
determination an individual needs to pursue identity verification when 
there are obstacles to its achievement (Cast and Burke 2002). When obtain-
ing verification is difficult, one is distressed and beset with negative emo-
tions and most likely would prefer to leave the situation. It is self-esteem 
along its various dimensions that keep one in the fight, so to speak, con-
tinuing to work at achieving identity verification. Without the energy and 
drive that self-esteem provides to continue to show that one is a valuable 
group member, a competent role player, or the person one believes oneself 
to be, it would be easy to give up seeking identity verification. Social order, 
however, relies very strongly on people seeking verification of their identi-
ties, which is obtained when situational meanings are arranged as they are 
“supposed” to be, as given in identity standards (Burke and Stets 2015). 
There is some feedback here, as identity verification increases self-esteem, 
building the reservoir of motivational energy, even as the difficulty or failure 
of identity verification tends to drain that reservoir (Cast and Burke 2002).

Turner (2010a) incorporates the different bases of identity into his under-
standing of the microdynamics of interaction, and thus we see an affinity 
with identity theory. He identifies a core identity (somewhat analogous to 
the person identity in identity theory but somehow more central and basic), 
social identities (which he sees as membership of persons in categoric units), 
group identities (which he views as membership of individuals in corpo-
rate units, though he maintains that membership is not necessary to claim 
a group identity), and role identities (individuals playing particular roles). 
Whereas in identity theory, identities are simply clusters of meanings in an 
identity standard and the labels of social, role, and person identities are sim-
ply a way of conveniently grouping these identities, the idea of the equiva-
lence of all identities is lost in Turner’s conceptualization, and it is replaced 
by the more reified notion of types of identity.

For Turner, different identities are fundamentally different empirical enti-
ties. The core identity is an amalgamation of cognitions and emotions that 
have built up over time and are somehow bound together. Turner believes 
that the core identity is carried into all interactions and is the source of con-
sistency in behavior across situations. Significant others help in the formation 
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of the core identity early in life; by late adolescence, it presumably is formed 
and difficult to change. Turner further maintains that individuals are not 
good at articulating the cognitions or feelings of the core identity. Because 
individuals are not fully conscious of their core identity, he maintains the 
core identity is very difficult to measure.

Social identities reflect people’s membership in categorical units such as 
being male/female, white/nonwhite, and young/old. For Turner, people are 
more conscious of their membership in social categories compared to core 
identities. People learn the expectations of behavior and evaluations associ-
ated with each category and internalize them over time. To the extent that 
socialization involves immersion in a subculture such as one’s race/ethnicity 
in a family unit, individuals may take on the thoughts, feelings, demeanor, 
and dress of the social category. Turner maintains that social identities do 
not need to be actively verified like core identities. It is enough for people 
to simply know that their social category is not being rejected.

Group identities involve people’s involvement, or at least identification, 
with a corporate unit, such as a community, business organization, club, or 
team. Turner argues that individuals are even more conscious of their mem-
bership in different groups compared to a core identity and social identity. 
Like social identities, individuals’ involvement in groups entails learning the 
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that characterize membership.

Finally, for Turner, role identities are those identities that are associated 
with the roles people play out, especially those in corporate units. Com-
pared to all the other bases of identities, Turner depicts role identities as the 
most unambiguous to people. He suggests that people are most conscious 
and aware of these identities because most interactions are embedded in 
corporate units, where there is a division of labor and clear expectations of 
how people are to play their role. When identities are prominent or impor-
tant to individuals, they become relevant outside of their corporate units; 
for example, the role identity of professor may become relevant outside of a 
university setting such as at a party. From an identity perspective, one would 
expect that an identity with any basis (group/category, role, or person) that 
is important to a person would be more likely to be relevant across situa-
tions. It may be invoked or played out to the degree that the situation is 
“open” to permitting an invocation of that identity in the situation.

While Turner’s conceptualization of the different identities seems analo-
gous to the conceptualization found in identity theory, there are differences. 
While the core identity is like the person identity in identity theory, the self 
in identity theory is not conceptualized as having a unitary core self or core 
identity. Rather, the self is conceptualized as differentiated, complex, yet 
organized (Stets and Burke 2003). This is because the context in which the 
self is shaped and develops is society, and society is differentiated, complex, 
yet organized (Stryker 2002 [1980]). Viewing the self in this way means that 
as individuals may claim different social and role identities, they also may 
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claim different person identities (as in being dominant, fair, sociable, and so 
forth), all of which may characterize the self. Some person identities may 
be understood as more central to the self, while others are more peripheral. 
Thus, rather than seeing the self as having a unitary core identity, identity 
theorists view identity meanings that are based on the person (person identi-
ties) as a fruitful way to conceptualize the “core” self.

There are other differences between identity theory and Turner’s theoriz-
ing on the different bases of identities. Identity theorists do not conceptual-
ize person identities as not amendable to conscious awareness compared to 
the other bases of identities, as Turner advocates. In fact, empirical research 
has examined person identities indicating that individuals are conscious of 
them, including how strongly these person identity meanings character-
ize who they are, and individuals report negative emotions when person 
identities are not verified (Stets and Burke 2014b; Stets, Burke, and Savage 
2018).

While in identity theory we find that the different identity bases are linked 
to the different components of self-esteem, self-esteem is noticeably absent 
in the microsociology of Turner. Self-esteem is one of the central concepts 
in social psychology, beginning perhaps with the work of James (1890) and 
coming into prominence with Rosenberg’s work on the self-concept (1962, 
1965, 1979). Self-esteem is often viewed as one of the primary motivating 
forces for individuals (Gecas 1991; Kaplan 1975; Leary 1999). However, 
motivations for Turner exist in the transactional needs of individuals that 
include not only the most important need of identity verification but also 
the need for exchange profits (where resources received exceed costs and 
investments), group inclusion (in which one is a part of the flow of interac-
tion), and the need for trust (that things are as they appear).

In identity theory, while self-esteem is an important outcome of the ver-
ification process, what also is important is the emotions that individuals 
experience in the situation. Turner also discusses emotions in his theory of 
microsociology. Therefore, we next turn to how emotions are conceptual-
ized in each theory.

Identities and Emotions

The identity comparator, as shown in Figure 15.1, that is, the system that 
compares perceived identity-relevant meanings in the situation with the 
meanings in the identity standard, has, as its output, the magnitude of the 
difference between these two sets of meanings. Often termed the error sig-
nal or discrepancy, this difference has both external behavioral consequences 
(people’s behavior is changed) and internal emotional consequences (peo-
ple’s feelings are changed). If the error signal is zero, the perceived meanings 
are the same as the identity meanings, no changes to behavior or feelings 
occur, and things continue as they have been. In this section, we discuss the 
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internal reactions to the discrepancy or the negative emotional responses to 
not being verified.

The negative emotion one feels in response to a discrepancy between 
the meanings held in one’s identity standard and the meanings perceived 
in the situation (often the reflected appraisals) becomes stronger when the 
discrepancy is large or increasing (Trettevik 2016). This is true whether the 
reflected appraisals, or how people think that others see them in a situation, 
are greater than or less than the meanings in the identity standard. For exam-
ple, a student who is seen as more academically oriented than their standard 
reacts just as negatively as if they are seen as less academically oriented than 
their standard. The strength of the negative emotional response is a function 
of the square of the discrepancy (Stets and Carter 2012).

While early work in identity theory simply discussed distress and nega-
tive emotional responses to identity non-verification and positive emotional 
response to verification (Burke 1991), later work began to investigate more 
specific emotional responses such happiness (Stets and Trettevik 2016), guilt, 
and shame (Stets and Carter 2012). Though not yet empirically tested, there 
has been a theoretical discussion as to how specific emotions may be linked 
to different conditions, such as the source of non-verification (either oneself 
or the other in a situation), the relative power of the other who is responsi-
ble for non-verification (more or less powerful), or the relative status of the 
other who is responsible (higher or lower status). Indeed, there likely may be 
other relevant distinctions that influence specific emotions (Stets and Burke 
2005). It was suggested that these factors operate by modifying meanings in 
the situation such that the emotional response may vary and lead to different 
behavioral outcomes.

We can easily see how another may challenge one’s identity meanings in 
a situation. It may be more difficult to see how individuals themselves may 
be personally responsible for identity non-verification. However, a person 
may unintentionally engage in some behavior in which the meanings are 
inconsistent with the meanings in her identity. For example, one may act 
ineptly on the dance floor and thereby challenge the dancer identity mean-
ing of being a “good” dancer. When persons attribute the non-verification 
to themselves, they may experience feelings of humiliation varying in inten-
sity from embarrassment to shame (Stets and Burke 2005). When the non-
verification is attributed to others, they may experience feelings such as 
annoyance or hostility.

With respect to the status (esteem and respect) and power (amount of 
resources) of the non-verifying others relative to an individual seeking iden-
tity verification, Stets and Burke (2005) suggest that when the person rather 
than another is responsible for not being verified in a situation, the person 
may feel shame when others in the situation have higher status than the indi-
vidual, the individual may feel embarrassed when others are of equal status 
to the person, and discomfort (a mild form of humiliation) when others 
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have lower status. When others rather than the person are responsible for the 
individual not being verified in the situation, the person may feel fear when 
others in the situation have higher power than the individual, anger when 
others have equal power to the person, and rage when others have lower 
power than the person. These different emotions that arise due to non-
verification resulting from the self or other, as well as the relative status and 
power of the other, help one choose appropriate action to both restore veri-
fication as well as to maintain the social order in terms of status and power.

Newer extensions of identity theory have argued that emotions are not 
simply a result of the degree to which individuals experience identity veri-
fication, but also the rate of progress toward that verification (Trettevik 2016). 
Trettevik finds that if people are moving faster than they expect toward 
identity verification, they will experience more positive emotions, while 
those who progress more slowly than they anticipate toward identity veri-
fication will experience more negative emotions. It is as if there is a second 
standard, which is the appropriate rate of achieving identity verification. 
Doing so faster than the standard is good, slower is bad. Thus, the amount 
of discrepancy, as well as the rate of reducing the discrepancy, influence one’s 
emotions. We should emphasize that we are talking here about the rate at 
which identity verification is achieved when non-verification occurs, not 
the rate at which some underlying instrumental goal is achieved, though 
it may be that the expected speed of verification itself depends upon the 
underlying instrumental goal. The appropriate rate for achieving verifica-
tion may vary by identities or meanings. For example, an academically ori-
ented student getting a lower than anticipated grade would be expected to 
take longer to correct than being misperceived as a party-person.

In Turner’s work, we are reminded of how problematic negative emo-
tions can be for individuals and for social interaction. He maintains that 
negative emotions that emerge, particularly for core identities that are not 
verified, can activate defensive strategies and/or repression, a concept that 
is not currently incorporated into identity theory. The more individuals 
engage in repression, the more the emotions intensify, and the greater the 
potential for the emotions spiraling out of control and seriously disrupting 
the interaction. Turner (2010a: 198) argues that core identities are “the most 
emotionally valenced of all identities.” He sees that the non-verification of 
core identities produces the highest level of emotional intensity, followed 
by social identities and group identities, and the non-verification of role 
identities produces the lowest level of emotional intensity. However, the 
relationship between the non-verification of these identities and the degree 
of emotional arousal that individuals experience is never fully explained or 
empirically demonstrated in Turner’s theory of microsociology.

It is puzzling why the more ambiguous core identities, which are at a 
lower level of conscious awareness, compared to less ambiguous role identi-
ties, which are at a higher level of conscious awareness, would result in a 
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higher degree of emotional intensity when not verified. Interestingly, recent 
research on identity dispersion and emotions in identity theory indicates the 
opposite (Burke 2019; Cantwell 2016). Identity dispersion exists when and 
to the degree that the meanings that define an identity are not located on 
a single point along a meaning dimension but are more ambiguously dis-
tributed around a point, as a probability density covering a range of mean-
ing along the dimension. In this way, identity dispersion is like ambiguous 
identities.

On the one hand, such variability or inconsistency in the meanings that 
define the self may indicate uncertainty or ambiguity in one’s identity, 
which would produce an aversive feeling (Hogg 2007). On the other hand, 
such variability may indicate a higher range of meanings that are acceptable 
for individuals. Thus, any feedback that is discrepant from a central point 
of a probability density is much less distressing because it is still in the range 
of acceptable meanings. Recent research reveals that a high dispersion of 
identity meanings tends to protect individuals from the negative impact of 
identity non-verification (Burke 2019). Thus, in identity theory, we might 
expect less emotional intensity to arise from ambiguous (or dispersed iden-
tities) compared to greater emotional intensity of ambiguous identities in 
Turner’s theory of microsociology. What Burke’s recent research reveals is 
that rather than tracing reduced negative emotional arousal to people being 
more comfortable with a range of identity meanings, it occurs because the 
non-verification of one identity meaning in the dispersion is likely to verify 
the meaning of another identity, thus reducing the overall negative impact 
of identity non-verification. This raises the issue of multiple identities held 
within individuals.

Multiple Identities

People take on multiple social, role, and person identities throughout their 
lives, and in any situation, multiple identities may be activated. For example, 
at a party, the identities of being Hispanic, a parent, and caring may emerge 
either at the same moment in a conversation or at different times during the 
party. At issue is what identities are more likely to be enacted in the situation 
or which ones individuals will work harder to verify. To understand how 
multiple identities operate, we begin with characteristics that help organize 
multiple identities within the individual. These characteristics have to do 
with the salience, commitment, and prominence of identities.

Identity salience is the probability that an identity will be activated in 
a situation. Identities vary in their salience. Some with a high salience are 
likely to be activated very frequently, while others with a low salience are 
likely to be activated only seldom. One factor that makes an identity likely 
to be activated in a situation is the presence in the situation of meanings 
that are also held in the identity standard, perceptions of which the identity 
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controls. However, even if there are no such meanings in a situation, a 
person with a highly salient identity may create such meanings in the situ-
ation and then seek to control them. For example, a proud father whose 
father identity is very salient may show pictures of his children to colleagues 
at work. The salience of an identity is an internal factor that is generated 
within the self and helps to explain why a person is more likely to activate 
one identity rather than another, though the person holds both.

Identity commitment also helps organize multiple identities. Commit-
ment is the number and strength of ties a person has with other persons 
because of an identity: more and stronger ties mean higher commitment. 
Unlike salience, commitment is an external factor that arises from the con-
nections between people. In the example of the father identity, a person 
with higher commitment may know dozens of others who know him as a 
father and have expectations about that identity. For example, his children’s 
friends, their teachers, and others in the neighborhood may know him as a 
father. A person with a lower commitment to the father identity may know 
only a few others who know him as a father, perhaps only his immediate 
family. When there are more connections to others because of the identity 
(higher commitment), there is more pressure on the person with those con-
nections to maintain the identity and fulfill the expectations that many oth-
ers have for the person in that identity.

Failure to maintain the identity bears a higher cost in disappointing many 
important others who depend upon that identity being maintained. If a 
person holds two identities that have different levels of commitment, the 
person is likely to spend more effort in maintaining the identity with higher 
commitment, including working hard to resolve identity non-verification 
when it emerges (Burke and Reitzes 1991). If there is a failure to verify 
the identity, those with a higher level of commitment to the identity will 
experience greater distress.

Finally, the prominence of the identity to the person helps organize mul-
tiple identities. Some identities are more important to a person than others. 
This is an idea that people find quite easy to understand. For example, a per-
son’s identity as a spouse may be more important to the individual than the 
identity of being a professor or guitar player. We think that what influences 
identity prominence is the number of identities held by a person that share 
meanings. An identity composed of many meanings that are shared with 
many other identities is more prominent or important than an identity that 
shares few meanings with few other identities. Like commitment, greater 
prominence of an identity increases the strength of people’s efforts to main-
tain and verify an identity because more identities are at risk when a shared 
meaning is not verified. Also, like commitment, greater prominence will 
increase the level of distress felt if an identity is not verified. Commitment 
and prominence differ in that commitment operates for external reasons 
(given the ties to others in the social structure through the focal identity) 
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and prominence operates for internal reasons (given the number of identities 
that share meanings with the focal identity).

In addition to the salience, commitment, and prominence of identities 
that tell us how multiple identities that people hold vary in terms of the 
likelihood of their activation or the effort used to maintain and verify them, 
multiple identities also may be understood within the perceptual control 
hierarchy (Burke and Stets 2009). In Figure  15.1, we discussed how the 
perceptual control model works for a single identity, but when modeling 
several identities, the picture becomes more complicated. Figure 15.2 shows 
a simplified model depicting the hierarchical control structure of identities 
within the person.

In the figure, and for simplicity, we have depicted three identities at two 
different levels of control. There could be more identities at either level.1 All 
these identities exist within the person, and the outputs of all the identities 
combine to produce the behavior of the person. Each identity is control-
ling meaning in the situation by adjusting the behavior and perceptions of 
the person. And, since there is only one person acting in a situation, that 
person’s behavior and perceptions must meet the needs of several identities 
at once (which can be a source of role conflict). The person must adjust the 
perceived meanings so that multiple identities can be verified simultane-
ously. The meanings being controlled must be consistent with each other 
(verifying one will help verify the other), or they may be unrelated. If they 
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are unrelated, then verifying one identity leaves the other identity unaf-
fected, thus not posing a problem. If they are related, then controlling the 
shared meanings among the multiple identities will verify those identities 
at the same time. The identities cannot be in opposition, because a person 
cannot control the meanings of two oppositional meanings simultaneously 
(for example, a thermostat cannot make a room simultaneously cooler and 
warmer). If this opposition persists, persons may shift the meanings of one 
identity in the direction of the other identity, thereby creating a comple-
mentary association between the identities.

Identity Y, at the lower level of control, is identical to the identity we 
looked at earlier (Figure 15.1). The perceptions of identity-relevant mean-
ings in the situation are compared with the identity defining meanings in 
the standard. The difference (error) gives rise to both emotion and behavior. 
If the difference is zero, behavior continues as it has. If the difference is not 
zero, behavior adjusts to restore the difference to zero. This is done by coun-
teracting whatever disturbed the situational meanings from what they were 
when they agreed with the identity standard. The addition in Figure 15.2 
of identity X at the higher level now makes clear the source of the standard 
for Identity Y. The output of the higher-level identity is the standard for the 
lower-level identity. In fact, as the figure shows, the output from the higher-
level identity can serve as or contribute to the standards for several identities 
at the next level down.

One thing the hierarchical perceptual control model of identity theory 
makes clear is that identities at a higher level are more abstract, combining 
many lower-level inputs, and they operate at a slower time scale and thus are 
more stable over time than the lower-level identities (Burke and Stets 2009). 
The lower-level identities may be thought of as carrying out the biddings of 
the higher-level identities as those higher-level identities act to achieve their 
own verification. That is, the higher-level identities act to modify their out-
put (lower-level standards) to match their more abstract, aggregated inputs 
to the more abstract standard. The lower-level identities thus serve not only 
to verify themselves, but their operation also serves to verify higher-level 
identities.

Person identities have been thought of generally as the higher-level iden-
tities that influence how many lower-level identities, which are thought of 
as social and role identities, operate by serving as their standards. A higher-
level person identity such as being a caring person (an aspect of a person 
level, moral identity) manifests itself perhaps in the abstract patterns in main-
taining a religious (social) identity and a friend (role) identity. The particular 
actions a religious member may take are different than the particular actions 
that a friend may take, but in all cases, the person would see herself and be 
seen by others as having a particular level of care (as indicated in their care 
identity standard) and would attempt to manifest that level in her behaviors 
as a religious person and friend.
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In Turner’s (2010a) conceptualization of the relationship among identi-
ties, he places core, social, group, and role identities along three dimensions: 
emotional intensity, level of conscious awareness, and level of inclusiveness/
generality. As one moves from core, to social, to group, and then role iden-
tities, he maintains that there is a decrease in emotional intensity, increase 
in conscious awareness, and decrease in inclusiveness or generality. In this 
way, there is an ordering of the identities, with core identities having the 
most emotional intensity, least conscious awareness, and most generality or 
inclusiveness; role identities as the opposite to core identities on these three 
dimensions; and social and group identities showing intermediate levels of 
emotional intensity, conscious awareness, and inclusivity. Further, along the 
dimension of generality, more general identities influence all less general 
identities. Less general identities, on the other hand, influence only identi-
ties that are at the next higher level of generality.

We find that the dimensions that Turner uses (emotional intensity, con-
scious awareness, and generality or inclusivity) to differentiate identities 
need a bit more explanation. Why are the identities placed where they are 
along these dimensions? There is some affinity with Turner’s conceptualiza-
tion and the hierarchical perceptual control of identities in that he sees that 
core identities become part of all other identities. If core or person identities 
are at a higher level and role, group, and categoric identities are at a lower 
level, those lower-level identities do indeed include as part of their standard 
the outputs of the higher-level person identities. However, what is not clear 
in Turner’s writing is the way in which identities influence each other, for 
example, when he suggests that role identities influence group identities. 
The mechanisms for this influence need to be discussed in more detail.

In the perceptual control hierarchy in identity theory, the output/behav-
ior of person identities serves as the reference standard for the social and 
role identities at the next level down. Additionally, the input at the lower-
level social and role identities influences the person identity standards at the 
higher level. In this way, all identities are directly influencing each other 
within and across situations through the perceptual control process. It would 
be valuable to learn the exact mechanisms that Turner sees as relevant in his 
own hierarchy of identities.

Identities, Status, and Exchange: An Integrative 
Approach

The theoretical work of Turner has been very good in reminding us that 
the many theories upon which sociology and sociological social psychol-
ogy draw are working all at once. Status principles, exchange principles, 
identity principles, and all the other theoretical principles don’t take turns. 
They all operate continuously and simultaneously, though research may 
focus only on one or another. As Turner (2006) suggests, this is a theoretical 
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shortcoming. It is most problematic when theoretical principles discovered 
in one domain are, in fact, contingent upon processes in another domain; 
for example, identity principles may be contingent upon exchange princi-
ples or vice versa.

Identity theorists have been aware of this issue and have done some 
empirical work to examine how status theories and exchange theories 
might be incorporated into identity theory, and thereby perhaps alter our 
understanding of the general principles of all the theories involved. In terms 
of status and identity, a line of research that demonstrates this is work that 
studied interactions among newly married couples (Stets and Burke 1996; 
Stets 1997). Stets and Burke examined gender as a status category or posi-
tion in society and gender and control as identities that carry meanings for 
themselves. Husbands and wives were given the task of sitting down and 
discussing some disagreements in their marriage.

When gender is conceptualized as a status category, the issue is how a class 
of persons (men or women) behave and are treated in interaction given the 
expectations associated with their status. Gender and control as identities 
focus on the meanings of being male/female and controlling/dominant or 
not controlling/submissive. According to expectation states theory, being 
male and high status in society should produce more negative, oppositional 
behavior when discussing marital problems compared to being female and 
low status. According to identity theory, having a masculine and a dominant 
identity should lead to more negative behaviors in marital discussions com-
pared to having a feminine and submissive identity.

What Stets and Burke (1996) found was that, contrary to expectation 
states theory, females rather than males expressed negative, oppositional 
behavior in marital interaction, but, consistent with identity theory, those 
with a more masculine and dominant identity were more likely than those 
with a more feminine and submissive identity to express negative behavior 
in interaction. Individuals are both members of social categories and agents 
with identities. Both these factors play a role in determining how people 
will behave in interaction.

Stets and Burke found that husbands, particularly more traditional hus-
bands compared to egalitarian husbands, engaged in more negative behavior 
(e.g. criticisms, put downs, etc.) toward their wives. These wives responded 
with negative behavior of their own in an endeavor not to be treated as 
a subordinate person. When these women had a masculine or dominant 
identity, being treated as weak and perhaps irrelevant by their spouse likely 
disturbed their identity meanings, making them even more likely to react 
with negative behavior of their own. Thus, social category membership and 
agents with identities coalesced to explain behavior.

In later research, Stets (1997) extended this analysis by examining 
whether the pattern found for gender and negative behavior was one 
instance of a more general pattern in which individuals’ status position on 
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other dimensions such as age, education, and occupation produced the same 
effects. She found that wives’ use of more negative behavior in conversa-
tions compared to husbands was not unique to gender. Individuals in other 
low-status groups (the young, the less educated, and those with a low-status 
occupation) also behaved negatively. These two studies inform both expec-
tation states theory and identity theory. On the one hand, in expectation 
states theory, we need to consider the characteristics of individuals, namely 
their identities, when making predictions about behavior. On the other 
hand, in identity theory, we need to consider people’s position in the social 
structure and the cultural expectations that influence how others treat them. 
Individuals will respond to this treatment, although this response will be 
guided by the meanings held in their identity.

A more recent line of research studied how both exchange and iden-
tity processes operated in an independent as well as contingent manner to 
influence the development of social cohesion in interaction (Stets, Burke, 
and Savage 2018). In exchange theory, we know that repeated exchanges 
between actors can produce positive feelings and, in turn, cohesion in rela-
tionships. In identity theory, we also know that repeated identity verifi-
cation produces positive emotions and, in turn, a group identity or sense 
of “we-ness.” Stets and her colleagues integrated identity behavior with 
exchange behavior to see how together they influenced the formation of 
social bonds. They conducted an experiment that involved persons with 
high and low fairness identities negotiating over the distribution of resources 
in a four-person, power-imbalanced network. They examined whether the 
fairness identity facilitated or hindered the development of social bonds in 
this setting.

The results showed that the exchange process and identity process mod-
ified each other to influence social bonds. For high-fairness actors, fre-
quent negotiated exchanges weakened social bonds, while for low-fairness 
actors, these exchanges strengthened social bonds. For high-fairness actors, 
the experience of negotiating in a context that was structurally unfair had 
an adverse effect on ties to others. For low-fairness actors, acting less fair 
was not only consistent with their fairness identity meaning but also the 
situational meaning of self-interested negotiations. Finding that they and 
others sometimes engaged in unfair strategies united them in a way that it 
did not for high-fairness actors. Thus, this research revealed how different 
identities in exchanges (here, negotiated exchanges) fostered or deterred 
social cohesion. This again suggests that in exchange theory, we should 
consider the characteristics of individuals, that is, their identities, when 
making predictions about the effect of exchanges on social cohesion. It 
also reminds us that in identity theory, we must be aware of the situational 
meanings and the degree to which they are consistent or inconsistent with 
one’s identity standard meanings in the arena in which interaction takes 
place.
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Turner’s forte is the bringing together and melding of different theo-
ries, points of view, levels, and perspectives in discussing social encounters. 
He brings together cognitive processes, emotional processes, conscious and 
unconscious processes, interaction processes, role processes, identity pro-
cesses, and more. As he reminds us, in any situation, all of these are occur-
ring, and all of these may influence each other. Any theory must eventually 
take these multiple processes into account. Identity theory has attempted to 
move in this direction, but much more must be done. The usual approach in 
social psychology has been to set scope conditions within which the theory 
will be operative (Foschi 1997). This, however, limits the theory rather than 
expanding and broadening it, and Turner is correct to move to expansion 
and broadening by taking into consideration the multiple things that are 
going on in any situation.

Identities and Resources

As discussed earlier, central to identity theory is the control of meanings by 
using signs and symbols. While most discussion and research within identity 
theory has focused on symbolic meanings, identity theory has discussed 
the importance of signs as the gateway to understanding resources and the 
“things” of the world (Burke 2004; Burke and Stets 2009, 2015; Freese and 
Burke 1994). Interaction is not just the flow of ideas and symbols through 
language. It also is taking the car to the garage if it needs repair, filling up 
the tank with gas, buying groceries, videotaping the kids at play, delivering 
packages, and so on. Indeed, these are the daily, routine activities of peo-
ple at home, work, and play. And they involve the use of symbols, but the 
importance of sign meanings in these activities is paramount. Sign meanings 
are not arbitrary, socially defined, and conventionally shared. They are an 
individual’s mediational response to direct experience of the world and all 
the things in it (Lindesmith and Strauss 1956).

A car may have shared symbolic meaning, representing one’s wealth or 
lifestyle to oneself and others. But it also has sign meanings, which allow 
one to drive it using the feel of the foot on the accelerator or brake, the feel 
of the steering wheel to control the direction of the car, the view of the 
speedometer to control the speed, the sound of the engine to indicate when 
to shift. These experiences cannot be directly shared, but they have mean-
ings, and perceptions of those meanings are controlled to get us to work 
each day as part of the process of verifying our work identity. Such sign 
meanings are often independent of any symbolic meanings of the car, but 
control of both sign and symbolic meaning through the verification process 
is what identities do.

Within identity theory, resources are defined by their use; they are what-
ever sustains groups, individuals, or interaction (Freese 1988; Freese and 
Burke 1994). We consider two classes of resources: actual resources, that is, 
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those that are currently acting to sustain persons, groups, and interactions, 
and potential resources, or those that in the right form, place, and time can/
will be used to sustain persons, groups, or interaction, In general, mean-
ings obtained from actual, in-use resources are signs, while those meanings 
from potential resources are usually symbols. The meanings in an identity 
standard are set for both sign and symbols, and people, acting to verify their 
identities, alter sign and symbolic meanings in the situation to be the way 
they are “supposed” to be, that is, matching the identity standard.

Much of life and social interaction is oriented to and involved with mak-
ing sure potential resources are in place when they are needed as actual 
resources. This includes the mundane washing, drying, and putting away 
of dishes after a meal—making sure that they are ready to be used again. 
Thus, the role of spouse may include not only manipulating the mean-
ings of being supportive and compassionate but also manipulating the sign 
meanings involved in washing, drying, and putting away the dinner dishes. 
This is not a change in identity theory but a recognition of the full symbolic 
interaction view of meaning as including both sign and symbolic sources 
(Lindesmith and Strauss 1956).

This recognition of meaning arising from both signs and symbols pro-
vides the connection between the individual (identities) and social struc-
ture. Social structure can be defined by groups, organizations, and the roles 
within them, as well as the recognized social categories of individuals in 
terms of race/ethnicity, gender, age, and so on. But these are mostly sym-
bolic labels, distinctions, and categories. Social structure can also, and per-
haps more fruitfully, be defined in terms of the flows of resources that are 
the active part of these organizations and what they do.

For example, a steel mill might be considered in terms of the flows of 
iron ore, electricity, water, coal, and coke to the mill; the flow of heat, slag, 
contaminated water, and steel out of the mill; the flow of workers; the flow 
of equipment, supplies, order forms, computers, pencils, trucks, cranes, and 
so on through the mill; the flow of labor; the flow of organizational activi-
ties that enable the flows of physical resources and processes to be managed 
and utilized; the flow of esteem, respect, and power to various managers 
and workers (Freese and Burke 1994). All these integrated flows and trans-
formations of resources that define a steel mill are accomplished by identi-
ties through the verification process to make situational sign and symbol 
meanings correspond to the meanings in their identity standards. These are 
resource interactions that result in the integrated resource flows in the steel 
mill, and they constitute a system of interaction in a small part of the full 
complexity of the social structure viewed as constituted of interconnected 
resource flows. The principles are the same at all scales of complexity: iden-
tities control meanings, both symbolic and sign, which are tied respectively 
to active and potential resources, the flows of which constitute the social 
system.
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Resources figure prominently into Turner’s macrodynamics theoretical 
model of society (Turner 2010b). However, his use of the term “resources” 
is very abstract. Resources make society possible. Though they are never 
fully defined by Turner, they are understood to provide human sustenance 
as well as power and prestige. They are produced and distributed, and they 
are competed for by corporate units (groups and organizations). The actual 
production, transformation, distribution, consumption, and use of resources 
are seldom discussed. Resources and their distribution are relegated to the 
meso and macro level, with no firm connection to the micro level and 
persons. It is never quite clear how individuals relate to resources, control 
resources, use resources, and interact to produce or consume resources.

Rather, Turner’s focus is on the links between people and the emotional 
basis for those links through focused encounters. The ecology of things and 
settings is treated as background and taken for granted to the connections 
between people that he takes as the basis of social organization. This view 
would be like thinking that the steel mill is there to facilitate the relation-
ships among the people involved rather than the social relationships forming 
to make the steel mill function in society.

The Future of Identity Theory

Identity theory in the future can take important lessons from Turner’s ideas 
and approaches to theory at the micro, meso, and macro levels, especially 
the linkages between levels, and the simultaneous bringing together of ideas 
and theories from different disciplines and how the various forces they study 
operate together in situated interaction: economic, social, political, psycho-
logical, and ecological.

But how do identities come into existence and develop over time? This is 
something that neither identity theorists nor Turner have fully addressed and 
which future research needs to examine. The design should be longitudinal 
to capture development over time. Additionally, it likely requires a qualita-
tive approach in order to understand how and what meanings come into 
being and the conditions under which they change given persistent identity 
non-verification or life course transitions brought about by the passage of 
time. We first turn to this issue.

Identity Development

In identity theory, we know more about how identities operate once they 
are formed and less about how identities form. Some research is beginning 
to examine identity development. For example, Aldecoa (2019) argues for a 
three-phase development of the moral identity (Stets and Carter 2011, 2012): 
pre-formative, formative, and transformative phases of development. His 
pre-formative phase involves the acquisition of meanings tied to identities  
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that emerge through direct socialization. Here, individuals are learning the 
meanings tied to different roles they may one day assume, groups they may 
eventually belong to, and persons they may ultimately stake themselves on 
being (Stryker 1968). Influential others who importantly teach these mean-
ings during this time include parents, teachers, and peers. These socializa-
tion agents may emphasize some identity meanings over others, thereby 
increasing the likelihood that some identities may emerge and become more 
prominent over time. For example, parents may instill a sense of justice 
early on in their children such that the fairness person identity (Savage et al. 
2019) emerges at an early age. Simultaneously, parents may encourage their 
children to consider taking on roles or joining groups that are consistent, 
in meaning, with justice and fairness, such as becoming a lawyer or joining 
groups that advocate for the rights of the disenfranchised.

In the formative phase, individuals strive to verify their role, social, and 
person identities. Importantly, person identities become further shaped by 
the meanings found in these other identities. As individuals interact with 
others given their multiple role and social identities, they will come to see 
meanings that are shared across these identities that define them in multi-
ple ways as unique from other individuals. Thus, multiple person identities 
emerge. For example, meanings of justice may be fostered in role and social 
identities, but there also may be meanings of care and generosity that are 
encouraged. Thus, we see how person identities can emerge out of and are 
intimately related to role and social identities.

In the transformative phase, person identities come to exert an influ-
ence on the social and role identities people claim rather than the other 
way around, as in the formative stage. Here, individuals clearly identify the 
unique ways in which they see themselves as persons, and they select further 
social and role identities that are consistent, in meanings, with their person 
identity meanings. Thus, what Aldecoa highlights is the mutual influence 
of meanings associated with role, social, and person identities. For exam-
ple, having a high fairness person identity may mean that in the parent role 
identity, one is a careful arbiter of conflict among his/her children. We 
also might find that this person is a member of a local advocacy group that 
promotes an Early Head Start Program to low-income families in the com-
munity. To the extent that the person finds support for being an arbiter at 
home and an advocate of poor families in the community should strengthen 
the person’s fairness identity.

Another way to understand identity development is to examine how 
an identity, when initially taken on, may come to be expressed very dif-
ferently than originally anticipated, or the expression of the identity may 
change through development over the life course. A good example of these 
developments is one’s professional identity. When one takes on a profes-
sional identity, soon after entering it, they may realize that the meanings and 
behaviors implied by their chosen professional identity are not consistent 
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with person identity meanings that characterize themselves. Consequently, 
they may abandon their chosen professional identity and take on a different 
one. Thus, while their professional identity remains intact, the meanings 
and behaviors associated with it take a new form from what was expected.

For example, one may begin her professional career as an assistant profes-
sor at a major university and then begin to see that this role identity conflicts 
with different person identities that she may claim. Rather than seeing her-
self as “autonomous” and “creative” as in her original identity, her reflected 
appraisals may suggest she is “dependent” and “unimaginative.” This non-
verification would result in negative emotions and lead her to change her 
behavior to be even more autonomous and creative to change her reflected 
appraisals to agree with her identity standard. If that is not successful, her 
identity may slowly shift in the direction of her reflected appraisals, and she 
may leave her university job and enter the corporate world, where others 
can instruct her as to her duties and the work is routine and predictable.

As research shows (Burke and Harrod 2005; Stets and Carter 2011), these 
same mechanisms are at work if the reflected appraisals are more positive 
than the identity standard. If she initially saw herself as “unimaginative,” but 
her reflected appraisals were that she was “creative,” this non-verification 
would also cause negative feelings and an attempt to convince others she was 
not creative. Others might view this as modesty and not change their view 
of her as creative. Again, her identity would slowly change in the direction 
of her reflected appraisals, and she may begin to view herself as “creative.”

Alternatively, an identity may develop over the life course as individu-
als take on new meanings, building upon prior meanings. For example, in 
the academic identity, as one moves from the position of assistant professor 
to associate professor to full professor, later meanings such as “leader” or 
“administrator” may build on prior meanings of being “helpful,” “instruc-
tive,” and “systematic.” In this way, different meanings may work in a col-
laborative manner, over time, to create the building blocks of new meanings.

Interdisciplinary Work

Turner has pointed to two aspects of theoretical development that are 
needed in sociological social psychology. First, he suggests that much more 
needs to be accomplished in terms of the integration of macro (societal 
level) and meso (groups, organizations, and categories within society) lev-
els into micro-level theorizing (Turner 2006: 353). What, he asks, are the 
effects of individual behavior, cognitions, and emotions on macro structures, 
including groups, organizations, and social categories? The second develop-
ment he suggests is to integrate the various theoretical research programs 
that currently exist in isolation from each other to make the findings of each 
program relevant to the other programs. We would agree with these goals 
and have begun to move the theoretical questions posed in identity theory 
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to include these. Mentioned previously is research that begins to integrate 
identity theory and exchange theory as well as work that begins to integrate 
identity theory with expectation states theory. In each instance, it has been 
shown that theoretical principles developed in one program of research are 
in fact contingent on processes investigated in other programs of research. 
A clear and full understanding of social psychological processes can only be 
gained by working at the intersection of the different micro theories, bring-
ing the principles of each to bear on the others.

An important part of the future of identity theory involves work toward 
this integration, and one way in which this can be accomplished is to attend 
more to the various resources that identities indirectly control through their 
control of sign and symbol meanings within what Turner calls corporate 
units: groups and organizations. These corporate units provide contexts in 
which interactions take place. They are also defined by the resource flows 
that constitute them. These are situations of interaction, places where peo-
ple interact to control resources, to accomplish their production, trans-
formation, and distribution, to provide a context for study that lies at the 
confluence of social, political, economic, ecological, and other resources 
(Freese and Burke 1994).

Each of these resources has become the focus of different disciplines and 
subdisciplines, all of which can be brought together to study some situa-
tion of interaction. Because of the confluence of many resources of many 
types in these interactions, a multi or interdisciplinary approach may be 
needed. Because identities indirectly control all the resources and their flows 
to match identity standards, identity theory must develop to identify and 
understand the many forces that govern any situation of interaction. To see 
this more concretely and clearly, we provide as an example the situation of a 
restaurant/bar that is owned and managed by one person: Alice.

Alice has two roles in the restaurant. She is owner, with responsibilities for 
licensing; leasing of space; general maintenance; paying for heat, electricity, 
gas, and water; paying taxes; securing permits; furnishing the kitchen and 
bar with appropriate appliances and furniture and more. As manager, she is 
responsible for hiring, overseeing, and paying chefs, bartenders, waitstaff, 
and cashiers; setting hours; being sure that daily maintenance, cleaning, and 
restocking occur; keeping oversight of cash flow and maintaining the books; 
costing the restaurant dishes and much more. Alice also has a family and 
identities in that context as spouse, parent, and income provider drawing 
resources from the restaurant, including salary. The list of resources that flow 
into, through, and out of the restaurant seems almost endless. The questions 
of power, authority, and legitimation; the questions of maintaining working 
relationships and friendships; the managing of emotions among the staff, 
between staff and patrons, among the patrons: all of these are under percep-
tual control by identities.

In addition, when we add in the identities operating in that situation of 
interaction for the many people who work there, dine there, drink there, 
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and socialize there, the list of resources under the control of a multitude 
of identities becomes gargantuan. Yet, to the casual observer, all is normal 
and expected. It is a bar/restaurant. Everything is the way it is supposed to 
be. It is only when one asks “how is it ‘supposed to be’?” and examines the 
identity standards of all the interactants which define the way it is “supposed 
to be” that the economics, the power and politics, and all the social forces 
come together.

Research that fully documents such a situation of interaction can add a 
great deal to our understanding of identities and how they work individu-
ally, jointly, and in groups. Understanding the full set of identities in the 
situation of interaction can show how people with different person identity 
meanings choose to own, or work for, or be associated with the restaurant. 
How do meanings of and about the restaurant—its culture—evolve from the 
identities of all the people involved? Because most past identity studies have 
examined a single identity across multiple instances (e.g., ethnic or gender 
categoric identities; student, spouse, or friend role identities; or fair, domi-
nant, or control dimensions of person identities), it is important to explore 
how the many different categoric, role, and person identities involved in an 
interaction relate to each other and to the situation.

This endeavor would require first a qualitative, ethnographic identifica-
tion of the relevant sign and symbol meanings (resources) controlled in the 
situation. This identification must be of the perceptions and understandings 
of those involved in the situation of action as they accomplish the restaurant 
(Burke and Tully 1977; Burke 1980). The list of meanings and resources 
in the restaurant example previously were not done this way and therefore 
do not represent any particular interaction. Such research would allow the 
development of identity theory not just as a theory about how an identity 
works or a theory of how one person manages several identities, but a theory  
about how the many identities involved in a situation of interaction operate 
to create, maintain, and repair social structure understood as the production, 
control, transformation, and distribution of resources. Such an understand-
ing would make clear that encounters do not control resources to sustain 
them, but encounters are created to sustain the flow of resources.

Such a development of identity theory would go a long way toward 
building the kind of integrated research envisioned by Turner—research 
that integrates the different micro-level research programs currently under-
way as well as research that integrates the macro, meso, and micro levels of 
concern that a cumulative social and behavioral science requires.

Notes
 1. Although not shown in Figure 15.2, it is possible for several identities at a higher 

level to contribute to the standard of a single identity standard at the lower level. For 
example, in a simulation of how an identity may control exchanges in a network 
exchange model, Burke (1997) showed how three higher-level identities combined 
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their outputs to form the standard for the identity responsible for enacting the 
exchanges.
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Chapter 16

Peter J. Burke and Jan E. 
Stets on Self and Identity

Jonathan Turner

I turn next to my colleagues at UCR because symbolic interactionism is 
where I first became intrigued with sociology, having Donald Cressey as 
a professor who had received his Ph.D. under Edwin Sutherland at Indi-
ana, one center of the so-called “Iowa-School” of symbolic interactionism, 
and Tamotsu Shibutani as another undergraduate mentor who received his 
Ph.D. at Chicago under W. I. Thomas and moved to sociology under the 
chairmanship of Herbert Blumer, who represented the other side of the 
divide in the Chicago School of symbolic interactionism. I  suspect that 
Burke’s and Stets’ disagreement with my conceptualization of self-dynamics 
reflects the influence of the Chicago School pole in my view of symbolic 
interactionism, coupled with a heavy dose of psychoanalytic theory. Shibu-
tani, Buckley, and Scheff at Santa Barbara had first introduced me to general 
systems analysis and a cybernetic view of the dynamics of self in 1965, but it 
appears that Peter’s original formulation of his cybernetic model, and now 
Jan’s model as well, on identity control dynamics owes its inspiration to Wil-
liam T. Powers (1973). Indeed, in one of my graduate classes, we outlined 
Mead’s model of the cybernetic self (see also Shibutani 1968), and during 
my first year at Cornell, I drew out the cybernetic dynamics of both Mead 
and Freud, arguing that they are, when modeled abstractly, very similar. So, 
I am very supportive of Burke’s and Stets’ cybernetic model, but I think that 
my heavy exposure to the psychoanalytic literatures gives me a somewhat 
different take on the nature of this model. Nonetheless, I am an admirer of 
the model that Burke and Stets have developed, and moreover, I particularly 
appreciate their willingness to express their ideas in a formal model and in 
proposition form as formal hypotheses to be tested by their mostly experi-
mental research. Indeed, looking down the list of articles in their bibliogra-
phy on their work and experiments cited in their chapter, I found that I had 
read at least three-quarters of them, which surprised me but suggests that 
I had been following their work for some time.

What Jan and Peter have done is what I have always advocated: develop 
models to explain the dynamics of some fundamental and generic property 
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of the social universe and state arguments as propositions or, in their case, 
hypotheses in empirical research.

And, most particularly, I  appreciate their critical comments from their 
perspective on my less formal views on self-dynamics (I have never pub-
lished my cybernetic models of Mead and Freud’s theories).

As will be evident, I  see the emotions surrounding self as a powerful 
force interfering with individuals’ efforts at reflected appraisals and capacity 
to develop accurate assessments of error messages in the cybernetic system 
driving self. Let me begin with a question that I first asked when reading 
Peter’s original formulation of the model at some point in his first year at 
UCR. I asked “what is the comparator?” and “what is the identity stand-
ard?” These concepts are the core of the Burke-Stets feedback model, but 
I found these ideas somewhat vague in what is meant to be a very precise, 
and testable, model. Given my views of self, I am not sure that individuals 
have full cognitive access to an identity standard, nor do they necessar-
ily have what I can only think is an innate cognitive capacity to compare 
behavioral outputs and inputs from others to arrive at calculation of dis-
juncture between identity standard and feedback on behaviors of a person. 
True, humans are hard-wired to make comparisons and to become aware of 
contradictions, as I have outlined in my latest book, On Human Nature: The 
Biology and Sociology of What Makes Us Human (2020). So, humans would 
have the propensity to engage in what Burke and Stets emphasize in their 
model. It surprised me, however, when they critiqued my implicit model of 
self-dynamics as too cognitive, because I always thought that much of their 
model was highly cognitive; indeed, Power’s original model is announced 
as a cognitive model. When I use the notion of cognition, my intent is not 
very far from Burke’s and Stets’ use of the term “meanings,” which term 
Shibutani preferred as well, but I always found his usage vague (Shibutani 
views “meanings” as a propensity to behave a certain way). The fundamental 
issue for me is that all of these dynamics in the cybernetic system driving 
self-directed behaviors are constantly impregnated by emotions that often distort 
cognitions or meanings which, in turn, distort assessments of whether or 
not self, self-directed behaviors, and responses of others are in balance and, 
moreover, are consistent with a person’s “standard” for a given identity in a 
particular situation. The activation of emotions, especially those carrying a 
negative valence, can activate defense mechanisms at any stage in the operation 
of the cybernetic system which, in turn, can distort the reflected appraisal 
of others’ responses and bias perceptions away from seeing errors in the 
self-directed behavior. Human behavior is not an efficient thermostat in 
which we have a set temperature (the equivalent of the identity standard) to 
maintain and in which we have accurate feedback of our temperature, acti-
vating automatic responses when temperature falls outside the range set by 
the thermostat. The basic dynamics are the same in a very general sense that 
people are trying to verify a sense of self that is salient in a situation and thus 
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seek feedback from their perceptions of their behaviors and their reflected 
appraisals of others’ responses to their behaviors. Yet, in my view, percep-
tions and reflected appraisal are easily and often distorted by emotions, even 
assuming a clear identity standard and operative comparative mechanism 
(which I am not sure is the case in most self-appraisals).

This difference in our approaches has two principal elements. One is that 
self, or even identity, which connotes more specificity, is not always clear to a 
person. As I argue, clarity of self will vary with the level of identity involved, 
with role-identities probably being the most easily articulated by a person 
and core identity being the most difficult to measure, but even here emotions 
can intervene and disrupt the cybernetic system, especially if defense mecha-
nisms are activated. The other element of our disagreement is that operation 
of defense mechanisms works to deny persons accurate feedback on their 
behaviors, even more so on their reflected appraisals of the responses of oth-
ers to these behaviors. Any degree of repression of negative emotions initiates 
one or more defense mechanisms—for example, projection, reaction formation, dis-
placement, sublimation, and attribution (which I tend to add to the normal list). 
And the human brain is wired so that activation of emotion centers occurs 
before activation of sense modalities driving conscious perceptions (i.e., cog-
nitions and/or “meanings”). Indeed, individuals are likely to engage in 
selective perception and interpretations when emotions have interrupted the 
feedback dynamics outlined in the Burke-Stets model. Thus, emotions can 
interrupt the smooth flow of the cybernetic system at any point in Burke’s 
and Stets’ model. True, if emotions are aroused but defense mechanisms are 
not activated, then the system can work as Burke and Stets argue, because the 
emotions signal an error or deviation from the identity standard.

Ultimately, in many ways, I do not see the identity standard and com-
parator as necessarily operating as Burke and Stets argue. I think something 
like this dynamic occurs, as individuals compare their self-perceptions and 
reflected appraisals of others during role-taking, but this view is not always 
very clear, or at least, the clarity of the identity standard varies, as does the 
ability to make comparisons with perceptual inputs. Emotions, if not too 
negative and if not activating defense mechanisms, can be the “alarm” that 
signals error and the necessity of self-correction, like any good thermostat, 
but often individuals do not experience an alarm because defense mecha-
nisms have already been activated, especially for powerful negative emotions, 
like shame, guilt, humiliation, disgrace, and so on, and even if these do not 
activate repression, the emotions experienced after the activation of defense 
mechanisms will be highly distorted, throwing a monkey wrench into the 
dynamics of the identity standard, comparator, perception, and appraisal 
components of the cybernetic system and thereby causing selective percep-
tion and interpretation that makes behavioral adjustments difficult.

In the kinds of experimental research that Burke, Stets, and their students 
have conducted, it is less likely that these distorting emotions occur, and 
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thus we can get a good sense of how this cybernetic system operate if not 
overwhelmed by emotions. So, I would argue that variables in their model 
need to be seen as variables (along some scale of clarity or explicitness). 
Most importantly, the identity standard is, for me, something that varies 
enormously in clarity, and if this standard is only vaguely felt, then every-
thing else in the model becomes less precise. In fact, so much about self, at 
least from my perspective, is laced with emotions and longer-term defenses 
against negative emotions over a lifetime that I  think that it is rare that 
humans get a very accurate feedback reading. Hence, from my perspective, 
what I call core-self, or what Burke and Stets call person-self, is convoluted by 
an emotional legacy involving repression and transmutations of emotions 
about, and perceptions of, self. For me, then, the identity standard can only 
be a blurry view of self, and moreover, the operation of perceptions of, and 
reflections about, a person’s behaviors may also be quite inaccurate.

And, when multiple identities are on the line in an interaction, all of 
these distorting forces are amplified, although the model presented by Burke 
and Stets on multiple identities captures what does occur if the emotions are 
accurately perceived and not too powerful. Thus, I  would draw another loop 
in their models revolving around emotion dynamics, such as intensity of 
emotions aroused; the valences of emotions on a positivity-negativity spec-
trum; the activation of defense mechanisms; and the resulting distortions 
in perceptions, reflections, and corrective actions. Still, it may not be easy 
in experimental settings to see the activation of emotion (or even to get 
approval from human subjects committees to do so). Other methodologies 
can perhaps reveal more about emotions. For example, Burke, Stets, and 
collaborators’ work on observations of interactions during interviews with 
couples in marriage counseling allowed them to compare the relevant power 
of expectation states and identity dynamics by observing more intense emo-
tions, and thus, it may take more observational methods in normal situations 
or at least observational situations where intense emotions can be activated 
to assess the effects of emotions on the cybernetic system that they have out-
lined. Yet, in such observational research, the great strength of experimental 
methods—precision of measurement—is lost.

In closing, their critique of my implicit model of self-dynamics comes 
at just the right time, because I am about to embark on one more effort 
to integrate theories of interpersonal behavior, which will do just what 
Jan and Peter suggest: state my theory in more precise terms and, perhaps, 
bring my cybernetic models on Mead and Freud out into daylight and then 
try to reconcile the many diverse theories in social psychology and, in my 
words, “bring more of the social” into social psychology by conceptualizing 
how social structures at the macro and meso level, along with their cultures, 
penetrate and load many of the variables in social psychological theories. 
Although I  am probably perceived as a pesky outsider to social psychol-
ogy, this is where I started by career in undergraduate and graduate school 
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(drawing up cybernetic models about self), and although I now do macro 
and meso sociology, my theoretical goal is to integrate social psychological 
research, with its many elegant theories and cumulative research findings, 
with meso and macro levels of sociological theorizing.
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Chapter 17

 Humanizing Sociological 
Theory
A 21st-Century Solution to a 
20th-Century Problem Yet to  
Be Solved

Richard Machalek

We are past the naiveté of postwar social science when human behavior was 
regarded as biologically immaculate, the product entirely of cultural sociali-
zation and operant conditioning.

Allan Mazur

Introduction

In a reaction to what had arguably become a dehumanized strain of 20th-
century sociological theory, George C. Homans, in his now-famous 1964 
Presidential Address to the American Sociological Association, exhorted 
sociologists to “bring men [sic] back in” to sociological thought. According 
to Homans, structural functionalism, then an influential theoretical perspec-
tive, had developed so highly reified a view of human societies that it threat-
ened virtually to eliminate flesh-and-blood human beings from sociological 
thought. Assuming that, ultimately, sociology must acknowledge that all 
human societies are populated by human beings, Homans pleaded for soci-
ologists to re-integrate humans (“men,” in the admittedly gender-exclusive 
vernacular of the time) into sociology.

The development of sociological theory subsequent to Homans’ call 
to “re-embody” sociology with flesh-and-blood human beings has been 
heeded, in part, by the emergence of various strains of thought that clearly 
factor individuals and human psychology into their analyses. Examples can 
be found in various perspectives such as symbolic interactionism, phenom-
enology and ethnomethodology, rational choice/exchange theory, drama-
turgical theory, and role and status theory, among others. However, none 
of these approaches to sociological theory have been influenced, to date, 
significantly by recent advances in the behavioral and social sciences that 
are being reconfigured in light of contemporary evolutionary theory and 
research. Sociology in general, and sociological theory in particular, has 
proceeded apace as if Charles Darwin never lived. That is, most sociologists 
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pursue their work in a manner that fails to acknowledge fully and explic-
itly the constitutive features of an evolved human nature. And though few 
sociologists can be described as “Darwin deniers” in that most probably 
subscribe to a 21st-century view of human biology as the product of evo-
lution by natural selection, many continue to behave as if, in the case of 
humans, “evolution stops at the neck” (Campbell 1999; Kanazawa 2015). 
By failing to acknowledge that humans possess an evolved psychology that 
constitutes anything beyond a brain that simply processes, with equal facil-
ity, any information to which it is exposed, sociology will remain unin-
formed by a rapidly accumulating body of 21st-century scientific evidence 
that is revealing elements of a species-specific evolved human nature that 
influences human social behavior. Accordingly, sociology will remain bur-
dened by a conception of humanity that is less than fully “humanized.” At 
best, it will remain a pre-Darwinian science of human social behavior and 
find itself becoming rapidly eclipsed by peer disciplines such as evolutionary 
psychology, evolutionary anthropology, evolutionary economics, evolution-
ary political science, and even fields in the humanities, such as “Darwinian 
literary criticism” (Carroll 2015).

This chapter introduces and discusses several topics of inquiry pursued by 
an emerging cadre of “new” evolutionary sociologists such as Jonathan H. 
Turner whose work can bring sociology closer to meeting the challenge that 
Homans posed to sociological theorists over a half century ago.

Introducing the Brain to Brains That Produce 
Sociological Theory

In the view of most sociologists, the human brain is a general, all-
purpose information processor that receives, encodes, stores, retrieves, and 
expresses information that is acquired either directly by individual experi-
ence or indirectly from the experience of others (culture). By virtue of 
their professional socialization, most sociologists view the human brain as 
largely devoid, at birth, of any informational content that shapes human 
behavior, especially social behavior. At best, the neo-natal brain is seen 
as a minimalist provider of only the simplest behaviors, including but a 
few inborn “reflexes” like rooting and suckling (nursing), swallowing, the 
Moro (startle) reflex, the Palmar grasp (clutching an object placed in the 
infant’s palm), and the Babinski reflex (extending the big toe and fan-
ning the remaining toes). Other, more complex behaviors, including social 
behaviors, are assumed to be the product either of personal learning or 
cultural transmission. As such, “human nature” is construed to be acquired 
by processes of social construction and transmission that operate during 
biographical time. This view has long been described as the tabula rasa 
conception of the human brain and the mind it produces (Cosmides and 
Tooby 1992; Pinker 2002).
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This, and other related notions, have been reviewed and codified into 
what has come to be called the “Standard Social Science Model” (SSSM) 
of human nature and behavior, including social behavior (Tooby and 
Cosmides 1992). Because this view of the human brain, accepted in one 
or another variant by most sociologists, exempts them from having to 
become knowledgeable about human neurobiology and the phylogeny, 
or evolutionary history, of the brain, it could be said that sociology has 
developed largely as a “brainless social science.” Rather than invest time 
in learning anything about scientific research on the human brain and its 
role in producing behavior, sociologists subscribe, instead, to the notion 
that one need consider only (1) a person’s biography, (2) the historical 
and social structural context in which he or she lives, and (3) the cul-
tural environment and behavioral “scripts” acquired by a person during 
his or her lived-experience in order to understand human social behavior. 
Understanding the brain itself is seen as contributing next to nothing in 
efforts to explain specific processes that constitute human social behavior, 
much less the emergent properties of human societies. According to the 
orthodoxy of the SSSM, only when experience is inscribed on the other-
wise rasa “tabula” of the human mind can the brain become the author of 
social conduct.

This sociological orthodoxy comprises the basic platform of assumptions 
on the basis of which most sociological thinking has developed (Machalek 
and Martin 2004, 2016; Turner and Machalek 2018: 164–183). However, a 
new, 21st-century way of thinking about the brain and human social behav-
ior has begun to emerge, and it shows signs of challenging, to its foundation, 
the pre-Darwinian, early 19th-century model of human nature on which 
the greater body of sociological theory has been built. This new approach is 
being developed within the broad framework of evolutionary biology, and 
some of this development has occurred in what is being called the “new 
evolutionary sociology.” A major proponent and leader of this field is Jona-
than H. Turner, whose career and lifework is the occasion celebrated in this 
collection of theoretical essays. In this context, I introduce to sociological 
theorists several key issues addressed in the new evolutionary sociology, and 
I offer conjecture about how the emergence of this new perspective and its 
revised conception of human nature may bear upon the future of sociologi-
cal theory.

The next section of this chapter explains how attention to the phylogeny 
of the human species can contribute to the development of a contemporary, 
scientific understanding of human nature that renders obsolete, and mislead-
ing, the tabula rasa model of the human brain. The new evolutionary sociol-
ogy offers promise for humanizing sociological theory, as Homans urged, 
by rescuing sociology from remaining mired in a pre-Darwinian view of 
human nature and the human mind.
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The Distant Past Also Matters

By conceptualizing human behavior as the product of “biography, history, 
and social structure,” C. Wright Mills provided sociologists with what has 
become a near-canonical view of the basic forces that shape human social 
behavior (1959). “Biography” was Mills’ way of factoring individual experi-
ence, and the psychology that processes it, into explanations of social behav-
ior, and “history” was his way of acknowledging the cumulative influence 
of collective social experience on the members of society. “Social structure” 
represents the context of patterned social interaction, informed by culture, 
that both constrains and potentiates human social behavior. Though dated, 
Mills’ conceptualization still characterizes much of contemporary sociologi-
cal thought. It is now time to revise and extend Mills’ scheme by adding a 
fourth “vector” of forces that shapes human social behavior, and that vector 
is phylogeny, the evolutionary history of a species. A consideration of history 
helps explain how human awareness of a collective past, as well as the socio-
cultural circumstances bequeathed by that past, shape the lives of members of 
a society. A consideration of the phylogeny of the human species in general 
entails attention to the pre-historic, distant past of Homo sapiens and how that 
past may continue to influence the conduct of humans in the present. Stated 
differently, while history produces an accretion of factors that provides a 
context within which humans live their lives, history does not change the 
evolved psychology of human nature. Phylogeny, or evolutionary history, on 
the other hand, does, because phylogeny can change the morphology and 
physiology of the human brain. The morphology and physiology of the 
human brain and central nervous system, and the endocrine system under 
whose influence neurology functions, are the product of the forces of vari-
ation and selection that design the machinery of human behavior and how 
it functions. In short, phylogeny produces “human nature” (Turner 2018; 
Turner and Machalek 2018: 309–336).

An excellent example of how contemporary human social behavior 
reveals the imprint of human phylogeny is provided by the work of Turner 
and his collaborator and co-author, the evolutionary sociologist Alexandra 
Maryanski. There are two basic ways to think about what is called “human 
nature.” First, one may assume that humans lack anything like an innate 
“core” of behavioral propensities or predispositions, apart from the afore-
mentioned “reflexes.” In this view, the human brain functions to permit 
almost any suite of behaviors to be developed by individual experience and 
socialization. In the common vernacular of contemporary sociology, any-
thing resembling a human nature must be understood to have been socially 
constructed over biographical and historical time, not an array of traits 
rooted in human biology and produced over phylogenetic time. The sec-
ond perspective entertains the possibility that the human brain is not simply 
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an equipotential information processing machine and empty at birth of all 
content that could shape human behavior. Instead, in this view, humans 
are viewed as equipped with an innate array of species-typical behavioral 
predispositions, as are all other animals which, like humans, have evolved 
by natural (and sexual) selection. These traits are the product of processes 
operating not over biographical or historical time but rather over evolution-
ary, or phylogenetic, time. Evolutionary social and behavioral scientists view 
as highly improbable a scenario whereby natural selection would have pro-
duced a human brain that is entirely empty of neural circuitry that provides 
complex systems of cognitive algorithms that constitute evolved adaptations 
for coping with life’s challenges, including the challenges posed by group 
living. Rather, evolutionary behavioral and social sciences see the brain as 
densely populated by algorithms that are the product of natural selection. 
Instead of resembling a “blank sheet” (or “slate”) on which experience must 
be inscribed in order to enable humans to develop and express complex 
social behaviors, evolutionary scientists and scholars advance the notion of 
an “adapted mind” that is instantiated, at birth, with cognitive algorithms 
that generate behavioral adaptations produced over the course of human 
phylogeny (Tooby and Cosmides 2016).

One of the most innovative scientific approaches developed recently for 
trying to map out the basic contours of a species-specific human nature was 
pioneered by Alexandra Maryanski (1987, 1992) and subsequently devel-
oped more fully by Maryanski and Turner (1992), working both indepen-
dently and in collaboration. The basic approach developed by Maryanski is 
as follows. Maryanski employed a method called “cladistics” that is used by 
evolutionary biologists to determine genetic relatedness (common ancestry) 
among species. In simplest terms, cladistic analysis entails comparing mem-
bers of two species in terms of traits they share. The greater the number 
of traits they display in common, the more likely they are to share a recent 
common ancestor from whom these shared traits are inherited. In the case 
of humans, chimpanzees are the apes with whom we share the most traits, 
though we share many traits with the other “great apes” (chimpanzees, 
bonobos, orangutans, and gorillas) as well. Best estimates are that chim-
panzees and humans shared a common ancestor (the “last common ances-
tor,” or LCA) as recently as 5–7 million years ago. Furthermore, it is likely 
that, over the past 5–7 million years, chimpanzees have diverged less from 
the LCA than have humans. Accordingly, chimpanzees provide a “distant 
mirror” into which we can peer and identify traits that humans are likely 
to have inherited from the LCA. Stated differently, cladistic analysis makes 
possible the specification of a fundamental, archaic evolved nature shared 
by all hominoids, including contemporary humans. Thus, instead of simply 
declaring, largely from anecdotal evidence as have most previous observ-
ers, what sort of “nature” humans possess, cladistic analysis as employed 
by Maryanski and Turner permits us to identify a scientifically based array 
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of traits, including behavioral traits, that can be attributed to evolution by 
natural selection.

Absent the possibility of traveling back in time or being able to avail 
themselves of a technology like the Hubble telescope (Turner 2018: 
89–90), researchers can gain a glimpse of the basic contours of the nature 
of the LCA by studying the common chimpanzee (Pan troglodytes) and the 
bonobo, or so-called “pygmy chimp” (Pan paniscus). What sort of nature 
do evolutionary sociologists like Maryanski and Turner claim that humans 
have inherited from the LCA? Turner maps out the basic contours of that 
evolved nature by identifying two categories of traits: (1) preadaptations 
and (2) behavioral propensities (Turner 2018: 97–108). A pre-adaptation 
is a trait that is a by-product of another trait which, itself, is the product of 
natural selection. For example, selection for a shift from olfaction to vision 
as the dominant sensory mode in arboreal primates created a neurological 
platform on the basis of which human language evolved (Turner 2000; 
Turner and Machalek 2018: 343–346). Initial selection for this neurology 
did not occur in service of the evolution of language per se. Instead, it 
evolved to enable life in a three-dimensional, arboreal environment where 
smelling is less reliable than seeing as a way of representing the immedi-
ate physical world. However, according to Turner, selection for enhanced 
visual acuity produced a neurological platform on the basis of which capa-
bilities for more nuanced vocalization were enabled. Eventually, the sur-
vival and reproductive value of verbal language began to confer sufficient 
adaptive benefit to make selection for language capabilities the target of 
selection instead of remaining a mere by-product of selection for vision as 
a dominant sensory mode. In this case, the pre-adaptation for visual domi-
nance eventually led to the behavioral propensity for language development 
and acquisition. Simply put, by favoring vision over olfaction in arboreal 
habitats, natural selection inadvertently “paved the way” for the evolution 
of neural circuitry upon which a predisposition for spoken language even-
tually evolved.

It is an array of such evolved behavioral propensities, shared by all humans, 
that Turner identifies as human nature. It should be emphasized, however, 
that this human nature as expressed in the overt behavior of human beings 
is always subject to forces comprising the environmental contexts, includ-
ing sociocultural contexts, in which humans live. While Turner speculates 
that humans may all share a common, species-typical human nature that has 
been inherited from the LCA, that nature always expresses itself in the con-
text of and under the influences of biography, culture, and social structure. 
And it is through a process called “epigenesis” that environments, including 
cellular environments, calibrate the expression of genes to produce pheno-
types (Francis 2011; Machalek 2018). As such, any genes predisposing the 
development of behaviors, including language, are always subject to local 
environmental influences.
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In contrast to the view, held by many sociologists, that humans are, and 
always have been, highly social, Turner and Maryanski contend that humans 
inherited from the LCA a propensity for individualism and spatial mobility 
and a tendency to enter into and abandon social relationships with relative 
ease, constrained typically by no more than weak social ties (Turner 2018: 
103). In fact, when compared to monkeys, humans and the other great apes 
are distinctly less than fully social, and none are naturally inclined to form 
and maintain highly cohesive social groups. Simultaneously, however, the 
LCA bequeathed to hominins a suite of preadaptations that constituted a 
platform on which a more highly social hominin line evolved. Among such 
preadaptations is a propensity to “read” facial gestures and the eyes of others, 
thereby gaining access to emotional states and intentions of conspecifics. 
Such capabilities, present in other apes as well, led eventually to the behavio-
ral propensity for role-taking and empathy, qualities not unique to humans, 
as once believed by social thinkers like George H. Mead (1934). The recent 
discovery of “mirror neurons” helps explain the exceptional capability of 
both humans and chimpanzees to express intense, shared emotional states, 
which can manifest themselves in collective action that appears rare, if not 
absent, among most other species (Franks and Davis 2012; Machalek and 
Martin 2016). Mirror neurons are activated when one is engaged in a spe-
cific activity, as well as when one observes others engaged in the same activ-
ity. Turner speculates that mirror neurons, and the shared emotional states 
they enable, are likely implicated in the collective (emotional) effervescence 
found in religious rituals that were analyzed by Durkheim and regarded by 
him as emblematic of the strong social bonds which humans are capable of 
developing (Turner 2018: 105–106; Durkheim 1912).

Surprisingly rare in social species is another behavioral predisposition, the 
propensity to engage in reciprocity with conspecifics (Clutton-Brock 2009). 
Yet humans are the premier reciprocators on earth, and Turner credits the 
LCA with providing the neurobiology, especially as pertains to emotional 
experience, on the basis of which the human propensity to engage in reci-
procity and exchange is expressed (2018: 106). The ability to establish and 
benefit from exchange relationships with other conspecifics, however, is 
always in danger of being imperiled by “cheating,” or non-reciprocity, the 
failure to receive, in either quality or quantity, resources of comparable value 
from exchange partners. Accordingly, Turner finds evidence of behaviors 
among primates, including even Capuchin monkeys, that suggests exchange 
participants engage in calculations of justice and fairness so as not to become 
exploited by non-reciprocators (Turner 2018: 106). First conceptualized by 
the evolutionary biologist Robert Trivers as “reciprocal altruism,” the study 
of the evolution of reciprocity and exchange has led evolutionary psycholo-
gists to posit the existence of a “cheating detection mechanism” that pro-
tects individuals from becoming exploited by non-reciprocators in exchange 
relationships (Cosmides and Tooby 1992; Trivers 1971).
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A third example of an evolved behavioral propensity identified by Turner 
is the capacity to recognize self and to perceive and interpret self as an object 
in one’s world, a capability viewed by Mead as fundamental to understand-
ing human sociality (1934). Sociologists have long believed that this capac-
ity is unique to humans, but recent research has falsified that assumption. 
By using clever experimental designs employing mirrors, animal behavior-
ists have been able to determine that some mammals understand that their 
reflection is a representation of themselves and not just another member of 
their species (Gallup 1970, 1979, 1982; Turner 2018: 107). This capability, 
of course, greatly enhances the ability of members of such species to express 
complex patterns of social interaction.

It is important to note, however, that the close genetic relatedness 
between humans and chimpanzees, and thus, presumably, the Last Com-
mon Ancestor from which both evolved, does not explain human sociality 
in its entirety. In fact, what is perhaps most sociologically striking about 
human social evolution is the emergence of “megasociality” (also referred 
to as “macrosociality”) among humans over roughly the past 5,000 years 
(Machalek 1992; Turner and Machalek 2018: 396–423). A megasociety is 
one that features a very large population (hundreds to millions of individu-
als) whose members are organized into a division of labor that is executed by 
subpopulations of specialists (Machalek 1992; Turner and Machalek 2018: 
390). Megasociality occurs among only two taxa: modern (post-foraging) 
humans and the eusocial insects (ants, bees, wasps, and termites). This in 
and of itself poses an intriguing sociological puzzle that Machalek (1992) 
and Turner and Machalek have addressed elsewhere (2018). While cladistic 
analyses show strong promise for efforts to explain fundamental aspects of 
social behavior that are shared by humans and other apes, especially com-
mon chimpanzees and bonobos, cladistics is unlikely to provide any explan-
atory purchase whatsoever in accounting for the existence of megasociality 
among both ants and humans. This is because ants and humans do not share 
a recent common ancestor to whose genes can be attributed causal efficacy 
in generating megasociality in both taxa. Sharing a common genetic herit-
age with chimpanzees and bonobos that was acquired from the LCA may 
help explain the relatively weak nature of human social ties when compared 
to those exhibited by monkeys, but it does not explain why both ants and 
humans have evolved megasocieties. That requires a type of sociological 
analysis other than one that employs cladistics (Turner and Machalek 2018: 
365–395).

Nevertheless, in a search for the fundamental, evolved behavioral propen-
sities that constitute human nature, cladistic analyses can be very informa-
tive. Turner identifies 16 behavioral propensities, grounded in neurological 
structures of the “social mind,” that are evident among great apes and which 
hominins probably inherited from the  LCA (2015: 185–186). Fundamental 
to the evolution of a highly social line of hominins was the capability for 
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being highly emotional, and it is to Turner’s path-breaking analysis of the 
evolution of emotions among humans that we now turn.

Why the Vulcan Spock Is the Wrong Holotype 
for Sociological Inquiry1

Until the 1970s to 1980s, affect (emotion, feeling) took a back seat to cogni-
tion (thinking, reason) in most sociological thought (Turner and Stets 2005; 
Weed and Smith-Lovin 2016). With the exceptions of Durkheim and his 
analysis of collective effervescence in religious gatherings (1912), and Pareto 
with his theory of non-logical action, including his concepts of sentiments 
(subconscious psychological states) and residues (behavioral predispositions) 
(1935), the significance of emotion in human social life did not loom large 
in classical sociological theory.

Since the 1970s or so, however, a sociology of emotions has emerged and 
begun to flourish (Turner and Stets 2005; Weed and Smith-Lovin 2016). 
The vigor of this enterprise is evident in the fact that a recent review identi-
fied emotion scholars working within three schools of sociological thought 
(dramaturgy, symbolic interactionism, and group processes) and producing at 
least 18 approaches to the sociological study of emotions (Weed and Smith-
Lovin 2016). However, this pluralism has failed to result in an integration of 
this emerging literature, a circumstance that is lamented by the reviewers in 
their comment that, even regarding typologies of emotions used by scholars, 
there are “almost as many conceptualizations as there are sociological emo-
tion scholars” (Weed and Smith-Lovin 2016: 430). In fact, this circumstance 
closely mirrors the sprawling variety of theoretical perspectives within soci-
ology as a whole. Ironically, though evolutionary biologists use only one 
major theoretical perspective (Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selec-
tion) to study the 20,000+ species of social organisms, sociology is almost 
overwhelmed by a plethora of theoretical perspectives, despite the fact that 
sociology is devoted almost exclusively to the study of but one among these 
thousands of social species.

It is puzzling, however, that sociological emotion scholars such as Weed 
and Lovin-Smith, who argue the importance of emotion in human social 
life and acknowledge the absence of integration in this growing body of lit-
erature, largely ignore the seminal contributions of Turner on the evolution 
of human emotions and their critical importance in enabling human social-
ity itself (Weed and Smith-Lovin 2016: 430). It is unfortunate that, beyond 
two minimal citations of Turner’s seminal volume On the Origins of Human 
Emotions: A Sociological Inquiry Into the Evolution of Human Affect (2000), they 
failed altogether to recognize and discuss Turner’s pioneering, evolutionary 
sociological analysis of human emotions. Turner’s analysis is important for 
making a compelling case for the sociological importance not only of study-
ing human emotions per se but rather for developing an understanding of 
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the foundations of human sociality itself. Simply put, by adopting an evo-
lutionary sociological approach, Turner has argued persuasively that it was 
not until early hominins experienced a change in their environments that 
natural selection “remodeled” the emotional machinery of hominin brains 
so as to make possible the transition from a largely solitary, ephemeral social 
existence to one based on stable group membership and strong social ties. 
A review of Turner’s thesis should make clear the necessity of his thinking 
to the further development of any integrative, theoretical coherence for the 
future of the sociology of emotions.

By immersing himself in three strains of biological research (evolution-
ary biology, primatology, and neuroscience), Turner has concluded that (1) 
absent emotion, rational thought is not possible, and (2) absent significantly 
expanded regions of the human brain that support highly enhanced emo-
tional experience, high-solidarity, complex social life among humans simply 
could not exist (Turner 2000, 2007). In this sense, Turner’s work goes far 
beyond that of most sociologists who study emotions by establishing the 
foundational role of emotions in human life, especially social life.

Turner develops a thesis that claims, but for major ecological changes in 
Africa millennia ago, and but for the new selection pressures these changes 
brought about, highly social hominins, including Homo sapiens, may never 
have evolved. In his view, more fundamental to the evolution of human 
sociality than even the much-celebrated cognitive capacities of humans and 
the complex cultures to which they eventually gave rise, it was the remod-
eling of the formerly arboreal hominin brain that led to an enhancement 
of its emotional capabilities and thereby made possible the highly evolved 
sociality now exhibited by Homo sapiens. Only because early hominins 
migrated to savanna habitats did they eventually evolve enhanced emotional 
capabilities, thereby making possible the formation of strong social ties and 
high-solidarity groups among humans. Simultaneously, however, the role of 
human emotions in producing such solidarity cuts both ways, often wreak-
ing havoc on the stability of human groups with no less potency than unify-
ing them. How did Turner come to this conclusion, and what does his work 
portend for the value of integrating evolutionary thinking into sociology in 
general and sociological theory in particular?

In contrast to monkeys, the great apes are much less “social by nature”; 
that is, they do not form stable groups whose members are conjoined by 
strong social ties. Instead, Maryanski’s comparative study of primates and 
her cladistic analysis revealed that chimpanzees, the species genetically clos-
est to humans, feature strong interpersonal ties only between mothers and 
their juvenile offspring, mothers and their adult sons, and some weak to 
moderate ties among adult males, often brothers (Maryanski 1992; Mary-
anski and Turner 2018). This led Turner to try to determine why, and how, 
early hominins underwent the transition from being more solitary to highly 
social organisms. They key to this transformation, according to Turner, was 
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ecological changes that forced early hominins out of arboreal environments 
into a savanna ecology. Specifically, forced out of the terminal areas of for-
ests, early hominins took to savannas, which posed much greater danger to 
their lives, particularly in the form of threats from savanna predators (Turner 
2000: 18–19). Accordingly, this favored the enhancement of the emotional 
centers of the brain (the limbic systems), which, in turn, favored the devel-
opment of strong interpersonal ties, thereby providing group defenses against 
predators. Natural selection also conferred the ability to control these emo-
tions, thereby preventing indiscriminate, highly audible alarm vocalizations 
from attracting predators. The nature and scale of changes in the hominin 
brain produced by these circumstances is stunning. When compared to the 
great apes, and controlling for relative body size, it is not surprising that the 
human neocortex (which is associated with complex cognition) is about 
three times the size of the chimpanzee neocortex (Turner 2000: 90–91). 
Consequently, the cerebral cortex (and especially the neocortex) typically 
“gets all the press” regarding the unique and powerful capabilities of the 
human brain. However, less commonly known, but perhaps even more 
important in explaining human sociality, are the disproportionately larger 
areas of the human brain that produce and regulate emotions. When com-
pared controlling for relative body size, the diencephalon, amygdala, and 
septum are from 1.7 to 2.5 times as large in humans as they are in the great 
apes (Turner 2000: 91). And it is not only these components of the limbic 
systems that enhance the human capacity for emotionality but other parts of 
the brain as well, including the neocortex (Turner 2000: 90–108).

In Turner’s view, it was this remodeling of the hominin brain, caused by 
new selection pressures experienced in savanna environments, that led to the 
highly enhanced emotional capabilities of humans which, in turn, converted 
a highly individualistic, weak-social-tie, socially ephemeral ape into the 
much more highly “social by nature” human familiar to most sociologists. It 
is interesting, however, that the transition from more solitary to more social 
existence in humans is far from complete. Rather, humans exhibit a dualis-
tic nature, part solitary and part social, that appears to be rooted in human 
biology, specifically human neurobiology. For example, humans display a 
considerable facility for both forming and dissolving social ties, and their 
embeddedness social groups is more tenuous than might be the case if the 
transition from solitary to social had become complete. In fact, even the 
much-vaunted male-female mate bond that has been said to be foundational 
to the evolution of monogamy among humans is more fragile and tenuous 
than once believed (Crippen 2015).

But even strong selection for enhanced emotionality and the social soli-
darity that it produces has not eradicated the highly individualistic psycho-
logical forces that can destabilize group structures. Still possessed of a streak 
of individualism that typifies apes, humans display both selfish and altruistic 
predispositions as a result of their phylogeny. It is worth noting that Turner’s 
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depiction of this dual nature converges with the work of the sociobiologist 
E. O. Wilson. In his discussion of the type of human nature that has evolved 
as a result of selection forces that work both at the level of the individual and 
forces that work at the level of the group, Wilson also views human nature 
as composed of elements that produce both selfishness and altruism (Wilson 
2012; Wilson and Wilson 2007). In Wilson’s analysis, natural selection has 
worked on hominins in support of both individual fitness and group fitness, 
as he explains in his analysis of “multilevel selection” (Wilson 2012). This 
means that we should expect humans to exhibit a nature that is both indi-
vidualistic and, simultaneously, group oriented and altruistic. Wilson uses 
the notion of a “chimera” to convey this dualistic conception of human 
nature (Wilson 2012: 54). This kind of thinking illustrates the sort of consil-
ience that can develop between sociobiologists like Wilson and sociologists 
like Turner (Machalek 2018).

Thus, by combining the theoretical framework of evolutionary theory 
with information about human neurobiology and the ecological selection 
forces to which it has been subjected, the evolutionary theorist Turner has 
explained, in a manner unprecedented by other sociologists who study emo-
tions, precisely why and how humans have become the organism with the 
most extensive and complex emotional psychology known. Furthermore, 
Turner has made very clear that human emotion is not merely a “disturber 
of rationality,” an impression one might have been left with by reading much 
sociological thought prior to the 1970s, but rather that emotion is better 
understood as a crucial “enabling mechanism” of human sociality itself. In 
fact, while acknowledging the uniqueness and power of human language, 
Turner contends that the evolution of enhanced emotional capability has 
been even more important than language in explaining the evolution of 
human sociality (2000). While Turner’s claim may seem overstated to some 
conventional sociologists, an understanding of human social evolution and 
the neurobiology of the human brain makes it entirely plausible. It is worth 
noting that no other species has evolved to require the emotional virtuosity 
exhibited by humans, not even the other great apes. With a few exceptions 
such as elephants and cetaceans, the vast majority of other animals, includ-
ing mammals, have been served quite well by having acquired a surprisingly 
minimal repertoire of emotional capabilities.

When compared to other mammals, including the great apes, the “palette,” 
as Turner describes it, of human emotions is extensive and rich. By classify-
ing human emotions into four “primary” emotions (satisfaction-happiness, 
aversion-fear, assertion-anger, and disappointment-sadness) which vary in 
intensity and can be combined into both “first-order” and “second-order” 
elaborations to produce a complex suite of derivative emotions, it becomes 
clear that a great many human emotional capabilities evolved to support 
life in very complex and dynamic social systems (Turner 2000: 73, 78, 81, 
86–87). By reviewing Turner’s inventory of emotions presented in the text 
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pages just cited, it becomes self-evident that the extensiveness and complex-
ity of the emotional palette makes little sense except to understand it as the 
evolved psychological machinery of an organism that has evolved to live 
and function successfully in very complex social systems. The fundamental 
adaptive challenges of finding food, not becoming food, and even mat-
ing that are confronted by most organisms do not require their experienc-
ing social emotions like shame, guilt, gratitude, animosity, hate, jealously, 
pride, betrayal, envy, love, scorn, and loneliness, yet human nature is rich 
in these and many more social emotions. Absent evolutionary analyses such 
as Turner’s, sociologists who study emotions are likely to be stymied in try-
ing to explain the complexity and richness of the emotional dimensions of 
human life.

Turner’s seminal evolutionary analysis of the origins of emotions is the 
moment at which sociology took a major step forward toward meeting 
the challenge posed by Homans over 35 years earlier. By bringing to bear 
an evolutionary perspective on human emotions, Turner and other evo-
lutionary sociologists provide a foundation for studying and explaining 
human emotion that is absent from other approaches that are not framed in 
evolutionary terms. Attempts to understand an organism’s traits in evolu-
tionary terms always begin with two basic questions: (1) is the trait under 
consideration an evolved adaptation, and if so, (2) what adaptive prob-
lem did it evolve to solve (Machalek 2018: 16–17)? The emotion of fear 
among both humans and other animals in response to the threat of preda-
tion has been analyzed by evolutionary biologists in precisely these terms 
(Hart and Sussman 2005). If an organism were confronted by a threat, such 
as a predator, and it responded with emotional indifference, it is highly 
unlikely it would survive long enough to transmit its evolved “psychology 
of indifference” to offspring. However, if, virtually at birth, animals were 
equipped with the emotion of fear when they detect a predatory threat, 
then it is likely that adaptive (survival-conferring) behavior would follow. 
For some species, this could consist of remaining immobile, thereby pos-
sibly escaping detection. For other species, an immediate “flight response” 
might be activated.

In either case, the emotion of fear is interpreted as part of the psycho-
logical equipment of organisms that enables them to mobilize behaviors 
that can protect them from whatever threat they might confront. This is a 
very simple example of an evolved emotion as an adaptation, but it invites 
explanatory extrapolation in efforts to make intelligible the extensive, com-
plex, and often highly nuanced suite of evolved emotional adaptations that 
humans have inherited from the LCA. As such, it invites the conceptualiza-
tion and pursuit of what could be a very rich program of theoretical thought 
and empirical research for an evolutionary sociologist. One way to embark 
upon such a project would be to review typologies (such as those presented 
by Turner and Weeks and Smith-Lovin) of emotions, identify a specific 
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emotion that might pertain to social interaction, and then hypothesize the 
specific adaptive problem which that emotion might have evolved to solve.

Accordingly, sociological theory can proceed, for the first time, by 
acknowledging a human nature that is neither tabula rasa nor monolithically 
rational, as conveyed metaphorically by Spock, the half-human “rationality 
machine” devoid of emotional competency who is portrayed in the tel-
evision and film series Star Trek. In fact, considered in light of what we 
now know about human nature by work such as that of Turner, Maryanski, 
and other evolutionary sociologists, it appears that the Star Trek character 
of the Enterprise’s physician, “Bones,” presents a much better holotype for 
sociological analysis. The character of Bones represents more accurately the 
psychological dualism in human nature described by both the sociologist 
Turner and the sociobiologist Wilson. Bones is sufficiently rational to have 
become a physician. But, unlike Spock, Bones is in possession of a full range 
of human emotional capabilities which, while occasionally disrupting his 
capacity for dispassionate, rational analysis, in balance, much better equips 
him to behave wisely, a virtue for which emotional intelligence is as vital as 
is pure rationality.

Humanizing Sociological Theory With a New 
Science of Human Nature

If, as believed for so long by those who subscribed to the Standard Social 
Science Model of human behavior, humans are devoid of an evolved psy-
chology that represents anything beyond the much-celebrated and extraor-
dinarily powerful ability to learn and the “capacity for culture,” then 
sociology’s almost studied disinterest in the biology of the human brain and 
how it evolved would be both understandable and excusable. However, over 
45 years of developments in evolutionary behavioral biology no longer make 
that position tenable. Instead, it is difficult to imagine that sociologists will 
allow what has been called “biophobia” and “bioilliteracy” (Machalek and 
Martin 2015) to continue to isolate them from rapidly developing bodies of 
knowledge in sociobiology, behavioral ecology, and evolutionary psychol-
ogy, as well as comparable developments occurring among practitioners of 
the “new evolutionary sociology.”

The “search for human nature,” as Turner and Machalek describe it (2018: 
309–336), has endured as an almost timeless pursuit that long preceded the 
emergence of sociology. Today’s evolutionary social and behavioral scientists 
typically adopt one of two approaches in efforts to specify the properties 
of Homo sapiens’ evolved psychology. The first, largely inductive, approach 
entails examining empirical patterns of behavior and then offering infer-
ences about features of an evolved psychology that could have produced 
them. The second, deductive, approach uses as its point of departure the 
theory of organic evolution by natural selection (and/or derivative theories, 
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such as sexual selection or the theory of parental investment) in attempt-
ing to deduce the properties of evolved human psychology. As discussed 
earlier, Turner’s (2000) and Turner’s and Maryanski’s (2008) work on how 
hominins underwent an evolutionary transition from being an individual-
istic, weak-social-tie to a more highly social, high-solidarity ape provides a 
good example of the first approach. By comparing humans to the great apes, 
Turner and Maryanski were able to identify components of the psycho-
logical nature that humans inherited from the LCA by making inferences 
derived from empirical patterns of ape social organization and features of the 
human brain itself. In their view, the most significant of such features is the 
human brain’s highly enhanced emotional capabilities. In fact, contrary to 
the all-too-often-embraced assumption that emotionality and rationality are 
at odds with each other, Turner explains that the evolution of human emo-
tional capabilities was a necessary precursor for the evolution of advanced 
cognition, and rationality, among humans (Turner 2018). Absent significant 
neurological support for emotions, the rise of cognitive abilities and human 
intelligence that can support the eventual development of culture, includ-
ing cognitive culture, is simply not possible (Maryanski and Turner 2018: 
121–126).

The search for evolved behavioral propensities that constitute human 
nature is gaining momentum. To date, it has yielded evidence about diverse 
aspects of human behavior such as the following: (1) behavioral propensi-
ties that both enable and inhibit the expression of violence in situations that 
involve “Darwinian conflicts of interest” (Daly and Wilson 1988); (2) capa-
bilities for reasoning about and responding to situations entailing reciprocity 
and exchange and scenarios where norms of reciprocity are violated (Cos-
mides 1989; Cosmides and Tooby 1992; de Waal 1989, 1991, 1996); (3) an 
evolved propensity to develop religious cognitions and engage in religious 
behavior (Maryanski and Turner 2018; Turner et al. 2018); (4) the capacity 
to reason about both archaic, universal adaptive problems as well as about 
new, unprecedented adaptive problems that arise in novel environmental cir-
cumstances (Kanazawa 2004); (5) evolved propensities that are implicated in 
dominance contests and the pursuit of social status (Hopcroft 2006, 2009a, 
2009b; Mazur 2005, 2015; Nielsen 2018); and (6) an evolved propensity to 
invest differentially in male versus female offspring under variable environ-
mental conditions, as predicted by the Trivers-Willard hypothesis in evolu-
tionary biology (Hopcroft 2005).

Evolutionary thinking makes clear that behaviors that are most salient 
to survival and reproduction are those that are most likely to feature evolved 
adaptations for coping with universal challenges confronted by humans. 
Though survival is a precondition for reproduction (and thus organic evolu-
tion), survival that fails to yield reproductive success does not produce evolved 
adaptations. Thus, behaviors with a direct bearing on reproduction repre-
sent an optimal area of inquiry for researchers trying to identify evolved 
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properties of human nature. In that regard, the early work on human sexual-
ity by the evolutionary anthropologist Donald Symons has been identified as 
pioneering and path-breaking by the evolutionary psychologist David Buss, 
who described Symons’s work as the “first major treatise on evolutionary 
psychology proper, highlighting the centrality of psychological mechanisms 
as adaptations, and using human sexuality as a detailed vehicle for this more 
general argument” (2016: 287). By the 1990s, human mating had become 
the “most studied domain of evolutionary psychology” (Buss 2016: 280). 
Reviewing a sample of some of this work enables us to identify potential 
behavioral propensities that may be operative in helping shape male-female 
relations in contemporary societies.2

Natural selection affects the health and survival prospects of organisms. 
Sexual selection affects the reproductive prospects of organisms, and the two 
forms of selection can sometimes work at cross “purposes.” For example, 
it has been well documented that bright plumage among males in some 
bird species is attractive to prospective female mates. In evolutionary terms, 
“female choice” among these birds favors bright plumage in males, and 
the underlying selective advantage appears to be that bright plumage is an 
indicator of a robust immune system. Accordingly, female birds that choose 
brightly colored males as mates may be conferring adaptive benefits to their 
offspring. The classic example of this dynamic is the brilliant, even gaudy, 
plumage of the peacock’s tail. A robust immune system benefits the peacock 
himself, and the bright coloration of his plumage advertises the quality of 
that immune system, thereby making him an attractive potential mating 
partner. However, the same plumage that is favored by peahens also can 
attract predators that cue on bright coloration. Thus, the Darwinian adap-
tive “problem” confronted by the peacock is to succeed in attracting females 
but, simultaneously, avoid attracting predators. In this case, the forces of nat-
ural and social selection work in some degree of opposition to each other.

Sexual selection occurs in response to three Darwinian adaptive problems 
confronted by all sexually reproducing organisms: (1) finding a mate (repro-
ductive partner), (2) retaining a mate if reproduction requires more than one 
mating episode, and (3) providing parental care in species with altricial off-
spring.3 In evolutionary terms, prospective reproductive partners represent 
what evolutionary biologists describe as one of two types of resource value 
to each other: reproductive value versus somatic value. Reproductive value 
refers basically to the “quality” of genes and the traits they produce that each 
partner brings to the reproductive relationship. Quality is conceptualized as 
the value of genes in producing offspring that are healthy and themselves 
bear the promise of good reproductive prospects. Somatic value refers to 
the ability of a reproductive partner to bring other kinds of resources such 
as food, nests, protection, and parental care to the reproductive partner-
ship. Accordingly, sexual selection theory predicts that organisms will evolve 
mechanisms for assessing both the potential reproductive value and somatic 
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value of prospective reproductive partners. Based on such assessment pro-
cesses, each prospective partner “chooses” a specific individual as a mate, 
albeit rarely consciously. Instead, prospective mates can be expected to have 
evolved assessment mechanisms of which neither mate is likely to be aware. 
That is, prospective mates rely upon “cues” in order to assess mate value, and 
such cues are unlikely to be the object of their awareness.

A good example of such a cue is “fluctuating asymmetry,” or the extent 
to which certain features of an individual’s morphology are bilaterally sym-
metrical. A considerable body of research has adduced evidence that bilat-
eral symmetry often plays a significant role in determining attractiveness or 
beauty. A surprisingly large body of research has supported the hypothesis 
that by attending to the degree to which people’s features exhibit bilat-
eral symmetry in traits such as eye orbit, individuals will glean information 
about developmental stability in response to environmentally induced stress. 
Thus, by perceiving as more attractive individuals with highly symmetrical 
features, a male or female assessing mate quality is gleaning information 
about certain important determinants of health, survival, and reproductive 
prospects (Turner and Machalek 2018: 227)

Though the biology of sexual reproduction requires males and females 
to cooperate in their reproductive venture, their fitness interests overlap but 
do not coincide. Because of sex-based morphological and physiological dif-
ferences in the division of reproductive labor, males and females routinely 
find themselves at odds with respect to some aspects of mate selection, mate 
retention, and parenting. Accordingly, average differences between male and 
female minds are to be expected in the form of adaptations that reflect fit-
ness “interests” that not only may fail to overlap, much less coincide, but 
instead are incommensurate with each other. As a result, we should expect 
to find both similarities and differences between males and females in their 
mate preferences. These will be identified and discussed as we review a few 
possible candidates for evolved mental adaptations among human males and 
females in relation to mating and reproduction.

Before reviewing sex differences in mate preference, research reveals that 
some qualities in prospective mates are preferred by both sexes. Based on 
his analysis of 37 cultures, Buss and his colleagues have identified 18 traits 
identified by both males and females as desirable in a mate, and the top four 
rank identically as (1) mutual attraction-love, (2) dependability of character, 
(3) emotional stability and maturity, and (4) a pleasing disposition (Buss in 
Hopcroft 2016). In fact, nine of the top ten traits identified as desirable by 
both males and females are identical, though they are not ranked identically. 
The coincidence of the top four traits is not surprising, however, because 
they can be interpreted as indicators of favorable prospects for stability in a 
mate relationship, thereby yielding not only reproductive (genetic) value to 
both partners but a likelihood of significant parental investment, a very valu-
able asset when raising highly altricial offspring such as humans.
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Because the biology of reproduction in humans involves asymmetries 
ranging from the (1) difference gamete size and value (eggs are relatively few 
in number and metabolically expensive; sperm are plentiful and metaboli-
cally relatively cheap in relation to eggs) to (2) the disproportionately greater 
biological burden born by females during both pregnancy and, in premodern 
environments, nursing (Huber 2007) to (3) the contrast between maternity 
confidence always experienced by females versus paternity uncertainty often 
experienced by males, evolutionary thinking predicts male-female differ-
ences in mate preferences. A few of these are reviewed briefly subsequently.

What Can Females Be Expected to Prefer in a 
Prospective Mate, and Why?

From a female point of view, the Darwinian (reproductive, fitness) value of 
a male is a function of both the quality of genes that he can contribute to 
her offspring and the quality, quantity, and reliability of the parental invest-
ment he can provide in support of her offspring. Thus, the evolutionary 
theory of sexual selection predicts that females should express clear prefer-
ences for some types of males over others. A significant, and growing, body 
of empirical research provides evidence about clear preferences that females 
express for mates.4 In that males can provide both fitness-enhancing genes 
and somatic resources to the female in support of her fitness interests, it is 
not surprising to learn that a large and growing body of empirical research 
reveals that females prefer males with the following qualities: higher social 
status, economic resources and favorable prospects for financial success, 
maturity, evidence of ambition, and evidence of dependability and stability 
(Buss 2016: 105–114; Schmitt 2016: 297–298).

Regarding the physical attributes they prefer in males, females express 
preferences for height and athletic ability, strength, bilateral symmetry, and 
physical cues seen as indicating masculinity (Buss 2016: 114–118). Seen 
from an evolutionary perspective, these cues can be interpreted as helping 
females identify males with genes that confer both good health and prom-
ise for helping support their offspring. A male’s abilities to provide for and 
protect offspring appear evident in females’ preferences for male kindness 
and generosity, his ability to express love and commitment to others, and his 
willingness to devote time and other resources in caring for children (Buss 
2016: 118–122; Ellis 1992; Feingold 1992; Schmitt 2016: 297–298).

What Can Males Be Expected to Prefer in a Prospective 
Mate, and Why?

The asymmetry in gamete numbers and metabolic value (called anisogamy 
by biologists) would seem to imply that, in contrast to females, a male 
who mated indiscriminately with every female available to him would be 
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adopting a fitness-maximizing reproductive strategy. While an individual 
human female produces about 400 ovulated eggs over the course of her 
lifetime, a male can produce 12 million sperm per hour. The maximum 
number of offspring produced by a man has been over 1,000. In contrast, 
a Russian peasant woman is said to have given birth to 67 surviving chil-
dren. Given this asymmetry between males and females in terms of poten-
tial offspring they can produce over a lifetime, it would seem that the only 
constraint on male fitness is access to female reproductive partners, and thus, 
males would adopt a mating strategy of indiscriminate, opportunistic prom-
iscuity. However, evolutionary biologists explain that is not the case.

Two sets of constraints appear to be at work that inhibit, among most 
males, the adoption of indiscriminate promiscuity as a male mating strategy. 
First, though less metabolically “expensive” to produce than are eggs, sperm 
production is still costly. A phenomenon biologists call (unconscious) “pru-
dent sperm allocation” operates in a number of species, including humans 
(Shackelford et al. 2016). A male sensitivity to various auditory, chemosen-
sory, tactile, and visual cues operates to enable males to adjust the allocation 
of sperm during copulation (Shackelford et al. 2016: 428). This suggests that 
while sperm are plentiful, it may not be adaptive for males to allocate them 
indiscriminately during every mating episode.5

The second set of constraints that inhibit indiscriminate male promiscu-
ity as an adaptive mating strategy pertains to the parental investment that 
males can provide for offspring. Among highly altricial species like humans, 
males can provide significant support for offspring, thereby increasing their 
own fitness by helping raise healthy offspring which, in turn, can survive 
and prosper so as to produce offspring of their own. Thus, by acting more 
like “dads” than like “cads,” as evolutionary biologists casually put it, natural 
selection would favor male reproductive strategies that involve males’ pro-
viding parental investment from which their offspring could benefit.

Like females, males can be expected to express mating preferences for 
reproductive partners that indicate enhanced fitness prospects. For males, 
this means sensitivity to cues in females that signal good health and fertility. 
Over 40  years of research, including cross-cultural studies, have revealed 
male preferences for the following traits in prospective female mates: skin 
quality; hair quality; facial symmetry; specific patterns of fat distribution on 
the body; and certain features of body shape, especially waist-to-hip ratio 
(Buss 2016; Sugiyama 2016: 329–331, 353). All of these cues are said to be 
correlated with overall health and fertility, though, as Sugiyama reports, the 
salience of these cues varies by the degree to which the environments in 
which mate preferences are exercised are stressful (2016: 345–350).

In addition to male preferences for female physical traits that signal health 
and fertility, a second set of cues, largely behavioral, are important putatively 
by enabling males to assess mate fidelity, thereby addressing the male’s adap-
tive problem of paternity uncertainty. Paternity uncertainty is, for males, a 
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serious enough perceived threat that researchers have reported a hypersen-
sitivity to infidelity that is much greater among males than females, and it 
has been characterized as an “infidelity overperception bias” (Andrews et al. 
2008; Buss 2016; Goetz and Causey 2009). Even if a female makes a “poor 
choice” of a mate in terms of the fitness returns she derives by mating with 
him, she will, at minimum, receive a 50% return on her “fitness investment” 
even if her mating partner turns out to have delivered suboptimal (in fit-
ness terms) genes and provides little or no parental investment. If, however, 
a male makes a poor choice in a reproductive partner, is cuckolded, and 
provides parental investment to offspring that are not his, his fitness returns 
are zero, and he also may incur opportunity costs by having failed to secure 
as a reproductive partner a female who would provide him with his own 
offspring.

It is not surprising then, that although both females and males express 
sexual jealously toward mates, evolutionary reasoning counsels that such 
jealousy is a response to very different fitness “threats” represented by sexual 
infidelity. For a female victimized by male infidelity, the resources lost are 
somatic, in the form of material resources that could support her offspring, 
and parental investment by the male, who could provide labor in caring for 
and raising her offspring. For a male, however, the resource threat comes 
in the form of allocating his parental investment to offspring that are not 
his. In fact, differences in the evolved psychology of male and female jeal-
ously have been the subject of research by evolutionary psychologists, and 
their findings suggest that females are more likely to experience “emotional 
jealousy,” because a deficit of emotional commitment by a male can pose a 
threat to the stability of the mating bond, possibly resulting in male aban-
donment and the formation of a new bond with a different female to whose 
offspring the male diverts resources. For males, however, jealously is aroused 
more directly by sexual infidelity per se, because a child that is the product 
of an “extra pair copulation” (a sexual affair) deprives the male of any “fit-
ness returns” from the relationship and can result in the diversion of somatic 
resources to offspring that are not his own.

It is important, once again, to emphasize that none of these determinants 
of how and when to allocate fitness-relevant resources ranging from gametes 
to trust funds require either males or females to pursue their lifetime fitness 
“returns” as conscious, goal-directed behaviors. They need only possess an 
evolved psychology that sensitizes them to fitness-relevant cues in potential 
mates, remaining all the while oblivious to the fact that they are acting in a 
manner that can have an impact on their lifetime fitness. All sexually repro-
ducing species are the product of selection forces that maximize survival 
and reproductive prospects, but neither humans nor other animals routinely, 
if ever, navigate their interpersonal relationships consciously motivated by 
the lifetime “fitness returns” that are likely to flow from those relationships. 
Simply put, natural selection designs males and females to behave as if they 
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were making deliberate, overtly strategic efforts to maximize their lifetime 
Darwinian fitness (number of surviving offspring produced), when, in fact, 
almost no human ever behaves in such a manner.

Though interesting and important, it is not possible to review here in 
any detail evolved behavioral strategies for mate retention, another category 
of mating behavior that provides evidence of being regulated by evolved 
behavioral propensities. As Crippen (2015: 402–421) has noted recently, 
the human mate pair bond is fragile and tenuous. Once established, there is 
no guarantee that a pair bond will endure. Put differently, having selected 
a mating partner for a long-term mating relationship, retaining that mate 
then becomes the next Darwinian challenge confronted by both males and 
females. Both males and females adopt tactics for mate retention, and both 
sexes appear to have evolved behavioral strategies that can be directed toward 
mates themselves or toward potential competitors who threaten to usurp a 
mate once selected. A brief review of male versus female mate retention 
strategies is available in Turner and Machalek (2018: 228–234).

This brief review of behavioral propensities pertaining to human mating 
illustrates what scholars and scientists like Hopcroft mean by “the evolved 
actor” (2009b). In stark contrast to the tabula rasa model of the human brain 
and mind, the notion of the evolved actor represents a view of human nature 
that could not have been imagined by Homans or most of his peers in 1964 
when he exhorted sociologists to “bring men back in.” Coincidentally, 1964 
was the same year that William D. Hamilton published his classic article 
on the “genetical theory of social behavior,” which specified the logic for 
interpreting social behavior as a genetically based, fitness-enhancing phe-
notypical trait (Hamilton 1964). Only two years later, George C. Williams 
published what is now a classic in evolutionary biology, Adaptation and Natu-
ral Selection: A Critique of Some Current Thought (Williams 1966). Hamilton’s 
and Williams’ contributions are now regarded as seminal and foundational 
for the subsequent development of sociobiology and various derivative dis-
ciplines such as evolutionary anthropology, evolutionary economics, evolu-
tionary psychology, and evolutionary sociology, among others. The promise 
offered by the development of these and related disciplines for providing 
the contemporary behavioral and social sciences, for the first time, with a 
systematic, scientifically grounded theory of human nature on which to base 
scholarship and research cannot be emphasized enough. This chapter con-
cludes with a few observations about what it could mean, henceforth, to 
“bring, for the first time, the evolved actor into sociology.”

Bringing an Evolved Actor Into Contemporary 
Sociology

Not all types of sociological analysis, including theoretical analysis, require 
attention to evolved properties of human nature. Certain types of analyses 
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can be conducted regardless of whether a tabula rasa model or an adapted 
mind (evolved actor) view of human nature is adopted. In fact, for some 
types of sociological analysis, even the social species, and the evolved psy-
chological nature of members of that species, is irrelevant. Following in the 
tradition of what Georg Simmel called “formal sociology,” it is possible to 
analyze the “generic” social structures and processes that constitute social 
organization regardless of the nature of the social agents being studied (Wolff 
1950: 21–23). For example, a basic “social form” described by Simmel is 
a triad. The form of a triad is independent of its content. A mother-father-
child triad comprises different content than a mother-father-mother’s lover 
(or father’s mistress) triad. Yet, according to Simmel, all triads share certain 
formal properties, regardless of their contents. In Simmel’s view, the study 
of social forms can, and should, be conducted without concern for the indi-
vidual psychological characteristics of the actors who create and execute the 
form. Simmel did not deny that the characteristic of the individuals making 
up a triad are relevant to the behavior exhibited by members of that triad, 
but rather he was calling for a type of analysis that focused on the structures 
and processes inherent in the social form itself and how these structures and 
processes influence behavior.

In a very similar manner, some sociologists argue that it is possible to con-
duct cross-species, comparative analyses of social forms regardless of the spe-
cific taxa in which they appear. Dominance hierarchies provide an example 
of one such social form. In these analyses, the occupants of the dominance 
hierarchies need not even be human. For example, Allan Mazur and Ivan 
Chase have conducted analyses of how dominance hierarchies develop and 
function among both humans and nonhuman species, including other pri-
mates; chickens; and fish, including sunfish and cichlids (Mazur 1973, 1976, 
2005; Chase 1974, 1980). Instead of beginning with the observation of 
behaviors within dominance hierarchies that have already developed, some 
of this research tries to identify the social processes/dynamics by means of 
which dominance hierarchies emerge, and it addresses questions about the 
relative importance of individual traits possessed by dominance contestants 
versus the sequence of interactions in which dominance contests take place.

Similarly, Chase and his colleagues have conducted research on “vacancy 
chains” among hermit crabs (Chase 1991; Chase and DeWitt 1988; Chase, 
Weissburg, and DeWitt 1988). The concept of vacancy chains refers to pro-
cesses by means of which valued resources are transmitted to a succession of 
users. In the case of vacancy chains among hermit crabs, the resources used 
by the crabs are snail shells that have been inhabited by other crabs, then are 
abandoned when they became too small to be habitable and subsequently 
become re-occupied by other crabs for whom the shells are a suitable size.

Interestingly, the research on vacancy chains conducted by Chase and his 
colleagues was inspired by work first conducted by Frank Kristof, an urban 
planner and researcher in New York who studied how residential occupancy 
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patterns change when new apartments are constructed, and by Harrison 
White, who analyzed how occupational mobility occurs when ministers 
vacate their pulpits for new positions. Chase also reports that vacancy chain 
dynamics can be observed among other species, including limpets, lobsters, 
several species of fish, octopuses, and woodpeckers. Thus, vacancy chain 
analyses look at patterns of social behavior as influenced by the distribu-
tion of reusable resources among members of a population regardless of the 
species and the nature of its evolved psychology. In this case, the idea for 
vacancy chain analysis research was exported from sociological studies of 
humans to sociological studies of nonhuman social species. This is an exam-
ple of cross-species comparative sociology, indicating that Simmel’s notion 
of formal sociology need not be so provincial in its scope as to remain 
restricted to the study of human sociality alone.

More recently, Machalek has pursued cross-species comparative analyses 
of phenomena such as social parasitism (1995, 1996), emergent properties 
of social groups (1999), and the structures and processes found in “macro” 
(or “mega”) societies (1992) among both humans and ants. The actual “sub-
jects” of these analyses range from the social insects (ants, bees, wasps, and 
termites), to spiders, beetles, birds, frogs and toads, and to humans, among 
even other species. Again, the evolved psychological “nature” of the social 
species being studied is not a consideration in this type of analysis. Rather, 
the focus is on the structures and processes that characterize the social sys-
tems assembled and executed by the populations of individuals in which 
these phenomena are observed.6

However, most sociological theory and research currently remain focused 
on humans alone. In that regard, perhaps the time has come for sociologists 
to give serious thought to the unfulfilled challenge posed by Homans over 
a half-century ago. Reacting largely to the highly reified view of social sys-
tems present in the structural-functional theories of his time, Homans felt 
it was imperative for sociologists to remind themselves that these systems 
are produced and populated by “real-life,” flesh-and-blood human beings. 
Though not concerned with the evolved psychological properties of human 
nature, Homans nevertheless recognized that the basic agents from whose 
social interactions human “social systems” emerge are human beings, and he 
contended that an understanding of human beings as agents required that 
they be “brought back into” sociology.

Only a little more than a decade after Homans’ plea, sociobiology emerged 
within the broader field of biology called behavioral ecology (Wilson 1975). 
Not long thereafter, a new, neo-Darwinian view of human nature began 
to emerge within both sociobiology and the behavioral and social sciences, 
especially evolutionary anthropology and evolutionary psychology.7 Only 
slightly later than that, evolutionary thinking began to re-emerge within 
sociology, influenced this time by the theorizing and research findings of 
the neo-Darwinian thinkers but not narrowly restricted to neo-Darwinian 
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biological theory alone.8 Practitioners of this new evolutionary sociol-
ogy have abandoned the tabula rasa model of human nature in favor of 
a model of a complex, adapted mind that is supplied with an abundance 
of “behavioral algorithms,” originally called “epigenetic rules” by Lumsden 
and Wilson (1981) and now labeled with a variety of terms such as “neural 
subassemblies” (Turner 2015), behavioral predispositions (Lopreato 1984; 
Lopreato and Crippen 1999), and “evolved predispositions” (Hopcroft 
2016), as well as a veritable menagerie of concepts supplied by psychologists 
including “evolved psychological programs/neurocomputational programs/
behavioral-regulatory programs/adaptive specializations/modules/informa-
tion processing mechanisms” and others (Tooby and Cosmides 2016).

Labeled by whichever of these terms, all of these mental adaptations 
are seen as constituting what evolutionary thinkers call the “social mind” 
(Turner 2015), the “evolved actor” (Hopcroft 2009b), or the “adapted 
mind” (Barkow et al. 1992). However as much as these characterizations of 
human nature differ among themselves, they all share a view of the human 
brain and mind as comprising an evolved array of cognitive adaptations. 
And the view of the new evolutionary sociologists is that the tabula rasa 
model of human nature is unlikely to endure indefinitely the onslaught of 
accumulating evidence in support of the existence of the adapted mind. The 
new evolutionary sociologists share the sentiment of Hamilton, who put the 
matter simply and memorably, “The tabula of human nature was never rasa, 
and it is now being read” (in Betzig 1997).

It is too early to be able to foresee clearly how theoretical thinking in 
sociology would change if sociological theorists were to forsake the pre-
Darwinian, tabula rasa view of human nature for a 21st-century view of the 
adapted mind, but some conjecture can be offered about possible develop-
ments in some areas of sociological theory, if ever that development were 
to happen. Perhaps the area of human social behavior most likely to be so 
influenced would be the study of male-female relations. As discussed ear-
lier, mating, reproduction, and parenting (or “childcare,” if it is provided 
by actors other than parents) are behaviors that are most directly salient 
to human fitness outcomes. As such, acknowledgement of the biological 
asymmetries associated with reproduction and their influence on patterns of 
mating and parental investment offer new ideas about dynamics that might 
influence human mate relationships and mating interactions.

The considerable literature in the evolutionary behavioral and social sci-
ences on cooperation, reciprocity, and exchange is another area of inquiry 
that has potential for stimulating new theoretical activity and research in 
branches of sociological theory such as exchange and rational choice theory. 
Evolutionary thinking invites inquiry about topics such as (1) how evolved 
aspects of human psychology can stabilize or destabilize patterns of coop-
eration based on reciprocity and exchange; (2) how that psychology can 
influence perceptions of fairness and equity in exchange processes; (3) how 
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evolutionary factors might influence the valuation of objects and services 
transmitted in exchange relations; (4) how properties of the adapted mind 
influence how processes of exchange are monitored and sanctioned; and (5) 
the extent to which evolved psychological algorithms that operate in the 
small group contexts in which they evolved now function in contemporary, 
large-scale societies’ contexts such as those that now dominate the modern 
world system.

Similarly, social-psychologically minded theorists might find interesting 
the issue of whether an evolved psychological mechanism for detecting and 
coping with cheating (non-reciprocity) at the hunter-gatherer, band-level 
of social organization might function effectively in contemporary mega-
societies as well. Could such a mechanism arouse moralistic aggression and 
provoke collective action among members of an exploited group such as 
a proletarian class when its members are denied a fair share of the sur-
plus value they produce, or is the scale and nature of such exploitation too 
novel and recent to activate a cheating detection mechanism that evolved 
for coping with small-scale, interpersonal interactions? This question invites 
an analysis using Kanazawa’s “savanna hypothesis” about human intelligence 
(2004, 2010). In Kanazawa’s terms, contemporary humans can be expected 
to be very competent in detecting cheating at the interpersonal, small-group 
scale, because they possess a cheating detection mechanism that evolved in 
the archaic context of the “environment of evolutionary adaptedness,” or 
EEA (Bowlby 1969). However, Kanazawa’s logic suggests that it requires a 
sufficient level of “general intelligence” (G) to detect and respond effectively 
to cheating in the evolutionarily novel social context of contemporary, 
megasocietal social organization. Perhaps the same individuals who expe-
rience a surge of moralistic aggression toward a “welfare recipient” using 
food stamps to purchase food in a grocery store check-out line because 
they perceive him/her to be a cheater will remain naively oblivious to the 
existence of mega-level “cheating” of the sort conducted by large-scale cor-
porate bureaucracies. As selection forces, there were almost certainly ample 
incidences of cheating by individuals in the context of the archaic, foraging, 
band-level societies in which the adapted human mind evolved, but there 
were precious few rapacious, highly bureaucratic multinational corpora-
tions. Lacking foresight, natural selection was simply incapable of installing 
in humans a cheating-detection mechanism to protect them against malfea-
sance by entities such as Enron, or Silverado Savings and Loan, a scandal that 
implicated the son of a U.S. president (Wilmsen 1991).

Early in its development, researchers in evolutionary psychology adduced 
evidence that humans possess a selective memory for the faces of cheaters 
at the interpersonal scale of social interaction (Mealey et  al. 1996). Does 
detecting cheating in the form of actions such as the exploitation of labor by 
capital require a “face” for its victims to perceive, or can moralistic aggres-
sion be provoked by the perception of cheating by an actor that is distant 
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and often obscure, such as agents who implement taxation policies that favor 
disproportionately “the 1%?”

Much of what has been called “conflict theory” has focused primarily on 
conflicts over somatic resources such as land, food, raw materials, and artifacts 
made by humans, including the technological and organizational means of 
production. However, what evolutionary biologists call reproductive resources 
are less commonly conceptualized as contested resources within the tradi-
tion of conflict theory in sociology. Can sociological conflict theories be 
amended and extended to analyze social relations of conflict over reproduc-
tive resources as well?9 Stated differently, can the study of gender-based con-
flicts as framed and analyzed in various strains of feminist sociological theory 
gain greater explanatory power by incorporating an understanding of the 
adapted mind? For example, potential mates and their value in the (uncon-
scious) pursuit of fitness interests are rarely conceptualized by sociologists as 
the occasion whereby gender relations develop and manifest themselves in 
overt conflict. If evolved psychological properties of what has been called 
the “mating mind” (Miller 2000) can be hypothesized to operate in contem-
porary societal contexts, then sociological thinking about gender relations 
and gender-based conflict provide yet another context within which micro-
level social relations can be approached and analyzed in light of a new view 
of human nature.

As implied by the earlier discussion of mating and mate selection dynamics, 
a view of possible evolved differences between male and female reproductive 
psychologies suggests the possible existence of patterns of gender relations 
that cannot be deduced directly from a tabula rasa model of human nature. 
And without having to succumb to any variant of biological reductionism or 
genetic determinism, rethinking human patterns of mate selection, mating, 
and parental investment behaviors offers promise for explaining patterns of 
behavior that otherwise have eluded theorists and researchers whose work 
continues to rely on a tabula rasa model of human nature. A good example 
of that sort of work is available in the recent analysis of gender and society 
by the evolutionary sociologist Rosemary Hopcroft (2016).

Conclusion

Resisting the incorporation of what the sociologist Joan Huber calls “bio-
data” into sociological analysis is becoming increasingly indefensible (Huber 
2007). Old fears and misconceptions about admitting biological thinking 
into sociology in general and sociological theory in particular have been 
proven ill informed and misplaced (Alcock 2015; Turner and Machalek 
2018: 164–183). The contributions of Jonathan Turner to mainstream 
sociology, especially sociological theory, have been rivaled by few of his 
contemporaries. Contemporary sociologists could be very well served by 
following his example and systematically considering how the scope, depth, 
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and power of sociological inquiry can be extended and enriched by explor-
ing ways in which biology can be incorporated fruitfully into sociological 
thinking. Turner has already provided a very impressive example of how 
an evolutionary, cross-species perspective on the sociological significance 
of emotions in the human experience can illuminate our understanding of 
human nature and the societies to which it gives rise. If pursued with the 
same caution, creativity, and deliberation that Turner has exhibited in his 
contributions to the development of the new evolutionary sociology, then 
sociologists might stand on the threshold of meeting Homans’ challenge 
by bringing into sociology a new, scientifically robust view of humans and 
human nature, one that will otherwise remain inaccessible to sociologists 
who continue to work as if Charles Darwin had never lived.

Notes
 1. A “holotype” is the biological term for the single physical example (or illustration) of 

an organism used to formally describe a species.
 2. The terms male and female “sex” rather than the more currently common term 

“gender” will be used throughout most of this essay. In that the term “gender” implies 
differences that are socially constructed and the product of culturally attributed mean-
ing, it is less directly relevant to this discussion of biological differences between males 
and females, which are determined by genotypes under the influence of the environ-
ments in which they reside.

 3. “Altricial” offspring are highly dependent at birth and sometimes for prolonged peri-
ods of post-natal life. Humans are a good example. “Precocial” offspring are highly 
independent at birth, as are many species of fish. Altricial offspring require consider-
able “parental investment,” but precocial offspring require little to none.

 4. Humans engage in both short-term (e.g., “one night stands”) and long-term (e.g., 
lifelong monogamous marriages) matings. Both kinds of mating can be adaptive 
(fitness enhancing) for both males and females, but the respective advantages and 
disadvantages for males and females in both types of matings differ. Short- versus 
long-term mating, their fitness consequences for both males and females, and the 
evolved adaptations that are likely to have evolved in relation to both are discussed in 
Turner and Machalek (2018: 217–228).

 5. In context of this discussion of prudent sperm allocation, male promiscuity can be 
conceptualized in two ways. First, promiscuity can mean the indiscriminate and 
extensive mating with many females. Second, promiscuity can mean the indiscrimi-
nate allocation of sperm during copulation. Though probably closely related, the two 
need not be coterminous.

 6. A discussion of two types of “cross-species comparative analyses” in the new evolu-
tionary sociology is available in Turner and Machalek (2018: 293–336, 365–423).

 7. Neo-Darwinian evolutionary theory and research refers to the integration of Mende-
lian genetics with Darwinian evolutionary theory, a development labeled “the mod-
ern synthesis” by historians of biology.

 8. See Turner and Machalek (2018: 246–259) on the limits of Darwinian analysis in the 
study of the evolution of human sociocultural systems.

 9. One of the earliest and most analytically sophisticated social scientific analyses of how 
social conflict develops over contested reproductive resources was conducted by the 
evolutionary anthropologist Napoleon Chagnon (1968, 2012).
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Chapter 18

Richard Machalek on 
Bringing Biology Back  
Into Sociology

Jonathan Turner

As an undergraduate at UCR and UCSB, I was interested in biology, with 
which, after decades of ignoring, I have re-engaged over the last 25 years. 
Richard Machalek is my coauthor on The New Evolutionary Sociology (Turner 
and Machalek 2018), where we lay out the case for a sociology informed 
by biology, especially evolutionary biology. I wanted Richard to write this 
book with me because he is much more sympathetic to fields that I am quite 
critical of—for example, sociobiology and evolutionary psychology—not 
so much for what they are but what they try to be without the theoreti-
cal chops to accomplish: making sociological explanations. Still, the chal-
lenge posed by these encroachments into sociology should wake us up, as 
Richard emphasizes, to the fact that sociologist better be willing to engage 
those treading in our domain, or be left behind. Richard presents a strong 
case, as we both tried to do in our book, and as I have recently tried to do 
in two related articles (Schutt and Turner 2019; Turner and Schutt 2021). 
I also appreciate his positive view on my work on the evolution of emo-
tions, inspired by my work in cladistic analysis on great apes with my wife, 
Alexandra Maryanski, and my obsession with learning a great deal about 
neurology, at least for a sociologist. I have found it a “hard sell” to com-
municate with neurologists and even evolutionary biologists because they 
do not respect sociology, believing that sociologists are somehow incapable 
of learning their fields (reciprocally, they assume that, because they live in 
societies, they know more sociology than sociologists—which I see as the 
height of arrogance). If sociologists continue to ignore biology, however, we 
are playing into the weak hand of some rather arrogant scholars but powerful 
disciplines that are far more respected in the academic and real world than 
sociologists. Richard does not see it this way, and again, that is why I wanted 
him as a coauthor—to keep me from in expressing my own prejudices, as 
I just did.

Richard (1992) wrote one of the most important and interesting articles 
that I ever read decades ago, pursuing a strategy originally suggested by both 
Auguste Comte and Herbert Spencer: cross-species analysis of human socie-
ties with other species that organize into societies, such as insects. Richard 
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focused on the question of design problems of organizing macro societies, 
which are very rare in the biotic universe. And, in making this comparison 
of adaptive problems to be overcome in constructing macro societies among 
insects, we can learn a great deal about human societies. He revisits this issue 
in chapters in The New Evolutionary Sociology. But his chapter in this volume 
makes as strong a case as can be made for at least some sociologists to over-
come the general “biophobia” in the discipline and thereby embrace biol-
ogy not only to protect our intellectual borders but, more importantly, to 
expand the ability of sociologists to explain humans and their sociocultural 
constructions. Evolutionary sociology brings together evolutionary biology, 
biological anthropology, comparative neuroanatomy, and other subfields 
and, when done well, combines these with the evolutionary analysis of soci-
eties and the ecological dynamics among and within societies that have been 
in the discipline for over 100 years. Together, they make evolutionary and 
biological analysis of human societies unique and distinctive to sociology. 
There is nothing to fear in this new initiative; rather, there is a great deal to 
gain in making sociology into a science that other disciplines will respect.
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of Knowledge Production
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My General Impressions About Turner’s 
Teaching

The Lecturer. My first exposure to Jonathan Turner as a lecturer occurred in 
the winter of 2004 at UC Riverside when I was a teaching assistant for his 
introductory sociology course. The class met in the largest of UCR’s lecture 
halls, with a course enrollment of around 600 students. At the time, it was 
rare for senior professors to teach intro to sociology. Myriad reasons account 
for this, though it was likely in part due to some professors having cavalier 
attitudes toward lower-division students and their associated subject matter. 
Not Turner; he routinely taught this course. He saw promise in neophytes 
and returning to the basics—to convey and clarify the fundamental features 
of science, society, and the canon of sociological thought.

As a lecturer, Turner was a throwback. In an era dominated by Power-
Point presentations and smart classroom technology, Turner taught the same 
way that I am sure he did in the 1960s and 1970s—standing at a podium 
while placing a slew of transparencies on an overhead projector. It worked, 
so why evolve?

By necessity of the large class size or perhaps because of Turner’s dis-
position, dialogue with students during lecture was anything but. Com-
munication was one-directional. He talked; students listened. His approach 
deviated from best practices of contemporary pedagogy that emphasize stu-
dent/teacher interaction and “active” learning, but I loved, and still appre-
ciate, the idea of an erudite professor who is master of his or her craft 
lecturing to a silent, captive crowd.

One facet of Turner’s teaching style that may surprise those who do not 
know him well is that he both taught and nurtured. That statement might 
raise eyebrows, as I doubt many would classify him as the compassionate 
type. Nevertheless, the Turner some think they know—a callous, hard-
nosed positivist who does not suffer fools gladly—is not an accurate charac-
terization, especially in the classroom. A closer look reveals a man who cares 
deeply about his students and their education. He has compassion.

Chapter 19

Reflections on Turner and 
Theory Development

Michael J. Carter
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Admittedly, the delivery of such compassion can be rough. When he lec-
tured, he often interjected his own advice. This advice—derived from the 
lecture’s subject matter—was blunt. It came more as a clear ultimatum than 
an opaque allegory. For example, when lecturing on kinship and the family 
unit’s positive and negative impact on individuals, he would interject state-
ments such as,

for those students here who are in college not because you want to be 
here but because your parents think you should be, it is your life, not 
theirs. The sooner you figure that out, the better off you will be.

It was tough love, and cutting. Some might read such “scolding” as harsh, 
but these comments would not bellow from Turner in the form of a pas-
sionate, moral prescription. No—Turner is soft spoken. His advice came as 
matter-of-fact rhetoric, but it also punctuated the lecture, serving to ground 
sociology’s abstractions to students’ concrete lives. The point was that yes, 
the family is a support system, but it is also an entity that stifles and confines. 
The message for students was, “recognize that you could be doing more 
harm to yourself than good by blindly following your family’s expectations,” 
which for some is likely the case. Beneath the frankness of the delivery was 
a message rooted in care and compassion. I believe that for Turner, there is 
kindness in truth.

The Sage of Watkins Hall. My exposure to Turner’s teaching at the gradu-
ate level came in spring 2005, when I was a student in his theory course, 
“Macrostructural Analysis.” I  almost did not enroll in his class. Coupled 
with my other responsibilities as a lab and teaching assistant, taking it put 
me at 18 units for the quarter, with concurrent enrollment in two other 
demanding courses. However, I  knew I might not have another oppor-
tunity to have Turner as a professor at the graduate level, so I  enrolled 
(credit to Seth Abrutyn, who ultimately nudged me toward choosing to 
take Turner’s class).

In this class, Turner taught me to value abstraction, parsimony, and grand 
theory. My impression at the time (and largely today) was that many sub-
fields in sociology were, more and more, becoming grounded on inductive 
epistemologies and ideographic research methodologies (or at least more 
subfields were challenging traditional, positivistic sociological approaches). 
For me, Turner’s nomothetic and deductive analytic strategies were a breath 
of fresh air. While many have criticized the efficacy of grand theory, Turner 
helped me see how and why “grand theorizing” is useful, particularly for 
contemporary sociologists who are, in my opinion, often inundated and 
immersed in specific, idiosyncratic, and fragmented research agendas. Con-
temporary sociology seems to see margins as more interesting—and perhaps 
more important—than the core. For Turner, there is little utility in seek-
ing to exhaust an understanding of multiple, distinct cases of phenomena. 
One can follow that agenda ad infinitum. Utility rather lies in attempting to 
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explain core social processes that—once understood—can explain a variety 
of phenomena.

While many of my mentors contributed to my knowledge of sociology, 
Turner most emphasized to students the connections among micro, meso, 
and macro social processes. His graduate seminar routinely turned to dis-
cussions of the levels of analysis. Turner has noted that sociology is often 
divided between those who have given primacy to the micro or macro 
realm (Turner 2001). He calls this micro- and macro- “chauvinism,” not-
ing the glut of theorists who focus only on one level of analysis or deny the 
significance of the other. Turner is not the only social theorist to take con-
nections between the micro and macro seriously. Among others, Anthony 
Giddens’ structuration theory, Janet Saltzman Chafetz’s gender equity the-
ory, and Pierre Bourdieu’s ideas on habitus also bridge varying levels of 
analysis. However, for Turner, it seems to be a continual emphasis, to the 
point that he produced three discrete volumes aimed at understanding the 
unique and common features of the micro, meso, and macro levels of society 
and how they relate to one another (Turner 2010a, 2010b, 2012).

Ultimately, Turner’s graduate course had a profound effect on my devel-
opment as a sociologist. He was a member of my dissertation committee, 
and as I describe in more detail later, the term paper I wrote in his “Macro-
structural Analysis” class eventually became my first sole-authored publica-
tion as an assistant professor (Carter 2013b).

My General Impressions About Turner’s 
Research

My impression of Turner’s corpus of work is multifaceted. Here I  focus 
on five themes that for me, define Turner’s approach as an academic: 1) 
the efficacy of science as an epistemology, 2) synthesis as a way to integrate 
and improve theories of the past, 3) the benefit of abstract modeling, 4) the 
utility of identifying and deriving testable propositions, and 5) the value of 
being a “generalist.”

The Efficacy of Science

Turner has spent his entire career defending a scientific approach to under-
standing society. He emphasizes that science is but one type of knowledge, 
the others including ideology, religion, and logic (Turner 2003b), but that 
science is the appropriate realm for the study of society, as it is the perspec-
tive that believes that accumulated understanding must reflect the operation 
of the empirical world. Rather than summarizing Turner’s perspective on 
the efficacy of science, it is best to let him speak in his own words:

If sociological theory is not scientific, then what is it? My answer is that 
it becomes various mixes of journalism, ideological preaching, critique 
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of perceived wrongs, and vague philosophizing. Such alternatives to 
the epistemology of science do not, I believe, take sociology in a very 
healthy direction. They assure that we will be a watered-down humani-
ties and that we will be irrelevant to policymakers and even our fellow 
academics.

(2001: 3)

For me, this quote is classic Turner.

Synthesis

It is hard to refute the claim that Talcott Parsons is passé. More and more it 
seems that there is an increasing distance between contemporary trends in 
sociology and Parsons’ dominant paradigm of the mid-twentieth century. 
Sociologists continue to debate the utility of Parsonian theory, but person-
ally, I always have been less impressed with Parsons’ predictive claims than 
with his skill as a synthesizer of others’ work. I see elegance in what Par-
sons attempted, particularly in the Structure of Social Action—his synthesis of 
Marshall, Pareto, Durkheim, and Weber (Parsons 1949). Say what you will 
about Parsons, he was adept at mining the canon of sociological thought to 
glean its gold. Turner is similar. I see Turner as a miner, digging deep into the 
arcane and esoteric to formulate recipes of social life. His work brims with 
complex associations and synthesized explanations he has excavated from 
the canon of social thought. Thus, I see him most skillful as an integrator 
of ideas.

Examples of Turner’s synthesis abound in his writing. His model of 
population dynamics incorporates theories from Thomas Malthus, Herbert 
Spencer, and Emile Durkheim (Turner 2010b: 51–57). His model of regula-
tory forces blends Max Weber, Talcott Parsons, Niklas Luhmann, and Theda 
Skocpol (Turner 2010b: 84–99). His model of distributive exchange, in his 
words, “splice[s] together the ideas of [Max] Weber, [Georg] Simmel, [Fer-
nand] Braudel, and [Randall] Collins into a more robust—though rather 
complicated—model of exchange dynamics” (2010b: 79). Turner’s work is 
a cornucopia of perspectives. He is a master at integrating them to create 
frameworks of explanation that are, paradoxically, both simple and complex.

Abstract Modeling

The benefit of using models in science is multifaceted, and a discussion of 
“theory as models” has an extensive literature (Carter and Lawrence Forth-
coming; Gonzalez 2014; Mattingly 2005). In Turner’s work, “modeling” 
theory provides various benefits. It first helps to isolate the most crucial 
or salient features (variables in Turner’s language) of a perspective or frame-
work. It then helps one align such features among each other in a processual 
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form. After creating a model, it can be used to recognize commonalities 
and differences in competing perspectives, schools of thought, and theories. 
Models have this capability due to their abstraction. For Turner, sociological 
theories must be abstract. In his words, theory “must ignore the particular 
and contingent; it must seek the universal and invariant; and it must sustain 
a level of abstraction above the very empirical details that excite researchers” 
(Turner 1995: ix). Turner’s emphasis on abstraction is I believe, definitive of 
his approach to sociology.

Propositions

From Turner’s tendency to synthesize and model alternative and some-
times competing perspectives comes Turner the deductive thinker. His 
work goes beyond identifying commonalities in prior thought and pro-
ducing abstract models to represent social processes. Beyond models and 
flow-charts, his writings are chockfull of testable propositions for each 
level of analysis. For example, at the micro level, Turner posits that the 
arousal of positive emotions in an encounter increases when role-taking 
enables status displays (Turner 2010a). At the meso level, he posits that 
groups arouse positive emotions among group members when 1) status-
organizing processes enable all group members to meet expectation states, 
and 2) challenges to (and conflict over) the status order are not seen as nec-
essary (Turner 2012). At the macro level, he posits that the level of stratifi-
cation in a society is a function of inequality, interclass mobility, the degree 
of consensus over legitimating meta-ideologies and values and the level 
of a polity’s consolidation of administrative and coercive bases of power 
(Turner 2010b). These are only a few of the hundreds of testable proposi-
tions found in his work. Some propositions are not particularly original 
by themselves (i.e., many of Turner’s propositions are derived from past 
research findings), but together they form a complex, testable framework 
that can keep sociologists busy for decades. His work together thus works 
as a cookbook with recipes for understanding the phenomena of societies 
across eras and cultural milieus.

Being a Generalist

Early in my graduate training, I was working on an experimental protocol 
with my dissertation chair, Jan E. Stets. Turner stopped by, and the discus-
sion turned to his introductory sociology course. Part of the conversation 
regarded the fact that few tenured professors teach intro, to which Turner 
responded, “Well, you have to be a generalist.” This statement stuck with 
me, and it proved to be motivational, because I got it—if you are going to 
teach a general course, or be a general theorist, you better be well versed in 
a variety of topics—you better be a generalist.
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My attitude in graduate school was highly influenced by Turner the gen-
eralist. While many of my cohorts were requesting to be teaching assistants 
(TAs) for the same courses quarter by quarter, I routinely volunteered to be 
a TA for subjects in which I had little familiarity. My main area of specializa-
tion is social psychology. At UCR, I worked as a TA for 15 quarters (UCR 
is on the quarter system); only twice was I  a TA for a social psychology 
course. “Community.” “Human Societies.” “Formal Organizations.” “Social 
Change.” “Criminology.” “Population.” “Fear and the Media.” I  taught or 
worked as a TA for all these courses. By the time I finished my doctorate 
and left UCR, I had been a TA or the instructor of record for 14 discrete 
courses. This strategy did not put me in the same class as the generalist 
Turner, but it certainly sent me on my way toward it. I strongly believe that 
Turner’s skill as a generalist is one of his strongest characteristics, and I have 
strived to forge a similar skill set in my own career.

My Individual Research Agenda/How Turner 
Influences My Work Today

My formal training as an academic is more as a social psychologist than 
pure sociological theorist. Most of my published research has addressed 
micro-level social processes and is aligned with identity theory, a cumula-
tive research program aimed at explaining self and identity processes (Burke 
and Stets 2009). In my work, I  have examined intersections of morality 
and identity (Stets and Carter 2006, 2011, 2012); how identities operate 
across social contexts (Carter 2013a) and in digitally mediated environments 
(Carter and Asencio 2019); and how stigmatized identities and identity 
change relate to self-esteem (Carter and Mireles 2016a; Carter and Marony 
2018), self-concept clarity (Carter 2015; Carter and Bruene 2018), and 
depression (Carter and Mireles 2016b; Carter 2017).

While a cursory perusal of my curriculum vita reveals that my work is 
mostly social psychological, I have tried to keep one foot in the “theory 
pond,” so to speak. My less social psychological work reveals this. Turner 
has influenced much of this “other” scholarship, sometimes substantively 
and at other times motivationally. Indeed, my first sole-authored publica-
tion as an assistant professor, “A Sociological Model of Societal Collapse” 
(Carter 2013b), was based on a term paper I wrote in Turner’s “Macro-
structural Analysis” course at UC Riverside (it basically is that paper, with a 
few minor edits and additions). In this article, I interpreted (and attempted 
to improve) Jared Diamond’s (2005) theory of societal collapse by apply-
ing modeling techniques I learned from Turner. By incorporating macro-
level concepts commonly employed by Turner (such as “logistical loads for 
population maintenance” and “Spencerian selection pressures”), I provided 
a more sociological explanation to Diamond’s ecological framework for why 
societies rise or fall.
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Turner’s influence is also evident in an article I co-authored with Seth 
Abrutyn (Abrutyn and Carter 2015), co-editor of this volume. In “The 
Decline in Shared Collective Conscience as Found in the Shifting Norms 
and Values of Etiquette Manuals,” Abrutyn and I  performed a deductive 
content analysis on past and present etiquette manuals to understand what 
changes have occurred regarding shifting behavioral norms and values over 
time. Applying Emile Durkheim and Erving Goffman’s ideas, we suggested 
that changes in the language of etiquette manuals mirror the phenomenon 
of norms and values becoming more generalized and abstract in a society as 
it becomes more complex and differentiated. We argued that the change in 
the presentation and language of contemporary etiquette manuals reflects a 
greater change in the normative order. While our theoretical framework in 
this article is Durkheimian and Goffmanian, Turner’s influence is evident. 
We never would have written this article if he were not our mentor (Abru-
tyn is also a student of Turner). His influence permeates our scholarship.

Turner has also influenced my scholarship regarding sociological theory 
per se. A few years ago, I published a comment to an article published in 
The American Sociologist on the current state of sociological theory. Abrutyn 
(2013) had published an article, “Teaching Sociological Theory for a New 
Century: Contending with the ‘Time Crunch,’ ” that argued that it was time 
to revisit the manner in which sociological theory is taught at the university. 
He provided four solutions aimed at generating a rich discussion about the 
direction sociology should head in the new century. My response, entitled 
“Comment on Abrutyn’s ‘Time Crunch’ Problem in Teaching Classical and 
Contemporary Sociological Theory: Time for the Dichotomy to Become 
a Trichotomy?” addressed Abrutyn’s claims and elaborated on a few of his 
concerns. Anyone who reads these publications will see Turner’s influence 
throughout; it is obvious that Abrutyn and I have been highly influenced 
by our mentor.

Turner has influenced my scholarship in other ways as well. One of Jon’s 
tenets (or at least his tendency) continues to resonate with me: “don’t just 
do one thing; don’t just do the same thing.” For Jon, while conceding their 
importance, specific research agendas and cumulative research programs 
are stifling and insufferably monotonous. In his presence, he often men-
tioned how bored he would be if as a scholar he only did the same thing 
repeatedly. He didn’t say this as an affront to his colleagues and collaborators 
who seemed to do just that—work in one tradition within a narrow scope 
of interest—but more as a personal preference (though one certainly may 
interpret it as such).

Because of his dissatisfaction with scholarship limited by narrowly defined 
scope conditions, Turner diversified his interests and attacked new subjects. 
Turner has always seen himself as a scientist rather than simply a social scien-
tist, and his work reflects this. It is why his classification as a “type” of aca-
demic is difficult. Is he a macro-theorist? Well, he certainly is that (Turner 
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1997, 2003a, Turner and Maryanski 2005, 2008). But what of his work 
on micro-dynamics (Turner 2010a) and human emotions (Turner 2000; 
Turner and Stets 2005)? His interest in biology and neuroscience (Franks 
and Turner 2013)? His work on race, ethnicity, and social inequality (Agu-
irre and Turner 2004)? Even a cursory glance at his C.V. reveals that he is 
more diverse in interests than many may appreciate.

I have followed Jon’s tendency to “not just do the same thing” a few times 
so far in my career. In 2013, I wrote a co-authored article with my father 
(an emeritus professor of English) on how themes in literature could be use-
ful in sociological research and teaching (Carter and Carter 2014). My dad 
and I were not the first to do such a thing; Lewis Coser (1972) addressed 
connections between sociology and literature decades ago. In our article, 
we went beyond what Coser attempted by addressing themes common to 
writers and poets but rarely considered by sociologists: optimism and pes-
simism, ambition and indolence, betrayal and revenge, curiosity and apathy, 
and doubt and certainty. We cited examples of literature that deal with these 
subjects and showed how one could incorporate the themes into sociologi-
cal theory, research, and teaching. I doubt I would have chosen this project 
without Turner’s influence. This, for me, was clearly “not doing the same 
thing,” as this article departed quite far from what I normally endeavor as a 
scientific social psychologist. To this day, Turner’s influence on my scholar-
ship is profound.

My Unique Personal Experiences With Turner

I have two relationships with Jon. One relationship is mentor/mentee; the 
other regards my family history. Coincidentally, Jon’s father was very close 
friends with my paternal grandfather (who died before I was born). Both 
attended the University of California, Berkeley, in the 1930s. My father 
stayed with Jon’s family one summer in Monterey, California. My uncle even 
lived with Jon’s family in Palo Alto, California, for a while after my grand-
father died. In addition, my father, an English professor, was Jon’s colleague 
at the University of Hawaii in the late 1960s. All of this was unknown to me 
until after I became a sociology student in 2000. I had read Turner’s work in 
my classical theory course at San Diego State University and was telling my 
father about it. My father responded, “Turner? Jonathan Turner? I know Jon 
Turner!” He then told me about our family’s relationship with the Turners.

My first correspondence with Jon was at the annual meetings of the 
American Sociological Association in Anaheim, California in 2001. I intro-
duced myself and told him who I was (the son of Steven Carter and grandson 
of Corlies Carter). A few years later (in 2003), I began the PhD program at 
UCR and had my first formal exposure to Jonathan Turner the sociologist.

My relationship with Jon has mostly been a typical professor/student rela-
tionship, but I  have had several experiences with Turner that have stuck 
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with me over the years. Many of these experiences regard things he has 
said in the various capacities we have spent time together. Some of these 
instances have occurred at professional conferences, some during class. For 
example, during his “Macrostructural Analysis” course and in the midst of 
a rant on Marxism, I recall him saying, “Marx’s work on primitive com-
munism is embarrassing.” He would blurt things like this all the time. My 
cohorts and I loved it, because he was genuine and real. Political correctness 
abounded at the university, and most professors were loath to risk polarizing 
students and colleagues. Not Turner. He says what he believes is true and 
damns the torpedoes.

Another memory I have regards a conversation Turner was having with a 
fellow teaching assistant, an ABD graduate student who complained that he 
was “so busy” and was finding it difficult to finish his dissertation. Turner’s 
retort: “Boo-hoo. I wrote 8,000 words today.” Now, this may sound harsh, 
but these are the kind of comments people sometimes need to hear. The 
message was clear: Don’t be THAT kind of grad student; finish your damn dis-
sertation! Stripping away the curt delivery of these utterances often revealed 
an underlying message that, if considered, was actually beneficial.

I have another memory of Turner during my dissertation defense. My 
research addressed identity processes, specifically how social context and 
identities together influence moral behavior. He was irked that I conflated 
“group identity” with “social identity” and challenged my justification for 
using the terms interchangeably. I recoiled and muttered that I was simply 
following Peter Burke and Jan Stets’ conception of identity (Peter and Jan 
were the other members of my dissertation committee and present during 
this interchange). His response: “I know that’s how THEY [Burke and Stets] 
define identities in that book they wrote [referring to their 2009 book Iden-
tity Theory, published by Oxford University Press], but THEY’RE wrong, 
and YOU’RE wrong!” Now, from this, one might envision my dissertation 
defense to have been extremely awkward and excruciating. It was not. This 
was just Turner being Turner. I was not offended at all (if anything, this was 
more an attack on my committee members than an attack on me). To this 
day, this is actually one of my fondest memories of him!

I also have had several one-on-one conversations with Jon over the 
years, many of them regarding subjects other than sociology. Jon is a good 
storyteller—if he is comfortable with you and is in the proper setting. 
I remember sitting with him at the end of the day in a hotel lobby at the 
University of Georgia in 2006. We were in Athens presenting our work at a 
conference on social structure and emotion. Jon began talking about when 
he played football in high school. He was his team’s quarterback and he told 
a story about a game when the opposing team’s defensive linemen kept hit-
ting him late, knocking him to the ground after each play was over. He was 
irate that the referee would not throw a penalty flag for the late hits. So, on a 
subsequent play after the center hiked the ball, he dropped back, cocked his 
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arm, and fired a pass right at the referee’s face. I so enjoyed seeing Jon relive 
this memory as he was telling me about it. Not everyone might understand 
or appreciate this anecdote. Those who have played organized sports likely 
do. My bet is that anyone who knows Turner will as well.

My last significant memory of Turner as a graduate student occurred dur-
ing my final stages of my dissertation. My twin boys were born in May 2010. 
Upon hearing about their birth, Turner sent me an email and said, “Con-
gratulations. Now things get more difficult.” I took no offense to this mes-
sage. He was correct. Remember, for Turner, there is kindness in truth.
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1.  Turner’s Teaching – A Glimpse into His 
method of Theory Construction

In my training on theory construction with Turner, what I found particu-
larly useful was how he taught us to identify testable theoretical principles 
implicit in the arguments embedded in any empirical analysis. One of my 
most memorable assignments was to read a section in Weber’s Economy and 
Society and extract some testable principles from Weber’s analysis of histori-
cal phenomena. It was a very different way of reading a piece of historical-
comparative analysis, as I was training to identify a generic principle that 
transcends the historically specific contexts in the historical cases being 
compared. The exercise elucidated for me Turner’s vision of sociological 
theory as what he called “social physics.” For Turner, theory construction in 
sociology should be about developing “laws about the nature of social rela-
tions” instead of being concerned with causes or functions of social struc-
tures (Turner 1984: 16). Theorists in sociology, according to Turner, ought 
to be asking “what are the most basic and generic properties of the social 
universe? What process accounts for the dynamics of these properties? How 
are these processes related?” Sociological theory, hence, should consists of 
propositions that are “relatively abstract and simple” (Turner 1984: 19). Get-
ting there would involve learning to identify abstract principles implicit in 
the empirical analyses in all subfields in sociology, as well as in other disci-
plines that study the dynamics of power, economy, population, and social 
interactions.

An example of the effort to apply Turner’s approach to theory construc-
tion is my work in theorizing the developmental state, an important concept 
in the sociology of development.

One key element in Turner’s approach is to identify the undertheo-
rized parts of the literature. Developmental state is a concept articulated 
to describe the kind of state that prioritizes and can promote economic 
development effectively; the primary example of post-WWII Japan has been 
used to illustrate the relative autonomy and capacity of the state necessary 
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for it to be developmental. In the literature, researchers have described the 
characteristics of developmental state; argued about the key characteristics 
based on empirical observation of states that successfully implemented eco-
nomic development policies; debated about whether certain states (such as 
India and China) are developmental states; and described what the state did 
to support economic development, how developmental states had changed 
their strategies to promote economic development as economies became 
more globalized and financialized, and ways in which states were embedded 
while maintaining their autonomy to implement economic development 
policies. These tend to be very historically and case-specific discussions, 
leaving the key concept “developmental state” relatively undertheorized. 
I noticed that there seemed to be an assumption that being developmen-
tal is an inherent attribute of the state in some societies, which means the 
researcher’s job is to determine whether a state is developmental by examin-
ing its policies and structure. The debate became consumed by determin-
ing the scope of the concept, resisting the tendency to make it so broad 
that it becomes meaningless or to make it too restrictive. What I noticed 
was the missed opportunity to theorize the conditions under which the 
developmental-ness of a state may change.

After identifying the undertheorized part in the literature, I applied Turn-
er’s strategy of reading studies of developmental states from diverse perspec-
tives, often including the works of political scientists, economists as well as 
sociologists, and observed that the key concept has been discussed as a con-
stant rather than a variable. If states can become developmental in response 
to particular challenges, that means they can cease to be, or become less, 
developmental as international and/or domestic situations change as well. In 
the literature, developmental-ness becomes an attribute of the state, leading 
researchers to look for ways to justify this label for certain states after their 
economy has developed and/or political situation has changed, instead of 
being able to see that the state may have simply become less developmental.

To identify the conditions under which a state’s developmental-ness may 
increase or decrease, I  apply Turner’s approach by examining the analy-
ses of developmental states in a wide range of countries, including the 
experience of a “failed” developmental state in India. As I examined these 
analyses, I noticed another undertheorized element in the literature. There 
was an implicit assumption that authoritarian regimes automatically could 
articulate coherent economic development priorities, whereas democratic 
regimes tended to struggle. Such an assumption leads us to forget that the 
key dynamic of the state is the distribution of power and not its ideology, 
as Turner has argued. By bringing politics back into the analysis of the 
developmental state, I proposed the inclusion of the ability of the political 
process to generate a dominant ruling coalition that can pursue a coherent 
set of development priorities as one of the factors shaping the degree of 
developmental-ness of the state. State-elite relation is conceptualized as the 
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relative strength of the state compared to dominant elite, another aspect of 
the power distribution with regard to the state. Together with state capac-
ity, the resulting theoretical model allows us to examine the varying degree 
of developmental-ness of different states that prioritize economic devel-
opment. By approaching the phenomenon of developmental state using 
Turner’s conceptualization of power dynamic and his strategy of theory 
construction, I was able to contribute to the literature with a theory that 
takes us out of the stale debate around the appropriate scope and definition 
of the concept and to account for the changing degree of developmental-
ness experienced by each state over time, hence helping to shed light on the 
trajectory of post-reform China’s economic development (Li 2016).

2.  On Turner’s Approach to Theory 
Construction – the case of macrodynamics

In his book Macrodynamics, Turner provided a compelling theory describ-
ing the mechanisms of macro-level change in society over time. He did 
so by avoiding the reification of social structures that turn them into static 
entities. In our discussion of social, economic, and political structures, we 
tend to characterize them as being modern versus premodern, capitalist 
versus non-capitalist (such as socialist or pre-industrial), and democratic ver-
sus authoritarian. These categorizations often constrain our imagination, 
as the labels tend to take us down the road of reifying these structures, 
forgetting that they are merely ways to refer to various conjunctures of 
macro-level dynamics identified by Turner in this book. Such reification 
got us stuck in arguing over ways to define various sociological concepts. 
Inevitably, we find ourselves arguing over whether certain economic entity 
should be categorized as capitalist, for instance, or whether a political entity 
is authoritarian. These arguments also shaped the key debates in the study 
of macro-level social change manifested in processes known as revolutions 
and state breakdown. When the debates on the definition of authoritarian 
state cannot be resolved, it also becomes difficult to determine whether 
significant structural change had taken place to qualify certain events as 
revolutions. As these debates on definition are left unresolved, the field of 
macro-level societal change fragmented, and research continued in silos such 
as social movement, historical-comparative research, world systems, political 
sociology, and sociology of development, instead of building on the stock 
of knowledge accumulated in the field. In Macrodynamics, Turner proposed 
a different way to conceptualize macro-level societal changes by articulating 
how the interactions among various macro-level dynamics such as popula-
tion and production dynamics propelled societal change.

Turner’s approach to theory construction would be what I  call “non-
partisan” and what Turner called “theoretical eclecticism” (Turner 1995: 
9). This means that he was not concerned whether an analysis was Marxist, 
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Durkheim, Weberian, functionalist, or conflict theorizing or conducted by 
economists or political scientists. His research method involved surveying 
the empirical research conducted in varying subfields in sociology and in 
economics, history, and political science to collect theoretical insights as 
pieces of the puzzle to be put together into the integrated models of each 
set of macrodynamics that shed light on how human societies are organ-
ized at the macro level. To start, Turner drew on insights from Comte and 
Spencer to posit a number of key dynamics, the interactions among which 
shape each society. The emphasis on dynamics was a deliberate corrective 
against the tendency to reify structures into static entities instead of treating 
structures as the manifestations of the convergence of various macrodynam-
ics at a specific historical period, what we have come to refer to as hunting 
and gathering, through agrarian, to industrial and postindustrial societies.

In his discussion of population dynamics, he brought our attention to the 
importance of the size and growth rate of a population on the organiza-
tion of human society, grounding us on the constraints imposed by biology 
on humans and our social organization. Instead of talking about agrarian, 
capitalist, or socialist economic structures, Turner identified two interact-
ing macrodynamics, production and distribution, that shape our economic 
structures. By articulating the basic elements of production dynamics, such 
as the level of production and entrepreneurial development, and how they 
affect each other, Turner provided a blueprint for inserting new knowledge 
generated in each of these areas to enhance our understanding of produc-
tion dynamics. For instance, a high level of technology increases the level 
of entrepreneurial development, which in turn increases the amount and 
diversity of property commonly observed in capitalist economies as well 
as some technologically advanced agrarian economies. In technologically 
simpler societies, on the other hand, there would be lower levels of human 
and physical capital formation and levels of production, hence resulting in 
lower levels of distribution, characteristic of many agricultural economies in 
the pre-industrial era.

In separating out the distribution dynamics from the production dynam-
ics, Turner identified the component that could propel rapid economic 
change. Distribution dynamics refer to the movement of people, goods, 
and information as well as the market mechanisms that render exchange of 
goods and services possible, and they are distinct from production dynam-
ics. Separating the two instead of discussing economic structures allows us 
to examine how each set of dynamics interacts with other macrodynamics 
independently. This approach sheds new light on our understanding of how 
economic development may interact with political change to reshape soci-
ety outside the boundary set by the existing typologies.

Turner’s construction of the integrated model of distribution dynamics 
provides a good example of his theoretical eclecticism. To do so, he drew 
on insights from human ecology for factors affecting the velocity, scope,  
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and volume of exchange; from an economic historian for the effects of 
trade on communications and transportation networks; from world sys-
tem theorists on the interaction of world trade and geopolitics and state 
power; and from exchange theorists and political scientists on mecha-
nisms sustaining world trade. To construct the integrated model of the 
dynamics of exchange distribution, Turner extracted concepts and test-
able principles from the writings of Weber, Simmel, Braudel, and Col-
lins. This is a typical example of the strategy employed by Turner to take 
seemingly incompatible theoretical ideas wherever he could find them 
regardless of theoretical orientation. These ideas may seem incompat-
ible from the perspective of the analyses conducted within a particu-
lar theoretical tradition. Working from a more generic, abstract level 
unconcerned with preserving any theoretical tradition for its own sake, 
Turner saw each theoretical idea as a piece of puzzle and worked to 
bridge concepts of different levels of abstraction. He weaved the pieces 
together by identifying where the theoretical ideas overlap. Oftentimes, 
he also articulated the conditions determining the variation of dynam-
ics included in the more abstract principles in his models. In this way, 
Turner was able to construct general models of social organization incor-
porating subfields in sociology that often operate in relative isolation and 
are hence unable to capitalize on the accumulation of theoretical under-
standing to advance the discipline’s stock of knowledge. These general 
models are also excellent tools for identifying the gaps in research on any 
specific phenomenon.

3.  Turner’s Influences on Research Agendas

My research agenda has been and continues to be shaped by Turner’s work 
in Macrodynamics and a collaborative project with Turner to extract testable 
theoretical principles found in historical-comparative studies of revolution 
and state breakdown. In Macrodynamics, Turner conceptualized social struc-
tures as manifestations of the conjuncture of several macro-level dynamics 
that include population, production, distribution, and power dynamics. In 
the chapter on disintegration dynamics, Turner reiterated this argument by 
pointing out that the term “disintegration” and “integration” are merely 
labels for the convergence of processes that enable a population to live as 
a coherent whole in a territory. By constructing the general model of dis-
integration dynamics, Turner demonstrated how various generic dynamics 
could interact with each other to generate or mitigate disintegrative pressure 
in a society. What was implicit in his argument is that when disintegrative 
pressure is sufficiently high within a population, I believe, phenomena that 
disrupt the existing social order such as revolution and civil war would be 
observed.
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I was very intrigued by this approach to studying the phenomenon of 
territorial disintegration. At the time, I was reading the literature on various 
historical-comparative studies of revolution and state breakdown. There was 
a heated debate on whether certain events qualified as revolutions owing to 
disagreements over whether sufficient structural changes had taken place. 
In spite of the fact that these societies had undergone prolonged periods 
of mass mobilization and breakdown of the political order, we were una-
ble to incorporate these cases in our study of societal disintegration simply 
because they did not quite make the cut, as if cases with more moderate 
levels of societal disintegration were no different from those that had not 
experienced any instability. When I studied Ragin’s comparative method, 
the relatively arbitrary decisions we had to make to place historically unique 
cases into multiple dichotomous categories further highlighted for me the 
limitation of thinking in terms of reified, static structures. The need to 
accurately categorize cases necessitated debates on definitions to draw the 
line between categories. In the process, we lose sight of the fluidity of social 
organization and how a society can move back and forth between these 
arbitrary lines over time. Labeling societies by their structures manifested in 
a particular time period, as if they are inherent, unchanging characteristics 
of the society, obscures this fact. Turner’s approach to conceptualize social 
structure as the manifestation of the convergence of multiple macro-level 
dynamics, each changing independently and affecting each other directly or 
indirectly, provided a way for me to incorporate a wider range of historical 
cases of territorial disintegration, including those that may not make the cut 
as “revolution” or “state breakdown.” It helped me articulate the dependent 
variable, degree of territorial disintegration, in my integrated model, meas-
ured by the proportion of the territory affected by the instability, number of 
factions that are engaged in conflict, and length of the period of instability. 
A high degree of territorial disintegration, as in cases with multiple warring 
factions engaging in conflicts affecting most of the territory over decades, 
is observed as revolution or civil war. A lower degree of territorial disin-
tegration may be manifested in rebellion or militia or guerrilla movements 
where one or two power contenders against the state engaged in conflict 
in part of the country over several years. These cases tend to go unnoticed 
by researchers, as they do not qualify as “state breakdown” or “revolution” 
but are still useful for testing the integrated theory of territorial disintegra-
tion that aspires to explain cases of all degrees of territorial disintegration, 
including those with very low degrees which would manifest as relative 
stability. This, I believe, is more in line with Turner’s vision of sociological 
theory.

Turner’s conceptualization of power dynamics provided a conceptual 
tool for me to integrate several seemingly incompatible state-centered the-
ories of revolution and rebellion in the literature, each positing a different 
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primary cause of revolution or state breakdown. In Macrodynamics, Turner 
identified regulation and centralization as two dimensions of power dynam-
ics that shape the changes in power dynamics manifested in various kinds 
of regimes (1995). I drew on this idea to conceptualize state power as an 
interval variable instead of state structure as a categorical variable in my 
integrated model. Doing so allowed me to focus on the direction and rate 
of change of state power. I made use of the theoretical principles extracted 
from the work of Skocpol, Goldstone, and Collins on revolution and state 
breakdown in the theory chapter I  co-authored with Turner to identify 
the pieces of the puzzle that had to do with state power and the interac-
tions between state power and other macro-level dynamics such as pro-
duction, population, distribution, and geopolitics. The theoretical puzzle 
pieces I gathered from that project helped me to articulate four dimensions 
of state power. State military power refers to the state’s ability to monopo-
lize the use of organized coercive power in a territory. State economic 
power refers to the state’s ability to extract resources from the economy 
by taxation or other means effectively. State political power refers to the 
state’s ability to incorporate elite and nonelite segments of the population 
to garner legitimacy. State administrative power refers to the state’s ability 
to implement policies effectively. Like Turner, I  made use of the theo-
retical principles I extracted from existing works to construct indicators to 
measure the changes in state power along these dimensions. Each dimen-
sion of state power changes independently, and they are also interdepend-
ent, and the resulting level of state power interacts with other macro-level 
dynamics to shape the degree of territorial disintegration of a society. As 
I integrated the elements regarding state power from the competing state-
centered theories, it became clear that these theories described alternative, 
rather than mutually exclusive, routes to territorial disintegration. Each 
route may generate integrative or disintegrative potential that aggravates 
or mitigates the disintegrative potential generated by other routes, hence 
rendering the integrated model more accurate in explaining and predict-
ing the changing degree of territorial disintegration than using only one 
of the state-centered theories. The resulting theoretical model is applicable 
to cases ranging from low to high degrees of territorial disintegration. It 
also allows us to examine the changing degrees of territorial disintegra-
tion experienced by a society over time, hence providing us with a way to 
incorporate time in sociological theorizing. For instance, this model was 
used to examine the case of Russia before and after the collapse of the for-
mer Soviet Union to explain the lack of territorial disintegration in Russia 
after 1991–92. I examined the changes in each of the four dimensions of 
state power, which allowed me to see that Russia’s state power was actually 
increasing, despite its political and economic problems, after 1991–92 and 
hence contributing to an increase in territorial integration, rather than the 
disintegration predicted by many experts at the time (Li 2003). The model 
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is also being used to explain the different outcomes of the 2011 uprisings 
in Tunisia, Egypt, and Syria.

4. Experiences Working With Turner

I consider myself incredibly fortunate to have been able to work with Turner 
throughout my graduate career. When I worked as his teaching assistant in 
“Introduction to Sociology,” he was teaching to a hall with 400 students. 
One time, toward the end of the quarter, one undergraduate student felt 
compelled to tell Turner that he was so smart that he should become the 
president of the United States. It was a sweet and validating moment. I also 
recall my experience working with Turner on the chapter on conflict the-
ory in historical-comparative sociology. One day, Turner and I were walking 
on campus at UCR, and he said softly to me, “I have a project for you,” 
as if he were suggesting that we go to get ice cream. I was delighted when 
I realized that he was inviting me to co-author a chapter in the new edition 
of The Structure of Sociological Theory. The Structure of Sociological Theory was 
the standard theory text in China and in Hong Kong where I studied as an 
undergraduate. The text has been translated into many languages, includ-
ing Chinese, the version read by my classmates in college, while I found it 
easier to read the original version in English. Among the graduate students 
in my cohort at UCR, we referred to this book as the “blue bible.” The fifth 
edition of the book had dimensions similar to that of the bible and less like 
a textbook, which the sixth edition came to resemble. My “blue bible” had 
numerous Post-It notes sticking out from pages that contained important 
theoretical principles for my work. I was ecstatic when Turner invited me 
to be part of the “bible.” I felt incredibly honored and humbled. I felt that 
Turner was using the project as a way to nudge me to apply what I had 
learned from him more explicitly and deliberately to articulate the abstract 
theoretical principles implicit in the key historical-comparative studies I had 
been reviewing for my dissertation research. It was a very valuable experi-
ence and greatly increased my understanding of what I was working with, 
henceforth allowing me to construct the integrated model of territorial dis-
integration with more confidence. It also solidified my understanding of 
how to engage in theory construction by extracting abstract principles from 
empirical research and how to identify the overlapping and related pieces of 
the puzzle of territorial disintegration. Working with him on that project 
allowed me to bridge the highly abstract propositions in his book Macrody-
namics and the concrete-level historical-comparative study I was conducting 
on Qing China.

I also recall being in a theory seminar co-led by Turner and Collins. 
I observed firsthand how two theorists with different research agendas but 
sharing a similar vision for sociological theory exchanged ideas on the same 
subject matter. It was a great privilege to witness these two great theoretical 
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minds at work; I was taking the seminar just for the experience, as I  no 
longer needed more credits. It was wonderful to watch how they could disa-
gree while displaying immense respect for each other’s work. The theme of 
the seminar was micro theories of the self; we read and discussed books on 
the self and theories of social interaction. We were debating the nature of self 
as we read Semiotic Self. At the time, Collins was focused on perfecting his 
theory of interaction ritual chains. Turner, who tended to think at a more 
abstract and general level, saw Collins’ theory as describing one aspect of 
motivation behind social interactions, that of maximizing emotional energy. 
While it was an important piece of the puzzle, Turner argued that it was not 
always what motivated people in social interactions. I remember being sur-
prised by his argument, since we were all quite immersed in Collins’ theory 
of interaction ritual chains but also amazed by his keen observation. When 
I  read his book, A Theory of Social Interaction, published a few years after 
the seminar, my amazement and respect for his keen intellect only grew. 
That seminar showed me different approaches to engage in theory construc-
tion and the strength in each approach, and I find myself combining these 
approaches in my work on territorial disintegration and developmental states.

After using Turner’s Emergence of Sociological Theory and The Structure of 
Sociological Theory for years, it became evident that my second-year under-
graduate students did not yet have adequate training in abstract thinking to 
digest and understand these texts. I was delighted to discover Chuck Powers’ 
text Making Sense of Social Theory, as, Powers being one of Turner’s earlier 
students, it draws on Turner’s vision of sociological theory. Powers applied 
Turner’s strategy of extracting abstract, testable principles from the writ-
ings of key theorists in composing this text. For instance, he articulated the 
principle of social control from Durkheim’s writings on social solidarity to 
explain the varying degrees of social control exerted on oneself in different 
groups. He also extracted the key dynamics from Marx’s theory of revolution 
to articulate the principle of intergroup conflict to explain the likelihood of 
groups with antagonistic relationship in engaging in overt conflict. These 
theoretical principles, very much as envisioned by Turner, allowed my stu-
dents to appreciate the tremendous value of sociological theory in helping 
them to make sense of their social world and their lives. Students applied 
these principles to multiple experiences in their lives and were amazed by 
how well these principles were able to explain the variations in the degree of 
social control they experienced in different groups, for instance. They kept 
telling me that they never thought theory could be so interesting and useful, 
and some recommended that this course be required for all undergradu-
ates. Their responses confirm the argument made by Turner repeatedly, 
that sociological theory ought to be taught as knowledge accumulated by 
sociologists on how the social world works. My students’ overwhelmingly 
positive responses to working with theoretical principles affirm the validity 
of Turner’s vision of theoretical sociology.
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In a recent speech at the Pacific Sociological Association annual meeting 
in Oakland, CA, Turner argued passionately that this vision of theoretical 
sociology will equip students with valuable knowledge and skills that will 
make them excellent consultants for corporations and non-profit organiza-
tions and for policymakers, allowing sociologists to share with the world our 
valuable insights on the workings of the social world. He deeply cares about 
the discipline and the students who are drawn to the promise of sociological 
understanding by taking it as their academic major. Underneath that is his 
strong conviction that a scientific understanding of the social world can help 
us solve problems in our organizations and make our world a better place 
while giving us a better understanding of the forces that shape our own lives. 
I  feel very fortunate to be part of this endeavor by teaching sociological 
theory as envisioned by Turner.
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Chapter 21

 General Impressions About 
Turner’s Teaching, Research, 
and Influence

Michael L. Walker

Dr. Turner’s seminar entitled “Theory Construction” was a Halley’s Comet 
of courses, coming around only once during the average career of graduate 
students, and I distinctly recall conversations with peers about how lucky we 
were to be enrolled. His general approach to sociology paired naturally with 
his pedagogy: skill-oriented, unwedded to intellectual camps, and heathen-
ish where others worship at the altar of Bourdieu, Weber, or whomever. He 
had not bothered with assignments designed to test our knowledge of some 
scholar’s work. In fact, he did not assign any of his own research as exem-
plars, and he seemed bored with the two philosophy of science texts that we 
dispatched very early in the quarter. After the second book, he concluded 
something of the sort: Yeah, this isn’t so great. No matter. The best way to 
learn is by doing, and the two texts functioned more like gap fillers while we 
came up with ideas to work on for the remainder of the quarter. By week 
two, it was time to get to work.

As I  recall, students in that seminar had a wide range of ideas. Some 
of those ideas would eventually be molded into theories; others would be 
burned in the fires of relentless inquiries about what certain concepts meant, 
how they related to one another, and how the explanation as a whole could 
be falsified. One student worked on a theory of humor, which at first 
seemed the simplest of tasks, but with each seminar meeting, we learned 
that theorizing humor would not be so easy. Assume we are talking about 
American society: If Person A tells a joke, and Person B does not laugh, was 
the joke not funny, does Person B have a poor sense of humor, or is a laugh 
not a requisite indicator of humor? What is a sense of humor? What is the 
relationship between expectations and humor? These questions say noth-
ing of the mechanics of joke telling. Another student was tinkering with 
a theory of power, and several others had wholly different topics. I had in 
mind an idea about racial or ethnic (I had not differentiated the two) iden-
tity development.

The critical point here is that none of our ideas—our would-be theories—
were intrinsically important. Turner permitted all of them—well, most of 
them—because if we were to gain skills to explain social phenomena, we 



Turner’s Teaching, Research, Influence 341

needed something of our own to mold. He did not want us to develop, for 
instance, a Marxian approach to the distribution of time. We were not there 
to apply someone else’s body of scholarship to some social problem—to 
show how two or three scholars are, in fact, in conversation. There would 
be no exaltations of any one intellectual approach, and Turner was opposed 
to the kind of religious devotion that leads to the wholesale acceptance of 
one scholar’s conception of the social world. Our task, as he instructed, was 
to work out the relationship between processes, which permitted the bor-
rowing or rather synthesizing of whatever we thought were the most useful 
parts of existing work.

In general, seminar meetings went like this. Time permitting, some num-
ber of students presented their progress, while the rest of us (Turner joining 
in when necessary) fired off questions about testability, how concepts were 
defined and interrelated, scope conditions, proper abstraction, and whether 
the theory truly explained whatever was in question or some other social 
process not identified by the student. I  should be clear that none of this 
was malicious or done with the sort of self-aggrandizing often on display 
at professional meetings. Rather, seminar inquiry sessions were designed to 
improve the work, even if that meant suggesting a major rearticulation of 
the key ideas. Still, the help received was not exactly friendly either. Our 
time together was not emotionless or without jest, but efforts to improve 
one another’s work were done in a matter-of-fact way. If a student was 
unknowingly theorizing at different levels of analysis, he was offered correc-
tion without much effort to save his feelings.

I still find this kind of critique useful. For one, I  learned to be critical 
without being mean. Second, I learned to receive criticism without feeling 
personally attacked. That is not the same, by the way, as saying that criticism 
does not bother me. Finally, joining the previous points, I learned that how 
I feel is not the best way to evaluate research or to judge an evaluation of my 
research.

In the end, I finished “Theory Construction” without a viable theory 
about racial or ethnic identity development, but I gained a number of inval-
uable skills that I continue to hone. No matter the genre of sociology in 
which I  am writing, I  am principally concerned with processes and pre-
senting them in context and in abstracted terms to demonstrate the more 
general power of whatever I am explaining. Having no sociological heroes 
or intellectual camps has served me well, as I tend to see how concepts and 
processes are alike, which makes synthesizing ideas across subspecialties a lot 
easier. Thinking in terms of propositional statements has led me to be more 
exacting about (1) what others are explaining in their work and (2) how 
concepts and processes are interrelated in my own research. Finally, I  am 
much more careful to specify scope conditions. Sometimes a theory is not 
wholly wrong; it applies under certain conditions that might be worth our 
time to name.
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That class continues to pay dividends. I have adopted Turner’s skills-based 
pedagogy. For instance, I teach a course on violence in which I focus on 
giving students a set of tools necessary for evaluating sociological and crimi-
nological arguments about violence instead of requiring them to learn what 
this or that specific person said. The assignments, too, are planned such that 
students demonstrate the acquisition of a skill—not the rote memorization 
of a body of literature. Of course, with any pedagogy, there are benefits and 
drawbacks, but I  greatly appreciated Turner’s approach, and thus far, my 
students do, too.

General Impressions About Turner’s Research

I regularly refer to two articles and a book that Turner produced: “The Use 
and Misuse of Metatheory,” “Developing Cumulative Practical Knowledge 
Through Metatheorizing,” and The Structure of Sociological Theory. These 
works are unified by their pedagogics, and they are a part of a special class of 
reference texts that include Becker (2014) and Abbott (2004). Beyond cov-
ering their respective topics, each piece teaches readers some aspects of how 
to do sociology: how to think through research, how to analyze the work of 
others, how to present one’s work in useful ways, how to write clearly, and 
how to specify what is to be explained.

Space does not permit a full summation of these works, but I can say that 
Abbott (2004) teaches readers how to do more interesting social science 
and how to find one’s way through squabbles over methods. Becker’s (2014) 
book is essentially about reasoning from cases, but because Becker explained 
what he did using examples from his own work, readers are treated to bril-
liant how-tos and all of the theoretical infrastructure that makes Becker’s 
work so useful. Turner’s three texts are similarly instructive. The two articles 
(1991, 1990) present his research philosophy as I see it. The book (1998) 
contains more than 600 pages of that research philosophy in practice and 
opens and ends with excellent how-to sections. Together, these reference 
texts, as I  refer to them, teach as much as they inform or demonstrate. 
Indeed, whatever their differences, I see these scholars as being more alike 
than dissimilar, but that comparison is for another time. What are the lessons 
to be learned from Turner’s reference texts?

In the two articles, Turner presented a set of nine dos and five don’ts 
for metatheorizing that I  condense and summarize here. And though he 
was writing about metatheorizing, the prescriptions and proscriptions really 
form a general research strategy that he has followed throughout his career, 
and, more to my point, he was explicit about those strategies, why they are 
beneficial, and how to employ them. No scholar should assume that nothing 
has been done on a topic of interest, so figuring out what one’s contribu-
tions are necessitates the following actions to one degree or another. Again, 
I am summarizing. Do: (1) evaluate the clarity and adequacy of concepts, 
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propositions, and models; (2) suggest points of convergence and divergence 
between research; (3) extract from a theory what is useful and plausible; (4) 
write a theory in light of conceptual and empirical considerations; (5) for-
malize the theory and write it in accessible language; and (6) make deduc-
tions to facilitate empirical assessment. Now, I enjoy reading a tapestry of 
genres of sociological writing, but I do wish more scholars followed those 
prescriptions. Don’t: (1) be a scholar’s disciple, (2) be enamored with con-
text to the detriment of the specification of generic social processes, (3) 
commit energy to philosophical debates about whether the social world 
exists or can be studied, or (4) be a social ideologue.

Following the previous strategies should (1) reduce unnecessarily coined 
terms, (2) lead to greater integration of theoretical programs across sub-
specialties, and (3) lead to a more generative body of knowledge about the 
social universe. Even the briefest review of Turner’s work demonstrates how 
strictly he has followed these rules, but in his articles (1991, 1990), he took 
care to show readers how to do it. In each article, he created an analytical 
table as a visual representation of his research philosophy. But he didn’t just 
present the tables, he explained how to generate them. His dedication to 
teaching—exhorting, even—while doing is one of the factors that sets his 
work apart from others.

I imagine him creating hundreds of such tables for The Structure of Socio-
logical Theory. He began the book with a statement on his approach to soci-
ology before explaining the myriad ways scholars do theory and the benefits 
and drawbacks of each style—a section I regularly reference. The meat of 
the book is a deep dive into the intricacies of theoretical programs with 
attention to points of convergence and divergence between concepts and 
processes: precisely what he teaches us to do. The book shines, however, 
in the final 3 chapters when he takes on the Herculean task of synthesizing 
the previous 28 chapters into coherent micro, meso, and macro theoretical 
statements. (No doubt this was an early iteration of what became his three 
volumes on Theoretical Principles of Sociology.) In previous chapters, he might 
have been critical of a scholar’s work or an intellectual approach, but in the 
final three chapters, he extracted what was plausible and useful for theoriz-
ing on whatever level of analysis, and he moved on. The reasoning is clear. 
The writing is crisp. The whole book is pedagogical in its approach—never 
wavering from the research philosophy he lays out in Turner (1991, 1990). 
These are how-to manuals as much as they stellar pieces of scholarship.

Individual Research Agendas and How Turner 
Influences Daily Work

My current research revolves around intersections with the criminal jus-
tice system—especially American jails, and I am influenced by Jon Turner’s 
research philosophy in two ways. First, I  conducted an ethnography in a 
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southern California jail system, yielding unique and difficult to attain data. 
In turning that data into a book manuscript, I have adapted Turner’s research 
philosophy for a more lyrical (Abbott 2007) style of sociological writing. 
The book teaches readers the peculiarities of life in a modern-day jail by 
answering (as best I can) the question of what one needs to know to have a 
sense of what jail life is. Each chapter is deeply experiential and zoomed in 
to the intricacies of “doing time.” Briefly, this means covering, for instance, 
mental health and sleep deprivation; the intake process and how men 
responded to being remade into prisoners. This also means dedicating space 
to the kinds of relationships that develop in dormitory-styled housing units 
versus two-man cells and how the jail’s classification system impinged upon 
those relationships. I also detail how men experienced time and how time 
shaped a man’s conception of jail life. Finally, it is impossible to understand 
jail without discussing (1) the relationship between jailers and the jailed and 
(2) the multiplicative ways that being in jail attacks human senses and the 
efforts men undertook to reduce the consequences of those onslaughts.

Two themes connect the chapters: the problem of vulnerability and deal-
ing with uncertainty. I take care to show how jail subjected men to a wide 
range of vulnerabilities and uncertainties—that through close examination 
of those conditions, it is easier to understand jail culture.

Those are the peculiarities of my jail study, and if I were to stop there, 
I would produce a useful study of life in a penal organization. However, my 
analyses constantly reach for what is familiar so that the book does not fet-
ishize the jail or create in the minds of readers the sense that jail is some spe-
cial case of social life where the rules do not apply in any recognizable way. 
Take the themes, for example. Uncertainty and vulnerability are common 
human conditions, and I return to that point time and again throughout the 
book. My goal is to specify the factors that increase or decrease the magni-
tude of uncertainty and vulnerability experienced to speak to more generic 
social processes that, of course, transcend jail walls. Studies of the terminally 
ill and those in abject poverty are instructive here. What seems clear is that 
there is a relationship between self-efficacy, vulnerability, and uncertainty 
that connects the prisoner to the cancer patient to the abjectly poor. The 
job is to use empirical findings and the most useful and sound theoretical 
work to specify how. Similarly, I describe the rules around decorum that 
men followed in jail: some revolved around race, others around manliness, 
cleanliness, and turn taking. None of these rules, however, is particularly 
special to jail—no matter how extreme they appear. So, after describing 
how things worked in practical language, I abstract to more generic con-
cepts and processes to arrive at more general statements about the relation-
ship between codes of ethics and conflict.

Perhaps most overtly Turnerian, though, is that my work is always an 
amalgam of whatever I  considered the most convincing parts of a given 
argument that could be used to explain whatever it is I am working on. In 
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that way, I  am always building toward cumulative knowledge. The social 
phenomena that interest me remain interesting, but they are also instructive 
for generic social processes.

So, that is the primary influence Turner exerts on my research. But there 
is also this: whenever possible, I accept his definition of a concept. Try to 
imagine a group of physicists publishing articles that present different defini-
tions of gravity and therefore have different outcomes. That is what it some-
times feels like being a young sociologist. I admit the analogy is not perfect, 
but the point is the same. We need to settle on some definitions: society, 
social system, social structure, race, gender, event, social control, organiza-
tion, institution, etcetera. It is very difficult to accumulate knowledge in an 
area or to evaluate what knowledge has been accumulated when there are 
so many competing definitions of key terms. Thus, I trust that Turner has 
done his due diligence—read far more than I have—and so has settled on a 
definition for concepts that is powerful. In fact, this is my general approach 
because of Turner, and what I find is that doing so—accepting robust defini-
tions from trusted sources—cuts out a lot of the noise in the literature where 
there is nuance for nuance’s sake (Healy 2017).

Unique Experiences With Turner

At the start of my graduate career, Dr. Edna Bonacich gave me the follow-
ing advice: Treat every professor like a tool for your toolbox. In other words, learn 
from everyone, and during my first year, I manufactured reasons to meet 
with most of the professors in the sociology department—always during 
their office hours. A friend had given me solid advice: “You don’t have any-
thing to offer, so don’t ask professors to meet outside of office hours.” My 
goal was simple: establish a rapport that would make it easier to learn from 
faculty beyond whatever coursework I would have.

In the meantime, I kept hearing about what amounted to a monster on 
the second floor of Watkins Hall. Graduate students exchanged ghost stories 
about the monster devouring the souls of doe-eyed students who dared be 
within striking distance. Such and such knocked on the monster’s door unan-
nounced and was never heard from again . . . such and such proffered a paper for 
peace and a grade only to be torn to shreds. The stories always lacked specificity, 
and they were heavy with innuendo and take-my-word-for-it styled state-
ments. More specific to me, I was given the impression—no one had hard 
evidence—that my race or interest in race relations would put me in harm’s 
way if ever I were to approach the monster.

Call me a brave or foolish graduate student, but I set out to see for myself 
and determine whether I  could live to tell the tale. The opening to the 
monster’s dwelling was adjacent to Dr. Peter Burke’s office. Burke’s office, 
like most other faculty offices in Watkins, permitted only three of my natu-
ral steps before I would be encroaching. Was I about to be face to face with 
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the monster as soon as I entered? I could see inside—my first time—and 
I could not remember ever hearing of a description of the space.

It wasn’t a dwelling or a cave or some carved-out sequoia tree. It was an 
office—a huge office, but just an office nonetheless. The monster was just 
a man, sitting behind a desk relaxing. There was no smoke billowing from 
his nostrils. We greeted each other normally, and he gave me the “how can 
I help you?” look. Well, I’ve been told that I should not meet with you, and I’m 
wondering if you can tell me why that might be. Yes. I said that.

He leaned back in his seat and looked toward the ceiling. Well, I can’t say 
exactly.

I do not remember the rest of the conversation, but, obviously, I survived 
it. I do remember leaving with a free book, a bonus that I loved as a gradu-
ate student. That is how I met Jonathan H. Turner. I ignored warnings that 
he would crush me. I said something bold if not distasteful during our first 
encounter. I left with a duplicate of Sociology: Concepts and Uses, which I still 
reference all the time, and the feeling that the stories about him made no 
sense, though I did wonder how they began.

I gained a better understanding of why some students thought him mon-
strous when I took his “Theory Construction” seminar. There I learned that 
Turner had little tolerance for moralistic explanations of social phenomena—
especially when moralism was offered in lieu of robust scientific argumenta-
tion. It was very easy to make assumptions about his personal politics (I still 
do not know what they are), because he would not support the embedding 
of personal politics in scientific inquiry, and he demanded that students 
abstract above the fray. That is not the same as saying one’s theory could 
not be born of a given sociopolitical context or that one could not have in 
mind a particular set of social issues, but Turner taught that the most genera-
tive sociology explained relations between actors under circumstances not 
wholly tethered to specific groups during specific times for specific reasons.

During the seminar, I was trying to explain how Blackness could cohere 
into a political identity for the sake of community-building or something 
like that, but whatever it was, my idea was mostly aspirational and unsophis-
ticated. I cannot recall how we arrived at this point, but after I presented 
some progress on my theory, Turner took up the chalk and began writing 
concepts and circling them and connecting them with little plus and minus 
signs. As he wrote, he explained how processes led to others and why. When 
he was done, my “theory” was modeled on the board. He put the chalk 
down, stepped from what I  remember as a dust cloud to state with calm 
finality: “Sorry, Michael. The sociology won’t allow for that.” “The sociol-
ogy” he said, as if to say that gravity forbade my cockamamie idea of flight 
by rapidly flapping my arms.

However the previous encounter reads, I accepted Turner’s summation 
and understood the narrative around his reputation. I perceived neither ani-
mosity nor encouragement from him. Rather, if something is good or bad, 
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it is only right to say so when confronted with the responsibility to make 
that evaluation. It was just a matter of fact, but that kind of frankness could 
earn a negative reputation among graduate students. Graduate school can 
be a time of immense uncertainty for students, so a professor who does not 
coddle or offer gratuitous praise can feel mean or even monstrous. But, he 
was neither—at least not towards me. His “Theory Construction” course 
was oriented around the development and application of skills. I had not 
demonstrated those skills with what I had produced at the point. He let me 
know.

I still email Dr. Turner today. It’s not all business, but when I ask him 
about work, he tells me when I am on to something. He also tells me when 
I am not. That is precisely why I ask him scholarly questions.
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In my view, theoretical sociology has developed a large body of explana-
tory principles and models that have yet to be fully integrated. We know a 
great deal more about how and why the social universe operates than we did 
when I entered the field over 4 decades ago, but we fail to appreciate this 
fact because this knowledge is fragmented and lodged within narrower theo-
retical and research traditions. . . . It is time, I think, to . . . see just how far 
general theorizing can take us; in this way, we will have a much better sense 
of where sociology stands as an explanatory science.

Jonathan Turner (2010: viii)

Theoretical Principles of Sociology

It is no easy task to reflect on the true nature of Jon Turner, but I have 
known him for nearly fifty years and, so, I probably know him better than 
anyone else (at least alive). He is not only my husband, father to our three 
grown children (and grandfather to nine), but he has been my colleague 
at the University of California, Riverside, and my coauthor on a bunch of 
books and a fair number of articles.

The most important character feature of Jon is that he is an incredibly 
honest, normal, and stable person who works away at a constant pace, while 
meeting all normal obligations to his family, friends, and his students. He 
always had time for his students and felt a strong moral obligation to see 
that they got good jobs. While he loved teaching and spent endless hours 
editing his student’s papers, he never asked his students to follow in his foot-
steps, although he hoped they would commit to a science-minded sociol-
ogy. While I never took a class from Jon, as my training is in anthropology 
and social networks, I also benefited from his copyediting during my years 
in graduate school.

For many years, Jon played sports, probably too far into middle age, 
and he is now suffering for it, but he was an athlete long before he was 
an academic, and so sports are the thing that he often talked about even 
as he was writing books and articles (he is a rabid 49ers fan). His other 
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passion—sailing—has always been part of our lives, and his addiction to 
sailboats continues. Indeed, it would not be farfetched to say that Jon lives 
and breathes sailing, as he subscribes to every boat magazine and is truly in 
sailing paradise racing his Rascal deux.

My children introduced me to Jon on a Sunday in July 1971 when I was 
an undergraduate at UC-Santa Cruz and he was a junior visiting professor 
from UC-Riverside. Recently divorced and still in his 20s, Jon had been 
coached by his attorney to start socializing more and even dating again. So 
Jon, who is surprisingly shy, stopped working that afternoon, put on his 
bathing trunks, and walked over to the campus swimming pool to sunbathe 
on the lawn. I was already there sitting on the hard cement side of the pool 
studying for a philosophy test, but seeing the soft green grass across the pool, 
moved and sat near Jon. But I didn’t notice him until he took on the role of 
impartial negotiator for my squabbling children over the sharing of a bag of 
M&M candies. That evening we had dinner together, the start of our sum-
mer romance. I say summer because Jon liked me, but added in his blunt and 
honest way, “I could never get serious over a woman with three children.” 
I enjoyed his company, and (since I had recently decided to give my life 
to science) I said fine, “let’s enjoy a summer romance.” In September, Jon 
proposed in a novel and heartfelt way: “I’ve decided to take the children,” 
and so I decided to come along too. And, he really meant what he said, for 
he soon adopted my children. Today, all three are educators, in primary and 
middle school in San Diego and San Bernardino and at the University of 
Wisconsin in Eau Claire.

Another feature of Jon’s character is that despite his workaholic ways, he 
hardly ever talks about his work to me or to anyone; he simply goes into 
his office and quietly works away and, quite often, I do not know just what 
he is working on, nor how he manages to write so many books and articles 
and still have time for so much else. I used to tease him that he must have a 
“little genie in a jar” in his office with magical writing powers. But, in truth, 
I soon discovered that Jon has a natural talent for writing with precision and 
warp speed, often sending an article off for review on the first draft.

Early in his career, Jon was writing two types of books and articles—those 
on theory that would make his reputation as a scholar and those on press-
ing social issues and problems. Many may not know that before Jon was 45, 
he had written books with titles like American Society: Problems of Structure; 
Inequality: Privilege and Poverty in America; Social Problems in America; American 
Dilemmas: A Sociological Interpretation of Enduring Social Issues; and Oppres-
sion: A Socio-History of Black-White Relations in America. In fact, he decided 
to become a sociologist early in his life because he believed that sociology 
could inform the public about important issues and problems. During the 
early years of our marriage, I learned more about his involvement in civil 
rights, which apparently began in high school, when his mother suggested 
that he should attend a talk by a new charismatic speaker—whose name was 
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Dr. Martin Luther King—at the local community college, just a short walk 
from his parent’s house in Monterey. He went and was blown away at the 
message, which solidified his views (instilled by his parents since an early 
age) that discrimination in American society had to be eliminated. In col-
lege, he was active in civil rights protests, even venturing into the South for 
a brief time to join a number of large-scale protests of the early 1960s. In the 
summer of 1965 before he went to graduate school, he was employed by the 
War on Poverty to run weekly camps in the San Bernardino mountains in 
California, and, for the older youth, trips to the backside of Yosemite. His 
counselors were an interesting mix of students (from USC) only a couple of 
years younger than he, but the experience was transformational. He was able 
to interact with a broader segment of the south-central Los Angeles popu-
lation, and this experience solidified his commitment to social justice—a 
commitment that is as strong today as it was over 50 years ago.

But over time, Jon began to feel uneasy about mixing his commitment 
to “public sociology” with his commitment to accumulating knowledge 
through science. He increasingly talked not so much about specific works 
but about the distorting and biasing effects that his left-leaning ideology had 
on his analysis, and he increasingly began doing something that he wished 
more sociologists would do: be more value neutral in their scholarly work 
and more value active in their personal lives as citizens in a society revealing 
many enduring problems. And so, by the mid-1980s, he had come to the 
view that his theorizing should be value neutral and focus on the fundamen-
tal dynamics of the social universe. His politics would be personal, and his 
activism would involve mostly financial support to the many causes that he 
strongly believes in.

So, Jon centered his professional role as a sociologist on theorizing about 
how the social world operates—at all levels of organization. He felt that this 
would be a better contribution, in the long run, to sociology as a discipline 
as well as to his efforts to make a better social world. And I have watched 
his dismay as sociology has gone in the opposite direction: defining and 
parading itself as an activist discipline with a clear political agenda. By the 
late 1980s, he feared that this would result in many rejecting sociology out-
side the discipline and the knowledge that it was rapidly accumulating—a 
fact that would decrease sociology’s relevance in the eyes of many trying 
to solve social problems. As he often has said, shaking his head, “you don’t 
need a PhD to be an activist.” What is needed, he has felt, is a discipline 
committed to understanding the dynamics of the social universe and using 
this knowledge to inform policy and practice. Ideologically driven sociol-
ogy, he said, only views the world in very narrow terms and, in many cases, 
is not useful for solving social problems. And so, Jon has labored to remain 
a formal theorist for many decades now, watching sociology become ever 
more activist and ideological and, from his viewpoint, ever less a player at 
the tables where people try to address enduring social problems. A sad irony, 
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and one that often makes him depressed about what he saw in the 1960s as a 
chance for sociology as a mature science to be respected and used to address 
social issues. When he talks about this, it is with a combination of anger, 
frustration, but mostly sadness for someone who is normally full of energy 
and excitement about his intellectual work.

One of the criticisms of his work that literally drives him crazy is the 
critique that some make about formalizing theories. Some appear to see this 
as “arrogant”; others see it as “aping the hard sciences”; still others see it as 
irrelevant, since there are no “universal” dynamics of the social world, and 
so the criticisms go. If sociology is not to be a science that develops formal 
theories, Jon asks: What is it to be? Social commentary. Social criticism. 
Ideological ferment. If this is what sociology wants to be, Jon sees it as self-
destruction of a discipline that has a deep understanding of how the social 
world operates. What it needs is codification and unification of this deep 
knowledge, and formalization is one way to achieve these goals. For Jon, 
critics appear hell-bent on trivializing sociology when sociology should be 
consolidating its understanding about the social universe and communicat-
ing this knowledge to the public and those in power to effect changes in the 
structure of American society. When Jon mounts his soapbox on this issue, 
he is passionate—and ready to do battle with his critics.

In this pursuit, Jon keeps on working, trying to develop better theories, 
and he keeps expanding the range of topics that he sees as relevant to a 
mature scientific sociology. Our work together on the evolution and biol-
ogy of humans as a species is one of the more recent avenues of work that 
he has pursued with great energy and vigor. I hear murmurs about a book 
on human nature that, no doubt, draws on my work with primates and his 
work on the neurology of emotions. I also hear mention of a book on Social 
Physics, as well as one on Principles of Sociological Practice (which, I think, he 
has been working on, episodically, for some time), along with books that 
are more purely theoretical on the Sociology of Interpersonal Behavior and The 
Stratification of Emotions. Which ones is he working on right now I do not 
know, but given his workaholic ways, he will probably finish them all.

While Jon has felt dismayed about the direction of American sociology 
and his fate as a theorist in a discipline increasingly committed to an activist 
orientation, he has been gratified by the translations of virtually all his major 
theoretical works into other languages. Indeed, he has mentioned a number 
of times that people outside of the United States read his work more than 
scholars inside the United States. So I think that he still sees hope for sociol-
ogy as a scientific discipline, if not in the United States, then in other parts 
of the world.

Living with Jon all these years, I must say that he usually keeps a nice bal-
ance between his work and family. He has always worked long hours, but 
when the children were young, he always had time for them, helping with 
their homework and at times coaching their football and basketball teams. 
I  have always done the majority of food shopping and cooking, but he 
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cleans up, washing the dishes faithfully most nights of our marriage before 
going back to work for part of the evening. We shared housework chores 
until I finally started working and could afford a housecleaner. During the 
first 12 years of our marriage, I was an undergraduate and then a graduate 
student, so I usually left it up to Jon to make the kids’ lunches each morn-
ing, see them off to school, and welcome them home each afternoon. Lest 
you think me negligent in my parental duties, I took over during the sum-
mer months. Our children now have families of their own, and they remain 
very close to Jon. Indeed, he now enjoys the role of grandfather to nine 
grandchildren and watching another generation reach adulthood and begin 
their careers.

Our lives are now filled with our shared work together, as well as the work 
that we do by ourselves. Jon tends to know more about what I am doing, 
because he is interested and because I like to talk out my ideas, whereas he 
still works in his own mysterious ways. He worked even when he was very 
ill with a serious, life-threatening infection some years ago. After his exten-
sive stay in the hospital, he came home with a machine pumping antibiotics 
into his body and went to work, at first for an hour followed by an hour nap, 
then for two hours followed by another nap, and over the weeks to almost 
a full day of work, followed by more sleep. The final volume in his three-
volume Theoretical Principles of Sociology was written in this period, as were 
his books on Theoretical Sociology: 1830 to the Present and Theoretical Sociol-
ogy: A Concise Introduction to Twelve Sociological Theories. In a more recent 
medical setback, when a flu virus attacked his heart, Jon completed with 
coauthors two more books, one with me and two scholars from Denmark 
on The Emergence and Evolution of Religion: By Means of Natural Selection and 
another with Richard Machalek on The New Evolutionary Sociology. Again, 
short bursts of work followed by sleep was the pattern that kept him going.

Now, with renewed energy and commitment, he is keeping to his agenda 
of making sociology a better explanatory social science while, at the same 
time, racing and sailing our boat (along with dropping hints of wanting a 
faster racing boat if I would only agree). He seems to be in a nice equilib-
rium as he plays, works, and sleeps in a nice rhythm, while continuing to 
do all of the little things as a committed husband, father, and grandfather. 
As he used to say before he “retired,” I will “die with my intellectual boots 
on.” Now that he has more leisure time to play and sail, he still works away 
and will, therefore, surely die with his intellectual boots on—hopefully in 
another couple of decades into the future when, maybe, the tide will have 
turned around in American sociology as it once again embraces its hard 
science.
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For two of my former students to go through the work of finding a pub-
lisher and then taking on the work of editing a book in my honor is, of 
course, a great feeling, which is magnified by the visibility and accom-
plishments of the scholars writing chapters. Thus, I am incredibly grateful 
for this honor. Indeed, in thinking back to the day that I  started college 
to receiving my PhD, and now 50+ years later in “retirement,” I  realize 
what a charmed life I have lived. In writing my comments on the chapters 
throughout this volume, it became evident that this book was making me 
think about my life as an academic and sociologist and how this all came 
about. Reading through this volume has renewed my sense of gratitude to 
the professors who believed in me. They all saw a potential in me that I did 
not believe had.

I was always confident as an athlete that I could do well on a court, field, 
arena, and other places where sports are played; in contrast, as an aspiring 
academic, I was never confident about realizing what seemed like an unattain-
able goal: becoming a college professor. Even when I was working hard and 
doing well in school, I was not sure that it was all “real.” So, when I felt this 
way, I  just worked harder—for me, fear of failing is a very powerful moti-
vational state. Yet it would still be several decades before I began to realize 
that I would not fail and that, maybe, I was pretty good at what I was trying 
to do.

At first, I  just tried to learn as much as I could. At UC Santa Barbara, 
where I had transferred as a sophomore undergraduate, I  took all of the 
theory courses offered by Walter Buckley, who, at the time, was the leading 
sociologist advocating a general systems approach in sociology. This idea of 
an interdisciplinary analysis of general systems across domains of the physi-
cal, biological, and social universes was fascinating, and I became dedicated 
to pursuing this approach and, indeed, would eventually make my deci-
sion for graduate school on the basis of Cornell having a new program in 
general systems as an area of specialization for graduate students. The other 
major influence from Santa Barbara was the coming of Thomas Scheff in 
my junior year—yet one more symbolic interactionist whose interest in 
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emotions corresponded with my interests at the time. Moreover, his courses 
on deviance exposed me to labeling theory and other theories of what was 
then called “deviant behavior,” as well as my first contact with Erving Goff-
man’s works and with psychotherapists’ writing, especially those who had 
been refugees from Nazi Germany. Scheff was also committed to developing 
explanatory theory, as well as general systems analysis, and so he reinforced 
all that I was learning in my other classes. His interest in theories of psycho-
therapy became my interest and occupied my free time reading long before 
I turned to emotions and the operation of defense mechanisms over the last 
two decades. Indeed, I still have the copious notes on those readings in my 
files, a bit yellowed but very readable.

I graduated mid-year in January of 1965 (I was a semester behind for 
having played tennis and football in my first years of college), but I was on 
a wonderful intellectual ride and really excited about going to graduate 
school in the fall of 1965 with full fellowships, meaning that I would not 
have to work to support myself in school. At this time, I was (a) committed 
to theory as important to explaining the operation of the social universe, 
although, at the time, I had little understanding of it in a philosophical sense, 
and (b) committed to symbolic interactionism, with a psychoanalytic twist, 
as a theoretical perspective that could explain much of the social universe. 
I spent the second a semester in 1965 at UCSB as a “courtesy student” in 
the graduate program at UCSB, waiting to enroll in Cornell University 
for graduate work in late summer of 1965. I had a very pleasant semester 
taking another graduate course and also a reading course from Shibutani 
where I read virtually all of the prominent 20th-century psychotherapists 
who explicitly addressed interpersonal behavior—for example, more Freud, 
Harry Stack Sullivan, Karen Horney, and others. When I arrived at Cornell 
in August 1965, I was very much a micro-level theorist, but my work with 
Buckley on general systems theory made me aware that there were limita-
tions to a purely social psychological view of the social universe.

Cornell was an incredibly important influence because, while my master’s 
thesis was an empirical test of some propositions of Thomas Scheff on labe-
ling theory, my actual coursework was dominated by Robin Williams, Jr. 
on theory; although I took courses from the social psychologists at Cornell 
such as Leo Meltzer and Donald Hays, who were experimental social psy-
chologists with one of the first computerized social psychology laboratories 
left over from the days that Edward Borgatta was at Cornell. Thus, I read 
a great deal of experimental social psychology: Richard Jung, a Harvard 
PhD, who was a lecturer at Cornell, reinforced by Freudian self-training at 
UCSB, along with Shibutani’s and Scheff’s course work. I soon began to feel 
that general systems theory was not the approach for explanatory sociology, 
and hence I dropped out of courses in this area. I also took courses in other 
sociology concentrations at Cornell, particularly the state-funded half of 
Cornell in the Rural Sociology department that was devoted to studies of 
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modernization and development (which became the topic of my PhD dis-
sertation) and in the School of Industrial Relations, where William Fried-
land became one of my mentors.

My two areas of specialization were not theory, however. It was not offered 
as a distinctive area of specialization, and so I “majored” in social psychology 
and “minored” in organizations—although in fact I was reading extensively 
in theory on my own. I received my MA in my first year at Cornell, took 
my PhD exams the second year, and did the field research and dissertation 
during my third year. This dissertation was on modernization theory, par-
ticularly the achievement motivation literature that was very prominent in 
1967–68. I returned to Cornell after several months in the field in May of 
1968, completed my dissertation in June of 1968, took my defense in early 
July, and thus was done with graduate school by mid-July 1968. Obviously, 
this was a rapid movement through graduate school, reflecting my drive 
to get a PhD. This rapid movement was only possible in a program that 
encouraged me to read and study on my own rather than taking endless 
course work. At the same time, I was sitting in on graduate courses, espe-
cially by Robin Williams, Jr., but also others, such as Charles Ackerman. In 
fact, despite my specialization areas being social psychology and organiza-
tions, I was far more interested in theory than anything else, and it was dur-
ing this period before my dissertation field that I continued to read theory, 
mostly macro-level theorizing that I had not been exposed to at UCSB.

I found Talcott Parsons fascinating, which may be hard to believe, and 
I read all the prominent theorists of the mid-1960s during a year and half of 
extra time between my master’s thesis and the start of fieldwork for my dis-
sertation, coupled with informal, ad hoc seminars with fellow graduate stu-
dents. In fact, the first two summers of my time at Cornell, I read and took 
detailed notes on all of the classical masters—Weber, Marx, Durkheim, Sim-
mel, and even Pareto—in their original works; not surprisingly, I did not 
read Spencer because of the prejudices against him, discovering only later 
that the critics were simply wrong. I did not have to read Mead, Cooley, 
James, Dewey, and other scholars in the pragmatist tradition that became 
symbolic interaction because I had read them as an undergraduate in the 
half-dozen reading courses that I  took at UCSB. By the time I  entered 
Cornell, I was committed to formal theorizing, although I had no plans to 
publish. I assumed that, if I took an academic job, I would go to a teach-
ing university. Indeed, I never wrote a paper for publication as a graduate 
student (I wrote many papers but did not try to publish them); in fact, it 
did not even occur to me that this was relevant to my career track. Nor did 
I ever go to a professional sociology meeting, as most of my friends did, 
because, again, I was going to be a teacher rather than a publishing research 
scholar. Thus, when it came to time to apply for jobs, most places that 
I applied were not heavily research oriented, but I did apply to UCSB and to 
Stanford, for reasons not clear to me, given my view of my career.
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When I received a job offer from the University of Hawaii in the mail, 
I took it because it looked great (I’d never visited): warm weather, surfing 
and sailing, which had become my passion in Santa Barbara, and less pres-
sure to publish (some but not overwhelming). And, even when UC Santa 
Barbara did offer me a job, I  still decided to go to Hawaii because there 
would be less pressures to publish. Moreover, I had a disquieting concern 
that going back to my undergraduate mentors, whom I worship to this very 
day, might trap me in returning to symbolic interaction exclusively when, 
in fact, I had become much more broadly read and was now a more well-
rounded theorist. I would have loved to have lived in Santa Barbara over the 
last 50 years (instead of commuting to my boats in Santa Barbara over this 
long period), but I think that I made the right decision because I could now 
become what I wanted to be, if I had the drive and ability. What I wanted 
to be was, however, not clear at all but would become very clear in my first 
year of being a professor—and, to my surprise, I wanted to become a pub-
lishing research scholar.

When asked what I wanted to teach via the mail (no internet then) from a 
list of courses in the department at Hawaii, I selected the two undergraduate 
theory courses, two graduate theory courses on classical and contemporary, 
introduction to sociology, and a course on human institutions. There was 
a great deal of teaching during both semesters of my first year and, given 
the cost of living, I had to teach an extension night course in introductory 
sociology to maintain my sailing addiction to my boat, Ala Wai, harbored 
in Honolulu.

Hawaii was a wonderful experience. I was treated extremely well, and 
the chair and faculty were very supportive of my efforts to begin a research 
program. And this was the most amazing change. Suddenly, I found myself 
wanting to publish, after blowing this idea off in graduate school. As noted, 
I had not written a thing for publication as a graduate student, but out of 
nowhere came the need to be a research scholar. Thus, I began writing the 
three articles that I would publish from my dissertation, but more impor-
tantly, I began writing a book that was, in essence, an elaboration of my 
course on human institutions. The book that made my career, The Struc-
ture of Sociological Theory, was on my mind and would come from the very 
detailed notes that I had taken of theorists in graduate school and the theory 
courses that I taught at Hawaii and would teach, shortly, at UC Riverside. 
A colleague, Eldon Wagner, told me of an opening at UCR, and so I found 
myself at my first professional meeting, the Pacific Sociological Association 
meeting in Seattle in the spring of 1969, with an appointment to meet 
with Robert Nisbet, certainly one of the most prominent sociologists in the 
world at the time. We had a pleasant talk over lunch, and, as we parted, he 
offered me a job at UCR (this could happen in the old days); I accepted. 
And then I had to tell Doug Yamamura, the chair of sociology in Hawaii, 
who was also in Seattle at the PSA, that I was leaving, which was terribly 
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difficult because he had been very kind to me and had found resources to 
help in my newfound need to publish.

When I  arrived at UCR, I  had all three articles from my dissertation 
written but not yet submitted, and, more importantly for my career, I had 
a 200-page outline of a book on human institutions, and I had begun to 
assemble my notes and lectures from my theory course—those that I devel-
oped at Cornell and those that I had used to teach my theory courses at 
Hawaii. I was ready to roll, and UCR provided the encouragement and 
resources. I had interesting colleagues—scholars such as Joe Feagin (before 
he left for Texas), Edna Bonacich, John Freeman (before he left for Berke-
ley), and Robert Nisbet (before he left for Arizona)—and I had other fine 
scholars with whom I could talk in later years, such as Raymond Russell, 
Robert Hanneman, and, most significantly, Randall Collins, and even later 
Peter Burke, Jan Stets, and Christopher Chase-Dunn. Then, I also had my 
wife, Alexandra Maryanski, as a colleague for 30 of my 49 years as a faculty 
member in sociology at UCR. I had other colleagues with whom I wrote 
interesting books that were not highly theoretical, such as the late Charles 
Stearns, Royce Singelton, and Adalberto Aguirre, and, most significantly, 
I had a consistent trail of very smart graduate students interested in theory. 
I  taught 30 different courses more than once in my career, all of which 
forced me to read broadly. And, during the last few years, I was able to teach 
a course on evolutionary biology as it relates to sociology and even neurol-
ogy. So, my teaching over my entire career has been a source of knowl-
edge that has had enormous influence on my research and writing, but the 
underlying theme of everything that I have done has been influenced by 
what I enjoyed early in my intellectual awakening as a very young man: the 
desire to think abstractly, to explain things with general theoretical ideas, 
and to write the ideas down (first in notes, then in articles and books).

In reflecting on my career and on how sociological theory is taught and 
learned today, I  realize that I was given a tremendous gift at Cornell—at 
the time, it was a program that did not demand a lot of formal coursework 
(it was available but not mandatory), and I had the freedom to just learn as 
much as I could, often on my own, reading for hours per day, interrupted by 
informal seminars among my peers. I took to heart my undergraduate men-
tor, Donald Cressey’s, statement: “Students still learn despite the best efforts 
of their professors,” by which he meant that students learn more outside the 
classroom than in.

With support from generous fellowships rather than having to work for 
TA or RA wages, I took relatively few courses but sat in many courses and 
read all of the materials while spending hours in the library reading and 
taking notes on theoretical sociology. My mentors—Robin Williams, Jr., 
Charles Ackerman, and William Friedland—were kind and supportive, as 
were so many others at Cornell who helped me along the way: Richard 
Jung, Wayne D. Thompson, Donald Hayes, Leo Meltzer, Lindsay Churchill, 
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Richard Longabaugh. And I will always be grateful to Scott McNall and 
Charles Tucker, who, when at the University of South Carolina in 1967, put 
me in contact with people who eventually got me into the school systems 
in South Carolina, thereby allowing me to save at least a year in collecting 
data, analyzing the data, and writing my PhD dissertation. I also will always 
be grateful to my fellow graduate student, Jerry Krebs, who first put me in 
contact and Scott and Charles, who had been his mentors for his master’s 
degree at Michigan State (sadly, I  have never been able to find Jerry to 
express, in person, my gratitude).

One last comment. I  entered sociology at a very precipitous time: the 
post-Sputnik panic (the Soviets beat us into space!) led the federal govern-
ment to dump billions of dollars into higher education, which came to me 
as full fellowships and allowed me to study full-time for three years. It was 
also a time when very talented young people entered sociology, and thus, 
I was surrounded by really smart fellow students who were critical in my 
education. And this cohort of new sociologists entering graduate school 
in the 1960s and early 1970s has been responsible over the last 50–60 years 
for the greatest accumulation of sociological knowledge in the history of 
the discipline. We have more explanatory theory and more of an empirical 
base for our discipline than ever before. I only hope that the discipline can 
continue this run of distinguished scholarship. I will be working as hard as 
I can to follow my path, which I hope contributes something to the mix, as 
long as is possible. It is simply too much fun to ever give up. For me, each 
day is yet another pleasant day devoted to figuring out how the social world 
operates.
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