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Introduction

Micro and Macro Social Theory

In using ‘micro social theory’ in this book we are primarily dealing with its part
in sociological theory while recognising various influences on such theorisation
outside the discipline of sociology. Micro social theory is commonly associated
with interpretive, ‘subjective’, small-scale theories — even sometimes termed
‘social psychological’ approaches to the understanding of social life with atten-
tion to agency, biography or subjectivity, social interaction and social process.
Micro social theory is also often contrasted with ‘macro’ approaches within
the discussion of the ‘micro—macro issue’ in sociology. In fact, it can be argued
that ‘All fields of empirical enquiry face a macro/micro problem in some form’
(Barnes 2003: 339). Thus, study in a particular discipline can either start with
recognition of the distinct case and its features or from a view that specific
instances are merely part of a broader conglomeration. Whichever the starting
point, issues arise regarding how ‘micro’ and ‘macro’ ‘things’ can be con-
nected, how the investigation of ‘the one should be related to enquiries in fields
that study the other’ and the extent to which they can be studied separately
(Barnes 2003: 339).

The terms ‘micro’ and ‘macro’ are commonly used within sociological dis-
cussion — they form part of the sociological ‘language’ but nevertheless need
some exploration. A short answer to the nature of their usage is that they are
associated with different kinds of theory and analysis — although they can be
more related than first appears:

Micro analysis or ‘microsociology’ concentrates on the more personal and immedi-
ate aspects of social interaction in daily life. Another way of saying this is that it
focuses on actual face-to-face encounters between people. Macro analysis or
‘macrosociology’ focuses on the larger-scale more general features of society such as
organisations, institutions and culture. As such, macro phenomena are more ‘imper-
sonal’ since they often appear to be more remote from daily activities and personal
experience such as emotions and self-identity. (Layder 1994: 1)

The distinction between ‘micro’ and ‘macro’ theory or the problem of how they
may be related can be a ‘shorthand’ for a range of associated issues or important
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‘dualisms’ in sociological theory. So, alongside the polarity of ‘micro-macro’
there are a number of others that have played an important role in social analy-
sis, such as action—structure and individual-society, that it often seems to sub-
sume or mask (see Layder 1994: 2-7; Jenks 1998; Robertson 1974; Parker
2000: 91). The distinction between micro and macro theorisation often refers
to the difference of ‘size’ or ‘level’ —i.e. between society and situation. Also, usu-
ally a notion of ‘structure’ (commonly as institutions or as social stratification —
class, gender, ethnicity, age, etc.) has been equated with the macro ‘level’, while
‘action’ has been equated with the micro ‘level’ (as social interaction; social
situations and the activities of individuals). The former has had more ‘static’
connotations; the latter associated with change, choice, and social processes. In
my view we can retain the micro-macro distinction while also allowing for
‘structure” at both ‘levels’ — as part of individual and group interaction in social
settings as well as in its more traditional usage.

Faced with this micro-macro issue, theorists have responded in different
ways, for example, some emphasising micro analysis at a ‘low level’, some see-
ing micro phenomena as the ‘building blocks’ of macro phenomena or as the
macro in miniature. Others have challenged the ‘duality’ itself (e.g. Giddens —
see Chapter 8), or seem not to recognise its relevance (e.g. Foucault and
postmodernist/poststructuralist writers — see Chapter 8). While yet another
group argue that the distinction is important as the basis of continued theoretical
debate, insight and development (see Robertson 1974; Parker 2000: 109).
What is necessary, in my estimation, is for some differences to be recognised
between ‘social levels’ — some notion of stratification — which is able to
conceive in a complex, productive manner micro—macro; agency-structure;
individual-society; process—stasis (and other) distinctions not as oppositions
but rather each as tendencies towards polarities which intersect. Thus, in this
manner, I would argue it is possible to distinguish separate ‘orders’ or
‘elements’ while also recognising interconnection. This view recognises that we
can argue that there are ‘dualisms’ (or polarities) in social theorising between
social interaction or situation and the ‘wider’ society, while also we can see
interconnections (‘a duality’) between these levels. The macro and micro
‘levels’, T would argue, can be studied both ‘in their own right’ as well as
operating together in a dynamic, interrelated way.

Much discussion has taken place in sociological theory regarding overcom-
ing the ‘traditional’ separation between macro and micro theory. Two very
influential theorists — Giddens and Foucault (discussed in Chapter 8) — have
been commonly criticised by commentators for going too far in eroding the
macro-micro distinction by seeing an essentially ‘flat’ society — without levels
or ‘stratification’- as witnessed, it is said, in Giddens’s ‘duality of structure’ or
Foucault’s ‘discursive practices’. Another charge is that their dissolution of the
macro and micro distinction has led to an insufficient allowance for complex-
ity, dynamism and sharpness in defining and relating aspects of social life
(Layder 1994: 219). However, both theorists can be seen as reinterpreting the
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micro view (by taking account of a notion of structure) while retaining a
notion of the macro—micro interrelation. A theorist such as Goffman (Chapter 5)
is of considerable interest here — and we can see the value of his work to writers
such as Giddens. While not extensively analysing power, domination or insti-
tutions, he can be said to continue the classical tradition of Marx, Weber and
Durkheim. They were concerned with the arena of social action while main-
taining the institutional and historical reproduction of social practices (but
admittedly having differing views of the action—structure relation) (Layder
1994: 217-18). Again, the view taken in this book is that we can study society
at the ‘level’ of social interaction, while taking into account social structuring
(for example, class and gender) in social situations, as well as retaining a sense
of both micro (social situation) and macro (societal) levels.

Of course, the micro—macro distinction may seem a rather remote concern of
abstract theorisation and of little pressing relevance to many researchers
engaged in the daily practical intricacies of their social studies. But differing
sociological approaches do carry a variety of assumptions concerning, for
example, the ‘individual’ or ‘society’ and are associated with broad method-
ological and epistemological stances, such as how ‘reality’ is conceived. As
Barnes (2003) notes, macro-sociological theorists are intent to ‘to establish the
reality of the macro-objects they describe’ and combat the perils of reducing
the social world to the actions of individuals, for instance, as driven by
economic interest or as a fragmented, shifting and unstable mass of differing
elements. The difficulty for macro sociologists is that as general phenomena,
‘macro-objects’ are more difficult to grasp, unlike individuals and situations,
which can be more readily accessible (Barnes 2003: 341-2). Macro theorists, in
asserting the ‘priority’ of macro phenomena, may regard certain micro theory
as merely seeing society as an accumulation of calculative actions by rational
actors (e.g. rational choice theory; see Chapter 8), or an outcome of many
interactions in varied social situations (Barnes 2003: 342).

I would strongly argue, regarding the micro-macro ‘problem’, that a number
of important points need to be made. First, as Layder argues, empirical study
and theorisation together must address the issue. Secondly, the phenomena con-
cerned are not simply antagonistic, instead, while they can still be regarded as
different parts of social life, they must be seen as interconnected and mutually
influential (Layder 1994: 1-2). Thirdly, differences between micro and macro
analysis lie with the latter’s emphasis on ‘distributional phenomena in society as
a whole’ (e.g. patterns of wealth, of gender and occupation), but these inequal-
ities can also be understood at the micro situational level of interaction and
experience (see Layder 1994: 5-6). Finally, again, a reason for the continuance
of the micro—macro ‘problem’ may well be that many sociologists see the macro—
micro distinction as a means of fighting off perceived attempts to reduce an
understanding of the social world to individual actions or small-scale settings,
such as a rational choice theory (see Chapter 8) based on individual calculations
and society as their unforeseen consequence (Barnes 2003: 342).
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In my view, critically, while micro-macro issues may seem far removed from
social research practice (as Barnes suggests), it is not merely a problem ‘within’
but also ‘for’ theory as ‘product of human theorizing activity’ (Barnes 2003:
342). This is an issue encompassing how sociologists practise the discipline and
how ‘lay’ people also make connections between different parts of their social
life, including their own actions and institutions — in short, how they perceive,
construct and act according to ‘micro and macro orderings’ (Barnes 2003:
342). A micro social theory as a starting point in theorisation, I would suggest,
produces an essential focus for social theory by its positive contribution to an
understanding of the ‘acting’ individual and the nature of social interaction.
But the common criticism that micro social theory only ‘deals’ or ‘begins’ with
‘individuals’, as resting on ‘individualistic assumptions’ (i.e. ‘society is made by
individuals’), is much too simplistic — as will become clear in the book. It will
become apparent that there is a wider ‘social’ or ‘societal’ dimension within
micro social theory.

Interpretive Approaches

Micro social theory is commonly associated with ‘interactionism’ — an inter-
pretive approach to social phenomena (although some other approaches will
also be examined in Chapter 8) within sociological theorisation which has a
very different idea of ‘science’, research practice and topics of study (than
macro theory):

the general interactionist perspective sees the social world as constructed by the
social actors through their vastly complex interactions in concrete situations ...
Society is not a separate level of reality outside of individuals determining what they
do, as structuralists argued. Society is what individuals are and what they do.
(Douglas 1984: 8)

While it is possible to give some common views of interpretivist perspectives,
Douglas notes that particular examples ‘differ considerably over the question
of what degree of freedom individuals in our society have in constructing
meanings and lives (Douglas 1984: 8). These ‘sub-theories’ within the broad
theoretical perspective of ‘interactionism’ Douglas identifies as: ‘symbolic
interactionism’ (including labelling theory, and he includes rather loosely
perhaps, Erving Goffman’s ‘dramaturgical’ approach); ‘interactional conflict
theory’ (subcultural theories sometimes associated with broader conflict
approaches — we can also place Chicago Sociology here); and ‘sociological phe-
nomenology’ (‘existential theory’, ‘ethnomethodology’) (see Douglas 1984: 9).
Here, Douglas is using the term ‘interactionism’ very broadly and (rightly)
distinguishes it from one of its constituents, ‘symbolic interactionism’: often writers
confusingly use these terms interchangeably. Another source of confusion is where
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‘sociological phenomenology’, as in Douglas’s usage, is too readily cast under
‘interactionism’ or even sometimes taken to be very closely associated with
‘symbolic interaction’; certainly it has had theoretical and empirical connec-
tions with ‘interactionism’ and its ‘sub-theories’, but some caution is needed in
ascribing commonalities (Atkinson and Housley 2003: 36). Without going into
detail on the various theories given by Douglas, we can say that we need to be
as much aware of how they differ, e.g. on conceptions of the individual (‘self’,
‘member’), social interaction, social situation and ‘social structure’. In this
book symbolic interactionism, Erving Goffman’s work, Chicagoan sociology,
phenomenology and ethnomethodology (and some other approaches) will be
addressed separately, not as all merely forms of ‘interactionism’, but as all part
of micro social theory with both areas of similarity and difference.

A starting point for my examination of micro social theory is Benton and
Craib’s (2001) description of the interpretive tradition as less concerned with
the status of positivism (a philosophy of the natural sciences) than advocating
the view that the social sciences are qualitatively different from the subject mat-
ter of the natural sciences, necessitating rather different methods (Benton and
Craib 2001: 75). As outlined by Benton and Craib we can describe micro social
theory as a ‘cluster’ of approaches, which are unified by a concern with the
‘instrumental notion of rationality’ (or the operation of human reason in gain-
ing knowledge about the world). They examine the work of Weber and a number
of associated interpretive approaches, including ‘phenomenological sociology’;
rational choice theory, which was influenced by nineteenth-century political
economic theories; and perspectives surrounding American pragmatism (Benton
and Craib 2001: 75-6). For these different approaches social science examines
individual action as directed to achieving goals in this world — an ‘instrumental
rationality’. While rational choice theory, for instance, is very different in vari-
ous respects from ‘interpretive’ interactional approaches, there is a similar
model of a rational actor making decisions according to circumstances.

Micro Social Theory and Sociological Theorisation

The micro—macro issue, it can be argued, is implicated in what sociologists do
in terms of both theorisation and research, including the sociological methods
and interpretation adopted. It involves the connections between ‘everyday life’,
and within it ‘everyday sociological practice’, and agency/biography, the
nature of social interaction and the ‘ordering’ of social situations (e.g. as inter-
action and structural orders). The investigation of such interconnections is not
merely important for sociological development. For Giddens, the ‘sociological
enterprise is now even more pivotal to the social sciences as a whole, and
indeed to current intellectual culture generally, than it has ever been before’,
since we currently live ‘in a world on a knife-edge between extraordinary
possibility and global disaster’ (Giddens 1987b: 17). Gone, it seems, are the
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optimistic social visions of the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century founders of
sociology, nevertheless the recent controversies within the discipline have
enabled a clarification of its current and possible role. These controversies, for
Giddens, cannot be understood without reference to the methodological prob-
lems in sociological practice, which has been undergoing a re-evaluation.

We can agree with Giddens that the social sciences rely on ‘lay concepts’ but
also that they develop their own ‘conceptual metalanguages’ to ‘grasp aspects
of social institutions which are not described by agents’ concepts’. As he says,
the concepts and theories produced by social scientists also ‘leak out’ and are
used by ‘lay’ social actors outside the disciplinary endeavours. This circularity
of ‘conceptual metalanguages’, he says, ‘deserves careful consideration, for
grasping its nature leads us to a major reappraisal of the practical influence of
sociology upon modern societies’ (Giddens 1987b: 19). We can add that the
importance of micro social theory for sociological activity, given the current
era of social transformation, is its general emphasis on the subjective, interac-
tive aspects of life, the constitution of social life in its ordinary daily round, and
its interrelation with institutional orders. The scrutiny of these areas has a
vital part to play in examining the impact of and responses to important social
changes. Social transformation is often described at the macro levels of global
institutions and associated economic and social shifts (e.g. in trade and
finance, cultural homogenisation and migratory disruptions) but crucially, it is
also shaped, experienced and responded to at the ‘micro’ level by socially
active individuals and groups.

This book fits the main approach of the Traditions in Social Theory Series.
Micro social theory, including interactionism, symbolic interactionism, phe-
nomenology and ethnomethodology, can be considered a tradition in sociolog-
ical theorisation. More usefully, it can be considered to be a group or “cluster’
of theorists and theories, which are usually described and assessed together
(Benton and Craib 2001). This is not to argue that there are not significant
differences within the ‘tradition’ (especially, if we add, as I do here, ‘rationalistic’
approaches — see Chapter 8), but generally ‘micro sociologies’ can be con-
trasted with broadly ‘macro’ (or ‘structural’) theorisation. The book gives the
development of the tradition, assesses current debates and examines its
contemporary importance.

In my view micro social theory has definite strengths for sociological work —
despite the criticisms that can be made of a focus on the micro ‘level’ or of the
particular ‘limitations’ of specific theories. It has made a very distinctive contri-
bution both to social theory and to substantive areas (e.g. as we will see in the
discussion of community and place, and friendship and intimate relations and
other ‘empirical fields’ in Chapter 9) — and has a future value in understanding
contemporary social life.

My stance is that the current and likely ‘future value’ of micro social theory
is very much related to the illumination it gives of the ‘micro’ details of individuals
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(e.g. the self) and their interactions as a focus for investigation and theorisation.
But it also has continued importance in the way it ‘reaches out’ to the wider
social world at the micro local, meso (intermediate) and macro (society)
‘scales’. Here T am not trying to advocate or generate a broad micro social the-
ory, but there are themes drawn out in each chapter which demonstrate the
continued vitality of micro social theory as an arena of study in ‘its own right’
and as interconnected with other ‘levels’. Micro social theory, very briefly, can
be said to have the following relevances:

o the Chicago School’s focus on groups, social distance and ecology (Chapter 2)

o the generalised other, role and society in Mead’s work (Chapter 3)

e in the definitions of situation and of ‘settings’ of interaction further devel-
oped in symbolic interactionism (Chapter 4)

o the presentation of self, drama, ritual and game, and interaction order in
Goffman’s observations (Chapter 3)

o the background of shared knowledges and accountability in the phenome-
nological traditions (Chapter 6)

o the traces of wider structures in experience (gender inequality) in the micro
writings of feminist writers such as Dorothy Smith, or of cultural categories
in post-structuralist feminist writers (Chapter 7)

o the ideas on the formation and continuance of social relations according to
exchange, rational choice, control, network, disciplinary power and struc-
turation approaches (Chapter 8)

e and finally, prominent recent substantive work has developed important
themes in micro theory, such as community and place; or focused on under-
developed themes in social interaction such as time; or brought forward rel-
atively neglected theoretical areas, such as emotion and body in relation to
experience (Chapter 9).

We can see the continued importance of micro social theory as not merely an
‘abstract’ pursuit of theorisation, but as connected to research on the key areas —
social interaction, experience and social context — that are fundamental to
daily social living.

Outline of the Book

The chapters of this book are organised in a general chronological order to
trace the developments of parts of the ‘cluster’ of theories, for instance, the ori-
gins and development of symbolic interactionism, or lines of influences between
differing approaches when considering particular themes (e.g. interaction,
experience). Inevitably, there are at points ‘overlaps’ between the micro theo-
ries considered.
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Chapter 2: Chicago Sociology

This chapter outlines the work of Chicago sociology, particularly the work of
R. E. Park and W. I. Thomas, which has had a wide influence on theoretical
and substantive areas within sociology. It will outline the origins of the
‘Chicago School’, especially in pragmatism and Social Darwinism and its
emphasis on ideas of community, social process, and ethnography and life his-
tory. The chapter includes: Introduction: Chicago School and Micro Social
Theory; Origins: Pragmatism and Social Darwinism; Small and the First
Generation; Robert Ezra Park; Natural Areas, Natural History, ‘Naturalism’;
Cultural and Natural Orders; Immigration and Race; Chicagoan Studies; Case
Study: W. I. Thomas and F. Znaniecki (1958) The Polish Peasant in Europe
and America; Critique; and Conclusion.

Chapter 3: Symbolic Interactionism 1 — Origins

This chapter outlines the origins, main ideas and ‘perspective’ of symbolic
interactionism in the work of G. H. Mead (his social psychology and social
philosophy), with specific attention to mind, self and society, and the act and
social interaction. Mead’s work will be placed in the context of his pragmatic
philosophy as also associated with Dewey, James and others. It will also out-
line the criticisms of Mead’s approach. The chapter includes: Introduction;
Origins; What is ‘Symbolic Interactionism’? George Herbert Mead - His
Philosophy and Social Psychology; The Self, Mind and Society; ‘T and ‘Me’;
Play and Game; Role; Society; Case Study: Time; The Influence of Mead’s
Work; Critique; and Conclusion.

Chapter 4: Symbolic Interactionism 2 — Developments

This chapter outlines the development and diversity of symbolic interactionism
with particular reference to the work of Herbert Blumer and certain substantive
areas — included here are methods and methodological issues. Questions regard-
ing the features of the ‘social situation’ in symbolic interactionist theory, and
what is neglected or underemphasised, are addressed. The chapter includes:
Introduction; The Development of Symbolic Interactionism; Herbert Blumer’s
Symbolic Interactionism; Blumer and Mead; Critique of Blumer; Varieties of
Symbolic Interactionism; Qualitative Research and ‘Interactionism’; Case Study:
Deviancy Theory and Careers; Critique; New Developments; and Conclusion.

Chapter 5: Erving Goffman

This chapter introduces the distinctive perspective of Erving Goffman -
sometimes called ‘dramaturgy’. It will explore his ideas on the self, interaction
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and society and compare them with other approaches. It will also examine
Goffman’s ‘methodology’ and ask whether he can be described as, to some
extent, a ‘structural’ theorist. The chapter discusses Goffman’s main ‘metaphors’
and ideas — drama, game and ritual and notions such as co-presence and inter-
action order. An assessment is made of his contribution to the micro—macro
‘link’. The chapter includes: Introduction; The Origins of Goffman’s Work;
Drama; The Self; Interaction Order; Co-presence; Ritual — Regions and
Frames; Case Study: E. Goffman (1972) Interaction Ritual: Essays on Face-to-
Face Behaviour; Critique; and Conclusion.

Chapter 6: Phenomenology and Ethnomethodology

This chapter outlines the origins of the phenomenological approach (e.g. Husserl).
It examines the work of Schutz and main concepts, e.g. intersubjective experience,
typifications, and common-sense knowledge and the development of the approach
(e.g. Berger and Luckmann) in later work. The chapter introduces the main ideas
of the ‘ethnomethodological’ approach in the work of Garfinkel - e.g. members’
‘methods’, accomplishment of order, accountability and meaning, indexicality —
and the differences between ethnomethodology and ‘conventional’ sociology. The
chapter includes: Introduction; Phenomenological Sociology — Origins: Husserl
and Schutz; Critique; Case Study: P. L. Berger and T. Luckmann (1971) The Social
Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the Sociology of Knowledge;
Ethnomethodology — Origins; Members’ Methods; Accountability; Conventional
Sociology; Ethnomethodology and ‘Misconceptions’?; Critique; and Conclusion.

Chapter 7: Subjective Experience, Feminism
and Sociology

In this chapter the feminist contributions to the examination of the relationships
between research, theory and experience within sociology will be outlined.
Feminist sociology as associated with feminist methods, experience and the
‘personal’, reflexivity, and gender will be overviewed and assessed. The chapter
includes: Introduction; Varieties of Feminist Theory; Critique of Sociology;
Experience, Reflexivity, Interdisciplinarity; Feminist Methodology; Case Study:
The Family; Feminist Theorisation and Micro Social Theory; and Conclusion.

Chapter 8: Theoretical Developments in
Micro Social Theory

This chapter reviews a range of theories which have been identified as at a
‘micro level’, especially those which have become increasingly prominent
since the mid-1980s. The chapter includes an examination of the work of



10 Micro Social Theory

Giddens and Foucault with reference to how they view ‘micro structure’ and
the ‘making’ of the individual. Although not usually regarded as ‘micro theo-
rists’ their influential ideas — in Giddens in terms of structure as ‘emergent’ or
‘lived’, in Foucault how knowledge/power ‘flows’ through particular contexts
or institutional settings — are relevant to the micro situation. Also examined are
theories that can be considered as ‘micro’ but do not fit the interpretive tradi-
tion (just as discourse and structuration theory do not) — rational choice, con-
trol theory, exchange theories and network theories. Even so, such theories
could be seen to share a ‘rational’ model of the actor. The chapter includes:
Introduction; Exchange Theory; Rational Choice Theory and Control Theory;
Network Theory; Michel Foucault; Anthony Giddens; and Conclusion.

Chapter 9: Substantive Developments in
Micro Social Theory

In recent years a range of previously relatively neglected areas of theorisation
and empirical study have emerged within sociology — including place, time,
friendship, body and emotion. This is not to say that these areas have not been
present, or not deemed important previously by some writers, but that they
have become the focus of a re-evaluation and re-emphasis in sociological
endeavour. These substantive areas have important consequences for micro
theorisation in terms of providing a new sophistication in how traditional con-
cerns, such as role, situation and interaction are considered. The chapter
includes: Introduction; Community and Place; Time; Emotions; Friendship and
Intimate Relations; Narratives; Body; and Conclusion.

Chapter 10: Conclusion

The conclusion returns to the question of the micro and macro distinction in
sociological theory and contrasts it with the issue of agency vs. structure. It
points out the main themes arising in the book, such as the model of the actor
and the conception of structure in micro social theory. It ends by emphasising
the part played by the ‘sociological imagination’ — and the plea that micro the-
ory should be also applied to the life of the micro theorist. The chapter
includes: The Micro Social Theory Tradition as a ‘Cluster’; Action and
Structure; and Conclusion: Micro Social Theory and Sociological Imaginings.

Glossary

A range of useful definitions of terms used.
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Further Reading

A broad review of the contemporary work and influence of interactionism can
be found in P. Atkinson and W. Housley, Interactionism (London, Sage, 2003).
B. Barnes gives a quite sophisticated discussion of ‘structure and agency’, with
an extensive bibliography, in his “The Macro/Micro Problem and the Problem
of Structure and Agency’, in G. Ritzer and B. Smart (eds.), Handbook of Social
Theory (London, Sage, 2003). Jenks and others provide a chapter-by-chapter
introductory discussion of key ‘dichotomies’ in sociological theory in C. Jenks
(ed.), Core Sociological Dichotomies (London, Sage, 1998). Layder gives an
extended and ‘accessible’ examination of the relations between micro and
macro social theory in D. Layder, Understanding Social Theory (London, Sage,
1994). R. Stones (ed.), Key Sociological Thinkers (Basingstoke, Palgrave
Macmillan, 1998); G. Ritzer (ed.), The Blackwell Companion to Major
Contemporary Social Theorists (Oxford, Blackwell, 2000); and A. Elliott and
B. S. Turner (eds.), Profiles in Contemporary Social Theory (London, Sage,
2001) give detailed biographical contexts and theoretical appreciations of a
number of writers featured in this book (e.g. Goffman).
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