ACTION THEORY – u6 2009-2010
This is not one single perspective in Sociology, but rather a tendency, consisting of a number of distinctive theoretical perspectives, especially:

· SYMBOLIC INTERACTIONISM (GH Mead, H Blumer) 

· PHENOMENOLOGY (E Husserl, A Schutz)
· ETHNOMETHODOLOGY (H Garfinkel)
This is MICRO sociology, not the MACRO sociology of STRUCTURALIST perspectives.

Sometimes these are described as INTERPRETIVIST theories because of their concentration upon questioning and interpreting our taken-for-granted reality.  It emphasises the importance of verstehen or EMPATHY in the creation of qualitative data and owes a great deal to the work of Weber in this respect.

SYMBOLIC INTERACTIONISM (GH Mead, H Blumer) - emphasises the importance of symbols and their meanings in the interaction of human beings.  Mead’s concept of role-taking helps to explain the way that social life is possible through empathic methods used by everyone, and his complex understanding of the construction of the self with reference to the ‘generalised other’ has been influential on social psychological and sociological explanations of human behaviour.

· Blumer’s elaboration of symbolic interactionism (admirably summarised in Haralambos) is the basis of action theory in modern sociology.

PHENOMENOLOGY (E Husserl, A Schutz) - tends to emphasise the construction of the meaning of phenomena rather than understanding social processes, even those outlined by Mead and his followers.  As a perspective it is unconcerned with the truth or falsehood of particular truth claims, seeing these as socially constructed - which presents a particular challenge to the idea of, for example, science.

· The difference between phenomenological and interactionist perspectives is illustrated in the sociology of deviance, where the former will concentrate upon the social construction of meanings (e.g., in coroners’ courts by Atkinson or in juvenile crime by Cicourel) whilst the latter will be more concerned by the social processes by which individuals and groups may acquire and internalise deviant identities (e.g., Becker’s labelling theory or Cohen’s ideas on deviancy amplification), but, in practice, these ideas may be seen as often very similar.

ETHNOMETHODOLOGY (H Garfinkel, A Schutz) - seeks to apply the ideas of Schutz to the social world through documentary method, i.e., using micro-studies of the social world to analyse wider patterns, then testing these wider patterns through further studies.  The key term reflexivity refers to the way that underlying patterns reflect more specific social processes and that, in turn, these processes provide clues to these patterns.  Indexicality refers to the way that meanings derive from concepts.

Garfinkel’s method leads him to an important attack upon mainstream sociology - he refers to Homo Sociologicus as a “cultural dope” and sociology as simplistic and misleading with regard to the “happy robots” it seems to think human beings to be.  This is an important feature of the debate between structuralist and action approaches.

· If anyone has ever placed any faith in counselling, astrology or other belief systems  (such as sociology??) - can I refer you to the experiment in counselling carried out by Garfinkel and outlined in Haralambos - a useful and entertaining example.
In A level Sociology, however, little more than a basic understanding of these perspectives is absolutely essential in any but the most technical essays.  More important are the practical applications of interpretivist technique to different areas of social life and how this differs from structuralist approaches.  For example, the concept of Rôle  - where a Marxist or functionalist would ask how a particular rôle is constructed by reference to the part played in a wider social structure, clearly linking it to a particular status, action theorists may be more interested in the changeable nature of the rôles we play and how we negotiate and renegotiate these roles with others.

The most important contributions of this tendency are:

· a focus upon the everyday as an appropriate subject of study and a concern with the “social construction of everyday life”

· a concern with the detailed understanding of social processes for the actors themselves

· the importance of the understanding of meanings and motives of social actors in their own terms

Although action theories are often highly critical of structuralist theories for their taken-for-granted assumptions about the nature of “everyday life”, perhaps the most important thing to emphasise in this overview is the creative dialogue between the two approaches and, in recent years, the fundamental contribution made by interpretivist approaches and action theory to the development of

· Neo-Marxism

· Feminism
and other critical approaches.

It would also be impossible to envisage the creation of post-modernist theory in sociology without the contribution of action theory.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

As a non-structural perspective, there is little which interactionism contributes directly to this area.  It is not, and could not be a primary concern of the “pure” interpretivist as to what “shape” the abstraction of society takes on.  However, there is a distinctive tendency within this area to observe the different classifications of distinct perspectives as themselves socially constructed, and concern with subjective definitions of social class rather than so-called objective indices and indicators.

SOCIOLOGY OF EDUCATION

Interactionist perspectives have contributed to our understanding of what actually happens in the classroom, how roles of teacher and student, for example, are negotiated and renegotiated, fluid rather than static as some structural approaches seem to imply.

The process of labelling and the self-fulfilling prophecy are important interpretivist ideas which have altered the approaches of more structuralist sociologists.

SOCIOLOGY OF THE FAMILY

Interactionist Sociologists have offered new perspectives on the family by looking at its micro-sociology, for example the impossibility of generalising about “the modern family” in terms of the variety of possible relationships within it (between partners, between parents and children, between nuclear and extended kin, etc.)  Micro research has often been linked to the broader structuralist perspectives however, especially that of feminism.

SOOCIOLOGY OF CRIME AND DEVIANCE

A key area in deifferentiating between phenomenological and interactionist approaches. Phenomenological approaches to the construction of criminal and suicide statistics, amongst a range of socially constructed official statistics, have been crucial to an understanding of the “Dark Figure” of crime and utilised by critical conflict structuralist theorists to challenge the gendered, class-bound, etc. assumptions of consensus theorists.

Phenomenologists have been concerned to observe the processes of the criminal justice system in action and, through such micro-sociological studies, to illuminate the shortcomings of taken-for-granted assumptions. Work on Suicide is particularly prominent here.

Interactionist approaches have concentrated upon labelling processes in the creation of the deviant career and the impossibility of studying primary deviation directly, emphasising instead secondary deviation as the only really “knowable” deviance.

This has led to the development of important concepts such as the deviancy amplification spiral and the re-evaluation of sub-cultural theory through an emphasis upon the actual content and meanings of sub-cultures for the actors themselves.

SOCIOLOGICAL METHOD

A key area.  The debate between positivism and phenomenology is crucial to our understanding of sociological research methods.  The choice of methods and very nature of research is shaped by whether we require an account of the patterns of behaviour of groups or an understanding of the subjective reality.

This will lead us to either the pursuit of quantitative or qualitative data and a particular concern with either the validity or the reliability of our work.

Phenomenological approaches have given us a rigorous critique of the very nature of natural and social science and the truth claims that these might attempt to make.

Questions to consider:

· Can sociology abandon structuralist approaches at all?

· Is synthesis between structural and action approaches really possible in theory?  Isn’t it inevitable in practice?
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