
A Theory of 
Social Interaction 

Jonathan H. Turner 

Stanford University Press 
Stanford, California 
1988 



Stanford University Press, Stanford, California 

© 1988 by the Board of Trustees of the 
Leland Stanford Junior University 

Printed in the United States of America 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 

Turner, Jonathan H. 
A theory of social interaction / Jonathan H. Turner. 

p. cm. 
Bibliography: p. 
Includes index. 
I S B N 0 - 8 0 4 7 - 1 4 6 3 - 0 (alk. paper), I S B N 0-8047-1479-7 

(pbk.: alk. paper) 
1. Social interaction. I. Title. 

11.v1291.T87 1988 8 7 - 3 2 5 3 1 
3 0 2 — d o 9 OP 

http://11.v1291.T87


To my sister, SUSAN FLO RES 



Preface 

T H I S I S a theoretical work on the process of social interaction 
among individuals. My goal is to conceptualize the structure of social in
teraction and the play here on the title of Talcott Parsons's famous work, 
The Structure of Social Action, is deliberate, for the pages that follow rep
resent a critique of Parsons's analysis of "the act" and an alternative to his 
analysis of micro processes. In conceptualizing "unit acts" as the most basic 
elements of sociological analysis and in moving rapidly to an ever more 
macro functionalism, Parsons underemphasized what I believe to be the 
most fundamental unit of sociological analysis—social interaction. And 
so, contrary to many who have viewed Parsons's first work as a "promising 
beginning," my own view is that this was not the best place to begin so
ciological theory. Indeed, for all of its deficiencies, Parsons's macro struc
turalism is more theoretically interesting than this early micro approach. 

Despite my criticism of Parsons's early analysis, I follow in this book the 
general strategy he used in The Structure of Social Action: assessing exist
ing works, extracting their useful concepts, and combining them in new 
ways to produce a synthetic conceptualization. I share Parsons's assump
tion that there are invariant properties of the social world and that it is 
possible to denote these properties and map their interrelations with an
alytical schemes. The difference comes in just how one "structures" an an
alytical scheme. In my view, analytical schemes arc only the first step in 
theory building. One must also translate the elements of the scheme into 
more exact causal models that indicate the dynamic relationships among 
clearly conceptualized variables. Such an exercise should not reduce the 
level of abstraction, as many in sociology contend; rather, it should in
crease the level of precision. Moreover, once models are constructed, they 
can be translated into abstract theoretical propositions that, in principle, 
are testable. Such propositions are still abstract, but they do break a com
plex model down into a more manageable number of variables. 

Although I do not offer tests or summarize empirical literatures to illus
trate my models and propositions, I hope that the variables, models, and 
propositions of my purely theoretical effort may stimulate empirical work 
by others. Too often in sociology we try to make theorists into researchers 
and researchers into theorists, but I believe that there can be a productive 
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division of labor between the two. Therefore I welcome efforts by others 
to test the ideas presented here. 

My analysis of interaction is decidedly micro in tone. Sociologists have 
agonized over whether micro or macro levels of reality are theoretically 
more important, and they have desperately tried to link one level of analysis 
to the other, in hopes of closing the micro-macro gap. All of this effort 
seems premature; rather than arguing for the primacy of one over the other 
or seeking to plug apparent gaps between them, perhaps we ought to ig
nore the issue, at least for the time being. Let us instead develop precise 
micro theories of interaction, on the one side, and macro theories of social 
structure, on the other. Only then will we be able to determine what points, 
if any at all, of theoretical reconciliation between these levels are evident. 
Thus, in concentrating on the process of social interaction, I am not as
serting that micro takes precedence over macro and that one is reducible 
to the other. Moreover, if pressed on this issue, I believe that micro and 
macro analysis will always remain theoretically disconnected. Neither is 
more important; each simply provides a different kind of insight into hu
man affairs. 

In approaching the topic of interaction, I have divided it into three con
stituent properties: motivational, interactional, and structuring. Motiva
tional processes are those that energize and mobilize actors to interact; in
teractional processes concern how actors use gestures to signal and 
interpret; and structuring processes are those behaviors among motivated 
individuals that allow them to repeat and organize interactions across time 
and space. I am not asserting, of course, that this is the only approach, but 
I would argue that most theories of interaction are too global. That is, they 
collapse discrete processes into one grand scheme, with the result that the 
full complexity of social interaction is not adequately conceptualized. For 
each of these three properties of interaction—that is, motivational, inter
actional, and structuring—early and more contemporary works are sum
marized and modeled with an eye to what they offer to a more synthetic 
or composite model. Using this composite model I propose "laws," or ab
stract principles, about motivational, interactional, and structural dynam
ics. And then, in conclusion, I try to pull together the three composite 
models and recast the abstract principles in a way that emphasizes the re
lationships among the three properties of social interaction. 

The models and propositions offered in the chapters to follow are only 
provisional. I have sought to state them with sufficient precision to en
courage not only empirical tests by researchers but also modifications by 
theorists. My goal is to stimulate theoretical cumulation, though it may be 
at the cost of repeated revision or even refutation. 
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Introduction 

I 



I 
Do People Interact in 
Action Theory? 

" W H O N O W R E A D S P A R S O N S ? " It is difficult for us to realize 
how great a stir he made in the world. He was the intimate confidant of a 
strange and rather unsatisfactory god, whom he called Action Theory. His 
god has betrayed him. We (should) have moved beyond Parsons. 

It may seem outrageous for me to insert Parsons's name for that of Her
bert Spencer in this question from the first paragraph of The Structure of 
Social Action (1937: 3). Indeed, it may seem a cheap shot, especially 
against a scholar whom I have always admired, even in disagreement. Yet, 
the intent behind my paraphrasing is an important theme of this book. Par
sons pronounced Spencer "dead"; and although Parsons's approach is not 
certifiably dead, it is dying, despite creative efforts at resuscitation in the 
United States and in Germany (e.g., Alexander, 1984, 1987; Munch, 
£9823). Much of Parsons's work has, of course, filtered into mainstream 
sociology, so his genius will live on, but—we may hope—in dramatically 
transmuted form. My argument is that Parsons's starting point—a con
ceptualization of action—and his end point—a requisite functionalism— 
took sociology off the mark. 1 The basic unit of sociological analysis is not 
action, but interaction; and the presumption that one can begin with ele
mentary conceptualizations of action and then progressively move up to 
the analysis of interaction and structure is highly questionable. Parsons's 
great error, then, was to begin with an analysis of "acts" (Parsons, 1937) 
and to move hurriedly toward conceptualizations of structure and social 
systems (Parsons, 1 9 5 1 ) , leaving behind serious consideration of the pro
cess, of social interaction. To paraphrase George Homans, the result was a 
theory of action with darn little action. 

This book represents an effort to correct this error made by Parsons and 
many others. I start over by beginning with the most basic unit of sociol
ogy: social interaction. In effect, I then parallel Parsons's first great work, 

1 I n a number of places, I have wrestled with the concept of "action" (see J. Turner, 1983b , 
1985c). Though it can be argued that a conceptualization of action must precede one of in
teraction, I am now convinced that the result is either regression back into psychology or a 
leap into the macro analysis of social structure—without paying much attention to the dy
namics of interaction. 
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reviewing and synthesizing the ideas of others, with the major difference 
that I borrow from those who have conceptualized the process of inter
action rather than action. 2 The result is a theoretical analysis of the struc
ture of social interaction instead of acts and action. 

But first let me review in more detail the strategic miscalculation of Par
sons and his intellectual mentor, Max Weber. Their errors in conceptual
izing interaction have been repeated many times over the last fifty years, 
so what is said about them applies to others as well. In the next chapter, I 
propose an alternative strategy that, like Parsons's, seeks to highlight the 
structure of micro processes but, unlike Parsons's, does not preclude the 
dynamic properties of interaction. 

The Parsonian Strategy 

Parsons as a Weberian 
To understand Parsons's approach to a theory of action, it is necessary 

first to examine Max Weber's theoretical strategy. Weber recognized that 
the problems selected for study by sociologists will, to some degree, reflect 
their bias, but he also believed that a "value-free" sociology is possible if 
"rational procedures" are used for developing knowledge about "historical 
phenomena." Such procedures must involve an "interpretive understand
ing of social action and . . . a causal explanation of its course and conse
quences." He saw the highly abstract laws of positivistic sociology as "de
void of content"; in their place "knowledge of historical phenomena in 
their concreteness" was to be inserted. The methodological tool for real
izing this effort is Weber's "ideal type," which analytically accentuates the 
key features of social action and social forms in their historical context. 
Yet, despite this emphasis on the historical and empirical embeddedness of 
sociological analysis, some of Weber's ideal types are highly abstract and 
analytical, apparently seeking to extract and categorize the essence of more 
generic and less time-bound phenomena. Such is the nature of his belated 
and brief discussion of action and social organization in the opening sec
tions of Economy and Society (Weber, 1978: 3—62). 

The basic model developed in those pages is depicted in Fig. 1 . 1 , which 

2 The very fact that I have opened this book with a review of Parsons's initial effort will 
underscore, 1 hope, the great respect that I hold for the scholarship in The Structure of Social 
Action. Indeed, to be discussing a book that is over 50 years old attests to its importance. See 
Alexander (1987) for a review of how sociology after the Second World War has represented 
a reaction to weaknesses in Parsonian theory. Although this book is itself a reaction to Par
sons's failure to conceptualize interaction, in no way should I be seen as part of an anti-Parsons 
camp; I have too much respect for Parsons's work and for those carrying forward the action-
theoretic tradition. 
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Fig. 1 . 1 . Weber's conceptualization of action, interaction, and organization. 

outlines the broad contours of Weber's discussion. Even if one disagrees 
with my array of definitions and would insert new terms here and there, 
the logic of his argument is nonetheless the same. Weber appears to equate 
"action" with the concept of simple movement in the environment. Action 
is sociologically relevant when it is "social" or "meaningfully oriented to 
that of others" (Weber, 1978: 23). Moreover, as is typical of Weberian so
ciology, a typology is offered to denote the ways the action can be oriented: 
(1) "rational," which is subdivided into "instrumental-rational," or cal
culated use of the most efficient means to an end, and "value-rational," or 
use of those means relevant for realizing some moral standard; (2) "affec-
tual," or orientations determined by feelings and emotions; and (3) "tra
ditional," or orientations dictated by custom and habit. 

These distinctions are well known, and I need not elaborate on them, 
especially since it is the logic rather than the substance of Weber's argument 
that I want to emphasize. Rather than discuss the process of orientation— 
that is, the actual interpersonal practices that actors use to develop ori
entations toward each other—Weberian sociology gives us these descrip
tive categories. The same is true of social relationships, or systems of mu
tual orientations among pluralities of actors. I could enumerate more than 
two types of relationships, but the two highlighted here, "communal" and 
"associative," appear more frequently than other distinctions throughout 
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Weber's sociology. Moreover, they represent more structured manifesta
tions of the types of social action. But whether it is two, four, or six types 
of relationships, the logic is the same: the basic processes by which social 
relations are created, sustained, or changed are not discussed; instead, 
Weber offers a typology of relations. For Weber, communal relations are 
based upon either affect or tradition; associative relations rest on the "ra
tionally motivated adjustment of interests" (whether value-rational or 
instrumental-rational) and "agreement by mutual consent." Thus, this ty
pology of relations incorporates the types of social action. 

The next level of social organization is the "legitimated order," or "the 
order" (Weber, 1978: 3 1 ) . "Orders" appear to be Weber's blanket term de
noting macrostructures that are "legitimated," or made "valid," in the eyes 
of their members by virtue of being organized around one or more of the 
three types of action orientation. In turn, there are various types of legiti
mated orders, although Weber's discussion of these is rather ambiguous 
and appears to delineate a variety of overlapping forms. For this reason, I 
will not discuss them, but as Collins (1975) suggests, the two most im
portant appear to be "organizations" and "stratification systems." 

By the time Weber defines "orders," he has become a macro sociologist. 3 

But this macro sociology does not specify the micro process from which it 
is constructed, changed, and reproduced. Weber makes many assertions 
that such structures are indeed the end product of individual actions and 
interactions (e.g., Weber, 1978: 3, 5—6,11, 1 3 - 1 5 , 19 , 22—2.8, 46), but he 
does not provide an analysis of the process of action and interaction. (As 
is well known, Alfred Schutz [1932] made a similar critique.) Only when 
Weber becomes a macro sociologist, which is almost immediately after the 
opening chapter of Economy and Society, do we get a sense for social pro
cess. But, again, his analysis has little to do with the micro realm from 
which these macro social processes are presumably constructed. 

Thus, without belaboring the point, Weber's typological approach can 
provide little in the way of understanding the topic of this book, social in
teraction. Weber did not discuss processes at the micro level, and despite 
his proclamations that sociology is the study of social action, his actual 
analysis of most topics is decidedly macrostructural. To the extent that We
ber's typological strategy is employed, not only will analysis of interaction 
be static, but it will also move rather quickly to macrostructures where the 

31 should emphasize, of course, that Weber wrote much of his macro sociology before he 
turned to the analysis of action, especially rational action. Thus, Fig. 1 . 1 would have the ar
rows reversed if it represented the sequence of Weber's work. But the substance of these later 
essays in part I of Economy and Society communicates the image delineated here. Moreover, 
this image is what Parsons implicitly advocated—that is, theorists should first analyze acts 
and action, and then, move on to an ever more macrostructural level of analysis. 
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processes of interaction among people are ignored. Such was also to be true 
of Talcott Parsons's effort to develop "action theory." 

Parsonian "Inaction" Theory 

There has been considerable debate (e.g., Scott, 1963 ; Gerstein, 1976; 
Munch, 198 1 , 1982b) over whether or not Talcott Parsons abandoned a 
promising analysis of interpersonal processes in his The Structure of Social 
Action (1937) in favor of a more macrostructural and functional approach 
in The Social System ( 1951) . My own view (Turner and Beeghley, 1974) is 
that Parsons's movement away from the micro "unit act" to macrostruc
tural analysis was much like Weber's. For Parsons adopted Weber's ideal 
type or typological methodology, but unlike Weber, he advocated a form 
of positivism or a commitment to discovering the invariant properties of 
the empirical world. In Parsons's view, theory must develop a "generalized 
system of concepts" that "adequately 'grasp' aspects of the objective ex
ternal world. . . . These concepts correspond not to concrete phenomena, 
but to elements in them which are analytically separable from other ele
ments" (Parsons, 1937 : 730). Parsons was thus committed to developing a 
system of categories that analytically accentuates universal and generic 
properties of the social universe (Parsons, 1970); and on this score, I am 
more sympathetic with his position than with Weber's. 

Parsons began with the "unit act" (Parsons, 1937) , moved to systems of 
interaction, or "social systems" (Parsons, 1 9 5 1 ) , and then to ever more in
clusive visions of action systems, (Parsons, 196 1 ; Parsons, Bales, and Shils, 
1953) . And in a final burst of activity more reminiscent of Herbert Spencer 
than Max Weber, he conceptualized the whole universe, or "human con
dition" (Parsons, 1978) . 4 Unlike Weber's, Parsons's typologies were not re
stricted or constrained by the specific historical events and contexts; rather, 
they were designed to denote more generic and universal properties of hu
man action, interaction, and organization. Yet, much like Weber's more 
analytical ideal types, Parsons moved rather quickly from "unit acts" to 
"social systems" and beyond. And, given his commitment to classification 
of phenomena, once he had defined the elements of unit acts in The Struc
ture of Social Action, he apparently concluded that there was nothing left 
for him to do but move on to classification of interaction, social system, 
systems of action, and the human condition. 

Fig. 1 . 2 summarizes Parsons's model in The Structure of Social Action, 
in which he visualized unit acts as involving a process of making decisions 
concerning alternative means to ends or goals. These decisions are not ra-

4 Indeed, though Parsons began his career by asking "who now reads Spencer?" he ob
viously did, since his later work rediscovers Spencer's Synthetic Philosophy. See Turner, 
1985b, for details. 



tional, in the sense emphasized by utilitarian economics; rather, individ
uals are constrained by ideas and by the material conditions of a situation. 
Values, beliefs, norms, and other symbols constrain what actors see as ap
propriate goals and what alternatives are perceived as relevant. Similarly, 
the ecology of a situation and the biology of the actors circumscribe the 
perception of both goals and means. 

This model reconciles, as is well known, Parsons's synthesis of diverse 
intellectual traditions—particularly idealism, utilitarianism, and positiv
ism. As is evident, this is a model of human behavior or action, not inter
action. It is an improvement over Weber, because one can visualize some
thing actually occurring in unit acts. However, although it classifies 
elements of action, it tells us nothing of how people use these and other 
capacities to interact. Parsons recognized this limitation near the end of 
The Structure of Social Action when he wrote "any atomistic system that 
deals only with the properties identifiable in the unit act . . . will of ne
cessity fail to treat these latter elements adequately and be indeterminate 
as applied to complex systems" (Parsons, 1937:748—49). 5 I doubt if he 
knew then just how far he was to go, but he saw the problem; and by 1949 
he recognized that "the structure of social systems cannot be derived di
rectly from the actor-situation frame of reference. It requires functional 
analysis of the complications introduced by the interaction of a plurality 
of actors" (Parsons, 1949: 2.2.9). This transition from "unit acts" to "sys
tems of interaction" was made in The Social System. In Fig. 1 . 3 , I have 
represented Parsons's argument in a way that facilitates comparison with 
Weber's similar model in Fig. 1 . 1 . 

Much like Weber, Parsons defines the process of action as involving "ori
entations" that can be classified as "motivational" and "value." In true 
ideal-type fashion, Parsons then classifies each of these orientations, 

5 Unfortunately, elements of the "unit act" portrayed in Fig. 1.2. became full blown action 
systems before Parsons had adequately conceptualized interaction. Idea systems became the 
cultural system; decision-making and goal-orienting dynamics became the psychological sys
tem, as later embellished by Freudian concepts; situational conditions became the organismic 
and, later, the behavioral system; and elements of situational conditions (positions) and idea 
systems (norms) became the social system. 

Fig. 1.2. Parsons's conceptual izat ion of unit acts . 

8 I N T R O D U C T I O N 
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Fig. 1 . 3 . Parsons's conceptual izat ion of act ion, interact ion, and institution
al izat ion. 

which, when combined, produce three types of action that look very much 
like Weber's three types of "social action." Action becomes "interaction" 
when variously oriented actors must reconcile their respective orienta
tions; and when such reconciliations become more stable, or "institution
alized," then a "social system" can be said to exist. Such social systems can 
be classified, or typified, in terms of Parsons's famous "pattern variables," 
which, once again, are very similar to the distinctions that Weber makes 
for types of social relations and legitimated orders. 

The substantive details of Parsons's argument are not my main concern, 
but rather the logic of his argument. Parsons merely classifies orientations, 
actions, and social systems. He does not inform us about the processes in
volved in motivation,6 in forming value orientations, in developing a line 
of action, in interacting with others, and in structuring social relations. 
Moreover, he does not even offer a typology of interaction, though, curi
ously, he offers typologies for everything else—orientations, actions, and 
social systems. He simply jumps over interaction in much the same way as 
Weber did; and as with Weber, he never looks back as he moves into ever 
more macro conceptualization of social reality. 

6 Even Parsons's perceptive Freudian analysis of cathexis and internalization becomes more 
classificatory than process oriented. See Parsons and Shils, 1 9 5 1 . 
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Toward a New Strategy 

In light of all this, I do not think that Parsons's approach ever marked a 
promising beginning for the analysis of micro processes. Static typologies 
do not easily allow for the analysis of processes; and as noted, they have a 
tendency to move rather quickly into macro analysis, without specifying 
the underlying micro processes. 71 am not arguing that theory must nec
essarily be micro before it can legitimately be macro. But both Weber and 
Parsons asserted the primacy of social action (i.e., meaningful orientations 
of individuals) as the subject matter of sociology; and of course Parsons 
called his approach the "theory of action." And so it is their failure to prac
tice what they preached that makes them both open to criticism. 

I should also emphasize that it is equally reasonable to move from macro 
to micro; and in fact, Parsons and Weber did this more than their avowed 
advocacy of going from micro to macro. More fundamentally, however, I 
do not believe that it is necessary to reconcile micro and macro or to move 
back and forth between these two realms, at least at this stage in the de
velopment of sociological theory. It is perfectly reasonable to perform 
analysis of micro interactive processes, taking macrostructures as a given. 
Alternatively, it is equally reasonable to examine macrostructures, taking 
the process of interaction as a given. And to the extent that Parsons and 
Weber did the latter in most of their work, I do not see this as problematic. 
It is only problematic to the degree that both thought they were adequately 
conceptualizing the process of interaction. 

Perhaps too much effort and attention has been devoted to reconciling 
micro and macro analysis before we have adequate models and theories of 
either (J. Turner, 1983a, 1986a, 1986b). The result is often dogmatic and/ 
or metaphorical assertions that macro is nothing but micro processes 
(Collins, 1975 ; Blumer, 1969), or vice versa (Mayhew, 1 9 8 1 , 1972 ; Blau, 
1977) , without specifying just how such is the case. Or, as is evident with 
Weber and Parsons, one simply slips past the process of interaction on the 
way from a typological analysis of action to a typological analysis of social 
systems. 

My critique of Parsons's approach to social interaction is not a new one. 
Besides Schutz (1932), a wide variety of scholars, from behaviorists (Ho-
mans, 1974) to phenomenologists (Garfinkel, 1967) and symbolic inter-
actionists (Blumer, 1969), have been making the same criticism for de-

7 In contrast, an analysis of processes forces the question of how they flow into each other. 
Thus, if one begins with a concern with explaining processes, rather than constructing ty
pologies, there is less of a tendency to leap conceptually across critical social dynamics, such 
as the process of interaction. 
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cades. Yet the many critics of those static and typological biases have been 
reluctant to follow the most useful part of Parsons's The Structure of Social 
Action: the analysis of a process in terms of its structural elements. Though 
Parsons emphasized the wrong process—action as opposed to interac
tion—and was committed to a typological approach rather than a dynamic 
modeling strategy, he was at least willing to analyze the generic elements 
in the structure of a process. In that sense, then, this book is in the Parson-
ian tradition. I seek to understand the invariant properties in the structure 
of the most elemental process in sociological analysis, social interaction. 
In addition, much like Parsons, I will examine nineteenth-century and early 
twentieth-century thinkers—but I concentrate on those who analyzed 
interaction as opposed to action, behavior, or acts. And I will construct 
dynamic models about the processes of interaction, rather than static ty
pologies. Before proceeding to the analysis of social interaction, however, 
let me pause to outline the theoretical strategy that I will employ. 



2 
A Strategy for Analyzing 
Micro Dynamics 

As i HAVE A R G U E D in many places (J. Turner, 1979, 198 1 , 
1984a, 1984b, 1985a, 1985b, 1985c, 1986a, 1986b), sociology can, and 
should, be a natural science. It can isolate basic and generic properties of 
the social universe in much the same manner as other "hard sciences," and 
it can develop highly abstract laws and models that explain the operative 
dynamics of these properties. Of course, many social theorists disagree 
with these assertions; and the burden of proof rests on me to demonstrate 
the viability of this advocacy. 1 

Nowhere is suspicion of "positivism" greater than in the analysis of in
teraction. Perhaps more than any other topic in sociology, the process of 
interaction among individuals is considered to involve spontaneity and in
determinacy, thereby rendering it immune to positivists' assertions. My be
lief is that at the most fundamental level, social interaction reveals invari
ant properties that always exist when people interact; and though the 
substantive flow of interaction in any specific situation can change, it does 
so in terms of lawlike processes. In this chapter, I outline briefly a strategy 
for isolating these generic or invariant properties of interaction and for de
veloping abstract theoretical principles and laws that can explain the dy
namics of these properties. 

Theoretical Versus Historical Explanation 

Theory must simplify and pull away from the details of any substantive 
context. Rather than explaining what makes empirical situations unique, 
the goal of theory is to understand what they have in common. To under
stand the unique and idiosyncratic features of an empirical situation, one 
needs to perform an "historical explanation," or a description of the causal 
sequence of empirical events leading up to the phenomena under investi
gation. Most analysts prefer such historical explanations, because they are 

1 Of course, much more than advocacy is involved. Just how a discipline is bureaucratically 
organized determines whether or not it will see itself as a "hard science." For my argument 
along these lines, see Fuchs and Turner, 1987. 
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attuned to substance, content, and context. In contrast, a "theoretical ex
planation" involves efforts to visualize a particular phenomenon as an in
stance or example of a more fundamental process that is depicted in 
abstract models and propositions. Obviously, there are long-term philo
sophical debates over such distinctions, and I do not wish to become em
broiled in them here. Instead, my purpose is to outline a strategy for de
veloping theoretical explanations that use abstract laws and models to un
derstand social phenomena. I should note that historical and theoretical 
explanations are not contradictory; they simply yield different types of 
knowledge, although the knowledge sought by science must, in the end, 
constitute a storehouse of theoretical principles and models. Yet I will not 
argue that scientific knowledge is inherently superior; I only emphasize 
that it is the kind of knowledge that is sought in this book. 

Developing Theoretical Explanations 

Much sociological theory is heavily encumbered with philosophical bag
gage. Par too often, I believe, the great debates over epistemology, ontol
ogy, and the like are rekindled and become the major topic in "theorizing." 
But philosophizing is best left to the philosophers; and while any strategy 
for building theory has philosophical implications, a great deal of energy 
in sociology has been devoted to agonizing over what are, in essence, un-
resolvable philosophical issues. Indeed, we have more meta-theory than 
theory in sociology; and so, at the outset, let me caution that I will simply 
ignore the philosophical questions that my approach raises. 2 

My strategy is simple (J. Turner, 1 9 8 5 c ) : ( 1 ) define a generic property of 
the social universe, which in the present case is social interaction; (2.) con
struct a broad sensitizing scheme to denote its fundamental elements; ( 3 ) 
develop analytical models delineating the operative processes for each of 
these elements; and (4) articulate abstract laws that express the relations 
among these operative processes. Let me elaborate on each of these points. 

A Definition of Social Interaction 
Theory must begin with a definition that denotes a timeless and invari

ant property of the universe. Such a property is "social interaction," which 
is defined as a situation where the behaviors of one actor are consciously 

2 If I am asked to make a critique of Jeffrey C. Alexander's ( 1984, 1987) most scholarly 
and provocative work, it is this: overconcern with presuppositions tends to prevent scholars 
from actually theorizing—that is, telling us how things work. True, after someone has theo
rized, we can extract implicit assumptions; but when one begins theoretical activity agonizing 
over presuppositions, it is difficult to ever get around to the actual theorizing. (Who knows? 
If I am lucky, perhaps, I can be included as part of Alexander's "twenty-first lecture.") 



reorganized by, and influence the behaviors of, another actor, and vice 
versa. I am using the term "behavior" in the broadest sense to include the 
overt movements of individuals in space, the covert or "mental" deliber
ations of individuals, and the physiological processes of individuals. At its 
most intense level, then, social interaction is the process whereby the overt 
movements, covert deliberations, and basic physiology of one individual 
influence those of another, and vice versa. Less intense social interaction 
would, of course, have lower values for one or all of these basic dimensions 
of behavior. 

Social interaction is the most elementary unit of sociological analysis. 
The study of behavior per se is the proper subject matter of psychology, 
whereas sociology studies the organization of individuals, which can only 
begin with social interaction. Thus, the theoretical ideas that I will propose 
do not seek to explain behavior per se, but only as it is implicated in the 
process of social interaction. 

Although social interaction is the elementary process in all social or
ganization, I am not asserting that social structure can only be understood 
in these terms. I believe that micro and macro sociology are separate kinds 
of analyses, each equally valid in its own right. Micro sociology examines 
the properties of social interaction, whereas macro sociology studies the 
properties of populations of individuals. For most purposes, micro soci
ology brackets out of consideration macro dynamics, while the latter takes 
the fact that individuals interact as a given. This is a reasonable division of 
intellectual activity; and in fact, until more mature theories of micro and 
macro processes are developed, it is wise to sustain this division. Hence, 
the theoretical strategy that I am proposing makes little effort to bridge the 
micro-macro gap; it is simply a proposal for figuring out how social inter
action among individuals operates.3 

A Sensitizing Scheme 
To be a topic of theorizing, a basic social process must be broken down 

into its constituent elements. In my view, social interaction is a series of 
processes, each of which requires separate theoretical principles. Indeed, 
theorizing about social interaction has tended to be rather global in that 
one scheme is often proposed for all aspects of this process. I suspect that 
this is why action theory (Parsons, 195 1 ) retreated into static typologies of 
interaction, for in this way, one could avoid the detailed analysis of its con-

3 However, once one has a more precise theory of social interaction, it is reasonable to 
examine how macrostructural processes influence the weights and values of the variables in 
the micro theory. Such an exercise requires an explicit theory of both micro and macro dy
namics. This volume is about the micro, another in preparation (J. Turner, n.d.a.) is about 
macro dynamics, and perhaps a third will seek to bridge the gap. 

1 4 I N T R O D U C T I O N 
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Fig. Z.J. The elements of social interaction. 

stituent properties. Similarly, those approaches that have emphasized the 
process of interaction have tended to be chauvinistic in that they view in
teraction as understandable in terms of only one process, whether this be 
exchange (Homans, 196 1 ) , ethnomethods (Garfinkel, 1967), symbolic in
teraction (Blumer, 1969), dramaturgy (Goffman, 1959), or interaction rit
uals (Collins, 1986). These approaches do, of course, conceptualize a va
riety of processes, but these various processes are rarely viewed as separate 
topics of theorizing. As a result, social interaction is often seen as a unitary 
phenomenon. 

My sense is that social interaction can be broken down into three sep
arate processes, each of which requires different theoretical models and 
principles. One might wish to perform further partitioning, but Fig. 2.1 
presents the sensitizing scheme that will guide my analysis in subsequent 
chapters. Fig. 2.1 asserts that social interaction should be viewed as three 
separate, but obviously interrelated, processes: motivational, interac
tional, and structuring. At a minimum, then, we need to develop separate 
models and principles for these three processes. 

By motivational processes, I simply mean that, to varying degrees and 
in diverse ways, individuals are energized and mobilized in their interac
tions with others. People are willing, or unwilling, to deposit energy in 
their dealings with each other; and this fact is what I am denoting by the 
term "motivation." The issue of motivation has, of course, been highly 
problematic in the social sciences, but we must nonetheless analyze the 
processes denoted by this rubric. For people are mobilized, energized, com
pelled, and driven to behave in various ways; we cannot ignore this di
mension of reality. My approach will be limiting in the sense that, for a 
sociologist, motivation is only relevant to the degree that it influences the 
process of interaction. I will not develop a theory of motivation per se, but 
only models and propositions that allow us to understand what mobilizes 
people as they interact with each other (J. Turner, 1987). 

By interactional processes, I denote what people actually do when they 
influence each other's behavior. Elsewhere, I have called this phase "the 
mechanics" of interaction (J. Turner, 1986c), because it involves the con
trolled operation of humans' behavioral capacities. In broad strokes, these 
capacities involve signaling a course of behavior and, at the same time, 
interpreting both one's own behavioral signals and those of others. 
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J separate motivational and interactional processes, because if they are 
collapsed together into one process, our understanding of social interac
tion is reduced. For example, as will be emphasized in later chapters, ex
change theory in both its behaviorist (Homans, 1961) and utilitarian 
(Coleman, 1972) forms is a theory of motivation, because it says little 
about what people actually do when they interact. Instead, it tells us why 
they mobilize varying degrees of energy in an interaction situation. And so, 
to the extent that one views social interaction only in exchange-theoretic 
terms, a theory of motivation will be imposed upon other critical pro
cesses, with the result that our understanding of these other processes will 
be very limited. Conversely, symbolic interactionism (Blumer, 1969) is pri
marily a theory of interactional processes, providing only a limited con
ceptualization of motivational dynamics. Thus, again, to the degree that 
symbolic interactionism is forced to be a theory of motivation, understand
ing of both motivational and interactional processes will decrease. 

This same line of argument applies to the third element in the sensitizing 
scheme in Fig. 2 . 1 : we should view the process of structuring as a separate 
topic of theory. My use of the term "structuring" is intended to denote the 
fact that social interactions are often repeated across time as well as or
ganized in physical space. As I will argue, these structuring processes can
not be conceptualized solely in terms of motivational and interactional dy
namics. Theories of motivation as well as of signaling and interpreting are 
rather inadequate when it comes to informing us how and why social in
teractions become structured. We should not, therefore, try to make a the
ory of motivation or signaling and interpreting also a theory of structuring. 

Motivational, interactional, and structuring processes are interrelated in 
the pattern delineated by the arrows in Fig. 2. 1 . Just how people signal and 
interpret is related to their motivational energies; in turn, motivation is 
circumscribed by prevailing structural arrangements as well as by the 
course of signaling and interpreting; and the structure of an interaction is 
very much determined by the motivational profiles of individuals as these 
affect their signaling and interpreting activities. Thus, the point of devel
oping separate propositions and models is, in the end, to see how they 
causally influence each other. Without separating them as suggested in Fig. 
2. 1 , we cannot fully appreciate the operative dynamics of social 
interaction. 

Developing Analytical Models 
The key to understanding each of the three processes delineated in Fig. 

2 . 1 , and, at the same time, appreciating their mutual causal effects, is the 
construction of what I have termed "analytical models" (J. Turner, 1985c, 
1986a, 1986b). While the notion of "model" is ambiguous, especially in 
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the social sciences, the term is used here to mean the visual representation 
in space of variables and their interrelations. An analytical model is one 
that is highly abstract and represents general classes of variables and their 
causal relations. Thus, for each of the three constituent processes of social 
interaction—motivational, interactional, structuring—it is useful to con
struct a model delineating the relevant classes of variables and their most 
important causal relations. 

Such models, I believe, can provide a picture of process—that is, of how 
variables influence each other across time. Moreover, they can also give us 
a view of complex causal processes. Too often in sociology, we employ sim
ple causal models (Duncan, 1966; Blalock, 1964) that document one-way 
causal chains among empirical indicators of independent, intervening, and 
dependent variables. But actual social processes are much more complex, 
involving feedback loops, reciprocal causal effects, lag effects, threshold 
effects, and the like. Analytical models seek to capture this complexity by 
accentuating configurations of causal effects among generic classes of vari
ables implicated in a basic social process.4 

Despite their utility in delineating complex causal processes, analytical 
models are difficult to test empirically. Their very strength—providing a 
picture of complex configurations of causality—makes them too global to 
test as a whole. No one research project, or series of projects, could pos
sibly test the validity of the entire model, and as a result, analytical models 
can become excessively detached from the empirical processes that they 
supposedly help us understand. Hence, analytical models must be trans
lated into abstract propositions or principles—the last element of the the
oretical strategy that I will pursue in the following chapters. 

Formulating Abstract Principles 
The ultimate goal of scientific activity is, I believe, to formulate abstract 

laws about the basic properties of the universe, including the social uni
verse. These laws articulate the relationships among variable processes in 
the universe; and while mathematical languages can specify relationships 
more precisely (J. Turner, 1984a, 1984b), we will have to limp along with 
words, at least for the time being. 

I think there is creative synergy between abstract analytical models and 
propositions. An abstract proposition informs us about how variation in 
one property is caused by variations in another or others, but it does not 
specify the processes by which this connection operates. A model can do 

41 think that many of the pointed remarks in Stanley Lieberson's Making It Count (1986) 
;ire relevant here. However, he criticizes as a methodoiogist-theorist; my critique comes as a 
theorist who sees a great deal of ritualism in the conduct of social research. I hope 1 will pro
vide some hypotheses that researchers might wish to test in a somewhat less ritualistic way. 



this, but unlike a law, it cannot state relationships among variables with 
sufficient parsimony. By working back and forth between abstract prin
ciples and models, then, we formulate testable propositions and, at the 
same time, visualize social reality in its more robust and complex patterns. 
A principle gives us a testable statement, whereas an analytical model pro
vides a description of the causal processes that connect the variables in the 
principle. By formulating laws and then asking what processes are in
volved, we are moved to create analytical models; and conversely, by de
veloping models depicting configurations of causal processes, we are led to 
translate these into more parsimonious and testable propositions. 

It does not matter where one begins in this creative process; one can start 
with either models or propositions. The important task is to move back 
and forth between the two. The end result is a better explanation of how 
the universe is structured and how it operates. In the chapters to follow, I 
begin with models, then see how they can be used to formulate abstract 
laws of motivational, interactional, and structuring processes. I could have 
begun with the laws, as I have elsewhere (J. Turner, 1984a, 1984b, 1986b), 
but for this project, I find the models a more satisfactory place to initiate 
theorizing. 

Conclusion and Preview 

Theory building is, of course, a creative process; and the strategy that I 
will employ here is simply my own approach. I am not asserting that this 
is the only possible strategy, just that it is the one that I tend to follow. 
However, I do contend that the goal of theory is to develop abstract laws 
about timeless and generic properties of the social universe. Many will dis
agree with this advocacy, especially a large proportion of those who study 
the process of interaction. Yet, even if one does not share my goal, or the 
strategy for pursuing it, the analysis in the next chapters may still prove 
interesting. Let me anticipate these chapters by offering a brief preview of 
their contents. 

Chapters 3 and 4 begin my analysis of motivational processes in inter
action. In these chapters, I extract the basic theoretical ideas from a variety 
of general theoretical perspectives, including utilitarianism, behaviorism, 
exchange, and interactionism. I also borrow key ideas from the works of 
specific individuals, including George Herbert Mead, Emile Durkheim, 
Sigmund Freud, Anthony Giddens, Randall Collins, and Harold Garfinkel. 
In these and other works are to be found important concepts, models, and 
propositions; but I extract selectively from their texts. Then in Chapter 5, 
I put these selected concepts back together again by developing a compos-
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ite model of motivational processes and several synthesizing principles. 
Perhaps I should pause to explain my eclecticism, since it is a part of the 

theoretical strategy that I will employ. One of the great problems in socio
logical theory, I believe, is the often inflexible encampment of theorists in 
a "school" or in the work of one or two "great masters." Much in-depth 
and creative work has, of course, emerged from various camps, but so has 
a great deal of acrimony and intellectual stubbornness. My approach seeks 
to break down these barriers through the selective and eclectic use of ideas 
from what are often perceived as incompatible viewpoints. I find these di
verse perspectives highly compatible in the sense that they complement 
each other: each adds something that the others ignore or miss; together, 
they provide a more robust explanation of motivational processes. This is 
true of the mixing of different viewpoints for all three of the elements of 
social interaction. 

I will, no doubt, be accused of taking ideas out of their original context 
and of violating the sacred presuppositions of important thinkers. Exactly, 
but I see this intellectual "sin" of de-contextualization as the strength of 
my approach. I will indeed rip (and tear, grab, and otherwise extract) ideas 
from their context, especially if I believe that the context is incorrect. Too 
often, we feel obligated to examine ideas only as they were originally for
mulated. In contrast, I suggest that if only some ideas of a thinker or school 
of thought are insightful and the rest are wrong, then we should have no 
reservations about excising ideas and using them for our own purposes. In 
fact, such efforts liberate ideas and set them free so that their power can 
be more fully appreciated. Thus, I should forewarn that no perspective or 
thinker is sacred; 5 and to maintain intellectual barriers by using ideas only 
in their original proponents' scheme is, in my view, intellectual folly. It 
commits us to dogmatism and chauvinism, while partitioning and diluting 
our theoretical efforts. 

Chapters 6, 7, and 8 are thus very much like Chapters 3 , 4 , and 5 in their 
eclecticism. They focus on the second element of social interaction, the pro
cess of signaling and interpreting. I open where I think Parsons should have 
paused, if he was to be serious about social action. In Chapter 6, the con
ceptual canopy provided by George Herbert Mead is examined and then 
some of the phenomenological refinements in Alfred Schutz's work are in
troduced. Mead's and Schutz's efforts are seen as the theoretical base for 
all subsequent theoretical analyses of signaling and interpreting. Using this 
base, I then introduce in Chapter 7 the conceptual refinements developed 

5 Indeed, as one reviewer of this manuscript noted, perhaps I should indicate that in using 
others' works, I selectively translate and impose my views. Such is, no doubt, the case. Yet, 
if we are really to stand on the shoulders of giants, we often need to restructure their concep-
lual torsos. 
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in Erving Goffman's dramaturgy as well as his analysis of frames and ritual, 
Ralph H. Turner's role theory, Jiirgen Habermas's analysis of speech acts 
and communicative action, and Harold Garfinkel's ethnomethodology. 
Other theorists are discussed, but my view is that this group developed the 
most important conceptual refinements to Mead's and Schutz's seminal 
analysis. With these refinements, I propose in Chapter 8 a composite model 
and a number of abstract laws on the processes of signaling and 
interpreting. 

Chapters 9 and 10 turn to the process of structuring. Here, too, I borrow 
heavily from others but recombine their ideas in new ways. The emphasis 
is on how signaling and interpreting are used to organize interactions in 
space and to stretch them across time. In analyzing these questions, I ex
amine early theories of structure, such as those presented by Durkheim, 
Spencer, Weber, Mead, and Schutz. Then I supplement these early ap
proaches by reexamining Parsonian functionalism in the context of other 
modern approaches, including those developed by Erving Goffman, An
thony Giddens, Randall Collins, and various symbolic interactionists. 

Finally, in Chapters 12 and 1 3 , 1 offer some propositions that are sug
gested by the models of motivational, interactional, and structuring pro
cesses, especially as these flow into each other in the pattern outlined in 
Fig. 2 . i . These propositions are, in one sense, "the laws of interaction" as 
I see them; yet, in a more realistic sense, they are only provisional hy
potheses that I offer to my fellow theorists and, perhaps more importantly, 
to researchers, who often view the work of theorists as irrelevant to their 
work. 
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II 



3 
Early Models of Motivation 

F E W W O U L D D I S A G R E E with the observation that, to some 
degree, internal psychological forces mobilize, drive, energize, and orga
nize individual perceptions, actions, and interactions. Yet conceptualiza
tion of these processes remains highly problematic; and in fact, the inability 
to determine just what "motivation" is, and how it operates, has led many 
to abandon the topic. This is a mistake, since motivation is one of the most 
fundamental properties of the social universe. Moreover, to avoid the topic 
is also unrealistic, because most theories of human behavior, interaction, 
and organization reveal an implicit model of motivation, though this is 
often unrecognized for what it is or is disguised by new terms and concepts. 
Thus, we cannot avoid addressing the topic of motivation; it is too basic 
and fundamental to human interaction for us to tiptoe around it. 

Motivation as a Property of Human Interaction 

My orientation to the question of motivation is limited by the purpose 
of this book: to understand human interaction. I do not seek to develop a 
conceptualization of motivation per se, but rather a more delimited view 
of what energizes and organizes individuals' responses during the course 
of their interaction. I leave it to psychology to provide a more encompass
ing analysis; my goal in this and the next two chapters is sociological, al
though I suspect that much of what I have to say is relevant to psychology 
and social psychology. 

In this chapter, I will perform a hypothetical exercise: at the time that 
Talcott Parsons was writing The Structure of Social Action ( 1937), what 
models of motivation were available to him? Parsons concentrated on the 
utilitarian model, as modified by Weber's and Durkheim's more sociolog
ical approaches. But what other models existed in the 1930's? What if Par
sons had examined these? The point is more than historical. In many ways, 
we still use these early models in contemporary theorizing, although they 
are altered somewhat from their original profile. 

What, then, was the range of theoretical approaches to motivation in the 
late 1930's? There was, of course, the utilitarian model of Adam Smith, 
Jeremy Bentham, John Stuart Mill, and others. There was also the behav-



iorist model, first developed by Ivan Petrovich Pavlov and Edward Lee 
Thorndike and then translated into methodological dogma by John B. 
Watson and later B. F. Skinner. Additionally, there were the two social be-
haviorist models developed by George Herbert Mead, one focusing on the 
phases of acts and the other on a social interaction. There existed—vir
tually unrecognized—an exchange model developed by Georg Simmel's 
critique of Marx. There was the emerging psychoanalytic model, inspired 
by Freud, that delved into the unconscious parameters of human behavior. 
And finally, there was a social solidarity model developed by Emile Dur-
kheim and members of the Annee School. 

Other models existed at this time, but these were the most relevant to 
sociology. And if we look at contemporary theories of motivation, espe
cially the implicit and unrecognized ones, these models remain the most 
widely used by present-day sociologists. It is useful, therefore, to review 
each of these approaches by extracting their key elements and arranging 
them into dynamic models. In this way, we can better appreciate their im
portance to contemporary sociological theories of motivation, which are 
examined in the next chapter. 

Utilitarian, Behaviorist, and Exchange Models 

The most dominant model of motivation in the Western world is utili
tarianism, though, as Parsons (1937) emphasized and as more contem
porary critics (e.g., Granovetter, 1986) have stressed, it is a highly deficient 
account of human behavior. And yet, among some contemporary sociol
ogists (e.g., Coleman, 1975 , 1973 , 1972., 1966) who should know better, 
it is becoming the underlying model of what motivates human interaction. 
Even its early advocates, such as Adam Smith, David Ricardo, John Stuart 
Mill, and Jeremy Bentham, were more likely than some present-day soci
ologists to recognize the limitations of utilitarian explanations. 

Despite its limitations and the seemingly unreflective incorporation of 
purely economic models into sociology, the utilitarian approach does cap
ture some of the motivational dynamics in human behavior and interac
tion. Fig. 3.1 presents the essential elements of the utilitarian model as it 
stood in the early decades of this century (and as it still stands today). 

There is always the assumption in utilitarian models that actors are "ra
tional," that they weigh and assess alternative lines of conduct in terms of 
their payoffs, or "utilities." Early formulations also assumed that actors 
had access to all the relevant information necessary to assess payoffs and 
that they would seek to maximize their utilities. In turn, an individual's 
hierarchy of values, or preferences, determines whether or not an action 
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Fig. 3.1, The utilitarian model of motivation. 

will bring utility, or gratifications. In some early versions of utilitarianism, 
and even in some of the more recent versions, there is a presumption that 
people do possess well-ordered hierarchies of value and that rational cal
culations are conducted in terms of this hierarchy. Actors thus seek to max
imize utilities in the sense of realizing those preferences high in their hier
archies of value, with the result that their calculations of costs and benefits 
as well as their eventual actions are measured against ordered sets of 
preferences. 

Utilitarian models are cybernetic in that they include two kinds of feed
back loops. First, there is always a principle of "marginal utility" that 
changes an actor's hierarchy of values. The more of a given utility that ac
tors receive, the less valuable it becomes and the lower will be its rank or
dering in an actor's preference structure. Second, there is an assessment of 
"profit or loss" for each act, which is incorporated into the rational cal
culations for future actions. Moreover, calculations will also involve as
sessments about the probability of receiving a given utility, based on past 
experiences and/or access to relevant information about obstacles and op
tions. Action will, therefore, be a function of rational calculations circum
scribed by four interrelated forces: hierarchies of value, alterations in these 
hierarchies by marginal utility, experiences in receiving profits or losses in 
situations, and access to relevant information about probabilities of re
ceiving varying utilities for different courses of action. 

The criticisms of utilitarian models are well known, and I need not offer 
a complete listing here. For my more limited purposes, a few objections are 
most relevant. First, utilitarian models tend to be asocial in that other ac
tors are not present, or, when they are inserted into the model, they are 
part of an amorphous and competitive marketplace. Hence, utilitarianism 
is a theory of behavior or action, but not interaction. Yet, as we will see, 
the development of exchange theory greatly obviated this criticism. Sec
ond, in reality, actors do not have well-ordered hierarchies of value. In fact, 
I suspect that preferences are not highly structured; instead, as Emerson 
(1986) noted, humans possess domains of value that are not rank ordered 



or highly structured. Action is, therefore, rarely conducted with reference 
to a clear yardstick of value. Third, calculations are hardly ever "rational," 
for several reasons: hierarchies of value are not clear-cut; access to relevant 
information is rarely complete; experience with profits and losses in past 
situations is often difficult to remember or use in new situations; and max
imization of utilities is rarely sought by actors. 

Yet, despite these and many other flaws, the model in Fig. 3 . 1 has, to 
make a bad pun, some utility. Interaction does involve, at times, calcula
tions and assessments of costs and rewards; it does involve efforts to realize 
some utility and to avoid costs or losses; it does involve, in a rather loose 
and amorphous manner, the invocation of preferences; it always reveals 
feedback processes where the utilities received at timej circumscribe ac
tions and the effort to receive rewards at time 2. This is, of course, pretty 
much the same conclusion that Parsons reached in The Structure of Social 
Action, although he failed to develop a very sophisticated alternative in 
light of these qualifications (see Fig. 1 .2) . 

More tangential, but nonetheless evident in Parsons's early analysis of 
action, was behaviorism, which presented a model very similar to that of 
utilitarianism. The model was originally developed independently by the 
Russian physiologist Ivan Petrovich Pavlov (192.8) and the American psy
chologist Edward Lee Thomdike (1932). Pavlov's fortuitous observations 
with experimental dogs and his subsequent controlled experiments led to 
the formulation of several basic principles: (1) a stimulus consistently as
sociated with another stimulus producing a given physiological response 
will, by itself, elicit that response ("conditioned response"); (2) these con
ditioned responses can be "extinguished" when gratifications associated 
with stimuli are no longer forthcoming; (3) stimuli that are similar to those 
producing a conditioned response can also elicit the same response as the 
original stimulus ("response generalization"); and (4) stimuli that increas
ingly differ from those used to condition a particular response will decreas-
ingly be able to elicit this response ("response discrimination"). In contrast 
to Pavlov's controlled experiments, primarily on physiological responses to 
stimuli, Thorndike's initial studies were on trial and error behavior of an
imals, but the results were much the same, as can be seen from Thorndike's 
three principles: (1) the "law of effect," which holds that acts in a situation 
producing gratification will be more likely to occur in the future when that 
situation recurs; (2) the "law of use," which states that a situation-response 
connection is strengthened with repetition and practice; and (3) the "law 
of disuse," which argues that the connection will weaken when the grati
fications associated with a situation-response situation decrease. 

These basic ideas, which are very close to utilitarian views of actors as 
behaving in ways so as to seek rewards or utilities and avoid costs and pun-
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Fig. 3 . 2 . T h e behavior ist model o f mot ivat ion . 

ishments, were first molded into extreme behaviorism by John B. Watson 
( 1 9 1 3 , 1919) , and later by B. F. Skinner (1938, 1953) . For Watson aban
doned the utilitarian emphasis on rational calculation with the dogmatic 
assertion that "introspection forms no essential part of [behaviorism's] 
method, nor is the scientific value of its data dependent upon the readiness 
with which they lend themselves to interpretation in terms of conscious
ness" (Watson, 19 13 : J 58). Instead, emphasis was to be on observable re
sponses associated with observable stimuli, with psychologists staying out 
of the "mystery box" of human cognition. 

Later behaviorists were to be less dogmatic and more willing to entertain 
a limited view of human cognition. Moreover, even extreme behaviorism 
implicitly invoked cognitive processes, since it assumed that responses that 
brought gratifications would be retained. Notions of gratification and re
ward reintroduced utilitarian concerns about hierarchies of value, al
though behaviorists minimized this concern by structuring an organism's 
hierarchy of value in terms of imposed deprivations of valued rewards 
(such as water and food). But the very imposition of deprivations assumes 
that there is a hierarchy, or at least a varying salience of needs, that can 
change in light of gratifications or punishments. And as one moves to the 
analysis of human behavior, one must assume complex systems of needs 
as mediating stimuli and responses. Thus, while the behaviorists did not 
explicitly introduce the process of calculation into their models, the other 
elements of those models are virtually the same as those in utilitarianism 
formulations. This can be seen by comparing the behaviorist model de
picted in Fig. 3 . 2 to the utilitarian model of Fig. 3 . 1 . 

Instead of utilities, behaviorism stresses gratifications or punishments; 
rather than marginal utility, behaviorism refers to satiation; as an alter
native to calculations of costs and profits, behaviorism analyzes condi
tioned responses and extinction; and instead of utilitarian concerns over 
hierarchies of value, behaviorism introduces inferences about the salience 
of needs (as determined by levels of deprivation). 

All the criticisms of utilitarianism are also relevant for behaviorism, 
with the additional proviso that behaviorism tends to ignore what is dis-
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tinctly human: complex cognitive capacities. While utilitarians fail to rec
ognize fully this complexity, they have at least acknowledged the impor
tance of mental processes. 

As we will see in the next chapter, utilitarianism and behaviorism have 
become blended into theories of interaction, as opposed to behavior or 
action, with the emergence of modern exchange theory. But even at the 
time that Parsons was writing, Georg Simmel (1907) had articulated all 
the elements of contemporary exchange theory. Parsons was not alone in 
his failure to analyze Simmel's model; indeed, none of the most prominent 
figures in modern exchange theory acknowledges, or seems aware of, Sim
mel's formulation. 

One reason for the failure to appreciate Simmel's approach to motiva
tion is that it is found in a more philosophical work where the explicit goal 
is to critique Karl Marx's "labor theory of value" and, at the same time, 
to analyze the consequences of money in human affairs. Yet, as he develops 
his argument, Simmel proposes two models that are relevant for us and 
that certainly would have been important for Parsons. One is a general 
model of human action, very similar to Mead's (1938); the other is a model 
of social exchange that anticipates modern exchange theory. In Fig. 3.3 I 
have merged the two models in a manner that is consistent with Simmel's 
argument. 1 

The middle portions of the model, moving from left to right, summarize 

1 Obviously, I have taken some conceptual liberties in presenting Simmel's ideas in this 
model, but I believe that Fig. 3.3 summarizes his argument accurately. What has always 
amazed me is contemporary theorists' apparent unwillingness to appreciate the power in Sim
mel's ideas with respect to motivational issues. 
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Simmel's general view of human action. The motivation for action is an 
"impulse" that reflects either biological or social needs. Impulses lead hu
mans to establish goals or ends that they perceive will consummate an im
pulse. To realize the goals, individuals select relevant "tools"; Simmel's 
view of tools is very broad and includes all those resources—material and 
symbolic—that people can mobilize to realize goals. Actors then manip
ulate the environment with their tools or resources and, depending on their 
success, may consummate their impulses. If the environment presents bar
riers to the satisfaction of impulses, then manipulations become more co
vert as actors rehearse and think about ways to realize their goals. More
over, it is in this blockage of goals that "value" inheres, for those ends and 
objects that cannot be easily attained increase in value for the actor. In
deed, since the actor will now need to use more "tools" or resources and 
engage in more complex and costly manipulations, these ends or objects 
come to have more value. Thus far, the model in Fig. 3 . 3 is similar to 
Mead's model, which is presented in Fig. 3 . 4 , although in many ways it is 
less sophisticated. 

Yet it is the blending of this model of action with exchange concepts that 
marks Simmel's contribution. When Simmel addresses the question of ex
change per se, he adds the top and bottom portions presented in Fig. 3 . 3 . 
He does not himself do this diagrammatically, as I have done, but his intent 
is reasonably clear with a careful reading of the discursive text (Simmel, 
1907: 66—98). Those objects and ends that are not easily attained, that are 
scarce, or that are controlled by others will be valuable to an actor, espe
cially if their attainment is necessary to realize goals established to con
summate strong impulses. Thus, value inheres in one's needs or impulses, 
as well as in the scarcity of objects necessary to consummate these impul
ses. Such valued objects become a principal criterion for the establishment 
of goals and for the selection of tools, which involves the mobilization of 
resources—both material and symbolic—for exchange. 

As actors enter the manipulation phase of the act in an exchange, they 
engage in impression management in order to conceal their need for the 
resources (objects) of others and to highlight the value of their own re
sources. Such impression management, Simmel argued, creates an inevi
table tension in interaction, which, when impression management be
comes outright misrepresentation, can erupt into conflict. Still, impression 
management represents an offer of resources to another in exchange for 
their resources, and if others accept, then exchange occurs. Yet, because 
actors often conceal the actual nature of resources, consummation does 
not always result; if manipulation does not lead to an exchange of re
sources, or if the exchange does not yield what was bargained for, then the 



scarcity of objects increases, as does their value. As a result, their pursuit 
will become ever more salient in an actor's establishment of goals, selection 
of tools, and manipulations of relations with others. 

Simmel also recognized that exchange relations involve a power dimen
sion. His basic argument is that the more one actor values the resources of 
another, the greater the latter's potential power over the former. Moreover, 
the more an actor possesses "liquid" resources, such as money, which have 
generalized exchange value, the greater will be the potential power of that 
actor in exchange relations (Simmel, 1907: 98). 

For Simmel, then, action becomes interaction through the exchange of 
resources. The dynamics of interaction revolve around the respective value 
of actors' resources, their capacity to mobilize symbolic and material re
sources, their abilities at impression management, and the resulting ability 
to gain power by making other actors value one's resources. In this line of 
argument are all the basic elements of modern exchange theory, as we will 
see in the next chapter. 

In sum, by the end of the first decade in this century, the utilitarian tra
dition had already been transformed into an exchange theory of motiva
tion. The further merger of behaviorism into exchange theory was decades 
away, but for all who would look closely, the affinity of the three models 
was readily apparent. Yet, as Parsons (1937) approached the topic of social 
action, he missed this affinity, asdid all scholars until recent decades. And, 
as I will argue in the next chapter, it is in the further merging of exchange 
theory with interactionist theory that a more adequate theory of motiva
tion is to be found. 

One very evident avenue of convergence was in Simmel's and Mead's 
respective models of action (compare Figs. 3.3 and 3.4); and since Simmel 
superimposed an exchange theory over this model of action as he moved 
to the analysis of interaction, it is even more surprising that no one in these 
early decades picked up this potential fit between the emerging interac-
tionism inspired by Mead and the exchange theory developed by Simmel. 
Another avenue of convergence was Mead's behaviorism and the affinities 
of behaviorism with utilitarianism (on which Mead himself remarked). 
Mead's (1934) most important work on interaction represented a critique 
of Watson's (1913) extreme methodological position, leading Mead to 
term his approach "social behaviorism." Such social behaviorism reintro
duced "thought and reflection," thereby making it highly compatible with 
utilitarianism, and potentially, with Simmel's exchange approach. 

There were, then, these several lines of convergence, which Parsons and 
others ignored. For Parsons, this is a rather remarkable oversight—as an 
American he should have been more aware of Mead; and as a German-

3 0 M O T I V A T I O N A L P R O C E S S E S 



Early Models of Motivation 31 

Fig. 3.4. Mead's social behavior model of motivation. 

speaking scholar who earned advanced degrees in Germany, he should 
have been more familiar with Simmel. 

Mead's Social Behaviorism 

Mead is sometimes accused of not developing a theory of motivation. 
This conclusion is not entirely fair, although he did tend to concentrate 
more on the process of interaction per se than on those processes motivat
ing such interaction. Yet, in The Philosophy of the Act and in various por
tions of Mind, Self, and Society, he did provide an outline of a general the
ory of motivation. In Fig. 3.4, I have synthesized his ideas from these two 
works. Mead's explicit model of motivation comes from his analysis of the 
phases of "the act" (Mead, 1938): impulse, perception, manipulation, and 
consummation. These phases are placed in the middle portions of the 
model in Fig. 3.4. The more peripheral elements in the model represent my 
superimposition of concepts from Mind, Self, and Society, where emphasis 
is on the process of interaction as opposed to "acts" or "action." 

The editors of The Philosophy of the Act imposed, incorrectly I think, 
the notion of discrete "stages" in Mead's conceptualization of the act. 
Mead's actual analysis envisions configurations of acts, with an individual 
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at any given point in time being typified by a complex of acts at varying 
phases of consummation. For any one impulse, however, there is a sequenc
ing of phases, although feedback loops are an important dynamic in 
Mead's model. 

An "impulse" is a state of disequilibrium with the environment, or a lack 
of adjustment and adaptation to one's surroundings. This emphasis on ad
justment follows from Mead's "pragmatism"; although he never specified 
the nature of the environment or the types of potential disequilibrium, 
these can be inferred from other works. Hence, as the left hand portions 
of the model in Fig. 3.4 delineate, cooperation with others is the most re
warding activity for humans; and so the inability to adjust and adapt to 
others will represent the most important class of impulses, especially for 
sociological analysis. The behavioral tendencies of an individual will, to a 
large extent, reflect a configuration of adjustments to all the social settings 
in which this individual participates. Individuals will, of course, be most 
concerned with adjustment and adaptation to immediate interaction sit
uations in which they find themselves. Impulses emerge, however, only if 

adjustment is not proceeding smoothly. 

In a vein similar to Freud, Mead (1938) argued that impulses increase 
in intensity if they are blocked. Such blockage can occur at any phase of 
the act: if one cannot perceive relevant objects to eliminate the impulse; if 
one cannot think of a line of conduct to consummate the impulse; or if 
overt behaviors do not lead to consummation. Thus, unconsummated im
pulses, especially those revolving around adjustment and adaptation to 
others, will build in intensity the longer they go unconsummated. 

Impulses create selective perception of objects relevant to the elimina
tion of an impulse. One's perceptual field will reflect the configuration of 
one's impulses at any given time. Moreover, long-standing impulses will, 
as they grow in intensity, increasingly circumscribe an individual's percep
tual field, including their perceptions of themselves as objects. 

The "perception" phase of the act revolves around images of oneself as 
an object in a situation (what Mead termed the "me") as well as the per
ception of "others" and "objects" relevant to the consummation of an im
pulse. For Mead (1934: 113—44) s e l f l s conceptualized in two ways: as a 
more stable self-conception, or structured set of meanings that individuals 
have about themselves in all situations; and as transitory "images" of them
selves in a concrete interaction setting. How individuals perceive and be
have in a situation will thus be circumscribed by their more stable self-
conception as well as by their more immediate images of themselves. For 
Mead, "others" in a situation are also conceptualized in two basic ways: 
as specific people and as "generalized others" or "communities of atti-
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tudes" that people use as a perspective or framework for evaluating them
selves as objects and for orientating their potential responses. Thus, per
ceptions of interaction are circumscribed by generalized others (norms, 
values, beliefs, and other cultural codes) and by the existence of specific 
individuals with whom actors "role-take" (Mead, 1934:78—83). Con
versely, just which generalized other is invoked and which others are per
ceived as relevant are influenced by the nature and intensity of impulses, 
as well as by one's more stable self-conception. 

The "manipulation" phase of the act consists of overt behavior and/or 
the covert "imaginative rehearsal" of alternative lines of conduct. Mead's 
basic generalization on these processes is that, when impulses are blocked, 
covert thought will precede further efforts at overt behavior. Thus, once 
unreflective behavior does not consummate an impulse, this blockage 
stimulates a process of covert reflection made possible by the human ca
pacity for "mind" (Mead, 1934: 76—133). Such "minded deliberations" al
ways involve an effort to reconcile the impulse with one's self-conception 
as well as with the others and objects perceived to exist in the situation. 
An act can cycle at this manipulation stage for a time, as imaginative re
hearsal and the emission of behavior fail to consummate an impulse. In
deed, the longer this blockage persists, Mead argued, then the greater the 
strength of the impulse, the more perception of oneself, others, and objects 
revolves around this impulse, the more thought processes become domi
nated by efforts to map out a successful line of adjustment, and the more 
overt behavior is guided by the effort to consummate the impulse.2 

"Consummation" is the elimination of the source of disequilibrium, or 
impulse. Consummation also confirms one's conception of oneself, espe
cially if the source of the impulse involves disequilibrium with others. 
Moreover, consummation also affirms the appropriateness and relevance 
of those generalized others, and to a lesser extent, other persons and ob
jects, invoked in a situation to resolve an impulse. Conversely, blockage of 
consummation creates doubts about self-definitions, questions about the 
appropriateness of generalized others, and suspicions of persons and ob
jects as relevant to elimination of the impulse. 

Such is Mead's model of motivation. I will come back to Mead in later 
chapters when discussing the other two elements of interaction, the inter
actional and the structuring processes, but for the present, my concern is 

2 My sense is that Mead and Freud converge here. Mead appears to have argued that un-
consummated impulses increase in intensity with blockage; and as a result, they come to in
creasingly dominate perception, thought, and action as they grow in intensity. Freud adds, of 
course, the notions of unconscious processes and defense mechanisms, such as repression, to 
Mead's formulation. But those who claim that Mead does not provide a theory of motivation 
have not fully appreciated the implications of his analysis in The Philosophy of the Act. 
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with his ideas on what mobilizes and energizes people during interaction. 
As is evident, Mead presents us with a highly sophisticated model, which, 
surprisingly, Parsons never incorporated into his early or later efforts. Even 
more remarkable is the fact that so few scholars (one exception is Shibu-
tani, 1968) have employed Mead's model of motivation, even those work
ing within the intcractionist tradition. 

The Freudian Psychoanalytic Model 

I would be remiss if 1 did not discuss, if only briefly, Freud's model of 
motivation, especially since Parsons was later to adopt elements from this 
model more than any other and since other important theorists who are 
analyzed in the next chapter have used more sociological adaptations of 
Freud's analysis. Freud's conceptualizations shifted a bit over time, but in 
many ways, his early ideas are the most interesting (Freud, 1900). In Fig. 
3 . 5 I present my interpretation of Freud's basic model of motivation. 

Contrary to many popular accounts of Freud's ideas, the " id," "ego," 
and "super-ego" are not entities but processes. In fact, I have arrayed these 
concepts in a way that emphasizes that they are subprocesses within a more 
encompassing set of phases. I have also arranged the diagram in a manner 
that invites comparison with Mead's model in Fig. 3 . 4 , since I see the two 
as convergent. Before examining each element in the model, let me com
ment briefly on some general points of convergence. First, like Mead's 

Fig. 3 . 5 . Freud's model of mot ivat ion . 
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model, Freud's is cybernetic and involves crucial feedback loops for each 
phase of action. Second, as noted, "blockage" is a critical element in both 
models, since the inability to consummate impulses tends to increase their 
intensity, and thereby their salience, in conscious perceptual processes or 
in unconscious dreams. Third, both Mead and Freud saw humans' efforts 
at consummating impulses as mediated by reflective capacities, especially 
as people seek to reconcile impulses with their sense of identity ("self" for 
Mead; "sexual identity" for Freud) and with more generalized societal ex
pectations ("generalized other" for Mead; "super-ego" and "ego-ideal" 
for Freud). Overt behavior thus reflects the conscious—and, for Freud, the 
often unconscious—mental manipulation of potential lines of conduct, as 
ego reconciles impulses, self, and societal expectations. 

In these general terms, then, Mead's and Freud's models are similar. The 
major differences between the two thinkers revolve around Freud's em
phasis on unconscious processes and the mobilization of defense mecha
nisms. And in this sense, Freud's ideas represent an important supplement 
to Mead's and other sociological models, which tend to underemphasize 
these dynamics. 

Turning to the model itself in Fig. 3 . 5 , libido, or sexual drives concep
tualized in their broadest sense (sex, love, affection, approval), and other 
organic and social drives are channeled through " id" processes into a series 
of impulses that mobilize individuals in their efforts to achieve "cathexis" 
or consummation. The "ego" reconciles these impulses with "reality" 
through a series of processes. First, although id processes force ego to 
heighten perception of relevant ways to consummate an impulse, these im
pulses must be channeled and controlled by the ego's perception of realities 
in the external environment, both social and physical. Second, impulses are 
assessed in terms of general values, standards, and norms of social group
ings. This assessment is achieved through the "super-ego," which revolves 
around two subprocesses: the internalized prohibitions of group stan
dards, or "conscience" in Freud's words; and the internalized "ideals" of 
social groups, or "ego-ideal" in Freud's terminology. And third, impulses 
are reconciled with a person's "sexual identity," which, for Freud, involved 
more than a narrow definition of one's sex. 

In order to reconcile id impulses with group standards, self-definitions, 
and objects in the external world, ego mobilizes defense mechanisms that, 
in turn, circumscribe overt behavior. Since Freud's data consisted primarily 
of people exhibiting maladaptive behavior, he probably overemphasized 
repression and other defense mechanisms. Yet, sociologists have tended to 
underemphasize these processes; for indeed, behavior and interaction al
ways involve elements of repression (of hurt, anger, frustration, shame, 



etc.) and the use or. multiple defense mechanisms (displacement, projec
tion, reaction-formation, etc.).3 Of particular importance is Freud's rec
ognition that behavioral maladjustments stemming from repression and 
use of defense mechanisms feed back upon id and ego processes and, as a 
consequence, they can become problematic cycles. One cycle revolves 
around defensive behavior creating further maladjustments, which, in 
turn, create renewed efforts at readjustment through escalated reliance on 
defense mechanisms. Another set of cycles concerns the use of repression 
that leaves powerful id impulses unconsummated, thereby burdening ego 
processes with the task of reconciling escalating id impulses with self, 
group standards, and external environmental constraints. Such burdens 
cause further repression and reliance on defense mechanisms, with the re
sult that id impulses can be further intensified. 

If we qualify Freud's analysis with Mead's insight that people are "prag
matic" and that they often achieve successful adjustment to their social 
environment, then these cycles need not constantly escalate people's ener
gies in pathological directions. Conversely, we need to qualify most socio
logical theories, which tend to underemphasize the fact that people often
times do not adjust well to situations and that such maladjustments set 
into motion powerful motivating forces. Any effort at developing a general 
theory of motivation cannot, therefore, ignore this basic insight of Freud
ian and psychoanalytic theory. 

Durkheim's Social Solidarity Model 

Emile Durkheim is typically not associated with discussions of motiva
tion, even in sociological circles. Even Parsons's (1937) analysis of Dur
kheim's contribution to conceptualizing "action" is devoid of much ref
erence to motivating forces, except the general assertion that Durkheim 
stressed the constraint of ideas. More recent use of Durkheim's approach 
(e.g., Collins, 1975: 153—55) , however, sees him as developing a theory of 
motivation. Here, the emphasis is on Durkheim's later work (Durkheim, 
1912) and the significance of ritual for sustaining an interaction, with the 
result that as such diverse scholars as Durkheim and Goffman are seen as 
kindred intellects (Collins, 1975 , 1984). My view is that this argument 
goes a bit too far, but Collins and others are correct in their assertion that 
an important contribution to motivational analysis is found in Durkheim's 
analysis in Elementary Forms of the Religious Life: humans are motivated 

3 This deficiency in sociological theory is, I believe, being increasingly recognized, as the 
recent resurgence of interest in "the sociology of emotion" appears to document. Let us hope 
this interest will expand in the future. 
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Fig. 3 . 6 . Durkheim's model of motivation. 



turalists like Claude Levi-Strauss (1963) turned Durkheim on his head. 4 

Nonetheless, this message is repeated in Elementary Forms of the Religious 
Life, but here Durkheim added a model of ritual. As actors find themselves 
in co-presence, they feel a need to affirm their solidarity and the social 
structure that determines their co-presence.5 This need is intensified by col
lective contagion, or what Durkheim termed "effervescence." The result is 
the practice of rituals (and, of course, in the context of religious life, the 
worship of totems). Such performances of rituals reinforce and affirm the 
collective conscience and the structure of the society. Thus, the cycles out
lined in Fig. 3.6 represent Durkheim's best effort to explain how actors in 
the course of interaction go about maintaining social structures. 

If we generalize beyond the question of religious rituals and seek the mo
tivational mechanism in Durkheim's model, then it is the "need" of indi
viduals to affirm their solidarity in groups and their use of interaction rit
uals to do so. For Durkheim, then, the ultimate motivating force in human 
interaction is the need to affirm group membership and a sense of solidarity 
with others, leading actors to initiate and sustain interaction rituals. 

Extending Durkheim this way, one can see how Collins ( 1975, 1985 , 
1986) and others have blended Durkheim with Goffman's (1967, 1959) 
dramaturgy and other interactionist traditions, including more phenom-
enological variants like ethnomethodology (Garfinkel, 1967). For Dur
kheim implicitly argues that much of what actors actually do in interaction 
is to emit rituals that sustain their sense—often a very fragile sense—of 
group involvement and "facticity" in the social order. They engage in such 
behaviors because the paramount motivating force behind all interaction 
is the need for individuals to feel attached to groups. 

Thus, in contrast to Parsons's (1937) portrayal of Durkheim's thought, 
this interpretation has actors actually doing something—emitting rituals 
to meet their most basic needs and, at the same time, sustaining social 
structures. As we will come to see in the next chapter, this model of mo
tivation is often implicit in many contemporary analyses of motivation; 
and thus, I think it fair to conclude that Durkheim provided an important 

4 Indeed, if structuralism had remained true to its Durkheimian heritage, it would be a far 
more interesting and less mystical perspective. 

5 My colleague Randall Collins takes exception to my interpretation of Durkheim on this 
point. Here is what he said, in a private communication: "I question the way you state that 
co-presence and contagion lead to 'need to affirm solidarity.' It's not so much a need [or] desire 
for solidarity, but just a mechanical result of being in a certain configuration. It's only after 
symbols are created that people feel a need to come back to recreate the group, and to protect 
it—i.e., this happens only after they have become attached to certain membership symbols. 
They also get the experience of emotional effervescences randomly and accidentally, depend
ing on what group of configurations they happen to pass through during the course of the 
day." 
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lead in developing a general conceptualization of motivational processes 
in human interaction. 

Conclusion 

At the time that Talcott Parsons wrote The Structure of Social Action, 
then, there was a wide range of theories about motivation. He ignored 
most of these theories, and as a result, postulated no "force"—save for cul
tural values and organic/material needs—that drives actors. Parsons was, 
of course, to expand upon the question of motivation, but in these later 
works, his views do not visualize motivation as an element of interaction. 
Instead, motivation becomes buried in action systems, primarily the be
havioral and psychological, as "energy" in a grand cybernetic hierarchy 
(Parsons, 1978). True, he insightfully used Freudian concepts in the analy
sis of psychodynamics (Parsons, 1958), but even in this essay, there is a de-
emphasis on interaction in favor of action. 

My point is not to flog Parsonian action theory, because what is true of 
Parsons has also been true of most sociological theory in this century. 
Rather, the selective review in this chapter is intended to bring motivation 
back into sociological analysis. These conceptualizations represent the 
range of views that have become incorporated, often implicitly, into more 
contemporary analyses of motivational dynamics. Indeed, more recent ap
proaches have synthesized in creative ways the models presented in this 
chapter, and thus, they often represent an improvement over these older 
models. Yet there is great insight in these initial formulations, and as I move 
toward a more composite model of motivational dynamics, these models 
will be a crucial intellectual tool—but first I need to qualify and supple
ment them with a variety of contemporary formulations. 



4 
Contemporary Models of 
Motivation 

I N T H E E A S T T W O D E C A D E S , theorists have adopted ele
ments of the models presented in the last chapter and combined them in 
ways that provide a better view of the dynamics of motivation. One line of 
synthesis has been the repackaging of behaviorism and utilitarianism into 
explicit exchange-theoretic models. Such models have, as I mentioned in 
Chapter 3, rediscovered Simmel's basic insights, although they have added 
important refinements. Another creative line of synthesis has been the con
tinuing effort to extend Mead's interactionist ideas into explanations of 
human action. Here, particular emphasis has been on "self" as an under
lying force in human motivation. Yet another creative effort is represented 
in Anthony Giddens's "structuration theory," where the ideas of Freud, as 
mediated by interactionist-oriented psychiatrists have been combined with 
more modern traditions, such as dramaturgy, phenomenology, and time-
space geography, to produce a highly original approach to motivation. An
other breakthrough has come from Harold Garfinkel and his ethnometh-
odological colleagues, who, as we will see, implicitly combine Durkheim's 
solidarity theory with phenomenology and symbolic interactionism. And 
finally, there is Randall Collins's highly eclectic effort to merge Durkheim's 
emphasis on ritual with concepts from dramaturgy, exchange theory, and 
ethnomethodology. 

As is evident, these modern efforts are eclectic and synthesizing, al
though none is explicitly a theory of motivation. Rather, each is concerned 
primarily with human interaction and organization, but in approaching 
these broader concerns, all develop an implicit model of motivation. My 
goal in this chapter is to make these models explicit, with an eye toward 
what they can offer the synthetic model of motivation to be developed in 
Chapter 5. In selecting these research traditions, I have not, of course, ex
hausted all of the important theories. Yet in its wide range of approaches, 
this group represents a good place to begin developing a composite model 
and some abstract laws on motivational processes. 1 

1 The following discussion of these models is a greatly expanded version of J. Turner, 1987. 
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The Exchange-Theoretic Model of Motivational 
Processes 

Although Simmel's early efforts do not appear to have inspired contem
porary exchange theories, the utilitarian and behaviorist traditions have 
nonetheless been merged into a variety of such theories. These vary pri
marily in their language, with some leaning toward a behaviorist vocab
ulary and others toward an economist's terminology. But whatever the 
conceptual language, they are all very similar. 

Exchange theories correct for the failure of both utilitarianism and be
haviorism to conceptualize interaction. For utilitarians, interaction is 
viewed as action in an impersonal, amorphous, and competitive market, 
whereas for behaviorism, responses are analyzed only in relation to a stim
ulus situation. It is not surprising, therefore, that as concerns with inter
action have increased, these two traditions have converged. Yet I do not 
see the resulting exchange theories as adequate conceptualizations of in
teraction. They rarely discuss in any detail the process of interaction; in
stead, they analyze what motivates people to interact and what patterns of 
structure are likely to emerge out of such motivational dynamics. In terms 
of Fig. 2 , 1 , exchange theory is most useful as a model of motivational and 
structuring dynamics, least interesting as a conceptualization of interac
tional dynamics. That is, exchange theories inform us of what drives 
people to interact by emphasizing assessments of potential rewards (grat
ifications) in terms of actors' values (preferences), and they tell us what 
patterns of structured relations are likely to result from actors' respective 
payoffs (profits) in exchanges of rewards. But the process of interaction it
self is simply seen as a negotiation and exchange of resources and rewards. 
Thus, it is perhaps ironic that the very issue that encouraged the conver
gence of utilitarianism and behaviorism—that is, interaction—is the most 
inadequately conceptualized dynamic in exchange theories. 

This conclusion is illustrated in Fig. 4 . 1 , where the basic elements of 
exchange-theoretic models of motivation are delineated. Since individuals 
find some kinds of resources more rewarding or gratifying than others, all 
exchange theories operate with a presumption of value domains (Emerson, 
1986) or hierarchies of value. Such preferences are sometimes seen as hi
erarchical or rank ordered; I suspect, however, that values are not well or
dered but instead constitute overlapping fields or domains of preferences. 
In addition, most exchange theories—though not all—emphasize three 
general classes of rewards as particularly important in human affairs— 
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Fig. 4 . 1 . T h e exchange-theoret ic model of mot ivat ion . 

power, prestige, and approval. Power, or the capacity to control the actions 
of others by virtue of possessing highly valued resources, is typically viewed 
as the most preferred reward (Blau, 1964); prestige, or the capacity to ex
tract honor and esteem for one's resources, is the next most valued reward; 
and finally, approval, or simple acceptance as a peer, is the least valued 
(Homans, 1974). 

In terms of these three classes of rewards and the domains of value, ac
tors make calculations, often implicit, about the costs and benefits of par
ticular actions. Costs for any line of action involve the resources that are 
"spent" to get rewards from others and the alternative rewards that must 
be foregone to pursue a given line of conduct. In order to realize "profit" 
(costs will be less than the value of rewards) in an exchange, actors engage 
in a process of "negotiation," again often implicitly, to impress others with 
their own resources and perhaps to de-emphasize the value of the others' 
resources. Out of such mutual impression management come expenditure 
and exchange of resources. As is shown in Fig. 4 . 1 , there are two crucial 
feedback processes in these exchanges, one revolving around a sense of 
profit or loss (rewards minus costs) and another around satiation, or mar
ginal utility. These feedback processes influence the salience of values and 
rewards as well as subsequent calculations and negotiations. 

Unlike utilitarianism, there is no presumption in exchange theories that 
actors seek to maximize rewards or utilities; rather, it is only assumed that 
they try to make some profit. Moreover, it is not assumed that calculations 
are rational and logical; indeed, they are often implicit and/or constrained 
by external cultural and social forces. And, because of these constraints, 
as well as the inherent distortions in the negotiating process, actors rarely 
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have complete information about their alternatives. Thus, interaction is 
motivated by actors' implicit domains of preferences, as these are influ
enced by satiation and past profits or losses, while revolving around a pro
cess of nonrational, nonlogical, nonmaximizing, and, at times, noncon-
scious calculations and negotiations over what resources must be given up 
to receive valued resources from others. One's payoffs (profit/loss as con
ditioned by marginal utilities) will determine the flow and structure of the 
interaction over time. 

Such is the basic argument of exchange theory, but in closing, I should 
note again that except for notions of "negotiation," "calculations," and 
"impression management," these exchange theories provide little detail of 
interactional processes—that is, what actors actually do when they ne
gotiate. Yet, as we will see in Chapter 5, the core ideas from exchange the
ory offer important elements to a more synthetic model of motivational 
processes. 

The Interactionist Model 

Modern interactionist theory has built upon the conceptual legacy of 
George Herbert Mead (1934), but curiously, it has ignored Mead's (1938) 
concerns about motivation. There are, of course, exceptions (Shibutani, 
1968; Gecas, 1986; Miyamoto, 1970; Miyamoto and Dornbusch, 1956) 
to this conclusion, but in general, interactionist theory has focused on sig
naling and gesturing rather than on the motivational processes behind 
these interactional processes. Interactionist theories do converge, however, 
on one important motive force: self-conceptions. 

The importance of self-conceptions as central to human motivation was 
first given clear expression by William James (1890), especially in his 
analysis of self-esteem or self-estimation. And while Charles Horton 
Cooley (1902) and Mead (1934) visualized self as a central process in all 
human behavior and interaction, its place as a motivating dynamic is 
somewhat ambiguous in their work. Recent interactionist thinking has 
translated Mead's ideas into a more coherent view of self and motivation 
(e.g., Shibutani, 1 9 6 8 , 1 9 6 1 ; Stryker, 1980; and Rosenberg, 1979). In gen
eral, two dimensions of self-conception are emphasized as critical motives: 
self-esteem, or the level of self-worth evident in attitudes about oneself; 
and self-consistency, or the degree of coherence and compatibility in atti
tudes about oneself (see, in particular, Rosenberg, 1979: 53—62). Similar 
points of emphasis can be found in more classic efforts in psychology (e.g., 
Allport, 1943) and in various psychoanalytic works (see, for example, Sul
livan, 1 9 5 3 ; Erikson, 1950). 
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Unfortunately, the concepts of self-esteem and self-consistency have 
been underemphasized in more purely sociological analyses of interaction, 
although Erving Goffman's (1959) early dramaturgical work and Ralph 
Turner's (1978) role theory both view self as a force guiding the course of 
an individual's interactions with others. There has been instead an over
emphasis on the processes of constructing definitions (Blumer, 1969), on 
developing a sense of reality (Garfinkel, 1967), and on analyzing the course 
of interaction (Knorr-Cetina and Cicourel, 19 81) rather than on the social-
psychological motives behind such interaction. In my view, much of what 
energizes interaction is the need to maintain a given level of self-esteem and 
to sustain consistency among attitudes about oneself. As to which of these 
two is the more important, I believe that consistency is the more primary 
motive force, in turn causally influencing self-esteem. 

In this context, I should at least mention another arena of controversy 
in the analysis of self. More recent works have tended to stress that self is 
transitory, situational, and easily altered. From this perspective, people are 
seen as having multiple selves in different situations. Indeed, notions of a 
"true" or "real" self are viewed as cultural fictions (Collins, 1975) . 2 This 
orientation runs counter to earlier analyses of self, which emphasize a 
"core self" that is stable and trans-situational (Kuhn and McPartland, 
1954). My view is that people have both "core" and "situational" selves. 
Furthermore, I believe that they are highly motivated to sustain consistency 
between core-self feelings and situational-self definitions. At the same 
time, and partly as a result of their success in achieving consistency, they 
attempt to maintain their level of self-esteem for both core and situational 
selves. Even if one does not accept my argument on this matter, the general 
theoretical point is unaltered: people are motivated to sustain esteem and 
consistency in their sense of self, whether situational and changeable or 
trans-situational and stable. 

Fig. 4.2 outlines the underlying model of motivation in most interac-
tionist theories. For interactionists, self-conceptions are constructed from 
configurations of core attitudes about oneself as a certain kind of person. 
Such self-conceptions motivate interaction in that they generate efforts to 
maintain self-esteem and self-consistency. Presentations of oneself in sit
uations through such interrelated processes as staging (Goffman, 1959), 
role-making (R. Turner, 1968, 1962), claim-making (Habermas, 1984), 
accounting (Garfinkel, 1967), and other interpersonal mechanisms (Ci
courel, L973) are both energized and circumscribed by one's self-

21 would conclude that, of all the issues over which my friend and colleague Randall Col
lins and I do battle, it is this one: no matter what the situation or place, he is consistent in 
the position that there is no core or unified self, a fact which is countered by his own consistent 
presentation of self in our long-standing debate. 
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Fig. 4.2.. T h e interactionist mode l of mot ivat ion . 

conception, particularly needs to sustain consistency among, and hence 
positive esteem for, elements of one's self-conception.3 Through role-
taking (Mead, 1934) and other procedures for seeing oneself in "the look
ing glass" (Cooley, 1902), one derives a degree of self-affirmation of esteem 
and self-confirmation of consistency. Failure to achieve affirmation and/or 
confirmation escalates needs for maintaining esteem and/or consistency, 
which, from an interactionist perspective, can lead to re-presentation of 
self or, from a psychoanalytic interpretation of these dynamics, can acti
vate defense mechanisms (rationalization, selective interpretation, repres
sion, projection, etc.) to sustain a given configuration of self-attitudes. 

Both the re-presentation of self and the use of defense mechanisms prob
ably operate simultaneously, although most interactionist theories stress 
the interpersonal processes of self-presentation. Indeed, I am probably im
posing the psychoanalytic notion of defense mechanisms on the interac
tionist model, although interactionists often talk in these terms when they 
address such issues of "selective perception," "reflexivity," and efforts to 
"sustain identity" (Shibutani, 196 1 : 214—41; Strauss, 1959). My goal in 
invoking the notion of defense mechanisms is to make explicit what is 
often left implicit in more purely interactionist analyses: if people fail to 
have their sense of self confirmed in a situation, they are highly mobilized 
to "do something about it." If they cannot exit the situation or change the 
responses of others, they will seek to repress information from others that 

31 would argue that the underlying motivational force for sustaining consistency is to be 
found in "dissonance" (Festinger, 1 9 5 7 ) , "congruity" (e.g., Osgood and Tannenbaum, 1 9 5 5 ) , 
and related Gestalt-inspired theories. Indeed, I think that this theoretical tradition has much 
to offer motivational theory, especially that developed by symbolic interactionists. 



contradicts their self-conception. In addition to sheer repression, they may 
also use other defense mechanisms. For example, they may employ a com
bination of repression and selective perception, filtering through "cogni
tive rose-colored glasses" only that information that confirms self; or they 
may seek to rationalize away contradictory messages by impugning the 
character of those who are the source of these messages; and so on. The 
central issue here is this: actors will work very hard to maintain a given 
configuration of self attitudes, especially those of their core self; and if they 
cannot change the responses of others, they will reinterpret them, at least 
to the point where this is no longer possible or where severe behavioral 
pathologies set in. 

Thus, people's configurations of self-attitudes are sustained by powerful 
motives for self-consistency and self-esteem, even to the point of activating 
defense mechanisms. These considerations suggest the utility of examining 
more psychoanalytic models of motivation as a supplement to the inter-
actionist model in Fig. 4.2. 

Giddens's Psychoanalytic Model 

Among contemporary sociological theorists, Anthony Giddens (1984) 
has been the most willing to criticize and then selectively borrow from the 
works of Freud and his more sociologically inclined revisionists, such as 
Erik Erikson and Harry Stack Sullivan. He has combined psychoanalytic 
ideas with recent analyses of language and interaction, but unfortunately, 
he has ignored the interactionist-inspired portions of some psychoanalytic 
theories, especially those involving the analysis of self-consistency and self-
esteem (Sullivan, 19 5 3) as important motivating forces. Nonetheless, there 
is a creative mix of ideas in Giddens's theory, although it is just that—a 
mix—rather than a formal theory or model. I cannot do full justice to the 
subtle blend of diverse traditions in his general theoretic approach, but the 
insertion of a psychoanalytic dynamic is, I feel, the most important aspect 
of his analysis of motivation. 

Unlike many sociologists, Giddens is willing to discuss wwconscious mo
tives, but he does so by rejecting Freud's earlier assumption that day-to
day activities are unconsciously motivated. In contrast, Giddens (1984: 
50) stresses, "the unconscious only rarely impinges upon the reflexive mon
itoring of conduct." Rather, a great deal of daily activity involves "reflexive 
monitoring"—that is, paying attention to one's own and others' actions— 
in social situations of co-presence. Borrowing from Alfred Schutz (1932) 
as well as other phenomenologists and ethnomethodologists, Giddens sees 
such reflexive monitoring as connected to two levels of consciousness. 

4 6 M O T I V A T I O N A L P R O C E S S E S 
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Fig. 4 . 3 . Giddens 's psychoana ly t i c mode l o f mot iva t ion . 

First, there is "discursive consciousness," which involves the capacity to 
give reasons for and talk about what one does. Second, there is "practical 
consciousness," which, in Schutz's term, is the "stocks of knowledge" that 
actors possess or, in Giddens's term, the implicit knowledge that actors 
have about social conditions. The elements of such practical consciousness 
remain implicit; actors are seldom able to express them verbally through 
their capacity for discursive consciousness. Yet, unlike the division be
tween the unconscious, on one hand, and these processes of practical and 
discursive consciousness, on the other, there is no bar or barrier of repres
sion. Actors regularly draw from practical consciousness in their discursive 
moments and in their interpretations of events that they reflexively moni
tor. Conversely, they easily place into their stocks of practical conscious
ness new knowledge as they monitor and interact with others. 

Much of what actors do, then, revolves around using and replenishing 
stocks of knowledge in interaction, monitoring these interactions, and giv
ing reasons for one's own acts and those of others. What, then, motivates 
the interactions in which these factors operate? As can be seen in Fig. 4 . 3 , 
Giddens emphasizes the unconscious, but he abandons strict adherence to 
Freud in favor of the more sociological models in psychoanalysis, such as 
Erikson's (1950). Adapting Erikson's concepts for his purpose, Giddens 
sees the drive to achieve a "sense of trust" with others as central to moti
vation. A related drive is the need for a kind of ultimate "ontological se
curity," where one feels that matters in the social world are as they appear 
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to be. Achieving trust and ontological security are mutually reinforcing; 
and in Giddens's model, they are the unconscious "force" behind the con
scious activities of individuals in interaction. The mediator of this force 
appears to be "anxiety," although Giddens (1984) does not include it in 
his formal models and glossary of definitions. It is, however, discussed as 
the consequence of social relations that are not "routinized" (made pre
dictable) and/or "integrated" (conducted in terms of crucial interpersonal 
techniques, such as "tact," "turn-taking," "bodily positioning," etc.). 

Unconscious motivation thus exerts only a diffuse pressure on con
sciousness and interaction. Yet it is still the ultimate driving force behind 
people's efforts to establish interactive routines and to draw upon stocks 
of practical consciousness and, when necessary, to give discursive reasons 
for their conduct as they engage in a variety of interpersonal practices to 
sustain their sense of an integrated social setting. Thus, Freudian analysis 
becomes linked to interactionist concerns about the use of presentations to 
organize one's place in an interaction setting and to produce a common 
definition or interpretation of the situation. This linkage is performed by 
the intervening processes of anxiety and practical consciousness. Anxiety 
in social interaction will escalate motives for ontological security and trust, 
at least up to a point. As long as interactions are routinized and integrated, 
however, these unconscious motives reveal low salience. Practical con
sciousness provides the stores or .stocks of implicit knowledge that actors 
use to routinize and integrate interaction. 

As is evident in Fig. 4 . 3 , then, Giddens sees motivation as an uncon
scious process that is activated when efforts to establish routines and social 
integration through interpersonal practices are disrupted. These uncon
scious needs for ontological security and trust operate as a diffuse pressure 
on consciousness by virtue of their capacity to activate anxiety. Such anx
iety, or feelings of uncertainty and disequilibrium, increases when con
scious processes fail to routinize and integrate social interactions. Thus, 
interaction is driven by an unconscious foreboding that anxiety will es
calate when interaction fails to be routinized and integrated. 

While this is not a very precise model, it makes several important con
tributions. First, unlike so much sociological theory, the model introduces 
unconscious forces, which must, I believe, be a part of a sociological theory 
of motivation. Second, the model connects unconscious forces to interac
tion processes, especially those revolving around people's efforts to estab
lish routines and social integration. Thus, for Giddens, social interaction 
is driven by deep-seated and unconscious fears about a failure to achieve 
trust and security in situations. 

Such arguments are in one sense psychoanalytic, but they are also very 
Durkheimian, as a cursory comparison of Fig. 3 . 6 with Fig. 4.3 will reveal. 
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There is, I think, a convergence here of what are often seen as very different 
traditions—psychoanalysis, interactionism, and Durkheimian function-
alism. That is, people are driven in interaction by typically unconscious 
needs to create a sense of trust, security, or solidarity; and in order to do 
so, they use ritual and other interpersonal techniques to affirm their sense 
of attachment to social structures. But Durkheim's model extends even fur
ther. In addition to interactionist emphasis on interpersonal techniques 
and Freudian concerns with trust and security, it also can be seen to con
stitute the underlying model of an intellectual tradition that is often hostile 
to both psychoanalysis and interactionism: ethnomethodology. 

The Ethnomethodological Model 

One of the great revolutions in sociological theorizing over the last two 
decades is the detailed analysis of interaction processes, especially of talk 
and conversation (Heritage, 1984). The early arguments of ethnomethod-
ologists, such as Harold Garfinkel (1967), Harvey Sacks (1972), and Sacks, 
Emmanuel Schegloff, and Gail Jefferson (1974), as well as kindred spirits 
like Aaron Cicourel ( 1973), are that individuals employ a series of implicit 
"folk" practices, or "ethnomethods," to create a presumption that they 
share a common world. For each interaction, actors attempt to generate a 
sense that there is an external, factual order "out there" as well as a uni
verse of shared intersubjective experiences. Early polemics (e.g., Mehan 
and Wood, 1975) about these practices as the only reality have fortunately 
receded, with the result that, even though its practitioners still would pro
test, "ethnomethodology," "cognitive sociology," and "conversational 
analysis" can be viewed as an important supplement to more traditional 
sociological approaches to interaction. 

Ethnomethodological analysis leaves unsaid what motivates people to 
use ethnomethods to convince each other that they share external and in
tersubjective worlds. Yet I think that the implicit views of ethnomethod-
ologists on this question are Durkheimian. That is, humans need to feel 
that they are part of a larger solidarity, or to adopt a more ethnomethod
ological style of jargon, that there is "facticity" to social encounters. In
teraction is thus constrained by actors' need to feel—even if this is some
what of an illusionary sense—that they share a common factual and fixed 
world. 

But unlike Durkheim, who emphasized ritual performances as the mech
anism for creating group solidarity, ethnomethodologists have stressed the 
much more subtle processes that are used in conversations to promote the 
sense that actors share a common world. This shift in emphasis represents 



an important supplement to sociological analyses of interaction because 
prior to ethnomethodology, theoretical concern had been on the more ob
vious forces of social order—values, norms, beliefs, negotiated definitions 
of situations, and the like. In contrast, ethnomethodology argues that there 
are very important procedures that actors use to create a deep, underlying 
presumption of a factual social order. Garfinkel's (1967) original "breach
ing experiments" documented the extent to which people rely upon an im
plicit sense of a factual, external, and shared world; for when this sense 
was disrupted, emotional reactions were disproportionate to the surface 
significance of the disruption. In fact, one might argue that interaction can
not proceed smoothly with respect to other issues, such as exchanges of 
resources, establishment of routines, and affirmations of self, without this 
underlying sense of "facticity." 

Most ethnomethodologists would be unwilling to draw these conclu
sions, but if their analyses of conversations are to represent more than a 
shrill critique of "normal sociology," then this must be the way that we 
incorporate ethnomethodologists into mainstream sociological theory. 
Fig. 4 . 4 delineates how I think ethnomethodology can be represented as a 
sociological theory of motivation. 

As is outlined in Fig. 4 . 4 , implicit and perhaps unconscious needs for a 
"sense of facticity"—that is, a presumption that individuals in interaction 
share common external and internal worlds—motivate actors to use folk 
practices, or ethnomethods. 41 see such ethnomethods as being of three ba
sic types: those that are invoked to repair breached interactions (or inter
actions where the sense of facticity has been broken); those that provide 
documentary interpretations for conduct (why actors are doing what they 
are); and those that are used to sustain the flow of ongoing interactions by 
encouraging actors to "gloss," "let pass," or "not question" certain state
ments of others. 

Thus, the gesturing activities of individuals, primarily in their conver
sational exchanges, revolve around procedures for repairing conversations 
by providing new documentary information (statements of form and back
ground materials, for example) or by initiating new sequences of glosses 
for potentially unclear information; for providing information about the 
"normal form" and "background materials" necessary to interpret state
ments in a conversation; and for filling in, waiting, or glossing over infor
mation in a conversation in order to promote the sense or illusion that 

4 An anonymous reviewer suggested that perhaps the underlying need is actually one re
volving around creating "cognitive order and understanding," which would make the ap
proach highly compatible with the Gestalt tradition. Whether my Durkheimian approach or 
this suggested one is more correct, the essential thing is the effort to bring ethnomethod-
ological ideas into the corpus of mainstream sociological and social-psychological theorizing. 
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F ig . 4 .4 . T h e implicit model of mot ivat ion in e thnomethodology . 

these actors share a common world. Such "repair work" escalates needs 
for facticity, at least up to a point; and when these efforts at repair prove 
unsuccessful, interaction will involve the extensive use of ethnomethods to 
reestablish a sense of intersubjectivity and the presumption of a common 
factual order. And, depending on their success, other interpersonal prac
tices in situations also feed back to raise or lower the need for facticity, as 
indicated by the arrow at bottom of Fig. 4 . 4 . 

Such a model adds, 1 think, an important dimension to theories of mo
tivation. It makes a topic—indeed, a central dynamic—of talk and con
versation. It links the implicit procedures by which talk is performed— 
pauses, assertions, turn-taking, glosses, interruptions, etc.—to the motives 
of individuals and to what sustains the smooth flow of interaction. Yet eth
nomethodological analysis either ignores or grossly underemphasi7.es 
other motivating processes—efforts at self-confirmation, desires to realize 
profits, needs to feel trust, impulses to affirm group solidarity, and the 
like—which we find in the models presented in Figs. 4 . 1 , 4 . 2 , and 4 . 3 . But 
before moving to an effort to blend these models together, we should ex
amine another effort at synthesis, Randall Collins's theory of interaction 
rituals. 

Collins's Interaction Ritual Model 

Over the last decade, Randall Collins has sought to blend a variety of 
theoretical traditions into a synthetic version of "conflict sociology." In this 

http://underemphasi7.es
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effort can be found the ethnomethodologist's emphasis on talk and con
versation, Durkheim's (1912) ideas on rituals and solidarity, exchange the
ory's concern with payoffs, and even Weber's vision of inequality, power, 
and conflict. Collins's work spans both micro and macro sociology, but I 
concentrate primarily on his more recent attempts at analyzing interaction 
ritual chains (Collins, 1986), for it is here that he expands upon his earlier 
theory motivation (Collins, 1975) . The basic argument is that actors use 
their resources to their advantage in social situations, seeking to extract a 
profit in exchanges with others. The two most generic resources in such 
exchanges are "emotional energy" (positive feelings and sentiments about 
oneself in a situation) and "cultural capital" (stores of symbols that people 
can talk about, especially with respect to approval, prestige, authority, 
group membership, and control of material conditions). People thus "use" 
emotional energy and cultural capital in an effort to increase them, and 
because conversation and talk are the principal vehicles for such ex
changes, much conversation involves attempts by participants to increase 
their levels of emotional energy and cultural capital through "talk." 

Collins argues that actors monitor a situation in order to determine if 
its basic nature is work/practical, ceremonial, or social. The nature as well 
as the degree of energy and capital expended varies in terms of which of 
these three types prevails or dominates a situation. Work/practical situa
tions involve the expenditure of conversational energy and capital to es
tablish one's place in the group and its authority hierarchy, division of la
bor, and ranking system. Ceremonial situations revolve around the 
deployment of conversational energy and capital to emit appropriate rit
uals that can increase one's sense of group involvement and membership. 
And social situations evidence the use of resources to enhance standing in 
groups, to promote authority as well as prestige, and to secure favorable 
coalitions. When actors "feel good" (that is, augment their levels of emo
tional energy) and increase their cultural capital (affirm their sense of group 
membership and perhaps a favored position in the group), then they are 
likely to develop needs to keep a conversation going and/or to repeat con
versational encounters. Out of such "chains" of conversations social struc
tures are produced and reproduced, but my concern is not with this more 
macro portion of Collins's argument. Rather, it is with the implicit theory 
of motivation, which I have modeled in Fig. 4 . 5 . 

At the core of Collins's theory is the Durkheimian presumption that 
group membership is the prime driving force behind needs to initiate con
versational encounters and to use energy and cultural capital in such en
counters. The mechanics of interaction revolve around the monitoring of 
situations to determine the nature of the conversational resources required 
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Fig. 4 . 5 . Coll ins 's theory of motives in interaction chains . 

and then the spending of emotional energy as well as cultural capital in an 
effort to extract an emotional and cultural profit. If such profits are not 
forthcoming, then motivational energy may initially increase in an effort 
to recover one's losses, but if profits are still not forthcoming, then moti
vational energy will decrease. As a result, actors will seek to avoid such 
situations; if this is not possible, then their talk and conversation will be 
perfunctory, highly ritualized, and involve little "investment" of energy or 
capital. Conversely, when profits are high, energy levels will increase and 
the willingness of actors to use cultural resources will be high, resulting in 
animated talk and conversation, since such talk enhances their sense of be
longing to, and solidarity with, the members of a group. 

Such a model supplements the exchange-theoretic perspective by em
phasizing the importance of needs for group membership as the ultimate 
reward and by recognizing the significance of conversation/talk in ex
change relations. It also supplements the ethnomethodological perspective 
by classifying situations in terms of the types of conversational resources 
employed and by specifying in more detail why actors seek a sense of fac
ticity (i.e., because of needs for group membership, for positive emotions, 
and for augmented cultural capital) and why they use conversational prac
tices to achieve this. Collins draws these conclusions implicitly, for they are 
never articulated in a separate model of motivational processes. Yet his ap
proach reveals the potential of a more synthetic approach, especially one 
that incorporates what Collins ignores. 



54 M O T I V A T I O N A L P R O C E S S E S 

Conclusion 

This completes my review of various sociological models of motivation. 
In these two chapters, I have sought to explicate the basic variables and 
their causal connections in a wide variety of past and present theories. 
Though each theory has something to offer, no one theory by itself is ad
equate. The next step, then, is to synthesize the useful elements of various 
models into a composite or synthetic model—such is my goal in the next 
chapter. Yet, as the strategy outlined in Chapter 2 argues, more than a com
plex model is necessary. The model must be translated into testable prop
ositions; and so, as I move toward synthesis, I must also attempt to develop 
some elementary laws or principles of motivation. 



5 
Toward a Synthetic 
Model of Motivation 

E A C H OF T H E M O D E L S presented in the last two chapters 
captures important dynamics of motivational processes; yet, by them
selves, none completely delineates these processes. In this chapter, I will 
begin by assessing what each can potentially contribute to a more synthetic 
portrait of motivation. Then I will attempt to pull these useful elements 
together into a composite model that, in turn, can be used to develop some 
elementary propositions on human motivation. Such an exercise can over
come the deficiencies in Talcott Parsons's (1937) early effort to understand 
action as well as those of many present-day approaches to interaction 
where the motivation of actors seems to be ignored. 

Elements in a Theory of Motivation 

Let me begin with utilitarianism, behaviorism, and exchange theory. Be
haviorism and utilitarianism provide a theory of motivation with a crucial 
insight: people do things in order to receive gratifications or utilities. 
Hence, interaction among individuals is, to some degree, energized by 
people's efforts to realize rewards or utilities and avoid punishments or 
costs. Exchange theory pulls these useful portions of behaviorism and util
itarianism together into an explicitly interactional theory. It emphasizes 
the importance of approval, prestige, and power as sources of gratification 
in social relations and adds conceptualizations of covert calculations of 
profits and interpersonal tactics of impression management as actors ne
gotiate over the exchange of utilities or reinforcers. 

People are not simple computers or psychic cash registers calculating 
profits, however. Far more important than simple considerations of profit 
are other motivating processes that circumscribe people's use of resources 
in interaction. In fact, it might be reasonable to argue that hierarchies of 
value for individuals are determined by the strength of these other moti
vating forces and that calculations of profit revolve around meeting the 
need states generated by other motive forces. 

One of the other motivating forces is "self," the major focus of Mead's 



and modern interactionists' theories. The resources used in an exchange 
are shaped by people's efforts to sustain a conception of themselves as a 
certain kind of person and, at the same time, to cooperate with others. 
Impression management in exchange situations is, in essence, a "presen
tation of self" in an effort to confirm the substantive content of self, affirm 
a given level of self-esteem, and create or maintain a place in an ongoing 
cooperative context. 

Many of the processes that influence exchange dynamics and efforts at 
self-affirmation and confirmation are unconscious, especially people's ef
forts at reducing anxiety. This emphasis is, of course, Freud's great con
tribution to sociological theory, although sociologists typically do not 
want to talk about unconscious processes. The reasons for this reluctance 
are diverse, ranging from problems of measurement to doubts about the 
mysticism often associated with conceptualizations of the unconscious. 
But, if we can specify what these unconscious processes are, then much of 
the imprecision in some formulations is eliminated. 

Durkheim (1912) provided us with one force that unconsciously drives 
human behavior, especially ritual activity. Humans need, Durkheim as
serted, to interact in ways that affirm the emergent structure of social re
lations. In Collins's ( 1975, 1986) more contemporary theory, this dynamic 
revolves around needs to create a sense of group membership and inclusion 
in social relations. For Collins, exchange relations involving the expendi
ture of cultural capital and emotional energy are, in the end, designed to 
assert one's membership in a group and, if possible, to enhance one's po
sition in the group. More generally, we can hypothesize that people's efforts 
to affirm self and to realize a profit in exchange negotiations are shaped by 
typically unconscious needs to sustain a sense of group inclusion. Thus, the 
presentation of self in exchange relations and the effort to extract a profit 
during interaction are deeply based in typically unconscious motives for 
being part of the ongoing flow of cooperative interaction. When stated in 
this way, Durkheim's argument and Collins's elaboration converge with 
Mead's emphasis on the capacity of adjustment and cooperation with oth
ers in order to provide reinforcement and gratification. 

Group inclusion is also related to what Giddens (1984) has conceptual
ized as a "sense of trust" in others. Borrowing from Erik Erikson's (1950) 
model of socialization, Giddens has isolated, I think, an important prop
erty of motivation. People need to "trust" others in the sense that, for the 
purposes of a given interaction, others are "reliable" and their responses 
"predictable." When people achieve a sense of group inclusion, I suspect 
that their feelings of trust are heightened. Moreover, much of what moti
vates exchange relations and efforts at self-affirmation/confirmation is a 
need to perceive, if only implicitly, reliability and predictability in others. 

5 6 M O T I V A T I O N A L P R O C E S S E S 



A Synthetic Model of Motivation 57 

Conversely, the level of profits in exchanges and the degree of self-
reinforcement are shaped by people's success in routinizing relations and 
achieving this perception of trust. In addition to trust, Giddens's formu
lation draws our attention to "ontological security" as a motivating force. 
People have a mostly unconscious need to believe that things are as they 
appear and that an interaction sequence is what it seems to be. 

Giddens's formulation of ontological security is, I believe, related to eth
nomethodological concerns about meeting needs for "facticity." Hence, 
much of the need for ontological security is mediated by successful use of 
ethnomethods to create background "accounts." Such methods are often 
unconsciously used and interpreted; it is only when social relations require 
repair, creating an escalated sense of ontological insecurity, that the im
portance of these accounting practices penetrates consciousness. It can be 
argued that exchange negotiations and presentations of self cannot pro
ceed smoothly until actors have created an implicit "account" of what is 
real and sense that they share a common, factual world. For without this 
sense of "facticity," it becomes difficult to achieve the sense of ontological 
security and trust that are so essential to self presentations and exchange 
relations. 

Such, then, is my cursory review of what I see as the most useful elements 
of the various sociological models of motivation outlined in the last two 
chapters. The next task is to use these elements to construct a dynamic 
model of motivational processes. 1 

A Dynamic Model of Motivational Processes 

A dynamic model views motivation as a process among interrelated ele
ments that mutually influence each other. As a dynamic process, motiva
tion is directional, unfolding over time and involving numerous causal ef
fects among its elements. In particular, motivation reveals many feedback 
processes that can alter or sustain the direction of the process. Yet, there is 
also a simultaneity among some motivational processes. Motivation is not 
a simple linear feedback system; it involves multiple causal processes, 
many of which operate simultaneously and in parallel fashion. Moreover, 
motivation operates at varying levels of an individual's conscious aware
ness. Sometimes actors become highly conscious of their efforts to engage 
in a particular course of action, but in general, motivational processes are 
implicit, operating beneath the surface of explicit awareness and reflection. 
As Mead (1938) emphasized, it is when "impulses" are blocked that con
scious awareness and thought ensue. And so, in my view, motivational pro-

1 An earlier and somewhat different version of this model appears in J. Turner, 1987. 
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Fig. 5.1 A composite model of motivation. 

cesses become conscious only when interactions are not proceeding 
smoothly; even here, conscious attention is selective, rarely reflecting on 
all of the operative motivational processes. 

With these considerations in mind, Fig. 5 . 1 presents a provisional model 
of motivation. This model pulls together the dynamic processes evident in 
other approaches, although I should emphasize that it is hardly definitive. 
At best, it represents only a tentative effort to synthesize a sample of ex
isting approaches to motivation. And, as I emphasized at the outset, the 
model in Fig. 5 . 1 is not a general theory of motivation per se, but only a 
model of motivation during interaction. 

Let me begin by outlining the general contours of the model. First, its 
elements are all variables whose values can change. Second, the variables 
are causally connected in the sense that the values for one can, either di
rectly or indirectly, affect the values of the others. Third, the direct causal 
processes move from left to right and the feedback process from right to 
left. Fourth, variables stacked in the same vertical column in the model are 
viewed as operating simultaneously at that point in the process. Fifth, the 
closer variables are to each other and the more they are connected by 
causal paths, then the greater is the degree of effect on each other. And 
sixth, as one moves from left to right in the model, I see the motivational 
processes as becoming increasingly conscious; that is, elements at the far 
left tend to operate at a more unconscious level than those at the right. 

The variables in the model are all labeled with discursive text and the 
causal connections are lettered {a, b, c, etc.). The term "need(s)" appears 
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frequently in the discursive labels of variables, and perhaps I should first 
explain why I am using such an ambiguous word. In a sense, the term 
"need(s)" must be viewed as a primitive; it is difficult to define, but my 
usage is intended to denote the fact that people have certain fundamental 
states of being that create feelings of deprivation and that mobilize them 
to act on their environment in ways to eliminate this sense of deprivation. 
In Fig. 5 . 1 , then, a need is a perpetual condition of potential or actual de
privation that sets into motion behavioral activity. Hence, to take one ex
ample from the model, a "need for a sense of group inclusion" denotes the 
fact that humans will be perpetually mobilized to avoid the feelings of de
privation that come from not achieving a sense of being part of, and being 
implicated in, ongoing group activity. Granted, the concept of "need" is 
still problematic and vague, but it nonetheless connotes what I see as a 
crucial dynamic of human affairs. 

Moreover, by using the term "need," I can link these other motivational 
processes to the question of "value" in exchange theories. Utilitarianism 
and behaviorism, as well as their elaboration into exchange theory, have 
difficulty in specifying hierarchies or domains of values for individuals dur
ing interaction. My formulation of "needs" represents one way to clarify 
this question: the major "value domains" for actors during interaction are 
needs for group inclusion, trust, ontological security, maintenance of self, 
and facticity. That is, what actors find symbolically or materially gratifying 
in an interaction are those physical props and symbols that can meet these 
needs. At the very least, this is a hypothesis worthy of further considera
tion, because it does help resolve the problem of value so prominent in ex
change theories. 

Turning now to the model in more detail, the far left side lists three basic 
needs, "group inclusion," "trust," and "ontological security." Such needs 
are typically unconscious in the sense that most individuals are unaware 
of their operation during interaction until one or more of these fundamen
tal sources of deprivation is not adequately met. And even under this con
dition, the sense of deprivation is generally experienced as diffuse anxiety, 
at least initially. As a result, it will be difficult for the individual to pinpoint 
precisely the underlying cause of that anxiety. However, I should not move 
too far to the right in the model before discussing these variables at the left 
in more detail. 

As I mentioned above, a "need for a sense of group inclusion" is the po
tential deprivation associated with a failure to feel "involved in" and "part 
of" ongoing social relations. This variable comes from Durkheim (1912) 
and perhaps Mead (1934), although my more direct and immediate source 
is Collins ( 1975, 1986). I use the term "group" in a loose sense to refer to 
ongoing interactions among mutually aware actors; and the term "inclu-



sion" to indicate that people want to see themselves as part of this inter
action context. The need to sense inclusion does not necessarily require 
corresponding feelings of high solidarity, however. Many interaction sit
uations are temporary and emotionally uninvolving, with the result that 
one does not need to feel emotionally close to others but only a part of the 
interactive flow in a situation. Of course, some interactions are part of 
more permanent relations, and in these types of interactions, individuals 
must develop a more intense sense of solidarity in order to feel included. 
Just what "inclusion" involves, then, is situational, but actors tend to 
"know" implicitly the criteria for assessing whether or not they are ex
cluded from a group context. And when they perceive or sense exclusion, 
they experience diffuse anxiety, as indicated by causal arrow c. 

The second needs variable is "need for a sense of trust," taken from Gid
dens's (1984) adaptation of Erikson's (1950) analysis of the stages of so
cialization. As causal arrow a indicates, feelings about group inclusion in
fluence the degree to which an actor has interpersonal trust or the implicit 
belief that the responses of others are predictable and reliable. When one 
does not feel part of an interaction context, then having trust in the pre
dictability of others is difficult. In other words, the basic idea behind this 
"trust" variable is that people must feel that there is a rhythm to interac
tions and that the responses of others will be predictable and patterned. 
Again, the nature of the rhythm varies in terms of the situational circum
stances. For example, the kind of predictability one requires in a grocery 
store checkout line is very different from what is necessary in a close friend
ship; but in both, people act so as to promote predictability in the inter
action. And as with the inclusion variable, people's stocks of knowledge 
(Schutz, 193 2) provide them with an implicit sense of what constitutes pre
dictable rhythms in varying types of situations. When this sense of implicit 
trust and predictability in interaction is disrupted, individuals experience 
diffuse anxiety, as is denoted by causal arrow d. 

The third variable on the far left of Fig. 5.1 is also from Giddens's (1984) 
analysis. People need to feel "ontological security" or the sense that things 
are as they appear. That is, in order to avoid diffuse anxiety (causal arrow 
e) individuals seek to create a feeling that they understand "what is" and 
"what exists" in a situation, that there are no hidden dimensions that could 
disrupt this implicit interpretation. We need, therefore, to feel that the 
world around us has a fixed and dependable character. And, as causal ar
row b indicates, achieving such security in one's personal ontology is cru
cial for achieving trust or the sense of predictability in the responses of 
others. 

All of these variables, as they influence each other, and as they are in turn 
influenced by feedback processes to be discussed later, affect people's on-
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going level of anxiety in an interaction situation. I see anxiety, or a sense 
of diffuse discomfort and disequilibrium with the environment, as a me
diating emotional state between less conscious needs for inclusion, trust, 
and security, on the one hand, and increasingly more conscious motives, 
on the other. When early theorists, such as Mead (1938) and Simmel 
(1907) discussed "impulses" as states of maladjustment that promote ac
tion (see Figs. 3.3. and 3 . 4 ) , I think they were denoting with the concept 
of "impulse" what I have labeled "anxiety" here. However, in their for
mulations, impulses can be very short-term, mild, situational, and revolve 
around non-interpersonal issues. On this score, then, our formulations dif
fer, because Fig. 5 . 1 emphasizes that diffuse anxiety arises from four axes 
of interpersonal maladjustment—that is, a failure at achieving a sense of 
group inclusion, interpersonal trust, ontological security, and the yet-to-
be-discussed need to sustain self (causal arrow h). 

At any rate, the model in Fig. 5 . 1 views diffuse anxiety, or a generalized 
and unspecified sense of disequilibrium, as an important source of inter
personal energy (in this emphasis, I am probably closer to Freud than are 
most sociologists). Until one can achieve a sense of trust, security, and in
clusion in interaction, behavioral responses will cycle around efforts to 
deal with the anxiety associated with these three needs. Furthermore, be
cause these needs tend to remain unarticulated, creating nonspecific anx
iety, individuals often have great difficulty pinpointing the source of their 
disequilibrium, with the result that considerable interpersonal energy can 
be devoted to meeting these needs as individuals grope around for a so
lution to their often vague feelings of discomfort. 

Just how people seek to resolve their anxiety is, however, greatly circum
scribed by the other motivational processes delineated in Fig. 5 . 1 . The 
most central of these is the need to sustain a self-conception. The dynamics 
of sustaining self are complex and involve a number of unresolved issues. 

One of these is the issue of the "dispositional" versus the "situational" 
self or "core self" versus "peripheral self." My view is that both are critical 
motivating dynamics. On the one hand, people have more permanent con
figurations of attitudes about themselves that they seek to sustain in all 
interaction situations; on the other hand, people have more contextually 
based self-attitudes that they seek to confirm in certain types or classes of 
situations.2 As causal arrow g denotes, diffuse anxiety will increase needs 
for sustaining self-conception as both more permanent and situational at
titudes; and as arrow h emphasizes, one's level of diffuse anxiety is either 

2 E v e n if one takes the extreme situational view, as Collins ( 1975) and Goffman (1959) 
appear to do, the place of self in the model is unchanged. People will experience anxiety when 
their situational self is unconfirmed. Moreover, when needs for trust, inclusion, and security 
produce anxiety, they will be especially concerned about situational self-confirmation. 



raised or lowered by the degree of success in doing so. I would hypothesize 
that the failure to sustain core self-attitudes generates more intense, dif
fuse, and long-term anxiety than do failures to confirm situational self-
definitions. Yet it is probably the failure to confirm situational attitudes 
that will be the most "noticed" by an individual. Individuals are also more 
likely to feel immediately mobilized to "do something" about a failure to 
sustain a situationally based view of themselves (as denoted by causal ar
row m). In contrast, problems in reinforcing core self may be submerged 
by defense mechanisms, creating more diffuse levels of anxiety (arrow h) 
that are not easily labeled by an individual and that do not suggest im
mediate courses of action. (Again, I think that Freudian analysis has much 
to offer interactionist interpretations of self.) 

Another unresolved question is whether efforts to sustain self revolve 
around needs to maintain consistency among potentially alterable self-
attitudes (Gergen and Morse, 1967) or around needs to preserve intact a 
given self-concept (Lecky, 1945). That is, do people seek to sustain a given 
conception of themselves or do they simply try to keep in harmony the po
tentially changeable elements of their self-conception? Again, my answer 
is that people do both. My sense is that as individuals mature, they seek to 
preserve a given self-conception, even to the point of employing defense 
mechanisms to do so (and thereby escalating their level of diffuse anxiety). 
But at the same time, normal individuals are also realists; when a self-
concept cannot be preserved, people develop new self-definitions, but they 
do so in gradual ways that are consistent with, and in harmony with, older 
self-definitions (Swann, 1983). It is reasonable to hypothesize, I think, that 
situational definitions are more easily changed and reconciled with other 
situationally based elements of self than are elements of one's core self. But 
even when individuals can no longer sustain all of their core self-
definitions, they usually shift these definitions in a manner that promotes 
consistency. If this shift cannot occur and/or cannot be done in ways that 
promote self-consistency, then levels of diffuse anxiety increase (arrow h). 
And, as a consequence, the mobilization of energy, as well as signaling and 
interpreting, in an interaction can become potentially pathological. 

Another issue is whether individuals' needs for consistency/stability in 
self-definitions are more critical than needs for maintaining or enhancing 
self-evaluations, or self-esteem. Once again, both processes are important 
(Gecas, 1986, 1982). Efforts to sustain self-conceptions reveal behaviors 
designed to secure responses of se\(-affirmation from others (i.e., to main
tain self-esteem and perhaps a sense of efficacy) and, at the same time, to 
prompt responses of self-confirmation from others (i.e., to keep substan
tive elements of self intact and consistent). The results of such efforts are 
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denoted by feedback path n-h. To some extent, self-affirmation depends 
upon self-confirmation; that is, people's level of esteem is greatly affected 
by their capacity to sustain a core self whose definitional elements are con
sistent; the converse is less true. But these dimensions of self—esteem and 
consistency—are also independent sources of motivation. When one's pos
itive evaluations of self are not affirmed by others, one experiences anxiety 
and is highly mobilized to "do something" about such failures of self-
affirmation (path g-m). Part of the reason for such mobilization is, of 
course, that failure to affirm self-evaluations creates inconsistency among 
self-definitions; but equally important, efforts to sustain esteem per se are 
powerful motivating forces. In fact, I would hypothesize that such efforts 
are more salient to an individual than consistency questions and will pro
duce more anxiety (arrow h) as well as more intense efforts at resolution 
(causal path g-m). 

Thus, when conceptualizing as a motivational dynamic the "need to sus
tain a self-conception," I am subsuming a number of more complex dy
namics. But a synthetic model like that in Fig. 5 . 1 requires this kind of col
lapsing of processes. Moreoever, the dynamics of self-related processes are 
amenable to this synthesis, for in the end, individuals attempt to sustain a 
self-conception by affirming and confirming both its core and situational 
elements. 

Operating simultaneously with efforts to sustain self are activities de
signed to meet needs for symbolic and material gratifications. Just what 
symbols and material props are gratifying is, to some degree, determined 
by the context of an interaction. For example, a situation of authority 
would define the symbols and materials of power as gratifying (the right 
to give orders, to control space, to demand deference, to make money, etc.), 
whereas a friendship relationship would involve symbols of mutual ap
proval and material arrangements facilitating interaction. Equally impor
tant as the context of an interaction are other motivational processes. 
These also define what is gratifying, and while their variability is also 
context-dependent, they evidence independent effects on people's percep
tions of what is rewarding. Let me explore some of the ways that these 
other motivational processes circumscribe needs for gratification. 

First, as causal path c-f indicates, needs for group inclusion influence 
what is defined as gratifying as well as the intensity of needs for gratifi
cation. Needs for inclusion dictate that symbols and material props sig
nifying group inclusion are likely to be highly gratifying, especially when 
inclusion needs are high and escalate levels of diffuse anxiety. Second, 
needs for trust or predictability of interactions, as demarked by causal path 
d-f, are also relevant to needs for gratification, if less so than needs for 



inclusion. That is, symbols and material props that provide interactants 
with a sense of predictable rhythms will be rewarding, but not as rewarding 
as those marking group membership. Third, as causal path e-f indicates, 
needs for ontological security will also influence what is gratifying, but less 
so than either needs for trust or group inclusion. Fourth, and as important 
as needs for group inclusion, needs to sustain self exert powerful con
straints on needs for gratification, as is denoted by causal arrow ;'. Indi
viduals find particularly gratifying those symbols and material arrange
ments that confirm the substantive content of their core and more 
peripheral self, especially with respect to issues of esteem and consistency. 
Fifth, previous outcomes of signaling and interpreting with others, as 
marked by feedback loops r and s, will condition what individuals find 
gratifying. Those symbols and material props that have in the past created 
a sense of emotional enhancement by virtue of their capacity to confirm/ 
affirm self, that have denoted a favorable place in group processes, and that 
have provided a sense of trust as well as security will be a cause of an actor's 
expenditure of energy (as denoted by causal loop r-l). 

Although needs for sustaining self can operate via causal path ;'-/ on the 
mobilization of interpersonal energy (that is, through their influence on 
needs for gratification), they also exert more direct effects following causal 
arrow m. Indeed, independently of needs for material or symbolic grati
fication, people negotiate over ways to sustain their respective self-
conceptions; or, in Goffman's (1959) terminology, much interaction in
volves "presentations of self" as actors seek to construct "lines" of conduct 
that save and preserve "face" (Goffman, 1967). 

An equally important causal force is denoted by the path emanating 
from needs for facticity. People mobilize considerable energy in order to 
construct an implicit "account" of a situation. That is, through the use of 
ethnomethods (Garfinkel, 1967), they create a sense of a shared and factual 
world. One could hypothesize that this implicit "account" of what is real 
becomes a critical background feature of the given situation, which in turn, 
facilitates actors' ability to meet other interpersonal needs. 

The process of mobilizing energy thus occurs at multiple levels and 
phases. In terms of phases, I think needs for facticity and the consequent 
use of ethnomethods are typically initiated before efforts at self-
confirmation and exchanges of resources. With respect to levels, these are 
displayed as vertical columns across Fig. 5.1 . In the middle column, the 
more explicit motivational levels of interaction—needs for gratification, 
self-confirmation, and facticity—are shown. On the far left are the deeper 
and typically unconscious needs for ontological security, trust, and group 
inclusion. Thus, what one can actually observe in interaction—the expen-
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diture of energy through signaling and gesturing—is motivated and ener
gized by a more complex set of processes. Most sociological theory has, I 
think, concentrated far too much on the levels of motivation depicted in 
the middle and on the right side of Fig. 5 . 1 . The forces on the left side are 
equally important, perhaps even more significant for the smooth flow of 
interaction and ultimately for the maintenance of patterns of social orga
nization. 

This conclusion becomes even more evident when certain feedback pro
cesses in the model are examined in more detail. At the bottom of Fig. 5 . 1 
are two crucial feedback loops, denoted by causal arrows p and q. As 
people employ ethnomethods in their signaling and interpreting (causal ar
row o), they seek to convince each other that they share, for the purposes 
at hand, a common factual world. As signals are sent and interpreted, the 
feedback process denoted by arrow p is critical. For if interactants do not 
create a sense of a common world, then needs for facticity will increase 
and set into motion increased use of ethnomethods to assert an account, 
to repair a damaged one, or to gloss over potentially discordant elements 
of an account. I would hypothesize that interaction will cycle around this 
causal path until an account is constructed, creating a situation where the 
expenditure of energy to meet other needs will be held in partial sus
pension. 

If an interaction continues to cycle around problems of creating an ac
count, then feedback arrow q indicates that deeper needs for ontological 
security will escalate, creating a sense of diffuse anxiety (arrow e). In turn, 
this anxiety will increase further needs for facticity (arrow i) as well as 
needs for sustaining self (arrow g) and gratification (arrow f), but these 
latter two needs will not be activated to the extent of the need for facticity. 
As arrow b indicates, the increased salience of needs for ontological se
curity will raise needs for trust, which will also increase anxiety and, to a 
greater extent than do needs for security, needs for self-maintenance and 
gratification (causal paths d-g, d-f). As is evident, then, these complex and 
indirect feedback processes can escalate exponentially needs for facticity 
as well as other motivational processes. This exponential escalation can 
also help explain why Garfinkel's (1963, 1967) early "breaching experi
ments" generated such seemingly disproportionate emotional reactions 
from subjects. The explanation resides, I think, in the refracted effects of 
interpretive problems in feedback arrows p and q. Conversely, when the 
use of ethnomethods is successful in creating an account, then more than 
just needs for facticity are reduced in salience, thereby allowing other in
terpersonal negotiations to proceed. 

Feedback loop n similarly sets into motion a series of complex reactions. 



When presentations of self do not lead to confirmation and affirmation of 
either core or situational selves, then presentational activities will increase 
as a proportion of signaling and interpreting, but not unless some back
ground accounts are constructed. If some aspect of self is not confirmed or 
affirmed after repeated efforts, then feedback loop h would indicate that 
anxiety will increase and set off even more escalated efforts at sustaining 
self (via causal path h-g-m). Moreover, since the anxiety is likely to be dif
fuse and nonspecific, needs for gratification (path h-f) and facticitv (path 
h-i) will also increase, though not to the degree of needs for sustaining self. 
Moreover, if these needs for facticity and gratification increase too much, 
then feedback arrows s and q indicate that needs for inclusion, trust, and 
security would also increase, as would the level of diffuse anxiety fuel
ing needs for self, gratification, and facticity. And conversely, if self-
presentations are successful, then these same causal paths will reduce not 
only the salience of needs for self but also those for facticity and gratifi
cation (and indirectly those for inclusion, trust, and security). 

Feedback arrow r denotes the rewards that people receive in their ex
changes with others. If they receive a level of symbolic and material re
wards that is proportionate to their expectations and that allows them a 
profit, then interaction will proceed smoothly, but it will be influenced by 
the effects of marginal utility or satiation. If people do not receive a profit, 
then needs for symbolic and material gratification increase, setting into 
motion renewed efforts to achieve relevant symbolic and material re
sources. But if needs for gratification are not met, then needs for a sense 
of group inclusion increase, as is indicated by feedback arrow s. The ac
tivation of this latter need escalates diffuse anxiety, which operates to raise 
exponentially needs for symbols and material arrangements that signal 
group membership (causal path s-c-f) and, to a lesser extent, needs for self-
confirmation (s-c-g) and facticity (s-c-i). Thus, if exchange relations prove 
consistently unprofitable, I would hypothesize that actors will find the sym
bols and props of group inclusion increasingly rewarding and that presen
tations of self will revolve ever more around confirming and affirming self 
as a group participant. Moreover, if needs for group inclusion increase to 
a very high level, then needs for facticity can also rise, although to a lesser 
extent than needs for sustaining self and gratification. If such needs for 
group inclusion jump to extremely high levels, then the use of ethnometh
ods will revolve increasingly around creating a shared sense of common 
group structure. And finally, as needs for group inclusion increase, then 
needs for a sense of trust will rise (arrow a), setting into motion, via causal 
arrow d, escalated anxiety as it influences other motivational processes, as 
described earlier. 
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Conclusion 

The analytical model in Fig. 5 . 1 summarizes my best estimation of the 
motivational processes behind social interaction. As an analytical model, 
it simplifies; and in the spirit of Parsons's (1937) strategy for "analytical 
realism," it highlights at an abstract level phenomena that are embedded 
in each other and in the more general flow of human organization. Unlike 
Parsons's analytical realism, my model emphasizes processes and concep
tualizes elements in the model as variables whose values can change. But 
much like Parsons's approach, all analytical models are too complex to test 
as a whole, despite the fact that they obviously represent simplifications of 
empirical processes. And thus, a model such as this one is most useful when 
it can be translated into a series of propositions. 

The models presented in this and subsequent chapters are intended to 
facilitate such conversion. In making this conversion, additional theorizing 
is involved. For as one creates statements of covariance among variables, 
some causal connections are given more emphasis than others. Yet we are 
not ready for a full propositional analysis, since the values of the variables 
in the model will be influenced by interactional and structuring processes 
to be denoted in later chapters. As will be recalled from Fig. 2 . 1 , motiva
tional, interactional, and structuring processes are interconnected. These 
relationships will become increasingly evident as composite models are de
veloped for interactional and structuring processes. 

Yet even at this point, it is possible to offer some propositions from the 
model in Fig. 5 . 1 . We will want to rewrite these as more variables become 
available from models on interactional and structuring variables, but as a 
preliminary summary, it might be useful to list some of the key relation
ships from the model. 

1. The overall level of motivational energy of an individual during in
teraction is a steep s-function of the level of diffuse anxiety experienced by 
that individual. 

2. The overall level of diffuse anxiety of an individual during interaction 
is an inverse and additive function of the extent to which needs for group 
inclusion, trust, ontological security, and confirmation/affirmation of self 
are being met. 

a. The intensity of needs for group inclusion is an inverse function of 
the extent to which efforts at signaling and interpreting yield sym
bolic and material gratifications that mark group membership. 

b. The intensity of needs for ontological security is an inverse function 



of the degree to which the use of ethnomethods during signaling and 
interpreting creates an implicit account of "what is real" in a situa
tion, and hence, a sense of facticity. 

c. The intensity of needs for trust is an inverse and multiplicative func
tion of the degree to which signaling and interpreting meet needs for 
ontological security and group inclusion through, respectively, the 
use of ethnomethods and the profitable exchange of symbols and 
props marking group membership. 

d. The intensity of needs for self-affirmation/confirmation is an inverse 
function of the degree to which presentations and interpretations of 
self are successful in sustaining the content and consistency of core 
and peripheral self-definitions. 

3. The degree to which an individual will seek to maintain an interac
tion, or to renew and reproduce it at subsequent points in time, is an ad
ditive function of the extent to which needs for group inclusion, trust, on
tological security, self-confirmation/affirmation, gratification, and factic
ity are being met. 

In reading this short list of propositions, several lines of emphasis be
come evident. First, I see an individual's overall level of motivational en
ergy as directly caused by the diffuse anxiety that results from a failure to 
meet needs for group inclusion, ontological security, trust, and self-
affirmation/confirmation. Among these motivational forces, only the self 
variable is typically subject to high levels of conscious reflection; and thus, 
I am arguing that much motivational energy is ultimately tied to more un
conscious forces.3 Indeed, if we take Freud's view of "libido" in its broadest 
sense, then the conceptualization of group inclusion, trust, and ontological 
security as the mainsprings of motivation is very similar to Freud's argu
ment. In this emphasis, there is an implied critique of much sociological 
theory, which has tended to ignore the topic of motivation in general or, 
when it has addressed the topic, has tended to stress self-presentation, ex
change calculations, and use of interpersonal techniques. These may be the 
most visible aspects of motivation, but I believe it is their feedback effects 

31 am also taking a position that appears to emphasize the dark side of motivational en
ergy. That is, humans are motivated by the fear of anxiety that comes with a failure to meet 
certain fundamental need states. 1 must confess that this conclusion bothers me in my hu
manistic moments, but it is somewhat mitigated by my third proposition, where things are 
seen in a more positive light. People will try to sustain and repeat those relations that meet 
basic needs, but there is, I argue, always a fear of not having them met, which keeps their 
energy up. Thus, my theory mixes two somewhat different traditions: interpersonal energy 
is related to the anxiety that comes with not meeting ends or the fear of not meeting them; a 
willingness to participate in social relations is related to the fact that they do not produce this 
anxiety. Thus, a desire to avoid the anxiety that would ensue if reinforcing social relations 
ceased meeting basic needs is what ultimately generates interpersonal energy. 
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on deeper levels of motivation that generate the most motivational energy 
in people. In essence, then, sociological theory has not given sufficient at
tention to those unconscious processes that fuel anxiety. 

Second, I suspect that many of the relations specified in these proposi
tions are nonlinear, although I have emphasized this conclusion only with 
the first proposition. Since apathy and withdrawal eventually occur if 
needs go unconsummated, especially for the more visible motivating forces 
such as self-presentation, profit seeking, and use of ethnomethods, it is 
likely that the reactions among these motive states are nonlinear. However, 
withdrawal and apathy are, in essence, two of many defense mechanisms 
that simply repress or leave unconsummated more fundamental motive 
forces. As these go unconsummated, they build in intensity and create dif
fuse anxiety, which, in a pathological cycle, can encourage even more ex
tensive use of defense mechanisms—a dynamic that will also reveal a non
linear profile. And, as Freud would have argued, such defensive cycles 
create enormous motivational energy that will, in the end, become mani
fest. Given the complexity of these dynamics, I found it difficult to specify 
the exact form of the relationships; though I have stated most of them as 
linear, it is quite probable that they are nonlinear. 

Finally, let me stress again that this list of propositions is only provisional 
and selective. It does not examine all of the causal processes outlined in 
Fig. 5 . 1 ; rather, it represents what I see as the most crucial set of motiva
tional forces. But to the extent that we seek to break the model down into 
a more manageable and testable form, this list of propositions—as well as 
the various hypotheses offered during my discussion of the model—can 
serve as a starting point for using the model to understand specific empir
ical situations. 



Interactional Processes 

III 



6 
Mead's and Schutz's Early 
Models of Interaction 

A N U M B E R OF S C H O L A R S have viewed Talcott Parsons's The 
Structure of Social Action as a "promising beginning" that was regrettably 
abandoned in favor of a macro functionalism (e.g., Scott, 1963; Coleman, 
1986). Though Parsons's early theory of motivation is applauded by even 
his most severe critics, my view is less enthusiastic in two senses. First, his 
early work is, in reality, an expanded and elaborated version of utilitarian 
approaches, as a comparison of Figs, i.z and 3.1 will reveal. Second, his 
abandonment of his theory of motivation is less of a problem than his fail
ure to take the next theoretical step and develop a model of interaction. 
For the great flaw in Parsons's action theory is that actors can potentially 
"act" but not "interact." Indeed, as I emphasized in Chapter 1, Parsons 
followed Weber's lead and moved rather quickly into a macrostructural 
interpretation of reality, in which actors increasingly became cogs in the 
status roles of the social system. All this has, of course, been said before 
and need not be elaborated upon. The more interesting point in such crit
icisms is that Parsons appears to have been unaware of Alfred Schutz's 
(1932) early analysis of Weber's rather static, typological, and classifica-
tory approach to social action and interaction. Even more amazing is his 
failure to examine, at least during this early phase of his writing, the rel
evant work of George Herbert Mead (1934). In the thought of these two 
scholars we find the basic elements of all contemporary approaches to what 
Parsonian and Weberian action theory has always lacked: a model of 
interaction. 

Mead and Schutz came from very different intellectual traditions— 
American pragmatism and behaviorism for Mead, German phenomenol
ogy for Schutz. But these respective analyses converged and, at the same 
time, complemented each other. For this to occur, Mead had to take be
haviorism away from the methodological straitjacket imposed by John B. 
Watson ( 1 9 1 3 ) 1 and delve into the processes of thought and meaning, 
whereas Schutz had to liberate phenomenology from the solipsism of Ed-

'I have been told that Watson was in Mead's famous course on social psychology at the 
University of Chicago; if this is so, then Mead was attacking his former student, who ap
parently had missed the central point of Mead's lectures. 



7 4 I N T E R A C T I O N A L P R O C E S S E S 

mund Husserl's ( 1913) phenomenological project and "wwbracket" the ex
ternal world of other people. Taken together, these early works of Mead 
and Schutz made behaviorism and phenomenology the conceptual corner
stones for a theory of interactional processes. 

Thus, in moving to the second basic process in the analysis of micro dy
namics—that is, interactional processes—the best place to begin is with 
what Parsons ignored: the ideas of Mead and Schutz. As will be recalled 
from the discussion in Chapter 2, interactional processes involve what 
people actually do when they influence each other's behavior. The last three 
chapters have analyzed what energizes or motivates behavior during the 
course of interaction; the next three chapters will explore how motivated 
individuals respond to one another. As is perhaps obvious, but nonetheless 
fundamental, interactional processes revolve around individuals' capacity 
to signal their course of behavior with gestures, to interpret each other's 
gestures, and to adjust their responses. Elsewhere, I have called this process 
"the mechanics of interaction" (J. Turner, 1986a), but the label is less im
portant than a detailed analysis of the processes of signaling and inter
preting. Mead and Schutz provided the conceptual canopy for understand
ing these interrelated processes, and modern theorists have been filling in 
the details. Let me begin with Mead and then turn to Schutz, saving for the 
next chapter a review of the more modern supplements to these early 
thinkers. 

Mead on Interactional Processes 

G. H. Mead (1934) sometimes employed the concept of "triadic matrix" 
to describe the essential dynamics in all interaction. First, an organism ges
tures as it moves in the environment, and in so doing, it sends out signals 
to other organisms. Second, another organism perceives this movement by 
becoming aware of gestures, and then responds to these gestures by altering 
its movements in the environment, thereby sending out its own signals. 
Third, the original organism perceives these latter signals and responds to 
them by altering its course of behavior. When these three events have oc
curred, the triad is complete, and interaction has taken place. 

Mead argued that although human interaction contains the basic ele
ments of this triad, it is qualitatively different from nonhuman interaction. 
This qualitative difference stems from what Mead believed (perhaps in
correctly) to be certain unique behavioral capacities of humans. First, hu
mans use "conventional" or "significant" gestures, in that the signs com
municated among humans "mean" the same thing to both the sending and 
the receiving organism (that is, they call forth similar responses, whether 
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covert or overt). Second, humans have the capacity to "role-take," or to 
interpret the conventional gestures of others and mentally "take" or as
sume the perspective and likely course of action of others. Third, humans 
possess a capacity for "self," in that they can view themselves as objects in 
a situation by reading their own gestures as well as those of others; and 
they can use this sense of self as a guideline to organizing their responses 
to others. Fourth, humans reveal a capacity for "mind" in the sense that 
they can "imaginatively rehearse" alternative lines of conduct, foresee 
varying outcomes, inhibit what are seen as inappropriate responses, and 
select an appropriate line of conduct. Fifth, by virtue of their capacities for 
"role-taking" and "mind," humans can assume the perspective of "gener
alized others" or "communities of attitudes" and use this perspective as a 
framework for self-evaluation and choosing an appropriate line of 
conduct. 

I do not believe that these behavioral capacities are unique to humans, 
although we no doubt possess them to the greatest degree. 2 In any case they 
do make human interaction highly complex, allowing us to engage in mul
tiple behaviors simultaneously or in very rapid sequence. If these behav
ioral capacities are combined with those in Mead's analysis of motivation 
(see Fig. 3 . 4 ) , a model somewhat like that in Fig. 6 . 1 emerges. 

As discussed in Chapter 3, Mead's (1938) analysis of "the act" empha
sized four phases: ( 1 ) "impulses," or states of disequilibrium with the en
vironment; (2) heightened and selective "perception" where objects, in
cluding oneself, others, and generalized others, are viewed in regard to 
their relevance for restoring equilibrium; (3) "manipulation" of the exter
nal environment through overt behavior and/or the internal, mental en
vironment through the covert behavioral capacities for "mind," or the ca
pacity to "imaginatively rehearse" alternatives; and (4) "consummation," 
or elimination of the impulse. Blockage of impulses escalates their inten
sity, heightens perception, and encourages minded deliberations as well as 
overt efforts at environmental manipulation. Thus, interaction is, in 
Mead's view, always circumscribed by the configurations of impulses, as 
these influence perception and thought. Of course, both past and present 
interactions with others are the primary source of impulses; configurations 
of impulses are changed as old impulses are consummated or frustrated 
and perhaps new ones initiated. 

As Fig. 6 . 1 emphasizes, the most critical processes in such motivated in-

21 think Mead was incorrect in his assumption that animals cannot do many of these 
things. Anyone who owns a dog recognizes the canine's rudimentary capacity for using sig
nificant gestures and role-taking. More importantly, some mammals, such as higher primates 
and perhaps some marine mammals, evidence considerable capacity to use conventional ges
tures, to role-take, and to think. What Mead saw as a basic dichotomy is a continuum in
volving degrees of behavioral capacities. 
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Fig. 6 . 1 . Mead's model of interaction. 

tcraction arc (T) perceptions of "self" as an object; (2) perceptions of rel
evant "generalized others"; ( 3 ) covert manipulation, or reflective and de
liberative thought involving assessment of alternatives, self, and gener
alized othcr(s); (4) overt manipulation, or signaling through the emission 
of gestures; and (5) interpretation of others', as well as one's own, gestures 
in terms of generalized others and conceptions of self.3 All of these five pro
cesses have, directly or indirectly, an impact on the configurations of an 
individual's impulses as they circumscribe the flow of an interaction. 

One critical variable in this model is self as a primary constraint on how 

3 One reviewer of this model asked where Mead's analysis of the " I " and " m e " was. These 
concepts have been, I think, rather overemphasized in commentaries on Mead. The actual 
passages where they appear (Mead, 1934: 1 2 5 , 1 4 5 - 4 6 , 1 7 3 - 7 8 , 1 9 2 - 2 1 3 , 2 7 3 - 8 1 , 3 7 1 -
73) are some of the most abstruse in his work. Hence, I prefer not to use the concepts, but 
this is how I interpret them: " m e " is an actor's self-image in a situation; as such, it reflects, 
in order of importance, one's deliberations over, and perceptions of, what one has just done; 
the "looking-glass" reactions of others as reflected in their gestures; the evaluation of behavior 
from the perspective of the generalized other; and the assessment of one's more enduring self-
conception. " 1 " is simply behavior. As Mead says, "the T can only be known in experience"; 
that is, the " I " is only seen through " m e " or self-images. Thus, behavior consists of " I " - " m e " -
" I " - " m e " bundles, in which actors behave ("I") and then see their behavior ("me"). This pro
cess need not always be overt, of course. Actors can weigh a behavioral option ("me"), emit 
the behavior "in their mind" ("I"), and then think about the consequences of such emission 
("me"). All of these ideas are found in Fig. 6.1 and have in fact been described as processes 
(1) through (5)—thus, (1) represents " m e " images, (2) more complex " m e " images, (3) " I " -
"me" - " I " - "me" bundles, (4) " I , " and (5) complexes of " m e " images. This presentation avoids 
the controversy over whether Mead used the term " I " to denote indeterminacy in human 
behavior, though I think he did in this sense: even if you think about what you are going to 
do ("me"), you cannot be sure just what you have done until after you have actually acted 
("I"), and then observed your behavior ("me"). 
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individuals signal, or emit gestures. For Mead, an individual's self-
conception mediates between configurations of impulses, generalized oth
ers, and assessment of alternatives, on the one hand, and signaling through 
gestures, on the other hand. It is for this reason that self is placed closest 
to signaling in the model in Fig. 6.1 . 4 For although thought or covert de
liberation has direct effects on how people signal, such reflective thought 
is influenced by people's self-conception. Moreover, perceptions of self 
have a direct causal effect on signaling, independent of conscious thought. 
That is, people's signals are often unconsciously influenced by their con
ception of themselves as a particular kind of individual. 5 Moreover, Mead 
implicitly hypothesized that the degree to which one's sense of self is con
firmed and affirmed by the signals of others (via the causal paths through 
interpreting and deliberation in the figure) has dramatic effects on config
urations of impulses (as is denoted by the feedback arrow at the top left 
portion of the figure). When one's self-conception in a situation is not con
firmed and affirmed, impulses to secure such affirmation/confirmation are 
heightened, with the result that perception, thought, and signaling are in
creasingly oriented to considerations of self. 

The other critical causal variable in interaction is the "generalized 
other." Unfortunately, Mead's discussion of this variable is brief, but with 
some reasonable inferences it is possible to draw out the full implications 
of his analysis (Turner, 1982). His ideas converge with Durkheim's (1893) 
analysis of the "collective conscience," in that the importance of shared 
cognitions on interaction is emphasized. Mead appears to have borrowed 
the concept of generalized other from Wilhelm Wundt's (1916) notion of 
"mental communities," in which actors are seen to share certain attitudes. 
Mead makes the generalized other more sociological by emphasizing that 
"communities of attitudes" are attached to ongoing patterns of coordi
nated interaction. Such communities of attitudes represent a cognitive per
spective or framework that informs individuals of the appropriate ways of 
responding to a situation. In particular, the generalized other provides the 
criteria for self-assessment, for reflective thought, for signaling, and for 
interpreting the signals of others. It says, in effect, that only these kinds of 
self-assessment are to be invoked, only these parameters of thought are rel-

4 There is, of course, considerable disagreement over Mead's conceptualization of self. 
Mead uses the term "self" in three different ways: (1) as a synonym for "actor" or "indi
vidual," (2) as a concept denoting the process of self-control on the part of individuals, and 
(3) as a concept denoting actors' cognitions about themselves as objects. I am emphasizing 
(3) here, with implications for (2) in the sense that one's self-conception represents ordered 
cognitions that delimit and control the gestures that people emit. See Turner and Beeghley 
( 1981 : 502—3) for my more detailed modeling of the relation between Mead's various uses of 
the concept "self." 

5 Here, I may be reaching a bit, but I think that Mead would agree with this interpretation. 
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evant, only this range of signaling is appropriate, and only these patterns 
of interpretation are useful. 

The generalized other thus places parameters on how people see them
selves, think, interpret, and signal; and at the same time, it can provide 
more detailed instructions about how to proceed during interaction. In 
fact, Mead appears to conceptualize several levels of generalized others. 
There can be a very general perspective or set of attitudes as well as more 
detailed instructions about how individuals should respond in a situation. 
The important point in Mead's analysis is that as people interact, they de
velop shared cognitive perspectives and frameworks for ordering their re
sponses, especially with regard to how one thinks, interprets, signals, and 
views self. Moreover, once such perspectives are created and used, they 
become attached to the situation and circumscribe subsequent interac
tions. And so, as individuals develop relatively stable patterns of coordi
nated activity ("society" in Mead's terms), they also develop shared atti
tudes and orientations that further structure the situation. Thus, for most 
interactions, there exists a relevant configuration of both abstract and spe
cific generalized others for mediating interaction. 

The placement of the generalized other in Fig. 6.x marks its relative 
causal effects on the other variables. The most direct effect is on how 
people think, which, in turn, has indirect effects on how individuals define 
self, signal, and interpret. The other direct causal path connects the gen
eralized other(s) with the process of interpretation: the generalized other 
provides the mental set or framework for interpreting the gestures of oth
ers. 6 In turn, the degree of conformity of others' gestures, and indirectly 
one's own, to the dictates of the generalized other has consequences for an 
individual's configuration of impulses, as is denoted by the feedback arrow 
at the bottom left portion of Fig. 6. i. 

In sum, then, Mead conceptualizes self and generalized other(s) as the 
primary variables determining how people think, signal, and interpret. 
Moreover, the values for these variables have important causal effects, via 
feedback loops, on people's impulses, or sense of equilibrium. Signaling is 
most directly influenced by self, whereas interpreting is most directly de
termined by the generalized other. And while reflective thought, as stim
ulated by impulses, heightened perception, and perhaps blockage, or un
consummated impulses (see Fig. 3 . 4 ) , also influences how individuals 
signal and interpret, the process of thinking is highly circumscribed by 
people's self-conception and their invocation of generalized others. How-

6 Hence, " m e " images are typically filtered through the "generalized other." I should also 
note that there is a clear convergence between Mead's conceptualization of the "generalized 
other" and Freud's view of the "super-ego." They are both pointing to the internalization and 
use of group standards to evaluate actions. 
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ever, if blockage of impulses occurs, especially with respect to confirmation 
of self and conformity to the expectations of generalized others, then 
people become increasingly conscious of themselves as objects in the sit
uation and of the dictates of the generalized other—thereby underscoring 
that "mind," or reflective thought, has important effects on both self and 
generalized other. Yet, even here, this increased awareness of self and gen
eralized others feeds back and constrains further conscious thought as well 
as the processes of signaling and interpreting during interaction. As the 
feedback arrow in the middle left portion of Fig. 6.x underscores, such 
thought about oneself and generalized others also has important direct ef
fects on an individual's impulses. 

These seminal ideas, as modeled in Fig. 6 . 1 , represent the conceptual 
canopy for most modern theorizing on interaction. As I document in the 
next chapter, most contemporary theory has simply sought to specify in 
more detail how self and cognitive frames influence thinking, signaling, 
and interpreting among individuals. These details are not trivial, for 
Mead's formulation is skeletal and often vague. 7 Contemporary analyses 
have added considerably more detail to a conceptualization of interac
tional processes. 

Mead's ideas are not the only early source of inspiration for modern 
theorizing about interaction. In recent decades, what is often viewed as an 
alternative to traditional interactionist analysis has emerged in sociologi
cal theory, drawing its inspiration from phenomenology, especially as re
vised by Alfred Schutz. Yet, as will become evident, Schutz's approach and 
those contemporary perspectives it has influenced represent not an "alter
native" to Mead, but rather a supplement to the general model portrayed 
in Fig. 6.1. 

Schutz's Contribution to Mead's Conceptual Canopy 

In Fig. 6.x, I have modeled Schutz's analysis of interaction in ways that 
emphasize convergence with Mead's ideas. There are important differences 
in their approaches, but first let me stress their similarities. Schutz never 
really developed a coherent theory of motivation; and in his early work 
(Schutz, 1932.), this is most evident. He implies that actors' "interests" mo
tivate them to interrupt their ongoing "stream of consciousness," creating 
"acts of attention," or what he also termed "the act" and "activity." Such 
acts of attention can also be generated by the "pure ego," which, presum-

7 This is the reason, I believe, that Mead's ideas are often taken in different directions. For 
example, Blumer's (1969) interpretation is very different than mine, although it too fits Fig. 
6.1. 
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Fig. 6.z. Schutz's model of intersubjectivity. 

ably, is the desire of an individual to call attention to itself as an object in 
a given situation. In a sense, "acts of attention" correspond to the "per
ception" phase of the act in Mead's motivational scheme. The essential 
point is that, for whatever motivational reasons, actors become selectively 
attuned to aspects of their environment. 

Such selective perception determines how they see themselves as objects 
("ego"), how they think ("action"), and how they frame, or put into per
spective, a situation ("stocks of knowledge"). Schutz's conceptualization 
of "ego" is very imprecise, although it appears to correspond roughly to 
Mead's view of self. The concept of "action" more closely parallels Mead's 
conception of "mind" as imaginative rehearsal or, in Schutz's words, the 
"projection of the act into the future." And "stock of knowledge" is similar 
to Mead's formulation of the "generalized other" in at least this sense: it 
represents a cognitive structure that orders past experiences and makes 
them available for interpreting the gestures of others, thinking about al
ternatives, seeing oneself as an object, and signaling with "significant-
signs" a course of behavior. 

Interaction thus consists of signaling and interpreting gestures in terms 
of stocks of knowledge that order past experiences and provide a perspec
tive or framework for interaction with others. In this general sense, 
Schutz's scheme converges with Mead's, but as I mentioned above, there 
are important shifts in emphasis. 

Perhaps the most obvious difference is that "the other" is far less central 
in Schutz's analysis than in Mead's (Perinbanayagam, 1975) . As a phenom-
enologist, Schutz was more interested in consciousness per se, than Mead, 
who was primarily concerned with how coordinated activity ("society") 
was possible. Indeed, Schutz phrases the question of interaction in terms 
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of "intersubjectivity." That is, how do individuals gain access to each oth
er's subjective states? His answer to this question is the signaling and in
terpreting of gestures in terms of the framework provided by stocks of 
knowledge. But in this answer, which on the surface resembles Mead's, 
additional differences between the two emerge. 

Unlike Mead, who tended to see interaction as a very active process of 
signaling, interpreting, and constructing lines of coordinated activity,8 

Schutz argues that individuals generally "take for granted" a "reciprocity 
of perspectives" and that interaction typically involves signaling and in
terpreting in ways that avoid questioning this implicit presumption. Thus, 
in contrast to Mead's actor, who actively signals, role-takes, and rehearses 
alternatives, Schutz's actor assumes intersubjectivity unless shown other
wise. But at the same time that actors avoid questioning their presumption 
of intersubjectivity, they are not passive; they do actively signal and inter
pret in an effort to fine-tune and enhance their feelings of intersubjectivity. 
Here again, we can see how Schutz's model deviates from Mead's analysis 
in several important respects. 

First, Schutz's conceptualization of "stocks of knowledge" is more pre
cise than Mead's analysis of the "generalized other." For Schutz, humans' 
"past experiences are present as ordered, as knowledge or as awareness of 
what to expect, just as the whole external world is present . . . as ordered. 
Ordinarily and unless [humans are] forced to solve a special kind of prob
lem, [they] do not ask questions about how this ordered world was con
stituted" (Schutz, 1932 : 81) . Thus, though stocks of knowledge are im
plicit, they frame and order situations in terms of past experiences.9 Such 
stocks of knowledge give experience a sense of continuity in such funda
mental dimensions of reality as time, space, relations, rules of inference, 
rules for using significant signs, categorizing others and situations, and 
providing contextual meanings for signs. In other words, interaction is 
possible because humans presume that they have common stocks of 
knowledge and because they use these stocks to orient themselves in time 
and space, determine the contextual meaning of gestures ("indexicality," 
in modern jargon), categorize objects and people, and determine the ap
propriate "rules" or "procedures" for making inferences about the gestures 
of others and for emitting their own signals. 

Second, Schutz's analysis stresses what, in Mead's vocabulary, might be 
termed "levels of role-taking." As people implicitly use stocks of knowl-

8 I t is this aspect of Mead that Blumer (1969) emphasizes—indeed, overemphasizes. 
9 Yet Schutz misses what Durkheim, Freud, and Mead emphasized, respectively, with their 

concepts of the "collective conscience," the "super-ego," and the "generalized other." For all 
of these theorists, action is not just cognitively framed, it is "constrained" by internalized 
moral standards (that is, of course, Parsons's concern also). 
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edge to interpret the gestures of others, they do so with varying degrees of 
penetration into each other's consciousness. Whether a great deal or only 
a little penetration can or should occur is determined by stocks of knowl
edge that provide guidelines on what is possible and appropriate in a sit
uation. At the more surface level of role-taking, actors mutually "typify," 
or place each other into stereotypical categories, and then proceed to in
teract without great effort to achieve more intimate intersubjectivity. A 
somewhat more complex role-taking occurs when actors read gestures to 
determine the "in-order-to" motives of others, to understand where an ob
served behavior falls in the context of a more extended project. A deeper 
level of understanding comes when the gestures of others can be read to 
provide information about "because-of" motives, or the past experiences 
of others that have led up to their current behavior. And there is a level of 
role-taking involving "sympathetic penetration," where actors feel as 
though they intimately share each other's subjective experiences. 

Third, Schutz emphasizes that signaling and interpreting are highly con
textual. Just what a gesture "means" depends upon the larger context in 
which it appears. Stocks of knowledge usually provide the necessary in
formation for making accurate interpretations in several senses. They con
tain linguistic rules of inference for determining what a word or phrase 
means in a given linguistic context. They also enable interpretation of what 
nonverbal gestures mean in different situations. Thus, much signaling and 
interpreting involves understanding the context-dependency of gestures; 
and the "meaning" of a gesture can, to a very great extent, only be deter
mined by implicit knowledge of what can occur in varying types of 
situations. 

In sum, then, Schutz's model of intersubjectivity adds a number of im
portant insights: a more robust conceptualization of the processes by 
which individuals employ generalized perspectives or frameworks to in
terpret the gestures of others; a recognition that much interaction involves 
creating a sense of common intersubjective experience by tacit agreement 
not to question potentially discordant information; a conceptualization of 
"role-taking," to use Mead's label, that involves varying levels of penetra
tion into subjectivity; and a view of signaling and interpreting that em
phasizes the contextual basis for determining the meaning of gestures. Al
though many of those who have drawn out the implications of Schutz's 
thought in recent decades tend to consider their analysis antithetical to 
those who have followed Mead (e.g., Garfinkel, 1967), my sense is that the 
modern traditions emerging from Mead's pragmatism/behaviorism and 
Schutz's adaptation of phenomenology are highly complementary. This is 
best seen by synthesizing their respective models. 
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Fig. 6 . 3 . A skeletal composite of Mead's and Schutz's models. 

Conclusion: A Synthesized Model 

In Fig. 6 . 3 , I have combined Mead's and Schutz's models into a com
posite that provides a skeletal outline of the current theoretical work on 
interactional processes. As the model underscores, the processes of mu
tually signaling and interpreting are the vehicle by which actors influence 
each others' responses. For unless the signals of actors are mutually inter
preted and used to organize subsequent signaling, interaction does not oc
cur. A theoretical analysis of interaction must, therefore, explain the dy
namics of signaling and interpreting of gestures. 

As is portrayed in the composite model, actors use their stocks of knowl
edge as deep-background configurations of experiences to frame, in broad 
strokes, their deliberations about themselves, their emission of signals, and 
their interpretation of the signals emitted by others. Moreover, individuals 
in interaction must focus their stocks of knowledge through the invocation 
of the relevant generalized other(s), which provide(s) a more precise frame
work for interpreting gestures, thinking about alternatives, viewing one
self, and signaling a course of behavior. The generalized other thus makes 
more specific how actors are to orient themselves in a particular interac
tion. It provides more clear-cut standards and criteria by which one weighs 
potential alternatives, conceives of self, signals intentions, and interprets 
the responses of others. 

In approaching more contemporary theories of interaction, then, our 
goal should be to develop a more detailed analysis of how people signal 
and interpret through their behavioral capacities for using implicit stocks 
of knowledge, focusing these stocks through shared cognitive frameworks, 
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deliberating on potential responses, and seeing themselves as objects. As 
the composite model communicates by the juxtaposition of these variables, 
an individual's self-conception, as broadly framed by stocks of knowledge 
and more clearly defined by the criteria of the generalized other, circum
scribes how an individual signals in an interaction, whereas stocks of 
knowledge, as concretized by the cognitive ability to invoke more specific 
frameworks, are most directly critical in interpreting the gestures of others. 
All of these dynamics presuppose, of course, the ability to think reflectively, 
for it is through this capacity that stocks of knowledge are accumulated 
and brought to bear in a situation, that conceptions of self are possible, 
and that generalized frameworks can be invoked. Moreover, as the causal 
arrows in the model stress, reflective thinking is more than a mediator be
tween stocks of knowledge, self, and generalized others, on the one hand, 
and signaling and interpreting, on the other. While thought and reflection 
are clearly constrained by self, stocks of knowledge, and generalized frame
works, these "mind" processes also exert direct and, to some extent, in
dependent effects on signaling and interpreting. 

Such is my view of the early theoretical legacy as Talcott Parsons con
fronted it in 1937 with the publication of The Structure of Social Action. 
Parsons did not use this legacy, but most contemporary theorists have em
ployed the skeletal outline in Fig. 6.3, usually emphasizing only some di
mensions of signaling and interpreting, while ignoring others. Theorists 
have also tended to assert that the variables in their own theories are the 
only critical processes. In contrast, I suggest that only when these theories 
are combined under the guidance of the composite model in Fig. 6.3 will 
an adequate conceptualization of signaling and interpreting emerge. 



Contemporary Models of 
Interaction 

As C O N T E M P O R A R Y T H E O R I S T S have implicitly worked 
with the skeletal model provided by Mead and Schutz, they have empha
sized some signaling and interpreting processes at the expense of others. 
The result is a series of discrete models that, though full of insight, ignore 
many important dimensions of social interaction. In this chapter, I present 
the underlying models in the work of diverse theorists, with a special eye 
to how their ideas can be reconciled for the synthesis presented in Chap
ter 8. 

In selecting the theorists to be examined here, I have chosen for detailed 
review the most visible representatives of particular theoretical traditions. 
I open with an examination of Ralph Turner's role-theory perspective, then 
explore the dramaturgical analysis of Erving Goffman, especially as his 
early work on dramaturgy was modified by his conceptualization of ritual 
and framing. Next, I present Harold Garfinkel's ethnomethodological "al
ternative" in a way that encourages reconciliation with mainstream theo
rizing about interaction; and finally, I extract elements from Jiirgen Ha-
bermas's critical theoretic project, particularly his formulation of "validity 
claims" in the "ideal speech act." 

Turner's Role Theory 

Over the last 25 years, Ralph Turner has used Mead's model of inter
action to develop a strategy for the analysis of roles (1979, 1978, 1968, 
1962). In so doing, he has blended contemporary symbolic interactionism 
(e.g., Stryker, 1980; Manis and Meltzer, 1978; Blumer, 1969; Strauss, 
1959) with role theory (e.g., Heiss, 1981 ; Biddle and Thomas, T 9 6 6 ) in 
ways that maintain the emphasis of symbolic interactionism on process 
and, at the same time, revitalize the more structural concept of "role." Too 
often, I feel, the notion of "role" is abandoned in micro analysis; contrary 
to perhaps a majority of current micro theorists, I see the dynamics of 
"roles" as fundamental in human relations. 1 

1 Yet I will not use it to denote normatively regulated behavior associated with a "status 
position," which was Parsons's ( 195 1 ) use in his conceptualization of the "status-role." 

7 
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Turner has developed his approach partly in response to the problems of 
role theory (R. Turner, 1962), which include an excessively structured view 
of interaction,2 too great a concern with deviant roles, and a failure to ex
tend the central concept in Mead's approach—role-taking—in creative di
rections. As a result of addressing these problems, Turner implicitly em
ploys a model of interaction that emphasizes the process of role-taking and, 
as will become evident, its conceptual companion, "role-making." 

Turner views role-taking in much the same terms as Mead—reading and 
interpreting the gestures of others so as to assume their perspective, dis
position, and likely line of conduct. But Turner adds an important element 
to this conceptualization: humans operate with the "folk assumption" that 
behavior is organized into identifiable roles. That is, people assume that 
the gestures of others constitute a syndrome or system of signals.' This syn
drome of signals constitutes a role that, according to Turner, involves ste
reotypical sequences of behavior that are part of the knowledge base of 
competent actors. Indeed, in Turner's view, humans tacitly employ a "folk 
norm of consistency" that predisposes an assessment of behaviors in terms 
of their internal consistency and their capacity to signal what role others 
are playing. Until shown otherwise, people assume that gestures are con
sistent and mark an underlying role. Hence, the process of role-taking in
volves interpreting the behavior of others as a syndrome of gestures that 
reveals a role. For at the heart of role-taking "is the tendency to shape the 
phenomenal world into roles" (R. Turner, 1962: 2 1 ) . 

Turner (1962: 23) recognizes, however, that "interaction is always a ten
tative process, a process of continuously testing the conception one has of 
the role of the other." Role-taking is thus both active and provisional be
cause additional gestures will be assessed in terms of how they fit with the 
role marked by previous gestures. This set of processes is termed by Turner 
"validation" or "verification." Actors read new gestures to see if they are 
consistent with those emitted earlier; and so they verify, or fail to verify, 
the imputed role. Verification depends upon the capacity of the imputed 
role to maintain the flow of interaction and/or to correspond to external 
criteria, such as relevant group norms and contextual features of the sit
uation. Should gestures fail to be verified, a reassessment is in order, but 
this reevaluation will still involve the use of the "folk norm of consistency" 
in an effort to discover and verify a new role. 

While Turner argues that actors typically possess only "loose cultural 
frameworks" of norms, beliefs, values, and contexts for interpreting ges
tures and imputing roles, I advocate a more extreme position: competent 

2 Turner critiques not only Parsons but also most "role theorists" who assume that "struc
ture" is simply a system of complementary roles. 

3 This line of argument derives more from Schutz than Mead, although I'm not sure if 
Turner is directly borrowing from Schutz here. 
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actors possess relatively fine-tuned conceptions of roles and they use these 
as guidelines in role-taking, imputation, and verification.4 In contrast, 
Turner would assert that, to some degree, imputation and verification in
volve a more creative and situational interpretation of another's role. Al
though this is the case under some conditions, I argue that, in most cir
cumstances, role-taking begins with the use of shared role-conceptions as 
the basis for imputing a role. Only when the gestures of others do not seem 
to correspond to these more shared and standardized conceptions do ac
tors begin to construct a situationally unique role for others. 

Moreover, as Schutz (1932.) stressed, role-taking occurs at varying lev
els—from mutual typification to deeper insight into another's subjective 
states. This point can be used to extend Turner's argument into a simple 
hypothesis: long-term interactions, especially those involving strong emo
tional feelings, will increasingly move from imputation in terms of cultur
ally shared role-conceptions to more idiosyncratic constructions and im
putations of another's role. Yet, even here, these idiosyncratic roles are 
constructed within the parameters of culturally shared role-conceptions 
(for example, in any culture, actors evidence common conceptions of what 
"friendship" involves or what "long-term" interaction should produce). 

Thus, Turner's analysis of role-taking extends Mead's, and more implic
itly Schutz's, ideas in creative ways. The left and bottom portions of Fig. 
7 . 1 outline this critical process in ways that encourage comparison with 
the skeletal model presented in Fig. 6.3. Actors possess "loose cultural 
frameworks," which I see as similar to Schutz's conceptualization of 
"stocks of knowledge." A critical aspect of these cultural stocks is the "folk 
norm of consistency," in which individuals assume, until it is clearly dem
onstrated otherwise, that the gestures of others constitute a syndrome 
marking a role. These cultural frameworks, ordered by folk norms of con
sistency, lead actors to develop (through socialization and experience) an 
inventory of role-conceptions, which represent clusters or syndromes of 
behaviors denoting both general classes and more specific types of roles— 
for example, mother, father, son, daughter, good worker, close friend, ac
quaintance, serious student, etc. By virtue of humans' capacity for "mind," 
or deliberation, actors "run through" this inventory of conceptions as they 
role-take with others. They seek to determine which roles the gestures of 
others signal, make preliminary imputations, and then on the basis of sub-

4 I n saying this, however, I am not arguing that one's position in a system automatically 
dictates the role to be played. Rather, people know the syndromes of gestures associated with 
an enormous number of roles and can use this knowledge to interpret what others are doing. 
Moreover, actors may be unconscious of all their gestures and the role that they imply for 
others; yet these others will generally be able to assign a role—say, "sullen and depressed 
student-intellectual"—to an individual, and when confronted with a given set of gestures, 
most people will come up with the same role-designation. 
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Fig. 7 . 1 . A modified model of Turner's role theory. 

sequent interpretation of gestures, verify and reverify these imputations. If 
verification occurs, then the role-conception involved as well as the folk 
norm of consistency are reinforced, thereby increasing their salience in the 
behavioral repertoire of an individual. 

The top portions of Fig. 7 . 1 . outline another creative extension of 
Mead's (1934) ideas. The converse of role-taking is role-making: individ
uals consciously and unconsciously orchestrate their emission of gestures 
in order to "make," or assert, a role for themselves in situations.5 The same 
cultural frameworks, folk norms of consistency, and inventory of role-
conceptions used to interpret the gestures of others are also employed to 
role-make. 

A critical causal force in these role-making efforts is a person's self-
conception (s). The particular roles that individuals select from their in
ventory of role-conceptions and the way that they signal during role-
making are influenced by their conceptions of themselves as certain kinds 
of individuals deserving of particular responses from others. Although 
Turner is somewhat unclear as to whether people possess multiple selves 
for different situations or a trans-situational self cutting across all inter
actions, the critical point remains the same: actors' conceptions of them
selves determine what roles they seek to play and how they will play them. 
Even when the macrostructure dictates the formal position of a person 

5 Unconscious motives often operate to make a person's role somewhat different than he 
or she perceives (this is why, I think, watching ourselves on videotape in explicit role-making 
situations is always somewhat bothersome; seeing ourselves as others do, we recognize how 
our "role" may not be what we intended). 
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(e.g., worker in a bureaucracy), an individual's self will dictate the more 
fine-tuned role that is asserted (e.g., "competent and ambitious worker on 
the way up"). This role exists in the shared inventory of role-conceptions 
of all competent actors in this situation; and the individual will orchestrate 
gestures in a manner that evokes this role in the role-taking activities of 
others. Thus, the signaling side of interaction involves a process of making 
a role for oneself that confirms and affirms one's self-conception; individ
uals seek to avoid situations where they cannot make for themselves a role 
which affirms their sense of self. Or, if such situations cannot be avoided, 
then role-making will communicate "distance," "disdain," or "alienation" 
from a role that is viewed as "beneath one's dignity." 

While Turner does not explore all of the causal paths outlined in Fig. 
7 . 1 , several supplement his analysis. The processes of role-making and 
role-taking constitute a cycle that reinforces (or fails to do so) self-
conceptions, inventories of role-conceptions, cultural frameworks, and 
folk norms. That is, when reading the gestures of others, one not only im
putes roles that, when verified, reinforce frameworks, norms, and inven
tories; one also confirms and affirms self, via a process first adequately con
ceptualized by Cooley's (1902) analysis of "the looking-glass self." In turn, 
the degree of reinforcement of self influences an individual's role-making, 
for if the interaction is to proceed smoothly and without tension, self must 
be reinforced. Otherwise, interaction will be short term, or, if it cannot be 
kept short, it will be filled with tension. If an individual's self has been 
chronically unreinforced by others, then role-making and role-taking will 
involve such overlays of anxiety and use of defense mechanisms that nor
mal interaction becomes exceedingly difficult. Thus, as emphasized by the 
double arrows and feedback loops in Fig. 7 . 1 connecting self-conception, 
deliberation, verification, and role-taking, self-conception influences how 
the gestures of others are interpreted; when self is pathological, dramatic 
distortion in role-taking and verification will be evident. 

A related cyclical process revolves around verification, as influenced by 
the dynamics outlined above. In order for actors to be "normal" or "com
petent," a high degree of reinforcement in their inventories of roles, their 
application of folk norms of consistency, and their use of cultural frame
works is necessary. Actors who seem incapable of successful role-making 
or role-taking are not simply the victims of pathologies in self-conception; 
their past interactions will have involved a failure to develop those cultur
ally shared concepts. There is, I believe, a very subtle and complex process 
of "knowledgeability" over when and how to use these frameworks, 
norms, and inventories in "appropriate" ways in varying "types" of situ
ations. Such implicit knowledgeability requires high degrees of past rein
forcement in role-making and role-taking. If this has not happened—and 
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if self has also been unreinforced, as is likely in such cases—then severe 
behavioral pathology is likely. 

In sum, then, Turner's analysis, as I have represented it in Fig. 7 . 1 , adds 
new insight into the conceptual skeleton provided by Mead and Schutz. 
Any analysis of interactional processes must now view role-taking and 
role-making as complementary dynamics of interpreting and signaling.6 

Also, in developing a more refined view of Schutz's "stocks of knowledge," 
we must recognize that these inventories of implicit understandings con
tain broad cultural frameworks, folk norms of consistency, and extensive 
inventories of role conceptions. And we can begin to supplement Mead's 
view of self by recognizing that signaling and interpreting processes are 
highly circumscribed by the degree to which self-conceptions have been 
reinforced in past interactions. In my view, then, all of the dynamics out
lined in Fig. 7.1 are fundamental to a conceptualization of interactional 
processes. Yet, as we proceed in this chapter, it will become evident that 
they still need to be supplemented by other theoretical formulations. 

Goffman's Analysis of Rituals, Frames, and Stages 

Erving Goffman's approach to the study of micro social processes is 
probably the most widely read and cited of contemporary theorists (e.g., 
Goffman, 1974, 1967, 1959). Yet, despite his fame as an analyst of every
day life and social interaction, his overall theoretical framework remains 
implicit, and even somewhat obscure. Without doubt, his works are filled 
with creative conceptual insights into how people interact, but his under
lying theoretical model has never been articulated. The reason for this re
sides, I think, in his critical view of alternative micro approaches. For 
though he was trained within the Chicago School, he rarely mentions Mead 
and his more contemporary followers, thereby leaving the lineage of his 
ideas unclear. And as Collins (1985: 216—17) has noted, he was often crit
ical of those who extended Schutz's ideas, especially those who emphasized 
ethnomethodology and language analysis (see later discussion, as well as 
pp. 49—51 in Chapter 4). Seemingly, he viewed modern symbolic interac-
tionism, role theory, ethnomethodology, and European structuralism as 
deficient alternatives to his mode of micro analysis. Coupled with his de
liberate inattention to Mead and symbolic interactionism, this critical 
stance creates additional confusion about the source for his ideas. 

s Role-taking and role-making are part of the gesturing process; they are not the dictates 
of social structure, which, at best, provide only general guidelines for the range of roles that 
can be made in a situation. Thus, in contrast to Turner, I believe social structures provide the 
"loose framework" within which actors use their fine-tuned and extensively stocked inven
tory of role-conceptions to make roles for themselves and to interpret the roles signaled by 
others. 
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This confusion is further compounded by what Collins ( 1975 , 1984) sees 
as Goffman's affinity with Durkheim, a taboo topic for most interaction
ists. 7 For Goffman has recognized that macrostructures and collective ori
entations circumscribe what actors do in concrete interaction. This will
ingness to recognize the significance of Durkheim's (1893, I 9 I Z ) insights 
into the importance of shared collective orientations and ritual has placed 
him at odds with most micro theorists, who reject structural and functional 
modes of theory. In turn, Goffman has viewed with apparent suspicion the 
overconcern of contemporary symbolic interactionists with self-concep
tions as well as the tendency of ethnomethodologists, critical theorists, and 
European structuralists to reduce social structure to the dynamics of 
speech, language, and linguistics. Indeed, for Goffman, language, speech, 
gestures, and other interpersonal processes are circumscribed by, if not de
rivative of, macrostructural processes that determine not only the co-
presence of actors, but also their orientations and their sense of what they 
can and should do in concrete situations. Surprisingly, however, this line 
of argument never prompted Goffman to develop a macrostructural the
ory. Indeed, his work is decidedly micro, emphasizing by example and il
lustration what actors do in interactive contexts structured by a macro uni
verse standing paramount but unexpressed. This lack of a clear macro-
structural conceptualization coupled with his critical attitude toward 
much micro theory makes the origins as well as the basic substance of his 
theory difficult to discern, especially since he often argues by empirical ex
ample rather than precise logic. 

The difficulty of making a formal analysis of Goffman's theory is com
pounded by his tendency to develop and then abandon concepts. Yet few 
would argue with the assertion that there is an underlying theoretical 
model in the corpus of his work as it evolved over several decades. But what 
is this model? In Fig. 7 . 2 1 have sought to delineate its broad contours. The 
model was in flux over the years, especially as Goffman became disen
chanted with the direction of micro sociology, but I have presented it as a 
unified whole. Obviously, considerable inference is involved in presenting 
this model, but such inferences are inevitable if we seek to formalize Goff
man's work. 

In Goffman's view—and here he borrows from Schutz as well as from 
Durkheim—individuals possess a large inventory of shared understand-

7I have never understood this. I suspect that Blumer (1969) is largely responsible, for de
spite Alexander's (1987) interpretation of his work, I sense that Blumer was addressing Dur
kheim more than Parsons. But as I have noted, Mead and Durkheim clearly converge in their 
notions of, respectively, the "generalized other" and the "collective conscious." Thus, though 
contemporary interactionists might be horrified by Goffman's use of Durkheim, I doubt if 
Mead is turning over in his grave on the matter; indeed, I believe that he would approve of 
Goffman's approach. 
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Fig . 7.2. Goffman's implicit model of rituals, frames, and stages. 

ings and orientations. Interaction involves using these in the process of cal
culating and negotiating with others; and as these shared cultural orien
tations are employed, they are reinforced, especially through the emission 
of rituals. Goffman is very Durkheimian in his recognition that ritual ac
tivities reinforce the "collective conscience" and the structure of socal re
lations in a society (Durkheim, 19L2). But Goffman's (1967) great contri
bution is his recognition that ritual permeates every aspect of daily life, 
including the most mundane interactions. Indeed, every interaction is 
punctuated with opening and closing rituals; and it is such routine rituals 
that signal actors' involvement in a context, smooth the sequencing of in
teraction in this context, and reinforce the larger cultural and structural 
context. Thus, for Goffman, a great deal of signaling in interaction revolves 
around "ritual-making," if I can create a term, in which actors mutually 
emit rituals, or stereotyped sequences of gestures that call forth stereo
typed sequences from others. In this process, actors affirm their mutual 
involvement in, as well as dictate the sequencing of, the interaction. Such 
rituals mark an interaction at critical junctures, particularly openings and 
closings, but also at crucial turning points in between. In this way, the flow 
of an interaction is greatly facilitated, allowing people to enter, proceed, 
and exit unambiguously.8 

For various types of interaction situations, particular rituals are appro
priate; and actors carry a knowledge of this as part of their cultural ori
entations. As they use rituals appropriately, interaction is facilitated, and 

8 Moreover, I would argue that rituals are very important in efforts at role-making and at 
interpreting the roles that others are attempting to make for themselves. In this sense, there 
is no great incompatibility between Turner's and Goffman's respective approaches. 



the macrostructural forces that create types of situations are reinforced. 
Goffman's (1974) last major work emphasized that, as individuals ges

ture and emit rituals, they "frame" an interaction. The basic—if analyti
cally somewhat vague—analogy is to a "picture frame" that encloses a sub
ject matter and marks the boundaries of what can and cannot occur. In 
emitting gestures, then, individuals "frame-make" and thereby enclose 
what is acceptable and exclude what is "out of bounds." However, hu
mans' deliberative capacities allow them to shift frames rather easily, 
broadening, narrowing, or even changing their substantive content. To 
some degree rituals are the vehicle by which this occurs, but rituals that 
actually signal movement to a new frame are often very subtle. This facility 
for framing and reframing interaction allows for interpersonal flexibility 
and, at the same time, circumscribes the range of responses, thereby avoid
ing what Durkheim (1893) termed anomie. 9  

As with rituals, actors possess stores of frames, knowledge about the 
gestural procedures for shifting frames, and understanding about the in
teractive contexts in which varying frames and their transformations are 
appropriate. And, as with rituals, when interaction proceeds smoothly 
through the use of frames, cultural orientations are reinforced, as is the 
broader macrostructure. 

In addition to signaling frames and rituals, actors also use the physical 
props of a situation, including their capacity to juxtapose themselves in 
varying proximity to each other, as yet another vehicle for signaling. Goff
man's (1959) early work emphasized this staging and "dramaturgical" or 
"stagecraft" dimension of interaction. In this analysis, he argued that in
teraction is like a stage, with actors entering and exiting "front" and 
"backstage" regions where different demeanors are possible, emitting ges
tures to create a "performance" in terms of the script dictated by the mac
rostructure and shared cultural orientations, using the physical props of 
the stage to enhance a performance, and juxtaposing themselves to others 
and to various props in order to further augment a performance. Thus, 
interaction often revolves around people's use of relative positioning of 
bodies, movement back and forth between "backstage" and "frontstage" 
regions, and employment of physical props to signal a course of action. 
Such "stage-making" tells others what to expect from an individual and 
what is expected in return for a particular performance. Stage-making thus 

'Durkheim's ( 1 8 9 3 , 1 8 9 7 ) conceptualization of anomiehas, at times, been misinterpreted. 
For Durkheim anomie means a "lack of regulation" in two senses: a failure to regulate as
pirations and desires and a failure to provide coordinating institutions. Goffman's notion of 
frames embraces both of these ideas, without the assumption of "functional pathology" in 
Durkheim's analysis. Moreover, Durkheim (191Z) could never delineate the interactive pro
cesses by which anomie is avoided; Goffman's concept of framing provides one such 
mechanism. 

Contemporary Models of Interaction 9 3 
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facilitates the framing of a situation by creating an "interpersonal ecology" 
that limits what can occur; in turn, such "geographical" frames dictate 
what rituals are appropriate in signaling one's entrance, exit, and perfor
mance on the interpersonal stage. And once again, as actors interpret the 
reaction of their audiences to successful performances, cultural stocks of 
stagecraft are reinforced, as is the macrostructure that determines the 
stages, props, and people available for any given performance. 

The importance of people's self-conception, or identity, for these pro
cesses of stage-making, frame-making, and ritual-making is unclear in 
Goffman's analysis. The title of Goffman's first major work—The Presen
tation of Self in Everyday Life—would seem to indicate that people's con
ception of themselves as a certain kind of person has a powerful causal 
effect on how they present themselves "on stage," and presumably how 
they frame and emit rituals. Yet, to some analysts, Goffman seems highly 
critical of symbolic interactionists' heavy emphasis on self as a causal force 
in organizing how individuals signal and interpret. For as Collins (1985: 
215) remarks, "even his theory of the presentation of self is essentially a 
model of the self as a modern-day myth that people are forced to enact 
rather than a subjective entity that people privately possess." I think this 
goes too far; my reading of Goffman is that people do possess a sense of 
self in situations and that, far from being a "cultural myth," self exerts con
siderable influence on both signaling and interpreting. At the least, if there 
is no stable "core self," individuals reveal multiple and contextual selves 
that they seek to affirm through stage-making, frame-making, and ritual-
making. 1 0 Moreover, there are dozens of passages in Goffman's work that 
suggest he sees self as exerting great influence on how individuals interpret 
the gestures of others. In other words, to adopt Mead's concept of "role-
taking" to Goffman's analysis, how individuals interpret the staging, fram
ing, and ritual activities of others is, to some degree, influenced by self. 

Thus, as is indicated in Fig. 7.2, actors interpret their own gestures and 
those of others by "ritual-taking," "frame-taking," and "stage-taking"; 
and the conception of themselves as certain types of individuals greatly cir
cumscribes how they interpret a situation. Otherwise, there would be no 
"motive force" in Goffman's analysis. Without self, actors are like Par
sons's "cultural dupes," doing what the macrostructure and cultural ori
entations tell them; or, alternatively, if one does not accept Collins's ( 1975 , 
L984) Durkheimian interpretation of Goffman, actors would be like inter
personal chameleons, changing their behavior at will and without appar
ent fear of the psychological consequences. Thus, self must be part of Goff-

1 0 Goffman's unwillingness to conceptualize a "core self" represents, in my view, a weak
ness in his scheme, making his "actor" too interpersonally glib and facile. 
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man's model, despite his failure to clarify how it operates in interpersonal 
dynamics. 

In sum, then, I see Goffman as having made three important contribu
tions to the study of interaction. First, his work was the first to recognize 
that everyday life is punctuated with rituals that mark group membership 
and that structure the sequencing of everyday interaction. Second, his ear
liest works were instrumental in conceptualizing the ecology and geog
raphy of interaction as crucial signaling processes. And third, his last major 
work transformed rather static notions like "definition of the situation" 
into a more active process of framing and reframing interaction settings. 
As will become evident, these three aspects of Goffman's work are fun
damental to my synthesis of various theories in Chapter 8. 

Garfinkel's Ethnomethodological Alternative to 
Micro Analysis 

I have already examined ethnomethodology in Chapter 4. There, I em
phasized that ethnomethodology appears to view actors as motivated by 
a need to sense or presume that they share a common factual world, with 
the result that individuals employ "ethnomethods," or "folk methods," for 
creating, sustaining, or repairing a sense of "facticity." 

This perspective comes right out of German phenomenology, especially 
via Edmund Husserl ( 1913) and Alfred Schutz (1932). But it is Harold Gar-
finkel who provided an interesting conceptual twist that, to say the least, 
has generated considerable controversy. The controversy revolves around 
the assertion that what traditional sociologists study does not really exist 
and that sociologists are much like lay actors in creating a perception— 
indeed, an illusion—that what they see is "real." I think that the ensuing 
philosophical debate over this issue, like many such debates, has not been 
very productive. What has been useful is a model of interaction that, de
spite the claims of Garfinkel and his followers, is not so much an "alter
native paradigm" but an important supplement and complement to other 
micro approaches. 1 1 This model is delineated in Fig. 7.3. 

As is evident from this model, the process of "accounting" is the central 
signaling and interpreting dynamic in ethnomethodological analyses of hu
man interaction (Heritage, 1984). As the model in Fig. 4.4 underscored, 
the use of ethnomethods is central to the accounting process, but the model 

I I Indeed, I think that ethnomethodologists mounted such an extreme critique of "normal 
sociology" that they lost considerable credibility and, as a result, were forced into a kind of 
cult fringe within sociology. This situation is to be regretted, although it is largely the eth
nomethodologists' own fault. The truly regrettable result, however, is that the importance of 
ethnomethodological ideas has often gone unappreciated. 
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Fig. 7 . 3 . Garfinkel 's implicit model of account ing . 

of interaction in Fig. 7 . 3 is far more robust than that earlier one of moti
vation. Before outlining more precisely just what accounting involves, let 
me first examine the other variables in the model. 

While Garfinkel (L967) is somewhat vague on the point, he appears to 
assume that actors have a certain "knowledgeability" about contexts of 
interaction. But what does he mean here? My sense is that he implicitly 
employs Schutz's notion of "stocks of knowledge," or tacit understandings 
about the social world, that can be invoked and combined by virtue of hu
mans' capacity for deliberation. Stocks of knowledge are like tools in a tool 
chest; they can be used to create, or "make," varying types of accounts. 
Stores of ethnomethods (e.g., knowledge of how and when to gloss, let 
pass, question, sequence, turn-take, search for normal forms, etc.) are a 
crucial part of such stocks of knowledge, for, as I indicated in Chapter 4, 
they structure the gesturing procedures that actors employ to assert, sus
tain, and repair an account of "what's real." Thus, without the use of eth
nomethods, the organization of stocks of knowledge into an account 
would prove difficult. The principal vehicle by which stocks of knowledge 
and stores of ethnomethods are used to make an account is talk and lan
guage. Language allows individuals to "sign objects," or designate what 
exists in an environment, and, when accompanied by ethnomethods, to 
convince others to accept the account produced by language use. 

Once an account is offered (what I am terming "account-making"), it 
influences the accounts made by others. The gestures, primarily talk and 
language, of these others are then interpreted through what I am terming 
"account-taking." This process of interpretation involves using general 
stocks of knowledge and stores of ethnomethods to understand what oth
ers are communicating. Garfinkel has stressed two important dimensions 
of this process: "indexicality" and "reflexivity." In taking the account of 
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another, actors interpret gestures, especially talk, in light of the context— 
both linguistic and situational. Stocks of knowledge are used by actors to 
discover the contextual meaning or indexicality of words and other ges
tures, whereas stores of ethnomethods enable actors to determine what 
portions of such talk and gesturing are critical to the reality being asserted 
by an account. Yet there is a reflexiveness to all interpreting processes, for 
to some degree, actors interpret the accounts of others in terms of their own 
accounts and try to see in the gestures of others what they want to observe. 
They also try to ignore any discordant information in these gestures of 
others. 

It is out of these processes, then, that individuals account-make and 
account-take. But what precisely is an account? Adopting Schutz's (1932.) 
ideas, Garfinkel views actors as approaching situations with a presump
tion that they share common internal and external worlds, until it is proven 
otherwise. This presumption, often implicit and unacknowledged, is an 
"account" because it attempts to account for—to make sense of and to 
explain implicitly—what is real. Such accounts are thus built upon a base 
of presumed commonality and reluctance to question potentially discrep
ant gestures. In addition, actors share knowledge about classes of objects, 
types of utterances, varying interpersonal contexts, and procedures for 
connecting these in rendering or interpreting accounts. This knowledge is 
not fixed in the form of norms about how to behave; rather it is generative, 
offering individuals considerable flexibility in how to combine and recom-
bine these elements of knowledge in constructing, or interpreting, an 
account. 

To "make" or "take" an account involves the capacity to "sign" objects 
with talk, thereby documenting "what's real." Such signing is performed 
not only in terms of the grammar of language, but also by the use of implicit 
ethnomethods—pauses, assertions, patterns of turn-taking, insertions of 
verbal fillers, etc. This use of ethnomethods helps connect signed objects 
and tie them together in a way that informs others of how to interpret the 
account being offered. Moreover, the use of ethnomethods signals to others 
where they should suspend doubt and accept without questioning the ac
count. Hence, ethnomethods help organize and attach objects, utterances, 
contexts, and other elements of actors' implicit knowledgeability to the 
here and now of an interaction, while at the same time, signaling those 
points in the organization of an account where assumptions about a shared 
world should not be questioned. 

Such ethnomethods thus operate to order the elements of an account and 
sustain the sense that actors really understand each other and the character 
of the situation. And, should these mutual accounting processes fail, then 
ethnomethods are used in an effort to reconstruct, or remake, the account. 
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Garfinkcl's (1967, 1963) famous "breaching experiments" demonstrate 
the process by which actors reassert via the use of ethnomethods the ac
count of a situation or what should go unquestioned. 

Garfinkel and other ethnomethodologists have been rather strident in 
their assertion that such accounts are all that is real. From their perspec
tive, "reality" is illusionary, always contextually constructed through mu
tual account-making and account-taking of individuals in concrete set
tings. My view, to be polite about it, is that this is an overstatement, but 
there is still a profound insight here. Much of what actors do in interaction 
is to subtly signal and implicitly interpret mutually intelligible accounts of 
"what's real." Of course, this is not all that they do, but it greatly facilitates 
other interpersonal processes—such as role-making and role-taking, fram
ing, ritualizing, and staging. Accounts thus provide a deep background of 
suspended doubt and presumed trust that enables other interactional pro
cesses to proceed without excessive interpersonal work. 

Habermas's Conceptualization of the Ideal Speech Act 

Jiirgen Habermas has been one of the foremost critical theorists and phi
losophers of recent decades. Much of his approach, I must confess, is too 
mired in protracted dialogue with the early masters and in concern with 
the great philosophical issues to be of interest to the strategy of theory 
building that I advocate. Moreover, while I share Habermas's ideological 
concerns with eliminating forms of domination, I find his approach hope
lessly naive about the invariant dynamics of inequality, domination, and 
power in human societies. Even where I think his work makes a significant 
theoretical contribution, especially with respect to the process of interac
tion, it is difficult to separate ideology, formulas for the "good society," 
and theoretical analysis. Of course, Habermas and other critical theorists 
would not view this blending of theory, practice, and ideology as regret
table. On the contrary, they would see it as inevitable and desirable. 

My concern here is not so much with Habermas's larger intellectual proj
ect (e.g., 1970c, 1976a, 1979), but only with that portion of his analysis 
concerned with the processes of communication, speech, and interaction 
(for a more detailed review of Habermas's work, see J. Turner, 1986b: 
184—212). For in the 1970's, Habermas turned to consideration of "the 
ideal speech act," in which communication among individuals is not dis
torted by forms of inequality and domination (Habermas 1970a, 1970b). 
He listed several features of such undistorted communication: gestures are 
noncontradictory; communication is public and conforms to cultural stan
dards; actors can distinguish between language per se and what language 
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denotes and describes; communication leads to intersubjectivity and the 
ability to create shared collective meanings. In extending this concern with 
actors achieving intersubjectivity through undistorted communcation, 
Habermas (1976b) formulated what I see as an important idea: commu
nication involves more than words, grammar, and syntax; it also involves 
what he termed "validity claims." And increasingly, his conceptualization 
of interaction has come to revolve around this process of asserting, and 
responding to, validity claims in the gestures of others, especially their 
speech acts (Habermas, 1984). 

What, then, is a validity claim? Habermas argues that during the course 
of interaction, actors emit and interpret claims along three lines: claims 
asserting that a course of action as indicated through speech is the most 
effective and efficient means for attaining an end; claims indicating that 
behavior is correct and proper in accordance with relevant norms and cul
tural standards; and claims maintaining that the subjective experiences as 
expressed in speech acts are sincere, authentic, and revealing of real sub
jective states. Thus, as actors gesture and talk, they make claims about the 
means-end, correctness, and sincerity of their actions. Moreover, others 
implicated in such communications accept or challenge these claims, lead
ing to a process of "rational discourse" where actors mutually negotiate 
over their respective validity claims. To do so, they must share certain com
mon stocks of knowledge about what constitutes means-ends effective
ness, sincerity, and normative conformity in a wide variety of interaction 
contexts. 

These core ideas in Habermas's work are, of course, embellished in a 
rather large intellectual context, most of which is irrelevant to my purpose. 
But the idea that interaction involves what I would term "claim-making" 
and "claim-taking" is highly insightful. That is, as individuals emit signals 
and interpret those emitted by others, they are making and interpreting 
claims about means-ends, sincerity, and appropriateness. 

In Fig. 7 . 4 , 1 have selectively taken from Habermas's much more elab
orate analysis what I see as the critical elements in an implicit model of 
interactional processes. Habermas often employs Husserl's term "life-
world" and Schutz's notion of "stocks of knowledge" in a similar manner, 
although he might consider "stocks of knowledge" only a portion of a more 
encompassing "lifeworld." I use these terms interchangeably in discussing 
Fig. 7.4, because they denote similar processes. For Habermas the life-
world is a "culturally transmitted and linguistically organized stock of in
terpretative patterns" (1984: 302) on which individuals draw during the 
course of interaction. There are, in his view, three basic types of interpre
tative patterns, or stocks of knowledge: those pertaining to cultural tra
ditions, values, and beliefs and to linguistic structures and their use in in-
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Fig . 7 . 4 . Habermas ' s implicit model of c la iming, d iscourse , and interact ion. 

teraction; those about how to organize social relations and what patterns 
of interaction are proper and appropriate; and those concerning what nor
mal people are like and how they should act. As is evident, much of the 
Weberian and Parsonian tradition is reinserted into the process of inter
action with this adoption and adaptation of Husserl's and Schutz's ideas. 

Such stocks of knowledge represent criteria shared among individuals, 
who use them, in their capacity for deliberation, speech, discourse, and 
indexicality, to assert or "make" validity claims for themselves and to in
terpret or "take" claims of others, sometimes consciously and after delib
eration, but often unconsciously and without prior thought (hence the di
rect causal path in Fig. 7 . 4 from stocks of knowledge to speech and 
discourse). Others respond to such claims in their own speech acts, ac
cepting, revising, or challenging these claims; at the same time, of course, 
they make their own validity claims or counterclaims. If the claims of one 
actor are challenged by another, then "discourse" ensues and the interac
tion will, in a sense, cycle around claims and counterclaims until actors 
perceive each other's speech and gestures to exhibit means-ends effective
ness, normative appropriateness, and sincerity as measured against the im
plicit yardstick of their three types of "stocks of knowledge at hand." 

In my view, this process is extremely subtle, complex, and often implicit, 
in several respects. First, the claims and counterclaims are typically unrec
ognized by the individuals involved; nonetheless, speech is filled with as
sertions about means-ends, appropriateness, and sincerity (for example, in 
American jargon, "How can you say that?"; "Well, if you ask me"; "I 'm 
trying to be straight with you"; "Come on!"; "Who you trying to kid?"; 
"I wouldn't kid you, would I?" ; and so on). Second, interactions are diffi-
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cult to sustain, I think, unless actors implicitly adjudicate and reconcile 
their respective claims (for example, "Oh, now I see what you mean"; 
"Yeah, from that point of view it makes sense"; "Well, under the circum
stances, I guess that's all you could do" ; "Oh, I misunderstood"; and so 
on). Third, the application of stocks of knowledge is highly indexical, in 
that the situation or context dictates, to some degree, just what would con
stitute means-ends effectiveness, sincerity, and appropriateness. Individu
als can thus use stocks of knowledge in highly flexible and fine-tuned ways, 
assessing claims and contexts simultaneously. And fourth, as actors ac
quire experience in the process of making, taking, adjudicating, and rec
onciling claims, they increase their stocks of shared knowledge and their 
capacity for interactive discourse, as is indicated by the feedback arrows 
in Fig. 7 . 4 . Hence, the use, reinforcement, and augmentation of stocks of 
knowledge not only facilitate interaction; these interactive processes are 
also what maintain those stocks of shared interpretive patterns so essential 
to the production and reproduction of macrostructures (as denoted by the 
far left feedback arrow in Fig. 7 . 4 ) . 

These ideas from Habermas's larger critical project are, I think, quite 
profound and add considerably to our understanding of social interaction. 
Stripped of their ideological slant (e.g., free and open discourse is "good"; 
distorted communication is "bad" ; the "good" macrostructure is built 
upon a foundation of "rational discourse"; and so on), Habermas has iso
lated a central dynamic in human interaction (though not the only dy
namic, as my discussion in previous sections should emphasize). He has 
provided a creative adaptation of Schutz's and Husserl's phenomenological 
projects that reconciles phenomenology with Mead's, Weber's and Par
sons's varying approaches. 

Conclusion 

This chapter completes my review of contemporary theories of inter
actional processes. In this and the preceding chapter, I have presented dis
cursive theoretical projects in rather formal terms so that synthesis and rec
onciliation can be more readily performed. We began with Mead's and 
Schutz's ideas as the conceptual core of all modern theorizing on interac
tional processes and have discussed what I see as the most representative 
and creative examples of theory in what are often viewed as antagonistic 
approaches. We are now ready to pull the critical ideas of these diverse 
contemporary theorists together in a composite model that, like all other 
efforts in this area, owes its inspiration to the genius of Mead and Schutz. 
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Toward a Synthetic Model of 
Interaction 

T H E N E X T S T E P in developing a model and series of propo
sitions on interactional processes is to extract the critical insights of the 
theorists examined in the previous chapter and then to merge them to
gether under the conceptual canopy provided by Mead and Schutz. In this 
way, we can do what Parsons never did: conceptualize how motivated ac
tors signal and interpret during the course of their interaction. A synthetic 
model can give us a sense for the structure of such signaling and inter
preting, while a selective translation of causal paths into propositions can 
make the model more amenable to empirical assessment. Let me begin by 
reviewing and, in some cases, elaborating upon the concepts of the theo
rists discussed in the last two chapters. In this way, the variables to be pre
sented in the composite model on interactional processes can be more pre
cisely defined. 

Elements in a Theory of Interactional Processes 

As a cursory comparison of Fig. 6. i and the composite model to be pre
sented in Fig. 8.1 would indicate, I have taken much from George Herbert 
Mead (1934). In particular, his conceptualization of "mind," "self," "role-
taking," and "generalized other(s)" provides several central concepts for a 
theory of interactional processes. Mead conceptualized "mind" as the abil
ity to perceive alternative lines of conduct, imagine and rehearse the future 
consequences of various alternatives, and understand the meanings of ges
tures. This set of interrelated processes will be labeled "deliberative ca
pacities"; as will become evident, this capacity for thought and delibera
tion has important causal effects on other interactional processes. 

Like "mind," Mead conceptualized "self" as behavior revolving around 
the facility for seeing oneself as an object in situations. But he was some
what ambiguous over the question of whether self is a structure that tran
scends specific situations or merely a series of transitory images peculiar 
to each interaction setting. My view is that self is both, with the more per
manent exerting considerable influence over the situational. That is, self 
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will be conceptualized as a relatively enduring configuration of attitudes, 
dispositions, definitions, and feelings about oneself that selectively filters 
the self-image in concrete situations. While self is built up over the years 
from such transitory images, I argue that it increasingly becomes struc
tured and that it reveals a highly reflexive character, in several senses. First, 
self will cause selective perception of others' reactions in ways that rein
force a person's existing configuration of self-references. Second, through 
the motivational dynamics outlined in Chapter 5 (see Fig. 5 . 1) , self will 
cause selective interaction by encouraging individuals to avoid those sit
uations where self-images are discordant with their more enduring self-
conception. Third, self will cause the mobilization of defense mechanisms, 
particularly denial and repression, in order to avoid incorporation of im
ages inconsistent with the self-conception. Fourth, self will cause the use 
of interpersonal practices to signal to others, as well as to oneself, distance 
and disdain from those situations that do not reinforce an existing 
conception. 

I am not asserting that self-conceptions do not change. But, unlike so 
much contemporary micro theory (e.g., Collins, 1975) that makes people 
into interpersonal chameleons, I believe that self is structured and resistant 
to change, especially in the short term. I am thus siding with those who 
assert that there is a "core" set of attitudes, dispositions, definitions, and 
meanings about one's self that are organized into a sense of identity 
(McCall and Simmons, 1966; Kuhn and McPartland, 1954; Weigert, 
Teitge, and Teitge, 1986). 

Part of this core self, however, involves situational definitions (Stryker, 
1980; Strauss, 1959). Self is not simply an inflexible structure that is in
variant across situations; on the contrary, part of its structure includes 
varying definitions, dispositions, and attitudes in different types of situa
tions. 1 People tend to classify situations into a relatively small number of 
types (as part of the framing process outlined by Goffman); and as they do 
so, they implicitly (and sometimes explicitly) see themselves in a somewhat 
different light from situation to situation. But there is a structure to this 
process, since there is a finite number of situations and a relatively clear 

1 In fact, we are probably more conscious of these situational and variable self-definitions 
than we are of trans-situational and more permanent core self-feelings. At least we can give 
them more articulate expression. In contrast, our core definitions are sometimes only mar
ginally conscious and are frequently the victims of defense mechanisms. This is why highly 
verbal tests of "self," such as the "twenty statements test," do not always work very well; 
some individuals offer only peripheral self-definitions, some a combination of core and pe
ripheral self, and others their core self-feelings. I would trust more psychoanalytic procedures 
to measure core self than a pencil and paper questionnaire or an interview. Thus, I do not 
agree with many interactionists in their assertion that self is solely a "linguistic construct"; 
its most core elements are related to feelings and emotions that can be given linguistic expres
sion, but this expression is not the same as their emotional structure. 
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configuration of self-references tied to each of these general classes of sit
uations. Moreover, there tends to be a consistency among self-referencing 
processes in different contexts; for while people can hold and sustain dis
cordant cognitions, they nonetheless seek consonance and relative consis
tency among their cognitions, particularly those about themselves as 
objects. 

Thus, as Mead (1934) emphasized, self is a central dynamic in human 
interaction. And, as will become evident, I see it as particularly critical in 
the process of signaling. People try to sustain their self-conception of them
selves in all situations,2 and thus, their signaling is directly caused or, at 
the very least, highly circumscribed by relatively stable configurations of 
self-referencing attitudes, dispositions, definitions, feelings, and meanings. 
Mead did not emphasize this presentational aspect of self through signal
ing, but rather, the process of interpretation through role-taking. 

Mead's (1934) concept of role-taking is essential to any theory of inter
action. For without the capacity to read the "conventional" or "signifi
cant" gestures of others (that is, those with common meaning), interpret 
their significance for the likely course of overt behavior emitted by others, 
and sense the covert dispositions and attitudes behind overt behavior, in
teraction would not be possible. Thus, I will use Mead's view of role-taking 
as embodying these three capacities, although we should remain attuned 
to Schutz's insight that role-taking occurs at varying levels of intersubjec-
tive penetration. 

As I indicated in the previous chapters, Mead's conceptualization of the 
"generalized other" is not only brief but somewhat ambiguous. My use of 
this concept will, therefore, involve considerable inference and redefini
tion. In general terms, I will follow Goffman's (1974) lead and visualize the 
generalized other as a set of attitudes, or a perspective, that frames a sit
uation. A generalized other is thus a framework that is both imposed upon, 
and at the same time, emergent from interaction. My sense is that, on the 
one hand, people carry in their cognitive structure an inventory of gener
alized frameworks for basic types or classes of situations, and, on the other 
hand, they alter and refine these frameworks during the course of inter
action, especially as interactions are repeated over time. Moreover, people 
can encounter situations where no "ready-made" perspective seems rele
vant, thereby forcing them to do considerable interpersonal work in order 
to develop an overarching frame for the situation. 

Generalized others also vary in terms of their level of abstraction. Some 

2 They often do so unconsciously, but more typically, they are consciously aware of some 
efforts to sustain their most conscious (and typically situational) self, while being only dimly 
aware of other efforts and completely unaware of still other efforts to sustain (typically core) 
self. 
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arc highly abstract and pertain to basic classes of situations encountered 
by all actors in a culture. As individuals encounter a situation, they im
plicitly invoke these more generic and general frames in order to orient 
themselves to the relevant dispositions, feelings, meanings, and attitudes 
to be displayed in that situation. Yet people also supplement these more 
abstract and standardized frameworks with their own experiences in sit
uations. Thus, interactions will, over time and when repeated, develop 
their own frameworks that are unique to the setting where the interaction 
occurs. Rarely does this more concrete framework contradict the more ab
stract and culturally shared frames; instead, it elaborates and fine tunes it. 

In sum, then, Mead's model of interaction provides, in somewhat elab
orated form, the central concepts for a synthetic model of interactional 
processes. A model of signaling and gesturing must, therefore, include as 
critical variables the processes of deliberating, self-referencing and pre
senting, role-taking, and invoking generalized perspective, or in Goffman's 
terms, frames and frameworks. 

These processes cannot occur, however, unless individuals reveal a cer
tain common "knowledgeability." Alfred Schutz's (1932) early adaptation 
of Edmund Husserl's ( 1913) phenomenology introduces the concept of 
"stocks of knowledge at hand" to describe such mutual knowledge and 
represents a reformulation of Husserl's notion of "lifeworld" in a more so
ciologically interesting direction. For Schutz, stocks of knowledge consist 
of "ordered experiences" that actors implicitly use to interpret the gestures 
of others and to organize their own responses. Schutz's early work on this 
topic was later supplemented and completed by Thomas Luckman (Schutz 
and Luckman, 1974); unfortunately, this more detailed analysis of the 
"lifeworld" is rather philosophical and imprecise. But the essential idea is 
crucial: people acquire sets of cognitions that implicitly structure their per
ceptions of, and orientations to, the world. These cognitions provide a tacit 
sense of order and continuity with respect to such fundamental dimensions 
of experience as time, space, relations, categories of objects, contextual 
meanings of signs, and rules for using symbols. Actors thus have a fund of 
shared cognitions about the world that greatly facilitates interaction; for 
without this shared knowledgeability, emitting "proper" signals and un
derstanding those offered by others becomes extremely difficult. 

Schutz's conceptualization of stocks of knowledge can be extended in 
ways that are consistent, I believe, with his formulation. For the process of 
signaling and interpreting, I think that certain kinds of knowledge stores 
are more critical than others. First, actors must possess a complex set of 
cognitions about indexicality, or context. These cognitions involve knowl
edge about what gestures "mean" in varying types of situations and what 
implicit rules and procedures are to be used in order to create meanings in 
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different contexts. Second, actors must possess rather detailed knowledge 
about the behavioral sequences and configurations that can potentially be 
used in varying types of situations and the implicit generative rules by 
which such behavioral sequences are combined, recombined, and orga
nized in "normal" interaction. Third, and related to the above, actors must 
reveal knowledge about diverse kinds of rituals and the contexts in which 
they can be employed. Fourth, individuals must be able to understand the 
classes of frames that can be imposed upon situations and the unarticu-
lated procedures for shifting frames during interaction. Fifth, actors must 
understand stagecraft, or the meanings that the physical props, the divi
sions of space, and the relative positioning of varying numbers of actors 
have in specific contexts. Sixth, actors must evidence stores of knowledge 
about what is "normal," "sincere," "deviant," "authentic," and "appro
priate" in a wide variety of contexts. 

The most remarkable aspect of these six classes of stocks of implicit 
knowledge is the ease and facility with which actors draw upon them dur
ing the course of interaction.3 One must both possess the stock in one's 
"cognitive warehouse" and understand the rules and procedures by which 
these stocks are combined and recombined in order to create or interpret 
meanings in a particular context. The details of these processes are not well 
understood, but they are nonetheless fundamental to interaction. 

I have obviously reformulated Schutz's conceptualization of stocks of 
knowledge in a manner that follows from my discussion of various con
temporary theories in the last chapter. In a sense, these theories have in
formed us about the dimensions along which actors stock their knowledge 
warehouse during the course of their lives. And so, as they signal and in
terpret, they draw upon these accumulated stores of knowledge about con
texts, behavioral sequences, rituals, frames, normality, authenticity, ap
propriateness, staging, ethnomethods, and the generative rules of their 
combination and recombination. 

The processes of signaling and interpreting thus revolve around these six 
dimensions of "knowledgeability" as filtered through people's mental de
liberations and efforts to confirm their self-conception. Ralph Turner's 
( 1 9 7 9 , 1 9 7 8 , 1 9 6 8 , 1 9 6 2 ) extension of Mead's analysis of role-taking with 

3 My colleague Randall Collins notes that people could not just go through a "laundry list" 
and come up with the right mix of items in these six classes of stocks of implicit knowledge. 
In his view, there must be a more "fundamental set of generative elements." I think that he is 
correct here, but what are these generative elements? The great promise of "structuralism" 
was that it supposedly sought to understand such processes; and, in my view, the great failing 
of structuralist theory is that it has told us virtually nothing about them. For the present, then, 
the "six classes" is the best that I can do; I encourage others to help me specify in more detail 
the cognitive dynamics involved. Fig. 8.1 represents one effort to do so; and I will take a 
further stab at articulating some generative processes for various cognitive dynamics in later 
chapters. 
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the concept of role-making provides an important conceptual link between 
stocks of knowledge and self, on the one hand, and the processes of sig
naling and interpreting, on the other. My view is that as people role-take 
with others, they read their gestures through the cognitive prism of their 
own knowledge stores and self-conception. This is particularly evident in 
Turner's (1962) assertion that actors implicitly invoke a "folk norm of con
sistency" (what I would see as one of the generative rules in actors' knowl
edgeability) to interpret the gestures of others as constituting an identifi
able role. This cognitive search for the role of the other circumscribes just 
what frames become relevant, what accounts can be imputed, what claims 
can be accepted, what rituals mean, and what staging can occur. Of course, 
the converse is also true: role-taking is influenced by these other interpre
tative processes. Yet much role-taking occurs before the gestures of others 
are actually read, as actors draw from their knowledge stocks and invoke 
generalized frameworks to orient themselves to the potential range of roles 
that others can play in a particular situation. 

Turner's analysis of role-making can also be viewed in this manner, ex
cept for the fact that self-conceptions exert considerably more direct influ
ence than do stocks of knowledge and generalized frameworks on the roles 
that people attempt to make for themselves. Nonetheless, efforts at role-
making circumscribe the frames, stages, rituals, claims, and accounts that 
people signal to others during interaction. Of course, just what roles can 
be asserted in a given situation is delimited by the context of an interaction, 
as it is interpreted through the prism of stocks of knowledge possessed by 
an actor.4 

Goffman's (1974, 1967, 1959) analysis of framing, ritual, and staging 
further specifies how role-taking and role-making occur. In order to 
"make" or "take" a role successfully, actors must also ritualize, frame, and 
stage a situation. Again, to review and to elaborate in my own terms, ritual 

41 have long felt that there is a conceptual affinity between Turner's role theory and what 
has been termed "expectations states theory" or "the theory of status organizing processes" 
(see, for example, Berger, Conner, and Fisek, 1974 ; Berger, Cohen, and Zelditch, 1 9 7 2 ; Ber-
ger and Zelditch, 1 9 8 5 ; Webster and Driskell, 1978). As Turner has emphasized, people use 
"cues" to assert roles for themselves, and once such roles are successfully made, they tend to 
endure. Expectation states theory places these dynamics in a broader theoretical context: ac
tors' external status positions and the cues that mark these (speech, dress, titles, etc.) create 
"expectations" about what kind of role a person can and should play; and once this role is 
played, it becomes an expectation for subsequent interactions. Thus, people often do not have 
to actively "work at" making a role; it just emerges by virtue of these status-organizing pro
cesses. But when people do actively try to make a role that conforms to a self-conception, 
they must have the resources (external status, relevant abilities, etc.) "to bring it off." Thus, 
role-making is, I think, a sub-dynamic of status-organizing processes; as a result, it might be 
viewed as one way for theorists to reconcile conceptualizations of position (status) in ma
crostructural analysis with the role-making micro dynamics of individuals in face-to-face 
interaction. 
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refers to the use of stereotyped sequences of gestures to open, organize, and 
close an interaction.5 Framing denotes the process of cognitively delimiting 
the range of acceptable behaviors in a situation. And staging denotes the 
use of physical props, the division of space, and the relative positioning of 
actors. These activities involve drawing the relevant rituals, frames, and 
staging procedures from stocks of knowledge, circumscribed by a person's 
self and the role being asserted. Similarly, role-taking is facilitated by in
terpreting the frames, staging, and rituals emitted by others. Such inter
pretation involves a simultaneous process of drawing from stores of knowl
edge, reading the gestures of others with respect to the frames, rituals, and 
staging being asserted, and reconciling as well as adjudicating these two in 
order to interpret the other's gestures in a particular context. 

The concept of framing is perhaps the most difficult to define, especially 
since Goffman's (L974) presentation of his ideas on this matter is rather 
turgid. I am adapting his metaphor of a "picture frame," which, by virtue 
of the signaling and interpreting activities of actors, imposes a boundary 
on a setting, but I view the process of framing and reframing as more struc
tural than did Goffman. For he tended to see actors as shifting and altering 
frames—ranging from ego-centered frames to those of the whole society— 
in a situation, whereas my view is that there is a limited number of frames 
that are typically used by actors in most interactions. Moreover, because 
reframing is interconnected with other interactional processes that estab
lish a certain inertia, it can often prove difficult to change frames. Yet, since 
frames are not always pre-made and culturally given, framing remains a 
complex and subtle process in which individuals use implicit understand
ings and generative rules in their shared stocks of knowledge to construct 
an appropriate frame. 

My own sense is that people's stocks of knowledge reveal information 
about four basic types of frames: physical, demographic, sociocultural, 
and personal. Furthermore, competent actors understand the "meaning" 
of these frames in varying types of contexts; 6 and on the basis of mutual 
interpretations of this meaning, they can delimit the range of their re-

5 Collins's objection to my use of the concept of ritual provides a good definition of his use, 
which had previously been vague to me. He said, in a private communication, my definition 
in the text above "is part of it, but it misses the dynamics of rituals—mutual focus of attention, 
build-up of common mood, resulting charging of objects or gestures with symbolic signifi
cance representing membership in the group. Your treatment of rituals makes it only a matter 
of cultural memory." My sense is that his definition is much more than ritual; it is the pro
duction of social solidarity, which makes Collins's theory about "interaction-solidarity 
chains" rather than "interaction-ritual chains." 

6 Table 8.1 specifies the elements of framing, but the generative rules or procedures that 
create meaning are unknown. Here is a challenge to structuralists: tell me the generative rules. 
Anyone who can achieve this will have gone further than any other structuralist working in 
the social sciences. 



A Synthetic Model of Interaction 109 

sponses. For each of these basic types of frames, there are several general 
classes of activity that are used to impose the frame. In Table 8.r, I have 
listed these, and each is discussed in more detail below. 

Physical frames involve gestures that invoke aspects of the physical set
ting to delimit what can occur in an interaction. One way to impose a phys
ical frame is to use physical props (desks, chairs, clothing, etc.) to signal 
the enclosure of an interaction within certain bounded limits. Another way 
is to use various stages, especially frontstages or backstages, to signal what 
can occur (for example, pulling someone aside to a less publicly visible 
space, or backstage area, dictates that a certain kind of interaction is now 
going to occur). A third class of physical signals involves using the ecology 
of a setting (walls, offices, corridors, etc.) to signal what is to occur. These 
kinds of physical frames can be used singularly or in concert. When used 
together in highly visible signaling, they dramatically circumscribe the 
range of responses (for example, pulling someone aside and away from 
others to a vacant office, closing the door, and pulling chairs together 
closely limits the potential range of responses and signals the likely direc
tion of the interaction). 

Demographic frames involve gesturing in ways that determine the pop
ulation of actors involved in an interaction. One class of signals revolves 
around increasing or decreasing the number of people available for inter
action (for example, stepping aside from a larger crowd, turning backs on 
others, or moving away to a new stage all signal a change in interpersonal 
demography). Another form of demographic signaling is to alter densities 
of actors co-present (for instance, calling people together into a smaller 
space or moving into or out of a crowded area signals a particular frame 
for subsequent interaction). A third class of signals influences the move
ment of interactants to and from a setting (for example, looking intimately 
into another's eyes limits access to the interaction by others and changes 
the exit demeanors of participants). 

Physical frames: Demographic frames: 

Use of props Number of persons 
Use of stages Density of persons 
Use of ecology Migration of persons 

Sociocultural frames: Personal frames: 
Institutional friendship 
Organizational Biographic 
Interpersonal Intimate 

TABLE 8.1 

An Extension of Goffman's Analysis of Frames 
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Sociocultural frames involve the use of signals to call attention to rele
vant norms in a situation. Institutional frames are gestures that invoke the 
general norms for the basic arenas of social life—work, play, family, reli
gion, politics, and the like (for example, sets of signals like "As your su
pervisor . . . ," "Speaking as a teacher . . . ," "Knowing you as a son . . ." 
all frame situations within, respectively, institutional norms for work, ed
ucation, and family). Organizational frames are signals that increase the 
salience of those more specific norms that apply to an ongoing and orga
nized pattern of concerted activity among individuals (for instance, signals 
such as "As the captain of this team, I . . ." will frame the situation with 
respect to team rules and procedures). A third kind of sociocultural frame 
is the use of signals to structure an interaction in terms of accepted, ex
pected, and normal forms of interpersonal conduct in a situation (for ex
ample, "Come on, don't be so stand-offish," "Pay attention to what I'm 
saying," "Are you here today?" and the like all represent verbal sanctions 
that seek to reframe an interaction into a normal mode for interpersonal 
behavior in a particular context). 

Personal frames concern the use of gestures to create varying types and 
degrees of intersubjective contact with others. One class of gestures con
cerns those that mark friendship (smiles, informal demeanor, etc.) and 
thereby delimit the range of behavioral options of participants. Another 
type of personal frame is the use of gestures to communicate biographical 
information about either personal life history and/or prior activities lead
ing up to a particular interaction (for example, telling stories of one's past, 
recounting previous events, and recalling similar circumstances all frame 
an interaction in a biographic mode). And a final type of personal frame 
occurs when gestures allow actors to penetrate the emotional layers of a 
person (crying, holding hands, and certain kinds of facial gesturing signal 
a framing of a situation in a more intimate mode). 

This rough classification of frames does not, of course, correspond to 
Goffman's but seems consistent with his general idea and with Mead's con
cept of the generalized other(s). Goffman's analysis, I think, is much too 
concerned with how framing is used as a manipulative tool among people 
presumably rather like himself—clever and sophisticated actors (who ap
parently have no core self). As a result, he misses the far more fundamental 
(and perhaps less clever) insight that interaction cannot proceed easily 
without some degree of physical, demographic, and sociocultural, and, un
der certain conditions, personal framing. The crucial point is not so much 
that people shift and manipulate frames, although they do indeed do this, 
but that they signal and interpret to achieve a relatively stable "frame
work" for emitting other gestures during the course of the interaction—a 
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view that is closer to Mead's generalized other. Thus, it is this view of Goff
man's idea of framing that I will use as I approach a synthetic model of 
interactional processes. 

Much of Goffman's analysis of frames represented a frontal attack on 
the hyperrelativism and solipsism of phenomenology and ethnomethodol
ogy, on the one side, and the excessive sociocultural determinism of con
ventional sociology, on the other.7 For Goffman actors are not construct
ing, de novo, indexical and reflexive accounts in each and every situation, 
nor are they mechanical dupes who conform to the dictates of cultural 
norms and social structure in making their "definitions of situations." 
Goffman's analysis tries to fall somewhere between these extremes and is 
useful for this reason. Yet I do not see great incompatibility, as Goffman 
did, between frame analysis and Garfinkel's ethnomethodology. 

Indeed, frames only establish definitional parameters and, by them
selves, are insufficient to assure the smooth flow of interaction. Garfinkel's 
great contribution is the recognition that actors implicitly construct an ac
count of "what's real" within the framing of a situation. As I emphasized 
in Chapters 4 and 5, humans need to feel that an external and factual world 
exists "out there." Framing only takes interactants so far; they also need 
to use their stocks of ethnomethods to create the presumption that they 
share the same universe. Frames reduce the complexity of this task and give 
it focus, but they are not a substitute for what I term "account-making" 
and "account-taking." 

My adaptation of ethnomethodological ideas will, however, be selective 
and involve some reformulation. An account, as defined in Chapter 7, is 
an implicit and typically unacknowledged sense, feeling, and presumption 
among actors that they share, for the purposes at hand, common external 
and internal worlds. Accounts are created through signaling and inter
preting ethnomethods, which are buried in other signals—pauses, asser
tions, pointed questions, patterns of conversational turn-taking, inflec
tions, verbal fillers, and the like;—hut they send a subtle message—let pass, 
don't question, leave alone, accept at face value, etc. And, as others im
plicitly interpret this message, they tacitly agree (or disagree) to follow its 
instructions. Out of this process, as it continually undergirds interaction, 
especially conversations, actors avoid questioning discordant information 
and so bypass points of ambiguity and other problematic features in in
terpersonal activities. In this way, they save themselves a great deal of in
terpersonal labor and, equally important, create a de facto presumption of 

7 B o t h of these criticisms are, I think, reasonable, although Goffman produces his own 
extreme conceptualization of the cynical, clever, and manipulative actor who apparently uses 
morality for his or her amoral (and I guess immoral) purposes. 
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reality that plugs any gaps of uncertainty. This sense of reality constitutes 
an implicit account of what's real and gives actors the tacit feeling and pre
sumption that they share a common backdrop for their other interactional 
activities. 

In addition to developing an "account of what's real," actors also seek 
to assert implicitly that their actions are sincere, normatively correct, and 
efficient in a given context. Conversely, they tacitly interpret each other's 
actions in terms of their seeming authenticity, conformity to relevant 
norms, and efficiency with respect to means-ends schemata. These ideas 
come to us, of course, from Jiirgen Habermas (1970a, 1970b) and are la
beled "claim-making" and "claim-taking." Unlike Habermas, however, I 
see these processes as typically being unconscious and tacit. For much like 
ethnomethods, claims are signaled "between-the-lines" and rarely are 
stated boldly "out front." Indeed, to make them conscious, deliberate, and 
explicit (for instance, "I know that I'm right on this"; "How can you pre
tend to be . . . " ; "How can you be so out of it!"; etc.) will set off a cycle of 
claiming, counterclaiming, and discourse—a situation that, I contend, 
most interactants wish to avoid. For as people quietly signal that their ac
tions are sincere, normatively correct, and efficient in a given context, they 
implicitly ask each other to accept what is occurring without further ques
tioning. Conversely, by accepting these claims during the process of inter
pretation and by not making challenges, they avoid the need for a consid
erable amount of interpersonal negotiation. 

Thus, contrary to Habermas's emphasis on the process of "discourse," 
individuals are usually disposed to accept each other's claims, unless they 
are openly contradictory or in violation of contextual interpretations of 
what is factual and what is appropriate in the situation, or as is sometimes 
the case, unless someone is spoiling for a fight or operating with a chip on 
their shoulder—thereby assuring "discourse." And even then, actors tend 
to avoid challenges and counterclaims, if they can. Thus, in actual inter
action, people seek to bypass the "discourse" considered by Habermas to 
be so desirable in his "ideal speech act." 

In my view, validity claims are much like ethnomethods in that they tac
itly mark the flow of interaction with just enough information about sin
cerity, normative appropriateness, and efficiency to stave off requests for 
more fine-tuned and in-depth role-taking and negotiation. But, much like 
breaching experiments with ethnomethods, an interaction will stall and 
cycle around questions of sincerity, norms, and means-ends if actors chal
lenge each other's implicit claims. And once this process of claiming is no 
longer implicit, then actors will need to spend a considerable amount of 
energy renegotiating their respective claims. Moreover, like breaching and 
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subsequent interpersonal efforts at reconstructing a sense of facticity with 
ethnomethods, discourse over validity claims will disrupt other interac
tional processes, holding them in suspension and eventually forcing a re-
framing, reaccounting, reritualizing, and restaging of the situation. 

This completes my review of the key concepts in the theories examined 
in previous chapters. I have tried to conform to the way the concepts are 
used by various theorists, but obviously I have altered and extended the 
definition of some of them. We are now in a position to examine a com
posite model that attempts to pull these concepts together into a dynamic 
set of processes. 

A Dynamic Model of Interactional Processes 

In Fig. 8 . 1 , the key concepts on interactional processes are arranged into 
an analytical model.8 Juxtaposing the concepts in this manner and delin
eating their causal connections highlights the dynamic interrelations 
among what are often considered contradictory theories. As with the com
posite model in Chapter 5, the closer the variables in the model and the 
more direct the causal path connecting them, the greater is their causal in
fluence on each other. Moreover, Fig. 8 . 1 is designed to complement Fig. 
5 . 1 on motivation. In essence, Fig. 8 . 1 elaborates upon the very last vari
able in Fig. 5 . 1 — t h a t is, signaling and interpreting. As actors mobilize en
ergy, they signal and interpret in terms of the dynamics outlined here. 

As is emphasized with the three variables on the left of the model, actors 
use their deliberative capacities to project self-references in a situation (as 
denoted by arrow a). Drawing from both core and peripheral self, individ
uals create self-references in the situation that, as we see shortly, guide the 
processes of role-making, stage-making, ritual-making, and to a lesser de
gree, frame-making, account-making, and claim-making. In using their 
deliberative capacities to project self-references, actors draw from their 
stocks of knowledge at hand (causal path b-a); and as they do so, they use 
their stocks to impose a frame on a situation (path b-d), which, in turn, 
helps them select relevant role conceptions [d-i) and staging procedures, 
ethnomethods, and claims (via the causal paths denoted by arrows m, n, 
o, and p). 

As is indicated by the causal paths at the top of the model, I see role-
making as circumscribing the staging and ritual activities of actors (arrows 
m and n) and frame-making as guiding their accounting and claiming sig
nals (arrows o and p). Of course, as arrows i and / emphasize, role-making 

8 T h i s model is a significantly revised version of the one in J. Turner, 1986a, 1986c. 
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Fig . 8 . 1 . A compos i te model of interactional d y n a m i c s . 

and frame-making exert mutual effects on one another: as actors seek to 
use stocks of behavioral sequences and syndromes to make a role consis
tent with self-references, these stocks help them impose a frame, while con
versely, as actors use stocks of knowledge about physical, demographic, 
sociocultural, and personal frames, these stocks impose limits on the kinds 
of roles that they can make for themselves. In turn, individuals use staging 
and ritual as major, though not exclusive, vehicles for signaling their role, 
while employing ethnomethods and validity claims as partial means for 
communicating how they have framed the situation. The end result is a 
collage of gestures, operating at many different verbal and nonverbal lev
els, that signals information that is interpreted by others. 

As arrow u underscores, such interpretation is reflexive. Individuals in
terpret their own gestures and, to varying degrees, filter and interpret the 
signals of others through the prism of their own framing, role-making, rit
ual, accounting, and claiming activities, especially as these are circum
scribed by self-references. Yet interpretation is not wholly, or even princi
pally, reflexive; the gestures of others are interpreted by using deliberative 
capacities and stocks of knowledge to role-take, frame-take, stage-take, 
ritual-take, account-take, and claim-take. As causal path b-e indicates, I 
see role-taking as a more conscious and deliberative process in which in-



dividuals use stocks of knowledge to assess the roles that others are at
tempting to make for themselves, especially with respect to their staging 
and ritual activities (arrows q and r). Role-taking is not always conscious, 
but it is rarely far below people's capacity to think about and articulate the 
"meaning" of others' gestures. In contrast, as causal arrow g suggests, 
frame-taking is more implicit, especially when the accounting and claiming 
activities (arrows s and t) are the basis for interpreting the framework 
being imposed by others on a situation. However, if actors rely primarily 
upon role-taking (causal arrow k) to understand another's gestures, then 
this process of frame-taking is more explicit and amenable to conscious 
reflection (as is indicated by causal path e-k). 

Just as role-making and frame-making circumscribe other signaling pro
cesses, role-taking and frame-taking initially guide the process of interpre
tation. Actors will attempt, at least initially, to determine the role(s) and 
frame(s) of other(s). To do so, they will rely heavily upon the staging, ritual 
performances, accounting, and claiming of others, but I would argue that 
unless these can suggest role and frame as well, the process of interpreta
tion will be disrupted, and actors will become more conscious and reflec
tive about "what is wrong" (as is denoted by feedback paths f and h-b). 
When role-taking proves ineffective, then, actors will more consciously 
scrutinize the gestures of others for their role-making content; and in par
ticular, they will be attuned to what the staging and ritual activities of oth
ers tell them about the underlying role(s) being asserted by others. Simi
larly, when frame-taking is ambiguous, actors will delve further into their 
stocks of knowledge to figure out what the accounting and claiming activ
ities of others tell them about the frame being imposed by others. 

Whether interpreting is problematic or not, it influences the process of 
signaling (via such paths as b-b-a, h-b-d, h-b-d-i, f-a-c, f-d, and f-d-i). If 
framing is problematic, actors will signal this through their own gestures, 
particularly with ethnomethods and validity claims. And, if role-taking is 
ambiguous, individuals will signal this to others, especially through stag
ing and ritual. Of course, when interpretations have created clear roles and 
frames as well as understandable accounts, claims, stages, and rituals, then 
signaling will reflect this fact and will, in all probability, proceed without 
great effort or conscious deliberation. 

The end result of these signaling and interpreting processes is mutual 
role-taking/making, framing, validating, accounting, staging, and ritual
izing (arrows v and w). It is from such mutual agreements over roles, 
frames, accounts, stages, claims, and rituals that an interaction becomes 
structured. Such structuring, or ordering of interaction in time and space, 
can feed back (via loop x as it connects to other causal paths) and circum-

A Synthetic Model of Interaction 1 1 5 
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scribe interpreting and signaling processes. Indeed, as I will argue in later 
chapters, most interactions occur within a structured context where the 
relevant and appropriate roles, frames, claims, accounts, stages, and rituals 
are known and understood, thereby greatly facilitating both interpreting 
and signaling. 

Conclusion 

Such are some of the general implications of the causal paths delineated 
in Fig. 8 . 1 . The model pulls together diverse lines of thinking on interac
tion; and even if the specific causal connections are viewed as incorrect or 
in need of revision, the general thrust of the model reconciles very different 
theories under the conceptual canopy provided by Mead and Schutz. The 
important thing about such a model as that in Fig. 8 . 1 is that it states ar
guments in explicit terms, thereby encouraging corrective criticism and re
vision. Equally important, it suggests some interesting propositions about 
interactional processes. Let me now turn to these in my concluding 
remarks. 

As I noted in Chapter 5, it is not possible, nor desirable, at this point to 
develop an extensive list of propositions, since all of the necessary models 
have not been developed. But, as I did for the process of motivation, it is 
useful to present a series of preliminary generalizations that emphasize cer
tain causal paths in the model. Later, we will want to reformulate these in 
light of the variables introduced from the analysis of motivational dynam
ics in Chapters 3—5 and from the discussion of structuring processes to 
come in Chapters 9—11. And so, as a way of summarizing the essential 
elements in the model presented here, I offer the following list of 
generalizations: 

1. The degree of interaction between two or more actors is an additive 
function of their level of signaling and interpreting. 

a. The level of signaling is an additive function of the degree of role-
making, frame-making, stage-making, ritual-making, account-mak
ing, and claim-making. 

b. The level of interpreting is an additive function of the degree of role-
taking, frame-taking, stage-taking, ritual-taking, account-taking, 
and claim-taking. 

2. The level of role-making in an interaction is a primary function of the 
degree of effort to affirm self-references and a secondary function of the 
degree of effort to impose frames. 

3. The level of role-taking in an interaction is a primary function of the 
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degree of visibility in the ritual-making and stage-making gestures of oth
ers and a secondary function of the level of ability in using stocks of knowl
edge to understand the frame-making gestures of others. 

4. The level of frame-making in an interaction is a primary function of 
the level of ability in using appropriate stocks of knowledge to make claims 
and construct accounts and a secondary function of the degree of intensity 
in role-making. 

5. The level of frame-taking in an interaction is a primary function of 
the degree of visibility in the claim-making and claim-taking gestures of 
others, and a secondary function of the degree of intensity in role-taking 
with others. 

6. The level of stage-making/taking in an interaction is an additive 
function of the level of rolc-making/taking and ritual-making/taking. 

7. The level of ritual-making/taking in an interaction is an additive 
function of the level of role-making/taking and stage-making/taking. 

8. The level of account-making/taking in an interaction is an additive 
function of the level of claim-making/taking and frame-making/taking. 

9. The level of claim-making/taking in an interaction is an additive 
function of the level of account-making/taking and frame-making/taking. 



Structuring Processes 

IV 



3 
Early Models of Interpersonal 
Structure 

As M O T I V A T E D A C T O R S signal and interpret, they sustain so
cial interaction across time. Although the persistence of interaction at a 
single point in time is the most basic unit of sociological analysis, it is the 
linking together of interactions at different points in time that is more so
ciologically interesting. Such sustained structuring is accomplished 
through "chains of interaction" where, in a literal sense, individuals "pick 
up where they left off" from past encounters. These chains involve remo-
bilization of past motives, remaking of roles, reframing, restaging, reac-
counting, revalidating, and retaking of roles in a manner that repeats the 
basic form of the previous interaction. 

This repetition of the basic form of an interaction is facilitated by the 
processes that were termed "structuring" dynamics in Chapter 2 (see Fig. 
2 . 1 ) . That is, structuring processes guide and circumscribe the remobili-
zation of motives, remaking and retaking of roles, and so on, so that in
dividuals do not have to work so hard at reconstituting and reconstructing 
an interaction. If structuring processes are well established, the motiva
tional energies and interactional activities of actors can be channeled in 
relatively clear and unambiguous ways. Structuring thus reduces the in
tensity of negotiations over motives, stages, roles, frames, and other mo
tivational and interactional processes. Without structuring, every reen-
counter of individuals would involve so much interpersonal work that they 
would exhaust themselves. The social order depends, in fact, on some de
gree of structuring of those interactions that must be repeated. 

Avoiding the Micro-Macro Debate 

At this point, it is tempting to offer an explanation of how to fill the 
micro-macro "gap" by an analysis of structuring that reconciles the mo
tives and gestures of individuals with the organizational properties of pop
ulations of actors. I will, however, resist being a "Br'er Rabbit" who is 
trapped by this conceptual tar baby. Instead, I will address a more limited 
and decidedly micro question: What interpersonal processes order the 
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form and pattern of interactions among individuals across time and in 
space? 1 Perhaps my analysis will suggest lines of inquiry that might rec
oncile micro and macro sociology, but such issues lie beyond the scope of 
the present project. 

When one looks at the works of the early theoretical masters for insights 
into the micro processes of structuring, however, the micro-macro question 
immediately resurfaces, for most early work on "structure" is decidedly 
macro or else seeks to bridge the micro-macro gap. In examining early con
ceptual work to see what leads it offers a micro analysis of structuring, I 
will translate selectively in order to highlight various theorists' insights into 
micro dynamics. In a very real sense, I embark on an odyssey reminiscent 
of Talcott Parsons's work, but there are several major differences in our 
respective approaches. First, my analysis of structuring dynamics is built 
upon the detailed analysis of both motivation and the interactional pro
cesses of signaling/interpreting. Second, my effort is not designed to leap, 
like Superman or Max Weber, "in a single bound" from unit acts to mac-
rostructures. Third, I approach those writers on whom Parsons com
mented—particularly Spencer, Durkheim, and Weber—with entirely dif
ferent conceptual eyeglasses, bringing into focus only the aspects of their 
work that deal with micro processes. And fourth, I include the important 
figures whom Parsons ignored—Georg Simmel, George Herbert Mead, 
and Alfred Schutz. Thus, my general strategy is the same as Parsons's, but 
the results of our analyses are very different. 

Weber's Action Theory 

At the risk of belaboring the critique presented in Chapter i, I begin my 
review of early models of microstructuring with a reexamination of Max 
Weber's "action" approach (Weber, 1978: 3—62). To perform this exami
nation, the model presented in Fig. 1 . 1 is redrawn in Fig. 9 . 1 in order to 

11 stress "interpersonal processes" because macrostructural conditions—population size, 
density, and differentiation; distributional inequalities; networks, etc.—set the parameters 
within which individuals interact. To some extent, these macrostructural conditions deter
mine the values and weights of the variables discussed in the models for micro dynamics that 
I have been developing. But, as I have emphasized, it is important to isolate the variables for 
either micro or macro analysis separately, before we begin deciding the degree to which their 
values and weights influence each other. Otherwise, the fundamental properties of micro dy
namics get conceptually mixed up with those macro processes that determine their values and 
vice versa. Thus, I am not arguing that macrostructure is irrelevant, only that such concerns 
are premature. Moreover, I am not asserting that the model of structuring toward which I 
am moving explains macrostructures; it does not, although I suspect that the microstructur
ing processes to be outlined in Chapter 11 influence some of the values for macrostructural 
models in the same way that macrostructural conditions influence micro dynamics. 
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Fig. 9 . 1 . Weber's model of structuring processes. 

place Weber's analysis of structuring processes in its best possible light. In 
this revised model, Weber's approach emphasizes the importance of values 
and norms, and the selection of a type of action, whether instrumental-
rational, value-rational, affectual, or traditional. For Weber, then, social 
action becomes structured when actors adjust their responses to each other 
by selecting courses of action in terms of reference to values and norms. In 
turn, such structuring reinforces norms and values, while at the same time 
legitimating the more macro "order" within which interaction occurs. 2 

Though there is an implicit model of motivation in Weber's analysis— 
that is, value orientations become internalized as needs and thereby cir
cumscribe actors' selection of means—there is relatively little emphasis on 
the process of interaction. Indeed, interaction becomes structured because 
actors are able to invoke similar value premises and to develop normative 
frameworks for ordering their actions across encounters. 

Thus, much like Parsons's (1937) early review of Weber, we are left with 
the conclusion that interaction becomes structured in terms of norms. This 
is not exactly a conceptual breakthrough (though in this age of hyper-
micro analysis and overreaction against functionalism, theory has tended 
to underemphasize the importance of norms). The major problem with 
Weber's model is not the emphasis on norms per se, but the failure to pro
vide details on the interpersonal processes by which the norms are created, 
sustained, or changed. Instead, norms are simply a "given" and operate as 
a macrostructural parameter on the choice of action. 

Weber's approach is thus macrostructural, despite definitional asser
tions that sociology is the study of meaningful action (Weber, 1978: 23). 
Weberian sociology is concerned, not with interaction processes, but with 

21 am perhaps "Parsonizing" Weber here and in Fig. 9.1. Or, perhaps even worse, I am 
"Turnerizing" Weber, but if Fig. 9.1 does not seem a reasonable representation of Weber on 
microstructuring, then he probably does not have a theory of micro dynamics. 
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the macrostructural dynamics of legitimated orders, although it occasion
ally posits a motivational dynamic in actors' perceptions and choice of 
means. 3 Even so, there is little emphasis on the process of motivation; it 
just appears as a kind of intervening cognitive variable inserted between 
macrostructure, on the one side, and action choices, on the other. More
over, Weber does not really examine the interpersonal processes that link 
motivated actors to each other. 

Yet Weber's approach does leave us with an important variable—norms. 
Interaction is indeed structured by norms; and however conceptually chic 
it is these days to ignore or criticize "normative theorists," the structuring 
of interaction in time and space always reveals a heavy normative element. 
Our goal is to understand in more detail the processes by which norms 
operate to structure interaction among motivated actors. 

Spencer and Durkheim's Converging Models of 
Interpersonal Structuring 

In The Structure of Social Action ( 1937), Parsons rejects Herbert Spen
cer and embraces Emile Durkheim. Like most sociologists in his time and 
today, Parsons assumed that there are fundamental differences between 
Durkheim and Spencer. Such conclusions are based upon a rather super
ficial analysis of their respective works and on the presumption that Spen
cer was an individualistically oriented "utilitarian" and Durkheim a more 
collectively oriented "normative" theorist. In their personal and social phi
losophies, this is indeed the case, but examination of their actual works on 
sociology shows clearly that their sociologies are virtually the same (J. 
Turner, 1984b). Indeed, I have argued elsewhere that Durkheim "bor
rowed"—to put it politely—the core ideas of his sociology from Spencer, 
whose key insights appeared twenty years before Durkheim's work came 
into prominence (J. Turner, 1985b; Turner and Beeghley, 1974). I do not 
wish to dwell on this theme, except to indicate that it has guided my de
cision to examine their converging schemes together. 

As many commentators have noted, Durkheim's work underwent con
siderable transformation from the early macro analysis of the division of 
labor and the rules of sociological method (Durkheim, 1893 ,  1%95) to the 
later micro emphasis on cognition and ritual (Durkheim and Mauss, 1903 ; 
Durkheim, 19 12 ) . This movement between macro and micro levels of 
analysis should, therefore, provide a useful model of how interaction be-

3 The best illustration of this is, of course, Weber's analysis of the "Protestant ethic" and 
the emergence of capitalism. 



Early Models of Structure 125 

Fig. 9.2. Durkheim's model of interpersonal structuring. 

comes structured. That is, in looking at Durkheim's work as a whole, there 
should be a heavy emphasis on how interpersonal activity sustains—or 
creates and changes—patterns of structural differentiation and integration 
among individuals. In Fig. 9 . 2 1 have redrawn the model in Fig. 3.6, where 
my concern was with motivational processes, to reflect the present topic— 
the structuring of interaction. 

For Durkheim, there is always a macrostructural background to inter
personal behavior, which consists of the morphological features of a situ
ation (Durkheim, 1893)—the number of people co-present, their organi
zation into types of structures (kin, community, etc.), their pattern of 
arrangement (differentiated, autonomous, interrelated, dependent, etc.), 
and the nature of their interconnections (loyalty to common ideas, con
tract, exchange, obedience to law, etc.). Durkheim's concept of the "col
lective conscience" has always proved difficult to interpret—even by Dur
kheim himself as he delved further into social psychology. At the more 
structural level, the "collective conscience" denotes the "volume," "den
sity," "determinateness," and "content" of those ideas that actors share, 
whereas at the more micro level, it concerns the cognitive structures of in
dividuals who are seen by Durkheim as mapping their perceptions and dis
positions in a manner that reflects the macrostructural or morphological 
features of their environment (Durkheim and Mauss, 1903; Durkheim, 
19 12 ) . 

As the model in Fig. 9.2 emphasizes, macrostructural morphology de
termines the distribution of actors in space. Also it is reciprocally related 
to the collective conscience; that is, macrostructural morphology deter
mines the form and content of the collective conscience and is, in turn, rein
forced by the collective conscience. As is also evident in Fig. 9.2, both the 
collective conscience and the distribution of actors circumscribe an indi-



vidual's cognitive structures. Together, the distribution of actors and their 
respective cognitions determine the nature of the rituals performed to rein
force social solidarity. When actors are co-present, when they reveal sim
ilar cognitions about their situations, when they share common values, be
liefs and norms, and when they are connected to a larger macrostructural 
reality, they are likely to emit rituals in their interpersonal relations. Such 
rituals derive from a fundamental need to affirm their common "group in
clusion," as the model on motivational dynamics in Fig. 5.1 emphasized. 
Such ritual performances also structure interaction across time by rein
forcing actors' patterns of co-presence, their cognitions, and their com
mitments to common ideas (note feedback arrows in Fig. 9.2). 

If we extend and extrapolate Durkheim's analysis somewhat, the struc
turing processes implied by this model can be made more explicit. First, 
there is a "normative element" in Durkheim's approach. Actors share com
mitments to common ideas about rights and duties and use these as a basis 
for structuring interaction across time and in space. This normative por
tion of Durkheim's work is, of course, what Parsons (1937) stressed. Sec
ond, there is an ecological/demographic element. The number of individ
uals and their distribution in space influences the nature of interpersonal 
rituals. Structuring thus involves the ordering—and the maintenance of 
this ordering through ritual—of spatial relations. As Goffman (1959) was 
later to stress, such "staging" is an important aspect of interpersonal struc
turing. Third, there is a cognitive element. Although this is easily the most 
poorly conceptualized element of Durkheim's work, it nonetheless alerts 
us to the processes by which actors "categorize" each other and situations 
in a manner that influences their interpersonal relations. And fourth, there 
is an interpersonal element, emphasizing the significance of rituals. Such 
rituals are the vehicle for realizing deep-seated motives for group-inclusion 
and for structuring interpersonal relations that can meet these needs over 
time. For Durkheim, then, ritual is the major structuring force in interac
tion because it meets needs for group inclusion (solidarity), while at the 
same time it is the interpersonal mechanism by which the norms, cognitive 
categories, and ecological/demographic patterns are reinforced and 
maintained. 

In sum, with this simple extension of Durkheim's ideas, several critical 
structuring processes are exposed: using norms, ordering space, catego
rizing others and situations, and performing rituals. Durkheim's move
ment into micro sociology never exhausted the explanatory power of these 
variables, nor did his treatment allow him to bridge the gap between his 
early macrostructural work on system size, differentiation, and integration 
(Durkheim, 1893) and his more micro analysis of cognitive structures and 
ritual (Durkheim, 1 9 1 2 ; Durkheim and Mauss, 1903). Yet there are several 

126 S T R U C T U R I N G P R O C E S S E S 



Early Models of Structure 127 

F ig . 9.3. Spencer 's model of interpersonal structuring. 

important conceptual leads in Durkheim's work, and, as will become ev
ident, they will all be incorporated into a more general modeling of 
structuring. 

Without denying the power of Durkheim's thought, I must stress that 
Spencer's Principles of Sociology (1874—96) anticipated many of Dur
kheim's ideas. In Fig. 9.3 I have outlined Spencer's concepts in a manner 
that emphasizes their convergence with Durkheim's. 

Indeed Durkheim and Spencer's theories of macrostructural dynamics 
are virtually identical, with the important exception that Durkheim 
stressed the normative element more than Spencer. Both presented models 
of macrostructure that emphasized population growth, ecological concen
tration, competition, functional differentiation, and integration. And 
much like Durkheim's search for the interpersonal and cognitive dynamics 
underlying these macro processes, Spencer argued that institutional struc
tures, especially as these determine the distribution of resources and power 
among actors, are always the product of "subinstitutional" processes re
volving around "ceremony" (Spencer, 1874—96, 2: 3—36). 

For Spencer, "ceremony" denotes ritual activities and other signs that 
mark the course of an interaction (see J. Turner, 1985b: 1 16 ) . In particular, 
ceremony can include stereotyped performances (ritual) and/or symbols 
(badges, fashion, trophies, etc.) to signify the level of inequality between 
actors. The greater the inequalities produced by the macro institutional 
structure, the more clearly differences in the resources among actors are 
marked by distinctive symbols and the more ritualized interactions become 
(see J. Turner, 1985b: 116—22). Such rituals and signifying objects rein
force patterns of inequality and the larger macrostructure that generates 
these patterns of inequality. 

As is evident in Fig. 9.3, Spencer also viewed "idea systems"—that is, 
law, values, standards of aesthetics, beliefs, religious dogmas, and lan
guage—as exerting considerable influence on the performance of those rit-
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uals feeding back and legitimating the broader macrostructure. Spencer's 
analysis of idea systems is not as detailed as Durkheim's, but, despite what 
many critics claim, he does recognize that ideas are an important mecha
nism of social control and that they are crucial for sustaining inequalities. 

Spencer's model is not as robust as Durkheim's, but it too stresses the 
importance of ritual in structuring interaction. Moreover, in a somewhat 
different fashion than Durkheim's more phenomenological approach, 
Spencer argued that actors are categorized not only in terms of rituals but 
also in terms of signifying signs such as badges, fashion, and other objects. 
And finally, contrary to Durkheim's and most contemporary sociologists' 
assessment of Spencer's work, he does recognize the normative element as 
an important structuring force. 

In sum, from Durkheim's and Spencer's analyses of subinstitutional pro
cesses, the significance of norms, ritual, and mutual categorization, and the 
ordering of space emerge as important structuring dynamics. While nei
ther developed a clear conceptualization of how interaction is organized 
in terms of these processes, they both recognized that macrostructural 
properties of society depend upon the operation of these micro dynamics. 

Simmel's Resource Transfer Model of Structuring 
Processes 

More than Spencer, who is incorrectly considered the dominant utili
tarian of this early period in sociology, it is Georg Simmel (1907) who em
ployed utilitarian ideas in a sophisticated exchange model of structuring 
processes. This model was intended as a critique of Marx's labor theory of 
value, but my concern is not so much with the attack on Marx as with the 
conceptual leads provided by Simmel for understanding how chains of in
teraction are sustained across time. In Fig. 9 .4 , 1 have redrawn the model 
in Fig. 3 . 3 , where my concern was with motivational processes. Here, I 
emphasize how Simmel's analysis can provide insight into the structuring 
of interpersonal activity. 

Simmel viewed interaction as an exchange of valued resources, with ac
tors being differentiated in terms of the respective value of the resources 
they hold. Actors who possess valued and desired resources will be in a 
position to extract valued resources from others, particularly when they 
can use "generalized" objects of value, such as money, in exchange rela
tions with others. As I indicated in Chapter 3, these ideas anticipated most 
of modern exchange theory. They also provided insight into a key struc
turing process: stabilization in the transfer of resources (Freese, 1986). For 
interaction to be structured, Simmel implicitly argued, the exchange of re-
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Fig. 9.4. S immel 's model of e x c h a n g e structures. 

sources among actors must be stabilized over time. The structuring of in
teraction thus depends upon agreements among individuals over the ratios 
of various resources that are to be exchanged at each encounter. 

As Fig. 5 . 1 , the composite model of motivation indicates, the exchange 
of material and symbolic resources is a part of any interaction, with actors 
being motivated to realize a profit in each situation. What Simmel clearly 
recognized is that these motivational forces influence the degree to which 
interaction becomes structured over time, for if the transfer of resources 
among actors creates an acceptable level of profit for each, then this ratio 
of payoffs becomes a tacit expectation for the exchange payoffs at their 
next encounter. And, if this expectation is repeatedly realized, it becomes 
even more salient as the yardstick for measuring what will occur in sub
sequent encounters. 

This stabilization of resource transfers becomes a powerful structuring 
force because it is tied to those motivational energies that mobilize actors 
during interaction. Thus, to the extent that the transfer of resources among 
actors can be stabilized over time, interaction will reveal a structure—each 
actor will emit those behaviors that in the past brought the expected grat
ifications. Conversely, an interaction will be very quickly "unstructured" 
when expected resources are not received. 

While I have extended Simmel's (1907) argument slightly, this is his basic 
position. For Simmel, inequalities in resources do not necessarily lead to 
conflict (as Marx argued), especially if actors find that resource transfers 
yield some level of profit. Indeed, when each actor finds the resources of 
another valuable, even if the ratio of exchange is unequal, then resource 
transfers will represent a stabilizing (as opposed to conflict-producing) 
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force in human interaction.4 Only when expectations are not met, either 
through a failure of others to provide resources at the customary rate or 
through an escalation of the expectations themselves, do resource transfers 
become a source of the tension and/or conflict that can restructure social 
relations. Marx's great failing, I think, was his inability to recognize what 
Simmel saw; at the micro interpersonal level of interaction, resource trans
fers, even among unequals, tend to stabilize around an acceptable ratio of 
payoffs for each actor; and as a result, these stabilized transfers give inter
action a form or pattern across time. In contrast, Marx took a more macro 
view, emphasizing the inequality in the societal-level distribution of 
resources. 

Mead and Schutz on Structuring 

The respective schemes of George Herbert Mead and Alfred Schutz both 
sought to link the more micro processes of signaling and interpreting to the 
macrostructural dimensions of the social universe. Their efforts were lim
ited, however, by a conceptual inventory more suitable to a micro ap
proach. Thus, Mead's (1934) lectures are more an analysis of "mind, self, 
and interaction" than a conceptualization of "society," and Schutz (1932) 
is more concerned with the mental "orientations" of actors than with the 
properties of social structure. Yet, because their schemes are tied to so
phisticated models of interactional processes, they are particularly useful 
for my purposes—the analysis of structuring in face-to-face interaction. 
For contrary to the arguments of some contemporary theorists (e.g., Blu
mer, 1969; Garfinkel, 1967), I do not think their models are of great use 
in understanding macrostructural properties per se, but as long as we con
fine analysis to the micro level, we can find a number of conceptual leads 
in their work. 

In Fig. 9 .5 , 1 have modeled those concepts used by Mead to analyze "so
ciety." For Mead, "society," or "institutional patterns," is sustained by 
"concerted" and "coordinated" interaction among individuals, while in
teraction is circumscribed by existing institutional structures. Structure 
and interaction are thus opposite sides of the same coin, but more inter
esting than this kind of metaphorical assertion are the conceptual details 
of how this mutual feedback occurs. 

4 Though Simmel did not explore the issue in these terms, the legitimacy of an unequal 
exchange depends upon whether or not actors' general sense of "justice" is being violated. If 
either party sees an exchange as "unjust," then it will be difficult to legitimate and stabilize. 
This issue was, of course, Marx's point: the labor theory of value explains why actors should 
feel injustice. But Simmel's counterpoint was that perhaps subordinates do not always see 
unequal exchange relations as unjust or worthy of incurring the high costs of trying to change 
them. 
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Fig. 9 . 5 . M e a d ' s model of interaction and society. 

As Baldwin (1986) has noted, there is an ecological dimension to Mead's 
work; my reading of the scattered references to this dimension is that in
stitutional structures—that is, established and stable patterns of organi
zation—determine the spatial distribution of interactants and physical ob
jects in a situation. Such ecological processes circumscribe the kind of 
mutual role-taking that can occur, but role-taking is influenced even more 
by those generalized other(s) that are viewed as salient by interactants. For 
individuals to be linked together across time, then, they must create or in
voke a "community of attitudes" or a generalized perspective for organiz
ing their conduct. Such a perspective involves more than developing nor
mative expectations about appropriate sequences of behavior; it also 
requires utilizing common orientations, dispositions, and meanings to 
frame a situation. 

In addition to the constraints of the generalized other(s) and of a situa
tion's ecology, Mead (1934: 82—89,125, 269) appears to have seen the in
vocation of "universals" as facilitating the structuring of an interaction. By 
"universals," Mead meant several things; in the context of structuring, 
they are standardized markers—e.g., words, gestures, and objects—that 
stimulate similar perspectives, orientations, dispositions, and meanings 
among actors. Universals are, in a sense, categories, because they allow 
actors to ignore the idiosyncratic and unique aspects of objects and ges
tures in order to place them in some more general class of objects and sym
bols requiring certain types of responses. To the extent universals can be 
invoked, interaction is facilitated. For interaction to become structured, 
Mead seems to imply, the physical props, the gestures of others, and the 
others themselves need to be classified or categorized as instances of a more 
general or "universal" type. When this is done, it is easier to resume an old 
interaction or enter an ongoing one. 
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Fig . 9 .6 . Schutz's model of interaction and social structures. 

Alfred Schutz ( 1932 : 176-202) was much more explicit and detailed 
about the importance of what he called "typifications" in interaction sit
uations. In Fig. 9.6, I have modeled Schutz's early line of argument in a 
manner that highlights its convergence with Mead's model. For Schutz, ac
tors possess in their "stocks of knowledge at hand" a "world of contem
poraries" who are the relevant types of actors who can potentially be im
plicated in a situation. These are "ideal types" of persons toward whom an 
individual is prepared to respond in certain predictable ways. People im
pute to such categorized individuals "because-of" and "in-order-to" mo
tives (see pp. 81—83 in Chapter 6), thereby facilitating the process ordering 
social relations. Such typifications can, of course, be readjusted and revised 
as circumstances warrant, but they are useful in reducing the need for fine-
tuned reading of gestures. Moreover, they enable actors to structure inter
actions, since past encounters have established the relevant typifications of 
others as belonging to general classes or categories; as the interaction is 
renewed, these categories can serve as a basis for reestablishing social re
lations. Additionally, situations can be typified with respect to the physical 
props that are present, as well as by types of people. Actors can then move 
into and out of social relations with ease, because all elements of a situation 
can be seen as instances of an ideal type. Under these conditions individuals 
can proceed to interact with a certain level of confidence about the likely 
responses of others, while at the same time being sure of how to organize 
and orchestrate their own responses. 

In the model presented in Fig. 9.6, then, existing macrostructural pa
rameters dictate the relevant stocks of knowledge, the location of actors in 
space, and the cast of potential others ("world of contemporaries"). In 
turn, these variables determine the ideal types that are invoked as a basis 
for interpreting gestures. Thus, in Schutz's view, the more a situation can 
involve mutual typifications of actors as representatives of categories, the 
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more likely will these social relations be ordered in a way that reproduces 
existing institutional structures. 

Admittedly, I have stretched Mead's and Schutz's arguments with some 
interpretive license. Yet the models presented in Figs. 9 . 5 and 9 . 6 are what 
emerged as I pondered the question of what concepts Mead and Schutz use 
to explain the structuring of interaction. Somewhat to my surprise, an em
phasis on categorizing the elements of a situation becomes the most visible 
line of argument: drawing on stocks of knowledge and generalized others, 
actors construct categorical typifications of people and of other features of 
the setting—physical props, spacing of others, and the like. Thus, they do 
not need to engage in fine-tuned role-taking during each and every inter
action in a chain nor to treat each new situation as novel. 

I should also mention two other conceptual leads in Mead's and Schutz's 
respective approaches. First, the concepts of the "generalized other" and, 
to a lesser extent, "stocks of knowledge" suggest a normative element in 
the structuring of interaction. However, the complex set of cognitive vari
ables denoted by these terms is never adequately sorted out in either 
Mead's or Schutz's scheme. Hence, in their present conceptual clothing, I 
am not sure that these concepts increase our understanding of how inter
action is structured. Second, the notion of ecological space and distribution 
of actors is mentioned by both Schutz and Mead, but they do not elaborate 
upon these ideas. We are left, then, with a hint about an important struc
turing dynamic—regionalization of actors in space—but we will have to 
turn to more contemporary theories to appreciate the significance of this 
variable. 

Conclusion 

Though these early theories about structuring are rather imprecise, they 
isolate five important dynamics: the creation and use of norms; the order
ing of space; the emission of rituals; the categorization of situations and 
others; and the stabilization of resource transfers. I have, of course, selec
tively pulled concepts from these early theorists' larger projects and given 
disproportionate weight to those variables that I sense are important. My 
review may not be entirely true to each theorist's actual intent, but as I 
indicated in Chapter z, my goal is to use theorists' ideas in new ways, not 
to provide yet one more summary and commentary on the early masters. 
With these five dynamics as clues to how interaction becomes structured, 
our task is now to examine more contemporary theories to see how early 
conceptual leads have been extended and supplemented. 



10 
Contemporary Models of 
Interpersonal Structure 

M O S T C O N T E M P O R A R Y A N A L Y S E S of structure in interper
sonal relations are intended to bridge the micro-macro gap. Typically, a 
particular set of interpersonal practices is seen as the dynamic by which 
social structure is created and sustained. Moreover, macrostructures are 
often viewed as understandable only with reference to these interpersonal 
practices, although there is almost always a conceptual caveat noting how 
macrostructures feed back and constrain the very micro processes that pro
duce and reproduce them. My sense is that all of these bridges between 
micro and macro are rather flimsy, consisting of provocative metaphors 
like "society is symbolic interaction" (Blumer, 1969); "structure is pro
duced and reproduced by human agency" (Giddens, 1984); "society is ul
timately composed of behaviors among men as men" (Homans, 1974); 
"social structures are chains of interaction rituals" (Collins, 198 1 ) ; and so 
on. 

Though these metaphors do not detail how the macro is constructed 
from the micro, they nonetheless provide important insights into the pro
cesses by which interaction is structured over time and space. Whether the 
concepts denoting this structuring of interaction are in fact adequate for 
understanding long-term and large-scale organization among populations 
of individuals is debatable—and in my view doubtful. But the insights into 
the microstructuring of interaction remain, and in this chapter, 1 review 
representative models of interpersonal structuring. 

The Hidden Legacy in Parsonian Action Theory 

Apparently, Talcott Parsons considered incorporating the ideas of Georg 
Simmel into The Structure of Social Action but decided against doing so, 
presumably because Simmel's work did not "fit" into the scheme that he 
was proposing. If this historical note is accurate, 1 find Parsons's conclusion 
rather surprising, since Simmel's (1907) The Philosophy of Money could 
have provided Parsons with the critique of Marx that he seemed to want 
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and the sophisticated revision of utilitarianism that he clearly needed. 1 

Moreover, Simmel could have provided the early Parsons with a concept 
that he was to rediscover 40 years later in his action theory—the notion of 
"generalized symbolic media of exchange" (Parsons, 1963a, 1963b, 1970; 
Parsons and Piatt, 1975) . Unfortunately, by the time Parsons had recog
nized the significance of symbolic media in exchange transactions, he had 
moved to a macro functionalism, leaving individuals in interaction far be
hind. Yet, even in Parsons's use of the concept of generalized symbolic me
dia of exchange, there is an implicit model of structure. If we take this tacit 
model and blend it with the functional ideas for which Parsons is both fa
mous and infamous, then an interesting theoretical lead on structuring pro
cesses emerges. Parsons did not develop this model as explicitly as I have 
outlined it in Fig. 1 0 . 1 , but its dynamics capture the essence of what a 
latter-day Parsonian analysis of structuring might have revealed. 

The early functional model in Parsons's (Parsons, 1 9 5 1 ; Parsons, Bales, 
and Shils, 1953) ever-evolving scheme is delineated in part of the middle 
and all of the bottom portions of Fig. 1 0 . 1 , whereas the later model, more 
reminiscent of Simmel, is found in some of the middle and all of the top 
portions of the figure. Social systems reveal four functional needs, or "im
peratives," of adaptation, goal attainment, integration, and latency (Par
sons, Bales, and Shils, 1953) , and individuals can be viewed as located in 
subsystems having primary relevance for meeting these functional needs. 
This location in a "functional sector" determines the means (and, the "me
dia" as well) that actors use in their interpersonal dealings with each other. 
Such interpersonal relations involve exchanges of resources that are con
strained by values and norms, while being conducted in terms of the "sym
bolic media" appropriate to a functional sector (that is, "power" for goal 
attainment, "money" for adaptation, "influence" for integration, and 
"commitments" for latency). When these exchanges of resources in terms 
of generalized media are sustained across time, the structure of the result
ing "social system" reinforces the relevance of values/norms and the use of 
generalized media, while at the same time meeting functional needs for 
adaptation, goal attainment, integration, and latency. 

Obviously, Parsons never presented his argument in this way, but if he 
had seen more clearly the leads provided by Simmel, he might well have 
paused much earlier in his career to consider the significance of resource 
transfers in interpersonal relations. And perhaps he would have delayed 
his conceptual rush from "unit acts" (Parsons, 1937) to a universe of action 
systems incorporating the entire "human condition" (Parsons, 1978). 

•Indeed, I think that Parsons's "unit act" involves a very utilitarian actor, albeit one with 
morals and a sensitivity to social conditions. 
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Fig. 10 . i . Parsons's implicit exchange theory of structuring. 

Thus, the model in Fig. 10 . 1 is, at best, implicit in Parsons's work, repre
senting what a more detailed analysis of interaction might have looked like 
if he had been pushed to provide one. What, then, are the conceptual leads 
in this model for a composite model of interpersonal structuring? 

First, Parsonian theory stresses the normative element. Exchange rela
tions and transfers of resources are guided by norms; and if these transfers 
prove sufficiently profitable over time and/or meet system needs, they rein
force norms and the more general value orientations that help structure 
interaction. Second, Parsons's implicit model adds the notion that inter
actions that become structured involve the stabilization of resource trans
fers through the use of generalized symbolic media. Thus, when individuals 
select a course of action, they do so in terms of generalized media that will 
facilitate the exchange of values. Just what exchange media are relevant is 
jointly determined by norms, the functional location of actors, and, of 
course, the resources possessed by others. To appreciate this second con
ceptual lead, we do not have to accept Parsons's typology of "generalized 
symbolic media" or his presumption that their use is tied to the four func
tional imperatives of all action systems. Rather, the important point is that 
interaction is more easily structured when actors "know" the relevant me
dia for an exchange of resources and when they agree upon what gener
alized media are to be used across exchange transactions. Such knowl
edgeability about media presupposes that individuals categorize situations 
in terms of the kind of media—power, influence, approval, honor, money, 
etc.—that are relevant. 

This brings us to a third conceptual lead in Parsons's model: the cate-
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gorization of situations and the use of this categorization to select means 
and media in interaction. Again, in order to appreciate Parsons's insight, 
we do not have to accept his typologies on how actors classify and orient 
themselves to situations—say, in terms of the "pattern variables" (Parsons, 
1 9 5 1 ) . Rather, we need only recognize that the structuring of interaction 
depends upon mutual categorization that is then used to select the appro
priate means and media for completing the transfer of resources and for 
giving predictability to subsequent transfers. 

I should not extend Parsons's ideas further, because it would be all too 
easy to impose my biases on his scheme,2 thereby making it unrecognizable 
as Parsonian. The important point in this exercise is that there are inter
esting ideas in Parsonian theory for a model of structuring. Even though 
his approach emphasized "structure" over the interpersonal processes im
plicated in structure, it does contain several implicit concepts about inter
personal processes, and Fig. 10 . 1 makes the best case for their importance 
to a theory of structuring. 

The Exchange-Theoretic Model 

Contemporary exchange theory has been consistently concerned with 
the question of how interpersonal processes are implicated in the emer
gence, maintenance, and transformation of social structures (e.g., Ho-
mans, 196 1 , 1974; Blau, 1964; Emerson, 1986, 1972a, 1972b, 1962 ; 
Wilier, 19 81) . While the terminology among exchange theorists varies 
somewhat, the main questions have been how exchanges of valued re
sources create patterns of differentiation, especially with respect to power 
and prestige, and how such differentiation becomes "integrated" or "bal
anced" into a structural pattern. These concerns, along with the central 
concepts of virtually all exchange theories, are outlined in Fig. 10.2. 

Exchange theories see the existence of macrostructures—that is, rela
tively stable networks and patterns of differentiation among actors in a 
population—as determining the distribution of valued resources among 
actors. Such macrostructures are presumed to be the result of past micro 
exchanges, as is emphasized by the feedback arrow across the top of Fig. 
10.2. In terms of their respective resources, actors in micro encounters find 
each other "attractive"; that is, they perceive others' resources as valuable, 
and they are therefore willing to give up some of their own resources to 
secure them. In order to strike the best deal possible, individuals often en
gage in mutual impression-management to hide their desire for the re
sources of another and to indicate the desirability of their own resources. 

2 O n e reviewer remarked at this point: "I think you already have!" 
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Fig. 1 0 . 2 . C o n t e m p o r a r y exchange theory o n structuring. 

Out of these efforts come actual exchanges, but these are guided by norms 
of "justice" and "fair exchange" as they have evolved from past exchanges 
and been institutionalized in macrostructures.' In turn, patterns of differ
entiation and network formation among actors emerge from these ex
changes, as circumscribed by considerations of justice and fairness. 

The degree of differentiation among actors in terms of power and pres
tige is shaped by the respective values of their resources and the number of 
actors from whom they can secure these resources. Power differences are 
most likely when the respective resources of actors are of very different 
value and when those who find the resources of another particularly valu
able cannot secure them elsewhere. Prestige differences also follow from 
these same general conditions, but in a more mitigated form. Peer relations 
arc most likely when these two conditions—inequality and scarcity of al
ternatives—do not exist, with the result that actors merely exchange ap
proval for approval. In the short run, exchanges tend to become "inte
grated" (Blau, 1964) or "balanced" (Emerson, 1972b), since actors come 
to accept their respective payoffs as judged by the "market value" of their 
resources and by norms of fairness and justice. Such integration and bal
ancing stabilize the rate of exchange, thereby sustaining macrostructures 
and norms of fairness/justice. 

From an exchange perspective, then, stabilization of resource transfers 
through balancing and integration (that is, acceptance of payoffs) is what 
structures an interaction. Such stabilization is facilitated by norms that 
specify what rates of exchange are fair and just. Thus, as long as interac
tions involve profitable exchanges of resources that are defined as fair, they 
will be repeated. And as they are repeated, structuring occurs, in two sen-

3 Another reviewer asked of exchange theorists: "Why do macrostructural conditions lead 
to norms of fairness and justice? 1 think that exchange theories arbitrarily throw this in, as a 
vague recognition of 'cultural' factors which are not explained by their theory." 



ses. First, repetition of exchanges sustains existing macrostructural con
ditions that in turn influence the distribution of resources and actors, while 
reinforcing those norms that define what is fair in a situation. Such main
tenance of macrostructures circumscribes what is possible in subsequent 
exchanges by "loading the dice" in terms of the distribution of resources 
among actors and the relevance of particular justice norms. Second, rep
etition of exchanges, per se, will produce structure without reference to its 
consequences for macrostructural processes. If actors receive rewards at 
one point in time, then they will be likely to anticipate and accept their 
respective payoffs at their next encounter, as long as established ratios of 
resource payoffs and norms of fairness are not violated. 

As is evident, these conceptual leads are similar to those provided by 
Parsons's implicit model, without all of the functional trappings of Parson
ian action theory. In fact, when one takes the functional imperatives out 
of Parsons, it looks very much like what he rejected in 1937 , a modern-day 
version of utilitarianism. Nonetheless, the critical point is that the struc
turing of interaction depends upon the stabilization of resource transfers 
in terms of the ratios of resources exchanged,4 the ability of each actor to 
realize some profit, and the assessment by each actor that the exchange is 
fair and just with regard to relevant norms. 

Collins's Exchange-Ritual Model 

In Chapter 4 , 1 summarized Randall Collins's ( 1 9 8 6 , 1 9 8 1 , 1 9 7 5 ) model 
of motivational processes. In this model the "need for group membership" 
was seen to be the guiding force behind people's conversational exchanges. 
That is, conversations are typically about group inclusion/exclusion issues, 
with individuals "spending" their "emotional energy" and "cultural cap
ital" in order to sustain and perhaps enhance their position in an ongoing 
group context. In Fig. 1 0 . 3 , 1 have redrawn the model presented in Fig. 4.5 
to emphasize its implications for structuring processes. 

For Collins, macrostructural conditions constrain what can occur in mi
cro situations. Such conditions typically determine the number of people 
co-present in an interaction situation, the distribution of people in space, 
the distribution of relevant resources among actors, especially their level 
of emotional energy and cultural capital, and the length of time that actors 
will be co-present. Such macrostructural conditions are built up from past 
interactions that, as they are strung out across time in chains of interaction, 

4 Of course, some exchange theories also present theories of conflict (e.g., Blau, 1964) ; and 
in fact, I would argue that most conflict theories are a subtheory of exchange (see J. Turner, 
1986b: 230). 
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Fig. 10.3. Collins's interaction ritual model of structuring. 

create those macrostructures that circumscribe each subsequent interac
tion among individuals. Such interactions are conceptualized as "interac
tion ritual chains" in which individuals classify situations as work/prac
tical, social, or ceremonial; mobilize the appropriate emotional energy 
(e.g., sentiments, feelings, dispositions) and cultural capital (e.g., memo
ries of past conversations, control of physical props, vocal styles, knowl
edge, authority); spend this energy and capital in conversational ex
changes with others; and realize some level of profit (e.g., positive emo
tions and/or enhanced capital) with respect to their place or position in an 
ongoing group context. 

Collins sees this process as a "ritual," but in a rather idiosyncratic way. 
Because the conversational exchanges among individuals revolve around 
a clear focal point—group membership—they represent a "ritual perfor
mance" toward a sociological "totem," the group. Conversations thus ad
dress a common focus (group membership) and arouse people's emotions 
with respect to their sense of involvement in groups. In other words, the 
basic motivational force in human interaction—need for group member
ship—is linked to how people interact—ritualized conversational ex
changes using emotional energy and cultural capital to sustain/enhance 
their sense of group membership. 

Interactions become linked together over time as actors' respective prof
its from one conversational encounter become stored as a memory and are 
subsequently used to classify situations and mobilize a given level of en
ergy/capital in the next encounter. Over time, as encounters are linked to
gether in a "chain," the exchange of conversational resources becomes 
somewhat stabilized as actors accept their place in the ongoing organiza
tion of an interaction context. If there is a great inequality in the organi-



Contemporary Models of Structure 1 4 1 

zation of this context—that is, some control much more cultural capital 
and can mobilize more emotional energy than others—then conversations 
become highly "ritualized" in another sense of this term: stereotyped se
quences of behaviors that allow subordinates to invest as little capital and 
energy in the situation as possible, while freeing supcrordinates from the 
responsibilities of constantly monitoring the action of subordinates. Such 
stabilization of resource transfers and ritualization help sustain the distri
bution of energy and capital among actors and, hence, the larger 
macrostructure. 

Despite several points of ambiguity in this portrayal of structuring, it 
does offer a number of important conceptual leads. First, structuring re
volves around resource transfers, especially with respect to issues of group 
membership. Second, when such transfers are stabilized through estab
lished ratios of payoffs and rituals, they become even more structured, 
making it easier to link encounters together in chains of interaction. Third, 
categorization or classification of situations facilitates structuring by in
dicating what emotional and cultural resources are relevant to a conver
sational exchange and what rituals are most appropriate for such ex
changes. And fourth, just what categories and resources are employed in 
an encounter is circumscribed by demographic/ecological conditions, es
pecially the number and distribution of actors in space and time. These 
represent, as I will emphasize in the next chapter, critical processes in the 
structuring of interaction. 

The Interactionist Model 

With a few notable exceptions (e.g., Shibutani, 1986), interactionist 
theorizing has tended to assert the explanatory primacy of interpersonal 
processes, without actually demonstrating how structure is created and 
sustained. At best, Mead's model of motivation and signaling/interpreting 
(see Figs. 6.1 and 9.5) is recast somewhat, as it has been extended by con
temporary theorists. Even then, some of the more promising concepts in 
Mead's approach—such as "universals"—become recessive in contem
porary interactionists' portrayal of structuring processes. Nonetheless, my 
representation of the interactionist model indicates that here too we can 
find some interesting conceptual leads for a more general model of 
structuring. 

Fig. 1 0 . 4 outlines what I see as the critical elements in interactionists' 
conceptualizations of structuring. Social structures are sustained through 
a series of reinforcement processes arising out of people's efforts to con
struct patterns of "joint action" (Blumer, 1969). These reinforcement pro-
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Fig. 1 0 . 4 . Interactionist models of structuring. 

cesses, as denoted by the many feedback loops in the model, indicate the 
implicit behaviorism in all interactionist theorizing. That is, individuals 
find rewarding those behaviors that increase the accuracy of role-taking 
and role-making, that confirm self as an object, that sustain definitions of 
situations, that affirm the salience of norms and generalized perspectives 
guiding conduct, and that place actors in positions and roles. Conversely, 
if efforts at joint action do not provide this reinforcement, they will pro
duce pressures for changes in social structure. 

Thus, for interactionists, social structure is a process revolving around 
key reinforcement patterns. Once created, however, social structure dic
tates the relative locations (positions) of actors in situations as well as the 
relevant norms and perspectives. In turn, the position of actors determines 
which aspects of self will be seen as relevant in an interaction, whereas the 
increased salience of norms and generalized perspectives (meanings, atti
tudes, orientations, feelings, and dispositions) influences the "definitions" 
of situations (Thomas and Zaniecki, 1927) that individuals can develop. 
Such definitions are reciprocally related to self in that one's self-conception 
circumscribes what one sees as important in a situation, while being influ
enced by these very perceptions. Role-making is primarily influenced by 
self, as qualified by norms, generalized perspectives, common definitions, 
and role-taking, whereas role-taking is principally influenced by common 
definitions of situations, as circumscribed by actors' relative positions, and 
by their efforts to make a role for themselves. 
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As the extreme left and right portions of the model in Fig. 1 0 . 4 stress, 
interactionist theorizing sees social structure as a process of active con
struction of joint acts across time; past joint actions result in relative po
sitioning of individuals in status-roles and make certain norms and per
spectives more salient than others. There is, then, a heavy normative 
element in interactionist theorizing, although most interactionists remain 
suspicious of this concept.5 Moreover, there is a pronounced emphasis on 
position in a larger network of positions, although once again interaction
ists would not use these terms. Social structures are also created and held 
together by people's ability to construct common definitions about the ele
ments of a situation. That is, through mutual role-taking, they can agree 
upon the categories of others and objects that exist in a context and that, 
as a consequence, dictate the range of appropriate responses, norms, and 
perspectives to be invoked in a situation. 

What makes interactionism unique is the emphasis on self and its effects 
on needs to make a role and to define a situation so as to reinforce those 
dimensions of self that individuals see as particularly relevant. In other 
words, a social structure will be sustained to the extent that it enables 
people to maintain positive self evaluations about those dimensions of 
their core and peripheral self that they see as important. 

There are, I think, some useful conceptual leads here, although they will 
need to be blended with concepts from other perspectives to develop a 
more general theory of structuring. The behaviorism in interactionist the
ory requires, I believe, incorporation into a more comprehensive exchange-
theoretic framework, where actors are seen as negotiating not only over 
positions in groups as well as norms and definitions, but also over confir
mations of self. Moreover, while interactionist concepts of role-making 
and role-taking tell us much about what people do when they interact (see 
Chapter 8 ) , they do not provide an explicit structuring dynamic. Concepts 
like norms, definitions of situations, and generalized perspectives do not 
add much conceptual enlightenment beyond functional analyses of struc
ture, and, in fact, tend to be used by interactionists in rather vague and 
metaphorical ways. At best, these concepts argue that actors orient them
selves to situations in terms of common cognitions. Before refining further 
the concepts of interactionist theory, however, let us examine some addi
tional approaches that, along with those discussed thus far, may provide 
the conceptual tools for developing a more refined model of structuring. 

5 The prominence of "norms" varies with the interactionist in question. At one extreme is 
Blumer (1969) who would see norms as one of many "objects" of reflection in an individual's 
deliberations over a course of action, whereas at the other extreme would be Stryker (1980) 
who would at least acknowledge that there are norms regulating (to varying degrees) people's 
behavior. 



144 S T R U C T U R I N G P R O C E S S E S 

Goffman's Model 

As I outlined in Fig. 7.2, Erving Goffman (1959, 1967, 1974) provided 
many of the key concepts for the model of interpersonal signaling and in
terpreting presented in Fig. 8 . 1 . Goffman also provides critical insights into 
the processes that structure interaction across time and space. In Fig. 10 .5 , 
I have recast the ideas in Fig. 7.2 to emphasize the process of structuring. 

Unlike many micro theorists, particularly in some versions of symbolic 
interactionism, Goffman always recognized that interaction occurs within 
a macrostructural context that, as indicated in Fig. 10 .5 , determines not 
only the distribution of actors in space and time, but also the salience of 
shared cultural orientations, though, as with interactionist theory, the 
properties of these cultural orientations are left rather vague. Under the 
spatial, temporal, and cultural constraints determined by the macrostruc-
ture, individuals seek to frame situations and present themselves in a fa
vorable light; frames further circumscribe the range of potential responses 
in a situation, and self-presentations provide the motivational energy for 
the interaction to proceed. All these factors together allow individuals to 
ritualize and regionalize their interaction. Ritualization involves the emis
sion of stereotyped sequences of gestures. By the use of space and physical 
props regionalization circumscribes the emission of these rituals providing 
the physical cues for different types of gesturing sequences (for example, a 
backstage region will require different opening, closing, and sequencing 
rituals than a frontstage region). 

Thus, if people can create agreements over the spacing and juxtaposi-
tioning, their use of physical props, and their timing of the interaction in 
space, then their next interaction can proceed smoothly, since they "un
derstand" what the physical and temporal parameters of their interaction 
"mean." Similarly, if they can agree to use common sequences of gestures 
for opening, ordering, and closing their interaction, then their subsequent 
interaction will involve considerably less interpersonal work, because they 
now "know" how to proceed. In turn, these processes of regionalizing and 
ritualizing feed back and sustain the macrostructure by ordering people in 
space and time, while reaffirming shared cultural orientations. Thus, ri
tualized and regionalized interactions reinforce the very macrostructure 
that initially encouraged the use of certain rituals as well as the ordering 
of space and time. As interactions in more and more contexts are region
alized and ritualized, structure is built up. 

Despite Goffman's rather imprecise portrayal of macrostructure and cul-
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Fig. 1 0 . 5 . Gof fman's model of interpersonal structuring. 

tural orientations, his analysis provides two conceptual leads for under
standing structuring processes. Those interactions that can be ordered in 
space/time and that can be sequenced in a predictable (ritual) form will be 
more readily repeated and linked together in chains of interaction. And, as 
individuals in a society acquire knowledge of what juxtaposition, physical 
props, spacing, staging, and behavioral sequences "mean" in varying con
texts, they can organize their responses without great interpersonal effort. 
Indeed, a complex society that requires considerable movement of individ
uals into and out of many different kinds of situations depends upon a high 
level of knowledgeability about the meaning of diverse rituals and regions. 

Giddens's Structuration Model 

Though as I summarized in Chapter 4 (see Fig. 4 . 3 ) , Anthony Giddens 
has developed a useful theory of motivational processes, he has, curiously, 
had comparatively little to say about interactional processes revolving 
around signaling and interpreting. Part of the reason for this conceptual 
gap resides in Giddens's critical assessment of interactionist theory, which, 
in his view, has focused on face-to-face interaction to the exclusion of 
structural and motivational issues. He attempts to correct for these defi
ciencies by blending concepts from psychoanalytic theory, interactionism, 
and phenomenology/ethnomethodology into a theory of motivation. Un
like so much of motivational theory, he conceptually integrates the forces 
that mobilize human agents with those that structure their interaction in 
time and space. It should not be surprising, therefore, that his model of 
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Fig . 1 0 . 6 . Giddens 's structurat ion theory. 

"structuration" will prove useful in developing a composite model of 
structuring. 

In Fig. 1 0 . 6 , 1 have outlined in skeletal form his model of structuring, at 
least as I see it. I have removed much of Giddens's ( 1984, 1979) vocabulary, 
which often becomes obtuse, but Fig. 10.6 is true to his essential line of 
argument (for my more detailed review of his approach, see J. Turner, 
1986b: 546—78). For Giddens, "structure" denotes the "rules" and "re
sources" that individuals use to extend their interaction across space and 
time. Rules are "generalizable procedures" that people employ as a meth
odology or formula for organizing their responses, whereas resources are 
"facilities" that actors can draw upon to get things done during an inter
action. There are two basic kinds of rules: normative rules are used to cre
ate rights and obligations in an interaction; interpretative rules are em
ployed to generate "stocks of taken-for-granted knowledge" in a context. 
Similarly, there are two types of resources: authoritative resources are 
those organizational capacities that actors possess and draw upon in a sit
uation to control and direct the pattern of interaction; allocative resources 
are those material features of situations—props, artifacts, goods, etc.— 
that actors use to coordinate their responses and accomplish tasks. 

As indicated in Fig. 10.6, the "structure" of a situation consists of var
ious rules and resources that individuals can employ to organize their in
teractions. In this process, actors create norms, facilities, and interpretative 
schemes. While rules and resources are "transformational"—that is, they 
are capable of being combined and recombined to create varying norms, 
facilities, and interpretative schemes—there is often an institutional con-
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straint on what rules and resources are available to actors and on how they 
can be transformed. Giddens (1984: 3 1 , 1 9 7 9 : 1 0 7 ) offers a typology of 
institutions in terms of various configurations of rules and resources, but 
for my purposes here I need only stress that he sees many interaction con
texts as lodged in institutionalized patterns that have been built up from 
past interactions and that now circumscribe the rules and resources avail
able to individuals. 

The norms, facilities, and interpretative schemes thus created are, in 
turn, used for mutual sanctioning, communication, and use of power. 
Emerging from these interpersonal activities is an ordering of interaction 
in terms of routines and regions. This ordering is made possible by avail
able rules and resources and is motivated by deep-seated needs for onto
logical security and a sense of trust (see Fig. 4.3 for the details). Routini-
zation organizes an interaction across time; regionalization orders an 
interaction in space. And, as situations become routinized and regional
ized, actors reproduce the very structures and institutions that determine 
the resources and rules available to them. Giddens's discussion of routines 
and regions is detailed and worth further examination, since I believe these 
two concepts denote important structuring dynamics. Let me begin with 
routinization. 

For Giddens (1984: 72), "the routinization of encounters is of major sig
nificance in bending the fleeting encounter to social reproduction and thus 
to the seeming 'fixity' of institutions." Routines thus stretch interaction 
across time by enabling actors to interact in predictable ways during a sin
gle encounter or in successive ones. Giddens emphasizes five interpersonal 
mechanisms by which actors sustain routines: (1) the use of rituals that 
mark the opening, sequencing, and closing of a particular pattern of in
teraction; (2) the use of "turn-taking" methods to assure that conversa
tions proceed in a predictable form maintaining the routine; (3) the use of 
"tact" to create the appropriate sense of decorum necessary for sustaining 
routines; (4) the use of signals to mark individuals' respective (status) po
sitions in a situation, thereby allowing them to preserve their sense of iden
tity and the routine; and (5 ) the use of frames as markers for indicating 
what range of behaviors and demeanors is appropriate for maintaining a 
routine. 

Regionalization derives from Giddens's view that interaction reveals a 
geographical element as well as a serial ordering of responses across time. 
Giddens (1984: 110—44) introduces the concept of "locale" to highlight 
certain dimensions of spatial structuring. Locales vary in terms of their 
physical and symbolic boundaries, their degree of connectedness to 
broader institutional patterns, their span and extension of physical space, 



and their duration across time. And so, as individuals interact, they use 
rules and resources to mark the geographical boundaries of their interac
tion, to connect their use of space to broader institutional patterns, to par
tition the space in which the interaction occurs, and to decide upon the 
time period during which space will be used. Such "staging" practices en
able actors to increase the predictability of their responses, thereby meeting 
basic motivational needs for security and trust, while reproducing struc
ture and institutions. 

In sum, then, Giddens (1984) provides three important conceptual leads 
for developing a more comprehensive model of structuring processes. First, 
there is a normative element, recast here into a provocative view of norms 
as transformable tools for ordering interaction. Second, there is the con
cept of routines or routinization, which emphasizes that the structuring of 
interaction will be difficult unless the responses of individuals become 
highly predictable and habitual. And third, there is the notion of region-
alization, which stresses the significance of ordering actors in space for the 
maintenance of interaction across time. 

Conclusion 

The theoretical approaches summarized in this chapter supplement and 
advance the insights of those early theoretical masters examined in the pre
vious chapter. I have stressed what I see as key insights; and we are now 
ready to pull them together into a composite model of structuring and to 
use this model to generate some tentative "laws" or principles of structur
ing dynamics. In doing so, it will be necessary to detach these structuring 
dynamics analytically from motivational and interactional processes. That 
is, quite apart from what motivates interaction or what actors do when 
they signal and interpret, how is interaction ordered across time and space? 
Naturally, structuring is embedded in motivational and interactional pro
cesses, and I will mention this along the way. For the present, however, I 
will give structuring dynamics the same treatment I have used in previous 
chapters for motivational and interactional dynamics, continuing to ex
plore each of these processes as if they could be separated into discrete con
ceptual entities. I will save for Chapters 12 and 13 a more explicit exam
ination of the causal connections among motivational, interactional, and 
structuring dynamics. Then we will be ready to put the conceptual pieces 
back together again, and in the process, move toward a theory of social 
interaction. 
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11 
Toward a Synthetic 
Model of Structuring 

As P E O P L E M O B I L I Z E their motivational energies and en
gage in mutual role-taking and making, staging, validating, ritualizing, 
and framing, they often create an emergent property: structure. Such struc
ture is not a "thing," however, but a process in which individuals produce 
and reproduce patterned sequences of interactive responses. And once cre
ated, these established sequences become, in a sense, a "mental template" 
or "schema" for how those individuals will interact when they resume con
tact. When such cognitive schemes can be learned by others, then succes
sive sets of actors can enter situations and repeat the lines of behavior cre
ated by others, often in the distant past. Thus, the process of structuring 
is, on the one hand, an overt patterning of behaviors in time and space and, 
on the other hand, a mental modeling of information about what inter
active sequences apply to varying types of situations. 

Structuring as a Distinctive Property of Interaction 

This dual quality of structuring presented Durkheim with a conceptual 
dilemma, since he could not satisfactorily reconcile his earlier pronounce
ments that a "social fact" is an "external and constraining thing" (Dur
kheim, 1895) with his later recognition that "the collective force is not en
tirely outside of us; . . . but rather, since society cannot exist except in and 
through individual consciousness, this force must penetrate and organize 
itself within us" (Durkheim, 1 9 1 2 : 209). Just how to reconcile the conclu
sions that society or structure exists both as an external and visible reality 
and as a mental construction has often confounded analyses of "social 
structure." Part of the reason for this confusion, I think, is that when ad
dressing the topic of structure, theorists become too macro and emphasize 
large-scale and long-term interactive patterns; yet, curiously, when they try 
to connect these macro dimensions of structure to individuals, they typi
cally become too micro and delve into the properties of human conscious
ness and cognition. The result is conceptual flip-flopping between the maj
esty of the macro structural order and the inner workings of individual 
mental constructions. 



This in turn creates the gap between micro and macro sociology; and 
although there may be both an ontological and a metaphysical basis for 
this gap, it is probably wider than necessary. In recent years, efforts have 
been made to examine the micro foundations of the macro order, but these 
have tended toward a micro extremism that emphasizes talk and conver
sation, while defining away most alternative conceptions of structure as 
reifications and hypostatizations. Or, as the models presented in the last 
chapters have revealed, macrostructural processes are conceptualized in 
rather imprecise terms—structural parameters, cultural orientations, 
norms, generalized perspectives, functional needs, and the like. The result 
is for macrostructure, as well as "structural" considerations in general, to 
exist as vague pronouncements alongside more precisely conceptualized 
micro processes—thereby creating another kind of conceptual gap. 

None of this is necessary. For the time being, let us accept the existence 
of a discontinuity in our conceptualizations of face-to-face interaction and 
the organization of populations. Then let us recognize that to address the 
topic of structure we must choose either a micro or a macro perspective 
and that those alternatives will yield diverging conceptualizations and dif
ferent kinds of insight into the operative dynamics of the social universe. 
With these simple guidelines in mind, my micro analysis of structuring ad
dresses a very modest question: how is it that individuals are able to pat
tern and sequence their interactions across time and space? 

Part of the answer to this question is contained in the previous chapters 
on motivational and interactional dynamics. But, as this chapter will em
phasize, we cannot explain patterns of interaction solely in terms of either 
those forces motivating individuals or those processes enabling individuals 
to signal and interpret. Additional concepts are required and can be found, 
as I have indicated, in the works of the theorists discussed in Chapters 9 
and 10. All that remains, then, is a synthesis of these works into a com
posite model of structuring that suspends consideration of how to bridge 
the micro-macro gap. 

The Dynamic Properties of Structuring 

My examination of the early masters and representative contemporary 
theorists yields six general conceptual rubrics for understanding how 
structuring operates. I will label these ( 1) categorization, (2) regionaliza-
tion, (3 ) normatization, (4) ritualization, (5) routinization, and (6) stabi
lization of resource transfers. These processes are "energized" by motiva
tional dynamics, and they are conducted by virtue of the interactional 
processes of staging, validating, accounting, role-taking and making, 
ritual-taking and making, and framing. As I emphasized above, however, 
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structuring is an emergent property that requires some new concepts or, at 
the very least, a number of extensions of those concepts used to understand 
motivation and signaling/interpreting. These six concepts represent my 
best guess as to basic interpersonal processes that create, sustain, and per
haps change patterns of interaction. 1 Several are elaborations of concepts 
in earlier models of motivation and signaling/interpreting, which is not 
surprising, since structuring is implicated and embedded in motivational 
and interactional dynamics (see Fig. 2 . 1) . For the moment, however, let us 
view motivational, interactional, and structuring processes as discrete dy
namics, saving for the next chapter a review of their mutual embeddedness. 

Categorization 
As many theorists have emphasized and as I have noted in several places, 

individuals often seek to view situations and each other in terms of con-
sensually agreed upon categories. By visualizing situations and individuals 
as examples or instances of a category, the need for fine-tuned signaling 
and interpreting is greatly reduced. For once persons and contextual ele
ments are categorized, the appropriate responses are, in a very literal sense, 
preprogramed and can be emitted without great deliberative effort. Indi
viduals carry in their stocks of knowledge information about how they are 
supposed to orient themselves and behave, in general terms, in given types 
of situations. Without this information, structuring of interaction would 
be difficult; each situation and individual would be unique, requiring new 
responses at different points in one encounter and at each new encounter. 
But by invoking relevant categories, individuals can enter new situations 
and emit appropriate responses to strangers, thereby reproducing those 
structures through which different actors pass. 

This structuring dynamic is implicit in Weber's (1978) and Parsons's 
( 1951) view that actors engage in "types of action"—instrumental-
rational, value-rational, affectual, appreciative, etc. It is, of course, made 
explicit in Parsons's conceptualization of the pattern variables as mecha
nisms for typifying social systems and in his later view of functional im
peratives/requisites and generalized media as a means for initially classi
fying situations in terms of their functions and media. Schutz's (1932) 
critique of Weber (and by extension, of Parsons also) explicitly recognizes 
that interaction is greatly facilitated when others can be typified as repre
sentatives of an ideal type, but unlike Weber and Parsons, who emphasized 
just a few categories, Schutz maintained that the categories are more subtle 
and complex. Similarly, interactionist notions about "definitions of situa-

11 emphasize "interpersonal" since macrostructures clearly constrain what can occur dur
ing social interaction. But, if we are focusing only on the micro dynamics of structuring, then 
these six concepts denote what I see as the critical processes involved. 



tions" argue that actors categorize, but here, too, there is no presumption 
of a limited number of categories. 

There is, then, clear consensus that actors simplify situations by cate
gorizing them, but the question of how they do so remains problematic. 
Do they create new categories for each situation? Do they carry in their 
stocks of knowledge a few provisional categories? Or do they carry com
plex sets of categorical elements that are combined and recombined in each 
situation? I suspect that the answer to all these questions is affirmative. Yet 
my sense is that, although actors do indeed construct highly fine-tuned and 
situationally specific schemes of classification, the production and repro
duction of structure depend more on the use of a few general categories. 
For if there are too many categories, their very purpose—that is, to sim
plify—is obviated. 

Despite Parsons's and Weber's provocative formulations on the catego
rization of social situations, I think that Collins (1975) has been the most 
theoretically insightful. For Collins, individuals initially assess situations 
as being one of three types: work/practical, ceremonial, or social. This sim
plifies the organization of responses, since individuals now "know" the 
range of behaviors most relevant to the situation. Of course, they may also 
carry in their cognitive structure, or develop during the course of interac
tion, more fine-tuned and contextual conceptions for each of these three 
general types of situations, thereby facilitating further the organization of 
behaviors during prolonged interactions. But initially—which is the criti
cal moment for the reproduction of an interaction—individuals rely upon 
a few general categories. 

Though Collins does not explore the issue in any detail, these three cat
egories, and various refinements and subtypes that may subsequently be 
invoked by actors, are a critical force behind the structuring of an inter
action. For if actors are to order their responses during one interaction se
quence and at subsequent encounters, they need to classify the situation as 
involving work/practical, ceremonial, or social demeanors. Moreover, if 
actors are to enter new situations, there must be markers (words, nonver
bal gestures, physical props, etc.) informing them of the relevant category. 

Not only do people classify situations, but they also classify or typify 
each other. While the typification of others is implied by the categorization 
of the situation, Schutz's (1932) argument should alert us to another di
mension of categorization: the classification of individuals as representa
tives of categories. My sense is that such classification varies according to 
the degree of intimacy with which people view each other. At one extreme, 
they can see each other as intimates with whom they feel in true intersub-
jective contact, while at the other, they can view each other as categories 
whose subjective states they presume by virtue of their being instances of 
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respective types of individuals. And perhaps there is some middle category 
where people see each other as types, and yet at the same time, as persons 
about whom they should know some personal specifics. I hypothesize, 
therefore, that individuals simultaneously classify situations as work/prac
tical, ceremonial, or social and others as intimates, persons, or categories. 
Table I T . I summarizes what is involved in the nine possible categories that 
result. 

The critical point is that the structuring of interaction is dramatically 
facilitated when one of these nine types can be used by individuals to or
ganize their responses. Once again, such categorization makes responses 
predictable, enables people to enter new situations and understand what 
is expected, and allows them to pick up old interactions where they left off. 
Of course, I am not precluding the possibility (indeed, the likelihood) that 
situations change, that they shift from one type to the other, or that they 
involve categorical elaboration and fine-tuning. Indeed, the course of in
teraction often changes the structure of situations, but even such transfor
mations are structured, in at least two senses: actors use markers (words, 
nonverbal cues, physical props, spacing, etc.) to signal movement to a new 
category; and new categories provide their own guidelines for the reor
dering of responses. Thus, to a great extent, micro interactions are struc
tured by individuals' capacity to categorize them into relatively few types 
(as illustrated in Table 1 1 . 1 ) and at the same time to mark movements to 
new sets of categories or refinements of existing ones. Of course, as we will 
see later, these capacities to categorize are influenced by the other struc
turing processes. 

Regionalization 
As Goffman (1959) was the first to emphasize, the ecology and demog

raphy of an interaction are critical variables. The structuring of an inter
action is, therefore, particularly likely to be influenced by such consider
ations as the span of space in which the interaction occurs, the physical 
props that exist, the objects dividing space into "regions," the number and 
distribution of individuals in regions, and the movement of people into and 
out of the overall space and its various subregions. 

These ecological and demographic variables will, to some extent, deter
mine the flow of interaction: a large space will have different interaction 
patterns than a small one; a space divided into many regions (offices, cor
ridors, elevators, desks, etc.) will produce very different interactions than 
an open space; a crowded space with many people will generate different 
interactions than a sparsely populated one; a region allowing constant 
movement and turnover of participants will reveal dramatically different 
interactions than a place where movements are more restricted. Thus, as 



T A B L E I I . I 

A Provisional Typology of How Humans Categorize 

T Y P E S OF SITUATIONS 

Work/practical Ceremonial Social 

Others as functionaries whose behav
iors are relevant to achieving a spe-

Categories cific task or goal and who, for the 
purposes at hand, can be treated as 
strangers 

Others as representatives of a larger 
collective enterprise toward whom 
highly stylized responses owed as a 
means of expressing their joint 
activity 

Others as strangers toward whom su
perficially informal, polite, and re
sponsive gestures are owed 

Others as functionaries whose behav
iors are relevant to achieving a spe-

Persons cific task or goal but who, at the 
same time, must be treated as unique 
individuals in their own right 

Others as fellow participants of a 
larger collective enterprise toward 
whom stylized responses are owed as 
a means of expressing their joint ac
tivity and recognition of each other as 
individuals in their own right 

Others as familiar individuals toward 
whom informal, polite, and respon
sive gestures arc owed 

Others as close friends whose behav
iors are relevant to achieving a spe-

Intimates c i g c Q J . g o a j a n £ j t o w a r c j w n 0 m 

emotional responsiveness is owed 

Others as close friends who are fellow 
participants in a collective enterprise 
and toward whom a combination of 
stylized and personalized responses 
are owed as a means of expressing 
their joint activity and sense of mu
tual understanding 

Others as close friends toward whom 
informal and emotionally responsive 
gestures are owed 
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independent forces in their own right, demography and ecology circum
scribe the potential range of interaction structures that can emerge in a 
situation. I will refer to these demographic and ecological forces as 
"regionalization." 

Although demographic and ecological variables circumscribe the range 
of what is possible, the actual structuring of the interaction sequence across 
time is the result of shared conceptions of what space, regions, numbers, 
movements, and objects actually "mean." The structuring of an interac
tion, therefore, requires relatively stable ecological and demographic con
ditions and general consensus over what these conditions indicate as the 
appropriate lines of conduct. 

My argument is that, through socialization and interactive experience, 
competent actors develop stocks of knowledge about interactive ecology. 
They then use this knowledge to regionalize interaction in time, thereby 
contributing to its structuring. In Fig. 1 1 . 1 , I have constructed a rough 
schematic view of the cognitive structure that generates these meanings. I 
visualize individuals as carrying in their more general stocks of knowledge 
a subset of information about the meanings of varying ecological and de
mographic conditions. This information is cognitively organized along 
four dimensions: the meaning of space in varying contexts; the meaning of 
objects in different spatial settings; the meaning of the division or orga
nization of space in different contexts; and the meaning of interpersonal 
demography—varying numbers, distributions, and movements of people 
in different settings. For an interaction to become structured, actors must 
agree what the space in which they are located signifies (a floor of offices, 
classroom, football stadium, etc.); they must accept the significations of 
objects in this space (desks, doors, carpets, chairs, nameplates, turnstiles, 
etc.); they must understand what the division of space into regions means 
(offices, corridors, conference rooms, sections, rows of chairs, etc.); and 
they must know what the number, distribution, and movement of people 
in the situation indicates (e.g., crowds at a stadium, receptionist in an of
fice, students in a classroom, etc.). 

Though this may all seem obvious, regionalizing is a complex and subtle 
process. For example, in order for a classroom to structure intetaction, stu
dents and professors must "know" what the room signifies, what chairs 
and other props are to be used for, what the ordering of space into student 
and teacher sections signifies, and what the number and movement of 
people signify for classroom activity. Moreover, students and professors 
understand the significance of such variables as a large or small class, a 
seminar or lecture arrangement of props, a podium or non-podium lecture 
style, formal or casual dress and demeanor of a teacher, and so on. This 
juxtaposition of objects and people in space thus stimulates a particular 
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Fig . 1 1 . 1 . T h e cognit ive structure of regional izing d y n a m i c s . 

kind of interaction that reproduces varying types of "classroom structure." 
Similarly, the constellations of objects and people in office space, bars, 
stadiums, street corners, workplaces, department stores, grocery stores, 
and the likes all signal that certain kinds of interaction are to ensue. The 
fact that people "know" the meaning of these constellations enables the 
interaction to proceed smoothly and to be repeated at subsequent points 
in time. 

Without regionalization, actors would need to work very hard to figure 
out what they are supposed to do. For regionalization offers a host of cues 
that tell people how to orient themselves and that indicate which range of 
norms, rituals, categories, and resources are most relevant. Without un
derstanding of interactive ecology and demography, a much greater burden 
falls upon interpersonal signaling and interpreting, forcing actors to 
"work at" and "work out" their respective sequences of responses. But 
when they can use standardized ecological and demographic cues, the in
teraction can flow more readily and can be more easily resumed at a future 
time. 

Normalization 
As is evident in reading Table I I , 1 , categorization implies that certain 

kinds of responses are "owed" to others. Thus, categorization helps specify 
what obligations are relevant and salient in an interaction, whereas the in
vocation of normative obligations facilitates the organization of responses 
in terms of categories. However, because the concept of "norms" is so 
problematic in contemporary theorizing, I should pause and provide a 
more detailed appraisal and conceptualization. 

In recent decades, the concept of "norms" has been identified with the 
imputed deficiencies of functional theorizing (Turner and Maryanski, 
1978), and as a consequence, theorists are reluctant to develop "norma
tive" theories. Such fears of being labeled "functionalist," "consensus the
orist," or some similar epithet are misguided, because we can hardly deny 
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that people do indeed develop and use normative agreements about what 
should occur in situations. To ignore this obvious fact is, to me at least, 
rather absurd. The real question is not whether individuals organize their 
conduct in terms of norms—they do—but rather, what the nature of norms 
is and how they are employed by individuals to structure interactions. 

The major problem with most "normative" theories is that norms are 
viewed as the primary force holding structure together. In order to carry 
this excessive explanatory burden, norms have tended to be conceptual
ized as consensually accepted expectations that are unambiguously tied to 
positions in a network of positions. As such, norms guide the conduct, or 
"role behavior," of each individual occupying a status position in a social 
system (Linton, 1936; Parsons, 195 1 ) . The criticisms of this line of argu
ment are well known and need not be repeated, but I do wish to emphasize 
one simple point: the critics have often "thrown the baby out with the bath
water." It is one thing to recognize that norms are not so clear, consensually 
agreed upon, and neatly tied to status positions, but it is quite another to 
assert that norms do not exist or that they are insignificant in creating and 
sustaining structure. How, then, can we resurrect the concept of norms in 
a manner that helps explain structuring processes? 

Anthony Giddens's ( 1984, 1979) view of structure as rules and resources 
that actors draw upon to produce and reproduce patterns of interaction is, 
I think, a good place to begin reconceptualizing normative dynamics. His 
recognition that norms provide not only information about rights and ob
ligations, but also more generalized "interpretative schemes," is a useful 
conceptual lead. Thus, as I begin to discuss the normative element, I will 
borrow three points of emphasis in Giddens's (1984) structuration theory. 
First, norms are not so much prepackaged sets of expectations tied to spe
cific positions (although this does occur as a limiting case) as they are cat
aloged stores of information about obligations, rights, duties, and inter
pretative perspectives. Second, norms are "generative" in the sense that 
actors carry in their stocks of knowledge understandings about the pro
cedures by which normative information is categorized, stored, retrieved, 
assembled, and reassembled for use in situations. And third, norms are 
"facilitative" in that actors construct normative agreements by drawing 
upon their stores of information about rights, duties, obligations, and 
interpretations and by using these agreements to order their current and 
subsequent responses in situations. 

This shift in emphasis stresses the generative and transformable nature 
of normative behavior, as actors actively negotiate or, as is often the case, 
renegotiate their general interpretations of, and respective obligations in, 
specific contexts. Sometimes, of course, individuals confront situations 
where generative and transformative options are very limited, since past 
interactions have created relatively clear and consensual "rules" and "ex-
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Fig. 1 1 . 2 . T h e cognit ive structure o f normat ive dynamics . 

pectations" about what should occur. But even here, these established nor
mative expectations constitute only a general framework within which ac
tors can create more fine-tuned agreements about how they should 
interpret and act in a situation. 

This concern with the process of constructing and reconstructing nor
mative agreements, even within contexts heavily imbued with normative 
content, is why I am using the term "normatize." I want to represent the 
concept of norms as a verb—that is, as an active, dynamic process—rather 
than as a noun. Yet the fact that I convert the term "normatize" into the 
noun "normatization" forces the recognition that people do indeed create 
norms that appear to be, in Durkheim's words, "a thing" limiting options 
and circumscribing conduct. This "thing" is transformable, but often at 
costs far exceeding what people are willing to pay. Hence, as part of their 
stocks of knowledge, people carry around in their heads prepackaged nor
mative orientations that they draw upon in predictable ways and use to 
guide their conduct. 

In light of these considerations, how are we to conceptualize less meta
phorically "normatizing" and "normatization"? Fig. 1 1 . 2 outlines my 
sense for the cognitive elements involved. 2 I visualize "normative infor-

2 Once again, I invite "structuralists," who are supposed to know about these things, to 
join me in trying to explain more adequately the generative processes involved in creating 
expectations that guide behavior (that is, norms). 
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mation" as a subset of more general stocks of knowledge, which, like all 
such stocks, are acquired through past interactions and experiences. In 
turn, this subset of general stocks of knowledge consists of three interre
lated stores of information: (1) knowledge about rights and duties, (2) 
knowledge about how to interpret, and (3 ) knowledge of the procedures 
for using (1) and (2). 

Stores of information about rights and duties comprise individuals' cat
aloged information about what to expect in situations. By cataloged, I 
mean that the information is stored in a somewhat systematic way (per
haps as ordered gestalts) and that it can be retrieved (remembered) and 
made available for use in a situation. My guess is that individuals catalog 
information along three lines: stores of rights and duties that apply to gen
eral types of situations and to all individuals within a given culture and 
society (norms of politeness, address, demeanor, decorum, conversational 
turn-taking, spacing, etc.); norms of rights and duties in those highly or
dered institutional contexts evident in all societies (economy, kinship, re
ligion, politics); and norms of the rights and duties negotiated and selec
tively remembered in specific situations over the course of a lifetime. As 
individuals interact, then, they invoke normative information about ex
pectations of people in general, modify this information in terms of any 
institutional context that may (and may not) be relevant, and then qualify 
this information even further in terms of actual experiences in the same or 
in similar situations. 

This process of filtering and focusing information about rights and du
ties is both facilitated and circumscribed by the other two subsets of nor
mative information. Taking information about interpretation first, I view 
actors as ordering their knowledge about how to interpret situations and 
others into schemata, or somewhat loosely organized gestalts of interpre
tative elements revolving around the relevant attitudes, meanings, feelings, 
dispositions, and other orienting cognitions in a situation. These interpre
tative gestalts both filter each actor's perceptions of a situation and order 
the retrieval of information about rights and duties. There are, I think, 
three basic kinds of interpretative schemata, similar to the catalogs of in
formation about rights and duties: those about situations in general, those 
concerning institutional contexts (family, economy, religion, etc.), and 
those ordering specific past experiences in actual interactive contexts. Ac
tors use these three schemata simultaneously to denote a situation as an 
instance of a past experience, as an element of an institutional order, and 
as a general type or category of interaction (such as work/practical, cere
monial, social); and on the basis of this denotation, they select information 
about the rights and duties that are relevant and that are to be used in in
teractive negotations with others. 
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This selection of rights and duties as well as their use in interaction also 
occurs in terms of procedures for organizing cognitive elements in general 
and normative elements in particular. My belief is that there are three gen
eral types of such cognitive rules or procedures for cataloging, ordering, 
combining and recombining, retrieving, and using information: gram
matical rules specifying how interpretative gestalts and pieces of infor
mation about rights and duties are to be strung together to create a set of 
expectations; rules of indexicality or context indicating the kinds of rights, 
duties, and schemata appropriate to varying types of situations; and rules 
concerning adjudication of potentially discordant information about 
rights and duties, interpretative schemata, normative grammar, and con
textual inferences. 

In sum, then, there is a complex set of cognitive dynamics revolving 
around the process of normalizing situations. Perhaps I have delved too far 
(or perhaps not far enough) into what these cognitive dynamics might be, 
but the critical point is that norms do not just exist; rather, they are pro
duced and reproduced by virtue of the cognitive capacities of active agents. 
The major criticism of normative theories is that it is hard to determine 
where the norms structuring interaction come from. In my view, norms are 
the joint outcome of the motivational and interactional processes discussed 
in the previous chapter, the cognitive processes schematically represented 
in Fig. I I . z , and the other structuring dynamics discussed in this chapter. 
This argument will become more evident in later chapters, but lest I be 
accused of being a traditional normative theorist, it is important here to 
stress the generative nature of normatizing. 

Thus, in terms of the processes denoted in Fig. 1 1 . 2 , the normatization 
of a situation revolves around the capacity of actors to invoke a similar 
interpretative schema for organizing their perceptions, to agree upon their 
respective selection of rights and duties, and to employ similar procedures 
for creating, contextualizing, and adjudicating normative elements. Ob
viously, this process has to be incredibly complex and subtle; and yet in
dividuals pursue it without great interpersonal difficulty. Part of the reason 
for this apparent ease is that competent actors have cognitively cataloged 
their past experiences about rights and duties and interpretative schemata 
and, in the process, acquired knowledge about the procedures for orga
nizing normative elements. As a result, they can invoke without undue 
stress the relevant schemata and the appropriate rights and duties, while 
attending to any problems of normative organization. Only when actors 
cannot agree on rights and duties, schemata, and organizing procedures 
does interaction become stressful and difficult to structure. In general, ac
tors are highly motivated to normatize situations because it enables them 
to structure their interaction in ways that meet the basic motivating needs 
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(such as ontological security and trust) outlined in Fig. 5 . 1 and to avoid 
consuming more energy than necessary to signal and interpret with respect 
to all of the interactional processes delineated in Fig. 8 . 1 . Moreover, as we 
will see later in this chapter, normati/.ing also facilitates the operation of 
other structuring processes. 

Ritualization 
Rituals are stereotyped sequences of behavior that symbolically denote 

and emotionally infuse the ongoing flow of interaction. With the concept 
of "stereotyped," I wish to emphasize that the meaning of the behavioral 
sequence is "understood" (often only implicitly) by others and that the gen
eral direction of the behavior is thereby highly predictable. With the con
cept of "symbolically denote," my intent is to stress that these stereotyped 
sequences of behavior mark some aspect of group involvement. That is, 
rituals are about group inclusion, and they operate as a mechanism for de
noting some dimension of a collective context. Finally, with the concept of 
"emotionally infuse," I argue that rituals mobilize feelings and motiva
tional energy. As is suggested by Fig. 5 . 1 , where motivational dynamics are 
outlined, anxiety is reduced to the extent that interaction succeeds in pro
ducing a sense of inclusion, trust, and security. All of these deep-seated 
needs are, I think, met by ritual activity; thus it should not be surprising 
that they are "emotionally charged" behaviors. 

To ritualize an interaction is thus to create stereotyped sequences of ges
tures among individuals that symbolically mark the implicit solidarity of 
ongoing interaction and that meet each individual's basic needs for group 
inclusion and, to a lesser extent, trust and security (as well as needs for 
gratification, self-confirmation, and facticity—as we will see in the next 
chapter). Moreover, in creating stereotyped sequences, each individual's 
gestures become more predictable, thereby reducing the interpersonal 
work involved in signaling/interpreting, while at the same time holding at 
bay the emotional energy associated with anxiety and a failure to meet ba
sic needs. 

During interaction, four types of rituals are most critical for structuring 
the flow of mutual gesturing: opening and closing rituals, forming rituals, 
totemizing rituals, and repair rituals. Opening and closing rituals are se
quences of behavior that mark the initiation and termination of an inter
action. The structuring of any one interaction, or its resumption later, is 
greatly facilitated by the ability of actors to understand when an interac
tion is being initiated and terminated. Moreover, there are usually ritual
ized ways of "telling" others as part of the opening ritual how long the 
interaction will last, whereas the closing "tells" actors how easy it will be 
to pick up the interaction again at a subsequent time. Structuring inter-



action thus involves not only opening-closing behavioral sequences, but 
also implicit subrituals that inform actors as to the nature, duration, and 
resumption of the interaction. 

A forming ritual involves the use of stereotyped behavioral sequences to 
order the interaction between its opening and closing. Such rituals indicate 
the form that the interaction should take, supplementing clues already 
given in opening gestures and previous closing gestures. Forming rituals 
give individuals a sense of "where an interaction is going" and "what's 
likely to happen." Moreover, they can be used to mark shifts in the form— 
for example, from a formal to a more personal mode. 

A totemizing ritual is a reaffirmation of group involvement and involves 
behavioral sequences that make the interaction, and potentially the group, 
the focus of attention. Such rituals typically revolve around "totems" in the 
sense that individuals will use symbols—objects, words, nonverbal ges
tures—as representations of the relationship and/or the group. I thus see 
totems as more than reverent responses toward physical objects; certain 
kinds of responses make totems of other people (for example, a warm em
brace or a verbal sequence affirming friendship). In these cases, the other 
person is a totem toward whom rituals are addressed, but the rituals are 
not so much a "worship" of the person as of the relationship or group in 
which both actors are implicated. When, for example, someone says "I love 
you," he or she is affirming the relationship (as one involving intimacy) as 
much as the person. Indeed, the recipient of these vows of " love" is serving 
as a totem. Such totemic rituals usually require reciprocity if they are to be 
effective in structuring interaction. That is, actors need to serve as totems 
for each other; and so, when someone says "I love you," there is an implied 
reciprocal ritual, such as "I love you, too," in which the roles of worshiper 
and totem are reversed. But again, what is being "worshiped" here is the 
relationship as much as either individual. 

These totemic rituals tend to be the most emotionally infused of all rit
uals because they make the referent of the situation explicit—that is, the 
relationship and structure of the ongoing enterprise. As a result, when to
temizing rituals are not performed, or go unreciprocated, the sense of com
mon attachment to the group is undermined and anxiety increases, thereby 
fueling additional emotions such as anger, frustration, and hurt. 

Other rituals are also totemizing, but less explicitly so. Indeed, a failure 
to use a conventional ritual can often be a "slap in the face" not so much 
for an individual as for the relationship among individuals. For example, 
when someone ignores a closing ritual, the next encounter between these 
individuals cannot proceed without a sense that the relationship has been 
disrupted and must now be reconstructed. Or, if someone violates a form-
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ing ritual, this "attacks" the structure of the relationship, and so invites 
disproportionate emotional reactions from others. Thus, as becomes 
clearly evident when opening-closing and forming rituals are not per
formed, they too evidence totemizing elements. 

Since disruption of interaction is inevitable in human affairs, repair rit
uals are an essential part of structuring. Structuring cannot endure without 
a set of behavioral sequences to signal efforts at restoring a breached in
teraction. In each actor's stocks of knowledge are inventories of repair rit
uals that they can use to "smooth over" a disrupted interaction. Some of 
these are generic and apply to most contexts ("Excuse me," "I'm so sorry," 
"Please forgive me," "Sorry, I didn't know," etc.), whereas others are spe
cific to a particular type of situation (work/practical, ceremonial, social) 
or level of intimacy. 

Structuring thus depends upon agreement and understanding among ac
tors as to what opening and closing behavioral sequences are acceptable, 
what forms of interactive dialogue are appropriate, what gestures affirm 
their relationship, and what kinds of gestural sequences will repair a dis
rupted situation. The more actors share knowledge of rituals and the more 
readily they can emit them, the more likely an interaction is to reveal con
tinuity and the more likely is it to be resumed with ease at subsequent 
points in time. Moreover, as individuals acquire knowledge about classes 
of situations and the ritual repertoires appropriate to those situations, they 
can more readily move in and out of interactions with persons whom they 
have not met before. For if structure is to be elaborated beyond chains of 
repeated interaction among the same people, individuals must have gen
eralized and appropriate rituals for how to open, proceed, close, and repair 
their interactions, thereby enabling them to reduce the level of interper
sonal work needed to keep an interaction going while at the same time 
allowing them to meet basic needs for group inclusion, trust, and security. 

Routinization 
Social structure depends upon "habits," or routinized behavioral se

quences where, without great mental and interpersonal effort, actors do 
pretty much the same thing in time and space. In the context of interaction, 
routines involve repetitive sequences of mutual signaling and interpreting 
that are customary and habitual for the parties involved. Such repetitive 
sequences are typically punctuated with rituals that if emitted sufficiently 
often, become highly routinized. But the structuring of interaction depends 
upon more than such perfunctory rituals; it also requires less emotionally 
infused behavioral sequences that "fill in" time and give predictability to 
movement in space. Anthony Giddens (1984) has been the most perceptive 
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of contemporary theorists in recognizing that routines are important for 
the reproduction of structure as well as for meeting people's deep-seated 
needs for ontological security and trust (that things are as they appear and 
that they are predictable). For as individuals "do the same thing in the same 
place," their responses reveal continuity and predictability, thereby en
abling others to react in an equally predictable fashion. 

Routines typically emerge as a natural part of interactions that must be 
sustained. Thus, as people work, live family life, attend school, and interact 
in other institutional contexts, they tend to routinize a great proportion of 
their interactions in these contexts. For example, students tend to sit in the 
same spot in a college classroom, take notes in similar ways, and interact 
in a routinized manner with those around whom they habitually sit. Such 
routinizing helps reproduce "classroom structure," but it also provides stu
dents (and teachers) with a kind of "ontological security blanket," thereby 
reducing the potential anxiety associated with those situations where one 
must be alert and attuned to the gestures of others. 

As people create routines in most of their daily contexts—working, play
ing, eating, sleeping, etc.—they order their lives; and as these behavioral 
routines bring people together at predictable times and places, they simi
larly order their interactions. The result is that they can "go on automatic 
pilot" as they interact, without great deliberation about gesturing and in
terpreting. Each person simply behaves "as they always do," thereby easing 
the interpersonal strain on each other and making it easy to resume the 
interaction later. In a sense, routines are a sort of interpersonal "dead time" 
that "fills in" structured interactions between those episodes where indi
viduals must be interpersonally alert, awake, alive, and attuned. Without 
routines, interaction would be exhausting; and thus interactive structures, 
especially longer term ones, depend upon each party routinizing their re
sponses in order to conserve energy. 

But routines are, at least latently, a potential source of emotional 
arousal, which suggests that they are tied to deep motivational needs. For 
if people's interactive routines are disrupted, they are often "upset" and 
"frustrated" to a degree far beyond what might be expected if routines 
were simply a way to save interpersonal energy. This seemingly dispropor
tionate reaction signals that routines are important to meeting basic needs 
for security and trust as well as other needs, such as the "profits" in ex
changes associated with a given routine. Recognition of this dynamic in
dicates that people are actually highly motivated to create those "dull rou
tines" that they often complain about but rarely seek to change. 

Thus, routines are not just the by-product of other behavioral activities. 
Actors are motivated to create routines; and they can do so because they 
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carry in their stocks of knowledge information about the kinds of routines 
appropriate for various types of situations and about the ways of imple
menting these routines. This knowledge is, of course, built up from past 
experiences, but it is supplemented indirectly through observation of oth
ers, media, and additional sources of information. And so, for those major 
contexts of activity in human affairs—work, family, and school, for ex
ample—competent actors develop a sense for the relevant ways to go 
about establishing routines. This knowledgeability, and the motivation be
hind its implementation, is thus an important dynamic of structuring. Rou
tines make responses predictable and in so doing meet fundamental needs 
for trust and security (see Giddens's model in Fig. 4 . 3 ) . 

Stabilization of Resource Transfers 
Actors are motivated to realize a profit in those material and symbolic 

resources implicated in an interaction (see Fig. 5 . 1 ) ; and as they come to 
accept a given type and ratio of resource transfer in a particular interaction 
setting, structuring is facilitated. For if a setting yields an acceptable rate 
of profit for the individuals involved, they are motivated to stay in this set
ting and emit those interactive sequences that have been profitable. More
over, if the types and ratios of resources transferred are accepted by indi
viduals, these become normative expectations that are used to order 
subsequent interactions. Knowing what types of resources are to be ex
changed and what the rate of exchange will be reduces considerably the 
uncertainty of a situation (and hence, the potential anxiety associated with 
a failure to meet needs for security, trust, and self-affirmation) and the 
amount of interpersonal negotiation that will be required for actors to feel 
comfortable. However, when exchange ratios are in doubt, considered 
"unfair," damaging to self, or constantly subject to renegotiation, it will 
be difficult to structure an interaction over time. For under these conditions 
actors will be motivationally mobilized to change the situation and un
willing to accept as appropriate existing interactive sequences. 

As denoted in the model of motivational dynamics in Fig. 5 . 1 , exchanges 
will revolve around securing those material and symbolic resources that 
maintain a sense of group inclusion, confirm and affirm self-conceptions, 
promote a sense of facticity, provide for a sense of ontological security, and 
create a sense of trust. Thus, to the degree that resource transfers can sta
bilize around acceptable ratios of those valuable resources, an interaction 
will be more readily structured. 

Just what resources are defined as relevant and salient for meeting these 
needs is related to people's personal biographies and, more importantly, to 
the context of an interaction. My view is that individuals carry in their 
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stocks of knowledge understandings about the "generalized" material and 
symbolic resources most relevant to a context and that they seek to ne
gotiate a level of these resources that will provide them with a sense that 
they are a part of ongoing group activity, that the responses of others are 
predictable and trustworthy, that things are as they appear, that self has 
been affirmed, and that a factual world exists "out there." 

Many interaction contexts do not require great negotiation, since they 
arc mediated by generalized reinforcers, such as money. But even in these 
situations (e.g., the purchase of a product), other resources are being ex
changed. For example, if one observes the conversation surrounding a sim
ple purchase ("Hello," "How are you?," "What can I do for you?," "A good 
choice," "Come back again"), money is not the only medium of resource 
transfer. In fact, conversational exchanges arc probably more visible than 
the actual transfer of money. Hence, "friendliness" and "courtesy" are 
more than interpersonal tactics to smooth the transaction; they are part of 
the resource transfer itself, and they facilitate its stabilization. This be
comes particularly evident when one party in a financial transaction is 
viewed as being "rude" or "cold"; under these conditions the offended 
party will be upset and less likely to pursue or renew the interaction, 
thereby lessening the possibility that the interaction will become struc
tured. 

Other structuring processes help to define what resources are relevant 
for a context and just how they are to be exchanged. 1 see rituals as par
ticularly important in this respect, because they open and close a transfer 
in a manner that makes it predictable, mutually including, self-sustaining, 
and factual, while at the same time confirming that "things are as they ap
pear." Particularly when the exchange is unequal (say, conformity is ex
changed for help), ritual orders the resource transfer in a way that simul
taneously makes responses predictable, saves people's dignity, acknowl
edges their mutual inclusion, sustains appearances, and creates a sense of 
facticity. Conversely, stabilization of resource transfers reinforces those rit
uals (as well as other structuring dynamics) that enable actors to determine 
the relevance of resources and acceptable rates of exchange. 

In sum, then, the structuring of interaction depends upon actors' mutual 
capacity to categorize, regionalize, normatize, ritualize, routinizc, and sta
bilize their responses toward each other. As I have argued, this capacity 
presupposes that individuals have stores of information about these dy
namics and that they can use them appropriately in their signaling and in
terpreting activities. If such is the case, then basic motivational needs can 
be met, and the processes of signaling and interpreting are simplified. In 
light of these considerations, we are now in a position to construct a com-
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Fig. i i . 3 . A compos i te mode l of structuring dynamics . 

posite model of these dynamic elements in the process of structuring 
interaction. 

A Dynamic Model of Structuring Processes 

All of the structuring dynamics discussed thus far are interrelated. As 
the values for one of these variables increase or decrease, the values for the 
others will change in the same way. The purpose of an analytical model, 
however, is to delineate the causal paths through which these mutual ef
fects operate and to suggest hypotheses about the most crucial interrela
tions among these structuring dynamics. Of course, as I have indicated 
throughout this chapter and as I will begin to explore in more detail in the 
next chapter, many of these interrelations are with other interaction pro
cesses—motivation, signaling, and interpreting. For the present, I offer the 
composite model in Fig. 1 1 . 3 as my best estimate of the dynamic causal 
relations among just the six structuring variables. 

In juxtaposing the variables in Fig. 1 1 . 3 , I am arguing that proximate 
variables and those connected by a causal path exert the most influence on 
each other; and the closer the variables and the shorter the causal paths 
connecting them, the greater the causal effects. Moreover, since the struc
turing process flows from left to right, the initial structuring of an inter
action successively involves regionalizing and categorizing, then ritualizing 
and normatizing, and then stabilizing resource transfers and routinizing 
responses. This implies the hypothesis that structuring will be particularly 
difficult to initiate without categorization and regionalization. 

The feedback paths delineated in the model complicate the analysis of 
structuring dynamics, however. For once an interaction is structured 
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through the processes flowing from left to right in the model, the feedback 
effects of variables on each other become critical to the reproduction and 
maintenance of structure. As is evident, these feedback effects create a 
number of cycles (e.g., paths like p-e and p-e-h-o) that become nodes 
around which a pattern of interaction is created and sustained. In fact, the 
nature of a structured interaction will vary in terms of which configuration 
of cycles is most evident in a particular situation. Indeed, if one was so 
disposed (and I am not, for the present), it might be possible to develop a 
typology of structured interactions in terms of varying configurations of 
cycles. 

With these general features of the model as a backdrop, let me now ex
amine in more detail some of its key causal paths. When individuals first 
initiate an interaction, or renew an old one, the issues of regionalizing and 
categorizing become immediately salient. At this initial point in an inter
action, people use situational ecology and demography as cues to establish 
the appropriate categories of response (see Table II.I ) . That is, by noting 
the span of space, the division of this space into regions, the existence of 
significant physical props, as well as the number, distribution, and move
ment of people, actors categorize a situation in terms of ceremony, work, 
or socializing and the degree of intimacy that is appropriate (as is denoted 
by causal arrow a); and conversely, as actors categorize, the "meaning" of 
a situation's demography and ecology becomes more clearly defined and 
brought into sharper focus (causal arrow b). 

Several feedback processes reinforce (or potentially disrupt) the mutual 
effects of regionalization and categorization. As feedback loop n under
scores, routines help to sustain regionalization; as individuals develop 
habitual ways of positioning and moving in space, they reproduce the or
ganization of an interaction, and in so doing, they reinforce the appropri
ateness of those categories used to orient actors (via causal path n-a). 
While regionalization helps create and sustain those very routines that re
produce routinization (causal arrow k), other processes are also involved 
in creating routines (note the processes being funneled through /, all of 
which will be examined shortly). Just as regionalization is influenced by 
feedback from routinization, categorization is connected to normatiza
tion: as actors categorize, they invoke a relevant range of normative ele
ments (as denoted by causal arrow e), and, as they normatize a situation, 
they reinforce (or perhaps, challenge) the relevance and salience of cate
gories (feedback loop p). Of course, there are more protracted feedback 
causal cycles in which the process of categorization is implicated (for ex
ample, path d-i-o-p), but these tend to influence categorization through 
their feedback effects on normatization. 

Thus, to the extent that actors can regionalize and categorize an inter-
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action, and subsequently reinforce these through the processes channeled 
through feedback loops n and p, the structuring of an interaction is greatly 
facilitated. Conversely, if regionalization and categorization are not mu
tually reinforcing, or are not reinforced through feedback loops n and p, 
then structuring will prove difficult. For without regionalization actors 
cannot easily order their activities in space; without successful categori
zation they will have difficulty stretching the interaction across time. The 
rationale behind these conclusions will become more evident as we move 
further into the dynamics of the model. 

Regionalization and categorization both have a direct effect on the de
gree of ritualization (causal arrows d and c); and categorization has an 
indirect effect on ritualizing through the process of normatizing (causal 
path e-g). Once actors have regionalized and categorized an interaction, 
they are more likely to "know" the appropriate opening, forming, closing, 
totemizing, and, if necessary, repairing rituals. The knowledge and use of 
these rituals enable individuals to sequence responses in a predictable way, 
while providing them with the necessary behavioral repertoires to repair a 
breached interaction. Knowledge of such rituals not only facilitates the or
dering of responses at one point in time; it also allows individuals to pick 
up an interaction at subsequent points in time. Moreover, knowledge of 
those rituals appropriate to generic classes of situations (as indicated by 
regionalization and categorization) gives actors the capacity to enter new 
situations with strangers. By enabling sets of actors to enter and exit basic 
types of interaction settings with relative ease, rituals expand the potential 
scope of structuring. 

Ritualizing an interaction has direct reciprocal causal effects with nor
matizing (as indicated by causal arrows / and g) and indirect effects with 
categorization (path e-g-f-p). As actors categorize, they are better able to 
invoke those stores of information about rights and duties, interpretative 
schemata, and procedures for ordering normative elements that are most 
relevant for a particular context (see Fig. 1 1 . 2 ) . In so normatizing a situ
ation, individuals can better select (via arrow g) the germane opening, clos
ing, forming, totemizing, and repairing rituals. Conversely, as is indicated 
by causal arrow f, the emission of rituals reinforces normatizing efforts by 
infusing them with the emotional content that springs from the way rituals 
are implicated in motives for group inclusion, trust, and security. This line 
of argument will be discussed more extensively below and so, at this point, 
I simply want to emphasize that rituals operate to emotionally infuse in
teraction by serving as a vehicle for attaching basic motive states to those 
norms circumscribing the flow of an interaction (Durkheim, 19 12) . 

This consequence of rituals for structuring is, as I noted earlier, also ev
ident in stabilizing resource transfers (as is signaled by causal arrow i). By 
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creating stereotyped sequences of gesturing, rituals order negotiations 
over, and exchanges of, material and symbolic resources; and in so do
ing, they help individuals secure a sense of trust, group inclusion, self-
affirmation/confirmation, security, and facticity. Moreover, rituals reduce 
the costs, especially to self-esteem, of exchanges among unequals by reg
ularizing their respective interpersonal demeanors, although at times 
"ruthless" resource holders force their inferiors to engage in elaborate and 
demeaning rituals. (In the short run such degrading rituals may stabilize 
the resource transfer as dramatically unequal, but in the long run this in
equality will be likely to motivate efforts to restructure the exchange.) 

Once resource transfers are stabilized through ritual—and other struc
turing processes, especially normatizing and routinizing (to be discussed 
shortly)—they feed back and circumscribe the range of potential rituals 
that can be emitted in a situation (as indicated by feedback loop;'). Because 
resource transfers revolve around meeting some of humans' most basic mo
tivational needs, their stabilization exerts a very powerful force on the 
emission of rituals that reinforce the existing nature and rate of exchange. 

Stabilization of resource transfers also bears this kind of direct reciprocal 
relationship to normatizing processes (via cycle b-o), while at the same 
time, revealing a more inclusive cycle incorporating the effects of norms 
on rituals (cycle o-g-i). My comments above have already incorporated the 
dynamic of the latter cycle, so let me concentrate for the moment on the 
b-o cycle. A great deal of the literature on exchange processes has empha
sized the importance of such issues as "justice," "equity," "equality," and 
"nonrationality" in exchange transactions (e.g., Cook and Emerson, 1978; 
Cook and Hegtvedt, 1983). This emphasis underscores the fact that for 
different contexts actors invoke implicit rules about the "appropriate," 
"fair," "equitable," and "just" transfer of resources, especially under con
ditions of inequality. These "norms of fair exchange," as Blau (1964) 
termed them, mitigate against the potential tensions associated with the 
advantages that some actors typically enjoy in exchange relations. For if 
actors could push their advantage to the extreme, it would be difficult to 
stabilize a pattern of resource transfer over extended transactions. Those 
at a disadvantage would eventually seek to leave the relation or engage in 
retaliatory action. Of course, these events often do occur in actual ex
changes, but they do not facilitate structuring; on the contrary, they de-
structure interaction until norms of fairness are adhered to by the advan
taged parties. 

Thus, in order for social relations to stabilize, actors must accept as fair 
and reasonable the ratios of resources exchanged. My reading of the rather 
large literature on this topic reveals that actors possess in their stocks of 
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normative knowledge rather complex and contextually based norms about 
what would constitute fairness in different types of situations and that 
these are employed as a yardstick for evaluating the transfers of resources. 
If an exchange falls within the guidelines of these norms, then an interac
tion is more easily stabilized, as is emphasized by causal arrow h. As re
source transfers are stabilized in terms of these justice considerations, 
norms of fairness are reinforced (as indicated by feedback loop o), thereby 
giving them greater salience at subsequent exchanges or in new exchanges 
with different actors under similar conditions. The cycle denoted by causal 
path h-o becomes, I hypothesize, self-sustaining for those situations in 
which individuals regularly must participate, and, as norms of fairness are 
reinforced, they become part of the repertoire of categories that individuals 
use to typify situations (as is emphasized by feedback arrow p). As a result, 
when actors categorize situations, the relevant norms of fairness are in
voked without great deliberation; only when they are violated (as is often 
the case in actual situations) do individuals become cognizant of them (and 
use them to destabilize and destructure the interaction). 

The stabilization of resource transfers with rituals and norms encour
ages routinization of an interaction, as is stressed by causal arrow /. For 
when actors accept the ratios of resource exchanges and consider them fair, 
while ordering and punctuating the interaction with rituals, it becomes 
much easier to do the same thing at each subsequent encounter. Habit is 
thus not mere inertia; rather, it is also an implicit acceptance of a ratio of 
payoffs that are normatively regulated and ritualized. Such routinization 
feeds back, as denoted by loop m, to stabilize further the exchange of re
sources. Of course, if routines are disrupted by a dramatic change in the 
ratio of exchange payoffs, they become a source of destruction to the ex
change relation itself (loop m) and perhaps to the norms (feedback path 
m-o-h), the rituals (path m-o-g-i), the categories (paths m-o-p-d-i and m-
o-p-e-h), and the regionalizing (path n-c-i) that ultimately regulate re
source transfers. 

Conclusion 

Such is a preliminary review of the causal dynamics among these struc
turing processes. Obviously, the composite model presented in Fig. 1 1 . 3 
presents only the broad contours of these dynamics, but it does represent 
a reasonable synthesis of the models presented in Chapters 9 and 1 0 . And, 
as I have done for the models of motivation and interaction, it is useful to 
conclude by presenting a list of the abstract principles suggested by this 
composite scheme. 
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In general, the degree to which an interaction among individuals is or
dered in space and across time is a positive and additive function of the 
extent to which these individuals categorize, regionalize, normatize, ri
tualize, routinize, and stabilize resource transfers. From this come the fol
lowing, more specific corollaries. 

1. The degree to which individuals reveal consensual agreements about 
the level of intimacy, ceremony, and socializing required in a situation (cat
egorize) is a positive and additive function of the extent to which they re
gionalize and normatize. 

2. The degree to which individuals share knowledge about the meaning 
of the objects, physical divisions, and distributions of people in space (re
gionalize) is a positive and additive function of the extent to which they 
routinize and categorize. 

3. The degree to which individuals construct agreements about the 
rights, duties, and interpersonal schemata appropriate to a situation (nor
matize) is a positive and additive function of the extent to which they cat
egorize, ritualize, and stabilize resource transfers. 

4. The degree to which individuals agree upon the opening, closing, 
forming, totemizing, and repairing behavioral sequences relevant to a sit
uation (ritualize) is a positive and additive function of the degree to which 
they regionalize, categorize, normatize, and stabilize resource transfers. 

5. The degree to which individuals develop compatible as well as ha
bitual behavioral and interpersonal responses to a situation (routinize) is 
a positive and additive function of the extent to which they regionalize and 
stabilize resource transfers. 

6. The degree to which individuals accept as appropriate a given ratio 
of resource transfers in a situation (stabilize) is a positive and additive func
tion of the extent to which they normatize, ritualize, and routinize. 
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The Intersection of 
Micro Dynamics 

A T T H I S P O I N T , it might seem useful to construct a grand 
model, splicing together the three composite models developed in Chapters 
5, 8, and n. In this way, I could address the causal paths connecting the 
three models in an explicit manner and thereby realize the conceptual 
promise implied by the sensitizing model in Fig. 2. 1 . In fact, such an ex
ercise was my original intent for this chapter, but when I actually pieced 
the models together and added additional causal paths, this "composite of 
the composites" became unwieldy. An analytical model allows for in
creased complexity, but it must never abandon parsimony; and as I im
mediately recognized, parsimony was lost with a "grand synthesis." And 
yet, as I have argued throughout, it is necessary to explore the causal re
lations outlined in Fig. 2. 1 . How, then, is this to be done? 

The Limits and Uses of Analytical Models 

The best strategy, I think, is to pursue the problem more discursively by 
developing propositions to describe the crucial causal connections among 
motivational, interactional, and structuring processes. These propositions 
are "suggested" by the models already summarized, and so I will be con
sistent with the strategy advocated in Chapter 2. But there is a lesson in all 
of this: analytical models have limitations in that as ever more reality is 
subsumed, the models become too complex and convoluted, and therefore 
less useful. 

However, I do think that it has been useful to break micro dynamics 
down into its constituent processes and then to examine these separately. 
For, as I have indicated in earlier chapters, much micro theorizing collapses 
these three processes together and, as a result, does not do full conceptual 
justice to the complexity of any of them. With these discrete models, I have 
been able to develop more detailed and robust conceptualizations; as a re
sult, the ideas in the models can be more precisely and explicitly recon
nected than in previous conceptualizations. Analytical models are, there
fore, useful in extracting the key elements of phenomena that are mutually 



embedded in the empirical world and in suggesting propositions that can 
explicitly denote the crucial causal forces behind this embeddedness. The 
previous chapters have sought to realize the former. Now, let me turn to 
the latter and develop some tentative propositions on the relations among 
motivational, interactional, and structuring processes. In this discussion, 
I will make repeated reference to the causal paths denoted in the models 
of Figs. 5.1 , 8.1, and I T . 3 , above. 

The Motivational Basis of Interactional 
and Structuring Dynamics 

Some General Considerations 
Before launching into a more detailed review of the causal paths sug

gested by Fig. 2 . 1 , 1 should offer several general hypotheses on the,nature 
of the effects among motivational, interactional, and structuring processes. 
As Parsons's action theory recognized, especially the formulation of the cy
bernetic hierarchy (Parsons, 1958, 196T), interaction and its structuring 
into social systems require the mobilization of energy by individuals. 
Rather than Parsons's psychoanalytic view of this process, however, I rely 
more upon Mead's (1934) behaviorist position. That is, those processes of 
signaling, interpreting, and structuring that (1) promote a sense of group 
inclusion, trust, and security, (2) mitigate against anxiety, (3) provide ma
terial and symbolic gratification, (4) create a sense of facticity, and (5) af
firm self-conceptions will be retained in the behavioral repertoire of indi
viduals and will be repeated at subsequent points in time, thereby enabling 
actors to structure their interaction across time and space. Conversely, 
those interactions and structures that do not meet these needs will be less 
likely to be retained in the repertoire of individuals, and structuring of the 
interaction will be less likely to occur. It is, of course, a rare interaction or 
structure that can meet all these motivating needs fully and simultane
ously; hence, we need to qualify this line of argument in several respects. 

First, the fewer the number of fundamental needs realized in an inter
action, the less likely will it be repeated at subsequent points in time. More
over, the fewer the number of needs being met in an interaction, the greater 
will be the desire of individuals to leave the interaction. If they cannot leave 
(because of either micro or macrostructural forces), the greater will be their 
desire to change the nature of the interaction or structure, at least up to the 
point of futility where withdrawal, apathy, and other defense mechanisms 
set in. The viability of an interaction situation and its repetition at subse
quent points in time is thus connected to its capacity for reinforcement— 
that is, for meeting the fundamental needs denoted in Fig. 5.1 . 
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Second, when an ungratifying interaction cannot be avoided, individu
als will be more likely to keep their signaling/interpreting brief and per
functory, while trying to exit the situation as soon as possible. If these in
terpersonal strategies are not allowed (as is the case with coercive total 
institutions), then severe behavioral pathologies will emerge among indi
viduals and the interaction and/or structure will be sustained largely 
through coercion rather than positive reinforcement. Of course, such sit
uations or structures are rare; in fact, individuals typically find ways under 
even the most adverse circumstances to create interactions and informal 
structures that meet fundamental needs (e.g., the "informal system" in bu
reaucracies or the "inmate subculture" in prisons). 

Third, the configuration of needs being fulfilled is also a crucial factor. 
An interaction or structure infrequently realizes all fundamental needs si
multaneously and to the same degree; so, depending on the configuration 
of needs being met, the profile of an interaction and its subsequent repe
tition will vary. The model in Fig. 5 . 1 provides some clues as to the most 
relevant configurations and their effects on interactional processes and 
their subsequent structuring. One crucial configuration is exposed if we 
split the model vertically at anxiety, which is a mediator between more un
conscious needs for a sense of group inclusion, trust, and security, on the 
one hand, and more conscious needs for material/symbolic gratification, 
self-confirmation, and sense of facticity, on the other. Another crucial con
figuration can be seen in the three rows across the top, middle, and bottom 
portions of the model. This split highlights the connections among needs 
for (1) gratification and group inclusion, (2) self-confirmation, anxiety, 
and trust, and (3) ontological security and facticity. Depending upon 
which of these vertical or horizontal configurations is most salient, the na
ture of interaction and structuring will vary. At this point, I am not pre
pared to offer a detailed and systematic review of the effects of varying con
figurations; rather, I only want to indicate that the pattern of needs being 
met, or not met, is an important variable. This conclusion will become 
more evident shortly, when I do explore the effects of at least some of these 
configurations. 

The ease of signaling and gesturing in a situation, as well as the likeli
hood of the repetition of such interactions at subsequent times and places, 
is thus a positive and additive function of the number of motivational 
needs fulfilled, while the general nature of interaction and structuring is 
related to both the number and the configuration of needs being accom
modated. There is, then, a behaviorist basis for the maintenance of an in
teraction and structure as well as for its change and alteration. George Ho-
mans (1961) made this point long ago, and Mead (1934) argued the same 
position even earlier (see J. Turner, 1982; Baldwin, 1986), but the general 
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point is not useful unless the domains of value—that is, types of needs or 
realms of gratification—are specified (Emerson, 1986; J. Turner, i986d). 
The model in Fig. 5.1 does this; and when viewed in the context of inter
actional and structuring processes, it provides us with some general clues 
about the motivational basis of interaction and structuring. Let me now 
turn to a review of the more specific paths connecting motivational to in
teractional and structuring dynamics. 

Some Specific Causal Paths 
If one places Fig. 5.1 on motivational processes with Fig. 8.1 on inter

actional processes side by side, several interesting causal paths emerge; the 
most interesting, I think, are those moving horizontally from left to right 
across the models. Since motivational forces influence structuring dynam
ics through their effects on signaling and interpreting, it is also possible to 
provide insight into the motivational basis of structuring (see Fig. n . 3 ) . 
The three rows of variables—top, middle, and bottom—of Fig. 5 . 1 rep
resent the major lines of causal influence of motivational processes on sig
naling/interpreting and indirectly on the structuring processes outlined in 
Fig. 1 1 . 3 . Each of these three causal paths is examined below. 

The effects of needs for trust, anxiety reduction, and self-confirmation. 
As is denoted by the middle portions of Fig. 5.1 , people need to avoid the 
sense of anxiety that comes with a failure to confirm self and to realize a 
sense of trust or predictability in the responses of others. As these needs 
mobilize energy, individuals use their deliberative capacities to make self-
references in an interaction situation. In turn, these self-references about 
those aspects of self that must be confirmed and affirmed, especially as fur
ther fueled by anxiety and a lack of predictability, motivate individuals to 
role-make. As Fig. 8.1 argues, they often do so through ritual and staging. 
That is, they not only employ opening, forming, totemizing, closing, and 
repairing rituals, but they also manipulate spacing, props, and movement 
to assert the role that will best confirm/affirm salient aspects of self. Thus, 
the greater the needs for achieving a sense of trust, for reducing anxiety, 
and for confirming self, the more likely will rituals and staging be used to 
make a role for oneself.1 Conversely, if needs for self-confirmation, anxiety 
reduction, and trust are low, then the use of ritual and staging to make roles 
for oneself will be correspondingly less evident. 

By virtue of their effects on role-making, needs for trust, anxiety reduc
tion, and self-confirmation will influence structuring processes, particu
larly regionalizing, ritualizing, and routinizing. Specifically, the greater are 

1 Perhaps more than other processes, staging is circumscribed by the macrostructure, 
which orders space and determines the distribution of people in most micro settings. 
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efforts at role-making among individuals, the more likely is a situation to 
become structured in terms of those props, spacing arrangements, move
ments, and rituals that regionalize and ritualize the interaction in a manner 
that confirms self. As a result, the situation is more likely to be routinized 
in ways that provide predictable responses from others with respect to their 
sense of self. It is for this reason that physical props, relative positioning, 
patterns of movement, rituals, and routines take on emotional significance 
for individuals when lost or disrupted. For, as emotional outbursts often 
emphasize, these staging, ritual, and routinizing procedures represent sig
nals marking an individual's ability to make roles that sustain salient di
mensions of their self-conception. 

As the bottom half of Fig. 8 . 1 indicates, actors use each other's efforts 
at ritual and staging as one vehicle for role-taking, or seeing the situation 
from another's perspective. Such role-taking will, in turn, influence one's 
own self-references as these determine role-making efforts. And if the in
teraction can be routinized, then it becomes even easier to role-take, since 
the responses of others are habitual and hence easier to understand. Thus, 
to the extent that a situation can result in mutual role-making and role-
taking that confirm each actor's self, it will be repeated; and as a result, it 
will be more likely to become structured in terms of patterns of regional
izing, ritualizing, and routinizing that will be difficult to alter because of 
their embeddedness in motivational needs. 

The effects of needs for group inclusion and symbolic I material gratifi
cation. The top of Fig. 5 . 1 denotes needs for group inclusion and symbolic/ 
material gratification. Needs for group inclusion influence those for grat
ification through their effects on anxiety and more indirectly through their 
effects on trust and self-confirmation. Conversely, the sense of group in
clusion is influenced by the capacity of individuals to receive those material 
and symbolic rewards indicating that they are part of the ongoing flow of 
an interaction. 

As actors mobilize energy to realize needs for gratification and group 
inclusion, especially as these are influenced by trust, anxiety, and self, they 
use their deliberative capacities to role-make in ways that sustain self-
references and, to a lesser extent, to frame-make. Thus, I would hypoth
esize that actors' efforts to realize a material and symbolic profit in an in
teraction stem from a combination of needs for group inclusion, self-
confirmation, and anxiety reduction and that the primary vehicle for re
alizing this profit is found in stage-making and ritual-making activities. 
Thus, as needs for group inclusion increase, anxiety will escalate. In turn, 
this increase in anxiety will lead to efforts at manipulating spacing, move
ment, and physical props to assert one's place in the group and using rituals 



in a manner that symbolically signals one's involvement in the group. These 
tendencies are escalated even further to the extent that needs for self-
confirmation become implicated. 

To a lesser degree, needs for group inclusion can influence frame-making 
as individuals try to order cognitively a situation so that a sense of group 
involvement is implied by their accounts and claims. Thus, as individuals 
use ethnomethods to create a sense of reality or facticity, they construct 
accounts in a way that implicates them in this reality; and as they make 
claims about sincerity, means-ends, and normative appropriateness, they 
assert their sincere involvement in the group and their willingness to use 
normatively appropriate means to various ends. 

Both the primary causal path through role-making and this secondary 
one through frame-making have effects on the process of structuring. If 
needs for group inclusion drive role-making, then regionalizing, ritualiz
ing, and routinizing will enable individuals to stabilize resource transfers 
that mark materially and symbolically their inclusion in the structure. In 
particular, exchanges will revolve around the acquisition of physical props 
and positions that enhance one's sense of group involvement and the use 
of totemizing rituals that reaffirm one's solidarity with others in the group. 
In turn, such stabilization of resources, when coupled with successful re
gionalization and ritualization, will facilitate routinizing a situation. As 
indicated in Fig. 1 1 . 3 , such routinization feeds back to stabilize resource 
exchanges and regionalization, thereby giving individuals an increased 
sense that they are habituated in an ongoing group context. The less crucial 
causal path through frame-making influences structuring by allowing ac
tors to create an account that facilitates categorizing a situation as one in
volving their participation and by enabling actors to make claims that nor
malize the situation in a manner that defines their activities as appropriate 
to the ongoing context. Such categorizing and normatizing embed actors 
in a situation, while creating structuring conditions that will encourage 
further ritualizing, stabilizing of resource transfers, and routinizing in ways 
that allow individuals to see themselves as part of the existing structure of 
an interaction. 

Role-taking and, to a lesser extent, frame-taking are influenced by these 
structuring processes as they unfold to meet needs for material/symbolic 
gratifications that signal group inclusion. As actors read each other's ef
forts at staging and ritual-making, they take on each other's sense for how 
they want to be involved in the group. As a result, they can better orches
trate their own role-making activities to fit into the group vis-a-vis others' 
needs to do the same thing. To a lesser degree, frame-taking through the 
interpretation of the accounts and claims signaled by others invokes those 
relevant stocks of knowledge that can be used to make complementary 
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roles and to impose compatible frames on a situation. Moreover, if both 
role-taking and frame-taking are circumscribed by routines, then it is even 
easier to understand and predict the responses of others. As a result of these 
processes, actors are more likely to feel a sense of compatibility and com
mon involvement in the group, while at the same time they can better un
derstand what material and symbolic resources will mark their respective 
positions in the ongoing interaction. 

The effects of needs for ontological security and facticity. The bottom 
portions of Fig. 5 . 1 indicate that needs for a sense of ontological security 
are connected to needs for a sense of facticity through needs for anxiety 
reduction and self-confirmation and affirmation. That is, with an escalat
ing need to feel that "things are as they appear," anxiety levels increase. In 
turn, this increased anxiety has a primary influence on needs to create a 
sense that there is a fixed world "out there" and exerts a secondary influ
ence on needs to perceive that salient elements of self-conceptions are in
deed appropriate to the structure of the situation. Equally important are 
the two feedback loops at the bottom of Fig. 5 . 1 , because they emphasize 
that as people interact with others, their ability to create a sense of common 
external and intersubjective worlds is the primary vehicle by which needs 
for a sense of ontological security are realized. Thus, even if salient needs 
to confirm self are implicated in these causal processes, the critical feed
back process is the extent to which actors' signaling and interpreting can 
create a perception of facticity and, in turn, a feeling of ontological secu
rity. My hypothesis is that as needs for ontological security increase, so do 
needs for facticity; and as needs for facticity escalate, actors will mobilize 
energy and use both their deliberative capacities and stocks of knowledge 
in redoubled frame-making/taking and role-making/taking. If needs for 
facticity predominate over needs to confirm self, then the emphasis will be 
on patterns of frame-making that revolve primarily around the use of eth
nomethods to construct an account of "what's real" and secondarily 
around the use of claims to assert sincerity, normative appropriateness, and 
means-ends rationality. To the extent that needs for self-confirmation are 
escalated by needs for ontological security, however, claim-making will be
come an increasingly visible part of efforts to frame a situation. Moreover, 
role-making will increase as actors try to create a sense of facticity and 
security through the use of rituals and staging activities. 

I am arguing, then, that the use of ethnomethods to construct a frame 
for an interaction stems principally from needs for ontological security and 
facticity, whereas needs for self-confirmation, as these are aroused by the 
anxiety associated with increased ontological insecurity, are the major 
force behind the use of validity claims to impose a frame on a situation 
and, to a lesser extent, the use of rituals and staging techniques to make a 
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role that preserves the appearance of matters being what they seem to be. 
In sum, then, signaling will revolve primarily around ethnomethods when 
needs for security and facticity are high and around assertions of validity 
claims as well as ritual and staging when needs for self-confirmation in
crease as a consequence of deep-seated ontological insecurity. 

These motivated efforts to use ethnomethods and validity claims to con
struct frames have a significant impact on structuring processes. My hy
pothesis is that account-making and claim-making are the most significant 
interactional forces behind categorizing and normatizing. More specifi
cally, I propose that as needs for security and facticity escalate signaling to 
construct accounts, actors will seek to typify each other and the situation 
as an instance of a category. I also hypothesize that as ontological inse
curity fuels needs for self-confirmation, actors will use validating tech
niques to normatize a situation in terms of standards of appropriateness, 
means-ends rationality, and sincerity. In other words, needs for facticity 
and security, as these influence account-making, are the primary motiva
tional force behind categorization, while needs for self-confirmation, as 
stimulated by the anxiety associated with ontological insecurity and as 
manifested in animated claim-making, are the principal motivational 
forces behind normatizing. As actors frame-make, then, they categorize 
and normatize in ways that will allow them to feel that things are as they 
appear, that there is a common external and internal universe, and that 
there is reason to believe the appropriateness of self-definitions in this 
universe. 

Needs for ontological security and, to a lesser extent, facticity also struc
ture a situation through their effects on anxiety, self-confirmation, and 
role-making. As ontological insecurity escalates, actors' sense of self "does 
not seem as it should" in a situation; as a result, they will redouble their 
efforts to make a role for themselves through staging and ritual-making, 
which, in turn, increases the likelihood that they will ritualize and region
alize their interaction. As they regionalize the interaction, they also en
courage routinization. All of these structuring processes create the percep
tion and feeling that things are as they appear: routinization provides a 
sense of habit and predictability; ritualization orders the sequence and flow 
of an interaction; and regionalization structures the juxtaposition of in
dividuals in space. 

Categorizing and normatizing a situation facilitate frame-taking since, 
as actors can invoke similar categories and norms, they can more readily 
impose a framework on the situation. Without an existing structure to a 
situation, however, needs for facticity and security will escalate efforts to 
use stocks of knowledge to frame-take by reading the gestures of others 
with respect to the accounts and claims that they signal (see bottom of Fig. 
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8 . 1 ) . More specifically, needs for security and facticity will increase the 
use of stocks of knowledge to account-take, whereas needs for self-
confirmation, when influenced by needs for ontological security, will in
crease efforts at claim-taking. These activities are, in turn, used to deter
mine how best to construct frames. Similarly, ritualizing, routinizing, and 
regionalizing a situation allow actors to more readily role-take, especially 
with respect to their place vis-a-vis others. As a consequence, they can bet
ter know which frames and roles would be most appropriate in a situation. 

The Interactional Basis of Structuring 
and Motivational Dynamics 

Some General Considerations 
The processes of signaling and interpreting are not just neutral vehicles 

through which motivational forces operate to structure interaction. They 
constitute an emergent reality and reveal their own dynamics, somewhat 
independently of motivational and structuring processes. One of the most 
obvious, but nonetheless important, properties of signaling and interpret
ing is that these processes consume time and energy. Just how much one 
can signal and interpret is constrained by the time available to actors and 
by the amount of physical energy that they can mobilize. While motiva
tional processes influence these constraints, there is an upper limit on the 
amount of time and energy that actors are able or willing to spend, no mat
ter how motivated they are. 

My sense is that people wish to conserve energy in most situations. Ex
cept for highly salient encounters, people generally do not desire to work 
very hard at signaling and interpreting; as a result, they use gestures in a 
manner that preserves their time and energy. Thus, one of the basic rea
sons that individuals role-make/take, frame-make/take, stage-make/take, 
ritual-make/take, account-make/take, and claim-make/take is to save 
themselves a lot of interpersonal work. I would hypothesize, then, that the 
more actors can mutually agree upon roles, frames, stages, rituals, ac
counts, and claims, the less the interpersonal energy and time required in 
the interaction. Moreover, the more these interpersonal practices can lead 
to regionalized, categorized, normatized, ritualized, stabilized, and rou
tinized structural patterns, the less the interpersonal energy and time ex
pended in the interaction. 

Of course, the desire to save time and energy can be obviated by pow
erful motive states or by external demands of the situation. But in general 
individuals seek to reduce the anxiety associated with unfulfilled need-
states (see Fig. 5 . 1 ) ; and so, as they use role-making/taking, framing, ac-
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counting, validating, and ritualizing practices to structure their interac
tion, they lower anxiety and minimally fulfill other basic needs. For to be 
highly mobilized is tiring and time-consuming; and hence, interactional 
and structuring processes operate to stave off physical and emotional ex
haustion. This may appear to be an obvious point, but it is one of the most 
powerful forces of social order. Let me now turn to more specific causal 
paths in Fig. 8 . 1 on interactional processes and see their effects on struc
turing and motivation. 

Some Specific Causal Paths 
As a general rule, the above considerations lead to the following prin

ciple: the more that actors can mutually frame, role-make/take, validate, 
account, stage, and perform rituals, the greater the likelihood that they will 
be able to categorize, regionalize, ritualize, normatize, stabilize (resource 
transfers), and routinize their interaction over time. And the more they can 
realize these latter states, the less time and energy are necessary to sustain 
an interaction and the less likely are fundamental needs to be activated dur
ing the course of the interaction at any point in time. 

What, then, are the specific causal paths through which these events 
transpire? One way to answer this question is to examine each structuring 
process in terms of the specific signaling and interpreting processes that 
create and sustain it. In so doing, we can also suggest the consequences of 
these interactional processes, not only on structuring, but, indirectly, on 
motivational dynamics as well. 

The interpersonal basis of regionalizing. The most obvious signaling and 
interpreting bases of regionalizing are the processes of stage-making and 
stage-taking. As Figs. 8 . 1 and 1 1 . 1 show, actors carry in their stocks of 
knowledge stores of information about the meaning of objects, people, di
visions, and movements evident in space. They use this knowledge, espe
cially about role-conceptions that actors share, in order to stage a situation 
as part of the process of role-making. Staging, then, is part of a more in
clusive process of signaling what role an individual is seeking to play; and 
without such role-making, the contextual meaning of spacing, positioning, 
movements, use of props, and other staging signals would be difficult to 
determine. These considerations lead to the hypothesis that the more in
dividuals seek to role-make in a situation, the greater is their ability to de
termine the meaning of each other's staging efforts (through role-taking); 
and as a result, the more likely they are to regionalize a situation and 
thereby to structure their interaction across time. 

Such role-making is, as is outlined in Fig. 8 . 1 , connected to individuals' 
capacity to develop situational self-references and to impose frames. That 
is, role-making is facilitated if actors can use their self-conception to pro-
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vide situational self-references and if they can impose frames, especially 
physical and demographic ones (see Table 8 . 1 ) . Regionalization is thus sec
ondarily related to the ability of individuals to generate situational self-
definitions and frames that can, in turn, be used to focus their role-making/ 
taking and stage-making/taking activities. 

In using self-definitions and frames to organize their role-making/taking 
and stage-making/taking activities, individuals can also meet motivational 
needs for confirmation of self and a sense of group inclusion. For knowing 
and understanding one's place in space makes it easier to develop self-
definitions and a sense of group membership. Of course, if role-making/ 
taking and stage-making/taking are unsuccessful, then these needs for self-
confirmation and group inclusion escalate (at least to the point of futility 
where apathy and withdrawal set in) and encourage further efforts at role-
making and frame-making in an attempt to determine, literally, "where 
one stands" in a situation. 

The interpersonal basis of categorizing. As is delineated in Table 1 1 . 1 , 
actors will tend to categorize, at least initially, a situation in terms of its 
level of intimacy and its context. This occurs primarily as a result of 
people's frame-making and frame-taking activities, although role-making 
and role-taking are also involved. As actors invoke physical, demographic, 
socio-cultural, and personal frames (see Table 8 . 1 ) , they typify others as 
categories, persons, or intimates and define the context as work/practical, 
ceremonial, or social (see Table 1 1 . 1 ) . While framing involves the use and 
interpretation of many kinds of gestures, it is particularly facilitated by 
people's efforts to construct an account through ethnomethods and to cre
ate consensus over validity claims about norms, means-ends, and sincerity. 
The accounting activities of actors create a diffuse background sense of 
who exists, what is known, and what is possible in a situation, whereas 
the validating efforts of participants structure the situation in terms of the 
kinds and levels of sincerity, the relevant normative elements, and the ap
propriate means to various ends (whether social, work/practical, or cere
monial). These considerations suggest the following hypothesis: the more 
signaling and interpreting revolve around framing, especially accounting 
and validating, the greater is the likelihood that actors will categorize an 
interaction and use these categories to order their responses in the present 
and at future encounters. 

Thus, by framing and thereby categorizing situations, actors reduce the 
necessary level of interpersonal work at any given point in time; and in so 
doing, they create expectations about what should and will occur at sub
sequent points in time. These effects of framing activities are often supple
mented by role-making, especially the use and interpretation of staging ma
neuvers and rituals. For as I emphasized in Chapter 11 and as the causal 
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arrows a and b between "Regionalize" and "Categorize" in Fig. 1 1 . 3 
underscore, the physical props, the number and distribution of people, and 
the spacing arrangements are, by themselves, sufficient to categorize a sit
uation. In a sense, highly ordered spatial situations reveal preprogramed 
rituals, frames, accounts, and claims that individuals simply reproduce 
without great deliberation or expenditure of energy. Yet, even in such 
highly circumscribed situations, more fine-tuned categorizing occurs as a 
result of mutual accounting and validating as these enable actors to ini
tially frame and reframe a situation. I would hypothesize, then, that the 
more visible a situation's ecological, physical, and demographic dimen
sions and the greater the level of consensus over the meaning of these stag
ing dimensions, the more readily will actors be able to frame and categorize 
an interaction; and if the interaction persists, the more rapidly and easily 
will they be able to reframe and fine-tune the situation in terms of account
ing and validating efforts. 

Not only does framing (and, on some occasions, staging) a situation cre
ate categories that ease the process of interaction, these interpersonal pro
cedures feed back and meet several fundamental motive-states of individ
uals. Framing creates a sense of facticity, especially when account-making 
and taking have been extensively used to construct and fine-tune the cat
egories. By knowing the appropriate levels of intimacy with respect to oth
ers, individuals can more readily achieve a sense of intersubjective factic
ity; and by understanding the social, ceremonial, or work/practical nature 
of the situation, they can more easily achieve a sense of an external and 
factual world "out there." In turn, achieving a sense of facticity meets more 
deeply-seated needs for ontological security. 

The interpersonal basis of normatizing. As individuals frame situations, 
particularly with respect to claim-making and taking, they perform much 
of the interpersonal work for normatizing their present and future inter
actions. By mutually asserting and interpreting the appropriateness of their 
conduct in terms of rights/duties and the "rationality" of their means as 
these are related to ends, individuals draw upon stocks of knowledge and 
use these to negotiate over the expectations and interpretative schemata 
that will guide their conduct (see Fig. 1 1 . 2 ) . Moreover, as they mutually 
make and take accounts, they resolve (or think they do) potentially dis
cordant elements in their respective interpretations; as a consequence, they 
make even more explicit the operative rights and duties as well as the rules 
for organizing the elements of an interpretative schema. Hence, it can be 
hypothesized that the more actors can successfully validate each other's 
claims over appropriateness and sincerity, while at the same time using eth
nomethods to construct an account, the greater is the likelihood that they 
will reach agreement over the operative rights and duties, the interpretative 
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schemata, and the organizing rules; and as a consequence of this signaling 
and interpreting activity, the greater is their capacity to normatize the 
situation. 

Role-making and taking also contribute to normatizing in several re
spects. First, as individuals try to make a role for themselves, they com
municate to each other how they expect to be treated, thereby encouraging 
mutual agreement over rights and duties. Second, during role-taking, ac
tors achieve understanding of the perspective behind each other's efforts 
to role-make, thus increasing their capacity to employ similar interpreta
tive schemata and corresponding rights and duties. Third, in using rituals 
strategically during the process of role-making, they negotiate over the du
ration, form, and referent of their interaction, thereby providing additional 
information about the rights and duties as well as the interpretative sche
mata that are most salient in a situation. These considerations would sug
gest the hypothesis that the more actors can successfully role-make and ac
curately role-take, the greater is their ability to understand the expected 
behaviors and perspective associated with their respective roles, and thus, 
the greater is their capacity to normatize a situation. 

These interpersonal dynamics also influence motivational processes. In 
particular, the use of stocks of knowledge to understand the claims and 
accounts of others enables individuals to achieve a greater feeling of fac
ticity and, indirectly, ontological security. For as individuals use validating 
and accounting procedures to develop a common interpretative schema 
and agree on the procedures for organizing this schema (see middle and 
right of Fig. 1 1 . 2 ) , they increase their sense of intersubjectivity and their 
perception that there is a factual and orderly world "out there." To some 
extent, role-taking creates the same feeling, since as people interpret each 
other's roles and the perspective associated with these roles, they reinforce 
their sense of intersubjectivity as well as their perception of an orderly 
world composed of compatible roles. Role-making does more, however. It 
also enables people to meet needs for self-confirmation by establishing a 
role that reinforces their conception of themselves as a certain kind of per
son who has a particular set of rights and duties. 

The interpersonal basis of ritualizing. There is, of course, an obvious re
lationship between ritual-making and ritual-taking, on the one hand, and 
the ritualizing of an interaction, on the other. As people use and interpret 
rituals, they develop standardized opening, closing, forming, totemizing, 
and repairing sequences for that situation. Such standardized sequences 
give a predictability to each actor's responses, but by themselves these do 
not mean very much. Rituals only "make sense" when they occur in a 
meaningful context and when they have clear referents in this context. As 
Fig. 8.1 indicates, rituals have reciprocal causal relations with staging and 
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accounting activities; and it is in this association with accounting and stag
ing that they "make sense" for individuals. An account creates a sense of 
"what's real" and the rituals used (and interpreted) by actors are geared 
toward sustaining this account. In particular, rituals will be used to gloss 
over presently unclear details, repair breached interpersonal sequences, 
and assert a given account. And, out of this use of rituals, both the account 
and the rituals take on greater clarity. That is, the ritual strings together, 
and if necessary repairs, the elements of the account, whereas the emerging 
account becomes one of the primary contextual referents of the rituals. 

Similarly, stage-making and stage-taking are causally implicated in rit
uals. The numbers, movements, and juxtapositioning of people, as well as 
the presence of physical props, all provide contextual cues that dictate what 
rituals are to be employed. Conversely, the use of rituals is one of the prin
cipal vehicles by which staging activities occur. Movement into, or out of, 
a setting will be marked by rituals; varying patterns of juxtapositioning 
among actors in space will be managed by rituals; and physical objects and 
props take on their meaning through the kinds of rituals used to mark their 
significance. 

Rituals are thus connected to accounting and staging dynamics. Addi
tionally, because rituals connect processes involved in both framing and 
role-making/taking processes (see causal arrows in Fig. 8 . 1 ) , they have 
enormous significance for making and taking roles as well as for imposing 
frames in an interaction. For role-making/taking (to a considerable extent) 
and framing (to a lesser degree) occur through ritual-making and ritual-
taking. Thus, as rituals are emitted, they help actors order those other 
structuring processes—categorizing, regionalizing, and normatizing— 
that reveal direct causal effects on ritualizing (see Fig. 1 1 . 3 ) . 

These causal dynamics indicate that the ritualizing of an interaction is 
connected to the ability of actors to use staging and accounting techniques 
in conjunction with rituals. More formally, I would suggest the following 
hypothesis: the more actors can use rituals to construct accounts and to 
stage a situation and, by implication, to frame as well as role-make /take, 
the more these rituals will reveal contextual meanings and referents; and 
as a consequence of the latter, the more likely they will become a basis for 
ritualizing an interaction in the present and at future points in time. 

Ritualizing an interaction through the use of ritual, staging, and ac
counting techniques also has a number of consequences for motivational 
processes. In fact, I would argue that ritual-making and ritual-taking have 
more comprehensive consequences for motivational processes than all 
other interpersonal and structuring processes. For, as I suggested in Chap
ter 1 1 , rituals and ritualizing not only reduce the amount of interpersonal 
energy and anxiety produced in a situation; they also meet needs for fac-
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ticity, ontological security, symbolic/material gratification, group inclu
sion, self-confirmation, and trust. Let me elaborate. 

As rituals are used to construct accounts, they help create a sense of fac
ticity by highlighting elements of what's real; in so doing, they also em
phasize that "things are as they appear" and contribute to a sense of on
tological security. Moreover, by ordering the sequences of responses, 
especially as this ordering meets needs for facticity and ontological secu
rity, rituals promote a sense of trust and predictability. Additionally, since 
rituals are part of the role-making process (see Fig. 8 . 1 ) , they also enable 
actors to confirm and affirm self; perhaps more importantly, they allow 
individuals in situations of inequality to reduce the costs to their dignity of 
subordination by virtue of confining the emission of gestures to a necessary 
few. Rituals are also important in providing individuals with a sense of 
symbolic gratification, since the solidarity-producing consequence of rit
ual itself is a symbolic reward. Such is particularly likely to be the case with 
respect to group inclusion as well as self-confirmation and affirmation. For 
example, even a simple and perfunctory ritual greeting (such as "How are 
you?") can subtly sustain both one's self as an object of worth and one's 
sense of being included in the ongoing flow of the context. Rituals also 
mark the exchange of more material rewards, since interpersonal negoti
ation and bargaining are almost always conducted in highly ritualized 
terms. For instance, most exchanges, especially those over material re
wards, reveal clear opening/closing procedures. And, because symbolic 
and material gratifications so often revolve around issues of people's mem
bership and place in a group, rituals and ritualizing are therefore the prin
cipal mechanism for promoting a sense of inclusion and solidarity with 
others in an ongoing context. For these reasons, then, ritual-making and 
taking, as they influence the ritualization of a situation, are crucial for 
meeting the full range of fundamental human needs outlined in Fig. 5 . 1 . 

The interpersonal basis of stabilizing resource transfers. As noted above, 
ritual-making and taking are at the center of resource exchanges, although, 
as I noted in Chapter n, other interpersonal and structuring processes are 
also important (see causal arrows b and m in Fig. 1 1 . 3 ) . During signaling 
and interpreting, rituals, as circumscribed by staging and accounting ac
tivities, are the key dynamics. Rituals sequence the exchange (particularly 
as they contribute to the ritualization of a situation); stage props and po
sitioning are frequently the objects of exchange, but even if such is not the 
case, staging orders the juxtaposition and props of each actor in the ex
change (especially as these influence regionalizing); and accounting en
ables individuals to create a sense of an external and intersubjective order, 
while providing the procedures for repairing the sense of order within 
which the actual exchange can occur (particularly as accounting enables 



actors to categorize and normatize a situation). Thus, it is reasonable to 
hypothesize that the more actors can use rituals and, at the same time, con
struct accounts and stages, the greater is their ability to stabilize the trans
fer of resources over time. 

Resource stabilization through rituals, accounts, and staging has im
portant effects on motivational processes by helping individuals meet 
needs for symbolic and material gratification. If the resources exchanged 
revolve around group membership, they can allow individuals to meet 
needs for group inclusion and, indirectly, trust and predictability. Further
more, the use of rituals and accounts to stabilize resources can help actors 
realize needs for facticity by providing them with a feeling that there is a 
regular ratio of payoffs and a sense that there is an orderly flow of resources 
in a fixed world. Finally, because ritual and staging techniques are part of 
the more inclusive role-making process, they will inevitably have conse
quences for self-confirmation and affirmation. For as individuals seek to 
use staging and rituals to stabilize resource transfers, they attempt to sus
tain a conception of themselves as a certain kind of person who is, in the 
particular situation, deserving of a given resource payoff. To the extent that 
ritual and staging stabilize the transfer of resources, then, much of the am
biguity and anxiety over "putting oneself on the line" in each and every 
encounter is eliminated, allowing actors to confirm self without undue ef
fort and without arousing great anxiety. 

The interactional basis of routinizing. If individuals are to behave and 
interact in much the same way during each encounter, it is necessary for 
them to role-make/take and frame-make/take in the same manner. Indeed, 
it is crucial to the smooth flow of the interaction that they not "think 
about" their framing and role-making/taking activities. Habitual staging 
and ritual help keep role-making and taking implicit, whereas unbreached 
accounting and unchallenged claiming practices sustain tacit frames. Let 
me examine these points in more detail below. 

Routinization requires that actors do "the same thing in the same place." 
This kind of habitual conduct is possible when staging and rituals are un
ambiguous. That is, for routinization to occur, the ecology, demography, 
and physical structure of space must be much the same over time; and 
equally important, such habituated staging must invoke the same opening, 
closing, and forming rituals. Thus, as actors move through their mutual 
staging of the situation, past experiences (as accumulated in their stocks 
of knowledge) lead them to emit and interpret the same rituals, which re
ciprocally reinforce the salience of their staging practices. Similarly, rou
tinizing depends upon a reciprocal and reinforcing relationship between 
accounts and claims. The validity claims of each actor must be accepted 
and unchallenged, while the accounts of "what's real" by each actor must 
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be uncontested; even if they are not, there must be clear repair rituals for 
patching any breaches in the account back together. Thus, it is reasonable 
to propose the generalization that the more actors' staging and ritual ac
tivities, on the one hand, and their accounting and validating practices, on 
the other, can become mutually reinforcing, uncontested, and unreflective, 
the greater is the likelihood that their interaction will be routinized in space 
and across time. 

As with those other interpersonal processes structuring an interaction, 
these dynamics have implications for meeting basic motivational needs. 
The unconscious and habitual use of staging, ritual, accounting, and claim
ing procedures has, I think, the greatest impact on needs for a sense of on
tological security and, indirectly, on needs for a feeling of trust. As actors, 
without great deliberation, order their responses into habitual sequences 
in space and time, they create an implicit sense that their relations "are as 
they appear" and that their responses to each other are predictable. To a 
lesser extent, the habituation of interpersonal procedures creates a sense 
of facticity, especially when accounts are accepted and when the repair rit
uals for breached accounts are unambiguous and easily implemented with
out undue anxiety or thought. To an even lesser degree, the habituation of 
interaction helps meet needs for symbolic/material gratification by assur
ing actors that exchange payoffs will be as they always have been. 

The Structuring Basis of Motivational 
and Interactional Dynamics 

Some General Considerations 
In the above analysis, 1 have already touched upon the many ways that 

structuring of an interaction feeds back and influences the mobilization of 
motivational energies as well as the flow of signaling and interpreting. 
Here, I will mention some of the general implications of these feedback 
processes; in the next section, I will elaborate upon some of the more spe
cific processes discussed earlier. 

It is a rare interaction that occurs outside of an existing structure. Past 
interactions typically regionalize, categorize, normatize, ritualize, stabi
lize, and perhaps even routinize the interpersonal options of individuals. 
Through socialization, modeling, memory, and other dynamics that or
ganize human cognitions, these structuring processes have become part of 
actors' stocks of knowledge. Indeed, at the cognitive level, they represent 
some of the more organized gestalts that actors employ as they mobilize 
energy, signal, and interpret. And, as actors use this knowledgeability, they 
reproduce both cognitively and behaviorally the structure of an interac-



1 9 2 T H E O R E T I C A L S Y N T H E S I S 

tion. Thus, as I noted at the beginning of Chapter n, structure is both an 
overt interpersonal process of mobilizing energy to signal and interpret in 
ways that reproduce this structure and a "mental template" about how best 
to organize responses. It is this latter, more cognitive dimension of struc
ture that enables individuals to reproduce even those structures that others 
have created in the distant past and that they now enter for the first time. 
For as micro-chauvinists are prone to emphasize, society ultimately rests 
on—and perhaps is nothing more than—signaling and interpreting by mo
tivated and cognitively competent actors in concrete settings. 

In my view, this conclusion is too extreme. We will never, I suspect, un
derstand macrostructures in the terms that I have outlined in these pages. 
There are dimensions to the aggregations of populations of actors and to 
their combined interactions in micro settings that require an entirely new 
level of analysis—macrosociology. In fact, these macrostructural dynamics 
operate as parameters on structuring processes at the micro level; and I 
would argue that understanding these macrostructural constraints is the
oretically more important in reducing the micro-macro gap than are fur
ther pronouncements by micro-chauvinists that society is nothing more 
than "symbolic interaction," "interaction ritual chains," "behavior of men 
as men," "communicative action," "ethnomethods," and similar hyper-
micro positions. For me, then, it is important to recognize that macro pat
terns of population aggregation, differentiation, and integration circum
scribe the use of structuring dynamics (see J. Turner, 1987, N.d.b). At pres
ent, I am not prepared (although I am preparing) 2 to offer an answer to the 
question of how macrostructural dynamics constrain interpersonal struc
turing processes. For the time being, I simply wish to emphasize that struc
turing is a product of both interactional and macrostructural dynamics, 
but once a situation is structured by these dynamics, it constrains the mo
bilization of energy as well as signaling and interpreting activities. More 
formally, it can be hypothesized that the more that macrostructural con
ditions and past interactions have increased the degree of regionalization, 
categorization, normatization, ritualization, resource stabilization, and 
routinization in a situation, the less is the amount of motivational energy 
expended in signaling/interpreting. 

Some Specific Causal Paths 
The effects of regionalizing. As a situation is regionalized, the number, 

spacing, and movement of individuals are given meaning, as are the divi
sions of space into regions and the distributions of physical objects and 
props. In turn, role-making/taking is facilitated, because the range of stag-

2 For my more preliminary statements on macro dynamics, see J. Turner, 1986a, N.d.b. 
My planned "sequel" to this book (J. Turner, N.d.a.) will be on these macro processes. 
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ing and ritual procedures that can be used is circumscribed. Moreover, 
since regionalization orders people in space, it creates physical and de
mographic frames (see Table 8 . 1 ) , thereby facilitating the process of fram
ing. Thus, the more a situation is regionalized, the more it constrains the 
processes of role-making through restrictions on ritual and staging options 
and of framing through the imposition of physical and demographic 
frames—thereby decreasing the level of interpersonal energy that actors 
must mobilize in the situation. 

Regionalization also influences motivational processes directly. By con
straining role-making/taking and framing, regionalization determines 
how all motivational needs are met, particularly self-confirmation/affir-
mation and group inclusion. By organizing space, the location of self in the 
structure of a situation is established; as a result, the role-making options 
of individuals are made less ambiguous, thereby reducing the level of anx
iety. And, by ordering space and dictating the range of rituals that can be 
used in a situation, the relative positioning and procedures for reaffirming 
one's place in the flow of interaction are determined, thus facilitating one's 
sense of group inclusion. 

In addition to meeting needs for self-confirmation/affirmation and 
group inclusion, the organization of space has secondary effects on other 
motive forces. Facticity is encouraged when the meanings of spatial or
ganization are unambiguous; and in turn, this helps create a sense that the 
world is as it appears, especially in its physical, ecological, and demo
graphic dimensions. Moreover, as behavioral options are circumscribed by 
regionalization, trust is more readily achieved, because people's responses 
become more predictable. And finally, as regionalization determines the 
meanings of physical objects, it helps to define what is materially valuable 
and gratifying in the situation. Thus, to the degree that a situation is re
gionalized, it meets basic motivational needs by ( 1 ) defining the staging 
procedures necessary for self-confirmation, (z) ordering the spatial dimen
sions of group inclusion, (3) providing meanings about space necessary for 
creating a perception of facticity, (4) creating a set of physical parameters 
for realizing ontological security, (5) increasing the level of predictability 
so necessary for trust, (6) defining the range of material rewards necessary 
for gratification—and, in doing all of the above, reducing the level of dif
fuse anxiety. 

The effects of categorizing. As actors typify situations in terms of the 
appropriate degree of intimacy with others and the requirements for work/ 
practical, ceremonial, or social demeanor, the processes of role-making/ 
taking and framing are made considerably easier. If actors understand de
meanor requirements and intimacy levels (see Table 1 1 . 1 ) , then the kinds 
of roles that they can make through staging and ritual are delimited and 
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focused. Similarly, the nature of claims and accounts used to frame a sit
uation is also circumscribed. The result is that signaling and interpreting 
are facilitated, because individuals negotiate over roles and frames within 
a much narrower range of options. 

As categorization facilitates role-making/taking and framing, it also 
meets basic motivational needs directly, and indirectly through its effects 
on interactional processes. Let me first examine the indirect effects. Since 
all needs are realized through either role-making/taking or framing (see 
causal paths in Fig. 8 . 1) , categorizing a situation will have indirect con
sequences for meeting all motive states in individuals. More formally, if 
role-taking/making and framing are circumscribed by categorizing, then: 
(1) self-confirmation will be facilitated as categories determine the range 
of roles to be asserted; (z) material/symbolic gratification will be encour
aged as categories circumscribe the staging and ritual practices used to fo
cus actors' attention on those materials and symbols that can bestow grat
ification; (3) facticity will be encouraged as categories dictate the kinds of 
accounts that can be used to frame the encounter; (4) ontological security 
will be realized as categories constrain the imposition of frames necessary 
for sustaining the appearance that "things are as they seem"; (5) trust will 
be sustained as categories make role-making/taking and framing of re
sponses more predictable; (6) group inclusion will be achieved as cate
gories define the use of ritual and stages that locate actors in a situation; 
and (7) anxiety will be reduced as categories facilitate the realization of all 
the preceding. 

Turning to more direct effects on motivation, without regard for the pro
cesses of signaling and interpreting, categorizing a situation reduces anx
iety by lowering the uncertainty about how to orient one's demeanor in 
relation to others. In so doing, categorizing helps define how basic needs 
are to be met. Thus, to the extent that actors can use common categories 
in a situation, categories are more likely to define those types of symbols 
and materials that can yield rewards, those behavioral options that can 
produce self-confirmation, those types of relations that can generate a 
sense of group inclusion, those types of procedures that are relevant in con
structing a sense of facticity and ontological security, and those typical re
sponses that increase predictability and, hence, trust. 

The effects of normatizing. If individuals normatize a situation, then the 
relevant rights and duties, interpretative schemata, and organizing pro
cedures are clarified, with the result that role-making/taking and framing 
are constrained and simplified. And the more that normative constraints 
delimit framing and role-making/taking, the more explicit are the inter
pretations of staging procedures, the nature of appropriate rituals, the pro
cedures for creating accounts, and the communicative discourse necessary 
for validating claims. 
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In circumscribing signaling and interpreting in this way, normatizing 
also works to meet basic motivational needs directly, as well as indirectly 
through its effects on signaling and interpreting. It does so by specifying 
how people are supposed to act, interpret, and reconcile potentially dis
cordant expectations with respect to (1) the appropriate procedures for 
confirming self, (2) the relevant interpretative schemata and procedures for 
constructing a sense of facticity, ( 3 ) the expectations critical for achieving 
a sense of predictability and trust, (4) the duties and prerogatives required 
to fit in the group and feel included, ( 5 ) the procedures for going about 
achieving symbolic and material gratification, and (6) the interpretative 
schemata and expectations so necessary to feeling ontological security. 

The effects of ritualizing. Appropriate rituals become more explicit as 
situations become structured by virtue of either macrostructural con
straints or past interactions. Each basic type of ritual has varying effects 
on interactional processes, as can be summarized by the following set of 
hypotheses. The more opening, closing, and forming rituals are specified 
in a situation, the more clearly defined are the meanings of, and behavioral 
options in, a stage setting. The more forming and repairing rituals are spec
ified, the more explicit are the procedures for repairing and constructing 
accounts and reconciling validity claims. The more clearly specified are 
opening, closing, and forming rituals, the more explicitly defined are the 
boundaries of relevant frames and reciprocal roles. 

Both directly, and indirectly through the processes delineated by the 
above hypotheses, ritualizing has a number of important effects on basic 
motivational processes, which I present here as propositions. First, the 
more clearly specified are totemizing rituals and, to a lesser extent, open
ing, forming, and closing rituals, the more readily can individuals achieve 
a sense of group inclusion. Second, the more that forming and repairing 
rituals are specified, the easier it is for actors to construct and sustain a 
sense of facticity and, in the process, to meet needs for ontological security. 
Third, the more opening, closing, and forming rituals are specified, the 
more predictable the responses of each actor are, and as a result, the more 
likely actors are to achieve a sense of trust. Fourth, the more totemizing 
rituals are specified, the more clearly denoted are the objects and symbols 
necessary for achieving a sense of gratification. Fifth, the more clearly spec
ified are opening, closing, forming, and repairing rituals, the more explic
itly marked are the sequential procedures for realizing a sense of self-
confirmation. And finally, the more all rituals are specified and meet other 
motivational needs, then the more those conditions for reducing diffuse 
anxiety are likely to be realized. 

The effects of stabilizing resource transfers. The principal direct effect of 
resource stabilization on signaling and interpreting is to circumscribe in
terpersonal rituals, staging, and claims; indirectly, through its effects on 
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these processes, it also influences framing and role-making/taking. For, as 
individuals establish, or have established for them by macrostructural 
forces, a ratio of payoffs over particular symbols and material objects, their 
interpersonal options are constrained. 

With respect to rituals, enduring exchange relations are always ritual
ized, with clear opening, closing, forming, repairing. And if the exchange 
is highly valued by at least one party, totemizing rituals will also be evident. 
Such rituals are influenced by the value to each party of the resources ex
changed and the degree of inequality in each party's payoffs, leading to the 
following hypothesis: the greater the value of the resources and the more 
unequal the payoffs in a stabilized transfer of resources, the more explicit 
and delimited is the use of rituals during the course of interpreting and sig
naling, and as a consequence, the more limited are the role-making options 
of actors and the more focused are the frames imposed by actors. 

With respect to claim-making and claim-taking, stabilized transfers of 
resources restrict the claims that individuals can make in a situation, unless 
they wish to change the nature of resources exchanged and the ratio of pay
offs (an occurrence that happens frequently, but usually at high cost). An 
existing ratio of payoffs for clearly defined resources constrains the range 
of means-ends rationales, modes of sincerity, and assertions of normative 
appropriateness that actors can make. Such is the case because the symbols 
and objects being exchanged in a particular ratio all dictate the relevant 
ends that means can meet, the subjective states that must be expressed, and 
the normative agreements that can be forged. Thus, the more an exchange 
of resources is stabilized, the fewer are the claiming options of actors, the 
easier is the mutual validation of claims, and as a consequence the more 
focused is the imposition of frames by actors. 

With respect to staging processes, stabilization of resource transfers de
fines the relative values of material objects and props, the importance of 
varying regions, and the significance of spacing arrangements in a situa
tion; and in so doing, it circumscribes staging activities. Hence, the more 
an exchange of resources is stabilized, the more clearly defined are the 
meanings and values of objects, props, regions, and spacing in a situation, 
the fewer are the staging options of actors, and as a further result the more 
delimited are the role-making options of actors. 

Resource stabilization also influences motivational processes directly, as 
well as indirectly through its effects on ritual, staging, and claiming pro
cedures. The most important direct causal effect of stabilization is on needs 
for symbolic and material gratification, where established transfers dictate 
the nature and amount of material and symbolic resources that actors can 
receive. And though some actors may feel somewhat deprived as they con
sistently come out on the short end of exchanges, needs for gratification 
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are still being met, at least to some degree, because actors "know" what 
resources and how much of these resources they can expect to receive. 
More indirectly, as resource stabilization works to define the respective lev
els of gratification for actors and to dictate the nature of their ritual and 
staging activities, it operates to meet needs for group inclusion by inform
ing actors where they stand with respect to their place in the spatial dis
tribution of group members, their control of group resources, and their ob
ligations for emitting rituals reaffirming group involvement. Thus, it is 
reasonable to hypothesize that the more stabilized the transfer of resources, 
the more clearly defined are the symbols, props, and objects of the group, 
the more explicit are the necessary interpersonal procedures for realizing 
a sense of group inclusion, and as a consequence the easier it is for actors 
to meet needs for group inclusion. 

The stabilization of resource transfers also has implications for other 
motive states, although I suspect that these effects are less than those de
scribed above. Phrasing these additional implications propositionally, let 
me offer the following hypotheses. First, the more stabilized is the transfer 
of resources in a situation, the more clearly defined are the symbols, ob
jects, and procedures for self-definitions, and hence, the more readily can 
actors meet needs for self-confirmation/affirmation. However, if an exist
ing exchange does not allow for self-confirmation or affirmation, espe
cially because of great inequality in the ratio of payoffs, then the less will 
needs for self-maintenance be met by the stabilization of resources and the 
greater will be pressures for change in the ratio of payoffs. Second, the more 
stabilized is the transfer of resources in a situation, the more defined are 
the symbols, objects, and procedures that can be used to create a sense of 
facticity, and as a result the more readily can actors meet needs for both 
facticity and ontological security. Third, the more stabilized is the transfer 
of resources in a situation, the more predictable are the responses of each 
actor as well as the resource payoffs, and therefore the more likely are needs 
for trust to be met. And finally, the more stabilized is the transfer of re
sources in a situation and the more such stabilization meets other needs, 
the more likely are needs to avoid diffuse anxiety to be realized. 

The effects of routinizing. As routines come to dictate what individuals 
are to do in space, what ritual sequences they are to follow, what proce
dures they are to use in developing accounts, and what claims they are to 
validate, the processes of framing and role-making/taking are facilitated 
and simplified. Indeed, people hardly need to think about frames and roles 
as they go about their routinized responses; as a result, staging, ritual, ac
counting, and validating activities are also emitted without great deliber
ation. Thus, the more a situation is routinized, the more all interpersonal 
processes become unconscious and predictable. 



In making each actor's responses predictable, routinizing increases ac
tors' sense of trust, which, in turn, reduces their level of anxiety and their 
needs for facticity. Moreover, routines create a sense that "things are as 
they appear," since interacting in the same manner at each encounter gives 
a situation a sense of being real and secure. As routines meet needs for se
curity, they also reinforce needs for facticity by providing actors with a 
sense that, for the purposes at hand, they share common subjective and 
intersubjective worlds. To a lesser extent, routines help meet other needs 
by making habitual the material/symbolic resources received in a situation, 
by creating a sense that they are plugged into the habitual pattern of on
going activity, and by providing stable responses from others that can be 
used for consistent self-evaluation. Hence, the more a situation is routin
ized, the greater is the predictability of responses from others, and hence, 
the more readily are all basic motivational needs realized. 

Conclusion 

I have now completed what may seem like a tedious review of the various 
causal paths among motivational, interactional, and structuring processes. 
Yet, even with this rather long review, it is evident that only the surface of 
these causal links has been touched. Considerably more could be said, but 
for my purposes, the hypotheses presented discursively in this chapter can 
illustrate the utility of analytical models for generating testable statements. 
Of course, as is also evident, the juxtaposing of three complex models per
haps generates too many hypotheses. In systematically delineating all of 
the causal linkages in Figs. 5 . 1 , 8 . 1 , and 1 1 . 3 , 1 run the risk of creating an 
unmanageable number of propositions. And, when coupled with those 
presented at the conclusion of Chapters 5 , 8 , and n, the inventory of prop
ositions is now becoming somewhat unwieldy. 

There is, then, still some theoretical work to be done. Simply using the 
models as "hypothesis generating machines" is not enough. Such a tactic 
may represent one place to begin developing laws of human social inter
action, but it should not be the end product. A selective reorganization of 
propositions into a more coherent inventory is also necessary. This inven
tory should stress those properties of social interaction that are considered 
particularly important. Such an exercise involves adding theoretical con
tent, since it will be necessary to assert which processes are more important 
than others. 

Thus, in the next and last chapter, I will conclude by emphasizing certain 
processes and presenting what I see as the most crucial propositions. Some 
may disagree with my selection and ordering of propositions; if this is the 
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case, the models presented in previous chapters can at least serve as a 
guideline for developing a better inventory of abstract propositions. My 
conclusions in the next chapter are only preliminary; I invite others to use 
the models developed in earlier chapters and the summaries presented in 
this chapter as a place to begin taking the next theoretical step: creating 
laws of social interaction. 



13 
Speculation on the Critical 
Micro Dynamics 

I H A V E A L W A Y S E N J O Y E D the last chapter in books by 
George Homans because, as he noted in the first edition of his Social Be
havior (196T: 3 7 8 ) , "a last chapter should resemble a primitive orgy after 
harvest. The work may have come to an end, but the worker cannot let go 
all at once." I have also admired anyone who has excess energy at the end 
of a book. Personally, I always find myself tired, staggering to the finish 
line. Such is the case for this book, but I am also worried about what I have 
promised: some laws of social interaction. Since I am the author, I could 
go back and edit these promises out, but duty and honor force me to do 
something more along these lines. 

I am not going to be highly systematic, however, as I was in the last chap
ter, following each arrow back and forth across Figs. 5 . 1 , 8 . 1 , and 1 1 . 3 . 
Rather, in the spirit of a Homansian harvest orgy—hopefully not too prim
itive—what I see as the most critical processes of social interaction will be 
outlined. This selectivity can be excused in light of the fact that systematic 
lists of principles in Chapters 5, 8, and 1 1 , as well as a series of less formal 
hypotheses in the last chapter, have already been presented. What I offer 
here, then, are hunches about the most basic microdynamics. 

The Fundamental Micro Processes 

The Importance of Self 
People's self-conception is a crucial force in interpersonal affairs. I argue 

that humans possess a core self-conception composed not only of cognitive 
definitions but also of powerful feelings and emotions about themselves. 
Usually, these emotions are buried somewhat beneath the surface of con
sciousness, although individuals vary in their level of awareness of these 
most fundamental self-feelings. Thus, contrary to some interactionist po
sitions, the core self is not conceptualized as a linguistic construct; if any
thing, it is a feeling construct and consists of a field or configuration of self-
feelings about oneself as an object. Of course, when pressed by others, or 
when subject to various introspective procedures, people can usually ar
ticulate at least some of these self-feelings. Moreover, I visualize this core 
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of self-feelings as transsituational; people carry them from context to con
text as part of their emotional baggage. At the same time, people also have 
situational and peripheral selves composed of more conscious and easily 
articulated attitudes and images of themselves as a certain kind of person 
in particular types of situations. 

My belief is that many of the dynamics of self revolve around the inter
play between core and transsituational emotions, on the one side, and pe
ripheral and situational cognitions, on the other. Thus, I am decidedly 
more Freudian than interactionist in my view of self, although I do not see 
great incompatibility between my views and more traditional mainstream 
perspectives. I would argue further that the often debated issue of which 
is more important—maintaining consistency or esteem in the elements of 
self—depends upon the self in question, whether core or peripheral, the 
relations between these levels of self, and the use of defense mechanisms, 
particularly repression. How, then, do we sort all of these forces out? 

My answer is that people enter interactions with a relatively stable level 
of self-esteem, which has been acquired in past socialization and which is 
the organizing principle of their core emotions and feelings about them
selves. Moreover, people typically seek to maintain consistency among 
these core feelings, while at the same time they attempt to sustain consis
tency between this core self and their various situational selves. Greater 
inconsistency can be tolerated, without the use of defense mechanisms, at 
the peripheral-self level than at the core-self level, although one's core-self 
feelings impose a limit as to how much inconsistency among peripheral 
selves can be tolerated. Defense mechanisms are, I further hypothesize, 
most likely to be invoked when people have very low levels of self-esteem 
and when there are high levels of inconsistency among and between the 
elements of either the core or the peripheral self (indeed, I suspect that high 
inconsistency produces low self-esteem, especially at the core-feeling level). 

The use or nonuse of defense mechanisms complicates the dynamics of 
motivational energy for a person, in several respects.2 Once such mecha
nisms become a habitual part of people's behavioral repertoire, they will 
often appear to themselves and outsiders as consistent in their self-feelings 
and self-definitions, when in fact they have merely masked these incongru
ities. Moreover, defense mechanisms will typically create a sense of raised 

1 See Chapter 4's discussion of the interactionist model. 
2 As a general hunch, I think the use of defense mechanisms is curvilinear: they are not 

needed until certain levels of inconsistency and low esteem are reached; they then kick in and 
enable people to cope (although others are usually very aware of their conflict and torment); 
and at some point, or during certain moments, these mechanisms can collapse, although this 
usually takes a major life crisis. Sociologists do not like to hear about such complications 
because they like to use survey research techniques, which are unsuitable for uncovering these 
dynamics (also they do not like nonlinear relations, especially those that probably involve 
threshold effects, since they make "explaining variance" difficult). 
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self-esteem, thereby making people feel more comfortable with themselves, 
at least at the surface, verbal level. Yet the use of defense mechanisms cre
ates ever-increasing levels of emotional energy that, in the end, will become 
manifest in both the cognitions and behavior of an individual. This release 
of repressed energy, however, can often become a basis for further use of 
defense mechanisms, which merely postpones the emotional reckoning at 
even greater levels of intensity. 

Thus, one's "need to sustain self-conception," as Fig. 5.1 so simply sum
marized all this, is complicated, especially if one is trying to determine how 
this need influences the release of energy that people use to signal, inter
pret, and structure social relations. Despite these complications, my con
clusion is actually rather simple: people try to avoid the anxiety that comes 
with low self-esteem and inconsistency in both their core and peripheral 
self. The result is that people's overall level of energy for confirming self 
will be an inverse and additive function of their level of esteem and con
sistency in the elements of their self-conception, especially for core self-
feelings. The use of defense mechanisms can delay, distort, and deflect this 
energy, but in the long run, it will be released, at least up to the point of 
complete emotional disruption where social interaction becomes virtually 
impossible or so deviant that it is no longer possible to participate in nor
mal social circles. 

This conclusion, which of course is much the same as that among socio
logically oriented psychoanalysts (e.g., Sullivan, 1953) , argues that the in
tensity of, and the emotion surrounding, the processes of signaling, inter
preting, and structuring are a gradual s-function of the degree to which a 
person enters an interaction with a low level of esteem and inconsistent 
core self-feelings and of the degree to which the gestures of others discon-
firm a given level of esteem or consistency in either core or peripheral 
selves. Since these relations are an s-function, I am asserting that people 
with chronically low self-esteem and inconsistent feelings or cognitions 
will "work harder" during signaling and interpreting, at least up to the 
point where they withdraw or invoke defense mechanisms. Moreover, I am 
also arguing that individuals with chronic anxiety, as well as those without 
these chronic problems, will find themselves anxious and will be mobilized 
when the gestures of others in a situation are interpreted in ways that con
tradict a given level of esteem or a crucial component of self. 

The above proposition leads to several corollary points that should at 
least be listed. First, individuals with high esteem and consistency are less 
likely to use defense mechanisms and emit inconsistent gestures towards 
others. As a result, the responses of others toward them will also tend to 
be noncontradictory; when such is not the case, these individuals will be
come highly mobilized "to do something about" contradictions to their 
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existing esteem as well as their core and peripheral self-conceptions. Sec
ond, because people with low esteem and inconsistent self-feelings and 
cognitions are more likely to use defense mechanisms to hide their true 
feelings and because they are often inconsistent in the messages that they 
signal others, it is more likely that the gestures of others will produce con
tradictions to their sense of self. The result is that these individuals will be 
mobilized by anxiety to cope with their self-doubts. Such is the case, I 
would argue, even when the contradictory information from others is pos
itive and counters a low level of esteem; it will nonetheless produce anxiety 
and mobilize the individual in interaction.3 

As needs to sustain self are mobilized through the dynamics described 
above, signaling and interpreting will increase. That is, people will offer 
more gestures to others, while reading and interpreting the latter's gestures 
with greater care. Moreover, when needs for self-confirmation and affir
mation are the motivating force, people signal and interpret primarily with 
respect to staging and ritual cues. Therefore, individuals who experience 
anxiety over self-feelings and definitions will become particularly con
cerned about role-making and taking in terms of stagecraft (positioning, 
props, objects, movements) and ritual (openings, closings, totemizing, 
and repairs).4 

In turn, to the extent that an interaction endures and is repeated, people's 
anxiety over self will be reduced, as they use staging cues to organize props 
and space (regionalize), while at the same time employing rituals to stan
dardize and sequence time with clear openings, closings, repairs, and to
tems (ritualize). Such regionalization and ritualization will also facilitate 
the stabilization of the resource transfers that are used to confirm self. 
Thus, I believe that needs to sustain consistent definitions and feelings 
about self, especially core feelings about one's worth and esteem, are one 
of the primary motivating forces behind the regionalization, ritualization, 
and stabilization of the interaction.5 Social structure must, at the micro 
level, be able to confirm self; and if such is not the case, then individuals 
will seek to change or leave a structured interaction.6 

Such are my views on the importance of self. Let me now formalize these 
observations into a few elementary principles. 

3Erving Goffman (1959) and others who ignore core self have, I believe, simply captured 
the surface dynamics of self. 

4 The often-noted folk observation that "insecure people are overly concerned with status" 
is another way of saying that they are very attuned to props and rituals denoting their role in 
ongoing activity. 

5 Of course, the macrostructure often sets the parameters within which these micro efforts 
at regionalization, ritualization, and stabilization occur. 

6 Naturally, this is not always possible, since micro encounters often occur in macrostruc
tural contexts where power, authority, and other resource inequalities limit an individual's 
options. 
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1. The level of motivational energy produced by needs for self-
confirmation and affirmation is an inverse and additive function of the 
level of self-esteem possessed by that person, the degree of consistency in 
self-feelings and cognitions of that person, the ability to avoid use of de
fense mechanisms, and the degree of concordance between self-references 
and the responses of others. 

2. The degree of role-making and role-taking through staging and ritual 
cues in an interaction is a partial function of the level of motivational en
ergy produced by needs for self-confirmation and affirmation. 

3. The degree of regionalization, ritualization, and stabilization of re
source transfers in an interaction is a partial function of the extent to which 
staging and ritual are successful in sustaining self-feelings and cognitions. 

The Importance of Feeling Involved 
People want to feel that they are part of events. This desire can range 

from a sense of close solidarity with others to a perception of being loosely 
in touch with the flow of events. Much of what is gratifying for humans, I 
believe, revolves around the exchange of symbols and material things that 
mark this inclusion in ongoing collective activities. Randall Collins (1986, 
198 1 , 1975) has, of course, built his theory of interaction rituals around 
the process of actors developing a common focus, mood, and sense of sol
idarity. Indeed, he appears to define ritual only in terms of its solidarity-
producing functions. My view is that rituals may or may not have these 
consequences for solidarity; it depends upon the motives driving the use 
of rituals as well as the macrostructural circumstances within which the 
ritual is emitted. Many rituals do nothing but mark the flow of interaction; 
others mobilize emotions and infuse the interactions with special signifi
cance; and still others close or break off an interaction, and thereby reduce 
solidarity. 

In my view, rituals will produce solidarity when actors' needs for inclu
sion are very strong. Such rituals use symbols—mostly words but other 
gestures also—to create the sense of focus, mood, and solidarity that Col
lins sees as essential to social structure. But high needs for group inclusion 
also create needs for material signs—positioning, situational props, ob
jects, and other staging techniques—to denote one's place in a larger sol
idarity. Thus, people's needs for group inclusion create needs for both sym
bols and material objects that signify involvement and, if the need for 
inclusion is strong enough, solidarity with others in a situation. 7 

Such needs for inclusion are, as Fig. 5.1 underscores, mediated by a need 
for trust or predictability, which in turn is connected to the anxiety that 

7Needs for self-confirmation also exert this influence, but not to the same extent. 



comes when the symbols and objects denoting inclusion are not forthcom
ing. Thus, group inclusion involves more than achieving a common mood, 
focus, and feelings of solidarity; it also revolves around a need to trust oth
ers, in the sense that their responses are predictable. Indeed, I would argue 
that in most interaction contexts, people do not need solidarity, but rather 
seek a relatively unemotional sense that they are "part of things" and an 
implicit presumption that they can rely upon others to do as expected. In 
my view, then, human life is considerably more low key and blase than in 
Durkheim's (1912) notion of ritual effervescence or Collins's ( 1975, 1986) 
conception of interaction ritual chains. 

Needs for inclusion are met primarily through role-making (and taking) 
through attention to staging and ritual cues. In turn, from mutual acts of 
staging, actors regionalize their interaction in space and around physical 
props and objects that mark their places and positions in a group. From 
the use of ritual, especially totemizing rituals, actors symbolize their in
volvement with each other, and as a result, they come to view the group, 
and their involvement in it, as a quasi-sacred "thing" and an emotional 
"force" external to them (this is, of course, Durkheim's argument, as it was 
adopted by Collins). Such outcomes of ritual assume, however, very high 
needs for inclusion and extensive use of ritual, but as Luhmann (1982) em
phasizes, this state of affairs is rather rare in complex and differentiated 
systems. Instead, rituals are more perfunctory and operate to open, close, 
and repair rather uninvolving social relations.8 

Yet, even in these relations, people want to feel that they are at least "in 
touch with" and "a part of" what's going on. If regionalization and ri
tualization can successfully mark an individual's place and position in the 
group and, at the same time, symbolize group involvement, then other 
structuring processes are facilitated. Exchanges of symbols and materials 
can be more readily stabilized, since each party knows the other's bargain
ing position while, at the same time, feeling mutually committed to the 
group within which the exchange is occurring. Moreover, routinization is 
facilitated by ritualized exchanges of group membership, since each actor 
can know and predict what is likely to occur in their group. And, when this 
structuring of staging and ritual meets needs for the symbols and objects 

8 Indeed, as almost all of the early masters of social theory worried, modern society does 
not operate to meet basic "needs" for a sense of "community." Despite results of survey re
search (and I emphasize the inadequacy of this methodology for penetrating deeper emotional 
levels in people) indicating that people are indeed plugged into family and friendship net
works, and hence, happy, I do not think that such is really the case. A macrostructure that 
"prepackages" space and ritual, while limiting the use of totemizing rituals, is not one that 
promotes feelings of group inclusion. As Luhmann emphasizes, we can all "get along" under 
these circumstances, but some very basic needs in humans are denied, or at least only partially 
fulfilled, in the bargain. 

The Critical Micro Dynamics 205 



of group involvement, actors will want to reproduce these structuring pro
cesses. Thus, to a great extent, regionalization, ritualization, and routini
zation are possible because they increase the likelihood that individuals 
will receive material and symbolic payoffs that meet powerful needs for 
group inclusion as mediated by needs for trust or predictability. Let me 
phrase this line of argument more formally. 

1. The greater are needs for group inclusion among individuals in an 
interaction, the greater are needs for predictable responses denoting group 
involvement and activity. 

2. The level of need for symbolic and material gratification in an inter
action is a partial and additive function of the intensity of needs for de
noting group inclusion and for predictability in the responses of others. 

3. The degree of role-making and role-taking through staging and ritual 
cues in an interaction is a partial function of the level of motivational en
ergy produced by needs for symbols and objects that denote group inclu
sion and mark the predictable flow of group activity. 

4. The degree of ritualization, internalization, and stabilization of an 
interaction is a partial function of the extent to which staging and ritual 
can successfully meet needs for group inclusion and for trust. 

The Importance of Feeling Right About Things 
People need to feel and sense that "things are as they seem," that there 

is a pattern, not only to the world "out there," but also to intersubjective 
states, and that others are predictable and hence trustworthy. Most of this 
sense of security, facticity, and trust, as it was termed in Fig. 5 . 1 , is implicit, 
and perhaps much of it is illusionary. But without it people feel that social 
interaction is "awkward," "out of sync," "without rhythm," "not quite 
right," and have other anxiety-provoking feelings about what's real, fac
tual, and predictable. In a word, it is important for people to "feel right 
about" their dealings with each other, not so much in a moralistic sense, 
but rather in terms of sensing a rhythm, flow, and predictability. Moreover, 
other basic motivational dimensions of interaction, particularly confirm
ing one's sense of self and feeling included in the ongoing flow of interac
tion, rely upon this implicit sense of security. For without it we have trouble 
really believing and accepting the symbols and objects that mark inclusion 
as well as the gestures that would seem to confirm self. 

Needs for ontological security and facticity, as mediated by needs for 
trust, are the major causal forces behind frame-making and taking. By 
framing a situation, we have gone a long way toward achieving an inter
personal ontology that "things are as they seem" and toward creating a 
factual presumption that the world "out there" is the same as the world 
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"inside of us." More specifically, we use ethnomethods primarily to con
struct accounts in order to make the external and intersubjective worlds 
seem factual, while we rely upon reciprocal claiming-validating to promote 
a sense that, indeed, matters are as they seem and that they are predictable. 
Of course, claiming also helps in the construction of an account, and vice 
versa, but neither can substitute for the other in creating feelings of factic
ity, security, or trust. 

The key problem with most phenomenological analyses of these dynam
ics is that scholars are often intellectual bigots, claiming that there is no 
"really real" world and that the universe is a relativistic construct of illu-
sionary meanings. It is little wonder that we "normal sociologists" were 
offended by these polemics and that, as a result, many of the more creative 
scholars in this new tradition, such as ethnomethodologists, have been 
forced to retreat into their own cult fringe in linguistics and other highly 
specialized fields. As ethnomethodologists learned, their "breaching ex
periment" with an entire field or discipline (whose power structure was, 
after all, only an illusion!) has generated a hostile reaction. My feeling is 
that many in this camp deserve some of this hostility from "normal soci
ology"; at the same time, we should not forget the incredibly important 
insight that phenomenologically inspired sociology has presented us. It re
quires not an intellectual retreat, but incorporation into the mainstream of 
sociology. 

How is this to be done? My belief is that not only are accounting and 
claiming important in helping people meet other basic needs, but they are 
also essential dynamics in creating and sustaining social structures—not 
just the illusion of structure, but the real thing! That is, as contradictory 
as it may initially seem, people need to create a sense of structure, even an 
illusionary one, for such structures to be viable. The structure itself is 
real—after all, people do pattern and reproduce their interactions in space 
and across time—but part of this structuring depends upon implicit ac
counts and claims of "what's real," "what's what," and "what's likely to 
happen." Even if these accounts and claims are factually wrong, they are 
nonetheless crucial to structuring, because they give people the confidence 
to continue interacting and to resume or reproduce the interaction. The 
problem with the extreme ethnomethodological critique, then, is that in 
presuming accounts to be about illusionary structures, it is also assumed 
that social structures themselves are illusionary. This conclusion is utter 
nonsense, and so my efforts have been directed at using the key insights of 
phenomenology to build something other than a sociological cult com
mitted to a solipsistic relativism. 

The use of ethnomethods to construct accounts is essential to categoriz
ing situations, whereas validating activities through implicit (not explicit, 
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as Habermas would argue) discourse is critical to normatizing a situation. 
As people use ethnomethods, they create a "factual" world (or, at least, 
think that they do) by classifying others and situations; and on the basis of 
this categorization, they then proceed to develop a more fine-tuned version 
of "what's real" in the situation. As people make claims about means-ends, 
sincerity, and normative appropriateness, they forge agreements over 
rights, duties, appropriate interpretations, and how to go about negoti
ating over these normative issues. And on the basis of this normatizing they 
create a predictable reality. Moreover, categorizing and normatizing are 
very much interrelated: an account not only facilitates categorizing a sit
uation, it also helps determine rights, duties, and the interpretative sche
mata employed by actors. Similarly, implicit discourse over claims not only 
helps normatize a situation, it encourages typification of individuals and 
the nature of their interrelations. Contrary to much ethnomethodological 
and critical theory, then, I see the interpersonal processes of accounting 
and validating as very much within a mainstream analysis of structuring. 
Indeed, although role-making and taking also have some effects (see Chap
ter 12 for details), two essential structural processes—normatizing9 and 
categorizing—depend upon accounting and validating practices; or, in 
other words, they depend upon the use, respectively, of ethnomethods and 
of implicit discourse over validity claims. 

Other aspects of structuring also depend on accounting and claiming, 
since categorizing and normatizing have effects on, and are affected by, 
other structuring processes (see Fig. 1 1 . 3 and text of Chapter 12) . But I 
want to emphasize one in particular: routinization. This structuring pro
cess is directly produced by role-making and taking, as actors seek to meet 
needs for group inclusion and self-confirmation. Yet, to the extent that 
claiming and accounting influence people's sense of trust through their ef
fects on facticity and security, then such claiming and accounting will have 
very powerful indirect effects on routinization. For routines are critical in 
creating the sense of predictability or trust that will, in turn, influence a 
person's sense of facticity and security. Thus, much of "feeling right about" 
a situation is related to people's capacity to create routines. 

Therefore, in conjunction with other structuring processes, primarily 
routinization, the processes of categorizing and normatizing promote se
curity, facticity, and predictability. In so doing, they meet fundamental hu
man needs, encouraging the further conclusion that structuring is possible 

9 This argument runs counter to Thomas Wilson's (1970) well-known juxtaposition of eth
nomethodology and normative sociology on opposite sides. But Wilson uses a Parsonized 
version of "normative sociology" to make his ethnomethodological critique. My normative 
theory, as expressed in Chapter 1 1 , is more in tune with ethnomethodological challenges, 
although I doubt if most ethnomethodologists would admit it. 
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because it has reinforcement value for humans' basic needs. With that con
clusion in mind, let me now summarize the above argument more formally. 

1. The greater are needs for ontological security, facticity, and trust 
among individuals in an interaction, the greater are their efforts at framing 
the interaction. 

2. The level of framing activity in an interaction revolving around 
account-making and taking is primarily a function of needs for a sense of 
facticity as influenced by needs for trust, whereas the level of framing ac
tivity revolving around claim-making and taking is primarily a function of 
needs for a sense of ontological security as these influence the level of needs 
for trust. 

3. The degree of categorization of an interaction is a primary function 
of the extent to which account-making and taking are successful in meeting 
needs for facticity and a secondary function of the extent to which claim-
making and taking are successful in meeting needs for ontological security 
and trust. 

4. The degree of normatization of an interaction is a primary function 
of the extent to which claim-making and taking are successful in meeting 
needs for ontological security and trust and a secondary function of the 
extent to which account-making and taking are successful in meeting 
needs for facticity. 

5. The degree of routinization of an interaction is a partial function of 
the extent to which claiming and accounting are successful, both directly 
and indirectly through their effects on other structuring processes, in meet
ing needs for facticity, security, and trust. 

Constraints on the Structure of Social Interaction 

The Behavioral Basis of Social Interaction and Structures 
In the earlier analysis of motivation in Chapters 3—5,1 concluded that 

the basic needs outlined in Fig. 5.1 could be seen as the "domains of value" 
that determine just what individuals find rewarding. 1 0 These domains are 
the energetic "force" that directs signaling and interpreting and that de
termines the viability of structuring. When Mead (1934) proposed his "so
cial behaviorism" as an alternative to the extreme behaviorism of J. B. Wat
son (1913) and, I am sure, the subsequent advocacy of B. F. Skinner (1938, 
1953) , he wanted to emphasize that both the overt and covert behavioral 
capacities of humans, as well as the structures of society reproduced by 

, 0 Rather than conceptualize "hierarchies of value," as most utilitarian theories imply, it 
is better to see these in more gestalt terms, as loose configurations and clusters of value. 



virtue of these capacities, are sustained through reinforcement dynamics. 
George Homans (1961) reintroduced this line of argument into sociology, 
and I think that he deserves credit on this score. Moreover, his assertion 
that the institutions of society ultimately rest on their capacity to provide 
at least some rewards for individuals is true, although it is not the whole 
story. 

I am drawing a similar conclusion, but in greatly qualified form: to the 
extent that structured interactions meet humans' basic needs, their persis
tence over time and space becomes increasingly more likely. But I should 
also emphasize the converse or "dark side" of these reinforcement pro
cesses: to the extent that structured interactions cannot meet some or all 
of humans' basic needs, as outlined in Fig. 5 . 1 , then structuring becomes 
progressively less viable and less likely to persist over time. If they can— 
and this is an important qualification—people will try to change those 
structures that deny them symbolic and material gratification (especially 
with respect to needs for group inclusion, trust, and self-confirmation) and 
that keep them from achieving a sense of facticity, security, and trust. So
ciety ultimately rests on this behavioral base, and in the long run, powerful 
pressures will build to change those structures that deny humans the ability 
to meet basic needs. Indeed, the history of human organization is scattered 
with the remains of societies that failed in this most fundamental sense. 

Yet Homans and others who have drawn this same conclusion have un-
deremphasized an important point: people are often constrained by the 
very macrostructures that they have created or that their ancestors and pre
decessors have constructed. Individuals often do not have a say in the con
ditions under which they interact; even if these conditions are unreward
ing, they frequently can do little but grumble and feel humble. Moreover, 
highly oppressive social arrangements, or just boring or ungratifying ones, 
often persist because people can find sources of reward "between the 
cracks." Humans are amazingly flexible; even in the midst of despair, they 
typically find a way to meet at least some basic needs to some degree. This 
flexibility is often a conservative force, preventing people from rising up in 
rebellion against unpleasant social structures. But, in the long run, I believe 
(perhaps too optimistically) that resentment of those structures that fail to 
meet the basic needs portrayed in Fig. 5 . 1 will mobilize people to create 
the conditions favorable to change, even against massive macrostructures 
held together by concentrated power. Thus, there is a behavioral basis for 
the production and reproduction as well as the reorganization of society. 

The Structural Basis of Social Behavior and Interaction 
I promised not to get pulled into the micro-macro gap issue, but I will 

indulge myself with a few observations. One of the problems with much 
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behaviorist sociology is that it misses a crucial point: macrostructures are 
like a "Skinner's box"; they frequently determine the conditions and nature 
of the reinforcement schedule. Indeed, the reductionist position of many 
thinkers often fails to recognize that macrostructures constrain just about 
every interaction. For example, the symbolic and material resources avail
able to individuals, the placement of people in space, the amount of time 
people vhave, the options that are realistically available, and just about 
everything that is possible in a micro encounter are all dictated by mac
rostructure. Indeed, contrary to much micro-chauvinism, I think that we 
will learn more about interaction by examining macrostructural con
straints than we will ever learn about macrostructure by exploring the dy
namics of micro interaction. 

How can I draw such a conclusion, especially after analyzing micro pro
cesses in such detail? My answer takes two different, though related, di
rections. First, let me assert that if we only study micro processes, as I have 
done in these pages, we will never see the forest for the trees. We will be
come conceptually myopic and fail to observe one of the most basic pa
rameters of our daily lives: macrostructures. We cannot simply "translate" 
the macro into micro encounters, as Randall Collins (1981) once sug
gested. We cannot continue to conceptualize in a vague manner that the 
macro is composed of aggregated micro encounters, as so many micro the
orists have done. Such assertions are not only vague, but they also ignore 
the issue of emergent properties. 

Secondly, and perhaps this is why Collins and others have altered some
what their once extreme positions, we cannot even fully understand the 
micro without some knowledge of the macrostructural parameters that or
der micro encounters. To take a somewhat "theory-construction" tack on 
this basic line of argument, what determines the values or content of the 
variables in the micro models presented in these pages? If one looks at the 
models individually or together, as I did in Chapter L 2 and more selectively 
in this chapter, one does not find power, money, authority, coercion, in
equality, and other forces that we know, as sociologists and as human 
beings living in society, are important parts of social life, especially our 
daily interactions. Have I made a big conceptual blunder here? I think not, 
but I should elaborate upon the discussion in Chapter 2. 

As I indicated there, much sociology has mixed micro and macro con
cepts together—often in very creative ways, I should add. Yet this mixing 
has persistently confused matters to such an extent that neither the micro 
or macro realms are adequately conceptualized. In this book I have at
tempted to use the important insights of others in order to reconceptualize 
the micro so that it might be possible to make conceptual liaisons with 
more macro analysis. One such liaison is to see macrostructural vari-



ables—size, density, resource distributions, differentiation, and the like— 
as determining the values for the variables in the micro models and prop
ositions presented in this book. Rather than try a "decomposition" strat
egy of viewing macro as nothing more than aggregated micro events, we 
should conceptualize both micro and macro in terms of their own distinc
tive properties and, when relevant, in terms of their variable states. In this 
way, it becomes possible to reconcile the two, not by blending them to
gether but by seeing certain variable states of one influencing the variable 
states of the other. Let me offer an example of how to use macrostructural 
variables in my analysis: in a structure revealing high inequality of re
sources (the macrostructural variable), the ritual-making activities (the 
micro-interpersonal variable) between those high and low in resources will 
emphasize opening, closing, and sequencing cues, while de-emphasizing 
totemizing cues. I do not know if this proposition is correct, but the logic 
is still important. What I am arguing is this: visualize a macrostructural 
variable as loading a micro variable so as to produce a given interaction 
(in this example, certain patterns of ritual-making). 

To a great extent, this strategy is implicitly performed by many theorists; 
I argue that it should be more explicit. For then it is more likely that precise 
models and propositions about both micro and macro processes will be 
developed before we rush headlong into premature conceptual marriages. 
Of course, we will always think about how micro and macro interface with 
each other; but when seriously doing theory, we should concentrate on de
veloping precise and explicit theories of micro and macro dynamics that, 
with all of the conceptual leads available, we can eventually reconcile. This 
reconciliation will, I am positive, reveal that both micro and macro analy
sis must still be understood in their own terms. There will, however, be 
useful points of theoretical cross-fertilization when the variable state of a 
concept in a macro model will determine the variable state of another con
cept in a micro model, and vice versa (although I would guess that the 
macro will better inform the micro than the other way around). 1 1 

Concluding Remarks 

In closing, I should emphasize again that the models and propositions 
presented in these pages are only provisional. They represent my best guess 

11 The reason for this hunch is this: vague references to "system reproduction" aside, how 
does one conceptualize the enormous number of micro events that are involved in macro-
structures? What rules of aggregation of these events does one use to explain variable states 
of social differentiation, inequality, resource distributions, ecological distributions, and other 
macro-level processes? It is a lot easier, I think, to see how one of these macro-level processes 
constrains the processes that I have outlined in this book than it is to do the converse—that 
is, to see how motivational, interactional, and structuring processes produce and reproduce 
macrostructures. 
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about the processes of motivation, signaling/interpreting, and structuring. 
I invite criticism, revision, and debate on the issues that have been raised. 

The goal of this book has been to change the nature of theoretical dia
logue, to move away from the philosophical questions over suppositions 
and toward figuring out what people actually do during interaction. More
over, I hope that my eclecticism will also be emulated, since for too long, 
sociologists have argued from doctrinaire positions associated with this or 
that intellectual camp. No one approach has captured all of the micro dy
namics of the social world; we need to be more tolerant of, and receptive 
to, ideas in what are usually considered incompatible approaches. Taken 
together, as I have done in this book, these approaches go a long way in 
isolating the key processes involved in human interaction. 
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