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Institution stands among the most widely used concepts in sociology today, yet paradoxically remains underdeveloped in both theoretical and empirical work.   Lack of clarity conceptualizing institutions closely links with chronic overburdening of the concept of structure.  The key to overcoming this theoretical Gordian knot lies in integrating a reconstructed concept of institution with network theory in ways highly useful for empirical analysis.  Such a conceptual reframing in turn enables a much clearer, regionally specific understanding of the diversity of contemporary variants of “capitalisms,” “socialisms,” “democracies,” “authoritarianisms,” “imperialisms” and aspects of “pre-modern societies”—peasantries, kinship groups, mythical and religious beliefs, and so on—that combine with these and themselves develop in the larger global order without being reducible to effects of modernist tendencies.  For the diversity of the contemporary world—and by extension, its institutions and networks—has confounded earlier modernist expectations of developmental convergence despite real degrees of global scale enmeshment of aspects of regional human societies with one another and their “co-evolutionary” developmental history since the emergence of a world-scale economy in the 1500s and 1600s.  All of this demands a shift to what Gil Eyal, Iván Szelényi and Eleanor Townsley call “neoclassical sociology” (Eyal, Szelényi and Townsley 1998) in order to maximize the empirical usefulness of sociological concepts both across cases, and on a global scale itself.  And mapping the project of neoclassical sociology provides a starting point for reconstructing the concept of institution, integrating this reconstructed concept with network theory, and thus overcoming the overburdened concept of structure.
What Is Neoclassical Sociology?
Over the last thirty years, Karl Marx’s historical materialism, Emile Durkheim’s structural functionalism, and Max Weber’s interpretive sociology have emerged by default as the cornerstones of classical sociology.  Marx, Durkheim and Weber all conceived social science as the project of the universal theory of modernity, and all referenced what we now call classical economics in doing so.  Starting in the 1930s, Talcott Parsons attempted to unify sociology theoretically by both marginalizing historical materialism and incorporating psychoanalysis, but his project evinced strong opposition from within the discipline and collapsed in the late 1970s.  With the eclipse of Parsons’ project, sociology fell into protracted disagreement over its theoretical core.  Nonetheless, the drive to achieve a unified “disciplinary matrix”—Thomas Kuhn’s modification of what he earlier called a paradigm
—persisted, gaining some momentum in the last fifteen years.  Sometimes this appears a generic project to re-unify sociological theory (Mouzelis 1995), and sometimes as the more historically specific project of neoclassical sociology (Eyal et al. 1998).

Creating such a viable, neoclassical disciplinary matrix means carefully recognizing and avoiding the conundrums that undermined the various classical projects.  In particular, the collapse of a universal theory of modernity into the generation of empirical hypotheses proved the Achilles heel of the classical theorists’ otherwise distinct projects, bringing the classical period to grief.  Neoclassical sociology revives the project of unifying theory through generalizable concepts, but organizes research around the comparative study of a multiplicity of socially and geographically distinct historical outcomes within a larger pattern of interrelations currently called “globalization” but stretching back as far as the Spanish conquest of the Americas five centuries ago.
  Crucially, the moniker “globalization” maps planetary wide aspects of a process that remains empirically contingent.  This foregrounds a crucial implication of neoclassical theory, namely that fragmentation of planetary networks and relations as extreme as a “new dark ages”—or even human “auto-genocide,” species self-extinction—through ecological catastrophes brought about in part as unintended consequences of “modernization,” such as planetary scale climate change, stand possible outcomes of the very processes so often called “modernization” themselves.

Failure to distinguish contingent and regionally unique patterns of institutions and networks underscores how continued use of an overburdened concept of structure itself embodies what Norbert Elias called sociology’s “retreat into the present” (Elias 1998b), the inability to see the contingency behind what may appear fleetingly as “universal,” such as the contemporary admixture of representative democracy, corporate capitalism, the welfare state, global “superpower” policies and the like in today’s United States.
  Worse, continued use of an overburdened concept of structure obscures contingent social processes such as global warming that may well be undermining contemporary institutions and networks.
To foreground the contingent, historically irreducible and regionally diverse nature of globalization, then, neoclassical theory distinguishes theory as concept formation from theory as the generation of hypotheses, and indeed argues that generalizable theory per se limits itself to the former and leaves the formation of specific hypotheses to empirical work on specific chains of events and historical processes.
  As development of global order itself presents such a historical process, framing global relations requires no unitary “telos” or projected end point in order to proceed analytically.  Indeed, the contingency of contemporary global relations differentiates neoclassical from classical social theory.  Generalizing in neoclassical theory, in short, concentrates on refining the conceptual “tool kit” available to empirical sociology (Swidler 1986) and the comparative mapping of specific regions, cultures and their more global-scale interconnections.

Neoclassical sociology thus utilizes generalizing developmental assumptions as heuristics for framing the modern global order, heuristics that shift with the shifting social-scientific influence of specific hypotheses in empirical work itself.
  Mapping this out entails a theoretical reconstruction of a variety of economisms (from various Marxian to rational action theories), structural-functionalisms, interpretive sociologies, structuralisms and poststructuralisms.

Sociologists, of course, assume human society as their object of study.  And various meanings of social life for those engaged in it coheres certain relational aspects of society, analytically differentiating patterns of social relations from culture as patterns of meaning enabling such relations (Griswold 2004:12-13).  Meaning, in fact, always presupposes the culturally specific background of what Pierre Bourdieu (1991:163-70) called doxa or tacit cultural frames of experience.  Such doxa emerge with dominant languages spoken at specific times in specific regions implicitly ordering institutions and networks in such regions.  Patterns of spoken language thereby serve as archetypes for all other institutions that emerge, develop, change and disintegrate with them.

Neoclassical sociology thus breaks from attempts to reduce meaning to an effect of social relations prior to empirical analysis, as when Marx framed meanings as effects of causal patterns located in the economic organization of classes.
  Indeed, framing culture and social relations as analytic distinctions within societies underscores that meaning may become causally significant in the developmental history of such societies.

For this reason, social theory must tightly couple patterns of meaning to patterns of social relations over time.
  Various rational actor theories do this by simply stereotyping meaning as economic interests (Coleman 1990:31-32).  Such a move limits interpretation of meaning to the observational mapping of such interests, bypassing the difficult methodical problem of accounting for the causal significance of meaning in its own right.  Neoclassical synthesis rejects this as a viable solution, for it renders a wide range of behavior irrational in its own terms and thus excludes it from study: motives for suicide bombings may appear here a priori irrational, so that rational actor theory cannot explain causes of such bombings beyond psychologistic assumptions of delusion or insanity.  Rational actor theory appears thus a limited variant of a more general theory applicable when evidence justifies assuming motives as sufficiently steered by observable economic interests to justify a particular empirical hypothesis.  Indeed, rational actor theory stands a variant of economism, and by extension as a position to be reconstructed within the broader neoclassical synthesis.

Interpreting meanings so they can be factored in as possible causes in the development of events and processes over time begins with differentiation of patterns of symbolic interests from economic interests.
  Of course, meanings do not always entail such interests, as individuals may risk “social death” by refusing the strategic logic of practical circumstances, a possibility that appears a limit case from the perspective of interests.  Care should thus be taken to distinguish the limit case of social death—marginalization without any strategic value for the situated pursuit of various interests—from perceptions of disinterestedness whose very recognition as such entails misrecognition of its strategic value (Bourdieu 1998:85-88).   “Semiotization” conceptualizes the broadest range of such meanings, including cases of intelligibility without strategic value commonly referenced through notions like dignity.
  Within this range fall more limited strategic uses of meaning, averting charges of “strategic determinism.”  Whether or not the pursuit of dignity carries strategic value for people remains, of course, an empirical question whose answer depends on study of historically irreducible concatenations of institutions and networks.

Such strategic use of meaning entails the valorization of meaning as assets, and tracking patterns of valorization entails distinguishing types of assets.  First, we note that such assets take the form of various capitals—economic, cultural, social and subtypes of these—in societies where monetization has progressed sufficiently.
  Note how this transcends economism, where economic interests appear the alpha and omega of social analysis.  Indeed, differentiating various assets—capitals in monetized societies—maps a range of strategic assets differentially available to particular individuals at particular times in particular places as they network in various institutional settings.  We thus fashion a sufficiently broad tool kit for analyzing how meanings entwine with strategic practices without always being reducible to such practices.

Such a clarification of the irreducibility of social relations and meanings to one another enables neoclassical sociology to overcome “action/structure” binaries by recognizing that much of human behavior remains habitual—pre or non-conscious—in ways mapped out clearly by Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, an agent’s cluster of dispositions “always marked by its (social) conditions of acquisition and realization” (Bourdieu 1990a:65).  Reflexive action proper thus develops as an emergent property of a much broader habitual behavior.  The distinction between agency as practical activity and reflexive action as mediation of practices by conscious deliberation “…separate[s] out what an agent ‘does’ from what is ‘intended’ or the intentional aspects of what is done” (Giddens 1984:10).  Neither emphasizing reflective action nor “structures” as if societies always developed behind the backs of human beings can be justified on the level of concept formation, as the degrees to which human agency plays causally significant roles in the development of particular institutions and networks—let alone the degree that such causal significance is bound up with reflective action proper and not simply habitus—remains historically contingent.

Moreover—as will be systematically developed below—“structure” profoundly obscures the cognitive and psychological aspects of institutions and networks, as if “structure” somehow existed entirely outside of embodied agency.  The displacement of the overburdened concept of structure by the concepts of institution and network thus avoids a chronic problem of reifying either “structure” or “action” into a set of binary dualisms.  This poses the degree to which reflective action plays a causally significant role in skeins of developmental history as a straight-forward empirical question.

All of this brings us back around to the great promise of neoclassical theory for empirical research, for such theory emphasizes the historically contingent degree of unconscious behavior, habit and reflexive action operative in particular times and places. This in turn means the empirical analysis of interests—and meanings both associated and in tension with such interests—needs to be situated in relation to historically and geographically diverse societies.  And this leads to refining two concepts which lie at the heart of the neoclassical project, institution and networks.
Institutions

An institution can initially be conceptualized as an obligatory form of “getting by and getting along” in social routines, “…a pattern of expected action of individuals or groups enforced by social sanctions, both positive and negative” (Bellah et al. 1992:10).  Institutions may be either customary or formal.  In a customary situation, no written rules steer people towards expected ways of behaving.  Such knowledge remains tacit (Polanyi 1983), a matter of being raised in a given “way of life” and developing an intuitive sense—a “feel for the game”—of how to behave in various situations.  Failure to show proper respect to a village elder, for example, may result in a peasant’s exclusion from his or her village’s public festivities, and is enforced in a ritual manner by the collective shunning of the offender and his or her spontaneous eviction from festivities by fellow villagers.


Formal institutions, on the other hand, involve the explicit codification of expected conventions of behavior—stabilizing what sociologists often call “roles” and “positions”—as in laws or corporate handbooks given to employees.  For instance, wage workers who violate such codes may be fired, a consequence that strips workers of the benefits of inclusion.  Since workers remain dependent on wages for livelihood, such a sanction serves a powerful incentive to conform to managerial rules.  All formal organizations entail institutional steering by means of rules and codes, and this codification in turn entails bureaucratization, a relatively late historical development (Weber 1978:956).

The differentiation of formal from customary institutions maps an aspect of networks developed below, namely how networks intertwine with patterns of institutional order.  Customary institutions tend towards what Durkheim (1964) called “segmental” patterns, insofar as they may segment off across regions, even where they share common origins and help stabilize similar social orders.  But formal institutions, rooted in the innovation of bureaucracy and the generalization of literacy across populations,
 enabled development of new institutional forms such as formal organizations.  Among the latter, we see a diverse range of distinctively modern developments, from nation-states to political parties to unions to corporations to non-governmental associations.  Such organizations in turn enable formation of geographically extensive networks, many of whose members never know each other personally but remain loosely connected through extensive chains, such as corporate networks.  Through such “…networks…small-scale interaction becomes translated into large-scale patterns, and …these, in turn, feed back into small groups” (Granovetter 1973:1360).
Of course, institutional obligations do not guarantee compliance between practices and institutions, so degrees of conformity to obligations must always be assessed empirically in particular instances.  Generalizing from this in turn means assessing the probability that institutional norms will be observed in a given social situation at a given time.  This converges with the wide use of statistical analysis as a primary source of evidence in contemporary sociology, as during the last century the study of probabilities more and more displaced attempts to generalize the concept of scientific law from the physical into the social sciences.
  Rather than invariant properties mapped as algorithms across different societies, sociology deals with social realities through specific cases, comparative-historical models, and probabilistic assessments (Steinmetz 2004:394).  Such a formulation of the problem situation in the social sciences remains, of course, contested, and the terms of disagreement clarify the boundaries of neoclassical sociology as a project.  For our purposes here, the probabilistic character of institutions points to their historical irreducibility, as the concept of institution tells us little concerning the relative degree of institutional observance in particular settings.

Conceiving institutions as probabilistic social phenomena differentiates them from invariant regularities conceptualized as algorithms.  Here, the object of algorithmic mapping gives way to the provisional modeling of historically irreducible institutional and network concatenations.  Of course, distinctions between algorithmic regularities across cases and historical modeling of particular cases occur across the sciences.
  Such distinctions take on a specific sociological weight when historical modeling must account for meaning.  For instance, once the probability of observance of ostensibly obligatory ways of getting by and getting along in a given social order declines past a certain point—which varies across cases—institutions may undergo sudden bouts of rapid change or even disintegrate outright.  In such historically contingent situations, social movements, invading military forces or other “proto-institutions” or “counter-institutions” organize pre-institutional, extra-institutional and post-institutional networks in ways that may stimulate development of alternative institutions in themselves.
All of this indicates a range of conceptual problems that have tortured sociology since its origin.  Chief among these stands how to conceptualize relations between society, on the one hand, and individual agents—human personalities—on the other.  Alongside the failure to generalize an empirically intelligible concept of “social law” congruent with the concept of law in the physical sciences, the social sciences have been plagued by persistent conceptual dualisms between individual and society, personality and social structure, and so forth.  Here, Pierre Bourdieu’s distinction between relational and embodied aspects of social life—positions and dispositions—provides a perceptive alternative, for the embodied and the relational avoids dualisms between self and society.
  Refining the concept of institution in light of the distinction between the embodied and the relational shows why.

First, such a distinction allows us to conceptualize institutions as both embodied and relational.  Institutions are relational insofar as they stabilize patterns of interaction over time within geographically and temporally limited fields, conceived simply as the social spaces ordered by institutions (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992:105).  Thus agents perceive social order as centered upon prestigious positions sanctified through taboo, ritual, custom and, in more complex societies, legality and other formal codes as well.  Indeed, social relations often appear hierarchically organized as status and class in what Weber called “legitimate orders” (Weber 1978:31-38,941-45).  At the heart of such orders lie the institutions which cohere and stabilize patterns of authority within them.

At the same time, institutions are embodied insofar as sufficient convergence among individual practices inclines agents toward reproduction of social routines over time.  Degrees of convergence in turn can sometimes be mapped probabilistically, through electoral outcomes, surveys and the like.  Such mappings show how concatenations of individual practices generate institutions over time.  “[I]nstituted history—the institution—becomes historical action, i.e., enacted, active history, only if it is taken in charge by agents whose own history predisposes them to do so” (Bourdieu 1981:306).  Indeed, institutions combine authority as a relational pattern observable over time, with an embodied sense of legitimacy, what Weber called a voluntary willingness to comply with authoritative expectations and directions.  “[W]illingness to submit to an order…always implies a belief in the legitimate authority (Herrschaftsgewalt) of the source imposing it” (Weber 1978:37).

In this sense, the relational aspects of institutions can be conceptualized as institutional orders, while the embodied aspects of institutions can be conceptualized as institutional paradigms.
  Institutional paradigms—the embodied, habitual “cores” enabling a psychological sensibility of legitimacy to stabilize over time among particular networks of agents—thus steer various practices which reproduce institutional orders, with incremental change, over time.  By emphasizing how institutional paradigms routinize a sense of legitimacy among particular individuals, we see how rough convergences between institutional paradigms among groups of such individuals stabilize institutional orders as the “cores” of fields.

Institutional paradigms, then, appear a crucial aspect of a larger bodily agency—habitus—clarifying the argument of poststructuralism that agency entails more than reflexive action (Bourdieu 1990c:131).  Indeed, deliberative action represents a special case emerging from more habitual practices, a conception which converges with empirical findings in recent neurophysiology.
  As an amalgam of dispositions unique to each person at a given time and place in a pattern of social relations, habitus nevertheless entails limited aspects shared among individuals across different fields, namely, institutional paradigms.  Indeed, as convergent aspects of otherwise distinct individual dispositions, we see how such institutional paradigms generate stable patterns of practice across networks.  Conceptually distinguishing institutional paradigms, a broader habitus, and a psychological sense of legitimacy thus avoids reifications associated with the chronic overburdening of the concept of structure.

The embodiment of institutional paradigms as cores of habitus in turn routinizes legitimacy as a sensibility.  This sensibility in turn stabilizes a continuum of agency running from habitual disposition to degrees of reflexive (“conscious”) adoption.  Thus agency per se “refers not to the intentions people have in doing things but to their capacity of doing those things in the first place,” refining action proper as a special case of a broader agency requiring a high degree of “reflexive monitoring” (Giddens 1984:9).  We thus clarify relations between broader practices of agency generated through habitus, and more restricted instances of reflexive action that may only constitute a small, though often causally important, fraction of agents’ practices (Lakoff and Johnson 1999:513-38).

Conceiving agency in this way facilitates rethinking Weber’s four “ideal types” of action: instrumentally-rational, value-rational, affective and traditional action (Weber 1978:24-26).  First note that Weber called traditional action “borderline” between action proper and behavior.  Given how we have mapped the agency/action continuum, traditional action is better conceptualized as habituation, the generating of routines through habitus, a process that begins in early childhood.  Habitus in turn facilitates emergence of reflexive action in the sense of deliberation among mature individuals.

Key here stands recognition that the embodiment of habitus itself results from a protracted process of socialization through which simplified “stories” presented to children generate early institutional paradigms that change incrementally over time as the capacity of deliberative action develops over childhood and adolescence.
  Weber nowhere dealt with socialization and in fact presumed his interpretive sociology always in relation to adults, a significant shortcoming.

Routinized legitimacy—legitimacy “fossilized” as habitus—in turn reproduces patterns of domination in social relations among large enough numbers of individuals sufficient to render opposition by those who do not embody such legitimacy risky to some degree (Weber 1978:946).  Thus we can distinguish a solidaristic variant of legitimacy that renders durable the social core of an institutional order, from expedient variants of legitimacy which agents develop to get by and get along in the absence of strong convictions of the “rightness” or “justness” of said institutional order.
  Reproduction of the sensibility of legitimacy on an ongoing basis among sufficient numbers of individuals thus routinizes institutional paradigms embodied as aspects of habitus.  Conformity to routines, in turn, stabilizes institutional orders in social life.  Formal legality in contemporary capitalist democracies, for instance, facilitates commercial activity by routinizing respect for laws governing property and contractual obligations.  Institutional paradigms are thus the primary generators of both institutional orders and the networks that form, change and disintegrate within them and against them.

All of this can be mapped, starting with the case of stable institutional fields as in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: Mapping Institutions onto Institutionally Enmeshed Networks
Figure 1 clarifies how overburdening of the concept of structure—using a single concept to describe the complexity of institutions, including their relational and embodied aspects—in fact obscures precisely how institutional paradigms are embodied during the socialization process as part of a larger suite of dispositions—habitus—that in turn help generate a more mature sense of legitimacy in adolescence.  We will see shortly how this in turn simultaneously obscures the dynamics of how networks develop, change and disintegrate over time among various agents linked to one another in them.

Of course, variation in senses of legitimacy among agents deferring to institutional orders presents considerable difficulties in mapping degrees of legitimate authority—the cores of such orders—empirically, whether through surveys, statistics based on various administrative records,
 or other types of evidence.  Surveys, for instance, present methodical difficulties pertaining to the framing of questions, the representativeness of the survey sample, and, in some cases, the degree to which respondents answer sincerely.
  Moreover, such surveys are impossible for historical cases, as well as difficult to impossible in situations such as state collapse, authoritarian regimes, and among swaths of populations in many “underdeveloped” or war-torn regions such as contemporary Iraq.

Degrees of social reproduction and incremental social change occurring in a hierarchy of nested fields can now be assessed in terms of consonance and dissonance between habitus and field. Consonance between habitus and field indicates relatively institutional stability mapped as a pattern of trajectory adjustment in Figure 2.
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Note that Figure 2 represents institutions as a whole, that is, their embodied and relational aspects.  The diagonal up from institutional paradigms at time x to institutional order at time y captures the generative role of habitus in institutional reproduction over time.
At this point, we can refine the concept of economic interest in sociologically precise ways.  Weber distinguished cases of “pure self-interest”—economic interest in a narrow sense—which did not entail any sense of legitimacy (Weber 1978:29-31).  But self-interested practices, as other practices, always occur in the context of, or in relation to, specific fields.  It would thus be more precise to map a continuum of economic interests emerging from the practices of individuals but at times exceeding institutional routines, generating aggregate effects like some market transactions irreducible to them. 

The irreducibility of such effects to stable institutions underscores an irony of classical social science.  For generalization of utilitarian calculations in classical economics turned social theory on its head by assuming the special case of deliberative action rooted in economic interests as a sufficient model of agency.  Such deliberative action of course presupposed an extensive and historically specific institutional background in regions of the early modern west.  Though Adam Smith at least recognized this background as forming the “moral” presuppositions of market economies, most of economics has since neglected his insight (Smith [1797]2002).  Instead, sociology, anthropology and political science developed it by situating economic interests in relation to historical patterns of institutional development (Janos 1986:7-30).

The continuum running from reflex behavior, to spontaneous, pre-conscious habitus, to reflexive action—including sometimes rational action, in the sense of conscious weighing up of alternatives given some mentally identified criteria—in turn allows us to situate more precisely just how reflexive action may develop as an emergent property of agency per se (Elder-Vaas 2007:341).

All of this indicates that agency and the emergent property of reflexive action are embodied capacities, and such embodied capacities include institutional paradigms that take the form of neural networks that develop in individual human brains.   To pose institutions as somehow “external” to agency and action thereby stands fundamentally wrong, an error reinforced by overuse of the overburdened concept of structure, implicitly understood as “external” to the embodied patterns of individual personality.  We thus arrive at the need to tightly couple the reconstructed model of institutions posed to this point, to an empirically precise concept of networks.

Networks

What, then, is a social network?   Initially, we will define a network as some array of ties between individuals based on some degree of mutual recognition linked—but not always reducible—to strategic agency over time.  Thus, a diverse variety of interactions—from incidental contacts between individuals in crowds, on the one hand, to people passively watching a televised speech by a politician, on the other—do not count as examples of network relations.  Obviously, network linkages can be further differentiated in a tripartite fashion between more core groups, their extended supporters, and “outliers” or more marginal individuals on the border of such networks.  Moreover, the cores of some networks stand deeply institutionalized, such as networks of employees in public corporations, or even more obviously in authoritarian political parties such as the former Communist Party of the Soviet Union.  Thus networks may be highly hierarchal as well as deeply institutionalized.

On the opposite end of the continuum, we find highly egalitarian networks, from such trivial examples as networks of neighbors informally organizing reciprocal baby-sitting patterns, to relatively egalitarian networks among, for instance, some Native Americans surviving in marginalized positions on reservations, networks that persist as  highly modified aspects of earlier hunter-gatherer patterns in a racist and industrial surrounding environment.  All of this emphasizes the contingent nature of relations between institutions and networks, with some networks co-evolutionary aspects of the same process that generates a modern, formal group of institutions—from corporations to political parties to representative democracy as a state form in the current United States—while other networks develop in more peripheral positions to institutions proper.  These latter can range from networks of believers, say, who attend a Catholic Church in Brooklyn and organize occasional informal dinner parties and other gatherings, to more non-institutional and even anti-institutional networks, from informal ties established through singles bars in San Francisco, to terrorist networks forming out of extremist Islamic movements in the Middle East and central Asia such as Al Qaeda.

The example of Al Qaeda points to apparent paradoxes when it comes to usage of the concept network: from the perspective of the U.S. government today, Al Qaeda is an anti-institutional network, and yet internally Al Qaeda stands strongly institutionalized.   The paradox, though, is only apparent, as Al Qaeda-aligned networks—highly institutionalized to various degrees internally—are in strong conflict with hegemonic global networks and institutions dominated by the United States.  Moreover, this also appears a historical paradox, as Al Qaeda initially formed as a network in 1988 closely aligned with the U.S. and its arming of various Mujahideen networks in the late 1980s fighting the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan.  Indeed, various Mujahideen networks fighting the Soviets in Afghanistan were, at the time, called “freedom fighters” by Vice-President George H. W. Bush!
  The irony that Al Qaeda went from being labeled “freedom fighters” to “terrorists” after the U.S. and other western powers decided to station troops in Saudi Arabia prior to the first Gulf War in the fall of 1990 remains largely forgotten in U.S. public discourse, though this “forgetting” has been strongly encouraged by the American mass media’s virtual blackout of this fact for eighteen years.  We will return to how to conceptualize conflicting institutions and networks in complex tension—or even open warfare—with one another in the next section.

But think also of other examples, such as the emergence of pro-democracy networks into a broader social movement during the last years of the Soviet Union.  Here we see how networks of agents holding institutionally sanctioned positions—such as professionals in academic bodies—could simultaneously organize informal networks against the very authorities who controlled the organizations of which they remained nominally a part (Garcelon 2005).  Many, many other examples of people informally networking in ways that stand risky in relation to their established institutional networks can be immediately grasped by the reader: from networks fusing into the civil rights movement in the American deep south in the late 1950s and early sixties, despite the fact people in the movement were risking the formal jobs many people had at this time, and thus by extension risking their position in institutionally sanctioned networks; to pro-democracy networking among intellectuals in today’s Iran where such intellectuals hold institutionally sanctioned positions. 


At this point, let’s turn to how sociological literature commonly defines networks, as well as how the sketch of networks offered here, in combination with the model of institutions outlined above, clarifies problematic aspects of such definitions.  For instance, Moody, McFarland and Bender-deMoll make the following statement in mapping out network theory:

In many settings, the substantive question is the emergence of a cumulative network structure.  Relations in such settings are temporally sparse, requiring the aggregation of many periods (i.e., a large time window) to generate a meaningful image of the network structure.  For example, a high school romantic network viewed on any given day will consist largely of a set of completely disconnected dyads, since only a small number of students are involved in multiple romantic relations on any given day.  Viewed contemporaneously, this network is essentially structureless.  However, sexually transmitted disease risk resides in the history of previous relations, which cumulate and thus provide pathways for disease transmission.  As such, we are substantively interested in both the cumulative structure of the network and the process through which the structure unfolds.  ( Moody et al. 2005:1217.)
Look closely at the apparent paradoxes the authors’ formulation produces.  First, the authors refer to (a) “the emergence of a cumulative network structure,” then go on to state that (b) “[v]iewed contemporaneously, this network is essentially structureless,” and then stress that sexually transmitted disease (STD) transmission interests us (c) “in both the cumulative structure of the network and the process through which the structure unfolds.”   This is mostly an unfortunate consequence of an overburdened use of the term “structure,” rather than a substantive difficulty, but it deeply obscures the meaning of what the authors are trying to say.


Now, let’s rewrite Moody et al.’s statement with the terminology developed here without changing the substance.  We will immediately eliminate paradoxes and see how much clearer the statement appears:

In many settings, the substantive question is the emergence of a cumulative network pattern.  Relations in such settings are temporally sparse, requiring the aggregation of many periods (i.e., a large time window) to generate a meaningful image of the network pattern.  For example, a high school romantic network viewed on any given day will consist largely of a set of completely disconnected dyads, since only a small number of students are involved in multiple romantic relations on any given day.  Viewed contemporaneously, this network appears essentially either randomly formed or highly obscure.  However, sexually transmitted disease risk resides in the history of previous relations, which cumulate and thus provide pathways for disease transmission.  As such, we are substantively interested in both the cumulative developmental history of the network and the process through which the networking unfolds.
We here immediately see the communicative superiority of displacing the overburdened concept of structure with the more precise terminology suggested above. 

Lack of clarity about what exactly “structure” is abounds in network theory.  For instance, Centola and Macy (2007) build on a distinction first introduced by Granovetter (1973) in the latter’s mapping of strong and weak ties in networks:

“Strong” and “weak” ties have a double meaning in Granovetter’s usage.  One meaning is relational (at the dyadic level), the other is structural (at the population level).  The relational meaning refers to the strength of the tie as a conduit of information…The structural strength of a tie refers to the ability of the tie to facilitate diffusion, cohesion, and integration of a social network by linking otherwise distant nodes.  (Centola and Macy 2007:703-04.)

Here, “structural” refers to the capacities of institutions and networks, which stands a complex, contingent question dependent on discrete, historical instances analyzed.  And yet Centola and Macy deeply obscure this from the outset by referring to “social norms”—that is, central aspects of institutional orders and paradigms—as “social contagions”:

Most collective behaviors spread through social contact.  From the emergence of social norms…to the adoption of technological innovations…to the growth of social movements…social networks are the pathways along which these “social contagions” propagate. (Centola and Macy 2007:702).

Yet, a moment of reflection in light of what has been written above in the previous section immediately shows that institutional norms enable much of social networking in the first place, and thus networks are often not prior to institutions, but in fact often presuppose them in order to stabilize as such.

Certainly, it remains an empirical question whether networks can in fact also spread such institutional norms through social contacts, which in fact they often do, thus serving as possible vectors for the spread of institutions from core to more peripheral agents who come under their influence and thus become new nodes in the network.   This observation converges with the fact that pre-institutional, non-institutional and post-institutional networks can play key causal roles in the generation, change and collapse of institutions, as mapped above.  But there can be no a priori relation between particular concatenations of institutions and networks, on the one hand, and the empirical question of whether a particular institution temporally preceded, co-evolved with, or came about after the development of a particular network.  This is and must remain an empirical question whose causal answer remains contingent on evidence.

Another common difficulty tied to overburdening the concept of structure links to a persistently reified use of the micro-macro distinction.  Here is an example of the sort of artificial problem this generates, from the “Introduction” to a special issue on network theory published by the American Jounral of Sociology:

These models [of networks and statistical constructs related to them] can then be validated at both the individual (micro) level, by comparing the behavior of the agents with observations of individuals, and at the aggregate (macro) level, by comparing observations of the model with aggregate survey or administrative data (Gilbert and Abbott 2005:863.
)

The difficulty is immediate: agents do not exist on some ontological “micro” level, and “aggregates”—often referred to in much sociological literature as structures—on some ontological “macro” level.  In fact, such a framing generates artificial problems that subsequently bedevil network theorists assuming it.

A few examples show why this is the case.  Take the Mormon sect in Texas recently broken up by Texas state agents, and then allowed to reunite after political pressure had built up on the same agents.  Within a small, discrete network of sect members—all of whom knew each other on a face-to-face basis—sect routines were powerfully institutionalized, though on a customary level overseen by sect leaders (all of whom were male polygamists) on the basis of their interpretation of the Book of Mormon.
  In short, where is the “macro” level here?  Everything was “micro” in the sense that all of the sect knew and interacted with each other on a daily basis within a compound of a few buildings, yet it would be as absurd to claim that the sect had no unique, “internal” institutions, just as it would be absurd to claim that a social structure existed with no persons.

Now reverse the situation by taking, for example, the several discrete meetings between American President George W. Bush and British Prime Minister Tony Blair in 2002 that secured Bush’s launching of the second Iraq war in March 2003 (Danner 2006).  These face to face meetings took place at a “macro” level, if what you mean is the level of “aggregates” or “structures” such as the state.  Moreover, understanding how the U.S. military and some ot its allies entered the war at all entails unraveling the intense activities of a small network of agents at the most senior level of the Bush White House throughout 2002 and early 2003.  Such a relatively “micro” network at the very top of the “macro” state worked intensely to discredit, marginalize or silence some of the findings of U.S. intelligence agencies, as documented at length by Johnson (2004:217-53).   All of this follows the perceptive arguments of Nicos Mouzelis, and indicates that “micro-macro” problems of this variety are a simple artifact of a mistaken conceptualization.

Mouzelis goes on to suggest simply using micro, meso and macro level distinctions as straight-forward spatial distinctions.  Indeed, Mouzelis introduces the meso level simply to underscore the reification involved with equating “micro” with agency and “macro” with “structure.”  This all converges with how the paradigm of neoclassical sociology has been mapped out here, which reframes both institutions and networks as entailing bodily aspects.

Some network analysts have already begun such a spatial redefinition of micro, meso and macro levels.  Take Hedström, Sandell and Stern, who argue that  “…mesolevel network[s] had a considerable influence on both the pattern and the speed at which the Social Democratic Party diffused through Sweden” (Hedström et al. 2000:169).   Moreover, some network theorists have begun explicitly trying to synthesize a theory of networks with a theory of institutions.  

The term “social structure” conveys two quite different meanings.  One meaning is relational, involving networks of ties between individuals or groups of individuals.  A second meaning refers to the contexts containing these individuals…We argue that this distinction is crucial for understanding how social processes translate into contextual effects. (Entwisle et al. 2007:1495,1523,)

Yet the authors never fully realize the implications of their own observations.


Other network theorists have already gone the additional step of transitioning from an overburdened concept of structure to an explicit concept of institutions.  Peng, for instance, states how his research “…draws insights from two theoretical traditions: one is new institutionalism, which emphasizes the role of institutions, both formal and informal, in economic growth; the other is social network analysis, which highlights the role of interpersonal relations in producing and enforcing informal norms” (Peng 2004:1045).  He then argues that analysis of the developmental history of institutions and informal networks in the situations he examines turns on…

…the relative strength of the normative capacity of the formal organizations (the state apparatus) vis-á-vis the informal social networks.  When formal institutions are vague and ineffective, informal rules do not supplement but substitute formal rules, and the normative capacity of social relations not only subsumes the costs of formal sanctioning but takes its place…If the normative capacity of the social networks is strong, then spontaneous social order may emerge to reduce uncertainty. (Peng 2004:1070.)

We can now circle back to our reconstructed concept of institutions to show why such order is not spontaneous, but the result of embodiment of customary institutional paradigms among informal networks.

Figure 3 summarizes the elementary concept of network introduced here.  This converges with detailed maps of particular networks available in sociological literature.
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Figure 3: Initial Mapping of a Network
Adapted from Elias (1978:15)

From here, we can map networks in two principal ways.  First stands the extent of such chains of relationships.  A more circumspect network remains “localized” in the sense of most people in it knowing one another.  But many networks in more complex societies—and even across several such societies, such as in transnational corporations or transnational terrorist networks—extend diversely in terms of both geography and social ties between people only connected indirectly through the chain.  Networks of course form in polyglots of relative hierarchy and equality, what Weber mapped in terms of closed and open social relations (Weber 1978:43-46).  Moreover, the degree to which networks are embedded in institutions remains empirically contingent, with some networks forming largely outside institutional channels, such as the initial networking patterns of social movements.  Sometimes, of course, such movements trigger changes in institutions they challenge, pointing to the need to avoid reifying “the boundary between institutionalized and noninstitutionalized politics” (McAdam et al. 2001:6).  Thus even non-institutional networks remain tightly coupled to institutions and varieties of legitimacy within them.

Networks also remain tightly coupled with status and class.  If status maps patterns of hierarchy embedded in cultural sensibilities of honor and the like, class maps commonalities of market situations.  Thus class differentiated from status as market relations spread in the modern period, though class relations appeared occasionally and secondarily in some pre-modern societies, often around trading towns.
  And the differentiation of networks in terms of status and class in distinct historical periods and regions intertwines with the history of institutions and varieties of assets that developed with such institutions and enabled various patterns of networking.

Mapping Disjunctive Social Relations with a Reconstructed Concept of Figuration
How do we expand the tool kit developed so far to account for intense bouts of social change entailing degrees of institutional disintegration, as well as the generation of alternative institutions from social movements, military occupations, coup d’états and the like?  The case of the protracted conflict between representative democracies in the contemporary western bloc—dominated geopolitically by the United States and currently extending from Central Europe to parts of East Asia and including a smattering of representative democracies in other regions of the world—and Sunni Islamic-fundamentalist movements either sympathizing with, or actually carrying out, terrorist tactics, illustrates the prominence of disjunctively related institutions and networks across human societies.  For though this conflict involves institutions—from the pronouncements of senior officials in western nation-states, to the activities of terrorist networks linked to various mosques in different regions of the world—such institutions have not only failed to constrain the many complex networks involved in the conflict as a whole, but often have fed their antagonism.  “Because acts of violence and terrorism grab the headlines, we seem to know a lot more about Islamic advocates of a ‘clash’, the militant jihadists, than about those who are working toward a peaceful revolution and civilizational dialogue” (Esposito 2002:133).  Such tendencies contribute, in turn, to ongoing conflict between many states, on the one hand, and Sunni Islamist terrorist networks, on the other.  So far, attempts to contain such conflict through institutionalizing some form of transnational mediation have failed.


Elias stressed the importance of recognizing such patterns of interdependent conflict within and between human societies.  Characterized by a lack of what Elias called “integration,” “shared antagonism for others or their hatred and enmity towards each other” mark such relations (Elias 1978:175).  However, Elias’ insight remains underappreciated in part due to his problematic use of the overburdened term structure.  Replacing the concept of structure with the range of more specific concepts outlined above solves this problem in ways useful for empirical research.  But how to parsimoniously conceptualize “non-institutional social relations”?

Once we have specified institutional orders as the cores of many fields, we can differentiate “disjunctive fields” as emergent properties of institutional fields that serve as their initial conditions.
  For instance, disjunctive fields may entail relations between mutually antagonistic institutional fields, as in the colonial era, as well as patterns of intermittent exploration or trade that developed alongside colonial conflicts in this period.  Disjunctive fields, in short, emerge as consequences of relations between institutional fields that lack an overarching, shared institutional framework, as shown in Figure 4.
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Figure 4: The Emergent Properties of Disjunctive Fields and Aggregate Effects

On continental and global scales, then, non-institutional relations often develop as disjunctive fields between smaller-scale institutional fields.  In this sense, a “world-system” formed many years prior to the creation of global scale institutions such as the United Nations, the International Monetary Fund and the like in the in the wake of the Second World War.
  Yet such global-scale institutions remain chronically weaker than some states, and moreover disjunctive global fields co-exist alongside them in historically irreducible patterns, ranging from criminal transnational networks such as the illicit drug trade, to transnational terrorism.  Such co-existence is often highly complex, as the simultaneous international and unilateralist policies of the United States in recent years exemplifies.  Moreover, analysts must simultaneously factor in both transnational institutional isomorphism—as global-scale corporate organization exemplifies—as well as patterns of regional institutional collapse, as in parts of the contemporary Middle-East and sub-Saharan Africa.
 

Distinguishing the international from the transnational clarifies how disjunctive relations may coexist and interpenetrate institutional orders.  The absence of institutional order on the level of disjunctive fields themselves deserves particular attention.  On a transnational level, for instance, we can map “transnational demonstration effects”—the selective mimicking of things from technologies to institutional design in law—operating in both institutional and disjunctive patterns.
  Within institutions, such effects at times spur institutional change among international organizations such as the United Nations, as well as patterns of institutional isomorphism within groups of regional states, within a state itself, and in more geographically restricted, sub-state regions.  But other transnational demonstration effects operate across situations of antipathy with little or no overall institutional regulation, such as interstate warfare or transnational terrorism.  Think, for instance, of the opportunistic adaptation of military technologies across disjunctive fields, such as North Korea’s recent detonation of a nuclear weapon based on technologies gleaned indirectly from western powers through the mediation of the Khan network in Pakistan (Corera 2006:86-102).   Disjunctive fields clarify how a “structure” can form between antagonistically related “sub-structures” with opposing institutional orders (Elias 1978: 24).

Elias further deployed the concept of figuration to introduce the perspective of agents to such fields: for him, a “structure” from the vantage point of the social sciences appeared as a figuration from the perspective of an agent living her or his life in relation to other situated agents.
  Certainly, Bourdieu’s distinction between habitus and field—refined here to encompass the duality of institutions as embodied institutional paradigms and relational institutional orders—accomplishes this.  We are thus free to modify the concept of figuration to map patterns of representation generated by agents, everything from informal conversations to more elaborate discourses such as texts, ideologies and speeches.  Of course, we can map a huge continuum of such figurations bounded by the doxa of a given culture.  Within this boundary of intelligibility appears a continuum running from various orthodoxies on one end, to various heterodoxies on the other, allowing us to specify how terms like “common sense” function practically.  Thus institutional paradigms enable figurations, the syntagmatic “telling of stories” across time in various fields.
 

The “recursive effects” (Giddens 1984) of figurations as various patterns of narrative thus help regenerate institutions on an ongoing basis.  Yet such narratives also emerge from antagonistic relations and aggregate effects within disjunctive fields.  Distinguishing disjunctive from institutional fields thus maps how figurations may order regional perceptions of both cooperation and antagonism within and between various geographic regions.  Understanding how such perceptions develop in turn stands key to reconstructing the history of various networks.  Conceiving various narratives—from skeins of “common-sense” to journalistic discourse to ideological pronouncements to academic writing and so on—as emergent properties of both institutional and disjunctive fields thus clarifies patterns of recognition and misrecognition across them.
 

Projects to create and stabilize international institutions since the end of the Second World War, for instance, have simultaneously entailed attempts by the very agents in dominant states engineering them to curtail their reach and steer them in ways that maintain national hegemony within them.  Thus tensions between figurations released by United Nations’ officials, and actual U.N. practices constrained by dominant powers such as the United States, mark the U.N.’s institutional history, a clear example of how misrecognition unfolds in international institutions.  Moreover, hysteresis effects—gaps between patterns of rapid institutional change and perceptions of such change generated in part through conventions of habitus—appear often in history (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992:130).  The complex intertwining of agents, networks, fields, institutions and figurations—as well as misrecognized gaps between them—indicates the sometimes importance of non-institutional relations in patterns of social change.  

Indeed, differentiation of institutional and disjunctive fields, and discourses within and across them, creates social spaces for non-institutional networking over a period of time, as with social movements.  Such movements may have significant consequences for institutional stability, for the “power of nonviolent disruption comes mainly from its uncertainty” as disorganizer of institutional routines (Tarrow 1994:109).  By extension, such movements generate counter-institutional figurations contesting authoritative figurations in official state discourses.  A wide variety of patterns develop from such processes, from attempts by state figures to dismantle some institutions through coup d’états, to political revolutions, interstate warfare, terrorism and so on.

In the modern period, we can map state-breakdown as rapid slippage of hitherto stable institutional patterns of trajectory adjustment into patterns of trajectory improvisation, in which a relative handful of political entrepreneurs (Garcelon 2006:262-65) may mobilize everything from social movements to alliance with occupying military forces in attempting to generate alternatives to disintegrating institutions.  When state-institutions disintegrate entirely, we see how such political entrepreneurs may fashion what may eventually consolidate as alternative institutions, though this may be a very protracted and traumatic process, as the cases of the collapse of the Soviet bloc, and of the invasion and occupation of Iraq starting in 2003, illustrate.  Figure 5 graphs processes of trajectory improvisation in a preliminary fashion.
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Figure 5: Mapping Processes of Trajectory Improvisation at the Level of States

Source: Garcelon (2005:23) and (2006:263)
All of this gives us a way of historicizing the empirical study of social change across the widest possible range of cases.  Rather than assumptions of institutional convergence around an assumed end point in the future, we now have a robust suite of concepts for analyzing regional and historical variants of “capitalisms,” “socialisms,” “democracies,” and “authoritarianisms,” the comparative-historical aim of neoclassical sociology.

Why Neoclassical Sociology Generates Explanatory Narratives

The above indicates why sociology—as indeed all of the social sciences, including economics—should develop historically irreducible causal accounts of particular skeins of developmental history, rather than attempts to generate algorithmic generalizations mistakenly assuming correlations between dependent and independent variables as somehow generating cross-case causal explanations.  Indeed, due to the nature of the object of knowledge in the social sciences, this stands impossible.  In fact, the sciences in general are only beginning to come to terms methodologically with the preponderance of historical explanation in biology, and its growing importance in the physical sciences as well, such as in the study of atmospheric dynamics, planetary surfaces, geological formations, ocean currents, and so on.  In particular, very little stands generalizable in an explanatory sense in the social sciences, beyond boundary disciplines like neuropsychology and physical anthropology.  Rather, generalization stands largely conceptual in the social sciences for all the reasons discussed above, and recognition of this reality stands a sine qua non of the neoclassical attempt to consolidate an empirically useful paradigm.


What forms, then, do viable explanations largely take in sociology?  One of the most important such forms develop narratives that identify causally significant junctures in historically irreducible sequences.  Andrew Abbott (1988b, 1991, 1992, 2004) calls such explanations exercises in “narrative positivity.”  Here, the moniker “explanatory narrative” is used, as it better captures what Abbot is driving at, for he means by “narrative positivity” not so much a philosophical as a methodological position.  Such explanatory narratives grapple with the empirical problem of how to factor multiple experiential perspectives of various agents into a broader narrative sequence focused on key causal links in the chain.  Methodologically, this problem can be approached from the duality of the embodied and the relational, to avoid falling into the reifications of the subject/object dualism treated at length above.

Yet the problem remains also an empirical problem that needs to be approached afresh depending on the problem situation generated by the case at hand.  “The multiple time-horizon problem [of many agents] remains the central theoretical barrier to moving formalized narrative beyond the simple-minded analysis of stage processes and rational action sequences.  Serious institutional analysis cannot be conducted without addressing it” (Abbott 1992:441).


A closer look at some of Abbott’s contrast of “narrative positivity”—here called explanatory narrative—with what he calls “the variables paradigm” underscores the paradigmatic shift involved with the neoclassical project.  The variables paradigm conceives causes as discrete independent variables producing effects construed as dependent variables, sometimes through the mediation of intervening variables (Abbott 1992).  Thus the assumptions guiding the modeling of dynamic linear systems in the physical sciences are smuggled into social science as a set of implicit ontological assumptions about the nature of the object domain in these latter disciplines.  This arbitrarily elides the historical irreducibility of various social orders.


Such language generates an image of “scientificity” by metaphorically projecting the rigorously operationalized, quantifiable variables of population-analytic studies of rates of disease, levels of monetary income and so forth onto conceptually framed aspects of complex historical processes (Abbott 1992:435-40).  In effect, the methods of probabilistic analysis are hijacked for purposes of construing historical institutions and networks as if they were simple physical systems—systems involving a very small number of variables—susceptible to algorithmic compression, obscuring the absence of any rigorous quantitative standards for assessing the purported effect of a variable.  This awkward style of explanatory framing is particularly common in contemporary political science, where aspects of complex processes like “the international environment” or residual categories like “political culture” are commonly described as “variables” (Hanson and Kopstein 1997), though the quantitative meaning of such variables remains problematic.  Similarly troubling stand attempts to quantify relations between loosely construed variables in situations where representative statistical sampling is impossible and the ultimately heuristic character of such exercises is obscured under a gloss of problematic causal claims.


Assumptions from the variables paradigm show up all the time when causes in historically irreducible developmental sequences are rendered as “mechanisms” (Fernandez and Lourdes Soza 2005).  Moreover, insistence on framing scientific explanation exclusively in terms of the variables paradigm leads to failure to recognize the often heuristic and provisional character of the isolation of causal variables from complex historical sequences.  Explanatory narrative, in contrast, treats such variable analysis as one method that can be incorporated in a broader, provisional framework, a sort of “fractal heuristics” as Abbot puts it (Abbot 2004).


  The variables paradigm embodies a common prejudice against historical analysis per se, namely the equation of historical narrative with an “immature” or even “pre-scientific” phase of disciplinary development (Wilson 1975:547-75).  And such a suite of assumptions generates a false opposition between narrative accounts of historical processes and the logic of explanation.  Like many paleontologists, historical sociologists sensitive to the problem of path-dependence reject this false opposition as an artifact of a particular philosophy of science.
  Against the ultimately philosophical construal of what counts as a valid explanation in so-called social-scientific positivism, explanatory narrative deepens methodological insights from Weber’s interpretive sociology that synthesized the causal concerns of explanation, and the interpretive focus of narratives of social agency.  In fact, Weber envisioned sociology largely as the formulation of the generalizing theoretical means presupposed by the project of comparative developmental history (Roth 1971 and 1987).  This converges in a breathtakingly symmetrical manner with the model of historical explanation outlined by the paleontologist Stephen Jay Gould from the 1980s through the early 2000s (Gould 1989:283 and 1995).


Several immediate consequences follow from this framing of historical explanation.  First, such explanations are historical in the narrow sense of being retrospective.  Second, counterfactual reasoning plays an indispensable role in the testing of historical explanations, as thought experiments represent the principal means of assessing the “causal adequacy” of a given account of a historical process.  And third, historical explanation presupposes an adequate store of knowledge regarding boundary conditions not historically specific to the process in question, in order to help bracket the potentially infinite array of initial conditions trivial from the perspective of the issue at hand.  Here one can speak of the relevance of covering laws to historical explanations (Gould 1989: 289-90).
Conclusion

Since the end of the Second World War, industrialized nation-states with representative democracies have shown considerable institutional stability.  This does not mean absence of periods of social and political turmoil or lack of social movements, as the 1960s in the United States, Western Europe and Canada attests to.  Nor does it mean lack of institutional change, which has been at times extensive in many of these representative democracies in the postwar era.  However, political revolutions, coup d’états and the like have not occurred in western nation-states with representative-democracies since 1945.  But in many areas with more authoritarian regimes and less industrial economies, rapid bouts of institutional collapse and violent periods of institutional change have persisted.  Moreover, political revolutions between 1989 and 1991 destroyed the former Soviet bloc as a political entity, despite its extensive though uneven industrialization.

In recent history, then, institutional stability seems closely tied to sufficient institutional flexibility to assimilate social change without triggering widespread institutional collapse.  But this remains a contingent fact.  In the United States, for instance, a marked polarization of wealth and income has been underway since 1980, such that by the early 2000s growing income inequalities had reversed the substantial moderation they had undergone between 1947 and the mid-1970s (Mishel et al. 2005:70-72).  At the same time, concentration in the U.S. mass media has now reached an unprecedented degree, despite the important counter-trend of the Internet (McChesney 2004).  Indeed, the number of companies dominating ninety percent of American mass media outlets declined from fifty to six between 1984 and 2002
.   In addition, we have witnessed a number of laws passed by Congress such as the Patriot Act that have raised questions related to constitutional coherence in some ways reminiscent of controversial decisions taken during the Second World War, such as the sending of Japanese-Americans to internal camps that provoked several generations of controversy.  Yet such developments have triggered political reforms rather than undermining American institutional stability, as the November 2006 congressional elections and then the election of Barack Obama as President in November 2008 demonstrate.

More serious from the perspective of long-term institutional stability in the U.S. and other, stable nation-states with constitutional democracies stand possibilities of serious economic turbulence associated with probable declines in world oil production, climate change, and other environmental problems connected with the explosive growth of global population since the Second World War.  Economic dynamics in short may constrain social developments without determining them.  Institutional stability thus remains historically contingent.  For these reasons, questions of path-dependent linkages between relative social stability, flexible institutions such as representative democracy, various networking patterns, and enabling factors such as sustainable economic conditions deserve continuing sociological scrutiny.  And such scrutiny, in turn, presupposes reversing sociology’s “retreat into the present” by emphasizing a comparative-historical focus on institutions, their genesis, reproduction, change and sometimes collapse.
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� “Unfortunately, most readers of The Structure of Scientific Revolutions have missed what was for me its central function and use ‘paradigm’ instead in a sense close to that for which I now suggest ‘disciplinary matrix’.  I see little chance of recapturing ‘paradigm’ for its original use, the only one that is philologically at all appropriate” (Kuhn 1977:307).


� “So the project of neoclassical sociology is to explain…diversities of capitalisms and the differences in their origins and operations” (Eyal et al. 1998:188).


� For “superpower” politics and its dilemmas, see Johnson (2008); for U.S. economic decline in the context of the global order through 2002, see Pollin (2003).


� This converges with Mouzelis’ distinction between conceptual framework and substantive theory (1995:1-11).


� Failure to specify what exactly is being generalized in social theory—concepts or substantive cross-case hypotheses—stands a persistent problem in sociology.  For instance, Lucas (2003) frames theoretical validity in terms of “general knowledge” across cases, without clarifying what type of knowledge beyond theory per se is being generalized, concepts or hypotheses.


� Variants of Marxism have been continually vexed as to the meaning of Marx’s claims that the “economic base” “determines” the “superstructure” of ideology, law, culture and so on.  This fundamental ambiguity was present in Marx’s own work, showing up in tensions between his theoretical work such as Das Kapital, and his close historical analyses of events, such as the development and aftermath of the 1848 revolution in France in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte.  Indeed, this tension manifested continually throughout the history of Marxism, leading Alvin Gouldner to map “two Marxisms”: that of economic determinism, and that of political analysis and strategy (Gouldner 1980).  Marx’s own insistence that social theory and political action stood a priori unified (Marx [1845]1978:143-45) exemplifies this problem.


�  The chemist James Lovelock and the microbiologist Lynn Margulis used the term “tightly coupled” to map systemic relations between organisms and their environments on the surface of the Earth as a whole: “The evolution of organisms and their material environment proceeds as a single tight-coupled process from which self-regulation of the environment at a habitable state, appears as an emergent phenomenon” (Lovelock 2001).


� The distinction between economic and symbolic interests sharpens Weber’s distinction between material and ideal interests (Weber 1946:280), as ideal interests are in fact “material” in the sense of being real.  This follows Bourdieu, who often merely refers to a plurality of “interests, variable with time and place” (1990b:87). 


� Semiotization has been loosely adapted from Saussure ([1916]1986) and Eco (1973).


� Forms of capitals here follow Bourdieu (1986), who used the term “cultural capital” for what Robert Putnam (2000:18-19,289) calls “human capital.”  For arguments that cultural capital is more terminologically precise than human capital, and that capitals represent monetization of non-monetary assets in pre-monetary societies, see Garcelon (2006:256-59).  For a discussion of forms of capital and their relation to institutional history, see Eyal et al. (1998:20-24).  Subtypes and admixtures, such as academic or political capital, are omitted here for simplicity.  Of course, this use of capitals ultimately derives with many modifications from Marx’s concept of (economic) capital as the accumulation of surplus-value (Marx [1890]1977:742-43).


� In oral societies, liminal states between inclusion and exclusion often figured as central markers of social life: “Thus, liminality is frequently likened to death, to being in the womb, to invisibility, to darkness, to bisexuality, to the wilderness, and to an eclipse of the sun or moon” (Turner 1969:95). 


� For thousands of years, literacy remained confined to narrow elites in tributary states, a condition Jack Goody and Ian Watt termed “oligoliteracy” (Goody and Watt 1968:36).


� Weber emphasized the centrality of probabilistic analysis to sociology in his methodological writings, often with the phrase “objective possibility” (Weber 1949b:181-82).  Fritz Ringer points out “Weber literally refers to objective ‘possibility’ in German; but ‘probability’ nevertheless seems the better translation” (Ringer 1997:65).


� “[W]e see our present [American] configuration of institutions not as sociologically ‘necessary’ but as historically contingent, open to critical reflection and reform” (Bellah et al. 1992:292).


� For instance, in the physical sciences, “…chaos theory provides us with understanding that is holistic, historical, and qualitative, eschewing deductive systems” (Kellert 1993:114).  This does not mean non-mathematical, as chaos theory uses among the most sophisticated mathematics in all the empirical sciences, including physics (p. 23-28).


� “[T]he dispositions durably inculcated the possibilities and impossibilities, freedoms and necessities, opportunities and prohibitions inscribed in the objective conditions…[They are] objectively compatible with these conditions and in a sense pre-adapted to their demands” (Bourdieu 1990a:54). 


� This both develops, and differs somewhat, from Mouzelis’ distinction between “the paradigmatic level” of institutions, and “the syntagmatic level” of “actual relationships of co-operation/conflict” (1995:78), a difference explained below.


� The concept of institutional orders as cores of fields builds on Stephan Fuchs (2001:284-92).  However, Fuchs’ attempt to reduce agency to observation and bid “farewell to the agency framework and its derivatives” (p. 63) reifies the social theory he constructs and renders it problematic from the standpoint of the neoclassical project.  


� For instance, P. Read Montague and Gregory S. Barnes argue “identifiable neural substrates…may support sophisticated economic evaluations of diverse stimuli,” in other words, economic evaluations are often tied to non-conscious neural patterns (Montague and Barnes 2002:281).  In a journalistic treatment, Sandra Blakeslee references Montague as estimating “that 90 percent of what people do every day is carried out by this kind of automatic, unconscious system that evolved to help creatures survive”; S. Blakeslee, “Hijacking the Brain Circuits with a Nickel Slot Machine,” The New York Times (Feb. 19 2002:D1,D5).  


� “The difficulties in first socializing a child cannot be accounted for simply in terms of intrinsic problems of learning.  The little animal fights back, so to speak.  The fact that it is fated to lose the battle does not eliminate its animality’s resistance to the ever more penetrating influence of the social world…Social existence depends upon the continuing subjugation of biologically grounded resistance in the individual, which entails legitimation as well as institutionalization” (Berger and Luckmann 1966:182).


� Weber distinguished these types in terms of “pure” and “expedient” variants of legitimacy (Weber 1978:31-33).  By replacing the term “pure” with “solidaristic,” we can differentiate more precisely between convergence around a social core of beliefs among some agents, and expedient compliance among others, in the process outlining how social hierarchies form.  The term solidaristic is adapted from Durkheim, who conceptualized solidarity as a moral disposition: “The functions of assistance are such that…they demand feelings of solidarity…a certain intellectual and moral homogeneity such as the same occupation produces” (Durkheim 1964:26).   Of course, adaptation and modification of the term solidaristic here does not entail adopting Durkheim’s distinction between “mechanical” and “organic” solidarity.


� For instance, Sewell (1974:78,102-03) used census records and marriage records to reconstruct the predominance of small-scale handicraft workers over factory and transportation workers in mid-nineteenth century Marseilles, and the relative radicalism—the willingness to frontally challenge legitimate authorities—of the former over the latter. 


�  A 75 percent disparity between men and women aged 18-59 in reporting number of heterosexual acts in the five years prior to the question marred the results of a series of surveys on sexual behavior designed as the most rigorous taken on the subject prior to 1994.  In presenting this discrepancy in the survey data, the researchers list seven different possibilities, most highly unlikely, except for the sixth: “Either men may exaggerate, or women underestimate” (Laumann et al. (1994:185).


� This summarizes arguments based on Eyal et al. (1998:45) and made more at length in Garcelon (2005:19-27) and (2006:262-65).


� Castells (2000:178-80), for instance, tries to map shifts in organizational culture among transnational enterprises over the last thirty years in terms of a shift from hierarchical organizations to more networked organizations.  Though Castells’ is highly useful in other ways, this particular distinction obscures rather than clarifies what he is mapping, a shift in organizational culture bound up with the rise of the Internet and new forms of transnational communication that the latter enable.  Both forms of organizational culture are always networked, however, and indeed, networks have been around since the evolution of Homo sapiens sapiens.  


� See PBS Frontline documentary, Looking for Answers, first broadcast in October 2001; see the web site: � HYPERLINK "http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/terrorism/" ��http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/terrorism/�, accessed July 8, 2008.


� As we will see below, some of Abbott’s theoretical work stands highly useful for the neoclassical project.  Unfortunately, he remains wedded to the particular connotation of the micro-macro distinction criticized here, and, like Bourdieu (1984:172), tends to chronically overuse the term structure (see Abbott 1988a:15).


� See the following journalistic articles to get an overview of the story: “52 Girls Are Taken from Polygamist Sect’s Ranch in Texas,” The New York Times, April 5 2008,   � HYPERLINK "http://www.nytimes.com/2008/04/05/us/05jeffs.html?_r=1&oref=slogin" ��http://www.nytimes.com/2008/04/05/us/05jeffs.html?_r=1&oref=slogin� accessed July 8 2008; and “Texas Wrong to Take Fundamentalist Mormon Sect Kids, The Australian, May 31 2008. � HYPERLINK "http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/story/0,25197,23785647-26397,00.html" ��http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/story/0,25197,23785647-26397,00.html� , accessed July 8 2008.


� For elaborations of this argument, see Mouzelis (1995:15-27,123-24) and Garcelon (2006:265-67).  Giddens (1984:139-44) also criticized the identification of agency with micro and structure with macro, but developed a problematic distinction between “social” and “system” integration in doing so.  For a critique of the latter, see Mouzelis (1995:117-24).


� See for instance Armando Razo’s finely detailed maps of both “Overlapping Protection of Public Officials,” Fig. 6.4, and “Pimentel y Fagoaga’s Political Connections,” Fig. 6.6, in the study of networks and political power in Porfiro Díaz’s pre-revolutionary Mexico (Razo 2008:146,148). 


� This remains a Weberian conception of status and class (Weber 1978:302-07).  For a more Marxian alternative, see Eyal et al. (1998:66-70).  For the secondary development of markets—and by extension, of classes—in pre-modern societies, see Weber (1950:275-76).


� Emergent properties conceptualize relations between elements that can not be explained by the properties of the elements themselves.  Thus “at each level of complexity entirely new properties appear, and the understanding of the new behaviors requires research which I think is as fundamental in its nature as any other” (Anderson 1972:393). 


� Caution is used here with the concept of world-system introduced by Wallerstein (1976).  So long as system simply designates causal interrelations, this term remains compatible with neoclassical sociology.  But locating causal priority at the world-system as a whole is problematic from a perspective which both recognizes a multiplicity of  regional “capitalisms,” for instance, as well as from a perspective which insists on the historical contingency—the path-dependence—of global-scale development as a whole, as summarized above.  Moreover, Wallerstein’s perspective is a distinctive form of economism which excludes a range of potential causal factors such as meanings.


� For institutional isomorphism, see DiMaggio and Powell (1991), mapped on a transnational level by Castells (2000:163-215). 


� The concept of transnational demonstration effect slightly modifies Bendix (1984) and Janos (1986:84-95) by substituting transnational for international in order to capture such effects as emergent properties operative in both institutional and disjunctive fields.  Bendix and Janos, in turn, reconstructed the economic concept of international demonstration effect in more sociologically diverse ways. 


� “What we call ‘structure’ is, in fact, nothing but the pattern or figuration of interdependent individual people who form the group or, in a wider sense, the society.  What we term ‘structures’ when we look at people as societies, are figurations when we look at them as individuals” (Elias 1998a:101).


� This clarifies the relation between the paradigmatic and the syntagmatic (“story telling”) introduced by Mouzelis, insofar as institutional paradigms make possible the emergence of figurations meaningfully coherent in a social group.  At the same time, Mouzelis’ problematically characterized them as “different types of linkage” (Mouzelis 1995:69-80), rather than specifying both how institutional paradigms enable the emergence of narratives, and how simple narratives in childhood serve as vectors by which legitimate orders begin to trigger embodiment of institutional paradigms.


� “The regime of reproduction would thus be under constant threat…if this threat were not counterbalanced by…misrecognition of the arbitrary nature of the established order and its perpetuation, and hence in the recognition granted to such an order” (Bourdieu 1996:375).


� For a paleontological critique of the history-science opposition, see Gould (1989).  For the prominence of historical modes of explanation in the study of chaotic physical systems, see Kellert (1993:62).


� Source: � HYPERLINK "http://www.pbs.org/now/politics/media.html" ��http://www.pbs.org/now/politics/media.html�, accessed Sep. 20, 2009.
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