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       Lecture 16: Understanding and Constructing Social Order


A S.I. social psychology attempts to create a theory of action emphasizing both self and the situated nature of social interaction. Nevertheless, the situations in which selves are created and actions take place are embedded in a larger structural framework, and the units that compose this (e.g. groups, classes, organizations, institutions) are far removed in time and distance from the immediate situation. Moreover, these often have a significant impact on conduct. Thus, we must show how our theory of action and coordination of conduct is linked to broader questions of social organization.




 
       Society and Its Structure:  


The question of social order lies at the root of sociological inquiry. While most people take society for granted, sociologists take it as something to be explained. They have asked several questions:

* How is it possible for individuals to subordinate their interests and goals to those of the groups to which they belong or of society as a whole, so that they accept social guidance and constraint?

* How are various groups, organizations, communities and other elements of society linked together in a coherent, organized way?

* How do the conflicts that arise between various groups, organizations, and other social units shape the social order?


The first question assumes that the interests and dispositions of individuals are not necessarily harmonious with those of the wider social groups to which they belong. It suggests that while people are creatures of society, they may also act in self-interested ways that are contrary to the interests of others.


The second question is concerned primarily with coordination, assuming that in any society some means of coordinating the activities of members are necessary (e.g. a division of labour).


The third question assumes that conflict and power are inherent features of social life (e.g. competition for resources, even in communal societies). The possibilities for conflict are multiplied as social organization becomes more complex, and as social inequality increases. Of course, an inevitable consequence of inequality are differentials in power which certain individuals and groups seek to maintain their advantages and control the lives of others. 


There are several ways to explain how society gains and maintains the upper hand over the individual, how social life is coordinated, and how conflict and power shape the forms and varieties of social life. Structural functionalists, for example, view society as a self-regulating system in which groups, organizations, roles, classes and institutions function together to provide guidance to the individual, maintain a productive division of labour, and limit destructive social conflict. In contrast, conflict theorists argue that the important question is how those individuals and social groups with power exercise it so as to secure their own ends and organize and control the activities of others.


While not weighing in on either side of this debate, symbolic interactionist social psychologists, with their more microscopic view of social life, must formulate a theory of action consistent with what sociologists have learned about social order. A good way to do this is to examine how the social order is produced and reproduced by the activities of everyday life.


A S.I. approach to social order begins by noting the dangers of reifying society. We engage in the fallacy of reification when we treat an abstraction (e.g. society) as if it were a thing, endowing it with a solidity or a capacity for action that it doesn’t possess. So, with society and social order, we have difficulty avoiding this fallacy, for, when we label something as such, we create and act toward a social object. Since humans tend to act toward such abstract objects in the same way as they act toward more tangible objects, both are treated as real and constraining (i.e. the abstraction “society” is treated as if it was something solid capable of action independent of its members).


We can turn this practice if reification to theoretical advantage, however, by taking it as the starting point for understanding how society is possible. Social order exists, in part, because the members of a given society perceive that it exists. They reify it themselves. Social order is as much a human construction of reality as it is an objective characteristic that can be analyzed and described by sociologists. This isn’t to say that social order is only a product of social constriction - as its members find it external, constraining and real. It is to say, however, that we can begin to understand the nature of this reality and how it constrains action by looking at how its members collectively define it and uphold their definitions in their everyday activities.



Social Order as Coordinated Activity/ Constructed Reality: 

From the standpoint of its members, society is a thing with an existence independent of themselves - even though its continued existence depends very much on them and their activities. Not only does it have a name (e.g. Canada), it is considered by its members to have a more or less distinctive way of life expressed in its values, practices, beliefs, and political institutions. For the most part, the society to which any of us belongs appears as a massive, durable, and given part of the world, a reality taken for granted as we go about everyday life. It is there before we’re born, affects our life for better or worse, and will continue after we’re gone.


In short, a society is an object toward which its members act, and, to a great extent, the fact of social order is simply the fact that people act toward and constitute this object in a stable, orderly fashion. For example, in Canada we continually fret about the state of health care, complain about the government, hate Toronto, extol our multicultural values, pull together for our Olympic team, and stress how we are different than the U.S. All are ways in which people constitute and act toward the nation-state as object. It is, in large part, this acting toward it that defines it, constitutes it, and causes it to persist.


What is true of society as a whole is also true of its smaller groups, organizations, communities, institutions, etc. The orderly and stable existence of these units depends in part on the fact that people act toward them as objects (e.g. Air Canada’s existence and persistence depends in part on the fact that people act toward it as an object, coordinating their conduct toward it in particular situations).  It not only is acted toward in certain ways by its many employees (in work and in contract negotiations), but also because the public has a certain attitude towards its service and corporate activities, buys its tickets, etc.


There are a number of important social processes whereby humans act towards such objects, coordinate their activities, and thereby construct social order. These include influence, the social bond, trust and  problem solving, the negotiated order, boundaries, and social movements. We will deal with each in turn over the next two classes.






      Influence:


People often try to get others to comply with their wishes. Tactics of influence or persuasion are a key mechanism of coordinating action and creating social order by directing people's actions in particular ways (e.g. voting, buying products, or praise). Robert Cialdini has identified 6 principles of influence in this respect: (1) reciprocation (invoking obligation or indebtedness); (2) scarcity (promising something rare/too good to be true); (3) authority (e.g. legitimate expertise); (4) commitment/consistency (invoking the tendency to follow through on commitments); (5) liking (appealing to likeability); and (6) social proof (evidence that others are doing so, thus encouraging others to follow the crowd). All of these tactics of influence are intended to gain the compliance of others to enter into coordinated actions and bind them to social order.





     Creating Social Bonds:


People also coordinate social activities through establishing stable interpersonal attachments or social bonds. A healthy social bond balances individual needs with the group. On one hand, this involves closeness and knowledge of others' points of view. Indeed some, such as among siblings, with parents or close friends, entail a sense of intimacy between people and mindfulness of the others' values and beliefs. 


Yet human social bonds must be constantly tested a renewed. They do not survive on inertia. Each encounter with another provides an opportunity for the bond to be strengthened, repaired, or undermined (e.g. as in a marriage). The basis for a social bond is that each person recognizes the other as a legitimate participant - as someone who belongs and has the right to interact with the other. In this, members coordinate their activities - often harmoniously, but sometimes in conflictual ways (e.g. children looking after aged and infirm parents. In this, feelings are also demonstrated to each other - both in rewarding and less rewarding ways. 


Social bonds provide not only motivation but also some of the most important contexts within which human social activities are coordinated. Much of what people do they do with friends, family, co-workers and others with whom they develop attachments. Over time, these attachments produce interpersonal roles that shape people's conduct toward one another, as well as their identities. Still, we must be aware that today's society is often quite impersonal and many people have few others with whom they share close bonds. Thus, bonds are not the whole story either.





      Solving Problems and Trust:

Sociologists often emphasize the patterned and repetitive nature of social life, stressing how most problems that arise in daily life have predetermined solutions established by previous generations. These are traditionally codified in a common social stock of knowledge that get more or less routinely applied. Yet, modern life is hardly as routinized and prescribed so as to cover all decisions and actions. Neither are people tied to a limited set of responses to an increasingly complex social and cultural environment.


Today people must interpret more in the world and respond creatively to unprecedented choices in a rapidly changing social world. Interactionists thus see a problem solving orientation as inherent in the contemporary organization of human conduct. Social coordination is accomplished in part by means of the joint orientation of people to addressing and solving everyday practical problems (e.g. no shows at meetings).


Further, some institutions and organizations specialize in problem solving (e.g. science, medicine, lawyers, helping and teaching professions, police and security). People's efforts to solve problems in practical ways are just as important to social order as routine conduct (e.g. families struggling to find ways to deal with children's behavioral disorders or parents with dementia). That people organize in the face of the problematic situation is fundamental to the coordination of conduct and social order, above and beyond any particular organized solution.


The increasing complexity of choices and the need to solve problems collectively in daily life also make trust vital. Without trust, complexity and uncertainty increase. When we trust others or organizations, we feel that we can predict and rely on their future actions and that they can do the same with us (e.g. we can typically trust that our employers will pay us). Yet trust involves risk, and while many organizations have rules and agreements based on trust, there are instances where things still go awry. Further, social structures sometimes force relational dependencies that wouldn't occur naturally (e.g. rival co-workers forced to work on the same project). As such, as we are increasingly bound to a complex series of people and organizations in our differentiated social order (e.g. insurers, farmers, regulators, etc), the ascendancy of increasingly complex trust relations leave us more susceptible to lies and the effect of untrustworthy behaviors. Thus, contemporary social life also requires people to develop means to control trust (e.g. new regulations to prevent breaches of trust following investment swindles). 






The Negotiated Order: 


Sociologists often portray social order as if it flowed spontaneously from the fact that people obey rules, enact their roles appropriately, and use standard procedures for dealing with the problems of everyday life. Coordination is essentially seen as a consequence of adequate socialization, and, if it fails, sanctions and efforts at resocialization will come into play to remedy these.


Such accounts do little justice to what actually happens in everyday life. Coordination and social order are as much the results of people's self-conscious efforts to produce them as they are the spontaneous, unconscious products of their activities. Everywhere in life we see bargaining, negotiation, deliberation, agreements, temporary arrangements, unofficial practices, and a variety of other procedures in which the accomplishment of social order and coordinated activity is a deliberate undertaking. Maneuvering one's way around the many conflicting demands on one's time and attention in an office, and integrating this with the conflicting demands of home and family involve organizational tasks that are the stuff of everyday life.


If much of human group life is oriented toward the solution of practical problems, the coordination of individual and group activities is one of the major problems to be faced in any society or organization. Negotiation is one of the most characteristic human responses to such problems. The concept of the negotiated order was developed by Anselm Strauss to account for how the ongoing activities of a complex organization such as the justice system are coordinated so as to pursue its fundamental goal: protecting the innocent and seeing that the guilty are dispensed their just desserts. While developed in the study of organizational life (e.g. bureaucracies), this can be extended to the societal level, where it provides one useful model of what social order is like and how it is attained.


Theoretically, organizations such as government offices coordinate the activities of their members by inventing rules and formal procedures. These specify the activities of various personnel so that they can coordinate their efforts on behalf of their client(s) (e.g. the Dept. of Justice Public Prosecution Service). They outline duties, rights, limitations, and other requirements pertaining to their roles and those of others. Yet, in real life, the situation is considerably more complicated. Even though all members may agree in theory on the abstract value of seeing justice done, they conduct their everyday organizational lives amidst a myriad of details that often seem remote from this lofty, abstract objective. While this goal is sort of an organizational cement, it is of little guidance in the day to day activities of prosecutors, defense counsel, judges, administrators, secretaries, etc., who must coordinate their efforts. The defense is interested in an acquittal, plea bargain or minimal sentence; the crown in prosecuting the accused to the fullest extent possible, the judge in making rulings in line with precedent that will not be appealed, etc. Not only do these conflict, but some players are apt to think of their domain as more beneficial and important, and so compete with one another. Many may be overworked, asked to take on jobs outside their training (e.g. prosecutors dealing with victims or restorative justice), and the list of complications goes on.


The point is that in the ongoing operation of an organization, no simple, easily achieved coordination of activities can be found. There are too many competing claims, individual interpretations of goals, divided loyalties, internal disagreements over resources, and other complexities. While formal rules and procedures often exist, no set of rules will be absolutely clear or comprehensive enough to cover all possible contingencies. Thus, by common consent, rules are broken from time to time - even by the people pledged to uphold them (e.g. prosecutors increasing plea bargaining in response to case overload; calling certain situations "common assault" when not technically so to reduce one's docket). Moreover, turnover in personnel means nobody will likely know all of the rules theoretically in force, and everybody goes along with this because "that's how it's been done."


How then is social order accomplished? Strauss says that an ongoing process of negotiation takes place, one in which agreements, contracts, and understandings among various members of the organization, made from time to time, renewed or allowed to lapse, serve as the basis for coordinating activities. Since rules may be ambiguous or even lacking, members agree on certain interpretations, exceptions or new rules (e.g. when prosecution will be done "on the merits" with no deals, and when plea bargains will be entertained). If the responsibilities of several categories of personnel are ambiguous in a particular context (e.g. referring clients to RJ), then working agreements will be created to specify approximate lines of responsibility.


Negotiation doesn't, of course, occur in the same ways in all contexts, nor is its importance equal in different kinds of organizations. Hall and Spencer-Hall argue that a number of circumstances will influence how much negotiation occurs and how important it will be. Where teamwork and coordination are required, activities are public and involve some novelty there will be more negotiation than under circumstances where people work alone in highly routinized roles (e.g. special ed. teachers who move around doing different things/integrating their work with others vs. homeroom teachers who work in one spot with a regular routine). Negotiation is also fostered by organizational size and complexity, broader dispersion of power, feelings of equality or efficacy, the delegation of authority, changes that require existing arrangements to be renegotiated, and the presence of autonomous professionals.


Negotiation is everywhere, not only within the many organizations that make up society, but at the societal level itself. Canada, for example, is made up of many regions, ethnic and religious groups, classes, organizations, groups, social movements, and many other units with varying interests. Between these, social order depends on the ongoing negotiation of orderly relationships. Two elements of this societal level of negotiation are particularly noteworthy:

(1) Self-interest: the interests of particular units or individuals are rarely felt to coincide with each other, and often not with those of society as a whole;

(2) Power: Individuals and groups are not equal in their capacity to influence one another or to pursue their interests successfully.


The pursuit of self-interest, along with the need to negotiate between competing interests, is inherent in the problem of maintaining social order. This is manifested in a variety of ways and contexts. The activities of some ethnic groups may exhibit greater loyalty to their culture than that of society as a whole; provinces may feel more concerned about their share of federal funding than on how this will affect either the national interest or tuition rates in their jurisdiction; unions may be more concerned about staffing levels than the company's bottom line. In each of these cases, various processes of negotiation are employed to reach agreement among contending parties.


In the course of their negotiations, individuals and groups attempt to exercise power over one another - bringing to the negotiations whatever resources they can in order to achieve their goals at least cost or without the consent of others. Such resources range from naked force to the control of information and knowledge, the dispensation of rewards by controlling jobs and financial resources, and the manipulation of symbols. However exercised and by whom, power is an important determinant of social order. It influences who will be able to bargain successfully, whose definitions of the rules will prevail, and how individuals and collectivities will define and pursue their self-interest.


Power, negotiations and self-interest are central to interactionist conceptions of social order and important concern of social psychology. The situations people define, the roles they take and make, the objects towards which they act, and the routine and problematic situations they confront are inextricably bound up with inequalities of power, the pursuit of individual and collective interests, and the ongoing negotiation of social order at all levels.


One can't, for example, understand the dynamics of Canadian society without grasping the patterns of competition, conflict, and cooperation that have developed between various ethnic and religious groups (French Catholics and English Protestants). In ethnically and religiously diverse societies, a negotiated order among such groups is a crucial aspect of the structure of the society that shapes individual lives.


For example, each group early on attempted to impose its culture on the other (e.g. war/conquest). However, instead of being assimilated after conquest, the French culture thrived and this necessitated Anglo-Saxon accomodation to its cultural differences (and this is still going on). Since these early accommodations, immigration meant that other groups became more prominent in Canada. Hence this English-French hegemony was broadened further into a multicultural view that we are a pluralistic, multicultural society in which no group should be forced to abandon its culture (e.g. Aboriginals), and in which all would be free to live as they se fit.


Each of these historical views constitutes a different negotiating position on the basis of which groups relate to one another and to the society as a whole. It can also result in conflict, such as when one of these positions is adopted by a political party or social movement as the basis of what should be "done" about immigration, language rights, private religious schools, etc., and one group attempts to persuade or coerce others to go along with it. 


In recent decades, the vigorous and self-conscious pursuit of civil, economic and political rights by African-Americans, Aboriginals, etc., have helped reinforce consciousness of ethnic affiliation while simultaneously encouraging pluralism and multiculturalism. Instead of being English or French, there has been more of an emphasis on the positive aspects of different ethnic heritages, the contributions of each ethnic group to society as a whole, and the right to maintain ethnic differences. Indeed, it is likely that the growth of ethnic pluralism improved the negotiating position of other groups such as gays and lesbians by making the existence of diversity seem more normal.


In the end, the position of the individual in society or any of its constituent units cannot be grasped apart from the negotiated order of ethnic, religious, and other groups that exists at any given time. Whereas the growth of ethnic pride has bolstered the self-esteem and social energies of some groups that were once more or less sidelined (e.g. African Americans, Jews), those who once felt entitled to be "in the driver's seat" can no longer make such assumptions, and this may reflect why WASP men, for example, more often regard themselves as under attack from minorities, women, and minority groups (e.g. in government hiring practices).





    Boundaries:

A fifth method of coordinating social activity is the creation and maintenance of a variety of social boundaries dividing various categories, groups and communities from one another. Gender, ethnic and religious boundaries, race and social class all constitute fundamental lines of division in society. Indeed, we may call these “structural” since they are integral to the very organization of society itself. Other boundaries are harder to pin down, such as those generated by social controversies such as capital punishment or abortion based in social movements, or media creations such as “yuppies,” “boomers” or “generation X” which classfy people according to supposed character or lifestyle.


A social boundary is similar to a fence or border that governs relationships between those on opposite sides. The gender boundary, for example, regulates the times and places in which men and women may interact, and how they may do so. It influences who one can work with and who one may be friends with (e.g. one’s new partner may have questions about one’s ‘friends’ of the opposite sex). Of course, gender is not an absolute barrier, since the worlds of men and women intersect at numerous points in school, on the job and in the community. But the existence of the boundary establishes the fact that there are two worlds and regulates contact between them. It is so for boundaries of class, race, religion or ethnicity: these shape interaction across such lines and establish the existence of separate social worlds. Even the boundaries established between those on opposite sides of an issue govern interaction (e.g. friendships may be threatened by strongly opposing views on controversial issues, such as abortion).


Boundaries frequently arise out of the processes of conflict and negotiation within and between organizations. Once in existence, they come to be seen, for a time, as natural features of the social landscape (e.g. “Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus”). Boundaries provide points of reference in social life. They enclose those who live on one side an exclude those on the other. They make it possible to distinguish between friend and foe, the virtuous and the evil, the like and the different.


Boundaries have four main characteristics related to their coordination of social activity:

(1) They rest on the application of a principle of social classification - a simple, clear cut criterion on the basis of which people can be divided into categories (e.g. sex, sexual orientation, and race are such simplistic categories. These ignore or downplay, respectively, biological similarities between the sexes, ranges of difference in sexual orientation and skin color, and inconsistencies in ancestral classification). Nevertheless, these simplistic categories are treated as if they are real and valid, and have important social consequences in the social world. Similar commonsense distinctions are made on the basis of apparent class, education, or position on various social issues, not the actual complexities of these matters.

(2) Boundaries count, pervading almost every aspect of social life (e.g. social interaction almost always requires people to establish and enact gender, because role performances are evaluated in gender terms as well. When it is difficult to determine gender, or a misidentification is made, discomfort or embarrassment is often the result). Moreover, boundaries often establish one’s credentials for participation in a variety of social activities (e.g. racial stereotyping by police of people “driving while black”; one’s language and mannerisms giving one away to potential employers or marital partners as a member of the working class). 

(3) Boundaries tend to promote identification. If a boundary is important in social life, those on each side of the boundary will either take it for granted that others regard it as an important basis for the construction of self, or explicitly encourage them to do so (e.g. gender is so important that it becomes second nature, part of our habitual attitudes toward ourselves and others. Identification is even encouraged or announced in myriad ways ranging from having “boys nights out” to “take back the night” marches. Similarly, racial identification is so pervasive that prejudiced Caucasians negatively stereotype African- Americans as criminals, and African-Americans be very alert to signs of racism when dealing with Caucasians. Hence, members of each group may urge racial solidarity - define themselves as one or the other and treat each other on this basis. In short, boundaries tend to encourage strong feelings of the differences between “us” and “them.” Group solidarity and individual identification tend to thrive on the creation of such boundaries and their encouragement of a sense of difference between oneself and “the other.” Indeed, often it is the portrayal of the dangerous “other” upon which the depiction and maintenance of the virtues of the in-group belong (e.g. women's victim groups defining themselves as “part of the solution” and men as “the problem”). By contrasting in-group virtues and out-group flaws, category members provide an explicit rationale and vocabulary for identification with the group.

(4) Boundaries entail social controls that help maintain the boundaries, as well as sanctions for departure from them or efforts to cross them (e.g. members of religious groups who don’t want their children to marry members of another faith, cutting off contact if they do; parents who don’t wish their children to play with kids from “the other side of the track,” and ground them if they do). Techniques of social control and the application of sanctions are only part of the explanation here, for most of the work is done in everyday life without a great deal of explicit attention to the boundary. Wherever people recognize and use a principle of classification, or wherever they take classification for granted, they create and sustain boundaries (e.g. an “Upper Canadian asking a Newfoundlander about how the Cod moratorium has affected his life). Boundaries exist because people voluntarily recognize and take them for granted, as well as because they are enforced.


In the end, boundaries provide significant reference points in the coordination of conduct and the construction of social order. Those committed to a particular boundary, such as gender, find in it a stable way of imagining and talking about the social order as well as a standard for conduct. Boundaries, artificial though they may be, provide guidance in everyday life, specifying what is permissible and what is off limits. But those who regard a particular boundary as oppressive or evil also find a way of imagining what social life could be and a reference point for conduct that transgresses and challenges the boundary. Indeed, a good part of what goes on in contemporary society consists of struggles over boundaries as well as between those on opposite sides - and these are also features in the social order. As we will see in the next class when we look at collective behavior, the politics of identity has become a prominent feature of both social life and the social order.


In the next class we move on to consider additional factors involved in understanding and constructing social order, namely talking, explaining disorder, social problems, creating and joining social movements.
PAGE  
8

