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Preface

Sociology is a curious discipline. Its objects of attention are both the taken-for-granted
and the exceptional. It looks at the everyday experience and the extraordinary events as
problematic; suffused with simultaneous and conflicting yet flourishing negotiations.
Moved by this insight Peter Berger opened up his famed book with this poignant
statement: “It can be said that the first wisdom of sociology is this: things are not what
they seem.... Social reality turns out to have many layers of meaning. The discovery of
each new layer changes the perception of the whole.”! Thus, the sociological
perspective exposes these layers and people who possess such outlook become
competent social actors as they can navigate the social world with less friction and
create sociological possibilities when there seems none.

From the title one can charge that the present volume is rather an unusual attempt to
introduce sociology not as an academic field, but a form of visuality. As a visuality, the
idea of a landscape as an analogy came into my mind. A landscape is a terrain which
can be imagined (for those who have not seen the place they wish to visit), and upon
arrival, the visitors actually see and feel the three-dimensional presence of the place-
its many sights, sounds, and smell. The flux of such sensory experience generates a
unique set of knowledge that may become a permanent fixture each time that person
visits the place and even everytime the place comes to mind- a sort of mental post it.
Visuality is a powerful modus operandi because it can be a frame of mind and a form of
consciousness that generates practical actions.

The corpus of chapter essays collected in the present volume represents the kind of
visuality just described. In their own capacity, they provide the flavor of feelings albeit
textual that color the way readers view and feel sociology. This concern is particularly
significant bearing in mind that some of the potential readers have neither formal nor
deep encounter with the discipline or its subfields (e.g. economic sociology, historical
sociology, environmental sociology etc). Each essay gazes on a specific terrain and
from there either imagines it, traverses it, or explores its boundaries expecting to see
what is there or what else lies beyond. In any case, each topic is unique in itself, but

' Invitation to Sociology by Peter Berger. 1963. Bantam Doubleday Dell.



Xl

Preface

despite such uniqueness, each contributes to a general appreciation of what the
sociological perspective has to offer.

The chapter essays are arranged in terms of their thematic orientation. There is,
however, no rigid criterion applied in arranging the sequence of chapter essays per
theme. After all, arbitrariness characterizes the choices we make all the time. The
themes reflect the nuances suggested by the title of the book: sociology is a landscape
that can be imagined (theories), a landscape that can be experienced (realities), and a
landscape that can be recreated (trend). The demarcation, however, remains porous in
view of the overall objective of the volume - to mine the essays with social
knowledge (be it theoretical or empirical) necessary for sociological reflections.
Thus, chapters with more theoretical bent are put under the theory section; chapters
with methodological penchant and empirical findings are subsumed in the
remaining two sections. Clearly, the idea behind the book is more than “peeling the
layers” of the social as envisioned by Berger; the aim is to understand what holds
these layers together and see how the whole looks anew given the fresh knowledge
acquired.

Caveats on the prose of the chapter essays and chapter arrangement are in order:

In the tradition of edited books, authors weaved their narratives in a variety of ways,
thus giving their pieces different scales of technicality and jargons. Their writing styles
are product of any or all of the following: specific fields of interests, research
experience, and translation nuances. Each field has its own set of distinctive jargons;
more mature researchers are quite skilled in the art words economy and in
organizing/developing arguments; while the translation process may inadvertently
lose something vital along the way. Intriguing as it might sound- readers may have to
fine-tune their reading styles accordingly. Sulffice it to say, it is a hallmark of scholars
to oscillate within different levels of difficulty and abstractness without losing sight of
the goal in mind.

Lastly, although the chapter essays are self-contained and each one can be read as
stand-alone, there are promising areas of commonality that hold them together. These
“common areas”- so to speak- are something that book editor can neither prescribed
nor dictate to the reader. Book editors, given the materials to work on before them, can
arrange the chapters into arbitrary sections using their interpretation of the book
objectives as the organizing yardstick. In the end, it is the readers who, stirred by their
own epistemic leanings, theoretical orientations and research requirements, create
their own menu (or set) of chapters. Using Berger’s “layers” and “whole” analogies, the
book is judged successful in its intention if its readers are able to unpack the layers and
in doing so, construct a new whole that suits their purposes.

Lest I forget, I would like to offer my heartfelt thanks to two special individuals from
InTech: Ms Ana Pantar (Editor Relations Consultant) and Ivana Zec (Publishing Process
Manager) for giving me the opportunity to participate in this rewarding experience. A
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special note of gratitude is also extended to each of the chapter author who had to bear
a very heavy burden of revisiting their manuscripts, not once, but many times with
each visit not only an intellectual challenge, but a test of patience.

Dennis S. Erasga, PhD
De La Salle University, Manila,
Philippines
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Theories






Biopolitics:
Biodiversity as Discourse of Claims

Dennis S. Erasga
De La Salle University, Manila,
Philippines

1. Introduction

My research interest with biodiversity as a discursive phenomenon dates back in 1996 when
I was working as a Junior Sociologist at the International Rice Research Institute (IRRI). I
was involved with the Institute’s flagship project on rice biodiversity- a multi-country
component project interested in documenting the cultural dimension of rice genetic
conservation at the community and farm levels. I was puzzled by the seemingly oxymoronic
juxtaposition of rice and biodiversity. Soon, I discovered that my initial notion of
biodiversity is as limited as my understanding of its origin as a concept.

When I was invited to write a paper about biodiversity for this volume, I was tempted to
organize my key arguments around the politics of biodiversity (as it has been the original
line of inquiry of my previous academic work on the topic). My reason was that the concept
has been given birth by political claims of conservation biologists and evolved, henceforth as
a form of political activism involving new sets of interest groups. However as an
environmental sociologist who has been intrigued by the discursive nature of political
claims, I decided to use a title that truly reflects the tricky nature this notion. Tricky because
the conventional notion led many of us to believe that the politics of biodiversity was
inaugurated by the way it has been used by the international community to promote
common economic and political ethos (e.g., Convention on Biological Diversity). I disagree.
My position was that the politics of this concept goes as far back as to the very day of its
coinage. Tracing the genealogy of biodiversity as a discursive claim is a more strategic and
encompassing way of reframing the issues it implicates. Phrased differently, it is my
position that the discussion of the biography of the concept we call biodiversity is to
highlight not only the politics that goes with it, but to call attention to the sociological
relevance surrounding its current usage. Thus the thesis of my chapter is twofold: I submit
that:

i.  Biodiversity is a politically charged concept as its birth is politically instigated;
ii. Biodiversity is a politically charged concept as it is invoked to further political agenda.

In order to amplify the major thesis of the chapter, I divided the discussion in two major
parts. Part 1 elaborated on the scientific context that led to the naming of this concept. Part 2
highlighted the power play that goes with its current usage. Respectively, the former tackled
the genealogy of biodiversity; its birth as a social construction to justify a call for collective
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action; while the latter documented how biodiversity as a political tool has been
appropriated by and forms part of, the discursive armory of three grassroots epistemic
communities! as they advanced their respective political agenda.

2. Genealogy: The birth of biodiversity

Before 1986 the term “biological diversity” or “biodiversity” is non- existent. This word was
invented by a group of American conservation biologists in the conference “The National
Forum on BioDiversity” held in Washington D.C. in 1986. Walter Rosen (who probably
coined the term) organized the gathering with the support of Edward Wilson. The activity
was under the joint auspices of the National Academy of Sciences and the Smithsonian
Institute. The group felt that a new catchword was needed to promote nature conservation
and to make people aware of the lurking dangers of species extinction. The neologism
apparently was created to replace several other terms, viz. ecosystem, endangered species,
natural variety, habitat and even wilderness, that had been in circulation in promoting
nature conservation (Nieminen 2001; Sarkar 2002).

2.1 Biodiversity as a scientific activism

As a rare example of scientific activism, biodiversity then was originally conceived to be a
scientific tool aimed to achieve certain ends: to prevent worldwide loss of species diversity,
to alert the world that species extinction was rapid and problematic and to catalyze and
solicit public interests and action (Lane 1999). Biodiversity as an organizing concept was
invented as a communicative tool in the broader political arena. It was conjured up from the
need to communicate and act in a concerted effort (Norton 2003). While the history of the
term is relatively short?, it already has sparked distinctive philosophical debates. Some of
these are entangled in the very definition of ‘biodiversity’, an issue, which becomes the
hallmark of some of the present political, environmental, and social aporia. To date there
has been no universally approved definition of biodiversity within the community of
scholars with the exception, of course, of the original one proffered by the organizers of the
1986 Washington convention.? Since then, biodiversity as a concept becomes so stretchable a
term there seem to be no chances of bringing it back to its original usage.

1 Haas (1990) defines epistemic community as a “professional group that believes in the same cause and
effect relationships, truth test to accept them, and shares common values; its members share a common
understanding of the problem and its solution.” Naess (2001) improves the concept by both limiting and
expanding the category. He limits it by referring to scientists only and expands it by invoking the
transnational networks of these scientists. As a network, epistemic community provides a “pool of
expertise and authoritative knowledge which is necessary basis for collective action” (p.32). See also
Bauhr’s (2000) discussion on epistemic communities and international political co-ordination. However,
as used in the present paper epistemic community is not limited to scientists and experts, but embraces
knowledge claim-makers such as social movement, organization, or advocacy groups.

2 According to Takacs (1996) the word “biodiversity” did not appear as a key word in Biological
Abstracts, and “biological diversity” appeared once. In 1993, biodiversity appeared seventy-two (72)
times and biological diversity nineteen (19) times. Now it would be hard to count how many times
“biodiversity” is used everyday by scientists, policy-makers, and others.

3 The conservation biologists may have crudely defined biodiversity as the number and variety of
distinct organisms living on earth. The Convention on Biological Diversity in this light is just an attempt
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2.2 Biodiversity as feature of nature

As if to lighten the vagueness of the term and the confusion it generates among its scientific
users, two complementary schemes have been proffered the hub of which are the issues of
(i) pinning down a precise definition (i.e. definitional problem) and (ii) operationalization of
its indices (i.e. application problem).* These schemes are complementary in the sense that the
first served as the take off point of the second. The second approach, on the other hand, did
not abandon the optimism of the search for categorical definition. Rather, it fleshed out the
ethics and practicality of such process.

2.3 Policy discourse

The first scheme has been advanced in a paper presented during the 2000 London 3rd
Policies for Sustainable Technological Innovation in the 21st Century (POSTI) Conference on
Policy Agendas for Sustainable Development. The approach divides biodiversity into two
parts when analyzing its use in environmental policy namely: (i) biodiversity as a feature of
nature (i.e. the variety of species, phenomena, and processes that exist in nature); (ii)
biodiversity as a policy discourse (i.e. a concept and a discourse that is used to argue for the
need of nature conservation, and in legitimating different conservation policies). As
explicitly argued by Nieminen (2001: 2) “Biodiversity as the essential feature of nature is
foremost the realm of scientists, it is the realm of scientific measuring, categorization and
theorizing. Biodiversity as a discourse, on the one hand, is the realm of policy-making,
administration and communication.”

Biodiversity along the first divide refers to the pure objective status of the variety of living
organisms, biological systems, and biological processes found on Earth. This bias is aptly
captured by the following definition articulated by its staunchest supporter- Edward O.
Wilson:

“Biodiversity...is all hereditary-based variation at all levels of organization, from genes within a
single local population, to the species composing all or part of a local community, and finally to
the communities themselves that compose the living parts of the multifarious ecosystems of the
world.” (Wilson 1998: 1-3)

As a policy initiative, biodiversity is embedded within the “rhetorical resources for
identifying the responsibilities, characterizing social actors and groups, praising and
blaming, criticizing conventional knowledge or accepting it, legitimizing courses of action or
political strategies and for promoting the factuality of otherwise contestable claims”
(Nieminen 2001: 3). In other words, biodiversity is a form of social standard that can be used
to evaluate human actions in relation to utilization, conservation and management of the
benefits of biodiversity.

to standardize or a result of a compromise between divergent but quite similar claims (i.e. the scientific
claims).

4 In relation to this, Sarkar (2002:132) inquires: “The term biodiversity has remained remarkably vague
and its measurement equally capricious. Is allelic diversity part of biodiversity? Or only species? What
about individual differences? Do we have to worry about community structures? Is the number of
species appropriate measure? Do we have to take rarity and commonality into account? Or should we
worry about differences between places?”
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It must be noted though that whether conceived as an objective feature of nature or as an
object of policy initiatives, biodiversity remains to be a “discursive (or linguistic) creation” of
stakeholders - originally of the conservation biologists and later on of policy makers. It is
difficult to pin down an exact definition of discourse. The works of Fairclough and Wodak
(1997), van Djik (1997), Jaworski and Coupland (1999) and recently, of Wetherell, Taylor and
Yates (2001) attest to this problematique. Generally speaking though, discourse refers to the
actual practices of speaking and writing (Woodilla 1998, see also Gergen 1998). Hall (1992)
posited that discourse is a group of statements which provided a language for talking about
- ie., a way of representing- a particular kind of knowledge about a topic. Hence, when
statements about a topic are made within a particular context, the discourse makes it possible
to construct the topic in a certain way and viewed this way, they are constitutive of
identities (Hajer 2003; Norton 2003) as discourse allows something to be spoken of by
limiting other ways in which the topic can be constructed (see Foucault 1987; Burr 1995;
Parker 1992).

As the social history of biodiversity attests, conservation biologists who invented the term
did not merely describe what they see as biological diversity; but the very act of description
constitutes the object so described. The following quote from the book ‘Making Nature,
Shaping Culture’, poignantly captured this strong constructivist theme:

“Nature exists only through its description, analysis, mapping, and manipulation... What we
call as objective reality is constituted by both the actual physical configurations of elements in
things and in human conceptual frameworks (theories, definitions, and ‘facts’)... It is our
ordering of the information received by our senses that constitutes the picture of ‘all that is” and
that we refer to as nature” (Busch et al 1995: 3-4).

The second scheme muses not so much on ‘how” to define biodiversity. Rather it inquires as
to ‘why’ define the concept in the first place. It bolstered the constructivist stance described
above by stressing that words like biodiversity do not correspond to pre-existing objects,
individuals and categories® (cf. Hajer 2003). By act of (usually implicit) choice, the
development of a vocabulary of terms to discuss observable phenomena ‘constitutes’” the
objects and categories humans recognize and manipulate linguistically. According to
Norton (2003) communicative “usefulness’, and not “truth’ should determine our definitions-
usefulness implies careful examination of our shared purposes toward which
communication is directed, which ultimately leads us back to the subject of social values and
commitments.

Within the context of second scheme, we could neither find nor create any “correct’ definition
of biodiversity, for virtually there is none. What we could and must strive for, instead, is to
look for a definition that is “useful’ in deliberative dialog regarding how to protect and
preserve biological diversity, however defined. Our categories including biodiversity must
be developed from the need to ‘communicate’ and to ‘act’ together within the broader
political ethos (Norton 2003).

Quite obviously, the second scheme interrogates both the possibility and utility of precise
definitions. It sensitizes us to the fact that carefully worded definition is not a necessary

5 This position is quite similar to that of Escobar (1999) who argues against the possibility of pre-
discourse reality.
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guarantee that a cooperative discourse would ensue or that concrete actions will be taken.
On the contrary, definitions may alienate, either by silencing or relegating to the background,
the local “voices” of those who may have equal and valid stakes on the very issues these
definitions bring about.

3. Claimants: Biodiversity as political discourse

From the conservation biologists to policy makers to the general public the currency of the
term biodiversity mutates in unimaginable forms. The concept has become a buzzword that
serves to promote the various political, economic and cultural agenda of scientists and
decision-makers as well as of individuals, communities, institutions and nations (Escobar
1999). With its usurpation by these new sets of articulators came newer modes of discourse,
hence a whole new array of meanings and usage. Biodiversity has become a masterframe
used by the epistemic communities of various stakeholders. As a masterframe from where
all sides draw meanings, biodiversity looses its ‘signature meaning’.6 A fascinating
consequence of this development is the blurring of the distinction between the scientific
discourse (of the experts) and the popular discourse (of lay or non-expert) (Haile 1999;
Nieminen 2001, Dwivedi 2001). As Eder (1996: 183) observed:

“Biodiversity becomes a collectively shared ideology undermining the hegemony of science and at
the same time seriously weakening the position of traditional environmental organizations and
movements as primary mouthpiece of the environment.”

At this juncture I would like to showcase three of these epistemic communities - the
ecofeminist group, indigenous ecology movement, and the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations (ASEAN). Each offers a distinctive perspective using equally distinctive sets of
categories and claims. It is not my purpose to present an exhaustive description of each of
these epistemic communities, except inasmuch as they relate to the purpose of current
discussion.

3.1 Ecofeminism: Women/nature nexus

Ecofeminism is an environmentalist version of feminism. Although a heterogeneous front in
itself, ecofeminists are united by a common bond celebrating the conceptual links between
domination of nature and the domination of women (Moyer 2001). Buhr and Reiter (2002)
outlined three of these conceptual links between women and nature such as (i) historical
connections (the effects of the Enlightenment and the death of nature; (ii) metaphorical
connections (same value dualisms operate to subjugate women and nature); and (iii)
epistemological connections (challenges reason and rationality, ways of knowing).

It is within the purview of the third mode of conceptual connection that ecofeminism
launched its most radical claim in relation to biodiversity and women. Quoting Rocheleau
(1995: 14) Martine and Villarreal (1997) contextualized the link:

¢ I define signature meaning here as the intended definition of biodiversity as conceived by those who
coined the term, that is, by the group of American conservation biologists, who introduced the term in
the 1986 Washington conference. Its signature meaning then was related to the promotion of nature
conservation and to make people aware of the dangers of species extinction (Nieminen 2001).
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“... a particularly interesting discussion arises concerning the conservation of biodiversity. It is
generally agreed that the knowledge, skills and practices needed for the conservation and
development of plant genetic resources is critical for the preservation of biodiversity, which is
linked with sustainability (FAO 1996, Bunning and Hill 1996). Such knowledge, skills and
practices tend to differ along gender lines. Some authors sustain that women's knowledge is at
the core of sustainability: "As the bearers of knowledge and the practitioners of the science of
survival women contribute to and have a major stake in protecting the biological basis of all our
future lives and livelihoods."

“While men have generally engaged in cash crop cultivation (usually mono crops) throughout
the Third World, women are more likely to be in charge of subsistence crops, which they cultivate
in home gardens, a farming system that contains high levels of biodiversity. In Thailand, home
gardens managed by women were found to contain 29% of non-domesticated species (Moreno-
Black et al., cited in Bunning and Hill 1996). In the Andean region, women were found to plant
diverse potato seeds according to their traditional knowledge, in order to combine the desirable
attributes of frost resistance, nutritional value, taste, quick cooking time and resistance to blight,
while their husbands followed the mostly male extensionists advice to plant only one species
(Rea, as cited in Bunning and Hill 1996).

Extending these lines of argument, ecofeminism declared that since women are custodian of
a wealth of cultural information about diverse species of plants and animals, any attempts to
undermine biodiversity are tantamount to downplaying the epistemological investments of
women in the conservation and management of biological diversity (Erasga 2011; see Shiva
1993). Concomitantly, any attempts to appropriate, say through biotechnology, or alter that
state of affair (i.e. monoculture regime), are considered subversion of that special bond
between women and biodiversity (Zweifel 2000).

3.2 Indigenous peoples: Knowledge as identity

Over thousands of years, Indigenous Peoples (IPs) have developed a close and unique
connection with the lands and environments in which they live. They have established
distinct systems of knowledge and taxonomies, innovations, and ecological practices
relating to the management and exploitation of biological diversity on these lands and
environments. Oldfield and Alcorn (1991: 4 cited from Warren 1992) clarified:

“Much of the world’s biological diversity is in the custody of farmers who follow age-old farming
and land use practices. These ecologically complex agricultural systems associated with centers
of crop genetic diversity include not only traditional cultivars or ‘landraces’ that constitute an
essential part of our world crop genetic heritage, but also wild plant and animal species that
serve humanity as biological resources.”

For these reasons and more, IPs’ clarion call for radical changes is transformed into a social
movement which equaled the tenacity and steadfastness of ecofeminism in upholding their
rightful position in relation to biodiversity issues and concerns. Traditional people insisted on
the recognition of their unique yet equally valid knowledge claims regarding their culturo-
natural resources and the practices surrounding the utilization and management of such
resources (Erasga in press; Tauli-Corpuz 2000; see also Warren 1992; Davis 2001).

I think the concept of “indigenous ecology movements” (IEMs) typified the implications of this
sociological development. According to Myer (1998) indigenous ecology movement is not a
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single, well-defined entity, but rather a broad rubric used to group a variety of voices,
notably Northern environmentalism or Southern indigenous groups. But more than just a
movement with alternative set of political and economic action plans vis-a-vis resource
management and utilization, IEMs offer different ways of understanding biodiversity
especially through their epistemologies of nature as rooted in traditional ecological
interactions guided by ways of knowing based on intimate co-existence with nature.”
Warren (1992:3) stressed:

“There are many aspects to indigenous peoples” claim and interests in the natural environment
and biological diversity. Indigenous peoples seek recognition and protection of their distinct
rights in knowledge of, and practices relating to the management, use and conservation of
biological diversity. They also seek introduction of measures to prevent exploitation of their
knowledge, and compensation of financial benefits from the use of their knowledge, innovations
and practices.”

Clearly, the biodiversity discourse of Indigenous Peoples serves a variety of interests. These
multiple interests challenged, first and foremost, the positivist discourse of science that puts
premium on objective, and most often, economic features and benefits of biological
diversity. IEMs’ position transcends this purely utilitarian and opportunistic stance in favor
of the spiritual and uniquely cosmovisional nature of human / nature relationship- a
relationship that contextually reconfigures the pluriform hybrids of people and their
environments. IPs conception of the integrity of the cultural and natural served as a
powerful paradigm in creating ecologically sustainable ways of life (Erasga in press).

3.3 Third world: Resource is security

Quite similar in their agenda regarding the political economy of biodiversity, the member-
states of the Association of Southeast Asian Nation (ASEAN)8 have finally launched a new
wave of national and regional security discourse that assigns a strategic dimension to nature
and the resources it contained.® This security discourse is inspired by the Association’s “joint
endeavors” on sustainable development broadly articulated in its collective “security and

development” agenda. In her analysis of this agenda Hernandez noted (1995: 38):

“To be sustainable, development in its economic dimension, must be sensitive to its excessive
demands on both natural and human resources as well as its negative impact on the physical
environment.

7 Two excellent works can be mentioned: One is Escobar’s (1999) documentation of the struggle of the
Proceso Comunidades Negras or PCN (Process of Black Communities)-- a network of more than 140 local
black and indigenous communities in the Colombian Pacific region. His analytical frame is called
cultural politics. The framework suggests that cultural practices are the measure of defense of both
nature and culture epitomized by their very notion of biodiversity as “territory plus culture.” Another is
Martha Johnson's (1992) edited book entitled Lore: Capturing Traditional Environmental Knowledge --
where she documented the convergence and divergence of western science and fraditional environmental
knowledge (TEK) in different cultural contexts including Canada. The documentation aims to provide
evidence that TEK is not necessarily inferior to science. Rather, it may present an analytical and
taxonomic approach operating at a different level of abstraction.

8 Compose of the Philippines, Viet Nam, Thailand, Indonesia, Malaysia, Brunei Darussalam, Singapore,
Cambodia, Laos, and Myanmar.

9 Development is broadly defined but includes the ecological, social, economic and political dimension.
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Within this discursive platform, environmental resources have been assigned with a
definitive status that directly impacts on the Associations” burgeoning conception of
security. The discursive shift in the status of biophysical environment as “resources”
unavoidably ushered a new mode of thinking in terms of national vis-a-vis regional
cooperation. In this context, biodiversity i.e. biogenetic resources of plants, animals and
microbes found in the environment, are no longer seen as neutral elements of a physical
border separating nations and their peoples. Environment as container and refuge of
biodiversity is no longer perceived as a lifeless frontier demarcating nations and their
cultures. Rather, environment and every genetic resource it contains are now considered
integral and strategic component of the ASEAN’s national and regional security. This new
political discourse is based on the emerging definition of political and economic security
that sees environmental protection and sustainable development as key organizing
principles. Peria’s (1998: 5) analysis of the ASEAN’s changing notion of the potential of
environmental resources rightly concludes that:

“Given the growing scarcity of the world’s resources and the insatiable demand for it, security
should be redefined to include the matter of safequarding the integrity of a nation-state’s natural
resources.”

Notwithstanding, this new perspective is anchored on the insights that given the enormous
economic, scientific and strategic potentialities of biogenetic resources,!0 (which are most
often found in underdeveloped and developing regions of the world with equally diverse
cultural communities), national security is unthinkable without incorporating biological and
genetic resources as key factors (cf. Dupont 1994).

Perhaps this new notion of “genetic resource as security” is engendered by a notorious
character of environmental problems - transbouderiness.l! The region as a whole has
experienced a series of environmental catastrophes such as deforestation, pollution,
migration and climate change.12 Moreover, regional conflicts may become the palimpsest of
these environmental problems. Thus, solving environmental problems besetting the
ASEAN-member nations is tantamount to addressing ongoing and potential regional
conflicts that go with them.

Overall, the voices of the ecofeminists, IEMs and the ASEAN represent the grassroots
discourses of biodiversity both as a feature of nature and as a social construct. Being the
latter, they serve as powerful interpretations of how humans relate to nature and vice versa.
These interpretations are embodied in their cosmovisions and epistemologies of nature and
increasingly inspiring their discourses of development couched on their vulnerable
positions within the power-relation contexts.

10 These potentialities are enormous in terms of its medical, cosmetics, and warfare applications on top
of the economic benefits that go with them. The state of the global bioprospecting initiatives being
commissioned by gargantuan pharmaceuticals of North America and Europe epitomized such
usefulness of biogenetic materials from diverse species of microbes, plants, and animals (Erasga 2003).

1 In the case of pollution, transboundary pollution is pollution that originates in one country but, by
crossing the border through pathways of water or air, is able to cause damage to the environment in
another country (OECD 1997).

12 The 1997 haze from Indonesia’s biggest forest fire is an example. The haze covered vast areas in
Malaysia, Singapore and elsewhere in the region.
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4. Conclusions
From the discussions above, three complementary conclusions can be derived:

i.  if discourse is political in nature, it follows that environmental discourse is a political
conversation / negotiation about nature;

ii. the power-inspired construction and power-driven usage of biodiversity concepts alert us to
the emerging political nature of environmental discourse in general; and,

iii. biodiversity discourse should no longer be seen in the light of its original usage (i.e.
nature conservation). Rather, it must be seen as a sociological construct that defines the
emerging status of nature as social entity.

The first conclusion is a necessary implication of the nature of discourse in general.
Discourse according to Foucault is the production of knowledge, and ultimately the
production of Truth itself. Overlaying this nature of discourse within the frame
environmental negotiations could mean this insight: “that when environmental scientists are
producing information about and from their researches, they are in a way, producing
discourse which is as much political as the knowledge produced by policy makers in the
government.” This makes scientists as equality political as the policy makers in their
particular point of view, agenda and passion to pursue them.

The second conclusion is a necessary implication of the first one. From the discussion above,
we see those conservation biologists and their cohorts were acting political when they
started mobilizing people to do something about a problem that endangers the survival of
people- to stop the immanent lost of species forever. Their activism is a show of how valid
their information is vis-a-vis the danger they are alerting the world about.

The third conclusion reinforces the malleability of environmental discourse. On the one
hand, when policy makers started concocting policies about the environment, they are
claiming something as important as the claims made by environmental scientists. On the
other hand, when environmental scientists blamed the environmentally destructive
lifestyles and cultures of people, they are factoring in the social to the seemingly purely
technical problem. Examples are many: pollution, solid waste, acid rain, and
deforestation.

To fully capture the essence of these conclusions allow me to quote a sociologist when he
attempted to justify the role of social scientists (notably sociologists) in making sense of our
environmental challenges. He writes:

“What are topics like solid waste, pollution, acid rain, global warming and biodiversity
doing in sociology text? The answer is simple: None of these problems is a product of
the ‘natural world” operating on its own. On the contrary... each results from the
specific actions of human beings and are, therefore social issues.... sociologists can make
three vital contributions to ecological debates. First, sociologists can explore what ‘the
environment’ means to people of varying social background... Second, sociologist, can
monitor the public pulse on many environmental issues, reporting peoples’ fear, hopes
and fears... why certain categories of people support one side or another on
controversial issues. Third, and perhaps the most important, sociologist can
demonstrate how human social patterns put mounting stress on the natural
environment” (Macionis 1999: 584).
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1. Introduction

Although social structure might seem the most important concept in sociology, and one of
the major concepts in social science more generally, it is something of an ‘absent presence’
with many theorists addressing the issue only tangentially and with sustained attention to
conceptual understanding of the nature of social structures attended to by only relatively
few authors (Crothers, 1996). The history of the concept of social structure in sociology (and
outside) is a topic addressed briefly here only to indicate the historical development of
conceptual work on it (see Callinicos, 2007; Crothers, 1996, 2004).

Phases in the development of sociological theory concerning social structure has been
described in the references just noted. Many early accounts of social structure depicted a
sequence of three or four successive types beginning with hunter-gatherer bands and
encompassing empires, and civilisations, together with the unique features of Western
modernity. As empirical sociology developed with the work of the Chicago school (and
more generally in community studies) in the interwar years more empirically based (but still
dynamic) accounts were developed. Immediately before, during and after the world war 2
period the functionalist approach (partially adapted by Merton from anthropological
models to better fit with more complex societies) switched attention from over-time change
to understandings of how social structures fitted together and how they worked as
structures. In particular, structures were seen as often operating ‘behind the backs’ of the
people in them and were laced together in considerable part through ‘latent functions” that
were not always immediately obvious. By the 1970s, sociological theorists began to distance
themselves from some of the determinism associated with previous approaches, and social
structures began to be seen as more complex performances that arose out of the interplay
between people’s agency and the social environments shaping them and in turn being
formed by individual actions. The two most prominent of these theorists were Pierre
Bourdieu and Anthony Giddens (although many others reinforced this approach) and these
were sometimes labeled as ‘reproduction, practise or structurationist theorists. Since then,
an array of commentary has ensued which has elicited (and partially resolved) many of the
difficulties in the analyses of these theorists - Giddens fails to develop a convincing
rendition of social structure whereas Bourdieu, which attempting valiantly to overcome
some of the dichotomies which constrain sociological analyses, overemphasises structural
determinants. Moreover, sharp critique of any collectivist models continue with many
sociologists unprepared to admit the existence of collectivities other than as representations
held at a micro-social level. Moreover, while “post-structurationist’ approaches (such as the
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work of Margaret Archer and Nicos Mouzelis and a range of commentators) seem to have
developed sophisticated argumentation, it has yet to be widely accepted. Indeed, there is an
argument that - strangely - social theorists tend to shy away from direct treatment of social
structure.

Exposition of analytical tools in sociology (as much as any other sociology) needs to be
accompanied with rigorous criticism as to their adequacy, but this too has to be eschewed in
this presentation. The emphasis rather is on providing tools for use. Sociology might seem
to be stymied without a working consensus on what the ontological structures of social
structures might be with debate structured by some sophisticated conceptions of
collectivities on the one hand (e.g. Elder-Vass, 2010: also Searle, 2010) and vigorous
renditions of methodological individualism on the other (e.g. Martin and Dennis, 2010: see
also Martin, 2009). A major difficulty in developing adequate conceptions of social
collectivities are the arguments deployed against their very possibility: if it is argued that
collectivities do not exist in makes little sense to pursue further considerations of them - a
self-fulfilling prophecy. And it is possible that ultimately a collectivist position will prevail,
but it should not prevail without sufficient weight being given the effort of endeavouring to
establish the possibility that collectivities might meaningfully exist. However, it is not
entirely the task of an empirically-orientated discipline to worry too much about the
philosophical status of its concepts. The empirically-orientated study of social structures
need not await the final verdict of its more philosophical associated discussions, although it
is good if the two can develop alongside and in interaction with each other.

Unfortunately, the more empirically-orientated study of social structure flows within
several channels which are not entirely linked to eachother. Some approaches hold rather
different conceptions of the same term - social structure - while others pursue the study of
social structure using other terminologies. This chapter provides a schema for bringing to
bear this systematic array of concepts for examining the various aspects of social structures.

Social structures are at least somewhat-enduring sets of relationships amongst a group of
roles which emerge, are maintained, change and eventually cease. They vary enormously
between tightly drilled formations such as elite combat units or sports teams (which operate
like highly oiled social machines with their social structure clearly somewhat embodied in
the team’s physical and behavioural routines) to loosely organised networks or relationships
which may operate in subtle and usually unglimpsed ways, but nevertheless are framed by
structure. While some social structures are adorned with a massive cultural apparatus or
largely focused on the development of cultural goods, others are very lean. Whereas one
extreme type is the endlessly interacting face to face groups (e.g. ‘primary groups’) the other
extreme are aggregations where people belong to social categories (sometimes widely
spread across space) which shape their attitudes and behaviour but which are not (or
seldom) reinforced by interaction - so some social structures are local while others are
cosmopolitan. Some are small and others vast in their extension over space and/or time.
They differ in the way their “footprint’ is distributed across various micro-level social
situations and underlying natural environments. Perhaps above all, different social
structures vary in their self-awareness and in their capacity for collective or planned action.
An interpenetrating set of social structures are the social forms in which people live out their
lives and which to varying degrees are built into specific social formations such as
communities or societies.
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The chapter draws on the immense array of sociological concepts to provide the array of
analytical tools needed to understand the various dimensions of social structures. (A
developed alternative is Giddens, 1984. See also Layder 2006; Lockwood, 1992; Lopez and
Scott, 2000; Lopez, 2003; Mouzelis, 2008; Porpora, 1987; Sewell, 2005; Tilly, 2008).The key
concepts examined in the chapter include cultures and ideologies, institutions,
organisations, networks, categories, roles and statuses, resources or capitals, situations,
scenes, selves, ecologies, actions and interactions, life-choices and life-chances, and social
formations (communities, societies). As well as examining each of these, frameworks are
presented about how each relate to each other.

The approach adopted is a “toolkit” one in which the various perspectives are called upon for
examining different aspects of social structure as analyses suggest relevance. My argument
is that to successfully understand any social structure, many (maybe all) of these
perspectives will need to be brought to bear. To some degree, the perspectives compete with
each other, but they are by no means intrinsically incompatible. The tools covered are not
exhaustive, but they do cover most of the tools needed to analyse social structures.

The perspectives are presented in an ordered sequence in which foundations are laid and
then more particular aspects built on these. The sequence also moves from small-scale to
larger-scale and from static to dynamic. However, to some extent this ordering is arbitrary
and the perspectives blur. Others might prefer different orders. The tools provide spell out
an implicit underlying framework and show how it can be put to work.

2. Levels and processes

The conceptual tools fall into two main classes. The first group are perspectives which allow
us to understand the “architecture” of social structures: how they are built. The following
perspectives covered are orientated towards social processes. Having set up the structure, as
it were, we can then set the structure to work, to mobilise it into operation and to see how it
maintains itself but also changes. Separating out these two perspectives is arbitrary but
useful to guide thinking. There are two important contexts which bear on social structures.
Social life takes place over time and it is inevitably spatial, and these should be elements in
any analysis from each of the perspectives already covered, and since this contextual
approach is sometimes forgotten, its importance needs to be emphasised even though since
these aspects are integral they are not sign-posted by giving them separate attention.

As well as conceptualising social structures complementary concepts are needed to cover
how people feel about the way they are inserted in social structures, and this aspect is
handled through discussions of the concepts of social identity and of life-course.

This chapter refers only in passing to the bio-social and ecological-social settings within
which social life is lived and concerning which social structural analyses take place. Any
‘population” of people is based on the physical/environmental territory within which it lives
(including extensions obtained by import and export) and is also embodied within a
particular biological set of bodies which have various marked characteristics (e.g. gender,
age, maybe ‘beauty’, ‘health’, strength etc.) and in turn an underlying genetic structure. It is
assumed that social structures will be built on and will actively ‘“draw on” and be limited by
various of these conditions, but these issues are not further addressed in this chapter.
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The study of people’s lives is not exhausted by social structural analyses. Such analyses
merely endeavour to understand what is involved with people’s experiences, activities and
longer term fates as these are caught up within social structures, but which remain unique
to each individual within them.

3. Units
3.1 Levels of units
The sequence builds up from a foundation towards higher levels of organisation:

- situations and scenes

- statuses and roles occupied by people
- social networks and quasi-groups

- groups and organisations

- ‘fields” and institutional areas

- societies and cultures

- civilisations and world systems

- social identities.

This hierarchy has been carefully developed and it is argued (although not definitively) that
each of these levels have particular properties which separate it from those lying at other
levels in the hierarchy.

At each of these levels, the social unit focused on has ‘internal” and ‘external’” features: the
elements that make it up and its relationships to other units within which it is
contextualized. In a network approach, which is a major way of investigating the latter
issue, relations between nodes are studied, not characteristics of nodes themselves. Network
linkages within any type of social entity (e.g. between individuals but also between
organisations) are possible. This interest in linkages can be taken to follow approaches
looking at characteristics of social entities (on the grounds that you need to know something
about x and about y before you examine their relationship). However, often network
analysis is seen as the study of relationships amongst people rather than relations amongst
any type of social unit as it is depicted in this chapter.

It is important to note that the various levels do NOT neatly (at least not necessarily) nest
within each other in a linked-up hierarchy. Social structures at various levels cross-cut and
interweave and may (or may not) have any connection with others operating at different
scales or with different trajectories.

3.2 Situations and scenes

The round of everyday life consists in a series of encounters with others in “social situations’
which are in turn often physically embedded in ‘scenes’. Goffman referred to this highly
encompassing level of social life as the ‘interactional order” although broader terms are used
by other sociologists. Situations differ in whether or not they are focused or unfocused and
are sites in which we perform the day to day manoeuvres and tasks of our lives. Situations
shape behaviour since in most we endeavour to present our ‘selves” in a good light and to
cover up mistakes and difficulties. The whole panoply of concepts developed by social
interaction sociology applied very vividly at this level. Some sociologists see situations as so
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enveloping that they refuse to recognise the existence of any social units at a “higher” level
that encompass situations and those social integrationists who do emphasise the socially
constructed nature of any larger social entity. Situations are embedded in flows and
sequences which are partly designed (as in the day to day scheduling of many activities)
and partly (and occasionally totally) unplanned and replete with exigencies, which those
involved must react to.

Socially-constructed scenes (such as buildings, stages, streets, rooms) are the physical
backdrop for situations and can shape these, but they also have a social life of their own
since they may be occupied in turn by various groupings which place their own meanings
and behaviours on how the setting gets used.

3.3 Roles/Social categories

For many sociologists, the main building-block of social structure is the status-role. The
usefulness of this concept is that it links both upwards to more comprehensive social
structures (which can be seen as composed of combinations of status-roles), and also
downwards to the nitty-gritty of the practise of everyday life (since people often relate their
behaviour to the status-role position they hold).

Role analysis is built on the everyday point that we create our own identity and also relate
with others in terms of key social characteristics such as our (and their) age and gender, as well
as many other more societally-relevant (and also the more fluid situationally-specific) roles.

The concept is borrowed from the theatre, where of course it refers to the characters in the
cast which are played by actors. This metaphor is especially stressed by those focusing on
the 'playing of roles': i.e. the performance of roles. What is more interesting, I think, is that
other aspects of the theatrical metaphor are not stressed. The whole structural context that is
indicated by looking beyond the playing of the actor's lines to consider the relevance of the
playwright, the plot, and the relationships amongst the characters that the cast conjures up,
is not attended to.

There is a central tension within the concept between the 'status-position' aspect of the
concept, and the enactment 'role' aspect: between a position in a social structure, and the
behaviour and attitudes of a person occupying that social position. Clearly, these are
interrelated aspects, and sometimes they are said to be 'two sides of the same coin'.
However, the two aspects are differentially seized on by different approaches to the study of
social roles: sometimes labelled the structural and the interactional views of roles. (One
difficulty with the term 'status' is that its more normal English usage implies a definite
hierarchical aspect. In this sociological usage, it does not have this meaning, but this can be
confused. Statuses of course can differ in their ‘status’, since hierarchical ranking is often an
attribute of a status.)

A status is a position in a framework of statuses to which are assigned behavioural
standards, tasks, and resources. The term has both denotations and connotations: statuses
have both relatively up-front 'formal requirements' as well as a tail of less-defined 'informal
requirements'. For example, teachers are not only expected to carry out the technical tasks of
classroom teaching, but also may have further expectations placed on them of how they
should conduct themselves in the community at large.
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Any single status relates to several different audiences or complementary status-positions:
e.g. school-teacher in relation to school-principal, fellow teachers, students, parents etc.
Thus, it can be seen that the slice of the status relating to each separate one of these is a 'role-
segment', and the related positions are 'role-complements'. The total set of audiences or role-
complements can be referred to as the 'role-set'.

Any person will occupy a range of status-positions at any one time, and even more over
time. The set of statuses which a person occupies at one time can be referred to as their
'status-set': for example, consisting of someone who is ‘..a teacher, wife, mother, Catholic,
Republican and so on” (Merton 1968:423). Certain combinations of these tend to be more
complementary or more expected. Also, status-sets may be anchored in a crucial 'master-
status' (e.g. ethnicity under many circumstances will be a crucial status, age or gender often
can be t00).

Finally, over time (to anticipate a point to be made in the last of the substantive sections of
this chapter), people move in various ways through this social apparatus. Often there are
quite regular sequences of roles or of statuses which people occupy one after another. These
established sequences provide an over-time link between each component role or status in
the sequence. Obvious examples include (especially for males) the sequence of
apprenticeship, through journeyman status, to master artisan.

The first main use of status-role theory is as a framework on which to hang sociographic
descriptions. Many studies have been carried out on particular statuses, as they are such
convenient peg-boards for this. Such studies depict what tasks those in a status perform,
and other social characteristics which are assigned to them. Another usage is to develop a
role-inventory, in which the array of statuses in a society is exhaustively listed: and often
what the tasks of each are. Another common study is to catalogue which tasks are assigned
to which statuses (e.g. men v women) across different societies.

But these are but preliminaries for sociological explanations of people's behaviour in
statuses. One line of explanation is cultural. Statuses are to a considerable degree a
crystallisation of a bundle of norms or rules that is linked to a particular position. Indeed,
one line of interpretation of roles is that each is neatly derived from the overall master-
values of a particular culture, and as a result of being anchored in this more abstract cultural
unity, the division into nicely-complementary roles ensures that society functions smoothly.
However, social reality is seldom so neatly organised, to say the least.

Instead, the sociological point is more that those occupying roles are shaped by those
occupying the surrounding role-structures. There are at least two main lines of explanation
of people's behaviour and attitudes within status-and-role theory. One line of explanation
involves people in statuses being 'socialised into’ (i.e. learning) their roles, which they then
'internalise' (i.e. when the learning becomes part of their social identity). In this conception,
the person learns the 'script' prepared by the social structure for that position, and usually
does this so well that, after some fumbling starts, they are able to perform effortlessly on
numerous occasions.

An alternative, and complementary, explanation emphasises 'social control' by those in the
'role-set'. The role-complements monitor the behaviour of the incumbent and endeavour to
shape the incumbents’ behaviour (and maybe their attitudes) to fit or suit the role-



Analysing Social Structures 21

complements' views and expectations. This social control then locks the incumbents into
patterns of reasonably acceptable actions.

Alongside the social control aspect is that of social rewards. Role behaviour is as much
shaped by reward-possibilities as it is by negative sanctions. In the industrial relations
arena, for example, much attention is given the impact of different types of rewards for
worker productivity and also morale. For example, piece-rates can induce high output, but
at a social cost. Associated with reward is the way of monitoring and measuring performance
to allow the rewards to be assigned. This too, can have a marked influence on what happens.
For example, amongst university academic staff, research tends to be rewarded, as research
output appears to be more readily measured, whereas teaching performance is difficult to
monitor and thus reward: therefore academics are more likely to put effort into their research
at the expense of teaching or administration in order to obtain promotion.

The operation of reward and control mechanisms is seen as rather more complicated in the
‘reference-group theory” approach (e.g. Merton 1968, see also Crothers, 2011). This approach
suggests that people more or less actively search out the reference framework they will
relate to in occupying a status. Usually the role-complements, perhaps especially those in
appropriate role-segments (e.g. for a teacher, other professional colleagues) are the group to
which someone orientates themselves. However, they may (also) fix their sights on quite a
different reference-group. For example, upwardly mobile people may be more orientated to
the views of the strata they are moving into than the strata from which they are coming.
Some reference-groups may be abstract ‘social categories” (sometimes technically referred to
as 'non-membership groups" a rather indecorous term!), or even specific people who are
chosen as ‘role-models'.

An important point about status-positions is that it is through the ways in which they are
organised that wider social structures can be held together or fissures created. Nadel (1957)
had pointed out that very often different role-structures do not mesh with each other so that
wider social formations are not integrated through them. For example, the age-order and
gender-differentiation do not necessarily mesh. However, sometimes particular role-
structures have a role in mediating between others (e.g. judiciary, political leadership). One
important way in which wider social orders are held together is through the mutual
occupancy of statuses in status-sets. For example, it may be by virtue that a decision-maker
is both a business-person and a parent and partner that business decision-making may at
least be aware of the familial circumstances attending business change.

One implication of the multiple occupancy of statuses, and also of the multiple role-
complements focusing on (parts of) particular statuses is that quite a lot of conflict can be
induced. In any particular status, and also for the set of statuses, an individual usually has
only limited time, and other resources, which must be rationed around all their statuses or
the role-segments. In addition, the different values associated with different statuses or role-
segments can create strain. For example, principals, fellow-teachers, pupils and parents can
all have rather different expectations of a teacher, and it can be very difficult to balance
these into a coherent approach. Similarly, at the status-set level, a classic difficulty arises in
endeavouring to balance family and work roles.

Merton has listed several mechanisms which provide status or role occupants with ways of
handling these pressures. Tensions in role-sets may be handled by social mechanisms such
as (as summarised in Crothers 1987:96):
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- differing intensity of role-involvement among those in the role-set (some role-
relationships are central and others peripheral);

- differences in power amongst those involved in a role-set;

- insulating role-activities from observability by members of the role-set;

- observability by members of the role-set of their conflicting demands upon the
occupants of a social status (this mechanism offsets 'pluralistic ignorance': the situation
of unawareness of the extent to which values are in fact shared);

- social support by others in similar social statuses and thus with similar difficulties in
coping with an un-integrated role-set;

- abridging the role-set (breaking off particular role-relationships).

Similarly, Merton has suggested cognate mechanisms they may handle stress in status-sets
(Crothers 1987:94):

- perception by others in the status-set of competing obligations (e.g. employees are to a
degree recognised to have families);

- shared agreement on the relative importance of conflicting status-obligations;

- self-selection of successive statuses that lessen differences between the values learned in
earlier-held statuses and those pertaining in later statuses;

- self-selection of statuses which are neutral' to one another.

A major sociological theme has been that stress arises from awkward combinations of
statuses that a person holds. Lenski introduced the notion of 'status inconsistency' which
hypothesised that those people occupying 'incongruent' status-sets might suffer increased
social stress - or that there might be other consequences that flow from their ‘cross-pressure’
situation. There are a variety of effects which might follow from 'minority' or 'unusual'
situations.

Rose Coser (1991) has moved beyond this stress or conflict view to emphasise the positive
opportunities opened up by more complex status-sets. She argues that it is within the very
interstices opened-up by complex status-sets that wider degrees of individual freedom can
come to be realised. One aspect of this is that people learn more sophisticated social skills -
including linguistic flexibility - as they learn to handle role complexity. It may also be that
more energy is generated as a result of the interplay between statuses. There are also
possibilities for integration and for innovation.

3.4 ‘Social networks’ and 'Quasi-groups’

Network analysis draws out the everyday point that one way of locating yourself in relation
to other people is, not just in terms of what characteristics you have (e.g. gender, age), but
'who you know', or more generally what sort of people you associate with. Although others
have used this term in different ways (notably Dahrendorf 1968), 1 portray networks as
'quasi-groups": that is, as a form of social organisation that links people but which need not
be as formally organised and clearly bounded as “proper” groups are.

The root metaphor in this approach is that of webs and graphs. Fischer (cited in Wilson,
1983: 54) puts it well:

‘Society affects us largely through tugs on the strands of our networks - shaping our
attitudes, providing opportunities, making demands on us, and so forth. And it is by
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tugging at those same strands that we make our individual impact on society - influencing
other people's opinions, obtaining favours from 'insiders', forming action groups’.

Another, more aggregated, way of conceptualising network linkages is in terms of
Bourdieu's concept of 'social capital' (which has also been picked up network analysts such
as Coleman 1990: see also Bourdieu, & Wacquant, 1992, Lin, 2001). Social capital is seen by
Bourdieu as, in effect, the ‘linkage reach’ of people, and especially the extent to which they
can convert other forms of capital into effective use.

One strength of network approaches is that they detect patterns of social life operating
beneath and around more formal structures. For example, working class residential
communities may not be studded with links through formal organisations, and, therefore,
may appear to the casual observer to be devoid of social structure. Whereas, in fact, they
may be quite tightly interlaced by informal social links. Another strength is that network
analysis can probe behind surface patterns of links to show indirect paths of contact,
mediated through other people or collective units. Yet another emphasis in network analysis
is on actual, concrete links between actual units, rather than rather more vague pictures of
expectations and possibilities, which is where role analysis often leaves matters.

Network analysts vary in the vigour and exclusiveness of their stance: the most radical
denigrate any attention to people's opinions and views, seeing these as emanations of their
network position. The form of relationships is often stressed over their content.

A very important distinction is that between ‘network cohesion’ and 'structural
equivalence'. The two ideas posit quite different ways of examining nodes and their
linkages. The network cohesion concept links those who interact with each other: for
example, in a medical centre each set of patients, receptionists, practise nurses and doctor
form a network based around each particular doctor. However, each of these four types of
position are the basis for network links based on the 'structural equivalence' of the people
concerned. That is, each plays an equivalent role in ‘their’ network, and analysis can be built
around this similarity. Often these positions are, in fact, also socially prescribed status-roles,
but they need not be. Nodes can occupy 'structurally equivalent' positions without this
being formally recognised by the culture.

One key idea is the importance of 'weak ties'. As opposed to the 'strong ties' which bind
groups together, the much more extended range of 'friends of friends' may be particularly
important on some matters. (Network analysis incorporates nodes connected by strong ties,
too, but is particularly effective in picking up the looser and lighter web of more extended
linkages.) In several studies of how people obtain services (e.g. an abortionist, a job) it has
been found that weak ties have been more effective than strong ties. This is because only a
limited stock of information circulates within a closed group, whereas the surveillance range
of a whole slew of weak ties is far wider. Thus, more widely-flung contacts are likely to hold
a much greater stock of information, even if this web of weak ties is not very systematic or
efficient in passing that information on.

Another key idea is that of indirect ‘connectivity’. Formally separated social units may in
fact be coordinated or controlled behind the scenes by a web of interconnections. Indeed,
analysts of the economic power elite which is considered to run the business world have
developed a variety of models of how interconnectedness is achieved behind the backs of
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markets which are apparently populated by a host of independent businesses. It has been
shown that there are:

- controlling effects of an upper class operating through policy think-tanks and
foundations;

- controlling effects of major property-owning families through family trusts;

- controlling effects through major banks which can be at the centre of groupings of
companies; and

- controlling effects through business empires built up by acquisition as much as merger.

Such links can be measured and their patterns modelled.

Another important idea is that of 'structural balance'. From examining triads of relations
among three people (or nodes) it can be readily seen that some triads are balanced whereas
others are unbalanced. For example, if A is dominant over B and B dominant over C, the
triad is balanced, if then A is dominant over C. Indeed, one might expect this to occur
naturally anyway, although empirically there are exceptions which are unbalanced. This
type of analysis is interesting in providing predictions about the longer-term stability of
groups, based on the characteristics of their constituent triads.

'Structural holes' (Burt 1992) are the gaps in a network pattern, and they provide
entrepreneurial opportunities for those in the existing pattern to move into to exploit. This is
part of a sociological contribution to understanding the links between firms in markets,
although such structural holes can occur in a wide variety of social structures.

3.5 Groups/Organisations
Formally-organised collective entities are a central component in our social experience.

Our society is an organisational society. We are born in organisations, educated by
organisations, and most of us spend much of our lives working for organisations. We
spend much of our leisure time paying, playing and praying in organisations. Most of
us will die in an organisation, and when the time comes for burial, the largest
organisation of them all -the State- must grant official permission (Etzioni 1964: ix).

The original impetus for the analysis of organisations emanated from Max Weber’s (1947)
World War 1 analysis. A major push for the recognition of collectivities has come from
James Coleman. who has argued (1990) that there are two types of ‘persons’: natural and
corporate. Corporate entities are further classified into primordial (e.g. the family) and
constructed (e.g. corporations). Whereas primordial entities are composed of fixed positions
occupied by unique persons, who are not interchangeable, the modern forms are a structure
of positions which can be changed and in which the occupants can be changed. The key
change is that the modern organisation is a legal entity, which can act on its own, distinct
from its members. This social invention allows for innovations to be much more readily
adopted.

But this flexibility is a two-edged sword. On the one hand, the often oppressive primordial
structures are broken up and people are allowed more freedom, since they are now socially
controlled only in respect of each of their various roles rather than their fixed family-
kinship position. On the other hand, since so many natural persons are employed by
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collective organisations, their purposes in life are bent to the wishes of these structures. The
intense web of face-to-face social linkages that formerly pertained is now reduced, and
subject to severe intrusion from collective persons: e.g. schools, advertisers. The relation
between collective entities and natural persons is asymmetrical. Organisations are obtrusive
and intrusive, and difficult to gain information about or to control. Perhaps the final irony
is, that to obtain some leverage over corporations, natural people may resort to agencies
such as the state or to trade unions: but these too can be very distant from and unresponsive
to citizens' or members’ wishes.

There has been much discussion across many areas of sociology about how people loosely
aggregated within social categories may become more tightly welded into collectivities or
organisations. The classic discussion was that of Marx concerning the revolutionary
consciousness of the working class. To enable collective revolutionary action, the working
class requires:

- to widely share immiseration;

- to have punctured the dominant ideology which cloaks the reality of their situation;
- to have begun to replace this with a working class ideology; and

- to build up some organisational capacity (e.g. through trade unions).

Merton's views are more general (Crothers 1987: 97, Merton 1968). He distinguishes between
categories, collectivities and groups. Members of categories share statuses, and thereby
similar interests and values although not necessarily through shared interaction or a
common and distinctive body of norms. Collectivities share norms and have a sense of
solidarity, while members of groups interact with each other and share a common identity,
which is also attributed to them by others. But he does not then go on to provide
sociological explanation of how groupings might move up (or for that matter down) this
hierarchy of levels.

Each organisation is in some part unique, but also shares similarities in its attributes with
other organisations. They interact with other organisations and can bunch together to form
further, higher-level (meta-) organisations. They persist, they change, they are born, they
die. However, the metaphor does not carry over exactly, as unlike people, organisations can
have major bits break off, or be added to, and can interact with people as well as other
collectivities. A further, and central, discontinuity with this individualistic analogy is that
organisations tend to be multi-layered. Any organisation can be a veritable 'Russian doll' of
nested sub-organisations, and there can also be layers of people who are affected beyond the
usual organisational boundaries. Social patterns can also crosscut the layers and boundaries
of organisations.

In analysing an organisation, the major independent variables are the formal
institutions in terms of which social conduct is organised: the division of labour, the
hierarchy of offices, control and sanctioning mechanisms, production methods, official
rules and regulations, personnel practises and so on. The major dependent variables are
the results accomplished by operations and the attachment of its members to the
organisation, as indicated by productive efficiency, changes effected in the community
(say, a decline in crime rates), turnover, satisfaction with work, and various other effect
criteria. To explain the relationship between these two sets of abstract variables, it is
necessary to investigate the processes of social interaction and the interpersonal
relations and group structures (Blau cited in Calhoun 1990:17).
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Sociologists of organisations have also developed a distinct vocabulary which identifies
several further major features of organisations. They are seen as having goals, an internal
structure, technology and resources, and a surrounding environment. In pursuit of their
goals, they deploy their material and human resources to suit the key features of their
technology and organisational framework in order to produce whatever goods and services
is their purpose.

Many organisational analysts cleave to a view of organisations as being organised more-or-
less rationally: that their goals are provide clear guidance, that decisions are rationally made
within the parameters set by the goals, and that the organisation is rationally organised in
terms of its means for reaching these goals. This concern of organisations with rationality
contrasts strongly with the considerable inefficiency of most other types of social entity. It
provides a basis for expecting clearer patterns of similarity amongst organisations.

It has been found that organisations, far from being quite static in their pattern, have
changed their practises of management over time. As a result, much of the recent effort in
organisational studies has gone into the tracking of changes in organisational form.

3.6 Institutional areas/Fields

An important sociological conception is the image that societies are composed of
assemblages of institutions, often arrayed within particular institutional areas (e.g. family,
economy, religion etc). In this vision, it is readily seen that the 'content' of each social area
differs from that of others, and that this content is particularly relevant to its analysis.
Particular central values and norms are seen as flavouring the working of each institutional
area. It may also be that particular institutional areas are characterised by particular
structural configurations: their environment gives the social forms in a particular area some
unique features.

In older sociologies, sometimes a 'billiard-ball' model of societies was used: societies were
seen as a set of institutions - the economy, polity, religion, etc - and the relations between
each were plotted (e.g. Weber is depicted as exploring the relations between religion and the
economy in particular societies).

Bourdieu's image of a field is useful to map an institutional area. He sees the economy,
polity etc in modern societies as fields with their own internal logic of development and
relative autonomy, although he is also concerned with their interrelations. Each field has its
own values and goals, and there is struggle amongst those in the field (employing whatever
types of ‘capital” they have command over and which have legitimacy in that field) for the
right to set the standards, and to exercise power, in that field. In addition, Bourdieu sees
linkages between institutional fields, and that fields have their own tendency to both reflect
wider society and also to shuck off any too close overlaps from other institutional areas. His
approach also allows investigation of the extent to which, in any social formation, there
have developed separate fields: it is not assumed that there is any particular menu of
institutional areas. However, the mix of available types of capital in a society may structure
the range of fields which have a separate existence.

Fields also differ in terms of their organisational arrangements: whereas the formal economy
is organised into firms, together with central coordinating institutions such as the stock
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market, the family/ household sector of society merely consists of endless numbers of small
units with only the most occasional formal organisation claiming to represent the interests
of some particular fraction of households.

Other conceptions which are used to understand environing 'fields' include studies of inter-
organisational relations and of markets. Inter-organisational relations has become a subject-
area in its own right. Many of these studies show how alliances of organisations can be
mobilised to work together to shape broad areas of policy development or market operation.
For example, the oil industry in USA organised to squash possible governmental flight
regulations that would have then exposed commercially secret data on the paths of
exploration flights. Another example concerns agricultural workers, stuck with low wage
rates, who were able to mobilise their affiliates to put pressure on the networks of the
employing super-company, which then eventually raised the wages. Much activity in social
formations involves complex, shifting and often fragile relations amongst blocs of
organisations.

Another key metaphor is that of the market. A market is a particular type of inter-
organisational framework which provides a mechanism through which the operations of the
various units can be co-ordinated. This ideal-type model can also be held up against at least
partially similar structural alternatives to examine differences in their mode of operation:
e.g. command economies. A classic market is supposedly one where there is a range of
different units of somewhat similar size, where each has little effect on other units and
where there is a good flow of information.

Although the internal organisation of an institutional area may take the structure of being a
market, this form is particularly appropriate only to the description of economies. Other
institutional areas tend to have rather different internal arrangements. Another institutional
environment which differs from economic markets is that centred on the government. This
sector involves the ordinary public as 'citizens' rather than 'customers' and marches to the
beat of rather different requirements. Of recent years, however, new right ideologists have
increasingly attempted to subvert these differences and to remake the state sector along the
lines of straight capitalism. As well as being an important area of society, a state can be a
significant set of organisations leading many other areas of social activity. One important
role the State often plays is in rule-setting and enforcement of these rules in the markets
which the various other social units are, in turn, embedded within.

Beyond the economy and polity lie other sectors. A third sector is the voluntary and non-
profit one, which operates according to yet a further set of rules, but which is also under
siege from both governmental and especially capitalist modes of operation. The current
‘mixed’” operation of some voluntary sub-sectors has been described as a ‘quasi-market’.
Another institutional area is focused on the family and household operation within
communities. There are a wide variety of other institutional areas which might also deserve
separate attention.

A useful distinction to invoke at this point is that contrasting “public’ and ‘private” spheres.
The working of some institutional areas are held to be the concern of many groups
(although some are disenfranchised) and there is public discussion about them. But, in other
spheres, they are not held to warrant much attention and discussion is suppressed or
deflected into private nooks and crannies. In modern Western societies it has been held
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traditionally that only men have a voice in “public spheres’ (such as the economy and polity)
whereas those spheres in which women’s concerns are considered to be dominant warrant
little attention. This is slowly changing.

3.7 Societies and cultures

Another very important social unit is something of a shadow standing behind the nation-
state (and the national economy) and is often assumed by social analysts to be the most
appropriate context for their analyses. Many sociologists have made a particular point of
privileging ‘societies” as in many historical periods and regions they have been a dominant
level of social organisation. Smaller societies are often highly cohesive ‘tribes” with sharply
demarcated social boundaries and in ‘modern times’ of the last few centuries (during which
sociology was formed) the nation-state was increasingly hegemonic in its sway. Societies
(especially those where a state is their leading component) are often considered to focus on
social cohesion and personal identities and on the relations with other societies. (However, this
is a characteristic of all social well-functioning social structures, albeit accentuated at the
societal level.) One empirical test of the functioning of a society is whether or not it would be
resilient if major components were destroyed (e.g. in war or natural disaster). Modern large-
scale societies are particularly integrated through their political and related processes and
through extensions such as welfare states or police states intrude into everyday social life.

3.8 Civilisations and world systems

Over a couple of decades now, Immanuel Wallerstein has built a 'world-systems' framework
which shows that under some historical conditions societies are embedded within wider
structures. This approach has strong Marxist influences, but has also been strongly
influenced by the Annales school of French social historians. The world-systems approach
argues that the internal unity and significance of nation-states has been considerably
exaggerated. Rather, since the sixteenth century at least, the various European (and later
other) nations have been embedded within a wider and expanding world-system which has
been girded by flows of trade, capital, culture and people. The possibilities open to
particular countries, regions or even individual enterprises are very considerably (often
quite overwhelmingly) shaped by their position in relation to the world-system. These
positions are discussed in terms of three or four main zones:

- the metropolitan core;

- the semi-periphery;

- the periphery; and

- unincorporated (‘indigenous peoples’) areas.

The metropolitan core is at the centre of the system and ensures that the system is organised
for it to obtain the best value. The core has been traditionally involved with manufacture
and service provision and is politically and militarily powerful. The world system is not,
however, laced together by political mechanisms, although there may be significant
coordinating arrangements (e.g. the OECD) and often there is a 'hegemonic' state amongst
those states in the core countries, which then becomes the 'leader of the orchestra' (for
example, the role played over many decades by the USA). Instead, the power of the core
over the rest of the world-system is wielded, rather more cheaply in terms of the resources
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required, mainly by economic means. Empires are much more expensive because more
direct state coordination is required.

The semi-periphery mediates between core and periphery, both exploiting the periphery,
but also being exploited by the core. Semi-periphery countries may also be vulnerable to
being pushed and pulled by the rather different sets of forces affecting them from both core
and from periphery. As a result, some of their institutions may be quite volatile. Some of the
spaces in the semi-periphery are occupied by countries or regions which are mobile
upwards or downwards in the hierarchy.

Finally, the periphery is the rim of countries whose unprocessed resources are extracted by
the core and who serve as the relatively powerless markets for core products.

3.9 Social identities

A major part of the identity or self of any individual is their involvement with various social
groupings and how they subjectively construct that relationship (a recent sophisticated
discussion is in Archer, 2007). Different processes of identity formation take place under
different social conditions. In many societies, social identities are closely circumscribed and
based on inherited characteristics, whereas contemporary societies often allow a huge array
of choice. Identities variously involve roles or more diffuse groupings at any one often
various scales and can be highly complex and multi-dimensional. A pervasive
conceptualisation of social identities is the way people prioritise in a hierarchy their various
identities and the way they relate these together. Identities are also forged thorough the
distancing of people from groups they are not members of. Identities are often forged in
cementing the boundaries between groups. But it is important, too, to assay the meanings
held by individuals of their involvements in various social groupings. Components of
identities have different saliencies and different consequences for commitment or even
action. In addition to social contexts, various psychological and other mechanisms are
important in constructing, maintaining and changing social identities. Moreover, social
identities are open to change over time, and in some cases social identities can change very
rapidly over time.

4. Social processes
The social processes requiring separate treatment include:

- social construction (setting up the boxes);

- peopling (filling the boxes);

- resourcing (producing from t