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Abstract:

This article aims to present briefly the problem of theoretical nature, namely the division of agency and structure in sociology. A general review of the problem of agency is presented.  I confine myself to the minimum detail of metatheory in order to present one theoretical paradigm, focusing on presentation of Coleman’s Rational Choice/Action Theory, which can easily link sociological and economical theories.  
The structure of the paper is as follows: firstly I present theoretical problem of agency in sociology, secondly I show rational choice/utilitarian tradition which has applications both in sociology, economy and political science; lastly I present methodology of Coleman which can be used in social sciences more broadly and explain the variations (mostly strengths) of the RAT. 
The problem of Agency

The divisions (dualisms) between micro and macro levels, agency and structure, reasons and causes, understanding and explanation
 come up as fundamental theoretical issues in social sciences. It should be stated that the relationship between actors and social structure in which actors coexist is one of the most important matters in modern and classical sociology.

The idea of agency is one of the main problems of social theories. Agency is employed in many different ways depending on the theoretical perspective or discipline (see also: Kiser 1999, Jensen, Meckling 1994, Barnes 2000). I consider it as a <problem> because not only does it concern sociology, but also economics, political sciences and has been applied in different ways in social sciences since the beginning of social thought. Contemporarily, it doesn’t have one basic meaning (definition) and depends on the perspective the researcher takes. Many theorists have struggled with the concept but most of them have done nothing more than reconstruction of it. 

In this vain, theory of agency occurs as one of the variations on this theme. The question arises: is there any chance and reason to cumulate some useful definitions and try to construct a model which can be widely used by social scientists. Here, I don’t dare to shatter all the theoretical works to the point, but wish to show a black box and draw out some implications for sociology (sociological theory) itself today.

Let me show some of the related notions of agency and the theoretical outcomes.

Firstly, the term agency is commonly used in everyday discourse. Some associated notions such as “choice”, “determination”, “free will”, “intentionality” are prevalently used and understood, because we all describe and define our own voluntary actions. However it is not easy to find arranged and systematic reflection on this in theoretical perspective (Barnes 2000: XI).

Secondly, the concept of agency is applied in economics, especially with focus on agent-principal dilemma. This relationship is one of the oldest modes of social (and also economic) interaction. Agency relationship arises between two or more parties, where one is the agent who represents and acts on behalf of the other, who is a principal and makes decisions. Much of the economic literature focuses on moral hazards, motivation, information flows or contractual arrangements between agent and principal (Arrow 1963, Jensen, Meckling 1994, Jensen 1994, Ross 1973). In Economy and Society Parsons and Smelser noted that economists tend to take social order for granted. Social theorists argue that money, which is commonly taken as an incentive for agents, is not always the best way to motivate people. In other words, people are motivated by objects other than money and so other things should be deliberated when measuring their activities. In agency theory some compensation schemes or monitoring are key incentive options. Agent and principal have usually different interests but principal’s goal is to maximize his (her) realization of interests through the agent. Although actors are oriented on self-interest, it does not mean that they do not happen to have altruistic motives. This means that agency problems can not be solved neither by money nor by instilling greater altruism in people (even if there is any possibility to do so)
. Neoclassical economic thought assumes that agents act out of self-interest, which is individually perceived variously. Thus the sum of individuals’ actions ought to be a well-arranged political economy, the results for each individual will not be equally optimal, though.

The other point (still in the field) which I’d like to mention is the dichotomy of structure and agency. There are two common approaches in sociology: (1) one emphasizes the power of social structure, and the other (2) stresses that structure/society is based on all actions of individuals. Many social theorists have undertaken to solve the problem: there are best known classical writings of Weber, Marx, Durkheim, Simmel, Parsons.  Therefore the debate about agency has been merely restarted, but to date, however, there are some prominent contemporary contributes which must be mentioned: (1) Anthony Giddens and structuration theory, (2) Pierre Bourdieu and constructivist structuralism and (3) Margaret Archer and cultural analysis.

In my further study I will try to present these notions in connection to agency to demonstrate the different dimensions and forms of structure. 

There are also many definitions concerning the problem of agency. They are thought to be holistic but obviously show some black boxes which I am going to deal with.

 Some definitions:

“Agency stands for the freedom of the contingently acting subject over and against the constraints that are thought to derive from enduring social structures. To the extent that human beings have agency, they may act independently of and in opposition to structural constraints, and/or may (re)constitute social structures through their freely chosen actions” (Loyal, Barnes 2001, 507);

Agency “… [is] a temporally embedded process of social engagement, informed by the past (in its habitual aspect), but also oriented toward the future (as a capacity to imagine alternative possibilities) and toward the present (as a capacity to contextualize past habits and future projects within the contingencies of the moment)” (Emirbayer, Mische 1998: 964);

or another one (Pickering’s):

“The dance of agency, seen asymmetrically from the human end, thus takes the form of a dialectic of resistance and accommodation, where resistance denotes the failure to achieve an intended capture of agency and practice, and accommodation an active human strategy of response to resistance, which can include revisions to goals and intentions as well as to the material form of the machine in question and to the human frame of gestures and social relations that surround it” (Fuchs 2001: 30) .


Contrary to one definition of agency, Fuchs takes into account two opposite sociological points: the core of this problem stays in a direction and starting point. Let me follow his argument. Fuchs (2001: 25) argues that the difference between agency and structure is usually considered as a difference in scale, size and duration. So, actors, interactions, small groups are considered as agency (micro scale) and institutions, organizations, markets belong to macro scale (structure). This means also that social things last shortly and do not have great impact on structural entities and macro scale has historical stability and broader range. Obviously, the transition from micro to macro scale is not so simple and depends on the perspective (microsociologists locate the centrality of the social acts in interaction whilst macrotheories in organizations). The discussion is not over – “What happens on the microlevel does not make much difference to the behavior of macrostructures. In turn, microtheorists counter that, without persons doing something, there would be no social structure” (Fuchs, 2001: 26). The Author of the article titled Beyond Agency gives his own view on the problem: “<agency> is the expected or observed capacity of a system to surprise its observers” and in addition to operational definition, he stresses that “agency is a capacity that system receives from an observer who is not, at present, entitled or able to make sense of that system in deterministic terms” (Fuchs 2001: 34).

Emirbayer and Mische (1998) try to construct “social agency” having in mind the “mystery” of individuals’ intensions. Fuchs (2001, 39) reveals the problem of agency from different perspective. He shows a wrong assumption of sociological divisions of agency/structure (or: micro/macro, reasons/causes…) and constitutes equal propositions:  

1. Agency and structure, and micro/macro, are not opposite natural kind but variations along a continuum.

2. On a second level of observing, agency and structure are attributional devices different observers draw upon to make sense of social outcomes.

3. As a variable, “agency” increases when the numbers are small, the distance is short, the relations are intimate, and the observer takes an intentional stance.

4. As a variable, “structure” increases when the numbers get larger, the distance between observer and referent becomes longer, and the observer employs more mechanical and deterministic explanatory frames (Fuchs 2001: 39-40)

The prepositions of Fuchs are constructed on purpose of empirical research, therefore it occurs to me it would be relevant to show the compatibility of these in theory. In sociology there is no one main theory which could work with this notion. Agency and structure are rarely viewed as two opposites but rather in a coexistance and interplay. Both are difficult to seperate. In economics such a model is not needed. The issue which comes up here as a conclusion allows me to comment that agency and structure can be – and should be – treated more holistic. The third and fourth proposition are useful for empirical data although quite narrowing the problem. In sociology it does not concern only “amount” or size but mainly the division and interaction. The title of Fuchs’ article (Beyond Agency) is meaningful and could be widen up: sociology needs to move beyond the problem of this dualism trying to place the concepts into continuum within social theory. In other words, not only does this division concern sociology but also  other social science. Not only it is a problem of opposites thus it is impossible to put apart. 

As already stated, individual free action has been on one of the central places in classical and modern theory however for the purposes of this paper I will focus only on one theoretical paradigm, that is: Rational Action Theory. The origin of RAT comes from utilitarian tradition wherein the problem of agency becomes important in economics. Comparing sociological and economical views, one can easily notice that although very similar matters that are under considerations, it is not often undertaken to integrate these scienes. There are few points to joint analysis. The next dualism: Homo sociologicus obeys the rules and norms internalized through socialization whilst Homo Oeconomicus calculates the costs and benefits. Sociological analysis point at structural constraints and economists stress rational and free individual actions. Here, RAT becomes useful for a connection of economical and sociological ideas, and also it can aptly grasp the interconnection of agency and structure in a metatheoretical view. It is interesting that economic modes of explanation usually differ from sociological, although for example Weber’s agency theory  is based on “transfer of power” (Weber 2002: 157) and, conseqeuntly, on contraditory interests of agency and principal. Moreover, Weber’s (verstehende) rational actions are leading to Coleman’s rational choice theory, and methodological individualism, which is really a link towards RAT, identifies the meaning of agency and explains the consensus between agency and structure. From RAT and Weber’s types of action we can make a transition to economical agency theory enriching it by some important social variables.  

Therefore, I consider RAT as a useful link between sociology and other social sciences (see also: Kiser 1999), specially stressing here link towards economics.  Even though RAT has several versions, I treat it as a set of general theoretical models of structure and social relations. Let me trace thru some main assumptions of it. 

The Origins of the Rational Action Theory

Originally it occurred as a philosophical problem foremost in United Kingdom. „At that time [1700s-1800s – K.I.] it was closely connected with economics, a discipline just coming into being” (Collins 1994: 121). In the classical microeconomist approach, Adam Smith (1776/1976) describes an individual (it may be a person, a company or state) whose behavior is conditioned by his self-interest, information given and costs. These elements play a basic role in rational choice theory. The idea of invisible hand was a stroke of genius, because Smith was first to solve the problem of selfish individuals who can arrange collective actions (besides Hobbes, whose work was influencial in that time but not as important as Smith’s). Since many philosophers before had tried to cope with the paradox of individual’s striving to welfare and producing public goods (or cooperating in producing it as a matter of fact), the idea of rational actors has been criticized. Actually, RAT is still disapproved (i.e. Boudon 2003; Bochman 1992) because of its assumptions, stressing mainly coexistence of the rationality of actors and obeying rules, norms, culture and beliefs. Various arguments are sometimes misjudging, but here my aim is to present agency according to Coleman.

RAT in Sociology

Firstly, I need to set up the ideas of agency  thru reviewing those aspects of Coleman’s theory whih concern individuals’ actions. James Coleman ambitiously titles his famous book The Foundations of Social Theory and this title is a key to broad understanding of his conception. Rational Action theorists claim that rational individuals’ actions can be easily conceived in a form of statements which all can be acceptable (Boudon 2003, 2) and then the social processes and phenomena can be explained. 

For Coleman social theory is an agent of social change, thus his idea is that the appropriate level for social analysis is at the micro, agent level (i.e. aging individual). He argues that although sociologists are mostly interested in social systems, the data are gathered and observations are often made on the level of individuals. The author favors the internal level of analysis having into mind that this kind of analysis may be more stable and general (Coleman 1994: 3) “since the system’s behavior is in fact a resultant of the actions of its component parts, knowledge of how the actions of these parts combine to produce systemic behavior can be expected to give greater predictability than will explanation based on statistical relations of surface characteristics of the system”. 

Another point is the term of rationality per se. Instrumental rationality is the most prominent in classical economic theories and it is seen similarly in economics and sociology. Weber (1922/2002) was particularly interested in this kind of rational actions and stated that human agency has the capacity to perceive goals clearly and conduct rational action calculating means and ends. On the opposite, Weber also stresses the reasons of actions that come up outside the actor basically "determined by a conscious belief in the value for its own sake of some ethical, aesthetic, religious, or other form of behavior, independently of its prospects for success. [...] Examples of pure value-rational orientation would be the actions of person who, regardless of possible cost to themselves, act to put into practice their convictions of what seems to them to be required by duty, honor, the pursuit of beauty, a religious call, personal loyalty, or the importance of some 'cause' no matter in what it consists” (Weber 1978, 24-25). Coleman focuses on instrumental rationality regarding norms as “partly” important because they can be obeyed in order to gain some ends. In fact a great deal of contemporary rational choice theories are based on revised rationality, namely “bounded rationality” or “situational rationality” (Coleman 1994, 18; Goldthorpe 1996).
Mentioned earlier, the starting point of rational theory of action is an individual who takes actions. Human agency is seen as the one who chooses to act (interact). This can be viewed in Weber’s perspective of social action which takes account of the behavior/action of others. Even if the methodological individualism has been criticized for the reductionism or a wrong assumption that agency is insignificantly influenced. It must be said – to use a bit colloquial phrase – we shall talk about “social agency” for human beings are not independent individuals. They are actors in social scene, so they act interdependently and profoundly affect each other as they interact (Barnes 2000). Coleman (1994: 1) argues that in principle all the social actions such as voting behavior, consumer choice, spouse choice, attitudes, values and beliefs may be carried out with only a single individual. Abell (1997: 260) notes that "it is only individuals who ultimately take actions and social actions (…) individual actions and social actions are optimally chosen" and "individuals’ actions and social actions are entirely concerned with their own welfare." The individuals have certain preferences and are focused on their goals.

The question arises whether RAT is peculiar application of economic approach to sociological theory? The ontological and epistemological basis of Homo oeconomicus is utilitarian tradition which stresses rational and competitive human action. An actor is oriented towards goals, calculates benefits and costs and wants to maximize utilities. Homo sociologicus, is perceived as social actor who has moral obligations to obey rules (norms and values). In other words, actions are the results of obedience and consensual system of norms and beliefs. 

In relation to the “problem of agency and structure” which is one of the black boxes (great divides) in sociological theory, economics “is all about how people make choices” whilst “[…] sociology is all about how they don’t have choices  to make” (Granovetter 1992: 56, Duesenberry 1960: 233). Therefore sociology tries to show the structural bounds (embeddedness) and economics accent the agency without widening their perceptions to the structural (social) contexts. What should be remembered is that Coleman made an effort to synthetize general social theory and he does not omit norms in his analysis. RAT is based on special micro-macro link which is quite important also in Weber’s analysis. 

I believe that Coleman’s RAT is universal and highly powerful in explanation. Clearly, it is underestimated in the view of cumulating sociological and economic theories. In order to evaluate this perspective and examine critics, let me verify the assumptions RAT/RCT.

Some assumptions of RAT

There are four elements – actors, interests, resources, and resource control – that are grounding the theory of action. Social interaction is seen as social exchange and is modeled on economic action. Actors are motivated by the rewards and costs of actions and by the profits that they can make therefore their choices are the results of rational calculations.  Actors have some interests and they use their resources (or control over resources) as the means to gain their goals (in which they have an interest).
Some theorists of rational choice make different assumptions about the individual’s action (choice) and proceed in different ways from the individual level to larger social groupings and systems, but each begins with the individual as the basic unit of the theory. 

For example, Boudon (2003: 3) gives 6 propositions which form the system of RAT’s axioms. They can be called a frame of analysis (in different perspective) or generalized framework:

P1. social phenomenon is the effect of individual decisions, actions, attitudes

P2. an action can be understood

P3. actions are caused by reasons in the mind of individuals

P4. the reasons derive from consideration by the actor of the consequences of his/her actions as she/he sees them

P5. actors are concerned mainly with the consequences of themselves of their actions

P6. actors are able to distinguish the costs and benefits of alternative lines of actions and they can choose the line with the most favorable balance.

I use these axioms for the clear and basic presentation of the theory. I shall use them to present some space for existence of many variants of the theory within these axioms. One of the important parts of Coleman’s theory is the transition from micro level to macro scope. I focus on this theoretical micro-macro link in the next part of this paper. 

Given the preferences of the individual and given the opportunities or constraints, individual’s actions are optimally chosen. That is, the person is acting in his or her own best interests as far as he or she perceives them. Even if social actor does not have complete information, lacks some resources, or has preferences that others consider unusual, RAT begins by treating these as given. Thus, optimality is one of main assumptions of RAT. 

Social optimum is an intrinsic part of this theory because it demonstrates the ability of analysis of social arrangements. Abell (1997) argues that structures and norms, which dictate a single course of action, are merely special cases of RCT. That is, in other circumstances there is a range of choices, whereas in a strong structural explanation there may be only one choice” (Gingrich, net). Even though, I would rather say that not only does RCT create a model that explains differences in individual preferences and how these emerge but also Coleman takes into account the levels of optimality between corporate actors. There are three levels: individual optimality, utilitarian optimality and imposed optimality (Coleman 1994: 352-354).

The next important aspect of the RCT (RAT) and the whole rational perspective is minimalism in sociology. It means that RAT has very simple assumptions (criticized as too wide) that can be applied in  simple models.  Rational choice theorists state that all the assumptions they make, contain enough knowledge or that nothing really important is missed (Goldthorpe 1996). It must be stressed the huge advantage of this simplicity which is possibility to be used as basis in many ways and disciplines to produce models of actions which in further can be developed in a schemes of actions. That is why this approach is preferred by the economists who are to produce universal models of economic action including action based on values and norms (i.e. Coleman 1994, Goldthorpe 1998). Without hesitation it can be stated that because of its minimalism, the theory is used in explaining so many different phenomena such as (to give only few examples) coalition formation, peasant revolts, group formation and interactions (Olson 1965), discrimination and even marriage (Monroe 2001).

In order to start from the very beginning, it is crucial to present the types of actions in the theoretical system.

Types of Actions

Presentation of the agency in RAT should be started from distinguishing between independent agents (independent actions in Weber's understanding) and two types of (inter) dependent agents (Weber’s social actions): parametric social actions and strategic social actions. I will not take much interest in independent actions because acting independently of one another is rarely the case in sociology (Weber 1922/2002: 17-19).

Parametric social actions are independent of the actor’s action which means that he or she does not have to calculate what others will do as a consequence of what he or she does or in anticipation of what he or she may do. It is a situation where the actor can take the action with consequences of it as a given if others act parametrically interdependent.
The other social action, called strategic, arise when an actor needs to calculate what others are doing or will do dependent upon his or her action, in deciding what to do. The actions are mutually strategically interdependent and this kind of acting is a base for game theories. Coleman (1994: 30), quoting Friedman, distinguishes structural, behavioral and evolutionary actions of interdependent actors. An example of structural interdependent action is doing shopping. The structure is fixed and unreactive to the action (unless it considers collective shopping or trade prices) and in this conditions it is believed that clear rational action occurs. Correspondingly to Weber’s interdependent actions, actors can be behaviorally dependent when actions are taken into consideration because of some prior acts at some time and also because of their consequences directly on him and indirectly in indefinite future. Consequently, evolutionary interdependence is similar to behavioral but in the long-lasting strategies. In opposition to Weber’s analysis, Coleman mostly focuses on the structural interdependence of actors which can be viewed as a conflation of those two dependent actions due to calculations of given conditions of situation and prospects of others actions.

Coleman uses a theory of purposive action as a general frame not only because of the idea of methodological individualism but also out of the peculiar relation of social sciences and its object of study (Coleman 1994: 17). He claims that theory should propose causes on the microsocial level leaving aside uncontrolled external or internal forces. He assumes that any theory that can not imply the result of purposive action has no effect on the future and so “is destined to fail.” Since theory is based on purposive and responsible actor in many scholar endeavors (only to mention moral philosophy, politics, and economics) this is useful to clarify the same assumption in sociological theory. Coleman divides different purposive actions into some “regions” which in turn have some consequences for the whole theoretical system.




	1. Private Actions:
	Full distribution of rights
	Notes:

	2. exchange relations
	Transfer of rights/resources with no system/market relations
	Rational action

	3. exchange relations

(within region 2)


	Transfer of rights to control resources and creating authority relations 
	Weber: Traditional actions?

	4. disjoint authority relations

(within region 2)


	Transfer of rights to control resources and creating authority relations with no system/market relations
	Explaining bureaucratic relation

	5. unilateral transfer rights to control actions

(within region 2)
	Based on trust

(mix of region 4 and 6)
	Charismatic authority relation

	6. unilateral transfer of resources

(within region 2)
	Based on trust
	Trust is more beneficial 

	7. exchange in systems of action

(within region 2)
	Transfer of authority over one’s action

(mix of region 4 and 3)
	Weber: rational/traditional authority

	8. unilateral transfer  in systems of action

(within region 2)
	Based on trust

(mix of region 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 and 9)
	Weber: charismatic authority system

	9. unilateral transfer  of resources

(within region 2)
	System relations

(mix of region 3 and 6)
	

	10. actions with externalities
	Norms arise (within region 11)
	Individual level

	11. events with consequences for many actors
	
	Social level


All the regions (of actions) are based on social exchange meaning not only pairwise exchange of resources (that are comparable to private goods) but also exchanges of resources that do not have all properties of private goods and of control that require two or more parties (Coleman 1994: 37). The exception of this rule are private actions that are minimally social and do not involve transfers or exchanges. Coleman contends that cognitive psychologists mostly study these actions and report the deviations from rationality. It is useful to mention at this point that Boudon (2003: 10) claims for example that cognitivist theory of action (CTA) covers the set of postulates of methodological individualism and interpretive sociology. Clearly, the opening assumptions of RAT: P1–P3 are general enough to have explanatory power whereas all further axioms are reducing the scope. Coleman provides a framework of analysis which facilitates a further research and movement within RAT. I would say that Coleman’s theory gives just an alternative which is based on the instrumental rationality (as stated from P4 to P6) and incorporates the CTA model. Weber was also focused on rational actions, and Coleman reformulates Weber’s division of action and optimizes theory by augmenting some postulates to it.

Since actors subjectively define the situation, there may be many conceptions of rights and resources. I shall not use better words than Coleman (1994: 50): “There are, in effect, as many private worlds as there are actors” and many different sort of actions actors take. This statement can be widened and all other types of action are considered by Coleman who maps out the structures of social action within the purposive and private actions.

I describe the regions of actions (agent level) shortly:

Region  1 (private actions)

Coleman presents private actions as a source of two types of conflict (50-53). First, in the full distribution actors have their own, often different perceptions of the rights they have and, second, actors may have set of interests which form the structure of individuals’ interests. The author claims that the structure of perceived right of control overlaps the structure of interests. One of the classical examples of such a conflict is the division of perceived rights by smokers and nonsmokers in the same room, which are formulated in a four-window table. It includes also a conflict between people who vote for rights to put religious symbols in the house of polish parliament, or in macro scale – perceived rights of members of coalition in negotiations. Obviously, all of these actions are reflecting the interests of actors. In this notion, economictheories of agency can be viewed.

Region  2 (exchange relations) 

Exchange relations are the schemes of actions that have deductive power. The predictable parts are the resources and interests. This action of exchange is not grounded within any system or market.  The idea of exchange situation is the simplest but pervasive throughout social life. One actor has an interest in another’s actor resource and so he gives up his own resources to gain the control over his interests. In this context there must be at least the two parts that want to deal with each other. Since many social phenomena can be transformed into the paradigm of social exchange, there are no constraints of economic goods or tangible resources. Homans and Blau have reduced the exchanges to this point focusing on expected realizations of actors’ interests (Coleman 1994: 38). However, Coleman doesn’t stop at this point. He gives examples of more variants of exchange relations. Although Coleman claims it is the least interesting part in action theory, it is the most prevalent among exchange theorists. RAT is also maintained by exchange relations, thus Coleman categorizes them: Exchange relations within market (region 3), Disjoint authority relations (region 4) and Exchange on the basis of relations of trust (region 6). 

Region  3 (exchange relations)

Among the results of exchange process is one, which produces authority relations. The redistribution of rights and control over events gives a rise to outcomes “which are in a certain sense optimal” (Coleman 1994: 39). In economics this type of action does not have much impact because it is rather applicable to family relations or market relations with no commitment to authorities. In Weberian discourse it would be a traditional action based on habits and routine.  Coleman gives an example of patriarchal family which is considered as a system “what is meant by maximum aggregate satisfaction is an aggregate that weights the satisfactions of the male head of the household more heavily than those of wife, because of the greater control over resources” (Coleman 1994: 40). 

Here, it must be emphasized a theoretical notion towards the critics of RAT. Apparently, Coleman does incorporate values and cultural behaviors into the paradigm. The actions in region 3 for example are dependent on satisfaction maximization but only within the set of values. This implies further dilemmas: “[…] A confusion between the values that the observer would wish to place on each person’s interests (for example, equality), on the one hand, and the internal functioning of the system (which because of constitutional control sets values on different persons’ interests), on the other hand, has led to confusion about interpersonal comparisons of utility in welfare economics. There is no meaning to interpersonal comparisons carried out by an observer (except that they satisfy the observer), but there is a meaning to those carried out internally in a system of action” (Coleman 1994: 40).  Thus Coleman tries to integrate two notions and solve the problem of free agency and structural constraints by defining actions of disjoint authority systems and collective behavior based on system of trust. 
Region 4 (disjoint authority relations)

Region 4 concerns the exchange where actor unilaterally gives up the right to control his actions. Coleman (1994: 66) gives here a definition of authority which is “the right to control another’s actions” – and proposes the kind of action which involves families, organizations, clubs, unions, nations… In other words the disjoint and conjoint relations are describing individuals’ actions. In the general sense region 4 stands for disjoint authority relation and region 5 stands for conjoint relation. The consensus among people is a major cause of authority relation and when, an individual holds the right it does not mean that he can also transfer his rights to another. If a person is lost in a city, he naturally vests his authority to somebody who may know the way.  In a broader (macro) scope there is disjoint authority system which is directed by law: “the law of agency […] has arisen out of cases in which one person (principal) employed another (agent) to carry out some action for him. Often the action involved contracts or negotiation with another person (the third party) who was buying or selling to the principal” (Coleman 1994: 147). In resemblance to Weber’s conception of bureaucracy as an authority system, Coleman stresses that employee (governmental official) exchanges the right to control his actions.  

The structural variables are taken into consideration. Agency now is shown in a perspective of other rights to vest, control or transfer some actions
 and it is transformed into structure. 

Region 6 (unilateral transfer of resources)

Mostly in contemporary sociology there is a great impact on analysis of actions such as trust relations. Coleman treats trust as unilateral action mainly based on transfer of resources. Trust is usually rational because “allows an action on the part of the trustee that would not have been possible otherwise” (Coleman 1994: 97) and although actors have no exchange guarantee, they place trust voluntarily keeping on mind the time lag and future possible trust relation. Placement of trust is similar to act/ decide under risk however it still can be expressed in terms of utility: the actor calculates the cost of loss and the cost of gain and the chance of winning (the probability that the trustee is trustworthy). The action is held when the potential gains or benefit of placing trust is very well known or when actor needs to trust. In market exchanges trust is placed usually for the future trustworthy currency but it is not usually used in nonmarket settings thus they are used the other resources.

Collective behavior and conjoint authority relation are created within this region of trust and depending on different levels and “arenas”. From the individual point, region 8 includes phenomena on macro-level that is system of trust. Let me follow the example from Poland: “Over a period of years beginning in the 1960s, the population of Poland withdrew trust from its leadership, periodically refusing to accept price increases, wages, and working conditions and participating in revolts of some sort in 1970 and 1976. Finally, strikes began in Gdansk in August 1980 and spread throughout the country, leading to the formation of the trade union Solidarity. Following the withdrawal of trust by the Polish population in their government, there was an extraordinary expansion of trust in the Solidarity movement and its leader, Lech Walesa, from August 1980 up to the Solidarity’s congress in Gdansk in September 1981. In a country of 35 million, Solidarity claimed a membership of 13 million workers and farmers. Unity in Poland was unlike anything in the previous two decades, and unlike anything since” (Coleman 1994: 175). Coleman distinguishes three different systems of trust: mutual trust, intermediaries in trust and third-party trust which bridges micro and macro level by corporate actors and organizations. 

Region 10 (actions with externalities)

Regions which are separated from exchange relations and systems are those concerning norms. The accomplishment of Coleman was the redirection of the arising norms from individual level to social level. The author defines norm as a demonstrated and known right to control the action by others. It is created by the social consensus but exists only “when others assume the right to affect the direction an actor’s action will take” (Coleman 1994: 243). Hence, thru the internalization of norms, individual “apply” them in social system. In short, a norm affects the further actions of individual and this result in embedded norms in macro level
.

Micro-macro link
The concepts of actions are independent and all lead to structural analysis. It is important to mention Weber’s accomplishment and his influence on Coleman. Weber’s sociology is sometimes called sociology of action thus it stands to reason compare his idea of agents embroiled in social structure. The agents in Weber’s sociology are oriented to the past, present or expected future behavior of others (Weber 1922/2002). His conception of action overlaps types of actions in RAT. Coleman uses Weber’s ideal types of action in some parts of the book but I assert that Coleman’s focus on types of action although could be grounded in Weber’s paradigm, is roughly put into different notion. Detailed types of actions provide more complex idea of agency. 

My question is: why not treating these types of action as ideal types of different sort? Furthermore, Weber was advocating methodological individualism in a certain way: “he was solely interested in typology of uniformities of the social order and their transformations” (Norkus 2000: 263) so types of actions can be perceived in this vain.

Following the idea of Coleman, I believe that agency has structural characteristic in RAT.  Hence, individual action is not only conditioned by structure but also it conditions the structural changes. Coleman attaches reasonable importance to this notion. 

The most considerable point stated by Coleman and explaining thru all the pages of Foundations of Social Theory is the transition in social system based on individuals’ actions. The Author discusses the corporate actor who behaves in ways that maximizes the collective unit (in opposition to self-interest-oriented individual actor). He believes that emphasizing Homo sociologicus, where society is too pushing on actors, does not allow for individual’s choice of action. Coleman’s model is rather Homo oeconomicus - a model which takes into account self-interest within social structure (Czwarno 2003). The variations from standard economics interpret this much richer set of socioeconomic processes by supposing people and organizations are trying to make sensible choices that will be to their advantage (measured by money or other values) (Goode 1997). 

Having said earlier, methodological individualism plays here a special role. In the model of transition from micro to macro scale, lower level indicates the relations between individual actors who are subject to a given organized social structure. Individual – agent in the situation – acts at the bases of the assumptions (structural, macrosociological explanans) and makes choices of actions in the logic given. This model involves material and social context that is why it may be successfully applied in many disciplines. New structure (macrosociological explanadum) results from the individual actors’ behaviors, which are described by the lower level assumptions (Coleman 1990, 1-23). Hence RCT is not confined only to individualistic choices and behavior but it also considers norms, culture and institutions as a contextual part of the higher level (as an input and outcome of actions).
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In resemblance to Weber’s analysis, who stated that no action begins at a social zero state, but is always interwoven with macroconditions (Weber 1922/2002), I agree that paradoxically we can read the approach of RAT thru Weber’s definition of sociology (“a science concerning itself with the interpretive understanding of social action and thereby with a causal explanation of its course and consequences (Weber 1922/2002: 4, Norkus 2000: 260). Thus agency in RAT seen from the perspective of individual actions is in a direct correspondence to Weber’s sociology. Understanding types of actions thru past, present and future gives more broad idea of agency. Structure apearas within individuals’ actions and is always present. Coleman (1994: 5) himself claims that “interaction among individuals is seen to result in phenomena at the system level, that is, phenomena that were neither intended nor predicted by the individuals” and explains the consensus between agency and structure (men and structure).

Conclusion 

I have restricted my paper to an analysis of Coleman’s main work in context of agency and transition of micro and macro level. Metatheoretical concepts and further implications of “great divide” is reserved for separate treatment.

Let me present some variations of RAT, critics and strengths.

Each discipline and even approach (within one discipline) develops the RAT assumptions in different ways. Although many theorists attempt to explain social phenomena as a whole, build a perfect model that can have great explanatory power and broad scope, still the concerns of various theorists in this tradition are so different that it is impossible to reach an agreement. Obviously, the number of uses of RAT is not a bad consequence but my point is that each author reinterprets RAT for different uses and makes a mess rather than taking into account the real idea of what utilitarian tradition and RCT are. It occurs that RAT has started to live its own life as a theory. I cannot blame social theorists that RAT brings so much inspirations, but – coming back to Foundations… – the idea of Coleman was that it should be unified theory and variations are possible within the perspective. However the variations have come up to point that they occur upon the perspective with little reference to Coleman’s idea. Goldthorpe (1998: 168-169) states “…RAT is not a highly unified intellectual entity. Rather, there is a whole family of RATs and, as well as <family resemblance>, significant differences have also to be observed”. The author identifies three characteristic that differentiate rational theories: (1) strong or weak rationality requirements; (2) more attention to situational or procedural/instrumental rationality and (3) aim to provide a general or special theory of action. 

On the other hand, the critics of RCT note several problems; it is disapproved because of too individualistic or too minimalist approach. It has also been criticized for being reductionistic, tautological, and for accepting — rather than being critical of — the entire notion of actors seeking self-interest, and cooperating with others only to the extent that it serves these self-interests. It simply shows some diversity of different theoretical variations.

Notably, the strength of RAT is that it is a good background for a <scientific approach> because of the “construction”: beginning from assumptions, concepts, thru logical deduction to formal models. That is why it may be well approved by other disciplines as well. Abell (1997) argues that individual social actions, tutored by given values and norms, are the most  consolidating and  of social science.

Moreover, from all the challenges of social theories, one is the greatest – division of individuals and systems (agency and structure). The Coleman’s model successfully bridges individual social actions and macro outcomes and, also macro outcomes and individual social actions. Thus, this model is simple and flexible (also for variants).

Majority of the criticism of RCT/RAT concerns the problem of rationality (Scheff 1992, Bohman 1992, 1991). I show here that even in this utilitarian paradigm, there is some room for nonrational/irrational actions which can be viewed as rational (i.e. trust relations). If all actions’ behaviors are called rational, then obviously there must be also considered some irrational or nonrational actions as well. Otherwise, the adjective (rational) does not make any sense because if all actions are rational, there are no other phenomena to dispute. It is quite obvious that we could not live in any advanced society if we were perfectly rational, that is why social actors use some kind of traditional schemes (habitual or rutinized, vid. Giddens, Bourdieu). However we need to set up some assumptions on certain degree of confidence and therefore we may speak of purposive actions (instrumental rationality). 

Despite this argument, Coleman has no intention to narrowing the theory of action. The rational action is meant to disseminate one of the perspectives of people’s actions. This case reveals one black box here: Is it rational to consider all behaviors in the category of maximizing utilities and minimizing costs? I claim that it often happens to put all actions in the rational scope and make “economic agents” in social situations. This way makes it easier to explain social behaviors. Indeed, the theory is mostly prepared for consumers’ behavior. Do economic agents calculate differently than “homo sociologicus”? I would claim that Coleman’s idea was to connect these two concepts. The frame – such as calculation of costs and benefits – remains the same and is unquestionable, only the “variables” are changed in social behaviors.

Rational choice theory is armed with maximization of utility and therefore can successfully join the concepts within other theories (such as agent-principal theory or CAT). In order to cumulate these notions I would recommend developing Coleman’s types of actions into models (for empirical research) in different social sciences and eventually get to some consensus concerning action (micro-macro, agency-structure) among social scientists.

I am aware that this piece of write is not enough to present the idea of agency in a more detailed way. This is my attempt here to invite further study of RAT (Coleman’s version) across disciplines and to propose a footnote for economic and sociological research.
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� This write-up is a part of my future study concerning agency and structure dualism in sociology. I would like to thank Aleksander Manterys for his advice and comments as thesis supervisor and for his comments on this paper.








� Habermas (1984) has gathered the dualisms systematically. In this notion, Fuchs has created a table of  Great Divide (2001: 25) in social scienes.


� Jensen and Mecling (1994) would argue at this point. However I present here sociological theory more broadly to show also distinction between homo sociologicus and homo oeconomicus  (Granovetter 1992, Czwarno 2003).


� For example: differentiated children’s agency (right to act) depends on the country thus structural constraints are “frames” for free actions.


� I will not describe here all the explanations of arising different norms and cultures, but need to stress that again Coleman pays attention even to such commonly “unrealistic” notions. It is erroneously understood by some critics.
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