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Lecture 9-Social Actors and Social Action 

Lecture 9: Social Actors and Social Action
RECAP: To be able to develop a sociological understanding of recurrent social patterns (social order), we need to take into account their CONTEXT- what limits on social interactions are imposed in this context, what spaces of freedom are available?
Now we are adding two other pieces of language – THE SOCIAL ACTOR and SOCIAL ACTION. 
Part I: The Social Actor 
1. “Social actor” is the term we sociologists give to human beings as members of social worlds. 
2. What does it mean in sociological terms for human beings to “do their thing?” 
(a) NOT "human nature."
(b) Examples of the "human nature" argument. 
(c) Why sociologists (and others) reject the human nature argument. 
CONTEXT rather than human nature accounts for diverse forms of human behaviour.

 “Modern anthropology has taught us, through comparative investigation of so-called primitive cultures, that the social behavior of human beings may differ greatly, depending upon prevailing cultural patterns and the types of organization which predominate in society.  ... human beings are not condemned, because of their biological constitution, to annihilate each other or to be at the mercy of a cruel, self-inflicted fate.” Quote from Albert Einstein.

"No one is born with a hatred for a person with a different skin color, background or religion. People must learn to hate. And if they can learn to hate, they can learn to love because love is more natural for the human heart than hate." Quote from Nelson Mandela
3. Sociologists understand human behaviour in terms of human beings' connectedness to others, 
4. Stephen Katz reading, Is The Self Social, illustrates this sociological approach 
5. We are not born with a self. 

6. Social selves are created through social interaction-observing, gesturing,speaking,symbolizing,dreaming. 

"We must learn to interact our way into life." (Katz, p. 81 of the reading.)
7. George Herbert Mead's theory of how social selves are acquired. 

(a) a deeply social process 
(b) The “self” is fluid – 

(c) “The social self” has more than one aspect and emerges through inner conversation (the "I" and "the me.") as well as interactions with others

(d) We develop a “social self” through a complex process that includes,

*“taking the role of the other"; 
* how significant others in our life see us. 
*starts with dyadic relationships, 
(e) As we mature, the relationships we engage with are more complex 
*the game stage

*“the generalised other” 
(f) But social maturity also helps us to develop sophisticated interactive skills for living in these complex social worlds. 

8. Alan Wolfe refers to these interactive skills as social capacities. that are distinctive to human beings. 

9. Thus, we can’t study human beings with the same approaches that natural scientists have used.
“Because the social sciences study human behaviour, their use of scientific procedures must reflect the characteristics of human subjects.” (pge. 177 of reading)
 10. Instead, sociologists should build on a view of social actors as MEANING MAKERS or INTERPRETIVE ACTORS. 

*Social actors are not mechanical in relation to the social world, but rather they are mindful – they interpret the world and they act on the basis of their interpretations.  

“Humans can bend the instructions given to them in ways that the giver of instructions could not have anticipated… They can alter and shape the rules that govern them.” (This quote is not in the chapter by Wolfe in the kit reading but in the book by Wolfe from which the kit reading is taken)

Examples: 
* Shooting of the white moose as seen on uTube

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9g2NyJ0GzT4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZHAvVcGx03w
11. Sociologists need to take into account the mindfulness of human actors because it enables us to use these interpretive capacities to build better worlds. 
"The laws that govern their (human beings) behaviour must include the possibility that they can change the laws that govern their behaviour. " p. 138 of the reading kit, left column, first full para)
 “The social sciences, in trying to understand the human difference, should …. look to the interpretive capacities of human beings which enable them to imagine alternative worlds”. (p. 169 of Wolfe, not in the reading kit) 

* this idea of imagining alternative worlds elsewhere. e.g. Berger -things could be otherwise. Gadamer use your own judgement, don't just accept what you are told.
12. Wolfe's warning:
“Good societies are those that enhance the capacity of humans to attribute meaning to the things about them: bad societies are those that do not.” (p. 180 of the reading)
"Because we can interpret the world around us, we can build societies that enable us to search after the good." (p. 180 of the reading)
Wolfe does not locate the problem in human nature but rather in the social context,

Part II: SOCIAL ACTION
1. What is “social action? ” 
“Action is social insofar as ... it takes account of the behaviour of others and is thereby oriented in its course.” (In the reading kit, from “Sociology and Science” in Weber, Max Sociological Writings, p. 228)
2. WHAT DOES THIS MEAN? 
*When we act, we take into account what our action will convey to others. 
*social action is purposive or has intent.
3. A final quote that links social action and the social actor to social order, i.e. recurring patterns of interaction.
“Weber says ... the world could be almost anything, it is infinite in its possibilities, but human beings ensure that it is always something and thus produce its stability by defining it and thus exercising control over it. So by defining a situation, an actor generates his or her own possibilities, and by so defining, that same actor is also exercising control and creating and reproducing the social conditions of control in interaction with other actors.” (From Chris Jenks “Active Passive” in Core Sociological Concepts (1998) p. 268)
Lecture 9: CONCEPTS/IDEAS
*Versions of human nature

*sociability/connectedness

*the social self

*the “I” and the “me” 
*inner conversation

*looking glass self

*significant others 
*dyadic relationships

*game stage
*the generalized other
*Methods and knowledge of natural sciences vs. social sciences

*The human difference

*mindfulness

*interpretive capacities

*meaning makers/rule makers

*imagine alternative worlds
