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Abstract

1t i argucd that the problem of “structure and agency” should be
reconsidered as the problem of “fate and agency” (0 event causation
and agency causation). The problem of fate and agency is addressed by
outlining = model of the conditions of action derived from work by
Giddens and Wright Mills. The model uses the concepts of different
forms of knowledge and of the unintended consequence 10 set up &
framework by which it should. in principle. be possible to decide which
outcomes are the product of ageney and which are the product of fatc
o events

This framework i then used 1o discuss the problems raised b
defining power in terms of interests. 1t is argued that this definition i
inadequate and suggested that a definition of power hased on access 10
resources and causal responsibility for outcomes may be more uscful

“This papes is addressed to three questions that are conceptually
distinet but nonetheless linked to  common theme. the degree to
which human society is a product of human agency and the degree
1o which it is not. That is. the questions raised either hear on. or
derive from. the Set of problems that have been commonly
referred 10 as the ‘structurelagency’ debate in social theory

In the first scction | argue. briefly. that the use of the word
“structure” in this context. as an antonym for agency. is ambiguous
and that a substitute must be found. “Fate” or “event causation” are
suggested as alternatives. In the second section 1 develop @ model
of conditions of action which could. in principle. allow us to
distinguish those historical outcomes that are a product of agency
from those that are not. In the third I apply this framework 1o the
problems inherent in defining power in terms of interest. | argue
finally tha. though the attempt undoubedly raises new difficultcs.
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the particular problems inherent in defining power in terms of
interests would be resolved if power were ¢ abfned in erms of
causation

1 Event causation and social structures

When we describe the problem of the degree 1o which society is

the outcome of conscious and intnioml sciviy and the degree
to which it is not. as the probl

prejudice our chances of Alul\mn(\ and undersandingi. This i
because the word “structure” can be. and has cd as o label

n.
for o iffrent conccpt s And. urles we Confront i conceptusl
and terminological muddles will add 1o the very real difficulics
involved in coming (0 terms with the underlying theoretical
problem
That is, “structure” can be used to mean pre-existing coniexis
and situations. the “rules and resources’ structuring social action.
butit is also used (o refer 10 those outcomes of human activity that
have been produced without conscious planning (s i sometim
implied when we talk of structural tendencies”. ‘structural laws'.
or “structural contradictions). And it is not the case that a
contextual constraint or a contextual possibility® and an unintended
outcome of that constraint or possibility can be usefully cansidered
10 be one und the same thing. Contexts may be built up by i sc
of unintended outcomes. and an unintended outcome may have the
effect of constraining. or enabling. future behaviour, but these are
contingent questions, The idea of a context and the idea of an
unintended outcome are different and if we use ‘structure’ 1o
represent one of these concepts we necessarily preclude its use i a
fabel for the other. [ is not useful. or even sensible. to use the
same word 1o refer both 10 a presumed cause and 10 some of its
presumed effects. In fact it s simply confusing 10 use the word
‘structure’ 1. refer both 10 the constraints and opportunities
present in s and 10 some of the presumed effe
behaviour situated in these contexts. that is (o the unintended
outcomes of human behaviour
i paper the word structure” is confined 10 the irst set of
meanings. that is 1o contextual constraints and opportunitics, rules
and resouces, and other terminology s used 1o refer 1o the
unintended. unforescen consequences that may flow from actions
and behaviour situated in these contexts. Though we could avoid
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The condinons of action

the problem by talking of the “unintended and unforescen cffeets
of behaviour and action shaped by structural factors”. it is simpler
10 use the terms presented by Mills* and by Giddens' in work that
will be discussed below. Thatis. it is simpler (0 use the words fatc

F Cevent causation’ 1o refer 10 outcomes produced. without
conscious human agency. without discursive iniention or forc-
knowledge ”

In fact “Structure” is most commonly used in the first sense. That
is. if we say that ‘there are structural factors operating here what
we usually mean is that there are situ
situational possibilities. affecting outcomes (r
discursive decision mking is involved or not) * The second sense
is normally only employed when the ‘structure/agency” problem is
the specific focus of attention. But if we decide. as | believe we
should. 10 exorcise the second meaning in the interests of clarity
we need 1o find a ditferent label for what i in fact # very real
theoreical problem. Tha is. we nced 10 find @ rame for the

problem concerni xtent 1o which people are affecting social
processes by canseious decrsion making. and the extent to which
they are simply overwhelmed by events. and are the creatures of
history rather than its creators. For present purposes | am going to
call this problem the problem of event causation and agency
causation or. more simply. the problem of fate and agency

hope that 1t may shed some light not on the problem of structure
and agency’ but on the problem of fate and agency. And then go
om0 spply the mode] 0 he prbicms posd by deining power n
terms of human intentions. and the difficulties this creates in terms.
of the notion of “real interests” and s necessary Corclan, fale
conse (s well as those presented by conspiracy theories
nd the dark pit of the televlogical trap).

2 The conditions of action

The problem of fate and agency is. and has been. a central
problem for social theorists. 1t 15 also a recurrent problem in
everyday life. This is continually demonstrated in questions like:
Were they to blame? Could he help himself? Should she take the
credit? Was he a victim of circumstances” Did they do that on
purpose? All questions of this kind are questions about fate and
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figency. or event causation and agency causation. In the past.
differcnt sociological perspectives have tendcd 1o opt rather
for one of the two poles. On the one hand. some have
outlined s dererminit st of explanations for Human soecty in
it b
historical laws or f..mu...m mperaives and. in thenseles.
plaed fittle part, While. in contrast. others have rejecied such
Cuplamtians nd have songh emphisized the sabjocine under:
standing and ntentional béhous of idiidul ocil scors
For the determinist. the wishes. desires o
\mndm;v of individual pdmupamt in 0
and were at best. mesely symptoms of decper
processes that were besund thew comirol. O he other hand. Tor
the humanist. these same symptoms and cpiphenomena were 10 be.
taken in a very differcat light and given serious attention a the
ceneal and prope focus of socilogica - \md\, and s the lirst
cause of human action. To describe the in this schemanic
way is. of course. 10 set up 4 pair of e l)pu @ which few
heories may exacil conform. Bt examples of the ormer could.
in some form. he found in the work both of many marxist schokars
(for example. most recently. Althusser and Poulantzas) and
among the more positivistically inclined empiricists of the func-
tomalist school. Among the laties we could place those who have
worked within the phenomenological movement derived from
Husserl and Schutz. together with many existentialists. ethno-
methodologiss. and symbolic interactionists
e question has taken its place as one of the cental problems
ot social theory and. as this paper will g0 on o argue. its resolution
i necsary betonea range of theortical (nd) pracal) potlems.
including those concerning the nature of pow be adequetely
addressed. 1 can a 1 indess tha Aempts 10 accout fo
humin society cither exclusively in terms of event causaon or
xclsiely m terms of agerey. should be dismiscd 5 ductio st
in the sene that they 1 foree sorme of the phcnomens nto
appropriate category. o 1 commor agrec with him when he

something in common (in the present case, that they were or were
not the product of ious and intentional activity) is ot to
maintain that they have everything in common. In opposing the
attempt to combine agency and fate in theory building Hindess
pears 10 have changed the meaning of ‘feductionism’ from
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“misclassification” 10 encompass the whole principle of classfication
jesclf. But without some principle of classification every concept
emplaved insystematic tinking about the workd disoles

In fact positions that combine the two prii are probibly
o quite common. That . ew seious scholrt woud tom work
with explicit perspectives hat either completely dismiss agency or
compictely deny the possibiity of event cauation. But. it the
working axsumption is that both events and agency play some part
in human affairs. the problem hecomes which part do they play
and how do we know?

“The model of the conditions of action that will be discussed here
could help s with this problem. 1L is not. of cousse. exclusively. or
even mainly. my own. Principally. it detives from the work of two
theorists. Anthony Giddens” and €. Wright Mills " But. in &
number of respects it diverges from. changes. or remterprets what
they have 10 say. For the sake of clarity | will simply prescat it in
the form in which it makes most sense 0 me rather than discussing
the origins of s component concepts in any detail

First. however. it should be made clear whit is meant by
ki about (e n s absolute sense. but rather of the
concept of s choice. A choice between two di
hermatnes (ke Pvould you prefr 10 dic by fre cr the sword) is
not freedom. But it i nd conscious choices. even if they
e tghiy comrained. play havoe it determimst modek of
society. This is because while we can predict what the outcome of 4
constrained choice is fikels 10 be. we cannol know with certainty.
set of circumstances will be considered 1o he the resul
y cantion 111 the anticipated result of conscious human
decisions. And. in as much as it is not the anticipated result of
Coniions haman deciion making. i s considered fo b the reslt of
tate. or of event causation

The model developed here depends on the rather simple idea
that sometimes people know what they are doing and sometimes
they do not. (Though | go on to argue that if this statement is
thought through systematicll. the theorctical comsequences can
be quite far reaching.) But. before out @ model itself. it
may be helpful to discuss the two concepts that are crucial 10 it
The first is the idea of knowledge. that i of the kind of
understanding that people have of the context in which they act
and of the probable consequences of their actions. For it is only
possible to say that agency is an important causal facier in a given
Situation if the people involved in creating it knew what they were
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Going. An architeet plans a house and supervises its construction
I as much as it 1s built according to his plan it is an outeome of
agency causation. On the other hand. thousands of people stop
buying butter and switch to margarine hecause they are atraid of
heart discase. One consequence of this switch is that i numher of
dairy farmers are ruined and the profits of 4 margatine company
are increased. The people who changed their cating habits created
this situation in the sense that they were casally rexponsible for it.
but they did not plan it. They did not know that they were doing it

“Therefore it would not be sensible to call the situation an outcome
of agency causation.

This second example introduces the second concept. the idea of
the unintended consequence. Many of our actions have unintended
and unforeseen consequences. and these can have a powerful
cifect on social life. The ideal type of the free market is a complex.
unplanned structure. almost entirely created by a mesh of clashing
and conflicing unintended consequences,’” But this does not
mean that it is not @ human product. A myriad dctors. cach with
Hitle personal power. made it and contribute 10 1 mantenance
with no conscious inient. Similarly. the ageisex structure of
population is the unintended outcome of the behaviour of many
people. some af whom intended 1o have children, or to refrain
from having children. but very few of whom intended 10 influence
the structure of the population. Nonethcless. their behaviour has
this effect. The scope of the unintended consequence is ot
however. confined to the combined mass of the small actions of
multitude of people. The actions of a minority who have access
w0 disproportionate share of social resources may also hive
intended consequences. For example. o handful of people
centrally located in the national power structure of Australi may
decide 10 enter into a military alliance o protect the country from
the communist menace and the teeming North. And. an unintended
consequence of this is that Australia becomes a prime nuclear
target
he idea of the unintended consequence s a key concept if we
wish 1o make a distinetion between agency causation and event
causation. An outcome that is unintended and unfareseen caanot
be a result of ugency. but most. perhaps all. actions have
unintended consequences.'* And these are of considerable import
ance o social theory. both because Ilu» are heavily involved in the
reproduction of institutions. ' and by usal generalizations
i ihe socal aciences depend upon wprmluud alignments of
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unintended consequences’ ™ The prevalence of the unintended
consequence 4lso means. as Popper has pointed out. that however
well we understand human subjectivity. however well we under-
stand the perceptions and orientations of human actors. we ¢
never reduce sociology 10 sum of individual pvchologies
Indeed he argues that the study of the unniended comequence
should be the proper focus of the social sciences.”

The model. outlined in schematic form in Figure 1 is. then. built
on the concepts of knowledge and the unintended conscquence.
But “knowledge” in particular does need 1o be clahorated

First. it should be undersiood in the sense of what people
believe 10 be true rather than in the sense of what may in fact be
empirically the case. This means that. as a corollary. “ignorance

st be understood simply s the state of having 0o thoughts an
the matter (rather than as having thoughts which ure wrong). 1t is
of course. rather a nice distinction hecause if we are wrong this will
mean. in effect. that there are aspects of the situation about which
we have no thoughts. (And even if the knowledge that we have is
right. it will probably be incomplete )

But there are good reasons lor using 4 sociological rather than
an_epistemological definition of knowledge. Testing whether o

which social action is based is not subjected 1o caretul empirical
testy by the people who are usimg it. and it is not wften particularly
useful for the sociologist who is trying 1o understand their activity
10 test it cither. (It is probable. however. that action based an false
premisses is liable 10 a wider range of unintended consequences
than action based on premisses which are more nearly correct.)
But the model does not depend simply on the idea of knowledge
and ignorance. Knowledge comes in two forms. That 1. it may be
tacit or diseursive. (This distinction is taken from Giddens, 1979.
and it is one that is crucial )" What is tacit knowledge? Al
Knowledge at the least involves knowledge of the constramts and
possibilitcs shaping the context of social action. Tacit knowledge
i that knowledge that we have of contests and of consequenc
that we do not know in a self-aware sense. We are not consciously
aware that we know it. Giddens calls the kind of consciousness
that is based on tacit knowledge “practical consciousess
Goffman 15 very good a1 showing us this kind of knosle
being acied on. at deseribing haman activity based on “practical
comsciousness” It essence is that it is unreflecting. 1fan actor who
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Unacknowledged
conditions of action

Behaviour based on these
Kinds of understandings is
4 product of “event
causation” or “fate’

“The setor could not
logically. have chosen
0 have done otherwise.

Contextual constraints
and possibilitics

(structural factors) shape
utcomes. Our capacity 10
predict and explain is

Tinvied only by our knowledge
of the contest

Acknowtedged
conditions of uction

Actions based on
understanding of

this kind is the

product of “agency causation

The actor could. logically.
have chosen 1o have done
otherwise

While contextual constraints
and possibilities ma

fact. make @ tange of actions
and outcomes relatively
predictable. there 1s nothing
inevitable about this

The unknown (ignorance)

< nces aspecs of comexts of
norant and

unmlcndul ummm.n
comequenc

Tacitly known contexts and
comsequences (“practical
consciousness

~ knowledge is implicit. We are
ot able 10 explain in words
what we are doing and why

f‘m ursively Anown contests and

nsequences (discursive
consciousness ). including
unintended consequences that
arc foreseen

~ knowledge s explicit. We
can talk about it introspect
about
reasons for actions based on

Figure 1. A model of the conditions of action
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is deferring 1o another of higher status with quict smiles and
gestures of approval is challenged and asked why he is behaving in
this way he may be unable to account for his behaviour rand<xplin
it. 1n a similar way. many abortion patients infery ¥ Yvonne
Lucire™ were unable 1o explain why they hud not e o
traception. This should be seen not as a reficction of « neurosis, as
Lucire interprets it. but of the difficulty of explaining hehasiour
hased on 4 combination of ignorance and conficting. tacit
understandings **

Tacit knowledge is imvolved in many of the things people do 1o
preserve their self esieem. 10 avoid wounds 1o the ¢zo. to protect
their own claims 10 prestige. as wel. sometimes. a5 the chims of
othes. But it ix nor confned o e aren of imprcsion
gement. Giddens does not provide many examples. hut he is
,w.mm fasciniated by grammar. This example m tsell iltrates
the wey in which contemporary discussions of ‘structure” and
pency have become bound up with the movemen
structuralism’ This s derived from the work of fin
Sausare and Chomsky and wses Tnguage not s 55 a0
example of a sysiematic sel of rules and resources. hut s @
semlogical prototsc providing an underanding of s hat
v be applied to other systems of meaning (iexts. myths. social
i, Tahion and s on) S Ants phenmenologits.
Uiverse as Althusser. Foucault. Lacan. and | ési-Strauss have all
chosen engusge. a system which limits consciousness and which
we can use without understanding its principles. a an illustration
for their awn particular Kinds of determinism.*

Here. however. it serves nol as & structural prototype bt as an
example of tacit knowledge. That is. all competent social act
Know how 1o speak grammatically. within the norms of their
linguistic reference group. but most of s cannot explain the ruies
And even grammarians do not consciously apply them when they
speak. The knowledge is implicit. not explicit

But tacit knowledge is not simply of the *how t0” naturc. 1t is not
just normative. Much of our vers basic takenfor
cognitive knowledge is also tacit. We are not aware that we know
it The central attribute of tacit knowledge. then. i that it is
implicit. And much of the knowledge that is drawn on in soc
behaviour may be known at this level: grammar. norms of
interaction, taken for granted definitions of situations. Actors
Know what they are doing and monior their hehaviour in the light
of this knowledge without being aware of the fact of their
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Knowledge. This means that they could not. at least without some
thought. express in words what they are doing, and why. And.
also means that they could not. logically. chaose 10 do otherwise
They are responding to events: they are not making choices,
Consequently. action that is hased on tacit knowledge cannot be
understood as the result of agency

In contrast, discursive knowledge s knowledge that we are
aware of knowing. People know about the context in which they
are acting. the constraints on their actions. and they are aware that
they know these things. 1f the constrainty are severe. their
behaviour may be relatively predictable but we can never be
cartain that they will always behave in the way that the constraints
appear 10 push them. Peaple who know what they are doing in an
explicit way can always choose (o do otherwise.

e three stages of not knowing and of knowing. ignorance
taci knowledge. and dncurave knowledge. apply 1o 10 our
of al is, many of the
of buman activitics arc unknown 1 the actors who produce them
They ae gno ntof them or they only know about them in a tacit.
unreflecting sense. 1t is not possible for peaple 1o choose 1o refran
from producing consequences of which they arc. discursively

unaware

On the other hand. action may have consequences that e
umintended but which are nonetheless koW in i discursive sense
For example. we may come 10 know that buying supermarket ges
supports the battery system. and Knowing this we may choose o
change what we do. Though in practice it may he hard 1o
determine whether o given unintended consequence was o was
not foreseen.” i principle unintended consequences that ate
foreseen must be d an terms of ageney. This is not put
forward as o moral point (though it obviously could he) but as
point of logic. For no matter how strong the inconvenicnce, how
severe the constraints. when unintended consequences of action
can be foreseen people are in a position 10 choose 1o avert them
They are no longer in the grip of events: they can. if not control
Teast alter their fate

For the suke of simplicity. this discussion has presented an
overly dichotomous picture of fate and agency. In prictice, most
ety of outcomes will be a consequence of a mix of both gency and
of cvent causation. @nd the relative contribution of the two
clements will be 4 complex empirical question. Nevertheless.
can summarise the model in the following way. When action is
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hased in ignorance or in tacit knowlede . and when cansequences
are wnintended and unforeseen. the cond
unacknowledged. The outcome of such action s a product of
events. of the blind drift of fate. On the other hand . when action is
based on a discursive knowledge of contexts. and of conscquences.
we are looking at agency. And. the possibility of our predicting
outcomes is limited. not simply by our ignorance of the ful
context. that i of the range of possible causes. but by the ever
present possibiliy that the people involved may change what they
decide 1o do. The fimits of determinism are sct by discursive
understanding
inding an answer 10 the problem of fate and agency anvihi
more than an intelicctual game? 1 think it is. This particular answer
may be too simple. partial. wrong. or unworkable. but an answer
of some Kind could help resolve a range of theoretical problems
That is. obviously a direct empirical apphication of this model of
the conditions of action would present many difficulties. and there
might not. in fact. be a great deal to be gained by trying to develop
an “index of tacitdiscursive undesstanding’ or 4 “co-efficient of
intentionality”. s usefulness. if any. fies with its capacity 10 sist
theor huilding. For example. as we have seen. some answer 0 the
problem of fate and agency is necessary before we can know where
it is semsible 1o look for causal gencralizations in stempring 1o
explain social life, and where 1t is more sensible to ook for
xplanations specific 1o particular set of circumstances and «
particular set of actors, That is. an answer i necessary if we are to
construct theories about st
conspiracies or on notions of historical or functional inevital
Moreover. an answer something fike the one outlined abose
Could be used to deseribe more ciearly the role of reformers. who
o not wish to impose solutions but rather try to help people make
sense of their own cireumstances and o realise their own goals. For.
in fact. what they are doing is trying 10 push back the unacknow-
fedged conditions of action and draw 3 wider scope of social e into
a widening cn(k of discursive understanding and human agency
most of all. an answer of some kind is necessury if we are 10
pursue what Vi e he cemeo ol of Western Humanism.
the audacious control by reason of man's fate’ I we are to be
agency. or. in Milly terms. to turn “fatc”
into the “palitics of the explicit decision we must be able t el the
one from the other. In particular. tor Milly. seizing control of Lae
means tracking and copturing the unintended consequence.

ons of action are
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forcing it into the fight of discursive understanding, and compelling
power elites and attentive publics 10 address it as agency not
destiny

But. anderstanding must precede cffective chang often.
miscanceptions about fate and agency cloud our understanding of
power and. by confusing causal responsibility with moral responsi-
bility. allow social analysis 10 deteriorate into moral cvaluation
and condemnation. An understanding of power has heen parti-
cularly handicapped by confusion about’ event. causation and
agency causation. that is by conceptual confusion concerning the
ol of human intention in shaping human atfuirs. In the third part
of his paper the concepts developed ahove will e drinn on n 4
discussion that will. first. explore some of these contusions and.
second. attempi 1o formulate a definiton of power that can
fesolve the

The argument. in brief. will be that definitions of power that arc
exclusively based o a concept of human intentionality are
inadequate for two main reasons: they cannot address the role of
power in producing unintended outcomes™ and. however the
notion of intentionality is expressed. they are irretrievably flawed
by the problem of “interests” A definition of power hased on the
idea of causal responsibility for outcomes. though it may present
new difficulties. resolves these problems principally because it 1
compatible with  model of the conditions of action that considers
both event and agency ¢

3 Interests and power

Many theories about power are based o the concept of
interests pecially truc of those that are predicated on
Webel jon of power as ‘the chance of o man of of
pumbor of men 10 reale thei owa willin s communal aton sven
against the resistance of others who are participating in the action

For what is ‘their own will by own perceptions of their
interests in i particular situation? OF course. for many purposes.
there is a difference in meaning between ‘interest” and “intention”
and indecd in shades of meamng between ‘interest”. preferences”
“want” and “objective”

iscursive of tacit. or if they are used
without it become both teleological and meaningless.
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Interests and event causation

How. in the first place. are we (0 proceed with  definition of
power bused on “interests” in circumstances where people do not
have @ discursive awareness of the ends that their behaviour
serves? One strategy is 10 assume that the ends achieved are
nonetheless. those that are in the interests of the powerful But the
most cursory examination of this proposition discloses ihe telcolo-
gical fallacy on which it is based That . this strategy both locates
the powerful and discovers their “interests” by examining outcomes
And this is logically false for we cannot. in the absence of
intentional planning. discover causes by examining effects. We
may. however. wish to consider outcomes that are the result of
behaviour based on tacit knowledge and which are forescen in
tacit sense in a different category. But the probiems involved in
defining iscussed in the foflowing
section with respect to discursively known wants and goals. apply
the tacit level. And. more than this. there is the added
1 difficulty that peaple cannot. by definition. tell us about
their tacitly known wants and goals. "

“This subset of event causation aside. it is necesarily the case
that where outcomes are unintended and unforeseen an explanation
couched in terms of ‘interests”is teleological. This means that we
cannot talk of interests in any Weberian sense of peaple “realising
their own will when they have no understanding of the context in
Which they are acting or of the consequences of their actions. This
has already been discussed in the context of some economic
behaviour. child bearing. and the use of language. When we g0 10
work (or attempt to find it). shop. or pay the rates. we are not
discursively intending to maintain an economic system. When we
speak we do not usually. at a discursive level . consciously intend to
reproduce the grammar of our Janguage. In as much as structures
can be enabling as well as constraiing. an observer might say that
the preservation of @ language. O an economy. or & given
population structure. was ‘in our interests’. But these ends are
usually not ones of which we are aware when we are engaged in
the activities that produce them

How might an analysis that was sensitive to the role of event
causation in the production of sacial life proceed

ichard Dawkins has written an engaging. popular work on
evolution. The Selfish Gene."" in which he argues that genes. not
individuals or populations, are the fundamental units of biological
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selection. But, he ends with a chaprer o “memes'. Here he urgucs.
that the same principles of selection that consirain animals and
plants as biofogical farms can be apphied to culture.
unit of culture (be it a R arch @ piece of slang.
gesture. a recipe. an aspect of technology) and it
the cultural pool in much the same way as & genc for resisting
antibiotics or for building better quadriceps makes its way in the
gene pool.
Whill there are problems with this idea, especially with defining
a “unit of culture”.* 1 think that it can nonctheless help s 1o
understand how human society can be made and remade at the
level of event causation. Words. habits. and practices can he learnt
at the tacit level. and used at the tacit fevel (as. for example. when
we copy the specch habits of a cult hero. or simply continiue 1o five
out the traditional life style of our immediate social group). Here
elements of culture are selected for objectification and disemmatcd
without the intervention of discursive consciousness. and without
1¢ is nothi
s proces. and there i certainly nothing natura Fabout i 1 v
socral process. 1L is in fact the pracess Weher is describing when he
ries of the lective affnty’ o ideas™ or that Bachrach and
Bar, referring to0 when they write _abou incremental
deciion making or decisantess decsions ™ Indeed. whencver
we speak of an institution " (as apposed to being planncd)
it must be something of this kind that we mean
The biological process of natural selection involves “The non-
random differentia) reproduction of genes', > The production and
reproduction of social practices at the level of event causation can
be seen as @ non-random process of cultural selection. where
selection pressures stem, ot from the pre i ccological
cavironment. alone. but from ecological and s

4
ocialconditions
together. And. like biological evolution. the process depends on
wer of veto. For example. if a practice produces consequences
that disturb people they are likely to try 1o act in such a way o5 may
prevent a repetition. and they will be more likely 10 be able to do
this if they stand in a favourable relationship to the rules and
resources structuring social action. If. on the other hand, the
comscaucnces have 1o cifect o hem. o are aeally henetcial.
they will cither do nothing or act in a helpful and facil
and the practices will be more likely 1o be owined nd
Sebroduccd. The tandiord wil st prevent yon from pasing the
rent and the tcacher will not punish you for speaking grammatically.
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Or. to express this notion of cultural selection in other words. we
could say that ideas and practices that are functional o the more
powerfulare morc kely o be objctfied ind discmimated than
deas and practices that are

Dawkins’ memes may helpu\lnwl‘uulm the processes by which
unintended consequences are reproduced. ignorance maintained
and tacit knowledge sefected and objectified. And. they can help us
to visalize the process by which socaltrcturs iy bothaffec

putcomes themselves be reproduccd. at the level of event
el suggest ways in which this process may be
hiased towards those who already stand in @ favourable reltionstip
to valued things. The concept of inferests in the sense of people
pursuing conscious goals only serves to obscure the process.

Interests and agency causation

What. then. of ageney causation” The first difficulty with a
definition hased on “interests’ is. as we have seen. that It fgnores
event causation. or uses teleological argaments o circumvent it
Butif we reject these strategies and retain the definition we are. de
fucto. left with the proposition that all outcomes are the resut of
sgency. Even with the most enthusiastic endorsement of conspiracy
theory this proposition seems implausible

Nevertheless. if we put the prablems of event causation
tempararily to one side . and consider only those outcumes that are
a comsequence of ageney causation. i it. in this fimited area
possible to use a definition of power bsed on interests

Presumably we can talk here of interesis in & conventional
sense: we can talk of people’s aims. wants and desires and of their
success in achicving the goals that these wants and desires imply
But. nonetheless. we are stll left with the dilemma that this
definition of interests has always provoked. That is. if we usc the
definitions that people themselves provide of what their interests
are. if we accept these an further. we are obliged to rule out
the concept of ideological control or false comciousness. If we
accept this point of view we must accept that people know what
their interests arc. and that we can measure their power in terms of
their success in realising them. For example. if some people fecl
that their inferests lie with resisting liberation. with ichieving the
goals presented to them by the ety with drinking
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themselves 1o death, or with giving their money 1o the Hare
Krshnas, i ot our lac 1 3ay ha they e misaken
o the other hand. we can try (o start with an “objective’

debmion ofmeren. We. s observers. we know that
e for heroin.Nigh ashion. and hand held home computers
arc false needs. People who think that their interests li with poals
involving aceess 10 these ends have been subverted. f they in fuct
chieve these ends. or spend their lives in at least winning battles
in the struggle 0 do so. we will see this not us evidence of their
power over their circumstances, but as evidence of someone ehe’s
power over them. We will look for the hidden persuader. But
doing this means discounting agency. asserting that in some way
the choices that were made were not “real choices'. But agency is
ot about “authentic’ chorces. or ‘real freedom’, Tt is simply about
conscious decision making. no matter how severely constrained. [1
he believes that a death by fire will purge his sins and ensure a swift
ey into paradise. & man may choose 1o die by firc rather than by
the sword: We may say that his belicfs are nonsense. but he his
sill chosen. And our thearies about his action should not assume
that he has not. Reducing agency 10 event causition is wrong. not
in & moral sense. but in an empirical sense. Action grounded in
discursive consciousness is both reflexive and intentional. and it
cannot be undersiood in terms of the mindless working out of fate

But, morc than . he objecive’ defntion ik poves & reer
Togical problem. How i it that the observer. who is also i member
o Saciry e by all the deologicl winds and socl
pressares that beset her fellows, how is it that she can arrive at an
objective’ definition of interests. and know that others arc
suffering from faise consciousness. when they themselves cannot
o this? How can we tell that this observer's dagnosis of the
Situation. and her statement of what people’s interests ought to be.
i not iself an attempt to impose an lternative dogma on the
unresisting victims of circumstances?™ The answer 15 that we
annor. Interests can only be tested as sensible or misguided when
they are construed in an intermediate sense as i means to a piven
end " In this sense we can say whether they will advance that nd
or not. But when it comes 10 the uthenticity of interests as
ultimite ends. we have no way of knowing whether a want or need
that another human being professes is faise and contrary to their
“real interests” in some way that is hidden from them. The contest
is simply one of our values against theirs.""

The problems of basing a definition of power on some variant of
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the notion of peaple’s differential ability 10 realisc their intentions.
or interests, may be summarised in the following way

ficulty is. for the most part. clear in the case of event
causation. This is s0 whether the theory employed is determinist
(based on an assumption of universal event causation) or whether
it allows for some mix of event and agency causation. For. in so far
as 4 notion of ‘interests” is applied 1o account for outcomes that
were unintended and unforeseen. it is teleological. (This is not
necessarily so where outcomes are lorescen at the tacit level. but
the same difficulties that apply 10  definition bascd n dis
Known interests at the level of agency apply here.)

1. on the other hand. theory is based on 4 unnersal assumption
af agency causation we are left with the empirically implavsible
idea of all-cmbracing conspiracy. 16, however. as is areucd here.
social outcomes are o e best understood as a product of both
event and agency causation. we are not obliged to assume
conspiracy where there is none. Nevertheless. further mtractabic
problems”remain. Thit is. the attempt 10 apply a definition of
power based on i intention o achieve known goals 10 that subset
of outcomes which are the reslt of
difficultics,

On the one hand. if interests are self ascribed any concept of
idevlogical control or influence must be eliminated from social
theory. (And any reformist project of helping people to push bick
the unacknowledged conditions of action. make the tacit discursive.
and dispel ignorance. becomes redundant. ) 1f. on the other hand.
snterests are 10 be other aseribed a definition of power based on
the concept is absurd: people can be redefined as unreflecting
dupes at the convenience of the observer. and any attempt 10
distinguish agency from fate is meaningless

While the definition clearly cannot be used either with theories
that are exclusively determinist or exclusively concemed with
agency. this conclusion has hille bearing on the present theme
What s crucial here i that it also cannot be used within
theorctical framework that attempts 1o combine both event and
agency causation. And. while the particular model of the
conditions of action presented in section two may be rejected. the
principle on which it s based cannot he easily overturned That
any theory which is 10 present some useful approximation of the
real circumstances of human society must allow for both fate and
agency in its starting assumptions.

The definition of power presented below is based on the concept

ursively

ey produces iwo major
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usal responsibility for outcomes *! Though it s not without
difficulties of its own. it has the virtue that it resolves the problems
presented by a definition based on interests. and that it is
compatible with the principle that both fate and agency play a part
in human affairs

Outcomes and power

A given set of outcomes (a university. & economy. a language. an
immigration policy) may not. as we have scen, be adequately
explained in every instance. solely in terms of the discursively
acknowledged aims and goals of social actors. The outcomes may
be affected by processes that the participants were unaware of and
did not plan. and. even where aims and goals are realised in
achicved outcomes these aims themselves have a history and may
involve something we would like to call ideological bias ot
ideological manipuation. Indeed. the most effective forms of
ideological control may well invofve the very processes that
operate 10 keep the unacknowledged conditions of action un-
acknowledged. and prevent the relatively powerless from gaining
discursive understanding of their circumstances

Certainly. it can he argued that people are more likely to
achieve a given end if this end is in fact a conscious goal and one
that they fully intend 10 reach. Though it is impossible 1o base a
satistactory definition of power on interests so defined. it would be
faolish to eliminate them from the analysis of power. “Wanting’
and knowing”are very much bound up withclficiy i achiving
ends. but not as @ matter of fogical necessity. In fact. in any one
instance. some particular mix of agency and cvent causation will
be found to have produced @ given aray of outcomes and the
relative contribution of each will be an empirical question

Rather than saying that the powerful are those who arc able 0
sealise theis interests in communal action. let s say that the
powerful are those who stand in a favourable relationship 1o
sacially valued things. 10 the rules and resources structuring social
action. And. that this will mean that they are likely to be causally
responsible for  greater range of outcomes than others who are
not so well placed. Power. then. is a potential to cause social
outcomes. [t derives from the relationship between people and
Social contexts and includes negative sefection by power of veto
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While the merit of such & definition fies in the fact that it does
not depend on any concept of human intentionality (though it iy
of course include it). | am aware that it begs the question of all the
problems associated with the idea of causation. Tha is, any given
event is preceded by a host of possible causes (hoth necessary an
sufficient) and it may not be possible to say which of them is the
And even an autempt to arrange them in a hie
sinificance may create subtunial problems
roblems cannot be addressed here at any length and the

rchy of

o however. aueh 4
defintion” requires us 10 at least consider the problem of 4
hierarchy of causes. And it may be the case that the concept of
veto, which was cru xploring the way in which power may
e exercied a the lvel of cvent causation. can b ielul hee

where both event and agency causation arc ai i
That . 1 we a5k who could have vetocd this proces. and how
casily could he. she. or they. have done so. we may be able 1o
come 10 grips with the problem. And. in any organizationl
hierarchy those located nearer the leadership will usually find it
casier 10 veto ideas and practices than those more remotely
placed. This means that @ definition of the kind outlined here
would be compatible with cising theories of burcaeraey
organizations. and po
For example. e Auwstrtin Ministers for Immigration and
Ethnic Affairs. by virtue o he bureaucratic and
po resouices, hive had o et et on Al
mmigraton policy tran b e of the et commantas
they in turn have had a greater effect than
Ammn.m voter. And. given the shifting range of "he nacknon.
can say that a group of actors are
wuwlly responsible for an array of outcomes without sasing that
arily intended to produce the outcomes that they

neither the Labor Party nor the Southern European community
leaders intended ** And we could say that «

Immigration could have vetoed the chang
than any one leader of the ethnic communiti
ethinic leader had more potential to at least organize & colloctive
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veto among the other ethnic leaders than
ather voters

The model of the conditions of action suggests that when we are
asking questions about power we should not necessarily be asking
only (ar even primarily) about people’s intentions. but rather we
should b asking questions about which peaple ure causally
responsible for a given set of circumstances and about the
processes hy which they engendered them

This view of power. then. would look primarily at access to
resources and causal tesponsibility for outcomes. and treat
conscious intention simply as a variable that might or might not be
present. How could it help us to escape from the dilemma of
interests” In the first place it would allow us 1o leave intact the
conventional definition of ‘interests as the wants and desires that

ny one voter among

people say they have. It has become o very much less central
concept and consequently doubts that observers may have about
abling.

the moral worth of these wants and desires will be less
So. wants and desires and interests are simply those uspi
that people hoid at « discursive level

When power is defined in terms of interests, statements about
causation are hopelessly entangled with evaluations of the desir-
ability of outcomes: the present definition would allow us 10
disentangle them. This means that we could evaluate outcomes in
any terms that we wished. inchuding those of the expressed wants.
and desires of the people engaged in the action. It would allow us
 put to one side the question of how they acquired these
aspirations. and 1o look at the range of outcomes and simply ask
id they uchicve them? That is, we could look at outcomes and sk
questions about gains and losses as these terms are conventionally
defined by the people who experience them. Who achicved their
goals and who failed 10 do so?

On the other hand. we could also look at outcomes in terms of
ends that we as observers may think important. even if few of the
participants endorse our views, or the assumptions on which they
are based, or indecd are even aware of them. For example. we
could ask: Are the existing range of outcomes producing greater
soctal equality? Are they maximising human welfarc? Are they
tending to ensure o undermine the goal of human survival in a
dungerous. restricted. and eroding biosphere? We could ask these
questions without at the same time having 10 assume that other
people should sharc our concerns and that. if they do not, they
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must have been manipulated and rendered incapable of making
choices. But. when we were asking why this particulan range of
outcomes had come about we would not have to exclude ideol
that s the effects of beliefs and ideas. and the degree 10 which the
conditions of action are acknowledged or unacknowledged. from
the answer. 1L is possible 1o accept that ideological biases man
shape conflicts and influcn
who make decisions as puppet

1f we were 1o examine outcomes in this wa we would not need
toassume that our criter) self evidently and absol

1 the sense that they were the only ones that
woman could hold. and that therefore those w

o
id nut share our
© been corrupted. Neither. in taking this
surrendering 1 relativism and subjectivism

convietions. must
position. would we
All we would be saying is that
eriterion. b it greater equality. greater welfare. o the masimisation
af the chances of human sursi range of outcomes indi
that these people are gaining o this dimension and these are
losing (or. 1n terms of the Tas criterion. all are losing)
Because the definition of power docs not rest on nterests and
therefore docs not rest on questions of value. we could use
questions of value to assess outcomes. And. concentrating s it
does on causal responsihility rather than moral responsivilty. it
would allow us 10 focus on explanation rather than blame. This
wauld ot be to say that moral judgements were climinatcd. but
rather that the chances of their clouding our understanding would
be reduced

o against this particular
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