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THE NONRATIONAL
FOUNDATIONS
OF RATIONALITY

Collins, Randall. 1982. _Sociological
Insight: An Introduction to Nonobvious
Sociology._ New York: Oxford University
Press.

We pride ourselves upon our rationality. To be reasonab
good thing; to be unreasonable is a sign of an idiot, a foo
small child. It seems obvious that the capacity to use re
the most central item in our make-up. The human specie
ferred to technically as . homo sapiens: we are the reas
animal. We do things not by instinct but because we ha
sons for them.
It would seem to follow, then, that pretty much eve
we do is based on rational thought processes-the activ
everyday life, work and business, politics and governm
ministration. A series of practical and academic disciplin
to show the rational principles in each realm. Science an
neering govern our rational dealings with the physical
economics with the activities of buying and selling, p
philosophy and administrative science with the realm of
decisions and formal organization. Even on the most p
level, a version of psychology describes individual beha
straightforwardly determined by the pursuit of rewards a
avoidance of punishments. We are rational in any direct
might turn.
Against all this commonsense belief in rationality, ho
sociology stands out as a dissenter. One of the central disc
of SOCiology is that rationality is limited and appears only

based not upon reasoning or rational agreement but upon a nonrational foundation.
How can this be demonstrated?
The simplest reason for doubting the omnipotence of rationality is that different proponents of rationality often disagree
among themselves. Different economists quite commonly present
closely reasoned arguments for diametrically opposite positions.
Politicians and administrators regard their own programs as
highly rational, and those of their opponents as wrong. But those
opponents have often had a chance to put these erroneous policies into action, very likely the last time the other party was in
power. So even the proponents of rationality would have to admit that at least part of the time things were not determined by
rationality but by its opposite. The question, of course, is which
is which? The answer you get depends on which side you ask.
The existence of disagreements and conflicts is one reason to
doubt the all-encompassing power of rationality. You may go
farther and show that many policies, in themselves highly rational, can result in consequences that their own originators
would regard as undesirable. A bureaucracy, for example, is designed to be a highly rational organization. Rational planning
and accounting is precisely what makes an organization bureaucratic: experts plan for all possible contingencies; rules and procedures are laid down so that everything will be taken care of
in the most efficient way; records are kept so that everything can
be carefully accounted for. Actually, as most people know, paperwork can cause tedious delays, and the rules and regulations
may be entirely inappropriate for the particular situation 'that
comes up. Bureaucracies, designed for maximal effiCiency, are
notorious for their inefficiencies.
A good deal of sOciology has focused on just this point. MaX
Weber, who formulated the theory of bureaucracy as an organization of record-keeping specialists using rational calculations,
also saw that rationality can take several different, and opposing, forms. Functional rationality consists of following the pro-

efficiently. This is in fact what we usually mean by rational
But functional rationality is concerned only with the means
an end. Substantive rationality, on the other hand, considers
ends themselves.
The pOint was elaborated by Karl Mannheim, writing a
years after Weber's death in 1920. The same procedures can
functionally rational but lead to substantively irrational resu
A bureaucJ,'acy consists of a network of specialists, who are c
cerned only with the most efficient means to achieve a partic
goal. Just what these goals are is someone else's business,
theirs. This is why a bureaucracy can prove so frustrating
people who have to deal with it. Concerned only with their o
duties, specialists consider anything that falls outside their p
ticular province to be someone else's problem. Complaining
a bureaucracy is frustrating precisely because it is so easy
bureaucrats to evade responsibility. And this is not just a fai
on the part of the individuals involved; it is the very rationa
of the organization that results in the inability of bureaucrat
see the overall ends they are meeting or failing to meet.
One might suppose that it is the responsibility of the
level administrators to see to the overall results. The problem
the more bureaucratic the organization, the more the admi
trators themselves are trapped by their own machinery. T
rely on the calculations and reports of specialists to tell th
what is going on, and hence their view of the world is shaped
these same organizational procedures. The top executives
the world through the eyes of the accountants and engin
who report to them. As Mannheim argued, functional rationa
tends to drive out substantive rationality. From this perspect
the governments of the twentieth century are prime example
bureaucratic machinery running out of control. Within any
ernment bureaucracy plans are carefully formulated and ra
nally carried out. Nevertheless, the results are often wasteful
and the creation of unforeseen problems in place of the old o
Programs designed to reduce unemployment can produce i

1111 rt·t!u ce productivity.
\
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",'rume, functional rationality can even threaten ~
'_ '~I'\II(:tJ of civilization. For example, the carefully calcu1. lflt l IIlId SCientifically based preparations for military defense
hll"eI "("sulted in an arms race that could easily culminate in
lul ll l des truction by nuclear war. Mannheim, writing before
World War II, did not foresee atomic weapons, but his point is
pllrticularly powerful because he shows the underlying organizational forms from which the arms race emerges. It is preCisely
the preponderance of functional rationality over substantive rationality that makes people unable to look ahead to the larger
ends. Everyone concentrates on doing their Own job, calculating
the most efficient means to an end, acting as a cog in a larger
machine. The purpose of the cog is to tum a particular wheel;
the person who acts as the cog becomes unable to form any
judgment about why the wheel should turn in the first place or
whether it might not be better if the whole machine were
scrapped and replaced with something else. Mannheim thus saw
modem governments stumbling into wars willingly or not. It all
happens because their own functional rationality makes it impossible to do anything else.
The irrational consequences of rational procedures are not
confined to the military and political realms. The line of analysis
begun in the nineteenth century by Karl Marx, and pursued in
various forms by a number of modem SOciologists, sees a similar dynamic in the economic realm. For the essence of capitalism, Marx pOinted out, is preCisely its tendency to reduce
everything to calculations of profitability. In the process, human
values are subordinated to economic ones, and the consideration
of human beings becomes lost in the capitalist machinery. Furthermore, even the economic outcomes of the system are irrational in the long run. Marx saw the capitalist drive for profits
resulting in crises of unemployment and business failure in
which eventually even the capitalist class would be destroyed.

In Mannheim's terms, the functional rationality of cap
at the root of its substantive irrationality.
A number of different theories in sociology, then,
the unintended consequences of various actions that sta
rational ' in themselves ..One might even say that the
of SOCiology is the study of processes that do not turn o
ratwnal. Nevertheless, in an 1Illportant respect we are
f11eSurface of the problem. We have been dealing with
of rational behavior that end up haVing irrational conse
But there is also a more fundamental approach that sh
rationality itself is not the basis upon which society exi
first place.
This analysiS was formulated around the tum of the
by Emile Durkheim, a sIlghtly older contemporary
Weber. In an important respect, modem sociology beg
Durkheim. He created the first university position in
in France and prOVided a good deal of the fundamental
and methods of SOCiology. It is worth pointing out, howe
certain aspects of Durkheim's theories are quite cont
today. Durkheim regards society as analogous to a b
organism in which every part contributes to the harmo
tegration of the whole. This line of analysis, known
tionalism, tries to interpret each social institution as con
to social order. Several schools of thought in modem s
including those that draw upon the intellectual trad
Weber and Marx, reject Durkheim's functionalist a
These schools stress instead the role of conflict and do
among social classes and other groups as prime determ
the forms of social life. My own preference is to lean
upon Weberian conflict theory while incorporating (a
did) a number of ideas from Marx. Nevertheless, cert
of Durkheim remain absolutely central for SOCiologica
These are his proof that SOciety, and rationality itself, r
a nonrational foundation, and his theory of rituals as th
nism by which group solidarity is created. In fact, as
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to show, Weberian and Marxian conlUct theories cannot really
work unless they incorporate these Durkheimian ideas at their
base.

In other words, I shall borrow part of Durkheim's theory but
not all of it. This means separating Durkheim's microsociology
from his macrosociology, using the former much more than the
latter. Durkheim's !llacrosociolqgy is his emphasis on the integration of the entire society as one big unit, which is precisely
what Weber and Marx reject. Durkheim's microsociology is his
theory of rituals in small groups. In my vi~w, the overall structure of sOciety is best understood as a result of conflicting groups,
some of which dominate others. fBut conflict and domination
themselves are possible only because the groups are integrated
on the microlevel.\Durkheimian theory is still the best gUide to
how this is done. 'Moreover, Durkheim's insights into rationality
and rituals have been followed up by the most notable microsociologists of current sociology. Harold Garfinkel's ethnoineth~ -:--is in many ways another version
of Durkheim's analysis
of the nonrational foundations of rationality; Erving Goffman's
studies bring Durkheim's theory of rituals to bear upon the details of everyday life.

~

In what follows, I shall trace Durkheim's proofs that society
must rest Upon a nonrational foundation, adding further evidence amassed by recent theorists. The next chapter presents
Durkheim's theory of rituals. This shows not only how nonrational solidarity is created but also gives us a theory of various
kinds of solidarity, which can explain a variety of different social forms. The theory originated in Durkheim's SOciology of
religion, but it extends far beyond this to topics such as politics
and ideology. In the hands of Goffman, as we shall see, it develops into a theory of ritual in the secular, irreligious world of
modern everyday encounters. This gives us some of the tools we
need for analyzing, in later chapters, topics such as power,
crime, and even the conflicts of sexual domination and liberation.
We will keep Our eye on the fact that people pursue their
own selfish interests at the same time that they have feelings of

NONRATIONAL FOUNDATIONS OF RATIONALITY

solidarity with at least some other people. Rationality an
culation, too, have their place in the scheme, along with
nonrational foundations. The key place to start, though, i
the Durkheimian theory of nonrational solidarity. This is
sociology's most important nonobvious insights, a building
upon which much else rests.

THE PRECONTRACTUAL BASIS OF CONTRACTS

A traditional, rationalistic way of talking about societ
the concept of a , ~ct. "We, the people of the U
States," begins the Constitution, "in order to form a mor
fect Union, establish justice, insure domestic tranqUility, pr
for the common defense, promote the general welfare, a
cure the blessings of liberty to ourselves and our posteri
ordain and establish this Constitution of the United Sta
America." This refers to the founding of a government, b
idea is quite general. Political theorists like Hobbes and
seau saw the origins of human society in a contract made
ago by people deliberately banding together to follow com
rules and reap the benefits of social cooperation. The
event of making the original social conh'act in primitive
may be a metaphor, but the basic idea is intended quite r
tically. People who are jOined together in a society gain i
tant things they cannot acquire alone, and hence it is a ra
choice to form a SOciety. Presumably we keep on reaffirmin
rational choice as we see the benefits we get from upho
society and its rules.
Nevertheless, if we follow the logic of a strictly rational
point, we come to the opposite conclusion. If people acted
purely rational basis, they would never be able to get tog
to form a society at all.
This sounds paradOxical. Joined together, people can inc
their economic productivity by a division of labor. H
formed a state, they can live under the protection of a ru
law and defend themselves against outside attack. It woul
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rational individuals would see these benefits and form some kind
of social contract that proVided for their cooperative existence.
Why shouldn't this obvious argument explain the existence of
society?
The trouble lies, as Durkheim pOinted out, in the question
of just how a contract would be negotiated. For every contract
is really two contracts. One is the contract that we consciously
make-to establish a sOciety, form a government, found an organization, agree to deliver goods at a certain price. That part
is easy enough. But there is a second, hidden contract: the implicit contract that you and your partners will obey the rules of
the first contract.
~'TVPfur

P~SRr

What does this mean? It raises the point that every realistic
businessperson, every shrewd politician, would be aware of: the
possibility that someone will cheat. To make it worthwhile to
enter into a contract, one must be sure that the other side will
uphold their part of the bargain.

What is more, if we assume that people are purely rational
individuals, who carefully calculate their possible gains and
losses, then it becomes impossible for either side to agree to a
contract. The rational indiVidual, like a cynical politici~n, must
consider realistically what is likely to happen: the other side
mayor may not live up to the rules of the agreement. Since the
other side may cheat, you yourself must rationally choose whether
to live up to the rules or not. And this calculation will make the
shrewd bargainer wary of any agreement.
Supposing you live up to your side of the bargain but the
other side cheats. What happens? You lose whatever you put
into it, and your partner gets something for nothing. The same
applies in the other direction. If you cheat and your partner
doesn't, then you get their contribution and put out nothing
yourself.
Purely rationally, therefore, you stand most to gain if you
cheat. If your partner is honest, you will gain everything and
lose nothing. If your partner cheats too, then at least you haven't

lost anything; neither side puts anything in, neither gets
thing out, and you're back dead even where you started.
But what, you may ask, if both sides live up to the barg
Don't they both benefit? Yes, but in that case no one gets s
thing for nothing. There is an exchange; presumably both
make some profit (although not always). If you compare
with the situation in which one side successfully cheats
other, you can see that you make much more profit by suc
fully cheating than by completing a deal in which both
live up to their promises.
The bottom line, then, is: between cheating and kee
. ,ch eatmg
. IS
. the more ratlOna
. 1 strategy. Ch
your promIse,
e
ensures that at worst you lose nothing and at best you g
great deal. Keeping your promise, on the other hand, means
at best you gain a little while at worst you can lose a lot.
rational individual, thus, will always cheat.
If this were a completely rational world, no one would
enter into a social contract and the world would consist o
lated individuals eternally suspicious of each other. So
would never get formed, though not because the presocial w
is somehow savage and undeveloped, but precisely because
too rational.
When Durkheim raised this argument, he did not me
show that social organization is impossible. Obviously it is
sible, since it exists. What he did mean to show was that s
organization is not based ultimately on cpntracts. To the e
that now, in the modern world, contracts do exist-property
tracts, business agreements, employment contracts, insu
policies and all the rest-it is because something exists u
neath or prior to them. Somehow people have made that se
implicit contract to live up to the rules of the first, explicit
tract.
Again, this is only a metaphor. What underlies our con
is clearly not some other kind of contractual agreement.
same reasoning would apply to it as applies to the first con
Would a rational, self-interested individual enter into a con

to uphold a contract? No, a rational person would have to expect that the other side would cheat on this contract, too, and
would decide that the best strategy to follow would be to cheat
fIrst. So for the second, "deep" contract to hold good, there
would have to be a third, still deeper contract-a contract to uphold the contract to uphold the contract. This obviously leads to
an infinite regress. Once one starts questioning and calculating
about just how one will come out of any agreement, there is no
logical place to stop.
Durkheim concludes that contracts are based upon something nonrational. He calls this "precontractual solidarity." In
effect, this means society is based on trust. People can work together not because they rationally decide there are benefits from
doing so, but because they have a feeling they can trust others
to live up to agreements. SOCiety works precisely because people
don't have to rationally decide what benefits they might get and
what losses they might incur. People do not have to think about
these things and that is what makes society possible.
So far, this may seem logically airtight. I have rationally
shown that rationality can never establish social ties and that
something beyond rationality must be invoked. Rationality points
to its own limits. Fortunately, there does seem to be something
beyond it. There is precontractual, nonrational solidarity, and
that comes to Our rescue.
Still, if we square this argument with what we know about
the world, there are points that might make us uneasy. For one
thing, it should be obvious that people get more from being in a
successful cooperative organization than from working as isolated individuals. SOCiety makes possible a division of labor;
people working together can build houses, make roads, produce
varieties of food, clothing, luxuries, and innumerable things that
isolated indiViduals working alone could never accomplish. Why
cannot the rational individual just look at this and make a rational decision to forgo cheating in order to reap the benefits of
large-scale cooperation?
From the point of view of Our rational model of exchange

this means that each individual should calculate not jus
short-term payoffs from cheating or keeping a promise bu
the long-term payoffs. If cheating seems more rational, th
because we have looked only at the short run. In the lon
everyone has far more to gain by keeping their contracts op
ing smoothly. Even if there is only a small payoff for each
action, over a long period of time this can build up to far
wealth and comfort than any cheater could gain from an
lated incident.
Nevertheless, I think that Durkheim's argument is on
grounds. At any point along the line, individuals are going
tempted to cheat. The more wealth there is in the pot-let
it has been building up by a long history of successful coo
tion-the more tempting it is going to be. And to be rea
here, as well as merely lOgical, we would have to say tha
possibility of fraud is always with us, and the purely rat
individual would always have to be on guard against it. H
the calculating situation would come up over and over a
with the payoffs from cheating growing all the time. Ra
individuals would know that these temptations would be
by their partners as well as by themselves, and we are ba
the same deadlock of mutual suspicions with which we b
THE FREE-RIDER PROBLEM

There is a modern fonn of this argument that has been
cussed a good deal in recent years. In this form, the questi
not so much what makes society possible but, rather, once
ciety exists, how does it keep individuals attached to it?
does it make them contribute to the whole? The problem is
left to their own rational self-interest, individuals take u
advantage of contributions that other people make to the
munity as a whole.
Imagine a public bus service that is to be completely
Everyone is asked to contribute to the cost of the bus, to ch
occasionally for gasoline, and to pay the driver. But the

""yonc can ride the bus whenever they want. People wouldn't
h"vo to worry about forgetting their wallets or having the corchange. The service would simply be available to everyone.
Now what would happen in this situation? Well, if people
are going to be purely rational, they will calculate the costs and
benefits of various courses of action. If no one contributes, of
course, everyone would probably realize that there would be no
bus service. So it is rational to want people to contribute to the
cost of the bus. But notice, it is rational mainly to want everyone else to contribute, but not you yourself. The best deal is to
be a free rider: get everyone else to pay for the community service while you ride free. Yet if everyone did this, the bus service
would never be able to pay for itself.
1'('C t

The argument is not designed to show that this kind of idealistic community project is impossible, but rather that it cannot
be done simply by relying on people's rationality. The fareless
bus service could work if most people had a strong sense of unselfishness, or a feeling of duty, or were full of enthusiastic sentiments about the kind of free community they were making. The
point is that these are trans rational sentiments-emotions, moral
feelings-and not rational calculations. This is true even if the
proponents of such a reform might regard themselves simply as
intelligent, rational people working out a plan from which everyone in the community would benefit. Certainly their plan may
be rational-but only from the pOint of view of the group. The
leap beyond rationality comes when you try to attach individuals
to the group, to make them think of themselves simply as one
group member among many others. Left alone, however, the
rational thing for an individual to do is to encourage everyone
else to act like a good citizen of the community, while he or she
gets to be the free rider.
The fareless bus service may be only a hypothetical example,
but there are many real-life instances of this problem. There was
a famous murder, for instance, that took place in New York City
while many people watched, but no one did anything about it.

The woman, named Kitty Genovese, was attacked at night w
walking through a hOUSing project. A man stabbed her wi
knife, and she screamed for help. Dozens of people came to t
windows in the nearby apartment houses. The attacker
away. But then nothing happened. Kitty Genovese still
wounded on the walkway. No one came to help; no one ca
the police. Eventually the murderer, who must have real
that no help was on its way, returned and stabbed her ag
Presumably he did not want to be identified and decide
eliminate the key witness by finishing off the job.
The murderer seemed to be operating, at least by his
act, under cold-blooded rationality. The crowd of onlook
safely behind their high windows, were presumably just c
ards. This may be so, and it may also be true that they were
playing a very low degree of human sympathy and mora
volvement by not bothering to call the police. But altho
these people did not act very admirably, it is not necessarily
that they were indifferent to the fate of the woman being m
dered. Instead, they may all have been acting out a versio
the free-rider problem.
There is some other evidence to back this up. Social
chologists have recreated the situation in a laboratory exp
ment. The key element in the situation was that there w
large crowd of people at the windows. They knew somet
was going on below, and what is more important, they k
that lots of other people knew it too. People looking out t
windows could see other people at their windows. It was
Cisely because of this that no one went to help Kitty Genov
and no one called the police: everyone assumed that some
else would do it. "After all," everyone may have reasoned, "
do it if someone else does? It only takes one phone call,
with all these people doubtless lots of others will already h
done it by the time I get on the phone." The irony here is
everyone thought that way.
The spectators, then, were not necessarily totally imm
and unsympathetic but were only being rational about how

in a slight inconvenience. Or supposing you were the first to
call, then you would have to be interviewed as a police witness,
asked questions for a report, possibly called to testify in court.
If any of these people had been the sole witness of the attack
on Kitty Genovese, most of them would probably have overriden
these calculations about their own possible inconvenience and
gone ahead and called the police. It is because of the self-awareness of the crowd of onlookers that people felt free to calculate
these costs and benefits of doing it themselves as compared to
letting someone else do it, i.e., precisely because everyone was
reasonably certain that someone else would "pay for the bus,"
they felt entitled to be a moral free rider. Ironically, it was the
peculiar structure of this crowd, seeing each other behind their
closed windows, that sealed Kitty Genovese's death.
There are other, less melodramatic instances of the free-rider
problem. One of them we see all around us, in the form of the
trash that people throw on the sidewalks, in the parks and other
public places. Why do people throw trash around considering
that it makes the environment look so lousy for all of us? The
main reason is probably the disproportion between the individual cause and the collective effect. An individual only discards 'a
cheWing gum wrapper or a paper cup; all by itself this small
amount of trash is scarcely noticeable. What disfigures the landscape is the fact that large numbers of people throw their garbage out, and that adds up to a public mess.
Now look at the individual as a rational actor. A rational
person knows that if no one threw trash, the streets would be a
lot cleaner. But if you stop yourself from tossing that soft-drink
can out the car window and dutifully wait until you find a trash
can, it isn't going to make very much difference. By yourself,
you really can't make public places look noticeably better, even
if you are the kind of person who not only doesn't throw trash
but goes around picking up trash that other people have left.
Even if you want a better-looking world around you, it isn't

rational to give up and take the small convenience of not bot
ing to look for a trash can.
I am not making this argument, incidentally, in order to
suade people that it is all right to throw trash in public.
sonally, I am glad that there are some people who don't
that some even go out of their way to pick up other peop
trash. My point is that this meritorious behavior is not motiv
by rationality but by something deeper: some kind of m
sentiment or maybe just an irrational phobia about messin
Such phobias, as far as I am concerned, we should have mor
But we can't assume we can make the world a cleaner place
by convincing people rationally that they can do it as individu
What these examples demonstrate, in fact, is that a good
of social life must be carried out in an explicitly organized,
lective form o r--it can't be calTied out at all. One way in w
the free-rider problem is resolved is to not leave things up to
dividuals' free choice. Two ways in which the environment c
be cleaned up, for example, are either to launch a moral crus
and generate a widespread emotional desire for cleanlines
to do it by action of a specific government agency. The for
is not impossible, but it is hard to program or plan; we are fo
nate that at various times there are tides of feeling ripp
across the society that motivate people to care for their com
environment. But such emotions cannot always be cou
upon, and the more usual way to keep the streets and p
clean is for the government to hire people specifically to
up the trash.
To put it another way, the free-rider problem can be o
come by not leaving things free. I don't know if the free
service has been tried, but there was an ' analogous instanc
Britain when socialized medicine was first inuoduced. All m
cal services were paid for by the state, and anyone could s
doctor anytime without charge. The initial result was an e
mous increase in the frequency with which people went to

and declared that many people were coming in with dubious or
no clear symptoms. This made services crowded for everyone,
and dissatisfaction was widespread among the public users of
the medical services. In other words, people were taking stock
of the situation as individuals and decided they would get the
maximum personal use of the free medical services, even if they
didn't really need them and even if it resulted in a traffic jam at
the doctors' offices that inconvenienced everyone.
Then the administrators of the medical system hit upon a
solution. They instituted a small fee for each office visit, the
equivalent of a dollar. The numbers of patients who appeared
dropped off considerably, and doctors felt that once again they
were seeing the normal range of medical complaints. Why did
this happen? Basically what changed was that it was no longer
a free-rider situation. Individuals now felt that they were back
in a more normal situation, paying for medical services, and they
began to calculate accordingly as to whether they really felt sick
enough to incur the expense of seeing a doctor.
Oddly enough, this example pOints to the symbolic nature
of these "rational" decisions. Whether something is "free" or not
turns out to be more than a matter of real costs. From a strictly
practical ViewpOint, the fee charged was quite minimal, and virtually anyone who was genuinely ill would still find the service
a bargain at this price. It appears, rather, that the idea of being
a free rider is by and large irresistible for most people, if the
collective provides something without attaching any responsibility for using it in a way that safeguards the rights of other
people to use it too. (The same sort of thing has been noticed in
wars: it has often happened that soldiers will go without fresh
rations for days because of supply difficulties; then when supplies finally get through, they waste a good deal of their nowabundant food instead of saving it for other troop units that
might be in the same condition they were in yesterday.) As long
as the state was providing medical services absolutely free, no
one felt any compunction about squandering them. But as soon

as they had to pay even a nominal fee, they no longer seemed
have this attitude of "getting something for nothing, and eve
one else be damned."
It is even possible to suggest that this tells us someth
about the symbolic nature of money. A few coins, after all, me
very little as far as economic exchange goes. But this tok
amount can nevertheless make the difference between "fr
and "paid for," which can trigger an entirely different way
approaching social relationships. In fact, money may be symbo
in this way a good deal more than we realize. The value of b
ing frugal does not often add up to very much objectively, e
you usually save very little by checking all the differences
pennies between the canned goods at the supermarket, es
Cially if you blow far more than the difference at a restaurant
the movies. Ironically, people find it easier to be frugal abo
small matters than about large ones, such as buying a house
a new car, which can negate everything that one can save at
supermarket in years. But SOcially, this kind of small-scale f
gality does make sense. Because you buy small goods so mu
more often than large ones, you have far more chances to ex
cise your sense of control over market prices in that way than
a one-shot deal involving some much more expensive item.
As in so many things, it is our subjective feelings about t
world that count, more than the objective value of practical pa
offs that we receive. Even when we do calculate, it may be o
a symbolic calculation, expressing an uncalculated feeling t
it is good to calculate. Ultimately, what holds society togeth
is not the calculations but just these sorts of deeper sentimen

tHE RISE OF CONTRACTUAL SOCIETY

A follower of Durkheim could also appeal to the histori
facts. If we stick, say, to economic contracts, the fact is that su
cessful business contracts are a relatively recent innovatio
Business dealings in traditional societies were carried out eith
in a highly ceremonial and distinctly noneconomic fashion
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else with a very high level of suspicion. On the one hand, there
were traditional systems of trade between particular families, or
ceremonial objects, which circulated among different tribes in
a prescribed manner. Here there was plenty of trust but little
real economic calculation. A certain household had to deliver a
basket of yams to their in-laws on a certain festival day and received back a basket of fish upon the birth of a child. It was
this sort of tradition that made up much of tribal economics and
not really buying and selling; there was no encouragement at
all to increase productivity or devise new products.
On the other hand, in societies like medieval Europe or
China, there were real economic transactions. Long-distance
traders would arrive with goods that were produced not for
subsistence but in order to make a profit. This constituted a real
market; but since the partners to transactions were strangers to
one another, they carried out their dealings with a high degree
of suspicion on both sides. Everyone wanted to have goods in
hand before they delivered the cash, and no one in their right
mind would have extended any kind of credit without taking
extreme precautions. It is for this reason that ancient and medieval societies around the world could not produce a modernstyle capitalist industrial society.
Generally speaking, these societies were not held back by
lack of the material resources for economic productivity. One
cannot say, either, that the medieval Chinese or Italians or the
ancient Greeks were not rational enough to see that they stood
more to gain by being less suspicious and more willing to make
long-term contracts. On the contrary, from our viewpoint these
merchants were excessively rational. They were concerned about
the long-term profits and losses as well as the short-run balance.
If somehow a modem American suddenly appeared before them
and repeated the argument of the paragraphs above, they would
undoubtedly reply that if they weren't suspicious they would
lose even more money in the long run. And they would have
been right.
The clincher is that when a modern contractual economy did
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come into being, it happened preCisely in the way that Du
heim's argument would predict. It took the creation of n
bonds of trust to make it possible. The rise of capitalism w
certainly a shift away from the ultrasuspicious dealing of t
Middle Ages. BUSinesspeople began to emphasize a slo
steady accumulation of small profits, repeated over and o
again across many transactions, and that meant living up to
terms of their contracts. Long-term contracts began to repla
the shady bargaining and one-shot deals of the medieval m
chants. It was this that made mass production practical. W
good is it to have machinery turning out large numbers of ite
if there is no way of selling them? ~trial technolo
that made possible the modern econom):',.JheI!,J'~!lt this shift
the wai1n ~hich husiness...was~ried ou.! that made possi
tbe tech~ological developments of the indush'ial revolution~
What is crucial for my argument is the fact that this shift
a highly contractual society went along with a change in
realm of "precontractual solidarity." The capitalist takeoff a
the industrial revolution were accompanied by a religious re
lution. This leads us to a famous argument of Max Weber c
cerning the way in which the Protestant ethic affected the sp
of capitalism. This is actually a more complex theory than i
usually taken to be, but the only point that need detain us
that the Protestant type of religiOUS morality motivated busine
people to be honest, to stop cheating their customers, perh
even to cease being concerned with purely worldly profits. T
religious 1~0Iuti9n,. ~!! . shor,!. _~reated poc~~Js_..9i h'ust withi
~ocieiy-that had long been used to an ahnosphere of econo
distrust. It was in these pockets that a new, contractual econo
could build up and eventually spread to take over the world.
POWER AND SOLIDARITY

Opposition to the Durkheimian argument ought to be fad
at this point, but there is at least one more possible rejOin
Yes, you may agree, it is true that contracts cannot be uph
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purely by the self-interest of the individuals involved. But why
fall back on some mysterious solidarity or feelings of trust? All
that is really needed is something to enforce contracts in the
event that they are broken. If someone cheats, you can always
take him or her to court; if something is stolen, you can have the
thief arrested. You can rationally have faith in contracts because
you know that they can be enforced. So it is not some irrational
emotion that makes contracts possible but the existence of the
courts and the police.
Now this isn't a bad answer. The pure Durkheimian argument seems to hang in the air in a kind of perfect abstractness.
If you bring it down to earth, of course, you have to admit that
there are courts and police in the world. Anyone who has ever
been involved in business, or in the legal professions, knows
that people still cheat today, in our highly contractual SOCiety,
and regularly get hauled into court because of it.
Moreover, this argument has the merit of filling in many important details of the way in which capitalist society emerged
historically. Weber, after all, was not just concerned with the
Protestant ethic; he also paid a great deal of attention to the
way in which the legal system developed along with the structure of the modern state, the police, the army, and all the other
agencies by which social order can be enforced. Only when
courts and governments could be organized to enforce business
contracts could capitalism take off. The foundation of modern
capitalism is not just religion but the state. Precontractual
solidarity, it would seem, is not really a matter of trust but a
matter of force. People live up to contracts because they have
to, whether they want to or not.
This is a hard-nosed and realistic argument, and it makes us
pay attention to some crucial parts of social history that we
might otherwise tend to ignore. Nevertheless, although it pushes
it one step further back, it leaves the Durkheimian argument
intact. Suppose we admit that the state upholds the law of contracts. What upholds the state? The state after all is a social organization; it coordinates people who have agreed to work to-
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gether to accomplish some political end. Why should the peop
who make up the state adhere to the contract among themselve
This puts us back where we started. Why should the officials
the state obey orders conSidering that it would be more rewar
ing to cheat on this too and follow their own interest? And,
course, assuming the other officials are rational individuals to
you would expect that they also will cheat and try to take adva
tage of you. On purely rational grounds there is no reason w
the state should hold together, any more than anything else.
the state cannot back up social contracts unless the state its
rests on some kind of precontractual solidarity.
.There is one last line of defense against this argument. Y
could say that the members of the state-the officials, the poli
the soldiers in the army-obey orders because if they don't t
force of the state will punish them. Now this is true, but o
because the state already exists today. But how was it possi
to create such an organization? The coercive arm of the st
can certainly exert tremendous force against the individual, b
it is strong only as long as the state exists, i.e., only as long
the contract to obey orders holds among the people who ma
up the state. Here again historical and contemporary real
shows just how little one can take this for granted. States a
armies break apart when people in them stop thinking of the
selves as members of the group and think only of their o
individual self-interest. It is when the army thinks "every m
for himself!" that they are about to panic into full retreat. Wh
everyone in a state thinks that way, the state is on the ve
of revolution.
For this reason, we are forced to admit that the state is h
together in the same way as any other social organization:
some kind of precontractual or nonrational solidarity. We
described the basis of the state as its legitimacy. This is no
rational calculation of self-interest but a belief that the state
valid and powedul. Legitimacy may exist only in people's min
but if it does exist there, then it makes the state powed
When the state is powerful, it can force people to obey and t

in turn makes it even more legitimate. The whole process turns
on itself full circle. An irrational belief in the state, whatever
its foundation, creates its own reality. Although rational individuals could never get together and create a state purely by
making a contract, people who share a common sentiment provide the basis for a statewho~owers ~~n~~o.erce everyone:--'
This does not mean that everyone has to feel solidarity with
each other in order for a state to exist. The government might
well be a military dictatorship or perhaps the temporary rule
of a particular political party. The basic nature of politics is disagreement and struggle among various factions . But the key
point is that no particular faction would be able to dominate
others if it lacked solidarity in its own ranks. For a group to
have this solidarity, its members must stop calculating their
own self-interest vis-a.-vis each other and feel only their common interests as a group. This requires that somehow they share
a nonrational sentiment that makes them want to contribute to
the group instead of being free riders. It is for this reason that
ideologies, symbols, and emotions are so important in politics.
It would be a mistake to conclude that all of society is one
big mass of perfect solidarity. On the other hand, it would be an
even bigger mistake to assume that nothing exists but calculating, self-interested individuals. As we have seen, if everyone
were solely calculating all the time, social groups would not
exist at all; there would be very little for self-interested individuals to fight and connive about. There would be no state for
dictators to rule, no wealth for embezzlers to steal, no trust
to abuse.
What we need to recognize is simply that nonrational sentiments are crucial in any organization; but the extent and
strength of these sentiments am variable. Just because individuals feel solidarity toward some people in some groups does not
mean they feel it toward everyone. Sentiments of trust among
members of a family will suffice to hold a family together (and
those sentiments do not have to OCcur all the time-part of
the time will do, leaving plenty of room for quarrels within the

group). If the world were made up of only families like this,
they would live in little pockets of internal solidarity, with considerable distrust among them externally. In fact, numerous historical societies have taken that form. In another form there may
be solidarity only within the military regime that constitutes a
state, ruling over a subjugated populace that has no trust whatever in its masters. That is another type of society, and history
has seen all too much of it as well.
I could go on and on with the variations. The capitalist
economy, with a rather widespread form of trust in certain kinds
of economic contracts, is yet another version. Here, people haye
enough trust so that they will put their money in someone else's
hands to invest it; they will work expecting that they will be
paid for it at the end of the month; they will accept pieces of
paper promising to payout a sum of money from a checking
account. These and myriad other little acts of trust make possible a gigantic economic machine. It is obvious, too, that this
society is full of confliCts and has its own occasion for distrust.
But in an ironic way, the distrustful occasions baSically depend
upon the trustful ones. It is because people put their money in
banks that there can be bank robbers; it is because most people
are willing to accept on faith the value of a piece of paper that
money can become the object of the complicated deals of financial speculators.
SOciologists do not give up on explaining any of this. They
aim to show just exactly when and how class conflict works, why
crime occurs, and all the rest. They are interested in both solidarity and conflict; and in fact, it is impOSSible to explain one
without the other. They are also concerned with why some
societies are enclaves of little feuding families while others have
large economic networks or <;lictatorial states. The calculating,
self-interested individual has a place in all this. But such individuals are never very effective unless they can relate to nonrational feelings of solidarity that hold groups together.
An individual can dominate other people mainly by taking
advantage of their feelings of solidarity. Whoever can convince

others that he or she is really one of them has a better chance
of taking advantage of them. The most successful exploiter is
the one who makes others feel that he or she has their best interests at heart. This means making an appeal precisely on that
level and through those mechanisms by which nonrational sentiments of solidarity operate. This is a fundamental weapon of
dictators, con-artists, politicians, and perhaps everyone who
wishes to pursue their own sell-interest aggresSively in sOciety.
Feelings of solidarity are often called out in people, deep beneath their Own rational calculation of sell-interest. Whoever
knows how to arouse these feelings in others has a crucial
weapon, to use for good or evil.

- ---------

If sell-interest individuals need to be concerned with solidarity, this is even more true for sell-interested groups. Groups
that are in conflict with other groups can only come to exist in
the first place if they are held together internally. Solidarity and
conflict are not mutually exclusive; solidarity is a crucial weapon
for whoever wants to gain some advantage over someone else.
The best-organized group usually wins, and that means the
group with the most internal solidarity.
The Marxian theory of class conflict has recognized this too,
in a way. For Marxists, a key question has been how people,
especially the working class, can be organized to fight effectively
for power. Usually this has been described as the problem of
creating "class consciousness," i.e., having individual workers
become aware of their interest as a group. The problem, however, is by no means a simple one. People's feelings of solidarity
do not automatically line up ' into two sharply divided groups
of capitalists and workers. A good deal of the time people may
act as purely sell-interested indiViduals, e.g., diHerent businesses
are by no means allies when they are competing against each
other for the same market, and workers are not unified if they
are competing for a particular job or a promotion.
Neverthel~ss, under particular conditions these disputes
among individuals are put aside and groups do form. But how
many groups will there be? The magic number two does not
-

come up so very often. Frequently there are many di
business interests-bankers versus industrialists versus re
versus exporters versus farmers-and it is the complex joc
for favors that makes up so much of ordinary politics. Sim
workers may form into trade unions, but the different
may well be at odds with each other. The teamsters may
conflict with the auto workers; union members may mono
jobs, making them inaccessible to nonunion workers. F
workers may be discriminated against by male worker
the same may happen among white, black, and ethnic g
The problem for the Marxist theorist is not th_at there
little class conflict in the world but that there is too muc
great unresolved issue is to show the conditions under
the smaller conflicting groups amalgamate into larger o
that the conflict is eventually simplified into the classi
sided battle line that Marx predicted. It may tum out to
case, though, that this never happens and that even the
revolutions of the past occurred in situations of conflict
three or even more groups. This model of revolution w
cently proposed by the neo-Marxist theorist Theda Skocpo
For sociologists in general, I propose that two-sided c
between classes are only a part of our concerns. What w
to show is why the whole range of diHerent group line-up
at various times. When do large numbers of competing
exist-be they economic and occupational groups, raci
ethnic groups, families, political parties, or social move
When do these boil down into lineups of only a few g
Does total solidarity of all groups ever occur so that t
only one group, and if so, under what conditions? And
opposite extreme, when do isolated individuals detach
selves entirely from any group bonds and pursue only the
sell-interest?
These problems are by no means all solved by SOC
theory. But some of the crucial mechanisms by which
events take place, I believe, are understood. The central
as argued in this chapter, is_~a~. grol,lp . QJ:'g@ii~!i~- d<

depend on rational calculations. It is not, as Marx thought, that
groups are formed when people become conscious of their common interests. The consciousness and the interests are only the
surface of things. What is beneath the surface is a strong emotion, a feeling of a group of people that they are alike and belong together.
This is not to say that the interests aren't real. But the reason
I say th~y are on the surface of things is that people have all
sorts of interests, some of which bring them together with others,
some of which divide them. A doctor in a medical association,
for example, "obviously" has an interest in joining with other
doctors to monopolize the income from practicing medicine; at
the same time, it is equally in that particular doctor's interest to
compete with other doctors for patients. The same kind of thing
can be said for workers in a trade union or members of any
other group. And this dilemma operates as groups must choose
whether to compete with other groups or to join them; it is
equally in the interest of a trade union to compete with other
unions for preferred treatment as it is to join together . to fight
for the interests of all workers. Rational interests simultaneously
attract and divide people. And the free-rider problem is always
with us, tempting individuals to make their own best deal at the
expense of other members of their group.
Which interests win out, nonetheless, is not a matter of rational calculation. It depends on something deeper: on moral
feelings that bind people together in a group. The procedures
that produce these moral feelings, I am going to argue, are
socia11·ituals. When such rituals have done their work and group
solidarity is created, the interests that people hold in common
in that group take on a new status. The interests become moral
rights and become surrounded with a kind of symboliC halo of
righteousness. From another perspective this might be called
ideology. The key point is that groups not only contend over
competing interests, but they also always see their own interests
in moral terms. As we shall see, if they did not they could not
even exist as groups.

Whether we are looking for the basis of class conflicts or of
the solidarity that underlies a contractual society, then, we come
down to the question of why some people feel that they can
trust others. Durkheim showed that these feelings of trust cannot
depend on rational calculations, but must have a deeper, unconscious source. And having raised the problem, Durkheim proceeded to offer a solution, his theory of social rituals. This wil
be the topiC of the next chapter.

