The Palgrave Handbook of Methodological Individualism: Volume 2

Methodological Individualism, Naive Reductionism and Social Facts: A Discussion with Steven Lukes

Steven Lukes, Nathalie Bulle and Francesco Di Iorio

Dr. Steven Michael Lukes, born in 1941 in the UK, is Professor of Sociology at New York University and a fellow of the British Academy. He is regarded as one of the most prominent social and political theorists of our time. The topics of his publications include Durkheim, power, morality, Marxism and individualism in all its forms. Lukes’ article “Methodological individualism reconsidered” (The British Journal of Sociology, 1968; republished as a book chapter in his edited volume Essays in Social Theory, MacMillan, 1977) and his monograph Individualism (Harper & Row, 1973; republished with a new introduction by ECPR Press in 2006) have been major influences on the debate about methodological individualism for over fifty years.
Lukes’ approach is related to a conceptual framework and a style of reasoning that are typical of the philosophy of language and the logical-empiricist tradition. Because of this, his account of methodological individualism is based on assumptions that differ from the ones traditionally used by individualist social scientists. Unlike the latter, he conceives the individualist explanation as a linguistic problem linked to a specific kind of factual knowledge. According to Lukes, the doctrine of methodological individualism can be summarized as follows: “facts about society and social phenomena are to be explained solely in terms of facts about individuals” (1977 [1968], p. 178). By this he means that, from the perspective of this doctrine, explanations should consist only of “predicates” about “individuals” and their properties and should not include predicates about social and institutional factors and their properties (ibid., p. 180). For example, if we adopt the canons of methodological individualism, Lukes contends, we are “compelled to talk about the tribesman but not the tribe, the bank-teller but not the bank” (ibid., p. 184). In his opinion, methodological individualism is “an exclusivist, prescriptive doctrine about what explanations are to look like” (Lukes 2006 [1973], p. 99) and is centered on a “futile linguistic purism” (Lukes 1977 [1968], p. 184). According to Lukes, this doctrine must be regarded as clearly implausible. He recognizes that there are both more atomistic and less atomistic variants of methodological individualism. The latter (e.g. Popper’s), unlike the former, consider the actor as influenced by the context and “allow ‘situations’ and ‘interrelations between individuals’ to enter into explanations” (ibid.., p. 186). However, these less atomistic variants are, in his view, only apparently more acceptable because: (i) it is difficult to see in which sense they are expressions of methodological individualism; and (ii) they cannot achieve the kind of linguistic purism they claim to adhere to. 
In the introduction to the 2006 edition of Individualism, written more than thirty years after the book’s first release, Lukes reframes and enlarges his earlier analysis in the light of more recent debates on methodological individualism. He argues that the approach he originally provided in 1973 must now be regarded as of limited utility because today three variants of methodological individualism may be distinguished and his old definition applies only to one of them. The two which fall beyond the scope of his earlier objections are: (i) “a reductionist doctrine, according to which holistic laws about social wholes must be reduced to individualist laws about individuals” that is inspired by Ernest Nagel’s work and may be regarded as seriously problematic because this reduction seems to be impossible (Lukes 2006, p. 5); and (ii) the view that causal claims about macro phenomena “must always be supplemented by accounts of causal mechanisms at the level of individuals”, that is the view that macro-explanations need “micro-foundations” (ibid., p. 6).
In Lukes’ opinion, this third variant of methodological individualism developed by scholars such as Raymond Boudon, Jon Elster and Daniel Little “has proved central to the debate over this doctrine since the 1970s” (ibid.) He maintains that it is much more defensible and useful than the two others because it “does not entail that all explanations must be exclusively in individualist terms” and “can allow for the socially structured shaping of individuals’ desires, beliefs and dispositions” (ibid.). According to Lukes (ibid., p. 8), a shortcoming of “this third version of methodological individualism – the mere challenge to provide micro-foundations for social phenomena – ” is that it has “mainly been made in the name of one or another version of the rational choice perspective”, which means with the assumption of an abstract model of action and thus, as highlighted by the Polish-American political scientist Adam Przeworski (1990, pp. 64-65) of “unidifferentiated, unchanging, and unrelated individuals”. In Lukes’ opinion, Przeworski (ibid.) summarizes the problem along lines that can be found in Individualism: while the critique of Marxism offered by methodological individualism is “salutary” because “history must have microfoundations”, the theory of action cannot be abstract, but “must contain more contextual information”. 


Bulle and Di Iorio: From the standpoint of the history and practice of the social sciences, the interpretation of methodological individualism in terms of a linguistic exclusivism that rules out the possibility to develop explanations including predicates about social and institutional factors is difficult to understand and justify. This interpretation stems from the attempt to apply categories of the philosophy of language and logical positivism that do not belong to the individualist tradition to make sense of scholars like Menger’s and Weber’s thought in a way that looks uncharitable. These individualist social scientists never defined their methodology in terms of linguistic exclusivism, but used social predicates abundantly and conceived social phenomena as systems of interaction. Moreover, for them, individuals are not brute facts in the sense of logical empiricism, but theoretical constructs that depict situated actors, whose beliefs and actions can only be defined on the basis of social and cultural concepts. Methodological individualists like them attach crucial relevance to individuals not in the sense of linguistic exclusivism, but to challenge holism understood as the tendency to conceive social wholes in terms of naïve realism and actors as “puppets” that are remote-controlled by social and historical deterministic laws.
Could you clarify why you think otherwise and which evidence supports the claim that scholars like Menger and Weber are committed to a useless linguistic exclusivism? 

Steven Lukes:  I am no expert on Menger and accept your assertion that he was not an advocate of ‘linguistic exclusivism,…used social predicates abundantly and conceived social phenomena as systems of interaction.’ Menger’s principal concern was, I take it, to reject the notion of a ‘national economy’ advanced by the historical school of economists, and to see it rather as the outcome of interaction resulting from individuals’ actions in pursuit of their respective material interests. Weber was similarly fully aware that macro institutions (bureaucracy, the state) and economic systems (capitalism) consist in typical modes of interaction among individuals, though he had a richer view of human interests and was less preoccupied than Menger was with refuting what you call ‘naïve realism.’ By this phrase you mean the view that individual actors are remote-controlled ‘puppets.’ This might help explain the old puzzle of Weber’s lack of interest in his contemporary Durkheim’s methodological writings (Tiryakian 1966), with its talk of social facts as ‘sui generis’ (which Weber may well have dismissed as naïve realism as you characterize it, without bothering to inquire further into what Durkheim was seeking to explore, notably normative pressure and the power of symbolism). You are right to claim that neither Menger nor Weber was ‘committed to a useless linguistic exclusivism.’ 




Bulle and Di Iorio: In your opinion, the multiple-realization problem, which was originally developed in philosophy of mind, is a valid argument against methodological individualism. As applied to the criticism of this approach, the multiple-realization problem can be summarized as follows: since any social phenomenon “may supervene upon multiple individualist type descriptions” the reduction of a macro-level to the properties of the individuals (micro-level) “cannot be carried out” (Lukes 2006, pp. 7-8). For example, a market system can be realized in various ways by distinct individuals who may be interrelated in different ways (Kincaid 1985; Hansson Wahlberg 2019). As a consequence, a market system is not reducible to the properties of concrete individuals, but is compatible with different micro-level or individual properties. 
The validity of this criticism of methodological individualism depends on the validity of the assumption that this approach is tantamount to the view that social properties must be reduced to the properties of concrete individuals. A problem with this criticism is, to use Weber’s words, the ideal-typical nature of individualist explanations. Individualist scholars do not account for macro-level phenomena like a market in terms of concrete individuals and their biographical features, but as pointed out by Schütz (2011, p. 86-92), they refer to ideal-typical “puppets” and typical forms of social interaction. Consider, for example, Weber’s Calvinist entrepreneurs and his abstract model of a capitalist economy (Weber 2013 (1905)). From the standpoint of methodological individualism, understanding a system of interaction like a market cannot be carried out in purely structural terms as some of its critics assume it can. According to this approach, focusing only on structural factors without giving any relevance to individual intentionality and human agency is mistaken because structural factors alone cannot account for the logic of social phenomena. However, as pointed out above, the fundamental information about the modes of action and social interaction is only taken into account in a typical form, without considering the particular individual causal histories at the actual origin of the macro-phenomenon under investigation.
Given the above, why do you regard methodological individualism as a form of naïve reductionism and the multiple-realization problem as a valid argument against this approach?

Steven Lukes: I am very sympathetic to the point you raise in asking this question. As it happens, I have recently published an essay about James Joyce’s Ulysses (Lukes 2022) in which I make exactly this point. I argue there that
Individuals as viewed by the social sciences are always abstract individuals. They exist only in thought or as an idea and, being abstract, do not have a physical or concrete existence. The social scientific individual, therefore, is fictional, not real. (351)
And that, by contrast.
In actual fiction, by contrast, as in novels and plays, the goal is not, I suggest, typically explanation but rather exploration. The one concludes a process with closure, the other consists in a process of unfolding. Explanation yields understanding by resolving puzzles; exploration does so by pursuing questions that generate puzzles. (352)
Moreover, I even make the same connection with Schutz, who, addressing the question: how is one to give an explanation of the social world, answers that doing so involves ‘replacing the human beings which the social scientist observes as an actor on the social stage by puppets created by himself, in other words, in constructing ideal types of actors.’ This requires imputing ‘motives in the mind of an imaginary actor’ whose consciousness is ‘restricted in its contents only to all those elements necessary for the performance of the typical acts under consideration. These elements it contains completely but nothing beyond them.’ (Schutz 1960: 218, 220). Here, of course, the ‘puppets’ to which the early Schutz refers (later typifications) are not remote-controlled by putative collectivities but are rather manipulated by the social scientist for explanatory purposes.


Q3 Bulle and Di Iorio: you sharply distinguish Boudon’s and Elster’s micro-foundationalist approach from classical methodological individualism. This is because you regard these two scholars – along with Little, who, though unlike them, never endorsed methodological individualism – as the originators of a new and more acceptable variant of this orientation that is not committed to linguistic exclusivism. However, Boudon and Elster understood their approach as the implementation of the old methodological individualism rather than as an improved version of it. According to Boudon (1986, p. 55), the principle of methodological individualism, as applied in his empirical works, was “clearly indicated by the classical German sociological tradition (Weber and Simmel, for example)”.  In his opinion, it did not start with economists like Hayek in the twentieth century, but was much older and “had great influence on all the social sciences in Austria and Germany at the end of the nineteenth century” (ibid., p. 231, note 27). Elster (1985 ibid., pp-3-4) considers his microfoundationalist approach as rooted in the Eighteenth century “theories of history that saw it as the result of human action, not of human design” (see also 1989, pp. 91 ff.). Moreover, while he criticizes Weber’s view that psychology is useless in the social sciences and partly disagrees with his theory of rationality, he does question whether Weber’s sociology takes into account social conditioning and allows for reference to social predicates (Elster 2000).
Could you clarify your view that Boudon’s and Elster’s micro-foundationalist approach must be sharply distinguished from classical methodological individualism? 

Steven Lukes: I see the force of your point and would not insist on distinguishing Boudon’s and Elster’s versions from the classical form of methodological individualism


Q4 Bulle and Di Iorio: In Methodological individualism reconsidered you argue that methodological individualism is an explanatory theory, not an ontological one (Lukes 1977, pp. 180-181). This is true. However, while some methodological individualists like Boudon avoid taking a clear ontological stand, others like Mises, Hayek and Popper maintain (at least in some of their works) that, even if, as an explanatory principle, methodological individualism must not be confused with an ontological view, it can be regarded as underpinning a nominalist ontology. You strongly criticize this kind of ontology that you understand as the idea that all the words and predicates that do not refer to strictly individual properties are empty and nonsensical because “only individuals are real” (ibid., p. 180), while social factors and phenomena do not exist. The problem, you contend, is that these factors and phenomena exist and are explanatorily relevant.
It seems to us that the scholars mentioned above never deny this. They only argue that social factors and phenomena must not be interpreted in terms of naïve realism, that is in terms of sui generis entities that exist and function “independently of the individuals” (Hayek 1948, p. 6; see also Popper 1966b, p. 421). They recognize the role of emergent properties and the necessity to study and analyze the structural features of society and their influence on individuals (see Hayek 1967, p. 70; Popper 1957, pp. 82,76), but argue that these features, which are, in their opinion, often unintentional, must be conceived in terms of global properties resulting from the interaction of a collection of individuals rather than in terms of holistic entities (according to methodological individualism, the study of these global properties is carried out in terms of typical organized structures and typical situated actions). This view has nothing to do with the claim that all the words and predicates that do not refer to strictly individual properties are empty.
Your opposition to nominalism can be broken down into four arguments. Argument (i): in the social world “both individual and social phenomena” (for example the procedure of a court) “are observable” (Lukes 1977, p. 180). This is not denied by methodological individualists. According to them, both phenomena that are describable in terms of a vocabulary about individual properties (e.g. John running on a desert beach) and phenomena that are not (e.g. the French Revolution) are observable. Argument (ii): it is false “that individual phenomena are easy to understand, while social phenomena are not…: compare the procedure of the court with the motives of the criminal” (ibid.) Even in this case, we fail to see the difference between your view and that of methodological individualists. In the latter’s opinion, the procedure of a court is tantamount to typical forms of interaction between individuals underpinning typical ways of thinking and acting and, as such, is not less understandable than the behavior of an isolated individual. Argument (iii): individuals do not “exist independently of…groups and institutions” because “as facts about social phenomena are contingent upon facts about individuals, the reverse is also true” (ibid.) We can only speak of soldiers because we can speak of armies. As clarified above, rejecting the holistic ontology does not prevent us from referring to semantically irreducible concepts and from using these concepts to make sense, for example, of the social roles of the individuals within a bureaucratic institution like an army. Even in this case we fail to see any incompatibility between your view and the one of methodological individualists. Argument (iv): the idea that “all social phenomena are fictional and all individual phenomena are factual” is absurd because it “would entail that all assertions about social phenomena are false or else neither true nor false” (ibid., p. 181). As pointed out above, methodological individualists do not consider social phenomena as fictional and do not assume that the assertions about these phenomena are false or meaningless. 
Could you explain why you do not agree with our analysis?

Steven Lukes:  It seems to me that maybe Durkheim and what we may broadly call the Durkheimian legacy, explored and expounded in Philip Smith’s excellent book Durkheim and After (Smith 2020), is the ‘elephant in the room’ here. You offer a sharp contrast between your ‘naïve realism’, where sui generis entities are claimed to exist and function ‘independently of the individuals’, and the ways in which Mises, Hayek and Popper recognize ‘the role of emergent properties’ and ‘the structural features of society and their influence on individuals.’ You are correct in observing that they, like others in this and other traditions, conceptualize these as emergent--as the outcome of social interaction. Often the outcomes are unintended.  I agree with Kenneth Arrow that ‘the emergent nature of social phenomena …may be very far from the motives of the individual interactions’ (Arrow 1994: 3; see Schelling 1978 for a variety of examples). I further agree with Arrow that ‘individual behavior is always mediated by social relations’ and that these are ‘as much a part of the description of reality as is individual behavior’ (5). In characterizing them as emergent the authors you cite here acknowledge this. What they do not focus on and largely miss is the influence on individuals of structural features of society. This is what the Durkheimian perspective enables us to focus upon: namely, all the ways in which “social facts’ are experienced by individuals as external, constraining, general and independent of their individual manifestations, and understood as pre-existing and outlasting individuals. This is how, for instance, moral norms and their weakening or absence (as in anomie) are experienced. It is, as anthropologists say, an emic account, as opposed to an etic account of how norms function to influence and shape both experience and behavior via networks of shared expectations. Durkheimian ‘sui generis’ social phenomena do not exist ‘independently of the individuals’ but exist within them and act upon them. 

Bulle and Di Iorio: In your opinion, while the micro-foundationalist variant of methodological individualism, which has been endorsed among others by Elster and Boudon, “has been of considerable value”, it also possesses a shortcoming (Lukes 2006, p. 8). This is because it has been developed “in the name of one or another version of the rational choice perspective”, which means positing an abstract, invariable and thus partly atomistic concept of the individual (ibid.) In agreement with Adam Przeworski (1990, pp. 64-65) you think that “the theory of individual action must contain more contextual information than the present paradigm of rational choice admits”.
It is true that the rational choice model played a role in the history of methodological individualism, especially in economics, but this approach cannot be assimilated or reduced to the former. Boudon’s individualist sociology is centered on a cognitive or ordinary rationality that is strictly related to a criticism of the limits inherent to the rational choice model (Boudon 2009; 2013). According to him, this model can only explain a limited typology of actions, and fails to account for those dependant on positive beliefs (the descriptions of the world and its mechanisms) and normative beliefs (the endorsement of ethical standpoints). In Boudon’s opinion, these two kinds of belief must be explained neither in illogical terms, nor in holistic ones, but result from a situated, non-utilitarian and non-instrumental rationality. Positive beliefs, Boudon contents (1994, pp. 235 -246), are regarded as true or false independently of their utility and their social and economic consequences, but presuppose nevertheless a system of “good reasons” that are understandable taking into account the socio-cultural background of the agent. Similarly, for him, normative beliefs are not accepted blindly or because of a socio-cultural determinism, but result from an argumentative rationality that is at odds with the Cartesian model of rationality and the utilitarian theory of action, while matching well the assumptions of Perelman’s and Toulmin’s “New Rhetoric” (Boudon 1995, pp. 194-222; 259-259). 
As pointed out by Boudon and Bourricaud (1990, p. 14), methodological individualism assumes that the agent “operates in a framework of constraints determined both by socialization and by the structure of the situation”. As a consequence, understanding his/her rationality means taking into account this framework and the way it affected his/her actions (ibid. pp. 287-289). In other words, methodological individualism assumes that “the idea of rationality must thus be seen as relative, that is to say as dependent upon the structure of situations. To be sure, it must also be seen as dependent upon the position and generally the characteristics of the actors” (p. 290).
Why do you consider all the recent variants of methodological individualism as committed to the rational choice model?

Steven Lukes: This question is largely about whether I have been fair to Boudon and Elster. I readily acknowledge that Boudon sought to supplement rational choice models with his account of ‘argumentative rationality’ and that Elster, having first embraced rational choice theory also later frankly acknowledged its limitations while resolutely insisting on his adherence to methodological individualism. I do not insist that the latter is irretrievably committed to the rational choice model. I agree, once more, with Kenneth Arrow that ‘the individualist viewpoint is in principle compatible with bounded rationality, with violations of the rationality axioms, and with the biases in judgment characteristic of human beings.’ (Arrow  1994:4). And I continue to find considerable value in the insistence upon the need to find micro-foundations for macro and meso explanations, as a guard against attempts to explain outcomes that misapply the language of human agency to disembodied collectivities (such as class or culture) or social relations (such as power relations).
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