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Formalist and Relationalist 
Theory in Social Network 
Analysis

Emily Erikson1

Abstract
Social network research is widely considered atheoretical. In contrast, in this article I argue 
that network analysis often mixes two distinct theoretical frameworks, creating a logically 
inconsistent foundation. Relationalism rejects essentialism and a priori categories and insists 
upon the intersubjectivity of experience and meaning as well as the importance of the 
content of interactions and their historical setting. Formalism is based on a structuralist 
interpretation of the theoretical works of Georg Simmel. Simmel laid out a neo-Kantian 
program of identifying a priori categories of relational types and patterns that operate 
independently of cultural content or historical setting. Formalism and relationalism are 
internally consistent theoretical perspectives, but there are tensions between them. To 
pave the way for stronger middle-range theoretical development, I disaggregate the two 
approaches and highlight the contradictions that must be addressed or resolved for the 
construction of any general and inclusive theory.

Keywords
social networks, theory, relationalism, formalism, structuralism, Georg Simmel, pragmatism

Over the last few decades, social network research has become an increasingly vibrant area 
of sociology inquiry. The field has grown tremendously: New journals have been created 
and conferences held, programs and concentrations in social network analysis have been 
started in institutions in North America and Europe, and large numbers of scholars have 
been attracted to the field from across a wide array of disciplines, including sociology, 
anthropology, management science, computer science, biology, mathematics, and physics. 
The popularity of the idea of “networking,” beginning in the late 1970s, and the rapid pro-
liferation of social networking websites in the twenty-first century have magnified public 
awareness and interest in social network research. For many, social network analysis holds 
the promise of revitalizing and unifying sociological research under the banner of a theoreti-
cal interest in relationships—rather than individuals (as in economics and psychology) or 

1Yale University, New Haven, CT, USA

Corresponding Author:
Emily Erikson, Yale University, PO Box 208265, New Haven, CT, 06520-8265, USA. 
Email: Emily.erikson@yale.edu

501998 STX31310.1177/0735275113501998Sociological TheoryErikson
research-article2013



220	 Sociological Theory 31(3)

states (as in political science). Yet despite its potential, social network research has been 
subject to repeated criticisms charging that the field is atheoretical (Burt 1980; Emirbayer 
and Goodwin 1994; Granovetter 1979; Mitchell 1979; Rogers 1987).

Although the lack of a coherent theoretical framework allows some fields to blossom—
and indeed could well have contributed to the extraordinary rise of social network research 
in recent years—incoherence may also prove a significant challenge for network scholars in 
the long-term. It is not uncommon for short-term efflorescences, based upon the inclusive-
ness made possible by inexact specification of conceptual foundations, to founder over time 
through lack of continued direction. In these cases, many eventually come to view once 
thriving fields as hopeless tangles of ill-defined questions, vague wording, and confused 
terminology, as seems to be true now for research in the closely related field of social capital 
(see Durlauf 2002).

If theoretical undergirdings are not well-articulated but instead are left in the realm of 
informal and intuitive knowledge, there is a serious risk that this information will be lost 
rather than transferred to the next generation of researchers. Indeed, the field of social net-
works has already suffered from the lack of a clear research trajectory that theoretical clari-
fication provides. Partially as a result—and despite increases in the size of the networks 
field—network researchers in the social sciences have often complained of being ignored 
(Bonacich 2004; Freeman 2011:28). Although many have blamed the idea of interloping 
physicists for this state of affairs, the real issue may be the lack of a coherent framework to 
situate the empirical and methodological contributions of social network research. It is much 
easier to pull ideas and methods out of context if a field appears to others as a largely unor-
ganized grab bag of measures, tools, and ideas.

Additionally, different theoretical perspectives suggest different approaches to measuring 
basic concepts, such as ties and nodes in social network analysis. Without an open acknowl-
edgement of these differences, researchers are likely to dismiss entire bodies of work over 
basic disagreements as to what empirical phenomena constitute a tie (for example, interac-
tions versus relationships) or whether the operationalizations chosen by researchers are 
appropriate given their underlying assumptions. This situation can frustrate the efforts of 
individual researchers and impede the overall progress of the field. Sub rosa disagreements 
can lead important fields to drop out of top journals when the quality of work remains high 
but consensus is difficult to achieve.

In this article, I argue that there are in fact two distinct theoretical frameworks that ani-
mate much of the work on social networks: formalism and relationalism. I demonstrate that 
there are deep tensions between the two approaches in terms of their underlying presupposi-
tions as well as their relationship to four central concepts of general interest to sociologists: 
context, meaning, agency, and the relationship between micro and macro levels of social 
processes. It is the ad hoc mixing of the two streams by network researchers that has pro-
duced the incoherence widely perceived as atheoretical. At the same time, the contradictions 
between these two frames suggest that a unified theory built entirely on either foundation 
and encompassing both perspectives is unlikely and, further, that any successful combina-
tion of the two will require careful attention to the underlying presuppositions about percep-
tion, experience, and agency found in each.

Social Network Theory

There have been four responses to the state of theory in social network research: criticism 
and a call for more theoretical development, employment of broad theoretical concepts, 
informal recognition of the existence of different research streams, and efforts to build new 
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frameworks. The best-known article on theory and social network research is a call for the 
development of the ideas of culture and meaning in networks. Emirbayer and Goodwin 
(1994) array different types of network analysis with respect to their treatment of culture, 
agency, and value formation; social network researchers are then criticized for neglecting 
these important concerns. The authors urge network researchers to rectify what they con-
ceive as an oversight. The larger logic of the argument implies that when network research-
ers show a deeper interest in culture, agency, and values, the field will (finally) become 
theoretical (Emirbayer and Goodwin 1994). Lately there has been an intensification of the 
criticism of network analysis for not adequately dealing with questions of culture and mean-
ing (Fuhse 2009; Mische 2011; Pachucki and Breiger 2010). These assessments are in line 
with and tend to draw support from the larger and longer-lived critique of network research 
as atheoretical.

Other network researchers have attempted to spell out a theory of social networks based 
on the emphasis on relations (Borgatti et al. 2009; Wellman 1983). For example, Stephen 
Borgatti and Virginie Lopez-Kidwell have categorized two related types of network theory, 
one based on flows of information and the other on ties that bind individuals into collective 
action (Borgatti and Lopez-Kidwell 2011). This categorization is similar to Joel Podolny’s 
earlier description of networks as both pipes and prisms (Podolny 2001). In each of these 
cases, the authors offered important theoretical conceptualizations; however, neither 
approach is sufficiently complex to be considered a theoretical framework. The approaches 
of Borgatti and Lopez-Kidwell and Podolny do not constitute a set of logically consistent 
propositions that can be used to generate hypotheses. In the end, these works are forced to 
lean on other more developed theories, such as rational choice theory, because they are only 
new metaphors that draw attention to different aspects of the same object of inquiry. The 
belief that network conceptualizations constitute theory, when readers from other traditions 
expect the development of theoretical systems, has likely added to the sense that social net-
work research is atheoretical.

Despite criticism of the state of social network theory, it has long been informally recog-
nized by network researchers that at least two distinct approaches exist within the field: 
formalism and relationalism (DiMaggio 1992; Fuhse and Mützel 2011; Pachucki and Breiger 
2010). Several important recent works are sophisticated theoretical approaches that build out 
of formalism or relationalism but attempt to overcome the limitations of either approach. 
One example is John Levi Martin’s longer-term project of incorporating a version of Kantian 
aesthetics into a theory of social action (Martin 2011).

Whatever the intrinsic merits of these combinatory efforts, they presume that formalism 
and relationalism can be melded. Yet the roots of these divergent approaches and their 
potential for reconciliation have not been given direct consideration. It is to this task that I 
turn in the sections that follow. In presenting both approaches, I make reference to research 
that does not always fit neatly on either side of the divide. In doing so I am not attempting to 
slot authors into one perspective or the other; instead I am using their research to illustrate 
the parameters of research programs that span across the contributions of any individual 
scholar (Lakatos 1978).

Is Social Network Research Always Relational?

Social network analysis takes as its fundamental unit of analysis the relationships between 
actors. The actors may be individuals, but they may also be organizations, states—even 
animals. It is often taken for granted that this focus on relationships means that social 
network analysis is definitively relationalist. Relationalism, however, has a more specific 
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meaning that encompasses strong claims about the primacy of experience, which are not 
embraced by many researchers in social networks.

The theoretical roots of relationalism are numerous and not always explicitly identified. 
John Dewey, Charles S. Peirce, George Herbert Mead, and other pragmatist philosophers 
have been influential for many involved in theorizing relationalism. In Europe, the phenom-
enological tradition seems to have also played a role. A distinct brand of relationalism grew 
up around the work of Pierre Bourdieu (Kivinen and Piiroinen 2006) and other French soci-
ologists, including but not limited to Luc Boltanski and Bruno Latour, who has himself 
embraced the early work of Gabriel Tarde, a contemporary of Durkheim (Latour 2010).1

Mustafa Emirbayer has perhaps been the most vocal advocate for a relational approach to 
social science. In his “Manifesto for a Relational Sociology,” he defines relationalism in 
opposition to substantialism. Substantialists identify the source of social action and explana-
tion in fixed entities, be they individuals, societies, or social structures. Relationalists instead 
believe that the “very terms or units involved in a transaction derive their meaning, signifi-
cance, and identity from the (changing) functional roles they play within that transaction” 
(Emirbayer 1997:287). And, “relational theorists reject the notion that one can posit discrete, 
pregiven units such as the individual or society as ultimate starting points of sociological 
analysis” (Emirbayer 1997:287).

Emirbayer has been advocating a relationalist perspective since at least 1992, frequently 
drawing upon the work of Dewey and Mead in formulating new research approaches for 
network analysis, collective action, ethnomethodology, and studies of democracy (Emirbayer 
1992; Emirbayer and Goldberg 2005; Emirbayer and Goodwin 1994; Emirbayer and 
Maynard 2011; Emirbayer and Schneiderhan 2013). Emirbayer regrets Kant’s influence on 
sociology, noting the incorporation of mind-body dualism into long-standing distinctions 
such as emotion versus reason (Emirbayer and Goldberg 2005) and norms versus rationality 
(Emirbayer and Mische 1998:965–67). Rather than bracket moral action (translated by 
Parsons into normatively oriented behavior) as the domain of agency, Emirbayer and Mische 
propose a novel definition drawing from Dewey and Mead in which individuals exist within 
structures of relations, but the dynamism of those structures requires actors to imaginatively 
construct the nature of their situation. Thus individuals respond to their circumstances, but 
they express agency by creatively interpreting their circumstances, which in turn affects the 
course of action individuals choose. Emirbayer and Mische place a particular emphasis on 
both temporality, because the choice to orient oneself to the past, present, or future involves 
significant agency, and the intersubjective nature of the process of interpretation. In their 
words, “Ends and means develop continuously within contexts that are themselves changing 
and thus always subject to reevaluation and reconstruction on the part of the reflective intel-
ligence” (1998:967–8).

Central pragmatist ideas embraced by Emirbayer include Dewey’s concepts of intelligent 
action and emotions (Emirbayer and Schneiderhan 2013); a rejection of dualisms (Emirbayer 
and Goldberg 2005:474); Peirce’s link between problem-solving, doubt, and creativity; and 
the more general emphases on experience, practice, and language as intersubjective pro-
cesses of coordination (Emirbayer and Maynard 2011).

Margaret Somers has been another strong voice advocating a relationalist approach, 
which she refers to as relational realism. She does not link to specific pragmatist philoso-
phers when discussing relational realism, instead highlighting theoretical debts to feminist 
theorists, race theorists, Charles Taylor, and Thomas Kuhn (Somers 1994, 1998). She does, 
however, make references to pragmatism and pragmatist readings of texts (1998:731), intro-
duces her theoretical agenda as “relational and pragmatic realism” (1998:743), and obliquely 
equates relational realism to Mustafa Emirbayer’s relationalism (1998:768, fn. 29).
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Somers and Emirbayer make similar polemical points, arguing against essentialism in 
social science (Somers 1994:605, 621; 2008:205), the dichotomization of concepts such as 
normative/empirical and material/ideal (Somers 2008:22–4), and the use of a priori catego-
ries and entities (Somers 1994:628; 1998:751). Somers does not refer to Kant as the source 
of these concepts, placing the blame instead on Parsons (Somers 1994:621; 2008:205).

Perhaps because Somers is a comparative-historical scholar, she tends to invoke historic-
ity where a pragmatist philosopher would be more likely to refer to experience. For example, 
she writes, “Relational realists believe that, while it is justifiable to theorize about unobserv-
ables, any particular theory entailing theoretical phenomena is historically provisional. For 
a relational realism that means one can believe in the reality of a phenomenon without neces-
sarily believing in the absolute truth or ultimate reality of any single theory that claims to 
explain it” (1998:744). This difference does not, however, seem to indicate any real diver-
gence. She places a strong emphasis on the dynamic flux of history and historical events 
(1994:621) and resolutely insists upon the social construction of self and identify (1994:607, 
620, 622). Indeed her articulation of agency is very similar to Emirbayer and Mische’s: 
“People are guided to act in certain ways and not others, on the basis of projections, expecta-
tions, and memories derived from a multiplicity but ultimately limited repertoire of avail-
able, social, public, and cultural narratives” (Somers 1994:614). In addition to aligning with 
Emirbayer, Somers has indicated that Harrison White was a significant influence; she uses a 
quotation from his work as the title for the paper in which she develops the idea of relational 
realism (Somers 1998).

White, for his part, employs mathematical models in his work and has been the target of 
criticism specifically for ignoring cultural meaning and historical context (Brint 1992). 
Perhaps in part because of this criticism, White has devoted significant effort to articulating 
a relational agenda for sociology and social networks. Although philosophers rarely make 
appearances in his writings, this trend has been reversed in recent work in which Peirce is 
given pride of place as a central influence on White’s new work on language (Fontdevila, 
Opazo, and White 2011).

White’s central theoretical vision, articulated in Identity and Control (2008), is based 
upon a conception of reality as turbulent, chaotic, and dynamic. Individuals do not exist 
prior to the experience of this constant flux but instead emerge from it. “Identities spring up 
out of efforts at control in turbulent contexts,” he writes (White 2008:1). Our image of our-
selves is an illusion that arises from “efforts at control amid contingencies and contentions 
in interaction” (White 2008:1). Indeed White’s language throughout is one of flows, gels, 
and processes that attempts to avoid any sense of fixed entities. Consistent with the pragma-
tists’ emphasis on problem solving, White insists that individuals, meaning, and knowledge 
emerge from attempts to resolve the constant ambiguity of social circumstances (Fontdevila 
et al. 2011:179; White 2008). Along with several different coauthors, White objects to 
dichotomies between communication and action (Fontdevila et al. 2011:179), ties and mean-
ing (White et al. 2007:545), and suggests replacing duality with the idea of dualisms, which 
he, together with John Mohr, uses to refer to structural interdependence between different 
orders of social organization (Mohr and White 2008:490).

Perhaps most telling is White’s turn to language. Walter Benjamin has said that a book 
only truly comes into existence when it has been translated (Benjamin 1968:69–82). White 
reminds us that all language is an act of translation, from one person to another, and there-
fore is at its essence relational. Meaning is conveyed, abstracted, disembedded, and made 
tangible through the relational act of conversing, where it becomes eminently social (White 
2008). And all meaning derives from relationships because meaning only occurs when two 
contexts or identities are linked, in an act of translation, communication, or abstraction 
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(White et al. 2007:544). Far from ignoring the content of ties, White is using language to dig 
deep into the interactional contents of relationships.2

Relationships are clearly central to relationalism as defined by White, Somers, and 
Emirbayer; however, relationships are conceived as dynamic, impermanent, and contingent. 
They are made, unmade, and reshaped by their social context. If relations are considered to 
be fixed, independent of context, or prior to social context, this would simply be another 
version of substantialism. Much of social network analysis simply does not fit within this 
relational framework. It is better described as formal. Formalism in social networks emerged 
out of the structuralism in Georg Simmel’s works.

Formalism

Georg Simmel is widely considered to be a founding father of the social network tradition 
(Levine, Carter, and Gorman 1976a, 1976b; Levine 1989). Many people emphasize the rela-
tional aspects of his theory. Ronald Breiger stresses his debt to Spinoza (Breiger 2011). 
Mustafa Emirbayer writes of him as “the classical sociologist most deeply committed to 
relational theorizing” (Emirbayer 1997:288). Simmel also engaged with the work of Edmund 
Husserl, the founder of phenomenology, another important influence on relationalism 
(Backhaus 1998, 2003).

However, Simmel’s work is widely acknowledged to contain contradictory elements and 
is complex enough to sustain different interpretations. In particular, Gary Jaworski has docu-
mented a mid-century intellectual struggle between competing interpretations of Simmel’s 
work, one driven by Robert K. Merton’s middle-range structuralism and the other driven by 
the phenomenological orientation of the New School (Jaworski 1998). In Merton’s hands, 
Simmel’s work was shed of its potentially proto-phenomenological and relational elements 
(Jaworski 1990). Instead Merton’s Simmel was formalist—a term chosen by Simmel 
himself.

A formal reading of Simmel emphasizes his Kantian early work, rather than the phenom-
enological or Spinozan side of his later work, and I would argue that it is Simmel’s formal-
ism, rather than his phenomenology, that has been embraced in social network analysis. 
Understanding the logic behind this formalism can help explain issues that have puzzled 
critics of social network analysis, such as many researchers’ lack of interest in culture and 
context.

A neo-Kantian, formalist interpretation of Simmel puts him in tension with relationalism 
as described by Emirbayer. In his Critique of Pure Reason, Kant (1966/1787) addressed the 
problem of whether reason alone, without the assistance of empirical observations, could 
produce knowledge. In Kant’s terms this was a question of whether synthetic a priori judg-
ments are possible, where synthetic means combining given knowledge or principles to cre-
ate new information and a priori means knowledge prior to experience. The question then 
was whether knowledge that did not depend upon experience of the empirical world could 
nevertheless generate new insights. If synthetic a priori judgments were possible, such 
observations provided a defense of reason, conceived independently of knowledge of the 
world.

Kant ultimately argued that reason could produce new insights without recourse to empir-
ical observation, as for example in geometry and arithmetic. The reason that geometry could 
produce insights about the empirical world was not because it was modeled after the world 
but because the same logic that made reasoning in geometry possible also made our experi-
ence of the world possible. For example, Kant argued that a conception of space is both 
essential to geometry and necessary to our perception of objects in the world. Thus, a 
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correspondence between the two exists because the logic of geometry is part of the means by 
which we apprehend the physical world. Since the idea of space is necessary to experiencing 
the world, it must be prior to experience—it is part of the conditions that make experience 
possible.

Kant expanded this position to argue that there are certain essential structures of reason. 
These aspects of the mind, such as the ideas of time, space, and causality, are prior to our 
experience of the physical world and make empirical observation possible. Since we cannot 
perceive objects or movement without the concepts of space and time, such categories are 
not part of perception. Therefore, for Kant these a priori structures answer the question 
“How is nature possible?” Although sometimes interpreted as referring to cognitive or sub-
jective processes in his discussion of the faculties of mind, Kant is now generally understood 
to have argued that these faculties are necessary for any rational interpretation of the world. 
Thus, he should not be interpreted as referring to psychological aspects of the human cogni-
tive process but rather to fundamental epistemological principles. Indeed one might infer 
this from Kant’s identification of the categories of meaning as prior to experience, as they 
must then necessarily transcend any particular empirical setting by their nature as a priori 
and therefore stand as universal, fixed, and true.3

As a neo-Kantian scholar, Simmel attempted to expand Kant’s philosophy beyond the 
natural sciences to the social sciences. The rhetorical question Simmel posed was “How is 
society possible?” (Simmel 2009:40). Following Kant, Simmel argues it is “answered by the 
conditions which reside a priori in the elements themselves, through which they combine, in 
reality, into the synthesis, society” (Simmel 1971:8). Further, “the sociological apriorities 
are likely to have the same twofold significance as those which make nature possible. On the 
one hand, they more or less completely determine the actual process of sociation as func-
tions or energies of psychological processes. On the other hand, they are the ideational, logi-
cal presuppositions for the perfect society” (1971:9).4 Simmel perceived at least part of his 
research project as searching out these sociological apriorities (1971:8), understood as the 
social forms that constitute society. Indeed Leopold von Wiese, Simmel’s student, con-
structed a catalogue of social forms in order to advance Simmel’s vision for sociology (von 
Wiese and Becker 1932).

For Kant, the a priori exists outside of nature and experience. A straightforward reading 
of Simmel implies that social forms are a priori; that is, they exist prior to experience.5 
Social forms do not arise from relationships experienced in the real world. Instead, rela-
tionships experienced in the world manifest the properties of ideal forms. As Backhaus 
has described them, Simmel’s social forms “transcend the real acts of consciousness 
through which they are constituted” (Backhaus 1998:263).6 They are not constituted by 
transactions but instead give form to transactions—because they posit discrete, pregiven, 
and fixed entities that exist outside of the material plane prior to their instantiation. To be 
entirely clear, in Simmel’s work, the form of associations cannot exist without the actual 
associations, as form does not exist without content, but form is not determined by actual 
associations, just as the shape of a vase is not determined by the liquid it contains. It is 
instead the synthesis of the two that makes society possible. Still, the ontological quality 
of these forms, their fixity, stands in contrast to the endless fluidity of the relationalist’s 
conception of social life.

The differences in the metaphysical underpinnings of relationalism versus formalism 
have had significant implications for approaches to social network research. The effect can 
best be seen on four dimensions: the content (i.e., the meaning of ties as well as the meanings 
that are passed through ties), the importance of the context in which ties occur, conceptions 
of agency, and the link between micro-level behavior and macro-social outcomes.
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The Content of Ties

For Simmel, the a priori objects that made society possible were social forms. However, 
Simmel is inconsistent in how he defines social forms (Wolff 1950:xxxix). Forms can be, on 
one hand, types of associations (e.g., competition, domination, subordination) or, on the 
other hand, geometric abstractions like the dyad and triad. He also refers to both specific 
historical institutions and constant human psychological predispositions as forms and does 
not hesitate to use the term form colloquially as well. Ultimately, as Levine explains, for 
Simmel, “forms are the synthesizing processes by which individuals combine into suprain-
dividual unities, stable or transient, solidary or antagonistic” (Levine 1971:xxiv), and these 
include exchange, conflict, domination, and sociability as well as relation of the individual 
to the group, formal properties of small groups, marriage, wandering, and even adornment, 
among others.

Despite other inconsistencies, Simmel is clear that forms should be treated as distinct 
from content—and that forms, not content, are the proper subject of study for sociology. 
This divide is consistent with the Kantian distinction between a priori forms and a poste-
riori experience. In “Sociability,” Simmel argues that “neither hunger nor love, neither 
work nor religiosity, neither technology nor the functions and results of intelligence, are 
social” (Simmel 1950:41). Instead he gives as an example marriage, which he conceives 
as a fixed social form filled with varying emotional and individual content. Two people 
may be bound by marriage but have different feelings toward each other, and the intensity 
of their commitment may vary over time (Simmel 1971:351). Simmel encouraged social 
structural models of abstracted forms rather than relational types. This has been one of 
Simmel’s legacies in social network analysis, a theoretical groundwork for a formal soci-
ology that focuses on patterns of ties at the expense of the content of those ties.

At the very extreme end of the spectrum this has produced a desire for social research devoid 
of individuals. For example, Donald Black (2000) in his article “Dreams of a Pure Sociology” 
imagined a field “entirely uncontaminated by psychology or other sciences (compare Simmel 
1908/1950:21; Ward 1903). It contains no assumptions, assertions, or implications about the 
human mind or its contents. It completely ignores human subjectivity, the conscious and uncon-
scious meanings and feelings people experience, including their perceptions, cognitions, and atti-
tudes” (Black 2000:347–8). But even for those who never intended to exclude humanity from 
sociology, formal approaches have often drained content from research.

Consider a classic article on the diffusion of innovation among physicians written by 
Coleman, Katz, and Menzel (1971). The study reports how relationships between doctors 
affected the pattern by which the pharmaceutical drug gammanym was adopted for use by 
different doctors. There is no information on what gammanym does or, perhaps more impor-
tant, the risk factors involved in its use. Neither is there a discussion of its effectiveness, 
which seems to be simply implied by its adoption by a growing number of doctors. Similarly, 
Thomas Valente’s (1996) study of the diffusion of innovations mentions the innovations 
under study (tetracycline, hybrid corn, family planning), but variation in the adoption rates 
of these very distinct technologies is attributed solely to the social structures of the commu-
nities involved. This absence is in fact the strength of the research. Much can be learned 
about the diffusion of innovation without having to research the innovation itself exactly 
because social structure, at the very least, also affects the rate and progress of adoption. The 
process of innovation is understood as a social form through which the specific contents of 
different innovations pass.

In 2004, Peter Bearman and Paolo Parigi published an article noting that since its intro-
duction in 1985, the network instrument of the General Social Survey has been used to do a 
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great deal of research on relations based on a question that asks respondents with whom they 
discuss important matters. Until this paper, however, there had been little research investi-
gating what it was that people were talking to each other about (Bearman and Parigi 
2004:537). The absence of interest in content is not an oversight within a formal approach to 
social networks; it is part of an ongoing research program seeking to identify the effects of 
patterns of social relationship considered in and of themselves. Specifically this means sepa-
rating out the effect of content from form—or in this case ignoring the content. The analyti-
cal power of a great deal of social network research comes from the ability to abstract away 
from the messy details of real relationships—but this tendency should be considered formal 
rather than relational.

Relationalists make a different set of claims. Rather than abstract away from meaning, 
they have made repeated calls for network analysts to include culture and meaning in their 
research (Emirbayer 1997; Fuhse 2009; McLean 2007; Mische 2011; Pachucki and Breiger 
2010). Relationalists begin with the assumption that social networks are meaning (Fuhse 
2008:62; Mische 2003:258; White 1992:67). This is to say, quoting Fuhse, that all social 
networks are “intersubjective constructs of expectations and cultural forms” (Fuhse 2008:52). 
Another way of approaching this might be to say that the meaning one individual assigns to 
another is the basis of any relationship; in fact, the absence of meaning could easily be 
understood as the absence of a relationship—when you have no expectations or knowledge 
of another individual. Therefore, it is not a stretch to believe that meanings constitute rela-
tionships, which in turn compose networks.

Paul McLean, for example, analyzed several hundred letters of Renaissance Florentines 
written in the competitive context of patronage politics. These individuals were seeking to 
construct relationships, that is, use social networks, to advance their careers. McLean shows 
that these individuals manipulated available culture frames, such as honor or amicizia (mutu-
ally advantageous friendship), in order to construct relationships with others that could be 
used to channel favors and opportunities. In this case, the network ties did not channel mean-
ing, as in innovation studies; they were built out of meaning. And, McLean cautions, these 
culturally specific meanings cannot be ignored by researchers, since different ties mean 
different things to different individuals, and these meanings have strong implications for the 
way a relationship plays out: “The intensity, durability, flexibility, heterogeneity, and addi-
tivity of different social networks cannot be well understood” without an analysis of the 
meaning of ties (McLean 1998:54).

Ann Mische has similarly shown that young Brazilian activists “jockey over the multiple 
dimensions of their memberships, identities, and projects in order to build relations with 
other actors” (Mische 2003:269). She identifies four conversation-based mechanisms or 
strategies—identity qualifying, temporal cuing, generality shifting, and multiple targeting—
through which the activists use conversation practices to build relationships, thus forming 
the basis of social movements. Each mechanism is a communicative practice, that is, a way 
of transmitting meaning between participants. Thus, shared meanings are the foundation of 
relationships, which in turn concatenate into larger affiliation and social networks. In short, 
for relationalists, meaning is inseparable from the study of social networks because relation-
ships are created out of meaning. For formalists, in contrast, meaning is something that 
flows through relationships and should be separated out from structural analysis whenever 
possible. Formalists have sometimes had to come to terms with meaning (Baldassarri and 
Diani 2007; Gulati and Higgins 2003; Podolny and Baron 1997), but the impetus is to pick 
out the generalizable aspects of meaning and incorporate these into a more complex set of 
social forms—not to incorporate the irreducibility of meaning and relationship into the anal-
ysis, as relationalists have done.
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These understandings play an important role in determining how analysts approach the 
measurement and definition of a tie. Relationalists object to the duality of tie and content, 
which is consistent with a Simmelian formalism that understands forms as a priori and con-
tents as a posteriori. To overcome this division, relationalists focus on the act of interaction, 
in which meaning is not separate from but instead creates—or instantiates—relationships 
(Stark 2011). Thus, the fundamental unit that relationalist researchers should seek to mea-
sure (the 0,1 indicators manipulated in matrices and graphs) should be interactions, gathered 
from behavioral data. For formalists, social forms, or relationships, presuppose interactions 
and indeed make them possible; thus, the nature of a relationship, a familial tie, for example, 
will produce different types of interactions and, further, relationships may channel different 
kinds of meaning as well as information. In this case, ties should be operationalized as rela-
tionships recognized by the research subjects and can be gathered through questionnaires or 
interviews. However, a formalist will not necessarily recognize an interaction as a network 
tie, whereas a relationalist will distrust subjective beliefs drained of interactional content. 
These differences end up posing barriers to communication between researchers and when 
unacknowledged create the potential for problematic comparisons across the results of 
research that is superficially similar but substantively different.

The Role of Context

In “The Problem of Sociology,” Simmel wrote, “In sociology, the object abstracted from 
reality may be examined in regard to laws entirely inhering in the objective nature of the 
elements. These laws must be sharply distinguished from any spatio-temporal realization; 
they are valid whether the historical actualities enforce them once or a thousand times” 
(1971:28–9). For Simmel, context is also necessarily secondary to the sociological study of 
forms. If the forms truly are a priori and make society possible in the same way that cogni-
tion makes the perception of nature possible for Kant, then the forms are separate from any 
particular realization and occur in all societies and all contexts.

In network research, this theoretical undercurrent was translated into attempts to identify 
local network patterns that produce similar outcomes across different contexts. For example, 
Ivan Chase (1980) published an overview of papers on hierarchy formation in small groups. 
His research clearly privileges form over content: “Hierarchies emerge from the interaction 
among group members rather than being generated by differences among those individuals” 
(Chase 1980:905). But more important, his project involves showing that the social process 
of hierarchy formation (i.e., a process based not on individual attributes but on interactions 
between individuals) not only occurs in human societies but is so general as to also occur in 
animal societies. Grounding processes of hierarchy formation in the animal world, that is, 
the natural world, gives them a fundamentally different claim to universality than if they 
were confined to human society. Since animals do not ostensibly have cultures, hierarchy 
formation is a social form prior to and independent of cultural settings.

Similarly, researchers using small group studies treat context differently than do relation-
alists and make different types of claims about universality. Exemplary, and now classic, 
research in this vein was conducted by James Davis, Paul Holland, and Samuel Leinhardt. 
Davis makes light of the research’s association with Simmel (Davis 1979:54); however, it is 
also clear that Simmel is both a direct and an indirect influence (Moreno 1934). In 1976, 
Holland and Leinhardt formalized a method for thinking about and identifying local struc-
tural processes in networks—that is, in social groups—called the triadic census.

A network is usually composed of several nodes, which often represent people, and arcs, 
which represent relationships between those people. The structure of the network may be 
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analyzed through global properties, for example, the degree of clustering in the network, but 
it may also be investigated through local configurations. The triadic census investigates the 
pattern of ties between all sets of three nodes (a triad) present within the larger network. The 
census gives information about which local interactions are driving the larger structure of 
the network. Holland and Leinhardt are, I believe, relatively catholic about the uses to which 
the triadic census may be put, but their emphasis—as exemplified by collaborations with 
Davis—is on psychological processes, such as balance and transitivity theory, that are con-
ceptualized as human rather than cultural (Davis 1963; Homans 1951). The psychological 
focus abstracts from social, historical, and cultural contexts, and the emphasis on the local 
pulls attention away from the larger structural context while providing an elegant solution to 
describing networks.

Despite the theoretical drive to compare social forms across context, the object of inquiry 
in network research is particularly resistant to comparison. Many network statistics (density 
being perhaps the most prominent example) are highly dependent upon the size of the net-
work to the extent that straightforward comparison of density measures across networks of 
different size is problematic. Prominent methodologists have therefore attempted to provide 
standard procedures for comparing network structure across diverse contexts. In early and 
seminal work, Boorman and White (1976) used an algebraic approach to detect deep and 
generalizable structural patterns across networks. Later, Faust and Skvoretz (2002) provided 
a method for assessing structural similarities by reducing networks to underlying structural 
tendencies—that is, forms that concatenate over time to produce structure. Faust and 
Skvoretz focus on mutuality, transitivity, cyclical triples, and star configurations—social 
forms so abstract they barely correspond to recognizable relational types or processes. The 
abstract forms, however, provide a grounded basis for suitable comparison across all kinds 
of network types and, therefore, network contexts. As long as researchers attempt to link 
local configurations to the same outcomes or attributes across different contexts, they are 
following an investigative program that was legitimated by Simmel’s emphasis on a priori 
forms.

In relationalism, context plays a much different role. There is a strong emphasis on histo-
ricity (Somers 1994) and contingency (White 2008), as well as a pronounced belief that 
meaning develops in the relation between things rather than in things themselves. This ten-
dency leads relationalists to draw on the insight that “big” is only meaningful in relation to 
something “small” in order to make more complex arguments about how concepts such as 
ethnic identity develop in the relation between ethnic groups (Barth 1969). Context is then 
not simply a setting but a Geertzian web of meaning. Somers describes it as a “social net-
work of relationships (however incoherent or unrealizable) composed of symbolic, institu-
tional, and material practices” (Somers 1994:616).

This approach has two implications for social network analysis. First, social forms, under-
stood as patterns of relationships between individuals, are not something that can be lifted 
outside of a cultural context but instead must be interpreted through their position within the 
larger whole. And second, relationalists often conceive of networks as the very web that 
links individuals and objects of meaning into that larger whole.7 The goal is not transpos-
ability across settings; instead, networks are a necessary means by which to analyze or inter-
pret one particular setting.

Addressing the first implication, Daniel McFarland has shown that network effects vary 
across different contexts. He analyzed predictors of student resistance in two high schools 
and found that network and status effects varied according to the organization of tasks in the 
classroom and the topic of study. Network density and the status of individual students were 
both predictors of student resistance, but when they were examined in connection with the 
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presence of teacher-centered management of tasks, McFarland found that high-status stu-
dent interventions increased, but the effect of network density on student resistance 
decreased. These local effects also had much greater explanatory power than race and class-
based background variables. As McFarland writes, “The nature of this social context greatly 
defines what strategies of action are sensible for the actors to take” (McFarland 2001:666). 
The effects of network position and structure were only fully understood when the interac-
tion with classroom instructional format was also considered, which is to say that the effects 
of networks were best understood embedded within a larger context, not abstracted from it.

David Stark’s (1996) influential article on recombinant property is an example of the 
second implication, networks as webs of meaning. In this work he described the creation of 
a new kind of capitalism in the postsocialist economy of Hungary that came about through 
mixing together and recombining different existing types of property. By evaluating owner-
ship patterns of the 220 largest Hungarian firms, he identified a mélange of ties to local 
government, foreign ownership, private individuals, banks, and other firms. Interfirm ties, in 
particular, proliferated across the economy, creating a new unit of analysis, the network of 
firms. This network was a hybrid between market and hierarchy in which firms increased 
their value by sharing assets and distributing debt across organizational boundaries. He 
argued that it was not simply the structure of these ties but the reorganization of existing 
relationships that was so important to reshaping the Hungarian economy. Firm-to-firm ties 
blurred conceptions of property ownership, creating new opportunities and a new develop-
ment trajectory for capitalism. As he wrote, “Change, even fundamental change, of the 
social world is not the passage from one order to another but rearrangements in the patterns 
of how multiple orders are interwoven. Organizational innovation in this view is not replace-
ment but recombination” (Stark 1996:995).

This is not to say that generalization is absent from relationalist approaches. For example, 
Stark’s work suggests that charting patterns of institutional recombination will be a consis-
tently powerful tool for investigating social and economic transitions. In practice, however, 
formalism and relationalism have displayed very different attitudes to historically situated 
research. Relationalists have embraced exotic and historical settings, despite issues with 
generalizability, as such settings magnify the effect of context for researchers and provide 
empirical support for the theoretical emphasis on setting. Formalists have treated context as 
a distraction, avoiding historical or culturally distant settings despite the fact that these 
should really be incorporated into the research agenda in order to test the generalizability of 
the forms and mechanisms identified by analysts. The result has been a lack of comparative 
research for both relationalists and formalists, on one hand because context is so important 
and on the other because context is of so little importance. This is unfortunate as both could 
benefit from testing the limits of the applicability of their theories.

The Micro-Macro Link

The relationalist and formalist perspectives also offer different approaches to the micro-
macro issues long problematized in sociology. The “micro-macro problem” is really a catch-
all phrase for a number of linked theoretical problems. One part of the micro-macro problem 
is the question of how micro-interactional patterns cumulate into larger social structures; 
however, one might also ask how social scientists reconcile the fact that two different styles 
of explanation occur or appear valid at different levels of social formations. And perhaps 
most central to the development of social theory, how is agency reconciled with a social 
structural perspective?



Erikson	 231

Network scholars have argued that network analysis offers a unique solution to the micro-
macro problem (Burt 1980; Emirbayer and Goodwin 1994). To quote Emirbayer and 
Goodwin, “By thus facilitating analyses at both the individual and group level, network 
analysis makes it possible to bridge the ‘micro-macro gap’—the theoretical gulf between 
microsociology, which examines the interaction of individuals, and macrosociology, which 
studies the interactions of groups or institutions” (Emirbayer and Goodwin 1994:1418). 
Again I would argue, contrary to this, that social network research offers two distinct 
approaches to the relationship between micro and macro.

First consider Emile Durkheim’s definition of structural social phenomena, which is 
entirely consistent with a formal theory of social networks. Durkheim described social struc-
ture as “the number and nature of the elementary parts of which society is composed, the 
way they are arranged, the degree of coalescence they have attained, the distribution of 
population over the surface of the territory, the number and nature of channels of communi-
cation, the form of dwellings, etc.” (Lukes 1973:9). Such a description is reminiscent of 
Simmel’s work. Indeed, Durkheim owed a theoretical debt to Simmel, whose work he both 
published and critiqued in the Année Sociologique. In “Sociology and Its Scientific Field” 
(1900/1960), Durkheim began by criticizing Simmel’s work on social forms but ultimately 
moved to incorporate Simmel’s concept of forms into his larger vision of sociology, suggest-
ing finally that they should be studied under the title “social morphology,” a subfield which 
he argued should complement the study of social functions.8

Gary Jaworski (1994) has argued that the popularity and influence of Simmel’s work at 
this time made it necessary for Durkheim to appropriate elements of it in order to proceed 
with his larger project of building an institutional infrastructure for the new discipline of 
sociology. I argue that there were theoretical reasons for Durkheim to incorporate Simmel’s 
work into his larger project. Although Durkheim was not a formalist, there was an underly-
ing affinity in the way that these two theorists approached what we now think of as the 
micro-macro problem.

It is well known that one of Durkheim’s central projects was to identify society as a dis-
tinct object or system, separate from and entirely different than a mere collection of indi-
viduals. This was an important justification for the emerging discipline of sociology. What 
it implies, however, is that Durkheim was not interested in resolving the distinction between 
micro- and macro-levels of analysis. He was interested in creating it. Simmel’s work offered 
another means by which to consider how society had properties that could not be located in 
individuals, thus emphasizing the distinct existence of the social. For example, the number 
and nature of channels of communication have an impact on individual behavior but derive 
from collective behavior. Thus they have the appearance of a social fact.

For Simmel, it was the disjuncture of the individual from the social that is the basis for 
society; in his words, “The a priori of social life consists of the fact that it is not entirely 
social” (1971:14). It is, in fact, the tension between individuality and groupness that perme-
ates Simmel’s conception of the social. By comparing individuals with society we are able 
to see both the individual as distinct from society and society as distinct from individuals—
so each conception relies upon the other (1971:6–22). Again and again, although perhaps 
most explicitly in “The Metropolis and Mental Life” and “Group Expansion and the 
Development of Individuality,” Simmel (1971) comes back to the productive tension 
between the opposite but intertwined notions of individuality and group.

The city cultivates individuality through increasing freedom but decimates individuals 
under the weight of “depersonalizing cultural achievements” (1971:338). People are less 
bound to others but also less fully realized as their personal development is suppressed by 
the rational calculativeness demanded by city life. In “Group Expansion and the Development 
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of Individuality,” that give and take is part of a general process in which increases in indi-
viduality are always compensated for or matched by increases in groupness, so that a bal-
ance—the balance that maintains society—is always achieved. Individuals experience 
interactions, but those interactions are a vessel through which individuals imperfectly expe-
rience the essential categories of the individual and the group. Like Durkheim’s work, this 
approach does not so much resolve the micro-macro problem as create a conceptual appara-
tus that helped make it an enduring feature of social theory.9

Preservation of the idea of the individual as distinct from the social continues in later 
formalist works. John Levi Martin’s book Social Structures (2009) is a particularly compel-
ling and sophisticated version of formalism. Martin himself should not be categorized solely 
as a formalist. Much of his work draws from Bourdieu (Martin 2000, 2003; Martin and 
George 2006). Bourdieu is generally considered to be relational—although not necessarily 
relationalist in Emirbayer’s sense—and Martin himself associates his work on field theory 
with Emirbayer’s relationalism (Martin 2003:40). However, Simmel is also a strong influ-
ence. For example, Martin cites Simmel in the first page of an article in which he proposes 
a method for analyzing beliefs without reference to their contents (Martin 2002:862). Martin 
engages with the pragmatists but has approached their work with some skepticism (Martin 
2003). His most recent book makes a compelling argument about the importance of resusci-
tating Kant’s third critique, the theory of judgment (Martin 2011).

It is in his book Social Structures that Martin theorizes social network research. The 
influence of Simmel on this text is explicit. The book opens with a quote from Simmel, and 
he is repeatedly cited as an inspiration in the introductory chapter (Martin 2009:1–25). 
Martin’s project in this book is to identify a small number of local interaction patterns (i.e., 
social forms) that produce larger concrete patterns, or rules, of interaction (i.e., social struc-
tures) across all types of contexts. Contrary to a strictly formalist interpretation of Simmel, 
Martin argues that relational contents do matter (Martin 2009:8), yet he resists detailed 
examinations of specific interactional contents as much as possible in order to associate 
actors’ subjective expectations about relationships with extremely abstract, generalizable 
social forms, such as asymmetry, equality, and exchange (Martin 2009:81–2). History is 
considered, but not as a unique or relational space; instead it is a site for “common pressures 
that facilitate or impede the construction of regular aggregations of relationships” (Martin 
2009:328). Martin implies that interactions may be fluid, but what is sociologically interest-
ing is that they produce concrete structures. He is more interested in “relations,” mutual 
expectations about behavior, than “relationships,” by which he means actual interactions 
(Martin 2009:336). These structures are not merely efforts to contain the turbulent mess of 
interactions produced by social life, as in White’s relational sociology; they are Durkheimian 
social facts confronting the individual. They are not fluid but instead are obdurate, defined 
crystallizations that stand outside of the individuals and interactions that created them 
(Martin 2009:1–25). For these structures to stand outside of individuals, there must be an 
individual that exists outside of social structure.

Martin is thus both internally and externally consistent with formal theory when he insists 
upon the existence of the individual. The analysis of fixed social structures requires theorists 
to posit the idea of the individual acting within those structures, thereby preserving the dual-
ity of the individual and society. In his words, “I do not believe there is sufficient analytic 
ground to treat relations—in this case, interactions—as the things, as opposed to the per-
sons” (Martin 2009:14 f. 18). And although understated in his criticism of works that take 
such an approach (specifically the work of Harrison White), Martin believes that the analysis 
of ties between organizations is likely to be fundamentally different than the analysis of ties 
between people (2009:335).
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Relationalism, on the contrary, seeks to problematize the categories of individual and 
group through its focus on relations and interactions. In White’s words, “My theory aims not 
just to sidestep the ‘structure and agency’ problem, but to build on grounds of concepts that 
eliminate that problem” (White 2008:15).

White opens Identity and Control (2008) with a description of children playing in a play-
ground. The scene begins with children happily engaging in different play activities. When 
playing, the children are engrossed in their task. In White’s sense, their entire being is 
involved in their particular play activity, so that when they move from task to task, they 
become different selves—or are in different states of being. Identity, or the idea of individu-
ality, comes when there is a clash or a mismatch between different activities. White’s exam-
ple is “when the clothes that classmates insist upon, as their badge of belonging, are disdained 
by a parent at home” (White 2008:5). Now the children must make sense of contrary expec-
tations in each setting, and they do so by creating a story, or a sense, of how they move from 
sphere to sphere. This story, and the clash of interactions that made it necessary, is the basis 
for a sense of identity or individuality.

Similarly, groups emerge out of interactions and relations. In White’s language, “task 
groups as status systems [are] made up from socially patterned judgments around networks” 
(2008:63). Production markets are perhaps White’s most developed example of group for-
mation (White 2002). Markets are groups, individuals know when they are in the market for 
something, and producers know who else is in the market, that is, who their competitors and 
buyers are. As White shows, markets do not simply emerge from the ether; they are con-
structed and depend upon very real relationships—perhaps most important the relationship 
between producer and consumer. Producers do not create products because they are inter-
nally driven to bring something to the market; they make products because they expect 
consumers to buy them, and those expectations are a crucial part of the price-setting mecha-
nism in White’s market model. Intersubjectivity is therefore central to the existence of the 
market.

In Identity and Control, and in relationalism more generally, the individual and the group, 
or the social, are not essential categories; they are simply different manifestations of similar 
processes. Both are derived through relations, or the messy interactions of daily life. The 
theoretical presuppositions of relationalism drive researchers to explore collective dynamics 
that emerge only through the complexity of multiple interacting units—not in discrete inter-
actions between individual and collective forces, such as are found in the local structural 
patterns of the formalists. In fact, the importance of relations relative to identities leads 
researchers away from a focus even on groups, and many of these works locate the source of 
change in the interstices between groups rather than through endogenous group develop-
ments (Padget and Powell 2012).

Agency vs. Process

Part of the reason that the micro-macro problem offers an enduring and rich theoretical puzzle 
is because different attempts to resolve it inevitably touch on the problem of agency. Simmel’s 
approach to agency again can be straightforwardly interpreted through the lens of neo-Kan-
tianism. This perspective shows an interesting inversion of Kant’s approach to free will. Kant 
argued that because we perceive nature, our perceptions must exist outside of nature, and 
since they exist outside of nature, they are not subject to the laws of nature. For Simmel, 
social forms exist within society, and therefore those forms are subject to the laws of soci-
ety—which is the proper study of sociology. Social forms are both a priori and subject to 
deterministic laws (Simmel 1971:3–35). The forms, however, could have different 
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contents—and form is distinct from content—so the contents of forms are the domain of 
individual agency. The individual’s influence over the cultural content of social forms leaves 
space for autonomy and choice. It follows that the study of culture should be excised from the 
science of society, since it is the realm of agency and is resistant to scientific investigation.10

A later attempt was made to formulate a different theory of agency still based in Simmel’s 
work but drawing from his theory of overlapping social groups (the web of group affilia-
tions). Rose Laub Coser developed this approach in her essay, “The Complexity of Roles as 
a Seedbed of Individual Autonomy” (1975). Drawing also from Merton, Rose Laub Coser 
argued that the multiple, overlapping role sets occupied by individuals in modern society 
give them autonomy by allowing them to decide which role they would like to occupy at a 
given time, thus offering different options for behavior. Granovetter refers to Rose Laub 
Coser’s work in “The Strength of Weak Ties: A Network Theory Revisited” (1983) and 
seems to adopt this position in his discussion of agency in “Economic Action and Social 
Structure: The Problem of Embeddedness” (1985), where he argues that agency is derived 
from the fact that actors are “embedded in concrete, ongoing systems of social relations” 
(Granovetter 1985:487).

The problem with this interpretation, however, is that without further clarification it is not 
immediately clear why occupying a complex structural position composed of many roles 
would increase autonomy rather than impose additional constraints on behavior (as for 
example in role strain theory). One might consider, for example, whether a working mother 
has more or less autonomy given her performance of multiple roles. Simmel argued that 
overlapping affiliations increased individuality, but he did not associate individualism with 
increased autonomy. Far from freeing modern individuals, according to Simmel, multiple 
associations “determine” them (1964:141, 144, 150). Indeed, in modern times, “the indi-
vidual as a moral personality comes to be circumscribed in an entirely new way” (1964:141). 
The benefit that does come to individuals who participate in numerous different groups is 
that their personality is “enriched” (1964:142, 149, 154).11 By this I would argue Simmel 
means cultural and personal enrichment—deeper appreciation of the arts and life, more sub-
tle and nuanced patterns of thought and communication, even higher, more refined expres-
sions of creativity—not increased autonomy. Thus, the emphasis on different, overlapping 
role sets does not in and of itself rescue the idea of agency from within a formalist perspec-
tive with its emphasis on the static crystallization of ties.

For relationalists, agency is a less problematic concept to begin with. Kant and Simmel 
believed that it was possible, or even likely, that science would produce a thorough explana-
tion of all the parts and processes of the natural and social world. In a sense, then, free will 
was endangered by a scientific worldview. But relationalists emphasize contingency and his-
torically particular explanation rather than deterministic laws. Thus, the possibility of science 
accurately predicting all human behavior based on universal covering laws is ruled out.

The constant flux of social environments posited by relationalists engages actors in 
repeated interactions. This is the lived experience so important to pragmatists. Because there 
are no clear temporal boundaries to a dynamically shifting environment or indeed spatial 
boundaries to the relevant social context, actors must creatively define the situation for 
themselves. For example, in negotiations within a boardroom, actors must decide whether 
they are responding to the other individuals in the room, individuals they represent who are 
outside of the room, or perhaps their mother’s expectations for the kind of person they would 
become as adults. This process does not consist of an actor deciding to shift between existing 
roles, which may offer additional constraints, but instead creatively determining and negoti-
ating an otherwise unfixed social context.12

Shifting temporal patterns and strategic choice may be seen as central, for example, to the 
narrative in “Robust Action and the Rise of Medici, 1400–1434” (Padget and Ansell 1993). 
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In this study, John Padgett and Christopher Ansell showed the historically contingent pro-
cess through which the marriage, economic, and patronage networks of the Florentine 
Renaissance evolved into a network of relations that allowed for and sustained Cosimo 
Medici’s rise to power through a strategy of multivocality or “robust action.” Because of its 
involvement in various internal politics, the Medici party came to occupy a marginal posi-
tion in Florentine elite society. That very marginality came to mean the party was able to 
bridge various factions and take power. However, its ultimate success also depended upon 
the strategic manipulation of Cosimo Medici himself, whose strategy of rule depended on 
his ability to take actions that could be interpreted as beneficial by many distinct, and indeed 
often opposed, factions. Cosimo’s rule, and therefore the centralization of power in Florence, 
depended upon both the complex and contingent historical process that had resulted in the 
particularly fractured structure of alliances it had created in Florentine society and the actor’s 
creative response to this situation.

The difference between relationalist and formalist approaches to agency is not simply a 
shift in the locus of action from the individual to the social. Both the formalist and relational-
ist positions strongly emphasize the structural sources of social action. The crucial differ-
ence between the two lies in their beliefs about the fixity of forms. In a formalist approach, 
structural position largely dictates what actions individuals take. In a relational explanation, 
the ambiguity, complexity, and flux of any one position require the constant interpretation 
of circumstance through which agency is expressed. The emphasis on experience, interac-
tions, temporality, and performance is central to this conception of agency (Stark 2011). 
Somewhat counterintuitively then, despite a formalist emphasis on the existence of the indi-
vidual, the individual as a locus can play a larger role in relationalist explanations of social 
outcomes than in formalist explanations, which, if consistent, are more likely to treat the 
individual as a vessel, responding to particular structural or environmental conditions.

The temporal dimension to agency and the dynamism embraced by relationalists imply 
different data requirements. Whereas a formalist can often be content with static images of 
network structure at any one point in time, understanding the evolution of network structures 
over time will be much more important to relationalist explanatory strategies. Similarly, 
using interactions as the basis for ties will produce more dynamic networks, but for formal-
ists interactional data will simply complicate the underlying structure of stable relationships, 
which would be better measured through the beliefs individuals have about their relations to 
others. A more explicit sense of why researchers make these choices would significantly aid 
in the interpretation of different research projects, particularly in establishing what types of 
criticism are valid given the goals of the researcher.

Conclusion

Many readers will note that formalism appears to be aligned with deductive reasoning, 
whereas relationalism is aligned with inductive reasoning. One question then may be 
whether this is all there is to the contrast between the two approaches. An emphasis on the 
a priori in formalism naturally lends itself to a deductive mode of inquiry; however, deduc-
tion does not automatically lend itself to study of crystallized, locally defined structures of 
social relations that constrain individual behavior and/or outcomes. And induction does not 
necessarily lead to a focus on relations between things as a locus of action and meaning, 
rather than the things themselves. Similarly, universalism and particularism are two poles 
that capture something of the difference but do not describe the full complexity of each 
perspective. Posing induction and particularism versus deduction and universalism does 
little to illuminate the different positions of relationalism and formalism on agency and 
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micro- and macro-level processes. The reason relationalism and formalism appear opposed 
along many analytical dimensions is linked to the fact that relationalism is largely based on 
pragmatism, which was, at least in part, a critical response to Kant. Reducing these two 
theoretical approaches to a simple dichotomy rules out understanding that alternative 
approaches with their own internal logic and intellectual lineage exist, such as complexity 
theory or structural anthropology, and rules out the potential for working through the con-
tradictions as well.

Rather than diametric opposites, relationalism and formalism should be considered two 
distinct and well-developed theoretical foundations for social network research (despite 
claims that formalist research is atheoretical). However, there is a significant tension between 
the two that stems from a basic disagreement over the status of a priori social forms, where 
formalism embraces and relationalism largely rejects the initial premise of the existence of 
the a priori. A dogmatic embrace of either approach will almost inevitably ignore a large 
body of useful work—or render its goals and methods incomprehensible. For example, 
Emirbayer and Goodwin argue that network researchers have forgotten the importance of 
culture, values, and agency. However, seen through the lens of formal and relational theory, 
it is clear that formal social network analysts work within a theoretical tradition that privi-
leges form (i.e., structure) over content (i.e., culture). Imposing only one of these theoretical 
narrative suppresses the philosophically grounded and logically sound reasons why formal-
ists may consciously eschew an emphasis on culture—in order to identify a priori forms that 
transcend specific cultures or to preserve a sense of contingency in human life via the domain 
of culture and meaning. Such attempts are likely to simply increase confusion between 
researchers attempting to communicate or to evaluate each other’s works. Any inclusive 
theoretical framework for social network research will have to address these underlying ten-
sions in order to avoid unproductive partisanship and logical incoherence.

Given that unification under the banner of a shared interest in “relations” elides important 
distinctions that muddy debate, what sort of resolution is possible for social network 
research? I briefly outline four possible approaches: choosing one or another framework, 
theoretical pluralism, adopting a new theory powerful enough to encompass both approaches, 
and empirical research exploring the areas of tension between the two research programs.

There are clear advantages to adopting a formalist perspective, which offers a well-
defined research program, the end goal being the enumeration of all meaningful social 
forms, complete with an understanding of their effect on focal actors. Since social forms are 
local—otherwise they could not be transposable to other contexts—this enumeration is per-
haps an attainable goal. Certainly the construction and investigation of the triadic census, a 
complete enumeration of all possible combinations of relations between three actors, pro-
vide a beginning (Davis 1979). Studies on the generalizability of the principle of reciprocity 
and its relationship to social structure (Gouldner 1960; Martin 2009) also fit in this mold, as 
well as Heider and Festinger’s balance theory (Festinger 1957; Heider 1958) and Davis, 
Holland, and Leinhard’s transitivity theory (Davis 1979). Research on different types of 
brokerage roles (Gould 1989; Gould and Fernandez 1989), local motifs in network struc-
tures (Faust and Skvoretz 2002; Milo et al. 2002), and network exchange theory (Cook and 
Emerson 1978; Willer 1999) may also be considered important contributions to what could 
become an encyclopedic investigation of egocentric social forms. All are largely transpos-
able local patterns identifiable through graph theory that link external structures of relations 
to individual behavior via psychological mechanisms that exist prior to an individual’s expe-
rience of the world and require minimal attention to the contents of interactions. Emerging 
work on the relationship of genetics to social structure will potentially play an increasing 
significant role for work in the formalist tradition (Conley, Rauscher, and Siegal 2013; 
Fowler, Dawes, and Christakis 2009).
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Clearly a challenge for formalism is the consideration of networks contents, which have 
been shown many times to affect network processes (Baldassarri and Diani 2007; Gulati and 
Higgins 2003; Podolny and Baron 1997). Simmel, who was somewhat imprecise, demon-
strated a way forward by simply broadening what is meant by social forms. Researchers then 
could incorporate culture and meaning by picking out separable and repeatable elements of 
culture. Alternatively, a nested approach may be attempted, where certain social forms, for 
example dominance and equality, may be considered a priori conditions necessary for inter-
subjectivity and communicative interaction, but all other social contents operate according 
to an a posteriori logic and should be researched using a relationalist mode of analysis. This 
nesting cannot be considered a compromise as it is in contradiction to relationalist opposi-
tion to transcendent givens. Further consideration of research in evolutionary and develop-
mental psychology may also be warranted before unconditionally adopting this stance.

If relationalism were to become the central theoretical tradition of social network research, 
it might find establishing a defined research agenda a difficult task—particularly as much 
current research is based on criticisms of formalist approaches. Relationalism has a less 
clearly defined agenda but also is not so entirely moored to outcomes for individual actors. 
There are many social processes that are of great interest, not because of their impact on any 
one person (or actor) but because of their impact on society itself—for example, state forma-
tion, social revolution, economic transformation, and collective action. In fact, the entire 
subgenre of historical network research can be reasonably considered to fall within a rela-
tional framework (Bearman 1993; Erikson and Bearman 2006; Gould 1995; Hillmann 
2008a, 2008b; McLean 2007; Padgett and Ansell 1993; Padgett and McLean 2006; Van 
Doosselaere 2009). Thus, a focus on social and historical transformation may provide a 
guiding thread. This does not however imply that a relational approach must be confined to 
the distant past, as demonstrated by work on collective action (McAdam 1990; Mische 2003) 
and crisis resolution (Gibson 2011), among other topics.

A central problem for relationalists will be the lack of generalizability for many of their 
research findings. However, in many cases relationalists are making claims about very large 
and enduring cultural systems—such as capitalism (Stark 1996) or the idea of citizenship 
(Somers 2008). I believe that relationalists will have to further develop the possibilities for 
identifying and delineating distinct social systems in order to avoid a hermeneutical trap of 
unique research findings. An effort to do so is already underway in research on culture 
(Goldberg 2011) and contexts (Diehl and McFarland 2010). The possibility of nesting 
approaches is also an option for relationalists, who may incorporate repeated local patterns 
into their explanatory strategies as mechanisms, with the understanding that those mecha-
nisms are only comprehensible tools when embedded within a description of the cultural and 
historical understandings of subjects in any one research context. A pragmatist theory of 
mechanisms has already been outlined (Gross 2009).

Other philosophical systems may offer additional paths through which to reconcile the 
two perspectives, given that adopting a new framework will also require fundamental recon-
ceptualization of basic assumptions in formalism and relationalism.13 It may prove difficult, 
however, to persuade researchers to adopt an entirely new framework. A simpler approach 
may be to encourage theoretical pluralism in social networks, where different traditions are 
acknowledged and evaluated on their own terms. Pluralism contributes to fragmentation of 
the field but is also consistent with current state of social theory in general (Levine 1995). 
Finally, I suggest that although theoretical disagreement cannot necessarily be resolved by 
empirical analysis, it can certainly stimulate empirical research. For example, it is possible 
to empirically investigate how agency is expressed in structural settings as well as how net-
work contents transform or instantiate structural patterns. Thus, many insights, which may 
change the nature of the debate, could emerge in the course of conducting research focused 
on the points of greatest theoretical dispute.
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Notes
  1.	 Similarities between relational sociology and actor-network theory have been explored by Sophie 

Mützel (Mützel 2009).
  2.	 White’s relationalism and his influence on the development of relationalism in social network analysis 

have been treated at greater length by Ann Mische (2011).
  3.	 For the prevalence of a psychological reading of Kant by his contemporaries, see Warren Schmaus 

(2003) on Emile Durkheim’s reading of Kant.
  4.	 Simmel seems to be acknowledging two different readings of Kant, one psychological and the other epis-

temological. The psychological reading was being upended during the time in which Simmel produced 
his research. Although Simmel was more closely affiliated with the Baden school of neo-Kantianism 
(rather than the Marburg school), Simmel was certainly aware of Hermann Cohen’s work as Simmel 
introduced Ernst Cassirer to Cohen’s work during a course the two took together on Kant (Friedman 
2011). It was Cohen who first introduced an epistemological, rather than psychological, reading of Kant.

  5.	 Positing another a priori outside of the faculties of reason and in social relations is a significant break with 
Kant, but that is far beyond the scope of the paper. Gary Backhaus does deal with this issue in his articles.

  6.	 Backhaus is focusing on Simmel’s affinity with Husserl’s phenomenology in this writing; however, 
his interpretation also emphasizes the importance of local structures over individuals’ experience 
of them and the way in which they predate the local interactions that might otherwise seem to pro-
duce them.

  7.	 Although it has been within the purview of relationalism to analyze networks composed solely of signs 
and symbols, this runs this risk of reproducing the mind/body, culture/form dualism of a Saussurian 
versus Peircian basis for semiotics.

  8.	 Not incidentally, Durkheim, along with Simmel, is often identified as a founding father of social net-
works (Borgatti and Lopez-Kidwell 2011; Emirbayer and Goodwin 1994; Martin 2009).

  9.	 It is also true that Simmel has been used by others to attempt to dissolve the distinctions between 
macro- and micro-levels; for example, Breiger emphasizes Simmel’s debt to Spinoza, arguing that 
the duality of persons and groups stems from their essential unity—each is simply a different mani-
festation of the same substance (Breiger 1974, 2011). That both interpretations are possible is again a 
testimony to the complexity and multivocality of Simmel’s texts.

10.	 Simmel also studied culture, but in many cases he did not consider his work on culture sociological. 
For example, consider the titles of Philosophie des Geldes and Philosophische Kulture.

11.	 Simmel (1964:166–7) described freedom as a fixed attribute of society: Each society has its quotient of 
freedom that is expressed in different manners in different periods of time that possess different types 
of social organization. Freedom was simply expressed differently in primitive societies.

12.	 The importance of the creativity of actors in constructing their social context also has important impli-
cations for how content and context are interpreted within a relationalist agenda, although this remains 
underexplored.

13.	 Readers and reviewers have, for example, suggested Wittgenstein as well as the work of activity theo-
rists L. S. Vygotsky, A. N. Leont’ev, and A. R. Luria.
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