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Abstract 
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Institutionalism and action theory 
The new institutionalism in sociology has a complicated rela-
tionship with the notion of the actor (Meier 2011). Arguing in 
an intellectual environment that was dominated by concep-
tions of rational action, its early proponents formulated ac-
counts of organizations that privileged institutions and legiti-
macy over individual actors and instrumental rationality (Pow-
ell & DiMaggio 1991). Departing from this starting point, in-
stitutionalists took two distinct paths.  

John Meyer’s contributions to the theory of action took him 
further away from conventional accounts (Jepperson & Meyer 
2011; Meyer 2010; Meyer & Jepperson 2000). As Meyer and 
Jepperson (2000, pp. 101, original emphasis) argue, “the mod-
ern ‘actor’” who is “an authorized agent for various interests 
(including those of the self)” is an “historical and ongoing cul-
tural construction”. From this perspective, the actor and her 
competences are historical concepts: What an actor is and 
what she is able to do are effects of social institutions. The 
modern preponderance of the individual actor as opposed to, 
for instance, communities or states, is an object of sociological 
investigation (Frank & Meyer 2002, p. 91ff.). The very idea 
that it is individuals who act is characteristic of a certain form 
of society and culture, expressing its central social institu-
tions. 

Turning to “micro-foundations” of institutions, discussions on 
“institutional entrepreneurs” or “institutional work” take a dif-
ferent approach. They suggest that institutions themselves are 
produced by purposeful and goal-oriented actors (Battilana, 
Leca, & Boxenbaum 2009; Beckert 1999; DiMaggio 1988; 
Greenwood & Suddaby 2006; Lawrence, Leca, & Zilber 2013; 
Lawrence & Suddaby 2006). As Paul DiMaggio (1988, p. 13) 
has argued, “institutionalization is a product of the political 
efforts of actors to accomplish their ends and [...] the success 
of an institutionalization project and the form that the result-
ing institution takes depend on the relative power of the actors 
who support, oppose, or otherwise strive to influence it.” Us-
ing the concept of “institutional work”, Lawrence and 
Suddaby (2006 p. 219) emphasize the “reflexivity of individual 
and collective actors” whose practices are constitutive of in-
stitutions as they are created, maintained and disrupted. Indi-
cating a shift in the concept of institutions from taken-for-
grantedness of meaning (Berger & Luckmann 1967) to reflex-
ive availability of patterns of behavior, these accounts of insti-
tutions and institutional change normalize the notion of actors 
within institutional theory. Their central theoretical reference 
points are theories of practice that point at the interrelated-
ness of structure and action (Bourdieu 1977; Giddens 1984).  

Both concepts grasp important aspects of the notion of actors 
in relation to institutions. While Meyer emphasizes the exist-
ence of institutional templates or scripts for being an actor, 
theorists of institutional entrepreneurs and institutional work 
highlight that once actors are understood as modern actors in 
the sense analyzed by Meyer, these models can be used in ex-
planations of social institutions. In the remainder of this pa-
per, I am going to argue that there is a third way of under-
standing actors, radicalizing both, the micro-foundationalist 
impetus as well as the constructivist aspirations of institution-
alist theorizing: If social actors themselves are not natural be-
ings but institutionalized, their micro-foundations deserve 
scrutiny, too. In addition to John Meyer’s vocabulary for ana-
lyzing the macro-dimension of the social construction of ac-
tors, then, the New Institutionalism needs also tools for ana-
lyzing the formation of actors in situations. In order to develop 
such tools for micro-analyses of actors, I will problematize the 
notion of the actor in the next section before turning to some 
theoretical motives in Niklas Luhmann’s work that are useful 
for advancing institutionalist accounts of action and actors. I 
will conclude with some remarks concerning two mechanisms 
of actor formation: identification and categorization. 

What “is” an actor? 
From a life-world perspective, individual as well as organiza-
tional actors are treated as being always already there. We 
encounter persons we can address by name or, in case their 
names are unknown to us, ask for identification. Similarly, or-
ganizations usually come as fixed entities with easily identifi-
able logos, letterheads, personnel, organizational culture etc. 
But not only everyday observations, most sociological analyses 
treat actors as given entities, too.  Of course, sociology’s ac-
tors result from socialization (Bourdieu 1977, 1984) or pooling 
resources (Coleman 1990, 1991) and they may change in the 
course of time. But most of the time, it is the always already 
constituted actor – her formation, transformation or interven-
tion – that is scrutinized in sociological analyses. 

This presupposition of the unity of the actor, however, is not 
beyond doubt. As Andrew Abbott (1995, 2007) has argued 
with respect to social entities like professions and organiza-
tions – and also with respect to individuals – making entities 
primitive excludes them from explanation. If analyses start 
with the notion of the actor already in place, they have to pre-
suppose the existence of “actors” in order to build their anal-
yses on this supposedly firm ground. As an alternative to this 
approach, Abbott is suggesting turning to the social processes 
that produce and concatenate differences to establish bound-
aries. By arranging such boundaries the contours of entities 
are produced. Similarly, Charles Tilly (2004) has argued that 
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in phases of contentious politics, the boundaries of entities or 
“social sites” are at risk and reshaped. This is possible because 
“individuals as such do not constitute the bedrock of social 
life, but emerge from interaction as other social locations do” 
(Tilly, 2000, p. 721). 

Taken together, these two arguments question the presuppo-
sition of the unity of the actor. While Abbott is challenging the 
methodological postulate of the “stable actor”, Tilly is pointing 
to the consequences of turbulent social environments for iden-
tifying actors. Of course, these arguments do not preclude 
analyses building on the notion of actors. It is perfectly legiti-
mate to make the decision to use the concept of the “actor” as 
a theoretical foundation for sociological inquiries. But they do 
remind us that, as a decision, this starting point is contingent 
and contestable. And there might exist research questions or 
states of the world that suggest different theoretical decisions. 
For instance, if we want to explain actors, we have to decon-
struct their unity and to identify the traces of actor constitu-
tion in social process. 

Actors from events – The contribution of 
systems theory 
In the shadow of hegemonic theories of action, a couple of the-
oretical approaches attend to the problem of the constitution 
of actors (Latour 2005; Luhmann 1995; White 2008). Each of 
these approaches is highlighting the relational nature of the 
social, argues that social phenomena are continuously repro-
duced in time and views actors as achievements of social pro-
cess. In this section, I will focus on one of them – systems the-
ory – and sketch its contribution to reconfiguring the notion of 
the actor. 

Contemporary sociological systems theory (Luhmann 1995, 
2012) is proposing a thoroughly dynamic, eventful and rela-
tional view of society and actors.  Contrary to action theories, 
Niklas Luhmann (1995) argues that action is not the funda-
ment of society but that it results from processes of communi-
cation.  

Communications are events that relate Alter and Ego by pro-
cessing selections (Luhmann 1995) : Alter is selecting infor-
mation from a world full of data as well as a behavior that con-
veys this information to Ego. Yet, communication only takes 
place if Ego observes these two selections as selections: If you 
burn yourself and scream due to the incredible pain you expe-
rience, the mere fact of you uttering alarming sounds itself 
does not constitute a communicative event. It is only due to an 
observer that identifies the information (apparently the coffee 
is quite hot) as well as the conveying behavior (the verbal 

signs of danger) that communication takes place. Without this 
distinction of information and utterance communication just 
doesn’t happen and the observer will make her own experi-
ences with the cup of coffee she is about to drink. 

Action and actors emerge as soon as communications are at-
tributed to persons within the basic social processes of com-
munication (cf. Fuchs 2001). “Origins” of specific communica-
tive acts are identified (“X said...”) and their contributions to 
discourse tied to them (“... said Y”). This enables social sys-
tems to observe their operations and to seize opportunities for 
further communication. In systems theory, then, actors are fic-
tions that participate in the reproduction of social systems 
(Hutter & Teubner 1994, p. 110).  

This bold theoretical step towards deconstructing actors and 
actions begs many questions none of which can be addressed 
here: What about the relation of social and psychological sys-
tems? Where are the body and the materiality of communica-
tion in all of this? What about motives, interests, etc.? Yet, 
while these and other topics are well worthy of critical discus-
sion, I want to point to one specific aspect of the turn from 
action to communication that is of significance within the cur-
rent context. Moving theoretically beyond the unity of the ac-
tor allows for formulating the explanatory problem of the 
emergence of actors: How are institutionalized actors formed 
in social process? 

Forming actors 
As far as actors are concerned, the crucial question according 
to systems theory is “How are actors produced?” For theoret-
ical as well as empirical work, this question calls for concep-
tualizing and reconstructing the ways in which actors are 
formed and stabilized in the continuous flow of social events. 
However, as far as I can see, these problems are not ade-
quately dealt with up until now. In order to fill this gap, I want 
to propose two sensitizing concepts of actor formation that 
can be used in empirical research: identification and categori-
zation. 

Identification refers to the production of actors out of events. 
Observers observe events as distinctions (Luhmann 1995). 
Whatever may happen at any place, it turns into an event only 
insofar as observers single it out and place it into the context 
of its environment. From this continuous flow of events, iden-
tities emerge through establishing relations between events 
and the concatenation of sets of relations into things (Abbott 
1995). Building an identity, then, is like building a form in a 
loosely coupled medium (cf. Heider 2005 [1926]). These forms 
turn into actors as soon as they are treated in social systems 
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as processors of communication. That is, neither persons nor 
things as such “are” actors. Only insofar as they are observed 
as introducing difference in the world, actors come into “be-
ing”. 

Analyzing the production of identities in interaction includes 
the identification of relevant types of events, the way relations 
are established between events, and the manner in which they 
are tied together by observers. Except for cases where identi-
ties are born, analyses deal with already established identities 
and, thus, with established structures of events that they fol-
low in their reproduction and transformation. But even if fixed 
identities enter a situation: “What comes out are new actors, 
new entities, new relations among old parts.“ (Abbott 1995, p. 
863) 

The initial formation of identities as well as their reproduction 
is supported by processes of categorization (cf. Hacking 
1987).  Categories suggest sets of relevant types of events and 
the nature of relations that assemble events to form identities. 
Building on this process of forming identities, categorization 
also stabilizes identities by establishing relations of equiva-
lence between identities (Boltanski & Thévenot 1983; Mervis 
& Rosch 1981). It attaches labels to identities and thereby 
structures the space of possibilities of their (self-)observation 
and gives them relevance beyond the immediate situation. In 
the case of identities observed as actors, categories also sug-
gest typical kinds of actions coming with specific categories of 
actors (Schegloff 2007). 

With identification and categorization, I have singled out two 
sensitizing concepts that can orient the analysis of the micro-
foundations of actors. Actors emerge as soon as relations of 
events are concatenated, labeled and attributed with respon-
sibility for introducing difference in the world. This view of 
actors emphasizes both social structure (as observed in 
events) and culture (in terms of categorization). It also high-
lights the processual aspects of the formation of actors in ac-
tion.  

Institutional theory is intimately linked to understanding the 
process of actor formation. It analyzes the institutional tem-
plates or categories of actors that can be used in social pro-
cess in order to produce actors (Meier 2009, p. 77f.). It also 
enables us to understand the modern proclivity to identify “the 
individual person as the modern source of all meaning and ac-
tion” (Frank & Meyer 2002, p. 92) and helps distinguishing 
types of actors with specific “vocabularies of motive” (Mills 
1940) in distinct institutional spheres (Friedland & Alford 
1991). Since institutions legitimize actors and their actions 

(Meyer, Boli, & Thomas 1987), institutionalist research also 
provides clues for solving the puzzle how single events are 
conceptualized as actions by observers. 

For institutionalist theory, then, Niklas Luhmann’s conceptu-
alization of actors provides a way of radicalizing the intention 
behind both, the turn to micro-foundations as well as the anal-
ysis of templates of actors. It allows delving deeper into the 
micro-analytics of social process as it calls for reconstructing 
the ways in which institutionalized actors are formed out of 
events. 

References 
Abbott, A. (1995). Things of boundaries. Social Research, 

62(4), 857-882.  

Abbott, A. (2007). Mechanisms and relations. Sociologica, 
1(2), 2007. Retrieved from http://www.sociolog-
ica.mulino.it/journal/articlefulltext/index/Article/Jour-
nal:ARTICLE:105 

Barley, S. R., & Tolbert, P. S. (1997). Institutionalization and 
structuration: Studying the links between action and insti-
tution. Organization Studies, 18, 93-117.  

Battilana, J., Leca, B., & Boxenbaum, E. (2009). How actors 
change Institutions: Towards a theory of institutional en-
trepreneurship. Academy of Management Annals, 3(1), 
65-107.  

Beckert, J. (1999). Agency, entrepreneurs and institutional 
change. The role of strategic choice and institutionalized 
practices in organizations. Organization Studies, 20(5), 
777-799.  

Berger, P. L., & Luckmann, T. (1967). The social construction 
of reality. A treatise in the sociology of knowledge. New 
York: Anchor Books. 

Boltanski, L., & Thévenot, L. (1983). Finding one's way in so-
cial space: A study based on games. Social Science Infor-
mation, 22(4/5), 631-680.  

Bourdieu, P. (1977). Outline of a theory of practice. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Bourdieu, P. (1984). Distinction. A social critique of the judge-
ment of taste. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 

Coleman, J. S. (1990). Foundations of social theory. Cam-
bridge: Harvard University Press. 

Coleman, J. S. (1991). Prologue: Constructed social organiza-
tion. In J. S. Coleman & P. Bourdieu (Eds.), Social theory 
for a changing society (pp. 1-13). Boulder, Colorado; Sum-
mertown, Oxford. 

DiMaggio, P. J. (1988). Interest and agency in institutional the-
ory. In L. G. Zucker (Ed.), Institutional patterns and organ-
izations: Culture and environment (pp. 3-21). Cambridge: 
Ballinger. 

Fligstein, N. (2001). Social skill and the theory of fields. Soci-
ological Theory, 19(2), 105-125.  

Frank, D. J., & Meyer, J. W. (2002). The profusion of individual 
roles and identities in the postwar period. Sociological 
Theory, 20(1), 86-105.  

Friedland, R., & Alford, R. R. (1991). Bringing society back in: 
Symbols, practices, and institutional contradictions. In P. 



4 

J. DiMaggio & W. W. Powell (Eds.), The New Institutional-
ism in organizational analysis (pp. 232-263). Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press. 

Fuchs, S. (2001). Beyond agency. Sociological Theory, 19(1), 
24-40.  

Giddens, A. (1984). The constitution of society. Outline of the 
theory of structuration. Berkeley: University of California 
Press. 

Greenwood, R., & Suddaby, R. (2006). Institutional entrepre-
neurship in mature fields: The Big Five accounting firms. 
Academy of Management Journal, 49(1), 27-48.  

Hacking, I. (1987). Making up people. In T. C. Heller, D. E. 
Wellbery, & M. Sosna (Eds.), Reconstructing individual-
ism: Autonomy, individuality, and the self in Western 
thought (pp. 222-236). Stanford: Stanford University 
Press. 

Hallett, T., & Ventresca, M. (2006). Inhabited institutions: So-
cial interactions and organizational forms in Gouldner's 
"Patterns of Industrial Bureaucracy". Theory & Society, 
35(2), 213-236.  

Hedström, P. (2005). Dissecting the social. On the principles 
of analytical sociology. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press. 

Heider, F. (2005 [1926]). Ding und Medium. Berlin: Kadmos. 

Hutter, M., & Teubner, G. (1994). Der Gesellschaft fette 
Beute. Homo juridicus und homo oeconomicus als kommu-
nikationserhaltende Fiktionen. In P. Fuchs & A. Göbel 
(Eds.), Der Mensch – das Medium der Gesellschaft? (pp. 
110-145). Frankfurt/M.: Suhrkamp. 

Hwang, H., & Colyvas, J. A. (2011). Problematizing actors and 
institutions in institutional work. Journal of Management 
Inquiry, 20(1), 62-66.  

Jepperson, R. L., & Meyer, J. W. (2011). Multi-level analysis 
and the limitations of methodological individualisms. So-
ciological Theory, 29(1), 54-73.  

Latour, B. (2005). Reassembling the social. An Introduction to 
Actor-Network-Theory. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Lawrence, T. B., Leca, B., & Zilber, T. B. (2013). Institutional 
work: Current research, new directions and overlooked is-
sues. Organization Studies, 34(8), 1023-1033.  

Lawrence, T. B., & Suddaby, R. (2006). Institutions and insti-
tutional work. In S. R. Clegg, C. Hardy, T. B. Lawrence, & 
W. R. Nord (Eds.), Handbook of organization studies (2. 
ed., pp. 215-254). London: Sage. 

Luhmann, N. (1995). Social systems. Stanford: Stanford Uni-
versity Press. 

Luhmann, N. (2012). Theory of society (Vol. 1). Stanford: Stan-
ford University Press. 

Meier, F. (2009). Die Universität als Akteur. Zum institutionel-
len Wandel der Hochschulorganisation. Wiesbaden: VS 
Verlag. 

Meier, F. (2011). Die Akteure des soziologischen Neo-Institu-
tionalismus. In N. Lüdtke & H. Matsuzaki (Eds.), Akteur – 
Individuum – Subjekt (pp. 199-218). Wiesbaden: VS Ver-
lag. 

Mervis, C. B., & Rosch, E. (1981). Categorization of natural 
objects. Annual Review of Psychology, 32, 89-115.  

Meyer, J. W. (2010). World society, institutional theories, and 
the actor. Annual Review of Sociology, 36, 1-20.  

Meyer, J. W., Boli, J., & Thomas, G. M. (1987). Ontology and 
rationalization in the western cultural account. In G. M. 

Thomas, J. W. Meyer, F. O. Ramirez, & J. Boli (Eds.), Insti-
tutional structure. Constituting state, society, and the in-
dividual (pp. 12-37). Newbury Park: Sage. 

Meyer, J. W., & Jepperson, R. L. (2000). The "actors" of mod-
ern society. The cultural construction of social agency. So-
ciological Theory, 18(1), 100-120.  

Mills, C. W. (1940). Situated actions and vocabularies of mo-
tive. American Sociological Review, 5(6), 904-913.  

Powell, W. W., & Colyvas, J. A. (2008). Microfoundations of 
institutional theory. In R. Greenwood, C. Oliver, R. 
Suddaby, & K. Sahlin (Eds.), The SAGE handbook of Or-
ganisational Institutionalism (pp. 276-298). Los Angeles; 
u.a.: Sage. 

Powell, W. W., & DiMaggio, P. J. (Eds.). (1991). The New In-
stitutionalism in organizational analysis. Chicago; London: 
University of Chicago Press. 

Schegloff, E. A. (2007). A tutorial on membership categoriza-
tion. Journal of Pragmatics, 39, 462-482.  

Schimank, U. (2007). Handeln und Strukturen. Einführung in 
die akteurtheoretische Soziologie (3rd ed.). Weinheim; 
München: Juventa. 

Schmid, M. (2006). Die Logik mechanismischer Erklärungen. 
Wiesbaden: VS Verlag. 

Stichweh, R. (2015). Luhmann, Niklas (1927 – 1998). In J. D. 
Wright (Ed.), International encyclopedia of the social & 
behavioral sciences (2nd ed., Vol. 14, pp. 382-389). Am-
sterdam: Elsevier. 

Tilly, C. (2000). How do relations store histories? Annual Re-
view of Sociology, 26, 721-723.  

Tilly, C. (2004). Social boundary mechanisms. Philosophy of 
the Social Sciences, 34(2), 211-236.  

White, H. C. (2008). Identity and control. How social for-
mations emerge (2nd ed.). Princeton: Princeton University 
Press. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

About the Nano-Papers 
The Nano-Papers “Institution – Organization – Society” enable a pointed as well as profound examination of theoretical questions in 
the area of sociological Neo-Institutionalism. They thus serve both the exchange of theoretical ideas and the development of concep-
tual foundations. The goal of the short contributions is to present, critically examine and further develop theoretical concepts. The 
Nano-Papers, then, should not be understood as conclusive theoretical contributions, but rather as an invitation to exchange concep-
tual positions. 

Editors of the Nano-Papers 
Dr. Stefan Kirchner, University of Hamburg. 
Dr. Anne K. Krüger, Humboldt University of Berlin. 
Dr. Frank Meier, University of Bremen. 
Dr. Uli Meyer, Technische Universität München. 

Copyright and content 
The copyright remains with the authors of the respective Nano-Papers. The authors are responsible for the published content. The 
Nano-Papers reflect the views of their respective authors and not those of the editors. Further development and the final publication 
of the content elsewhere by the authors are explicitly possible. 

Image rights for the title page: https://unsplash.com/@dmitriime2dev 

Place of publication: Technische Universität München, Munich. 


	Author
	Abstract
	Institutionalism and action theory
	What “is” an actor?
	Actors from events – The contribution of systems theory
	Forming actors
	References
	About the Nano-Papers
	Editors of the Nano-Papers
	Copyright and content


