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I. Introduction

Why should we be concerned with the
theory of action, and how it is handled by
different traditions in sociology and other
social sciences? Two major instances of
action, which are under focus here, are
trusting and creative behaviors. Trust is
an important feature in any society be-
cause it is one pillar that supports the vi-
ability of contracts needed for the func-
tioning of any economy characterized by
division of labor. Without trust, agents
would tend to specialize less, preferring
to perform the task themselves rather than
undertaking the risk of trusting others. This
would lead to the contraction of division
of labor and, correspondingly, to the de-
cline of wealth of nations—as Adam
Smith has amply demonstrated in the first
chapter of The Wealth of Nations.

Concerning creativity, it is the bedrock
of entrepreneurship, which is central for
economic growth. An economic system
that secures property rights, through trust
and effective judiciary system, is not nec-
essarily destined to grow. For growth to
take place, agents must act creatively—
not only take advantage of opportunities,
but also create opportunities.

To recommend a specific public policy
or to oppose a current one, it is crucial to
have a proper understanding of both trust
and creativity. This essay tries to show
that the two major theoretical camps in
sociology, the rational choice approach
and the normative approach, fail in dif-
ferent ways in this regard. A proper way
to proceed is to develop a theory along
the path charted by John Dewey and other
American pragmatists, which we call
“theory of creativity of action”. The
American pragmatists espoused a view of

human action that unfortunately has not
been greatly appreciated in sociology—
and definitely has been ignored by econo-
mists and other social scientists.

The debate on theory of action in soci-
ology tends to focus primarily on rational
choice theories on the one hand, and nor-
mative theories on the other. The debate
can be categorized into these two broad
camps despite the diversity and long his-
tory of the concept of action in the social
sciences and in philosophy. Stated briefly,
rational choice theories largely borrow
their assumptions from the discipline of
economics and transfer the micro-eco-
nomic model of the rational actor to non-
economic areas of research.  Along this
approach, the individual maximizes the
utility function given the available incen-
tives. In contrast, normative theories take
their inspiration mostly from Kantian phi-
losophy. They emphasize that the theorist
should not start with utility because util-
ity is endogenously determined by nor-
mative orientation such as commitments
to family and community and rules of fair-
ness. Such norms cannot be reduced to
interest or utility because it is, to start with,
determined by such norms.

The proponents of normative theories
usually argue that the cement of social
harmony can never be stable on the mere
basis of aggregated individuals acting ac-
cording to the rational choice model, i.e.,
each stripped from shared norms and val-
ues.  Nonetheless, rational choice theo-
ries have gained new importance in soci-
ology since the 1960s. This development
can be understood as a reaction to the
dominance of normative theories during
the two preceding decades. This has not
silenced, however, normative theories and
their critique of the rational actor model.
But arguments between the two sides have
been exchanged so often now that further
theoretical gains are hardly to be expected

from the continuation of this controversy.
This essay aims at furthering the prag-

matist project by reconstructing the so-
ciological theory of action. After a brief
outline of the rational actor model and the
normative model of action, we will dis-
cuss key concepts of such a theory of the
creativity of action (Joas, 1996). In the
last part, we shall apply the outlined theo-
retical concepts to the understanding of
cooperation based on trust and creativity
(Beckert, 2002).

II. The Rationality of Action and
its Tacit Assumptions

Within the social sciences, the utilitar-
ian rational actor model rose to promi-
nence primarily in economics where it
achieved a paradigmatic status for the dis-
cipline. In its basic form it assumes that
actors enter a situation with preferences
between different bundles of goods and
choose the bundle that maximizes their
utility. This choice takes place under con-
straints, most importantly the limitation
of goods that an actor owns and therefore
can exchange. Sociology has not been
unaffected by this model of action. It en-
tered Max Weber’s typology of action
under the name of “purposively rational
action.” Although it took on some addi-
tional meaning in Weber’s work as a
whole, the rational model has had an in-
creased significance in sociology and po-
litical science since the 1960s. The peak
of this development was the 1990 publi-
cation of James Coleman’s Foundations
of Social Theory.

The increased significance of the ra-
tional actor model in sociology, however,
cannot distract from the fact that this un-
derstanding of action has been judged by
many sociologists as alien to sociological
thinking proper. The competition between
economics and sociology is largely
founded on radically opposed action theo-
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ries. The most influential sociological al-
ternative to rational actor theory has been
the normative model. In it, action is not
seen as based on individual preferences.
Rather, action is analyzed as being an-
chored in normative orientations such as
beliefs about the world, moral values, and
rules about fairness.  The normative ori-
entation contributes to the constitution of
action goals and to the selection of means
so that individual preferences are endog-
enously determined. Actors have a shared
normative orientation which allows them
to coordinate their acts. For Durkheim,
but also for Parsons, the stability of social
order was only possible because of such
common normative action orientations.

The clear-cut opposition of rational
actor theory on the one hand and the nor-
mative theory of action on the other eas-
ily leads to the failure of recognition of a
common deficiency that both theories
share. Though they have different (utili-
tarian or Kantian) understandings of ra-
tionality, both theories proceed from a
notion of rationality and place all action
that does not suit the model into a residual
category of non-rational action. In eco-
nomics rational action is contrasted with
irrational action which is defined as the
deviation from the optimal decision strat-
egy. Vilfredo Pareto distinguished be-
tween logical action and non-logical ac-
tion, reserving the latter category for all
action that did not fit into the first cat-
egory. Even Max Weber’s more differen-
tiated four-way typology of action follows
a logic of gradual abandonment, where
the other three types are relegated to sec-
ondary status. The first type, namely, pur-
posively rational action, satisfies com-
pletely the conditions for rationality as
found in the rational choice approach.
However, the other three types (rational-
ity of values, action based on affect, and
action based on ingrained habituation) are
defined by their deficiencies judged from
the standard provided by the first type.

Defining action theory from a notion
of rationality and contrasting the privi-
leged concept of rationality with residual
categories of non-rationality dramatizes
discussions in action theory as a choice
between different notions of rationality.
Utilitarian and normative theories of ac-
tion thus find a common discursive
ground. For the theoretical understanding
of action, however, the fixation on differ-
ent concepts of rationality might omit
more than it reveals. At the very least, it
leaves unquestioned those presuppositions
on which the utilitarian and the normative
notion of rational action are based alike.
Theories which proceed from a type of
rational action assume at least three things
- whether they have a narrow or a com-

prehensive, a utilitarian or a normativist
understanding of rationality. First, they
assume the actor as being able to act in a
purposeful manner. Second, they assume
the actor as being able to control his or
her own body in the sense of dominating
it and using it as an instrument not differ-
ent from how one uses a hammer or a
bicycle. Third, they assume the autonomy
of the individual actor toward his or her
fellow actors and toward the environment.

Intentionality

The rational actor model is based on
an analytical action frame that focuses on
means and ends as its central categories.
It assumes that actors possess a goal, con-
sisting of utility derived from goods or
interests, and apply means to achieve the
goal while they take constraints on their
possible courses of action into account.
In this sense, the goal (utility) can be
viewed as the cause of action. This ratio-
nal choice view of action can be charac-
terized as “teleological.” However, the
normative perspective of action, as advo-
cated by classical sociologists such as
Weber and Parsons, can also be called
“teleological,” but here the goal is the set
of norms rather than utility. In other words,
both models of action are teleological—
they only differ in specifying what is the
cause of action.

Despite its dominant role in much of
sociological theory the teleological model
of action has not remained unquestioned.
In modern sociological theory the most
refined critique of it can be found in Niklas
Luhmann’s The Notion of Purpose and
the Rationality of Systems, published in
1968. On the basis of a critical assess-
ment of Weber’s theory of bureaucracy
Luhmann rejects the idea that goals can
provide sufficient explanation for the se-
lection of means. The reason for this is
that the complexity of social situations
does not allow for the identification of the
multiple causes and their interrelations,
which lead to an outcome. It would be
impossible for actors to analyze a situa-
tion fully enough to understand means-
ends relationships accurately. Luhmann
proposes instead to see goal-setting from
a functionalist perspective, i.e., where the
goal is chosen to achieve a function,
namely, as a means to reduce the com-
plexity of the situation. By setting a goal,
the routinized human interaction is inter-
rupted through “systematizing the experi-
ential and behavioral potentialities that
manifest themselves in natural experience
and interpreting them in such a way that
they become available for the purposes of
comparison and thus accessible to ratio-
nalization” (Luhmann, 1968: 29, our trans-
lation). With regard to the model of ends

and means, Luhmann sees it as fulfilling
the selective function of perceiving and
evaluating the consequences of actions.

Luhmann’s critique of the teleological
interpretation of action is based on phe-
nomenological concepts, i.e., based on the
premise that action is not the outcome of
some hidden goal but rather the outcome
of experience as it presents itself to con-
sciousness. Such a premise greatly re-
sembles the pragmatist theory of action as
developed by John Dewey, which, in fact,
had also influenced Luhmann. Luhmann
and Dewey drew radically different conse-
quences for possible theory development,
but they did so based on a fairly similar
critique of the teleological model of ac-
tion. While Luhmann abandoned action
theory in favor of a radically functionalist
systems theory, Dewey used the critique
of the means-ends scheme for a radical
reformulation of action theory. This opens
a path for maintaining action theory in spite
of the critique of its teleological version.
This path is followed in the theory of the
creativity of action proposed here.

Dewey’s alternative to the teleologi-
cal understanding of action sets out from
the point that ends are not simply antici-
pations of future conditions that actors
bring into being. The basic point of the
metaphysics of pragmatism (Dewey,
1958; Mead 1932) is that goals belong to
the present. Only as such goals can be-
come part of the action situation. This ba-
sic point, what we may call “presentistic”
metaphysics, is behind Dewey’s concept
of “ends-in-view,” the centrality of goals
in the organization of action. According
to Dewey’s “ends-in-view,” goals are not
externally set but emerge in the action pro-
cess itself in a reciprocal interaction be-
tween means and goals. At the beginning
of an action process goals are frequently
unspecific and only vaguely understood.
They become clearer once the actor has a
better understanding of the possible means
to achieve the ends; even new goals will
arise on the basis of newly available
means. The more concrete understanding
of goals or their change makes in turn a
new perspective on available means pos-
sible. This reciprocal process between
means and ends structures action. It an-
chors the notion of goals firmly in the
action process itself and argues against
the external setting of goals as advocated
in teleological theories of action. This al-
lows viewing perception and cognition not
as acts preceding action but as part of the
action process that is inherently connected
to the situational context. Goal-setting
does not take place as a cognitive act prior
to action but is based on prereflective as-
pirations that are operative in the action
situation. The aspirations are located in
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our bodies. The body’s capabilities, hab-
its, and ways relating to the environment
form the background to conscious goal-
setting, i.e., to intentionality.

Corporeality

We will now turn to the instrumental-
ity of the body as the second tacit assump-
tion. In rational actor theory, but also in
Parsons’ early version of action theory,
the body plays only a marginal role as the
locus of cognitive or evaluative mental
processes. It is seen as a technical instru-
ment for the processing and expression of
information, intentions, and calculations.
Otherwise it is simply assumed that the
actor exercises an effective disciplinary
control over his or her body.

The types of phenomena we have in
mind when we speak of a non-instrumen-
tal relationship to our body have been ex-
pressed in the theory of creativity of action
(Joas, 1996: 167-184) in the notions of
“passive intentionality” and “meaningful
loss of intentionality.” They refer to the
possibility of loosening the discipline over
the body either as an intentional act or as a
non-intentional response to a situation. An
example for “passive intentionality” is the
process of falling asleep. To repeat the
thought “I want to fall asleep now” again
and again, after not having been able to fall
asleep for several hours, is not only likely
to create the opposite effect but can also be
seen as a demonstration of the limits of
active intentionality. We can, however, very
well intentionally attempt to release con-
trol by accepting and sponsoring the
prereflective intentions of our body and
thereby reach the intended result: falling
asleep. Examples from creative problem-
solving but also from sexuality can easily
be added. “Meaningful loss of intentional-
ity” is the term used for those forms of
action in which we lose the ability to act
rationally, because the ambiguity of a situ-
ation or its emotional quality are so over-
whelming that the actor loses his distance
to the situation and disciplinary control over
his or her own actions. Laughing and weep-
ing are examples for the meaningful loss
of intentionality.

The theory of creativity of action main-
tains that the relationship between actors
and their bodies is shaped by the struc-
tures of interaction in which an actor de-
velops. In this way, neither the actor nor
his body is deposited or given as a thing
that stands externally to the other. We can
respond to bodily signals sensitively but
we can also treat our bodies like an in-
strument which we attempt to subdue to
our cognitive intentions. If the actor’s body
is not immediately given, but only via a
body-image, and if this body-image is the
result of intersubjective reflections on the

self from the standpoint of other selves,
then we find sociality right in the core of
human agency. The term used to describe
such intersubjective reflections is “primary
sociality.” This term means that sociality
is not the result of conscious interaction
of already made individuals, but it rather
precedes the ability to act as an individual.

Sociality

This refers to the third tacit assump-
tion of the rational action models. It is the
least tacit of the three assumptions inso-
far as critical voices on this point have
always been quite frequent and in a cer-
tain sense even constitutive for the disci-
pline of sociology. For socialization re-
search the questions of the social condi-
tions for the genesis of the self, of autono-
mous individuality are crucial. Only the
narrow versions of rational action simply
presuppose the autonomy of individual
actors and ignore the problem of the con-
stitution of their autonomy. The
normativist models are connected to a
theory of the internalization of norms, and
the theory of communicative action itself
aims at a notion of primary inter-
subjectivity. This point will not be devel-
oped here in any detail (but see Joas, 1996:
184-195; Joas, 1985).

III. An Empirical Application:
Cooperation and Creativity in
Economic Action

The paradigmatic status of rational ac-
tor theory in economics has made it the
privileged starting point for the investiga-
tion of economic phenomena. The socio-
logical critique, which has accompanied
economic reasoning since the formation of
sociology as an academic discipline, chose
mostly the path of developing normative
counter-models to the assumption of util-
ity maximization. According to this rea-
soning, economic action cannot be under-
stood as the maximization of individual
utility but reflects social norms and values.
At the very least the notion of utility maxi-
mization has to be understood not as a natu-
ral propensity but from its social origin.

The almost ritualized opposition be-
tween utilitarian and normative theories
of action in understanding economic pro-
cesses and structures makes it difficult for
any alternative conceptualization of ac-
tion to find recognition. That such an al-
ternative is desirable becomes apparent
from the realization that teleological ac-
tion theories are ill suited to address cru-
cial problems that become relevant in eco-
nomic decision-making contexts: Modern
economic settings are usually character-
ized by a high complexity of parameters
that determine the causal structure of the
situation but cannot be grasped compre-

hensively through rational calculation.
This creates uncertainty for actors with
regard to choosing the optimal strategy, a
problem that exists independently from
the question which goal to pursue. In com-
plex situations the goal of utility maximi-
zation cannot be translated into an opti-
mizing strategy (Beckert, 2002). The is-
sue becomes even more difficult if goals
can only be described vaguely, not for
normative but for logical reasons, as it is
the case in innovative activities, which
are concerned with the “not yet known”.
The intentionality of actors cannot be
guided by goals, i.e., the telos of action
cannot be its cause, if means-ends rela-
tionships cannot be recognized at the be-
ginning of the action process.

This takes up Luhmann’s critique of
rational actor theory which has been pre-
sented at the beginning. The non-teleo-
logical theory of intentionality provides
concepts for understanding this crucial
action problem in economic contexts be-
cause the notion of intentionality it advo-
cates is firmly rooted in the dynamic in-
terplay between the goals actors pursue
and the evolving features of the situation.
To give proof to the claim that the theory
of the creativity of action can be fruitfully
applied to the understanding of core eco-
nomic processes, it is useful not to ana-
lyze economic action as such but to in-
vestigate the problems actors confront in
concrete settings. Two such settings,
which have created large amounts of re-
search from the rational actor perspective,
are cooperation based on trust and inno-
vation arising from creativity.

Rational actor theory explains coop-
eration with reference to rational calcula-
tion. In game theory actors choose the
strategy that gives them the highest pay-
off, given their tolerance for risk. This
leads to the well-known paradox that un-
der certain conditions cooperation will not
take place, though both actors would ben-
efit from it. Responses to this paradox
from within the rational actor model refer
either to iteration, i.e., that the relation
between the players will continue over
many rounds of the game, or to the modi-
fication of external conditions. Threats or
gratification, the investment into the in-
ducement of norms or the installation of
control mechanisms change the pay-off
matrix for players and give rational rea-
sons to cooperate in situations where ac-
tors would otherwise not cooperate. Nor-
mative critiques of these models explain
cooperation not based on utility maximiz-
ing but based on social norms that actors
have internalized and follow even if it
would be in their individual interest not to
do so. Though this is a possible explana-
tion for cooperation in situations where
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rational actor theory fails it is based on
the problematic assumption that actors
willingly transcend their individual inter-
ests and that their partners will do so as
well. Especially in the context of modern
market economies this assumption is quite
heroic since it is immediately confronted
with the free-rider problem.

Still, to make rational decisions is much
more difficult than suggested by clear-cut
textbook models. It is quite unlikely that
an actor in a real situation will indeed un-
derstand all the parameters proper to make
a rational decision. While the pragmatist
approach to cooperation maintains that
actors may well have the intention to in-
crease their welfare it proceeds from the
concrete action situation and advocates a
fundamentally different approach as to
how actors reach decisions. In a very con-
densed formulation it is the interpretation
of the situation in acts of role-taking which
explains cooperation.

The situation consists of reciprocal
expectations that actors hold with regard
to their mutual intentions, needs, motives,
goals, and strategies. According to Mead’s
concept of the self it is the ability of an
actor to take the role of the other and to
form expectations about his attitudes (Joas
1993: 217-237). Action can only be re-
ciprocally oriented because of the ability
of role taking. To conceive of action as
intersubjectively constituted in role tak-
ing offers an explanation for the anthro-
pological presuppositions for coordinated
social acts. But it does in addition to this
also shed light on the question of how a
person comes to believe that his coopera-
tive move will not be exploited.

The significance of innovation for the
economic growth of modern capitalist so-
cieties is self-evident. For those not famil-
iar with the history of economics it might
be surprising that the integration of en-
dogenic change into economic theory has
been one of the most puzzling problems
for economics in the 20th century. These
problems can ultimately be traced to a spe-
cific paradox of innovation: Optimal strat-
egies for innovative activities could only
be devised if we would know at the outset
what the innovation is. But if we know the
innovation there is no need for innovation
anymore. The two principal questions re-
lating to innovation are, first, the determi-
nation of optimal levels of investments for
innovations and, second, the actual under-
standing of processes of innovative activi-
ties. With regard to the latter question,
which will be discussed here, there are an-
swers based on both variants of the teleo-
logical understanding of action: the ratio-
nal actor model and normative theories.

Conceptualizations that proceed from
the background of the rational actor model

see innovative processes as starting with
the setting of goals which provide a com-
parative standard for the evaluation of dif-
ferent means, i.e., the suggested solutions
to the problem. One crucial methodologi-
cal instrument are phase-models which
portray innovative processes as based on
a plan which is structured in several inde-
pendent phases and guides the activities
of the innovator. There are, of course,
more or less sophisticated phase models
but they all come together in subscribing
to a teleological interpretation of innova-
tive processes, in which the cognitively
recognized end-stage directs the inten-
tional activity of the designer.

The teleological understanding of in-
novation has been criticized on the basis of
empirical studies of actual design processes.
The interpretation of innovation as an opti-
mizing problem would presuppose that the
task of innovation could be articulated as a
well-formed instrumental problem. This is,
however, not the case because “design pro-
cesses are inherently ill-defined, and as such
possess poorly specified initial conditions,
allowable operations and goals” (Eckersley
1988: 87). As a consequence of this struc-
ture of problems of innovation ends can
only stand in an unspecified and unclear
way at the beginning of an innovative pro-
cess. Empirical studies indicate even that
ends are developed in the process of in-
vention and become entirely clear only
when the innovation process has been com-
pleted. As Donald Schön (1983: 68) has
argued, the designer “does not keep means
and ends separate, but defines them inter-
actively as he frames the problematic situ-
ation. He does not separate thinking from
doing, ratiocinating his way to the deci-
sion which he must later convert to ac-
tion.” This finding, which has been con-
firmed in numerous empirical studies on
technological innovations, coincides with
John Dewey’s concept of “ends-in-view”
which was presented here in the context of
a non-teleological concept of intentional-
ity. According to this concept ends are
loosely defined action-plans that structure
current action on the basis of the percep-
tion of the situation.

IV. Conclusion

The advantages of revising action theory
in this way extend far beyond the immedi-
ate bounds of action theory itself. This has
been elaborated in this essay with regard
to cooperation and innovation as two cru-
cial activities in economic contexts. In ad-
dition to this, organizations could be ana-
lyzed independently of the rational actor

model in order to explore the unlikely and
highly contingent character of the rational
type. In the theory of social movements
we also find examples of the consequences
of rationalist prejudice, such as the wide-
spread idea that clear goals held by indi-
vidual actors or the group as a whole are
the driving force behind the movements.
The theory of the creativity of action would
proceed from a radically different starting
point. And finally, in a theory of history
and the analysis of present-day society, ra-
tional models of action theory show an af-
finity to those interpretations which con-
sider historical developments to be more
or less linear “processes of rationalization.”
What tends to be forgotten here is that,
even when trends towards rationality can
be empirically observed, they should not
be universalized, as there will always be
spheres of life and some actors who do not
passively submit to the rationalization pro-
cess. Their resistance sparks counter-move-
ments, which may end up prevailing over
the tendencies towards rationality. These
arenas of research hint at the fact that, con-
trary to a widespread assumption, action
theory is not only suitable for the analysis
of microsociological phenomena. It can
also serve as the basis for the development
of a macrosociological theory liberated
from the fallacies of functionalism and evo-
lutionism.
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