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CHAPTER 22

An Original Relational Sociology Grounded 
in Critical Realism

Pierpaolo Donati

1  Contents

This chapter presents an original version of relational sociology (critical realist 
relational sociology, or CRRS), developed beginning in 1983, which is also 
called ‘relational theory of society’. It shares with the other relational 
sociologies the idea of avoiding both methodological individualism and 
holism. The main differences reside in the way social relations are defined, the 
kind of reality that is attributed to them, how they configure social formations, 
and the ways in which social relations are generated (emergence) and changed 
(morphogenesis). In particular, this approach is suited to understanding how 
the morphogenesis of society comes about through social relations, which are 
the mediators between agency and social structure. The generative mecha-
nisms that feed social change lie in the dynamics of the networks of social 
relations (not simply networks of nodes), which alter the molecular composi-
tion constituting structures already in place. The scope of CRRS is threefold. 
Theoretically, it can orient social research toward unseen and/or immaterial 
realities (the same relations are intangibles). Empirically, it can show how new 
social forms/formations are created, transformed, or destroyed depending on 
different processes of valorization or devalorization of social relations. Finally, it 
can help us design and implement social policies and welfare services based on 
networking interventions.

P. Donati (*) 
University of Bologna, Bologna, Italy
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2  the starting Point and develoPment of Crrs
My relational sociology originated as a sociological approach aimed at 
overcoming the limits of classical and contemporary sociologies with a more 
general theory able to include partial points of view and, at the same time, to 
connect them with one another (Donati 1983).

My initial inspiration was the criticism of action sociologies and system 
sociologies in as much as they are reductive views of social reality. I proposed 
that such a critique would benefit from the adoption of the category of the 
social relation as the basic concept that designates the smallest unit of the social 
fabric and, therefore, of sociological analysis. For me, the social relation is simul-
taneously ‘the great unknown’ and the unifying principle of reality, containing 
within itself a unique and fundamental property: that of connecting (uniting) 
the elements of the social sphere while at the same time it promotes their dif-
ferentiation. It is in this property that we find what I call the ‘enigma’ of the 
relation (Donati 2015a), which consists in the fact that it connects diverse 
terms (or entities) through differentiation processes that are, at the same time, 
conflictual and integrative.

In the historical moment in which I wrote Introduction to Relational 
Sociology (early 1980s), there certainly existed many proposals for overcoming 
the opposition between action theories and system theories. A ‘multidimen-
sional sociology’ was discussed involving an alternation between freedom and 
constraint in both action and order. Theories were advanced that focused on 
the dialectic between microinteraction and macrostructures, on the possible 
integrations of self, interaction, social structure, and culture, and so on. But all 
of these proposals remained focused on dichotomous pairs (agency/structure 
and micro-macro links) and did not probe the structure of the relational con-
nection between the two poles. Explanations of social relationality made refer-
ence to the poles of the relation rather than to the reality intrinsic to the social 
relations themselves. In many cases the theoretical proposals combined the 
poles of the dichotomies with a mix between freedom and structural order 
(which I call lib/lab) whereby the social relation was reduced to an instrumen-
tal and derived entity, that is, a byproduct of other entities.

The challenge that I set for myself was that of developing a theory that is 
open to all possible social dynamisms but that is also endowed with a solidity 
of its own. Briefly, to my view, the consistency of theory must be based on the 
relationality among the elements that make up the social fabric, and not on 
some integrationist principle (such as the systemic inertia in Talcott Parsons’ 
‘general unified theory’ or Niklas Luhmann’s ‘autopoietic self-referentiality’), 
nor, at the opposite extreme, on some principle of radical relativism.

My approach relies upon a kind of realism that I name ‘relational realism’ 
(Donati 1983, 10; further developed in Donati 2011, 97–119). It is intended 
to be an alternative to those relational approaches that are founded on a flat 
ontology, but it is not an attempt to unify all sociological approaches around 
the notion of relationship as a replacement category of other categories 
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(such as system or network). Bagaoui’s (2007) criticism according to which  
I proposed a ‘unifying’ theory in order to replace all other theories is mislead-
ing, since, from the very start, I conceived of my relational sociology not as a 
reductio ad unum but as a general framework to connect the best of all other 
theories (Donati 1983, 11–12). In order to avoid a unifying theory, Bagaoui 
(ibid., 173) proposes a “plural relational sociology”. While I agree that we 
must avoid a unifying theory, which would be constrictive and restrictive, I do 
not think that we should label the relational sociology as ‘plural’, given that, on 
the condition that the theory is truly relational, then it should be necessarily 
pluralistic, provided that it can understand and cope with the essential property 
of the relation, which is to join the terms that it connects while, at the same 
time, promoting their differences (what I have called the ‘enigma’ of the rela-
tion: Donati 2015a). It is precisely the absence or rejection of the relation that 
undermines pluralism.

Certainly, relational sociology can be presented as a general movement and 
as a general way of thinking, but, in doing so, one runs the risk of identifying 
relational sociology with sociology at large, since all sociologists speak of rela-
tions. After all, the whole world is relational, or relationally constituted. In the 
natural sciences new researches are now demonstrating that DNA is relational, 
that chemical and physical realities are relational, and so on. Then, the issue is 
what does we mean by ‘relational’? To my mind, the answer lies in capturing 
the gist of what a relation is in every specific field. In the social field, ‘relational’ 
has a peculiar meaning, which is not seen (observed, conceptualized, etc.) by 
all. Though many scholars speak of relationality, they are not relational. Let me 
offer two examples. Vandenberghe (1999) has rightly argued that Bourdieu 
does not share a proper relational view. Luhmann (1995) has explicitly rejected 
relational sociology arguing that the category of social relation is ‘too heavy’ to 
be placed as the constitutive element of the social. Surely, in his writings he has 
used a relational logic, but, here is the point: his concept of relation is purely 
logical, not sociological. Therefore, in my view, it is possible to distinguish 
between those sociological theories that are properly relational—because they 
assume the category of social relation as the first general presupposition for 
sociological analysis—and those theories that, as a matter of fact, make use of 
the category of the relation, but generally only as a logical or methodological 
tool, and often derived from other entities.

Therefore my relational sociology does not aim to create a “methodological 
relationism to parallel the conceptualizations of individualism and holism,” as 
called for by Ritzer and Gindoff (1994, 5), but instead proposes an approach 
that is an alternative to the oscillation, combination, or mediation between 
these two opposites. Its underlying assumption is that “society is (not ‘has’) 
relations.” This means that: (1) the object of sociological investigation is the 
social relationality that constitutes that object (every object, such as work, polit-
ical participation, health, the family, unemployment, war, economic enterprise, 
etc.); (2) every social phenomenon arises from a relational context and generates 
another relational context. This is the meaning of my statement according to 
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which at the beginning of every social reality there is the relation. I provided a first 
example of this in reference to the critique of structuralist theories of social 
reproduction (such as that of Bourdieu) and by proposing a new sociological 
approach to health and illness (understood as social relations) in contrast to the 
Parsonian sociology of medicine (Donati 1983, Chaps. 4 and 6).

The social ontology that supported this theory from the beginning has been 
a kind of realism that I called critical, analytical, and relational (Donati 1983, 
12). On the basis of this ontology, I developed my relational sociology in three 
historical phases. During the period 1983–91, I elaborated the theoretical 
underpinnings, testing them with a series of empirical studies (of which later) 
(Donati 1991). In the period 1992–2006, I developed a suitable research 
methodology, called ‘relational analysis’, submitting it to corroboration in 
empirical research (Donati 2006). From 2007 to 2017, in synergy with 
Margaret Archer’s critical realism, I posed the question of how to address the 
changes and destiny of the globalized society from the relational vantage point 
(Donati and Archer 2015; Donati 2017).

3  the arChiteCture of this relational  
theory of soCiety

The architecture of CRRS rests on three major pillars that are rooted in a realist 
relational ontology: relational epistemology (knowledge is a relation to a rela-
tional reality), the methodological paradigm (relational analysis), and social 
practice (network intervention). Let us look at them one by one.

3.1  Relational Epistemology

The idea at the basis of CRRS is that sociological knowledge consists in under-
standing and explaining social facts as effects that emerge from relationally 
contested contexts.

The fabric of social reality—that is, whatever constitutes a ‘social fact’—is 
neither the action (single or aggregate) nor a supposed system with its imper-
sonal mechanisms, nor simple communication, but the social relation. It is the 
sui generis processual structure of relations that characterizes the emergence 
of every social form. A couple, an economic enterprise, a voluntary associa-
tion, a school all exist to the extent to which their actors practice a certain 
relational structure of belonging and processually generate and regenerate it 
over time. Social institutions are formed as specific relational contexts that 
emerge from particular networks of relations and change according to the 
process dynamic of networks. We can think of how the changing social rela-
tions in a local community elicit the decline and then death of the commons 
(from Marx to Elinor Ostrom: Carlsson and Sandström 2008). We can think 
of the qualities and properties of relations that diversify the forms of social 
circles (concentric or intersecting) studied by Georg Simmel. We can think of 
how the networks within an organization lead to the formation of oligarchical 
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rule (Robert Michels’ so-called ‘iron law of oligarchy’). In all of these cases, it 
is a precise processual structure of relational networks that does, or does not, 
elicit the emergence of a social fact. The structure is not independent of agency, 
and the problem is to understand how structure and agency are interacting in 
the network of social relations. The mediation process on the part of the social 
relations is of course a dynamic process of a reticular nature due to the subjects’ 
relationality. The social system is a ‘condensation’ of social networks, that is, we 
can observe a network as a ‘system’ only under particular conditions.

Until a couple of decades ago social relations were treated in two principal 
ways: (1) relations as projections or reflections of actors, generally, individuals, 
and their actions within dyads and interpersonal relationships (Duck 1993); (2) 
relations as expression and effect of social structures, statuses, roles, positions 
in a social system (Ruddock 1969). Little by little, sociologists have realized 
that we cannot arrive at an adequate understanding of social change through 
either individualistic theory or holistic theory or even through some kind of 
mix of the two.

A growing number of sociologists have realized that in order to ‘see’ the 
relation, a third point of view is needed, one that is neither individualistic nor 
holistic, but that considers relations to be its primary object and focuses on 
relations as the objects that it seeks to explore. This exploration entails second 
and third order observations, that is, the activation of a reflexivity on the rela-
tions as such (which I call ‘relational reflexivity’: Donati 2011, xviii).

Consider friendship, for example. What makes friendship a social reality? 
Friendship emerges from human persons and only from them, but it cannot be 
an individual-level fact. We cannot be friends as individuals. To be friends is to 
share ‘something’ which is not a material or ideational entity, although it is 
powered by the exchange of material things, feelings, and reciprocal aids of 
various kinds. We cannot explain it in terms of individual contributions (as a 
matter of fact, it requires reciprocity) or holistic factors (in fact, neither of the 
two friends can live their friendship as an external imposition). Two or more 
people have created a relationship that depends solely on them, but which has 
assumptions that do not depend on them and involves things that go beyond 
their own individuality. This implies a togetherness (a ‘we-relationship’) that 
calls into play more than the friends’ own individuality.

We can make the same considerations for an indefinite number of other phe-
nomena such as the relational climate in a class of students or in a work team, the 
kind and degree of trust in families or civil associations, the high or low level of 
social capital in a local community, and so on. Statements such as: “He was a 
true father to me,” “he is a real friend,” “we are loyal colleagues,” “more than a 
neighbor, she is like a family member for me,” “I love her like a mother” all 
indicate a relation that has a precise, real meaning, even if alluded to indirectly.

Over recent decades a growing attention to the category of relationality 
has emerged, but one that empties it of a meaning of its own. A vast litera-
ture calls itself ‘relational’ today, but, to me, this is a label that, most of the 
time, covers nominalistic and indeterminate conceptions. As Dépelteau and 
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Powell (2013, xvi) rightly note: “for now, relational sociology is something 
like a patchwork of knowledge about social relations that are seen as dynamic, 
fluid processes.” From my point of view (as I will explain below), most soci-
ologies that focus specifically on the category of the social relation are based 
on a flat ontology and have recourse to a more or less radical relativist 
epistemology.

What I call ‘relationism’ in the strict sense blends together structure and 
action, defining one in terms of the other in the manner that Archer (1995, 
93–134) calls ‘central conflation’. The result, as in Anthony Giddens’ theory, 
is an inability to analytically theorize social interactions as a separate mediating 
temporal phase between a starting structure and an elaborated structure.

The relationists see relations in terms of a mixture of connected concepts. 
They argue for conceptual fluidity. Their formulations come close to a pragma-
tist focus on developing an anti-categorical approach to relationality. 
Epistemologically, they adopt a relativist approach that treats relations as a 
circle of interactions that are an end in themselves. In the words of Richard 
Rorty (1999, 54): “Everything that can serve as a term of relation can be dis-
solved into another set of relations, and so on forever.” CRRS does not deny 
the fact that the terms of the relation always refer back to other relations, but 
the opening to other relations does not happen in an indeterminate or purely 
coincidental way, consisting instead in moving (transition) from one structural 
form to another over time. That is why my relational epistemology is based 
upon a social ontology for which substance and relation are co-principles of real-
ity: they work together. In principle, the nature of an entity cannot be reduced 
to relations, and, vice versa, relations cannot be reduced to substances, unless 
it is shown that in a particular case something similar has occurred.

Explaining a social fact in relational terms means giving an account of how 
that fact (for example, the increase in unemployment or violence) emerges from 
the interdependence between the actors who are in relation in a certain spatial-
temporal context; meanwhile, these actors alter their identity and their way of 
acting in relation to the interdependence between them. The task of relational 
sociology is to analyze the process through which this structure of interdepen-
dence is generated, reproduces itself, and changes. This involves entering 
‘inside’ the social relation and seeing its internal morphogenesis, which is struc-
tural, agential, and cultural (Archer’s SAC).1 In order to carry out this analysis, 
I found it useful to reformulate in relational terms the multidimensional inter-
change model (AGIL) as a methodological tool (see the next section).2

In short, knowing a social relation means observing how the elements quali-
fying what is required by the relation itself for its own realization (i.e., what is 
required to make that specific relationship exist) are combined: its situated 
purpose, the means and norms to achieve it, and the latent value of the  concrete 
relation that one is observing. To determine whether a committed relationship 
does or does not exist between David and Helen, it is not only a question of 
knowing the individual expectations of one vis-à-vis the other, and in which 
way and to what extent their expectations are shared, but it means observing 
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how their relation is configured as a We-relation (Donati and Archer 2015, 
70–71). The relation is a ‘third party’ with respect to the interests, feelings, and 
expectations of the two partners.

The elements that qualify (configure) a social relation derive from the 
contributions that the actors inject into a relation through their interactions 
(reciprocal actions). The point is that their relationality is not simply a matter 
of a recursive process of transactions, of give and take, between Ego and Alter 
from which a certain interdependence between the subjects arises. Seen in this 
way, the relation becomes a circularity that defines the subjects’ identity (as 
White 2008 claims). Unlike relationist approaches, I maintain that it is possible 
to distinguish: (1) the distinct contributions that Ego and Alter give to the 
relation and (2) the contribution of their relationality as such (as demonstrated 
by Tam 1989). The social relation is the reality that exists ‘between’ the two. 
The emergence of the relation as a third party does not imply that the self-
identity (of Ego and Alter) gets lost in the flux of social interdependence, as 
many network analyses and transactional sociologies often seem to suggest.3 
The relational logic of networking is neither a negation of the subject nor a 
pure phenomenological circularity. It is, instead, the path for observing, 
describing, and defining how each agent individually redefines his/her identity 
in a networked situational context. Realist epistemology observes the relation 
in order to explore its terms (agents’ actions), but does not annihilate their 
autonomy. It is in this framework that Cook and Dreyer (1984) formulated the 
‘social relations model’ for the study of the family, and Fiske (1992, 1993) and 
Haslam and Fiske (1999) proposed the ‘relational models theory’.

Obviously, in acting between each other, the actors reflect their social posi-
tions (status-roles) in varying ways and degrees. Nevertheless, they can also 
ignore or change their positions. Everything depends on how the subject (Self) 
interprets its own position, that is, what it entails and the opportunities for 
alternative relations that it offers.

Compared to Parsons, my epistemology accomplishes three basic divergent 
moves: (1) it abandons the idea that there can be a cybernetic hierarchy between 
the elements that constitute relations; (2) it assumes that, hypothetically, the 
elements of the relation can interact with one another in all the possible rela-
tional combinations; (3) it takes into account the fact that each element has its 
own external environment (ends and norms also have their own external envi-
ronments, not only means and values as Parsons claims) (Donati 2015b, 98). 
The relation’s instrumental component has, as its environment, the physical and 
technological resources for achieving the goal; the value component relates to 
the environment of all possible values; the normative component has to do with 
the environment of alternative norms; the component of the situated goal has to 
deal with the environment of differing relations that have concurrent finalities.

While I accept Luhmann’s viewpoint (1995) that all the elements of the 
social relation are contingent and that, therefore, in the abstract, an indefinite 
number of combinations are possible, I argue that, in reality, only a few of them 
actually materialize. If this is the case, it means that there are relational reasons 
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for which certain combinations come about and not others. As Luhmann 
claims, the generalized symbolic means that are used in relations can be the 
means of simple communication and not necessarily of interchange (as Parsons 
maintained). Still, in contrast to Luhmann, I hold that the social relation 
emerges not only on the basis of auto-poietic logics or operations, but also of 
hetero-poietic ones.

It is worth underscoring a fundamental difference with respect to the move 
of excluding the human subject from the social relation, which was begun by 
Parsons and then taken to the extreme by Luhmann. While for Parsons the unit 
act unfolds between the material conditions of the action and the environment 
of the ultimate values without including a subject, and for Luhmann as well, 
the system operates without a subject through autopoietic mechanisms (the 
automatic dual distinctions of inner/outer and before/after), for me the 
human subject is both external and internal to the social action and therefore 
to the social relation (in different ways, of course). The social relation unfolds 
between subjects that enter into the relation and redefine it constantly, taking 
into account all of its environments. In short, the human subject is both outside 
and inside the relation, of course in different ways. This perspective allows us to 
study social relations using an analytical scheme that is more complex and sen-
sitive to the agents’ subjectivity.4

The idea that the social relation (not the unit act) is the minimal and qualify-
ing element of the social fabric suggests analogies, which are obviously only 
conceptual. As the chemical molecule characterizes a chemical substance and in 
biology the genome specifies the bios of a living individual, so we can say that, 
in sociology, a specific social relation characterizes a certain social form. For 
example, a network of friends, a hospital, a class, a family, a software laboratory, 
a gang, a lobby, a group of human traffickers are all characterized by a specific 
relational structure that I call the ‘social molecule.’ Obviously, any literal chem-
ical or biological analogy must be avoided because the ‘social molecule’ that 
characterizes the social fabric as such is made up of elements that come from 
human actions that are relatively free and takes on stability through relational 
mechanisms (Donati 2015c).

Following this conceptual framework, we can enter ‘inside’ the social rela-
tion and observe how its sui generis structure (its social molecule) characterizes 
an entire social formation and mutates over time—for example, the transition 
from a modern form to an after(or trans)-modern one (Donati 2015b, 99–103).

We can ask: when is it that the social morphogenesis of modernity happens? 
From the point of view of relational sociology, it happens when the relationality 
of its own social molecule finds itself faced with a type and degree of contin-
gency that it is no longer able to manage. Society approaches a breaking point 
in which agents/actors experience increasing numbers of failures. The collapse 
of the social molecule that structures it becomes possible. This is happening in 
the spheres that are modernizing the most. Many emerging phenomena signal 
the advent of a turning point that is marked by the formation of another social 
molecule, of a trans-modern type.
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The typically modern relation is characterized by the following combined 
elements: (G) the goal of the social relation is to select a variation as an expan-
sion of opportunities by freeing it from all ascriptive constraints; (A) the means 
for achieving this goal can be extremely diverse, but what is essential is that 
social relations are treated like money because money is the generalized sym-
bolic means of exchange that allows us to render all objects equivalent, remov-
ing their constraints; in fact, money is the trigger of a typically modern 
relationality, rendering social relations indifferent and making their ascriptive 
character and intrinsic quality disappear; (I) the norms of the modern social 
molecule are acquisitive rules that must foster the production of variety, valo-
rizing competition in order to produce continuous innovation; (L) the rela-
tion’s guiding distinction is its indifference toward values (i.e., the polytheism 
of values); thus, the relation evaluates reality on the basis of values that are 
always negotiable and fungible, in other words, which are functionally equiva-
lent to other values; the culture of the society of individuals is characterized by 
liquidity and the decontextualization of relations and is nourished by an 
a- relational individualistic matrix (L).

On the other hand, the typically after-modern relation is characterized in 
the following way: (G) the goal of the social relation is to select variations 
according to the causal qualities and properties of the relations, in particu-
lar, generating relational goods whenever it is possible and desirable; (A) the 
means for achieving the goal can be extremely diverse, but they must be 
such as to allow for the production of qualitatively satisfying relations; (I) 
the norms of the after-modern social molecule, owing to the fact of having 
to promote the non- fungible qualities of social relations, must employ a 
specific reflexivity (for example, working in a non-profit organization entails 
a type of relations that are qualitatively different from those involved in 
working in a for-profit company, and the two normative environments are 
not interchangeable; (L) the relation is evaluated on the basis of the mean-
ingful experience that it produces differently from other types of relations; 
this cultural orientation replaces an individualistic cultural matrix with a cul-
tural matrix that allows the human person to transcend him/herself in and 
through the relation.

In the social relation that we qualify with a certain name, there are both 
necessity and contingency (Morandi 2010, 2011). The necessity refers to the 
need to be structured so as to match the agent’s purposes; the contingency 
concerns its situational configuration, which can be articulated in many dif-
ferent ways. For example, the relation that we call ‘free giving’ is different if 
practiced in the family or on the part of a charity or a company or by a non-
profit organization. The friendship relation is different if practiced among 
classmates or on Facebook. The citizenship relation is different if it refers to 
the city in which one resides, the nation, a super-national community, or the 
entire world.
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3.2  Methodological Paradigm (the Relational Analysis of Society 
as a Network of Social Networks)

My conception of the term ‘paradigm’ is not the one put forward by Kuhn.  
I do not understand a sociological paradigm as a hard, constraining, normaliz-
ing, hegemonic or dominant theory, but precisely the opposite, as an open, 
dynamic, relational point of view. “The relational paradigm analyses social reality 
from a point of view which is neither that of methodological individualism nor 
that of methodological holism, but from that which I term ‘the relational point 
of view’” (Donati 2011, 56). Following Luhmann, I conceive of a sociological 
paradigm as a ‘guiding-difference’, but, differently from Luhmann, I understand 
difference as a relation and not as a binary distinction (Donati 2009).

My relational analysis follows five methodological rules, which correspond to 
just as many phases of the cognitive process (Donati 2006; LSR 2016, 15–18).

 1. The researcher needs to spell out what he intends to know. He must choose 
between questions based on descriptive needs and questions that prob-
lematize the object, introducing a paradoxical point of view (descriptive 
observation or problematizing observation). For example, if the problem 
is unemployment, one can ask about which configuration the unemploy-
ment in a certain geographical area has (descriptive question), or why it is 
this way and not another way, or why unemployment is increasing while 
there is economic development (an instructive question because it con-
fronts one with a counter-intuitive phenomenon that is an enigma).

 2. It is necessary to define the fact that is being observed as a social relation 
and, where appropriate, problematized as a social relation. For example, 
unemployment is not a thing or a state of things, or simply a form of 
transaction, but a type of social relation that, in order to be seen, requires 
a ‘relational observation’. Relational observation begins by defining its 
object of knowledge as a social relation among actors (A and B) belong-
ing to diverse socio-economic-cultural structures, and continuing with 
the observation of phenomena from the perspective of an outside 
observer (O) who examines the behavior of actor A in relation to actor 
B, and vice versa, in order to explain why their interactions produced the 
effect Y (emergent relation) under certain conditions.

 3. The emergent fact is configured as a black box (AGIL) within which the 
generative process of the fact itself unfolds starting from a series of rele-
vant variables; obviously, the choice of objective and subjective variables 
is a creative act on the part of the researcher. For example, in the case of 
 unemployment, the characteristics of the work required by the employer 
as well as the worker’s qualities can be important, but, above all, it is the 
relation between objective and subjective factors that must be the object 
of investigation.

 4. The social fact has a sui generis reality of an emergential nature that 
derives from processes of morphostasis/morphogenesis (M/M) (Archer 
1995, 2013). For example, the use of the M/M scheme makes it possible 
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to see how the initial structure of the job market was altered by the inter-
actions between the actors and by external and intervening factors in the 
intermediate temporal phase T2–T3 so as to produce a structure at arrival 
in which that particular configuration of unemployment, and not another 
one, emerged.

 5. The fifth rule is applied when the research has the practical goal of social 
intervention to remediate the social problem in question: in such a case, 
the methodology for devising an ODG (relational Observation–
Diagnosis–Guidance) system is applied, which I will explain below. For 
example, unemployment is observed as a specific social relation in a rela-
tional context, an assessment diagnosis is made of the problems posed by 
these relations, and then a process of relational (not directive) guidance 
is designed for the involved actors so that the actors themselves solve the 
problem by altering their relational context.

To put it in simple terms. We begin with the observation that there exists a 
social fact Y. We cast it as a problem (Why does it exist? How is it possible?). 
We define it as a relation. We ask why it has emerged. We devise a research 
design by identifying relevant factors, both subjective (values and attitude ori-
entations) and objective (adaptive conditions, that is, means and norms that are 
independent of the subjective will), which could have generated the observed 
fact, and then we put them into a system of relations, the black box, that 
should offer an explanation for why the phenomenon Y has been generated.

The black box is configured as a network of relations among relevant factors 
that are, moreover, influenced by their environments, which are, in turn, net-
works of relations among interests, means, norms, and values that have an 
impact on the phenomenon that is the research object. For this reason, if gen-
eralized, relational analysis leads to the observation of society as a network of 
networks of relations that changes through the processes of M/M (an example 
is given in Donati 2017).

3.3  Relational Practice (Social Interventions as Networking)

My relational approach envisions the possibility that relational analysis can be 
useful in designing and implementing interventions aimed at solving social 
problems in all areas (Donati 1991, part 3).

Social practices consist in activating networks that produce changes gener-
ated by the stakeholders interested in solving a social problem assisted by social 
actors (social workers, catalysts, supervisors, promoters, etc.) who stimulate 
and guide a process of change by working on the relations. Relational guidance 
consists in enabling actors to change their behaviors by leveraging their per-
sonal and relational reflexivity through the mobilization of new relations. The 
guidance is not directive but consists in appealing to the natural potentials for 
change inherent in the networks of relations among the actors. For this reason, 
it is called relational steering, widely used in action research.5

 AN ORIGINAL RELATIONAL SOCIOLOGY GROUNDED IN CRITICAL REALISM 



442

These practices are conceptualized as ‘relational observation–diagnosis–
guidance systems’ (see the entry for ‘ODG systems’ in LSR 2016, 283–287). 
They are responses to crisis situations. A certain social policy is an intervention 
into a state of things that is considered to be unsatisfactory. Each social inter-
vention thus presupposes a definition of the situation that contains an ethical 
or political value judgment. We can summarize the three phases of the ODG 
systems as follows:

 1. Relational observation is a delicate operation because there is the risk that 
the researcher may observe his/her mind rather than the objective real-
ity. One must be cognizant of the paradoxes of observing systems and 
have appropriate tools for addressing them. For this reason, the observa-
tion of social needs must be based on continual interactions between the 
intervening system and the target subject. The interactions that make it 
possible to learn about the situation must seek the maximum of rela-
tional reflexivity for all the actors.

 2. Diagnosis is relational in as much as it seeks to show that the social prob-
lem arises from pathological and unsatisfactory social relations. Diagnosis 
is a special case of description that condenses the general observation of 
a situation by focusing on the difference between a normal or satisfactory 
state and a pathological or unsatisfactory condition. Diagnosis is there-
fore more than linguistic observation–description–communication; it is 
an elaboration of sense (as meaning and intentionality). Sense is a rela-
tion and, as such, should be thought and acted. Expert systems can give 
important cognitive support in making a diagnosis, but they cannot 
replace the giving of meaning, which is peculiar to human relations.

 3. Relational guidance is an alternative to directive interventions (author-
itative, conditional, preceptoral, procedural) and to paradoxical inter-
ventions (for example, those based on the positive connotation of 
symptoms); these have been shown to be inadequate to today’s com-
plex social systems, which behave in a counter-intuitive way. Examples 
of relational programs are all those interventions that, based on a net-
work map, have the goal of activating the natural potentials of net-
works of relations through an array of different methodologies such as: 
forms of partnership between public and private actors, whether formal 
or informal, cooperative or competitive; peer-to-peer production; co-
production, dialogic-relational methodologies (such as family group 
conferences: Seikkula and Arnkil 2006), and so on. To the extent that 
relations become the object of new ways to enact policies of relational 
inclusion and investment, they become the fulcrum for many new rela-
tional professions, especially in the area of social work (Folgheraiter 
2004). An example of application is the relational intervention aimed 
at making youth gangs desist from committing crimes (Weaver and 
McNeill 2015).
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4  distinCtions from other so-Called  
relational soCiologies

To compare CRRS to the great many authors who are called, or call them-
selves, ‘relational sociologists’ is beyond the scope of this chapter. I will limit 
myself to the most well known.

Various authors claim that Norbert Elias’ thought represents a first version of 
relational sociology. I do not believe that this is the case in that his sociology, 
while speaking of relations (but which sociologist does not speak about rela-
tions?), can be more properly characterized as ‘figurational’ (Prozess und 
Figurationstheorie, Bartles 1995). It focuses on understanding the structures 
that mutually dependent human beings establish and the transformations they 
undergo, both individually and in groups, due to the increase or reduction of 
their interdependencies and gradients of power. Thus, instead of analyzing the 
conducts of isolated individuals—at times personified as geniuses, heroes, proph-
ets, or sages—figurational sociology aims to understand the webs of social ranks. 
Figuration is a generic term used to represent the web of interdependences 
formed among human beings and which connects them, that is, a structure of 
mutually oriented and dependent persons. According to Elias (1956, 234), the 
social scientist’s task is “is to explore, and to make men understand, the patterns 
they form together, the nature and the changing configurations of all that binds 
them to each other.” In other words, the task is to reveal the way in which 
human beings connect to each other in their alliances and conflicts and the kind 
of network they form, considering their ambitions for power and status.6

In short, this is a pioneering approach to the study of relational configura-
tions that is still awaiting a more complex paradigm able to explain why and 
how relations emerge as a sui generis phenomenon and the ways by which the 
qualities and causal properties of networks of relations produce certain effects 
and not others.

Ann Mische (2011) has given an interesting account of relational sociology, 
according great importance to what she has called “the New York School” 
active during the 1990s. Unfortunately, she ignored Italian sociology and 
other approaches such as, for example, that of Bajoit (1992), Laflamme (1995, 
2009), Bagaoui (2007), and Vautier (2008). In my opinion, her narrative’s 
limitations consist in the fact that she does not draw clear distinctions between 
relational sociology and network analysis. Moreover, she fails to provide a defi-
nition of the social relation as such.

Pierre Bourdieu is another author who is often mentioned as a relational 
sociologist, but various commentators have demonstrated that his is not a truly 
relational vision of social reality (Emirbayer 1997, 304). As Bottero affirms 
(2009, 399): “Bourdieu’s approach is relational but does not focus on social 
relationships, understood as social networks or as an interactional order.” 
Vandenberghe (1999) claims that Bourdieu’s ‘generative structuralism’ instead 
represents an attempt to systematically transpose the relational conception of 
the natural sciences to the social sciences.
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Emirbayer’s (1997) Manifesto for a Relational Sociology is usually cited as 
the benchmark of relational sociology, but, in fact, this article is focused on the 
criticism of substantialism and its replacement with a perspective that he calls 
‘transactional’. The concept of relation is made equivalent to that of ‘transac-
tion’, which consists of dyadic processes taking place between actors. This 
move excludes the possibility that one could define the attributes of the 
constitutive and detachable elements of the relation itself; moreover, it does 
not allow for the possibility of eventually attributing precise qualities (or char-
acteristics) to the subjects of the relation at the end of each transactive cycle. In 
the transactional approach, the units involved in the transaction derive their 
meaning, significance, and identity fundamentally from the transaction; as a 
result, their own consistency gets lost.

In the prevailing transactional approach:7 (1) social relations are constructed 
patterns of meaning (relational expectations), arising out of, and changing 
through, the course of communication,8 and (2) they generate structures that 
have no power. Critical realism objects that just the opposite is true: (1) rela-
tions are an emergent sui generis reality, and (2) relations (as structures gener-
ating other structures through morphogenetic processes) have peculiar causal 
powers (Donati 2015b; Porpora 2015).

Certainly, Niklas Luhmann (1995) is an author whose sociological theory 
uses the concept of relation on the ontological and epistemological level, but it 
does so at a purely abstract logical level. He refuses to consider the social rela-
tion as a foundational category of sociology and replaces it with the category 
of meaning. Since he believes that values and norms are undecidable (Luhmann 
2008 [1992]), society tends to give primacy to the instrumental component 
(the adaptive means) of the social system with respect to completely contingent 
goals. In this way, the social relation is seen as lacking its own structure and is 
reduced to a communicative event. The sociological fact that communication 
always takes place within a relation and contributes to redefining a relation and 
its context is obliterated. For Luhmann, instead, the symbolic means of com-
munication, freed from value and normative constrictions, can configure social 
relations (i.e., social forms) without any conditions other than that of self- 
referential communication structures. Societies are functional, self- reproducing 
(autopoietic) systems that operate independently of the intentional characteris-
tics of human relations, given the fact that human agents fluctuate in the sys-
tem’s environment. This sociology can therefore not see the empirical qualities 
and causal properties of those social relations that do not respond to functional 
logic. Moreover, it prohibits the thought that human actions can somehow 
intentionally alter social structures and systems.

Harrison White and Charles Tilly use the term relational sociology to refer to 
the network analysis that they have applied to the realms of culture, history, 
politics, economics, and social psychology. I cannot comment on Tilly’s work 
here, for reasons of space. However, Harrison White (2008) deserves special 
atten tion, both for being one of the most cited authors among the so-called 
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relational sociologists and for the originality of his journey, which led him from 
a sociology understood as the analysis of the networks that confer social 
identities to a strong convergence with Luhmann’s thought.

Following Luhmann, White argues that social systems are not constituted by 
social relations, but only by ‘events’: “If we assume with Luhmann that all 
events are fugitive and that they are the elements of social systems, then control 
becomes the attempt to constrain the possible events.” (White 2008, 8). People 
do not try to control their social contexts by structuring relations, but by con-
straining events. White’s adherence to Luhmann’s theory could not be clearer 
than that. Briefly, for White, society is a web of space-time where people play 
out their identities trying to take control of the situation through their relations 
in networks and domains. Social relations are the means or the channels 
through which identities seek control over their social context. Again, the real-
ity of social relations as emergents having their own qualities and causal powers 
is left aside or treated indirectly.

Nick Crossley’s (2011) research understands relational sociology as a version 
of network analysis. He is interested in the effect of networks due to their 
structural characteristics. The social relation is an exchange between positions 
that are, in turn, defined by networks.

A collection of essays (in two volumes: Powell and Dépelteau 2013; 
Dépelteau and Powell 2013) provides clear evidence that the term ‘relational 
sociology’ is now used with a wide range of meanings. As Powell and Dépelteau 
(2013, 12) rightly point out, the relational paradigm is now played as ‘a lan-
guage game’ by many scholars. Surely, we should appreciate the relevant differ-
ences. For example, the search for a ‘deep’ relational sociology able to build up 
a common framework (called for by Dépelteau 2013, 177–184 as an alterna-
tive to the search for a paradigm) differs from the proposal of a nonhumanist 
‘radical relationism’ (supported by Powell), whose epistemology assumes natu-
ralism and monist materialism, adopting an agnostic stance towards realism.

The point on which I want to draw attention is the following. If one 
wonders, as Dépelteau correctly does, “should we conceive social phenomena 
as substances (like the social things of Durkheim or solid social structures) or 
fluid and dynamic social processes?”, Emirbayer and his followers reply by say-
ing that relational sociology is an invitation to see our so-called objects (soci-
eties, institutions, social patterns, conflicts, social movements, social classes, 
etc.) in a processual way, that is, as being made of fluid, dynamic relations. My 
answer is slightly different, because I share the view that relations are not 
things, but I don’t think that we can reduce them to pure processes. To me, 
social  phenomena are emergent effects, that is, outcomes emerging from a 
relationally contested context. As such they have a reality of their own, which 
means that they have a structure (a relational structure, of course), which is 
not a ‘thing,’ but a configuration possessing its own qualities and causal prop-
erties. Ontologically, an entity is real precisely to the extent that it possesses its 
own causal properties.
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Jan Fuhse (2009) initially intended to develop a relational sociology as the 
study of social networks seen as carriers and generators of meanings for the 
actors. Later, attracted by the convergence between White and Luhmann, he 
espoused the idea that networks are communicative events that decide the 
actors’ identities. Communicative events, and not social relations, are concep-
tualized as the basic units of society. In the sequence of communications, events 
are attributed to actors together with underlying dispositions. Relational 
expectations about the behavior of actors toward other actors structure com-
munication and make for the regularities of the communication that we observe 
as relationships and networks. Relational sociology is thus understood as the 
study of the relational construction and positioning of identities in sequences 
of communications (Fuhse 2015a, b).

Briefly, tracing the journey taken by relational sociology in recent decades, we 
see that the social relation’s own order of reality (the structure of the social rela-
tion as such) has become increasingly evanescent. The reality of social relations 
is reduced to processuality, as if social relations were made only by interactions.

Relational sociology is now applied to all living beings and all kinds of things 
in the natural or artificial spheres without distinguishing the human dimension 
from the non-human one in the social relation. In this way, as Mützel (2009) has 
shown, a confluence is created between the sociologies mentioned above and 
Latour’s (2005) actor-network theory (ANT). This is a confluence that rests on 
a flat ontology and does not stratify the orders of reality so that everything can 
be related to everything else without drawing any specific distinction, given that 
distinctions are considered in themselves to be discriminatory. Obviously, the 
loss of distinctions or their crossing in all directions also causes relations to lose 
their boundaries and, therefore, their sui generis reality. This is the most crucial 
operation by means of which relational sociology becomes relationist.

The social structure has to do with networks, while single relations are only 
communicative events through which completely contingent reciprocal expec-
tations can eventually emerge. The prevalent idea is that the relation is a refer-
ence (refero) of one term to the other one, a reference without constraints and 
an internal normativity, but also without a subject. Thus, the Weberian idea 
(reproposed today by Azarian)9 of the relation as a stabilized modality of recip-
rocal expectations endowed with meaning by the acting subjects becomes 
obsolete. It is not clear what the consistency of the relation, in terms of links, 
bonds, and connections (religo), is. It increasingly resembles a pure communi-
cative event that allows for indefinite linguistic games. The relation is not seen 
as a sui generis emergent structural reality, but as a flow through which  individual 
inputs, resources, communications, and exchanges between actors pass. In this 
continuous and aimless flux propelled by an increasing number of means of 
communication (ICTs), all stable identity is lost. The nature (identity) of things 
and persons becomes the relation itself as medium. In short, relational sociol-
ogy becomes relationistic because it proposes to dissolve the paradox of the 
unitas multiplex of identities by means of an indefinite recursivity between the 
nature of the individual elements and the connecting relations.
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As Roseneil and Ketokivi (2016, 149) maintain:

trans-action does not assume a final attribution to the elements or other detach-
able entities. In the transactional or relational approach, the units involved in 
transaction derive their meaning, significance and identity from the transaction. 
The basic unit of analysis, then, is not the constituent elements of reality, but 
rather the dynamic, as an unfolding process (…). For example, one of us (Ketokivi 
2008) suggests that the disruptive event of the loss of a partner by death or 
divorce can either be seen as a separation of two distinct persons whose ways part 
(substantialist understanding) or as a process in which not only the relationship, 
but also persons, undergo a transformation that does not leave them the same.

This statement seems banal to me, but it moreover contains a bias because 
it means that the focus of the analysis is not the change of the relation’s struc-
ture before and after the destructive event but, rather, the desire to engage in 
an easy polemic with those who think that social relations are simply the 
product of individuals considered as immutable substances.

In short, the relational sociologies that I have discussed adopt a pragmatist, 
and often nominalist, point of view whose focus is the development of an 
 anti- categorical approach to relationality justified by the need to adopt a 
‘conceptual fluidity’ that leaves behind any idea of a substantial reality.

To sum up the basic differences between my realist relational and radical 
relationist sociologies, I offer Table 22.1.

I am aware that this scheme greatly simplifies the variety of relational soci-
ologies, and does not give account of their valuable articulations. Its intention 
is to make us think about the possibility of working on a track that avoids both 
naïve realism and radical constructivism. Here precisely lies the meaning of the 
relation itself, whose intimate mystery is to mark a distance between the terms 
that it joins while at the same time promoting their differences.

Table 22.1 The basic differences between a realist relational sociology and radical 
relationist sociologies

Main features Realist relational sociology Radical relationist sociology

Social ontology Substance and relationality are 
co-principles of reality (any real 
entity)

Relationality is reduced to mere 
communication (of meanings, 
expectations, etc.) that dissolves 
any substance

Epistemology Knowledge is about the structure 
and dynamics of the social relation 
(as a changing ‘social molecule’)

Knowledge is about the social 
relation viewed as transaction, 
work, energy, flux

Methodology The rules of relational analysis (see 
above)

Analysis of how transactions or 
communicative ‘events’ build 
networks that change the identity 
of actors and social entities

Practice Reflexive and steered social 
networking acted by singular and/or 
collective subjects in a morphostatic/
morphogenetic context

Reflexive and undetermined 
evolution of social networks acted 
by any entity (including ‘vibrant 
matters’) able to communicate
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5  the vantage Point of Crrs
We could say that the advantage of CRRS lies in seeing empirical facts that 
other sociologies do not see or do not explain. Relational theory probes reality 
in a deeper way than other sociologies because it uses an analytic paradigm that 
combines the referential dimensions of the relation (Weber’s refero) with the 
structural dimensions (Durkheim’s religo) of the relation, showing how their 
conjunction leads to the emergence of a sui generis structure (Simmel’s 
Wechselwirkung). The emergent effect can be observed on all levels: micro, 
meso, and macro. To carry out this analysis, we use the methodological instru-
ment of the relational scheme of interchange (the relational version of AGIL).

 1. Types of Welfare. In the field of welfare studies, the theory of R. Titmuss 
(1974) is often cited as the paradigm of reference. Titmuss distinguishes 
between residual welfare, acquisitive-meritocratic welfare, and institu-
tional welfare. On the theoretical level, the CRRS paradigm shows that 
these three types of welfare correspond to three types of social forma-
tions in the AGIL scheme: respectively, residual welfare corresponds to 
families and informal networks (L), acquisitive-meritocratic welfare to 
the market (A), and institutional welfare to the political-administrative 
system (G). The social integration (I) component of AGIL is missing. 
We ask ourselves: are there social formations that address needs for 
social integration differently from the other types of welfare? The answer 
is affirmative. Such formations are identified in civil welfare (or the wel-
fare of civil society), understood as the well-being generated by the 
community’s own voluntary, civic, and associative organizations. 
Titmuss simply ignored this extremely important sector. Not only: he 
did not see the inter-relations between the four sectors that are so dis-
tinct from one another and, therefore, ignored the many possible com-
binations of the different types of welfare that can arise from these 
differentiated (and self-differentiating) sectors (today these combina-
tions include various forms of public/private partnership, mixed form of 
for profit and not for profit organizations, co-production, etc.) (Donati 
and Martignani 2015).

 2. Citizenship and rights. The theory of citizenship referenced by most soci-
ological studies as their benchmark is that of T.H. Marshall (1950) who 
distinguished three types of rights: civil, political, and social. Based on 
my relational methodology, it is evident that they correspond, respec-
tively, to the rights to the individual freedoms of the market (A), to dem-
ocratic electoral rights (G), and to institutional welfare rights (I). The 
fourth dimension (L) is missing. Relational theory fills this gap by iden-
tifying this dimension in human rights. There are many advantages to 
this move. First, civil rights, which are those typical of the liberal bour-
geois culture of the eighteenth century, are distinguished from today’s 
human rights, which instead make reference to the human person in his/
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her relational dignity (for example, the right of the child to grow up in a 
context of family relations rather than in an institution, or the right to 
the recognition of relations of mutual love between persons of the same 
sex). Secondly, while Marshall maintains that rights develop historically 
‘in single file’, one after the other, the historical-sociological analysis of 
CRRS shows that this is not true given that in many cases the pathways 
taken by the development of rights are not linear and arise from combi-
nations that are very different from one another.

 3. The third sector. On the basis of the aforementioned considerations, rela-
tional theory has sought the relational specificity of each social sphere, 
both theoretical and empirical, especially that of the Third Sector. While 
American research considers the Third Sector to be the compassionate 
and philanthropic side of the capitalistic market (equating the Third 
Sector with non-profits), CRRS has revealed the peculiarity of the rela-
tions and networks that characterize civil associations and organizations 
(Donati 2008). This peculiarity resides in the generation of social capital 
that consists of trust, cooperation, and reciprocity.

 4. The theory of social goods. The aforementioned investigations have led to 
the enucleation of an original theory of relational goods that is different 
from approaches that follow rational choice (for example, Uhlaner 1989). 
It has been shown that relational goods are distinct from both public and 
private goods, and consist of shared social relations (not of aggregations 
of individual choices) (Donati and Solci 2011). These goods are charac-
terized by the fact that they can only be produced and enjoyed together 
by the participants (Donati and Archer 2015, 198–228). Various forms 
of social capital (bonding, bridging, linking) and of sharing economies 
are examples. Today this vision of relational goods is applied to the new 
commons on the Internet (for example, peer-production and social 
streets). On the other hand, just as relational goods have been revealed 
to be specific to the Third Sector and a source of social integration, rela-
tional evils that create social disintegration have also been underscored in 
many fields of research. Most of them are generated by systemic compul-
sions to an underlying self-destructive growth that produces catastrophes 
(poverty, massive drug addiction, wars, mass migrations, etc.) through 
information flows responding to economic and political interests and, 
ultimately, to the addictive imperatives of globalized capital.

 5. The theory of the Relational Subject. The convergence between critical 
realism and my relational sociology has led to the formulation of a new 
vision of acting subjects as ‘relational subjects’ (Donati and Archer 
2015). The relationality of subjects does not entail the same way of 
thinking (‘we think’) or a necessarily convergent thought (‘joint com-
mitment’), as M. Gilbert claims, or a ‘group belief’ or a ‘shared point of 
view’, as R. Tuomela asserts, but rather is expressed in a we-relation. It is 
the relation that unites the subjects, not the fact of having a mind that 
thinks the same things.
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 6. Relational analysis of social networks. On the methodological level CRRS 
contributes to a revision of the excessive determinism of structuralist net-
work analysis. A relational methodology (sometimes called ‘structural 
interactionism’) is proposed showing how social relations mediate 
between constraining structures and individual choices so that structures 
are explained as outcomes of relational dynamics in which individual 
choices play a fundamental role (Tronca 2013). Without resorting to this 
principle, the network remains a sort of black box because one cannot 
explain in what way an actor chooses to stabilize or change, in a pre- 
existing structure, one type of relation rather than another—for example, 
acting for the common interest of a civil association, organization, or 
social movement rather than for a narrowly defined individual interest. 
The use of this methodology in empirical studies has demonstrated the 
fallacy of E. Banfield’s well-known claims that ‘amoral familism’ is typical 
of Southern Italy. Amoral familism is widespread throughout Italy and is 
also found in many other cultures and contexts.

The studies carried out in line with CRRS have led to new results precisely 
because they have entered inside the structure of relations and analyzed their 
morphostasis/morphogenesis with an analytical epistemological and method-
ological framework that is more sophisticated than other sociologies. In this 
way, the sui generis qualities and causal properties of different types of relations 
in different environments of social life have been revealed. On the level of 
social policies, CRRS has brought about profound innovations in intervention 
styles for the resolution of social issues in many areas. For example, it has con-
tributed its own definition of the principle of subsidiarity in conjunction with 
the principles of solidarity, the common good, and the valorization of the 
human person. It has contributed to innovating the strategies of equal oppor-
tunities and interventions for reconciling family and work. It has oriented poli-
cies to fight poverty through the practices of ‘relational inclusion.’ It has 
overhauled social policies to prevent violent behaviors and forms of addiction. 
It has redefined social and health services organizations, academic organiza-
tions, family policies, and participatory processes that create civic common 
goods. For a wide-ranging review of all these researches, I must refer the reader 
to LSR (2016) which contains an extensive bibliography.

6  the regeneration of the human Being dePends 
on soCial relationality

To conclude, my relational sociology can be called humanistic in as much as it 
argues that the destiny of the human being is connected to the future of the 
social relation. Human flourishing or alienation cannot depend on individual 
rational choices, on technological progress, on Industry 4.0, or on a material-
istic ecologism that assimilates human qualities to those of all other existing 
beings in the animal and vegetable world, as many people believe, but depends 
on how society will configure social relationality.
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CRRS reveals that society can no longer be ‘immediately’ (not-mediatedly) 
human in other words, it cannot be human without mediations between the 
individuals and the social forms that they create. These mediations cannot be 
delegated to technology, including communications media (ICT), since they 
constitute a new order of reality, that of social relations, which must be seen 
and managed in an appropriate way if one wants to generate a ‘society of the 
human’, that is, a society in which the human should be generated through 
new mediations. Humanism is no longer synonymous with ‘personalism,’ since 
what is human and what is personhood are more and more differentiated. Still 
today traditional personalism distinguished humans from other living beings 
for their ability to exercise an inner reflexivity and make individual choices of 
communicated ultimate concerns, in the assumption that the goodness of these 
features would bring spontaneously the common good. The neo-humanism 
must acknowledge that this simple concept of person is no longer sufficient to 
identify the human being. The latter should be redefined from a relational per-
spective. In the new scenario, a person is human, and becomes more human 
(that is transcends itself), if and to the extent that she generates social relation-
ships that support the flourishing of relational goods from which she feeds 
herself in order to be more humane.

In contrast to theories of the post/trans-human or the hyper-human, CRRS 
emphasizes the fact that the human person does not transcend herself through 
acting (as the old personalism claims), nor through new technologies that 
enhance a person’s capacities and frees them from obsolete burdens and con-
strictions: rather, the human being transcends and realizes him/herself in the 
relation with the Other. However, the relation with the Other is not a pure flux 
of communicative events in which the human person is dissolved in her per-
sonal identity, as the relationists assert. For CRRS, the social identity of a per-
son is constituted through a dialogue between her internal conversation (with 
herself in relation to the social context) and her ‘relational reflexivity’ exerted 
on the external relations in which and through which she lives.

With modernity, the world of social relations has been opened like Pandora’s 
box. All modern social life is marked by a paradoxical ambivalence. On the one 
hand, modernity exalts social relations as the way by which society continues to 
expand and develop. At the same time, conversely, every effort is made to con-
trol, limit, and regulate social relations and the possibilities they might open up. 
The theories in each of the human sciences (anthropology, economics, political 
science, and sociology) can be read as so many different discourses on the ways 
in which social relations come to be created, destroyed, and recreated.

The modern ambivalence about social relations continues. Thus, whatever 
can be said of society in the future, we can at least say it will accentuate its fea-
tures of being ‘a relational society’, subject to the creative and destructive 
effects of social relations at all levels—the micro, meso, and macro.

The problem of society, understood as a form of association, always becomes 
something of a double conundrum. On one side, there is the imperative to 
know how to manage disruptive social relations so as to reduce their relational 
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evils. The problem, on the other hand, is to continue to foster those relational 
goods needed to nurture human well-being in every sphere of social life, from 
the small experiences of everyday life to international relations.

We have reached a point where neither social relations nor society can be 
conceptualized as immediately human; in other words, the qualities and causal 
properties of individual actions (their ‘intentionality’) cannot be immediately 
transferred to social forms, and, vice versa, the qualities and causal properties 
of social forms cannot be transferred to the individuals without relational medi-
ations. In late modernity, the social is increasingly becoming an ever more 
intricate tangle of the human and non-human while at the same time the 
human and non-human elements of society have come to diverge to an extent 
that is unprecedented in human history. This paradoxical condition can only be 
clarified by a relational sociology capable of handling the distinctions between 
the human and non-human without conflating them.

The task of a relational sociology, then, is to point to a different possibility, 
the possibility of social relations that can better realize the humanity of social 
agents and give them the opportunity to achieve a good life. The good life 
(eudaimonia), in this vision, consists in participating in the creation and enjoy-
ment of relational goods rather than relational evils. Of course, in my view, 
relational goods are morally good when they feed a civilizing process. This fact 
implies that sociology cannot be value-free. It cannot avoid evaluating social 
processes in the light of ultimate human concerns, which, to me, basically are 
relational justice, relational freedom, and a relational democracy.

notes

1. “[T]he explanation of any social phenomenon whatsoever always comes in a SAC 
because it must incorporate the interplay between Structure, Culture and Agency, 
rather than causal primacy automatically being accorded to one of them” (Archer 
2016, 122).

2. As is well known, the AGIL scheme was first proposed by Parsons and later dis-
cussed by many other authors, including V. Lidz, C.L. Mulford, J. Habermas, 
N. Mouzelis, J.C. Alexander, R. Münch, and N. Luhmann. For my part, I have 
elaborated a specific relational version of AGIL taking into account the criticisms 
made by these authors (Donati 1991, 175–303). In short, this version abandons 
the cybernetic hierarchy, makes all its components contingent, and makes them 
interact with one another so as to see a social relation as an emergent from the 
actions (AGILs) of the actors/agents in a social context.

3. Among the exceptions, see Dépelteau (2015), who opposes any form of social 
determinism (or relational determinism) where the individuals are dissolved or 
determined by the relations.

4. Due to limited space, I cannot include here and comment on figure 1 in Donati 
(2015a, 43), which explains this complexity.

5. As examples, see Weaver (2012) and the welfare interventions for families and 
social groups at the local level quoted in LSR (2016).
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6. I am perfectly aware that in the works on Mozart, the civilizing process, the 
established and the outsiders, and other studies, Elias proposed explanations of 
the emergence (and the possible breakdowns) of various social processes or con-
figurations. But, to my mind, these explanations were not supported by an analy-
sis focused upon the qualities and properties of social relations as such. Overall, he 
did not adopt any clear views on the ‘effects’ of configurations.

7. See Jan Fuhse (2009, 2015a, b).
8. In other words, social relations are not seen as ‘emergents’ properly (they are 

simply flows of communicative exchanges). As in the case of Luhmann’s theory 
(which has been so influential on scholars like Harrison White and his followers, 
e.g. Jan Fuhse), to conceive of social relations as a question of meaning and com-
munication does not provide a framework capable of resolving questions of struc-
tural causation from the emergentist viewpoint (Elder-Vass 2007).

9. Reza Azarian (2010, 326) asserts: “[Social relation] … is due to the existence of 
these mutual expectations that the parties find common ground for continued 
interaction and that the relationship between them not only becomes a relatively 
durable and thus observable flow of interaction but also a more or less patterned 
and orderly flow of meaningful, reciprocally oriented behaviour along familiar 
paths with an accumulated history—a feature which gives rise to the probability 
that, as Weber points out, enables each party to expect a certain behavior from 
the other party and plan his own action on the assumption that the other will act 
in a certain expected way” (italics in the text). In reality, Weber spoke of ‘possibil-
ity’ and not of ‘probability.’
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