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ABSTRACT 
 

This article aims to describe the structural and ideological 
factors and conditions (on the micro, meso and macro levels) 
that determine people’s diverse margins of freedom. These 
factors converge on the specific micro-situations that 
individuals experience in their daily lives. We will begin by 
first establishing the three classical features of freedom from 
the philosophical point of view. Then, with the aid of Norbert 
Elias’ figurational sociology and the interaction rituals of 
Randall Collins, we will attempt to overcome the limitations 
of the philosophical concept of freedom. Finally, assuming 
that human beings always act in local micro-situations, we 
examine the fundamental (micro, meso and macro) factors that 
converge on these micro-situations and determine the different 
(broader or narrower) margins of freedom people enjoy. This 
theoretical model is not only applicable to individuals but also 
to groups. Indeed, this article is the first part of a wider project 
that aims to establish a situational anthropological model to 
show that people are essentially situational in their actions 
(freedom), in their thoughts (relativism) and in their creative 
possibilities (artistic creations), and that greater or fewer 
barriers exist depending on the micro-situation.  

 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 

Freedom is one of humanity’s most glorious concepts, 
together with love, justice and equality. But like these, the concept of 
freedom or free action has also frequently been used ambiguously and 
imprecisely. The aim here is not to present a historical or sociological 
account of the diverse meanings of freedom over the centuries. Indeed, 
this article is a part of a wider project that attempts to establish a 
situational anthropological model of a homme pluriel (Lahire 1998) in 
a three-volume work: 1. The barriers of free action. 2. The barriers of 
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thinking. 3. The barriers of artistic creation. At any rate, three main 
definitions of the concept of freedom can be culled from the literature: 
(i) freedom as self-determination, (ii) freedom as the possibility of 
choice, and (iii) freedom as a lack of interference. Indeed, the three 
meanings are related, although different philosophical systems have 
emphasized one over the others. The fact that individuals can self-
determine their lives implies that they necessarily have a wider range 
of choices, and these are possible when the amount of interference is 
lower. Definitions (i) and (ii) can be grouped together as “positive 
freedom” (freedom to) while (iii) can be considered “negative 
freedom” (freedom from). Although both meanings are 
philosophically and analytically different, in reality both positive and 
negative freedoms need each other.  

However, a different classification of freedom is more 
important for the sociological theory. (A) Natural freedom or free will, 
which is viewed as the possibility of escaping (at least partially) from 
a predetermined cosmic and invariable order. It has been the most 
common way of looking at freedom in philosophical and theological 
thought, and it will be discussed in the following section. (B) Social or 
political freedom (which is similar to Adler’s and Muller’s 
“circumstantial freedom”): this is viewed as autonomy and 
independence, the possibility of governing our destinies, without 
interference from other communities. (C) Personal or acquired 
freedom, which is similar to B, but refers to autonomy and 
independence from coercion by the community or State. It is the 
positive freedom of important people such as Socrates, Jesus, Buddha, 
that is, people that achieved “free personalities” (Gould, 1978). 
According to the sociologists Hillery Jr. et al. (1979), freedom can be 
named: “ego freedom” (complete freedom of choice), “conditional 
freedom” (freedom of choice limited by social constraints) and 
“disciplined freedom” (freedom dependent on agreeing to share or 
sacrifice for the group, usually based on a system of common beliefs 
and values). We believe that these three types can be reduced to two: 
(i) ontological, natural and absolute freedom, which is characteristic of 
speculative philosophical reflection, is similar to “ego freedom” and 
(ii) social, historical and relative freedom encompasses the other two.  

In general terms freedom can be defined as the capacity to 
choose alternatives: the alternatives can be trivial or consequential, an 
action or a thought, active or passive, doing good or evil, to dominate 
others or submit to others, to escape from circumstances or accept 
them, to form your own personality, to be able to participate in certain 
social and political rights, to make a choice from many alternatives, or 
choose to do something or not do it, to live or die. Therefore, the 
concepts of freedom and power are related, taking power to mean the 
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“capacity to do something”. In fact, the typology of power is complex 
and it is not a question of pure subjugation: Bachrach and Baratz 
(1962) consider power to be coercion, influence, authority, force and 
manipulation. Thus, the greater the power people have “to do 
something”, the freer they are, even if they choose to submit 
themselves to other people. What is important is that they are able to 
choose to submit themselves. Power in this case is not synonymous 
with being able to subjugate others (although often those that have that 
power will also have greater degrees of freedom), but the capacity to 
do or to choose other things.  

In sociological theory more freedom means essentially that an 
individual or group can choose among a larger set of alternatives for 
action. For a sociologist it is important to be able to empirically 
analyze both the objective margins of action (the objective structure of 
a situation) and the subjective feeling of the actors themselves (the 
subjective appropriation of situation). This empirical definition is 
more appropriate for sociology than the classical philosophical 
concept: First, because it affirms that no human being can be free from 
some kind of conditioning, hence, absolute freedom is empirically 
problematic because the total absence of interference on people does 
not exist, even if they are not aware of it. Second, if we are talking 
about an absolute freedom, it is then an ontological and metaphysical 
freedom that cannot be studied empirically. This metaphysical 
Freedom could even be used as a possible condition to distinguish 
human beings of other beings, but a sociological theory of freedom 
considers that human beings always act inside certain margins of 
freedom, even though the individuals are not aware of the structural or 
ideological elements that condition their decisions. Indeed, people do 
not analyze their daily actions from the point of view of freedom. It is 
only when they are directly forced to make a decision, or when they 
are not allowed to choose, that they consider the issue of freedom. 

What is important for sociology is that if some of those 
structural and ideological factors (micro, meso and macro) are known 
it should be possible to formulate and predict the margins of freedom 
of a person in a concrete situation. But there is never an objective 
structure without a subjective appropriation. Consequently, it is 
important to consider the subjective feelings of a person with regard to 
those margins of freedom. However, this article only seeks to analyze 
the elements which make up the objective structure, i.e.: what are the 
structural and ideological factors (at the micro, meso and macro 
levels) that will determine the different margins of freedom available 
to subjects in the specific micro-situations of their daily lives; but also 
their temporal dynamics as they move from one micro-situation to 
another. The aim is to determine the range of freedom a person or 
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group may have in a situational micro-ritual. Consequently, the 
starting point of this model is not the natural and ontological freedom 
of philosophy, but something more concrete and empirically 
translatable: the margins of freedom. Classical thought on freedom 
begins with the “single individual” and his or her “absolute power of 
election”. But the sociological theory on the margins of freedom 
presented here begins with the “person-in-ontological-relation-to-
other-persons/things/structures/ideas”, i.e. human-in-micro-situation. 
People always “choose” from a previous structural and ideological 
frame. Thus, freedom exists, but it is not an absolute ontological 
freedom. People can free themselves from certain physical, social and 
structural constraints, but only to escape to other physical, social and 
structural networks that, although equally constrictive, make them feel 
more comfortable or happier, or where they can apply their own self-
controls instead of being subject to coercive hetero-controls, i.e. 
external controls. Hence, a total lack of constriction does not exist. 
The starting point cannot be “abstract freedom” which is no more than 
a philosophical construction, but the concrete margins of freedom 
within which persons and groups move in their local micro-situational 
interactions. In this sense, the feminist Simon de Beauvoir begins her 
reflections on contextual freedom as opposed to the ontological 
freedom of Sartre (Stavro 2000). 
 
 
THE CONCEPT OF FREEDOM IN CLASSICAL 
PHILOSOPHY 
   

Freedom has been long discussed in philosophical and 
theological thought, from Greek times to the present. In the course of 
history, the concept of freedom has had several meanings and nuances 
(Schmidtz and Brennan 2010). Nevertheless, there seems to be three 
basic general features that have defined philosophical thought on 
freedom. Indeed, a sociological theory of freedom must rethink and 
reinterpret these features in order to overcome their theoretical and 
empirical limitations.  

(i) Freedom as a possession of an isolated individual or 
group. The first feature that characterizes the philosophical view of 
freedom is its attribution to a subject—individual or group—that is 
independent of other individuals or groups. That is to say, the debate 
about freedom has focused on whether the subject “possesses” 
freedom or not, practically in the same terms as a discussion over 
someone having more or less money in her pocket. Thus, freedom is 
viewed as an absolute ontological attribute that can be subsequently 
restricted or limited to a greater or lesser degree. Thereby, the starting 
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point of traditional reflections on freedom has been the “ownership” 
by a “single individual”. A person or a group naturally “owns” an 
absolute quantity of freedom which can be reduced by other 
individuals or groups at a later time. Thus, freedom is like a liquid 
inside a bottle that all people have received from birth and greater or 
lesser amounts of it are taken away during their lives. Just as in other 
issues that depend on the boundary between philosophy and sociology, 
there is also a conflict here between “natural” and “social”. If in 
epistemology the social factor is viewed as something that distorts the 
understanding and knowledge of the objective and natural reality 
which is outside and above the cognoscente subject, the same thing 
happens with freedom: society is the strange factor that contaminates 
the purity of freedom that all individuals naturally own as an absolute 
ontological feature. Thus, a distinction between “natural freedom” and 
“historical freedom” is created to describe this dichotomy: the first is 
the ontological natural property which individuals own, and the second 
is the actual freedom resulting from the social limitations that limits 
the former. This is an attempt to deny the real truth about freedom: it is 
not a natural property, but a strictly social one where the amount of 
freedom depends on the unavoidable game of social relationships 
which surround the individual.1 A “natural” human being with 
unlimited ontological freedom who is later “thrown” into the lion’s 
jaws of society does not exist. Rather the human being is born, grows, 
develops and plays inside the lion’s jaws: human beings cannot live 
outside of society’s jaws and, at the same time, they have to avoid 
being completely gobbled up. Indeed, the very concept of freedom is a 
social construction that only makes sense in certain social 
configurations. 

(ii) Freedom as an essentialist and eternal property. This is 
closely related to the previous classical feature and states that freedom 
as an ontological attribute should be considered as immutable or 
timeless. There are two parts to this issue: (ii.1) From an 
anthropological view point there is a “human nature” which is the 
receiver of the “property-freedom”. However, since the physical body 
decays and it is not eternal, an ontological dualism is postulated: the 
spiritual dimension or the Soul is the “container” of the absolute 
freedom which all individuals own by nature. In this way, freedom is 
rescued from the natural, biological-physiological and social 
restrictions that the individual is subject to. Thus, freedom is 
romanticized because, in spite of external impositions, we can 
continue to maintain that individuals are ontologically free even if 
their current state is one of privation or determination. (ii. 2) On the 
other hand, if freedom is viewed as an ontological and essentialist 
property of human nature, any analysis of its temporary dynamics 
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(micro, meso or macro) is excluded. Although historical freedom may 
be socially limited at specific times, natural freedom —it is affirmed— 
as an ontological property is immutable, eternal and timeless. This 
means that a true historization of freedom does not exist. In what could 
be considered almost Hegelian terms, history is simply the unfolding 
of Absolute Freedom which, step by step, searches for a historical 
moment where absolute freedom and historical freedom coincide: 
whether it be in an idyllic communist paradise or in an idyllic neo-
liberal paradise. 

(iii) The speculative nature of classical reflection on freedom. 
Finally, another of the fundamental features of the classical view of 
freedom is that it is essentially speculative. Practically the entire 
philosophical debate on freedom has come from theoretical-
speculative intuition without any empirical support. As a consequence, 
and depending on the ideological, political and religious beliefs of the 
authors, the concept of freedom can turn to different philosophical 
schools of thought. Another factor that has detracted from the 
empirical study of freedom is the political concerns of applied 
sociology. Without denying the essential role sociological theory has 
played in the construction of a fair and more human world, it has been 
more common to see activists committed to providing arguments in 
favor of, or against, freedom than to conducting rigorous scientific and 
empirical studies. This circumstance explains why an explanatory 
sociological theory of freedom has not been fully developed. 

These three features taken together have determined more or 
less explicitly the theoretical studies on freedom. The aim in this paper 
is to build a novel model of situational freedom in which the three 
(micro, meso and macro) analysis levels and their temporal dynamics 
converge. Empirical analysis on this model is possible since it will try 
to determine the subjects’ changing margins of freedom in the 
different micro-situations they experience. Thus, freedom is not an 
absolute ontological property, but a property that emerges from 
individuals’ situational relationships themselves. In this sense, Elias’ 
and Collins’ contributions are useful as a starting point. Certainly, 
since Simmel, the relational approach has become more and more 
important in sociology. However, Elias and Collins have been chosen 
here because they have both been sensitive to the historical dynamics 
of social interdependencies. 
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NORBERT ELIAS’ FIGURATIONAL SOCIOLOGY AND 
RANDALL COLLINS’ INTERACTION RITUALS CHAINS 
 

The contributions made by Norbert Elias with his figurational 
sociology and by Randall Collins’s theory of interaction ritual chains 
(Romero Moñivas 2013a, 20013b) are the theoretical framework for 
this paper. The two theories are complementary theoretical paradigms 
with great theoretical explanatory power. Both Elias and Collins allow 
us to overcome the three basic limitations of classical thought on 
freedom and they help to build an empirical sociological theory. It is 
true that Collins’ theory of interaction rituals chains is strictly a micro-
sociological one, while Elias’ concept of figuration refers to a tension 
of interdependences that transcends face-to-face interaction. But taken 
together both concepts share common suppositions that can be applied 
to the micro-level as well as to the meso and macro levels. Let us 
consider them with regard to the three characteristics of classical 
thought on freedom. 

(i) The starting point is not the individual. Both Elias and 
Collins move away from methodological individualism, but without 
falling into sociologism. The unit of analysis is the figuration and the 
interaction ritual, not the single individual2. Thus, both share three 
suppositions: (i.1.) Both a figuration and an interaction ritual can be 
viewed as a tension between two or more people (or groups) that are 
based on relationships that can exist for reasons of consensus or 
conflict. Thus, both are opposed to those sociologists who believe that 
there are two types of sociology: one that deals with conflicts and one 
that deals with relationships of consensus and harmony (Elias, 2008: 
194–197, Collins 2012: 1). (i.2.) Figuration and ritual are “open” and 
not closed systems. Consequently, Elias speaks of figurations that 
transform individuals and of transformed individuals who 
subsequently transform figurations. Collins proves that interaction 
rituals are not closed and isolated, but rather they form chains of 
rituals that shape individuals while at the same time the individuals are 
shaping the rituals. (i.3.) In figurations and rituals a dialectical 
relationship exists regarding the individual. Certainly they both 
recognize that figuration and interaction rituals are made up of specific 
people, but these individuals are always a product of their role in one 
or the other since people always live inside some kind of figuration or 
interaction ritual. In this sense, nothing exists beyond these networks 
of relationships. Sociologists are unable to explain either individual 
behavior or social phenomena by starting from a single individual 
isolated from other people. 

(ii) Freedom is a historical and dynamic element and is not 
ontologically essential. This concept has two parts: (ii.1.) Elias’ and 
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Collins’s anthropological ontology is based on an emergentist monism. 
They reject a dualist ontology at both the macro-level and micro-level. 
This means that they do not consider freedom as an ontological 
property of a spiritual human nature that is independent of their 
historical and social incarnation, but rather human beings are the 
product of their social, physical and technological relationships, both 
at the micro-level (interaction rituals) and at the meso/macro-levels 
(figurations). Thus, freedom is the product of social tensions between 
individuals and groups. (ii.2.) For this reason, relationships between 
people are changing and dynamic: sometimes a significant period of 
time is required to transform the balance of forces into a meso or 
macro figuration (the case of a family or an organization or an State), 
but at the micro-level the change in balance of forces can happen in a 
few seconds as Collins (2008) demonstrated in the case of violent 
micro-conflicts. Freedom and power fluctuate depending on the 
diverse paces of change. According to Elias (1986: 90) an individual 
can move from one figuration to another and a figuration can 
transform itself into a different figuration. In the same way, Collins 
demonstrates that modern situational stratification implies changes in 
the balance of power for both efficiency and deference as the 
individual moves along the different interaction ritual chains (Collins, 
2000a). 

(iii) Freedom should be studied empirically. Finally, both 
authors move away from pure speculation about freedom. Elias and 
Collins defend a qualitative historical sociology, where words are 
more important than numbers and statistics. Their sociologies have 
systematically linked empirical research with the formulation of 
theories with explanatory power. In the case of freedom and power, 
they have both made valuable contributions that go beyond pure 
statistical descriptions without an explanation, and pure speculative 
theory without empirical support3. For a sociological theory of 
freedom it is necessary to be able to empirically study the margins of 
freedom and power of the person and groups without explanations 
from the subject. In a later article we will attempt to determine the 
most appropriate empirical method, but it cannot be either statistical or 
mathematical. 

For this reason, taken together, the concepts of figuration and 
interaction rituals will allow us to design a micro, meso and macro 
level model of human freedom. Thus, it will be possible to determine 
the structural and ideological framework underlying the margins of 
freedom. 
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THE THREE LEVELS OF SITUATIONAL FREEDOM 
 
The symbolic starting point is a flesh and blood individual, 

who has always been socialized, with bonds of love and conflict and 
power and altruism, with structural and ideological micro, meso and 
macro influences. This is a real individual, not an abstraction like the 
human beings in the theory of rational choice. People are always 
immersed in micro-situations that contain influences and ties, 
invalidating those anthropological views that consider that human 
beings act and make choices in a “social vacuum”. Consequently, 
although the “symbolic” starting point is the individual, a sociological 
theory of freedom is actually anchored in the local micro-situation 
which is at the same time more and less than the individual. With 
Collins, the starting point is that human beings do not exist beyond 
their interactions in local micro-situations. This ontological stance 
cannot be justified here, but it is the ontological background for a 
situational understanding of the human being, the aim of my three-
volume work. 

The first step that it is necessary to keep in mind in a 
sociological theory of freedom refers to the micro-level: the person-in-
micro-situation has greater or lesser margins of freedom. Nevertheless, 
according to Elias, there are relationships or interdependences that also 
have a capacity to shape and frame people’s freedom and power. Thus, 
meso and macro factors should to be included because theses will 
influence the local situations of interaction. It is important to keep in 
mind that the meso and macro factors do not function in a reality that 
is different from the micro-level. On the contrary, our model of 
situational freedom supposes that the meso/macro variables function 
by way of and throughout the micro-encounters where people live 
their lives daily. Time dynamics must also be included in the three 
levels. Indeed, at a later time the same situation could diminish or 
increase the margins of freedom. Depending on what level the change 
takes place, this can happen in a few seconds or minutes (micro-level), 
days, weeks, months or a few years (meso-level), or over a period of 
many years or centuries (macro-level). Nevertheless, the fact is that 
the influences of the meso or macro levels can be felt at the micro-
level, where face-to-face interactions take place. 

Thus, let’s consider some of the main variables and conditions 
that can be distinguished at the three levels. It is important to keep in 
mind that all of the variables are paradoxical in their influence: in 
some ways they provide more freedom but in others they limit it. 
These paradoxes exist only in the abstract theoretical model, since they 
move toward one pole or the other depending on the actual micro-
situation. 
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The Micro-Level Structure   
   

On the micro-level, three fundamental variables can be 
distinguished: corporality, the structure and type of micro-situation, 
and the presence of the others. 
 

§1. HUMAN CORPORALITY 
 

Sociologists do not like to speak of the bodily aspect of human 
beings for fear of surrendering to the excesses of socio-biology. 
However, the primary and unavoidable fact the sociologist faces when 
studying human freedom is that a human body is involved and the 
body itself imposes specific restrictions on people’s behavior. 
Nevertheless, since the pioneer studies by Turner and Featherstone in 
the 1980s, sociologists are increasingly introducing corporality as a 
constituent feature of human beings (Turner 2008, Shilling 2004, and 
Howson, 2013), and the important journal: Body & Society)4. The 
bodily variable has three parts that in inverse order go from the direct 
physical influence of the body on the margins of freedom to the 
indirect influence where certain social structures have a mediation 
role. 

(§1.1.) First, the human being is a product of a cosmo-bio-
anthropological macro-evolution. The body is made up of the same 
ingredients as the rest of the universe and responds to the same 
physical laws, at both the quantum level and at the level of macro 
conglomerates of particles. Human beings cannot transgress the laws 
of physical matter and this general principle must to be taken into 
account when defining freedom5. There are also physiological needs, 
such as eating and drinking and the rest and sleep. Although a person 
is free not to ingest anything, the person would die and, therefore, the 
constraint on freedom is very strong. Indeed, at life’s beginning 
physical weakness is a direct limitation of freedom despite different 
culture’s attempts to mitigate this. The same happens when a person 
gets old or sick (with mental or physical disease). It is clear that over 
the course of human history natural selection has been deactivated 
thanks to a moral and ethical idea of the need to care for defenceless 
people, but bodily limitations continue to exist. 

(§1.2.) Secondly, it is necessary to include the most recent 
contributions from the field of neurosciences which forced us to 
reconsider the issue of freedom since Libet’s (1983, 2002) famous 
experiments. These experiments showed that before consciously 
taking the decision to move a finger, humans initiate an unconscious 
process that Libet called “readiness potential”. In fact, neurosciences 
have proven that a lot of human phenomena are determined by 
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(phylogenetic or ontogenetic) neural structures: sex (Steele et al. 
2013), aggressiveness (Nelson and Trainor 2007), tool use (Peeters et 
al. 2009, Stout et al. 2008), or addiction (Hyman et al. 2001, 2006).  
Indeed, there are well-known cases that seem to destroy the legal 
concept of (free) responsibility. Examples include the case of the 
professor that became a paedophile when cancer appeared in his right 
orbitofrontal lobe, with this behavior disappearing when the tumour 
was removed (Cf. Burns and Swerdlow 2003). Or the case of Phineas 
Gage, who began to show antisocial and impulsive behavior after an 
iron rod was driven through his head in an accident (Jeeves and Brown 
2009). Nevertheless, neuroscientists have proven that neural structures 
(the neural mapping) is built and shaped by previous social practices 
leading to a co-evolutionary process between social and neuronal 
elements: synaptic plasticity (Romero Moñivas 2013c). Many neural 
structures only act deterministically once they have been formed by 
social conduct, i.e. situationally not through a biological determinism. 
In any event, the future of neuroscientific research may be vital for 
understanding many sociological phenomena. 

(§1.3.) Finally, there is one last factor that has an indirect 
physical and bodily influence. In this case the bodily variable has 
different levels of influence depending on social and cultural criteria. 
The recent Histoire du corps (Corbin, Coutine and Vigarello 2005) is a 
brilliant in depth study on how the importance of the physical body 
has changed dependent upon different historical circumstances. Issues 
such as a person’s sex, size and physical force, beauty, health (both 
physical and mental), casual or chronic addictions, levels of 
intelligence, or whether they use the more rational or more emotional 
hemispheres of the brain are all included in this third bodily variable. 
Of course, more issues could be included, but in general all of them 
are factors that are deterministic within certain societies and cultures. 
Thus, being big and strong are sources of power, and thus provide 
greater freedom in primitive societies, but in highly technological 
societies or in the ones that require different skill, the bigger and 
stronger people may be more dependent on people that are more 
intelligent. Curiously, the addiction to hallucinogens in modern 
societies supposes a loss of freedom due to the negative affect it has on 
normal social relationships, but for shamans in earlier societies the 
ecstasy provided by hallucinogens was a source of power and freedom 
over layman who had no access to those drugs. Perhaps the most 
conspicuous example is the sexual nature of the body: having a 
feminine or masculine body is not in itself a source of greater or lesser 
freedom. Nevertheless, this factor has had a decisive influence in the 
amount of freedom men and women have enjoyed because of the 
influence of social structures. 
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§2. THE MICRO-SITUATION 
 

If Collins’s sociology—based on the insights of Durkheim and 
Goffman—has shown us anything, it is the deeply situational nature of 
human behavior. As I said earlier local micro-situations are where 
margins of freedom actually increase or decrease, i.e. the micro-
situation is the ontological locus where all social life takes place.  

Nevertheless, the situation is also an element that sets the 
margins of objective structure. The type of situation itself also 
determines the margins of freedom depending on the type of ritual: 
more or less formal, spontaneous, asymmetric, populated with persons 
or objects, if the aim of the situation is closed and pre-established or 
open with no preset goals, if the situation takes place on the job or at 
home, the material resources available to people, etc. Each type of 
situation brings with it a different number of barriers to free action, 
which limit or expand the margins of freedom.  

The concept of Emotional Energy (EE) could be viewed as the 
indicator of greater or lesser degrees of freedom, depending on its 
level. The power to control a local micro-situation due to a high EE 
implies the greater freedom of one party over the other. According to 
Collins’s situational stratification (2000, 2004) this power to control 
the situation does not depend on static and trans-situational 
stratification. This is true in modern Western societies, where 
categorical identities and the rituals of deference associated with them 
are becoming blurred. The former categorical identities that are linked 
to closed status-groups, found in social communities which perform 
publicly visible rituals, have been now replaced purely by personal 
reputations in social networks where one is well-known. The ritual 
interaction chains are not strictly hierarchic, but horizontal. People 
move along theses chains and shift toward those situations where they 
can achieve greater power of deference—power to be recognized 
through signs of status—within local networks of reputation and 
recognition, thus increasing their EE levels. The idea of a trans-
situational stratification where people with superior status are 
recognized in any context or ritual is no longer valid. On the contrary, 
in modern societies individuals have some resources they have adapted 
to local networks which are not valid in other local networks. 
Consequently, the intellectual that enjoys the power of deference and 
high margins of freedom in a conference meeting or in a classroom 
with his pupils could be ridiculed and excluded in other situational 
contexts such as a noisy party with alcohol and drugs. A conspicuous 
example of the shaping power of micro-situations can be found in 
violent situations (Collins 2008). Peoples’ level of freedom can 
suddenly change when they are confronted by thief or rapist who takes 
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power from the victim (it is possible also from a long or medium term 
view that the victims suffer posttraumatic stress that will limit their 
free action in the everyday because of the consequences of trauma), or 
when a fight that one side seems to be winning suddenly changes to 
the advantage of the other side. Thus, in micro-situations freedom can 
fluctuate in a few seconds or minutes.  

 
§3. THE PRESENCE OF THE OTHERS 

 
Finally, on the micro scale the presence of “the others” 

becomes important. In the social sciences the "others" (in this case I 
focus on the human others) are an essential requirement to understand 
the actions of people. Weber limited what he called the social action: 
the action related to the actions of others. However, almost everything 
human is determined by learning, imitation and the presence of other 
human subjects, all of which we have absorbed since we were babies. 
The others are an element that can both empower or limit freedom 
depending on the specific micro-situation.  

As Allport highlighted in his social psychology, human 
presence is threefold: (§3.1.) there is the actual physical presence: in 
this case, one of the first sources of constraint on the margins of free 
action is the existence of other bodies competing for physical space. 
Goffman’s (1971) analysis on personal space is illuminating in this 
regard. Nevertheless, physical co-presence can act to empower the 
scope of action, as Durkheim and Collins have shown for collective 
rituals and the effervescence of moods.  

(§3.2.) There is also the imagined presence of the other. 
People’s actions are often constrained by the image we have of other 
people, or we are shackled by the image that others have of us (i.e. the 
labeling theory from the famous Outsiders’ Howard Becker). There 
may be several ways in which this presence is capable of increasing or 
decreasing barriers to the subject’s actions and they are all related to 
social coercion, motivation for self-improvement, mentally talking 
with others, and the influence of peer groups or mourning for absent 
loved ones. 

(§3.3.) Finally, there is the implied presence, which refers to 
how the creations of others, who are not present, determine our 
behavior. This category includes what sociologists call social facts: 
law, language, morals, fashion, although this will be considered in the 
macro-level structure. 
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The Meso-Level Structure  
 

In this intermediate level between situational-corporal and 
macro-structural, we can distinguish several different variables but 
they are always cross-linked. 
 

§4. THE RELATIONALITY OF HUMAN BEING 
 

According to the Norbert Elias’ civilizing process (1997), 
transformations in the types of interdependence are one of the key 
factors to understanding the civilization of habits and behaviors. 
Indeed, our relations with others are an essential source of both 
heteronomous and autonomous controls. Since social relationality is 
essential to the human being, it makes no sense to consider these 
limitations to freedom as imposed over a previous absolutely free 
nature6. Of course, different societies during history have had various 
types and degrees of hetero-control and self-control, but no society has 
ever existed that is free of the restrictions imposed by social 
interdependencies on people’s and groups’ margins of freedom. Apart 
from the purely demographic-ecological pressures, certain variables 
will determine the extent and type of restrictions derived from the 
relationality: (§4.1.) The size of the nuclear family and its more or less 
affectionate or totalitarian character giving rise to greater or lesser 
autonomy for people. (§4.2.) The size, density and social-demographic 
diversity of the population: since in larger, more diverse and less 
densely packed towns it is easier to escape social controls as Durkheim 
said about the types of control in mechanical and organic societies. In 
the current urban megacities (del Cerro Santamaría 2013) people have 
different margins of free action than they do in small villages 
(Lefebvre 1970). (§4.3.) The size and density of labor, occupational 
and informal networks, and their duration over time. Of course, if a 
person is being physically or mentally abused by the formal and 
informal networks, these variables are of little importance. (§4.4.) The 
ability to relate with people outside the immediate surroundings due to 
the size of the transportation and communication network. (§4.5.) The 
degree of openness of the group or institution. The level of freedom 
will be lower at total institutions (jails, merchant ships, psychiatric 
wards) than at open institutions, since the controls over the social 
integration of people are stronger and people are under almost constant 
surveillance by staff (Goffman 1961). (§4.6.) Although it is a special 
case, the relationality of people with animals and in general with 
nature should be included here, since people who have affective bonds 
with animals are also subject to limitations on the margins of freedom, 
and is inversely proportional to number of animals the person has 
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emotional bonds with. For the same reason, people or cultural groups 
that feel emotional bonds with nature are subject to behavioral hetero- 
and self-controls due to their love of the land. 

All of these relational variables are paradoxical. On the one 
hand, it can be predicted that in societies where the set of 
interdependences is small and the density is very high, restrictions to 
freedom are greater. A fundamental thesis of sociology states that 
those two features mean a stronger commitment by a person toward 
the group, which is more tightly knit and has stronger ritual barriers 
for the outsider. Nevertheless, it can also be predicted that people with 
larger and low density networks of interdependence will suffer hetero- 
and self-restrictions because individuals will continuously jump from 
one interaction ritual to another in order to maintain such a large 
network. In any case, membership by an individual in any type of 
(informal or formal) organization—whether it be family, work or a 
group of friends—will increase social ties and, therefore, the controls 
and restrictions imposed by group dynamics7. Consequently, the 
homeless, the chronically unemployed, people that are single, 
individuals that live in single family dwellings have greater freedom 
from social restrictions. This does not however mean that they are 
“ontologically” freer, because their level of personal vulnerability is 
higher. Indeed, according to Durkheim (2008) anomie may augment 
psychological problems and suicidal tendencies or, in a more modern 
sense, it may increase risky practices and behavior (drug or alcohol 
abuse, homeless, promiscuity). In short, the general principle states 
that as links and bonds increase, so do restrictions on the margins of 
freedom. 

The specific case of the anchorites in the desert, the Hindu 
sadhu, or the hermit monks seems to defy this general principle. 
However, this contradiction is more apparent than real. These people 
are not excluded from society and free of links, bonds and hetero-
controls. On the contrary, utilizing Mead’s concept of the “generalized 
other”, it can be affirmed than anchorites, sadhus or hermit monks 
maintain a high degree of self-coercion, not in spite of their limited 
social ties, but rather because they have an disproportionate amount of 
links with the imagined others. These people have embraced the idea 
of universal love for all living beings. Although physically they are 
solitary people, internally their generalized other is ubiquitous. They 
have assumed a higher level of self-coercion as a way of life, which in 
their minds means they must maintain universal links of love. Thus, 
this case does not invalidate the general principle.  
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§5. THE HUMAN BEING AND OBJECTS 
 

If the relational nature human beings has been all too evident 
in sociology since the founding fathers (Marx, Comte, Durkheim, 
Weber), their relation with objects has not been so important in social 
theory. Certainly, the sociology of technology has existed for many 
years, but despite the importance of technology in former and present-
day societies few general sociological theories take this factor into 
account when examining people’s behavior and thinking. In fact, the 
sociology of technology has become a “special sociology” without 
links to social theory, as Rammert (1998, 2001) and Degele (2002) 
criticize. The general principle affirms that human beings always live 
among objects, which are more or less advanced and exhibit different 
degrees of difficulty and technical complexity. Although the 
construction of utensils and objects has been essential in freeing the 
human being from the tyranny of nature, at the same time—as the 
Spanish philosopher Ortega and Gasset noted (2000)—the very 
construction of technologies has involved many restrictions to 
freedom. We have gone from “natural nature” to “techno-nature” by 
generating an artificial framework that imposes limitations on people 
and affects their biological, social and cultural rhythms. Thus, the 
micro-situations that take place in contact with technologies or when 
using technologies add another layer of determination. Not only must 
we heed the social norms, but also the norms established when using 
the technology, for example, when we talk on the phone. 

Although Pinch’s and Bijker’s constructivist approach (1997) 
has illustrated the struggle by social groups to define the problems that 
technology must resolve, as well as the interpretative flexibility in its 
design, just as a body cannot be explained into oblivion by a pure 
constructivist approach, neither can technology. The German 
sociologists have made the greatest contributions to describing the 
shaping and moulding power that technology has on society and 
people. In this sense, Werner Rammert (1997, 2002) has stressed that 
technological objects are social facts and sociological subjects at the 
same time, since not only are they manufactured, but they also are 
producers of subsequent social activities that determine and establish 
social and human behaviors. The techno-structures are social facts in 
the Durkheimian sense: factors that constrain the social actions of the 
subjects. Techno-structuration (‘Tecnhostrukturierung’) is part of the 
creation of social institutions and it possesses the same structuring 
capabilities on people and groups. As Joerges affirms (2001) 
technology is not “something different from society”, rather it is 
woven into the same relations of interdependence between humans. 
Objects and technologies impose technical standards (‘Technische 
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Normen’) that are not very different from social norms and values. 
Thus, the former are not the exclusive jurisdiction of engineers, since 
they affect people when the objects play a role in our social 
connections. In addition, the neural structure imposes constrictions 
over the tool-use and tool-making from a phylogenetic and ontogenetic 
perspective (Stout 2013). 

We can talk of technological determinism, not in a naive and 
simple way, but using the constructivist and contextualist approaches. 
Hughes's “momentum” (1994) and “determinism as an experience in 
daily life” (Williams 2003 and Jordan 2008) reflect on how technology 
determines our lives, and how a breakdown or failure can paralyze a 
society or cause stress in individuals. In addition, another corollary can 
be proposed: people with limited knowledge, with some type of 
physical or mental disability, or who are unable to reach across the 
generation gap, will lose margins of freedom in an increasingly 
technological society which may even have specialized technologies 
that not everyone is familiar with. Nevertheless, even people who 
dominate certain types of technology can feel anxiety and loss of 
freedom when they change domains that use technologies they do not 
understand. Even people who dominate all kinds of technologies will 
be subject to their deterministic power when they are out of service or 
not working correctly. This general principle can be applied to all 
types of societies, since human evolution has been a gradual effort to 
control nature and other people through artificial tools. 
 
§6. THE THREE COMPONENTS OF STRATIFICATION (CLASS, POWER 

AND STATUS) AND THE ORGANIZATION OF WORK 
 

As previously stated, both figuration and interaction rituals 
involve the two dimensions of consensus-solidarity and conflict. If 
relationality based on love of family implies strong restrictions on 
freedom, in figurations and rituals of conflict, where mobilization and 
clashes are the norm, restrictions are even greater. This is the case in 
Weberian stratification on class, power and status. Social conflict at all 
levels and dimensions, both individual and collective, always supposes 
a double restriction on margins of freedom. On the one hand, there is 
the coercion itself that is implicit in the game of balance and tensions 
with other people and other groups, where a greater margin of freedom 
for one party means a narrower margin for the others, and vice versa. 
On the other hand, as Simmel’s and Coser’s principle establishes, as 
the struggle against external groups grows, so does the solidarity 
within each group, which means a greater level of external coactions 
by the group on each individual and self-coaction by each individual in 
the name of group solidarity. Even in the case of individual (not 
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necessarily violent) conflicts, self-coaction will increase in order to 
defeat the others. It is not uncommon for sports figures to limit certain 
behaviors if they want to win a race; or for intellectuals to set limits on 
their free or leisure time so that they can dedicate more time to reading 
and writing if they want to gain recognition on the academic 
battlefield. In this same sense, Collins (2008) has shown that the 
violent elite has a greater command of self-control than their victims, 
either by using special techniques or in small matters such as not 
drinking or taking drugs when a conflict is imminent. This type of self-
restrictions would fit in with the “disciplined freedom” of Hillery et al. 
(1977, 1979). But beyond this general principle, we can distinguish 
three main variables depending on the stratification type: 

(§6.1.) With regard to economic class, the principle is 
apparently paradoxical. The more money you have, the more freedom 
you have to do things, but it comes with a greater dependence on 
material resources. This seems to be what Collins (2004: 163–164) 
suggests when he speaks of the “money-making junkies”. The high 
levels of emotional energy that the sacred object of money provides 
them, makes them so addicted to creating more that they will never 
have time to spend it. Nevertheless, economic stratification implies 
that an asymmetry exists. The different classes do not have the same 
access to material resources, which leads to a greater dependence by 
people that have fewer resources, both at the micro-rituals level and at 
the meso/macro level of the figurations of groups. Material resources 
are very important when mobilizing people and groups in conflict as 
part of their struggle to win margins of freedom. But there is also a 
much simpler influence: those who possess more material resources 
have more options within the social dynamics. Certainly, Buddhism 
can state that those that have fewer desires are freer, but since the 
principle is paradoxical only in a real micro-situation can we 
determine for a specific person in a specific situation whether 
Buddhism or the current consumer society is right. 

(§ 6.2.) As Elias insisted regarding power (2006), it is never a 
zero-sum game, but more like a somewhat steady equilibrium. 
Dahrendorf’s approach, which uses “giving or taking orders” as a 
decisive factor in stratification, is also paradoxical in the way it works. 
Those that have more power to give orders and to be obeyed have 
greater margins of freedom than those that receive orders. However, in 
a different sense, the former are very dependent on the later, since 
their freedom depends on the network of subordinates that obey them, 
which increases their vulnerability with regard to other people. This is 
Hegel’s dialectic of master and slave, a paradox that takes place at all 
social levels. The powerful never enjoy absolute freedom with regard 
to the total lack of freedom of their subordinates, precisely because the 
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upper classes in the formal hierarchy depend on the lower classes8. 
The capitalist depends on the proletariat, the master on the slave, and 
the loving parents on the well-being of their children. David 
Mechanic’s classic study (1962) described the power that lower level 
members, such as secretaries, hospital attendants, prison inmates, have 
in an organization. Achieving greater power means increasing the 
dependence of others with regard to that person and increasing his or 
her margins of freedom inside the organization. 

(§ 6.3.) Finally, status also functions paradoxically. The higher 
the status and belonging to the “established” groups of society brings 
with it greater freedom compared to the “marginal” groups, and vice 
versa. Sexual and racial discrimination and their restrictions on 
freedom over the course of history have been sufficiently studied. 
However, it is often overlooked that this principle also works 
inversely. The higher the status the more it costs to maintain it, not 
only in terms of material resources, but in effort, time and annoyance. 
Those that wish to maintain their status over others with a lower status 
must always be willing to participate in the rituals of status, in spite of 
their coercive nature. The need to always be elegant, handsome, 
fashionable, are examples of the insurmountable paradox in status 
stratification. The case of the ceremonial rituals in the Court of 
Versailles during the reigns of Louis XIV and Louis XVI shows to 
what extent the Kings themselves and the aristocrats had to submit to 
formal rituals if they wanted to maintain the distance that separated 
them from people of lower status (Elias 2002). On the other hand, it is 
not surprising that the principle also works in the opposite sense. Thus, 
people or groups that are considered “excluded” and have narrow 
margins of freedom in their social contexts, enjoy at the same time 
much greater margins of movement in certain situations. It is common 
in Spain for gypsies—being a marginal community—to have greater 
freedom in street situations than people from established groups. Since 
people fear them, marginal groups are often subject to fewer 
restrictions than those in the mainstream because nobody has the 
courage to attempt to limit that freedom. Once again, the specific 
effect status will have on freedom will depend on the micro-situational 
context. 

(§ 6.4.) The institutional dimension of stratification is also 
very important in terms of the organization of work. Belonging to 
different types of organizations means constantly being subject to 
situational fluctuations in freedom. Etzioni’s typology shows us that 
the different types of organizational control (coercive, normative and 
remunerative) will produce diverse margins of freedom in individuals, 
which is reduced to a minimum in what Goffman refers to as “total 
institutions”, such as prisons, concentration camps and psychiatric 
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wards, where force and absolute restrictions on freedom are applied. 
Indeed, according to Dennis Smith (2001) diverse organizational 
typologies arise from the process of humiliation inside these 
organizations. In the same way, McGregor’s typology predicts that 
restrictions on freedom will be different in Type X organizations (such 
as Taylorist-type factories or those governed by the strict Fayol 
principles of company hierarchy) and in Type Y organizations (where 
workers are granted greater autonomy). In the same way, the different 
control types used over the course of history in armies or in distinct 
productive tasks show important distinctions in the hetero-coactions 
and self-coactions in individuals and groups. The classic 
organizational studies by Selznick have shown that decisions may not 
always be made in the best way, but within the limits defined by the 
cultural “character” of the organization. Herbert Simon’s limited 
rationality demonstrated that time, information and cognitive capacity 
are limited when people make decisions. The same can be said for 
children in educational institutions that have applied varied degrees of 
restrictions and autonomy over the years. Of course, a housewife’s 
view of what a home represents may be completely different from a 
man’s or a child’s view, since she may associate the home with a lack 
of freedom, something that has limited her personal and professional 
aspirations. Finally, a distinction must be made between the domains 
of work (with or without remuneration) and leisure. Leisure time 
implies greater spontaneity and freedom although it takes place inside 
organizations, maybe because as Hillery Jr. (1971) showed, only 
organizations that do not strive for a specific goal can maximize the 
freedom of its members. 
 
The Macro-Level Structure 
  

Finally, there are macro-level factors that will also be reflected 
in micro-ritual situations, although the dynamics behind the creation 
and transformation of these variables have their own explanatory laws, 
and much longer timeframes. In general terms, the macro variables are 
those that Durkheim calls social facts which are characterized by their 
constrictive power on people, such as the law, morals, customs, 
language, fashion, etc. With the exception of specific occasions when 
people transgress legal or moral norms, when linguistic 
misunderstandings and conflicts take place, or when people or groups 
directly clash with the “social norm”, the rest of time people and 
groups have so internalized these factors during their early 
socialization that they are usually not aware of their constrictive 
power9. Nevertheless, beyond these “social facts”, others factors and 
variables should be taken in consideration.    
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§7. THE CULTURAL-FORMATIVE OPPORTUNITY STRUCTURE 

 
This first macro-level variable should not be confused with the 

subjective and cultural-ideological dimension that we will deal with in 
the last section. This is not a question of cultural diversity but of what 
we could call the “opportunity structure” which allows people 
different degrees of formative-cultural access. The general principle 
states that people with greater access to education, languages or 
different cultures will have greater margins of freedom. It seems 
logical that when you have more keys you will have the ability to open 
more doors, or the bigger the window you are looking through, the 
wider your range of choices. Thus, this can also be considered a purely 
structural feature, and has nothing to do with the specific content of the 
education or culture. In this sense three important structural factors can 
be distinguished. (§ 7.1.) Access to a variety of cultures. Primitive 
societies, which can be characterized as closed groups with strong 
barriers for outsiders, focus on themselves. This correlates with a high 
degree of mechanical solidarity and therefore strong punishment for 
individuals that manifest certain degrees of free behavior and thought 
with regard to the group. Here the opportunity structure of individual 
self-awareness and free thought is smaller, not due to the cultural 
content itself, but to the structural conditions in those societies. In 
modern societies the opposite happens. People who live in more 
cosmopolitan populations and have greater access to diverse cultural 
groups go through processes of cultural miscegenation and social 
promiscuity that widen their windows or multiply their keys to open 
different doors, which implies a lesser submission to closed groups 
and the tyranny of social control. In modern societies, of course, some 
cultural or socio-demographic sectors are willing to close in on 
themselves like the primitive societies, but controlling the boundaries 
(especially with the new generations) is structurally more difficult. 
(§7.2.) The second factor is somewhat related to the previous one, but 
it is analytically different: access to different languages. It is clear that 
there is a positive correlation between autonomy and knowledge of 
languages. In modern societies, people that speak many languages will 
have greater international mobility, which means a wider range of 
possibilities, while people who are linguistically illiterate will be 
closed off in their societies and cultures. (§7.3.) Finally, the learning 
processes (both formal-official and informal) can be also included. 
The general principle states that people with greater formal and 
informal knowledge, whether it was gained inside or outside of 
teaching institutions, have a greater window of possibilities and 
mobility and margins of freedom. It is important to underline that we 
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are not referring to the cognitive content of the knowledge, but simply 
having greater access to a wider selection of content per se. In addition 
to the greater margins of freedom that a diversity of knowledge 
provides, there is also one other factor to keep in mind: credentials. 
We would in some way be agreeing with Randall Collins (1979) and 
all of the credentialist authors, when we say that educational 
credentials are cultural stratification barriers, and not the recognition 
of technical and labor skills. The more credentials people have, or the 
higher the existing social demand for a specific credential, the more 
freedom they will enjoy in the job market and all of social 
consequences attached to it; while those that do not have many or any 
credentials will have to choose the jobs they can get, not the ones that 
they want. 
 

§8. THE PROCESSUAL AND FLUID NATURE OF HUMAN BEINGS 
 

Indeed, one of the most characteristic features of classical 
philosophical thought was that it considered freedom to be a timeless 
ontological trait, most likely using adult humans as a model. However, 
this does not actually reflect reality. Specific persons and groups are 
concepts resulting from the abstraction of their processes of change 
and evolution, which make up the different stages or phases in 
people’s lives. In fact, time is a constituent element of the whole 
cosmos and, therefore, of the human being, especially in issues that are 
so closely linked to freedom, such as making decisions (Zimbardo 
2008). Norbert Elias (2004) has made some of the greatest sociological 
contributions with regard to time and freedom when he states that by 
learning what he calls social time the individual stops being subject to 
external coercion and begins to apply self-coercion. Thus, once social 
time becomes part of our behavior, it acts as an essential self-
restricting element of human behavior, typical of the civilizing 
process. Time can act as an outside control or be part of self-control. 
This can be seen in the limitations factory workers experience when 
time controls are implemented, with the very visible and audible 
"tower bell" symbolizing the new "time schedule" (Dublin 1981), and 
which reached extreme levels with Taylorism through the micro-
control of work. Nevertheless, apart from this general feature, three 
human processes that deal with time and its relationship with freedom 
can be distinguished. 

(§ 8.1.) The first of these is the most intuitive: age. It is 
curious that philosophy usually addresses freedom as something 
timeless, as if it were ontological and independent of its social, 
historical and chronological implementation. However, from a 
sociological perspective this way of looking at the phenomena is 
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excessively reductionist and naive. From a relational perspective —
whether the concepts of figuration or micro-situation are used— 
freedom is subject to different imbalances during a person’s life. If we 
take a family as an example, it is clear that the balance of power and 
freedom changes over time: children have much less freedom than 
parents; teenagers begin to claim some margins of freedom that 
parents still refuse to grant them; young-adults reach a point were they 
seem to have the same freedom as their parents; and parents begin to 
lose their autonomy as they age when compared to their mature 
children who now have more power and freedom; and the very elderly 
have narrower margins of freedom when their homes practically 
become a prison (Dudley and Hillery 1977, Oswald et al. 2007)10. 
Indeed, freedom is a fluctuating balance of power over people’s lives, 
although it is never a zero-sum game since "love" also imposes its 
restrictions on parents with regard to their babies and on mature 
children in relation to their aging parents. 

(§8.2.) The ageing process seems to follow similar patterns in 
different societies, but there is a second process that has proven to be 
much more diverse at different times in history: social mobility. Here 
we take the term to mean “intra-generational” mobility of individuals 
both horizontally and vertically, not with regard to their parents. 
Indeed, this type of mobility includes what Dennis Smith (2010) calls 
processes of "social fluidity" (processes of adjustment to changing 
situations) and "social displacement" (processes of forcible and 
traumatic change). It is evident that the social mobility factor is 
directly related to the stratification and work variable and, therefore, 
needs no further comment. The difference is that what is usually seen 
as a static factor actually has a temporal and dynamic (situational) 
component. 

(§8.3.) The final time-related factor has to do with role 
conflicts which often produce internal tensions and self-restrictions on 
behavior. The problems of role conflict have been studied by both 
sociology and social psychology, but an example can be taken from 
political sociology. There are two different alternatives: the cross-
cutting cleavages and the polarizing cleavages. The latter will provide 
a larger source of subjective freedom since all the socio-demographic 
features and the different socializations lead to the same point, and 
people consider that their actions and behaviors flow naturally and 
freely. The former, on the contrary, will hinder taking free decisions, 
since cross-cutting cleavages generate opposed loyalties. Individuals 
thus take decisions that they do not always consider free, but that in 
fact are conditioned by the games and tensions of trying to please 
others. The most notable example of this conflict is the intra-personal 
conflict between “the real me” and “the ideal me”. Once people 
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embrace the idea of a possible “me” they will try to self-regulate or 
self-control themselves to achieve the proposed personal change. The 
difference with the previous example is that this self-coercion is not in 
search of external status, but primarily an internal change.  
 

§9. HUMAN BEINGS ARE THE WORLD 
 

Finally, reference must be made to the largest macro factor 
influencing the freedom of people and groups: the state and inter-state 
level or, in other words, geopolitical, macro-economical and military 
interrelations. As mentioned earlier, societies that are more local and 
closed (such as primitive societies) or more global and open (modern 
societies) provide different opportunity structures and different 
margins of freedom, but three other important variables can be 
distinguished: 

(§9.1.) The geopolitical and macro-economic situation and the 
international prestige of the “State” or society must be taken into 
account. With regard to international migratory mobility, having 
greater or lesser freedom is closely related to the international prestige 
of the different countries. An American citizen or group has greater 
freedom to travel than someone from Haiti. However, this variable 
does not only affect migratory macro-processes, but also influences 
micro-ritual interactions. People will have higher levels of emotional 
energy and a greater capacity to control the situation if they feel 
“internationally powerful”. For this reason, the issue of “prejudice” is 
not a psychological problem, which is how social psychology usually 
treats it, but strictly a structural and sociological problem. It is the age-
old problem of “the established” and “the excluded”, but on a 
geopolitical scale. This factor is also important in the micro-rituals 
linked to intercultural dialogue and conflict. In dialogues between 
diverse cultures and religions, the State, the culture or the most 
powerful religion often set the rules of game. This subtle colonization 
of the communication environment and type of rationality denies 
margins of freedom to people or groups that belong to cultures or 
religions that are less geopolitically powerful (Gómez, 2012).   

(§9.2.) Whether the State is at war or peace is another 
international structure that impacts freedom. Indeed, if we look beyond 
special legal situations (states of emergency, siege and war) and the 
general limitations placed on factors such as mobility, the opportunity 
structure and material resources, the fact is that war produce serious 
ritual limitations on people due to the strong tendency for solidarity 
within the group. This limits freedom in two ways: on the one hand, 
there are those that are convinced and submit themselves to the 
decisions of the group in favor of greater solidarity. But, on the other 
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hand, when internal discrepancies arise over whether to continue with 
the conflict or not, the diverse internal groups will be subject to 
repression and control for being “traitors” or “fanatics”, depending on 
who prevails in their own State (Collins 2012). The question of 
solidarity in times of war is so important that Durkheim himself 
established a negative correlation between the two, affirming that 
when a state is at war the number of suicides is lower than during 
times of peace. Recently Fernando Ampudia de Haro (2012) and 
Philippe Foro (2012) have shown for the dictatorships in Franco’s 
Spain and in Fascist Italy that the war cultures of both countries 
created self-regulative rules to strengthen national unity and invented a 
“new citizen” whose features as a warrior prevailed over other 
personal traits.  

(§9.3.) Finally, the most obvious macro-factor regarding 
freedom is the type of political rule, legal system and social structure 
the individual lives in. Depending on whether individuals live in 
dictatorships, democracies, absolute monarchies, theocracies, empires, 
tribal societies, their individual and collective (established or marginal 
groups) freedom will vary enormously. Nevertheless, a question that 
sociological studies on freedom have not clearly defined has to do with 
the changing equilibrium between what Elias called self-coercion and 
hetero-coercion—following Kantian autonomy and heteronomy—and 
its relation to the political systems that surround them. One of the 
reasons this paradox is hidden is because of the usual distinction made 
between absolute ontological freedom and real historical freedom. As 
already indicated earlier, both anarchists and neoliberals promote a 
political system and a social structure that provide maximum margins 
of freedom and where absolute freedom and historical freedom 
coincide as much as possible. However, they do not clearly explain 
that such a society is sociologically impossible. After reviewing the 
micro, meso and macro factors that set the margins of freedom, we 
cannot continue to discuss freedom as if it were some sort of absolute 
attribute that is independent of human beings’ relational character: 
relation to their body, other people, animals, objects, ideas, or values. 
Thus, the relationship between what could be called “political liberty” 
and “human freedom” is, indeed, inversely proportional. Oppressive 
political systems and social structures maintain the highest levels of 
hetero-control on people: individuals and the groups have narrower 
margins of freedom because they are strongly controlled by political, 
police and military structures. On the contrary, systems where political 
liberty is fostered do not automatically give rise to an increase of 
personal freedom at all the levels. Certainly, freedom of the press, 
freedom of thought, religious freedom are areas where political 
victories should be irreversible. However, in general, societies with 
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low levels of repression and hetero-control survive thanks to high 
levels of self-coercion, or “disciplined freedom”. Similar to the case of 
the anchorite in the desert mentioned above, self-discipline and self-
restriction is much stronger in the absence of external controls. This is 
also true for citizens who live in political systems with high levels of 
political liberty. Decreasing hetero-control is only possible to the 
extent that there are high levels of self-control. This is because 
freedom is not an ontological attribute of the “natural nature” of 
human beings, but rather a property that emerges from and amidst the 
relationships of interdependence between people. What Elias calls the 
civilizing process is an increase of self-controls and a decrease of 
hetero-controls. Anarchist or neo-liberal political systems are not 
systems that lack controls in general, rather they are systems that have 
substituted hetero-restrictions for self-restrictions, making this a moral 
and not strictly political issue. It may be more desirable to live in a 
world where political liberty is maximized, hetero-controls are 
minimized and where people are sufficiently responsible to self-limit 
their margins of freedom in favor of public wellbeing. However, apart 
from personal beliefs, a sociological theory of freedom must show that 
political liberty does not denote overall greater freedom, but only less 
external- and hetero-controls. Thus, freedom is and always will be a 
paradoxical subject. 
 
The Idealist Influence On The Micro, Meso And Macro Levels  
   

At this point it becomes necessary to include the “idealist” 
dimension of freedom. Up to now the structural conditions that 
underlie the diverse margins of freedom have been discussed, but it is 
also important to include the “cultural-ideal” part of the equation that 
deals with beliefs, culture, people’s personal goals, etc. To affirm that 
these variables can also be explained by the structural conditions that 
make them possible is not being naively materialistic. It is possible to 
explain the beliefs of a person depending on their social position, or 
the type of culture can be explained by examining the structural 
conditions that make that society possible. We could be accused of 
materialistic reductionism if we held that the cultural-subjective 
dimension is only a question of material structure. On the contrary, the 
symbolic domain has a certain autonomy once it has been strongly 
established in societies and people. Thus, it is worthwhile to briefly 
discuss some of these dimensions. (§ 10.1.) In the first place, culture is 
considered a macro variable. Certainly, the most important error in the 
studies that use culture as an independent variable is that they take it to 
be a “free-floating” factor. They do not explain “why” culture is such 
and such a way and not otherwise. However, once we take the 
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precaution of stating that cultural explanations should in turn be part of 
a structural explanation, we can then use culture as a variable to 
explain many behaviors at the individual and group level. It is possible 
to distinguish between cultures that seek freedom for people and 
others that seek the opposite. The degree of submission to the group 
will also be greater or lesser depending on the culture. Nevertheless, 
cultures are not static and go through important historical fluctuations, 
such as those mentioned previously in the case of war. (§11.1.) 
Ideologically, there is an important meso variable that includes beliefs 
(religious or not), moral values and ideas. The paradox regarding 
religion is that often the founders were people that had a surplus of 
autonomy in relation to the structural circumstances in which they 
lived. However, while many of their doctrines spread the idea of 
freedom, as time passes and the power and political structures inside 
the religions begin to take shape, the religious beliefs become a source 
of control over consciences and behavior. The religious and mystical 
experiences are no longer spontaneous and subjective and they are 
forced to fit within the limits of orthodoxy. The processes in Michels’ 
iron law of oligarchy kick in and confrontations arise between the 
religious elite that try to bureaucratically control the faithful and those 
followers that prophetically rebel against this control and demand a 
return to the roots. This is a spiral movement, since if the 
revolutionaries are successful they will most likely become 
bureaucrats themselves of the new organization. This process is not 
restricted to religious beliefs, but can also be found in political ideas. 
The confrontation between Marx (at that time the representative of 
orthodoxy) and Bakunin (dissent) and all of the leftist schools is 
paradigmatic. This can also happen with scientific ideas, as the 
sociology of science demonstrated almost a century ago. Demands for 
research freedom and intellectual autonomy usually take a back seat 
when strong controls are established regarding what can or cannot be 
published, the projects that should be or not be financed, and faculty 
positions that can or cannot be offered (Moreno Pestaña 2013). 
Finally, the case of moral values is a very sensitive issue. Moral values 
do free people of their lowest animal instincts, and as such they are a 
source of freedom. Nevertheless, values do have a dark side: moral 
values can be very different depending on the societies, cultures, 
religions, people, and so on, and a powerful group, religion or culture 
can impose its values on others. In addition, personal commitment to 
moral values can sometimes take people too close to the edge. Taken 
to an extreme it can lead to fanaticism and psychopathic behaviors, 
and people can completely lose their margins of freedom in the name 
of values initially created to enhance freedom. Thus, what is freedom? 
(§12.1.) Finally, on the micro-level we must consider people’s 
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personal plans and objectives. Even this is not completely “free-
floating” or independent, since it is largely determined by structural 
factors, but social actors believe, at a subjective level, that they are 
completely free when taking decision. The decision to commit suicide 
would be the most dramatic example of this, although the suicide itself 
is an ideological variable that can be explained structurally. For this 
reason, it is undeniable that this variable is able to explain the more or 
less free behavior of people. Whether or not Adorno and his 
colleagues were right, certainly there are personal projects that are 
based on the blind acceptance of authority and others on personal 
judgment. Even within religions there are people who have different 
plans for their life. Some decide to lead a disciplined life and others 
use more free judgement (Dudley and Hillery, Jr. 1979), even though 
they all accept the same dogmatic doctrines. Of course, these decisions 
are usually derived from previous structural conditions, but what is 
important here is that personal plans and future objectives are 
powerful explanatory variables when understanding behavior, whether 
it be subordinate or rebellious. Becoming a prophet or becoming a 
member of a highly hierarchical religious organization is not the same, 
and these two visions determine at the micro-level the social actors’ 
behavior. Ampudia de Haro (2006, 2010) has shown that modern self-
help books try to provide the keys to building a successful personality 
or planning your life. They appeal to people’s capacity of “self-rule”, 
or what we can also call “self-coercion”. This is an essential factor in 
the subjective domain of margins of freedom: the seemingly free 
decision of maintaining a “disciplined freedom”, where individuals 
subject themselves to others, to the circumstances or to the recipe for 
future success. Is this really an absolute ontological freedom? 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 

The main point of this article is the human being is situational 
and the makeup of a plurality of “me” often contradicts and conflicts 
with each other. The situational nature of human beings has important 
implications for anthropology and thus, an interdisciplinary 
contribution of different disciplines is necessary to build a situational 
anthropology. The fact that humans are situational overrides any 
timeless, ahistorical and decontextualized view of human practices 
without a concrete reference to the real life of people. Of course it is 
always possible to find universalist arguments from a metaphysical 
perspective, but these fall outside the narrow confines of an empirical 
sociology. Three of these important human practices are free action, 



The Margins of Free Action     173 
 

thought, and artistic creativity. Each is the subject of a volume of my 
general work on a situational sociological anthropology. 

This article has introduced the first of these practices, the 
practice of freedom, but always from an empirical approach rather 
than a metaphysical one. To paraphrase Kant on his theory of 
knowledge, it can be said a sociological theory will show people 
always have some “barriers” (‘Schranken’) to their action, which are 
movable, temporary and situational, but whether human action 
actually has “boundaries” (‘Grenzen’), i.e., impassable limits, it cannot 
be determined if they are absolute, constitutive, and deterministic. As a 
sociologist any comment on these “boundaries” would violate my 
limited research field because it would be a metaphysical assertion. 
Whether there are “boundaries” or not to human action (i.e., if humans 
have transcendental or absolute freedom) is a metaphysical or 
theological issue. An empirical sociology can only analyze the 
elements that are sources of more or less numerous and hard or soft 
“barriers” (changing and provisional ones) that shape higher or lower 
margins of action for subjects in different socio-historical situations. If 
within these margins people act sometimes with an absolutely 
transcendental freedom is beyond my competence. Sociologists can 
postulate that there is (or there is not) an absolute or transcendental 
freedom, but they cannot prove it. 

Sections 2 and 3 highlight the fact that the classical 
philosophical concept of freedom has ontological and epistemological 
limitations for a more realistic understanding of freedom. I have tried 
to re-formulate it from a situational, relational, dynamical, and 
empirical view with the contributions of Norbert Elias and Randall 
Collins. With this new conception of freedom as “wider or narrower 
margins action,” this article describes some of the variables that 
constitute and structure the more or less wide space for human action 
through the various situations that span daily life. Elements such as 
corporality, the type of situation, the presence of the others, the 
different forms of relationality, the technological dimension, the 
stratification, the cultural and temporal dynamics, the geo-politics, the 
political ideologies, the religious beliefs and the life projects are some 
of the most important elements that determine the changing margins of 
people’s action. Because these elements are situational, under some 
circumstances it will increase the barriers of freedom and in others 
help to free the subject by extending their power and options for 
action. Although this document does not address this issue, all of these 
barriers are not perceived or felt by the same person in the same way 
under similar conditions or situations. The objective structure made up 
of a particular configuration of these elements is not subjectively 
experienced in all similar situations of a person’s life. Freedom is 
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more a subjective experience dependent on personal evaluation of the 
situation rather than an objective structure. The evaluations and re-
evaluations of the micro-situations shows a person sometimes feels 
free even if an external observer thinks that person’s freedom is 
restricted according to the objective structure of elements that 
determine the situation. Evidently this approach requires a qualitative 
methodology, especially based on ethnography, in-depth interviews, 
and focus groups. Micro-sociological studies about the changing limits 
of freedom of a person along the temporal dynamics, through micro-
situational rituals would be useful. Thus, no macro-statistical 
distribution of these elements can help us understand the intricacies of 
free action in a person’s life.  

In sum, a situational anthropology requires a situational 
understanding of the fundamental ideas in the history of mankind as 
freedom: there is no eternal, ontological, timeless, and universal 
freedom present during people’s entire lives. On the contrary, freedom 
is an emergent property in local social situations that is determined by 
the different micro, meso, and macro factors. For this, a sociological 
theory of freedom is also paradoxical: to free themselves from 
physical constraints people subject themselves to moral values; being 
free from certain social networks is only possible by subjecting 
themselves to other social networks; freedom from natural constraints 
is achieved by accepting technological constraints; if people are free 
from political and police hetero-controls they impose self-controls, and 
so on. The human being is essentially situational in their actions and 
motivations and this fact implies people are very complex and all of us 
must be respectful of each other. Besides, if people act situationally 
and if they have determined margins for their actions, then they also 
have a way of thinking and of creativity with determined barriers. 
Thus, the problems of relativism and of the capacity of inventing are 
also essential issues for a situational anthropology. These are the 
problems I will study in future publications.  
 
 
NOTES 
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Dr. Allen Furr because he also made very useful comments 
which have substantially improved the text. Of course, the 
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author has the ultimate responsibility for the failures in the 
argument. 

1. Indeed, the radically social nature of human beings is their 
most natural trait. In this case, all humans always have and 
always will interrelate with other people and there is, 
therefore, no natural domain independent of social inter-
dependences. However, for educational clarity the dichotomy 
between natural and social as two antagonistic spheres is 
maintained. 

2. Norbert Elias is known for his criticisms of the homo clausus, 
individuals isolated within themselves in both the ontological 
and the epistemological dimensions. Instead, he proposes the 
idea of homines aperti, who are always located in specific 
figurations and are socially created and moulded. He shows 
that there is no “I” without a “You”, “He”, “She” or “They” 
(Elias 2006). For Collins the starting point is the “situation”, 
with the individual being no more than a meso/macro 
abstraction. The individual is not an empirical reality, but 
rather is the outcome of ongoing diverse situational encounters 
(Collins 1986a: 220 and 1998a: 3). 

3. Although Collins has not specifically dealt with the issue of 
freedom, Elias has made specific contributions. The best place 
to read about his sociology of freedom is in Die höfische 
Gesellschaft (2002) (Cf. Romero Moñivas 2013c). 

4. Nevertheless, in the current sociological studies on the body, 
an inverse tendency is underway. More and more the 
dominant perspective is the deconstructionist approach. In 
spite of its advantages, its fundamental inconvenience is that it 
dissipates the materiality of the body in a pure constructivist 
discourse. 

5. The classical philosophical reflection has tried to overcome 
this difficulty by saying that freedom is a spiritual property 
that resides in the soul and that only the human being’s 
corporal dimension is subject, while the spiritual dimension is 
not. Of course, in a monist emergentist theory such as ours this 
explanation makes no sense. The non-corporal (will, mind, 
spirit) can control some of the physiological impositions, but 
the spiritual being cannot exist without some sort of material 
support and the body does condition our existence, even in 
people with enormous self-control over their bodies. 

6. The now classic work of Dudley and Brown (1981) sheds 
some light on this issue. It sees individuals as being in 
constant movement and creating a system characterized by 
complementarity, indeterminacy and the principle of relativity. 
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7. Sociologically it can be stated that although love is a source of 

freedom and can broaden a person’s possibilities because of 
the self-confidence that it creates, it is also a key factor in 
restricting freedom. People with more bonds of love will often 
be in situations where they will have to act to maintain those 
bonds and avoid damaging their loved ones. This would be a 
type of variant in Hillery’s “disciplined freedom”, since the 
people decide to submit themselves to the group, in this case 
for love. Of course, some philosophers and theologians could 
object that if we act for love we are just following our nature 
and doing so in the name of good, thus, it is source of 
freedom. However, this view already presupposes a peculiar 
idea of love that ignores the empirical fact that individuals 
with greater bonds of love necessarily have smaller margins of 
personal freedom in their daily lives. You cannot lead a 
promiscuous life if you are married; parents cannot do 
whatever they want if they have a baby; or you are not free to 
travel if you are responsible for dependent person. 

8. Elias himself (2002) insisted on this issue and he affirmed that 
the “royal mechanism” is the way in which the King in the 
absolute monarchies maintained his power thanks to the 
balances between the parties in competition. 

9. Philosophers of law, politics and ethics can affirm that 
regulations are needed in all areas to guarantee true human 
freedom. Otherwise the result would be a free for all and 
anarchy. The philosophical issue is not our concern here, but it 
would only reinforce our thesis that no human being exists 
that is free of either hetero-controls or self-controls. Even so, 
the law, morals, fashion, the language, customs, are examples 
of macro factors that restrict the margins of freedom in the 
micro-situations. 

10. Infanticide and geronticide (both active and passive) have a 
direct relationship with the question of freedom or 
determination, although lack of space precludes a full 
discussion. 
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