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Abstract: This paper offers an account of the social foundations of a theory of 
democracy. It purports to show that a social ontology of democracy is the nec-
essary counterpart of a political theory of democracy. It notably contends that 
decisions concerning basic social ontological assumptions are relevant not only 
for empirical research, but bear a significant impact also on normative theoriz-
ing. The paper then explains why interactionist rather than substantialist social 
ontologies provide the most promising starting point for building a social ontol-
ogy of democracy. It then introduces and examines the three notions of habits, 
patterns of interaction, and forms of social organization, conceived as the main 
pillars of an interactionist social ontology of democracy and briefly discusses 
some major implications of this approach for democratic theory.

Keywords: Social ontology; Democratic theory; Social interactionism; Democracy; 
Political ontology.

1  �Introduction
This paper is motivated by the double awareness that whilst ontological prem-
ises seem to be an inescapable presupposition of all normative thinking, a 
“radical absence of ontological rigour” continues to plague the social sciences 
(Elder-Vass 2010, p. 64) and, I hasten to add, the political sciences even more 
so. Political theorists have systematically eschewed ontological talk, likely 
because of its supposed obscurity and metaphysical leanings, but also because 
of its apparent irrelevance for normative theorizing. Yet ontological premises 
inevitably shape the most basic assumptions upon which political theories are 
built, even when, perhaps especially when, these premises are not spelled out 
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1 For an overview of this topic, see Hay (2006). See Pettit (2005) for a basic statement on the role 
of ontology in political theory, and Gould (1988, Ch. 2) for an extended discussion of the social 
ontological underpinning of mainstream models of democracy.
2 Some significant exceptions are Gould (1978); Pettit (2014); Taylor (1985); Hay (2006).
3 I discuss more broadly this “paradigmatic” conception of democracy in Frega (2017a).

explicitly.1 Ontology describes the basic constituents of a given theory. In the 
case of politics, it specifies the basic entities of the theory, such as individu-
als, groups, and institutions, articulates its basic properties, and describes the 
relation they entertain. Ontological premises bear consequences not only on 
theoretical and methodological assumptions, but also on the very normative 
claims a political theory utters. No matter whether a theory espouses a liberal 
understanding of the normative priority of individual autonomy, a republican 
or communitarian commitment to the priority of collective forms of obligation, 
or a marxist predilection for structural forms of societal organization, a social 
ontology is always assumed, often without a serious examination of its condi-
tions of validity and of its theoretical implications.2

As I conceive it, ontology is a critical discourse on the basic categories through 
which our understanding of the world is shaped. Its goal is to provide an account 
of the fundamental entities and structures of social existence, as well as of its main 
social dynamics. My first contention is that more than a political ontology, politi-
cal theory needs a social ontology. Whereas political ontology is concerned with 
categories that bear directly on the explanation of political phenomena such as 
voting, protest, or conflict-resolution, social ontology has a much broader scope, 
as it is concerned with the categories required to give an account of the layers or 
dimensions of social life that are most relevant for understanding normative prop-
erties related to collective action. In other words, social ontology is concerned with 
the social underpinnings of normative concepts such as justice, democracy, equal-
ity, understood as social norms whose domain of application is larger than that of 
political behavior and institutions. By speaking of a social ontology of democracy 
I mean, moreover, to restrict the focus of attention to those social circumstances 
which are relevant not for any type of political investigation whatsoever, but spe-
cifically for understanding democracy as a norm for steering social life.

A social ontology of democracy, therefore, aims at uncovering the social 
underpinnings of a normative theory of democracy, understood not as a formal 
political system, but as a norm capable that can be applied to social life in its 
entirety.3 Underlying this approach is the view that democracy as a social norm 
does not refer merely to a given set of formal political institutions, but more exten-
sively to a set of normative expectations that are relevant for the organization of 
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4 See, for example, Zahle and Collin (2014) for the holism vs. individualism debate, and Elder-
Vass (2010) for the agency vs. structure debate. These may not be the most widespread categories 
one finds in philosophical debates sparked by the work of John Searle, or in analytic ontology, 
mereology, and related sub-field, but are by far the most relevant conceptual distinctions when 
it comes to political theory. See, for example, Pettit (2014).

collective life in its entirety (Frega 2017b). The referent of democracy, according 
to this view, is an entire “form of society” (Lefort 1986), or “way of life” (Dewey 
1939). What is normative about this concept is that it refers to appropriate ways of 
behavior. The normative scope of democracy, to this extent, is not limited to the 
prescription of obligatory actions, but encompasses different deontic values such 
as right, appropriate, legitimate, or desirable.

By emphasizing the social-ontological underpinnings of democracy as a 
norm, this paper purports to show that the basic ingredients that one usually 
finds at the basis of political ontologies – individual preferences and actions, and 
formal political institutions – are insufficient, even when combined together, to 
account for the normative fact conveyed by the idea of democracy as a norm for 
steering social life. What political ontologies fail to explain, I will contend, is the 
normative relevance of social interactions.

This paper contends therefore that (1) democratic theory requires an explicit 
examination of its own ontological underpinnings, and that (2) a social ontology 
provides the most promising foundation for such a task. It further contends that 
(3) the most appropriate type of social ontology to fulfill this task is an interaction-
ist social ontology and, lastly (4) that individual habits, patterns of interaction, and 
organizational forms provide the basic ingredient of such an ontology. In the first 
section of the paper I provide an overview of ontological debates in the social and 
political sciences and explain why we need a social, rather than a political ontology. 
Sections 2 justifies the preference for an interactionist social ontology of democracy, 
and Section 3 discusses its normative features. Section 4 provides a first discussion 
of the normative implications of interactionist ontologies. Section 5 introduces the 
major features of my proposal for an interactionist social ontology of democracy.

2  �From Political to Social Ontology
In its most basic and conventional terms, social ontologies have tradition-
ally been divided into two major camps, that philosophers have preferentially 
described with the terms of “atomism” and “holism”, and sociologists with 
those of “agency” and “structure”.4 Atomist and agent-based theories contend 
that individuals and their traits such as preferences, intentions, or actions are 
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the final explanans in philosophy and social theory, so that any supra-individ-
ual phenomena such as electoral results, consumption trends, or life-styles, can 
be explained with reference to them. Holistic and structure-based approaches 
reverse the order of explanation, and strive to explain how individual factors 
such as values, beliefs, and behaviors, can be explained as the result of the inter-
play of super-ordained structures such as ideologies, sociological attributes, or 
economic determinants. A century long debate in philosophy has been going 
on over the supposed priority of either of the two categories, and the agency vs. 
structure problem has equally occupied sociologists for at least three genera-
tions (Zahle and Collin 2014; Epstein 2015). At the heart of both debates stands 
the vexed question of the mode of existence of individual and collective agents. 
Formulated as such, the problem is probably unsolvable.

It has been suggested that a way out of this impasse may consist in assum-
ing that rather than flawed, the opposition between agency-based and structure-
based social ontologies is incomplete. Relational and processual ontologies in 
philosophy, and interactionist ontologies in social theory have notably con-
tended that atomism and agency on the one hand, and holism and structure on 
the other do not exhaust the entire spectrum of ontological thinking, but merely 
that of substantialist ontologies, which have to be distinguished from other, non-
substantialist, types of ontologies, usually defined as relational, processual, or 
interactionist.5 Substantial ontologies on the one hand, and interactionist ontolo-
gies on the other, differ in what they take to be primitive: substantial ontologies of 
any stripe, no matter whether atomistic, holistic, or other, share the assumption 
of the primacy of substance over relations, interactions, and becoming, whereas 
interactionist ontologies reverse the order of explanation, giving priority to rela-
tions, interactions, and becoming over substance. From this broader perspective, 
substantialist ontologies have been criticized wholesale for their inadequate 
consideration of the effects of social practices and patterns of interaction in 
the constitution of social reality.6 The juxtaposition between atomist and holist 

5 For this distinction in philosophy, see Renault (2016), and see Emirbayer (1997) for an equiva-
lent discussion within social theory and sociology. It will be noted that both authors rely on 
American pragmatism to formulate their criticism of substantialist ontologies.
6 Classical attempts at overcoming the agency vs. structure dualism are (Giddens 1984; Archer 
1995). Social theories of practice often share the same ontological assumptions. More recent 
attempts are exemplified by Daniel Little’s notion of meso-meso causal relations (Little 2012), 
Dave Elder-Vass’ theory of normative circles (Elder-Vass 2010), and Lars Udehn’s theory of “struc-
tural individualism” (Udehn 2002).
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ontologies can then be replaced by the more encompassing distinction between 
substantialist and interactionist ontologies.

This neglect of social interaction is particularly evident in political theory. 
Indeed, even when it has consciously striven to work out its own ontological 
premises, political theory has generally subscribed to substantialist ontolo-
gies, and has remained captive of the dualistic split between atomist and holis-
tic ontologies, that can be conventionally traced back to the political thought of 
Thomas Hobbes and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Atomist and holistic political ontol-
ogies have provided for centuries the most basic and opposed models through 
which relations among citizens, and relations of citizens to governments, have 
been conceptualized. In contemporary political theory, liberalism tends gener-
ally to espouse atomistic assumptions concerning the psychological, moral, and 
legal priority of individuals, whereas communitarian conceptions focus instead 
on the preeminence of groups and communities over individual properties.7 On 
the one hand, atomism conveys an interpretation of society as an aggregation 
of autonomous selves, with the ensuing idea of the people as an aggregate of 
individual wills. On the other hand, we find the holistic idea of society as a col-
lective entity endowed with emergent and autonomous properties and capable 
of shaping the identity of its members, with the ensuing idea of the people as a 
single body endowed with a “general will”.

In line with this dualist split, political theory tends to locate democracy’s 
legitimacy either at the level of the individual, or at that of institutions. On the 
one hand, a strand of political theorists locates the spring of political legitimacy 
in individual properties such as beliefs, preferences, or interests, conceived as 
the distinctive attribute of rational individual actors. From this perspective, the 
interactions that are relevant for political ontology “are those that involve the 
intentional attitudes of participants: that is, the attitudes that bulk large in the 
psychology of persons”, (Pettit 2014, p. 78). On the other hand, another strand of 
political theorists assigns this task to formal political institutions in their capac-
ity to steer society through structural features such as procedural legitimacy, due 
process, separation of powers, constitutional guarantees, etc. Political science 
has generally followed suit, its main branches being de facto divided into studies 
of individual political behavior on the one hand, and studies of formal political 

7 Charles Taylor has notably contended that the deepest roots of the liberal-communitarian 
divide are ontological, as ontologies express different models of the way individuals live together 
in society (Taylor 1995). But see also, in a longer temporal perspective, the harsh polemics 
between individualism and collectivism initiated by Karl Popper’s distinction between open 
and close society (Popper 1945).
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institutions on the other. In either way, the intermediate dimension of patterns of 
social interaction has systematically been neglected.

Under the dominance of these two tendencies, the normative relevance of pat-
terns of social interaction has been lost from view, either reduced to the aggregate 
effect of individual actions or beliefs, or deduced as the structural result of the 
operation of formal political institutions. A relational social ontology of democ-
racy strives consciously to overcome both these limitations. It does so by bring-
ing into normative focus the interactionist dimension of social life in a manner 
that emphasizes its normative relevance. This requires showing in what sense 
the predicate “democratic” can be applied in a normatively relevant sense not 
only to individual and structural properties, but also to patterns of social interac-
tion. Achieving this goal requires that political theory too, like social theory, over-
comes the dualism of agency and structure with the help of a third structuring 
term, conceived either as an additional ontological principle, or as a most basic 
form capable of engendering the terms postulated by the other social ontologies. 
Such an approach requires in turn that the central relevance of social interactions 
be acknowledged in its ontological (Section 2) as well as in its normative dimen-
sion (Section 3).

3  �Social Interactionist Ontologies
Association, process, transaction, interaction are some of the terms employed to 
refer to an ontological view which rejects substantialist assumptions and assigns 
ontological priority to interactions over substantial properties of individual and 
collective entities and attempt to show how these last result from interactional 
events.8 Interactionist social ontologies share two basic assumptions. The first and 

8 In the rest of this paper I will use the expression “social interactionism” to refer in generic 
terms to any ontological perspective that is in line with this basic idea. Examples of process on-
tologies are Alfred North Withehead’s metaphysics (Whitehead 1929), Arthur Bentley’s (Bentley 
1908) and Mary Parker Follett’s (Follett 1919) political sciences, Charles Cooley’ (Cooley 1918) 
and Andrew Abbott’s social theories (Abbott 2016). Associational ontologies have been main-
stream in American sociology at the turn of the 20th century (Park and Burgess 1921), and found 
philosophical voice in American pragmatism, for example in John Dewey’s associational meta-
physics (Dewey 1928). Interactionist ontologies were common also among members of the Chi-
cago School of sociology (Bulmer 1986; Abbott 1999), and more recently in the work of Ervin Goff-
man and in ethnomethodology (Rawls 1987; Korbut 2014). For a broad overview of interactionist 
social theories, see Dépelteau (2018).
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less controversial assumption is that relations are internal rather than external.9 
This means that individual identities are not primitives but, rather, shaped through 
the relations to which they take part. The second and more controversial assump-
tion is that social relations have independent normative properties that cannot be 
reduced to nor derived from the normative properties of either individuals or struc-
tures. These normative properties need to be investigated in their own terms. This 
section deals cursorily with the first better known assumption, and the next section 
explains in what sense social interaction have distinctive normative properties.

Social interactionist ontologies share the idea that one cannot account for 
the complexity of reality by assigning explanatory priority to either individual or 
structural entities. They suggest, instead, to inscribe individual phenomena such 
as beliefs and actions and structural ones such as institutions, norms, and cul-
tures within the flux of social dynamics – transactions, interactions, associations, 
practices, processes unfolding in time. Temporality matters insofar as individu-
als and institutions are seen as constantly evolving through interactions, so that 
more than their ontological constitution, what determines their normative prop-
erties are the consequences of interactions. Interactionists contend that social 
interactions play a constitutive role also in shaping normative orders. Their basic 
intuition is that “[t]he substratum of social life is interaction, not biological indi-
viduals who act” (Abbott 2007, p. 7). Interactions, rather than individual agents 
or structures, are then ontologically primitive. As Randall Collins has emphati-
cally stated, “The smallscale, the here-and-now of face-to-face interaction, is the 
scene of action and the site of social actors. If we are going to find the agency of 
social life, it will be here. Here reside the energy of movement and change, the 
glue of solidarity, and the conservatism of stasis. Here is where intentionality and 
consciousness find their places; here, too, is the site of the emotional and uncon-
scious aspects of human interaction. In whatever idiom, here is the empirical/
experiential location for our social psychology, our symbolic or strategic interac-
tion, our existential phenomenology or ethnomethodology, our arena of bargain-
ing, games, exchange, or rational choice” Collins (2004, p. 4).

Social interactionists construe social reality as the result of interaction-based 
processes of individualization and institutionalization which find their focus 
within social situations.10 By this it is of course not meant that human agents are 

9 For an application of this principle to political ontology, see Gould (1988).
10 Habitualization and institutionalization are two key terms used in social theory to account for 
the ontological function of social interactions. The first refers to processes whereby participation 
in repeated social interactions shapes individual traits, whereas the second refers on the revers 
process whereby patterns of interaction obtain temporal stability through their institutional em-
bodiment. Anthony Gidden’s theory of structuration (Giddens 1984) is a paradigmatic attempt to 
combine the two into an interactionist social ontology.
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systematically determined by social laws (social interactionism is no determin-
ism) but, rather, that some of their distinguishing attributes concerning beliefs, 
preferences, and interests are formed in the course of (and strongly influenced 
by) contextualized interactions, so that their specific content systematically 
depends upon the nature of such interactions. So conceived, interactions do not 
only shape individual identity, as scholars in this tradition have since long estab-
lished, but also the nature of organizations and institutions. Social interactions 
acquire then a methodological priority insofar as they are seen as the generative 
core of social life. On the one hand, by positing social interactions rather than 
individual action as the basic social act, individual attributes appears as the 
results of social interactions. On the other hand, institutional forms are seen as 
the progressive stabilization and formalization of patterns of social interaction.

In both ways, what is emphasized is the generative force of social interac-
tions in constructing social life and the normative orders that govern it, as well 
as the function of individual habits, social patterns, and forms of organization in 
providing social life with the regularity without which no social unit can exist. 
The upshot is that if interactions among individuals within socially situated set-
tings is the fabric of social life and if, moreover, situations have laws or processes 
of their own, then exclusive focus on pre-social autonomous individuals or on 
formal institutions misses a decisive feature of how social life unfolds. Social 
interactionist approaches put this basic feature into focus.

My proposal, further explained in Sections 5 and 6 below, consists in seeing 
social reality as being constituted by processes of habitualization and institu-
tionalization propelled by three main social springs: individual habits, patterns 
of social interaction, and organizational forms. Taken together, they help sta-
bilize social interactions, which would otherwise fail to acquire the stability 
and predictability required by social life. Patterns of social interaction repro-
duce themselves through their inscription in individual dispositions as well as 
through their embodiment in social institutions and structures. Social norms 
succeed in steering social life only through their actuation via these social 
mechanisms.

Interactionist ontologies propose then to see under a different light how 
social orders are formed and evolve in time, how social norms concretely steer 
social life by becoming embedded in habits, patterns, and forms, how their effects 
are transmitted through different social spheres. Indeed, one of the advantages 
of interactionist social ontologies consists in avoiding the idealist traps related to 
the idea that norms are endowed with causal powers. Democracy as a norm can 
successfully steer social life not because norms possess some mysterious causal 
power, but because they are embedded in habits, patterns of interaction, and 
forms of organization.
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It is important to note that interactionist approaches undermine neither 
agents’ autonomy nor political institutions’ capacity to steer social life. They 
provide, rather, a better understanding of how individual phenomena and insti-
tutional practices can do the normative work they do. Integrating all these dimen-
sions into a unified picture is therefore a necessary step to fully understand what 
do we mean when we say that democracy is a norm for steering of social life.

4  �Two Concepts of Social Order
So far I have provided a quick overview of interactionist ontologies and pointed to 
some of their advantages for studying social reality, explaining why from a social 
interactionist standpoint exclusive focus on individual and structural properties 
ends up with incomplete accounts of political reality. In this section I examine 
the normative implications of these ontological assumptions, by explaining in 
what sense social interactions can be said to bear normative relevance. In order 
to understand the normative implications of the interactionist approach to ontol-
ogy, we need to introduce an additional distinction between two types of mecha-
nisms by which normative orders operate, sometimes referred to as “the order 
of interaction” and “the institutional order”. I begin by discussing a conceptual 
distinction more familiar to philosophers, introduced by John Rawls in 1955. 
Rawls’ paper “Two Concepts of a Rule” has become a reference in discussions 
of social ontology. Here Rawls distinguishes between two functions of rules, the 
one explaining existing regularities, the other referring to the practices that insti-
tute them. Or, in Rawls’ terms, “justifying a practice as a system of rules to be 
applied and enforced, and justifying a particular action which falls under these 
rules” (Rawls 1955, p. 5). What is at stake, is “the distinction between the justifica-
tion of an institution and the justification of a particular action falling under it” 
(Rawls 1955, p. 10). In the case of penal law discussed by Rawls, it is the differ-
ence between justifying a system of sanctions for the sake of the common good of 
society, and justifying a penal sanction because someone has violated a law. The 
difference between these two practices calls for two distinct modes of justifica-
tion which, in turn, points to two distinct normative logics.

To explain this difference, Rawls distinguishes between a “summary” 
conception of rules, and a “practice” conception of rules. According to the 
summary view, rules are summaries of past decisions, so that the principles that 
justifies the individual occurrence and that which justifies the general rule are 
the same. In Rawls’ example, the utilitarian rule of conduct is referred to at indi-
vidual level to explain why an action is punished, and at social level to justify 
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the legal system. Social order and individual action follow the same normative 
logic: what holds for individuals separately, holds for society collectively. The 
practice conception of the rule, on the other hand, conceives of social order not 
as the result of the sum of individual actions, but as the result of a constitutive act 
which institutes the order itself. In the case in point, a system of legal sanctions 
can be justified on utilitarian grounds, whereas what provides the norm for indi-
vidual conduct (individual action or application of the law) is compliance with 
the social order. The individual must obey the law in the specific case not because 
this action would increase utility, but because the generalized compliance with 
the law does. In that sense justifying the action and justifying the practice follow 
two distinct normative logics. The two conceptions points to two conceptions of 
the relation between individual action and social order. According to the first, 
social order is the spontaneous result of individuals applying the same rules in 
the same manner. According to the second, it is the results of individuals accept-
ing certain rules as defining the practice within which they act. In one case, the 
practice is the casual result of independent interactions. In the second, actions 
achieve a collective consistency because they articulate a pre-existing shared 
practice which defines the meaning of the actions themselves. The upshot of the 
second is that the meaningfulness of social action depends on the tacit or explicit 
acceptance of a given system of rules as defining the “game” they will play. Rawls 
contends that both conceptions have their own appropriate field of application, 
and troubles derive from misapplication.

In the footsteps of J. Rawls, Anne Rawls has further developed this distinction 
so as to make it the basis of an interactionist theory of action.11 As I will explain, 
A. Rawls’ interpretation of practice rule helps explain why interactions are a non 
reducible dimension of social life, differentiating the order of interaction from 
the two competing models of explanation based on the autonomy of individual 
agency and the structural preeminence of supra-individual normative orders. In 
social theory the concept of summary rule refers to two apparently opposed and 
yet isomorphous phenomena she calls “institutional order”. On the one hand, to 
how social regularities can be explained as ex post results of the rational conduct 
of individuals. This is what happens, for example, when we contend that politi-
cal legitimacy derives from the aggregation of individual preferences through 
vote or other mechanisms. Such a way of proceeding “elevates considerations of 
individual choice and motivation to a position of undeserved prominence”(Rawls 

11 Anne Rawls’ work draws on previous research in the variegated tradition of social interaction-
ism and gives to some of these authors’ ideas a more explicit normative twist. For further details 
on the normative implications of interactionist sociologies as well as for a more extended discus-
sion of Rawl’s proposal, see Frega (2015).
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2009, p. 503). On the other hand, summary order refers to a concept of social 
order in which meaning and coordinate individual action are produced by the 
structural operating of super-ordained institutions. This is what happens, for 
example, when we assume that well designed political institutions – J. Rawls’ 
well ordered society – are a sufficient condition for achieving a given normative 
goal, such as justice or democracy. In both cases, which correspond to the two 
poles of substantialist ontologies identified above, the causal as well as norma-
tive effects of interactions among individuals within social settings are system-
atically neglected, their normative content being reduced to the effect either of 
individuals’ rational actions, or of institutional constraints. Under the influence 
of this conception of social order, individuals and institutions are the sole entities 
endowed with legitimate normative power.

The constitutive power of interactions, social interactionists contend, derives 
neither from macro-level social structures, nor from micro-level individual agency, 
but is based on constraints and normative expectations which emanate from the 
interaction situation itself. What is missing from institutional accounts of social 
order, is precisely an account of how social order is not produced through the 
top-down operating of formal institutions or application of norms, nor through 
the aggregation of individual actions but, rather by the logic of interaction itself. 
Whilst social interactionists concur that social institutions cannot be reduced to 
sets of interactions, they nevertheless contend that interactions, too, cannot be 
reduced to the enactment of institutional norms and values. Both kinds of orders 
– the institutional and the interaction – are necessary for a social unit to exist, 
insofar as each of them refer to a different way of producing normative power.

The concept of order of interaction elaborates J. Rawls’ notion of practice-
rule in a way that sheds light on the ontological effects of social interactions, 
showing how everyday interactions create social reality, by contributing to the 
production of interacting individuals as well as of institutional orders. “The idea 
behind the constitutive order approach is that in order to live in a mutually intel-
ligible world as social beings, with mutually intelligible social identities, reasons 
and purposes, people must be guided by some set of rules, expectations or pre-
ferred orders of action at a basic level” (Rawls 2009, p. 510). Social practices, as 
J. Rawls has noted, creates normative orders by establishing rules of conduct 
whose respect is a constitutive feature of the practices themselves. Actors par-
ticipating in practices do not act out of autonomous judgments, nor under the 
pressure of external coercion, but because they comply with rules that are con-
stitutive of the practice to which they participate. These rules are immanent to 
the interaction itself. For this reason, the order of interaction so established “is 
in essential ways independent of and resistant to social institutions and based 
on a working consensus between participants” (Rawls 2010, p. 98). This working 
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consensus is the source of the normative legitimacy of the order of interaction. 
Social expectations and orientations are, therefore, produced and entertained 
by and through interactions, without the necessary intervention of ex-ante stipu-
lative conventions (social contracts). Orders of interaction as “self-regulating 
practices” (Rawls 2009, p. 511) produce their own ordered evolution in real time, 
out of constraints that emerge within interactions themselves, rather than being 
imposed by external instances. In them, social actors do not “follow rules”, but, 
somehow, participate to an interaction order whose survival depends also from 
their active contribution. As A. Rawls explains with reference to the work of Ervin 
Goffman, “the individual is never secure in an encounter […]. It is, therefore, not 
only moral, but also prudent to act in accordance with the working consensus 
because violating it would upset the interaction upon which the maintenance of 
‘self’ depends. […] The dependence of the self and interaction upon adherence to 
‘involvement obligations’ places constraints on the social order itself. These con-
straints however, do not arise from social structure, class relations, the division of 
labor, or cultural ideas, but rather from the requirements of the self and sociality” 
Rawls (1987, p. 140). They are incumbent on participants in an interaction solely 
on the basis of their engagement in interaction, irrespective of any institutional 
status or role which they may claim. These constraints, moreover, are indispensa-
ble for the furtherance of the interaction. “When the ‘working consensus’ is vio-
lated, interaction collapses” Rawls (1987, p. 141), as shown for example by Harold 
Garfinkel’s “breaching experiments” and by Goffman studies on “face work”.

Orders of interactions are practices in the sense that they are constituted 
by systems of expectations which define the meaning and value of any event 
related to them. The interactions among stranger waiting in a line to catch a 
bus, or exchanging excuses in a public place creates normative orders which 
are, at least partially, autonomous from individual wills and social norms, as the 
furtherance of the interaction exacts upon them specific requests. Besides indi-
viduals and institutions, interactions emerge, therefore, as a primitive sources 
of normative order within social life. Scholars in the interactionist tradition from 
Durkheim to Rawls and Collins have, for example, emphasized the importance 
of rituals in giving social interactions their normative consistence. Rituals such 
as greetings or code dress confirm social members about the norms that govern 
their intercourse, and their breach is usually faced with normative sanctioning 
by other members. Interactions confirm and reinforce, or contest and under-
mine, socially shared normative expectations and to this extent have a norma-
tive force of their own.12

12 See Collins (2004) for an analysis of interaction rituals as being at the same time conservative 
and capable of creating new normative orders.
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Patterns of social interaction as these are emergent in the sense that their nor-
mative properties – what hold as valid norms of appropriate behavior – cannot 
be derived from either individual or institutional properties. Emergence has to be 
understood in two senses. According to the first, social situations within which 
interactions take place operate as “normative ecologies” in which norms of appro-
priate behavior exist and are preserved through habits and forms of organization. 
According to to the second, the interaction itself is the arena where, in partial 
autonomy from external normative expectations and constraints, a normative 
order is produced through the give and take among those individuals which take 
part to the interaction itself. A. Rawls’ account focuses exclusively on the second 
dimension, whereas I contend that both are relevant to understand the normative 
relevance of social interactions.13 Combined together, these two interpretations 
help explain why normative theory must take into account the way social interac-
tions contribute to the creation of the normative order upon which social reality 
relies. Far from denying the impact of rational individual action and institutional 
operation, social interactionists contend that there is an additional source of nor-
mative order whose effects and implications have not been adequately taken into 
account.

This approach lends credit to the idea defended in this paper that in-between 
individual expectations such as political preferences and actions on the one 
hand, and structural normative demands such as those imposed by formal polit-
ical institutions on the other, there lies a complex intermediate system of norma-
tive expectations which emerge out of social interactions which can be reduced 
to neither. There is, therefore, no valid justification to limiting our account of 
political norms and values to the normative role played by individual and struc-
tural phenomena. As I will explain in Section 5, not only because habits are more 
important guides for action than beliefs. Moreover, because social interactions 
is what politics is all about: we want people to have democratic beliefs, and we 
want democratic political institutions not for their own sake, but because we 
prize certain ways of being together, we assign values to how individuals treat 
each others: not only how representatives treat us in our capacity as citizens 
but, more generally, how we interact in all the walks of life: as employer and 
employee, professor and student, public officer and citizen, parent and chil-
dren, and so on.

13 I justify this claim in Frega (2015).
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5  �The Normative Consequences of Orders of 
Interaction

The lesson that can be drawn from the previous two sections is that interaction-
ist approaches are relevant for democratic theory for at least two reasons, one 
empirical and the other theoretical. On the one hand, in modern societies char-
acterized by increasing levels of individual autonomy, formal institutions play a 
diminished role in steering social life. Insofar as social coordination is increas-
ingly based on individual autonomy within egalitarian interactions that depend 
on a lesser extent from predefined social statuses, individuals as well as groups 
and organizations are increasingly pressed to autonomously establish the terms 
of their mutual interactions. Interactions within a society of equals are no more 
regulated by clearly defined social expectations and status-based obligations 
as it was common in traditional societies, so that social interactions can rely on 
nothing more than individuals’ willingness to participate and to negotiate the 
content and form of these interactions on a real time basis.14 But also at institu-
tional level, global normative orders are increasingly shaped by informal agree-
ments among heterogenous types of institutions interacting in a normative space 
that lacks the constitutive features presumed by traditional substantialist ontolo-
gies.15 For these reasons, the normative relevance of patterns of interaction tends 
to increase. On the other hand, if political institutions are but one of the factors 
shaping the normative order of a political community, and if orders of interac-
tion contribute as much as political institutions to fashioning social life, then the 
political quality of a social unit will depend as much on the one as on the other.

Drawing on social interactionism, we can say that the orders of interac-
tion govern everyday social life in at least three ways. First, they help specify 
and adjust to local circumstances the explicit rules set up by formal institutions. 
Second, they establish tacit patterns of interaction which produce social coordi-
nation in settings not covered by formal rules. Third, they provide the basis upon 
which processes of institutionalization are built. All three ways are relevant for a 
theory of democracy, although for different reasons.

14 This is the most ambitious theoretical conclusion that can be drawn from the work of social 
theorists such as Ervin Goffman and Harold Garfinkel. Modernization theory in the wake of Ul-
rich Beck has come to very similar conclusions.
15 The decline of a formal system of international relations has been notably described by Ko-
skenniemi (2006). IR studies such as (Krisch 2010), and studies of global commercial law such 
as (Cutler 2003) have equally documented the emergence of a new logic of global relations where 
formal agreements and public formal political institutions play an increasingly narrow role.
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1.	 Social interactionists among others have investigated how the concrete eve-
ryday functioning of institutions of any kind depend more directly on tacit 
orders of interaction than on formal rules. In political science, studies of 
political culture have developed a similar argument, showing to what extent 
formal institutions can be hollowed out by informal practices that contradict 
them. Studies of “defective democracies” (Merkel 2004), have documented 
at great length that when formal political institutions are embedded within a 
political culture that is based on different normative principles, they system-
atically fail to deliver the political goods they are expected to produce. Indeed, 
it is by engaging in everyday patterns of social interactions that individuals 
make sense of incompletely specified rules and institutional expectations. 
Relational conceptions of rights,16 for example, show that the effectiveness 
of rights does not derive from its being possessed by an individual and pro-
tected by a state: its concrete content is indeed specified by the interactionist 
contexts within which it is applied.17 They are tools of communal dialogue, 
“the articulation of legal consequences for particular patterns of human and 
institutional relationships”, (Minow 1986, p. 1884).

2.	 Interactions among strangers or in public places have usually remained at 
the margins of normative accounts of democracy because of their apparent 
irrelevance, essentially because they fall outside the scope of formal political 
institutions. Yet these interactions are normatively relevant insofar as they 
can be assessed in terms of democratic criteria such as freedom, equality, and 
solidarity. Patterns of interaction, even outside the scope of politics, are per-
vaded by power relations, enact patterns of authority, show or deny respect. 
They incarnate political ideas concerning the status of citizenship, express 
feelings of equality or superiority toward others, produce inclusion or exclu-
sion, promote or prevent individual freedom. Whilst many of these interac-
tions fall outside the scope of legal protections, they play however a major 
role in making a given idea of the political community real, and to this extent 
they greatly matter for our understanding of the meaning of democracy.

3.	 As civil movements have shown, legal protections often evolve out of social 
experiences where new patterns of social interaction are experimented. One 
has to think at the revolt against authority in student movements, at the quest 

16 “Rights are free-floating cultural and institutional resources that must be appropriated and 
in turn given meaning only in the practical context of power and social relations”, (Somers 1994, 
p. 79).
17 “Legal rights, then, should be understood as the language of a continuing process rather than 
the fixed rules. Rights discourse reaches temporary resting points from which new claims can be 
made”, (Minow 1986, p. 1876).
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for solidarity within labor movements, or at the struggle for freedom within 
racial movements. In all these cases, we see how patterns of social interac-
tion first experimented within a limited social group, succeed to become 
dominant in the entire society and, through legal protection, to be formally 
embedded in the basic political institutions of society.18

With the exception of this last example, these facts cannot be explained in terms 
of a mere anticipation of future institutional solutions, showing that orders of 
interaction are irreducible to and complements the institutional order created by 
formal social and political institutions. It follows that the relation between insti-
tutional orders and orders of interaction cannot be explained away as an instance 
of the rule-application or explicit-tacit case. Orders of interaction are not mere 
informal patterns waiting to be replaced by more explicit institutional settings. 
They fulfill normative functions that differ from those pursued by institutional 
orders to which they cannot, therefore, be reduced.19

6  �A Social Ontology of Habits, Patterns, Forms
What has been said so far can be condensed in two major claims. The first estab-
lishes the ontological priority of social interactions in the making of social life. 
The second states the necessity to integrate two normative logics, epitomized 
by the Rawlsian formulas of summary and practice order, so as to include in 
our explanatory model all the sources of normative order identified so far. The 
hypothesis I formulate is that a sufficiently complex theory of individual habits, 
patterns of interactions, and organizational forms, provides the most promising 
solution to account for the social complexities related to the functioning of norms 
highlighted by social interactionists.20 As I will contend in this section, these 

18 See Dewey (2015) for an interpretation of the normative relevance of social movements along 
these lines.
19 Social and political sciences have generally tended to solve the problem of the incomplete-
ness of rules and institutions by introducing intermediating factors such as “values”. This solu-
tion encounters at least two major problems. The first is that it is exposed to the risk of an infinite 
regress, as it has been pointed out by Steven Turner (Turner 1994). The second is that values ex-
plain nothing, unless they are endowed with some form of causal power, which in turn calls for 
social mechanisms of a different kind (Swidler 1986). The patterns of social interaction analyzed 
and theorized by social interactionists fulfill this goal.
20 I develop this social ontological account in much greater details in (Frega 2019), where I also 
trace the historical roots of this approach to the American tradition of pragmatism in philosophy 
as well as in the social sciences.
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three notions play a specific and primitive role in the explanation of social reality, 
so that any explanation of social and political phenomena that fails to take one of 
them into consideration will inevitably be incomplete.21

As stated at the outset, social interactions are the primitive fact out of which 
social life is composed. Yet social interactions as such are a magmatic, unstable, 
ever changing material, characterized by singularity and fragmentation. What, 
then, gives social life its stability and consistency? How is it that social interactions 
do occur on more or less predictable ways, that social life does not always crumbles 
into chaos? How do normative orders succeed to steer social life? Social life relies 
upon stabilizers that operate at the three ontological levels identified by the two 
conceptions of social order discussed so far, the substantialist and the interaction-
ist. Individual habits, patterns of social interaction, and forms of organization play 
this stabilizing role, introducing regularity within the otherwise unruly and chaotic 
space of social interactions. They help describe with the same concepts the norma-
tive autonomy of the order of interaction as well as the ongoing and mutual influ-
ences between the levels of individual and structural properties that compose the 
institutional order, shedding light on the interaction between individual features 
such as actions and beliefs, and general patterns and structures. In so doing, they 
provide a theoretical framework capable of questioning the mutual and reciprocal 
effects that each level produces on the other. Such a complex framework is neces-
sary if we want to avoid falling in the symmetrical traps of methodological individu-
alism and institutional determinism to which so much of contemporary political 
science – and political theory as well – continue to subscribe.

This ontology reflects a mild form of realism,22 according to which ideas, 
values, culture, and other symbolic entities enter the world through specific 
forms of embodiment, of which habits, routines, procedures, organizational 
forms are the most explicit examples (Swidler 1986). Whilst symbolic entities do 
not count among the basic ingredient of the social ontology here presented, they 
are nevertheless essential ingredients of our social world: how could one provide 
an account of democracy without making reference to the values of freedom, 
equality, and solidarity? From the social-interactionist ontological standpoint 
here developed, values and norms are ineffectual and, therefore, unreal, till they 
become embodied in individual habits, patterns of social interaction, and forms 
of organization. These last are, indeed, the doorway through which symbolic 

21 To that extent, I disagree with Italo Testa, who considers that a social ontology inspired by 
pragmatism can be easily reduced to the notion of habit. See Testa (2016).
22 John Dewey and Hilary Putnam are the forerunners of this kind of realism. Along similar 
lines, see also Abbott (2016).
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artifacts enter the social world. Rather than beginning by defining freedom as a 
value, we should consider which individual habits, patterns of social interaction, 
and organizational forms may promote or prevent the spread of free interactions. 
Only then we will have reached a satisfying understanding of freedom.

6.1  �Individual Habits

Whilst it may not be extremely fashionable today, the concept of habit has con-
stituted one of the main staple of social theory since its very inception in the 19th 
century (Camic 1986). Although we owe to American pragmatists and sociologists 
from the Chicago School its most explicit use and theorization,23 the notion of 
habits played a significant role also in the social theories of their contemporaries 
Emile Durkheim and Max Weber, as well as, later, in the social theory of Pierre 
Bourdieu and, closer to us, in debates about attitudes, particularly within social 
ontology.24 Common to these otherwise diverse approaches, and contrary to rival 
approaches to action such as rational choice theory, is the idea that intentional 
action is rare because costly.25 Habits, rather than intentions, are seen as the 
most important source of action. Habits are learned dispositions to act in similar 
manners when similar circumstances occur, or are perceived to occur. Central to 
the notion of habit is the idea that social order relies to a significant extent on rou-
tinized behavior, rather than on intentional states. Actors – and citizens among 
them – develop repertoires of routine responses to life situations, habitualized 
ways of answering in similar ways to similar circumstances. In that way, habits 
support individuals’ intercourses in life world situations, influence their behav-
ior, guide their conduct, and in that way determine the normative quality of asso-
ciated life. Habit, in the compelling formula of William James, is “the enormous 
fly-wheel of society, its most precious conservative agent. It alone is what keeps 
us all within the bounds of ordinance, and saves the children of fortune from the 
envious uprisings of the poor. It alone prevents the hardest and most repulsive 

23 The most comprehensive study to date on the role of the concept of habit in these two tradi-
tions is Kilpinen (2000).
24 See, for example, Fara (2005). I prefer the more classical notion of habit to that of attitudes 
because I want to avoid confusion with approaches to social ontology which understand the 
social world in terms of conventions and see social objects as projections of our attitudes or 
agreements onto the nonsocial world. In my view, this strategy overemphasizes the performative 
role of language and intentions, as is typically the case of Searle.
25 This point has been emphasized by philosophical anthropologists such as Helmut Plessner 
as well as by many representative of institutional economics. For this last, see Hodgson (2004).
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walks of life from being deserted by those brought up to tread therein…” (James 
1950, p. 121). Another representative of American pragmatism, John Dewey, saw 
in habits the cornerstone of social psychology. He notably contended that “[h]abit 
is the mainspring of human action, and habits are formed for the most part under 
the influence of the customs of a group. The organic structure of man entails the 
formation of habit, for, whether we wish it or not, whether we are aware of it 
or not, every act effects a modification of attitude and set which directs future 
behavior” (Dewey 1927, p. lw2.334–5).

In all these traditions, the notion of habit is at the roots of a conception of 
social action that purports to overcome the limitations of a model of explana-
tions of individual behavior that gives priority to individuals’ intentional states. 
According to intentionalist accounts, action arises from motives intentionally 
set or pursued by individuals relying on individual states such as preferences, 
interests, beliefs, or affective states, so that individual action can be accounted 
for in terms of its instrumental adequacy to fulfill these intentional states. Action 
that is not fully reflexive is often taken to be irrational. Purposefulness is what 
makes action distinctively human, its opposite being dull routine, non reflex-
ive following of rules. In direct opposition to intentionalist accounts of action, 
habit-based theories emphasize the value and rationality of non-intentional pat-
terns of behavior. They contend that habits more than intentions do the largest 
part of the normative work which is required for achieving social cooperation. 
Habits incorporate norms and translate them in regular patterns of behavior 
integrating a living being in his/her environment. The relation between habits 
and the environment is bi-directional. On the one hand, the outer environment 
shapes habits through processes of socialization. Social circumstances are also 
responsible for the activation or inhibition of specific habits, which can be 
masked without being changed. Processes of socialization and masking denote 
different ways whereby the environment influences agents’ habitual responses. 
On the other hand, habits shape the social environment by producing regular 
and expectable patterns of action. Social action is, therefore, essentially shaped 
by habit, which in turn is shaped by social circumstances. Habit is, however, a 
reflexive dispositional property, which means that it encompasses a degree of 
flexibility, something conveyed by the concept of learning. As a consequence, 
habit are not the blind repetition of the same behavioral sequence, such as in a 
stimulus-response pattern. As scholars in the social interactionist tradition have 
contended, habitual tendencies or dispositions are neither rigid nor blind, and 
the feedback obtained by their exercise can lead to their modification.

While habitual accounts of action are quite diffused in psychology, anthro-
pology, sociology, and economics, they have traditionally played a less signifi-
cant function in political theory. However, adopting a habit-based theory of 
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action may bear significant consequences in this domain too. With reference to 
democratic theory, a habitual account of action may contribute to challenging 
the idea that intentional states are the sole sources of democratic legitimacy.26 
Political theorists tend to think that political behavior is fully rational only when 
based on intentional states (rational preferences), and irrational otherwise. A 
habit-based conception of social action reverses this view insofar as it points to 
rational sources that are embedded in habitual action, rather than opposed to 
it. For example, an actor’s routinely voting for the same party, or reacting in the 
same way when she perceives a social interaction as unjust, does not mean that 
her behavior is irrational, blind. Moreover, the habitual structure of action does 
in no way pre-empt the freedom to act and react otherwise, were one to perceive 
the relevant circumstances under a different light. But habits can be at odds with 
an actor’s intentional states, and lead to actions opposite to those that we would 
predict when relying on knowledge of his explicit beliefs. For example, undemo-
cratic behavior such as racial discrimination can happen under the cover of genu-
inely non-racist intentional states. Debates in critical race theory have notably 
shown that racial and discriminatory attitudes are often tacitly inscribed in ways 
of acting of which the agent is often unaware, so that an individual may combine 
the abstract endorsement of anti-racist values – and the self-deluded idea of not 
being a racist – with deeply engrained racial habits.27 The obvious consequence 
is that undemocratic norms may well continue to persist under the guise of tacit 
and non-problematized undemocratic habits. We know today beyond reasonable 
doubt that forms of privilege and discrimination such as those associated with 
gender, race, religion, social status operate as unseen, invisible, even seemingly 
nonexistent determinants of action. The obvious implication of this analysis in 
terms of habits is that we should devise social and political means to develop 
democratic habits, rather than continue to focus on the question of how to 
democratize values or ideas.

According to habit-based theories of action, to fully understand and explain 
political behavior we need to drop classical means-end individualistic concep-
tions of human rationality, to adopt instead a broader view of the rationality of 
action that is adaptive, temporally extended, and collective. While I cannot enter 
into a detailed analysis here,28 it can at least be pointed out that such a concep-
tion of rationality emphasizes that what appear irrational from the perspective 

26 Achen and Bartels (2016) is a clear example of how this assumption dominates normative as 
well as empirical studies. I explore this line of criticism in details in Frega (2018).
27 See for example Sullivan (2006); MacMullan (2009), both explicitly relying on habit as a key 
concept to analyze and criticize contemporary forms of racism.
28 But see Frega (2018).
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of the actual match between an individual’s beliefs and his actions, may reveal a 
higher degree of rationality when seen in the medium-long term perspective that 
habits require to adjust to changed situations. Studies of political behavior show 
for example that mismatch between preferences and behavior may take as long as 
a generation to be overcome. This fact, when seen from the usual individualistic 
theory of rationality cannot but appear irrational, as scholars of political behav-
ior have often noted. On the other hand, if we consider rationality to be an adap-
tive strategy, then the kind of inertia introduced by habits appears as a powerful 
stabilizer that help a society avoid the potential disruption produced by more 
rapid forms of behavioral adjustment to local circumstances.

These examples show that intentional states such as beliefs are often the 
result of less reflective and more permanent states such as habits and disposi-
tions. The upshot of this view is twofold. First, agent’s consistency and rational-
ity should be interpreted in the long term perspective of habitualized patterns 
of thinking and action, rather than in those of a local correspondence between 
action and belief at a given point in time. Second, habits have a normative rel-
evance of their own in explaining individuals’ behavior, so that habits turn out to 
be more important predictors of democratic behavior than beliefs. In other words, 
to predict a society’s degree of compliance with democratic norms, we should 
investigate people’s habits, rather than people’s values and beliefs. Not a small a 
revolution for contemporary political science.

6.2  �Patterns of Social Interaction

As explained in Section 3, patterns of social interaction29 define an interstitial 
dimension of social order which nests between the level of individual habits, 
values and preferences on the one hand, and the social level of institutionally 
organized forms on the other. Whilst habits are the material upon which social 
interactions are established, habits alone are not a sufficient condition for the 
existence of a normative order, their actualization depending upon contextual 
circumstances. Indeed, as the section on interactional order has shown, social 
interactions are shaped also by factors which are immanent to interactions them-
selves. Certainly, if individuals were not capable of stable dispositions to act, 
social regularities in conduct would be extremely difficult to achieve. These regu-
larities, however, must be kept ontologically distinct from individual habits, and 

29 I use the expression “patterns of social interaction” instead of order of interaction to avoid 
confusing my own approach with A. Rawls’. Yet the idea of pattern, like that of order, refers to a 
set of norms that regulates and organizes a plurality of interactions.
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the notion of patterns of social interaction is, to this extent, preferable to that of 
collective habits, as it helps avoiding confusion between the two levels.

Individuals encounter the outer social world as a world full with normative 
expectations, usually wrapped up in sanctioned ways of saying and doing. Pat-
terns of interaction involve a plurality of individuals (at least two), for example 
the way in which a customer and a shopkeeper interact during their commer-
cial transaction, or the way two strangers look at each other and maybe solve 
interactional troubles such as rights of precedence when jumping on a bus. But 
there are also, as explained above, the normative orders that are immanent to 
interactions themselves, for example the way strangers stand in line waiting their 
turn to be served, usually respecting an order of precedence while being sensi-
tive to exceptions and circumstances, without needing every time to re-establish 
queuing rules (Goffman 1983). Patterns are immanent to social situations in a way 
that habits are not. It is indeed in interaction with others that individual disposi-
tions may give rise to social regularities. A pattern of social interaction is a form of 
regularity that characterizes social interactions, transforming disparate interac-
tions into a social practice endowed with its own normative order. Patterns need 
not be rooted in explicit norms such as legal codes, although this may sometimes 
be the case. Either way, patterns of social interaction embed norms establishing 
expectations concerning how individuals should treat each other according to 
variables which are generally related to two types of conditions: individual status 
and situational circumstances.

Status-based variables have dominated the largest part of human associ-
ated living, where patterns of interaction have been codified according to status 
markers such as the gender, age, race, education, religion, or economic position 
of the interacting partners. In non-egalitarian societies, as was notably the case in 
European societies of ancien régime, social status defines positional roles which in 
turn specify asymmetric rights and duties. Status based positional roles cannot be 
exchanged, and define therefore non-reciprocal and fixed types of relations among 
social actors. In egalitarian societies, patterns of interaction tend to be shaped by 
roles which are designed according to functional expectations, and which in prin-
ciple can be occupied by every individual, such as employer or employee, public 
officer, teacher, student, parent, or child. Patterns of interaction are obviously also 
context dependent: workplaces elicit interaction patterns that differ from those 
elicited by schools or by families. Moreover, different types of workplaces, or dif-
ferent families, elicit in turn diverse patterns of social interaction.

Patterns of social interaction instantiate in the most concrete way the way 
individuals treat each other, and to this extent they are politics made flesh. 
At its deepest, political experience is relational: it is the experience of how a 
representative interacts with those he or she represents, of how a man interacts 
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30 There are of course exceptions, but they usually concern specific situations or examples. 
There is no study that I am aware of that tackles this question at the theoretical level of a theory 
of democracy.

with a woman, a White with a Black, a catholic with a muslim, an employer with 
an employee, a father with a son, a citizen with an immigrant, a stranger with 
another stranger. We experience the social world as a world of relations, we value 
others in terms not only of their qualities, but especially of the relations we can 
establish with them (Kolodny 2003). Spatial segregation in racialized societies, 
rules of precedence during the ancien régime, forms of gendered deference in tra-
ditional societies, relations of subordination in a capitalist system, distribution 
of authority according to age groups, are among the politically most relevant pat-
terns of social interaction. Even when these patterns are not specified in explicit 
norms, they shape collective life in depth, by establishing how someone’s status 
determines her role within social relations. These patterns of interaction specify 
authorized and prohibited types of relations, give shape to legitimate expecta-
tions, and tacitly define the limits of what one is entitled to expect and do in 
a given social interaction. They define the overall social framework that make 
social encounters possible, and that establishes its very possibilities. Social inter-
actions do never take place in the void, but always within the framework of pat-
terned social expectations.

Whilst generally neglected by democratic theory,30 patterns of social inter-
action have been acknowledged by social theory as a central feature of politics. 
Their political relevance is twofold. On the one hand, patterns of social interac-
tion translate normative principles into concrete social relations, giving visible 
form to what a social group considers legitimate ways of treating others. On the 
other hand, they provide the arena where social norms can be contested and 
transformed. Studies in the tradition of social interactionism have notably shown 
the relevance of social encounters for the negotiation of normative orders. One 
can refer also to studies of social movements as they show how new relational 
experiences have been at the origin of deep transformations in political values, 
of how negotiations of the interaction order brought about by marginalized indi-
viduals and groups have deeply transformed our understanding of the basic nor-
mative principles which define democracy. In these and similar cases what is at 
stake is not the simple demand of a more consistent application of norms whose 
content is already established but, rather, the re-creation of the normative prin-
ciples which guide established patterns of social interaction. It is indeed by chal-
lenging these patterns that our understanding of what equality means, of what 
legitimates authority, of what qualifies as a form of exclusion, of what it means to 
be free, has been shaped.
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6.3  �Forms of Organization

By forms of organization I refer to the institutionalized arrangements through 
which a social unit achieves the internal coordination of its forces. They include 
decision-making procedures, operating rules, statutes and codes, temporal and 
spatial arrangements, organizational schemes of work, institutional design, 
formal roles. They possess a degree of formalization and institutionalization 
unmatched by patterns of social interaction. Moreover, they are usually the 
result of an intentional process aimed at introducing regularity within social 
interactions, and they often rely on forms of material support, a point that has 
been convincingly explained by ANT theory.31 Forms of organizations shape and 
orient social interactions from the level of loosely structured voluntary organiza-
tions such as neighborhood associations to that of highly sophisticated business 
corporations, churches, or political systems. Forms of organization stabilize 
social interactions by making them explicit. They are “concerted methods of 
regulated interaction” (Dewey 1925, p. LW1:154). Even granting that society con-
sists mostly of regulated and repeated interactions, recursiveness and repetition 
require some form of external support to persist in time. This function is accom-
plished by organizational forms such as firms and hospitals, and by institutions 
such as markets and the state. Besides accomplishing functions that are neces-
sary for the survival of a social unit in time, organizations and institutions play 
also a major role in enabling and constraining social interactions. First, by con-
stituting arenas where individuals interact according to highly codified patterns. 
Second, by setting the terms of broader interactional schemes, as is the case of 
institutions such as the market, but also such as the marriage. In either way, by 
imposing regular patterns of behavior, they orient social interactions and shape 
individual habits, producing a sort of “downward causation” from institutions 
to individuals. As institutionalists contend, this process is mediated through 
habits, rather than through instincts, behavior, or intentional states (Hodgson 
2004).

Institutions such as the corporation, the liberal state, the bureaucracy, the 
university have organizational forms: concrete assemblage of rules, roles, mate-
rial artifacts that in different ways contribute to stabilizing patterns of social 
interaction. These institutional arrangements enable or constrain individual 
freedom, promote or hamper egalitarian relations, favor or restrain the develop-
ment of cooperative and solidaristic interactions among social members. In these 
and related manners, social and political institutions concretely produce and 

31 See, for example Marres (2016).
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reproduce normative orders. In so doing, they help sustain or impede the democ-
ratization of a society and play a great role in the implementation of democratic 
norms. The implication of this approach for democratic theory is quite straight-
forward and amounts to a significant enlargement of the institutional scope of 
a normative theory of democracy. On the one hand, by extending the scope of 
democracy as a method for decision-making and conflict-resolution beyond the 
scope of formal political institutions: participatory schemes within private firms, 
accountable delegation to management, cooperative learning methods within 
educational institutions, new forms of peer production, are some examples of 
how democratic norms can steer a social unit. Organizations can also be sites of 
normative innovation: sites where abstract ideas and principles are translated 
into practice, their consequences assessed, their meaning transformed accord-
ingly.32 On the other hand, by investigating the normative quality of organizational 
structures as such, asking how the organizational form adopted by a given social 
unit promotes or hampers the actuation of the norms that define democracy as 
a social idea. Workplace life is a paradigmatic case of a social unit in which the 
question of the democratic implications of forms of organization is most evident, 
in both meanings noted above. One may inquire for example into how representa-
tive or direct forms of participation are or should be implemented within private 
firms. But one may also discuss how normative expectations are embedded in the 
design of models of production, in the definition of professional roles, in the dis-
tribution of functions across units, or in the re-organization of work and leisure 
spaces. When examined from the perspective of an interactionist social ontology, 
the democratization of the workplace appears to largely exceed the conventional 
concern for accountability, decision-making, or self-government.

7  �Conclusion
In its anti-idealist stance, the social ontology of democracy tells us that it is  
through their embodiment in the individual habits, patterns of social interaction, 
and organizational forms that values and norms shape and organize everyday 
social interactions. Without this ontological rooting, values and norms would 
remain detached and devoid of concrete efficacy. Democracy as a norm for social 
life, therefore, exists only thanks to the specific habits, patterns and forms that 
enable and promote interactions among human beings that we qualify as demo-
cratic. The task of a social ontology of democracy consists, therefore, in artic-

32 This is the most relevant lesson of democratic experimentalism. See Frega (2019, Ch. 7).



182      Roberto Frega

ulating this basic intuition in more specific ways, by explaining which habits, 
patterns and forms are more conducive to the development of a democratic way 
of life, by explaining how they concretely shape interactions, by devising effec-
tive ways to promote the habits, patterns, and forms most conducive to demo-
cratic interactions. Such an approach is, obviously, much more demanding than 
standard accounts of democracy which are content with listing the institutional 
arrangements and legal requirements that democracy as a norm exacts on us.

The idea here defended is that whatever the normative principles upon which 
a democratic theory is built, they need to be articulated in terms of how they 
are embedded into habits, patterns, and forms, because habits, patterns, and 
forms have a normative power of their own, the power to bring ideas to life. In 
other terms, a theory of democracy should be deemed incomplete till its norma-
tive expectations will have been specified in terms of which habits, patterns, and 
forms are required for the democratic norm to effectively steer a given social unit. 
These requirements will vary according to the basic normative assumptions of 
which a given theory of democracy consists. Whether one prioritizes freedom, 
equality, solidarity, or another normative principle, or whether one tries to rec-
oncile them, in every case the theory will have to specify its normative content in 
terms of the habits, patterns, and forms that will constitute its socio-ontological 
underpinnings.

Habits, patterns, and forms, in addition, are not general and abstract fea-
tures, but tend to be highly context dependent, so that implementing democracy 
as a norm at diverse social sites will likely require the development of habits, pat-
terns, and forms, that at least in part will be site-specific. Indeed, we should not 
expect that democratizing a national political community, a multinational corpo-
ration, a small firm, an educational institutions, a non-profit organization, or a 
public administration will require the development of the same habits, patterns, 
and forms. Many will be similar, as the normative core of democracy has features 
common to most social situations. But there is not much else that can be said in 
advance of a more detailed empirical investigation of the type of social unit in 
question. Such an investigation is needed in order to clarify its social functions, 
external and internal constraints, existing social roles, the nature of the expecta-
tions as well as of the obligations it forces upon its members. A child in a family, a 
pupil in a school, an employee in a firm, and a citizen in a state are all to a certain 
extent dependent and subordinate individuals within a web of social relations. 
Yet the kind of asymmetric authority to which they are subjected, the nature and 
the consequences of the authority relations, the type of freedom to which each 
role entitles one, the nature of equality each relation creates, are so diverse that 
very different normative expectations are indeed appropriate for each of these 
social units. Therefore, what may prove to be legitimate and consistent with the 
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democratic norm within one of these social units, may prove illegitimate and 
undemocratic when transferred to another type of social unit.

This approach can be applied to a variety of social settings such as the work-
place, social and political movements, private and public institutions, political 
parties, and political communities. Thanks to its solid roots in social theory, this 
approach will likely provide precise clues about how to improve the democratic 
quality of a social unit, and to develop specific policy guidelines to tackle the 
deep democratic deficits we are facing today. In conclusion, the generative power 
of habits, patterns, and forms, supported by processes of habitualization and 
institutionalization, provides the conceptual mediation to explain how norma-
tive principles can be embedded in social life, and transformed in concrete pat-
terns of action.
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