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Since my earliest days as an intellectual I have been 
preoccupied with the problems of social action and 
social order and with the possibilities of develop-
ing approaches to these problems that avoid the 
extremes of one-dimensional thought. I have always 
been convinced that tense dichotomies, while vital as 
ideological currents in a democratic society, can be 
overcome in the theoretical realm.

My theoretical concerns first took form during the 
late 1960s and early 1970s when I participated in the 
student protest movements as an undergraduate  at 
Harvard College and as a graduate student at the 
University of California, Berkeley. New Left Marxism 
represented a sophisticated effort to overcome the 
economism of vulgar Marxism, as it tried to reinsert 

the actor into history. Because it described how material structures are interpenetrated 
with culture, personality, and everyday life, New Left Marxism—which for better or worse 
we largely taught ourselves—provided my first important training in the path to theoretical 
synthesis, which has marked my intellectual career.

In the early 1970s, I became dissatisfied with New Left Marxism, in part for political and empir-
ical reasons. The New Left’s turn toward sectarianism and violence frightened and depressed 
me, whereas the Watergate crisis demonstrated America’s capacity for self-criticism.  
I decided that capitalist democratic societies provided opportunities for inclusion, pluralism, 
and reform that could not be envisioned even within the New Left version of Marxian thought.

Yet, there were also more abstract theoretical reasons for leaving the Marxian approach 
to synthesis behind. As I more fully engaged classical and contemporary theory, I realized 
that this synthesis was achieved more by hyphenating—psychoanalytic-Marxism, cultural-
Marxism, phenomenological-Marxism—than by opening up the central categories of action 
and order. In fact, the neo-Marxist categories of consciousness, action, community, and cul-
ture were black boxes. This recognition led me to the traditions that supplied the theoretical 
resources upon which New Left Marxism had drawn. I was fortunate in this graduate student 
effort to be guided by Robert Bellah and Neil Smelser, whose ideas about culture, social 
structure, and sociological theory made an indelible impression upon me and continue to be 
intellectual resources today.

In Theoretical Logic in Sociology (1982–1983), I published the results of this effort. The idea for 
this multivolume work began germinating in 1972, after an extraordinary encounter with Talc-
ott Parsons’s masterpiece, The Structure of Social Action, allowed me to see my problems with 
Marxism in a new way. Later, under the supervision of Bellah, Smelser, and Leo Lowenthal,  
I worked through classical and contemporary theory with this new framework in mind.

My ambition in Theoretical Logic was to show that Durkheim and Weber supplied extensive 
theories of the culture that Marx had neglected and that Weber actually developed the first 
real sociological synthesis. I concluded, however, that Durkheim ultimately moved in an 
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