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Since the study of macro and micro interrelations requires measurement of reciprocal
effects over time, the problem is usually concepinalized more narrowly. This paper dem-
ansirates how macro-micro finks in a theory of gender stratification can put soctetal
problems in context and show how these problems are reflected in individual lives. In-
dustrialization disturbed gender stratification patterns when macrotrends in mortality,
educaiion, fertility, labor force participation, and artificial infant feeding (which en-
abled a baby to survive separation from its mother) increased women's productivity
compared to men's. Bui the same trends so increased the cost of children that population
maintenance has become a problem in the West. Measures to stabilize fertility must
spread childrearing costs more widely, thereby improving women's siatus.

he 1989 annual meering of the American

Sacialogical Association had, perhaps for
the first time, twao themes. One was the AJDS
crisis, a health care nightmare which is now be-
coming a subject for sociological research. The
other theme, and the topic of this address, con-
cemns the interrelations of macro and micro
theory and research. It is a broad theme, al-
most as broad as the discipline itself. There is
good reason for such breadth.

The privilege of choosing a theme for the
annual meeting increases the tendency for presi-
dents o take themselves very very seriously.
As Erving Goffman observed in the address
that he was too sick to deliver in this room
seven years ago, when presidents of scholarly
associations take office, they find a podium
attached. They are encouraged to demonstrate
that they are indeed absessed by what their
election proved they were already known to be
obsessed by and they are led to feel that whar
they represent is just what their intellectual
community wants represented. Presenting their
addresses, they come to feel like temporary
guardizns of the discipline. “However large or
oddly shaped the hall, their self swells out to
fill it” (Goffman [983, p. 1).

Sobering. Thus, the macra-micro theme, which
is broad enough to encompass almost
everybody's favorite obsession,

* T am grateful to William Form for suggesting
this topic and for eriticizing this paper.

The interrelationships of macro- and mi-
cralevel theory and data concern all social and
behavioral sciences that study both individuals
and collectivities like nations, firms, and large
organizations. The basic problem is to explain
how persons affect collectivities and how col-
lectivities affect persons over time. However,
to conceptualize and measure reciprocal effects
aver time is a formidable undertaking. We are
anly at the beginning of the beginning of this
task (Campbell 1983). In practice, most schol-
ars canceptualize the problem only along one
direction, from micro to macro or from macrao
to micro, the approach of this paper.

THE CONTEXT IN SOCIOLOGY

To set my remarks in context, [ first briefly
review the history of the problem in sociology.
Few scholars debated macro and micro rela-
tions until the 1960s when Homans tried to
reduce sociology to social behaviorism (Collins
1988a, p. 376). His attack on macrosaciology
was joined by interpretive sociologists who
(with a few notable exceptions) tended not to
share Homans' view of the requirements of
scientific research. Their thearies tended to be
radically anti-collectivist (Alexander 1987, p.
54) and they were being attacked for failing to
take social structure into account. The actor was
not seen as bringing a previously defined col-
lective order into play (Alexander 1988, p. 87).
Much of the ensuing discussion was conducted

Americén Saciological Review, 1990, Vol. 535 (February:1-10) 1



2

AMERICAN SOCIOLOGICAL REVIEW

by militant microsociologies as a war against
macrosociology although they disagreed sharply
aver the type of microsociology to replace it
(Collins 1988a, p. 386).

During most of this period, macrosocialo-
gists paid little attention to the contraversy
because, first, it seemed irrelevant. As Goffman
(1974, p. 13) said, social organization and struc-
ture can be studied quite nicely without refer-
ence to social psychology. Macrotheory must
account for patterns of sacial relations nat on
the basis of motives but on the basis of external
constraints and opportunities for social relations
created by population compasition and the struc-
ture of positions in the social environment (Blau
1987, p. 75).

Second, the controversy was muddied by
disagreement zbout the meaning of the words
micro and macro. Everyone agreed that micro
refers to something small. Beyond this, soci-
ologists divided into twa camps.

One camp included interpretive sociologists,
who tended to equate macro with “quantita-
tive” and micro with “qualitative” sociology.
This definition puts their own waork, based on
individual data, in the micro category but it
implicitly excludes other work based on indi-
vidual data (status attainment, for example)
when those data are collected with methods that
involve a quantitative and qualitative mix like
that of survey research. To my knowledge, no
other social and behavioral science scholars so
use these words. As Berger, Eyre, and Zelditch
(forthcoming) point out, it is wrong to use mi-
cro to mean a small unstructured action system
whtle macro refers to a large unstructured sys-
tern without action. This treats the analytic
aspects of micro- and macrotheories as being
correlated when in fact they are independent
and raises fruitless questions abaut relationships.

The other camp includes everyone else:
macrosociologists, exchange theorists, life
course thearists, and so on. Whatever else they
disagree about, they tend to equate micro with
individual- and macre with collective-level
events, using the words much as economists
do.

Some sociologists in this large residual cate-
gory see the prablem as one of showing how
micro affects macro in a theoretically general-
izing way (Collins 19384, p. 244). For sociolo-
gists, the natural unit of gbservation has been
the individual. Thus, the analysis must maove
from the individual level of observation ta the
system level where the problem of interest

usually lies (Coleman 1987, p. 153) But how
ta move remains an unsolved problem thart re-
quires the integration of exchange theory and
macrostructure (Blau 1987, p. 84). The extent
to which the problem is solvable remains to be
seen.

Other sociologists have taken a macro-to-
micro approach. One fruitful example is the
life course perspective. [t mixes history, social
psychology, and demography with powerful
quantitative techniques that can now handle both
the timing and sequencing of events (Blalock
1989). Life course theorists examine cohort
and period effects on individuals with data taken
from historical demography, social history, and
recent longitudinal studies (Elder 1984). These
studies necessarily focus only on the industrial
era because they require data that can be ana-
lyzed quantitatively.

Like the life course theorists, [, tog, am con-
cemed with macro-ta-micro effects — but not
justin the industrial era. Since 1970, my favor-
ite absession has been gender stratification, how
wamen’s power and prestige relative to men’s
varies by time and place. The only way to de-
velop an adequate theory is to compare the
impact of ecological conditions and subsistence
technologies on social organization and indi-
vidual behavior over time. Only a theory that
takes both preindustrial and industrial technol-
agy inte account can put into context concrete
problems that U8, society faces today and
demonstrate how these problems are reflected
in individual lives.

PERIOD EFFECTS ON A 1967 COHORT

The events that { experienced led me to con-
clude that the macro-micro link is best ap-
proached as a substantive problem using com-
parative and historical data—which make sense
only in the contexr of a general theory. [ begin
by describing the direction in which my work
was shoved by period effects on the 1967 crop
of Ph.Dvs.

Entering graduate schaol in the 1960s, I chase
sociology because it examined societal con-
straints on individual behavior. Perhaps [ wanted
to know why I had been a housewife for 14
years when [ liked books better than house-
work. I saw stratification as the heart of socicl-
ogy. Duncan and Schnore’s {1959 POET madel
(population, organization, ecology and technol-
ogy) included the variables with the most power
to explain stratification comparatively and his-



