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Abstract  

This  thesis (i )  p resen t s  a critique o f  s t ructural and socialisation 

persp e c t ives in role theory , ( ii )  argues for a philosophical and 

theore tical posit ion of trans individual ism in the explanation of behaviour , 

( i ii)  examines the compatib i l ity of  current psy cho logical and sociological 

theo ries with such a position , ( iv) reviews dis cont inui ties between theory 

me thodology and interpretation in s t udies of role , (v) deve lops a 

comprehens ive theoretical model for the analys is of  individua l and 

s ocial sy s t em inte rac t ions via the mediating concep t of role , 

(vi) p resents a me thodology approp riate to the examinat ion of  the 

general mode l in respect  to a small  scale social sys tem,  (vii)  reports 

the re sults of  the empirical inves t iga tion , and (vi i i) summarises and 

dis cusses the relevance of these f indings to the p roposed theore t ical 

and methodo logical issues . I t  is conc lude d that b o th theory and 

methodo logy , having been suppo rted by the empirical inves t i gation of a 

small  s cale s ocial system,  might use fully be fur ther applied to larger 

and more complex social sys t ems . 



Pr�face and Acknowledgemen ts 

This thes i s  is the result of a comb ination of theore tical 

interests  in the contribut ions made by philosophy , socio logy and 

psychology to the understanding of human behaviour . It is a lso an 

outcome of the belief  that e xplanat ions of behaviour mus t ,  of necessity, 

incorpora te ins ights  from e ach o f  these areas rather than re ly on the 

myop ic and f requent ly de termini s t i c  assump tion of the separate dis cip lines, 

Howeve r ,  at temp ts to  integrate the perspe ctives of  various disciplines 

inevitab ly invo lve the problem of oppos ing assumpt ions. This p roblem 

is wel l  il lus trate d by the current debate over role theory , the e f ficacy 
. 

o f  which is o ften the focal point o f  misgivings concerning the naive 

(but grandiose)  c laims o f  all dis c ip l ines save the author ' s own . As a 

consequence , the maj or p urpose o f  this  thesis is to provide a general 

theoret i ca l  model whi ch offers a tentat ive integration of the various 

perspe c t ives . The intention is to out l ine and evaluate an interac tive 

p aradigm for the analys is of  ind ividua l-social sys tem relati ons . 

This is in itself  an abs t ra c t  and rather grand pursui t . The 

potential grandeur of the activity of theory cons truction is however , 

limited by another of  the author ' s  convi ctions : that the deve lopmen t 

o f  the o ry should b e  closely tied t o  such tests of the prop os i tions as 

a re avai lab l e . Moreove r ,  such tes ts  should b e ,  in the final resort , 

conducted in naturalis t ic, rather than experimen tal , set tings as 

exp lana t ions confined to expe rimen tal conditions are un l ikely to be 

accep tab le i f  they fail to accoun t  for phenomena in the real world of  

social interac t ion . Thus , theory i s  seen to be  an abs t ra c t  guide whi ch 

can be use d to give f orm and meaning t o  o therwise mis cellaneous data. 

At the s ame time , theory is seen to be  j us t ifiable only inasmuch as it 

is able to give f o rm and meaning to emp irical observat ions. 

I f  a theory organises obs e rvat ions so as to  produce con tradictions 

and obvious absurdi ties then the t heory i tself mus t  be  que s tioned . Th is 

thesis argues that role theory is current ly at the poin t  o f  reformulat ion 

because of  the con tradic tions and abs urdi ties currently p roposed in 

a t temp t s  to  e xp lain the empirical data p rovided by inve s t i gators into 

role . 

The s e cond purpose o f  this thes is is therefore t o  examine and 

clarify certain o f  the methodo log i c a l  p roblems associated with curren t 

investigations into rol e .  These p rob l ems s t em from two main confus ions : 



firs t ly ,  the theoretical confus ion be tween leve ls of  analys is which 

differ in thei r  ass ump tions and in the kinds of  relationships they 

p ropose , and s e condly , the methodological confusion involved in the 

employmen t o f  s tatis t i ca l  techniques based on as sump tions at odds with 

the theoret ical p remisses . The methodological procedures employe d in 

the curren t thesis are , therefore , j us ti f ied by app eal to the 

requiremen ts  o f  the theory and by the limita tions imposed by the 

resea rch case . 

The theoret ical model i t s e l f  canno t ,  however ,  be tested directly . 

The me thodology is app lie d to a se t o f  intermediary hypotheses which 

relate the theory in dire ctional form to the dat a .  This is n o t  t o  say 

tha t the theory can be sub s t antiated s imply through the verification 

of the hypotheses . Indeed , many of the hypotheses fail  to  gain 

conf irmation . The results'of  the ana lys is can however s t i l l  be usefully 

and parsimoniously interp reted according to the proposed mode l . 

The re lations b e tween the theo re t i cal rndde l and the emp irical 

research are in this case , as in any o ther , intricate . In the f i rst  

p l ace the theoretical mode l b o th informs the formulation of  hypo the ses 

re lated to a particular context and determines the approp riateness  of 

particular methodologies .  However ,  the results of  the analysis prepared 

on the basis of  the theory may contrad ict the part icular hypotheses 

and ye t not contradict the theore t ical  model . Such an apparen t  paradox 

is  e xplained by the fact that theoret i ca l  mode ls are necessari ly abs trac t ,  

hyp o theses and methodology necessari ly concrete . Ye t this paradoxi cal 

balance be tween the abs tract and the concrete , the imaginative and the 

p rosai c ,  is  crucial to the p rogres s o f  research . 

Any s uch progress as has been made in the current research owes a 

cons ide rab le deb t  to the following f riends : 

Professors Raymond S .  Adams and Graeme S .  Fraser for the ir 
s upe rvision,  expertise and s upport during various crises ; 

Dr . Co lin Boswe l l  for ass is tance with the writ ing of  the 
programmes ; 

My colleagues in the departmen ts of  e ducation and sociology 
who debated issues wi th me at  great length and showed so 
few s i gns o f  impat ience ; 

The s t udents and s ta f f  o f  the tutorial s chool of  Palmers ton 
North Hosp ital who gave both their cooperation and encouragement ; 

Mrs . Jenny Cox and Mrs. Marion McAlpine who organised and typed 
early versions of various chap te rs ; 

Mrs . Kirsten Morgan for her immensely profess ional approach t o  
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