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1. Introduction

"Every man is guilty of all the good he did not do." Voltaire

"I often say that sociology is a martial art, a means of self-defense. Fundamentally, you use it to defend yourself, without having the right to use it for unjust attacks." – Pierre Bourdieu

“However selfish man is supposed to be, there is evidently something in his nature that interests him in the prosperity of others, and makes their happiness necessary to him; what he gains is nothing but the pleasure of seeing it in others.” Adam Smith

"Happiness is a byproduct of function, purpose, and conflict; those who seek happiness for its own sake seek victory without war." – William Burroughs

"There is no force in the world as strong as the force of a person determined to rise. The human soul cannot be kept in chains forever." – W. E. B. Du Bois

"People today seem to feel the paradox of their existence more acutely than ever. They know that they themselves are the highest end to which all action should be subordinated, but the demands of action compel them to treat one another as instruments or obstacles, as means. The more widespread their control over the world is, the more they find themselves crushed by uncontrollable forces. Even though they are masters of the atomic bomb, it is created solely to destroy them. Each person has the irreplaceable taste of their own life in their mouth, yet each feels more insignificant than an insect in the vast collective whose boundaries coincide with those of the earth." ― Simone de Beauvoir, The Ethics of Ambiguity

Virtue is not a chemical product, as Taine once described it; it is a historical product, like language and literature. This means that if we stop caring about it, stop cultivating it, and stop passing on its accumulated values, a large part of it will become meaningless, like a dead language whose key we have lost. That, I would argue, is what has happened in our own lifetime. - T.S. Eliot, Values for Survival (1946)

The moral economy of a human society never has perfectly balanced books. - Talcott Parsons, 1964, 164

The world is out of balance, but exactly how this is manifested can be interpreted in various ways. One of many expressions of an era rife with imbalances is the cultural artifact known as the “NPC” meme, which is used here as a canvas to present the book’s content. The “NPC” meme originated on the online forum 4chan, which has been a source of radicalizing content that has spread via social media into the mainstream public sphere (Nagle, 2017). NPC is originally a term borrowed from the gaming world and stands for “non-playable character,” that is, a character in a game that you cannot play as but can interact with. These NPCs have no inner thoughts but simply react as they have been programmed in the game. The term “NPC” was used by the alt-right, among others, to disparage “normies” and, above all, leftists and liberals in the U.S. by the alt-right on 4chan (Nagle, 2017). The first meme was this one, published by an anonymous user on 4chan (shown here on the right). In the meme, on the left, you see “Wojak,” also known as the “feels guy,” which was an earlier meme that captured the experience of being depressed, brooding, and alienated in the face of modernity. To the right of Wojak is the NPC, who lacks an inner monologue, much like a non-playable character in a video game. The exclamation mark often signals in games that the character has a mission or something to say if you approach and interact with it, where everything it says is pre-programmed.
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The NPC meme reflects a contemporary society that is deeply out of balance for several reasons. First, those who create and spread these memes find themselves in a perceived state of marginalization, which makes the idea that they should be at the center of society appealing. In this environment, ideas of anti-feminism and misogyny, authoritarianism and xenophobia, conspiracy theories, and anti-science are intertwined (Gallagher & Topinka, 2023). These often young men combine a self-image of having seen through the world and being smarter than “normies” with a lack of self-awareness regarding the fact that their conclusions suffer from similar deficiencies in reflexivity as the “normies” they consider themselves morally superior to. Research has shown that these memes have gone mainstream and exerted political influence (Gallagher & Topinka, 2023). The fact that these memes can spread and have actually had an impact on politics points to a fragile public sphere with a lack of resilience against memetic influence. It is a fragile public sphere reinforced by a mediocre economy where billionaires can exert disproportionate influence by owning both tech companies and media companies, with minimal resistance from a mediocre, unbalanced citizenry. These meme warriors believe they have taken the “red pill” so they can see through the Matrix. The problem is that they are still trapped in multiple layers of imbalances that prevent them from seeing the full complexity of reality. However, the meme warriors’ sense of superiority and naive belief that they have seen through reality is not something that sets them apart; rather, it is completely normalized, a phenomenon that is nevertheless illustrated quite well by the NPC meme. The meme from which the book’s cover is derived is a further development known as the “NPC crowd.” The NPC crowd meme was initially associated with criticism of left-leaning and liberal people who seemed to mindlessly accept the “propaganda” in the “mainstream media” (Gallagher & Topinka, 2023). The NPC meme was strategically used by the alt-right to influence the 2016 U.S. election (Gallagher & Topinka, 2023). This led to memetic influence being viewed as a threat to democracy, as it served as a means to trivialize and satirize dehumanizing discourses (Nagle, 2017; Gallagher & Topinka, 2023). It went so far that 1,500 accounts on Twitter (now X.com) were banned for using the NPC character.1 However, as the meme became mainstream, its specific meaning as a critique of left-liberal hegemony faded, evolving into more politically neutral jokes. The right-wing variant represents a more neutral use of the NPC meme, where the anonymous creator of the meme points out how people generally act like NPCs, while simultaneously portraying themselves as possessing a richer inner life than others.
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Why use the NPC as a lens for this book? The NPC illustrates the first part of the book, which presents Aristotelian Balance Theory (ABT) and focuses on imbalances in contemporary society. The NPC also illustrates the second part of the book, which is an application of ABT leading to the conclusion that we live in a morally mediocre society, The mediocre society. Focusing on the NPC meme does not mean stopping at a simple accusation that the other person is actually a NPC with statements like “look what an NPC he is,” but rather that the NPC is a tendency that is present in everyone to a greater or lesser extent. Nor is it to say that this is how we should view other people. The NPC views others as NPCs often due to a lack of moral imagination and a lack of caring curiosity towards others. The NPC is both the objectified expression of the other and an objectification of oneself. Allow me, nevertheless, to dwell on the NPC as a cultural artifact to be taken seriously, without taking it literally.

What we encounter in the NPC meme is an aesthetic of flatness and emptiness, created, like many other memes, in Microsoft Paint. There is nothing sublime, nothing enchanting, no nuances, and not even a real face. Instead, we encounter a caricature of a human being who exists in the world without expression. The NPC is a “liminal” being that reflects a world filled with liminal non-places (often colorless) such as hotels, airports, screens, or department stores (Augé, 2023), dominated by technicism and efficiency (Ellul, 1964). The NPC also reflects the preprogrammed certainty of an NPC, through today’s normalized, naive technocratic realism, that is, an arrogant belief that one has the solution to various social problems, yet one that is often built on conformist “common sense,” dogmatism, and factoids (Freidman, 2020; Kylhammar & Battail, 2003). The NPC is, of course, a exaggeration in that people are completely devoid of thought and reflexivity, but the “real” NPC nevertheless often possesses a reflexivity that is fragmented (Archer, 2007), cynical (Sloterdijk, 1987), or stunted (Alvesson & Spicer, 2012). The normalized mediocrity that the NPC illustrates is everywhere: in education, politics, the economy, the public sphere, technology, private life, relationships, and thinking. It is expressed in the potential of contemporary humans that is not realized but instead is consumed, withered away, distorted, rendered invisible, or thwarted. The society of mediocrity can therefore be said to be characterized by a population that could have done more but at the same time often feels morally superior or indifferent to its potential. The shame that contemporary humans feel often stems from an inability to live up to norms regarding a certain lifestyle, while simultaneously harboring a shamelessness regarding the fact that their conduct as moral beings is often quite mediocre. This mediocrity is also evident in the “special”: individualism, which is often an atomized pseudo-individuality (Adorno & Horkheimer, 2002), a dramatization of non-adventurous and non-heroic everyday life (Taylor, 2004; Simmel, 1971; Becker, 1973) and a “singularization”, that is, the experience of one’s life as so special that it is singular (Raekwetz, 2020).

The NPC captures several diagnoses applied to people today, which in ABT are viewed as imbalances. These include, for example: the tired and burned-out individual (Han, 2015, Mckerracher, 2023), the indifferent with an overstimulated, blasé attitude (Trenter, 2000, Simmel, 1971), the listless and out of rhythm (Collins, 2004), the theatrical (Asplund, 1987, Hochschild, 2012), entertainment-obsessed and passivized (Postman, 1984, Lefebvre, 1991), infantilized (Nieman, 2013), the conformist mass man (Reisman, 1950), moral blindness (Bauman & Lionides, 2013, Zerubavel, 2015), work-obsessed with atrophied abilities to cooperate and live (Paulsen, 2010, Arendt, 1998, Sennett, 2013), the happy robot (Mills, 1959), the organizational man (Whyte, 1956), the docile body (Foucault, 1979), a triumph of emptiness (Alvesson, 2011), ghostified (Thörnqvist, 2019), lonely in the mediated mass world (Debord, 1994, Turkle, 2011), a tamed realism where more utopian visions are seen as “cruel optimism” because they offer unnecessary or excessive hope (Estlund, 2020, Berlant, 2011), an affirmation of the everyday where the heroic has vanished (Taylor, 2004), and the objectification of technology that was supposed to be liberating (Ellul, 1964, Postman, 1991). The NPC captures a “therapized” contemporary era where one is “enough” and can release the pressure of the moral responsibility of being human, making room for a “lifestyle-fied” and hedonistic life where the highest goal is happiness (Furedi, 2004, Illouz, 2018). The NPC is often paralyzed in the face of the magnitude of the challenges that exist, leading to defenses such as downplaying problems, insisting that it is not futile to try to resist, or justifying the prevailing order, a process captured as “hypernormalization” that occurred at the end of the Soviet Union (Yurchak, 2006).

The NPC is also a mirror image of an average of unbalanced emotional expressions. The oscillation between laughter from entertainment, irritation over the fact that one does not live in a better society while simultaneously being part of the problem, and horror at the suffering of others while often contributing to that suffering structurally and indirectly in various ways. We are Parfit’s torturers of one another2, captured by the uncanniness of the NPC meme that Fisher has identified as a theme in modernity (2016). There is something uncanny about mediocrity in what it does to people, what it does to others. It brutalizes; it turns humans into monsters to one another, just as it does to other species through, for example, a brutalized food industry and animal experimentation.

The NPC can also be discerned in other contemporary images that similarly illustrate stark imbalances and contradictions: a golfer with a burning forest in the background3, billionaire Jeff Bezos sitting alone on a roller coaster4, a rolling robot delivering food slowly circling a homeless person lying on the street, food waste mixed with global food insecurity and starvation, caring for one’s own pet while eating animals from brutal factory farms, explosive political protests without any noticeable change (Jäger, 2026), school without scholé and leisure without rest (Nietzsche, 1997), passivized play in solitude (Illich, 1973), a mass society of loneliness, a complex world with a high degree of epistemic and moral uncertainty populated by people with arrogantly shameless certainty in their own views on social problems, celebrations of “heroes” without anything truly at stake, adventures lived out by surrogates on screens, oscillating between hobbits who ignore the outside world until they look up like hooligans in the political debate (Brennan, 2016), democracy as a core value and dominant discourse while today’s public spheres lack a strong reflexive will-formation and are often a “democracy of chance” (Fishkin, 2025; Page & Gilens, 2012), thinking without action and action without thought, the pursuit of happiness and love as primary goals rather than byproducts, while simultaneously wondering why life lacks meaning (Tjurfjell, 2026; Frankl, 2006; Illouz, 2018), specialization without systems thinking, conflict without cooperation or cooperation without conflict, and entertainment as the dominant force in a culture that trivializes and spectacularizes the serious (Debord, 1994, Postman, 1984). The world, societies, and individuals are out of balance, and this is what Aristotelian Balance Theory (ABT) focuses its analysis on.

ABT’s basic premise is that people strive for the good life by striking balances and making trade-offs across various dimensions. This striving and searching for the good life is overlooked by the NPC meme as a cultural artifact. Grayness is an aspect of being human, but the NPC meme fails to capture what Emma Enghahl has called (2024). The NPC meme serves as a projection surface for several recurring themes in sociology and social theory. However, this does not mean that sociology presents a gloomy or pessimistic view of society alone. The NPC is a counter-image of what life could be if more people could achieve higher levels of balance across life’s various dimensions. What the NPC meme misses is that people strive for the good and can be said to always act within “moral spaces” (Taylor, 2004). The concept of a “mediocre society” may sound derogatory and elitist, but it is intended to highlight the potential that virtually everyone misses, something children are socialized into from an early age. The NPC image serves here as a projection surface to illustrate a state where the pursuit of the good life is blocked, or where one has been misled about what the good is, and has become rigid, diminished, and reduced in vitality. We are smarter, wiser, braver, more adventurous, heroic, caring, inquisitive, creative, and inventive than we generally believe. Goffman has argued that the individual has the potential to be a “dangerous giant” capable of destroying the social conventions, structures, and figurations that dominate her (1961).5 Although sociology has been criticized for oversocializing humans (Wrong, 1961) and having an overly pessimistic view, many sociologists highlight human agency in various ways and point to its virtues (e.g., Engdahl, 2024, Paulsen, 2013, 2020, Rosa, 2019, Touraine, 1995, Taylor, 2004, Holmes, 2016, Mcgee, 2005, Furedi, 2019, 2011). ABT is a framework for centering the sociologization of virtue and morality and highlighting the moral potentials inherent in human beings. It is a theory for fostering an understanding of the pursuit of the good life, which is achieved through balancing and weighing considerations across various dimensions of equilibrium. ABT aims to capture the various dimensions that sociologists and social theory have explored, which suggest that humans can be more than just NPCs. Resonance rather than alienation (Rosa, 2019), way of life rather than lifestyle (Weber in McKerracher, 2023), thinking rather than functional stupidity (Alvesson & Spicer, 2012), action instead of pseudo-action (Zizek, 2016), communitas and solidarity (Turner, 1969), heroism instead of cowardice (Press, 2018, Furedi, 2019), wisdom (Flyvbjerg, 2006), creativity (Joas, 1996, Mead, 1934), playful community (Illich, 1973), autonomy, being an energy star (Collins, 2004), critical optimism (Holmes, 2016), craftsmanship and collaboration (Sennett, 2013), caring (Tronto, 1993), positive risk-taking (Furedi, 2019, Paulsen, 2020), and a moral striving for perfectionism (Marx & Engels, 1975). Among proto-sociologists, one also finds a focus on balance (Aristotle, 1998), group solidarity (Kahldun, 1976), and anti-dominance in Machiavelli’s republican class analysis (McCormick, 2011). As an illustration of contemporary humanity, the NPC meme is, moreover, too pessimistic about change. As a theory, ABT is based on the assumption that cognition and agency are distributed, limited, and varied. People can act and think differently if the situation changes. The imbalances I have listed above that can be projected onto the NPC can be reversed when sociality, materialities, and cultural technologies change.

The alt-right’s “NPC” meme is somewhat on the right track, but its critique of “normies” doesn’t go far enough. It is an analysis of society that lacks sociology as a “tool” for thinking (Bourdieu, 1998, 2001).6 It is a critique of normality without sociological awareness, which makes it difficult for the creator of the meme to see themselves as part of it. The alt-right’s NPC meme and the everyday joke of calling each other NPCs is an acknowledgment of the other’s lack of reflexivity, nothing more than that. But the NPC meme could be a start toward taking seriously the idea that something is wrong with normality and should be used for better purposes than simplification and the dogmatic dehumanization of a segment of the population simply because they have a different ideology, ethnicity, or gender. One way to view the purpose of sociology is that it can be a tool for problematizing normality and seeing the potential through real utopian thinking.

The NPC is the updated version of the last man (Nietzsche, 2006), but history is not “over” (Fukuyama, 2020); rather, contemporary imbalances drive history forward, leaving citizens who cannot autonomously govern themselves to fall victim to their own circumstances. The governance problem, as Luhmann (2012) termed it, is escalating to existential levels across multiple issues in a future that is becoming increasingly unpredictable, while contemporary humans often lead rather routine lives in a state of suspension. Marx wrote that capitalism has created both the best and the worst humanity has ever seen (Marx & Engels, 1998). The “mediocre society” is a concept designed to capture the fact that many of the world’s societies, and indeed global society as a whole, are a collection of the good and the bad, the beautiful and the ugly, the brutal and the humane, birth and death, decay and decay, objectification and subjectification, optimism and pessimism, enchantment and disenchantment, hedonism and flourishing, stupidity and wisdom, risk and security, optimism and pessimism, utopianism and apocalypse, conflict and cooperation.

The emergence of ABT is a typical creative process as described by Ronald Burt, in which the new is a combination of previous works woven together to create something new, without any particular creativity actually being attributable to the individual (2005). There was no plan to create a new theory; rather, it emerged as an outgrowth of thinking about what the goals and purpose of a sociologically grounded therapy, that is, sociotherapy, might be.7 While writing about the goals of sociotherapy, I began to see that there are several different goals that sociotherapy could have, since the pursuit of the good life is something very complex. A list of various goals centered on different concepts in sociology emerged, including concepts such as emotional energy (Collins, 2004), resonance (Rosa, 2019), consciousness-raising (Friere, 2000), freedom/emancipation (e.g., Habermas, 1984), reduced suffering (e.g., Illouz, 2018), positive risk orientation (Furedi, 2019), and a caring outlook (Paulsen, 2020). This list began to grow, and I started wondering if there was a way to systematize it. For some reason, I was reminded of Aristotle’s various moral virtues, 12 in number. Aristotle presents a complex picture of the good life that includes many different components that one must get right in order to live virtuously. Aristotle’s virtue ethics, combined with sociological ideas, ultimately led to an attempt at a “grand theory” at a time when grand theories do not have many practitioners within sociology (Mouzelis, 2005). ABT, as a heuristic attempt at a grand theory, centers its analysis around the concept of balance and the good life. The theory focuses on the balancing or moderating human being, homo compensatio.

Aristotelian Balance Theory (ABT) is partly a sociologization of Aristotle’s virtue ethics. The fact that Aristotle has not been sociologized more explicitly and systematically can be seen as a missed opportunity by sociologists to date, as Aristotle’s ideas are useful for living a good life, a point highlighted by both ancient and contemporary thinkers (Hall, 2018). The sociologization of other philosophers often yields good results. ABT is an attempt at a grand theory of how various balances and imbalances interact at the micro, meso, and macro levels. The theory proposed here is eclectic, with a conceptual framework built from a large part of the sociological canon and contemporary research. ABT can therefore be viewed as a meta-synthesis due to its attempt to incorporate such a large portion of the sociological tradition of ideas. Merton’s defense of middle-range theories (Crothers, 2021) has not deterred earlier theorists such as Giddens, Ritzer, Luhmann, and Bourdieu. By proposing a grand theory, it is simply a matter of stating that the division of labor among sociologies requires multiple approaches: middle-range, grand theory, empiricists, and theorists. ABT is an attempt to synthesize various middle-range theories into a currently heuristic framework. ABT is an attempt to better understand, explain, and address the “governance problem,” as Luhmann termed it. The goal is for ABT to better meet this challenge than previous grand theory attempts, while simultaneously helping to force analyses to become more multifaceted in order to capture the complexity of the governance problem, a task that middle-range theories cannot accomplish.

Central to ABT is the metaphor of balance for addressing governance issues from the micro to the macro level. Life as a balancing act emphasizes that humans are faced with trade-offs between different paths to take, values, and actions across various dimensions (there are 20 balance dimensions in ABT theory). Aristotle’s virtue ethics is based on the idea that virtues are a golden mean between different extremes, requiring practical wisdom or prudence, which comes through “learning by doing” and constant reflection and practice. These trade-offs are central for a person to manage. This is based on the assumption that the good life is a multifaceted phenomenon and can best be likened to a “wicked problem” as defined in complexity research (Beinhocker, 2007). Balancing occurs at various levels and in different spheres to address governance challenges faced by actors ranging from individuals to organizations such as states and corporations. Balance as a metaphor is a way to tie together a large part of sociological research where balance is implicitly or explicitly present in theory as a figure of thought and metaphor. Balancing is performed by an individual embedded in the social, with the assumption that her cognition, agency, and projectivity are distributed, partial, limited, and varied (Miche, 2009, Callon, 2021, Latour, 2005, Bennett, 2010, Hutchins, 1995, Clark & Chalmer, 1998, Simon, 1957, Paulsen, 2013, Touraine, 1995). The balancing act can be seen as a form of “athleticism” in performing, producing, and becoming a better person through “acrobatics” (Sloterdijk, 2013). The balancing act across a rope stretched over the ground, which can be at higher or lower levels. It is a balancing act that has both horizontal and vertical dimensions. With greater heights come new challenges, with “thinner,” “bitterly cold air” (Nietzsche, 2002), with gusts of wind, and with higher stakes should one fall.


1.1 The main contributions this study claims to make

The concept of balance as an analytical tool (pp. →, →). ABT identifies balance as a super theme within sociology and develops it into a theory in its own right. There are some prior theories of balance (Black, 2011), and dualisms as a strategy are common (Turner, 2010). Even though balance is a super theme in sociology, this has not led to the idea being used as an explicit method, except perhaps for symmetrical explanations in the sociology of science (Bloor, 1971) and Merton’s sketches of the “net balance of consequences” (Merton, 1968). Balances, equilibrium, and surpluses/deficits are frequently used in sociology without being linked to a larger framework. Balance as a metaphor becomes something that can tie these various theories in sociology together. It can thus be seen as an attempt to serve as a bridge-builder, with balance as the bridge. The concepts of imbalance, misalignment, balancing, and dimensions of balance were central to ABT as a result of the observations made above.

An attempt to lay the groundwork for a “federation” of theorizing and empiricism (p. →): Mouzelis argued that the fragmentation of sociology could be better addressed through a “federation,” in the sense that theory-building should be made more integrative across different orientations, theories, perspectives, and empirical data within sociological research (Mouzelis, 2000, 2005). The goal was to create a federation, not an orthodoxy, so that sociological research could better come together. One expression of this fragmentation is that sociology has been divided into “sociology of x,” which has been productive but comes with certain drawbacks (Turner, 2010). ABT is an attempt to invite participation in a federation where balance, as a metaphor and conceptual framework, is central, since this is already a major theme within sociology and social theory. There are weaknesses with dualisms as a figure of thought (Turner, 2010), but nonetheless, I believe it is a tradition of thought that can be utilized and systematized to hopefully generate fruitful theorizing to better understand the social, be more meaningful, and make better “empirical generalizations” (Merton in Crothers, 2021). Attempting to create a new theory can be seen as an act of war, as Theodore Kemper entertainingly described it in his foreword (2011). It involves both building alliances through which others are incorporated, which eventually became a major part of sociology and which remains open to more, with the goal of building a “federation” of theorizing (Mouzelis, 2005). There have been several attempts before, and there are many within sociology who advocate for more integrative approaches (e.g., Thompson & Thompson, 2019). In other words, this is a way to structure all the empirically oriented sociological research that is being conducted. In this book, only a small portion of all the empirical research has actually been included. It should be noted that this is a genuine attempt, but nonetheless one that I hope can serve as a foundation for integrative research. Because there is so much empirical data that could not be included in this initial phase, the conclusions drawn in the book are heuristic and preliminary. Further research could explore various aspects in greater depth and also the connections between the different aspects discussed. Perhaps this could lead to the inclusion of other dimensions of balance, while some that I have included might need to be removed or modified.

Centering the moral and moral realism (pp. 35, →). Within sociology, the moral has been underestimated as a source of understanding human action. Morality is often viewed as a socially constructed byproduct of various social mechanisms (Hitlin & Vasey, 2010; Lukes, 2010). In ABT, the moral is central because people act within the “moral space” (Taylor, 2004) in an open search for the good life (Savage, 2021). Based on this, ABT centers on the assumption that people strive for higher/thicker balances, captured by the concept of eudaimonic balancing.

Value Theory (pp. →): A new value theory and a new construct for the value that is the focus of the analysis are proposed: balanced utility value. It is a value theory that I refer to as “complex monistic,” which is a middle ground between pluralism and monism. It is monistic because value always exists within the whole, but this whole is linked to various balance dimensions with different contents, creating great complexity in identifying value. This is a critique of pluralistic value theories that inevitably fragment value, for value does not exist in isolation from the whole. It is also a critique of simple monistic theories that focus on a single value, such as the utility in utilitarianism. The presentation of the value theory is done partly in 3.2 Eudaimonia Balancing but also in the economics chapter 5.2.1, since much of the debate on value theory is centered around economics. ABT is a socio-ethical theory that seeks to bridge ethical and sociological thought without one dominating the other, which can be likened to a “committee” where different fields meet on equal terms (Gorski, 2013).

Systematization of a Sociology of the Good Life (p. →): As I already mentioned in the introduction, this is an attempt to systematize the concept of the good life within sociology. Several sociologists have developed a sociology of the good life, either explicitly or implicitly. Some examples of sociologists who have done this are Rosa (2019), Bauman (2013), Engdahl (2024), Zerubavel (2015), Collins (2013, 2015), Paulsen (2020), Furedi (2019), Holmes (2016), Mcgee (2005), Taylor (2001, 2004), Lamont (2023), and Savage (2021). ABT is an attempt to expand upon and synthesize these various sociologies of the good life. This book highlights the systematization of the good life by heuristically identifying what would constitute higher-order equilibria across various dimensions of balance. These states of balance are conceptualized based on previous research (primarily sociological but also economic, political science, and social science research in general) and philosophy, using concepts such as: embedded autonomy (Sennett, 2002, Giddens, 1991), historical consciousness, simplexity (Kluger, 2008), critical optimism (Holmes, 2016), reflexive emotionality (Holmes, 2010), genuine pretence (Moehller & D’Ambriaso, 2021), safe risk-taking (Scheff, 1990); but also some neologisms introduced in the study that have been seen as fruitful: heroified citizenship, reflexive action, gamified playfulness, culturalized naturalness, eudaimonic hedonism, adventurized (spontaneized routine), temporal citizenship (slow speed), outward-looking insight or caring curiosity, disconsensus, sobjectification, and rational enchantment. People are assumed to strive within these dimensions of balance toward higher states of equilibrium as parts of a larger whole concerning the good life. This quest may be blocked or misdirected by various circumstances leading to imbalances. These states of imbalance are also often drawn from previous research, such as alienation, anomie, and objectification. Part of the systematization involves organizing diagnoses/imbalances into four-field matrices. For example, for the balance dimension of relationality (1 of 20), the four ideal types under which imbalances and balances can be categorized are: embedded autonomy, embedded heteronomy, unembedded autonomy, and unembedded heteronomy. One proposal is that these states of (im)balance can exist at micro, meso, and macro levels. A diagnosis may be embedded in a person’s habitus and may be manifest or latent. In theory-building, concepts are used to signal that an imbalance has been created, for example, in an individual or a situation. Diagnoses regarding society can be applied to people, organizations, groups, or institutions, for example.

Methodological tool (p. →): Theories are both a collection of empirical generalizations and, at the same time, a methodological tool. One example is Foucault’s theories, which are also used as tools in themselves for understanding reality. ABT as a theory can thus be seen as a tool for investigating reality. When ABT is used as a method, we can call it techne-balancing: the process of generating knowledge about a social phenomenon using the various components of ABT as tools to support the investigation. Techne-balancing is the method that makes it possible to use ABT in a systematic way to understand various social phenomena.

The mediocre society (p. 2, 294). The morally mediocre society is a conclusion drawn after applying ABT to modernity. The mediocre society can be seen as a collection of various imbalances across the 20 balance dimensions. The mediocre society captures other characterizations within the various balance dimensions of modernity as different imbalances. These include, for example, the work society (Paulsen, 2010), the risk society (Beck, 1992), and the market society (Sandel, 2012). The mediocre society thus becomes a proposal for a meta-narrative, since other proposals for dominant characteristics of modernity can be linked to different balance dimensions. The mediocre society is also a way of making it clear that ABT does not aim to achieve a balanced society in the sense of mediocrity, but rather a eudaimonic society with higher levels of balance in the pursuit of the good life. “Mediocre” is a concept designed to capture all the imbalances and balances that exist in modernity, which together create a moral mediocrity. It is not a monstrous modernity, since people act morally to some extent in both word and deed across various domains, yet simultaneously find themselves in significant imbalances. A possible post-mediocre society could be called a civil society with more active citizenship as the norm. The “mediocre society” is a concept for problematizing normalities based on real utopian sociology (Wright, 2010). The starting point is then to ask what already exists in society that points to its potential.

Forms of governance as hyper-practices are clarified in the analysis of societies (pp. →): An argument is made that mixed governance should be centered more as a normative starting point. This stands in contrast to much political philosophy and political sociology, which focus too one-sidedly on one or a few forms of governance. This applies to both the political and economic spheres. A consequence of normatively centering mixed governance is that attention is sharpened toward all the forms of governance operating simultaneously in societies. These forms of governance are analyzed based on the fact that they can be balanced within themselves, by other forms of governance, as well as by various practices, socialities, and materialities. This opens the door to the investigation of different forms of governance that move away from one-sided pathologization or glorification. There is a tendency in political theory and other research for the effect of a particular form of governance to overshadow the other forms of governance. For example, some theorists assume that “capitalism” inevitably dominates the other forms of governance. From the perspective of ABT, this is interpreted as overly utopian theorizing that is neither fruitful nor consistent with the existing institutional diversity. It is argued that the concept of capitalism is flawed because it in itself totalizes the understanding of that form of governance. Instead, I contend that “capitalocracy” is a better concept that fits more appropriately within an understanding of a mixed system where different forms of governance interact. An argument is made that the balance within and between these forms of governance influences how well an economy, politics, and the public sphere function. Mixed governance is the reality that virtually all human societies always exhibit, and it is also what can evolve. Attempts to build social utopias by removing certain forms of governance or practices that have proven useful are seen as utopian and are assumed to create unnecessary inflexibility for a society. Furthermore, ABT’s relationship to various forms of governance leads to the view that democracy, bureaucracy, meritocracy, and technocracy can be seen as legitimate forms of governance, but these can simultaneously become unbalanced. Meritocracy is neither bad nor good in itself; rather, it depends on how it is used as what I call a hyper-practice. Today’s liberal and often libertarian defenders of “meritocracy” are actually defending a capitalocratic and even oligarchic meritocracy. This is because merits in organizing capital and even “defending prosperity” (Winters, 2011) come with a disproportionately large (monetary) reward, compared to merits related to caregiving and craftsmanship. Democracy and technocracy are framed by some as inherently in conflict, but the idea that they must be in conflict is a construct and is, in other words, not deterministic.

The mediocre public sphere (p. →). The public sphere and the economy are analyzed as “multi-diseased” (Streeck, 2017), characterized by various interacting imbalances across different dimensions of equilibrium. The analysis examines how imbalances exist at the individual level, within organizations, and at the macro level, and how these interact in various ways across different dimensions of equilibrium. The mediocre public sphere is characterized by several imbalances that prevent it from addressing the governance problem (Luhmann, 2000) as well as is realistically utopian possible. The concept of “meta-public sphere” is introduced to highlight how the public sphere can also discuss itself in unbalanced ways. The various imbalances in the public sphere result in a low degree of deliberation, dominated by arrogantly ritualized conflict lacking in system and focus. This is one of several factors that cause political work to be carried out by few people (Collins, 1979) and to be “jobified”, that is, made arduous because it is so unbalanced. The mediocre public sphere is a factor in why a civil society cannot replace The mediocre society.

Ideologies can be seen as cognitive resources for achieving greater balance if they are not absolutized (pp. →): ABT is used to propose how ideological conflicts can be recast as productive struggles in which ideologies are used as discursive and cognitive resources to capture various important aspects of a complex reality. Ideological starting points are often employed with a lack of epistemic and ethical humility in the face of the great genuine uncertainties with which humanity coexists. Different ideologies capture different important principles that need to be combined and interpreted in a balanced manner, rather than unilaterally insisting on one or a few principles and a certain one-sided interpretation of these principles and values.8 This is not an argument for deideologizing the world or for pragmatism, but rather an argument for what might be called “value curiosity,” following Kahan’s concept of “scientific curiosity” (2017). Value curiosity, together with scientific curiosity, is seen as the antidote to an arrogant contemporary era in which people are certain of their convictions (Friedman, 2020). It is also argued that the absence of ideologies in the public sphere increases the risk of imbalances within that same sphere. Neo-republicanism, as articulated by Aristotle, Machiavelli, Skinner, and Pettit, is an ideology used as a cognitive resource in ABT that has been underestimated and is generally absent in today’s public sphere, thereby creating various imbalances. Neo-republicanism as an ideology could center on citizenship, duty, embeddedness, autonomy, balance, anti-dominance, virtues, perfectionist morality, etc. This is not to say that neo-republicanism is entirely correct, or that ABT is a sociological disguise for neo-republicanism. ABT, as a socio-ethical theory, draws on principles and values from various ideologies and takes the intuition inherent in them seriously. The distorted and reifying use of normative premises and ideology found within sociology is taken seriously (Campbell, 2024; Martin, 2016) so that ABT does not become yet another sociological theory that serves as a sociological disguise for ideological production.

Mediocre economics (p. →): Economics is first analyzed based on various practices: hyper-practices such as the state, the market, the commons, and civil society, as well as forms of governance such as meritocracy, networks, bureaucracy, technocracy, capitalocracy, and oligarchy; followed by economic practices such as valuation, labor, care, distribution (gift, tax, exchange, monetary profit potential), economic organizational practices, consumption, creative production, and financing practices. In the economics chapter, differences from other value theories, such as ABT and use-value theory, with which it competes are developed and clarified. The extension of Aristotle’s ideas means there are several similarities with value theorists such as Nussbaum, Sen, and Hurka. My argument for a complex monism means there are similarities with several pluralistic theories, such as those of Anderson, Sen, Waltzer, Boltanski, and Thevenot, but these are nonetheless problematized because the whole is lost through reifying fragmentation. The chapter concludes with an assessment of how the economy generally suffers from various imbalances and can be regarded as mediocre, since it simultaneously creates certain benefits.

Mediocre culture: There is a discussion of how ABT can be used to identify imbalances in cultural expressions. A general discussion is held on culture and the carnivalesque as part of the good life (p. →). Elite sports, the gaming industry, and the reading crisis (p. →) serve as examples of how ABT can be applied to specific cultural expressions. ABT situates itself within and extends what can be labeled the entertainment-critical tradition in social theory, from Plato to, for example, Montaigne, Machiavelli, Nietzsche, Marx, Simmel, Adorno, Orwell, Huxley, Postman, Habermas, Bourdieu, Baudrillard, Boorstin, Lasch, Bauman, Miles, Nussbaum, Illich, Marcuse, Bloom, and Debord. Furthermore, a cultural universalism is argued for throughout. I also discuss a potential future involving cyborgification and transhumanism and how ABT would relate to that scenario (p. →). Ideologies are analyzed primarily as cultural resources that can be used to create social configurations (p. →). Certain ideologies have inherent limitations or complicating factors that hinder the achievement of higher equilibria based on ABT. It is suggested that most ideologies can support high levels of balance in societies; for some, however, an awareness is required of what needs to be compensated for, for example, through cultural technologies, if, as a libertarian or anarchist, one removes the state as a tool. In such cases, cultural technologies that can act as constraints are needed to potentially create embedded autonomy, for instance.

Education and research: ABT is used to analyze education as a school policy complex. The conclusion drawn is that today’s educational systems suffer from several imbalances that cause students to fall short of their potential. As part of a mediocre public sphere, the research community is also analyzed, where various imbalances are identified based on the self-reflexive research conducted by researchers.

Mediocre algorithmization and artificial “artificial intelligence” (p. →). “AI” is analyzed using ABT as two layers: AI as a recommendation system followed by generative AI, which is the main focus. The analysis focuses on socio-technical visions (Jasanoff & Kim, 2015) of AI, its machinic habitus (Airoldi, 2022), the effect on the user, and future cyborgifications involving AI.

Sociological diagnoses: Making diagnoses of the present is a central part of sociological thinking and social theory, which ABT can systematize so that different diagnoses can complement one another rather than compete with one another. The society of mediocrity is a collection of various characteristics of modernity that sociologists have identified. The problem is that these have often competed with one another, each claiming that their particular characteristic is the one that best explains the phenomenon. Of course, I do the same with The mediocre society, but this should primarily be seen as a way of framing the fact that there are plenty of valid diagnoses of the present. In the book Sociological Therapy and Diagnostics: Socioanalysis, Socioasceticism, Socioeducation, and Sociological Rules of Thumb (to be published in conjunction with this book in 2026), ABT is used as a framework for various sociological diagnoses and for conducting sociotherapy using sociologically informed exercises. The idea of reviving clinical sociology as a field by taking a holistic approach, to what sociotherapy might look like was what launched the project that grew out of this book. Sociological Therapy and Diagnostics: Socioanalysis, Socioasceticism, Socioeducation, and Sociological Rules of Thumb (Berglund, 2026) should be viewed as a complement to this book, as ABT is used to frame the diagnoses that can be made at the micro-level regarding an individual’s situation and internalized into dispositions and habitus.

The process of theorizing outside academia

This became an amateur sociological project, not necessarily in the sense that it is a bad thing, although that risk exists, but in the sense of loving something (Merrifield, 2017). This amateur sociology, however, claims to have something to say to professional academic sociology. Some of the book’s ideas have been presented at two academic conferences in Sweden: Sociologidagarna 2022 and 2024. The limited feedback I received from the working groups on Medical Sociology and Sociological Theory gave me energy and momentum moving forward. The few others who have had the opportunity to engage with the project and provide feedback have also been very motivating.9

This project has consumed me with an obsession marked by periods of doubt, despair, enjoyment, flow, and momentum. It may be a theoretical castle in the air that has been built, perhaps yet another mediocre attempt at theorizing that amounts to little more than “semi-nonsense”: old material expressed with new concepts or a new framework without being particularly fruitful or meaningful (Yvannis, Alvesson & Paulsen, 2017). I have found solace in this quote during moments of doubt:

“The dilemma for much of contemporary social science is consequently that you are damned if you do and damned if you don’t. It is hard to produce good theory if you start from the facts; and it is hard to produce good theory if you start from theory. In the former case, there will be no theory; and in the latter case, the theory already exists.” (Swedberg, 2014, 8).

The theorizing I have engaged in in this book has been an abductive process that has given me confidence (perhaps hubris), in part after reading the anthology The Art of Theorizing (Swedberg, 2014). The theorizing was inspired by the desire to solve a problem: to systematize various subgoals that could be established in sociotherapy. (The inspiration to even attempt to think systematically about sociotherapy came from the fact that sociologists often criticize therapeutic practices without creating clear alternatives of their own). Later, the theorizing received a further boost of inspiration because the various balances that had been created became a way to systematize understanding of the governance problem, which is a central problem/mystery for sociologists centered around the concept pairs structure/agency, conflict/consensus, and integration/differentiation. It was thus not driven by a completely clear, limited research question, but rather by the largest and broadest areas sociologists can tackle: the content of the good life, such as resonance (Rosa, 2019), emotional energy (Collins, 2004), recognition (Honneth, 1992), and how governance issues in societies are best understood.


1.2 Brief Summary of ABT

Here, the main features of ABT are briefly presented: balance dimensions, eudaimonia-balancing, and vertical balancing. ABT is a heuristic proposal for a theory that comes with a heuristic understanding. This is an attempt to bring together various sociologists in a rather eclectic manner. There is always a risk that what one creates is a Procrustean bed. Various connections made between different states of (im)balance are heuristic for the time being.

1.2.1 Eudaimonic balancing and dimensions of balance

Eudaimonic balancing is the striving and “searching” (Savage, 2021) for the good life, which includes weighing and balancing various balance dimensions. Eudaimonic balancing involves higher-level balancing across various balance dimensions where individuals are confronted with paradoxes, ambiguities, and dilemmas. The search for the good life is viewed as a complex “insidious problem” (Beinhocker, 2007). A central assumption is that people are driven by a desire to be more moral in their pursuit of flourishing (Greek for eudaimonia). The moral dimension of the pursuit of flourishing is a central motive for people regardless of society, making it a social force (Koorsgard, 1996). Eudaimonia-balancing incorporates a perfectionist ethic found in Aristotle’s theory, for example, where one strives to improve oneself as a human being, a process that has no end, but rather an open “search” for the “good life.” ABT is a post-functionalist theory in that the open search can be said to be a search for Merton’s “functional alternatives,” but the difference is that through eudaimonic balancing, it is a search for more functional alternatives. Eudaimonic balancing is concretized by practices, materialities, projectivity (Mische, 2009), and actions that bring about states of balance and states of imbalance. Imbalances arise when the actor fails in their attempts at eudaimonic balancing.

Eudaimonic balancing occurs across multiple dimensions of balance simultaneously. These dimensions of balance are linked to various building blocks of a good life, including for example, citizenship, attention, struggle, freedom, focus, complexity, risk, meaning, opportunity, flourishing, play, time, adventure, action, body, wisdom, emotions, rhythm, and identity.

Balance is used in ABT to mean that something is well-measured and is neither in deficit nor in surplus. The balance proposed is a multidimensional balance. What previous sociologists have done is to focus on a few isolated dimensions of deficit and surplus. In ABT, 20 dimensions of balancing are considered.

Balance dimensions have states of balance and states of imbalance. For example, the balance dimension of relationality has the balance of embedded autonomy, with the imbalances of unembedded autonomy (freedom at the expense of others), embedded heteronomy (oppressive community), and unembedded heteronomy (oppression in being excluded from a community).

An actor or social configuration can find itself in multiple imbalances within the same balance dimension and also shift between which states dominate. This follows from the fact that we oscillate between emotions, cognitive focus, events, the nature of social interactions, and outcomes. This reality across different dimensions can be illustrated by the balance dimension of struggle, where obedience/over-compliance is an imbalance that is itself a multifaceted and shifting phenomenon capable of oscillating between functional stupidity, despair, authoritarianism, seduction, and cynicism (Paulsen, 2017).

1.2.2 Presentation of the balance dimensions

Below is a presentation of the balance dimensions developed for ABT. Balance dimensions are the various dimensions within which individuals seek to find balance in their “pursuit of the good life” (Savage, 2021). In the theory, three balance dimensions serve as anchors for the other balance dimensions. These anchors are: citizenship, action, and meaning. These main balances have various sub-balances linked to them.

The 20 dimensions are theoretically distinct as an analytical tool. At the same time, these dimensions are porous because they are closely intertwined. This captures the complexity and treachery of the search for the good life. There are a great many factors/balances that make up the whole. Below is a brief description of the various balances. These balances are conceptualized by combining, often, different extremes within dualisms. There are also several existing concepts drawn from other theories, such as embedded autonomy (Giddens, 1991), genuine pretence (Moehller & D’ambrioso, 2021), critical optimism (Holmes, 2016), simplexity (Kluger, 2008) and emotive reflexivity (Holmes, 2010). Section 4 provides a deeper and more comprehensive theoretical foundation for these ideal types of states of balance and imbalance. Below is a brief overview of a state of balance and a state of imbalance for each dimension.

Citizenship: Heroic citizenship, is the pursuit of the good life by taking on responsibility and sacrificing oneself for the society one is part of, guided by a universalist/Aristotelian ethic that transcends local conventions. Heroism is embedded in the act of citizenship. An example of imbalance is simulated heroism, when an athlete or celebrity is treated as a hero without being connected to a sense of citizenship.

Attention: Outward Insight: The focus is on the external, where one is driven by a purpose beyond oneself, with a strong concern for the other that becomes the foundation for care of one’s own self. An example of an imbalance is the narcissistic insight that magnifies the self.

Struggle: Disconsensus is a balance between dissensus and consensus. The actor strives for freedom from domination in all forms, where struggle through cooperation and conflict is balanced. An example of an imbalance is enemyfication, where resistance/conflict toward others has grown to the point that the actor is prepared to brutalize other actors through violence.

Relationality: Embedded autonomy: a balance between having autonomy and being embedded in a community, a balance between closeness and distance, citizenship and private life. An example of an imbalance is unembedded heteronomy, such as marginalization and exclusion from a political community by which one is simultaneously governed.

Focus: Specialized systematics: where there is a systematics mixed with specialization in how one acts, thinks, and seeks the good. An example of an imbalance is overspecialization, which prevents one from contributing to the coordination of various civic actions.

Complexity: Simplexity: a balance between simplicity and complexity, as a way of managing life in a complex system with genuine uncertainty, which may, for example, require relying on various rules of thumb as a guide. An example of an imbalance is over-complexity, where unnecessary complexity hinders the pursuit and realization of the good life.

Risk: Safe risk-taking: an ontological sense of security in one’s surroundings and oneself that supports productive and adventurous risks for citizenship. Examples of imbalances include clichéd or hedonistic risk-taking, where the risk is taken for one’s own pleasure, disconnected from the well-being of others.

Meaning: Rational enchantment: a balance between the search for truth and the simultaneous search to enchant one’s existence. An example of imbalance is irrational enchantment, such as commodity fetishism (Marx in Ritzer, 1999).

Possibility: Realistic idealism/critical optimism: a balance between idealism and realism, or criticism and optimism. Realism and idealism must be in balance for maturity, according to the philosopher (Nieman 2013), to be able to think idealistically but to ground it in the present, in everyday life, and in the struggle with the present; to be optimistic and hopeful but grounded in critical awareness (Holmes, 2016). An example of an imbalance is “cruel optimism” (; Berlant, 2011;), where the actor harbors an unfounded hope for change that hinders real change.

Flourishing: Eudaimonic hedonism: various forms of happiness that arise primarily as a byproduct of an ethical life, but sometimes also simple pleasures that are not linked to an optimally moral life. Examples of imbalances include suffering pleasure from an addiction or exhausting rest from, for example, procrastination, or seeking happiness exclusively through hedonistic means.

Play: Gamefull playfullness: where play and games are used in the pursuit of the good life. An example of an imbalance is depressive competition syndrome (Davies, 2015), which is an excess of competition in a society that leads to depression.

Time: Historical awareness: balance in dealing with the past, present, and future. Examples of imbalances include nostalgia or present-focus (Bauman, 2008, 2017, Furedi, 2019)

Adventure: Spontaneous routine: routines that enable adventure. An example of an imbalance is over-routinization/trivialization, where life is experienced as dominated by the same routine without any variation.

Action: Subjectivized self-objectification, sobjectification: a balance in using or objectifying oneself as an instrument without merely becoming an instrument for oneself and others, as well as strengthening one’s subjectivity. “Subjectivized” is taken from Touraine’s theory in the sense of “the will to become an actor” (1995) and subjectivity in the sense of an experience that is personal and embodied. Subjectification can be likened to the critical cyborg according to Haraway (1985), who uses herself as an instrument without turning herself into a “cheerful robot” (Mills, 1956). An example of an imbalance is robotification/objectification, where the actor has ceased to be a subject for others and/or for themselves.

Body: Cultured naturalness: cultural technologies and dispositions that support human genetics and brain plasticity, and are adapted to the functional diversity of bodies. An example of an imbalance is biologization, when the biological is constructed as an overly dominant explanatory factor for behavior. Wisdom: Reflexive action: a balance between action and reflection in various forms such as education, consciousness-raising (Freire, 2000), pactivity (Bornemark, 2020), and cynicism (Sloterdijk, 1987). Examples of imbalance include unreflective action in the form of pseudo-action (Zizek) where action occurs without reflection.

Emotions: Reflexive emotionality: emotions and reflexivity support one another in the search for a good life. An example of an imbalance is intellectualization (Turner, 2006) where hyper-reflexivity suppresses the emotional dimension.

Rhythm: Slow speed: the tempo and rhythm of life are vitalizing and suited to heroic citizenship. An example of an imbalance is temporal passivity, where the individual has no influence over the rhythm of their own life.

Identity: Genuine pretending: balancing various identity technologies that involve a certain degree of authenticity but also performativity in order to support the good life. This imbalance includes how we relate to gender, ethnicity, nation, and class, etc. An example of an imbalance is the crisis of authenticity (Moehller & D’Ambriaso, 2021), the inability to achieve the ideal of authenticity due to the insoluble paradoxes inherent in that pursuit.

1.2.3 Vertical Relationships

ABT also incorporates vertical relationships between macro, meso, and micro levels, which are distinct socialities. The balance dimensions contain elements of how these balances connect different socialities: micro (individuals, situations), macro (fields, spheres, structures, culture), and meso (fields, organizations). This means that the balance dimensions contain both elements related to different states (balance and imbalance) and elements/ingredients for formulating the framework to understand change and stability across and between different levels. This creates a framework for the various components of the theory to understand what is happening and why. Below is an overview of how different ingredients can be found within the various balance dimensions to capture the complexity. At present, this is an ad hoc list with a variety of concepts. This is because the theory is still in a heuristic state.
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2. Why a New Theory?

This chapter is divided into four sections containing four major arguments for why a new attempt at a grand theory would be fruitful. These arguments and sections are:

2.1 Thinking based on the metaphor of balance is a common thread in sociological theory, yet balance as a concept has not been made the central focus of a theory.

2.2 Sociological theories need to better address morality as a dimension.

2.3 Previous attempts at grand theories have been fruitful but have failed.

2.4 Aristotle’s ideas have scarcely been incorporated into sociological thought.


2.1 Balance as a recurring theme in sociology

Balance as a metaphor and cognitive figure of speech recurs in theories throughout the history of sociology, more or less explicitly. Balance as a concept is a recurring theme among sociologists such as Merton, Streeck, and Blau. Sociologists draw on balance as a figure of speech when using concepts such as deficit and surplus, as employed by Illouz, Kemper, and Beck. The concept of equilibrium is a synonym for balance, but it can have its own distinct meaning. Sociologists who use the term equilibrium include, for example, Pareto, Parsons, Durkheim, and Coleman. Balance as a conceptual framework can also be found in the work of sociologists such as Marx, Weber, and Simmel, in the sense that modernity is highly unbalanced: the dominance of one group over another (Marx & Engels, 1998), the diminishing importance of value rationality (Weber), or an objectified culture that makes individuality difficult (Simmel, 1971). The proto-sociologist Aristotle made balance a central metaphor in his ethical and political philosophy. ABT is a way to utilize the balance metaphor in sociology even more than has been done previously. Balance as a metaphor and figure of thought becomes a way to gather the various ideas found among many sociologists, more or less implicitly and explicitly, into a coherent framework and to bring Aristotle more clearly into sociology. Below is an account of how the concept of balance has been used in sociological research and also outside of sociology. This shows that balance appears to be a powerful metaphor and figure of thought that should be tested to see if it can be used in a grand theory centered on the balance metaphor.

2.1.1 Theories that utilize the concept of balance

The sociologists who explicitly use the concept of balance as a central part of their theory and thinking are Blau, Merton, Spencer, Parsons, Sennett, and Streeck.

In Peter Blau’s exchange theory, balance and imbalance are central to understanding the effects of the social exchanges people engage in when interacting with one another (2017). Blau argues that social exchanges tend to lead to imbalances, because people are driven by a desire to give more to one another in order to build “credit” with each other, so they can receive something in return in the future (Blau, 2017).

Merton’s structural functionalism built upon and criticized Parsons’s systems theory (Crothers, 2021). Balance is central to Merton’s theory, as he constructs a framework for examining the “net balance of consequences” of the functions and dysfunctions of a sociocultural formation, such as an organization, or a practice like luxury consumption (Merton, 1968). However, Merton does not view various dysfunctions and functions as simply being added or subtracted; rather, their interaction must be understood in terms of their cumulative effects. This exercise in “net balances” of consequences must account for both latent and manifest functions, as well as practices that have “non-functions” (Merton, 1968; Helm, 1971). Merton’s thinking was at a heuristic stage; for example, he did not offer suggestions on how various functions, dysfunctions, and non-functions might be quantified. Merton’s use of the concept of balance is thus linked to his concepts of dysfunction and function. Merton also acknowledges that there are always “functional alternatives” that prevent the status quo from being reified in theory, which is the criticism directed at Parsons. Societies need certain characteristics to survive, but what these are can vary greatly, Merton argues. The purpose of “net balance of consequences” in his theory is to show that a sociocultural formation can have both negative and positive consequences for a system and its individuals. Merton viewed these as “provisional assumptions.”10 The concepts of stability and change become important, as this is what Merton seeks to explain by considering the cumulative consequences of functions and dysfunctions. If dysfunctions become too severe, they will create instability that opens the door to change.

In his book The Fall of the Public Man (2002), Richard Sennett makes imbalance the central thesis of the book: “The thesis of this book, however, is that these blatant signs of an unbalanced personal life and empty public life have been a long time in the making.” Sennett argues that there has been what might be called an over-intimization of the public sphere, with an overemphasis on authenticity, intimacy, and personality (2002). This has led to a “mobilization of narcissism” and the “privatization” of the individual (2002 (1977), 4) with an “empty” and “dead” public sphere characterized by a high degree of isolation. Sennett views this as a “historical unbalancing” that has occurred since the Enlightenment, industrialization, and modernity (Sennett, 2002 (1977)).

Charles Taylor employs the concept of balance in his analysis of authenticity as ethical culture (1991). In his analysis, Taylor argues that the dominant understanding of authenticity is flawed, but he also addresses criticism that views ethics grounded in authenticity as amoral, un, de-moralized, individualized, or hedonistic (Taylor, 1991). Taylor argues that the correct approach is not a compromise between these two positions, both of which he views as false, but rather advocates for a higher level of authentic ethics that is more clearly linked to the “moral space” and the common good. In the same book, he argues both that the market is fundamentally unbalanced and that a recurring “recreation of balance” is necessary:

“We cannot abolish the market, but nor can we organize ourselves exclusively through markets. To restrict them may be costly; not to restrict them at all would be fatal. Governing a contemporary society is continually recreating a balance between requirements that tend to undercut each other, constantly finding creative new solutions as the old equilibria become stultifying. There can never be, by the very nature of the case, a definitive solution. (Taylor, 1991, 110–111).

Taylor also writes:

An unbalanced system such as this both reflects and entrenches fragmentation. Its spirit is an adversarial one in which citizen efficacy consists in being able to secure one’s rights, whatever the consequences for the whole. Both judicial enforcement and single-issue politics operate from this stance and further strengthen it. (Taylor, 1991)

Taylor argues that imbalance in a system leads, for example, to the fragmentation of identities and opinions, which hinders political mobilization; instead, it is balancing that dominates. Taylor also points out how a one-sided focus on rights hinders political debate and action, as it becomes more adversarial. Taylor also uses higher balance or higher considerations as a conceptual framework in his discussion of authenticity (1991). He views both the affirmative and negative perspectives of today’s culture of authenticity as flawed, as there is a higher and deeper form of authenticity. In one passage, a similar concept enters his analysis of instrumental reason, which he points out fundamentally has much to contribute to reducing human suffering by creating new things and mastering nature à la Francis Bacon; however, the problem arises with what Taylor calls “runaway” instrumental reason, where technologies are not embedded in an ethic of care, for example, when technologies are used in encounters with patients (Taylor, 1991).

Wolfgang Streeck (2017), in his theory of “multi-sick” democratic capitalism, argues that this system buys itself time by managing debt in various ways; and how attempts to achieve balance in one domain lead to imbalance in other domains.

Streeck builds on Marx’s idea that capitalism generates internal tensions that various domains and organizations attempt to manage. Streeck writes:

“A political-social equilibrium is then typically achieved only at the price of an economic disequilibrium: as I have said, initially in the shape of high inflation, then in the form of rapidly growing non-Keynesian (that is, cumulative) state debt, and subsequently by way of an unsustainable extension of private credit driven to excess.” (Streeck, 2017, xix).

Streeck argues that if economic imbalances become too great, “social peace” cannot be maintained and this causes “social imbalances.” Streeck argues that capitalism buys itself time by postponing an impending crisis for capitalism, primarily through increased indebtedness. Streeck argues that governments that focus too much on:

“equilibrium conditions of democratic politics end up with an economic disequilibrium, which eventually also upsets politics (too little growth, resulting in intensified distribution conflicts); and a government under capitalism that places too much emphasis on economic equilibrium in a democracy causes a political disequilibrium, which can then also overturn the economic equilibrium (strikes, demonstrations, etc.). Too much welfare state harms the market economy, which in turn harms the welfare state; too much market economy destroys the welfare state, which under democratic conditions can harm the market economy” (Streeck, 2017, xx, footnote).

Streeck also distinguishes between “staatsvolk” and “marktvolk,” where the market people currently wield disproportionate influence (Streeck, 2017, 81). This imbalance stems from the fact that the market people operate internationally and can exert pressure by imposing costs on a nation if left-leaning policies are attempted. This can be done, for example, by claiming that confidence in the government has declined or through capital strikes. Market forces also gain more power through federalization, a process currently underway in Europe, which leads to dynamics similar to those in the U.S., with a political center (Brussels) that has been captured by lobbying interests, thereby exacerbating the democratic deficit (Streeck, 2017, 2024).

Based on evolutionary assumptions, Spencer views societies as systems that are constantly subjected to selective pressures, and these systems seek equilibrium in response to these pressures (Carniero, 1973). Equilibrium is linked to the system’s adaptation to various selective pressures. Equilibrium is achieved by producing new structures and functions to address the challenges (Carniero, 1973). Spencer uses the term “equilibiration” (roughly, movement toward equilibrium), which is the process of achieving equilibrium through the adaptation of the system. For example, increased differentiation to boost production can lead to a greater need for ideological production to enhance integration. Spencer describes the social system’s process of striving toward equilibrium: “a whole whose parts are held together by complex forces that are ever re-balancing themselves, a whole whose moving equilibrium is continually disturbed and continually rectified” (1898:544, Carniero, 1973). Spencer argues that this is a moving equilibrium in contrast to a stone, which has a static equilibrium (Carniero, 1973). Spencer uses the concept of balance to explain this moving equilibrium. For example, internal changes in function and structure are balanced against external pressures on the system, leading to equilibrium (Carniero, 1973). Spencer draws inspiration from physics in using the concept of force, and forces need to be balanced to create equilibrium (Spencer, 2017 (1862)). Spencer uses “balance” in several other ways; for example, he also argues that the precise “balance of mutual influence” quickly disappears when certain groups, individuals, or parts of the system gain greater influence (Spencer, 2017 (1862)). Spencer argues that there must be counter-balances and overbalances (Spencer, 2017 (1862)). In Spencer’s Study of Sociology, he uses the terms “morally well-balanced,” “intellectual balance,” and “balance of judgment,” but in a non-theoretical way. (Spencer, (1873) 2002, 94, 147, 148). Spencer, referring to Emerson, argues that there is never a balanced action or balanced judgment; rather, rationality is achieved by neutralizing two irrationalities (Spencer, 1873 (2002), 182). Spencer also uses “balance” in the sense of cost and benefit within a dated eugenic framework. Spencer also argues, in Darwinian terms, that the balance between different classes must be maintained for the best development of society; for the “aggressive tendencies of each class” to be reproduced is to support the development of society toward higher levels (Spencer, 1873, 243). Spencer also points out that there are negative aspects to this class struggle, even though he views it as essential for societies to improve. In other words, Spencer reifies the idea that classes and divisions among people must exist and that the conflict between them is beneficial to society. Spencer also views “balanced self-awareness” as an expression of



































2.2 The moral dimension and flourishing need to be given greater emphasis










2.3 The Need for a Grand Theory Remains


















































































































































2.5 Conclusions on why a new theory is needed
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