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Abstract 

Margaret Archer’s morphogenetic model (1995) has had a significant and lasting impact on both the 

structure-agency debate and the critical realist approach to social science. Consequently, it has also 

had a growing influence on political analysis through advocates such as Stuart McAnulla (2002, 2005, 

2006) and critics such as Colin Hay (1995, 2002, 2010). However, Archer’s particular treatment of 

culture (1996) has not only been less influential in political analysis and the social sciences as a 

whole but has also received a number of criticisms that present problematic challenges to her 

analytical dualism between culture and agency. This paper seeks to reassert Archer’s notion of 

culture in a partial acquiescence to critics, by (1) expanding the theoretical foundation of her 

approach, (2) exploring the role of discourse and (3) proposing a model of interaction between the 

cultural and structural realms. 

 

Archer’s theoretical foundation derives partly from Roy Bhaskar’s work on critical realism (especially 

1975 and 1979) and partly from David Lockwood’s work on systems theory (1964), but it is a further 

engagement with Bhaskar’s work in particular that allows a strengthening of this foundation and of 

the justification for using Archer’s approach. The structural-cultural interaction and the role of 

discourse are developed in this paper using the work of Norman Fairclough, who is best known as 

the central theorist of Critical Discourse Analysis. Fairclough’s conceptualisations of social practices 

and orders of discourse, particularly in his 1999 collaboration with Lillian Chouliaraki, offer solutions 

to some of the central criticisms levelled against Archer’s cultural theory. 

 

The importance of Archer’s model lies in two of its central commitments: firstly, that there exists 

comprehendible and explainable interactions between society (the structural/material realm) and 

our ideas about it (the cultural/ideational realm); secondly, that it is essential to acknowledge the 

distinction between human agency (socio-cultural interaction) and ideas themselves (the cultural 
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system). These commitments ultimately underpin the central concern of Archer’s morphogenetic 

model: social change. 

 

In an age of increasingly rapid social change, it is vital that political analysis develops, adapts, 

updates and improves theoretical models of the essential nature and shifting character of social 

change. With the growing disconnect between political discourse and social reality, and a growing 

focus on individual action in an increasingly complex and interconnected world, it is more important 

than ever to capture both the structure-agency and the material-ideational distinctions within one 

model of social change. Archer’s morphogenetic theory contains the potential to achieve this, while 

this paper is a contribution towards the realisation of that potential. 

 

Introduction 

Margaret Archer’s work on culture has had relatively little impact across the social sciences, and still 

less on the study of politics. In this paper, Archer’s theory of culture will be a explored, modified and 

reasserted. The approach taken has two main steps: firstly, the paper will briefly explain the key 

features of Archer’s approach, identifying the notable strengths and weaknesses along the way; 

secondly, three modifications will be suggested as solutions to the key weaknesses. Archer’s 

contributions on analytical dualism, the morphogenetic approach, and structure-agency have 

influenced research across the social sciences, impacting on political analysis through the writings of 

critics such as Colin Hay (2002) and proponents such as Stuart McAnulla (2002, 2005). Both of these 

authors, McAnulla in his 2002 chapter and Hay in collaboration with Andreas Gofas (2010), have 

discussed Archer’s theory of culture in relation to political analysis, but there has been little other 

thorough theoretical engagement. Similarly, very few authors have operationalised Archer’s theory 

in the study of politics, with a notable recent exception coming from Gordon Clubb (2017), who uses 

Archer’s theory of culture to discuss the ‘structure of sectarianism’. As Clubb shows with his 

discussion of ‘sectarian structures’ and ‘sectarian agency’, Archer’s theory of culture has a great deal 

of potential for political explanation, particularly in distinguishing and explaining the interaction 

between ideas and their use. However, at the theoretical level, Archer’s work on culture has a 

number of weaknesses and ambiguities that need addressing if the theory is to be robust enough for 

varied and extended application. 

 

This paper seeks to modify and strengthen Archer’s theory of culture but also seeks to restate its 

central tenets so that they can be incorporated into political analysis. This will entail an outline of 
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the basics of Archer’s model of morphogenesis and structure-agency, a discussion of how ‘culture’ 

fits into this model, and an exploration of Archer’s analytical dualism between culture and agency. In 

addition, the interaction between culture and agency will be considered, with reference to cultural 

morphogenesis. While there are various reasons for applying Archer’s theory of culture in political 

analysis, the most important element of the theory is the separation between ideas and their use 

that allows analysts to afford a causal role to ideas themselves. Because this paper is largely an 

attempt to improve and develop Archer’s theory, much of what follows focuses in on the 

weaknesses of Archer’s model, so it is important to state that the overriding strength of the theory 

to explain the causal power of ideas in social change powerfully endorses its application to the study 

of politics in particular. Returning to the immediate concern of the current paper, the three key 

weaknesses that will be identified are as follows: 

 

Archer’s theory of culture… 

…offers a confusing ‘tripartite’ theory of culture-structure-agency, which relies on an 

ambiguous definition of structure. 

…fails to elucidate the relationship between culture and structure. 

…faces a number of theoretical problems when analytically separating culture and 

agency. 

 

With the first section introducing Archer’s theory and identifying its strengths and weaknesses, the 

remainder of the paper will take each of the three weaknesses in turn and propose modifications to 

Archer’s theory. The second and third of these ‘modifications’ are achieved by importing the 

theoretical work of Norman Fairclough, particularly focussing on his collaboration with Lillie 

Chouliaraki (1999). Fairclough, like Archer, seeks to address the relationship between the ideational 

and material aspects of social life using a critical realist ontology. With these authors sharing an 

ontological foundation, and with them addressing similar problems in very different ways, a bringing 

together of their work recognises a particular fruitful complementarity. While the focus of this 

current paper remains firmly on Archer’s theory, the importation of concepts from Fairclough and 

Chouliaraki (1999) is essential to the main argument made. With this in mind, we can summarise the 

three modifications to Archer’s work in the following way: 

 

1. Structure will be broadly defined to include both material and cultural properties, and a 

distinction will be introduced between material and cultural agency, leading to a 
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replacement of Archer’s culture-structure-agency trinity with the following four concepts: 

material structure, cultural structure, material agency and cultural agency. 

2. The relationship between the material and cultural realms will be modelled using 

Fairclough’s particular conceptualisation of ‘social practices’. 

3. Clarity will be provided on the analytical separation of cultural structure and cultural agency 

by importing Fairclough and Chouliaraki’s conceptualisations of language and discourse. 

 

Archer’s theory of culture 

The most influential element of Archer’s meta-theory is a model of the interaction between social 

structure and intentional agents (Archer 1995). By separating structure and agency over time and 

insisting on the temporal priority of structure, Archer argues that agents are conditioned by the 

constraints and enablements of their structured context. The reflexive agents are able to react and 

interact purposefully within this context to reproduce or elaborate their structured context, even if 

the resultant change/stability is nearly always beyond their original intentions. In this way, the 

reproduced/elaborated social structure conditions future agents through constraints and 

enablements, and so the cycle continues. This morphogenetic cycle allows us to understand and 

explain social change with reference to structures, agents and, crucially, the interaction between the 

two. Ultimately it is the temporal separation of agency from structure that allows the analyst to 

unpack and explore all three of these important elements.  

 

Although Archer (1995 and 1996) is clear that this temporal separation is an analytical model and 

not an ontological commitment, one of the most common criticisms of her model is that the 

analytical dualism unavoidably becomes an ontological dualism (Hay 2002). Without going too far 

into a complicated and nuanced disagreement about the definition and nature of ‘dualism’, it is 

important to note that a defence is offered against Hay’s criticism by McAnulla (2005). McAnulla 

insists on the importance of Archer’s ontological conception of structure-agency, as derived from 

Roy Bhaskar’s critical realism, and specifically of the concept of emergence. Structure is held to be 

synchronically emergent from agency, in the sense that structure gains unique causal powers as a 

result of the particular arrangement of its constituent parts (agents) and that these causal powers 

can only ever be exercised through the actions of agents. Therefore, in this ontological conception, 

there may be a distinction between structure and agency but the two are intertwined to such a 

degree that each can only exist through and as a consequence of the other. Although Hay and Archer 

clearly hold some disagreement about how ‘dualism’ is defined, this model of synchronic emergence 
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is not held to be a dualism by Archer. Dualism only occurs when structure and agency are 

analytically separated over time. Their separation is not therefore a philosophical claim about 

reality, but is instead explicitly stated to be an analytical manoeuvre for the purposes of investigative 

fecundity. 

 

Although this debate can (and elsewhere should) be taken into further depths of nuance and 

complexity, the above outline will suffice for current purposes. It is now necessary to explain how 

Archer imports the concept of ‘culture’ into this model. The modelling of structure and agency has 

been by far the most influential element of Archer’s approach, but in her morphogenetic model, 

‘culture’ is held to be just as important a concept as structure or agency; the three concepts form a 

‘trinity’ that is the starting point for morphogenetic theory. This trinity gives Archer two important 

considerations beyond the interaction of structure and agency: (1) how to model the relationship 

between culture and agency; (2) how to model the relationship between culture and structure. The 

first of these considerations will be addressed in this section, and the second will be addressed 

below under the heading ‘modification 2: modelling the cultural-material relationship’. Before 

either can be addressed, it is essential to offer a rough examination of the three concepts.  

 

Archer (2000, 2003, 2007, and 2012) has written widely on the concept of agency and her 

theoretical exploration of reflexivity posits the notion of each individual having an ‘internal 

conversation’, whereby they reflect on their social context and develop their own projects and their 

own relationship with their structural conditioning. When this notion of agency is related to the 

morphogenetic model, Archer talks about three levels of agency: (i) interest groups, (ii) social action, 

and (iii) personhood (Archer 1995). Interest groups are bestowed on individuals by the structural 

context within which they are born and live, with some groups being organised towards intentional 

reform or maintenance of the social structure, and others being nothing more than a number of 

individuals who share social characteristics. A comparison to highlight this distinction could be 

between the farm labourers of feudal England, who shared common interests but lacked 

institutional organisation for the furthering of these interests, and the factory workers of industrial 

Britain who developed a network of representative institutions broadly labelled the trade union 

movement to further their desires for social change. The second strand of agency, social action, 

relates to the roles individuals come to perform in society, roles that are a part of the fabric of social 

structure. Individuals may be pushed towards certain roles, to varying degrees, as a result of their 

interest groupings, but once they occupy a role, they have a degree of freedom to change the role 

from within and therefore have some impact on morphogenesis. Clearly, some roles afford more 
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morphogenetic power than others. The final strand of agency is ‘personhood’, where the defining 

element is a “continuous sense of self” (Archer 1995: 282). This concept ensures that any individual 

who changes roles or interest groups maintains their sense of selfhood as a single person, knitting 

together their past and present lives into a single life-story. 

 

With this brief and simplified outline of Archer’s theoretical work on agency, we can move on to 

discuss the meaning of ‘structure’ and ‘culture’. Within Archer’s work, two differing definitions of 

structure are used. Firstly, we have structural emergent properties, which are differentiated by their 

“primary dependence upon material resources, both physical and human” (Archer 1995: 175). 

Secondly, we have structural influences more generally; “all structural influences (i.e. the generative 

powers of structural emergent properties and cultural emergent properties) are mediated to people 

by shaping the situations in which they find themselves” (Archer 1995: 196). This second, broader 

meaning of structure seems to include both culture and material structure. This is unavoidably a 

contradiction because it suggests that ‘structure’ is being used to refer to (a) material systems only 

and (b) both material and cultural systems together. This ambiguity is a key weakness in Archer’s 

work and one that will be addressed below under the heading ‘modification 1: replacing the trinity’. 

 

Archer’s understanding of ‘culture’ seems to relate closely to Bhaskar’s concept of ‘transitive 

objects’, which are the theories and observations of science that are used to explain and understand 

reality (‘intransitive objects’) (Bhaskar 1975). With this application of Bhaskar’s theory, we can 

understand culture to encompass all the various ways in which agents observe, understand, explain, 

believe, theorise and interpret the world around them. However, the obvious problem that arises 

here is the significant overlap between culture and agency. Archer addresses this relationship in her 

1996 revised edition of Culture and Agency by offering a distinction between ‘the cultural system’ 

(culture) and ‘socio-cultural interaction’ (agency). One of the key strengths in Archer’s theory is her 

analytical separation of these two concepts. Many social theories and approaches to political 

analysis simply merge together culture and agency, making the assumption that agents have total 

control over their ideas and beliefs, precluding the possibility of investigating the causal role ideas 

play in politics and society in general. As Archer argues, people often hold contradictory beliefs, 

which is a demonstration of the causal power of agency, but such contradictions exist regardless of 

whether the agent concerned acknowledges them and, furthermore, these contradictions come with 

a cost, a cost which represents the causal power of ideas. 
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Therefore, in order to achieve the analytical dualism necessary for her cultural morphogenetic 

model to work, Archer seeks to separate ideas, knowledge and beliefs on the one hand from their 

use on the other, an approach that requires the identification of a realm of objective meaning. “If 

analytical dualism is to be sustained, let alone prove fruitful, then we need to be able to ascribe 

properties to systemic relations themselves and in such a way that they do not collapse into 

judgements of social actors” (Archer 1996: 105). In order to identify ‘objective knowledge’, Archer 

turns to Karl Popper’s “distinction between subjective mental experiences, on the one hand, and 

objective ideas on the other” (Archer 1996: 105); the former provides a foundation for Archer’s 

notion of ‘socio-cultural interaction’ and the latter for her notion of ‘the cultural system’. This 

underpins the claim “that ideas are real and separable from knowing subjects” (Archer 2012), a claim 

that is central to the strength of Archer’s approach.  

 

Building on the premise of “knowledge or thought in an objective sense” (Popper 1972: 108), 

Archer’s cultural system is composed of ‘items of intelligibilia’ and the ‘logical relations between 

them’ (Archer 1996). Items of intelligibilia, seen as the constituents of the cultural system, are 

defined as all items that are “capable of being grasped, deciphered, understood or known by 

someone” (Archer 1996: 104). Archer is ambiguous on exactly when the subjective ideas in 

somebody’s head become items of intelligibilia, an ambiguity that will be addressed below under the 

heading ‘modification 3: clarifying the cultural analytical dualism’. However, she seems to imply 

that this occurs when an idea enters the “the multi-media archive” (Archer and Elder-Vass 2012: 

101); that is, when it has gained a degree of permanence as a ‘text’ (e.g. a book, a computer file, a 

voice recording etc). As part of the ‘archive’, intelligibilia are necessarily expressed through 

language, taking the form of propositional statements that make claims about reality. Because 

languages, and by extension propositional statements, are ultimately translatable, they can be held 

to form a single global cultural system (Archer 1996). 

 

Within this single global system of propositional statements, every item stands in a necessary 

relation to every other item in the form of either a contradiction or a complementarity. Archer 

mobilises the basic logic that “nothing can be both p and not-p” (Archer 1996: 109) to justify her 

claim that the relations between propositional statements are objective, identifying this logical rule 

as a pre-propositional truth rather than merely another item of intelligibilia (Archer and Elder-Vass 

2012). Archer’s cultural system is therefore composed of (i) propositional statements, which are held 

to be intelligibilia residing in relatively permanent texts that are expressed through language, and (ii) 

the necessary logical relations between them, which take the form of contradictions and 
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complementarities, and exist objectively regardless of whether anybody notices their existence. The 

identification of contradictions and complementarities and the actions taken by agents to disguise, 

correct, promote or maintain them, entail causal relations and are therefore matters for the agential 

level. Archer clarifies the difference between socio-cultural interaction and the cultural system by 

arguing that causal relations pertain to the former and logical relations to the latter (Archer 1996). 

 

It is through these logical relations that ideas come to condition agents (Archer 1996). Agents may 

continue to uphold a set of contradictory ideas, but the contradiction will cause problems in the 

longer term. One way this can occur is for proponents of the idea to explore the possibility of 

correcting the contradiction and in doing so could shake the foundations of belief in the idea or 

expose the contradictions to others. Opponents may well exploit these contradictions in order to 

discredit the idea and weaken the power of the proponents. Archer (1996) insists that any theory of 

culture must allow for the possibility that a set of contradictory beliefs can come to be the dominant 

beliefs of a society without necessarily leading to any volatility at the agential level of socio-cultural 

interaction. Similarly, any theory of culture must also allow for the possibility that a set of 

complementary and compatible beliefs can dominate a society that is riven by violence and conflict 

(Archer 1996). However, Archer is also keen to point out that over the longer term, contradictory 

ideas become more and more problematic to maintain, while complementary ideas can often hold 

sway for long periods of time with limited revision or challenge. These various circumstances are 

offered as a demonstration of the explanatory power that is afforded to a theoretical model that 

analytically separates ideas from their use. The realisation of the potential of Archer’s theory 

requires application in research, methodological development and theoretical adjustment. The latter 

will be the concern for the remainder of this paper.  

 

Modification 1: Replacing the trinity 

Archer’s ambiguous use of the concept of ‘structure’ can be resolved by replacing the concepts 

‘structure’ and ‘culture’ with the concepts ‘material structure’ and ‘cultural structure’. In this way 

the term ‘structure’ is used in a broad sense to refer to the relational properties that emerge from 

the actions and interactions of individual agents. Therefore, structure is composed of nothing more 

than (a) its constituent agents, (b) the relations between these agents, and (c) the causal powers it 

acquires as a result of those relations. To talk of cultural structure is to list the same constituents but 

to add items of ‘intelligibilia’, such as ideas, beliefs and theories. To talk of material structure is again 

to list constituents (a), (b), and (c) but to add “material resources, both physical and human” 
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(Archer1995: 196), such as labour, property and capital. By taking this approach, clarity can be 

brought to the overstretched concept of ‘structure’ and a clearer distinction can be drawn between 

the material and cultural realms. Furthermore, we can talk of ‘cultural structure’ in place of Archer’s 

‘cultural system’, which better reflects the important argument that ideas are structured in such a 

way as to condition the agents that advocate them.  

 

Although this modification has avoided the ambiguous definition of structure, it has not undermined 

the tripartite conceptualisation of society. Instead of culture, structure and agency, we now have 

material structure, cultural structure and agency. This alternative use of terminology could be 

incorporated into Archer’s theory without any significant change to the theory itself, and would still 

improve the clarity of the argument. However, one would be left with the enduring inability to 

adequately model the relationship between material structure and cultural structure. Two of 

Archer’s attempts to model this interaction demonstrate the difficulties. Firstly, in the penultimate 

chapter of Culture and Agency (1996), Archer argues that material structure and cultural structure 

interact through the agential level. Therefore, Archer argues that her two morphogenetic cycles 

come together in some way at the middle points of both cycles. Material morphogenesis proceeds 

as follows: (i) material structural conditioning; (ii) social interaction; (iii) material structural 

elaboration/reproduction. Cultural morphogenesis proceeds as follows: (i) cultural structural 

conditioning; (ii) socio-cultural interaction; (iii) cultural structural elaboration/reproduction (Archer 

1995). In stage (ii) of both cycles, Archer suggests we can model the interaction between the cultural 

and material realms. 

 

However, although Archer briefly discusses the situation where a material interest group takes on a 

new idea and becomes embroiled in cultural morphogenesis, there is little clear modelling of the 

nature of the material-cultural relationship. In a later work, Archer presents a model whereby stage 

(iii) in each cycle feeds back into stage (i) of the other (Archer 2013), further confusing the 

relationship and undermining attempts to elucidate it. One clear problem is the differing labels given 

to the middle stages in the two cycles. The fact that the middle stage in material morphogenesis is 

‘social interaction’, while the middle stage in cultural morphogenesis is ‘socio-cultural interaction’ 

suggests the material realm influences the cultural cycle but not vice versa. These various problems 

have led critics such as Hay and Gofas (2010) to suggest that Archer’s theory ultimately fails to 

model satisfactorily explain the relationship between the cultural and material realms, and should 

therefore be abandoned in favour of a different approach. McAnulla (2002) is much more positive 

and suggests that the interaction between the material and cultural is an element of Archer’s work 
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that has not received enough attention but that the potential exists for a successful modelling. While 

this paper clearly advocates McAnulla’s position, there is a major caveat that the potential is only 

realisable by abandoning the tripartite model. 

 

If the middle element of the cycle is the key to modelling the interaction, then the conceptualisation 

of agency is clearly particularly important. By creating a distinction between ‘social interaction’ and 

‘socio-cultural’ interaction, Archer opens the possibility for an analytical dualism at the agential level 

between ‘material agency’ and ‘cultural agency’. As outlined above, interest groups are “groups or 

collectivities in the same position or situation” within the structural context (Archer 1995: 257). If 

each interest group shares the same interests and is structurally conditioned through these interests 

and if, as Archer argues, these interests can be both material and cultural, it makes sense that 

interest groups can be material and cultural also. Social actors, who are individuals rather than 

groups, “are defined as role incumbents” (Archer 1995: 276) and it is through their roles that people 

become social actors and become capable of exercising power. This in turn leads to what Archer 

describes as the ‘double morphogenesis’, where a role changes but is also changed by its incumbent 

(Archer 1995), giving the social actor limited but meaningful power. Archer conceives of power to be 

both cultural and material, implying that social actors can be considered in both senses. Social actors 

can be part of cultural action, such suppressing certain ideas or having their ideas suppressed, but 

they can also be involved in material action, such as being a landlord, tenant, employer or employee. 

It therefore makes sense to consider social action as being both material and cultural. 

 

Therefore, we have three elements of Archer’s work that underpin an analytical dualism between 

material agency and cultural agency: firstly, the distinction between social and socio-cultural 

interaction; secondly, the distinction between material and cultural interests; thirdly, the distinction 

between the material and cultural power of social actors. Just as concepts of emergence and mutual 

dependence reaffirm that the analytical dualism between structure and agency is purely analytical, 

so the notions of ‘personhood’ and the ‘internal conversation’ reaffirm that the analytical dualism 

between material agency and cultural agency is an analytical rather than an ontological dualism. As 

a result of the reformulation of Archer’s foundational concepts, the trinity of culture-agency-

structure can be replaced with four concepts: material structure, cultural structure, material agency 

and cultural agency. These four concepts can be said to derive from the two most important 

distinctions in social theory: structure-agency, the distinction between individual autonomy and the 

social context, and material-cultural, the distinction between the reality of society and our 

knowledge of that reality. This four-part model is analytically fruitful in a number of ways, but one 
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that is particularly important, is the creation of the potential to model the relationship and 

interaction between the cultural and material realms. 

 

Modification 2: Modelling the cultural-material relationship 

In order model the relationship between the material and cultural realm, we can turn to Fairclough 

and Chouliaraki’s (1999) work on the theoretical underpinnings of ‘critical discourse analysis’, and 

specifically to their use of the concept of ‘social practices’. Fairclough and Chouliaraki envisage social 

practices as an intermediary between structure and agency, insisting that the specific advantage “of 

focussing upon practices is that they constitute a point of connection between [...] ‘society’ and 

people living their lives” (Fairclough and Chouliaraki 1999: 21). This raises a problem of compatibility 

because Archer has previously argued that such conceptualisations of social practices operate “by 

considerably flattening out the ontological depth of the social world by denying the existence of 

emergent properties” and therefore offering insufficient explanatory power (Archer 1995: 94). 

Archer’s attack is therefore directed at ‘conflationist’ approaches, which deny the separability of 

structure and agency and consequentially fail to elucidate their interaction over time. However, it is 

possible to argue that Fairclough and Chouliaraki differ from conflationary approaches in two ways: 

firstly, they propose social practices as a third stratum, alongside structure and agency, rather than 

an amalgam of the two; secondly, they are explicitly committed to the existence of emergent 

properties and the specific emergence of structure from agency.  

 

Nevertheless, there remains the problem that Archer’s morphogenetic model does not 

accommodate a third ‘intermediary’ stratum between structure and agency. The solution to this 

problem is to recast social practice as the middle element in the morphogenetic cycle. Social 

practices are therefore best related to Archer’s work through her notions of social and socio-cultural 

interaction. As has already been discussed, Archer theorises this interaction using three strata of 

agency, (i) interest groups, (ii) actors, and (iii) persons, modelling their diachronic interplay as the 

middle element in her morphogenetic cycle. Within the middle element of both the material and 

cultural cycle, Archer is clear that “there are causal relationships between groups and individuals” 

who have been conditioned by the structural level (Archer 1995: 168, 169). Without contradicting 

Archer’s argument, these causal relations can be held to constitute an incredibly diverse range of 

social practices in both the material and cultural realms. It is by bringing Fairclough and Chouliaraki’s 

theory into Archer’s morphogenetic model that we can fully understand the middle element of the 

cycle.  
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 “Practices vary substantially in their nature and complexity” but “any practice can be characterised 

in terms of these three aspects”: firstly, “they are forms of production of social life”, including both 

cultural and material production; secondly, “each practice is located within a network of practices” 

at the structural level; thirdly and finally, “practices always have a reflexive dimension” (Fairclough 

and Chouliaraki 1999: 22). That practices are forms of production suggests that they are ways in 

which agents produce, rather than being causally productive of social life in their own right. The 

‘producing agents’ are conditioned by both material and cultural structure, allowing us to maintain a 

commitment to morphogenesis. The ‘networks of practices’ proposed in Fairclough and Chouliaraki’s 

second point is effectively a deployment of the concept of social structure, with Fairclough 

discussing both the ‘networking’ and ‘structuring’ of practices on a global scale (Fairclough 2001). 

The final point, that practices always have a reflexive dimension could be simply understood as an 

assurance for the role of agency in Fairclough’s approach, which in part it is. However, this reflexive 

dimension of practices is slightly different from Archer’s notion of reflexivity-as-agential-power. By 

adopting and uniting both understandings of reflexivity, we can begin to outline the material-cultural 

interaction. 

 

While Archer’s reflexivity involves the agential power of strategic reaction to structural conditioning, 

Fairclough’s reflexivity involves the agential power of retrospective reflection about the social 

practices in which they are involved. Both notions give agents causal powers, but Archer’s gives 

more weight to material action and Fairclough’s to cultural action. Rather than being two competing 

concepts based on contradicting assumptions, these two notions of reflexivity are based on the 

same critical realist assumptions, reinforcing one another through their complementing conceptions 

of agential action. We can therefore offer a rough sketch of how the material and cultural interact in 

the middle element of Archer’s two morphogenetic cycles. Agents respond to their material 

conditioning with strategic reaction, leading to material morphogenesis, but in the process they also 

retrospectively reflect on their reaction, ensuring that they simultaneously contribute to cultural 

morphogenesis. We can consider the same situation in reverse for the cultural morphogenetic cycle, 

which is largely driven by retrospective reflection but also involves a degree of strategic reaction and 

therefore material morphogenesis. It is this interaction over time that can be partly explained in 

terms of the morphogenetic model, as agents are conditioned by both material and cultural 

structures simultaneously, acting, reacting and interacting in the form of social practice to bring 

about simultaneous elaboration in both material and cultural realms. As has already been suggested, 

some morphogenetic cycles may entail dramatic material change and minimal cultural change or 
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vice versa, but it is important to reiterate that both are always in play at the same time. While this 

simultaneity may offer a rough outline of cultural and material interaction, we also need to look at 

the underlying relationship between the two and the synchronic emergence of the material from the 

cultural. In order to do so, we can again use the concept of practices. 

 

Just as Archer’s concept of reflexivity is essential to her notion of socio-cultural interaction, 

Fairclough’s reflexivity is an integral part of his notion of social practices because “people constantly 

generate representations of what they do as part of what they do” (Fairclough and Chouliaraki 1999: 

25-6). To Fairclough and Chouliaraki (1999), practices encompass both the material activity of the 

practice itself and the cultural activity of forming reflexive theories about the practice. “People’s 

reflexive representations of what they do are in a sense already theories”, which are identified by 

Collier (1994) as ‘proto-theories’ (Fairclough and Chouliaraki 1999: 26). These ‘proto-theories’ shall 

be described here as ‘internal-theories’ because they refer to theories that are developed within the 

social practice that they theorise. Fairclough and Chouliaraki correctly complicate the matter by 

introducing the notion of ‘theoretical practices’, “which are specialised in the production of 

knowledge about practices” (Fairclough and Chouliaraki 1999: 26). These are of particular concern 

because “other practices are increasingly shaped by their relations with theoretical practices”, so 

that internal-theory is “increasingly informed ‘from the outside’ by theoretical practices” (Fairclough 

and Chouliaraki 1999: 26). Therefore, internal-theories emerge from all practices, but external-

theories emerge specifically from theoretical practices. The term ‘external’ refers to the externality 

of the creation of the theory from the practice it theorises. 

 

Theoretical practices have their own reflexive self-representations and therefore their own internal-

theories. These in turn are the subject matter for a specific subset of theoretical practice, self-

reflexive theoretical practice. The emergence of these self-reflexive theoretical practices is the 

fourth level in the synchronic emergence of the cultural from the material. This emergence can be 

explained in four stages. (1) Social actors who are engaged in non-theoretical (material) practices 

retrospectively reflect on their activities, forming internal-theories. (2) Actors engaged in theoretical 

(cultural) practices produce external-theories, which have both the material practices and their 

internal theories of those material practices as their objects of study. (3) However, in doing so, 

actors taking part in theoretical practices retrospectively reflect on their own activities and produce 

their own internal-theories. (4) These internal-theories along with the theoretical practices 

themselves become the objects of a specifically self-reflexive category of theoretical practices. 

Through the concept of social practice, therefore, it is possible to demonstrate how the cultural 
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emerges from the material in the same way that Archer (1995) and Bhaskar (1979) suggest that 

structure emerges from agency. This is not to suggest that the material determines the cultural, 

because the two both have causal influences on social and socio-cultural interaction. The important 

point with regards to the interaction between the material and the cultural is that they should be 

modelled simultaneously as conditioning influences on agents. Having discussed and modified the 

underlying concepts of Archer’s meta-theory, our attention can now turn to the specifics of cultural 

structure and cultural agency.  

 

Modification 3: Clarifying the cultural analytical dualism 

This final modification will focus in on the specific analytical dualism between cultural agency and 

cultural structure, working from the argument that there are three problematic elements within 

Archer’s cultural analytical dualism. These can be summarised as follows: the status of texts; the role 

of language; the absence of discourse. These three elements will be addresses in turn after a brief 

recap of Archer’s analytical separation of cultural structure from cultural agency. Archer argues that 

cultural structure (or ‘the cultural system’ – the two terms will be used interchangeably), is 

constituted by a network of intelligibilia, with intelligibilia defined as all items that are “capable of 

being grasped, deciphered, understood or known by someone” (Archer 1996: 104). To be clear, 

intelligibilia are not things that we can know about, they are the pieces of knowledge themselves. 

This system of items of knowledge and beliefs is distinguished from the agents who hold particular 

beliefs and possess particular knowledge; it is this distinction that brings us to the first problematic 

element of Archer’s theory, the status of texts. 

 

Archer argues that an idea, thought, belief etc. becomes an item of the cultural system when it is 

deposited in “the multi-media archive” (Archer and Elder-Vass 2012: 101), which suggests that an 

agent’s thought processes are not necessarily part of the cultural structure. The claim that ideas 

become intelligibilia, and therefore elements of the cultural system, only when they become part of 

the ‘multi-media archive’, leaves a lot resting on this ambiguous and un-clarified concept. Fairclough 

and Chouliaraki’s definition of ‘texts’ can offer some clarity; they “understand a text to be a 

contribution to communicative interaction [...] which is designed in one context with a view to its 

uptake in others” (Faiclough and Chouliaraki 1999: 45, emphasis added). A text is therefore created 

when “a technical medium is used to increase time-space instantiation” (Faiclough and Chouliaraki 

1999: 42). This clarifies Archer’s notion of a ‘multi-media archive’ but it also raises the inherent 

problem of whether intelligibilia can exist outside texts. This problem is essentially at what point an 
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idea becomes part of the cultural system. Possible options include; (i) when it is first conceived; (ii) 

when it is first conceived of in language; (iii) when it is first communicated to another person; (iv) 

when it is enshrined in the archive with the use of a technical medium (e.g. when it is written it in a 

book).  

 

We can rule out (i) because, as discussed above, an idea is not propositional until it is conceived of in 

language. We can also rule out (iii), because this would be to define ideas through their use, a 

position strongly opposed by Archer and one that undermines the whole project of creating an 

analytical dualism between ideas and their use. We are therefore left with two options: (ii) a 

linguistic conception of the cultural system, where the cultural system is comprised of all ideas 

conceived of in language; (iv) a textual conception of the cultural system, where the cultural system 

is comprised of all texts. One immediate practical problem with the textual conception is that we 

would have to discount unrecorded culture, e.g. oral histories. More fundamentally, the textual 

conception seems to fall foul of the same criticism as option (iii); both seem to conflate the objective 

existence of ideas with their subjective use, thereby forgoing the analytical dualism between them. 

It can therefore be argued that option (ii) should be maintained; that is, a linguistic conception of the 

cultural system whereby thought processes become items of the cultural system when, and only 

when, they are conceived of through a language. In summary, we are moving Archer’s dividing line 

between cultural structure and cultural agency, so that cultural structure includes all ideas conceived 

of in language, and not just those ideas that are deposited in the multi-media archive in the form of 

texts. 

 

Two immediate complaints will come to the minds of (particularly post-structuralist) readers: firstly, 

there is the argument that all thought is thought in language; secondly, there will be an objection to 

defining texts in terms of technology, rather than in terms of language. Such objections open a vast 

and complex Pandora’s Box of philosophical disagreement, which cannot be addressed in this paper. 

However, two simple responses will be given so that the current discussion may continue. Firstly, 

there is no need to engage here in the discussion about whether all thought is in language. This is 

because the analytical dualism is between ideas and their use, and not between linguistic and non-

linguist thought. The argument is that any idea conceived of in thought is part of the cultural system, 

but such ideas can also simultaneously belong to agents and be part of agential interaction. An agent 

is both an agent and a constituent of a structure, and therefore, an item of intelligibilia is both an 

item of intelligibilia and a constituent of cultural structure. Secondly, with regards to the definition 

of a text, it can again be suggested that the argument ‘what is a text’ does not need to be had here; 
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instead it is enough to say that the word ‘text’ will be used as per Fairclough and Chouliaraki’s (1999) 

definition as outline above. That there are other concepts to which the word ‘text’ can be applied, is 

by the by. With this in mind, we can turn to the problem of language in Archer’s theory. 

 

As discussed above, the concept of language is applied by Archer primarily in terms of its 

translatability. The translatability of language is used as a demonstration of the translatability of 

ideas and therefore underpins the argument that cultural structure takes the form of an 

international and all-encompassing network of necessarily interrelated propositional statements. 

Therefore, Archer’s position relies on the notion of language explicitly to explain the necessary 

relations between ideas. However, it also implicitly relies on language as the constitutive cultural 

substance of propositional statements. To clarify, intelligibilia only take the form of propositional 

statements when they are conceived of in language, which means that language is an essential 

constituent of cultural structure. Yet, Archer does not explore the role of language as conditioning, 

constituting or expressing the ideas that form her cultural system, so we will turn to Fairclough and 

Chouliaraki to elaborate these points and to establish language as a causal constituent of the cultural 

structure. 

 

Building on a critical realist foundation, Fairclough and Chouliaraki argue that although most 

theories focus on “either the structural or the actional facet” of language, “a dialectic theory of 

language and other semiotic systems is needed to come to grips with [the] properties of discourse” 

(Fairclough and Chouliaraki 1999: 47). This dialectic exists between the language system and the 

social act of language use (Fairclough and Chouliaraki 1999), a position that allows us to neatly 

accommodate the language system as part of cultural structure and language use as part of cultural 

agency. Language therefore, as with many other elements of social life, is best understood as a 

dialectic between structure and agency. Fairclough and Chouliaraki identify Valentin Voloshinov as 

their influence in this regard, but we will return to Archer’s morphogenetic model to offer an 

explanation for the dialectic processes of language. At the structural level, the language system 

enables and constrains agents in particular ways; for example, many languages allow us to make 

complex arguments against gender essentialism while simultaneously making it extremely difficult to 

avoid gendered nouns and pronouns. Agential interaction can lead to certain changes in the 

language system, with vocabulary being particularly changeable and grammar being particularly 

stable. 
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We can follow Fairclough and Chouliaraki in turning to system functional linguistics (SFL) as an 

explanatory model of language because it “has contributed to the task of formulating a theory of 

language incorporating both the dialectic between the semiotic (including the linguistic) and the 

non-semiotic social, and the dialectic between structure and action” (Fairclough and Chouliaraki 

1999: 49). These two dialectics are equivalent to the two analytical dualisms discussed above, 

structure-agency and material-cultural. This therefore represents both compatibility and mutual 

strengthening between Archer, Fairclough and SFL. SFL understands language in relation to the 

material-cultural distinction by “arguing that the grammar of language is a network of systems 

corresponding to the major social functions of language” (Fairclough and Chouliaraki 1999: 50), 

whereby language does not simply construct our understanding of reality but also reflects the nature 

of reality itself. In addition, SFL focuses on the dialectic of text and system, theorising the role of 

texts as agential creations that hold the potential of changing the system from which they are 

constituted. While there is not space here for a more detailed discussion of SFL, it is important to 

repeat Fairclough and Chouliaraki’s primary criticism that SFL fails to understand interdiscursivity 

and that ultimately “a theory of discourse is needed in addition to a theory of language” (Fairlcough 

and Chouliaraki 1999: 50). It is possible to direct this same criticism towards Archer’s theory, which 

leads us to the third problematic element of the cultural analytical dualism: the absence of 

discourse.    

 

As with many concepts mobilised by Fairclough’s social theory and especially within his 1999 

collaboration with Chouliaraki, the concept of ‘orders of discourse’ is problematically ambiguous yet 

potentially fecund. The first point to make is primarily semantic, whereby we will replace ‘orders of 

discourse’ with ‘discursive order’. The reasoning behind this is twofold: firstly, ‘orders of discourse’ is 

a clumsy phrase that increases the restraining power of the language system over the potential 

theoretical exploration of its meaning; secondly, and more importantly, ‘discursive order’ clearly 

refers to an element of cultural structure, rather than the conflationary intermediary between 

structure and agency implied by ‘orders of discourse’. As with social practices, Fairclough and 

Chouliaraki suggest that ‘orders of discourse’ is a concept that unites structure and agency. 

However, elsewhere they define ‘orders of discourse’ as the “social structuring of semiotic diversity” 

and argue that it is “a potential which any discourse only selectively draws upon and dialectically 

reworks”, “analogous to the language system” (Fairclough and Chouliaraki 1999: 58). Here we will 

utilise the more substantive theorisation of orders of discourse into a notion of discursive order that 

operates at the structural level. 
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In order to integrate discourse into Archer’s notion of the cultural system, we will begin with the 

concept of ‘intertextuality’. Archer’s focus on logical contradictions and complementarities is 

essential for securing the cultural system theoretically, because it demonstrates that every item is 

necessarily and objectively related to every other item. Intertextuality is another way in which ideas 

are objectively structured. When one text or proposition references another, the two are related at 

the cultural structural level, and the irrelevance of agential acknowledgement demonstrates the 

objectivity of the reference. Of course, the reference had an author at the agential level and if it is to 

have any causal influence, it must be noticed by other agents. However, the reference exists at the 

cultural structural level and can be held to be one link in a vast network of intertextual references 

that forms the core of the discursive order. For example, this current text is objectively linked to 

Archer’s revised edition of Culture and Agency (1996) and to Fairclough and Chouliaraki’s Discourse 

in Late Modernity (1999).  

 

Fairclough (2003) explains that intertextuality can occur through more subtle means than direct 

reference or direct quotation, such as summary of ideas or “free indirect reporting” where other 

texts are referenced without any linguistic signposting (Fairclough 2003: 49). By analysing the 

quantities and qualities of intertextual referencing, we can therefore gain an insight into the 

morphogenesis of culture, whereby contradictions are repaired or disguised and complimentaries 

are maintained and emphasised. When analysing intertextuality, it is important to pay attention to 

the external relations between the two texts and to internal relations within the text, where the 

type of reference (e.g. quotation) and the combinations within other intertextual references are 

important focal points (Fairclough 2003). The concept of intertextuality brings a lot of explanatory 

strength to Archer’s theory of culture, and is particularly compatible with her claim that ideas are 

structured by their objective relations to one another.  

 

Discursive order is perhaps best encapsulated by the “network of orders of discourse” (Fairclough 

and Chouliaraki 1999: 59), which is understood through the concept of interdiscursivity. While 

Fairclough uses ‘discourse’ in the broader sense to refer to the use of language to create meaning, 

he also uses the term in the sense of a particular discourse, such as ‘the welfare discourse’ 

(Fairclough 2003). In this latter sense, the discursive order is the structured network of these 

particular discourses, their hybridisation, colonisation, appropriation, interaction and 

juxtapositioning. These processes arise from the agential creation and novel interpretation of texts 

and the interdiscursivity that agents can create and interpret both intentionally and unintentionally 

through their interaction with texts. The discursive order therefore proposes that discourse is to 
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some extent part of the structural level, constraining and enabling the potential interpretation of 

any particular idea; the discursive order is more malleable than intelligibilia or language systems but 

is held to be part of the structural level due to its relative stability and objective causal power. While 

an idea relies on interpretation, interpretation is not only a concept for the agential level. Systems of 

interpretation, in the form of the discursive order, guide agents towards particular understandings 

of an item of intelligibilia. 

 

While it is important to counterbalance Archer’s approach with a central role for discourse in the 

creation, constitution and interpretation of ideas, we must not follow Fairclough and Chouliaraki in 

their theorisation of a cultural structure composed of nothing more than discourse and language. 

Archer’s insistence on the importance of ideas is an insistence we must maintain against a purely 

semiotic and communicative notion of the cultural realm. Discourse is, according to Fairclough, 

representative (Fairclough 2003) and while it is possible to agree with this broader claim, it is 

beneficial to turn to Archer meta-theory in order to explain exactly what is being represented. Here 

the point can be illustrated with the example of the theory of gravity. The term ‘gravity’, its various 

definitions and its relation to words such as ‘gravitas’ is an issue for the language system; the 

discourse used to represent gravity may be scientific in an academic paper or hyperbolic in a science 

fiction novel or newspaper report. However, we must also bear in mind the existence of the idea of 

gravity as an item of intelligibilia, the human understanding of it and its power as an explanation, 

which can be expressed in different language systems and represented in different discursive orders. 

Finally, as well as relating to one another the three elements of cultural structure (language system, 

discursive order and intelligibilia) all relate to the material existence of gravity as a natural force that 

keeps us in our seats no matter how much we think and talk about it. 

 

Conclusion 

The two main aims of this paper were, firstly, to lay out the basics of Archer’s theory of culture and 

encourage its use in the analysis of politics and, secondly, to modify certain elements of Archer’s 

theory to counteract some key weaknesses. This conclusion will concern itself with summarising 

these modifications. ‘Modification 1’ involved replacing Archer’s structure-culture-agency trinity 

with four concepts based on two analytical dualisms. The two analytical dualisms were structure-

agency and material-cultural, and the four concepts were material structure, cultural structure, 

material agency and cultural agency. This modification had the benefit of addressing Archer’s 

ambiguous definition of structure and of adding further exploration of the role of agency in relation 
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to the material-cultural analytical dualism. Additionally, by developing the material-cultural dualism 

at the agential level, the potential for modelling the material and cultural was strengthened.  

 

‘Modification 2’ sought to contribute to the realisation of this potential by emphasising the 

complementary notion of ‘social practices’, a term that Archer (1995) has previous rejected but is 

one that can be made compatible with her theory through the work of Fairclough and Chouliaraki 

(1999). By discussing ‘social practices’ as a key constituent of the middle element of Archer’s 

morphogenetic model, the relationship between the material and cultural realms was explored in 

two ways: firstly, the synchronic emergence of the material from the cultural replicates Archer’s and 

Bhaskar’s theoretical work on the synchronic emergence of structure from agency; secondly, by 

insisting that material structure and cultural structure condition agents simultaneously, it was 

possible to reaffirm Archer’s largely unrealised claim that the middle element of her cycle is the 

point at which the material and cultural interact. 

 

‘Modification 3’ involved reassessing the analytical dualism between cultural agency and cultural 

structure, again using Fairclough and Chouliaraki’s (1999) particularly relevant discussions about 

texts, language and discourse. The discussion about texts sought to bring clarity to the definition of 

‘an item of intelligibilia’ by suggesting that cultural structure is constituted by all those ideas 

conceived of in language, and not just those given semi-permanence in texts. Additionally, it was 

suggested that although language plays a central role in Archer’s theory of culture, it receives 

insufficient attention and is attributed insufficient causal power at the structural level, a situation 

that could be remedied with the inclusion of ‘systemic functional linguistics’. Finally, it was 

suggested that the concept of discourse, almost entirely absent from Archer’s work on culture, could 

bring a number of benefits when considered as part of both the cultural structural and cultural 

agential levels. Most notably, the concept of ‘intertextuality’ complements Archer’s theory 

particularly well by providing another layer of objective relations between items of the cultural 

structure, on top of the basic layer of complementarity and contradiction. 

 

Through these various theoretical discussions, a number of clarifications have been offered and a 

number of strengthening modifications have been made to the theory of cultural morphogenesis. 

However, this ‘tinkering’ with Archer’s theory is a small part of a much larger project to realise the 

potential of an analytical dualism between ideas and their use in the study of politics, and in the 

study of the social sciences in general. This paper has suggested that a modified version of Archer’s 

theory of culture may well be the best way to achieve this and to ensure that ideas and agents are 
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not conflated together in such a way as to preclude the possibility of explaining the distinctive causal 

powers of each. 
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