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Abstract
A range of scientific works show that sociological intervention is rooted in two main theoretical branches –
psychosociology and microsociology. Although the concepts and foundations of these two major scientific branches are,
of course, different, their relationships with the subject mix proximity and self-analysis, resulting in an enlightening
common factor. Our intention with this article is not only to identify the primary theories and concepts developed over the
past two centuries, but also, and above all, to be able to look beyond their unique features to better visualize the probable
points of convergence so as to provide a coherent framework that unifies the different psychosociological forms of
intervention.
Keywords: sociological intervention, psychosociology, microsociology, procedural methodology
1. An Introduction to Sociological Intervention
A range of scientific works (Alinsky, Colley, Dubet, Dubost, Herreros, Savoye, Stonequist, Wieviorka) show that
sociological intervention is rooted in two main theoretical branches – psychosociology and microsociology. Although the
concepts and foundations of these two major scientific branches are, of course, different, their relationships with the
subject mix proximity and self-analysis, resulting in an enlightening common factor. The concept of intervention and its
initial forms of theorization were supported in particular by American psychosociology from the 1940s, then the French
school of thought 30 years later. Lewin and his method of action research, the works by the Tavistock Institute, Jacques
and socio-analysis, and even Moreno and sociometry, were precursors. These works had a significant response in France,
thanks to researchers in psychosociology and clinical sociology, such as Pagès, De Gaulejac and even Dubost. In terms of
microsociology, it is useful to place sociological intervention in the general history of social sciences. Starting from this
point, with Savoye (1979) and Hess (1981), it is possible to place the origins of sociological intervention in the
monographic microsociology of Le Play, which was adopted by empirical American sociologists, then given new
momentum in Europe by Lapassade’s institutional analysis, Touraine’s method of sociological intervention and Crozier’s
strategic analysis (Chapoulie 2012, Herreros 2012). Our intention with this article is not only to identify the primary
theories and concepts developed over the past two centuries, but also, and above all, to be able to look beyond their unique
features to better visualize the probable methodological points of convergence so as to provide a coherent framework that
unifies the different psychosociological forms of intervention.
2. Material and Method
For this study, we carried out a long documentary and historical research (Ghiglione & Matalon, 1998), based on the
reading of the main books, book chapters, articles and conference acts analyzing the sociology of intervention in its
psychosociological and microsociological approaches. This research on a corpus of literature (Singly, Giraud & Martin,
2011) allowed us to build a synthesis by similarities and then a comparative analysis of the different theories proposed by
their authors. These successive methodological steps then allowed us to propose a coherent explanatory framework by
distinguishing the elements of divergence and convergence of the different theoretical and methodological frameworks
(Chapoulie, 2005).
To present this research, our article is divided into four sections. The first aims to give context to the main stages of
creating sociological intervention, from Le Play’s monographic works to Marx’s self-reflective analysis. The second
addresses the psychological aspect of intervention, mentioning works by Lewin, Tavistock and other authors, such as
Jaques and Moreno. The goal is to outline the elements that characterize psychosociological intervention and to recall the
primary scientific sources that have driven the various branches of social psychology linked to the position of the
researcher when faced with their subject(s). The third section aims to create a link between Le Play’s monographic study
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and the Chicago School’s empirical sociology. It also questions the place of sociology among the agents/actors in the
situation. In the last section, we focus primarily on the methods that concretize the intervention. The different stages of
intervention illustrate its procedural nature. In the conclusion, we discuss the purpose of sociological intervention,
including unique analysis and increase in generality.
3. The Stages of Creating the Intervention
Determining the interventional origins of sociology has proven to be a perilous, even impossible, operation as
intervention is a part of sociology (Cabé2016, Bucolo & Haeringer 2018). Whether from nearby or a distance, when
sociologists observe, question and quantify data to understand a group or a social situation, they are intervening. It is often
the case that they are asked to explain their approach or present their results to actors in sociology. Dubet highlights that in
sociology, “intervention is a fact most of the time” (2001, p. 90). However, this intervention has varying degrees of
significance and is used to differing extents depending on the sociologist’s level of detachment. The author adds that in
reality, between sociology and intervention, “everything is a matter of degrees” (Ibid.). Of the sociologists who have
really cultivated a close relationship with the subjects studied, two stand out: Frédéric Le Play, who is known for his many,
and meticulous, monographs, and Marx, whose studies of the working class formed the foundations of sociology of
knowledge.
3.1 The Monographic Origins of Intervention
With his quasi-empathetic sociological approach to the groups he studied, Frédéric Le Play broke with the positivist
tradition of sociology. At a time when the scientific and institutional foundations of the discipline appeared to still be
fragile, Le Play developed a monographic methodology that exposed him to criticism from the dominant branch of
sociology. His monographic investigations into the social organization of miners in Oberharz in northern Germany (1829),
carpenters in Paris (1856), roofers and glazers in Savoie (1857) and bakers in Paris (1859) were carried out using precise
investigation tools (observation frameworks, counting and inventory forms, interviews and life stories). Le Play (followed
by Tourville and Cheysson) came to systematically use direct observation. His hypothesis was to consider that the state of
a society may be subject to analysis based on the direct study of a microsocial unit. This unit embodies, in one way, the
society in miniature and thus makes it possible to understand one by learning about the other in a mirror effect. For Le Play,
it was through direct observations that general inductions could be drawn (Le Play, 2000, p. 206). It is also with regard to
this point (note that we found the same criticisms for sociological intervention as a whole) that the monographic approach
will trigger the most reservations in the scientific community. Sociologists such as Durkheim and Worms were open about
their skepticism because to them, it seemed difficult to perform sufficiently general analyses to enable better
comprehension of a society in its entirety on the basis of results obtained that are specific to a particular situation. Worms
wrote that “we will be led to doubt that the data relating to one family, one workshop, or even one municipality considered
in isolation can be extended to an entire society” (1918, p. 124). It is because it focuses on case studies and on unique
situations that a group of academic sociologists contest the position of intervention, which they believe prevents an
increase in generality and allows for descriptions, but not explanations. This criticism has several justifications when we
take into account that Le Play sometimes tended to fall into a simplistic and black-and-white interpretation lauding the
traditional Catholic family. However, limiting sociological intervention to only one descriptive dimension appears very
reductive. Following Le Play, Tourville strove to respond to criticisms by trying to develop a glossary of social
phenomena. Although the use of monographic investigations is not entirely new (Parent-Duchatelet carried out
monographs on prostitution in 1836, Tristan on the English proletariat in 1840 and Focillon on soap makers in 1859), Le
Play was the first to implement systematic use by opting for microsociology based on in-depth study of concrete facts
observed from within social situations. Other sociologists, such as Mendras, subsequently highlighted the use of Le Play’s
works while confirming the need to reconcile monographic analysis and statistical study to develop theoretical models
(Mendras, 1975, p. 15).
3.2 Marx’s Self-Administered Study of the Working Class
Another pioneering thinker in self-reflective sociology (although he was also very radical), Marx was heavily influenced
by 18th-century philosophers, especially Saint-Simon and Proudhon. He showed his opposition to and skepticism of
Comte’s positivist thinking and recognized the benefit of a social science for the proletariat at a very early stage. In his
famous quote – “It is not the consciousness of men that determines their being, but, on the contrary, their social being that
determines their consciousness.” (1859, p. 272) – Marx called for awareness among the ruling classes as a precursor to
change to the social system. By denying all natural law that would organize social life, he developed the idea that society
is only the product of human actions through their exchanges. He therefore brought legitimacy to a “general theory of
social production by humans themselves in their reciprocal relationships” (Simon, 1991, p. 238). In 1880, Marx published
a very illuminating survey for the working class in La Revue socialiste. This was a questionnaire aimed at workers and
therefore self-administered by them. Marx worked on the assumption that workers are the only people who are able “to
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describe, in full knowledge of the cause, the ills that they endure” (extract from the introduction letter of the questionnaire
published in La Revue socialiste). What made Marx’s approach original is that it favored open questions (in that time, the
norm was to have respondents check boxes), leading workers to reflect on their conditions and to put their ills into words
in some way. It should be noted that this questionnaire was politically motivated because it aimed to compare the
situations for workers and employers.
Through their works and original positions, Le Play and Marx contribute to rethinking the methods of implementing
social sciences. Other authors, such as Weber and Simmel, highlighted the importance of maintaining close contact with
individuals in the perspective of comprehensive sociology. The dominant branch of sociology’s trend of separating pure
research and applied research, leading to a dichotomy between knowledge and action (Chapoulie, 2012), has given rise
to a generation of researchers who are mindful of a more psychological interpretation that makes the subject more
accessible to society.
4. A Psychological Interpretation of Intervention
4.1 Action Research: Necessary Closeness Between Researchers and Subjects
The psychological nature of intervention has its roots in the group dynamic developed by Lewin in the 1940s1 within the
Research Center for Group Dynamics, which he led until he passed away in 1947. Inspired by Gestalt theory, Lewin
became interested in the social group as an entity that goes beyond simply the amount of people therein. This led him to
identifying structural properties, meaning properties that, through the interplay of dynamic relationships, show that one
part in the whole is different to an isolated part (Lewin, 1946). Lewin connected research with action to report on these
structural properties. He believed that it was not possible to discover the social reality without acting on it and that
observation and classification alone were insufficient. He explained that the situation has to be changed to understand its
motivations. Lewin carried out one of his first studies during wartime, in which he researched methods of changing the
eating habits of American households. The goal driving Lewin and his team was to encourage greater proximity between
the actors who have to be part of collaborative research at all times and to develop the means of improving their situation
with experts, step by step. Action research therefore involves an essential interventionist aspect in which the sociologist
looks to measure the gaps and differences between theory and practice, between what is said and what happens, between
how individuals imagine things to be and how they actually are. These gaps carry meaning for the researcher and also for
the actors in the situation. Action research is therefore part of a “participative approach to change” (Liu, 1997, p. 34). For
psychosociologists, intervening means acting within a social organization as required and with a view to facilitating its
change. All of these clinical and psychosociological theories thus have a common foundation with all intervention
practices: they seek to spark awareness among the group itself by using an inductive method and somewhat empirical
position in order to enable it to develop autonomy and an ability to manage its conflicts.
Although action research has undergone very varied developments, despite its founder’s efforts, this is because it remains
a very fluid concept, as there are many, wide-ranging ways of linking research and action. Action research represents a
combination of practices and procedures aiming to bring together knowledge and action with a view to changing a
situation, behaviors and attitudes to, in short, “ensure that individuals better adapt or integrate into their environment”
(Franck, 1981, p. 161). The association of the two words “action” and “research” may seem ambivalent and ambiguous.
In reality, the two approaches are complementary, but with different impacts. As explained by Resweber, “in short-term
interventions, it is the action that sparks, leads and finalizes the research. In long or medium-term interventions, it is
research that leads to action” (1995, p. 5). Therefore, a “dialectic relationship” (Ibid.) is established between the research
and the action, between the theory and practice and between the acting individual and the thinking individual. However,
this dialectic relationship evolves over a scale with varying degrees depending on the survey conditions, which is not
conducive to a precise definition of the action research or actual consensuses among researchers. If there is a consensus, it
raises more concepts and positions than a sociological theory, strictly speaking.
4.2 The Collaborative Analysis of Psychosociologists
Lewin’s works went on to have considerable influence on the Tavistock Institute, which was founded in London by Emery
and Trist. After Lewin’s sudden death, the Tavistock researchers continued his studies, but their concept of the roles of
researchers and actors differed slightly from that of Lewin. For Lewin, researchers were the only study leaders and the
actors were unable to participate in the research. The mindset driving Tavistock was a bit different. It advocated collective
participation with all actors in the field. These researchers were concerned with offering a collaboration that allows actors
to manage it themselves. This was the case for Eliott Jaques, a former Tavistock member, who developed the
1

However, the origins of action research remain disputed. Some sociologists recognize the origins of action research in
Dewey (Barbier, 1996, p. 15). Others, such as Lapassade, attribute its roots to anthropologist Collier in his studies of
Native Americans.
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socio-analysis method by examining the Glacier Metal Company (1948-1950). He studied the interactions between social
structures (roles, authority systems) and mental structures (fantasies, obstacles, anxieties). Introducing psychoanalysis
when analyzing organizations and rejecting an approach considered too technocratic, the author advocated collaborative
research for social therapy purposes: He wrote that “The nature of institutions is determined and influenced not only by
their functions, whether explicitly or consciously agreed by common agreement, but also by their many unrecognized
functions, on a phantasmatic level.” (Jaques, 1968, p. 549). In his opinion, the researcher has to develop a transfer process
that aims to convert negative feelings into positive feelings. This “working through” (meaning looking to remove
oppositions) consists of leading individuals to become aware of their opposing behavior (a type of irrational anxiety) in
order to overcome them. The psychotherapeutic direction of action research studies is illustrated by other studies
published by researchers who were peers of or successors to Lewin. Moreno illustrated this in his works on sociometry in
the 1940s. By aiming to analyze social groups in vivo, like co-actors participating in their everyday life (Dubost & Levy,
2016, p. 412), he developed a therapeutic approach with a view to restoring the hidden nature of psychodramas
experienced by individuals in interrelationships. The goal of the sociometry tests was therefore to highlight affinities and
antipathies, real and informal feelings that regulate interpersonal relationships. Moreno’s work was continued, in
particular, by Lazega in his analysis of social networks. These works had a significant response in France thanks to
researchers such as Pagès, De Gaulejac and even Dubost. The clinical sociology that was developed in the 1990s by
Enriquez and De Gaulejac led to the sociological purpose being directed at the subject. Clinical sociology “proposes
concentrating on the clinical approach to understand social phenomena, which constitutes a particular method of carrying
out research and interventions. It means working as close as possible to the experience of actors” (De Gaulejac et al., 2012,
p. 25). This form of sociology is included in Weber’s branch of comprehensive sociology by looking to go beyond the
heuristic end. The clinician attempts to make the subject conceptualize their experience. Clinical sociology proposes
reintegrating the subject and subjectivity in the same purpose of sociology by looking past disciplinary obstacles between
psychology and sociology.
Pagès writes that psychosociology is entirely concerned with being useful to those it studies. Its objective is not to propose
goals to the organization, but to “prepare (the actors) to take charge of their everyday life” (Petit, 1989). According to
psychosociology, “social speech” has an essential role (Lapassade, 2006, p. 63). Through the proximity that it creates
between researchers and individuals and through its desire to have social actors actively participate in improving their
local situation, psychosocial analysis has led some sociologists, such as Herreros, to confirm the strong likeness between
the action research and general practices of intervention. While it is psychological in its approach, action research appears
to complement sociological analysis.
5. The Microsociological Approach of Social Situations
Sharing the idea of social change and reform, sociologists from the Chicago School have continued the monographic
works by Le Play. They cultivated a pragmatic position and a keen interest in society’s concrete problems and applied
microsociology based on several monographic surveys and participant observations using the most rigorous methodology.
With its population boom, the urban environment of Chicago became a prime location for sociological research conducive
to the development of a sociology of deviance. The work published by Small in 1894 with Vincent – “Introduction to the
study of society” – includes, in particular, two chapters dedicated specifically to empirical methods in sociology. Taking
into account that “the method of Le Play is the line of departure for some of the most zealous and intelligent social
investigators” (Small & Vincent, 1894, p. 48), Small calls for the use of active research that involves sociologists in the
area of investigation. By defining the concept of the looking-glass self, Cooley looked to explain how the process of
socialization is built around the way that each individual thinks they are seen and perceived by others. According to the
American sociologist, it is not possible to understand the social world without understanding the major role played by
social interaction in the process of self-identification. These different authors (including also Burghardt Du Bois) worked
to develop microsociology by concentrating their research on limited groups (districts, small towns, communities) with
considerable integration problems linked to immigration, alcoholism, drugs and poverty. For them, the sociological
approach consisted of placing the researcher and the social agent side-by-side, rather than one above the other, in such a
way that the individual experience drives the understanding of society in a collaborative manner. Following on from Le
Play, these sociologists also noted the starting point of an empiricist tradition that is characteristic of the origins of
American sociology. However, it should be noted that the nature of American sociology is not the result of solely these
first empiricists. Other authors from varied intellectual and philosophical branches made their own contributions. For the
pragmatist Dewey, reality is to carry out research in its real and measurable consequences in the social world. For Mead,
relationships are built through the interplay of interpretations and symbols that bring together and drive apart individuals.
As successors to Small and Cooley, Thomas and Park published their studies of the general public, which contained an
abundance of life stories and very detailed biographies, while Burgess consolidated the foundations of urban sociology.
All of them draw on social Darwinism in an attempt to describe and understand the forms of social adaptation,
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acculturation, disorganization and reorganization implemented by migrants in a rapidly expanding urban environment.
They show that the existence and lifestyles of social groups and subgroups are only responses and coping strategies to a
difficult, sometimes violent social environment. Alongside Znaniecky, Thomas published a significant five-volume work
on the conditions of Polish farmers in Europe and the United States, using a qualitative method based on biographies and
life stories. Other monographs were carried out in the same era, such as Anderson’s study of “hobos” in 1923, Wirth’s
study of Jews in 1925, Thrasher’s study of gangs in 1927, Zorbaugh’s work on the residents of trendy areas in 1929,
Cressey’s study of taxi dance halls in 1932, Stonequist’s work on “the marginal man” in 1937, Shaw and Mc Kay’s study
of juvenile delinquency in 1942, Whyte’s immersive study of the Italian neighborhood in 1943 and Sutherland’s study of
white collar crime in 1949. The second Chicago School followed this same logic and increased the immersive situations,
for example, with Becker studying marijuana smokers, Goffman studying mental health patients in asylums and Straus
studying those in hospitals. Alinsky, Dolci, McClung Lee and even Wacquant and Weber also conducted significant works
on other continents, in other eras and in other, very different social spheres. This second Chicago school is described as
interventionist by Blumer because it is interested in the individual who acts according to the meaning he gives to his
action. In a negotiated social order (Strauss), this meaning is modified by the interaction with other individuals and by the
individual cognitive process.
Faced with a sociology that was thought of as too academic, the Chicago School showed its uniqueness. Its pragmatism
and empirical awareness made up its intrinsic identity. However, some will criticize it, like intervention sociology in
general, for its approach too localized and detached from any spatio-temporal framework (Giddens, 1983). This way of
perceiving the discipline of sociology as closely as possible to social individuals, sometimes as actors, sometimes as
agents and sometimes as subjects, was emulated in France. Therefore, the institutional analysis proposed in the 1970s by
Loureau, Lapassade and Hess called for a critical analysis of the institution. It looked to shed light on the hidden
institutional processes “of concealment, scotomization and repression” (Hess & Authier, 1994, p. 78). According to the
principle of the “tell all” rule, this was a matter of exposing the true life of the organization with its own codes and
operating rules (which institutionalists refer to as “agorism” in contrast with “being cryptic” or the art of the secret). In
order to do this, the researchers identified three elements in changing institutions. Established indicates that order and
organization, law, measures, conventions, operating methods are in place. It has a general scope and is imposed on
members. Establishing refers to transformation forces, reassessing the existing and contesting the norms and modalities of
the established. For sociologists in this branch, that which is establishing has the ability to act on the established. As soon
as there is a framework, norms and rules, there is a response to transgression, opposition and strategies for workarounds
and resistance. A period of institutionalization then ensues, during which the body incorporates change, integrates it and
creates new standards. The change driven by the established becomes a new means of operating that provides temporary
stability before restarting a new cycle. “It is in creation and in production that man is seen as a historical subject”
(Touraine, 1965, p. 133). With this phrase, Touraine presents his theory of actionalism as a means of analyzing human
actions. It goes further than historicism (history is what defines man) and individualism (the individual makes history). By
removing themselves from the nature over which they have increasing control, man becomes aware of their capacity for
cultural creation. This does not change the fact that to understand it, their action must be studied as a product of individual
and societal expression. The objective of Touraine’s actionalism is to analyze social movements as an expression of man’s
actions in an effort to understand their historicity (Dubet & Wieviorka, 2016). Sociological intervention is the method
developed by the author to study these social movements. It invites the sociologist to “go into gray and silent areas instead
of watching the city lights turn on” (Touraine, 1990, p. 526). Similarities can be found among advocates of strategic
analysis. The key concepts can be summarized in the essential ideas of rationality, strategies and seizing opportunities,
power and managing areas of uncertainty in a real system of action. For Crozier and Friedberg (1977), the individual is a
subject (psychological approach), an agent (individual who carries out the actions and is the subject of study), but also an
actor, meaning a rational and free individual. Individuals are perceived as rational beings who act, of course, in the
collective interest, but also, and above all, in their personal interest. They participate in power struggles by acting in areas
of uncertainty linked to their positions, their levels of expertise and to controlling formal and informal organizational rules.
Therefore, rationales behind interests are outlined everywhere, sometimes converging, often diverging, which influences
the strategies of actors. To highlight the “real systems of actions”, strategic analysis offers a personal inductive approach.
Morin explains that in recurrent reasoning, the product and producer are inextricably linked, to the extent that “the product
is the producer of that which it produces” (Morin, 2005, p. 115). The principle of recursiveness, which we found in
particular in Giddens’ theory of structuring, implies that there are no unequivocal or unilateral relationships where each
effect corresponds to a cause. Rather, recursiveness assumes that there are circular, looping relationships between the
environment and the individual, between causes and consequences, between individuals and sociologists structured
around a hermeneutic double that organizes the free circulation of knowledge and reciprocal influences.
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6. Discussion of a comparative procedural methodology
Regardless of the aforementioned branches of intervention (action research, socio-analysis, institutional analysis,
sociological intervention, strategic analysis), each offers a complex approach made up of successive and precise steps
(see the table below) that makes it possible to summarize “réalitéchaude” (live reality), as highlighted by Hess (1981).
According to Barbier (1996), Lewin’s methodology of action research identifies three steps for analysis. Determining
and contextualizing the problem is the first step. In most cases, the researchers respond to an explicit request. The relay
group (the researchers) then try to contextualize the problems raised and to identify the needs expressed by the target
group (actors in the field). The following step concentrated on planning and jointly building hypotheses for clarifying
the problems discussed between the relay and target groups. To do this, the researcher carries out participative
observation (active or complete), which means them becoming involved in the life of the group (they often take field
notes). Lastly, the final stage is trying to theorize and evaluate the actions taken to resolve the problem. Action research
is complete when the initial problem is solved. Dubost (2006) explains that for socio-analysis, the process related to the
type of investigation carried out includes four steps: The informal initial contact makes it possible to evaluate the nature
of the request and the organization’s expectations. This is followed by the intervention, strictly speaking, and in
particular recognition of the problem after creating a planning group that includes the consultant and actors in the
organization. The pilot study then aims to make a list of and evaluate the techniques that are likely to resolve the
problems faced. The last step is to carry out the project alongside all those concerned who discuss and regulate the
different stages of implementation. Touraine’s sociological intervention lasts for several dozen sessions and is
characterized by the use of a first step known as self-analysis. Self-analysis seeks to lead the group (made of about a
dozen people) to reflect on the meaning of their actions and carry out self-criticism (when this is achieved, the author
speaks about conversion). The group analyst includes three researchers: The interpreter lives within the group and
prompts awareness, while the secretary transcribes everything that they see. The analyst remains in the background,
observing and analyzing the situation. The second step is interpretation. This consists of leading actors to interpret the
social movement with support from sociologists. This back-and-forth forms a sort of continuous sociology between the
authors and researchers. For advocates of strategic analysis, it is possible to distinguish three instances during the
intervention. Firstly, it is a matter of adopting a position that takes a step back and creates a critical distance, making it
possible to break with the sensitive reality and categories of common sense. Secondly, this concerns leaving the position
of a detached and external observer to achieve “a turn to the inner character of actors” (Crozier & Friedberg, 1977). The
deep meaning of interpersonal relationships are not easily unveiled and this concerns going into the situation on the
same level and putting themselves in the shoes of the actors in order to understand their internal rationales. This turn to
the internal is necessarily contingent by temporarily eliminating any distance between the sociologist and the actors in
the situation. It is only later (thirdly) that there is a need to again take up an external position by comparing and
contrasting the several contingent rationalities and strategies observed. At this stage of the research, the strategic
analysis sociologist looks to measure these gaps between that which should take place and the reality observed. By
mobilizing a cumulative sociology (Mendras, 1975), they lean towards a progressive increase in generality, which takes
place in particular by comparing the results of these different studies that focused on similar fields.
Table 1. The stages of intervention in the main sociological theories of intervention
Action research LEWIN

Socio-analysis
JAQUES

Sociological intervention
TOURAINE

Strategic analysis
CROZIER

1
Contextualization

1
Informal initial contact

1
Initial contact and passive
observation

----------------------

----------------------

2
Planning and co-creating
hypotheses
----------------------3
Evaluating actions

2
Recognizing the problem
----------------------

1
Self-analysis (reflecting on the
meaning of the action)
---------------------2
Interpreting the social
movement
---------------------3
Actors and researchers
(interpreter-sociologist-analyst)

----------------------

3
Pilot study (technical
tools for solving
problems)
---------------------4
Carrying out project

33

---------------------2
Immersion and practical
reasoning

3
Increase in generality and
theoretical reasoning
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The sociological approach to intervention is described using “procedural science” (Friedberg, 1997, p. 321). As
underlined by Crozier, the scientific nature of analyses is dependent on adhering to an investigation procedure that
should guarantee collection and processing of data that is as open, systematic and honest as possible. For proponents of
this sociological position, it is a matter of highlighting the scientific nature of the methodological procedures used.
The various stages and steps in the intervention process, as summarized above, bring together the main methodological
procedures that characterize this branch of sociology. After a period of observation and maintained contact from a
distance, the sociologist becomes immersed in a microsituation, as proximity to the group being studied intends to bring
together the conditions for self-analysis. Using the Socratic method, this involves prompting actors to become aware of
the need for change and their considerable involvement in the research into means of action. The Socratic method
(maieutics) is a reference to Greek mythology. It recommends leading people to produce their knowledge spontaneously.
In the same way as servitude implies a minimal desire to obey (La Boétie, 2016), the intervention’s raison d’être lies
within the individual’s minimal desire to cooperate. Therefore, there has to be a real social demand (the sponsor can be
clearly identified or much more vague), which is essential to microsociological analysis. As for interdisciplinarity, it
finds legitimacy in the receptiveness of intervention disciplines. In the 1980s, authors such as Hess (1981) had already
recommended reconciling sciences by putting side-by-side sociological intervention, psychoanalysis, psychosociology
and even ethnology. More recently, Gaulejac et al. (2012, p. 13) highlighted the benefit of revisiting the disciplinary
boundaries between human sciences and social sciences. As confirmed by Mendras, “social science is one” and there is
no “disciplinary imperialism”, nor any uncrossable borders between social psychology and sociology (Mendras, 1975,
p. 8).
7. Conclusion
Intervention sociologists call for the use of practical, empirical sociology in which intuitive qualities and inductive
perspectives are offered to the social individual. Description is insufficient to do this. An explanation is necessary. The
question of conceptualization is central to sociological intervention because it forms one of its main criticisms.
Intervention sociologists are often faced with the critique of a theoretical weakness to the extent that they only keep the
“immediate impacts” of the present experience (Hanique, 2012, p. 125). As Crozier acknowledges, the increase in
generality that can be expected in all scientific approaches is not apparent to the researcher immersed in analyzing an
organizational situation. Although conceptualization is not necessarily the purpose of the intervention (Crozier 2000), it
reinforces its legitimacy by trying to highlight social consistencies that are likely to explain society as a whole using a
series of case studies and comparisons. - kinds of “constant comparative analysis", write Glaser & Strauss (1973). Of
course, the knowledge produced by immersion in the context must be applicable and usable for individuals in the
situation (this is, incidentally, the first objective mentioned by a number of researchers, such as Crozier and Friedberg),
but Schnapper (2011) specifies that it is only one of the foundations on which the effort of intelligibility is based.
Beyond that, it must be equally possible to place the organization or social group in a more global and generalized
context that aims to bring out in-depth constants and trends. According to Coenen-Huther (2008), empirical teachings
should thus make it possible to discover constants that the sociologist can then detach from the particular framework to
raise it to the level of generalities. In his differentiation of the relationships for producing knowledge in context, Uhalde
(2016) distinguishes self-diagnosis (for managing or HR), diagnosis by others (for the client system that sponsors the
study) and lastly, diagnosis for research (for knowledge in general and the scientific community). Highlighting the
different temporalities and objectives, which are sources of dilemmas and questions, Uhalde concludes that they are
complementary. In terms of intervention, everything is therefore a question of objectives: short-term when it concerns a
contingent request and, as indicated by Mendras, long-term when it concerns making sociology a cumulative science
that gathers local observations that are likely to lead to social patterns in the long term.
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