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The works of 20 prominent social theorists are exposed, examining their beliefs,
concepts and developments in four different areas — social changes, social forces,
social interactions, and power — with a specific and deliberate focus on their applicability towards public relations and broader communications practice.
This is a deceptively small book in a nutshell, jointly edited by Øyvind Ihlen and
Magnus Fredriksson. This second edition has significantly renovated and reworked
its predecessor version published in 2009; itself built on many academic articles
published in 2007, adding new chapters on theorists such as Zygmunt Bauman,
John W. Meyer, John Dewey and Karl Marx. The criteria for inclusion was interesting, derived from the contextual usage of a theorist by public relations scholars,
forming part of a major search, review and evaluation process that broadened in
the process the base of knowledge. This approach avoided the same core of theorists
being feted time after time, providing coverage of a range of theories and strategies
such as functionalism, postmodernism, constructionism, social constructionism,
feminism, and post-colonialism.
To a public relations practitioner this material can be esoteric and less-relevant,
yet for the researcher it can be a valuable reference work, a consolidated interchange of knowledge and inspiration to both the familiar and hopefully less familiar. The editors motivate well their objectives, believing that ‘more extensive use
of social theory could help to provide analytical frameworks highlighting institutional, organisational, and professional conditions for public relations, as well as
how diﬀerent conﬁgurations of these and other circumstances inﬂuence practice’.
Consideration is given to the broader impact public relations may have ‘for other
actors and society as a whole’, and the editors admit that their approach may be
unsettling or disapproved of by some traditionalists. Good!
Segregation of the chapters into four thematic sections seems considerate, working to demonstrate how different theories guide understanding of public relations
and its societal roles and impact. As noted by the editors, theories may not be necessarily pigeon-holed into one theme and an approach may both advocate and
criticise elements of the same discipline, for example, within the work of Habermas,
there are critical arguments about the negative inﬂuence of public relations, yet
also advocacy for specific public relations activities to create social interaction and
understanding.
This review cannot delve deeply into and argue about specifics from the
20 different chapters in a book of over 200,000 words, but criticism is freely given
within each chapter towards the stated theory where relevant as part of its detailed
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evaluation of potential applicability for public relations. Should you disagree, of
course, within your research you can argue a counterpoint, drawing on the exceptionally well-resourced and referenced work-at-hand. The style of the book makes
it quite essential, it could be argued, as a compiled resource for students and earlystage researchers, but that does not mean that more experienced scholars should
avoid it. Quite the opposite. When reading, or re-reading the text, it feels that one
continues to get fresh perspectives and thoughts from it.
It can be helpful to highlight the specific theorists and their chapter descriptions
to illustrate the breadth of this book, and for good contextual analysis and introduction, the editors’ introductory chapter is essential and valuable.
Within the ‘social change’ section, there is Max Weber and ‘Legitimacy and legitimation in public relations’ by Arild Wæraas, Niklas Luhmann and ‘Reframing public relations as part of society’s evolutionary learning processes’ by Susanne Holmstrøm, Zygmunt Bauman and ‘Power, ethics and social hermeneutics’ by Magda
Pieczka, Ulrich Beck and ‘Public relations and quests for responsibility’ by Magnus
Fredriksson, and Bruno Latour on ‘Actor-Networks, modes of existence and public
relations’ by Piet Verhoeven.
Leading into the relationship between the individual and society, between
agency and structure is the ‘social forces’ section. Pierre Bourdieu and ‘Public relations, positions and resources’ is examined by Øyvind Ihlen, along with Harrison
White and ‘Rethinking relations in public relations’ by Peter Winkler and Stefan
Wehmeier, John W. Meyer and ‘Public relations in a context of world society, soft
actors and rationalised de-coupling’ by Josef Pallas and Emilia Kvarnström, and
‘Interpreting public relations through Anthony Giddens’s structuration and late
modernity theories’ by Jesper Falkheimer.
Interactions of ‘social actors’ and ‘organisations’ within the public relations
sphere are covered with aplomb through ‘Bowling together — Applying Robert
Putnam’s theories of community and social capital to public relations’ by Vilma
Luoma-aho, ‘If Peter Berger were doing public relations — A social constructionist perspective on crisis communication’ by Mats Heide, Luc Boltanski and ‘The
sociology of critique and public relations’ by Lee Edwards, ‘Researching relations
with Erving Goffman as pathfinder’ by Catrin Johansson, and Jürgen Habermas
on ‘Communication and understanding — Key concepts for public relations’ by
Roland Burkart.
Power, inequality and social injustice are amongst the topics covered within the
‘power’ section, led by Karl Max on ‘Capitalism and public relations’ by Kay Weaver,
John Dewey on ‘Public relations and its eclipse of the public’ by Lana Rakow, ‘Foucault: Engaging with [Michel] Foucault’s critical theory and methods’ by Judy Motion & Shirley Leitch, Dorothy E. Smith’s ‘Public relations and feminist theory at
the crossroads’ by Lana Rakow and Diana Iulia Nastasia, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s ‘Theorising resistance in public relations’ by Mohan Jyoti Dutta, and Chantal
Mouffe’s ‘Radical pluralism and public relations’ by Scott Davidson and Judy Motion.
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The editors then conclude, accompanied by Piet Verhoeven, by acknowledging
that it would be ‘quite foolhardy to lump together the wide array of theoretical directions that have been presented [in the book]’ and any ‘task of summarising and
drawing parallels can hardly do justice to the sophisticated philosophical systems
that underpin the diﬀerent approaches’. This makes a reviewer’s task easier since
often a review is expected to offer a challenge, criticism or comparison in every
situation. For the reasons stated previously, this would be less applicable and quite
difficult to apply. However, the book seeks to collectively suggest that five key conclusions may be intimated, if not directly drawn, from the varied social theorists
with relevance to public relations concerning:
— what compass or what knowledge interests scholars using social theory are
guided by;
— the importance of seeing public relations in its societal context;
— what the central concepts for public relations are;
— what important social concerns are brought to the fore by applying social
theory to public relations activity;
— the possibilities the presented approaches present for raising empirical questions about public relations.
The book is clear that there is not one single view for public relations and related
activities, and obviously there can be variance between interpretation, application
and even one’s own biases and cultures too. The summary provides an intellectual
context that is more than a mere conclusion, acting either as a digestif for the reader
or a guide for those who need a little more prompting. It is unfortunate that this
book is likely to pass the average public relations practitioner by, although there
would be a lot of potential utility and inspiration on an intellectual/higher level
even if it could be consumed when time allows. For the specialist researcher and
scholar, this is a comprehensive, detailed, compressed and information book that
acts as an inspirational and referential work.
It is definitely a book worthy of consideration for many.
Darren Ingram
U N I V E R SI T Y OF OU L U , F I N L AN D
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