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The Action Theory Perspective of the Sociology of Artificial Intelligence :
The Implications of Artificial Intelligence Agent Technology for Sociological Theory

Chen Chuan
(Party School of the CPC Central Committee (National Academy of Governance),
Beijing 100091, P.R.China)

Abstract: Artificial intelligence (AD) agent technology will greatly enhance the capacity of Al to act
independently. The methodological and technical perspectives emerging from Al agent study bring
new insights for sociology, calling for a paradigm shift from viewing Al as tools to recognizing it as a
social actor. Existing sociological research on algorithms has focused on the social impact of algorithms.
It is necessary to treat Al agent as a new social actor to supplement the study of algorithmic sociology.
From the perspective of classical social action theory, schools of thought such as social constructivism,
rational choice theory, and structuration theory all indicate that changes in social action subjects will
lead to systematic changes in social structures. As new actors, Al agents have the potential to
fundamentally reshape these theoretical frameworks. The research agenda concerning the implications
of AT agents as new social actors encompasses three dimensions. First, at the micro level of social
action, new questions arise regarding the typology of Al actions—particularly the differences between
AT’ s rational actions and the action types characteristic of human actors. Under the prevailing paradigms
of big data and machine learning, Al does not necessarily achieve rational action in practice. The
forms of action that emerge when AI mimics human behavior are considerably more complex and
must be aligned with social rules and values. Yet whether alignment should adhere to a rational
baseline or aspire to a moral high standard remains an open and pressing question for sociological
inquiry. Second, at the meso level of social interaction, Al agents prompt research on human-Al
interaction and intersubjectivity. This includes the dynamics of cooperation, competition, and
strategic engagement among various configurations of human and non-human actors, as well as the
new power asymmetries generated by unequal capacities for rational action. Third, at the macro level
of social structure, Al agents give rise to a series of investigations into how they adapt to, reshape,
and recalibrate social rules and institutions. As new actors, Al agents may come into conflict with
established rules. Moreover, the automated logic and non-human characteristics of Al may also force
the implicit rules and ambiguous institutional provisions of human society to become more explicit
and codified. When AT agents enter governance systems—with their strict rule adherence, impersonal
operation, and concealed interest orientations—they may exert profound effects on human governance
arrangements. These constitute critical issues for future sociological research. Whereas previous
technologies transformed society indirectly, by acting upon human beings who in turn altered social
structures, in the emerging logical chain AT agents act directly upon social structures themselves.
Conceptualizing Al as actors thus opens logical space for accommodating various new types of actors
in future societies. Nevertheless, factors constraining the agency of ATl in practice persist, and social
conditions may significantly shape and limit the capacity of Al to act independently.

Keywords: Al; Sociology of artificial intelligence; AT agent; New social actor; Information action

theory
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