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The essays in this volume reflect major tendencies in social theory
today. They are open, pluralistic, innovative, and full of energy. There
is no dominating orthodoxy or even a hint of one—no hegemonic
theory, no mandatory method, no ideological straitjacket, and no ruling
clique. This pluralism has its own historical causes, but quite apart
from its origins, I think it is a healthy condition for social theory. In
this respect, my view is closer to Ritzer's than to Turner’s (both in this
volume), although the latter’s position, given its premises, is certainly
well-argued.

Before considering the essays in this volume, both in relation to the
past and in relation to each other, 1 will first discuss the historical
trends that led to the present situation in theory. Next, the advantages
of the present pluralism will be considered. And finally [ will look
briefly at the near future, examining the possibilities of some new
hegemony against the alternative possibility of a continued multiplic-
ity of language games.

THE PRESENT AS HISTORY

To get a sense of tendency in theory it is useful to take a systematic
look at the past. 1 have previously described the history of American
sociology as the rise and fall of two dominating points of view: that of
the Chicago School in the 1920s and early 1930s and that of Parsons-
Merton, Harvard-Columbia functionalists, in and around the 1950s.
The periods before, between, and after these two hegemonies are “inter-
regnums,” during which there were no hegemonic points of view [Wiley
1979, 1985, 1986}. The three interregnums are interesting in their own
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right. According to Thomas Kuhn's theory of scientific history, a para-
digm falls because it is replaced by a new one [Kuhn 1970). That
scheme does not allow interregnums. Admitting that sociology has not
had the well-developed paradigms of the natural sciences, this feld’s
interregnums—and, for that matter, those of the other social sciences
as well—are decidedly un-Kuhnian. This will be discussed later.

The first interregnum, or “pre-regnum,”’ extended from the formal
beginnings of American sociology in the 1880s until around World War
1. During this early period American sociology was in formation in two
senses: the birth of the field—the definition and legitimation of the
discipline—was still being established; in addition, the first quasi-
paradigm, that of the Chicago School, was being readied to fill the
niche.

In my view, W. . Thomas and Florian Znaniecki’'s The Polish Peas-
ant in Eurvpe and America (1918-1920) completed both tasks, the
“founding’ and the “filling.”! For these authors, the entry concept was
meaning, or the symbol, both as it exists in the human subject [“atti-
tudes’’) and in the social or cultural structure |"*values’’). This founding
contrasts with Durkheim’s earlier creation of the discipline around the
noticn of “structure,” itself rather similar to Thomas and Znaniecki’s
value realm. Both contrast with Simmel’s founding around the concept
of interaction {Levine 1989). The relations among these three, and
possibly other, foundings have not been looked at in social theory,
despite Durkheim’s call for examining the origins of institutions.

Thomas and Znaniecki attempted to fill the newly legitimized dis-
ciplinary niche with a particular vision of how attitudes and values (or
“agency” and “structure”] are mutually causal, This attempt was not
completely successful, although the current theory of “structuration”
—found in Anthony Giddens (1984}, Pierre Bourdieu (1989, and Roy
Bhaskar (1979}, among others—is rather similar to the argument of The
Polish Peasant.

The distinction between niche and occupant, space and content,
foundings and fillings is another problem for Kuhn's theory of science,
since this distinction, like the concept of interregnum, has no place in
his scheme.

The second interregnum, extending from the mid-1930s until the
rise of the functionalists after World War II, had a different, less origi-
nary quality than the first. The disciplinary niche was already present,
s¢ there was no need to again construct the discipline out of nothing.
The genesis of the second quasi-paradigm was more ontogeny than phy-
logeny, the former, as Durkheim pointed out, decidedly not *recapitu-
lating” the latter. The move toward the new paradigm was not virginal,
but was a response to the fall of the old: teo its anomalies, its loss of
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elective affinity with the times, and its decline in control of the mea
of intellectual production (mainly jobs, research monies cﬁvznmﬁm:m
media, and the teaching curriculum). The second mamﬁwmb.sa msdo?cm
a lot of ““direy hands,” if only because power was now being lost mmm
gained. This process was zero-sum and conflict was unavoidable ,

When the functionalists declined in the late 1960s, the Hw:m inter-
regnum began. This one too has unique qualities, particularly its Jon-
gevity and lack of movement toward a new, and third rmmomwc:__n
paradigm. Instead there has been continued diversity and Hrnchsc&_
competition, without any of the theoretical fish getting big enough to
begin swallowing the others. The essavs in this volume reflect the
peculiarities of this current interregnum.

If we date the present interregnum from the late 1960s until the
present, twenty years is a long time for a discipline to be without any
mcﬁwbmﬂnm “center.” Tt is not easy to analyze these twenty vears his-
torically, since we are so clese to them, but in a tentative and exploza-
tory spirit, | will propose three stages, so far, in the present interreg-
num: 1} the fall of functionalism; 2) the positivist bid for Tmmmgo:m.
and 3} the resurgence of European social theory. 7

The Fall of Functionalism

The decline of the functionalists was a complex process, its effects
extending over a number of years. This decline had m?mma.% begun by
the mid-sixties, thus producing some overlap in the rough ﬁndc&mm:o:
# am working with. I will focus on intellectual attacks, although histor-
ical changes in American and world society were also important fac-
tors, History produced three reversals for the functionalists, all weak-
ening their fitness for or elective affinity with the times. Hmem were 1}
social protest in the 1960s, 2} the rise of feminism and women's intesr-
ests by the end of the decade, and 3} the decline in the capitalist world
economy, including the American leadership of that economy, in the
early 1970s. All three of these events were difficult to GG_NWL in the
functional stvle, i.e., by way of needs and the nested attitudes-norms-
values that fill the needs. The functionalists had used the concept _”.;
“strain’’ to explain protest and conflict {for example, Smelser 1962], but
&.uﬁm was simply too much strain, and the times called for a Hcﬁnm.:
different theory. ’
, .ﬂrw intellectual attacks were to some extent based on the three
bistorical anomalies, but in and of themselves they constituted a sepa-
rate problem for the functionalists. The most noticeable group of at-
tacks on the functionalists was from the macro conflict positions,
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themselves quite diversified, but all gaiming from the flow of the times.
They included Marxists of various kinds, conflict-oriented and left
Weberians, the semi-institutionalized conflict pesition of Ralf Dahren-
dorf, and the functional conflict position of Lewis Coser. If the conflict
people bad won the fight and become the new hegemony, they would
have had a difficult time deciding which conflict position was to lead.

A second group of attackers were the qualitative, micro-based posi-
tions. These included symbolic intcractionism, phenomenclogical so-
ciclogy, and ethnomethodology. This grouping too would have had
trouble deciding what they were had they won. Some of these gualita-
tive micros were using recent ideas, foreshadowing the much more
recent resurgence of European theory, although at the time—the mid-
sixties to early seventies— these micro positions were weak, disunited
among themselves, and without strong European backing.

A small number of thinkers criticized the functionalists on both
macro and micro grounds, thus having a foot in each of the critical
groupings already mentioned. Leading representatives of this position
were Randall Collins and Anthony Giddens. :

There was yet a third segment of opposition. Some of the the leading
quantitative positivists were originally allied—loosely-—with the
functionalists. This interrelationship was symbolized and led by two
particular alliances: that of Samuel Stouffer with Parsons at Harvard
and that of Paul Lazarsfeld with Merton at Columbia. During the
functionalist hegemony, the positivists, subordinate to the functional-
jsts, supplied the nuts and bolts of method along with much of the
empirical research. But the positivists slowly and guietly uncoupled
from this alliance, doubtless emboldened by the advent of the computer
among other things, and they eventually became a third point of attack
on the functionalists.

This attack was primarily based on the philosophy of science and
the logic of explanation, for the “functional explanation’ of the func-
tionalists and the ““causal explanation” of the positivists were never
really compatible in the first place {though see Stinchcombe 1968, 80—
101). Once the working alliance stopped working, it was easy, particu-
larly for logicians, to point out this incompatibility. Perhaps Emest
Nagel’s critigue of Merton’s #Manifest and Latent Fupctions” paper
{Nagel 1956}, given, ironically, at the request of Merton and Lazarsfeld,
was the earhiest move in this direction. Nagel’s papet, originally pre-
sented in 1953, showed that functional explanation could be reduced to
the causal, without significant remainder (see also Hempel 1959; Bern-
stein 1976, 27-28]. 1 am not sure the functionalists ever understood the
force of the Jogician’s critique. As recently as 1977 Merton was to
remark, informally, that “the Nagel formulation in particular only
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harder to attain, for the philosophy of science to which the positivists
were committed was incompatible with the construction of general
ideas.

During the period of positivist partial reign, there began a variety of
new attacks, now on the positivists themselves. These critiques were
ceminiscent of those directed at the functionalists, for it was again the
outs versus the ins.”" In addition, the attacks came largely from the
groupings that had attacked the functionalists, but gained only slightly
from their fall: the conflict positions and the qualitative micros. There
was a certain tactical ease in criticizing the positivists, for they had
invested so heavily in methodology. In contrast to the largely theoreti-
cal critiques of functionalism the new round of attacks could be trained
parsimoniously on method.

The methed employed by the positivists required pluralities of events,
preferably in large numbers. Infrequent events were hard to approach,
and one-of-a-kind bappenings completely elusive. Accordingly, the ma-
cro conflict positions, often drawing on the histoncism of Max Weber,
argued that positivism could not explain the major events and turmning
points of history. To get-enough cases for statistical analysis—enough
cevolutions, for example—it was necessary to water down the concept
and include minor cases. The central tendency of the enlarged sample
would be different from that of the major events themselves. In addi-
tion, the temporally embedded, rworld-historical”" {Skocpol 1979, 19—
24} process would be lost in the trivialization and detemporalization of
the sample.

A sccond criticism came from the Marxist end of conflict theory.
Change, and therefore causation, was not mechanical, it was argued,
but praxis-hased and dialectical. Praxis and dialectic, in fact, supplied
the appropriate logical model—as apposed to statistical analysis—for
the explanation of one-of-a-kind cases.

in contrast, the qualitative micro positions concentrated their criti-
cisms at the levels of self and interaction. Positivism, it was argued,
could not reach the subjective fact as it is intensive, intentional {in
Husserl's sense], and reflexive. To treat the meaningful contents of self
and interaction as linear magnitudes, comparable to length and breadth,
was an obvious fallacy to these people.

Even the recently demoted functionalists, including the neofunc-
tiopalists, were critical of their former allies. Jeffrey Alexander {1982,
30-33) spoke for this position in extolling the advantages of post-
positivism; the “post”’ in this expression refers to all the recent and
telling critiques of positivism, Jaunched from the philosophy and his-
tory of science. ’

During their heyday in the 1970s, the positivists also encountered
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The Resurgence of European Social Theory
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Another way the European, and especially continental, influence is
noticeable in the eighties is n neighboring disciplines in American
universities. Literary criticism has been gquite taken with continental
theory, including phenomenology, critical theory, hermeneutics, and
especially French structuralism, post-structuralism, and later spin-offs.
In a major university literary criticism in turn affects several depart-
ments, such as English, classics, comparative literature, French, Slavie.
languages, Spanish, ftalian, and Portuguese, linguistics, and speech
communication. Continental theory is also now important in anthro-
pology, of growing importance in philosophy and women's studies, and
even making inroads into history and political science. Sociclogy de- .
partments have now been encircled, almost administratively, for uni-
versities are bustling with European theory, even though sociology
itself has been slow to recognize these ideas.

[ have now brought the historical sketch up to the present. Before
continuing, let us consider some interim conclusions.

1. The history of American social theory has moved, stepwise, trom
an emphasis on interaction {the Chicage School] to social structure
{functionalism| to culture {the continental turn). Each of these three is
a distinct and important sui geperis level in human life, but they are
also interconnected. As we ghall see, the theoretical integration of
these levels is both a problem and an opportunity for current social
theory.

9. Kuhn's theory of science does not work for the history of sociol-
ogy. His approach cannot explain our paradigm space, paradigms, or
interregnums. There js also 4 unique kind of #anomaly” in sociology’s
history; for Kuhn, anomalies were systematic empirical or theoretical
problems that a given theory could not solve. But in addition to these
systematic problems, sociology has had one-of-a-kind historical prab-
jems that come out of the blue to defeat theories. The Great Depression
was such a problem for the Chicago School, itself too centered on
interaction to be able to theonze this collapse in social structure.
Unrest in the 1960s and economic stagflation in the 1970s were similar
historical anomalies for the functionalists. The vagaries of history have
a tendency to betray social theories, periodically giving them at best a
hegemony of ten to twenty years. The social sciences need to under-
stand the dynamics of their own histories, and for this to happen they
need a separate historiography.

3. Lacking this historiography, it still seems plausible to say sociol-
ogy will not have another dominating school of thought, either in the
United States of worldwide, for the indefinite future. The theoretical
stalemate of the last twenty years Suggests this prediction, although i
will return to this question in the last section of this paper.
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theory, rational choice, and Turner’s own history are squarely positiv-
ist, although in different ways. The one on conflict theory by Cotlins is
about half positivist, Collins often tries to use the positivist style on
problems that have been considered inaccessible to positivism. In pat-
ticular he has attempted to decompose ritual processes—drawing on
Durkheim and Goffman—into positivist, cause-and-effect underpin-
nings. | think he actually departs from positivist logic and slides into
other modes of explanation in these interesting forays, and that is why
I score him only half.

Then there is the European wave, solidly represented in several
essays and full of its own newness. Kellner on postmodernism and
Lemert on post-stnicturalism—each creative in its own way—are thor-
oughly European. Antonio on Marxism is in this wave too, for the
Marxism Antonio is tracking is highly responsive to the European
intellectual climate. The essay on culture, by Wuthnow and Lamont, is
partly concerned with French thought, but a less continental,” more
nearly empirical variety.

The paper on feminism by Lengermann and Niebragge-Brantley is
not very concerned with continental thought, although feminist schol-
arship itself is. This paper, however, lays out a great challenge to
continental thearies of culture in its provocative discussion of gender
and epistemology.

Boden’s essay on ethnomethodology also belongs in this batch. In
retrospect, Garfinkel was a "scout” for the current Furopean invasion,
the ideas of which are a later version of what Garfinkel was importing
from Europe in the fifties. Boden makes this point by showing how the
central themes of ethnomethodology have resonance with similar themes
in continental thought.

Finally there is Ritzer's essay on the micro-macro issue, connecting
them all. Why is this issue so important right now? This question used
to be considered meta-sociological and quasi-philosophical, but it is
now clearly open to empirical investigation as well. Theories that are
canfined to one level, e.g., micro or macro, are reaching for the other
levels. This can be done by stretching concepts across levels or trying
for syntheses with theories at the unavailable levels. A sought-after
prize in these essays is network theory, for both Collins on conflict
theory and Cook, O’Brien, and Kollock on exchange are trying to coa-
lesce with it.

More generally, some of the cross-level moves in social theory are
attempts to reduce one level to another, constituting a kind of “levels
imperialism.” This creates backlash. For cxample, both Althusser and,
in a less sclf-conscious way, Parsons tended to dissolve the individual
in the social structure, thus creating an imperialism of structure over
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“agency” [DiTomaso 1982). The same sort of imperialism is present in
post-structuralism and postmodernism, although here it is the culture
that dissolves the individual. ,

_ vml_umcm an underlying 1eason for the currency of the micro-macro
issue is the economic malaise of the last twenty years. The world
economy, both capitalist and communist, is experiencing downward
mobility. This condition has a delegitimizing effect on all of the politi-
cal ideologies, right, left, and center, for they are all based cﬂ the
promise of material progress. To maintain legitimacy in the face of
stalled and declining living standards, states have a strong temptation
to “colonize” the micro world, i.e., the ordinary beliefs of the “natural
attitude.”” The political purpose of this colonization is to make popula-
tions think they are better off materially than they actually E.M At
least this is how I interpret Habermas’ critique of contemporar o.m i-
talism, and it gives another reason why the levels question mmwm vﬁoﬂ

issue. In this case the reason is “self * defense and resistance to the iron
cage.

MOVES TOWARD SYNTHESIS IN THE ESSAYS

Shifting now from history to systematics, some of these essays fall into
clusters or local syntheses, as Ritzer points out in his introductory
comments. These syntheses are still in process and not yet clearl
successful, although they do represent an important tendency :” Hrw

volume. ,Eem two strongest attempts are among the positivist and the
European-influenced essays.

The Positivist Synthesis

Earlier 1 spoke of splits within positivism, distinguishing statistical
praxiological, and network branches. The two praxiclogical or :mmacnh
essays in this collection are those on exchange and rational choice, The
former derives partly from behavioristic theory in psychology and u.m:_
from the rational actor of economics; the latter derives solely ?o:m
mno,oon;nm, Both of these positions are primarily micro and both are
trying to establish more presence at the macro level. The exchange
essay makes contact with network’s macro theory, and the Bﬂosmmh
choice essay of Friedman and Hechter attempts to ,En_“s:w the macro
level as itself a rational structure.

mo,nr moves to macre are expansive for these theories, but there are
associated problems. For ane, there is the awkwardness of the partial
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overlap between exchange and rational choice. Why two theories? One
could say that there is a lot of synthesis between the two, but one could
also ask why there need be two in the first place, since they cover much
the same ground with similar premises. A second problem is that
network theory is in large part critical of economics, both in the ra-
tional actor and the market, If exchange theory connects itself to this
macro position, it will weaken its increasingly economic micro posi-
tion. This problem would be even greater in a synthesis of rational
choice and network,

Turner’s provocative history of American sociclogy is also part of
the positivist synthesis, or attempt at synthesis, in this volume. Turn-
er’s position cncompasses both statistical and praxiological positivism,
the former being largely a macro structuralism and the latter a micro
interactionism. His structuralism, however, is not the network struc-
ruralism that exchange theary is eyeing. His, like Blau’s, is based on
populations and their distributions, whereas network theory is based
on the relations among “nodes.” The plurality of approaches to struc-
turalism among the positivists creates troubles for their synthesis.

Collins’ semi-positivism does not fit the positivist synthesis well
cither. He wants to connect his versivn of macro conflict theory—
which is neither network theory nor the Turner-Blau population struc-
turalism—with a micro theory. But Collins’ choice of micre is neither
cational choice nor exchange. Instead it is the semi-positivist semiotic
ot ritualism which he has created on his own.

What we have here are five positions—exchange, rational choice,
Turner’s positivism, network structuralism, and Collins’ semi-positiv-
ism—-all maneuvering to get as much as they can of the positivistic
intellectual space. The result is a strong effort at synthesis, but given
the clashes and contradictions, there is also something of a centrifugal,
dissipating effect, continuous with the positivists’ earlier, unsuccessiul
hid for hegemony.

The European Synthesis

As mentioned earlier, this grouping includes the essays on postmoderm-
ism and post-structuralism, and to some extent those on Marxism,
feminism, and culture. The lodestone of this cluster is recent French
thought, especially structutalism (e.g., Saussure and Levi-Strauss), post-
structuralism [e.g., Lacan, Althusser, Foucault, Barthes, and Derrida],
and postmodernism [e.g., Baudrillard and Lyotard}. Other kinds of re-
cent trends in European though have tended to get caught up in debates
with the French. This is true of eritical theory, including Habermas’
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version, forms of phenomenology that survived Levi-Strauss’ attack on
Sartre, various kinds of hermeneutics and the closely associated semi-
otics, and Wittgensteinian linguistic theory.

This bundle of ideas has given us what I called stage three of the
current interregnum. If there is a single theme cutting across these
ideas it 1s that of the linguistic model, both in the strong form —that
social reality is basically linguistic—and in the weaker, more analogi-
cal form —that social reality is structured “like” a language.

This cluster is full of novelty for social theory. Number, the great
model of the positivists, is pretty much demoted. Instead lantguage is
the preferred epistemological model. And, as positivism has always
resonated with the physical sciences in universities, this cluster has
increasing resonance with the humanities. )

One weakness of this cluster, however, is the emphasis on culture
to the neglect of the social structure, including the class system. Some
of the new European thinkers—especially Bourdieu, Foucault, and Al-
thusser among the French—are guite concerned with social structure
and conflict, but this is not the dominant position. The essays by
Keliner and Antonio are at great pains to try to bring the continental
discussion back to considerations of social structure, especially the
class system. This seems a useful corrective to the continent’s heavy
emphasis on culture.

Another weakness of this cluster is that its central concepts have
not yet settled down into clear, examinable premises. Its key ideas have
all the flux and ambiguity of the too-new. For example, let us look at
two terms, decentering and narrative.

The French have used the term "decentering” in many — perhaps too
many—senses. It started with Sartre’s “Transcendence of the Ego”
paper [[1936-1937] 1957), where he did a kind of decentering of Hus-
serl’s concept of the ego, showing it to be "nothing’’ at its core. Levi-
Strauss introduced a second kind of decentering in separating mythical
and other structures from selves, although allowing for a collective,
unconscious self. Foucault, Barthes, and Althusser pushed Levi-Strauss
still farther by historicizing the self—i.e., by showing how it allegedly
came to be from historical causes—and by eliminating the collective
self. Derrida went in still another direction by arguing that all sets of
meanings are without logical “centers,” and that texts should be decen-
tered from their authors. Finally Lacan, returning to Sartre’s focus, gave
another internal decentering of the self, although this time the argu-
ment was based on linguistics, not phenomenology.

This is a rather diverse batch of meanings to place on the word
"decentering.” I think it is entirely possible to systematize and clarify
this concept, although it would not be in the spirit in which the
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concept has grown, and in any case this systematization is yet to be
done. "

“Narrative” is another term that has come fast, at least in sociology,
and in several guises. The term was made popular by Lyotard in his
The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge (1984), in which
he argues against the continuing viability of the “grand narratives.” He
defines these narratives primarily by enumeration as Hegelianism, her-
meneutics, critical theory, Marxism, and neoclassicai economics {xctii).
In contrast, Lyotard advocated little or first-order narratives, which he
identified with Wittgenstein’s language games. These are not the same
as Merton’s middle range theories, for in principle Merton allowed the
possibility of a grand theory that would unite them all. But Lyotard
introduces so many qualifiers to the game analogy that the result is a
less than clear concept.

Before Lyotard introduced this term, it was already being used in
other disciplines, especially history and literary criticism. The histori-
cal discussion, which began in the early twentieth century with Croce,
heated up in the 1960s {Thompsen 1984, 207). Here the term is a
humanistic one [e.g., against Hempel 1947), used to interpret the histor-
ical enterprise in an anti-positivist way. History as story or narrative
was depicted as including the human subject, not only as topic but also
as author and audience.

In literary theory the term was used by various kinds of structural-
ists, their purpose often being anti-humanist and anti-subject. For ex-
ample, Levi-Strauss’ analysis of myths depicts them as narratives which
lack both authors and subjects, except for the collective subject. The
dominant position in the field of “narratology” portrays discourse of all
kinds as lacking an author and existing independently of human sub-
jects [Mitchell 1981, Modern Fiction Studies 1987},

The use of the term narrative in the present essays, drawing on
Lyotard, but also on the twa somewhat contradictory scholarly tradi-
tions, has too many overtones for precise theoretical usage. In particu-
lar the term has not yet been systematically contrasted to more conven-
tional terms such as “theory”’ and “ideology.”

Nevertheless, Lyotard’s essay has been extremely influential, and
there is a sense in which the grand narratives are indeed in disrepute in
social theory, the current lengthy mterregnum being characterized by
precisely that fact. Like the positivist cluster, the Eurgpean grouping
has its share of weak spots, and only time will tell how much is style
and how much substance.
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Ethnomethodology and Symbolic Interactionism

[n principle, both of these lines of qualitative, micro theory are open
and kindred to the European wave, Garfinkel, in fact, having paved the
way for it. It is striking that ethnomethodology did not wither away,
despite a relatively inhospitable response from the rest of sociology.
Spin-offs from Garfinkel, as in the works of Aaron Cicourel, Harvey
Sacks, and John Heritage, have also hecome a force of their own. While
American support for ethnomethodology has been modest, European
support has been much stronger. Ethnomethodology has also estab-
lished links with other disciplines, such as linguistics, artificial inteili-
gence, and cognitive theory in psychology.

Symbolic interactionism tao, as Fine’s essay shows, has had a notice-
able persistence in the theoretical competition. [ think this is partly
because the ideas of classical American pragmatism and early interac-
tionism are such a strong patrimony. The symbolic interactionists have
leaned heavily on George Herbert Mead, despite conflicts of interpreta-
tion. But pragmatism stitl has unexploited resources in the works of
James, Dewey, Baldwin, Cooley, and Peirce, among others. The overall
social theory, or family of theories, embedded in pragmatism has never
been worked out, and the symbolic interactionists could deepen their
position by lovking more closely at their patrimony.

Such an examination could also strengthen the symbolic interac-
tionists’ connection to the European wave, for pragmatism was aone of
the early sources for this wave. In particular, Husserl borrowed heavily
from William James, Lacan appears to have done the same from Bald-
win, and contemporary European semiotics draws heavily on Peirce.
Symbolic interactionism could deepen its articulation to the present by
better mining its past.

Neofunctionalism

This grouping has inherited the earlier critics of Parsons-Merton func-
tionalism. Thosc criticisms had come from exchange theory, the quali-
tative micro positions, the macro conflict positions, and the logical
wing of positivism. The neofunctionalists in the United States, in
contrast to the increasingly influential Nikias Luhmann in Germany,
have downplayed the concept of “function’’ {Turner and Maryanski
1988), thus evading some of the criticisms, But the neofunctionalists
have, if anything, leaned more heavily on the notion of moral causa-
tion, via norms and values.
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This shift in emphasis creates two problems. For one, social theory
at large has moved away from the moral toward the cognitive, linguis-
tic, and meaningful. This gives the neofunctionalists a somewhat out-
of-date aura. In addition, it is difficult to ground morality without
functions. If morality is based on functional need, it has a clear, causal
foundation. If functions are discarded, merality becomes relativistic
and loses much of its explanatory force. If morality is not based on
function, then one cannot but ask about its cognitive and meaningful
foundations. The necofunctionalists might have to choose: either to
return to function as the basis of morality {toward Luhmann), or to
soften the emphasis on morality and tumn in a more semiotic direction
{toward continental theory).

Nevertheless, the neofunctionalists are making an important impact
on contemporary theory, They are exploring connections with neigh-
boring positions, including those of the earlier critics. In addition, they
are producing a large number of important works, especially in cultural
sociology. Jeffrey Alexander, in particular, has become established as a
major social theorist and a highly competent group leader.

THE ADVANTAGES OF PLURALISM

Contemporary sociology has differentiated itself into a number of points
of view, both empirical and theoretical. So far I have been talking about
the history and systematics of this piuralism. Now let me shift to its
possibilities for theoretical progress.

L. Competition. Pluralism implies competition, and without being
a tunnel-vision capitalist, one can say competition has its strengths,
During sociology’s take-off period, from the late nineteenth century
until World War 1, theoretical competition prevailed, not only in the
United States, but more importantly in Europe. The competition was
to some cxtent expressed as nationalistic rivalry, leading toward World
War I, but still it was productive for theory. The great patrimony of
social theory dates from that period. This includes not only the works
of Durkheim and Weber, but also those of Marx and the Marxists, a
little earlier, and John Maynard Keynes [Wiley 1983] a little later. In
addition, the great American contribution to micro theory, extending
from Peirce and James to Mead and Cooley came from that period. If
sociclogy had been centered, worldwide, around a dominant point of
view during that time, there would not have been the creative flower-
ing that issued from such competition,

Early sociology was trying to understand the great transformation
nto capitalism, urbanism, and democracy, Today we are at the other
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end of modernization, trying to understand and theorize what appears
to be another transformation, into a new institutional and cultural
pattern.

It stems to me that the worst imaginable way of trying to theorize
the contemporary experience is to narrow the intellectual options. In
particular, a changing system requires wide-open qualitative analysis,
preferably from many points of view. If there is a problem here with
the present pluralism, it is in the inadequate attention paid to the
“hard” social structure. In this paper the term ‘“structuralism’’ has
come up in about a half dozen different ways, but too many of these are
not getting at the historically embedded structure of armies, econo-
mies, and nations. The essays most concerned with the new transfor-
mation are those by Collins, Antonio, and Kellner.

2. Cause and Meaning. Another strength of the present pluralism is
that social theory has a better chance of providing adequate and com-
prehensive explanations. Both Weber and Durkheim respected the broad
positivistic goal of causal analysis, but they aiso thought explanation
required something more. Weber was quite explicit about wanting both
cause and meaning. Durkheim was a little fuzzier about what he would
add to cause. In the Rules of Sociological Method he added function,
but in the Elementary Forms of Religious Life he moved closer to the
Weberian formula, that of cause and meaning.

The present diversity in theory is well adapted to pursuing the
Weber-Durkheim formula for adequate explanation. The causal side
has been deepened by the computer, new statistical developments, and
the energy of the positivist groupings. The meaningful side has been
strengthened by semiotic and lingnistic models, by new theories of
meaning, and by a variety of other European innovations.

At present, these two approaches to explanation are uperating inde-
pendently and in relative isolation from each other, but there are little
signs that this may be changing (e.g., Giddens 1984, Jasso | 988; Fararo
1989). Theorists are beginning to try to integrate the two aspects of
explanation, some signs of which appear in the present collection.

3. Mediating the Naturaf Sciences and the Humanities. Social the-
ory’s capacity for combining causal and meaningful explanation is re-
lated to its strategic, mediating position between the natural sciences
and the humanities.

Human beings are at the crossroads of the materiat and non-material
worlds, for they combine physical bodies with selves. The natural
sciences can study the bodies and the humanities can study the selves
and their cultural products. These two approaches find aspects of the
truth, but they also tend to pull the problem apart, for they split human
nature into two unintegrated parts. The social sciences, despite the
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historical vagaries of their origins, have always bad the strategic oppor-
tunity of studying human nature and the social as totalities. Causal
explanation tends to be based on the body and meaningful explanation
on the seif. A complete theory of human life requires both kinds of
explanation together, as Weber and Durkheim sensed. Such an expla-
nation fulfills sociclogy’s potential as mediator between the natural
sciences and humanities, a crucial role for integrating universities as
well as bodies of knowledge.,

4. Theoretical Diversity and ldeological Freedom. Social thearists
are always engaged in ideological disputes with each other, even if only
implicitly. Ideological closure, always the bane of social theory, ends
the competition and creativity. Hitler and Stalin were examples of this
closure, although there are plenty of less dramatic exampies.

There is no way to decree ideological tolerance in social theory,
although the general principle of intellectual respect seems to help. At
present there is a relatively healthy state of tolerance in theory, a
circumstance conducive to pluralism and diversity. Creativity is partly
the result of the clash of ideologies, as the beginnings of sociology
illustrate, and pluralism fosters this sort of clash. I do not think a
theoretical hegemony is necessarily an ideolegical straightjacket, but it
is nevertheless easier for states to impose ideologies under these cir-
cumstances. In fact, states decree scientific hegemonies—as Hitler and
Stalin did—to facilitate ideological uniformity.

I have listed a series of advantages to the present diversity in social
theory. These work together toward creative and comprehensive expla-
nation. The present period in world history seems especially ripe for
theoretical progress, for there is an elective affinity between this rela-
tively open, reconstitutive period in time and the similarly open situa-
tion in theory.

POSSIBLE FUTURES FOR SOCIAL THEORY

It goes without saying that the future of social theory depends on what
happens in world history. World war or a sharp ideological change in
world politics would have massive effects, and the near-future of the
world economy, including the American role therein, is an obvious
contextual force. Even such a specific factor as which political party
holds the American presidency affects theory. In particular, the conti-
nental turn in the humanities seems to be unpopular with recent Re-
publican administrations, and given the federal control over the means
of intellectual production, this could eventually affect the growth ot
these ideas. But if we suspend these elective affinity questions,* the
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best prediction is probably to extrapolate the present into the future,
i.c., to expect continued pluralism, despite continual bids for hege-
mony.

Let me approach this by a process of elimination. I see three alterna-
tive scenarios to continued pluralism: 1} a methodological hegemony,
either all-positivist or all-interpretive; 2} a break-up of sociology into
two separate disciplines; or 3] 2 new hegemony, which combines both
causal and meaningful explanation.

A methodological hegemony seems most unlikely, even though some
of the essays in this collection seem to favor such an outcome. The
historical precedent argues against this, at least in the United States.
Both previous hegemonies—those of the Chicago school and function-
alism—were methodological hybrids, combining quantitative and
qualitative elements. In addition, these overarching, methodological
terms are little more than ritnalistic labels. Both the quantitative and
qualitative wings are internally divided into sharply competing ap-
proaches, and 1 do not think either one could ever find enough internal
unity to “rule.” Finally there is an epistemological “blind spot” in both
methods, requiring each to seek out the other.

The second option—the internal break-up of sociology into two
rdifferentiated” disciplines—also seems unlikely, if only for reasons of
material security and logistical survival in universities. Such an even-
tuality would not strengthen sociology but would seem more likely to
mark its resorption into the same neighboring disciplines from which
it emerged in the first place.

The more likely aption would seem to be a new hybrid hegemony,
based on some creative merger of positivist and interpretive ingredi-
ents. 1 have been examining this scenario throughout the paper, how-
ever, and it simply does not look like a serious, near-term possibility,
either historically or systematically. There are little signs of this possi-
bility in the essays; for example, exchange theory’s interest in symbolic
interaction or ethnomethodology’s interest in artificial intelligence,
but they are just too little—hardly more than glints in the essayists’
eves.

[ return, then, to my prediction of a continuation of present trends.
This condition not only has the advantages listed earlier; it is also
consonant with the postmodernist argument —overstated as it is—that
the grand narratives are dead and middle-level language games are the
discourse of the future {I would add “for the time being”}. Coalitions
will be explored and hegemonies will be sought after, but the strength
c__m social theory today lies in the multiplicity of its tools and perspec-
tives.

The essays in this collection, and the highly successful conference
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on which they are based, were intended to capture the main trends in
each theoretical field. I think they do so with amazing fidelity, and I
can think of no better place in which to look for finding out what is
going on right now in social theory.

NOTES

1. Jonathan Turner in the present volume srgues that The Polish Peasant was
not so much based on the replacement of instinct, as 1 have argued [19886), as on the
replacement of evolutien and organicism in general. He further argues that The
Polish Peasant opened the way for the more precise measurement of mental pro-
cesses, specifically attitudes. Lam unconvinced on both counts.

By the time of The Polish Peasant, the macio theory of evolution, as a competi-
tive process among and within species, had already been considerably moderated and
softened in sociology. What remained as an obstacle to sociology's disciplinary
cmergence was the micro notion that individuals were biologically determined— -
that the physiological processes alope produced thought and affect. It is significant
that the theory of instinct, as an explanation of individual behavior, was by then the
argument of the discipline of psychology, not hiology. As Znaniecki put it, retrospec-
tively in 1950, the purpose of the concept of attitude was to eliminate “naturalistic
explanations of individual conduct in terms of biological ‘instinct,’ innate ‘drives,’
ete.”

The subsequent move toward the measurement of attitudes, initiated by Thur-
stone (19281, defiected Thomas and Znaniecki's project away from its phenomeno-
logical orientation. The deflection was not back to instincts again, but nevertheless
w another kind of positivism.

In this paper | cannot go into the diffcrence between the theory of The Polish
Peasant and that of the 19205 Chicago Schouol, the two being similar but not the
same.

2. Some varieties of systems theory, including the influential version of Niklas
Luhmann, could be considered a fourth kind of positivism. The nature, causes, and
consequences of the splits in positivism have nevet been adeguately looked into,
despite Parsons’ promising beginning in The Structure of Social Action {1937, 70—
81}

3. 1 deliberately emphasize the novel aspects of European sacial theory. In addi-
tion, the Europeans are pursuing some more canventional lines, including the devel-
opment of ideas from Mead, Gotfman, ethnomethodology, and Farsons.

4. Obviously you cannot really suspend” these guestions. They are too big, and
they give a fundamental vuncertainty,” in the Keynesian sense, to sociology’s future.
As Keynes put it:

By “uncertain” knowledge, let me explain, | do not mean merely to distinguish
what is known for certain from what is only probable. The game of roulette is not
subject, in this sense, to uncertainty; nor is the prospect of a Victory bond being
drawn. Or, again, the expectation of life is enly slightly uncertain. Even the weather
is only moderately uncertain. The sense in which | am using this term is that in
which the prospect of a European war is uncertain, or the price of copper and the
rate of interest twenty years hence, o1 the obsnlescence of a new invention, or the
position of private wealth-owners in the social system in 1970, About these matters
there is no scientific basis on which to form any alculable probability whatever,
We simply do not know. {Keynes 1937, 113214
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Order and Discourse

CARTESIANISM AND SOCIETY

The traditional renditions of order have not been immune to Cartesianism.
Order is portrayed in a dualistic manner by both ¢lassical and a host of
modern theorists. Similar to Descartes’ search for an indubitable ground of
certainty, most sociclogists view order as emanating from an inviolable
source, Because subjectivity, or human action, is believed to be capricious, a
basis for order is sought that is untrammeled by interpretation. In other
words, standards must be available that are unaffected by personal motives,
or society will devolve into what Deleuze calis **associative chains and non-
communicating viewpoints.”” A type of Newtonian “‘oasis’’—an absolute
foundation—is believed to be required for society to survive. A perfect spatial
domain is reserved as a basis of order.

As a result of this Cartesian influence, Niklas Luhmann writes that soci-
ologists have exhibited a propensity for conceptualizing order as
“centered.’’? By this he means that a single, intractable referent is invoked
to legitimize norms. When the common present required for interaction is
established in accordance with the assumptions of dualism, order is
guaranteed, Consistent with Cartesianism, the knowledge used to organize
society is touted as the antithesis of subjectivity, and thus order is associated
automatically with reason. In a manner of speaking, society embodies
reason, while persons are passionate, misgutided, and continuously threaten
order. Reality, therefore, is not subject to definition, but represents 4 com-
prehensive system that is able to controi individuals. When passion is juxta-
posed to reason in this way, Herbert Marcuse argues, society becomes invul-
nerabie.* After all, how can useless passion have any significant impact on
reason? Reason, in fact, is given the power to suppress passion.
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or collective judgments. Actually, the strictures imposed by society delimit
the boundaries of reality. Yet realists such as Durkheim applaud this view,
because social order cannot be jeopardized by psychological idiosyncracies.

Nominalists, on the other hand, claim that only individuals are real and
that society is fictitious." They reject the existence of a so-called macro level
of order. Key to this position is the claim that individuals are free to pursue
their own aims, and that as a result of this activity, order emmerges.
Nominalists believe that order can be established on the basis of in-
dividualized preferences. Throughout the history of social thought,
however, justifying society in this manner has been viewed as dubious, even
by nominalists. According to Deleuze, the nominalist viewpoint treats per-
sons as ‘‘sealed vessels.”” Moreover, it is quite a leap of faith to assume that
individual greed will enhance the common weal .12 After describing in-
dividuals as menads, for example, Leibniz introduced the notion of *‘pre-
established harmony’’ to explain how they are organized. In a similar vein,
chaos is averted at the marketplace, according to Adam Smith, through the
intervention of an “invisible hand.’’ Modern supply-side economists
acknowledge that something they refer to generally as the market regulates
trading. In each instance a non sequitur is made. Specifically, a force that is
superior to the individual is given the latitude to control behavior; the
perpetuation of reality is again taken out of human hands.

As with realism, individuals are not responsible for their destiny. Instead
of a “reality sui generis,”” a style of reason of logic nominalists accept un-
guestioningly as valid underpins cognitive activity and, ultimately, interac-
tion. Those who depart from this ideal, as might be suspected, are labelled
as aberrant, Social mores are not a topic for debate, for these rules serve to
differentiate reason from madness. Besides, how can the principles that
make order possibie be suspended? Without the insight imparted by reason,
interaction would at best be undisciplined, and at worst completely
disorganized. Economic exchange, for example, would be highly violatile,
unless price signals are evaluated similarty by traders. Nonetheless, as
should be seen, nominalists also deprive persons of autonomy.

As Buber has pointed out, moral order has been considered a product of
either individual or collective demands. Yet morality is depersonalized in each
case, in that both personal autonomy and social responsibility are under-
mined. In nominalisim, individuals who are absolutely reasonable are the
focus of attention, while social concerns are of secondary importance. Ac-
cording to realists, individuals are associated intimately with the coliective,
yet the etement of personal choice is undermined. In neither approach are
human action and social order united. The implication, then, is that moral
order and freedom are incompatible. Postmodernists maintain that this
conclusion is very problematic, since order inevitably becomes inhospitable:
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captured? Rather than constrain persons, gpeech acts establish order. In-
stitutions, accordingly, are not the pillars of society, but embody the inter-
pretive process they are supposed to repress. -

Implicating jnstitutions in language use marks a noteworthy departure
from the past. Usually institutions have been portrayed as unencumbered
by opinions, or by any other situational factor that would limit the ap-
plicability of norms. Institutions have been divorced from persons fora
simple reason—to maintain social control, [nstitutions are given almost
unlimited authority; this is accomplished by restricting symbolism to
specific areas of society. <Symbolic energy,’’ as Barthes labels it, is not per-
mitted to flow freely throughout a culture.! Symbolism is defined as
something personal, while socia! organizations are public. Insisting on
maintaining this dichotomy provides institutions with the freedom from
restraint required to enforce norms. Symbols are privatized and unable to
affect reality.

With institutions mired in language, critics of postmodernism argue,
society is plunged into anarchy. For example, René Wellek contends that
postmodernism poses a serigus threat to institutional and pedagogical prac-
tice. Traditionalists believe this philosophy encourages “apocalyptic irra-
tionalism,’" ‘‘cognitive atheisim,”’ and “‘dogmatic relativism.””!? Cleariy,
mainstream social philosophers and sociologists have reason to fear the
thesis advanced by postmodernists. Deprived of an ahistorical framework,
theories such as functionalism, structuralism, and cybernetics, for example,
lose their appeal. And if social theorists are unabie to employ structural
metaphors, their.status as scientists may be jeopardized. Nonetheless, does
the loss of an ultimate arché mean that society must be inevitably
destroyed? Because order must stand in the midst of language, are social
relationships impossible to establish and perpetuate? As a result of em-

phasizing the «yndecidables’” indigenous to language use, opponents of
postmodernism contend that culture is eviscerated. Indeed, postmodernists
are thought to delight in undermining society. Yet is Terry Eagleton correct
when he states that only Justice can be forthcoming from a society based on
postmodern philosophy?#®

This charge, however, is not difficult to understand. As might be expected,
postmodernists do not accept the centered version of society. Such impetu-
QUSHESS WOTTIES realists. Nonetheless, Lyotard goes further: he announces
that consensus is an outmoded concept, and that social laws are impossible to
know.2! What is the uninitiated reader to make of such ﬁ_.ozozq_naaaimq The
conclusion reached by many critics is that postmodernism collapses under
its own demands. For if social contracts cannot be enacted, laws cannot be
enforced. Order is not only impossible, the ideas expressed by postmodern-
ists can be neither comprehended nor implemented. 1diosyncracies, these
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as thought to be a rational approach to eliminating waste

bureaucracies w
his original appraisal, however, has proven to be extreme-

and corruption. T

ly naive.
The end product of bureaulcratization is a symbol-free mise en scene,

where judgments arc made on the basis of facts, without interference from
extraneous influences. To use the example provided by Benjamin, the
cayra’” is stripped from any phenoimenon that is encountered . Because
knowledge 18 materialized, events <an be easily manipulated. Hence
managers become technophiles, who rely mostly on analytical methods
when evatuating policy options. In point of fact, so-called “‘soft’’ data,
such as those derived from direct experience, are often cited as promoting
faulty reasoning. Primacy is given unquestioningly to “calculative rationali-
ty.’" Yet this uncritical acceptance of instrumental reasot has dire conse-
quences. Most important, the way knowledge is conceptualized may alter ir-

reparably the organization of society.
With the logic of an organization standardized, efficiency will almost cer-

tainly increase, at least initiatly. Politically, however, the bureaucratization
of society is disastrous. Power becomes extremely concentrated, usually in
the hands of a few technocrats.2® These functionaries are believed to possess
the education and skills required to make scientific or ¢ational decisions.
Because knowledge is not widely disseminated, the political process begins
to collapse. The average citizen is unable 10 make informed choices, while
those who have knowledge become increasingly indispensable. What some

- Marxists call :mwm:ma: is the eventual result of bureaucratization. In other

words, society is transformed into a elitist system, which is monolithic and
impenetrable. Foucault remarks that when a society is bureaucratized,
power no longer assumes the form of brute force.™ Actualily, this sort of
display seems almost infantile. Power is exerted, instead, through the use of
classificatory schemes and criteria for judging behavior that are believed to
be thoroughly rational. A management science that is unquestioned, for ex-
ample, contribuies to the disenfranchisement of citizens. Accordingly, the
political process becomes nothing more than administration. Persons may
actually request 10 be assessed by these standards, as is the case when they
volunteer for psychiatric or medical examinations. To counter this ter-
rorism, Lyotard calls for the development of “*flat™ oﬂmmammsonm.ﬁ
Second, researchers must appreciate that Lyotard was influenced by Mar-
tin Buber and Emmanuel Lévinas, in addition to the Hasidic masters. The
paradoxical statements made by Lyotard will most likely be misconstrued,
uniess ihe role piayed by these authors in the formation of uomﬁaoamaama
is recognized. While making reference to Hasidism, Lyotard is loath to base
society on a set of nﬂnmann:onm.; Also consistent with his critique of
hureaucracy, establishing rubrics that differentiate absolutely reality from
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metaphysics.* Recently, another author referred to this place as the
“dialogical region." : .
What nominalists and realists overlook is the space between peErsons.
Because this region is obviously replete with interpretation, traditionalists
warn that society could not possibly be erected on such a flimsy foundation.
Buber utilized appropriate imagery when he called this area the “‘narrow
ridge.’”™* He suggested that winds whirl around anyone who resides there, |
thus limiting 2 person’s vision. This is not to say that certainty cannot be
obtained, but that knowledge must be exiricated from the flotsam left
behind by history. Rather than being immaculately conceived, order
emerges from the maelstrom of claims that compete te dominate everyday
life. Truth, in other words, is buried deep within social concerns. Lyotard,
iherefore, writes that society is comprised of institutional “patches.’
Described in this way, postmoderns feel, order is no longet ominous.
Lyotard uses Plato’s ontology to exemplify what he wants to avoid. Like
the Hasidim, Lyotard believes thai Plato envisioned society as an eternal
idea.’s Once this version of order is given credence, everyday life is
eliminated as a source of ethical and moral values. Plato, along with most
Western philosophers, had little positive to say about opinion, Yet as Buber
recalls, fleeing from daily experience and repairing to a cloistered environ-
mment renders life meaningless.’ Striving to fulfill the requirements of
abstract laws may provide an individual with the promise of security, vet the
resulting behavior occurs in a vacuum. The price paid for this salvation con-
sists of the values, sentiments, and commitments that serve to organize a
person’s existence. Further, as Erich Fromm remarks, ethereal ideals tend
1o undermine the human condition.*” The more expansive these ideais
become, the relevance of human action becomes less important. What could
be more alienating?

Again like the Hasidim, Lyotard wants to sanctify the world of everyday
activities. To use Paul Tillich's terminology, what tsegneerns’’ persons
syliimately’” is assumned 10 gxist within the dialogical region.” Because of
the emphasis that has been placed on identifying structural imperatives, this
simple idea has been overlooked. The *‘in belween’’ is no longer thought to
be holy, because the mystery of how order is established is currently
obscured by technical operations. For example, merely formalizing rela-
tionships is believed to optitnize interaction. In a bureaucracy, explicit lines

of interaction and clearly defined rules of logic are identified as leading

paturally to improved communication. Technical competence is thus deemed
sufficient to guarantee the success of discourse. Rather than being a set of
technical procedures, uomﬁaoam_.:mm”m mmaintain, language gives rise to socie-
ty. Communicative, instead of technical, proficiency is central to the sur-
vival of order.’* As in postmodern epistemology, the key to a postmodern
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ground is discovered. Only language piled upon itself can serve as the basis
of order, The phrase sdiscourse-Tigure’* best conveys the identity of social
reality.* In other wards, reality is based on discourse that assumes a fragile
form.

The resulting order should not be referred to as a system, according to
Jean Cebser. When society becomes known as a system, an all-
encompassing mechanism is thought to be available to recancile divergent
points of view. Instead, in a postmodern world, order is envisioned to be a
“gystase.’’™*? Systasis means that various elements are directly integrated,
without an intermediary. No abstraction is involved in this process.
Luhmann transforms Gebser’s idea into more social terms when he suggests
that through the recognition of difference, discourse can be initiated.’® By
this he means that persons who do not adhere to a similar reality can suc-
cess{ully interact. Accordingly, avenues of accessibility must begin to con-
nect realities that were formerly considered to be irreconcilable. This is what
Lyotard has in mind when he writes that postmodernism “refines our sen-
sitivity to differences and reinforces our ability to tolerate the incommen-
surable.”™! Social reality, in this sense, consists of 2 myriad of differences,
none of which is inherently superior to the other.

A concrete universal unites a postmodetn society —that is, accessibility to
the other. Organized diversity is the hallmark of a society hased upon
postmodernism. Borrowing from Proust, Deleuze declares that ‘‘transver-
sality’? allows for order. By this term he means that ‘““unity and totality are
established for themselves, without unifying or totalizing objects or sub-
jects.'’s* The fundamental moral principle at this juncture is that the integ-
rity of the other—his or her difference—must be guaranteed at ail times.
Derrida writes: ‘“There is no ethics without the presence of the other.”*

I &vinas refers to this as an ontology without metaphysics, whereby persons

encounier one another “‘face-to-face’ in a non-reductionistic manner. In-

dividuals are treated as valuable in themselves, and not as a means for some
other end prescribed by either God or the state. Society embodies a whole,
but not one that dictates how persons must conduct their affairs. In fact,

Lyotard labels those who transgress the language games played by othets as

tierrorists. '™ Obviousiy, order is not a consensus, because persons are not

necessarily oriented by similar ideals. However, rejecting consensus is not
the sasme as advocating anarchy or nihilism.

Critics of postmodernisim are correct when they charge that both God and
man arc undermined by this philosophy. Yet order is not cast aside, but
only the *‘reality sui generis’’ that is usually retained to legitimize social ar-
rangements. In a sense, posimodernists radicalize contract theory. In addi-
tion to certain folkways, they negotiate the entire framework within which
discussions about norms are undertaken. Accordingly, fundamental to the
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POSTMODERNISM AND A
RESPONSIBLE SOCIETY
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necessity. According to de Man, Hblderlin’s words are truly relevant: ““We
are our conversation,”® In this regard, Lévinas comments that persons en-
counter one another without intermedjary or .without achieving commu-
nion. There is no solitary individual or absolute We. Persons must risk
security constantly to encounter others.

Lyotard refers to this version of order as a “gelf-managed’’ society.®
Self-management is a theme that has become quite popular in recent years
in various Marxist societies, particularly in Yugosiavia. Basic to this idéa is
that jobs are meaningful only when workers are able to establish an intimate
relationship with the means of production. This requires far more than
allowing workers to participate at opportune times in planning the labor
process. More important, the entire organization of work must reflect
human needs and desires. The workplace must not regulate work; instead,
the producers must design their jobs. As a group of Yugoslavian Marxists
note, this requires that factories no longer be viewed as autonomous en-
tities.® Rather, the *‘being’” of these organizations must originate from
human action. Order is thus legitimized through the “autonomy of in-
terlocutors involved in ethical, sociat, and political praxis,’” as described by
Lyotard.

A self-managed institution is different from a bureaucracy in several
crucial respects. While authority and rules stifl exist, order is not imposed
upon workers, Also, because workers embody the workplace, power is not
something that is used, for example, against line staff to secure advantages
for a select group of managers. And finally, decisions are not made in
secrecy by a few experts. Qrganizations that are self-managed are
sometimes referred to as organic, because they are flexible and respaonsive to
social and not simply managerial concerns.

Conceived in this way, a self-managed society is responsible because
order embodies the vox populi, rather than abstract imperatives. How can
such an organization ever gain the autonomy necessary for it to turn against
and to repress its creators? With the subversion of dualism, institutions ¢an
never acquire this much power. There is no justification for assuming that a
particular form of reason, body of knowledge, or set of norms is un-
doubtedly real, and thus deserves to dominate the social scene. For this
reason postmodernists depict society as a patchwork of contrasting posi-
tions, with the integrity of each one protected. According to Lyotard, socie-
ty is a process of striving Lo reach a consensus that is never achieved. He
argues that persons are always working at the limits of their language
games, thereby constantly reinventing reason and reformulating relation-
ships.*

Some writers, such as Hayek, refer 1o this as a ‘‘spontaneous’’ order.”
Yet do postmodernists understand the formation of order to be this
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individuals, or traders, are conceptualized. According to postmodernists,
persons are not ahistorical and apolitical; they are not atoms somehow
brought into alignment through their desire to interact (that is, to trade).
To counteract the influence of supply-side or conservative economists, Lyo-
tard introduced the idea of “libidinal economics.”’® He suggested that ahistori-
cal equilibriumm models are inappropriate for examining economic activity,
Trading, instead, should be viewed as corporeal, whereby decisions to buy and
sell are understood to reflect the various contexts in which economic actors find
themselves., How persons interpret power, reasen, and, as Max Weber says,
their *“life chances’ determine the trading gambits they will make. In fact,
Lyotard may be considered quite radical, for he recognizes these crucial
elements of economic exchange that supply-siders choose to ignore. What
could be more rarefied and stifling than a model of trade that excludes the
situational exigencies noted by Lyotard, which relate to class interests?

THE SOLIPSISM OF POSTMODERNISM?

Fredric Jameson declares that subsequent to the onset of postmodernism,
 Alliance Politics’” is no longer possible.® His point is that collective action
is prectuded, due to the emphasis postmodernists place on individualism,
This is the same criticism that is lodged against sociologists who concentrate
on studying how symbolism shapes reality. These writers are referred to
unaffectionately as *‘micro-theorists’ and are assumed to be incredibly
naive. Allegedly, they are oblivious to the social factors any competent
analyst must concede influence daily life, such as power. Yet are persons
characterized as solipsistic or asocial by postmodernists? Is the individual
depicted as only remotely connected to social considerations?

If postmodernists were Cartesian in their orientation, a collective
response to a problem would be impossible. The dualism attendant on
Descaries’ position prevents persons from coming into contact with anyone
ouiside of themselves. Moreover, are individuals the ‘‘windowless monads"”’
described by Leibniz, who are indirectly related to one another? According
to Lyotard, ‘‘even before he is born, the human child is already positioned
as the referent in the story recounted by those around him, in relation to
which he will inevitably chart his course.””™ Persons face each other im-
mediately, in other words, as “addressee’’ and ‘‘referent.’”” For “‘no self is
an isiand,'’ writes Lyotard.™ What Lyotard, and postmodernists in general,
argue is that subjectivity is simultaneously intersubjectivity. Essential to
postmodernism is that persons are recognized as open to the world, or, as

Buber suggests, as always acting in the presence of others. In point of fact,
language games are not described as self-contained, for any move influences
how other gambits are planned.”
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For postmodernists, as with Wittgenstein, private language games are im-
possible. Every linguistic maneuver presupposes the existence of others that
are not immediately visible, Nonetheless, each move has a countermove.
And as anyone knows who has ever played a game, an adequate defense
cannot be formulated when offensive strategies are randomly generated.
v‘__o_.mo,..nr plans that are merely reactive, according to Lyotard, are easily
integrated into the future gambits of an aggressor. Pre-emptive actions are
necessary to thwart an attack. In order to make a surprise move, however
W:n realm of possibility imagined by the offense must be understood. E:mw
is needed to describe social interaction, claims Lyotard, is a “‘theory of
games which accepts agonistics as a founding principle.”’” Persons who
pursue their own goals, and happen to come into contact with one another
are not playing a game. According to postmodernists, a game is an :.:mnmnu
tive endeavor.

Clearly, postmodernists are not advocates of solipsism. They are holistic
without reifying patterns of social discourse. Foucault and Un:.mn_m.
therefore, are able to discuss the exercise of power, even class nm_m:czm.
while refusing to speak in systemnic terms. They argue that systems do :om
cause repression, but rather discursive formations that are treated as ab-
solute. Only on rare occasions nowadays are entire systems witnessed at-
tacking their inhabitants. As Foucault suggests, such an officious mode of
social control tends to antagonize persons.’® A more efficient means of
regulating citizens is to convince them that they are all part of a comprehen-
sive system, which is well integrated, fair, and created to benefit everyone,
Further, this system is rational, while all challenges to it are irrational. If the
members of one class are able to manipulate symbelism in this manner, any
atternpt to undermine their hegemony can be easily diffused. This does not
mean simply that certain persons have access to information while others do
not. More important, through the use of language, those who are in power
can implode reality in such a way that their position is viewed as justified
and even necessary. .

Postmodernists abandon the view that power is metaphysical, or derived
from history or the property owned by a particular class. Rather, power is
enacted through discourse that occurs between persons, whereby one group
is able to “‘inferiorize’” another.™ Stated differently, primacy is given to a
specific form of reason, which is then accepted as distinguishing normal
from abnormal social relations. ‘‘Dominant significations,” according to
Guattari, ravage the soul of the masses and transform these persons into
sycophants, who gladly implement the policies of their oppressors.™ Thus
social control does not have to be manifestly violent or spectacular. On the
other hand, however, liberation does not result from equally abstract
causes, such as a zeitgeist, or professional revolutionaries. Activists must
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expose the limits of reason, so that the symbolism adopted by an unpopular
government can no longer stifle thinking and reyolt. Emancipation occurs
when persons are not intimidated by their own use of language; when the
excesses of language are not repressed, Accordingly, the range of discourse
will not be prematurely truncated, simply because a course of action is
classified as deviant by scientists or other professionals who represent the
state. Once reason is not limited to a specific segment of society, or style of
language use, experimental modatities of discourse can proliferate. In sum,
postmodernism is not solipsistic and thus should not be viewed as apolitical.

POSTMODERN ETHICS?

Is ethical action defunct, in view of the outlook espoused by postmodern-
ists? Traditionally, correct action is presumed to be deduced from non-con-
tingent standards. The early Greeks thought that Justice was a cosmological
principle. In the manner recommended by Durkheim and later, func-
tionalists, ahistorical structures are essential to insure that interaction
among persons is fair and just. Nonetheless, recourse is blocked to these im-
peratives, because of the ubiguity of language. Due to the unavailability of
a reality sui generis, a framework for ethics is thought to be missing from
postmodernism. While it is true that postmodernists have not as yet
developed a system of ethics, fragments of a theory are available.

Again, it must be remembered that postmodernists reject Cartesianisi.
Their concern with maintaining the integrity of praxis, therefore, does not
mean that social life is obscured. Indeed, as mentioned earlier, language
games intersect, thus preventing solipsism. This is what Derrida means
when he says that a postmodern ethics is based on the other. As a result of
recognizing intersubjective pragmatics, postmodernists have at their
disposal a context for analyzing ethical behavior. What critics must mean
when they assert that postmodernists consider ethics unimpaortant, is that
hehavioral mandates are not proposed. Actually, postrmodernists loathe
prescriptions. Yet as in all other facets of social existence, postmodernists
explain ethical action with reference to the ‘‘in between.” And ethical ab-
solutes cannot be propagated within this domain,

Consistent with Buber, postmodernists argue for an ethic based on in-
terpersonal respect.” Because lapguage games are finite, no. game can
legitimately dominate others. In fact, according to postmodernism, repres-
sion results from the belief that select games are infinite, and thus can rob
others of their integrity. Frantz Fanon, for example, explains that this is ex-
actly how colonization is enforced.™ Specifically, the linguistic of cultural

game of those who are oppressed is disaltowed. In this way, social controt is
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maintained. What can justify this sort of *‘symbolic violence 7 With all
forms of knowledge originating from interpretation, domination such as
this is not legitimate, Persons, instead, must approach one another as *I
and Thou." Because others are not necessarily ancillary to a person’s ac-
tions, and there simply to be manipulated, their desires must be considered
when the impact of a behavior is evaluated. As Buber writes, a person is
neither the individual described by Kjerkegaard nor a member of a mass
society . Rather, persons always act in the face of real persons, who must
be recognized.

Postmodernists alter Kant's maxim slightly when they suggest that only
universal propositions should be given serious consideration.” As opposed
to Kant, however, they are not referring to abstract standards, but are
maintaining that acts which impugn or transgress the language games of
others are invalid. Universal, in this sense, means transsubjective, rather
than ahistorical. Due to the linguistic nature of reality, behavioral demands
must be issued between persons, whereby the ““I'" and “other’’ are co-
constituted. Barthes, for example, claims that readers are immoral when
they fail to take into account the world conveyed by an author in a text.®
Likewise, persons act irresponsibly when they make plans without recogniz-
ing the presence of others. Lyotard, accordingly, writes that justice consists
of '‘preserving the purity of each [language] game.””® In a postmodern
world, behavior is ethical when the linguistic realmn of others is recognized
and preserved. Proposals that do not include the ““Other’’ as a **Thou’” are,
by definitien, illegitimaie.

Justice, therefore, is not an eternal principle that integrates competing
claims. According to postmodernists, a society is just if it fosters pluralism.
In order to realize this aim, however, discourse that both protects and
refutes oppositional views must be encouraged. In this sense, postmodern-
ists are quite radical: they do not stress individualism, ignore power, or
assume that order is a product of nature or some other abstract force.
Because the self and the other are intimately related, this association must
be integrai when planning behavior, and not simply an afterthought.
Therefore, justice transpires interpersonaliy, or within the dialogical region,
and nowhere else. Whiie their ideas are far from complete, postmodernists
have embarked on a trek that demands a grounded or embodied view of
ethics. Yet as should be recognized, postmodernists do not give persons a
license to do whatever they please—contrary to the opinions of opponents
of this philosophy. Only behavior that is sustained intersubjectively is
legitimate, Therefore, postmodern philosophy disallows the rapaciousness
that motivates behavior in the modern world.
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POSTMODERNISM AND CORPOREAL INSTITUTIONS

As should be noted, institutions are not necessarily anathema to post-
modernism. Postinodernists are not restricted to addressing simply
““micro"’ issues, related to the pursuit of personal pleasure. Mechanisms for
insuring long-term interaction among persons can also be proposed and
analyzed. These institutional arrangements, nonetheless, cannot reflect so-
called “aggregate demands,”” or be legitimized by metaphysical priniciples
such as ““social forces.”® Typically, institutions have been viewed as satis-
fying deep seated needs based in human nature or society. In either case,
personal or collective praxis is usually superseded by institntional re-
quirements. The locus of order is thus externalized, in the form of what
Parsons calls functional prerequisites. Institutions, accordingly, serve mere-
ly to perpetuate the rules they enforce. Stated differently, institutions are
concerned primarily with their own survival.

As might be suspecied, when self-preservation is of primary importance
to managers, the resulting organizations gradually become socially insen-
sitive. Modern bureaucracy is currently cited as the epitome of this trend
toward more rational, yet unresponsive, institutions. Questions related to
format, technique, and procedure overshadow meore substantive concerns.
For example, debates over the relevance of institutions are treated as disrup-
tive. According to postmodernists, however, organizations cannot be
divorced from language games. To ignore the pragmatic thrust of an institu-
tion represents a serious, possibly fatal, mistake. For bureaucracies, as will
be shown in Chapter 5, stifle creativity and innovation. As a result, produc-
tivity suffers,

Postmodernists contend that technical changes alone will not remedy the
flawed structure of a bureaucracy. Much more important, these institutions
must be provided with a human ground. Postmodernists suggest that in-
stitutions should be established in terms of the dialogue that unites persoas.
In this way, a workplace, for example, can never be reified to the extent that
it dictates how a job shail be undertaken. A variety of attempts have been
made recently to conceptualize and to implement “‘self-managed”’ institu-
tions that are consistent with the intent of postmodernism. These can be
characterized as '‘organizations without control,’” for their purpose is not
to regulate behavior, but to respond guickly and effectively to human
desires.

What postmodernists want to reform is the view that social existence in-
herently constitutes an abstraction. They insist that sociely is not an imper-
sonal body, governed by eternal laws. Rather, social relations originate
from dialogue, although in the modern world this cizim has come to be
trivialized, in today’s *‘Corporate Society’’ persons are commodities, while
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morals are nothing more than platitudes expounded by crooked politicians
or television evangelists. For too long, according to Jean Baudrillard, per-
sons have been envisioned as a “*silent majority,’’ fulfilling the demands of
society.® In fact, virtue has come to be identified with acting in ways that
are socially prescribed. Yet postmodernists demonstrate that persons can
forge their own identity, without sacrificing society. Personal desire, in
other words, can be united with the common weal.

Postmodernists work well within the tradition of the French moralistes.
The issue of “moral order” is paramount to both groups. Postmodernists,
nonetheless, do not create a system of absolutes to guarantee the perpetua-
tion of society. A postrnodern order is predicated on openness, rather than
the deniai of liberty. According to postmodernists, freedom is not a threat
to order. Even more to the point, postmodernists argue that freedom and
order must somehow be united in a non-repressive manner, or society will
only deteriorate further.
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