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Postmodern Social
Science

POSITIVISM

Pasitivists want to avoid making metaphysical claims when trying to explain
behavior.! This desire is iilustrated clearly in Auguste Comte’s Law of
Three Stages. In true Ealightenment fashion, only knowledge that is
verifiable can be introduced as evidence. Speculation about gods or any
other absolute factor that may influence the course of events is to be
eschewed. Direct experience, accordingly, should be of paramount impor-
tance to anyone who is interested in acquiring valid knowledge. As argued
by Bacon, those who are able to purge themselves of their **idols’” have a
chance of finding truth.

Although positivists claim that experience is the root of knowledge, they
retain dualism. The focus of research is nature, rather than the human
psyche, cognition, or any other source of interpretation.? The basis of infor-
mation is assumed 1o be invariable, or, as they are sometimes called, natural
laws. Facts are distinguished from values, and thus knowledge is imagined
to be synonymous with physical events. Facts, as Durkheim writes, are
“gutside [of} the mind.”"? Factual knowledge, in other words, has an “in-
dependent existence outside of the individual consciousness.’’

Knowledge is available to those who are able to perceive nature accurate-
ly. Because knowledge is helieved to be related to physical properties, sense
impressions are identified as the cause of perception. For this reason,
positivists are frequently cited as advocating a ‘“‘copy theory’” of
knowledge.® If the world is to be correctly apprehended, the mind must
mimic nature. To use Locke's imagery, the mind must become a ‘‘blank
slate’’ on which information can be easily imprinted. With the mind given a
passive role in their epistemology, positivists conclude that knowledge is
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both objective and obtainable without contamination. ““Far from being a
product of the will, they {facts] determine it from without.'’ Facts are
autonomous.

The problem, however, is that the human element must be extricated as
much as possible from the research process. Even though the mind can only
reflect nature, perceptual errors are always pessible, While relying on obser-
vation as a key methodological principle, positivists contend that after
rigorous training, perception can be entrusted to discover truth.” In other
words, because everyday or naive perception may be unreliable, persons
must be taught a particular way of analyzing events. Trained perception
must be engendered. A type of surrogate vision must be systematically
cultivated, for otherwise data may be adulterated by values and other non-
empirical considerations. Researchers must be shown how to counter the ef-
fects of situational exigencies, in order to enhance their prospects for un-
covering universal knowledge. The end product of this conditioning might
be called a methodologically induced state of immorality. _

In order to avoid being guided by unsubstantiated ideas, research must
begin with an empirical referent. This point of departure, moreover, must
represent the so-called real world, as opposed to a particular standpoint,?
To begin a study in this auspicious manner, interpretive judgments must be
excluded from a research project. Due to this requirement, data collection
becomes overly instrumental. In short, logistical refinements are thought to
lead naturally to the generation of valid data, Yarious techniques are
mastered to foster standardization, which, in turn, serve to insure that a
study is not replete with bias. The key assumption at this juncture i that the
manipulation of techniques does not involve interpretation, Therefore, the
more technological research becomes, the less likety it is that human error
will influence a project’s findings.

Positivism implies that methodological techniques are value-free. These
“‘prosthetic aids,”” as postmodernists refer to them, enable researchers to
have access to a reality that would otherwise be out of reach.? By following
certain techniques, interpretation can be overcome and facts revealed. The
itlusion of abjectivity i5 perpetuated by transforming judgments into
methedological rubrics. Strict observation is reinforced, because research
praoceeds in terms of explicit, step-by-step guidelines. As a result of
constricting the value base of research, the laws that underpin nature cannot
be obscured by opinion. Minimizing the influence of interpretation,
moreover, encourages the formulation of axioms unencumbered by con-
tingencies. The generation of law-like regularities is thus expedited.©

Because of their unabashed belief in the efficacy of positive science, early
writers such as Comte and Durkheim were able to claim that the impersonal
truth vital to the survival of society can be discovered,'! Accordingly,
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Talcott Parsons, particularly during his cybernetic E—.mmm. mamzwa:n:mn
saciologists had the means necessary to mxm_ﬂnm the “ultimate reality” re-
quired to arrest the onset of anarchy.' (.5_83 such as George _L_._Eﬂcn_wm
and George Homans believed that mwms_ﬂomnn mncm.:mnm could ﬂn& y _m
made by sociologists, once rigorous n.x.vm::ﬁ:ﬁm_ studies were un ”3”5..
The optimism of these and other nom::ﬁa reflect ._U:m dualism mw.m [ nmwn
of positivism, which suggests that Sn_imnm_ onaam:_”.unm have nothing to M
with cognition. No wonder technical devices are so H:m.:._w touted as researc
instruments: the anly obstacle preventing the unqualified mnsnam_.mmzoz. of
research findings is the inability of a researcher to master a few Kn::_nmm
procedures. More encompassing a:ﬂ:o:m wn_mﬁa to the social relevance o
instance, are dismissed as disruptive. . .
Qmwwm,”wm__mﬁ this _amm:‘m for an instrumental monwn__owz is Em:_mnﬁnam._: .ﬁ_:a
attempt to formalize completely theory mo:m::n:on and nmmnm:”ﬂ. imi mm
to the members of the Vienna Circle, writers such as Em:w.Nm:Q Qm.mmn
in some ways James Coleman and Hubert Blalock, vmcm Sﬁa to :mﬁw orm
reason into a system of abstract mﬁ:co._m.: nomm_.mﬁma. with the _mﬁﬂsw
philosophers, these and other :rn-E_:ama. m_uﬁo_om_ma mm_m.ﬁn__mﬂmom Mm
substituting mathematical signs for E:mcmmm .s:: increase the ﬁ i “rw fan
propositions, Here again, the idea is :;:.;. perception, o.w_: ME e
language use, can be significantly constrained, factual evidence
i ed. .
qnwﬂ_ﬁ“_ﬁwﬂﬂmommmgmm of this gambit aouo:am,oz whether ﬁ.wxum:m:nm:nmz be
defined in terms of science, without any serious qmun._.acwm_o:m. Can caw%w
be studied effectively if their bebavior is qma:naa. 5 its smallest, measura e
components? Stated differently, without mccamn_m.”_sm the ,me u.a”mowﬂmw:n
ceptualize reality, can their actions dn.::&mawooa. .mom.ﬁﬂc m_w,:_.m m n~ niend
that the denial of the human m_mﬂnn.a is not only unjustified, but t ﬂ wm o
ing interpretation jeopardizes the m_mn.o<amm of facts. In PdEM an : wccm
Deleuze writes: “We are wrong to believe in ‘mmnﬁm“ Em_.w mﬂm,ﬁwm y signs.
are wrong to believe in truth; there are only Eﬁmﬂnmﬂ:osm. .
Moreover, is the framework adopted .3 Uo.m::_a science muuﬂwmm:mﬁ o
delineating the range of experience that is m<m:,mc_n as evidence? mnof the
social importance of infermation can be easily oé_.r.uo_ﬂmn_. In fact,
claim that certain forms of knowledge are mEo.Em:nm:Aw relevant may
become ideclogical, particularly when others are q.m_mnﬂmﬁ_ without n:nmsﬁ.u:.
Similar to their general critique of 2&85 mr.__omou:? nomﬁﬁoanﬂ_ma
argue that the duatistic foundation of nom:_sma should not cm. given
credence. Accordingly, they raise the n:MmSo: of whether or not positivism
rate socially significant knowledge. . o ,
nmﬂ.ﬂﬂmmsmwn_m-amamm :an is central to Western philosophy is mn:o:ﬁmmm PM
positivism. That is, according to positivists, valid knowledge can be gaine
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only at the expense of human action. Positivism imposes a set of methodo-
logical guidelines—not very different from those that sustained the asceti-
cism practiced by medieval philosophers—that suppress the influence of
epinion. Substituting technical procedures for cognitive operations is sup-
posed to facilitate the collection of high quality data, because mental activi-
ty is made to conform to the strictures prescribed by research methodology.
Merely by complying, in a step-by-step manner, with methodological
rubrics, a pathway is supposed to be cleared to truth. Accordingly, the suc-
cess of positivism depends solely upon whether or not researchers become
technically proficient.

As already suggested, however, postmodernists disagree with positivism,
Specifically, they contend that facts are not obtrusive, or '‘things,’’ as
Durkheim says, and that more than technical competence is required if ac-
curate insight about social life is to be obtained. Due to the importance they
attribute to language use, postmodernists insist that there is no substitute
for communicative competence when conducting social research. In other
words, the linguistic refevance of behavior must not be concealed by
technical requirements. Any methodology that ignores the polyvalence of
words should be avoided.

THE POSTMODERN REBELLION

For postmodernists, language is not simply a tooi; it provides the only ac-
cess persons have to the world. Instead of embellishing reality, language
pervades everything that is known. To a significant extent, reality is a
linguistic habit. Consistent with the Greek verb sumballein, symbols or
tanguage, is understood to “*throw together’ the meaning of an event.'® Ac-
cording to Derrida weiting is an “originary act,’’ a gesture that establishes
the dimensions of sensibility."” It is the **play of speech,'’ rather than
necessity (ananke), that legitimizes reality,

According to Barthes, language that is objectified and treated as a neatly
structured classification system has only limited *‘exchange value.’’'® But
because speech mediates everything that is known, language is a domain
that extends indefinitely, Barthes’ point, therefore, is that language does
not refer to anything; the implied dichotomy between speech and reality is
undermined. “‘Everything is a message,” declares Sartre.'” The value of
language is thus derived from the way persons speak to one another, Post-
modern researchers are mostly interested in how lanpuage spans the guif
between birth and death, usually referred to as a person's existence, This
symbolic plane is where reality arises and declines, and where postmodern
research is conducted. Postmodernists operate within the language game of
a society. For it must be remembered, in the postmodern world nothing
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exceeds language. And *‘the absence of the transcendental signified,’* writes
Derrida, ‘‘extends the domain and the interplay of signification ad in-
SJinitum,'®

A. Truth

Clearly, this rendition of language requires that the typical definition of
truih be rethought. The correspondence theory of truth that has been pro-
minent since the time of Aristotle is not viewed by postmodernists to be
credible. Proponents of this view, however, contend that a truthful state-
ment reflects adequately objective conditions. In this sense, the index of
truth is an external referent over which persons do not exert any substantial
influence. Accuracy, accordingly, becomes the measure of truth, for reality
must be reflected precisely in the mind. Any means that improves precision
is also thought to increase the likelihood that truth will be discovered. The
query “Is it true?”’ is thus rhetorical, because the fundamental nature of
truth is not questioned. All that is asked is whether a claim is properly at-
tuned to reality. When truth is conceived in this manner, however, Lyotard
suggests that knowledge loses its ‘‘use value.”™

Although they adopt Marxist terminology, the point made by both Barthes
and Lyotard is clear: divorced from the purpose it has in daily life, truth has
no meaning. [n fact, subsequent to adopting their view on language,
postmadernists undermine the discovery of pristine knowledge. m.o_, ...:.E:
doesn’t speak, stricto sensu; it works,”” writes Lyotard.”? His point is that
truth must struggle to emerge from interpretation. With knowiedge and in-
terpretation intertwined, truth has a precarious existence. Considering this
relationship between language and knowledge, Heidegger refers to :,:E as
aletheia, or **unconcealment.”'? Truth is not abtrusive, but resides within a
clearing provided momentarily by language. Because language is volatile
and always shifting with respect to its meaning, the “rustle’’ of speech must
be quelled long enough for a particular interpretive modality of truth to be
known.? For this reason, Derrida describes truth as a *“4race,”’ a ‘‘non-
origin,’™®

Truth, stated differently, is originative, but not an aorigin. J. Hiilis Miller,
for example, uses the phrase mise en abime to characterize this elusive no-
tion of truth.* To paraphrase Miller, although meaning springs from truth,
this exalted knowledge is deprived of the status for it to be an arche, or
foundation. Symbols do not simply exist, but are *‘always becoming.”'?
Derrida intends by this obiique reference to Nietzsche to convey the idea
that knowledge is never settled, due to the presence of human actien, or
praxis. In practical terms, therefore, checking how closely a story cor-
responds to reality is insufficient to ascertain whether or not a statement is
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true. Instead, the particular language game that is operative must be con-
sulted, so that the linguistic meaning of reality is grasped. A statement is
true .Era: it illuminates the rules of speech that sustain a particular
linguistic cemmunity. The implication, of course, is that truth is local and
:.oH universal, As Lyotard remarks, *‘knowledge has no final legitimacy out-
side of serving the goals envisioned by the practical subject, the autono-
mous collectivity.''® Truth is thus meaningful, yet something appreciably
different from dogma.

This version of truth is different from that advanced, for example, by
Stanley Fish and Karl Popper. These very different writers contend that in-
formed members of a community can distinguish between correct and in-
no.:.oQ fanguage use. Fish is concerned with literary critics and Popper with
wn_m_._.:.ms. In each case, however, the rules adopted hy these respective com-
H.E..:Emm are assumed to exist a priori. While the language used by the
__mnmm: and by scientists is certainly different from that present in everyday
discourse, anyone who is educated in a manner similar to these experts is ex-
pected to have been introduced to a particular set of axioms related to logic
and speech. The rules of language, therefore, are localized but not invented.
Postmodernists advance the views of these authors a step further by stating
that language pames are locally constructed, rather than merely discovered.
Communicative competence is not presupposed by language use, as assum-
ed by Fish and Popper, but emerges through discourse,

B. Facts

Because postmodernists have up to now devoted a great deal of their time
to literary criticism, this area of study will be used as a starting point to ex-
u.ﬂoaa the nature of facts. Based on the postmodern rendition of truth, the
views championed by Comte, Durkheim, and other positivists are putdated.
Simply put, facts are not *“‘things” that exist external to the individual.?
Likewise, using structural metaphors to describe the operation of society is
not legitimate. The use of structural props promotes the erronecus belief
that social phenomena are autonomous, or unrelated to shifts in conscious
experience, In generat, a mechanistic image of social life is an anachronism
because facts cannot be separated neatly from judgments, Oo:mmncn::m
behavioral laws cannot be articulated in simple form A —B. .

m.m::mm warns that literature exists within language.’® With this statement
he is m.:nauznm to refute those who contend that texts are objects, struc-
tured in accordance with rational principles any trained person can even-
tually recognize. Texts, in ather words, cannot be separated from how they
are mm.mn_ or written. Contrary to Northrop Frye and supporters of the New
Criticism, literature is significantly more than a “'piled aggregate of
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works.” Although this point may sound quite banal, at issue is whether
language merely conveys reality, or organizes it. In this respect, Félix Guat-
tari notes that readers do not simply decipher but *‘over-encode’” a text.®

A similar point is made by Barthes when he claims that language is in-
fected by Eros, and compares writing to having an ejaculation.™ What they
are saying is that reading is always re-reading, thereby precluding ever
reaching a starting point that antedates the intervention of interpretation.
According to postmodernists, a text embodies a social space that is shaped
by imagination. Therefore, the meaning of a text is revealed in the exchange
that occurs between a reader and author.* Postmodernists agree with Blanchot
that the subject {author) and the researcher (reader) may disregard each
other, yet this insensitivity must be overcome or the social world (text) will
be misunderstood.**

As postmodernists like to state, symbols float in a sea of signification.
This is what Jorge Borges means when he states that authentic creations oc-
cur ““in flight.”” In other words, no anchor is available to a sign other than
that provided by language. Only after a reader has entered the world
created by an author can a text be assumed to be understood, Accordingly,
writes William Gass, '‘the novelist, if he is any good, will keep us kindly im-
prisoned in his language—there is literally nothing beyond.”’* Language is
stabilized by nothing other than something as fleeting as another inter-
pretation. Of utmost importance is that facts are not simply empirical,
Similar to a text, the world is not a wasteland of objective indicators,
which can best be described as lifeless. Barthes, in this regard, criticizes
empiricists for ‘‘embalming’’ life, due to their penchant for reducing social
existence to a few, easily measurable indices.’” Following the suggestion of
phenomenologists, society should be conceptualized as a living world, a
Lebenswelt.

Al this juncture the distinction made by Husserl between facts and mean-
ing is instructive.”® Meaning is certainiy factual, yet facts do not necessarily
have meaning. That is, events are factual because they have linguistically in-
scribed significance, whereas facts that are purely empirical may have no
social relevance. The thrust of Husserl’s argument is that facts are simply
empiricat, while meaning relates to the linguistic or interpretive importance
of phenomena, Postmodernists contend that truth lurks within meaning
and has little to do with facts. Researchers who are concerned with revealing
truth, moreover, ought to pay attention to the social meaning of events,
rather than categorizing facts. The voice with which facts speak should be
the fFocus of interest. In fact, due to the ubiquitousness of language, values
are understood by Barthes to antedate the discovery of facts.®

Is technical corupetence, therefore, sufficient to guarantee the successful
procurement of knowledge? Obviously, postmodernists say no. In order to



44 Postmodern Social Analysis and Criticism

overcome the limitations imposed by subjectivity, however, positivists regard
technical rigor as a defense against the introduction of bias into research. If
judgments can be adequately sublimated into technical decisions, then the like-
lihood of human error is presumed to be reduced. For, as noted earlier, tech-
niques do not think. Instead, technical methods operate like a fishing net, im-
mobilizing whatever is caught. Positivism assumes that methodelogical pro-
cedures are value-free. Clearly, this reliance on technical precision is a ploy by
positivists to convinee readers that objective facts, untainted by lanpuage, can
be generated by technically proficient researchers. Yet can socially relevant
knowledge be obtained through detached contemplation?

Counterproductive to the discovery of truth, according to postmodernists, is
the concealment of values.® Rather than obscuring values with a technological
facade, postmodernists contend, researchers should attempt to comprehend
the living milieu of persons who are studied. The existential interests that
motivate actions hold the key to truth. For, it must be recalled, the assumptions
conveyed through language subtend reality, While referring to Foucault, Der-
rida contends the episterne that brings reality into existence must be consulted.
Overlooking this framework can only result in a sterile portrayal of society. Ac-
tually, researchers who emphasize procedurat refinement in the name of science
may systematically distort data, and thus do a lot of damage through the crea-
tion of socially insensitive pelicies based on faulty information. Stated succinct-
ly, because the assumptions that accompany the use of a particular technique
are introduced in the guise of science, they may go unchallenged and begin to
alter subtly the identity of data. Positive scientists pursue facts, rather than
meanings.

The distinetion Barthes makes between deciphering and disentangling texts
is relevant at this juncture. Positivists decipher materiai, for they attempt to
reduce an event to its material essence. All secondary traits, in other words,
are explained by fundamental causes or other empirical factors. Postmoder-
nists, contrary to this modus operandi, unravel a text with respect to the
linguistic framework presupposed by an author. Passages, for example, are
understood to be related because they have a similar destiny within the
operative linguisiic world. Spatial proximity, accordingly, is unrelated to
causality. In terms of the social world, events should be classified similarly
only when they have an identical linguistic identity. While referring to Kafka,
Barthes, in a poignant manner, states: “‘[do] not make me believe what you
are saying, but even more important, make me believe in your decision to say
it.”"2 Hence a postmodernist searches for existential rather than empirical
justification for behavior.

POSTMODERN METHODOLOGY

The methodology advocated by postmodernists is known as *schizo-
analysis.”’** Using this esoteric terminclogy has not helped to clarify their
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position. To critics of postmodernism, this is evidence that a postmodern
science is impossible. Nonetheless, the thrust of this methodology is actually
quite straightforward, Allegedly like a schizophrenic, uoﬂ.ﬁo&ﬁ: research-
ers fail to recagnize reality. Normally, such a faux pas may lead to a person
being labelled as mentally ilt. Toa postmodern scientist, however, this lack
of conceptual acuity can enhance the research process. According to Guat-
tari, the reason why data collection is improved relates to the principle of
“semiotic polycentrism’’ that postmodernism fosters.* Postmodern re-
searchers are not limited by what they believe is rational. Reason does not
make them blind to experience.

By using the phrase ‘‘semiotic polycentrism,” postmodernists are claim-
ing that phenomena may possess a variety of meanings simultaneously. The
idea that there must be a *‘final reading’’ of a text is rejected as uninformed.
Postmodernism also undermines the belief that a society’s ‘‘dominant
significations’ are synonymous with reality and lead to truth.* Reality is
thus recognized to be multivalent. As opposed to the position maintained by
structuralists, facts do not constitute bricolage—something that is fully con-
stituted and borrowed from one’s predecessors of contemporaries.
Liberated from the shackles imposed by logic and reason accepted a priori,
reality can be experienced by postmodern researchers, instead of merely
analyzed according to criteria that are clear but irrelevant.

A schizo-analyst, therefore, does not seek “‘to make subjectification fit in
with the dominant significations and social laws.’'* The duty of a re-
searcher, according to Derrida, is to subdue the “‘aggression of reason’” in-
digenous to technological rationality, so that the fragile linguistic basis of
facts is not destroyed.”” [n other words, even if an interpretation of reality
appears to be irrational, the reason that is present must be given serious at-
tention. As Barthes recommends, the “hysteria’’ of language shouid be
given credence, for reality is not destroyed but inflated by speech.®
Postmodern researchers recognize that statements which are ‘‘really real”
must be distinguished from those which are *‘just stories,”” without ever
having a complete picture of reality. In this sense, Deleuze writes, “‘the odor
of a flower, when it constitutes a sign, transcends the laws of matter and the
categories of the [abstract] mind."™® The flower, in short, is an interpretive
phenomenon. Accordingly, postmodernists are interested in the significance
of an event. Kristeva describes significance as follows: '‘What we call
significance . . . is precisely this unlimited and unbounded generating pro-
cess, this unceasing operation of the drives toward, in, and through
language; toward, in, and through the exchange system and its pro-
tagonists—the subject and his institutions.”*® Significance is the product of
creativity.

Suggested by its Greek root methodos, methodology is a ‘way’’ to ac-
quire knowledge. Hence methodological rigor should not be treated as an
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end in :‘ma:“ standardization should not be extolled as an adegquate maxim tq
guide research. Simply because a data collection strategy is precise and inter-
nally consistent, this is no guarantee that the meaning of a pheromenon will
be apprehended. In order for meaning to be obtained, the researcher’s sensi-
tivity should be paramount. Sensitivity, in this case, does not refer to em-
pathy, but “epistemological participation.””! In practice, empathy is unim-
portant compared to understanding a person’s actions. Whether or not one
likes the subjects has little relevance to gathering informative data about their
behavior. Instead, good research results from researchers participating in the
assumptions their subjects make about reality. The reasons why people see
values and purposes rather than objects and causes should be the focus of ai-
tention.

This sort of sensitivity is not necessarily forthcoming from technical com-
petence. The reason for this is that technology is not reflexive, or
seif-critical.®* Hence the presuppositions that are built into a methodological
technique go unscrutinized. In fact, positivists avoid anything that is not
related to procedural issues. In this way, the reality of a subject is not ques-
tioned, and is made to conform to mandates that are methodologically im-
posed. Methodological purity is thus guaranteed. Nonetheless, without rais-
ing the question of reality, a subject’s *'life-world"* may never be understood.
On the other hand, postmodernists require that researchers be self-critical,
and that they work at what Lyotard calls the “horizon” of their
methodologicat, or linguistic, assumptions.” As a result, researchers can
begin to recognize the limitations of their language game, thereby enabling
them to enter the worldview of those who are studied. According to
postmodernists, gaining access to someone’s linguistic world can oceur only
through communicative competence. Researchers are communicatively com-
petent when they comprehend the *‘linguistic pragmatics™® of their subjects.

Communicative competence is not forthcoming from the state of *‘dou-
ble contingency,”” for example, described by Parsoas.* Because all roles are
constructed according to a single style of reason, persons are thought to
communicate with one another simply by fulfilling their role reqitirements.
Also, “‘taking the role of the other,'’ as outlined by G. H. Mead, does not
necessarily culminate in competent interaction, for the ‘‘other’” may be
treated as a projection of the self, or, equally insidious, as an abstract
alter.” In each case, Lyotard notes correctly that the other is not approached
as someone who is unique, a ‘‘norm-giving subject.”’® Rather than a
“Thou,”’ the other is transformed into an "‘It,"” to use the terms made
famous by Martin Buber. Postmodernists such as de Man contend that only
through *‘double rapport’ is communicative competence achieved.* While
summarizing the thrust of communicative competence, Barthes declares

that **we should read as pecple write.”'*
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This form of dialogue can be fully appreciated only if the ﬁomnacnnwz
view of the subject is explained. Michel Foucault, for example, caused .u.:;o
an uproar among literary crities when he pronounced the m:?o?. or subject,
to be an illusion.® In a slightly less provocative way, Barthes writes that the
I {s nothing other than the instance of saying .’ Authors, that is, make -
themseives through their work. The subject is in doubt a.mnm:ma uowﬂﬁcun_-.
ernists believe there is no transcendental ego that can be Eﬂc_mmn_ to verify
an authot’s intentions. According to Lacan, the so-called subject is also .m
product of language.®' A person’s identity does not m:cﬁnza mmamnr. but is
established gradually as a result of performing a variety of mn.:o:m. wwﬁ.rm_.
than an extensicn of some deeper realm, such mm.ﬁ‘:m ::no:mn_o.cm_ :x.::,mm
are coterminous with linguistic acts. Gajo ﬁm:._o(__“n expresses this ma:.:E.nE
micely when he writes: ‘“wman is a being o%nqm&a. 2 1_,.:0 E.um@oﬂ of this view
is that the self is “*indefinite,’” or m:anﬁmni_zmﬁ. yet intelligible.

As described by Benjamin, a person’s actions are ucaomm?r.m:gmmr they
are not necessarily guided by a telos or purpose.® The artist _.m a hmjmzw_ a
solitary wanderer and not someone who _oﬁm a crowd. Kant's uom_so:coﬂ“
aesthetics is relevant at this point, specifically hisidea EE art has a purpose ca
is not sustained by utilitarian values. Persons, accordingly, w”:w :oﬂ EOEUH_
into action by social or psychological stimutli. In .mmnr ::ﬂ.:m:._:.mi._o:m Supp ¥y
stimuli with meaning. Action precedes stimulation; motivation exists priot o
Eﬁﬁwmm.mmnnrmﬁ therefore, must not search For a “‘seif’’ to ::aﬁm.ﬁmna. a
persona that is temporarily hidden from imi. m.uon a Umxnro__ow_nmr or
sociological, foundation is unavailable 10 rationaiize behavior. Z.oﬂ..:m Mm
not denotative but linguistic, suggests de Man. Only from within lae

cicpeiclect’’ that constitutes both the self and H.:o context of a na%onwn_”m: in-
sight be gained into the motivation for an action.® In terms om. ”E nnmmﬂ
port, the identities of interlocutors are :m:mu.m:nﬁ. and thus awm omcmw on
not proceed with respect to preconceived notions about normaicy. Nﬂm mwnm
double rapport depends on the willingness of persons to a.a.n:m,ﬂ ﬁa _;q..H
that reality is linguisticaily szcmmnﬁ:nna.. while recognizing t _m mﬂm., M.
language game has rules its piayers take mm:ccmﬁ, Rather than a<m% Emﬂ
patient’s iliness according to the “sick S_m..” for instance, a Rmmwﬂnﬁma :EE
investigate the interpretive significance of F.:nmmm. In uom_.: o.m.. _mn., q_anM '
research suggests that clinical “‘risk” has little to do with bio ogical, ﬂ:
vironmental, or other so-called natural wmnﬁoa.a. How a n.oﬂn,_:n:wmﬂ.mﬂ
prets and responds to 2 behavior is W:m:::ﬁ.:ﬁm_ in aﬂm:z:w_:m M:o clinica
career of a person, Motivation, simply put, 18 mo.n_,_mzw constituted. )
Some critics claim that the *‘death of man’’ has mm.m::ma from ﬁ:.n
postmodern view that humans are :msm_cc.mﬁ.a {n a particular sense, t _M
charge is accurate. Yet contrary to the thesis m%m.:nna ,cx mﬁ.ac.nEqm:mG an
other anti-humanists, the importance of the self is not diminished because
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the perpetuation of reality is not incumbent on human action. Actually,
postmiodernists discount the relevance of the self because they argue it can-
not be found. A social role, therefore, represents a self that is invented,
rather than social or natural tendencies. The self is what Barthes refers to as
a ‘‘linguistic [.”"¢" Interpersonal discourse, accordingly, requires that per-
sons treat one another as fickle lovers who are understandable, yet not
always predictable.

Postmodern social analysts are uninterested in assessing whether or not
behavior is normal. On this point, Derrida writes: ‘*Although it is not a
cominentary, our reading must be intrinsic and remain within the text.’’t In
order to explain what is written, analysis must not extend beyond the
language of the text. Most important, therefore, are the speech acts that
delimit the parameters of normalcy. Some interpretations are more power-
ful than others, because more of a text’s meaning is understood. Stated dif-
ferently, a better attempt is made to enter the linguistic world of the autheor.
Contrary to the claims made by their critics, no postmodernist would agree
that all interpretations are equal, Accurate interpretations are socially
(linguistically) relevant,

A ‘'schizo-analyst’’ ignores the traditional standards of reason, in order
to envision the linguistic fate of events, Overcoming the limits of reason to
reveal what is linguistically rational is the aim of postmeodern scientists. Ac-
cordingly, the stability of measurements is rejected as leading automaticalty
to truth. The “’little narrative,”’ or ““minor literature’’ according to Deleuze
and Guattari, is the focus of postmodern research,® For the story that is
told about truth in a specific location reveals reality. Benjamin, however,
laments the passage of this sort of storytelling, due to the bureaucratization
of the modern mind. Nonetheless, due to the ubiquity of language,
historical narration holds the key to reality and truth.

Because minor literature is focus of postmodernist research, it is not sur-
prising that positivists and other realists deny legitimacy to postmodern
science. Narratives are usually believed to be mythical, and anything but
scientific. Yet postrnodernists illustrate that positivism is actually another
form of narrative. How can one narrative indisputably cancel another?
Because there is no symboie zéro, reality is accessibie only through stories.
Postmodernists, accordingly, are good listeners and recognize that truth
emerges gradually from the passion expressed by a speaker.™ Facts, simply
put, are expressive and elusive. Postmodernists agree with Nietzsche that a
‘‘gay science’’ s most effective, one that is not mired in objectivity and
reified by methodelogical demands. How can passion be attracted by the

seriousness of measurement? The seriousness of science intimidates inter-
pretationt. Postmodern science, therefore, recognizes the story that is toid
and retold by data. Truth is conjured through a well-told story.
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POSTMODERNISM AND THE
HERMENEUTIC TRADITION

Postmodernists reject positivism in favor of a more socially sensitive ap-
proach to knowledge acquisition. Facts are not assertive, a positive
presence, but represent a sort of absence—an ever-changing body of inter-
pretation. Nonetheless, postmodernists have been less than enthusiastic
about hermeneutics. This revelation might at first sound odd, for her-
meneutics is also usually understood to be anathema to positivism. Yet
postmodernists consider hermeneutics insufficiently radical. This conclu-
sion is based an their belief that those often identified with the hermeneutic
tradition have not abandoned realism.

Central to the postmodern critique of modern hermeneuties is that an in-
terpretive ideal is retained, against which texts m:m_ other mc_:.:mh
phenomena are judged.” Admittedly, this sort of conservatism was witnessed
in the early interpreters of the Bible, yet this flaw supposedly has been cor-
rected by current writers. Postmodernists, however, contend .ﬁ:mﬁ this
change has not occurred, or, at minimusm, is not as m.ma reaching as is usually
thought. They claim that the distinction made o_.mm_:m_:.‘ g Em:.o @aﬂianz
reality and appearance, which has been essential to ﬁ.nma_:o:m._ biblical and
legal hermeneutics, is still operative. Typically the aim of an 5.3888_. of
the Bible, for example, has been to clear away the residue of history, so as
to reveal the true or divinely inspired meaning of the text. While modern
hermeneutics is not as blatantly dogmatic, postmodernists bealieve the
tendency remains for texts to be examined with respect to nzﬁmﬁmm that are
non-interpretive. The subject-object dichotomy, in other words, is found in
hermeneutics. .

Lyotard criticizes advocates of modern hermeneutics because of Em: ap-
parent desire to unlock the secret meanings of texts.™ This concern :.:u:om
that due to procedural difficulties or situationai exigencies, the meaning of
many texts is able to elude researchers. The interpretation of Q.oncanuﬂ ot
behavior, therefore, is assumed to be primarily an epistemoiogical exercise.
Accordingly, hermeneutics is merely a matter of unlocking the doors ::u..ﬁ
prevent readers from entering into a text. Knowledge ww.::w..m 8. be ?:ngu if
the proper methods are used. In opposition to this inclination, Umw:n_.m
refers to language use as a ‘‘game without security.”™ What he means is
that even a perfect methodology will not expose an indubitable ﬂo:.:am:om
of knowledge, Nonetheless, the naiveté of realists has infiltrated
hermeneutics, thereby encouraging the “‘normative discourse’’ that n_n. ?Hm.z
claims influences the way texts are currently studied.™ Poetic expression is
thus crushed by procedural demands, How the reader enters a 5.:. is dic-
tated by methodology. Most problematic, mainstream literary critics and
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other sqcial researchers who are influenced by hermaneutics seem to be har-
boring the hope of encountering pure Being. Of course, this faith rests on
the success of madern methodological and technical developments, Improved
technical competence, in short, will lead to truth,

This newest form of dualism can be traced to the Methodenstreit that
took place in Europe in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century.”
Centrai to this debate was whether or not the social and physical sciences
are basicaily different. Many writers believed that the methods used by the
physical sciences are inappropriate for studying humans. The rationale for
this differentiation was that social life is interpreted, while nature is not. In-
advertently, however, this bifurcation reified the distinction previcusiy
made between subjectivity and objectivity, in addition to suggesting that
social scientists can overcome the limitations attendant on opinion. If cnly
social scientists could be as methodelogically rigorous as physicists or
biologists; even Dilthey, a pioneer in the effort to establish history as one of
several Gelsteswissenschaften, never abandoned hope that universal
psychological laws would be eventually formulated.’

Although dualism at this time was much more subtle than it had been in
earlier centuries, the belief that unadulterated truth exists still persisted.
Max Weber, for example, vaciilated on the issue of value-freedom, while
advocating the use of ‘“ideal types’’ as methodological tools.” These so-
called pure examples were retained to allow cross-cultural comparisons to
be made, because these concepts are static and ahistorical. Therefore,
Weber's rejection of natural or explanatory science is not thought to have
been complete. Certainly Karl Mannheim was not a supporter of positivism,
yet he was often inconsistent and, like Weber, he seemed to exempt natural
science from sccial determination.” Postmodernists are also troubled by
Gadamer’s hermeneutics, for they believe that he was searching for the
primordiai conditions of all understanding. For example, they believe that
he retained the standard definition of “‘objectivity.”? Furthermore,
because he distinguished between false and true prejudices, he apparently
acknowledged the possibility of gaining unbiased knowledge. And simijar
to Habermas’ critique of Gadamer, postmodernists believe that Gadamer
did not subject culture to serious review, but instead treated it as universal.
Gadamer, accordingly, is assumed to have been searching for an ahistoricai

standard to sustain judgments, something he referred to as the “‘right
horizoa of enquiry,”” which leads to a '‘higher universality.'’%

The postmodern critique of hermeneutics is similar to Derrida’s assault on
Husserl’s work and on phenemenology. Derrida argues that the onset of phe-
nomenoiogy does not represent a break with Western metaphysics, despite the
protestations to the contrary made by Husserl and Sartre, The usual search for
external essences has not ended, Derrida claims, but has intensified.
Phenomenology allegedly proposes a methodology that ““brackets’” everyday
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life—the ‘‘natural attitude’’—so that pure vision is .u”nmm,mnna_. Icmmm_.__m use
of ancient terminology supplied a surfeit of mn.:d_.,_a.:o:.moa Un_.._._am.. Ac-
cordingly, Heidegger’s attempt to 39.132 Being, -even in the disguise of
Dasein, does not earn kudos from Derrida. .1—.:0 focus of the charges _nﬁwznn.
by postmodernists is that Dilthey, Mannheim, Weber, and anm%n? along
with phenomenologists, are enamored of the prospect of _mnn.Mon:m
knowledge unadulterated by the excesses oM language use. ‘_,mﬂ:m mﬂ con-
cepts are adopted that supgest the pursuit of ideal knowledge has not

abated.

In sum, these contributors to modern hermeneutics are chided by post-

moderaists for trying to resurrect ::Ea_nmm. wa.mmo:: asa Bnmm:nm_n c“.:zn_.-
pretation ™ Postmodernists suggest that criteria can be Ecsm_nn_ :M ___uzmcwo
the best possibie reading of a ﬁaﬁ|m==o=.m: these rules m:n.E i no M :H..
critically accepted. Their fear is that ﬁ.:n aim of :mnamsnc:om._. is EHMmﬂwosm
improve the accuracy of interpretation, rather than to Hm_ﬂm n:._nso:
related to the existential character of a text or any oSo.a ru eno " o»
Postmodernists are concerned that sach .m: ocmnmﬂ..um wit . m«nﬁ:@ﬁ?
economy—the essence of the ocnaoanﬁ ‘ ﬁﬂ.?mﬂmﬁ:ﬁw princip o
duly truncates the range of possible discourse. >onw:mnw _.Mmmﬂos om
eliminaiing ‘‘noise’’ or unwanted elements m.:u:__ an Eﬁwwn_.mﬁ ) :.a ut
postmodernists insist that accuracy cannot ca. improved withou w ﬂmmmﬂ.__on
tention to the linguistic texture of a manuscript. wnnmﬁa ﬁ:w op _Hnrzwnm_
of the ratio of input to output is the thrust o.m eCoOnomic ana mm_?_ hoical
skills rather than reflexivity become maost _Eco:.ma i_w@s ana ﬁ._wm: o
event. Yet, Lo continue the economic :._Em_mﬁ_. :ﬁmw _W_nﬂmom”&mwnmwwmww:o:
t instead, ‘'persistent inflation. : .
”ﬂmw_ﬂmﬂ. %Hmmm_ inquiry is unrelated to technical or Eonnaﬁm._ M:MMS.ML
tions. In fact, reflexivity destroys the closed system :.b.:_mm Lor an
economic assessment of a linguistic cm_.moan_m:om. >=a. when in M_.nv ton
is unsubstantiated by the broad philosophical n.:am:oa pose yp
modernists, hermeneutics becomes simply a technical enterprise.

CONCLUSION: RESEARCH AND
THE PUBLIC INTEREST

Postmodern research is conducted in the public wzna._.m.mrz The HMH_HM
terest and public are very imporiant m:m_ need to be o_.m::aa.m__:ﬁanamm=<o__<a-
to the Latin interesse. Suggested by this nQEQ_nw.mm is that Esmn:o:_n__ <
ment extends to the core of reality H:h.im?mam, ). Researchers s oy
concerned not only with the potitical or mmowmﬁ_ammwwmmw o%ﬂ%%.“w Em:m

t with the interpretive fabnc o - Al ne
MMMnManWHW_mﬂ.m%oM:ﬁm that a community may exhibit a particular political
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disposition, they regularly ignore the knowledge base that holds persons
'together. Accordingly, the public cannot be envisioned as a uniform mass,
or something that constrains persons.®* A community is not organized
around structural or [ogical imperatives, simply because these factors can-
not be sustained theoretically any longer.

The position on knowledge and science advanced by postmodernists sug-
gests that the usual version of order should not be utilized. For if knowledge
originates from {anguage use, laws, facts, and related social phenomena can
not be derived from order. The reason for this is quite simpie: order is not
divorced from human action, and thus autonomous. Because society is
mediated by language, postmodernists refer to order as embodied. Rather
than a *‘collective consciousaess,”” society must be approached as if it con-
stitutes “collective praxis.””® Order is something more than an idealized
form. Hence society is not studied, but rather the modalities of discotirse
that allow order to prevail. Because order emerges from between persons,
research must be directed to a realm many social scientists erroneously
believe to be intangible. 5

While discourse is not necessarily obtrusive, access to language games is
not impossible. Yet contrary to traditional wisdom, every research instru-
ment that is adopted must be viewed as a means to engage subjects in
dialogue. Clearly, this postmodern approach to research is more difficult
than emphasizing methodological or procedural refinement. If discourse is
central to the maintenance of order, then only communicative competence
on the part of researchers will generate facts. But the aim of methodological
discourse is not consensus, but understanding. Therefore, rather than
value-freedom, the recognition of values should be encouraged through
research. Researchers must begin to appreciate how scientific values may
distort the reality constructed by their subjects. Through the recognition of
value differences valid knowledge can be acquired, according to postmod-
ernists.?

Gathering knowledge is thus an intersubjective process. Postmodernists,
nonetheless, are careful to distance themselyes from the standard empirica}
rendition of intersubjectivity, For them, intersubjectivity is not determined
by facts, but grows out of praxis. Additionally, as opposed to Gadamer,
understanding does not reflect a *“*fusion’” of interpretive horizons.® This
portrayal of how knowledge is transmitted is simply too static and simplistic
far postmodernists. Interpersonal discourse, the heart of the research act,
occurs when people confirm each other’s definition of reality; when, as sug-
gested by de Man, rules that cannct claim the status of reality become real
for both researchers and their subjects.® According to postmodernism,
research consists of reaffirming the public’s reality, Most important, at-
tempting to formalize this sort of dialogue will undoubtedly result in

l
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frustration on the part of researchers. Real dialogue occuts despite fluctuations
in language, and not because interpretation is artificially removed from speech,
Moreover, postmodern research depends on a ciunmitment to protect the
fragile, evanescent character of the public’s linguistically inscribed identity,

In this regard, refiexivity is imperative. Because language is not struc-
tural, speech is malleable and susceptible to self-interrogation. ?ra& cotse-
quence of this process is that talk about language is possible. gszHE:m:m..
ing this spirit of self-criticism as part of research is difficult, but necessary if
the linguistic identity of data is to be protected. Traditionaily, learning
specific techniques has been considered the no_.:aa.ﬂonu of research.
Mimicry and questioning, however, are polar opposites. In o_.am._. for
research to be valuable, self-interrogation must be buiit into the planning of
a research project. Both theoretical and procedural assumptions can thus be
examined, so that the social meaning of data is not &mﬁojma. Rather than
being anti-methodelogical, postmodernists place research in m.noamﬁ that
transforms techniques into media for communication. Techniques do moﬁ
dictate discourse, because they are adjusted to the patterns of Ena_.mo:.c:
that constitute a society. Surely this is the aim of research: to be responsive
to reality. What postmodernists revise is the nature of reality and how it
should be studied.
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