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INTRODUCTION

What is Enlightenment? . . . It is not seeking to make possible a metaphysics
that has finally become a science; it is seeking to give new impetus,
as far and wide as possible, to the undefined work of freedom.
—Michel Foucault (1984/1997:101,125-26)

arly in our new century, there is still little agreement about what post-

structuralism is and what it means for sociology. Indeed, we might say

that the label poststructurdlist refers to a group of philosophers, social
scientists, historians, literary scholars, and linguists whose affinity for each
other is more a function of their critics than an assemblage of their own mak-
ing. Nonetheless, in North America a conversation over the meaning and
consequences of poststructuralism began to emerge in the social sciences in
the last decades of the twentieth century. “Conversation,” though, is too nice
a word. Angry argument is a more telling description.

Racialized, ethnic, and cultural minorities were largely and conspicuously
excluded from the debate of previous decades; and [ hope this book speaks to
that omission. Despite the tremendous impact that Cultural Studies and Post-
colonial Criticism—traditions heavily influenced by poststructuralism and
where ethnic and cultural minorities are a major presence—had on anthropol-
ogy in the 1980s and 19gos, American sociologists mostly resisted these incur-
sions. Consequently, a tremendous opportunity to reinvigorate sociology,
making it more relevant for marginalized populations was lost. It is time to re-
think that mistake.

Writing as a proponent, my position is that a sociology informed by post-
structuralist thought will increase sociologists’ intellectual, civic, and political
power. Yet how does one write a book about an intellectual movement that in-
sists upon, indeed celebrates, its own lack of structure? How can one hope to
write truthfully about a tradition that willfully and ruthlessly strives to pry
open the politics of any truth telling, no matter how esteemed or sacred? And
how can newcomers, particularly students, ever hope to comprehend let alone



2 | Introduction

appreciate the mind-bending writings that one of my less than appreciative
colleagues disparages as “that postmodern gobbledygook”?

My insistence on revisiting and rethinking a debate that many American
sociologists are happy to believe was finished by the late 19gos will draw wary
glances from colleagues who want to get on with the business of producing sci-
entific knowledge. Social scientists, after all, continue to develop careers by
creating and defending elaborate systems of definitions that they hope help us
better understand the social world. Indeed, for generations sociologists have
even gone so far as to imagine that these understandings can improve the lives
of humanity around the globe.

My argument is that leading American sociologists in the 1980s and 199os
largely missed the tremendous intellectual and political potential of poststruc-
turalist philosophy. Their unwillingness or inability to adequately consider the
power of poststructuralist criticism stemmed from a self-protecting blindness
to their own cultural inheritances and worldview. As a result, they failed to
appreciate the reasons behind the appeal that these writings hold for many in-
tellectuals from marginalized populations.

[ argue that sociology’s central organizing principles are inherited from
Greek and Christian ancestors and that the lack of attention paid to these
philosophical and theological assumptions is at the root of American soci-
ology’s overwhelmingly hostile reaction to poststructuralism. Furthermore,
had the structure of institutionalized sociology not been so thoroughly inun-
dated with Greek and Christian presuppositions, poststructuralist criticism
would not have appealed to intellectuals from marginalized groups to the ex-
tent that it has. After all, the disciplined quest for purity of understanding and
foundational truth—an endeavor that has caused no shortage of pain and suf-
fering for oppressed populations of many kinds—has its complex origins in
Greek and Christian cultural histories. This quest, in recent centuries having
become a scientific undertaking, is at the heart of what motivates contempo-
rary poststructuralist critique.

With these European origins in mind, it is important to acknowledge that my
own identity is fundamentally related to my affinity for this difficult French phi-
losophy. [ am a mixed blood, enrolled member of the Klamath Tribe from south-
ern Oregon. My paternal family is both Klamath and Umpqua (another south-
ern Oregon tribe), and my mother’s people are fourth- and fifth-generation
loggers who homesteaded close to the Klamath reservation early in the last cen-
tury. When [ discovered poststructuralist philosophy, and this happened in spite
of the objections of my faculty advisers in sociology, graduate school was sal-
vaged for me. Without Foucault, Jacques Derrida, and later Gayatri Spivak, T.
Minh-ha Trinh, Henry Giroux, Judith Butler, and Homi K. Bhabha, I would
have dropped out and gone home. With the help of these thinkers, I soon
learned to understand myself as a “nontraditional” student “from the margins.”
Poststructuralism authorized my confrontations with powerful representational
strategies deployed by privileged, professional sociologists.
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Derrida remains one of the most controversial of the thinkers responsible
for unsettling, poststructuralist challenges to traditional Western philosophy
(philosophy that is the ancient origin of modern sociology). In an essay pub-
lished nearly forty years ago, Derrida writes of the difficult birth of this post-
structuralist turn in the social sciences.

Here there is a kind of question, let us still call it historical, whose conception,
formation, gestation, and labor we are only catching a glimpse of today. I em-
ploy these words, I admit, with a glance toward the operations of childbear-
ing—but also with a glance toward those who, in a society from which I do not
exclude myself, turn their eyes away when faced by the as yet unnamable
which is proclaiming itself and which can do so, as is necessary whenever a
birth is in the offing, only under the species of the nonspecies, in the formless,
mute, infant, and terrifying form of monstrosity. (Derrida 1966/1978:293, em-
phases in original)

Derrida calls the birth a “terrifying form of monstrosity.” The decades follow-
ing the publication of his essay bear out this prophecy. Fear and desperation,
and outright hatred of the birth, erupted in sociologists’ professional meetings
and in sociological writings.

Sociologists pursued at least three distinct albeit overlapping attacks on the
terrifying newborn. Perhaps most important is the claim that poststructuralism
equals relativism, nihilism, nominalism, solipsism, or subjectivism. Susan
Hekman (1986:196) asserts, “Derrida and Foucault lead us toward a nihilistic
Tower of Babel.” Rosalyn W. Bologh and Leonard Mell (1994:83,89) see an
“ultimate subjectivism” that can only end in “a Hobbesian version of society
as a war of all against all.” Stephan Fuchs and Steven Ward (1994:506) worry
that the birth of Derrida’s monstrosity will bring “a crisis in solidarity, organ-
izational cohesion, and professional communication.” In these and in count-
less other alarmed sightings there is great fear of destabilizing long institution-
alized methods for producing scientific knowledge.

Much of this dread stems from the closely related worry that poststructural-
ism will destroy a prerogative for making political claims that sociologists have
gained only with generations of hard, disciplined, scientific scholarship. If the
foundations for truth making are overwhelmed, this criticism goes, then soci-
ology loses any authority to claim that its understandings are superior to those
of anyone who cares to claim anything. Thus Pauline M. Rosenau (1992:139)
maintains that sociologists will be forced “to relinquish any global political
projects” as we “struggle to survive in a normative void.” Ward (1997:785)
goes even further, arguing that this lack of foundation is dangerous. “Without
the trust and moral commitment which realism generates,” he exclaims, “all
social interaction and communication would break down under the weight of
paranoid suspicion.” Anxiety, here, tends to be over consequences and not
about the merits of poststructuralist arguments per se.
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A third criticism claims that poststructuralist writings are purposefully un-
intelligible or a kind of elaborate scam designed to fool people into believing
outright nonsense. Jerry L. Lembcke (1993:67) writes of “pig Latin” while Mi-
chael Faia (1993:65) refers to “the word salads of the mentally deranged.”
Randall Collins (1992:184) lampoons that the academic jokester Erving Goff-
man is probably responsible for the whole charade since “the condition of
‘being dead’ is just a social construct.” Todd Gitlin (1998:71) finds in the new
birth only the schizophrenic, nihilistic “blank stare of the postmodern,” while
George Ritzer (19g97:xvii) describes these works as “self-consciously unread-
able.” Although these attacks are vicious and overstated, it is true that many
poststructuralist writings are difficult to decipher.

Although that is not my primary motivation, [ write with each of these
criticisms in mind. Poststructuralist thought is not nonsensical, and missing
the great potential found in these admittedly dense texts is far too high a price
for scholars to pay for this flimsy excuse not to read closely and carefully.

Nor does poststructuralist scholarship impede political work. On the contrary,
the rigor of poststructuralist analyses promotes a hyper-awareness of the politics
found in all knowledge creation. And this awareness is precisely why it appeals to
many nontraditional intellectuals. Poststructuralist writings, seriously consid-
ered, can help sociology become a far more inclusive and vibrant project.

As a poststructuralist, I assume that all knowledge is political. Thus I
understand political work as my primary endeavor. Notions of pure knowledge
or pure research or knowledge for the sake of knowledge make no sense to
me—except perhaps as historical curiosities. In fact, the very fearful charges of
“relativism,” “nihilism,” “solipsism,” and “subjectivism” that prop up this al-
leged political paralysis appear to a poststructuralist’s gaze as profoundly politi-
cal gestures. Recognizing these accusations as political actions leveled in de-
fense of hardened cultural traditions requires careful exploration of their
extended cultural origins.

In his famous essay, “The Promise” (1959), C. Wright Mills argues that so-
ciology ought to help people see the too often unrecognized links between ex-
tended history and personal biography. Mills thought that sociology could
teach people to understand how social history and individual actions come to-
gether in society. In the early chapters of my book, I take this tack. The found-
ing assumptions of our methods for making knowledge (which in the opening
chapter students will learn to call “epistemology”) become, in the pages that
follow, sociological phenomena. Understood as cultural forms with long and
complex genealogies, familiar social scientific habits are less comforting and
the possibility of new intellectual assumptions is less frightful.

Relieved of some very enduring superstitions, a poststructuralist-inspired
sociology can finally lay claim to the civic duty and public responsibility that
generations of sociologists have sought. As differences within and among so-
cieties explode, spread, and overlap, the freedom that Enlightenment-era Eu-
ropeans dreamed about grows more elusive. Only a fearless investigation and
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critique of sociology’s most cherished epistemological (and culturally inher-
ited) assumptions can sustain sociologists’ honest participation in that dream
for much longer.

Coming as I do from a nonacademic background, I learned early in my uni-
versity education that academics’ dreams of freedom and equality are often
scarcely recognizable to, and at times quite patronizing of, the people and so-
cial spaces where I feel most comfortable. The social science I learned from my
graduate and undergraduate professors left me unconvinced of its claims and
uninspired by its aspirations. I was interested in politics and social issues even
as a small boy, but I did not grow up around educated, middle-class people. Ac-
ademic culture initially struck me as strange. | remember marveling at how se-
riously professors took themselves and their works. I soon realized that they
believed unequivocally in the superiority of their knowledge over that of all
other knowing traditions. Because social scientific narrations were given a
privileged status by the sociologists from whom [ learned, I soon found myself
struggling to reconcile those scientific accounts with the narrations of friends
and family who often became the unwitting objects of my sociological gaze.

Most of my extended family has at some point worked in the timber indus-
try, and most of my maternal family members are quite proud of their “time in
the woods.” During my graduate school years at the University of Oregon,
there was an all-out cultural, economic, and political struggle over the fate of
the forests of the Pacific Northwest. I very much wanted to understand, and to
help others understand, what was happening to our timber-dependent com-
munities. | endeavored to write a doctoral dissertation that would do exactly
that. However, explanations of “class consciousness,” “resource mobilizing so-
cial movements,” or “ideal types” made me increasingly aware of the fact that
sociology and sociologists are themselves thoroughly cultural and political en-
tities. Ironically, then, my familiarity with small, timber town culture was
more hindrance than help. I spent countless hours fretting over how my fam-
ily and friends would react to being sociological categories written about in
tones of analytic distance. Ultimately I finished a rather traditional academic
dissertation, but I balked at revising it for publication. I simply could not sanc-
tion the conspicuously unacknowledged power of the academic renderings
that structured the project.

By the time I was a junior at Southern Oregon State College, it was pain-
fully clear to me that being Indian was destined to be a constant annoyance
should I choose a future in academe. The authority of science was always at
work in any academic discussion of Indians and our ways. But social scientists,
particularly the anthropologists, were rarely willing to admit that their quer-
ies, desires, and ideals were anything but natural and designed to increase a
universalized knowledge of humanity. Worse still, they routinely denied they
had this power even as they constantly invoked it.

During my graduate school years, one professor who knew of my fondness
for fishing asked me if my Indian side had a problem with my white side putting
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live bait on a hook. Another wanted to know, “what happens to you when you
are with other Indians?” I wanted to tell him that we get gut-splitting laughter
from the telling and retelling of questions like his. But, I refrained and wished
someone or something would teach him that his scientific gaze was neither ob-
jective nor without consequences. Both of these individuals and their institu-
tions possessed and wielded great power. However their status and that of
their institutions—status that gave them the power to pronounce judgment
on the merit of my work—did not require that they see their scientific ways as
cultural and political acts.

My academic experiences since leaving graduate school have only strength-
ened my conviction that scientific knowledge, while powerful and often of
monumental benefit, must not be allowed the status of extra-cultural, extra-
political truth. By the time [ obtained an academic post at San Francisco State
University in 1991, the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation
Act (NAGPRA) of 1990 was federal law. This hard-won statute finally made
it illegal for museums and universities to hold and “collect” the grave contents
of deceased Native Americans. The debate over NAGPRA was and is in-
tense. Many in the scientific community continue to believe that the law
amounts to destruction of their scientific data.

The vast majority of Indians, including myself, tend to see things very dif-
ferently. In this case, then, the power of scientific narrations is directly con-
fronted by Native reasoning(s) that are often well beyond what many scien-
tists can appreciate or even tolerate. Indeed, successive chairs of the Sociology
Department on my own campus repeatedly engaged me in vigorous debate
over what they see as the overzealousness of the law. These knowledge politics
are taken up in considerable detail in the penultimate chapter of the book.

Similarly, chapter 6 stems from my frustration with the assumed authority
of academic narrations purporting to depict the reality of affirmative action
programs in the United States. Although I have benefited in multiple ways
from affirmative action policies, I do not accept any of the accounts contained
in the widespread and vigorous debates over these initiatives as descriptions of
an empirically verifiable reality. Rather, I see these scientific and judicial por-
trayals as active and politically powerful constructions of me, my family, and
many of my friends. These politics, | maintain, are far better navigated by so-
ciologists who understand and appreciate the challenges brought to the aca-
demic table by poststructuralist writings. Chapters 5-6 both demonstrate why
and how a poststructuralist-informed sociology can increase the political effi-
cacy of cultural and racialized minorities.

My short biographical reflections point to politics as an enduring part of
all knowledge making, but they are not an argument for a more penetrating,
more accurate, more comprehensive sociology. Rather, they point to the con-
tingency of all sense making. In the words of Steven Seidman (1997: 37),
they “relativize sociology.” That is, they support his request that we learn to
understand sociology as “a local practice” with “conceptual strategies and
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thematic perspectives . . . indicative of a particular tradition rather than . . . a
universal language of the social.” Sociology should not, as he says, “fantasti-
cally imagine its conventions as providing a privileged access to the social
universe” (54).

Once again, my argument is that leading American sociologists of the
1980s and 19gos missed a tremendous opportunity to increase the relevance of
sociology for a wider, more diverse audience. This failure stemmed from these
sociologists’ unwillingness or inability to think critically about the discipline’s
Greek and Christian origins. A close examination of cultural assumptions in-
herited from their Greek and Christian predecessors can help professional so-
ciologists see poststructuralist writings in a less hostile light. This, in turn, will
lead to a sociology that can be far more productive for marginalized popula-
tions. My argument is made over six chapters.

Chapter 1, “Meeting The Monster: Understanding Poststructuralist As-
sumptions,” is an extended introduction. Because I want this text to be access-
ible to undergraduate theory students, I begin with demonstrations and stories
from everyday life that provide easily accessible, interpretive context. In these
early pages, students and colleagues can both gain access to assumptions rou-
tinely made by poststructuralists and recognize how these assumptions are
consonant with their everyday experiences.

Chapter 2, “A Genealogy of the Scientific Self,” locates contemporary
sociologists’ epistemological assumptions and political aspirations in much
older Greek philosophy and Christian theology. My aim in these pages is to
demonstrate that our Greek and Christian predecessors pursued unobtainable,
faith-based certainty, and that structuralist sociologists have failed to critically
interrogate their allegiance to these divinations.

Chapter 3, “Toward a Post-Christian Ethic of Responsibility in Sociology,”
substantiates the Christian origins of contemporary, structuralist sociologists’
sense of political responsibility. I argue that the biblical God —understood as
a discipline demanding, hard to know, center of certainty—remains the unex-
amined source of the assumption that viable political work requires a general,
thematically coherent sense of history and society. Ultimately, I conclude that
the quest for social and historical structure inhabited by an essential human
agency is politically debilitating. Chasing our own theological tales distracts
us from developing far more pressing, more earthly, and actually obtainable
political acumen.

Chapter 4, “The American Debate on Postmodernism,” retraces some of
the heated controversy of the 198os and 19gos as it unfolded in American
sociologists’ writings about poststructuralism, or “postmodernism” as these
perspectives were routinely labeled. In this chapter I connect the major objec-
tions raised by these critics to sociology’s culturally inherited and faith-based
assumptions explored in chapters 2-3. I focus, in particular, on these
sociologists’ stated desire to include marginalized others while simultaneously
trying to defend their own epistemological beliefs.
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Chapter 5, “Who’s Understanding Whose Past? Telling the Truth about
Native Dead,” is a political document written by a Native sociologist (me)
using poststructuralist writings. Anthropologists’ attacks on NAGPRA, at-
tacks they claim are mounted from their concern for objective truth, are re-
thought and rearticulated using voices of Native peoples. Acting as a politi-
cal intervention, the chapter recasts anthropological fables of objectivity as
acts of political aggression. Anthropological narrations of Indian histories
are routinely awarded the status of “facts” and “evidence,” I argue, only be-
cause Europeans came to the Americas in overwhelming numbers and carried
guns. Thus, far from being a fight over “truth,” Native American struggles to
reclaim our dead are better understood as the most recent confrontation with
colonialist power that these physical anthropologists uncritically assume as
their birthright.

Chapter 6, “Taking Charge of the Affirmative Action Debate: Social Sci-
ence and Racial Justice,” is both analysis and political strategy informed by
poststructuralism. The central argument of the chapter is that the major com-
ponents of the debate over affirmative action have no inherent structure.
“Race,” “merit,” “discrimination,” “individuality,” and “equal opportunity” can
never be finally defined, and they will never have their truth laid bare for all
right-minded people to witness. Neither affirmative action nor its societal
consequences are “empirically verifiable,” in the sense of scientific truth that
can end political struggle through appeals to the objective qualities of social
structure. These programs and their consequences, I argue, are always con-
structed, comprehended, and maintained from within the midst of political
struggle. Because poststructuralists understand politics, and not discovering
“the truth” about affirmative action, as our primary intellectual duty, I main-
tain that we are better poised to develop the skills and strategies necessary to
defend these programs.



MEETING THE MONSTER

Understanding Poststructuralist Assumptions

To my mind these endless abstractions, at best, are the grindstones of the garrulous;
at worst, they are the word salads of the mentally deranged.
—Michael Faia (1993:65)

outset. Although there will necessarily be a substantial amount of ab-

straction and difficult-sounding terminology to master, these discussions
and terms are illustrated with detailed examples grounding them in everyday
life. Abstractions are most accessible when surrounded by the context of lived
understandings. This said, let me be honest and up-front about obstacles that
accompany initial encounters with poststructuralist writings and thinking, in-
cluding the work you have just begun.

For poststructuralists, there is no extra-social access to the world. One can
only know reality by using tools (language, imagery, theory, and methodology)
that are always socially acquired. Although other social theorists (e.g., the
philosopher Immanuel Kant and the sociologist Max Weber) were quite forth-
right in acknowledging this lack of direct access to the world, poststructural-
ists have abandoned even the desire for an unmediated approach to reality.
Think about this for a moment. Poststructuralists find even the apparently
basic pursuit of objective truth to be an assumption that ought to be ques-
tioned—an assumption whose social history should be explored and analyzed.
Many social scientists find this unsettling. They speak and write of feeling in-
tellectually paralyzed, as if banished into vastness without any firm ground in
which to place even temporary anchors. Yet others, including myself, find this
orchestrated and perennial disturbance to our patterns of understanding en-
lightening. Nonetheless, questioning the wisdom of pursuing objective truth
is a poststructuralist habit that many find difficult to swallow.

It is my intention that this text be readable and politically relevant from the
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Let me begin by immediately living up to my promise to provide you with
examples from everyday life. Imagine that the coffee mug [ am drinking from
this morning is placed in the middle of the classroom where our theory lessons
this semester are taking place. Now we have made it our task to discover and
understand “the real” qualities of the mug. What is it, exactly? How might we
arrive at a definition that anyone in her right scientific mind could agree with?
What methods can we employ to get so near to understanding the essence of
the mug that the correctness of our definition will become accurate enough to
transcend time and place? Our goal is to depict only the qualities of the mug itself.
If a scientist one hundred years from now is to agree with our definition, our
account will have to be as free as possible from the prejudices of our own time.
The same is true for geography and culture. We want our description to be ac-
curate regardless of whether our classroom is in California, Austria, or Austra-
lia. Initiated in the time of Socrates and Plato (fifth century Bc), for centuries
this “view from nowhere”! has been among the most central goals of intellec-
tuals from European civilizations.

As a poststructuralist, I understand this to be a pursuit of structure. To look
for the essence of the mug, for its “actual” makeup, is to look for its inherent
structure, that which it is, despite any social context where it might be found
for a time. But what if the meaning of our mug can never be reduced to the
mug itself? What if this coffee-holding, ceramic creation, which happens to be
adorned with colors and designs celebrating the University of Oregon (my
alma mater) can only always have meaning as it relates to other significations
that are not part of the mug itself? Said another way, what if I can only know
what the mug is because I also know other things that are not inherent to the
object itself?

The mug is a birthday present from my family. Because it came from my
wife and sons, the mug of coffee has a warm, reassuring, feeling-of-home
quality to it. [ have a vivid memory of the smiles on my two sons’ faces as
they gave it to me. On the other hand, when [ unwrapped it I saw that the
tag read “coffee mug.” Like any good sociologist, I try to be aware of my con-
sumption habits and of their impacts on peoples and places often far away
from my desk at San Francisco State University. Thus when I pour my morn-
ing coffee, I wonder about where it was grown, about the economic condi-
tions that the farmers who grew the beans live under, about their relations
with their own governments, and with the large corporations who buy their
crops. For example, I know that the governments of impoverished nations
often do all they can to encourage (if not force) farmers to abandon subsis-
tence crops in favor of export crops that can be grown and sold on a large-
scale to wealthy multinational corporations for hard currency. Perhaps the
farmer who grew the beans that I consumed this morning no longer farms
food for local consumption? Maybe s/he is now wholly dependent on global
coffee prices for her subsistence? S/he may even be exposed to dangerous ag-
riculture industry chemicals that are used in the race to stay competitive in
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a global market? Obviously, neither the love of my family nor my environ-
mental and political concerns can be found in my new mug, itself. As an ob-
ject, the mug has significance inasmuch as it relates to meanings and concerns
that are in excess of its physical presence.

To be a post-structuralist (“post” means “after”) means to be no longer inter-
ested in searching for truths (the “real” structures) contained in things them-
selves. The meanings of the objects of the world, including my birthday present,
are as varied and unstable as the narrative threads that provide for their interpre-
tation. [ could have gone on for some time about how the importance of a sim-
ple coffee mug arrives from outside of itself: the meaning of its decorations, of its
place of manufacture, the significance of ceramics, and so forth. No doubt you
could add your own list of descriptors to the conversation. But, you may also still
be intent on asking, what is the mug really? Doesn't it still have a physical reality
that is prior to the narrations within which I have placed it?

As [ noted, Western intellectuals have traditionally pursued their belief in
objective truth by isolating and de-contextualizing parts of our world. Perhaps
the most widespread method for doing so is to introduce numerical and geo-
metric representations. After all, an eleven-centimeter-tall piece of circular
ceramics is the same regardless of where it is found or in what context it exists.
If I am mathematically capable enough, I can figure out the volume held by
the mug, its circumference, diameter, and construct a whole host of defining
mathematical portrayals. So why would poststructuralists insist on rethinking
the desire for numerical representations of reality that seem to be correct de-
spite any temporal (time), cultural, or geographic context?

There are two related answers to this question. First, poststructuralists do
not necessarily find fault with this style of knowing itself. Isolating, de-
contextualizing, and applying numerical representations to existence contin-
ues to show itself to be a powerful way of understanding. The problem is
rather one of questioning the absolute authority assumed by the users of
these styles of understanding. In other words, if we can show that structural-
ist desires are born in the particular circumstances (many of which we will
trace in the following pages) of European history, does it not follow that the
spread of these traditions may be more a function of European colonialism
and influence than proof of their obvious and universal correctness? Surely it
is foolish to believe that had native Australians or Native Americans occu-
pied and conquered Europe we would now think so highly of the scientific
method. No doubt understanding would be a rather different enterprise, and
the effects of these alternative modes of thinking would be a profoundly dif-
ferent world. So if the pursuit of the “real” nature of my coffee mug through
de-contextualizing, mathematical calculations is itself a political outcome, a
historically arrived at, culturally specific desire, do these geometric, numerical
accounts depict a reality contained in the mug itself? Or, do these meanings
also come to the object from outside of itself: not unlike my narrations about fam-
ily and the political economy of coffee?
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Recall that this coffee mug story all began as an illustration of initial ob-
stacles to learning to think in a poststructural way. Said simply, poststructu-
ralist arguments can be difficult because they assume that desires for an exis-
tence made up of definable, verifiable, essential structures (desires to defy
the contextual contingencies of time, place, and culture) are best under-
stood as effects of time, place, and culture. Structuralist desires for extra-
cultural understandings are themselves cultural understandings! Given that the
social realities studied by sociologists are far more complex than any coffee
mug, you can begin to see why questioning the very foundations of knowl-
edge making appears ominous to many social scientists. How can we ever get
anywhere in the already difficult business of knowing (which, after all, is
what professional intellectuals are paid to do), if we continually and forever
circle back on ourselves to interrogate the “how we know” of our “what we
know”? Although not new to sociologists, who refer to this self-awareness as
“reflexivity,” poststructuralists have taken this self-critical attitude to a level
that very few, particularly American, sociologists have been yet willing to
tolerate, let alone embrace.

Even when one decides that the effort is worthwhile, scanning the tortur-
ous sentences of many of the writings of the thinkers now labeled poststructu-
ralist, is enough to send most newcomers to social theory screaming into the
night. Indeed, many a seasoned social scientist has thrown up his or her hands
in disgust at the apparently unconquerable composition contained in post-
structuralist texts. For example, in this chapter’s epigraph Faia (1993:67) refers
to the writing of Michel Foucault as “the word salads of the mentally de-
ranged.” Later in his text, he laments, “the human mind does not work this
way.” Similarly, Jerry L. Lembcke (1993:67) refers to poststructuralist writings
as “facades of theoretical sophistication” that he hopes his students will recog-
nize for the “pig Latin” that they really are. As [ have already said, these com-
plaints are overstated, but they are not without some merit.

Let’s consider another passage from the essay by Jacques Derrida cited in
the introduction. Despite his many vociferous critics Derrida remains per-
haps my favorite thinker. “The center is at the center of the totality, and yet,
since the center does not belong to the totality (is not part of the totality),
the totality has its center elsewhere. The center is not the center. The con-
cept of centered structure—although it represents coherence itself, the condi-
tion of the episteme as philosophy or science—is contradictorily coherent.”
(1966/1978:279)

What on the Creator’s blue earth could such sentences possibly mean! Many
readers never get past this point. Indeed, I chose this particular set of sentences
precisely because they are a favorite of my students, who at first glance believe
them to be totally nonsensical. However with their intellectual diligence and a
little guidance, the passage and indeed the whole of Derrida’s essay on social
science becomes not only intelligible but profoundly insightful. We will return
to these difficult lines by the end of this chapter. By then, we will be in a better
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position to assess the wisdom contained therein. In the meantime, there are
still other initial impediments to understanding poststructuralism.

Despite the attempts at comprehensive definitions, there is no single defi-
nition of poststructuralism.2 Making any attempt at definitive description still
more improbable, in the United States the label is often taken to be synony-
mous with “postmodernism.” Together these labels have been used to group a
variety of thinkers from varied academic disciplines and national origins who
write in different languages for different purposes. Usually, this collection is
said to include thinkers ranging from, but not limited to, Derrida, Foucault,
Julia Kristeva, Jacques Lacan, Gayatri Spivak, Judith Butler, Joan W. Scortt,
Homi K. Bhabha, Jean-Francois Lyotard, Henry Giroux, Zygmunt Bauman,
Jean Baudrillard, Ernesto Laclau, Chantal Mouffe, Trinh Minh-ha, and Frie-
drich Nietzsche.

The homogenization legislated in the creation of this mega-camp of “post-
moderns” is a function of critics’ perspectives and not a sign of agreement
between theorists and their followers who at times are downright hostile to-
ward each other. Critics who too quickly tag this immense diversity “postmod-
ern” and then move to the attack, are doing poor scholarship. Lumping to-
gether such vast difference certainly helps one dismiss a great deal of thinking
in short order, but it does little to promote thoughtful, productive understand-
ing. Even the most cursory of readings reveals that the majority of these
thinkers do not use the terms postmodern or poststructuralist in their writings or
in descriptions of their own works.?

Recognizing the Monster: “The Species of the Nonspecies”

So how as students and teachers of a poststructuralist sociology are we to deal
with this confusion? How can we understand poststructuralism if no one can
say for sure what it is? Our answer to this difficulty lies in furthering our under-
standing of the “post” notation in the label: post-structuralism. Remember,
“post” means after. To think in a poststructuralist way, then, means no longer
seeking to document the existence of a structured, at least somewhat stable,
and eventually comprehensively understood social reality. It means to think
and write at a point after the pursuit of a structured reality has lost its appeal.
[t means being part of a very different intellectual species.

Remember, we live, work, and attend classes at locations in time, culture,
and political climates. Sociology never happens in a social vacuum. Whether
we are considering the thinking of Emile Durkheim, Karl Marx, or authors la-
beled poststructuralist, the significance and meaning of theory shifts with
context. For example, over time in the United States prevailing opinions
about Marx and his works have varied tremendously. Although several gener-
ations of Americans have been taught that Marxism is evil, the intensity
level of anticommunist propaganda has waxed and waned throughout the
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years. During the Great Depression of the 1930s, many Americans openly
sympathized with socialist ideals. By the 1950s, though, a red-hysteria had
spread through the land and people were taught that “Communists could be
anywhere” —in the schools, in government, and in their neighborhoods. My
point is that any theoretical tradition becomes what it “is” from within the
context of times, places, and politics. (This should sound familiar; remember
how my coffee mug got its significance?) Writing and reading a book about
poststructuralist sociology are practices that exist within what Foucault called
“conditions of possibility.”

You might be tempted to argue that “Clay decided” to write this book to set
the record straight, to quell the critics, and to tell the truth once and for all
about poststructuralism. But this is too simple and misses the point. [ am not
just arguing that critics are mistaken about what poststructuralism is; I am say-
ing that they are wrong precisely because they try to make poststructural think-
ing into a stable, containable “is.” Perhaps the first lesson when learning to
think in a poststructural way is that the instability of social reality must be
studied from within this same instability. From a poststructuralist perspective,
neither I, as the author of the pages you hold in your hands, nor the meaning
of the writing on these pages have anything like a stable essence. The narra-
tions that you read in this text are effects (complicated outcomes) of our expe-
riences in time, culture, politics, and geography. [ have reasons for promoting
a poststructuralist approach to sociology, but they do not include an attempt
to say what the meaning of such a diverse list of authors’ texts “really are.” In-
deed, it is more accurate to say that others’ misguided attempts at such pro-
nouncements are a condition (found in recent decades among too many
American sociologists) of my own motivation for this writing.

Consider that for me to produce any such definitive narration, I would have
to escape from the unstable narrations of life (mine and countless others’) that
continue to constitute me as a person and that therefore inform how I under-
stand the works of these authors. Then, you readers would have to escape the
contingencies of your own lives and all uniformly read the sentences I create.
This means that each of you would have to read my words as having exactly
the same meanings and significance. This highly unlikely occurrence would
need to happen after I purge all the “bias” born of my life from my reading of
poststructuralist thinkers. Again, it is all but impossible that this will ever
occur. So why should we assume that there is a “real poststructuralism” in all of
this interpretation of interpretation?

Some of you have heard about poststructuralism (or, more likely “postmod-
ernism”) before. Have these opinions impacted what you expect to read here?
Does the relative weight of these expectations relate to your respect or lack of re-
spect for the person who provided you these assessments? Certainly my writing
this book has to do with how I perceive prominent American sociologists to have
read, and not read, the works of thinkers [ find immensely important. So again,
let us anticipate the impossibility of discerning the “real” poststructuralism: Is it
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what I write here today? What you read here? What you reread here five years
(full of attitude-altering experiences) from now? Is it the critics’ readings of the
thinkers in the above section? My readings of the works of the authors just listed?
Or, is it my readings of the critics who have read from that list?

Admitting and embracing this overwhelming complexity means recognizing
this writing as an articulation (a pronouncement, a giving over of meaning)
born of the complicated, changing affairs of my life and the lives of those who
influence and provoke me. In turn, you readers glean meaning from within the
instability of your lives, and from the lives of those whose commentaries on
postmodernism or poststructuralism you have paid attention to. Thus as a post-
structuralist, I understand that this book can only be written, read, and made
sense of from within the complexities and contingent qualities of many un-
stable agendas. Poststructuralist thought cannot be reduced to structure. To at-
tempt such a reduction is to miss a fundamental lesson of poststructuralism.

If poststructuralism has no essence, no inherent structure, then it is not a
difficult jump to assert that authors who embrace this label also lack a core
structure. Why, except due to habit, should we assume that I, as the author of
the text, am a stable, essential, self-directing being? This question is at the
center of the first half of this book, and we will take a much more detailed his-
torical approach to its answer in chapter 2. For the moment, though, we can
further our introductory discussion by questioning that perhaps most cher-
ished of American beliefs about the nature of being human: “individualism.”

Most Americans like to think that they are individuals who in exercising
free will make independent choices in life. But was [ born “an individual”?
Should we suppose that the earliest humans understood themselves to be “in-
dividuals”? Or, have we all learned along the way that this is what we are?

Given that many societies do not, and have not, championed the idea of
individualism, should we assume that everyone has individuality, even if they
do not know this is the case? Are those who do not know, and have not known
themselves to be individuals, misguided? Misled? No doubt most Americans
have little trouble with the assumptions in such logic. Indeed, if we consult
one of our society’s popular culture icons whose very character is to seek out
all that is unknown and different, we find Star Trek’s television starship heroes
maintaining that not only are all humans everywhere “individuals,” but even
life-forms alien to earth are inherently individual.# Thus the most easily
understood and far too simple answer to questions about why [ wrote this book
is to say that it was an individual decision. It is also, then, an act of cultural lit-
eracy (a learned “appropriate” behavior) to refer to my “free will” when asked
to explain why I spent so many long hours learning and writing about some-
thing as difficult as poststructuralism.

If I had to learn that I am an individual and that I have this thing called
“free will,” then these are socially acquired ideas and not innate or naturally
occurring perceptions. Indeed, are not the very notions of individualism and
free will tantamount to a sentiment that one is not willing to simply be like
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the rest of the group, that one should insist on thinking for oneself? Yet how
do we know that we are “individuals” if not by referencing the very group def-
initions that our individualism would seem to require us to defy? It would
seem, then, that like my coffee mug, and like poststructuralist theory, my “self”
is an ongoing, social (and thereby unstable) effect.

[ can even say that this book will impact how others perceive me and con-
sequently how I perceive myself. Assuming that people actually read the book,
my selthood will be shaped by the way in which they read and by what they say
and write about what they read, and they will read it from within unforesee-
able contingencies of disparate lives that will amount to their capacity to
award it significance. Maybe poststructuralists will be herded out of academic
departments as heretics or blamed for allowing a world war to begin? Maybe
some prominent thinker who is labeled as a poststructuralist by her critics will
invent a new means of space travel? Who knows? My point is that any number
of contexts and unanticipated events may impact how the book is read in the
future. Inasmuch as my sense of self is tied to my perceptions of these read-
ings, my personhood (what philosophers call “subjectivity”) will evolve and
change. Like the mug and like social theory, the significance of me (as an ob-
ject) does not reside within me. My self is not reducible to something I have
been taught to value and refer to as “my individuality.”

Of course, my relations with the readings of my work done by others plus
what [ have learned about being an individual are only two minor examples of a
far more complicated set of affects and effects that make me who I am from mo-
ment to moment. Consider the fact that I am a father of two boys, a husband, a
man of forty plus years, a Little League coach, a sociology professor, a Native
American, and a friend to many different kinds of friends. To start with the be-
ginning of my abbreviated list, what does it mean to be a father? Either one is
born knowing how and what “father-ness” is, or one has to learn it, socially.
Surely [ have gotten some of my ideas about being a father from my own fathers.
(I have two.) They in turn learned about being a father from their fathers. No
doubt the many popular images of what “being a good father” looks like, have
also affected my image of myself as a father. The mass media, particularly since
the 1980s when conservative politicians began shouting about “family values,’
have provided countless images of what being a good father entails. (My televi-
sion cable company has a Family Channel that seems to show endless re-runs of
The Brady Bunch and The Cosby Show.) Inasmuch as | am affected by these im-
ages, | am an effect of others’ narrations. Inasmuch as I internalize and act on
these articulations of fatherhood, I affect the ideas about being a father that oth-
ers, most notably my own boys, come to understand. When I try to be a good
father, [ inevitably judge myself by comparing my efforts to images of father-
hood that have affected me. Thus in using a learned scale of fatherhood stretch-
ing from “goodness” to “badness,” | am again an effect, a consequence, a compli-
cated outcome. And none of this is stable. Yet these competing, overlapping,
changing narrations of fatherhood that all of us have been exposed to, are the
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very condition of the possibility of my self-understanding: “father.” Despite the
centrality of this role to my self-perception and to the everyday functioning of
tremendous numbers of families making up society, the role has no internal es-
sence. It has no inherent structure.

We could have gone through similar discussions for each of the pieces of
subjectivity I listed. What does it mean to be a husband, a sociologist, and a
friend to this or that friend? Where did I learn how? Are the readings that |
continue to do (of narrations that inform my understandings of all of these
roles) stable? My point is that I as a subject (as a knower and a doer, as an au-
thor) am no more essential, finite, or stable than my coffee mug or poststructu-
ralist theory. I also am not structure.

Let us pause to review where we are in our discussion of initial difficulties
in understanding poststructuralist approaches to the study of social reality. I
have argued that despite what too many critics maintain, there is no single,
identifiable poststructuralism. Poststructuralist writings, like the being now
pushing computer keys, have meanings and significance that are forever un-
stable. Indeed, I have even gone so far as to suggest that the desire to know in
a final and comprehensive way is itself a profoundly social, albeit long and
complex, effect. This, then, is why, as a poststructuralist, I will not supply a
simplistic, structuralist description of poststructuralist theory. It is also pre-
cisely this unwillingness to assume a structure in subjectivity or in the objects
that knowing subjects encounter in life that renders poststructuralist thought
difficult to read and comprehend. It is what makes poststructuralism, as we
heard Derrida say, “a terrifying form of monstrosity.” However, once one be-
comes comfortable with this poststructuralist sentiment, it is emancipating,
both intellectually and politically. The initial obstacles to learning to think
poststructurally are now on the table, but the claim of increased political effi-
cacy remains to be considered.

Why Should Sociologists Care about Poststructuralism?

Given all of this complexity and difficulty, why should sociologists and our stu-
dents care enough to dedicate the hours and effort needed to learn to think post-
structurally? Above all, sociology should be socially and politically relevant. So-
ciology should equip one with tools for understanding and changing society. |
believe this style of analysis to have the best chance of improving the lives of
underprivileged, impoverished, and systematically abused human beings.
Pursuing sociological understanding as if it were an ever-growing stockpile
of truths quickly becomes politically debilitating. Chasing truth has a ten-
dency to remove sociologists from the always-evolving and contingent con-
cerns of, for example, my eighty-three-year-old neighbor who struggled with
the onset of Alzheimer’s disease, of the homeless Romanian immigrant whose
son plays with my son at the community pool, or of the single mothers whose
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sons play on the Little League team I coach. In other words, the conviction
that there is a “more real” world of the social that escapes the unscientific per-
spectives of my elderly neighbor, the immigrant, or the mothers, disconnects
sociologists from those we know and care for. It sets us up as distant experts who
on the basis of our advanced degrees are charged with determining the levels of
veracity contained in the perspectives of everyday folks. Furthermore, assum-
ing we have a duty to pursue an overall and underlying structure in social real-
ity (to “advance knowledge”) detracts from the moral pursuit of social justice
that I see as the most important part of professional, sociological work.

Surely sociology is most relevant when people beyond the doors of our uni-
versity offices and professional meetings actually care about what sociologists
say and think. It makes no political sense to carry on arguments with other so-
ciologists about esoteric problems of theory or methodology while desperate
political battles with immediate life consequences rage in the lives of op-
pressed human beings around the world. Because I do not dream of one day
knowing existence as an extra-social structure, I do not spend time and energy
chasing it nor engage in academic street fights over the best way to approxi-
mate it. As a poststructuralist, | understand existence to be a borderless realm
of competing and overlapping organization schemes. For me, truth exists
within narrations of reality. Truth is not something that exists independently
of competing perspectives whose champions strive to isolate it and lay it bare.
Truth does not pre-date the rather emotional desire, if not fear-based need, for
such certainty; things are quite the reverse. Truth has always been a wholly
human destination. As Friedrich Nietzsche (1873/1954:45) put it: “Only
through forgetfulness can man ever achieve the illusion of possessing a truth.”

Once again, abandoning the pursuit of an ultimately verifiable and struc-
tured existence is important for at least two reasons. First, it allows me to con-
centrate on improving the lives of those I care about. [ get to write, speak, and
teach about subjects that I find meaningful because they are important to real
people with real lives outside of exclusively academic discussions. Second, |
am free to explore how fellow human beings organize their lives without the
(rather egomaniacal) expectation that [ must eventually pass judgment on the
accuracy and mistakes in their narrations. This is not to say that [ refrain from
making moral arguments. [ absolutely do make and defend moral and political
assertions. However, I do not claim to base my politics on an extra-social,
metaphysical realm. This last term is one that you will hear throughout the rest
of this book, so let us take a moment to discuss its meaning.

“Meta” means other, after, or beyond. Metaphysical, then, refers to that
which is beyond or other than the physical. Prior to the nineteenth century,
scholars assumed that some ultimate force (usually God) in the universe or-
dered and caused systematic movement in existence. Understanding this
theological force that lay behind and beyond the physical world was the con-
cern of metaphysicians. Metaphysics fell out of favor as the positivist science
of the nineteenth century openly declared its separation from, and opposition
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to, theology. Science, positivists argued, should validate only what can be seen
and positively measured (sociologists still refer to this as “the empirically
available world”). Because God is not physically present for scientists to ob-
serve and measure, belief in the existence of God is a metaphysical assertion.

Poststructuralists maintain that believing in essential qualities of objects—
objects that therefore have inherent meaning (like my coffee mug or my self
or a theoretical tradition) —requires defending metaphysical positions. Like
attempts to describe God, every attempt to isolate and accurately depict a
“really real” world must always fall short. To continue to believe in a struc-
tured and ultimately knowable existence, then, is to do so solely on the basis of
faith. Thus when 1, as a poststructuralist, offer analyses, they are explicitly po-
litical interventions (as opposed to attempts at impartial description) and
moral arguments. I do not claim that my narrations are based in an objectively
structured reality that I can empirically “verify.” Indeed, I see such claims as
akin to those of earlier generations of intellectuals who sought verification of
God’s plan. Another example from daily life can add to our appreciation of
this important poststructuralist sentiment.

How do Bob and Margaret, my elderly neighbors, understand themselves,
me, my family, or our city and state? Before Margaret’s death and his subsequent
move to a senior center, Bob often saw me leave home at noon on my way to
teach a late afternoon seminar. Having trouble with his memory, he asked me
on more than one occasion, “do you go to work after noon everyday?” From our
conversations over cake and ice cream at the boys’ birthday parties, I know he
believes that he pays too many taxes and that public employees deserve a large
part of the blame. He feels this way in part because he contextualizes the
present using a past where he remembers feeling comfortable. He recalls a Cali-
fornia with far fewer people, fewer public services, fewer laws, and from his per-
spective fewer social problems. He and Margaret talked fondly of the 1940s and
1950s. Things then were “made by Americans for Americans”; people shared
values and community; and despite hardships, during the war years people were
dedicated to the certainty and nobility of their purpose. Margaret lost her first
husband in the Korean conflict; Bob served in the Air Force and displayed a
bumper sticker identifying his war-time unit on their car.

When my family and I bought a Toyota car, Bob and Margaret were visibly
annoyed. How could such nice young people not realize how important it was
to buy American products? From the political conversations Margaret and |
had over coffee and beer, I know that her perspectives on patriotism, immi-
gration, education reform, and other important social issues were vastly dif-
ferent from my own. For example, she saw that the United States had lost
many young men and spent enormous amounts of money (causing shortages,
rationing, and heartache at home) to defeat the Japanese not too many gen-
erations ago. Now, she and Bob believed, the United States has helped to re-
build a Japan so economically powerful that it threatens to overwhelm
American productivity. What's more, she and Bob knew that I spend their
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tax dollars presenting arguments to my students that are quite critical of the
nationalism that they embraced so completely.

[ knew Bob and Margaret to be wonderful human beings and dependable
friends. I disagreed completely with the strength of their (what I would call
“overzealous”) patriotism. I also shuddered at Margaret’s near blanket dismissal
of any arguments she related to “socialists.” As I think back, I remember that
Margaret used the word “colored” to refer to our African-American neighbors
and looked cross-eyed at me when I told her that I agreed with President Bill
Clinton’s attempt to modernize the status of gay men and lesbians in the armed
forces. Clearly our friendship existed despite having almost no agreement about
the social and political issues that we each cared deeply about.

As a sociologist, how am I to think about these potentially unsettling differ-
ences? As | have already admitted, my self-perception is fundamentally tied to
my sociology. Thus I think that patriotism is a dangerous phenomenon that can
allow people to avoid thinking and that can allow leaders to channel great
rushes of emotional energy that too often end in unnecessary death and destruc-
tion. I also tense with anger when I consider the amount of amassed wealth that
exists alongside abject poverty, not only around the world but, here, in the enor-
mously rich United States. Thus although not a Marxist, I routinely hear myself
making arguments that most social scientists easily recognize as those of a social-
ist. | understand why African American is a much better term than colored, and 1
cringe when I hear reactionary AM talk radio hosts trivialize the difference as
“just more liberal P.C.” I am also abhorred by the continuing open and ugly dis-
crimination waged against homosexuals in the United States and around the
planet. So given that a great deal of my subjectivity is created in and by my ex-
pressions and feelings about these social problems, what are my options for han-
dling Bob and Margaret’s also honestly believed opinions?

If I believe that history and reality have essential and singularly truthful
qualities, then I somehow have to reconcile the differences between my per-
spectives and those of my dear neighbors. For example, [ remember that in
1995 the Smithsonian Institution proposed to display part of the Enola Gay
airplane that dropped atomic bombs on Japan, ending the Second World War.
The display was to be part of a fiftieth-anniversary-commemoration of the
end of hostilities. However, almost immediately after the plan was an-
nounced, newspaper accounts began relating details of a growing controversy
over how to narrate the display. Should the captions say that this plane sym-
bolized a great victory in a just and necessary war fought at great human cost
to defeat a maniacal enemy? Or should the plane be remembered as a symbol
of a great human failure, of human cruelty to humans in abominable propor-
tions, and as a warning to the young—illustrating past generations’ inability to
solve their differences in less than barbaric ways?

By the time of the controversy, I did not have to ask to know that Margaret
would have strong feelings about these news-stories. What to do? Perhaps |
should listen closely to her opinions, thinking that I might gain some insight
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that was “at least of historical value.” After all, I could have concluded, most
of that generation was so shaped and formed by that era, by wartime propa-
ganda, that they could never understand those events from a less-biased per-
spective. I would glean her words for the value of her firsthand experience, all
the while remembering that I understood things from a much wider and more
objective viewpoint. But Margaret was smart. She would know immediately if
she was being patronized. She had piercing blue eyes that would immediately
convey that she knew I was merely listening politely while dismissing the real
significance that she assigned to each sentence rolling off of her tongue. An-
other option would be to do what I have all too often seen other academics do
and insist on setting wrongheaded opponents straight by insisting on “the
facts.” Adopting a pose of displayed profundity, I could “wow her” into submis-
sion by reciting social scientific understandings of the events and their signifi-
cance leading up to the war. I could go on for some length about imperialism,
colonialism, racism, and state-produced propaganda. I might even secure the
victory by researching and presenting statistics illustrating differences between
the reality of the American government’s behavior and its propaganda claims.
There may be still more options (we might admit that we are both partly cor-
rect or that we are both completely wrong), but my point remains, if we stick to
a structuralist interpretation of existence, there is an essential reality to the
events leading up to, and surrounding, the dropping of the bombs, and the ar-
gument is over whose account comes closest to truthfulness.

On the other hand, if I take a poststructuralist and more humble position, I
can be comfortable with Friedrich Nietzsche’s (1882/1974:32) counsel that
“conclusions are consolations.” There is more than enough room in life for
Margaret (who lived very different and longer years than myself) and I to have
completely different understandings, and even to celebrate these differences.
Understanding that things are more complex than quests for underlying struc-
ture can seriously allow for, provides us with a far richer basis for practicing so-
ciology and for doing politics. Perhaps it also suggests the appropriateness and
intelligence of genuine respect for the experiences and wisdom of an elder.

Recall that our goal in this section is to illustrate why poststructuralist analy-
ses provide for greater political efficacy than do more traditional social scientific
quests to verify “empirical reality.” We now need to add a few more analytic
tools. This will take several pages, but by the end of the chapter we will come
back to recollect Margaret’s sense of history within our poststructuralist analysis.

De-centering Subjectivity (Person-hood)

A few pages back, I argued that I (as an author or a father) lack structure. |
maintained that my subjectivity is unstable and continuously reconstructed.
Let’s now extend this “de-centering” to our sociology courses and to the disci-
plinary training we receive there.
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Subjectivity as a centering force is the bedrock of modern structuralist
understandings. Essential personhood (understood, e.g., as “the nature of the
psyche,” as “pure consciousness,” or as the qualities inherent to humans’
“Being-ness”), is the centering foundation of modern knowledge forms. Re-
membering that structuralists pursue exactness in what they surmise is an em-
pirically available existence, it makes perfect sense that they should require
some stable and central place from where to record their measurements.
Knowledge understood as an accumulation requires a consistent foundation: a
disciplined knower. Indeed the term epistemology (which refers to the study of
the bases, possibility, and limits of knowledge), is derived from the Greek epi
(upon) and histemi (I place). Thus knowledge is the result of “placing oneself
upon,” of adopting the correct posture and position. If the knower is untrained
in the correct method of physical observation or is not steadfast in his intel-
lectual composure, then his observations will lack “reliability” (consistency)
and “validity” (accuracy).

As sociologists, we learn methods for avoiding systematic bias in our work.
For example, we learn to be sure that our sample populations are randomly ac-
quired, to be aware of our potential to influence those we interview, and to
understand the gravity of editing decisions as we work with ethnographic
data. This is epistemological training, and the self-discipline learned is what
gives sociology its status as a science. In these courses, sociology students are
taught to discipline their subjectivity, to put their mental and physical acu-
men into a correct knowledge-gathering posture.

As we shall see in chapters 2 and 3, this discipline is rooted in a cultural de-
spair over the inadequacies of the self that is a very old sentiment in European
and European-derived civilizations. We will spend many pages tracing
sociologists’ modern style of subjectivity (a learned version of being human) to
ancient Greece and Judeo-Christian theology, but for the moment I only want
to reach back as far as the seventeenth century and the self-examinations of
the French philosopher, Rene Descartes (1596-1650). Like all of us, Descartes
inhabited conditions of possibility. His interests, his work, and his self-
perception reflected his era, place, and culture.

By his lifetime, Europe had seen recent and serious challenges to many old
and established understandings. For example, firsthand accounts of the
strange and marvelous peoples, plants, and animals of the Americas were ac-
cumulating. Medieval understandings of natural history, based on a mixture of
Christianity and the works of Aristotle, had assumed a systematic finality and
closure in nature. Known as the “Great Chain of Being,” this ordering main-
tained that everything (from angels to insects) had a proper place and role in
the cosmos. Because God was perfect, he had created no more diversity than
could precisely fit within existence. This great chain, then, was a classification
scheme that showed how all things were related, including hierarchically with
God at the top and humans below angels but above other earthly life forms.
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The New World held countless marvels that severely disrupted this
theretofore neatly cataloged, European existence. Before the late fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries, no known European had ever seen a skunk, tasted
corn, heard a Native American language, or smelled the many strange trees,
plants, and flowers of the Americas. Adding to this confusion, Galileo used
his telescope to see beyond the known heavens, and Copernicus and Kepler
had asserted that the earth and planets orbit the sun. Long relied upon im-
agery, including nothing less than the physical locations of heaven and
hell, were thrown into doubt. It is this environment of epistemological dis-
array as well as the resulting intellectual self-doubt that Descartes attempts
to conquer.’

The “scholastics” (the Aristotelian Christians) had gone wrong because
they assumed that existence made sense only if one first understood the
logic of “the big picture.” These medievals assumed that pieces of existence
were meaningful because they fit deductively within larger, older, and es-
tablished understandings, and, surmised Descartes, it was their failure to ad-
equately interrogate these grand systems that produced their horrendous er-
rors. Although a devout Christian who was careful not to offend the
Church Fathers, Descartes was also influenced by Plato. By his lifetime,
Latin translations of long-lost Platonic dialogues were impacting the intel-
lectual classes of Western Europe. In the pages of these dialogues, Descartes
heard Plato call for systematic knowledge of the true forms of the things
themselves. To free himself from the elaborate prejudices of the previous
centuries, he must doubt everything. Accurate understandings of larger ex-
istence depended upon disciplining the self. (Students will recognize this
sentiment in their professors’ encouragement to “make a contribution to
the discipline.”)

[t is difficult to overstate the impact that Descartes has had on modern,
Western knowledge forms. His self-interrogation in the discipline-enshrined
pursuit of certainty was almost manic. For example, in his Meditations on First
Philosophy ([1641/1984]1994), Descartes allows his readers into the privacy of
his study for an up close look at the rigorous, inward-turned skepticism that
he heaps upon himself. In an all-out and self-torturing attempt to purify his
mental capacity, Descartes says that he will stop his ears, shut his eyes, with-
draw all senses, and eliminate all images of bodily things. As for those worldly
understandings that he cannot finally purge, he will force himself to regard
them as “vacuous, false, and worthless” (24). Like glimpses into neuroses, for
more than sixty pages Descartes treats us to a desperate self-abuse of his per-
ceptions, at one point even contemplating whether he really exists, or
whether some demon is at work making him think that he can think. In the
end, he falls back upon the only things he is sure of: his God and the goodness
of his God. “. . . I know by experience that there is in me a faculty of judg-
ment which, like everything else which is in me, I certainly received from
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God. And since God does not wish to deceive me, he surely did not give me
the kind of faculty which would ever enable me to go wrong while using it
correctly” (37-38).

So at the beginning of the modern scientific era, we find Descartes’ God
guaranteeing that he and all right-minded Christian intellectuals have a “fa-
culty” which, if used correctly, places them in an epistemological relation to
existence through which certainty can be discerned. The mind, he says, was
created by God. Thus it is separable from the lies often communicated by mere
senses that are (after all) shared with lesser animals. This divinely awarded
reasoning faculty is indivisible and unquestionably good, although, in humans
it requires perfection and protection through technique and discipline.
Descartes’ attempt at self-overcoming (resolved finally and only by appeals to
his God) amounts to a metaphysical centering of a metaphysical subjectivity.
Neither the version of personhood he champions nor its position as the basis
for all legitimate knowledge can be substantiated by anything greater than his
religious faith.

Descartes’ theology is the basis of his self-perception, and this theological
subjectivity is the only possible center of correct knowing. “If I were unaware of
God,” he proclaims, “I should thus never have true and certain knowledge about
anything, but only shifting and changeable opinions” ([1641/1984]1994:48).
Descartes knows what is true because God, who is unquestionably good and
does not deceive, gave him this faculty for knowing. This circular reasoning is
based in a faith that Descartes placed beyond his formidable power to doubt.
For Descartes, there was ultimately no way to justify his belief that this “fa-
culty” or mind could be isolated and purified for the purpose of gleaning
knowledge, except through the faith-based, theological reasoning he sup-
plied. I do not mean to suggest that he found this reasoning to be insufficient.
Descartes believed unquestionably in his God, and his science was theologi-
cally inspired.

Although later generations of structuralists have abandoned Descartes’
theological language, the scientific subjectivity (the scientific selves) of mod-
ern, structuralist, sociologists remains Cartesian. When sociologists attempt
to control bias, when we insist upon discipline in our knowing procedures
while pursuing objectivity (even as we grudgingly admit the goal unattain-
able), when we strive for correspondence between our theoretical models and
an objectively present social existence, we are acting in a Cartesian way.
Structuralist scientists, then, are trying to cleanse their knowing postures,
struggling to place their subjectivity (the Cartesian “faculty”) in an epistemo-
logical stance that will, as Descartes said, “not enable [them] to go wrong
while using it correctly.” Indeed Descartes helped institutionalize the subject-
to-object binary that remains the basis for the scientific method.t In the three
hundred and fifty years since Descartes’ death, many famous philosophers
have struggled to improve upon his call for purity in understanding and the
promise of ultimate knowledge that it holds out. Despite the impossibility of
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success, these attempts continue; the old and Western disdain for the self, and
the discipline this self-loathing perpetuates, remains active. Only in the last
four decades of the twentieth century (with the exception of Nietzsche who
was horribly alone in his own era) do we find thinkers who seriously question
the entirety of this metaphysical, theologically inspired, structuralist project.

[ have already said that poststructuralists understand subjectivity to be a
complex effect. Our short discussion of the ongoing impact of Descartes’ proj-
ect and the intellectual concerns of his time illustrate how and why this is the
case. Descartes’ self-interrogation and attempt at self-discipline is one impor-
tant part of the history of scientific subjectivity. Modern subjectivity is, in
part, a Cartesian effect. Yet, and as we will see in chapter 2, this notion that
there exists an “I” (a “faculty,” mind, ego, etc.) that predates its experiences, or
any context where it would arrive only later, is much older than Descartes.
One need only consider the Christian concept of “eternal soul” or read the
words Plato placed in Socrates’ mouth to appreciate the ancient origins of
what Derrida has for the past forty years called “metaphysics of presence.”

The modern scientist must dream that s/he is (at least in principle) capable
of taking on a purity of form that allows her to correctly assess objective real-
ity. S/he must have a stable basis for gathering knowledge. Thus the idea of
“empirical verification” requires that the subject (the knower) be understood
as a nonproduced presence. The scientific self must be whole and self-
contained before and after any particular context where it lives for a time. Be-
cause if the personhood of the scientist is always only a complex outcome
rooted in the many and specific contingencies of her life, her perceptions have
no hope of approaching the objective truth that s/he aspires to. If s/he is an ef-
fect of long making, an amalgamation of countless and innumerable episodes
of social engineering (her failures, triumphs, loves, hatreds, gains, losses, and
the appraisals of her authority figures), her subjectivity can never be com-
pletely present in any place or moment. Her self is made of affairs that are not
present in the instant when she seeks to do her science. The episodes of her
life are not physically or temporally present in her research settings, but they are
the possibility of her understandings. The history and ongoing construction of
her self is far too complex to be controlled for by any regimen of discipline, by
any epistemological stance, or by any research design. The Cartesian and sci-
entific attempt to purify the “faculty of judgment” can never succeed because
this faculty can never be simply present to itself, in all of its significance, all at
once. Subjectivity can never be centralized (found whole) in a comprehensive
presence. Unless we too agree to believe in Descartes’ God, the self is not
theologically awarded, and it can never succeed in making itself into a meta-
physical essence.

My point is not that our scientist has first of all a pure subjectivity and that
life then colors this self in innumerable and unpredictable ways. This would
only be a reiteration of the primacy of Descartes’ pure “faculty” that would
allow us to hold out hope for one day arriving (through discipline) at a purity
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of mind. Rather, the point is that social existence far beyond and before the birth
of our scientist is the very possibility of her having any subjectivity. All of the
things that have happened to her in life and that continue to make her who
she is can have meaning only because of countless events that pre-date her ex-
istence (including Descartes’ systematic self-disdain).

For example, let’s suppose that she speaks English and is an American. Did
you know that there was a war between the French and the English that re-
sulted in British colonial control over important parts of North America?
There was (The French and Indian War) and the British prevailed, but what if
the French had won? There is a good chance that our scientist would now
speak French and be part of a United States with much closer cultural ties to
France. How would another language and a different history of cultural affilia-
tion have played out through the generations between the French victory and
the self of our scientist? Would the form of her government and thus of her
citizenship be other than they are today? Presumably, the framers of the
American Constitution would have been French aristocrats and not men de-
rived of wealthy British families. So would our scientist have been born into a
nation where she acquired political perspectives that looked more French in
heritage and less British? How about her aesthetic tastes and her artistic sen-
sibilities? Furthermore, given that our fictitious scientist was born into a
United States that evolved much more French and much less British, what of
the impact of the American military, economy, and cultural influence on the
rest of the world? Would the impact of the French language and French cul-
ture not be much greater the world over than it is today? What kind of impact
might an increased French American hegemony in the world have on the self-
understanding of our fictitious scientist? Of course, it is impossible to know.
My point is simply that a British victory over the French in this often forgot-
ten (some might even say obscure), mid-eighteenth century war is one condi-
tion of possibility of American subjectivity. Indeed, it is a condition of the
very language that animates most Americans’ self-understandings.

We could go on with this (what Nietzsche and Foucault called “geneal-
ogy”) exercise indefinitely. Since our scientist is a woman, we might ask about
the many feminist battles of the past and even those yet to come. Would she
even be a scientist if feminists of earlier generations had not done what they
did? Does the fact that contemporary feminist leaders will surely continue to
point out the inequalities in opportunities that exist between men and women
in our society have anything to do with her chances of competing successfully
(because of legislated fairness) with her male colleagues in some future re-
search competition? Indeed, if she is interested in feminist sociology, might
the very possibility of the recognized relevance of such work be tied to the
civil rights struggles of countless activists from many historical periods?
Again, my point is that there is always much more to any subjectivity than
anyone can be aware of in the present of a particular moment. Why then is it
not a metaphysical belief to assume that I can have, all at once, in any single



Meeting the Monster | 27

place, enough control over the scattered and complex makeup of my (and
thus is it really “mine”?) self to provide a foundation for the gathering and ac-
cumulation of truth?

The complexity that is the very possibility of any subjectivity is perhaps
limitless. It is certainly more than any discipline or piety can hope to control
and domesticate. I sometimes relate this to my own students by telling them
that they “cannot push the same bus they are riding in.” If disciplinary self-
overcoming is to remain an ethos in European-derived civilizations (for
knowledge making or entrance to heaven or overcoming self-indulgence),
then it is an unrealizable one. One cannot interrogate, evaluate, and subjugate
the social origins of one’s self from anyplace other than the unstable perspec-
tives of that same self. I can only evaluate my biases by invoking biases.

Because the attempt to discipline one’s scientific subjectivity for the purpose
of gathering knowledge is already an effect, an outcome of quite researchable
political disputes (some of which can be revisited in the pages of Descartes’
works), then a truly diligent Cartesian is faced with trying to eliminate the
prejudices that are the very possibility of the Cartesian project. In other words,
the Cartesian attempt to nullify historical contingency in the quest for episte-
mological certainty is, itself, a historical and cultural contingency.

Appreciating Margaret on Terms Other than My Own

Clay Dumont de-centered is a consciousness that recognizes the scattered,
overlapping, mutating, unstable conditions of its possibility. A de-centered
subjectivity understands the impossibility of self-possession and even learns to
enjoy the feeling. My father once told me that people are like the infinity of
reflections that can be seen when we stand between two mirrors. [ think that
this is as good an analogy as any I have since come across. If we can imagine
that each of the reflections built upon the one prior to it are not exact replica-
tions but rather the variety and differences of perception one encounters in
everyday living, then my father’s mirror illustration is a fine one. I am a reflec-
tion not just of my life but also of those lives who react to me, who mirror my-
self back to me. I am also the lineage of faded and difficult to see reflections
that originated long before I had life (complex assemblages of reflections that
harbor no coherent theological or metaphysical pattern). Surely then it is folly
to attempt to identify any center of “my” (again I have to point out the mis-
take of claiming possession) self.

Margaret and I, as social and historical effects, shared much social geneal-
ogy. Like me, she spoke and read English; she was taught to pay attention to
many of the same historical events, although from rather different history
books; she watched some of the same television programs and often read the
same newspapers; we shared an understanding of many customs, traditions,
holidays, and of social etiquette. Because we shared all of this, and were able
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to share all of this in part because we were both born into cultures that con-
tinue to bear the strong imprint of Christian, Greek, and Roman influences,
Margaret and I could interact, understand, and appreciate each other. This
common social genealogy, none of which had to unfold through the centuries
as it eventually did (that is to say not because of some metaphysical “laws of
history” or “divine plan”), is the possibility of the conventions (the social
agreements) that Margaret and I relied upon for our daily interactions. How-
ever, there was much to Margaret’s subjectivity that was nothing like the out-
come of my own origins.

Margaret was a Virginian and a proud Southerner. (I once made the mis-
take of suggesting that she was from West Virginia, which she promptly in-
formed me was “filled with Yankees.”) I am from Oregon. The narrations
about being from the South that she grew up with were vastly different from
the accounts of civil rights battles that I learned to associate with that part of
the country. Her father was a Southern minister; one of my fathers was an In-
dian boy in a Catholic boarding school. She vividly remembered the Second
World War; I am just old enough to remember the years of the Vietnam War.
All of our understandings of these events (and consequently of ourselves)
were made possible by other people and events far beyond the moments Mar-
garet and I inhabited. Yet because I do not pursue nor believe in the possibility
of some centered subjectivity, some extra-social, extra-cultural, un-arrived at,
Cartesian faculty, I do not require reconciliation of the differences that these
vast contingencies produced between Margaret and myself. I have no meta-
physical premise about my subjectivity to protect. [ feel no need to deny living
(hers or mine) to understand living. Inasmuch as Margaret and I are the con-
sequences of ongoing narration and dispute (she is still being constituted and
re-collected after her death, even by this writing), we are political outcomes
and continuing political events. Thus, and as I have already said, when a post-
structuralist argues for the superiority of an intellectual position, s/he does so
only by invoking explicitly political and moral (not metaphysical) claims.

My discussions with Margaret remained civil, respectful, and even produc-
tive for precisely this reason. Because we were not arguing about God’s will, or
Truth with a capital T, or any other metaphysical center (and we both under-
stood the excess of self-importance required for those sorts of discussions), we
could appreciate each other on terms supplied by each other. I caused Marga-
ret to rethink some of her political opinions, and she returned the favor. Our
relationship and my understanding of history grew and flourished because I
did not attempt to assume some central, foundational, epistemologically secure
vantage from where I could assess the accuracy of her experiences. My goal was
to get Margaret to think about her political positions in different (and I thought
better) ways and to allow her to do the same for me. I learned an immense
amount and developed an intellectual cooperation that would have quickly dis-
integrated in an adversarial dynamic where the “really real” was under contesta-
tion. In fact, my understanding of us as contingent, contestable, and without
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a metaphysical center meant that Margaret and I could become fast friends.
Defending a center always makes one less amenable to hearing the voices of
those defending their own, alternative foundations.

After the Center

Structuralism requires a center. We have just recounted Descartes’ attempt to
cultivate a self through extreme discipline. We stressed this important cultural
event as an attempt to forge an epistemological center. In the end, we noted,
Descartes’ dream of a fully present faculty (mind) could only be sustained
through his faith in his God.

Structure can be imagined to be coherent only because it is thought to have
a central framework that governs its outlying parts. For example, if I cannot
center my reading of a map by locating myself relative to the center of the de-
picted area, the map is of little use to me. Similarly, one cannot understand
any particular Marxian perspective without first understanding the central no-
tions of dialectical change, materialism, and the labor theory of value. These
concepts center Marxian thought. The quality of having structure requires a
center. Otherwise in any analysis, the definitions that are insisted upon, the
lines of logical reasoning that are sketched out, and the analytic divisions that
are detailed have no common point of reference to substantiate their rela-
tions, each to the other.

Yet, there are many ways to draw a map, many ways to understand labor and
production, and infinite ways to make sense of living and of the self. To insist
on the indispensability of any particular center, or of centering itself, is to
deny this infinite complexity. We are now ready to revisit Derrida’s words cited
in the opening pages of this chapter. Here is the whole quote again. “The cen-
ter is at the center of totality, and yet, since the center does not belong to the
totality (is not part of the totality), the totality has its center elsewhere. The
center is not the center. The concept of centered structure—although it rep-
resents coherence itself, the condition of the episteme as philosophy or sci-
ence—is contradictorily coherent” (1966/1978/:279).

Derrida says, “The center is at the center of totality.” In other words, not only
does every structure require a center, but it also requires borders, limits, and out-
lying areas. The center of the map can be recognized as such only because it is
equidistant from each edge of the page, and the edges constitute the borders, the
“totality” of the map’s structure. Likewise, the central premises of any theory are
recognizable only because limits to theoretical scope are also recognized. For ex-
ample, if some well-known Marxian scholar decided tomorrow that Marxists
should begin focusing on urban water quality or on the energy conversion effi-
ciency of hybrid vegetables, cries of consternation would be heard immediately
within communities of Marxists. These are no doubt interesting and important
topics, the critics would say, but they are too far outside the field of the central
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concerns of Marxian scholarship. If Marxism tries to be everything, it will end
up being nothing. The center, then, makes sense as a center because there are
borders drawn around it that define the “totality” to which it acts as center.
Maps have borders that limit their domains just as Marxisms (or any analyses)
have limits that govern the borders of their concerns.

Derrida continues, and this is the point we have been driving at, “ . . . and
yet, since the center does not belong to the totality (is not part of the totality),
the totality has its center elsewhere.” In other words, how could Margaret or 1
ever hope to identify common borders to the shifting contexts of our lives or
hope to center our very different selves (epistemologically) for the purpose of
agreeing on such borders? There could be no absolute outcome to our disagree-
ments because there can be no center to the existence or history that we de-
bated. Every political and intellectual position staked out necessarily relied on
meanings, understandings, narrations that lay beyond the borders (beyond any
imagined totalized structure) of her or my particular analysis. For example,
which are “the facts about the Second World War”? The one she knew? The
one she knew as it was happening? The one I have read about or heard about
from my own grandparents? Every attempt to pin down the “real war” required
calling upon images and narrations that had come from others in other places
and in other times with other agendas. Likewise, neither my self nor
Margaret’s self could anchor a structurally coherent understanding of the war
because we remain outcomes of seemingly endless, mostly forgotten layers of
social effects built upon still earlier effects. We have no center. We can agree
on no common totality. As Derrida writes, “The center is not the center.”

When we tried to discipline ourselves and speak only of the facts, we found
that the very selves that had to recognize these facts were only to be always
found elsewhere (“the totality has its center elsewhere”). As | have noted, she
sometimes recognized her self by referencing what she called “the South.” But
that place and time was never present for me and was an edited re-collection
for her. This is to say, it was a part of her self (the subjectivity that anchored
her perspectives) that was always elsewhere, never simply present. She had to
explain to me what her “South” was. It had to be imported into the moments
of our discussions. Because this center (subjectivity) that is required to render
the structure of our understanding coherent is always only to be found else-
where (and thus cannot anchor any “totality”), “coherence itself, the condi-
tion of the episteme [of making knowledge] as philosophy or science—is
contradictorily coherent.” In other words, Clay or Margaret or any sociologist,
when we attempt to render history, the war, or reality structured and coherent
must rely on a fictitious center (a metaphysical lore). And this longing for a
metaphysical center is a direct intellectual inheritance from Descartes and
from his faith in his God.

This center, the place that disciplined authority attempts to stake out when
it moves to pronounce what is real and true, can only bring contradictions. In
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trying to free a proposed center from the extended contingencies of living,
authority can only always call upon hopelessly contingent understandings.
The condition of structuralist truth—a center—can never be isolated from
all that constantly threatens to reveal it as a merely contingent set of defini-
tions, definitions that themselves always rely on still other far-reaching con-
tingent definitions for their own comprehensibility. Attempts to define a
would-be epistemological center, then, can never succeed. Thus, as Derrida
says, the coherence of epistemology is based on contradiction; it is “contradic-
torily coherent.” It is a metaphysician’s dream.

Summary

[ have argued that poststructuralism is difficult to comprehend because it calls
into question building block assumptions of Western knowledge. Subjects
(knowers) and objects (the known) have no inherent structure or essence. Be-
cause they can only be understood through the extended instability of human
narration, interpretation, and re-collection, they are not “empirically verifi-
able.” Things and people have meaning only because they can be related to
meanings and understandings that lie beyond their (apparent) presences. Be-
cause they must endlessly refer to what they are not to understand what they
are, subjects and objects cannot be isolated and understood as per the Carte-
sian project. Every attempt to center understanding in a wholly present (thus
metaphysical) mind or faculty must contradict itself. The “I,” and thus the ob-
jects it assesses, cannot be reduced to an a priori presence.

From this it follows that sociologists who strive to negate or hide the politi-
cal bases and consequences of their science are engaged in what is perhaps the
most political of all acts—that of persuading others to adhere to their faith.
Structuralist pursuits, because they can never achieve finality, are potentially
limitless in terms of the intellectual energy they can consume.

In chapter 2 we look at some of the ancient origins of Western subjectivity
and knowledge making. The modern, structuralist assumptions that continue
to govern the business of professional sociology have very old, deeply embed-
ded, cultural roots. Consistent with C. Wright Mills’s (1959) assessment of the
promise of sociology, chapter 2 helps us understand the scientific self as the
complicated outcome of much larger and older social forces.



A GENEALOGY OF THE
SCIENTIFIC SELF

Plato? Did the wicked Socrates corrupt him after all? Could Socrates have been
a corrupter of youth after all? And have deserved his hemlock?
—Friedrich Nietzsche (1886/1990:32)

ur contemporary selthood has an ancient but traceable genealogy. Eu-

ropeans have not always understood themselves to be free-thinking,

unified, self-responsible, extra-contextual beings. And people who

were unlike our modern, Western version of personhood populated most of

the world’s cultures dating across the ages in which humans have inhabited

the planet. Our modern selves are profoundly Greek and Christian in heritage.

Thus the scientific self that seeks to discipline itself for the purpose of gather-

ing knowledge is a sociological phenomenon. Social scientists’ self-

understandings are rooted in the ancient cultural politics of the Mediterra-
nean region.

Because sociology as a science depends upon the uncontested status of
modern subjectivity, few sociologists have honestly explored its social devel-
opment. Certainly many social theorists, from Emile Durkheim to George
Mead to Erving Goffman, have been interested in the self; but almost none
(including these famous three) ever seriously entertained the idea that mod-
ern, Western subjectivity could be other than basic to the human species. Al-
though sociologists and anthropologists have always understood that other
peoples in other times and places viewed themselves in unique ways, the self-
perceptions of cultural others were, and are thought to be, underdeveloped, ir-
rational, or superstitious. In contrast, the modern, Western, rational self is
understood as a developed, progress-based, outcome —one that other peoples
eventually arrive at.!
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In addition to its sheer ethnocentrism, this outlook never seriously considers
how the social history of their own version of personhood is implicated in what
social scientists think they know. This unwillingness to rethink modern subjec-
tivity as a cultural and political outcome means that the structural sociologist
persists in his quest to empirically verify an objectively present reality. The sci-
entist who does not de-center his subjectivity continues to insist that his obser-
vations are reflections of a “real world” of essences and truths. On the other
hand, if this desire to objectively approximate reality is understood to be rooted
in a version of personhood that is itself the complex product of time, place,
and culture, then pursuing fully present essences begins to lose its appeal.

Said more simply, what one thinks one knows is entirely related to what
one thinks oneself to be. Modern, structuralist sociology is possible only be-
cause of the assumed and taken-for-granted versions of selfhood that sociolo-
gists live with. Destabilizing this subjectivity by exploring its sociological de-
velopment changes how we think about the sociology we do. Where did this
Cartesian faculty, this mind, this self-present intellect derive from? What pol-
itics spawned it? What were the cultural conditions of possibility from whence
it was born? In short, what ancient genealogy does it conceal?

Inventing the Psyche

The mind and the mind-versus-body form of the self did not begin appearing
in Greece until the late fifth century Bc. As Eric A. Havelock (1963:197) de-
scribes this situation, in the last twenty-five years of the fifth century “the no-
tion was not understood” by “the majority of men” and “in their ears the terms
in which it was expressed sounded bizarre.” Thus as Bruno Snell (1953:16) ob-
serves, “the belief in the existence of a universal, uniform human mind is a ra-
tionalist prejudice.” In the time and spoken language of Homer (ca. 950 BC),
there was as yet no “deep thinking,” and never in his recounting of past expe-
riences does Homer “attempt to sound their special, non-physical nature”
(Snell 1953:18). People and things in Homeric Greece were not knowable as
“ideas.” Their specific and physical activity in specific and physical living was
their calling card; they possessed no generic, extra-contextual essences.
Among the generations before Socrates (Socrates lived from 469 to 399 Bc),
the body is not even understood as a unified system. Rather, it appears in the
Homeric texts as an “assemblage of distinct parts” (Hirst and Woolley
1982:123). So where we might say “his body,” Homer says “his limbs.” Nor is
this pre-Socratic subjectivity, which lacks the notion of “intellect,” a “self-
responsible” person-hood, at least in the modern sense of the term. Humans are
more akin to a location or ending point for the intrusion of dreams, Gods, or
various (what appear to us to be) supernatural forces, than autonomous genera-
tors of their own behaviors (Dodds 1951:17; Hirst and Woolley 1982:123-24).2
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As Snell (1953:61) indicates, for these early Greeks “there are personal fates
but no personal achievements.” Thus the change in subjectivity that occurs
between the times of Homer and of Plato (427-347 Bc) amounts to a cultural
revolution, a profound social reorganization that Havelock (1963, 1978,
1986) argues was spurred on by the transformation of an oral society into a lit-
erate society.

The earliest uses of Greek writing were probably dedications engraved by
stonecutters and potters on their creations. The first known example of this
kind of writing is found on the “Dipylon Vase” that is estimated to have been
made between 740 and 6go Bc (Havelock 1986:82). The limited writing that
occurs in the centuries before Socrates (who is not known to have ever writ-
ten anything) was of minimal social importance in a society where oral re-
membrance and understanding were organized into public institutions. Oral
societies are almost by definition societies of memorization. Because events
and stories that are important to an oral culture are not written down, they
must be stored in the memory and recited often to maintain the integrity of
these re-collections. These recitations worked most effectively when they
were organized to assist the memories of the listeners. Elaborate and ingenious
schemes for developing and maintaining what now appear as extraordinary,
even superhuman, capacities for memorization were commonplace in many
oral societies.

One such device can be illustrated by noting the ability that each of us has
when recalling early childhood memories. For example, I can remember a mo-
ment when [ was afraid of a loud and intoxicated loved one. I cannot have
been more than three years old at the time. I can also remember standing on a
fence in my family’s yard, holding up the appropriate number of fingers and
proudly proclaiming that I would be “four tomorrow!” Because these events
were enveloped in extraordinary emotion, they survive as memories. Try to
call up early memories from your own lives. No doubt you will find that they
are associated with emotions. You were physically (viscerally) impacted by the
event that you recall so well, even as most of your early childhood remains be-
yond easy recollection.

The poets of oral Greek society were skilled encouragers of the bodies of
their listeners. As Bennet Simon (1978:59) indicates, “Homer makes no clear
or consistent differentiation between organs of thinking and organs of feeling
or emotion.” To know was to feel. These poets and storytellers made sure that
the history of the community was preserved in the memories of its citizens by
showing them how their ancestors felt. Capturing the original meaning of the
ancient Greek word ethos (which in modern English becomes the ethical and
moral principles of a group), these stories related the physical and emotional
contexts of experiences of those who came before. Oral Greece did not use ab-
stract principles.

Because these Greeks knew no “mind” they had no abstract concepts or
ideas, in the sense of formal understandings existing beyond the contexts of
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sensual life. Indeed, Homer does not even have a term for “person” or “one-
self.” These would be abstractions depicting a self that exists independent of
lived life, and he has no use for these extra-contextual notions. He does not
even possess generic terms for depicting gender: man, woman, male, and fe-
male (Simon 1978:61). This is a culture where people and things behave and
not one where they are (Cornford 1932/1976:8-9). As Havelock (1986:94)
explains, a spade digs but it is never “an implement designed for excavation.”
People and things “do” and live but they do not have an “is” quality to them.
The notion that people and things have an abstract “beingness” or essence is
an invention of Socratic and Platonic “dialectic,” which in ancient Greek
meant what modern English calls “dialogue.”

Possessing nothing written by Socrates, what we know of him comes from
later literate philosophers, primarily from Plato. Although the execution of
Socrates probably occurred when Plato was in his late twenties, he remained
an enduring character in the dialogues that Plato authored. It is interesting to
consider the fact that Plato wrote dialogues; that is, he used his written alpha-
bet to depict oral conversations. A kind of oral hangover remained, even as
the educated classes of Plato’s Greece had become literate.

When this transformation was occurring, during Socrates’ lifetime, edu-
cated Greeks for the first time were able to see written accounts of oral recol-
lections collected together on the page. This meant that it became possible
not just to repeat oral narrations that maintained sensual experiences and
memories. With written script, the reader visually sees narrations of more
than one event at a time. Because a literate person can read of Odysseus’ ad-
ventures, he can place these experiences side by side in his line of vision and
find similarities and differences. With literacy, then, comes the feeling (slowly
at first) that people and things may have consistency that can migrate from ex-
periential context to experiential context. If I can see, at the same moment,
because of the technology of reading, that Odysseus does this and does that
and does something else, then I begin to suspect that Odysseus is. Odysseus be-
comes an abstraction that has existence in excess of the scenes where he lives
and feels. Rather than know of Odysseus’ adventures by allowing the story-
teller to help me feel the places where he was (the temperature to my skin, the
wind in my hair, the smell of the ocean in my nose, and the heat of the blood
from my wounds), I now place individual contexts or episodes from his life one
next to the other and compare and contrast them.>

Literacy brought profound sociological transformation to ancient Greece.
Because Greek oral society relied upon strong memories, poets were the infor-
mation storehouses of their time. They were the keepers of the past, of the
“mythos” (of the stories) that functioned as statements of “ethos” (of the
successes and failures of the ancestors). And they tailored this crucial social
function to the needs of their listeners’ bodies. Rhyme and meter were used
for their thythmic qualities, for the beat and tempo that the body of the lis-
tener could participate in. Remember, the goal of a good oral storyteller is to
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enrapture her audience, to help her listeners feel in unison Odysseus’ suffer-
ing, joy, relief, and the whole range of experiences at the appropriate points
in her narration. But even to use the phrase “her narration” is to invoke the
imagery of our literate culture. Remember, the storyteller is not an “is.” Thus
the story is not “hers.” Rather, she is a kind of medium through which the
whole group physically experiences ancestors’ lives. The audience collec-
tively groans with pain and sighs with relief. In the more elaborate settings,
there was music, dancing, and multiple performers providing large audiences
with vicarious livings of lives long past. Literacy changed or eradicated all of
these institutions.

Once literate Greeks began to suppose that they were abstract “beings,” the
storytellers or poets of oral Greece became dangerous impediments to self-
understanding. Remember, oral Greece did not have moral principles per se. In
place of such abstractions, communities recited the behaviors of ancestors and
the reactions of other animate beings (wind, love, and Olympic gods) to these
behaviors. These stories acted as immediately relevant guides to the present.
Good storytellers, as the teachers of their era, knew which stories their commu-
nities needed at particular times, and which verses to emphasize in which con-
texts. The stories recalled what those who came before had done in similar situ-
ations and what results their behaviors had brought. As Havelock (1978:53)
notes, these remembrances acted as “validations” that said that the way we are
living is the way to live. For Plato this situation was intolerable.

Plato’s disdain for the body is infamous. (To this day we speak of “Platonic
love” as love without sex.) His attack on the body was aimed at poets’ ability
to physically enthrall listeners. In The Republic he exclaims that he “shall warn
its [poetry’s] hearers to fear its effects on the constitution of their inner selves”
(608). Plato, the literate philosopher, cannot tolerate an older, oral tradition
that recounts Achilles’ actions and experiences but never asks who Achilles
was. In the last pages of The Republic, he makes it clear that the things them-
selves, including the self, will never be known and understood by the educated
population of his ideal city until the poets are banished. Urging his readers to
beware of the “magic of poetry”(6o1), Plato warns, “very few people are ca-
pable of realizing that what we feel for other people must infect what we feel
for ourselves” (606). This is dangerous, he tells us, because upon hearing the
“sweet lyric or epic muse, pleasure and pain become your rulers instead of law
and rational principles” (607).

So Plato and Plato’s Socrates juxtapose and compare where Homer, Hesiod,
and the Muses remembered and felt. “Dialectic” is a Socratic tool for breaking
the thythm, meter, and emoting of the storytellers. In Plato’s dialogues we
continually find Socrates asking his opponents to explain themselves. For ex-
ample, when Laches tries to answer his queries about courage and cowardice
by reciting Homer, Socrates interjects that he “is asking about courage and
cowardice in general.” Repeatedly he admonishes Laches, asking, “what is that
common quality which is the same in all . . . cases which is called courage?” He
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forces the boy away from feeling Homer's stories vicariously and back to him-
self (his extra-contextual, abstract self) as a self-responsible agent: “now do
you know what I mean?” and “do you call him courageous?” (Laches 191-92,
my emphases).

These dialogues, this dialectical format, are designed as the antidote to the
spell casting of the poets. Indeed, in The Sophist Plato compares this “cross-
examination” to the duty of a physician who “expelled the notions within him
which obstruct his learning, thus reducing him to a purified condition” (230).
In dialogue, there is no time in between questions, answers, and more questions
for the mood, and the context of a story to envelop the setting. Dialectic breaks
the power of the storyteller by disrupting the rhythm that threatens to trans-
port the listener into the time and the place woven by the story. In this way di-
alectic preserves the “idea” (and this is a Platonic notion) of things and people
as “essences” that exist before and after the physical contexts they inhabit.

The modern words “idea” and “ideal” come down to us from Plato’s Greece.
Plato tells us that “the good” (as in “ideal”) is tantamount to the essences of
things. (Latin translations of the Greek “idea” become forma or “the Forms.”)
“Ideas” are (as they remain today) abstractions. But in Socrates’s day, the no-
tion of an idea emphasized the core forms of things extricated from the tales of
the poets. Thus there are many kinds of boats existing in many different con-
texts and stories, but there is only one essential quality: “boat-ness.”

Now it is not far from the proposing of essential forms (of ideals) to the
claim that morality is related to knowledge of these forms. And, indeed, Plato
tells us that “the Good” is contained in the true forms of the world of things.
Remember that we are not talking about things as they appear to the senses
but about the essences of things as they are understood by what Socrates and
Plato called “psyche.” Although the word is older than Socrates, its evolving
meaning becomes institutionalized in the teachings that Plato credits him
with. The older word referred to the living breath or to the blood of life, but
these significations as yet contained no hint of self-consciousness. As E N.
Cornford (1932/1976:50) describes this understanding, “the ordinary Athe-
nian thought of his soul—his psyche—as an airy unsubstantial wraith . . . a
shadow that, at the moment of death . . . escaped as a breath to be dissipated
like smoke in the air.” Only later does Plato’s Socrates instruct that the psyche
is akin to “a ghost that thinks” and that this abstract being should be under-
stood as “the seat of moral responsibility” (Havelock 1963:197).

The abstract, contextually independent self that is institutionalized in
Plato’s dialogues, and that arrives with Greek literacy and in opposition to
the oral tradition, is a condition of possibility of modern, scientific person-
hood as well as of the quest for (abstract) morals. The invention of the
psyche, then, changes not only Greece but also eventually most of the world.
It becomes the possibility and basis of classical Greek “philosophy.” (The
Greek phil means “lover” and sophia means “wisdom”; thus a philosopher is a
“lover of wisdom.”) Plato’s dialogues are filled with Socratic calls to know thy
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self and to be true to oneself. And repeatedly we are told that truth and good-
ness come from this self-knowledge.

In Charmides, Socrates declares: “Then the wise and temperate man, and
he only, will know himself, and be able to examine what he knows or does not
know, and to see what others know and think that they know . . . and fancy
that they know when they do not. No other person will be able to do this. And
this is wisdom and temperance. . . .” (167). We should not allow the modern,
and now commonsensical tone of his statement to hide its then near revolu-
tionary qualities from us. Socrates is saying no less than that this new “self “ is
a basis for the judgment of everything and everyone! (No small wonder that
he was executed for “corrupting the minds of the young.”)

The philosopher, Plato’s Socrates tells us, has “made of himself a unit, one
man instead of many, self-controlled and in unison” (Republic 443). Justice
will arrive only when man learns that “he should dispose well of what in the
true sense of the word is properly his own, and having first attained to self-
mastery and beautiful order within himself” (443). Similarly, in The Sophist
Plato tells us, “True being is ever self-identical and unchanging” (248). Sub-
jectivity, then, is born as consciousness becomes uniformity, self-directing,
and knowable as an ideal that exists before and after any episodes that it might
participate in for a time.

Only when understood as an abstract psyche, mind, or soul does it become
possible and, Plato thought necessary, to police the self. This policing, this
self-disdain, this attempt to manage the self will grow with the rise of Christi-
anity. As we saw in chapter 1, it was of almost manic importance to the de-
vout Christian and father of modern rationality (Descartes), and it remains
central to modern scientific subjectivity.

In the Phaedrus, Plato claims that only a philosopher and “he and he alone
becomes truly perfect” (249). Indeed, he goes so far as to compare philoso-
phers to gods.

Of that place beyond the heavens none of our earthly poets has yet sung, and
none shall sing worthily. . . . It is there that true being dwells, without color or
shape, that cannot be touched; reason alone, the soul’s pilot, can behold it, and
all true knowledge is knowledge thereof. Now even as the mind of a God is
nourished by reason and knowledge, so also is it with every soul that has a care
to receive her proper food . . . and contemplating truth she is nourished and
prospers . . . she discerns justice, its very self, and likewise temperance, and
knowledge . . . the veritable knowledge of being that veritably is. (Phaedrus 247)

In this and in many similar passages, Plato fundamentally links his contrived
world of metaphysical abstractions (“being dwells without color or shape,
that cannot be touched”) to a grand morality (“justice, its very self, and like-
wise temperance, and knowledge”). The Platonic psyche alone, we are told,
can discern “the veritable knowledge of being that veritably is.” Only the
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disciplined and abstract mind can know essences, and these essences are, for
Plato, tantamount to “the Good.” One approaches divinity by disciplining
the body and the emotions and thereby embracing the ideal, which are es-
sences (forms) available only to the mind and not to the senses. Knowledge
of the divine (of the good) provides one with a recipe for healthy living. In-
deed, Plato tells us (rather ominously) that this “veritable knowledge of
being that veritably is” must be shared with the less enlightened.

In The Republic, he links knowledge of the abstract forms to “light” and
“sunshine” that are known only upon ascending from the depths of a “dark-
ened cave of shadows.” It is “our job as lawgivers,” he maintains, “to compel
the best minds to attain . . . the highest form of knowledge, and to ascend to
the vision of the good . . . and when they have achieved this and see well
enough, to prevent them behaving as they are now allowed to do” (519). Thus
Greek philosophy is a fundamental precursor to Christians’ claims that they
have a mission to save the unenlightened from themselves.

By the fifth century ap, St. Augustine had published The City of God against
Pagans (426/1998:14) in which he explains, even the pious “should know bit-
terness in this life” if “they neglected to be bitter to the wicked.” St. Augus-
tine and the other early Church Fathers were heavily influenced by classical
Greece, and by Plato in particular. The theological notion that Christians and
Christianity have a hold on truth and a direct contact line to God is rooted in
Greek philosophy. The self-aggrandizing zeal of Christian missionaries was
nowhere more clearly foretold than in Socrates’ unapologetic lecture to his ac-
cusers, as his life hangs in the balance: “. . . it is my belief that no greater good
has ever befallen you in this city than my service to my God. For I spend all my
time going about trying to persuade you, young and old” (Apology 16).

As I suggested in the opening pages of the chapter, what one thinks oneself
to be is the very possibility of what one thinks s/he knows.

Greek Foundations of Christianity

Despite what many modern scientists like to believe, science is unable to cut
itself off from two thousand years of Christian cosmology. Christianity re-
mained the basis of Western knowing techniques for roughly fifteen centuries.
Scientists have only proclaimed (at least publicly) their independence from
theology since the nineteenth century, and the metaphysical bases of scien-
tific sociology are still quite Christian. Thus it is important for us to under-
stand (as part of our genealogy of modern subjectivity) some of how classical
Greek metaphysics impacted the early Christian church.

The church itself (as an institution in a central location with a status hier-
archy) does not yet exist in the first centuries after Christ. Early on, Christian-
ity was something that was practiced by informal small groups and in homes.
Sociologists who study religion tell us that early Christianity was a “sect” or
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what we might today call a “cult.” The Mediterranean world in Christ’s time
and in the decades after his death was dominated by Greek culture, language,
and learning. Consequently, the legitimation of Christianity depended on
early Christians’ abilities to speak and write the Greek language and to present
their beliefs to educated classes who understood themselves as philosophical
minds (Colish 1997:3-75). The apostle Paul traveled to the major Greek cit-
ies, speaking Greek to the citizens. The first translation of the Bible was into
Greek. Indeed, Werner Jaeger (1961:7) asserts that even in Paul’s debates with
Jews, both parties called upon a Greek translation and not upon the original
Hebrew version of the Old Testament.

Because the Greek language was the lingua franca (the common language
among different peoples) of the era, and because Greek forms of thought dom-
inated educational institutions, Christianity could only grow and prosper as a
semblance of Greek philosophy. That is, it had to resemble what was already
assumed, if it was to be taken seriously (Colish 1997:57). Thus we see the
basic tenets of the Greek philosophical tradition in the recorded teachings of
famous Christians throughout the formative centuries of the church.*

The asceticism of Christianity is initially borrowed from the Greeks. That
is, the denial of the physical self in an attempt to better a metaphysical self is
both Platonic and central to Christianity. Indeed the whole separation of the
soul from the body and the association of one with immortality and the other
with earthly existence are both basic Platonism and fundamental to Christi-
anity. The assigning of moral precepts to this separation is likewise both Pla-
tonic and Christian. Both traditions teach that morality is the basis of just
governance, and both traditions locate this morality in desperate attempts to
rid an abstract and metaphysical self of its physical aspirations and pleasures.
Both posit ideal earthly states designed to strive toward and imitate metaphys-
ical perfection. For example, both Plato’s Republic and St. Augustine’s City of
God (426 AD) are calls to a more perfect existence with constant reference to
metaphysical truths organized by a unifying purpose. Although St. Augustine
and the other Church Fathers were often careful to distinguish Christian
understandings from pagan, Greek philosophy, they nonetheless endeavored
to create Christian versions of Greek metaphysical structures.

For example, let us more carefully consider this unifying purpose notion.
Poststructuralists who are interested in the history of scientific consciousness
speak and write about teleology and eschatology. The latter term refers to the
study of the Second Coming of Christ, of the Judgment Day, and of how the
value of one’s life will be assessed on those dates. In short, eschatology is a
theological study of the final outcome and thus of the ultimate meaning of
life. Said still another way, there is said to be a culmination or ending (death,
and the return of Christ to earth) that provides the context for making sense
of all that individuals have done and accomplished during their time on earth.
This is structure. By knowing how the endpoint will look (a centering), I can
fit my daily self-governance into a larger set of structured reference points. It is
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as if someone had given me a map for self-appraisal, and I had thereby gained
the ability to keep track of my “score” on some ultimate (extra-earthly) exam-
ination card. If God has a purpose for everything, then everything in exis-
tence is organized in terms of that purpose. If this plan can be understood
(through purification of the self), then existence and life have a discernible
order and logic to them. They have a centered structure that I can use to gov-
ern and assess my behavior.

Similarly, the second term, teleology, is derived from the Greek telos and
also refers to an ultimate purpose or final meaning. Greek philosophy places a
uniform purpose into existence (Plato’s “Good”), and this purpose is said to be
progressively unearthed by those with critical, dialectical “minds” —that is to
say, by philosophers. This too is metaphysical structure. An unobservable end-
point or culminating, finite logic in existence is assumed, and each of the es-
sential forms of all of the pieces of reality are said to fit in an ordered way into
this grand plan that correct, disciplined thinking will slowly reveal. In this
way, Greek teleology is a model for Christian eschatology.

Once Plato infuses existence with eternal and perfect essences, it follows
that they are finite in number. If the Creator, as the source of the Good, is per-
fect, then, of course, he has only placed as many essential forms on the earth
as can fit in exact fashion. Arthur O. Lovejoy (1936/1965) refers to this posit-
ing of a finite structure to existence as a “metaphysics of plenitude.” That is to
say, because existence has essential pieces, and because they fit together per-
fectly in a finite, systematic, and overall structure, patterned structure fills ex-
istence. It has complete plenitude (plenty). And indeed, with the Greeks (pri-
marily in the work of Plato’s student Aristotle) we find the first great attempt
to catalog the whole of existence into its most basic and substantial patterns.
The molders of the early Christian church were thoroughly indoctrinated into
these Greek structuralist “ideas”: essential components making up a finite ex-
istence, perfect plenitude in their numbers, and divine planning in their orga-
nization that becomes evident at a grand conclusion (self-knowledge, philo-
sophical perfection, death, and the Second Coming of Christ). The core
metaphysical tenets of Christianity can be found centuries earlier in the
Greek philosophical model. Cornford (1932/1976:65) goes so far as to declare,
“Plato and Aristotle are among the greatest fathers of the Christian
Church. . . . [T]hey might have been canonized in the Middle Ages, had they
not happened to be born some centuries before the Christian era.”

The so-called Patristic Period (through the fourth century) of Christianity
is a time when the Church Fathers manage to establish organization, hierar-
chy, and a degree of uniformity in theological teachings. In this period the
church becomes an institution. Clement (150-220 ap) reportedly used Greek
political ideals as his model for organizing the new church community (Jaeger
1961:21). Origen (185-254 AD) and Clement lived in a time when Christians
referred to Plato as “the Divine Plato” who, they believed, had revealed the
very Word of God (Jaeger 1961:44,46). They were quite aware of the fact that
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it was Plato’s Socrates who had “revealed” the human soul as an abstraction
that had existence in excess of mere physical life. Both St. Basil the Great (b.
330 AD) and St. Gregory of Nazianzus (329/330-390 aD) were educated at the
University of Athens and explicitly attempted in their lifetimes to create
Christian theology modeled after Greek philosophy. But it was St. Gregory of
Nyssa (b. 394 ap) who is perhaps most responsible for linking the So-
cratic/Platonic call to develop the abstract psyche (morphosis) to a Christian
transformation of the abstract self (metamorphosis).

That is, Plato and Socrates urged recognition and development of the
extra-physical and abstract self, but early Church Fathers wanted this Platonic
meta-self to learn to strive for extra-earthly, spiritual perfection. Thus in the
teachings of Gregory of Nyssa, the whole Christian ascetic (denial of the
physical self) tradition becomes visible. In the hands of this important
Church Father, Plato’s assertion that the philosophical mind can approach
God becomes the basis of Christian monasticism. To contemplate God, to
lead the life of the mind, St. Gregory surmises, Christians must isolate them-
selves from the world, avoiding earthly distractions in the simplicity of a mo-
nastic life. Like Plato, he believed that the Divine could be approached
through rigorous, self-discipline.

Christians who taught self-denial in pursuit of self-purification needed a
means of recognizing when and if they understood God’s creations correctly.
After all, how could these early Christian leaders know when they were close
to understanding the very Word of God? St. Gregory and Christian author-
ities throughout the centuries have claimed at moments when truth is handed
down, to be inhabited by the Holy Spirit. This means nothing less than that
God becomes present in their experiences and thus guides their explanations.
They know that they have achieved a high spiritual state through their self-
denials because they feel the very spirit of God moving in them. This inhabi-
tation by the Holy Spirit is positive proof of the correctness, then, of their as-
sessments of existence. Truth is recognized when revealed by the Holy Spirit.
This idea of a “Holy Spirit” is very telling. (Descartes will prefer to say “the
natural light.”)> As a metaphysical premise it links Greek philosophy, Christi-
anity, and scientific epistemology.

Scientific Subjectivity: A Descendant of Greek and Christian Personhood

In his last work, Laws (645), Plato writes of the “doctrine” of a god. In assert-
ing that the philosopher alone is able to discern the order of the universe, he
uses the Greek word “logos.” Logos is the Creator’s plan expressed. It is the
reasoning (the doctrine) that orders existence. Thus it is simultaneously the
voice of God and the order of existence revealed. Similarly, for Christians
the logos or word of God is revealed to those who make themselves ready to

be inhabited by the spirit of God (by the Holy Spirit). As the philosopher
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disciplines his body to develop his mind, the Christian ascetic elevates guilt
to a weapon of defense against himself as he strives to cleanse his soul. Thus
Christ, as the Son of God, reveals the Holy Logos or Word of God, and he
teaches his followers how to behave in the world so that this logos may be re-
vealed to them. The Platonic Good and Christian Truth are both revealed in
the word (logos) of the Creator and both can be known only through rigor-
ous self-discipline and self-denial.

The modern word “logic” is a direct etymological (etymology is the study of
the history of words) descendant of the Greek and Christian “logos.” It is not
difficult to recognize how our modern sense of the word, as in “the logic of
things,” and as revealed in the suffix attached to many of the sciences (e.g.,
socio-logy, psycho-logy, anthropo-logy), descends directly from our Christian,
intellectual ancestors and from their Greek predecessors. The quest for the di-
vine logos revealed through the Holy Spirit will become a scientific quest for
the logic contained in the parts and organization of the Creation. We need
only look to the theological inspiration of any of the fathers of modern sci-
ence to reawaken these affiliations.

Together with those of Descartes and Galileo, the writings of Sir Francis
Bacon (1561-1626) are among the most influential in the development of
the scientific method. Bacon was both a devout Christian and a proponent of
an inductive style of knowledge. As noted in chapter 1, during the Middle
Ages Western Christendom was deeply rooted in Aristotelian philosophy.
This “scholastic” style of theology tended to be deductive, starting from
knowledge of the logos and fitting the pieces of the world into an already
understood eschatological/teleological scheme. Knowledge for the Aristote-
lian Christians was knowledge of things as they fit into the larger Chain of
Being and this grand system building had been weakened by the telescope,
the New World, and by a growth in intellectual debate across national bor-
ders and languages.® Thus Bacon urged knowledge of things first. To be in-
ductive means to build the larger understanding from the smaller, to under-
stand the whole of the Divine Plan by first understanding the smaller pieces
of the Creation. It is from within this attempt to overcome the deductive and
grandiose “web spinning” of Aristotelians that Bacon emerges as the central
figure in the development of experimental methodology and thus of the no-
tion that knowledge advances and accumulates. Science that attempts to
build truth from small-scale, individual experiments one piece at a time can
be replicated and argued over with much more precision than whole grand
cosmic schemes can be debated.

In the Advancement of Learning (1605/1952), Bacon quotes from the Scrip-
tures often and regularly, sometimes several times on the same page. In this
monumental work that George A. Kourvetaris (1994:314) calls “the most in-
fluential book on learning of the seventeenth century,” he leaves no doubt
that his attack on “the schools” of Aristotelians is a Christian endeavor. “. . .
laying before us two books or volumes to study, if we will be secured from
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error; first the Scriptures, revealing the will of God, and then the creatures ex-
pressing his power; whereof the latter is a key unto the former: not only open-
ing our understanding to conceive the true sense of the Scriptures . . . but
chiefly opening our belief, in drawing us into a due meditation of the omnipo-
tency of God which is chiefly signed upon his works. Thus . . . divine testi-
mony and evidence concerning the true dignity and value of learning” (Bacon
1605/1952:20).

The scientific, experiment-based study of nature is the study of “his works,”
of his “signature upon his works.” The purpose of the growth in knowledge (of
the “Advancement of Learning”) is to “draw us into a due meditation of the
omnipotency of God.” Scientific knowledge of the natural world has “true
dignity” because it reveals “divine testimony.” This metaphysical quest is
where Bacon and the early scientific fathers find the “value of learning.”? In-
deed the scientific laying bare of the natural world is “the key” to understand-
ing God. Ultimately, Bacon believed, scientists having learned the secrets of
nature (and thus the divine logos) could restore an earthly Garden of Eden.

Bacon’s science is for restoring human dominion over nature as it was
spelled out in the divine logos. The book of Genesis does no less than quote
God making it quite clear that humans were created “in his own image” and
that as the life-form closest to God humans were to enjoy “dominion over
the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over every living thing
that moveth upon the earth” (Gen. 1:27-28). But to “subdue it,” to “be fruit-
ful and multiply,” to exercise dominion requires knowledge of its inner
workings, of its secrets. Bacon was sure that science could reveal the divine
signature, that it could “raise and advance our reason to the divine truth”
(1605/1952:41).

The so-called overcoming of the Dark and Aristotelian Ages, then, was a
theologically inspired Enlightenment. The modern notion that science can supply
human beings with the capacity to control and predict the workings of nature
was conceived and championed by Bacon from within the depths of his Chris-
tian faith. Like the early Church Fathers and the Greek philosophers they imi-
tated, Bacon sought to understand the divine logos; but now this truth was re-
vealed by active pursuit of the logic (logos) contained in Creation. The Holy
Spirit that early Church Fathers recognized in themselves and relied upon for
their certainty was for Bacon wehicula scientiae (the scientific vehicle or con-
veyor of wisdom) (1605/1952:19). Thus the very same Holy Spirit of God, em-
bodied in the words he spoke in Genesis, became the celebrated cause of early,
modern science. To act with the Holy Spirit meant to follow God’s words as re-
corded in the book of Genesis and to pursue dominion (in his image) over all
other life-forms.

The advancement of humanity through science requires self-discipline
just as knowledge of God requires self-denial. As with Plato, and as with gen-
erations of Christian monastics, and as with Rene Descartes, we hear Bacon
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lamenting the limits, the horrible sensual prejudices of human subjectivity.
The self-disdain of Plato and of earlier generations of Christians remains
pivotal to the self-conception of the seventeenth-century, European, man of
science. The ascetic Christian who cleansed himself of bodily passions
thereby allowing the Holy Spirit to reveal God’s word will become a scientific
ascetic who also seeks enlightened truth through self-discipline. “For the
mind of man is far from the nature of a clear and equal glass, wherein the
beams of things should reflect according to their true incidence; nay, it is
rather like an enchanted glass, full of superstition and imposture, if it not be
delivered and reduced” (Bacon 1605/1952:60).

Induction, because it means concentration upon the unitary and not upon
the all-inclusive and totalizing, permits the opportunity to repeatedly test re-
sults obtained by the senses. My mind need not be “enchanted” by the senses
if I can enlist the help of other scientists and of mechanical instruments to
replicate my findings. Bacon is out to find God, but he is out to locate him in
the detailed logic of his most minuscule workings. And he will not be fooled
by a wily nature (“full of . . . imposture”) that appeals to the senses, pleasures,
and “superstitions” and that his God has instructed him to subdue.

This scientific discipline remains Christian asceticism, but it is asceticism
aided by inductive method and technology. Aristotelian Christians failed not
because they did not understand the dangers of the senses but because their
“weakness of intellectual powers” allowed for “deceit” that should have been
overcome in “the manner of collecting and concluding upon the reports of
the senses” (Bacon 1605/1952:58). A ruler or compass is always more steady
than the hand, Bacon tells us, and mechanical instruments must whenever
possible be employed to keep watch on the senses. Without the aid of out-
side, human and nonhuman verifications of measurement, “the great and
wonderful works of God” will continue to be shrouded in “superstition and
imposture” (20). Without replication and investigation at the most immedi-
ate level (and this is to become the modern scientific quest for “only the
facts”),® Enlightenment-era scientists will, like their medieval predecessors,
“rest only in the contemplation of the exterior of them as they first offer
themselves to the senses” (20). And in our negligence, “we should do a like
injury unto the majesty of God, as if we should judge or construe of the store
of some excellent jeweller, by that only which is set out toward the street in
his shop” (20).

Bacon, as a father of the scientific ethos, teaches that Christian self-denial
and self-purification must be stepped-up, enhanced, and given explicit rigor.
God’s truth is hidden in the sensual appeal of a prejudicing natural world (like
jewels enchanting the eyes). It would do him an injustice if we did not pursue
his creations beyond their sparkle and appeal to the senses (beyond that which
is visible or “set out toward the street”). Thus Christian asceticism becomes
the methodological discipline of scientific exploration.
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And this discipline and self-overcoming remains rooted in the metaphysics
of teleology and eschatology. As with earlier Christians and as with the
Greeks, there remains for Bacon an end logic or final reference point that acts
as the basis of totalizing structure: “it is the duty and virtue of all knowledge to
abridge the infinity of individual experiences, as much as the conception of
truth will permit, and to remedy the complaint of vita brevis, ars longa [life is
short; art is long]; which is performed by uniting the notions and conceptions
of the sciences” (Bacon 1605/1952:44).

All that is known, then, must fit (“the duty and virtue of all knowledge”)
within the singularity of the logic of the Creation (“to abridge the infinity of
individual experiences”). Because the Holy Spirit pervades all existence, it ex-
udes a singular logic that will one day be revealed in cumulative scientific
truths uncovered by generations of disciplined scientists (“life is short; art is
long”). Scientific knowledge, Bacon tells us, is “holy in the description of his
works; holy in the connexion or concatenation of them; and holy in the union
of them in a perpetual and uniform law” (1605/1952:44). The search for God’s
plan, for the Holy Spirit revealed in the logic (in the logos: in the word or sig-
nature of God) of his creations becomes the logically ordered and structured
existence that science will lay bare in the (“perpetual”) pursuit of human do-
minion over the planet.

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of recovering the theological geneal-
ogy of modern science is noting that the seventeenth-century fathers of mod-
ern science knew their pursuits were metaphysical pursuits and proudly said so.?
Indeed, even in eighteenth-century France, where agitation against the
church was greater than anywhere else in Europe, many “philosophes” (the in-
tellectuals who were key agitators of the French Revolution and articulators of
the principles of the Enlightenment), found it impossible to imagine a formal
separation of nation and church. Most of these men were baptized and mar-
ried in the church, and they went to their deaths receiving the last rites from a
Catholic priest. Most of the literate class in France remained oblivious to any
necessary conflict between Christianity and the secular claims of the Enlight-
enment (Van Kley 1996:3-4). Again, only in the nineteenth century with the
rise of positivism do we begin hearing scientists proclaiming that they will not
tolerate metaphysical assumptions.

Lord Bacon (1605/1952:43), by contrast, writes with explicit candor of
metaphysical undertakings as the highest form of science, as the study of
“fixed and constant causes.” “For metaphysic, we have assigned unto it the in-
quiry of formal and final causes . . . the invention of forms is of all other parts
of knowledge the worthiest to be sought, if it be possible to be found.”

The ascetic pursuit of underlying, hidden teleological coherence is a wide-
spread metaphysical narrative that continues to undergird modern, structural-
ist sociology. Nonetheless, the published epistemological desires of structural
sociologists lack anything like Bacon’s explicit and celebratory recognition
that these quests are a metaphysical pilgrimage.
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The Metaphysical Desires of Structuralist Sociology

My goal in this chapter has been more than simple recovery of the cultural
and thus theological conditions of the possibility of scientific subjectivity. I
want to substantiate claims I began advancing in the introduction and in
chapter 1. First, [ assert that the desires and techniques of modern, structural-
ist sociologists mimic theological desires and metaphysical dreams of earlier
generations of Christian intellectuals. Second, I claim that these desires rest
on a subjectivity, assumed and unquestioned by modern scientific sociologists,
which uncritically replays the metaphysical asceticism (a self-disdain) of an-
cient Platonism and of Christian theology—a theological metaphysics that
most scientists want to believe they have left behind. Finally, I am asserting
that those critics claiming that poststructuralism renders sociologists politi-
cally impotent assume these same Greek and Christian imperatives. In other
words, because these critics fail to examine the sociological origins of their
own normative needs they take for granted that these aspirations are necessary
to any affective sociology.

Perhaps the most unrecognized yet commonly recited of our Christian in-
heritances are the following interrelated notions: that we, as scientific sociol-
ogists, are in disciplined pursuit of a difficult to uncover world of essential
truths, and that these truths are arranged systematically (as patterns, rules,
laws, or some other form of internal logic) in some grand, teleological scheme.
Consider, for example, the perennially influential words of Peter Berger
(1963/2005) reprinted into a theory course textbook by Joel N. Charon
(2005:7): “It can be said that the first wisdom of sociology is this—things are
not what they seem. This too is a deceptively simple statement. It ceases to be
simple after a while. Social reality turns out to have many layers of meaning.
The discovery of each new layer changes the perception of the whole. . ..”

In a matter-of-fact tone that suggests the uncontroversial status of his asser-
tion (“the first wisdom of sociology”), Berger speaks of “many layers” that is,
in itself, “deceptive simplicity,” and is thus an understated assessment. There
are many layers, so many that some are yet to be discovered; and “[T]he discov-
ery of each new layer changes the perception of the whole.” Now recall the
words of Bacon: “it is the duty and virtue of all knowledge to abridge the infin-
ity of individual experiences”; and, we must “remedy the complaint of vita bre-
vis, ars longa; which is performed by uniting the notions and conceptions. . . .”
The metaphysical inheritance could not be clearer. Berger urges us on to dis-
coveries of the layers that are “not what they seem” in pursuit “of the whole.”
Bacon likens any failure to pursue these layers to a “construal of the store of
some excellent jeweller, by that only which is set out toward the street in his
shop.” Inductively, the whole appears from knowledge of the parts. The parts
(including and in excess of that which is visible from the street, or the layers
that change our conception of the whole) are arranged according to the logic
of the totality (Bacon’s “store” and Berger’s “whole”). Berger, and presumably
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Charon, still pursue a metaphysics of totality, parts, and logos (now under-
stood as internal logic), and this is the very metaphysics of Greek teleology
and Christian eschatology that we just discussed.

We can also recognize the old metaphysical premise that God’s plan, or the
Platonic Forms, or the secrets of Bacon’s dominionized nature are never read-
ily available, but must be pursued. Berger’s description of “many layers” is “de-
ceptively simple” presumably because the layers themselves are “deceptive.”
They are not as they appear. Indeed in a passage on the prior page, Berger
(1963/2005:6) tells us that the revelations of sociology are even less easily at-
tained than those of “many other intellectual disciplines” because they are
“more difficult to segregate” from the common understandings that surround
the scientific study of the social. He likens this difficult segregation of scien-
tific thought to the need for a “special compartment of the mind.” This is the
very scientific discipline, the very same ascetic disdain for the self that Bacon’s
theological desires championed three hundred fifty years earlier.

Bacon says, “The mind of man is far from the nature of a clear and equal
glass wherein the beams of things should reflect according to their true inci-
dence.” He warns that the unenlightened, un-Christian mind is akin to “an
enchanted glass, full of superstition and imposture, if it not be delivered and
reduced.” Likewise, Berger warns that his sociologist, in protecting the “spe-
cial [reduced?] compartment of the mind,” also must “reckon with [be de-
livered from?] his convictions, emotions, and prejudices” (1963/2005:3). In
spite of the handicap that Berger calls “being human,” he says triumphantly,
sociologists nonetheless cherish “one fundamental value only—that of scien-
tific integrity” (1963/1996:3). Although this “one fundamental value” of “sci-
entific integrity” is perpetually threatened by “convictions, emotions, and
prejudices,” Berger’s sociologist (like generations of Greek philosophers and
Christian ascetics) can find salvation in “intellectual training.” “[The sociolo-
gist] tries to understand and control these as bias that ought to be eliminated,
as far as possible, from his work. It goes without saying that this is not always
easy to do, but it is not impossible. The sociologist tries to see what is there.
He may have hopes or fears concerning what he may find. But he will try to see
regardless of his hopes or fears. It is thus an act of pure perception, as pure as
humanly limited means allow, toward which sociology strives. . . .”

[t is interesting that Berger should use words and phrases like “integrity,”
“fundamental value,” “regardless of . . . hopes and fears,” “not what they
seem,” “deceptively,” “pure perception,” and “as pure as humanly limited
means allow” when describing his scientific and self-discipline. This is
morality-laced language, as we would expect given what we now know of its
origins in theology and metaphysics. We should not be surprised, then, to
hear Berger describe the fruit of this self-discipline as the ability “to see in a
new light the very world in which we have lived all our lives” (1963/1996:6).
Indeed, we can recall that the piety and asceticism of the early Church
Fathers made them pure and allowed them to be inhabited by the Holy Spirit,

» o«
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and that this inhabitation transformed their very beings, helping them to see
in a new light the very world where they too had lived all of their lives. In a
tone that sounds hauntingly evangelical, Berger tells us that this “new light”
begotten of “scientific integrity” is so powerful that it “constitutes a transfor-
mation of consciousness” (6). Because of the strength of this transformation
“a good sociologist,” will ind himself unable to resist this new light. It will,
Berger says, “have so taken possession of him that he has little choice but to
seek for answers” (1963/2005:6). Recall that both Plato’s Socrates and St.
Gregory of Nyssa called for such transformations (morphosis and metamorpho-
sis, respectively) in pursuit of a more enlightened moral order. Thus it ap-
pears that this scientific self-transformation in pursuit of truth strongly re-
sembles an act of Christian confession.

As we know, Christians have for millennia included the confession in their
rituals of self-discipline in the pursuit of self-purity. In the Gospel According
to St. Mark, we hear that John the Baptist is sent to “baptize in the wilderness”
so as to “prepare . . . the way of the Lord (1:4)” This baptism is to be “a baptism
of repentance” and “a remission of sins” (1:4). To prepare the way for the
truth of God, John is said to have baptized “all the land of Judaea, and they of
Jerusalem”; all went “in the river Jordan, confessing their sins”(1:5). Similarly,
in Peter (1:16) we are implored to “Confess your faults one to another, and
pray for one another, that ye may be healed”(emphasis in original). For, we are
told, “the effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much” (1:16).

The institutionalization of the Christian confession became a major force
in the fashioning of Western personhood. The writings of the early Church
Fathers are full of calls to public humility and to the visible and expository re-
nunciation of self-indulgence. As Michel Foucault (1997:225-27) discovered
in his study of these ancient works:

As verbalization brings to the external light the deep movement of the thought,
it also leads, by the same process, the human soul from the reign of Satan to the
law of God. This means that verbalization is a way for the conversion (for the
rupture of the self), for the conversion to develop itself and to take effect. Since
the human being was attached to himself under the reign of Satan, verbaliza-
tion as a movement toward God is a renunciation to Satan, and a renunciation
to oneself. Verbalization is a self-sacrifice. . . . And we have to understand this
sacrifice . . . as the consequence of a formula like this: you will become the sub-
ject of the manifestation of truth when and only when you disappear or you de-

stroy yourself as a real body or as a real existence.

If Foucault’s reading is accurate, then why should we not accept that the
Christian call to renounce the sensual self (to confession of sins) in the pur-
suit of God’s logos is the cultural prototype of the scientific call to purge one’s
rational self of all things personal, emotional, and judgment clouding in the
pursuit of the logic of existence!® Nonetheless, and often in tones of anger
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and/or desperation, older generations of structural sociologists plead with
younger members of our field, urging recommitment to the disciplined re-
moval of the self from our studies of the social world.

For example, Jonathan H. Turner (1998b:275), who, like Berger, is a highly
influential and successful player on the American sociology scene, admonishes
us to “be aware of the sources of biases—biographical, culturally, structurally,
intellectual, and political”; he urges us to “make them explicit and try to for-
mulate lines of inquiry in ways that do not reflect one’s biases.” He worries
that sociology relies too much on mere popularity with students, and, using
weapons of guilt and shame that sound quite Christian, he pleads for sociolo-
gists to forsake the pitiful status of a viability driven only by enrollments.
“What we should pursue, instead, is intellectual discipline and respectabil-
ity. . .. If this kind of mental discipline is unappealing to the majority of our
current students, we have not lost much, but of course, we might lose a great
many of our faculty who lack such discipline. . . . Important disciplines, espe-
cially important scientific ones . . . are created and sustained by cumulative
knowledge, which, by itself, will attract the kinds of students that we need and
attention in the world at large that sociology should have” (1998a:256).

Turner wants discipline. He wants a core of ascetic (“disciplined and re-
spectable”) sociologists who will publicly renounce their biases (confess their
sins?), and who will as part of this public cleansing “push ideology to the back-
ground” (1998a:256). He continues, the “marginal” (impious? heretical?) may
be necessary members of the American Sociological Association’s “big dues
paying tent,” but accommodating them “absolutely prevents sociologists from
thinking of themselves as having the obligation to acquire a standard body of
knowledge, to learn the general theoretical principles explaining the opera-
tion of society” (249). Once again, then, we see functioning the wholly meta-
physical and untenable belief that there is some grand plan, some unifying and
underlying logic that the disciplined and the ascetic can, if they only perse-
vere in their faith, one day uncover and lay claim to.

We also find champions of this pilgrimage making their cases with all of
the old theological weapons: guilt, shame, piety, and vigilance against impure
heretics in their midst. Indeed, in terms that sound a great deal like centuries
of Christian threats over straying from the true course, Turner warns: “if we
continue along our current path, theory will descend further into its postmod-
ern hell, surrounded by flames of relativisms, cynicism, pessimism, and solip-
sism” (1998a:255).

[ ask the reader not to misunderstand my intentions. Despite this, and
what Turner might agree is a rather unfortunate choice of theological im-
agery, my intention is not to suggest that he or any other structural sociolo-
gists are literally deists or theologians. My concerns remain: are not sociolo-
gists who (through regimens of self-attacking discipline) pursue realist truths
contained in a logic of underlying and difficult-to-capture social structure
mimicking and replaying (far too uncritically) the metaphysical pursuits of
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Christian theology and classical Greek philosophy? And, if I am right in this
assertion, why should we continue to believe that creating a better world re-
quires us to defend these old superstitions?

We can also find the “restoration of the Garden of Eden” imagery (the
linking of metaphysical truth and moral politics) that figured so prominently
in Bacon’s era functioning in the self-descriptions of modern, structuralist so-
ciologists, including those of Professor Turner. Throughout the European cen-
turies since Plato’s “philosopher kings” were assigned to rule in his ideal Re-
public and since Church Fathers claimed to hear God’s words, speakers of
foundational truths have claimed to know not just the fundamental and or-
dered structures of existence, but also (because of their special, unique,
discipline-delivered knowledge) the best way to put this knowledge to use ob-
taining salvation and happiness. To claim as Plato’s Socrates did that “the dis-
covery of things as they truly are is a good common to all mankind” (Char-
mides 166) and that only the philosopher is qualified to access these “things as
they truly are” is to think very highly of oneself and one’s abilities. Similarly,
to claim to know the Word of God, and to know how to behave and how not
to behave so as to hear and correctly interpret his words (as Christian leaders
have done for centuries), is to claim tremendous power for oneself.

How, then, should we interpret Turner’s (1998a:249) lament that “we fail
to live up to our calling” when we do not pursue “codified knowledge” that
will allow us to rightly think of ourselves as “social engineers”? “. . . to the
extent sociologists still want to build a better world, they had better begin to
think of themselves as social engineers. If we are to give advice and to be lis-
tened to, we must gain the respect that comes from having codified knowl-
edge. The advice of a discipline will not be heeded without coherent theo-
ries, verified research findings, and past success at building something that
did not fall down.”

[s not the assertion that a better world will result from truths purchased
through unpleasant discipline and the personal sacrifice of dedicated ascetics
a thoroughly Christian notion? And how far from the zealotry of Christian
missionaries have we come? Have we not, for centuries now, been made to
listen (often through the force of raw power) to philosophers and theologians
who claimed an exclusive right to show us a better way? Why should sociolo-
gists accept, uncritically, that our ability to help our fellow beings (our politi-
cal efficacy) must be tied to this twenty-four-hundred-year-old recitation of
self-disdain and metaphysical aspirations? From my poststructuralist perspec-
tive, the belief in a world of metaphysical social structure is suspect enough,
but then to doggedly persist in the hope that these underlying (Platonist)
forms can be “verified” is simply to maintain (again uncritically) the machi-
nations of theological faith. Worse still, to continue to insist that the less en-
lightened should “heed” our “codified knowledge” is to risk continuing the
horrors already visited upon oppressed peoples by centuries of self-assured
possessors of metaphysical truth. Sociologists should not be missionaries.



52 | The Promise of Poststructuralist Sociology

Although Berger and Turner are more forthright than most in advocating
their epistemological desires, the metaphysical premises that they work from
are assumed and uncritically shared by the overwhelming majority of Ameri-
can sociologists. American sociology departments, professional meetings, and
academic journals remain dominated by what Tugrul Ilter (1995) refers to as
“the united methods of empiricism.” That is, the pursuit of a logically struc-
tured world of essences and patterns that can be “empirically verified” remains
an unquestionable premise for virtually all American sociologists. Although
and as [ have already said, most sociologists no longer believe in the possibility
of completely objective access to this structured social world, they continue to
insist that such a world exists. More curious still, they maintain that this ob-
jectivity that they admit is unobtainable is an ideal that sociologists must con-
tinue to pursue.

Think about this. “Objective reality”: they cannot find it. “Objective Re-
search”: they cannot do it. Nonetheless, they continue to insist that, despite being
beyond their reach, both are real. How can we understand this as other than a
faith-based, inherited, and institutionalized pursuit of a metaphysical ideal?

In terms that force a recollection of earlier confrontations between the
pious and the heretics they feared, the blame for the vilest of contemporary
social ills is routinely ascribed to those of us whose faith has waned. Consider,
for example, Patricia Hill-Collins’s (1997:3-6) assertion that racism in aca-
demic settings “seems to be part of the unethical stance of the postmodern
movement, one where appearances seem to be all that really matter—just as
long as it looks good and sounds good, it doesn’t really matter if it is any good
at all.” Identifying the intellectual causes of specific and ugly racist incidents,
Hill-Collins blames “faculty members whose objectivity failed.” Not unlike
generations of Christians, she believes that the loss of faith in metaphysical
presumptions leads inevitably to unethical chaos.

Perhaps most interesting of all the attacks predicting a moral disintegration
of social life should poststructuralists invade sociology are those asserting that
poststructuralists are not being objective in our analyses of the faithfuls’ desire
to be objective. For example, Steven Ward (1997:781) asserts: “one of the
central ironies created by the postmodern deconstruction of objectivity . . . is
the problem created by second-order observations of science. . . . Scientists
[are said to] construct fictions that can be deconstructed using the various
tools of interpretative methodology; however, analysts of science [are said to]
produce facts about the cultural construction of science.”

This is rather like using Bible verses to attack an atheist. Just as the nonbe-
liever no longer fears the wrath of the theologians’ God, poststructuralists
have lost interest in being objective, and it is compounded meaninglessness to
charge that we claim to be objective (“produce facts”) in our criticisms of ob-
jectivity. Doing poststructuralist work does not involve attempts to be more
structuralist than structuralists about structuralism. Again, this is akin to



A Genealogy of the Scientific Self | 53

charging an atheist with making his refusal to believe in God into a newer and
better “God of the there is no God.”

Still, like Turner and Hill-Collins, Ward sees no acceptable alternative to
continuing the 2,400 year-old pursuit of an essential and structured reality. As
he says, “without the trust and moral commitment which realism generates, all
social interaction and communication would break down under the weight of
paranoid suspicion” (1997:785). This belief that pursuit of realist truth is a
moral imperative that responsible thinkers must defer to is the subject of
chapter 3.

Summary

My argument thus far is that the longings and techniques of modern, structu-
ralist sociologists assume the theological desires and metaphysical dreams of
earlier generations of Greek and Christian thinkers. These assumptions remain
unexamined and unacknowledged by the same sociologists who assume that
they are imperative to the moral pursuit of political justice. These inheritances
include an assumption of (theological and now scientific) dominion; a cham-
pioning of ascetic discipline; the self-cleansing confession and now scientific
expulsion of bias; and an untenable pursuit of singular, finite, and teleological
order (structure) in existence. This order, in turn, is assumed to harbor the se-
crets of moral, ethical life. And finally, intellectuals (Greek, Christian, and
now sociological) are asked to spread the faith to the less enlightened.

Chapter 3 builds on this argument by adding structuralist sociologists’ con-
ception of responsibility to our list of Christian inheritances. Remember, our
interrogation of this intellectual history is an exercise in sociological imagina-
tion. I want us to recognize our scientific biographies as the outcome of much
larger political and cultural histories.



TOWARD A
POST-CHRISTIAN ETHIC
OF RESPONSIBILITY IN

SOCIOLOGY

Who will dare call duty a duty that owes nothing, or better . . .
that must owe nothing?
—Jacques Derrida (1993:17)

in the lives of real people. I certainly share this desire with each of the

sociologists discussed in the closing pages of chapter 2: Jonathan H.
Turner, Peter Berger, Patricia Hill-Collins, and Steven Ward. Our differences,
then, lie in our assumptions about how to best reach this goal and about how
we understand this ambition as a form of responsibility.

Poststructuralists speak of ethics and politics only as part of a rigorously reflex-
ive process. We advocate only with an eye toward thinking through not just the
potential effects of our advocacy but also the very possibility of the political and
ethical positions we stake out. (To be “reflexive,” you will recall, means to think
about the social, political, and historical qualities of our thinking—to think
about thinking.) Thus our analysis of the ancient philosophical and theological
origins of structuralist desires is crucial to the exploration of alternative (non-
faith-based) motivations for doing sociology that we take up in this chapter.

Having now understood (reflexively) something of the Greek and Chris-
tian metaphysical quests that form the underlying and almost always unexam-
ined assumptions of structuralist sociology, we are now in a position to ask

I ike virtually all sociologists, I want sociology to make a tangible difference
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ourselves about the possibility of political responsibility in poststructuralist so-
ciology. In other words, if our politics and our ethics do not emanate from a
pilgrimage for empirically verifiable knowledge of “the real world” then how
can professional sociologists assume any responsibility for improving life on
earth? In order to answer this question, we must think carefully about the long
history of assumptions involved in the idea of responsibility.

The words in the title of this chapter, “post-Christian,” could easily be mis-
understood. What would it mean, after all, to be “post-Christian”? If the influ-
ence of Christianity on science and sociology is as definitive as I claim, then
how could one ever hope to escape it? Furthermore, would not the desire to
“escape” be but another tale of (Greek and/or Christian) deliverance? The
“post” of post-Christian responsibility has to be read in the manner of what
Derrida for decades called “supplement.”

In part, to supplement means to add or even to differ from (but nonetheless
to reference as a starting point) that which already exists. Christianity is too
pervasive, too permeating a force in modern cultures to be simply replaced. It
can only be supplemented. The very idea of responsibility as we understand it
today is absolutely rooted in the development of Christian subjectivity. Al-
though, and as we have already noted, Christianity became a force only be-
cause its early proselytizers adapted so well to the Greek language, culture, and
philosophy, our modern understanding of personal responsibility is properly
much more Christian than Greek.2 While it is true that Plato’s dialogues con-
tain numerous Socratic references to an ethic of self-knowledge and that the
last pages of The Republic are even dedicated to a discussion of the afterlife and
the repercussions for an eternal soul of responsible or irresponsible lives led
upon earth, it is the God of the Holy Bible who raises the stakes of responsible
living to a level of sacrifice and desperation.

While Platonism promised to lift the mind from the darkness of emotion
into the intellectual sun (the Good) and into a realm of fully understood and
essential objects (forms); the Christian God requires faith, allegiance, and ab-
solute deferral to his omnipresence. The Christian and Judeo-Christian God is
a face, an omnipotent Being who sees and hears all. He is not simply a force
(like the Platonic Good) that underlies and animates; he is a Being and a
Will that awards love and threatens anger, testing the faith of his subjects.

Because the God of the Bible is both omnipresent and omnipotent, he sees
me and knows me even when I have (only) momentarily forgotten that he is
around. Because his power to watch and judge me is total and inescapable,
while my ability to recognize him is limited by my mortality, by my earthly de-
lusions, and by any waning of faith, our relationship is wholly unequal. This
dissymmetry between an all-knowing God and those who must fear his judg-
ment is more than mere theologyj; it is a historical and sociological phenome-
non that is a condition of the possibility of our modern pursuits of good con-
science and of personal responsibility.
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To know that God knows all, that his gaze cannot be evaded, ever, is to
make guilt into a constant companion. And from this guilt comes the unceas-
ing search for its alleviation through purification, through sacrifice, and
through discipline—through the self-disdain born of the constant need to
“measure up,’ to be responsible to God.

But the biblical God is perfect. No one can ever measure up. To make
matters still more desperate, only the most disciplined and pure can hope to
have any idea of how they or others are faring in God’s eyes. He does not
hold office-hours or post grades. One can only always struggle to locate and
interpret evidence of this all-seeing and all-knowing God’s frowns and
smiles. But how can one ever hope to interpret the judgments of The One
who is infinitely superior? How can I read the countenance of he whom I
cannot look upon? And when this inability to be sure of God’s judgments
leads me to desperate attempts to calculate the adequacy of my lived respon-
sibility to him, does not this same constant and unrealizable need to tally my
score only serve to remind me of my insecurity, of my anxiety over not
knowing how [ am or am not measuring-up in what are always ever dimin-
ishing days left for securing salvation?

Writing of what is perhaps the most atrocious of biblical stories of re-
sponsibility and sacrifice to the God of the Old Testament, that of Genesis
22, Derrida (1995:94) argues that “[t]his look that cannot be exchanged is
what situates originary culpability and original sin; it is the essence of re-
sponsibility.” In Genesis 22:1 we are told that God “did tempt Abraham.”
God tempted Abraham in order to test him; God wanted to measure his
faith and devotion—his willingness to be responsible firstly and foremostly
to the one true God. In Genesis 22:2, then, God speaks: “Take now thy son,
thine only son Isaac, whom thou lovest, and get thee into the land of Mo-
riah; and offer him there for a burnt offering upon one of the mountains
which I will tell thee of.”

[t is this most abominable of requests, indeed of commands, that Derrida
suggests (1995:94) “sets in train the search for salvation through sacrifice.”
Certainly every parent knows, and, given our legacy of patriarchy, every father
certainly knows that the sacrificing of one’s son (of one’s only son) is so hor-
rible a proposition as to be nearly unthinkable. One would rather die the most
painful and ugly of deaths a hundred times in succession than watch the death
of one’s child. Yet here, in the very first book of the Holy Bible, we find this
God setting the standard for responsibility to him (an allegiance extracted in
exchange for his goodwill) at this highest, most unfathomable of levels.

Abraham does not balk. He proceeds with his son up the mountain, even
putting off Isaac’s query about why there is no animal in tow for the sacrifice
that the boy knows is coming. Abraham does not plead nor ask to understand;
he simply has faith in his God as the location of absolute certainty. Because his
God is the end and the beginning, the only basis of all measuring and assessing,
Abraham accepts as fact that God knows what he is doing and prepares to slay
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his only son. The extreme nature of his approaching sacrifice testifies to his ab-
solute dedication to his God’s plan and to the salvation that he believes awaits
him if he remains resolute in his responsibility.

Derrida (1995) points out that Abraham does not tell Isaac what he is
about to do because he knows that neither the boy nor anyone else (except
God, of course) can understand or would even be willing to try to understand
why this sacrifice must occur. The temptation of Abraham lies partly in the
fact that mere humans (Abraham’s peers) are not equipped to understand
God or his plan. Abraham is not about to do something that he alone finds
utterly awful; the murder of his son will also shock and sicken the minds of
virtually every other mortal. They will never understand. He must proceed
with this responsibility to God (who alone represents infallible certainty and
consistency in the universe) in secret. His task is lonely and there are always
those who would dissuade him. If he let them, they would help him not do
what he already does not want to do. His responsibility, then, is a painfully
personal responsibility.

The entire experience of anxious, personal responsibility to a general eth-
ics (not the pre-Socratic ethos of orally recollected, corporeal experiences of
the ancestors, but the later, Platonic and Christian notion of responsibility to
abstract and objective moral principals) is built upon faith in an absolute cer-
tainty supplied by an unknowable deity.

By acting as the absolute, bedrock, foundation of everything, God acts as
the initial and final centering that allows for notions of general responsibility
to be entertained. If God’s face was readily visible and immediately interpret-
able (if he posted grades and held office-hours), then his desires would be eas-
ily available to everyone who was properly scared enough to show up, listen,
and live accordingly. Everyone would know who was behaving morally (con-
sistent with truth) and who was errant. There could be no personal respon-
sibility in the modern or biblical sense of the term because one would simply
programmatically apply, act upon mechanically, and enforce habitually the
rules insisted upon by an always immediately present, law-enforcing, grade-
posting God.

[t is only and precisely because the God of the Bible does not often ex-
change looks with mere mortals that our modern notion of responsibility (as
something that requires discipline and sacrifice as well as perseverance in the
face of skeptics whose will and faith are less stead fast than one’s own) has
come down to us as it has.

Because it is difficult to know what the biblical God intends for me (he
speaks rarely and only to the most self-effacing), and because he is capable of
extreme anger should his will not be followed, one must always set out, on one’s
own, to understand and adhere to his holy desires to the very best of one’s mor-
tal ability. I may seek the counsel of those who I hope know better than I, but
the onus is always upon me personally to live up to his gaze that never sleeps.3
There are always those who would lead me astray, those whose interpretations
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are heretical or who fail in their responsibility to be diligent on an everyday
basis. The possibility of responsibility remains personal.

Nonetheless, because the deity is absolute, this personal responsibility also
has a social (general ethical) quality. Because God is the absolute source of
salvation or damnation, he is a personal foundation and anchor for all human
subjectivity. In the end, neither you nor I are what our mothers think we are or
what our enemies think we are. We are only what God judges us to be. Despite
our many differences, every single human must face this ultimate judge who is
almost never heard or seen, and this common anxiety is a condition of pos-
sibility of my personal, yet shared, moral conscience. Because my responsibil-
ity to God is personal, it amounts to a hyper-responsibility. No one else can
share the burden with me. On the other hand, we all bear this same burden of
intense responsibility, and this common predicament leads us to general con-
cerns for abstract ethical understandings and to proclaiming collective respon-
sibility to those moral truths.

The ever present specter of the final judgment and, most importantly for
our purposes, of what is a singular place, force, or location for this ultimate
judgment, means that every human being touched by this theology seeks a sin-
gular reference point from which to understand the nature and quality of his
or her self. There is but one scorekeeper and only he knows the whole of the
game. And we all play—whether we want to or not. Ultimately, communities
of Christians, in their shared anxieties, always find a uni-versal, theological
theme (logos/logic). And, they have always surmised, some among them are
more diligent than others when it comes to understanding, worrying about,
and living according to this generalizable theology.

Political Responsibility and Sociologists’ Christian Hangover

The parallels between this Judeo-Christian theology and the aspirations of mod-
ern, structuralist sociologists are clear. Recall that in the last pages of chapter
2 we encountered numerous references to the moral responsibilities of sociol-
ogists. I will not recount the desperate and angry calls for ethical responsibility
of the sociologists quoted there. Nonetheless, I do want to reiterate these
themes to the extent that they must always be part of any programmatic at-
tempts to spell out a general responsibility for sociology. Again, the goal is to
make the dual theological and structuralist qualities of these attempts explicit.
To aid me in this review, I call upon a volume written by one of America’s
most prolific and influential authors of sociological theory: George Ritzer’s
(1997) Postmodern Social Theory.

Ritzer’s text displays a desire to be both fair-minded and comprehensive
in the midst of what he recognizes as a sociological debate that “is far from dis-
passionate” (1997:243). As he says, “debates about postmodern social theory
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ordinarily generate an enormous amount of heat” (243). Because Ritzer’s the-
ory texts are so well-known by American sociologists, and because he has
worked so very hard in the face of this enormous heat to maintain what he calls
a “reasonably dispassionate portrayal of postmodern social theory” (243), his
writing provides an additional and perhaps less emotionally charged example of
what we have already noted is a common criticism of poststructuralist scholar-
ship. Although his pages do not scream of flames of postmodern hell or of eth-
ical and moral chaos, as do those of Turner and of Hill-Collins, Ritzer too fears
that poststructuralism means the end of political responsibility among sociolo-
gists who give in to its temptations.

In his concluding chapter, “Criticisms of, and the Move Beyond, Postmod-
ernism,” Ritzer collects, organizes, and gives voice to critics who pronounce
what they believe to be the impossibility of ethical responsibility in poststruc-
turalist sociology. “Lacking a normative basis, postmodern social theory tends
to encourage a babel of tongues. Such a babel of co-equal voices serves the
interests of those in power. . . . With so many conflicting viewpoints and no
clear adversary, those in power are better able to stay right where they are”
(1997:247).

Ritzer and those he speaks for lament that poststructuralists “lack a norma-
tive basis.” Yet because Ritzer has certainly collected and read the writings of
the many thinkers (that he here labels “postmodern”), it is reasonable to ex-
pect that he recognizes the explicitly partisan and specifically political (nor-
mative) qualities of many, if not most, of these writings. And, indeed, he
takes us on a rich tour of the particular political projects of several of these
“postmodern” theorists.

So, given Ritzer’s quite forthright replication of the specifically political
(one could even say polemical) intentions of these “postmodern” projects, we
can read his frustration (“lacking a normative basis”) as signaling a disappoint-
ment over a lack of a general or comprehensively foundational basis for knowl-
edge and therefore, he thinks, for doing politics. Ritzer wants some location
for certainty, some “bottom line,” an absolute reference point from where to
assess how sociologists are fairing in our responsibility to improve lives. He de-
sires a depiction of a proposed perfection, a centering teleological endpoint
(the perfect society, perhaps) that our scientific responsibility ought to be ded-
icated to achieving.

Recall he tells us that poststructuralists have “no clear adversary.” Once
again, we have to suspect that he means an adversary who is adversarial be-
cause s/he works against some larger, ultimate, and good (normative) society.
For, as we just noted, it is clear that he recognizes the specific political antago-
nists of, for example, Michel Foucault. “. . . the reader has no theoretical idea
why Foucault is so upset at what he finds in the realms of madness, crime,
medicine, and sexuality. That is, in formal terms he fails to offer us a vision of
the normative framework” (Ritzer 1997:247).
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Ritzer and I, and everyone else who knows Foucault’s work, know that the
thoroughgoing analyses in those texts are devastating attacks on power precisely
because they extend into the most mundane minutiae of the daily lives of those
for whom Foucault advocates. Clearly, then, Ritzer believes that such rigor is in-
sufficient in and of itself. It is not enough to advocate with an inexhaustible at-
tention to detail for specific victims of specific circumstances, to attack power as
it functions exactly and immediately in the lived moments of tangible people.
(Foucault writes of the political and disciplinary manufacturing of subjectivities
including the medicalized, the criminalized, and the sexualized.)

Rather, Ritzer wants to know what credo Foucault champions. What
grand vision are his analyses meant to substantiate? Like theology, sociology
cannot tolerate “so many conflicting viewpoints.” For sociologists to be re-
sponsible to our calling, we need “formal terms” that “offer us a vision of the
normative framework,” and “clear adversaries.” It is not enough to analyze or
even to take up intellectual arms against particular applications of power. We
need, Ritzer seems to say, some final scoreboard that announces which power
is good and legitimate and which is not; otherwise, “such a babble of co-equal
voices serves the interests of those [already] in power.” After a manner, then,
that is thoroughly Christian. Foucault is criticized for not explaining what
final end his work serves. To whom or whose comprehensive and centered
plan is he responsible?

With his insistence that Foucault must provide a structured center, Ritzer
unwittingly replays his Christian predecessors’ devotion to Christ on the cross.
He longs for the same metaphysical certainty promised through the memory of
Christ’s sacrifice and the eschatological pledge to ultimate understanding that
will be revealed with his return.

Ritzer’s structuralist aspiration for metaphysical certainty mimics Christian
confidence in the redemption of the faithful, those who persevere through
personal discipline and responsibility in the face of (now “postmodern”)
heresy. Monotheism (the anxious desire to hear God’s single voice/logos/logic)
is at the root of this fear of the complexity that necessarily follows the post-
structuralist abandonment of the quest for one big normative structure. The
search for the logic of the Creation is the cultural precursor of the structural-
ist dream of uncovering verifiable laws governing the social world. Like their
Christian ancestors, structuralist sociologists continue to insist that (with suf-
ficient discipline) the one will finally supersede the many (those whom the
frightened must reduce to a “babble”).

But do we really still need such simplicity? Must we continue our incessant
longing for the essentially right and the absolutely wrong? And are we doomed
to continue fearing anything but a promise of (or at least an unrelenting and
driving desire for) absolute and grand coherence? What if we leave God be-
hind? What if we forget the quest for the master plan? What might happen if
we begin throwing off twenty-four hundred years of guilt born of an inability to
ever know the deity’s essential narrative? Can we reconstitute responsibility as
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something other than a desperate duty to an ultimate end and, indeed, an ulti-
mate end that involves (and thus essentially defines) all of us with equal force?

De-centering subjectivity means recognizing and abandoning our faith in a
biblical God who continues, unexamined and unrecognized, to dictate struc-
turalist sociologists’ sense of responsibility. If responsibility is no longer con-
ceived of as a duty to know some underlying theological or sociological struc-
ture, some Holy Plan or “vision of a normative framework,” then responsibility
is a far more complex and difficult issue to consider.

Rejecting theology that centers all persons by cementing them into a per-
sonal relationship with a hard-to-know yet singularly authoritative God is not
the same thing as ending all sociological interest in the self. This is an impor-
tant point because Ritzer and many others conclude that a de-centered socio-
logical subjectivity lacks any basis for responsible political activism. Even as
they drop any conscious appeal to Christianity’s one God, these sociologists
insist that something God-like must save them from the “babel of tongues.”
Some metaphysical foundation must be found to fill the void that deism no
longer protects them from. The theological structure depicted in the story of
Abraham and Issac (a subjectivity defined finally and ultimately by its unwa-
vering faith in, and relation to, a master plan) remains intact.

Ritzer (1997:248) reads the poststructuralist rejection of centered subjec-
tivity (of the theological self) as a “rejection of an interest in the subject and
subjectivity.” Because poststructuralists “lack a theory of agency,” he sur-
mises, we “generally lack any vision of the future” (248). I remind readers
that it is not Ritzer alone who is responsible for these extreme sentiments.
His accounting reads as a kind of synopsis of the outrage (“an enormous
amount of heat”) felt by a long list of sociologists, many of whom Ritzer
quotes in considerable detail.

How could so many accomplished thinkers conclude, and in unison, that
the intellectual practice of decentering subjectivity spells a wholesale “rejec-
tion of interest in the subject and subjectivity” and that this supposed rejec-
tion can only equal a “general lack of any vision of the future”? It seems that
the only viable answer to this question is that a strong theological hangover
continues to make such extreme sentiment appear merely practical? The
Christian foundations of sociologists’ scientific subjectivity, it would seem, re-
main shamefully poorly examined.

Thinking critically about this theological desire for a centering meta-
physics, we might read Ritzer’s (1997: 249) accusation that “[pJostmodern
social theory leads to profound pessimism” in reverse fashion. Embracing
what need not be an ache of uncertainty, we can assert, with Friedrich
Nietzsche (1895/1968:182), that “with the ‘Beyond’ one kills life.” Why
after all must I accept that responsibility to some phantom certainty must be
the dutiful source of my motivation in life and as a sociologist? With Nietz-
sche (1895/1968:182), I can turn the table on this structuralist pessimism
and propose that “[n]ihilist and Christian: they rhyme.” It is correct to say



62 | The Promise of Poststructuralist Sociology

that poststructuralists have lost interest in sociology that pursues a general
and centralizing theory of subjectivity (a humanist “theory of agency”), but
this is better understood as a liberation that encourages celebratory investi-
gation of elaborate and multifaceted subjectivities—without the constant
threat of “the Beyond.” I need not “kill” the infinitely unpredictable (living)
qualities of those I write for and about by reducing them to a fear-inspired
desire for ultimate order in the cosmos. If there is nihilism about, it is surely
found among sociologists who inherited a need to reduce life to a finally
knowable structure from their Christian ancestors.

The supplement to Christian and structuralist nihilism will be a rigorous,
ongoing, advocatory (creatively political) interrogation of complex subjectiv-
ities (and they are all complex) that are alive and earthly. Killing the biblical
God in sociology means abandoning even the desire for a comprehensive road
map to an essential and thus empirically available reality. Only guilt, fear, and
failure follow from such desires. Because our responsibility is to real, mortal
people (like Bob and Margaret from chapter 1) in all of their capricious com-
plexity, and not to the pursuit of some thematic and fundamental set of prin-
ciples, poststructuralists’ words are political (normative) acts.

Embracing Complexity

Derrida (1968/1982) has long since proposed that structuralist desire can be
undone by the play of what he calls différance. The term différance is a French
language neologism (an invented word) incorporating the English “differ” and
“defer.” The quest for essences, he argues, is untenable because no definition
can be referenced except through an economy of differences and deferrals.
For example, the computer that I now sit in front of is an old Macintosh
machine. My machine is recognizable and has meaning for me because I know
that Bill Gates’s company did not manufacture it. The machine and Macin-
tosh (the company) are different from Microsoft and their computers. It is rec-
ognizable because of what it is not. Since my old machine is the one I work on
while I am at home and home is where I do most of my writing, I am some-
times faced with university machines that will not run my old Macintosh soft-
ware. On these occasions | am forced to find my way around another computer
environment by understanding how it differs from what I do at home. Thus I
start my work at the university not by starting from some unbiased beginning
point but only by asking myself, “how is this different from what I know al-
ready?” My computer and everything else that “is” can have meaning only
through its differences with every other thing that “is.” A simpler example
might be to say that I can only know what a cat is because I understand how
cats are different from dogs. Thus my old Macintosh is what it is on any given
day precisely because it is different from whatever new technology I am strug-
gling with on that day. Likewise, cats are cats because I understand how they
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differ from not only dogs but from mice and birds. Again, then, all things in-
habit an “economy of difference,” and these perpetual relations of difference
are part of what Derrida intends with his “différance” neologism.

As they differ or are spaced in language, meanings also actively defer to or
call upon still other meanings. My computer is an old Macintosh but a Mac
nonetheless. It differs from the machines made by Microsoft, but it is also not
wholly unlike (it defers to) newer Macs. Similarly, a dog is different from a cat,
but I also know what a dog is because I know how it is related to (defers to) a
puppy. That this economy of differing and deferring is the very possibility of
meaning making can be shown by looking at the most foundational of
meaning-making directories, that is, a dictionary.

Looking up “dog,” I find this definition: “a domesticated canine mammal re-
lated to foxes and wolves.” To be “domesticated” means to be of the home, to
be tame, and to be safe. Thus the term domesticated and thereby “dog” function
by deferring to notions of protection, safety, and comfort. On the other hand,
“domestic” also means what it does because we know how it differs from that
which is wild, untamed, and fear provoking. Every definition of anything can
be understood using the Derridean tool of différance.

Différance also incorporates time and thus the impossibility that anything
can be absolutely present or wholly in the moment. If my computer is knowable
because of différance, should I imagine that this economy of differing and de-
ferring can be made to cease functioning? The computer is “old”: an LCII. But
this “oldness” can be, indeed must be, continually reassembled from long
chains of différance. When I bought it, my old Mac was much newer than the
Commodore machine that my grandmother bought to get me through graduate
school. It was obviously and vastly different. However, now it seems to have
much more in common with my old Commodore 64 than with the new Macin-
tosh G5 that my university just purchased for me to use. And because the
newer Macs are increasingly more compatible with the machines and software
that Gates’s company sells, the differences that I used to rely upon to give my
machine meaning are fading. In another twenty-five years my old machine may
share a museum shelf with a slide rule and an abacus. The relationships of dif-
ference and similarity that allow my machine its significance are always being
altered, are constantly regrouping differently, and therefore remain unstable.

These ceaseless reweavings of differences and deferrals make the passage
of time interpretable. [ think in time using différance. I understand that
time is passing because the economy of differences and deferrals (like those
that continue to rewrite the reality of my old computer) are shifting as I sit
writing. The temporal (time) quality of this thinking is hinted at in
Derrida’s (1968/1982:3) analogies comparing différance to “the complex
structure of weaving,” to a woven “sheaf,” and later to a “text” as in textiles,
and to a “tissue of differences” (1972/1981:33). This weave of meaning-
making text, then, can be understood as “. . . an interlacing which permits
the different threads and different lines of meaning—or of force—to go off
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again in different directions, just as it is always ready to tie itself up with oth-
ers” (1968/1982:3).

Time is recognizable in this change of directions. I often make this think-
ing available to my students by reading from an etymology dictionary. Words
evolve and their “lines of meaning” change. Their relations of différance are
in constant flux, always poised “to go off again in different directions.” For ex-
ample, looking up the word “computer” in my etymology dictionary I find that
it comes from the word “compute” which is related to the word “count.” To
count, this word history says, is to keep an “account” or to “recount” as in a re-
assessing or as in an additional evaluation or narration. All of these related
meanings stem from the Latin putare which means “to prune” or “purify” and
thus to “correct.”

What I have just done is to trace a history of consciousness. While I cer-
tainly would never have made the connection between what my wife Cheri
does to the shrubs in our yard and the function of my computer, until I picked
up my dictionary, I can now readily understand that a central function of par-
ticularly early computers was to run computations, that is, to account for addi-
tions and subtractions and to recount how scenarios might be different with
these figured into a particular computation. I can intellectually, then, also
make the connections between computer computations (and the corrections
that inevitably follow) and the accounting of shrubs that Cheri does before
she prunes and “corrects” them once every year. Derrida and his followers will
say that the meaning of “computer” contains textual “traces” of the older
meanings | have just described. In this sense, the present is always also the
past. The computer is never fully in the present. Its meaning is made up of re-
lations of différance that extend backward in time, to other economies of dif-
férance. (Latin was a language also made up of evolving differings and defer-
rals.). Thus my computer contains “traces” of meanings that are now only
recognizable with the aid of etymology.

Imagine for a moment a woven sweater. Imagine further that I snip a piece
out of the top of the sweater so that the threads begin to unravel in more than
one direction. Eventually, the entire sweater could be unraveled. If we see the
threads of the sweater as analogous to etymological lines of meaning, and if
we see the overlapping and interdependent weave of these threads as analo-
gous to the structure of a narration that is made up of interwoven, evolving
lines of meaning then we begin to understand what Derrida means by “text.”
We can see how each thread in the sweater is recognizable because of its rela-
tions with all the others; we understand that any observed thread contains
“traces” of the others inasmuch as their meanings (the other threads’ mean-
ings) are the possibility of understanding any single thread. Each part of the
sweater (and of any economy of différance) necessarily contains traces of all
the other parts. No one part has “its own” essence or structure.

These “lines of meaning” that always threaten “to go off again in different
directions” make time available to us because they are how we are conscious of



Toward a Post-Christian Ethic of Responsibility in Sociology | 65

changes in the (différance-generated) significance of our existences. If we
could avoid thinking of change as a thing (as something with a definable struc-
ture), we might say that différance is change. But things are still more complex.

Time passes. However, the recognition of time passing is never as simple as
tracing a neatly evolving trajectory of différance. Time is not reducible to
structure (beginnings and endings/eschatologies and teleologies). Différance is
not a theme. It is not a ghost of history nor ink for the written recounting of
the march of progress; nor is it the hidden logos that can reveal the gradual
unfolding of God’s plan. Undoing structure, remember, is the strategic purpose
of différance. In Derrida’s (1968/1982:6) words: “. . . there is nowhere to begin
to trace the sheaf of the graphics of différance. For what is put into question is
precisely the quest for a rightful beginning, an absolute point of departure, a
principal responsibility” (emphasis in original).

Derrida says that there “is nowhere to begin.” I cannot speak in simple
terms of the evolution of meanings through différance (of marking time in
this way) because différance is at work even as I try to recount any history of
différance. Let me illustrate with an example.

My family and I are devoted fans of the Star Trek television series. We
sometimes compare the various incarnations of Star Trek that have appeared
through the years, beginning with the 1960s version and episodes. Anyone
who looks even casually at the old episodes with Captain Kirk, Spock, and the
first Enterprise ship, will notice that the imagined twenty-third century of this
program has a distinctly 196os America tenor to it. The shows producers tried
to create characters whose appearance was futuristic. The actors speak into
“com’ badges” that double as symbols for a future “Federation of Planets,” have
an evolved capacity to argue playfully over the merits or detriment of absolute
rationality (Spock’s “logic” and McCoy’s dislike for it), and regularly use termi-
nology that is meant to infer a far-advanced scientific understanding of the
cosmos (“a rip in the space/time continuum!”). Yet, the women wear the mini-
skirts and beehive hairdos popular in the United States in the 1960s. The men
wear large-heeled boot-like shoes, also fashionable in the era the program
originated, with bell-bottom pants tucked neatly into them. Clearly this is a
future created from a 1960s departure.

Still more telling are the moralizing themes. In one episode the crew dis-
covers a planet full of otherworldly and otherwise named Native Americans
who look, speak, and act like the images of Indians that were romantically and
routinely recounted in 1960s American popular culture. In another episode,
the crew saves two dissimilar groups of aliens from what looks a lot like the ra-
cial discord of the American civil rights era.

From this example we can glean something of the impossibility of mapping
time’s passing through an expectation that différance functions as an empiri-
cally available structure. The creators of the original Star Trek imagined the
future. From the styles and cultural lessons contained in the show, we recog-
nize how they imagined the twenty-third century from (as Derrida just said) a
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“point of departure.” Yet part of this imagined future was a simultaneous re-
creation of the past, also from a “point of departure.” You will notice that in
the last paragraph I referred to the depiction of Native Americans as “roman-
tic.” Captain Kirk’s encounter was with noble and awe-filled villagers who
loved and understood a planet in an overly simple but nonetheless wisdom-
filled way. By the time of the captain’s encounter with these children of the
forest on prime-time television, loving the planet and respecting the natural
world was all the rage in American society.

But could this episode have been made a decade earlier? How would a mid-
19508 American population have reacted to romanticized, even aggrandized
depictions of those who were obviously recognizable as American Indians?
After all, from the very dawn of colonial times, Europeans have always
understood those they killed and enslaved as being close to nature. Indeed,
this was a fundamental part of the discourse of justification for conquering
those who were “savage,” “uncivilized,” and in need of saving. Thus although
still thought to be “close to nature,” popular understanding of American In-
dians circa the 1960s and 1970s amounted to a rehabilitation (and not neces-
sarily for the better) of us by a society that was learning to think of itself as
ecologically aware.

The Indians portrayed in the episode were not 1960s Indians. These depic-
tions were of the people encountered on the frontiers of the new American
republic generations earlier. It was the past (Indians of an earlier era), then,
whose textual “assemblage” was “going off again in different directions,” “tying
itself up” with “different threads and different lines of meaning.” The textual
creation of a wiser twenty-third century (one that would recognize the wis-
dom of these extraterrestrial Indians) depended upon the textual re-creation
of the American nineteenth century in terms supplied by 1960s popular cul-
ture. The writers of the Star Trek episode understood their present by rewrit-
ing the past in terms supplied by their present. They then projected this past,
created in their present, into the future. Their notions of the past (notions de-
pendent on 1960s era understandings of the mistakes of the nineteenth cen-
tury) were the possibility of their self-recognition as the smarter beings of
their present (smarter than those from the past who called the Indians “sav-
ages”), and also consequently of their projecting the terms of this supposed,
ever-progressing enlightenment into their future.

[ can say this more simply. The show’s creators’ past was made possible by a
particular economy of différance (Indians, nature, racism, ecological destruc-
tion, etc.) functioning in their present. They then recollected the distant past
from within that present. Their 1960s views of the nineteenth century was
also the possibility of their imagining their twenty-third century.

Finally, and to add one last level of complexity to this example, if they
understood the past and the future using their present, then these notions of
history and of years yet to come were also the very differing and deferring
that provided their own present. By re-creating the past and thus imagining
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the future, they gave significance to their present. They knew who they were
because they could describe how they differed from some who came before
and how they were like some who were yet to come.

“There is nowhere to begin,” Derrida says. This is because every moment
owes its interpretability to traces of other meanings from other moments.
Some of these meanings are weaker or stronger in their current influence;
some are closer in time or more distant. But there is no center, no beginning
point, “no absolute point of departure.”

Once comfortable with the realization that no deity is going to tell me who
[ “really am,” and after the belief in a centered, empirically verifiable, struc-
tured existence where I can find myself begins to appear simplistic, subjectiv-
ity and responsibility take on the decentered, différance-laden qualities of
poststructuralism. As Derrida (1968/1982:6) writes in the previous quotation:
“what is put into question is precisely the quest for a rightful beginning, an ab-
solute point of departure, a principal responsibility.”

Post-Christian Responsibility in Sociology

Because a poststructuralist’s responsibility has no stories of “rightful begin-
ning” to be dutiful toward, no finality born of a Second Coming or from a
some-day-to-be-arrived-at perfect society to dream of, the sacrifices we make
are not justified in the name of metaphysical principals. Unlike Abraham’s
sacrifice of Isaac to his God, our sacrifices carry the much greater weight of re-
sponsibility to the earthly. Every choice of an intellectual project, every anal-
ysis that I could have come at differently, and every potential effect of the
analyses I do, amount to the sacrifice of all that I did not choose to study and
of all those who might be affected by my choices and by the method and scope
of analysis that I bring to a social problem or issue.

In terms of the moral of morality, let us here insist upon what is too often forgot-
ten by the moralizing moralists and good consciences who preach to us with as-
surance every morning and every week, in newspapers and magazines, on the
radio and on television, about the sense of ethical or political responsibility.
Philosophers who don’t write ethics are failing in their duty, one often hears, and
the first duty of the philosopher is to think about ethics. . . . What the knights of
good conscience don't realize, is that the “sacrifice of Isaac” illustrates the most

common and everyday experience of responsibility. (Derrida 1995:67)

A poststructuralist’s duty or responsibility is not to any essential subjectivity
or to any battle on behalf of absolute subjectivity. Our politics are not human-
ist in the sense of working toward a society based on some theory of a human
nature. Poststructuralist work is more akin to strategic intervention. While our
work may be rigorously empirical, this research is aimed at understanding the
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textual complexes that animate the politics that we are set to intervene in. In
chapter 5, I do not ask, pursue, or show any interest in discovering the “real
meanings of Native American remains.” | have a heartfelt, even angry outlook
on this struggle, but I am not out to overturn “error” in the service of “truth.”
My responsibility, here, is to the struggle of living Indians to take back the re-
mains of dead Indians. Proposing and assuming responsibility for this analysis is
a worldly and thus very weighty endeavor.

For example, how do I begin knowing how to narrate these “Indians” that I
claim to have some responsibility toward? Who are “they,” and who suggested
that I have any right to think that I have any such “responsibility”? And
doesn’t assuming that I have such a responsibility do at least as much for me as
it does for them? Doesn’t narrating a “them” make Indians into a kind of gift to
me, for me, the one who claims to know and to advocate for them? The tribal
members | interviewed submitted to my tape recorder; they read a draft of the
chapter sympathetically and not with hostility that they have every right to
feel toward ever-present and pestering academics; and, most graciously of all,
they allowed me to present them (through my editing, context building, and
publishing) publicly! Who, then, is giving what to whom?

Because my analyses can assume no “real Indians” (I propose no “theory of
agency”), no “reality of the remains,” no duty to essential truth, my formidable
responsibility lies in recognizing that the analysis constitutes both them and
me as it intervenes in a textual terrain much larger than itself. My narration is
part of an ongoing economy of différance that provides author and authored
with significance. This is intense responsibility, one that is necessarily greater
than that to any faceless God or forever-unobtainable finality of understand-
ing. I am not responsible to any metaphysical ideal or to any structuralist
dream. I am responsible to people who can and will speak to me about the
work that I do. But the greatest burden of all comes with my recognition that
I will lose control over what I can never assume is “my” analysis.

My intervention in the competing narrations over the significance of dead
Natives is perhaps better understood as an interruption. I endeavor to inter-
rupt textual narrations, strategically, where the assumptions that we (and this
“we” of “we Indians” is itself a strategic and textual maneuver; I might have
continued to speak, as [ already did in the previous section, as an academic)
find most offensive are most vulnerable. I have to weigh the strength of cur-
rent pronouncements (the power of popular and scientific claims understood
as text) and move to send “the different threads and different lines of meaning
...of force . .. off again in different directions.”

But I am also aware that my political articulations can be re-used, asso-
ciated differently with different text and thus turned in ways I had not antici-
pated. Politics are ceaseless and no completely present truth or God can arrest
these struggles. Because political narratives create subjectivities (e.g., “super-
stitious Indians” holding up “important scientific work” or “affirmative action
cases” fighting for “special privileges”), poststructuralists’ responsibility is to



Toward a Post-Christian Ethic of Responsibility in Sociology | 69

subjectivities whose identities must remain interminable. All subjectivities
are political and [ must recognize the responsibility that comes with interrupt-
ing functioning political narrations and steering them in directions that can
never be fully anticipated or controlled.

Who does my work ignore? What interests do my analyses relegate to the
margins? Who do I simplify and thus establish some narrated political control
over! Who am [ sacrificing and for what ultimately unknowable ends?
(“What the knights of good conscience don’t realize is that the “sacrifice of
[saac” illustrates . . . the most common and everyday experience of respon-
sibility.”) With the Christian God dead and sociologists relieved of the bur-
den of a Beyond, our human responsibility is now to each other and to our
planet. Doing academic work as a political participant who recognizes and
embraces this complexity is how a poststructuralist understands responsibil-
ity. There is no more single voice of God for Abraham to obey. Responsibil-
ity for our lives cannot be reduced to the logos or to any thematic and norma-
tive logic. There can be no more theology. “Who will dare call duty a duty
that owes nothing, or better . . . that must owe nothing? It is necessary, there-
fore, that the decision and responsibility for it be taken, interrupting the rela-
tion to any presentable determination but still maintaining a presentable rela-
tion to the interruption and to what it interrupts. Is that possible?” (Derrida
1993:17, emphases in original)

To interrupt a metaphysician’s claim to a truthful telling, but not by arguing
for a better, more accurate truth is to interrupt without trying to establish a
“relation to any presentable determination.” [ want to interrupt what the ar-
chaeologists say about Indians, but I do not want to fight anymore on their
cultural terrain than [ have to. I will not argue over science, over “presentable
determinations” of “truth” with them; but I will present their scientific narra-
tions in terms that make sense from “another point of departure.” I will inter-
rupt their narratives, and my renarration will constitute an alternative rela-
tion “to what it interrupts” (archaeological claims to Native dead). My battle
is a political battle (a “presentable relation”) that “owes nothing” to fantasies
of extra-political truth. Another way to say this is that [ intend to interrupt
the archaeologists’ privilege. I intend to attack their assumed and taken for
granted power to narrate. As Foucault has taught us, power works by naturaliz-
ing the terms of its own gaze, by instituting its meaning making procedures as
a “regime of truth” (Foucault 1977:133).

Closing the Missions: Beyond Good and Ewil

Because Greek philosophy and Christian theology teach that existence is tol-
erable only to the extent that it can be reduced to metaphysical themes, too
much of the past twenty-four hundred years of intellectual work has been de-
voted to delineating who are friends of truth and to defining what it is exactly
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that makes one a foe of all right-minded people. Understandably, these quests
spawned brutal and bloody struggles. (They are still giving birth to “an enor-
mous amount of heat.”) Describing this incessant desire to simplify at all
bloody costs as “crudity and naiveté, assuming that it is not a mental illness, an
idiocy,” Nietzsche (1882/1974:335) asks: “Do we really want to permit exis-
tence to be degraded for us like this—reduced to a mere exercise for a calcula-
tor and an indoor diversion for mathematicians?”

For Nietzsche and Foucault, the reduction of existence, and thus the sim-
plification of human beings in terms of these reductions, is the most base and
dangerous invocation of power. Power, we learn from these philosophers, is
not some imposition from an identifiable source. Power is not a thing wielded
by someone (a “clear adversary”) who censors, represses, or conceals. On the
contrary, Foucault (1977) argues, “normalcy” (Nietzsche prefers to say “good
and evil”5) is the result of “technologies of power.” Will to truth, and will to
tell it methodologically (as technique, as “techno-logic”) from some princi-
pled and disciplined place of intellectual privilege that is removed from the
lived and diverse experiences of pride, pain, and joy (knowing as “an indoor
diversion for mathematicians”), represents always, Nietzsche (19o1/1967)
counsels, a will to power, which, coincidentally, is the title of his last book.

Structuralist and theological knowing is aggressive. It seeks converts and
party members who will recite “normative frameworks.” Missionaries “work”
to “frame” the subjectivities of both the converts and of those not yet domin-
ionized. But because the frameworks can never contain (control, encircle, or
fully account for) différance, intellectual wars and the literal spilling of blood
continue. The struggle to narrate existence is a political struggle over power.
“Final conclusion: All the values by means of which we have tried so far to
render the world estimable for ourselves and which then proved inapplicable
and therefore devalued the world—all these values are, psychologically con-
sidered, the results of certain perspectives of utility, designed to maintain and
increase human constructs of domination” (Nietzsche 19o1/1967:14). As long
as the sociology of our era remains uncritically Platonist and unwittingly
Christian, knowing and controlling—in the service of “responsibility”—will
remain fundamentally related.

Intellectual history, as a history of metaphysical desire, appears to poststruc-
turalists as a complex web of power grabbing, of power grabbing built upon ear-
lier and multiple contestations between regimes of truth. Telling “the truth”
has always only been about “values,” about “rendering the world estimable for
ourselves,” and thus about “maintaining human constructs [subjectively created
fantasies] of domination.” For poststructuralists, the death of God must also
spell the end of his priests and missionaries, those who would claim power in
the name of these culturally inherited, metaphysical ideals and goals.

Like Nietzsche, Foucault argues that truth always has history. Truth, he
says, is “a thing of this world” (Foucault 1977:131). As is Derrida, he was con-
cerned with the affects and effects of language, but Foucault also sought to
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elucidate specific domains of language (“discourses”) that produce “nor-
malcy.” Power lies precisely in the efficacy of these discourses, in their ability
to constitute subjectivities and to establish relations based upon these nar-
rated versions of personhood. As he wrote, “it’s not a matter of a battle ‘on
behalf’ of the truth, but of a battle about the status of truth and the economic
and political role it plays” (133). History, for Foucault, is not some gradual un-
folding of human potential. Human existence has never amounted to a linear
unfolding of logically interconnected occurrences; it has no pattern or con-
stant agent that would permit “progress” to be measured. Rather, history is
about struggles for the right to narrate reality, about interpretations heaped
upon interpretations and about the real-life effects (“a battle about the status
of truth and the economic and political role it plays”) of these narrations.

Empowered discourses define people as they facilitate what appear to be
mere self-definitions. Discourses order the world, including one’s place in it.
At the most mundane and daily levels people learn to assess themselves, to
apply “corrective” measures, and to feel that they are good, bad, healthy, or
productive by referencing functioning discourse.

For example, when students receive grades on their exams or report-cards,
they are being provided with a means for what they believe to be self-
assessment. There is a whole domain of language and meaning making at work
that includes, for example, notions of intelligence, of the value of hard work,
and of the importance of education. This textual weave of meaning-making-
terms is held together by a logic that relates each piece to the others. For ex-
ample, “hard work” produces “good grades” that indicate an “intelligence”
that needs and desires “education.” This text of différance that provides sig-
nificance to “grades” becomes a technology used like a lens or grid for diag-
noses of achievement, of ability, and therefore also of lack of potential, or
lack of applied effort. We teach students to take up this discourse, to make it
their own, and to narrate life in and around educational settings in terms of
this perception grid that orders, normalizes, and pathologizes.

Alternative discourses are always possible. For example, there is no law in
history that says that human beings will evaluate their worth based upon ex-
aminations of academic knowledges that have grown up within an institution
that is itself a complicated amalgamation dating back at least to Plato’s Acad-
emy. Viewed in contradistinction to all of the other possibilities for under-
standing oneself that might have developed and that did develop particularly
among non-Europeans, modern test taking and grading is an arbitrary and so-
cially arrived at outcome. Things might have been otherwise. To assess power,
then, means to understand who benefits from the habitualization (the reifica-
tion or normalization) of discourse about education, and, therefore, from the
institutionalization of subjectivities (professor, student, or “good” or “poor”
intellect) maintained in and by this discourse.

Consider that the importance of “good grades” still varies across American
subcultures. Some fathers are more concerned with how well their sons hit
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baseballs or with how “virtuous” their daughters are perceived to be. Self-
assessment in these households is carried out by reciting a rather different do-
main of language. In each of these instances, though, the subjectivities of
fathers, children, students, and teachers is constituted by narrative discourse
(by domains of textually related language deployed as grids or lenses that are
taken up and peered through) used as technologies that produce the signifi-
cance of people and their relationships.

The relative strength or power of particular subjectivities, then, is manu-
factured through socially learned and socially acquired discourses (by the im-
portance assigned to the different statuses accorded to those who fare well or
poorly on exams, to those sons who know how to hit a baseball and those who
do not, and to those daughters whose moral stature remains beyond reproach
and those who appear too interested in “immoral” pursuits). Discourse consti-
tutes that which is “moral” and “immoral” as well as what is quickly recogniz-
able as “ability” or “inability,” and this power to generate, emphasize, and
maintain the scorecards where subjectivities are taught and learned is pre-
cisely the constitutive (as opposed to the merely sanctioning, negating, cen-
soring) power that interests Foucault.

[ sometimes try to illustrate the political power contained in discourses by
asking my students to consider the history of their own self-assessments. For
example, what does it mean to be a “self-starter,” “kind of smart” (emotion-
ally) “strong,” or “open-minded.” Where did these characterizations come
from, historically? Are they related to the liberal notions of personhood that
appeared with the birth of capitalism? (Or has everyone everywhere always as-
sociated strength of personal character with an ability to display innovation
and perseverance in the pursuit of wealth?) Do they have anything to do with
the complex history of gender? (Why is it still the men in the classroom who
understand immediately that emotional vulnerability is not a desirable ac-
counting of oneself?) Does the political history of the European Enlighten-
ment continue to work behind-the-scenes in those self-celebrations (“open-
minded”) which enjoy not being associated with “prejudice” and “irrational
fear,” pathologies that probably became recognizable as part of the Enlighten-
ment era’s “overcoming” of Europe’s so-called Dark Ages?

Even the imprecise history that I have alluded to here suggests whole hosts
of bitterly contested political battles whose outcomes constitute discursive
conditions of possibility of my students’ self-descriptions.

Political Responsibility as Genealogy

The fights over “truth” found in these histories are, as Foucault and Nietz-
sche say, the “genealogy” of the contemporary discourses that these students
rely upon to describe “who [they] are.” “Where the soul pretends unification
or the self fabricates a coherent identity, the genealogist sets out to study the
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beginning—numberless beginnings whose faint traces and hints of color are
readily seen by an historical eye. The analysis of descent permits the disso-
ciation of the self, its recognition and displacement as an empty synthesis,
in liberating a profusion of lost events” (Foucault 1971/1977:145-46).

Understanding the conditions of the possibility of functioning discourse
(of technologies of power that are able to write particular forms of subjectiv-
ity into existence and to even force subjects to discipline themselves accord-
ing to the strictures of these discursive narrations) requires, Foucault tells us,
“liberating a profusion of lost events.”

When a genealogist hears authority claimed in the name of the pursuit of
truth, s/he wants to recover the lost events that will restore the political scars
that such pursuits always try to wash away and to forget. Here we see what Rit-
zer, and so many others, miss in Foucault’s critique of subjectivity. When he
argues that sociologists need “a theory of agency,” he means to say that we
need a theory about the nature of a truthful subjectivity that precedes and ex-
ceeds mere political battles.

But there can be no (general) theory of agency when all subjectivities can
be traced to focused concerns found among specific antagonists who were part
of “lost [we might say strategically forgotten] events.” The purveyors of these
general truths have to forget, to “fabricate,” and to “pretend” that their pro-
nouncements are not born in the dirt and blood of earthly politics because re-
membering would not allow them to claim “unification” and “coherence” for
some universal human agency. To recall (as a proponent and ally would insist
upon recalling) those who struggled against the victors and the victors’ narra-
tions would mean admitting a suppressed difference within such “fabricated”
and “coherent identity.”

To “liberate a profusion of lost events,” then, is to recover the dissent that
has been narrated away or tamed in the discourses spoken by the victors and
by the grandchildren of the victors. It is to “dissociate” and “displace” what
has always only been an “empty synthesis” conjured by those with the power
to spin truths. A genealogist wants to reappreciate the sites of struggles (the
“numberless beginnings whose faint traces and hints of color are readily seen
by an historical eye”) because s/he wants to reconnect these truth stories with
the often-wretched politics that spawned them. Understood as “a thing of this
world,” truth-telling discourse can be confronted by those whose “normalcy” it
tries to institutionalize. Genealogy exposes the power to narrate existence as a
political inheritance.

Those who project a single form of human subjectivity (e.g., a “soul,”
“species being,” “human nature,” or “theory of agency”) across the cornuco-
pia of ages, cultures, and languages (promulgating an “empty synthesis”),
and thereby find some culmination of progressing development outlined in
their own structural narrations, irresponsibly fail to interrogate this inheri-
tance. “In placing present needs at the origin, the metaphysician would con-
vince us of an obscure purpose that seeks its realization at the moment it
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arises. Genealogy, however, seeks to reestablish the various systems of sub-
jection: not the anticipatory power of meaning, but the hazardous play of
dominations” (Foucault 1971/1977:148).

Discourses change. The narrated significance of the present undergoes con-
stant revision, and understandings of the past are altered accordingly. In im-
precise and muddled layers, stories are built upon stories, and “present needs”
inevitably see themselves reflected “at the origin.” The competition to find
structural coherence in history means that new narrations subsume older nar-
rations, twisting them toward what are always believed to be better, more ad-
vanced, more comprehensive revelations of heretofore “obscure purposes,”’
logics, and patterns. Like an episode of the children’s game “telephone”
(where simple messages are passed from one ear to the next across long lines of
kids) that has been extended across centuries, sometimes parts of the past sto-
ries are left out entirely while aspects of still older, almost forgotten accounts
are imprecisely retrieved and put to use in current explanations.

The one constant in any of this is power, the power that is the right and
privilege of having one’s narrations taken seriously and adhered to. Beyond
this endless substitution of dominations, there are no metaphysical land-
marks, no absolute points of reference, only power wrested from earlier rul-
ers. Nevertheless, and as we shall see in the remaining chapters, the pursuit
of metaphysical ideals continues to generate those who claim to be “on the
right path.”

Not wishing to continue or “reestablish the various systems of subjection,’
poststructuralists intervene in discursive systems of domination, and one way
that we accomplish this intervention is by making a genealogical understand-
ing (a history of the “hazardous play of dominations”) available to those who
continue to be subjected to them. Genealogy is a repoliticization of discourse
that is current, working, and empowered and is one way in which poststructu-
ralists assume political responsibility.

Power, Assessment, and Terror

When discursive accounts are institutionalized, enforced, and believed, they
are inscribed on the day-to-day lives of everyday folks. One need only con-
sider the history of being black, brown, female, or gay in the United States to
understand that the power to define “normalcy” is an immense one. The his-
tory of truth is a history of terror. Truth has been the basis of every racism,
sexism, homophobia, and political witch-hunt. Slaveholders did not justify
their ownership of other human beings as simply the result of greater military
power or as a strength born of superior numbers. These racists believed that
they possessed truth about “the races” and justified the horror they produced

with science and religion. The bigots claimed (as they do today) to speak on
behalf of truth.
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The most horror-filled murders and indignities have been visited upon the
persons of those who succumbed (as the biblical Isaac almost did) to those
who believed (like Abraham) that they had a responsibility to truth. Women
being “naturally unsuited” to working outside the home, to enduring strenuous
athletic competitions, or to pursuing higher math and science was “truth” —
not politics. Claims that gay men and lesbians make “unfit mothers and
fathers” are still justified as “truth” —not politics. Claims that Indians do not
understand “the value of archaeology” are asserted as truth—not politics.
Claims that affirmative action equals “special privileges” for people of color
are everyday awarded the status of truth—not politics.

Truth is dangerous, then, precisely because its tellers seek to relieve them-
selves of their political responsibility. By insisting that an extra-social and
extra-political center demands their devotion, they minimize the far bigger
burden that poststructuralists are willing to bear.

Overcoming the history of terror fomented by pursuits of structuralist
truth means recognizing that all assessments are political acts. Making sense
and asking others to listen to that sense-making is an invocation of politi-
cal power. As I have already said, this request brings grave responsibility. It
brings a sense of responsibility that can no longer tolerate deferrals to some
metaphysics—which amounts to an irresponsibility, a cowering and hiding
from the immensity of post-Christian responsibility. To know is to partici-
pate in the ceaseless rendering of existence. A poststructuralist has to
understand something of the conditions of possibility (the genealogy) of
his/her narrations and to be aware of what effects might be set in motion by
her/his analyses.

As a poststructuralist, the whole point of my sociology is the possibility
contained in a political transgression.

... criticism is no longer going to be practiced in the search for formal structures
with universal value, but rather as a historical investigation into the events that
have led us to constitute ourselves and to recognize ourselves as subjects of what
we are doing, thinking, saying. . . . And this critique will be genealogical in the
sense that it will not deduce from the form of what we are what it is impossible
for us to do and to know; but it will separate out, from the contingency that has
made us what we are, the possibility of no longer being, doing, or thinking what
we are, do, or think. . .. It is seeking to give new impetus, as far and wide as pos-
sible, to the undefined work of freedom. (Foucault 1984/1997:125-26)

Freed from the obligation to pursue unobtainable structure in existence,
sociologists can turn all of our attention to the study, interrogation, and ma-
nipulation of productions of truth (“events that have led us to constitute
ourselves . . . as subjects of what we are doing, thinking, saying”) that ad-
versely affect those we care for and want desperately to defend. Think of the
amount of time and energy that has been spent chasing what never existed!
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How much more productive (in terms of focused advocacy for the poor and
for victims of discrimination) we might have been had we not always sought
to justify our work by dreaming of metaphysical validations (“the search for
formal structures with universal value”).

The possibilities are endless. If you are of a marginalized population, take
a moment to contemplate all of the family, friends, neighbors, and acquain-
tances who are or have been “welfare mothers,” “born out of wedlock,” “ex-
unskilled laborers,” “human capital,” “downsized,”

»
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con’s,” “convicted felons,
“illegal aliens,” “affirmative action cases,” “eco-freaks,” “thugs,” “sinners,” or
“anti-family.” Because I am no longer compelled to compare the inaccuracies
of these labels to some “really real” persons who precede and exceed the sub-
jectivities constituted in the discourses where these labels function (“will not
deduce from the form of what we are”), I look to intervene from within of-
fending discourses. Because I understand that these family members, friends,
neighbors, and fellow human beings are created in and by these labels and the
textual discourse that allows them to function (“the contingency that has
made us what we are”), | need not fight for their salvation in the name of
some never obtainable, extra-social “soul” or “true self” or sociological
“agency.” My fight begins not from esoteric discussions of methodological va-
lidity but from the particular discursive terrain already staked out in the de-
tails of political combat.6

A poststructuralist attacks by rereading the pronouncements of power in
ways that question the integrity of the empirical structure they claim to re-
flect. If I can show the social and political and historical (thus ultimately ar-
bitrary) qualities of the assumptions and supposed moral imperatives of my
opponents, | can turn the entire tide of political battles. Altering the narra-
tion by pointing to the political underpinnings of structuralist truth tellings
alters self-assessments as it disputes the power of the (narrative) accusations
that heretofore had their way in the production of subjectivities (those of my
family, friends, and political allies). The goal, then, is to open up the possibil-
ities of alternative understandings and thus of avenues to pursue progressive
political work.

With intellectual tools borrowed from Derrida, Foucault, and Nietzsche,
poststructuralists can help those we care about confront regimes of truth that
enslave them in disempowered subjectivities (“separate out . . . the possibility
of no longer being, doing, or thinking what we are, do, or think”).

Assumptions most vulnerable to attack are often those believed to be least
in need of defense. Almost by definition, structuralists rely upon the most re-
ified and naturalized of their suppositions to act as intellectual bedrock for
their narrations. Such extreme reification provides these foundational as-
sumptions with the appearance of “common sense” in their purveyors’ eyes.
Power, as we shall see in chapters 5 and 6, is most visibly displayed in that
which it takes most for granted.

NG
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Summary

Biblical estimations of responsibility have now been added to our earlier gene-
alogical accounting of the founding assumptions that continue to constitute
the subjectivity of modern sociologists. Claims of political paralysis suppos-
edly brought on by poststructuralist philosophy reflect the unexamined and
metaphysical desires inherited from Greek philosophy and Christian theology.
These inheritances have been taken up in detail in this chapter. My strategy
has been to turn the tables on structuralist declarations, arguing instead that
aspirations for sociological agency, normative frameworks, and essential cen-
ters of power are overly simple, faith-based longings inherited from theology.
Such reductions work to deny the abundance of possibilities that make life
rich with never fully estimable experiences.

On the other hand, an appreciation for poststructuralist arguments accom-
plishes exactly what the critics fear will be lost. The capacity for, and aware-
ness of, civic responsibility is dramatically increased with the demise of
Christian-derived notions of responsibility to fanciful, metaphysical ideals.
Poststructuralists have a much greater chance of effecting real political
change because we understand all knowledge to be political and therefore as-
sume political work to be our first and most important intellectual activity. We
no longer harbor even the distracting desire for the old notions of objectivity
in the pursuit of an extra-political social structure in existence. This chapter
renders the power that these structuralist cultural inheritances wield in the
lives of contemporary sociologists less compelling because, as C. Wright Mills
(1959:12) wrote, we can now “grasp history and biography and the relations
between the two within society.”

Although no longer interested in, as Foucault (1984/1997:126) put it,
“seeking to make possible a metaphysics that has finally become a science,” we
continue to be very much interested in making the history of power available
to those who continue to understand themselves (unwittingly) only as the
marginalized effects of its narrations. Thus we intend “to give new impetus, as
far and wide as possible, to the undefined work of freedom.” Chapters 5 and 6
are examples of a sociology informed by poststructuralism. Each takes respon-
sibility as a political intervention on behalf of racialized, ethnic, and cultural
minorities in the United States. However, before engaging in that political
work, we will take the time to reread the American sociological debate of the
1980s and 199os, using the insights to poststructuralist philosophy that we
have gained in chapters 1-3.



THE AMERICAN DEBATE
ON “POSTMODERNISM”

It is in view of justice and ethics as undeconstructible, as experiences
of the impossible, that legal and political decisions must be made,
empirically scrupulous but philosophically errant.
—Gayatri Spivak (1999:427)

Instead of appealing to reality to judge the truth of my
social discourse, I propose that we judge our
social stories by their consequences.
—Steven Seidman (1991b:188)

n the 1980s and 1990s, American sociologists embroiled themselves in an
anxious and bitter discussion of poststructuralism and what it meant for
the discipline. Yet, the voices of ethnic and racialized minorities were con-

spicuously absent from these conversations. This “debate” mostly consisted of
denouncements and attempts to control damage to the status of sociology as
disciplinary science. Almost always, these writings were the outcome of hur-
ried readings that missed the more radical elements of Foucaultian genealogy
and Derridean deconstruction. Consequently, a tremendous opportunity to
open up professional sociology to a far more diverse audience was missed. Dur-
ing the same period, Cultural Studies scholars and Postcolonial Critics—
many of whom were racialized, ethnic, and cultural minorities wielding tools
gleaned from reading Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida—had begun in-
tense and productive discussions with American and British anthropology.!
But American sociologists rarely saw these new fields as anything but threat-
ening. Indeed, the reactions of American sociologists routinely treated the
tenets of structuralist epistemology as if they were so obviously necessary as to
be beyond the pale of serious discussion.
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Although unable to recount the entire debate, here I work through some of
the major appraisals made by some of the most prominent American theo-
rists.2 These years saw a series of pronouncements about the dangers or limited
utility of “postmodernism.” I begin with arguments published in one of the
discipline’s most prestigious journals, the American Sociological Association’s
Sociological Theory.3 1 then critically assess writings by Patricia T. Clough
(1992a, 1992b), Norman K. Denzin (1986, 1990, 1994, 1997, 2001),
Charles Lemert (1997), and Yvonna S. Lincoln and Norman K. Denzin
(2000). The combined influence of these works on American sociologists is
hard to overstate. These discussions became “postmodernism” in American
sociological circles.

The Sociological Theory Debate

A central concern of these thinkers was to define difficult poststructuralist
works. If they were to be controlled, the challenges presented by poststructu-
ralist philosophers had to be definitively assessed and mined for any possible
positive contributions. Thus Richard H. Brown (1990) announced what he
termed “the postmodern turn in sociological theory” and wrote of “hope for
the creation of a new ethical ontology and normative epistemology” (188).
Here we see the now familiar structuralist assumption that meaningful socio-
logical analyses require an epistemological center. Brown suggests the neces-
sity of a new and postmodern center as the potential foundation of any moral
society that this difficult philosophy might help us to build. “. . . even after de-
constructive criticism has done its work, we still are faced with the challenge
of establishing cognitive authority and inventing positive values as central
elements of any rational moral polity” (1990:188).

Brown has missed the more radical features of deconstruction. He seems
unaware that it is the very notion of an epistemological center that is under
attack in Derrida’s writings. Nor does he seem to appreciate the contradiction
between his call for “inventing positive values” that would govern “any ra-
tional moral polity” and Foucault’s devastating attacks on authoritative pro-
ductions of “healthy,” “sane,” and “moral” subjectivities.

Indeed for Brown, the Platonic and Cartesian self—understood as a self-
contained and complete presence, as a self-directing “agency” —remains
wholly intact. “Because individuals are the loci from which practices take their
empowerment,” Brown (1990: 193-94) tells us, “the ontological status of
human agents is a central condition for rhetorical awareness and practice.”

Poststructuralism, as it is articulated here, amounts to little more than a
new addition to an already well-established Interactionist tradition in Ameri-
can sociology. In fact, Brown explicitly links what he labels “the rhetorical or
textualist metaphor” (199o:194) to the writings of George Mead, Erving Goff-
man, and Harold Garfinkel. Reality, in this tradition, is “an accomplishment,”
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based on recognized sets of meanings that are negotiated in interactions
among sociological agents in any particular setting. This reduction of post-
structuralism to Symbolic Interactionism and Ethnomethodology makes it
clear that Brown completely misses the de-centering of subjectivity contained
in Derridean and Foucaultian philosophy. Consequently, he also does not rec-
ognize the serious challenges that this deconstruction presents to the empiri-
cism of Interactionist sociologies.* He does not see that the epistemological
discipline demanded by ethnographic methodologies is under serious chal-
lenge and so offers no real discussion of it.

In contrast, much of the ensuing struggle unleashed in the pages of the
nation’s preeminent theory journal can be read as reactions to the poststructu-
ralist affirming provocations of Seidman (1991a, 1991b, 1992). Seidman
clearly “gets it.” He grasps not only the details of difficult philosophy but also
the consequences for institutionalized, American sociology. “To revitalize
sociological theory requires that we renounce scientism—that is, the increas-
ingly absurd claim to speak the Truth, to be an epistemically privileged dis-
course. . . . Postmodernism gives up the modernist idol of human emancipa-
tion in favor of deconstructing false closure, prying open present and future
possibilities, detecting fluidity and porousness in forms of life where hege-
monic discourses posit closure and a frozen order” (1ggr1a:131).

Although Seidman does not go so far as to label the search for “closure and
... frozen order” a structuralist “superstition,” as I did in chapter 3, he never-
theless understands this quest for structure as an impediment to furthering the
political relevance of sociology. Indeed he refers to the dubious idea that the
discovery of structure will one day bring about “human emancipation” as a
“modernist idol.”

Seidman’s writings from this period had a huge impact on me as a newly
minted Ph.D. and assistant professor. As I have already disclosed, the sociol-
ogy | had learned to that point was of no real concern to the loggers and In-
dians that are my family. Sociology might help me understand them from a dif-
ferent vantage, but it was largely irrelevant within the conversations about
things that mattered to us. Speaking and thinking the language of theoretical
abstraction was more hindrance than help. Esoteric concepts created social
and cultural gulfs where none existed before.

My family has never made any secret of their pride in my academic accom-
plishments. Aunts, uncles, cousins, and friends came from as far away as Mon-
tana to attend my oral defense, and the party afterward lasted through the
night and well into the next day. However, they are also quite clear that they
do not need my “book learning” to make their problems relevant and real. |
will never forget the reaction of one of my best friends from home to an aca-
demic analysis offered by a fellow graduate student during the festivities fol-
lowing my graduation. I saw it coming from across the large table but chose
not to intervene in the five-minute long academic oratory being displayed for
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eight to ten Indians. Finally, my friend Raven had had enough. Taking a big
swig of beer and setting his glass emphatically on the table, he proclaimed:
“you don’t know shit!” The Natives erupted in laughter, the graduate student
looked embarrassed, and the conversation quickly veered in a new direction.

Seidman’s poststructuralism spoke directly to this cultural gap between pro-
fessional sociologists and the populations we all hope our work helps. As he
wrote, “When one appeals solely to the truth of a discourse to authorize it in-
tellectually and socially, one represses reflection on its practical-moral mean-
ing and its social consequences. A discourse that justifies itself solely by epis-
temic appeals will not be compelled to defend its conceptual decisions on
moral and political grounds” (19gr1a:135).

Seidman pointed to the cultural and discursive properties of sociological
writings. As narrative, he argued, sociology is inherently no more correct than
those supplied in the languages of other cultural representations. Seidman
understands that sociologists’ political and civic efficacy are compromised by
insisting on the centrality of our own discourses (by continuing to insist on
the possibility of epistemology). And, he pointed to the logically subsequent
understanding that claims to speak the truth on behalf of all of humanity
have always been inextricably linked to colonialist politics.

Although Seidman writes convincingly in these journal articles of the ben-
efit of abandoning the fruitless search for essential and universal human
agency, his critique remains dependent on the imagery of a rational, free-
thinking, individualism. Consider the following quotations: “We need to shift
from an essentialist language of self and agency to conceiving of the self as
having multiple and contradictory identities, community affiliations, and so-
cial interests” (19912a:142). And then, “Our value would be both in providing
socially informed analyses that would be useful to partisans and in promoting
uncoerced public moral discussion in the face of various partisans who repeat-
edly act to restrict such elaborated discourse. We would become defenders of an
elaborated reason against the partisans of closure and orthodoxy, and of all
those who try to circumvent open public moral debate by partisan or founda-
tional appeals” (143).

But how can one have “multiple and contradictory identities” and also be
“uncoerced”? The latter quote seems to suggest some neutral site for conversa-
tion, some place where “elaborated reason” would be uniformly recognizable
and appreciated by all those championing “open public moral debate.” Yet, if
Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida are correct, there is no uncoerced space,
no centered forum of “elaborated” reasoning where “open” debate can hap-
pen. All reasoning functions textually and genealogically. All persuasive ar-
ticulations are fundamentally political. Indeed, this is precisely why we have
“multiple and contradictory identities.” We exist in multiple and competing
social relationships, and those relationships, maintained textually and discur-
sively, are the possibility of any agency.
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Arguments (“public moral discussion”) must refer and link themselves,
again textually and genealogically and strategically, to other meanings, logics,
and imagery if they are to carry the political day. And this “elaboration” is po-
tentially infinite, always open to extending beyond what participants in such
a forum might deem properly “moral” debate.

[ would suggest that Seidman’s deference to “uncoerced public . . . discus-
sion” takes its appeal from the European and American celebration of individ-
ualism. The victories of the European Enlightenment institutionalized a par-
ticular form of human subjectivity—a Cartesian intellect awarded the
political rights of the eighteenth-century bourgeoisie. This subjectivity, one
that became the basis of modern republics, was of course drawn (genealog-
ically) from the Renaissance fascination with classical Greece® and from
Christian theology. In this sense, then, Seidman’s allusion to “uncoerced”
space holds out hope for what, only a few pages earlier, he called a “modernist
idol of human emancipation.” As poststructuralist sociologists, I believe we
are better off figuring any subjectivity as a consequence of “the hazardous play
of dominations,” as we heard Foucault suggest in chapter 3. There will be no
end to politics. And political acumen is what professional sociologists should
develop. There will be no extended rest in any extra-political center and dis-
cursive contention is forever with us.

Although she goes on to draw quite unwarranted conclusions, Mary E Rog-
ers (1992) quickly identifies and attacks this inconsistency. Accusing Seidman
of “retain[ing] modernist hopes while rejecting modernist methods,” Rogers
(233) asserts that he “localizes ‘objectivity’ but does not erase it as an achiev-
able end.” “Postmodernism,” she says, “promises little more than to miniatur-
ize modernist hopes” (234). Ultimately, she concludes, Seidman’s case for a
more politically responsible sociology “rests on a vision of ‘community’ emble-
matic of the narrator’s desires” (232).

These are serious charges, but they quickly spin into what would become in
subsequent years very common and shortsighted assessments of poststructural-
ist philosophy. Rogers reasons that Seidman’s claim that scientific sociology
has become increasingly removed from the everyday problems of those he
cares about says far more about his elite status and access to elitist theory than
about anything related to the actual political relevance of structuralist sociol-
ogy. In tones of martyrdom, Rogers indicts Seidman, and presumably post-
structuralists everywhere, for abandoning the real work of the undergraduate
classroom in favor of obscure, removed, poststructuralist philosophy. “I leave
the metatheoretical storytelling to those at some sort of heady remove from
the backwaters of higher education, where enchantment comes hard but does
come, even in theory classrooms” (1992:240).

As I have noted, poststructuralist philosophy can be quite difficult to read.
Many American critics of the last decade jumped to the conclusion that this
difficulty signals snobbishness and pampered retreat into intellectual enclaves
not available to mere mortals. Thus for Rogers (1992:231), poststructuralist
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writings amounted to “rhetoric and metatheoretical gesticulations” best ex-
plained by poststructuralists’ own “professional locations, including their rela-
tive disengagement from undergraduates.”

Given the well-documented attraction of many racialized, sexualized, eth-
nic, immigrant, and cultural minorities to poststructuralist writings, this was,
and is, a brazenly uninformed attack. Indeed, Rogers has to all but ignore
Seidman’s (1991b) extended and eloquent explanation of why and how post-
structuralist philosophy helped him conceptualize a more sophisticated and
egalitarian political understanding of the diversity in gay communities. His
analysis is explicitly and rigorously linked to the gaps he finds between “on the
ground” political organizing in these communities and the content of profes-
sional sociology journals and meetings. And, Seidman (1992:255) points out,
the most emphatic structuralists are themselves famous precisely because of
their “tie[s] to the elite conference/journal circuit.”

This said, Seidman’s (1992) response to Roger’s more substantive criticism
is not entirely satisfying. He reads her attack as being primarily about “linguis-
tic inconsistency” (1992:256). “Modernism” and “Postmodernism,” here, ap-
pear as two distinct and discreet historical periods whose constituent lan-
guages, in a perfect academic world, would be clearly separated one from the
other. Thus he admits to being mired in language and concepts that he none-
theless hopes one day to leave behind. “Rogers, I think, would agree that a dis-
cursive strategy whose aim it is to depart from the dominant conventions will
often draw on these conventions. This is so because there is often a lag or a
strain between conceptual innovation and linguistic usage” (256).

No such disjuncture is possible. We cannot escape “the modern” and re-
move ourselves to a purity of “the postmodern” anymore than we might ren-
der ourselves definitively “post-Christian.” The desire for escape to a place of
new clarity is more productively understood as a replaying of Greek and
Christian metaphysical aspirations (as well as what I have called “self-
loathing”), and precisely at the moment when these faith-based desires should
be thrown into crisis. The quest also implies that as theorists we might adopt
some disciplined (epistemological) vantage from where to assess what is “mod-
ern” and what is “postmodern,” not unlike some Marxian claims to assess
“modes of production” from a privileged site of “dialectical totality.”®

Jeffrey C. Alexander’s (1991) contribution to the Sociological Theory debate
might be considered the prototype for another of the recurring structuralist at-
tacks of later years. His claim is that structuralists’ epistemological beliefs are
equal to the very possibility of meaningful knowledge and therefore politics.
Labeling the challenges from poststructuralist philosophy as a “discourse of
suspicion” (149), Alexander insists on a thoroughly indefensible line of de-
marcation between “the theorist’s particular lifeworld and the particular per-
spective of his or her social group” (147). Maintaining that the policing of
this separation is basic to any “claim to reason,” and thus to “the real nature of
sociological theory,” he argues that within this (metaphysical) dream lies
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sociology’s hope for “contributions to empirical research” and to “society at
large.” Alexander is concerned that “knowledge” could be reduced to perspec-
tive. The disciplined sociologist must maintain his quest for an extra-political
vantage, because only through this separation can sociologists “achieve a per-
spective on society which is more extensive and more general” than the lay-
person whose views are hopelessly prejudiced by her own “social group” (147).

But how can a theorist expect to definitively distinguish between his “par-
ticular life world” and the “perspective of his or her social group”? And where do
we begin to erect the borders said to define any social group? The problems of
defining what constitutes a social class are notoriously intractable, particularly
among Marxian sociologists. Race is certainly a no less contested notion. One
does not have to be an expert in feminist theory to recognize that quite brilliant
women share precious little agreement about “the feminine.” Who is in and who
is out of a group can only always reflect social prejudices and politics.

If neither the “social group” nor the “particular life world” (of the disci-
plined individual sociologist) has an inherent structure—if neither have es-
sences that can be placed beyond their extended genealogical generation—
then their status as isomorphic structures is a fantasy.

The basic premises of Alexander’s analysis belie a failure to comprehend
the radical critique of structuralism’s subject/object binary. For Alexander,
poststructuralism exists within the age-old struggle between subjective and ob-
jective understandings, and therefore is nothing particularly new. Instead of
recognizing that the binary itself is being de-centered, Alexander sees only a
misguided attempt to institutionalize the subjective side (“solipsism”) and to
abandon the objective side. “Power and desire are the sole basis for knowledge
only if the subjective and objective dimensions of knowledge are sundered
one from the other. If impersonal understanding is cut off from personal
knowledge, neither can be connected to the traditions or institutions that sus-
tain universalism. The effect is to undermine the theoretical project to hu-
manize the world. . . .”(1991:149).

How can one have carefully read Derrida, Foucault, Friedrich Nietzsche,
Spivak, or Homi K. Bhabha and still uncritically invoke Cartesian notions of
“subjectivity” and “objectivity”? Alexander’ reaction to poststructuralist phi-
losophy assumes the very premises that poststructuralism undermines. He does
not say that “subjectivity” and “objectivity” must be defended against those
who embrace their deconstruction; rather, he assumes their ontological status
and then objects to what he imagines is merely an attempt at their separation
(“sundered one from the other”). Predictably, his prescription amounts to a re-
invigorated effort to police the binary’s untenable borders.

Alexander (1991:150) understands challenges to his authority to be “not
only anti-intellectual but downright dangerous.” If he is stripped of his
power, if his insistence that structuralist depictions of existence are “imper-
sonal” and “outside discourse” is effectively challenged, then social criticism
will be reduced to “the rule of force” (151). But again, Alexander has missed
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the fundamental point. Force is all there has ever been. Empiricist claims to ob-
jectively describe the real (“impersonal”) in existence have never existed out-
side the parameters of power. On the contrary, the far-reaching, permeating
power of structuralists’ “rule of force” can still be measured by the extent to
which this ruse goes unquestioned.

To claim that one’s ways are what should be natural and normal for every-
one is to claim great power over others, and such claims are a foundation of
colonialism. Surely, ethnic and cultural minorities of many marginalized
stripes are justified in asking: how dare Alexander refer to social science that
has categorized us, defined us, and brutally governed us as “impersonal”? The
power that colonizers enjoy has always been justified through their ability to
deny the cultural and political qualities of their own narratives.

Robert J. Antonio’s (1991) reaction to Seidman’s provocations, published
in the same round of Sociological Theory editions, represents a more careful
reading of poststructuralist challenges. Antonio understands what is at stake.
Nevertheless, he tends to echo Alexander’s assumption that structuralist epis-
temology is the only possible basis for civic efficacy among sociologists.
Antonio’s response can be read as what would become still another standard
reaction by American sociologists to poststructuralist writings.

Antonio is not bothered by poststructuralist philosophy per se; rather, it is
the consequences of “the postmodern turn” that he finds unacceptable. Much
of his reaction, then, is focused on articulating the dangers of poststructuralist
criticisms and the consequent need to encircle and contain them by protect-
ing established sociological epistemologies.

Antonio’s initial and most forceful move is to tear what he calls “radical
postmodernism” away from other less frightening theorists. Although he
points, only in passing, to “scholarly circles” that embrace “truth-seeking
norms,” scholars who might therefore “forge an authentically postmodern atti-
tude,” he never tells us exactly who these less than radical postmodernists are
(1991:159). And we are left to wonder what the self-contradicting phrase “au-
thentically postmodern” could mean.

For Antonio, the attack on essentialist subjectivities and pursuits of objec-
tive truth is “radical postmodernism.” Despite the fact that these sentiments
are broadly shared by many poststructuralists from various academic disci-
plines, Antonio proceeds as if this “radical” strand is reducible to the works of
Jean Baudrillard (1983a, 1983b, 1987). We can get a feel for the flavor of
Antonio’s objections by quoting a long passage in which he summarizes “post-
modern culture.”

The explosive and nearly random production of signs, information, events,
and spectacles in the new media-generated semiotic orders transforms culture
into a mere “precession” of images detached from any underlying social real-
ities. History, politics, power, and social reality itself are all dissolved in the
vortex of disembodied “simulacra.” Normative and empirical truth claims
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have no “referents” and therefore no meaning or authority. In this sense, the
radical perspectivism of the storytelling approach to knowledge is itself imma-
nent in the ever-changing, superficial, fragmented, and vacuous pastiche con-
stituting postmodern culture. (1991:155-56)

Antonio cannot help but associate the loss of epistemological certainty
with frightening (“explosive” and “vortex of disembodied”) chaos. Instability
in textual economies of meaning becomes a “nearly random production of
signs.” But Antonio is wrong to suggest that a lack of certainty equals random-
ness. Foucault and Nietzsche certainly intended no such conclusion. Indeed,
the opening sentence of Foucault’s essay on genealogy begins: “Genealogy is
gray, meticulous, and patiently documentary” (1971/1977:139). Likewise, Spi-
vak (1999:427), in the epigraph to this chapter, describes “political decisions”
as “empirically scrupulous.” Documenting the history of European cultural
phantasms is rigorously empirical work, and this important interrogation does
not mean that these elaborate creations lose all power to signify.

Disputing the Platonic, Christian, and Cartesian subject/object ontology is
not the same thing as claiming that all is random and relative. Just because I
come to understand that this binary and its many replications are always social
constructions does not mean that all commonly shared understandings sud-
denly and summarily dissolve. Although the subject/object ontology might at
first glance seem like something that smart people cannot do without, the
alarm in Antonio’s reaction is more productively understood as a loss of com-
fort. Disrupting the ontological status of this binary is not, as he portends, the
end of all human reasoning. If the debunking of imaginary centers were as
devastating as Antonio believes, atheism would have long since destroyed the
world. The nineteenth century’s scientific successes were built on teachings of
seventeenth century philosophers whose motivations poured forth from the
depths of their theological aspirations; yet, the later thinkers’ open attacks on
God did not result in a “random production of signs.”

Similarly, poststructuralists teach that the disciplined search for founda-
tional epistemology is an unrealizable and faith-based quest; but we do not ac-
cept that the critique of its metaphysical premises results in a normative void
(“no meaning or authority”). In fact, it is precisely the “meticulous and pa-
tiently documentary” study of these European superstitions that allows
poststructuralists’ work to resonate with intellectuals from marginalized com-
munities. The poststructuralist critique of structuralist social science will re-
sult (is already resulting) in supplementations of older assumptions, but it
would be foolish to think it will or should result in some pure poststructuralism
(“postmodern culture”), purged of all that was structural.

Our ability to doubt the Christian God’s status as “underlying . . . reality” re-
mains the condition of possibility of our intelligent examination of the politi-
cal consequences of others’ faith in this God. And, the deconstruction of es-
sential subjects and objects is the possibility of our productive analyses of the
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consequences of belief in this old binary. If we simply assume the necessity and
correctness of these Greek and Christian inheritances (as Alexander and An-
tonio do), we relinquish our ability to think critically about epistemology and
its effects. This, it seems to me, is irresponsible. And, again, our interrogations
will not lead to a relativistic inability to share signs, symbols, and meaning.

Antonio extrapolates the loss of epistemological certainty to “a vortex of
disembodied simulacra.” A vortex is a centered place of violent swirling water
or air where things disappear and are lost. A reality of material subjects and ob-
jects may still exist, Antonio warns, but they are in danger of being swallowed
up and lost to a postmodern swirl of unstable discourse. Simulacra are images of
other images. So, Antonio is upset that the presumed distinction and relation-
ship between mere images (signs, symbols, and phrases) and the real, essential,
physical pieces of reality that they are said to represent is being questioned.

As I have already said, Antonio does not argue with poststructuralist anal-
ysis per se; it is the outcome that scares him. The subject/object binary is now
written as ideal/material. Objectivity, here, is said to exist not in the abstract
world of ideas but in the material experiences of the physical body. Many
structuralist sociologists, most notably Marxists, who are themselves indebted
to Aristotelian attacks on Platonic idealism, have reversed the order of prefer-
ence in the binary. In either instance, the premises remain the same. Antonio
might well lament the loss of a very old cultural presumption, but he should
not imagine that the material/ideal binary is basic to our civic future. To fear
that all will become “disembodied simulacra” is to cling to an ancient theolog-
ical duality that it is high time sociologists learned to seriously question.

Labeling poststructuralism “radical perspectivism,” Antonio worries that
the loss of centered epistemological foundations reduces sociology to the
“superficial” and “vacuous.” Without its Greek and Christian cultural inheri-
tances, sociology becomes “primarily . . . a projection of assertive self-
expression giv[ing] license to undisciplined, self-indulgent, whimsical, and
grossly partisan points of view” (158). This loss of substance, in turn, cannot
help but foster a climate of “ennui” (19g91:155). Like Alexander, Antonio
maintains that sociologists’ political efficacy is tied to a successful defense of
structuralist epistemology. Without the status and power that comes with
placing their cultural inheritances beyond doubt, cynicism and despair
(“ennui”) follow.

Another way to think critically about these accusations is to turn them
back on the accusers. For example, as we will see in chapter 5, these senti-
ments sound a great deal like those of American Indians who are outraged by
what they perceive to be white scientists’ arrogance and narcissism. Native
activists have no difficulty labeling scientists’ claims to being the sole pro-
prietors of truth as “self-indulgent” and “grossly partisan.” And ennui is far
too tame a term for the deep despair that Indian people feel over European
American scientists’ refusal to return our dead to their graves—a refusal that
scientists locate firmly in the assumed priority of their quest for objective
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truth. If cultural others do not accept European American scientists’ claim to
being the authoritative providers of “normative and empirical truth,” does
this make us “whimsical” and “undisciplined”?

As we shall see, there does not seem to be any two ways about this. Either
Antonio and like-minded defenders of Greek/Christian metaphysics are jus-
tified in their claims, or these Indians are culturally backward. How else are we
to read Antonio’s (1991:159) claim to “nurture[e] the cool detachment from
the self necessary for sober calculation of consequences and for empathetic at-
tention to the views, needs, and suffering of others”? Either structuralist epis-
temology is a cultural universal that scientists rightly employ in “empathetic
attention” to Indians’ “suffering” or Antonio suffers from an inability to think
reflexively about his own cultural inheritances.

Seidman’s (1991b:159) response to Alexander and Antonio makes exactly
this point. “. . . if pressed to justify particular social norms and ideals, we can
reply only in an ethnocentric mode that they promote the kind of society we
value and want to perpetuate, ultimately because it is our society. In my view,
we cannot give compelling reasons for the kind of society we want beyond say-
ing that it is our society, that its history, traditions, and conventions have
given us a sense of identity, coherence, and purpose.” Assuming Seidman is
right, the moral thing to do is to expand the “our” of “our society” to include
not just American Indians but marginalized peoples of many kinds. Admit-
tedly, this takes courage. (Recall the epigraph from Derrida that opened chap-
ter 3: “Who will dare call duty a duty that owes nothing, or better . . . that
must owe nothing?”).

Spivak is making much the same point when she says, “It is in view of jus-
tice and ethics as undeconstructible, as experiences of the impossible, that
legal and political decisions must be made, empirically scrupulous but philo-
sophically errant” (1999:427).

The ancient Greeks and the Christians who came after, wanted epistemic
and moral foundations. This was the whole purpose of philosophy and theology.
Their “duty” was to these foundations, foundations that were to be the basis of
“legal and political decisions.” Because Derrida and Spivak recognize that no
such foundations exist, they also see that “justice and ethics,” and our “duty” to
them are antithetical to the quest for philosophical certainty. In fact, justice and
ethics, if they are to include all of us, must be “philosophically errant.”

How are those of us who are decidedly not Christian, those of us who sci-
ence labels “irrational,” to get “justice” from those whose foundations we are
made to struggle against? Years ago, before I read Foucault and Derrida, I was
asked by a fellow graduate student if I knew Indians who “still believed in
ghosts.” In the midst of a graduate seminar in Hegelian Marxism and on a
night when “ethics” and responsibility to cultural others was the topic of our
discussion, the question was meant to elicit an example of the need for cul-
tural sensitivity, even as, classroom sentiment held, the workers’ revolution
would press ahead. I was caught off guard, but I muttered an unapologetic
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endorsement of individual Indians who I admire, think to be intelligent, and
who believe not only in ghosts but also in the proclivity of the dead for visit-
ing in nocturnal dreams. The result was a shared embarrassment—my
classmates’ for me and mine for over my own confusion.” If I had any lingering
doubts, after that moment I never again failed to recognize sociology as a
thoroughly cultural enterprise.

Can I believe that my oldest and dearest friend, who has been dead for
years, visits me in my sleep, and be a sociologist? If being a sociologist means
that I must spend my life in pursuit of an objective truth that all right-minded
intellectuals can see and verify, then the answer is a resounding no. How could
sociologists like Alexander and Antonio ever accept the veracity of my dead
friend’s visits? Their faith demands that they not believe in what they cannot
recognize from within the dictates of their own disciplined epistemology.
What then of a cross-cultural “duty” to “justice and ethics”?

When my young nephew died, one of our Klamath elders stood before his
still open grave and spoke to a group of about fifty Indians and white folks who
know and understand Klamath people. He told us my nephew would “guide
his mom and dad if they would let him.” My brother and our father nodded ap-
preciatively. No one laughed. No one snickered. No one whispered any
doubts. If anyone thought our elder primitive or backward, they didn’t give
any indication that they felt that way.

How could the findings of structuralist sociology ever center a “just and
ethical” society that could treat these Klamath Indians as other than curious
outliers with no real capacity for serious work on serious matters? Sociology
that insists on the primacy of its own extended, cultural inheritances will
never be able to treat cultural others as equals. The issue has never been truth
and falsity, as Foucault repeatedly and carefully (“scrupulously”) documents.
The crux of the matter has always been raw power. Alexander and Antonio
are protecting a “regime of truth” (Foucault 1977:133). They are protecting
their privilege, their power, and their dominance over other peoples. As such,
they should not imagine that they are substantially different from the many
colonial truth tellers who preceded them.

“Justice and ethics,” as they must be thought where inclusion of differ-
ence is genuine, cannot be the exclusive domain of Alexander, Antonio,
and their structuralist colleagues. Moral laws cannot be formulated; moral-
ity, where cultural others are present, cannot exist as a calculus or centered
system. As Greek, Christian, and social scientific foundations, “justice and
ethics” are impossible. Moral and ethical behaviors in intercultural do-
mains are, structurally speaking, “experiences of the impossible.” When In-
dians and anthropologists sit down to talk as equals, they do so in open-
ended, discursive spaces, and these interactions take place without
guarantees. They are never reducible to philosophical laws, to centers.
They are “undeconstructable” because they defy a concrete, extra-cultural,
extra-political location.8
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When Klamath people make decisions with the help of the dead, decisions
that can sometimes be said to be about “justice and ethics,” Antonio would no
doubt label these “whimsical,” “undisciplined,” and as lacking respect for “nor-
mative and empirical truth.” Yet to be “empirically scrupulous,” as Spivak in-
tends, is to closely observe and genuinely respect differences. Refusing to hon-
estly (scrupulously) explore and accept the value of other peoples’ ways of
knowing will only further the intercultural insignificance of American sociology.

[ see no reason for structuralists to expect that their assumed privilege as
unique purveyors of universal truth should continue. It is no longer sufficient
for them to simply state their disdain and fears over the loss of their epistemo-
logical center. The debate should turn away from “appeals to reality to judge
the truth” of their epistemology and toward assessments of the “conse-
quences” of their “social stories,” as we heard Seidman suggest in the second
epigraph to this chapter.

Lemert: Kissing Postmodern Freaks and Frogs

Lemert’s (1991, 1992, 1997) writings on poststructuralist challenges to Ameri-
can sociology are well known and widely read. Although he contributed to
this journal debate, I have chosen to focus my remarks on a later book, where
his thoughts about “postmodernism” are more comprehensively provided. In
Postmodernism Is Not What You Think (1997), Lemert assesses the tremendous
hostility with which poststructuralist philosophy was rejected in American so-
ciology departments in the 198os and 19g9os. In his opening chapter, “Beasts,
Frogs, Freaks, and Other Postmodern Things,” Lemert outlines and chides
these attacks for being overwrought, overdone, and somewhat misguided.
“Though the number of professional sociologists who claim actually to be
postmodernists is small in ratio to the whole, the number of occasions upon
which the subject is mentioned, often oddly out of context, is great. It is not
uncommon for solicited reviews of scholarly articles or books, even of tenure
and promotion cases, to contain unsolicited evaluations judging the merits of
a case by the degree of its perceived proximity to (bad!) or from (good!) post-
modernism” (1997:5-6).

Lemert wants his colleagues to stop being afraid of these writings. He thinks
this rashness that often is expressed as a loathing stops American sociologists
from learning from cultural others writing outside of sociology departments.
(He singles out Edward Said as one example of these important thinkers.) This
fear is rooted, Lemert surmises, in a lack of careful, sociological assessment.

Like myself, Lemert invokes Mill’s concept of the sociological imagination
as a method for reading the fierceness of the American attack on French post-
structuralism. He recognizes that a loss of privilege is underway, and he even
suggests Derrida’s “Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of the Human
Sciences™ as the moment when this de-centering of privilege was announced.
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Structuralist social science was centered in the experiences of white, middle-
class, men. Consequently, Lemert maintains, the subsequent assault on sup-
posed epistemological agreement—carried out by cultural others wielding
weapons provided by Derrida, and his teacher, Foucault—was inevitable. In
the tradition of Mills, Lemert wants his privileged colleagues to understand
their hostility as an outgrowth of larger social and historical circumstances.
“We who are thus set apart, having formerly set ourselves above, watch with
fear, anger, or anxious understanding the others—those peoples who, having
suffered the indignity of the dominant culture’s imposition of its culture on
them, break the silence: feminists, ethnic rebels, gays and lesbians. . . . Identity
politics, even when not called by this name is a near universal possibility
whenever an imperium, having succeeded for a while, even a long while, loses
its grip on the silence in which it once thrived” (1997:130-31).

But Lemert resigns himself to the disruptions brought by these new voices
only begrudgingly. He hopes for “a third way.” He shares in the lament of “the
nostalgics” who wish for a return to an “ideal past,” but he also respects the
“epiphanies” of the “feminist, queer, race-based, ethnic . . . identity politics”
which he playfully but paternalistically labels “postmodernish freaks and
frogs” (1997:148).

The alternative is what Lemert calls “prophetic visionaries” (1997:152-53).
These third-way prophets are said to be visionary because they successfully
merge the competing visions of cultural others with the old, liberal dreams of
unified, moral structures. These thinkers (the most well-known among sociol-
ogists being William Julius Wilson) are said to embrace “practical reason” and
“the entrepreneurial rationality of the modern order” (152-53).

Although Lemert concludes his text by acknowledging that “postmodern-
ism cannot be thought through” (1996:164), the book nonetheless reads as an
attempt to define, and thereby contain, the poststructuralist impulse among
marginalized peoples. The “postmodern,” for Lemert, is little more than a large
and pain-inflicting bump in the historical road traveled by the glorious West-
ern civilizations. And he can invoke this tone only because he hears the pro-
tests of the marginalized as a recent awakening (“epiphanies”). Our silence,
Lemert suggests, was ours and it was self-chosen. He seems not to understand
the very real difference between silence at the margins and systematically
maintained deafness at the center.

People of color have always spoken and spoken loudly and strongly. Lemert
mostly misses this history. He suggests, and this feels patronizing, that all will
be well if his privileged colleagues will just invite the margins into the center.
As he says, “they are the frogs that might become the princes of some other
good world, if only we could kiss them” (1997:164).

The liberal dream of e pluribus unum, then, can be renegotiated and rein-
vigorated if the big tent of the republic, and American sociology, can simply
be expanded. Again, this means that Lemert and other privileged members
must do their moral duty and help those of us from the cultural wilderness find
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our voices. “The colonized—whether natives of our lands like those in the
United States confined to reservations of economic deprivation, or those sim-
ilarly marginalized in Europe’s former colonies—must learn over time to
awaken themselves to a world in which questions and talk are, at least, rela-
tively free of risk” (1997:124). As this passage indicates, by the last fifty pages
of the book, Lemert seems to have forgotten his earlier observation about the
dangers of questioning epistemological centers. But tenure decisions and hos-
tile reviews of one’s scholarly writings are minor problems relative to the long
history of colonial oppression underwritten by epistemology and normative
truth regimes.

What of the long sordid history of bigoted attacks on so-called pagan peo-
ples of the world? What of the self-appointed “civilizers” of the “backward”
and “primitive”? How can Lemert, or Alexander, or Antonio miss the fact that
the innumerable assaults on nonbelievers perpetrated under these banners
were led by zealots who knew where the center was and were committed to de-
fending it at all bloody costs. Even today, the exhausting and exasperating
struggle against those who tell us that “we are one nation under God” or that
“the Constitution means the same thing now as it did two hundred years ago”
has to be fought on a daily basis. Forever, it seems, we are to be under attack by
those who claim to know or to have discovered where the real center lies. If it
is not their God speaking to them, then it is empirical reality self-representing
in ways that only their disciplined eyes are qualified to record.

Lemert’s prophets, it turns out, are not anything stunningly different from
epistemological business as usual. Although not cited by Lemert, his answer to
poststructuralist challenges is little more than an apologetic retreat into so-
called standpoint epistemologies.!® The quest for objectivity need only be ex-
panded and clarified. The Greek dialectic survives and supersedes the post-
structuralist challenge.

Lemert’s last chapter reduces serious cross-cultural confrontations (and it
is not exaggerating to say that we are speaking of life and death) to a meta-
phor that rhetorically minimizes the contest, reassuring his privileged col-
leagues that the assault from the margins can be contained. The discomfort,
Lemert suggests, is not unlike moving from a familiar home to a new house. It
will take awhile for us to get comfortable in our new dwelling, and the un-
packing process inevitably yields “things long hidden from memory” that “es-
cape from under sofa cushions or behind an old furnace” (1997:158). The
“prophetic visionaries” can succeed in preserving a comfortable epistemolog-
ical home; but to do so, Lemert counsels, they must “reject Audrey Lorde’s fa-
mous beastly claim that one cannot rebuild the master’s house with the
master’s tools” (153).

It is difficult to know whether Lemert’s rubbing out of deconstruction’s most
productive lessons is intentional, because he too fundamentally misunder-
stands Derrida’s most provocative teachings. Although too much to recount
here, we can quickly recall that Derrida is pointing out why it is a mistake to
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believe that the meanings of things reside within them (as inherent essences).
He attributes this mistake to the apparent self-presence found in the voice
(“logocentrism”). The knower (subject) and the known (object) are always
only unstable outcomes of extended and never fully present text. Thus the
spoken voice and the complete presence it seems to suggest also rely on
writing-like relationships (différance) to other meanings that are not present.
The pursuit of the “real meaning of things,” then, can never be satisfied. It
must be endlessly deferred. This unrealizable desire for essence is what makes
the quest superstitious and metaphysical.
Lemert, though, reads something very different in Derrida’s analysis.

Derrida believes that the difference (take note) between speech and writing is
that in writing the meaning of what is being said is “deferred.” Americans really
did not get the meaning of the Gettysburg Address until long after it was
spoken. Most of those present on November 19, 1863 at Gettysburg could not
even hear Lincoln. . . . A follower of Derrida, thus, might say that Lincoln’s ad-
dress was actually a piece of writing that called forth at a later time the “histori-
cal writing” or “inscription” of the moral meaning of the Civil War and its most
famous battle in the American psyche. (1997:46)

Lemert appears not to understand that Derrida’s work is not about actual
or final meanings. He thinks that Derrida simply means that true meanings
show up later, after the fact. Because he does not get that they never show
up, he can hold out hope for a politically liberal sociology rooted in scien-
tific, albeit more inclusive, epistemology. In Lemert’s tamed and contained
“postmodernism,” we need only incorporate additional standpoints into
the pursuit of objectivity and the moral order that he hopes will follow.
“There is nothing particularly wrong with sociology that can’t be cured. We
need, first of all, to work through the collective representations that so ex-
aggerate our limited capacity to be a real science, and thus come back to so-
ciology as it was intended by its founders to be” (1997:136). Because Lemert
misses Derrida’s critique of Greek and Christian metaphysics of presence,
he attempts to tell us what poststructuralism really is. He attempts to assess
and document a structure in poststructuralism. He is not alone in this mis-
taken mission.

Denzin: Sociology in “The Seventh Moment”

Perhaps no American sociologist has written more about postmodernism and
poststructuralism than Denzin (1986, 1990, 1994, 1997, 2001a, 2001b; Lin-
coln and Denzin 2000). His writings are both philosophy of social science and
civically applied arguments. Although I share both of these interests, the
source of our motivations is quite different. My primary concern is to enhance
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the political efficacy of marginalized peoples. Like Lemert, Denzin’s goal is to
further and protect the discipline of sociology.

Although Denzin sometimes claims to write as a poststucturalist, his work
is far more indebted to the postmodernisms of Baudrillard and Jean-Frangois
Lyotard than to the deconstruction of Derrida or to the genealogies of Fou-
cault. His analyses are more a sociology of the postmodern than an articula-
tion of poststructuralist sociology. Although he certainly understands that
what he perceives to be a condition or state of postmodernity has real and dra-
matic consequences for how sociologists go about our business. “Lyotard and
Baurdrillard offer a challenge to American theorists . . . they ask that we re-
theorize the social so that our theories and understandings may be better
suited to the postmodern period. Sociology no longer serves society. It has be-
come swallowed up by the social. The challenge is to learn how to reflect on
this condition so that we may better understand the current situation that en-
gulfs all of us” (1986:203).

Denzin understands and embraces Baudrillard’s and Lyotard’s destabiliza-
tions of the old, modernist, and presumed border between the real and images
of the real. Modernism, here, was a tale of coherence, of a unified and exter-
nal reality that was depicted and discussed by competitive social scientists who
believed that progress lay in the disciplined accumulation of facts about life
and existence. Reality was objectively present but subjectively understood,
and the goal was always to most closely approximate the former.

Competing and rapidly multiplying representations of the real, mark the
postmodern era. Baudrillard (1988) writes of “hyperreality,” that is, of specta-
cles, and images piled on top of each other, feeding and morphing into one
other. Pointing to the old Marxian distinction between use value and ex-
change value, Baudrillard (1975) argues that the positing of use values—value
assigned because objects filled real, material needs—is no longer adequate.
Shoes are no longer, primarily, foot protection. Shoes are semiotically infected
with the glitter of the National Basketball Association, and with all the other
advertising that basketball heroes star in. What is consumed is not the useful-
ness of the shoes as shoes, but rather their use as identity and style that is con-
stituted in the imagery and spectacular contexts surrounding the shoes in mar-
keting campaigns. And life in hyperreality is one endless flow of overlapping
marketing campaigns. We are markets for big business, but we also market our-
selves to each other. We even market ourselves to ourselves in moments of
self-reflection.

Advertising dependent medias race to communicate in easily discernible
(recognizable), visually potent symbols that strategically recall already exist-
ing, popular images. We are sold and resold images of morality, glamour,
heroism, success, and adventure, and these portrayals function with equal ef-
ficacy in the economy, in political campaigning, and in self-assessments. The
real things of the world—including the real self with real personal qualities
with real meaning—become images that rely for their meaning on still other
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images. The line between reality and representation blurs and finally disap-
pears. In the postmodern era, there are only representations of other and pre-
vious representations.

This is the sociological space where Denzin operates most affectively. His
analyses of visual culture, particularly of cinema, are insightful, brilliantly
argued, and politically useful (1994, 2001, 2002). In a reader friendly style,
Denzin maps out where and how popular films draw upon already existing im-
ages (racializations, sexualizations, and gendered stereotypes) to produce story
lines that are easily recognized. Drawing on Clough’s (19g92a) feminist and
psychoanalytic poststructuralism (discussed in the next section), he under-
scores that these narratives produce closure and structured coherence in what
is otherwise a postmodern onslaught of competing interpretive possibilities.

For example, Denzin points out that the main characters in the film The
Morning After serve as semiotic links to existing and reactionary discourses
about homosexuality, alcoholism, femininity, racism, and masculinity. The
male hero is racist and homophobic, but he is also heroically masculine—a
strong, stoic, protector of the tragic (alcoholic) female character. “In allowing
these hegemonic readings to stand, the viewer (and the critic) become willing
accomplices in support of a conservative feminism that pleads (yet hides) its
ideological biases in the name of a story which locates a woman in the com-
pany of a good man who has flaws” (Denzin 1994:195).

Denzin’s analysis teaches us that viewers want to identify with the struggles
of the heroic male. Other narratives, those that question patriarchy, white
privilege, or hetero-normativity are shut out by the empathy the audience has
for this good but flawed man. The story grants a respite to those who pine for
the old order. Reactionary attitudes are allowed to retreat, escape into the
comforts of the film’s familiar narratives, avoiding the postmodern, civic
spaces where struggles to narrate differently take place. The difficult new
world filled with cultural others is simplified and coheres in the experiences
that the audience shares with the story’s heroic male. The refuge provided by
this simplification functions as a surreptitious validation of racist and homo-
phobic patriarchy. It allows the audience comfort within the reauthorization
of its politically reactionary story line.

This is valuable sociology. But Denzin’s writings also betray a deeply struc-
turalist impulse. He constantly defines and redefines what poststructuralism
“is.”11 He creates long lists of characteristics that are said to encompass post-
structuralist critique.!? He assumes a supra-historical vantage from where he
un-reflexively narrates the developing, progressing history of social scientific
epistemologies. Poststructuralism and postmodernism become part of later
“moments” within this narrative. In 1997, he proclaimed sociology to be “in
the sixth moment” and by 2000 he announces the “seventh moment” (Denzin
1997; Lincoln and Denzin 2000).

Curiously, this circumscribing, evolutionary timeline of sociological devel-
opment contradicts Denzin’s own description of “the seventh moment.”
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“There is an elusive center emerging in this contradictory, tension-riddled en-
terprise. We seem to be moving farther and farther away from grand narratives
and single, overarching ontological, epistemological, and methodological par-
adigms. The center lies in the humanistic commitment of the qualitative re-
searcher to study the world always from the perspective of the gendered, his-
torically situated, interacting individual” (Lincoln and Denzin 2000:1047).

Denzin claims that there are fewer and fewer “grand narratives,” but how is
it that he does not recognize his own account as a “grand narrative,” as a teleo-
logical tale that collects sociology’s past into a coherent (“overarching”) tra-
jectory? He contains the poststructuralist attack on teleology by locating it
within his own teleology. The attack on centers (and centering is, after all,
what grand narratives do) becomes itself an “emerging” and “elusive center” —a
center of there is no center.

As a structuralist strategy for containing the more radical elements of post-
structuralist philosophy, Denzin’s centering must preserve the “humanistic
commitment” to the “individual.” Much like Lemert’s mistake, Denzin’s re-
sponse to the “hyperreality” of postmodernism is a retreat into the agency of
pure subjective presence (humanism). This is ontology. And the “individual,”
albeit a “gendered and historically situated individual,” does function as an epis-
temological foundation. So Denzin tells us that we are “moving farther and
farther away” from “ontological and epistemological . . . paradigms,” but in his
next narrating breath he reproduces these paradigms.

Also not unlike Lemert, Denzin understands poststructuralist criticism
as an outcome of challenges made by cultural others. He writes in tones
that are both elated and foreboding of “the presence of the other” in
sociology’s “sixth and seventh moments” (Lincoln and Denzin 2000:1050,
1057). “Who is the Other? Can we ever hope to speak authentically of the
experience of the Other, or an Other? And if not, how do we create a social
science that includes the Other? The short answer to these questions is that
we move to including the Other in larger research processes that we have
developed” (1050).

This is certainly commendable sentiment and a tremendous gain over the
hubris of the past. Denzin understands and regrets the embarrassing arrogance
that fueled white, middle-class, sociologists’ belief that they could speak with
an objective voice about cultural minorities. But this regret leaves him no less
concerned about the loss of an epistemological center. If not objectivity, then
what? How do we “include the Other” while the foundations of sociology it-
self are under attack? Indeed, the entirety of the “Seventh Moment” essay is
dedicated to summarizing new epistemological methods brought by the need
to include marginalized voices. “Today no one takes seriously talk of ‘going na-
tive.” In fact, its disappearance as a category of concern among sociologists
and anthropologists is scarcely remarked, but like the silences between lovers,
it is all the more significant for its absence. In its place looms the ‘Other,’
whose voice researchers now struggle to hear” (2000: 1057).
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In the old days, “going native” meant taking on the beliefs and reasoning
patterns of those being objectified, studied. It meant forgetting that one was a
scientist in the service of knowledge and not a member of the peoples chosen
as objects of sociological investigations. Now, in Denzin’s new, center-less
center of the “seventh moment,” sociologists must acknowledge that their
writings are interested, political, and power-based. Academics are a cultural
group writing about another cultural group.

Yet, the lure of an “elusive center emerging in this tension-riddled enter-
prise” of sociology’s “seventh moment” persists. Denzin understands the folly
of presuming to speak objectively about cultural others, but he cannot give up
his desire to hear the purity of their voices. Like Lemert, he welcomes “includ-
ing the other,” but (and this is the source of his foreboding tone) he senses the
impossibility of finding the real other. (“Can we ever hope to speak authenti-
cally of the experience of the Other, or an Other?”) This is why Denzin’s
Other is said to “loom.” Sociologists are “tension-riddled” because they want
to do the right thing. They “struggle to hear” “the experience of the other.”
But, they remain unwilling, or as yet unable, to question the Greek and Chris-
tian superstitions that they still imagine are indispensable to really knowing
anything about anyone else. Denzin wants to bring the others into a big socio-
logical tent, but he does not want them to tear down its walls in an attack on
its central premises. Lorde’s warning about “the master’s tools” waits “like the
silence between lovers” behind his longing for an epistemological center that
can include all of us.

Denzin (1994) too misreads and ignores Derrida’s deconstruction of the
metaphysics of presence. This shortcoming is readily visible in his overly brief
analysis of T. Minh-ha Trinh’s (1989) Woman, Native, Other. Because Denzin
continues to covet an authentic, fully present other, he cannot help but reduce
Trinh’s text to merely another standpoint epistemology (1997:54). Describing
and citing what he calls “the storytelling model of Trinh” (234), he claims that
“these models are pivotal because they authorize the turn to narrative, offering
methods that ensure the truth and accuracy of a text and its interpretation (see
Trinh 1989:142-43).” Trinh’s “method,” Denzin tells us, is superior to that of
older, “empiricist” sociologists who “do not hear the story as it was told.” “The
goal,” he says, “is to recover these lost stories. . . .” (1997:249).

For Denzin, Trinh’s “story-telling model” is an experimental method. It is
an attempt to capture and accurately record “the experience of the other.” As
such, it is a good faith stab at “an elusive center.” But Denzin misses that
Trinh’s (1989:142) postcolonial criticism aggressively attacks what she calls
“nativist discourse.” Turning to those pages of Trinh’s text that Denzin iden-
tifies as his source, we find:

“Looking for the structure of their narratives” so as to “tell it the way they tell it”
is an attempt at remedying this ignorance of other ways of telling and listening
(and, obviously, at re-validating the nativist discourse). . . . Rare are those who
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can handle it by letting it come, instead of hunting for it or hunting it down, fill-
ing it with their own marks and markings so as to consign it to the meaningful
and lay claim to it. “They see no life/When they look/They see only objects.” The
ready-made idea they have of reality prevents their perceiving the story as a liv-
ing thing, an organic process, a way of life. (142-43, emphases in original)

What then of Denzin’s insistence that Trinh is offering a “model” that can
“ensure the truth and accuracy of a text”? How is it that from Trinh’s explicit
warning against seeking to “tell it the way they tell it” in “an attempt at reme-
dying ignorance of other ways” Denzin draws the conclusion that sociologists
need “to hear the story as it was told . . . to recover these lost stories”? Trinh’s
admonition could not be any clearer. Denzin’s motive, she predicts in her text
published nearly a decade before his, will “obviously” be an attempt “at re-
validating . . . nativist discourse.”

Perhaps if Denzin had more carefully read earlier pages of the chapter he
cites, he would have understood why Trinh refers to the story as “a living
thing.” “My story, no doubt, is me, but it is also, no doubt, older than me.
Younger than me, older than the humanized. Unmeasurable, uncontain-
able, so immense that it exceeds all attempts at humanizing. . . . Truth does
not make sense; it exceeds meaning and exceeds measure. It exceeds all re-
gimes of truth” (1989:123). There is no metaphysics of presence assumed
here. Neither the story nor the teller has an inherent, essential meaning.
As is true of storytellers in many oral societies, Trinh’s teller understands
that the story is not really hers. She is not the author, in the sense of some-
one who creates and owns. Rather, the story is the very possibility of her
person-hood. The narrative, a very old, extended, “living,” story, is the
source of its tellers’ significance. The story “is me,” “but it is also . . . older
than me.”

The storyteller’s people know themselves and understand their extended
identities and histories, because of the stories. The stories cannot be “meas-
ured,” after the fashion that social scientists measure (“hunt down” and “con-
sign meaning”) to “objects.” Because no one possesses the narratives, and be-
cause they are far older than those who now tell and hear them, no one
expects that the stories mean the same thing to everyone, everywhere, all the
time. Rather, Trinh, teaches, these are the assumptions of “nativism.”

The stories are “living,” “organic” things that evolve and adapt as the peo-
ple live and change (“younger than me”). But the social scientists “see no life.”
“They see only objects.” Because they refuse to see that epistemology is only
their way, the scientists insist on “filling the stories with their own marks and
markings.” In this way, they try to “lay claim” to what is “uncontainable” and
“immeasurable.”

Until Denzin and the other structuralists are able and willing to seriously
interrogate their own metaphysical beliefs, they will insist on admitting cul-
tural others to their conversations only on terms that reinforce, and do not
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break down, the colonialist impulse in sociology. They will insist that when
we “others” address them we speak as “authentic” scientific objects. (“Can we
ever hope to speak authentically of the experience of the Other”?) And, as
Trinh forewarns, they will claim that their arrogance “is an attempt at remedy-
ing this ignorance of other ways of telling and listening.” Indeed, Denzin even
imagines that Trinh is supplying him with a new epistemological “model” that
will reconfirm what has inconveniently become “an elusive center.” The prog-
ress of sociology, now in its “seventh moment,” marches on.

The “freaks and frogs,” the cultural others that “loom,” are told that we
“must learn over time to awaken [our]selves to a world in which questions and
talk are, at least, relatively free of risk.” But when we put poststructuralist per-
spectives to work in our own service, writings that finally, finally allow us to
point out that the “master’s tools” are his own cultural heritage, we are scorned
and feared. As Lincoln and Denzin put us on notice, “Endless self-referential
criticisms by the poststructuralist can produce mountains of texts, with few
referents to concrete human experience. Such are not needed” (2000:1050).
Denzin requires an other who will speak as an authentic presence.!*> He as-
sumes epistemology. He does not recognize it as one set of cultural assumptions
among many other earthly possibilities.

Denzin recognizes that cultural minorities are increasingly a part of aca-
demic institutions. It is “the institutionalized Other who speaks,” he and his
co-author tell us, as s/he “gains access to the knowledge-producing corridors
of power and achieves entrée into the particular group of elites known as in-
tellectuals and academics or faculty” (2000:1051). But when these others
show up and speak, our texts, he apparently thinks, “contain few referents to
concrete human experience”? Certainly Trinh is not anyone’s academic light-
weight. As Denzin’s engagement with her text proves, thinkers of this caliber
are hard to ignore. So why, given our increasing, and sometimes formidable
presence in academic corridors, do Lemert and Denzin persist in not hearing
those who question their epistemology, as “the Other”? Why is Lemert telling
us that we “must learn over time to awaken [our]selves to a world in which
questions and talk are, at least, relatively free of risk” while he and Denzin
rush to define, minimize, and dismiss the damage they fear we might do to
their science?

As I have said repeatedly, the answer lies in their refusal to de-center the
Greek and Christian self. Before he wrote about postmodernism and post-
structuralism, Denzin became famous as a preeminent Symbolic Interac-
tionist. The integrity of a universal, selfsame, human agency is founda-
tional to that tradition. Without the ontology of a free-thinking,
self-contained individual, Symbolic Interactionism as an intellectual tradi-
tion falters.! It should come as no surprise, then, that Denzin can only tol-
erate those others who speak as a self-same, fully present constant that
merely wears different identity hats (gendered, racial, cultural, class-based,
etc.) in different settings.
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Because Denzin conflates the poststructuralist challenges brought by Derri-
dean deconstruction and/or by Foucaultian genealogy with the postmodern-
isms of Lyotard and Baudrillard, he understands the “crisis of representation”
(2000:1050) in sociology’s “sixth and seventh moments” as merely transitional
problems perpetrated by a temporary inability to hear and know “the other”
(“Who is the Other?”). Denzin believes that the cacophony of voices and
ceaseless images assaulting us in the era of postmodern hyperreality have de-
stroyed authenticity. The truly “social” interactions that could once be found
in local settings filled with real, coherent selves has been, as we heard Denzin
say, “swallowed up” by the hyperreality of “the postmodern period.”

[ can illustrate this thinking with an example. My maternal grandmother
was born on a homestead near the Klamath Reservation and my paternal fam-
ily. Before leaving home for nearby Dorris, California, which in 1939 had no
more than five hundred residents, my grandmother saw the same fifty or sixty
people exclusively and repeatedly. Because there were no televisions, no Inter-
net, and no instant satellite connections to distant and different worlds, her
experiences (Denzin would claim) were “real.” They were her experiences, the
experiences of a genuine, authentic self. My grandmother did not, could not,
filter these authentic experiences through the glitzy images and mere simula-
tions of the real, now provided by the mass media. The genuinely social, then,
was what went on between my grandmother and those she interacted with in
local settings around her Poe Valley homestead.

As Denzin describes this predicament, “Subjects are narrative construc-
tions. These constructions may draw upon their media and popular cultural
representations and may or may not reflect their actual experiences. When this
occurs, the gap between the real and its representations becomes existentially prob-
lematic. In such moments ideology repressively intrudes into the worlds of lived ex-
perience” (199o:12, emphases in original). Denzin proposes to remedy the in-
cursion of unwanted “ideology” into “the real” using what he calls
“minimalist” sociology that will capture the experiences “of those who are on
the underside of the dominant power relationships in postmodern society.”
This sociology comes closer to the authentic “experiences of such persons
and cultural groupings” because it proceeds “without complex sociological
jargon or sociological theory” (199o:15). The answer to “the postmodern,”
then, is a return to more pure, local, uncontaminated, interactive spaces—
spaces where real selves not yet “repressed” by “media and popular culture
representations” can still be found.

There is no acknowledged comprehension of the poststructrualist attack
on essentialist, individualist, humanist agency in this formulation. There is
not any inkling of a suggestion that centered structure might be an illusion, a
cultural folklore. What we see, instead, is an attempt to preserve an assumed
realness from the contamination of a postmodern “moment.”

The tumultuous result of Denzin’s faith-based pursuit of the objectively real
pours forth from many tortured passages in his extensive writings. Although he
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openly acknowledges that his quest for an “elusive center” is “contradictory”
and “tension-riddled,” he will not give up insisting that it is “emerging.” In
the end he must retreat, like Jonathan H. Turner and Peter Berger, into theo-
logical imagery. “Of course there are no real biographical subjects indepen-
dent of the stories told about them . . . we can never get back, to raw bio-
graphical experience. The closest we can ever get is when a subject, in
epiphanic moments, moves from one social world to another. In these in-
stances the subject is in between interpretive frameworks. When this hap-
pens experience is described in words that have yet to be contaminated by
the cultural understandings of a new group” (1990:12-13). “Epiphanic mo-
ments”? Pure interpretation (“raw biographical experience”) is still being
fantasized as the optimum foundation of Denzin’s sociology, even as he must
admit that “no real biographical subjects independent of the stories told
about them” will ever be found. Recall that Lemert also writes of his respect
for “epiphanies” of “feminist, queer, race-based, ethnic” others. As I under-
stand the word, an epiphany is a divine instance of pure perception. It is
often described as a moment of theological inspiration brought by a deity
who appears for one’s personal edification.

Denzin wants an authentic self that has experiences. He wants to know
about experience that has “yet to be contaminated by . . . cultural understand-
ings.” But this belief in pure experience (“epiphanic”) has only always been
theology. As such, it is a cultural understanding. It is the same pious pilgrimage
(albeit now dressed up for Denzin’s “seventh moment”) that motivated the an-
cient Greeks and Christians that came later.

Despite Denzin’s faith, the self is never not under construction. It is never
not cultural. The self has experiences only because it understands (feels, inter-
prets, and experiences) through language that is always acquired culturally. The
act of describing an experience simultaneously (re-)creates that experience
and does so using shared (cultural) language. Once one has language, s/he is
never again “between interpretive frameworks.” And there are no signs that
say, “now leaving your old interpretive framework: forget all that you used to
know” —a predicament that we “institutionalized cultural others” are all too
aware of. Agency is an effect, a consequence of the culturally authorized lan-
guage that makes every social setting possible. And this does not mean that
selves do not have agency. I can make decisions about what I am because of
language. | have agency, but it is an agency that is dependent upon the rich
discursive, textual, economies of language that I use to think about and de-
scribe all that I know.

Denzin’s attempt to institute a “minimalist sociology,” then, is a mis-
guided attempt at salvaging a metaphysical center that never really existed.
He is homesick. If grand, overarching, sociological narratives of the past
were mere stories that kept us from really knowing the authentically social
experiences of the other, then it is to the purity of those experiences, Den-
zin says, that sociology must go. The authentic working people, the ethnic,
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the racialized, the common people that Mills claimed to be interested in,
have been drowned out by the mass medias and left without voices by sociol-
ogists intent on speaking their own professional discourses. “But underneath

these . . . exists the ever elusive subject. The man, woman, and child who
cries out and sometimes goes to others for help. This subject . . . has an occa-
sional grasp on who she is and where she is going. . . . We risk losing sight of

her, and she of herself” (1990:12).

This is anthropological romance. It is precisely the “nativism” that we
heard Trinh warn against. This desire for authenticity, for purity, is why too
many Marxian intellectuals remain disconnected from the working people
they long to speak for. It is why so many American Indians can still scarcely
tolerate anthropologists. And, it is not how sociologists should respond to the
failures of structuralist epistemology.

Quoting and rephrasing the words of another “minimalist,” Denzin contin-
ues, “These are the people who don’t pontificate a great deal . . . they are cagey
and quiet, they keep things to themselves, they pick their spots. They are
modest. Under the surface of their lives lies a level of existentially proble-
matic experience that cries out to be heard. It is this experience that the theo-
retically minimalist text attempts to capture” (1990:6).

Having backed himself into this nostalgic, romantically nativist, meta-
physical corner, Denzin’s argument rapidly deteriorates. Faced now with the
logical next step, the need for pure reporting of pure experiences, he offers the
following: “The text tells itself, makes sense of itself, and stands alone as a tex-
tual representation of a significant moment of experience. The world cap-
tured interprets itself. . . .” (19go:5).

I doubt that Denzin will agree with my reading of