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1 Introduction
Michal M. McCall and

Howard S. Becker

The papers in this volume were originally prepared for the 1988
Stone Symposium, sponsored by the Society for the Study of Symbolic
Interaction; they are presented here in the order in which they were
given at that meeting. The authors had the following assignment, more
or less in these words: tell about work being done in your substantive
area of cultural studies; say what the tradition of symbolic interaction
thought and research has to tell other people who do such work; say
what the other people who work in your area have to tell those of us
who are symbolic interactionists; and illustrate your points and argu-
ments with examples from your own work {all the authors had in fact
recently done empirical studies of the topics they were to discuss). The
assignment assumed that symbolic interactionists have not taken full
advantage of work done in related fields that would be useful to their
own proiects, and that other people in cultural studies would be glad
to know, and find useful, some of what symbolic interactionists take
for granted as working ideas and procedures.

Most of the authors are sociologists, and many of them—Clarke,
Gerson, Gilmore, Glassner, McCall, Neitz, and Wittner—have worked
within the symbolic interactionist tradition. Qthers of the authors
have been more loosely identified with that tradition. Boden, a well-
known conversational analyst, makes her affinity with symbolic in-
teraction explicit here. Although familiar with symbolic interaction
theory, Hall has worked primarily in the area of cultural history. Ad-
delson, a feminist philosopher, has found interactionism sufficiently
useful to want to bring it to the attention of her disciplinary colleagues
as well as to make the links between philosophy and sociology clearer
to sociologists.

AUDIENCES

As a result of the assignment and the mixed disciplinary affilia-
tions of the authors, the papers address themselves to several audi-
ences from several subject matter positions, with all the risks and
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potential confusions that entails. Most confusing, perhaps, and cer-
tainly the most numerous, are the papers that speak to symbolic inter-
actionists from within that same tradition but from another content
area. North American sociology is organized around content areas, not
around methodological and conceptual approaches. Thus, there are
sociologies of art, science, religion, and knowledge, into which the
symbolic interaction approach has been incorporated, but symbolic in-
teractionists have not developed a general approach to cultural studies.

Furthermore, practitioners of symbolic interaction research and
thinking often have little in common beyond their common possession
of certain “sensitizing concepts,” their inductive approach to empiri-
cal research, and their adherence to the faith that the proper object of
that research is “the natural world of every-day experience’” {Blumer
1969:148). They may know very little about what other symbolic in-
teractionists are doing in content areas other than their own.

Rather, individual interactionists have arrived at positions on gen-
eral theoretical questions by solving the problems of working with the
specific data of their content specialties. So, for instance, symbolic in-
teractionists create an approach to epistemology by dealing with prob-
lems created by such specific subject matter as scientific texts. But, as
a group, symbolic interactionists seldom bring their solutions together
to develop a more general approach through comparisons of the find-
ings specific to their subject matters. The annual Stone Symposium is
one occasion for such a comparative, intellectual exchange.

Most of the papers in this volume, then, tell symbolic interaction-
ists, in one way or another, what their colleagues in related areas are
up to. {The detailed bibliographies following the separate papers will
help interested readers follow up these introductions.j Neitz, for in-
stance, describes a body of work on religion which other interaction-
ists should see as crucially related to the problems of identity and
personal change they study in other milieus. Gilmore describes the
symbolic interactionist tradition of research on the arts, and Clarke
and Gerson do the same for science studies.

Boden and Hall bring news from other areas of sociology, and from
other methodological and theoretical approaches. Boden speaks to sym-
bolic interactionists from the flourishing specialty of discourse anal-
ysis. She renders an important service by making the connections
between the two apparent, in order to make them more useful to each
other than they have been in the past. Hall, discussing historical
research, shows how concepts adapted from work by historians as vari-
ous as Braudel and Kubler can be put to work in interactionist think-



3 Introduction

ing, as well as the way findings from specific studies in cultural history
can help solve our own research problems.

Other papers bring interactionists news of work on topics symbolic
interactionists share with workers in other disciplines, particularly the
papers by McCall and Wittner and by Glassner. McCall and Wittner
focus on a method—the gathering of life histories—that has provoked
much argument and raised many basic analytic problems in a variety
of fields in the humanities and social sciences. They bring discussions
from both sides of the fence to bear on these questions, demonstrating
concretely what each has to offer the other. Their paper, in its use of
long quotations arranged in dialogue form, exemplifies some of the
problems and solutions they discuss. Glassner uses a frankly post-
modern approach to understand the social nature of the human body,
an area to which sociology has given scant attention {although see
Yonnet 1985].

Addelson’s paper brings a different kind of news to interactionists.
She reports on her efforts to construct a feminist ethic—an “ethic of
respect’’ as contrasted with the “traditional” {patriarchal} ethic of
“rights’” {property}—based on Blumer’s injunction to “’catch the pro-
cess of interpretation from the standpoint of the acting person.” She
thus shows a more practical connection between philosophy and soci-
ology than many interactionists would be aware of.

WHAT 1S SYMBOLIC INTERACTION?

Symbolic interaction is a sociological tradition that traces its lin-
eage to the Pragmatists—John Dewey and George Herbert Mead, partic-
ularly—and to sociologists of the “Chicago School”’—Robert E. Park,
Herbert Blumer, Everett C. Hughes, and their students and successors.
We can summarize its chief ideas, perhaps oversimply, this way:

Any human eventcan be understood as the result of the people
involved {keeping in mind that that might be a very large num-
ber} continually adjusting what they do in the light of what
others do, so that each individual’s line of action “fits” into
what the others do. That can only happen if human beings
typically act in a nonautomatic fashion, and instead construct
a line of action by taking account of the meaning of what oth-
ers do in response to their earlier actions. Human beings can
only act in this way if they can incorporate the responses of
others into their own act and thus anticipate what will prob-
ably happen, in the process creating a “‘selt”” in the Meadian
sense. {This emphasis on the way people construct the mean-
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ing of others’ acts is where the “’symbolic” in “symbolic inter-
action’”’ comes from.) If everyone can and docs do that, complex
joint acts can occur. {Adapted from Becker 1988:18; see also
Blumer 1969:10.)

These ideas have furnished the basis of thousands of fieldwork {eth-
nographic) studies in such areas as community, race, class, work,
family, and the sociologies of art, science, and deviance. Symbolic in-
teraction is an empirical research tradition as much or more than a
theoretical position, and its strength derives in large part from the
enormous body of research that embodies and gives meaning to its ab-
stract propositions.

WHAT Is CULTURAL STUDIES?

We use the term cultural studies to refer to the classically human-
istic disciplines which have lately come to use their philosophical, lit-
erary, and historical approaches to study the social construction of
meaning and other topics traditionally of interest to symbolic interac-
tionists, disciplines to which, in turn, social scientists have lately
turned for “‘explanatory analogies’” {Geertz 1983:23) as they "‘have
turned away from a laws and instances ideal of explanation toward a
cases and interpretations one” [ibid.:19). The term is most closely
identified with work carried on, since 1964, at the Centre for Contem-
porary Cultural Studies at the University of Bisrmingham in England.
The main features of cultural studies, according to scholars associated
with the center, arc “its openness and theoretical versatility, its reflex-
ive even sclf-conscious mood” (Johnson 1986-87: 38}, and its critical
(or “engaged’’] approach to its primary objects of study: working class
and youth subcultures, the media, language, and the social relations of
education, the family and the state (S. Hall 1980).

Perhaps because cultural studies is self-consciously non-disciplinary,
and has resisted theoretical orthodoxy {ibid., 1980) and methodological
codification {Johnson 1986—87), it has engaged many of the important
intellectual currents of the last twenty-five years, in a way that sym-
bolic interaction has not. Among them: the revolution in literary crit-
icism; the “new social history’” movement; the “complex Marxism”
of Lukacs, Goldman, Walter Benjamin, and the “Frankfurt School”,
the structuralisms, both the structural linguistics of Levi-Strauss and
Barthes and the Marxist structuralism of Althusser and Gramsci; the
feminisms {Weedon 1987; S. Hall 1980); and the poststructuralisms,
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developed in and from the work of Deirida, Lacan, Kristeva, Althusser,
and Foucault {Weedon 1987:19; S. Hall 1980; Johnson 1986—87].

Symbolic interactionists, like many other social scientists, have for
the most part not been very attentive to these major intellectual cur-
rents represented in cultural studies. But, as the humanities and social
sciences have approached one another in recent years, a lively dis-
course has grown up along the border. The intention of this volume is
to bring symbolic interactionists into that conversation, both as listen-
ers and speakers.

THE BORDER: TOPICS AND METHODS
OF MUTUAL INTEREST

A number of major topics are addressed by workers in both tradi-
tions. Their interests converge most generally on the problem of mean-
ing. Under that broad heading they find much of mutual interest in
such topics as the nature of knowledge, our experience of our own lives
and the lives of others, the relation between individual experience and
action and the workings of social structures, the self and subjectivity,
language and discourse. Both groups are interested, as well, in such
concrete subject matters as art, science, education, and religion.

Empiticism

The great strength of the symbolic interaction approach to mean-
ing is that it is empirical. The ultimate interactionist test of concepts
is whether they make sense of particular situations known in great
detail through detailed observation. You answer questions by going to
see for yourself, studying the real world, and evaluating the evidence
so gathered. Symbolic interaction takes the concrete, empirical world
of lived experience as its problematic and treats theory as something
that must be brought into line with that empirical world (Blumer
1969:151).

Addelson argues, on just these grounds, that philosophers must be-
come sociologists {by which she means symbolic interactionist soci-
ologists) because symbolic interactionism is empirical and, therefore,
gives better accounts of human nature, human action, and of human
group life than traditional philosophy does. She applies this reasoning
in a nice example of how the interactionist emphasis on process helps
solve the traditional philosophical problem of rules and rulebreaking.
She quotes Blumer: “jt is the social process in group life that creates
and upholds the rules, not the rules that create and uphold group life,”
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and goes on to say that if this is true, it is the social process and not
the rules that must be understood and conceptually analyzed and clari-
fied to answer the question, “What is morality?”

Symbolic interactionists typically find that meaning is constructed
in the process of interaction, and have always insisted that process is
not a neutral medium in which social forces play out their game, hut
the actual stuft of social organization and social torces {Blumer 1969).
Society, for them, is the process of symbolic interaction, and this view
allows them to steer the middle course between structuralism and ide-
alism John Hall recommends in his paper.

For symbolic interactionists, process is not just a word. It’s short-
hand for an insistence that social events don’t happen all at once, but
rather happen in steps: first one thing, then another, with each suc-
ceeding step creating new conditions under which all the people and
organizations involved must now negotiate the next step. This is more
than a theoretical nicety. It makes theoretical room for contingency,
another point many workers in cultural studies want to emphasize
{Turner 1986). Nothing has to happen. Nothingis fully determined. At
every step of every unfolding event, something else might happen. To
be sure, the balance of constraints and opportunities available to the
actors, individual and collective, in a situation will lead many, perhaps
most, of them to do the same thing. Contingency doesn’t mean people
behave randomly, but it does recognize that they can behave in surpris-
ing and unconventional ways. The interactionist emphasis on process
stands, as Blumer insisted, as a corrective to any view that insists that
culture or social structure determines what

Neitz’s discussion of religious conversion shows the utility of such
a view for a variety of problems of interest to cultural theorists. Earlier
analyses looked for the conditions that led people to be converted,
but had no language to describe the back-and-forth, shifting character
of what went on when they did. Such “instantaneous” theories of
conversion failed to see the importance of the events that lead up to
conversion and, perhaps more important, the events that tollow con-
version, reinforcing and solidifying what might otherwise be a snomen-
tary whim. The new research, according to Neitz, sees conversion as a
process and, for that reason, can turn to symbolic interaction and its
concern with process for help in understanding the tluid relationships
between religious and social structures today.

Although much of the work in cultural studies, and particularly at
the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies, has been accused of
being too theoretical, it has also been empirical, right from the start.
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Unlike symbolic interactionism, though, cultural studies has not been
willing, or able, to privilege empirical work over theory: “we had no
altemative but to undertake a labour of theoretical definition and clari-
fication at the same time as we attempted to do concrete work in the
field”” {S. Hall 1980:25}.

Nor have empirical workersin cultural studies identified themselves
as fieldworkers as thoroughly as symbolic interactionists have. Indeed,
in Stuart Hall’s words, “the tension between experiential accounts and
a larger account of structusal and historical determinations has been a
pivotal site of Centre theorizing and debate ever since’”” Paul Willis’s
ground-breaking ethnographic work in Learning to Labour {ibid.:24).
“While sharing an emphasis on people’s ability to make meaning,
critical theorists concerned with culcural production” ditfer in impor-
tant ways from symbolic interactionists: their ethnographies are more
“openly ideological”’ and they are more overtly concerned with locat-
ing human agency in social structure:

Both approaches emphasize human agency and the production
of meaning and culture, but the critical production theorists
ground their work on a moral imperative, [on a] ““political com-
mitment to human betterment.”” Moreover, the critical produc-
tion theorists recognize the power of structural determinants
in the sense of material practices, modes of power, and eco-
nomic and political institutions. Unlike the more voluntaristic
{symbolic interactionists and ethnomethodologists], the criti-
cal ... theorists remain accutely aware that, as Marx notes,
‘“while men |sic] make their own history, they do not make it
just as they please.” Their recent work has focused in different
ways on the need for a theory that will recognize both human
agency and the production of knowledge and culture and will
at the same time take into account the power of material and
ideological struceures. This dialectic between individual con-
sciousness and structural determinants has led them to seek
more developed theories of ideology, hegemony, and resistance,
and to the development of what has been called “critical eth-
nography.” {Weiler 1988:12-13}

Willis himself recognizes the “profoundly important methodological
possibility in fieldwork—“that of being surprised, of reaching knowl-
edge not prefigured in one’s starting paradigm’’ (1980:90}, but argues
there is “no truly untheoretical way in which to ‘see’ an ‘object.”” To
“remove the hidden tendency towards positivism’ in fieldwork re-
search, he suggests that the “theoretical organization of the starting-
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out position should be outlined and acknowledged in any piece of
research”’; that ficldworkers ““add to the received notion of the ‘quality’
of the data an ability to watch for inconsistencies, contradictions and
misunderstandings” and ‘‘make theoretical interpretations of them”’;
and that they recognize their “reflective relationship to their subjects”
{ibid.: 90-92).

McCall and Wittner also address these issues, emphasizing how
studies in the social sciences have tended to take the point of view of
dominant social groups and thus have failed to create knowledge about
matters considered important to less powerful people. Aware of the
’’key insight of advanced semiology,” that ““narratives or images always
imply or construct a position or positions from which they are to
be read or viewed” and that “realist’”” texts ‘‘naturalise the means
by which positioning is achieved” {johnson 1986--87:66}, they chal-
lenge other fieldworkers to ask, Where have we positioned ourselves as
researchers? From what position have we viewed the subjects of our
research? How has our realistic, documentary style of representing so-
cial life naturalized our own authority?

Culture Production and Reproduction

Cultural studies is, in important ways, the result of Marxist cri-
tiques of economism and of the realization that “cultural practice and
cultural production are not simply derived from an otherwise consti-
tuted social order but are themselves major elements in its constitu-
tion” (Williams 1981 :12}. Much of their best work has focused on the
production of knowledge in educational institutions. Early work con-
cerned social and cultural reproduction—that is, the reproduction of
class structures and of class cultures, knowledge, and power relation-
ships in schools. However, much of this work on reproduction "’did not
get inside the school to find out how reproduction went on” {Apple
1985:20). According to Weiler, furthermore, it was based on “the un-
derlying view that students are shaped by their experiences in schools
to internalize or accept a subjectivity and a class position that leads to
the reproduction of existing power relationships and social and eco-
nomic structures’’ {Weiler 1988 6).

Later work, by critical ethnographers like Paul Willis, “demon-
strated that rather than being places where culture and ideologies are
imposed on students, schools are the sites where these things are pro-
duced” (Apple 1985: 26}. By opening up the black box of education,
critical ethnographers revealed that education is a system of produc-
tion as well as reproduction. Furthermore, they discovered that stu-
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dents aren’t simply shaped by their experiences, but actively “assert
their own experience and contest or resist the ideological and material
forces imposed upon them” {Weiler 198811},

The importance of these critical ethnographies to symbolic interac-
tion is the suggestion, carried forward in education, that ethnography
must be consciously ideological and can be both “transformative,” that
is, can "help create the possibility of transforming such institutions as
schools—through a process of negative critique” {Brodkey 1987:67),
and “empowering’ so long as it rests upon the assuinption that “each
person {has the] ability to understand and critique his or her own ex-
perience and the social reality ‘out there’’’ {Weiler 1988:23}.

Recent work in the sociology of science, reported on in the paper by
Clarke and Gerson, makes related points, demonstrating that the or-
ganization of scientific work creates and shapes the knowledge we ac-
cept as "'scientific.” Treating science as the work people do, rather than
as a privileged window on reality, lets us see science as continuous
with the rest of human experience. This empirical approach coincides
with the philosophical critique of scientism made in the name of prag-
matism by Rorty {1979} and others.

Social Worlds and Institutional Ethnography

Many sociologists have criticized symbolic interaction theory for
being too focused on the “micro” aspect of society, on face-to-face in-
teraction as opposed to the “macro” structural level of society. Gil-
more, basing his argument on empirical work in the sociology of art,
shows how the idea of social worlds helps bridge the micro-macro gap,
making the insights of interactionism more useful to workers in cul-
tural studies.

Symbolic interaction emphasizes collective action. One special ver-
sion of this has proved useful: the idea of a “world,” a more or less
stable organization of collective activity. This idea has been used ex-
tensively in the sociologies of art and science {Kling and Gerson, 1977,
1978; Shibutani 1955; Becker 1982; and P. Hall 19871 but it can, in
principle, come into use anywhere people are connected through their
joint involvement in a task or event of a repctitive kind. Wherever so-
cial events happen routinely, we can expect to find a world.

Gilmore argues that the concept of social world, as developed and
used by symbolic interactionists, allows for the kind of movement
back and forth between "’'micro’’ and “macro’ levels, between structure
and cuiture and individuals, which has come to seem more important
in cultural studies. Gilmore suggests that the idea of social worlds of-
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fers a solution to Marxists who want to stop talking about the retlec-
tions of the economic base in the cultural superstructure and instead
look at how human agents produce culture. “World* does the work of
a good concept. It tells you what to look for, what ought to be there to
find in the phenomena we study. Then you can either find what you
were told would be there or know that you have a new and interesting
theoretical problem, because something that ought to be there wasn't
there after all.

Dorothy E. Smith has recently proposed an alternative way of bridg-
ing the micro-macro gap, which she calls institutional ethnography. A
feminist methodology, Smith'’s is compatible with the concerns of the
critical ethnographers. Specifically, although it is careful to try to un-
derstand the everyday world from the point of view of the people who
live in it, institutional ethnography also recognizes that knowledge of
‘’the extralocal determinations of our experience does not lie within
the scope of everyday practices”” and must, therefore, ‘“‘be the sociolo-
gist's special business” {1987:161).

Our point of entry was women'’s experience of the work they
did in relation to their children’s schooling. We would begin by
asking women to talk to us about this work. The resulting ac-
counts would provide a wealth of descriptive material about
particular women'’s local practices. There is nothing new socio-
logically about this procedure. While feminism has brought
new sensitivities and a new scrupulousness to open-ended in-
terviewing, it is our uses of material that have been distinctive.
And here we are trying something different again. Standard so-
ciological analysis uses some method of coding and interpret-
ing such accounts to order the interview materials in relation
to the relevances of the sociological and/or feminist discourses.
These enable the interviews to be sorted into topics typical
of the study populaton. In such a process, the standpoint of
women themselvesis suppressed. The standpoint becomes that
of the discourse reflecting upon properties of the study popu-
lation. Characteristics of the study population become the ob-
ject of the knower’s gaze.

We sought a method that would preserve throughout the
standpoint of the women interviewed. To do so we worked
with a sequence of stages in the research. We were concerned
to locate women’s work practices in the actual relations by
which they are organized and which they organize. This meant
talking to women first. Women's accounts of the work they
did in relation to their children’s schooling would then be
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examined for the ways in which they were articulated to the
social organization of the school. That scrutiny would estab-
lish the questions and issues for the second stage of research,
interviewing teachers and administrators in the schools. Our
strategy would move fiom particular ¢ periences to their em-
bedding in the generalizing social organization of the school.
It would preserve a perspective in which we could look out
from where we are, from where our respondents are, onto the
larger landscape organizing and containing their daily prac-
tices. {Ibid.: 182183}

Self, Body, and Subjectivity

The idea of the self in the simple symbolic interaction version
emphasizes the existence and profound consequences of the interior
dialogue through which society is incorporated into the individual.
Blumer explained this idea through an exegesis of George Herbert
Mead’s thought:

In declaring that the human being has a self, Mead had in mind
chiefly that the human being can be the object of his own ac-
tions. He can act toward himself as he might act toward oth-
ers. . .. This mechanism enables the human being to make
indications to himself of things in his surroundings and thus
to guide his actions by what he notes. . . . The second impot-
tant implication of the fact that the human being makes in-
dications to himsel} is that his action is constructed or built
up instead of being a mere release, Whatever the action in
which he is engaged, the human individual proceeds by point-
ing otit to himself the various conditions which may be instru-
mental to his action and those which may obstruct his action;
he has to take account of the demands, the e pectations, the
prohibitions, and the threats as they may arise in the situation
in which he is acting. His action is built up step by step
through a process of such self-indication. The human indi-
vidual pieces together and guides his action by taking account
of different things and interpreting their significance for his
piospective action. {Blumer 1969:79-81)

This stripped-down notion of the self builds society into every em-
pirical analysis, in the form of all those others present in the situation
of action to whom the actor pays attention. Most importantly, it rec-
ognizes people’s ability to check their activity and reorient it on the
basis of what’s going on around them, rather than responding auto-
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matically to stimuli, impulses, or the dictates of a culture or social
organization. A classic example of the utility of such a view of the self
is Lindesmith’s {1948} study of opiate addiction, which emphasizes the
crucial importance of the self-process in understanding how addicts
learn to sec themselves as needing opiates to function normally.

Feminist theorists have criticized the dualism of Western culture
and thought, especially the classic dualisms of nature/nurture and
mind/body, and this criticism can reasonably be leveled at symbolic
interactionists who often {though not always, see Becker 1986:47 —66)
leave out bodies, the biological component of human experience. Ad-
delson criticizes Mead for this, and the fault is there to criticize. {nter-
actionists have largely left the body and physical experience out of the
self. Glassner now shows us one way to avoid this dualistic error and
deal with bodies as well as minds when we talk about the self. He takes
advantage of the insights of feminists and postmodernist thinkers to
import a cultural-economy argument into the interactionist concept of
the self. {See, also, Yonnet, 1985.}

Another critique of the symbolic interactionist self is implicit in
Boden’s paper on discourse analysis. Following Althusser (1971}, cul-
tural studies has replaced the ““conscious, knowing, unified rational”
self with the subject of discourse. In this account, “{tjhe ‘I’ the scat of
consciousness and the foundation of ideologica!l discourses, |isj not the
integral Cartesian centre of thought but a contradictory discursive
category constituted by ideological discourse itself”” {S. Hall 1980:33).

The political significance of decentering the subject and aban-
doning the belief in essential subjectivity is that it opens up
subjectivity to change. . . . As we acquire language we learn to
give voice—meaning—to our experience and to understand it
according to particular ways of thinking, particular discourses,
which pre-date our entry into language. These ways of think-
ing constitute our consciousness, and the positions with which
we identify structure our sense of ourselves, our subjectivity.
Having grown up within a particular system of meanings and
values, which may well be contradictory, we may find our-
selves resisting alternatives. Or, as we move out of familiar
circles, through education or politics, for example, we may be
exposed to alternative ways of constituting the meaning of
our experience which seem to address our interests more di-
rectly. . .. This process of discovery can lead to a rewriting of

personal experience in tenns which give it social, changeable
causes. {(Weedon 1987:33)
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Discourses

The various critical, feminist, and poststructuralist theories that
have so profoundly influenced cultural studies have made discourse—
talk and text—the site of meaning, social organization, power, and
subjectivity. In this view, social structures and social processes are ot-
ganized by institutions and cultural practices such as the law, the po-
litical system, the church, the family, education, and the media, each
of which is ““located in and structured by a particular discursive field”
or discourse. Following Foucaul¢, discourses are defined as “ways of
constituting knowledge, together with the social practices, forms of
subjectivity and power relations which inhere in such knowledges and
the relations between them” {ibid.:108). A discourse both constitutes
the “‘nature” of the “subjects” it “seeks to govein'’ and subjects its
speakers to its own power and regulation {ibid.:108, 119}. Powerful dis-
courses are based in institutions and realized in institutional practices.
“Yet these institutional locations are themselves sites of contest, and
the dominant discourses governing the organization and practices of
social institutions are under constant challenge’ {ibid:109].

Much feminist discourse is, for example, either marginal to or
in direct conflict with dominant definitions of femininity and
its social constitution and regulation. Yet even where feminist
discourses lack the social power to realize their versions of
knowledge in institutional practices, they can offer the discur-
sive space from which the individual can resist dominant sub-
ject positions . . . [and) resistance to the dominant at the level
of the individual subject is the first stage in the production of
alternative forms of knowledge or where such altematives al-
ready exist, of winning individuals over to these discourses and
aradually increasing their social power. {ibid: 110-11}

In this volume, Boden introduces symbolic interactionists to dis-
course analysis, suggesting studies of the social production of culture
and cultural products, especially science but also social science itself,
as discourse: talk and text. Her analysis shows that the details of ordi-
nary conversation, analyzed with the tools of conversational analysis,
constitute the process of mutual adjustment of lines ot action called
for in Blumer’s theory, and thus are integral to the understanding of
organizational activity at every level. McCall and Wittner suggest that
symbolic interactionist might well imitate other social scientists, es-
pecially anthropologists, who bave begun to pay at.ention to their own
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discourse, looking critically at their own “central task, in the field and
thereafter’—that is, writing—and at the contextual, rhetorical, insti-
tutional, genre, political and historical contexts which ‘‘govern the in-
scription” of cultural accounts (Clifford 1986:2, 6).

CONCLUSION

The above thoughts suggest the variety of uses to which the audi-
ences these papers address can put these materials. We hope that inter-
actionists will learn from each other to cross subject matter boundaries
in search of ideas and examples. We hope that noninteractionist soci-
ologists will see how the symbolic interaction tradition, consisting of
both theoretical ideas and detailed research findings, can contzibute to
their own work. And we hope that workersin cultural studies will find,
in the ideas and results of this sociological tradition, as yet a largely
unused resource, much to use and integrate into their own traditions.
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) Social Interaction, Culture,

and Historical Studies

Johnn R. Hall

The pendulums of sociology reached their zeniths in structural-
ism and formal theory some time ago. In the last twenty years pos-
itivism, abstracted empiricism, and what C. Wright Mills mockingly
called ““grand theory” have been supplanted by historical sociology and
grounded theories; at the same time, culture has begun to receive its
due. Formal theory has lost ground in large part because it tends toward
reductionist explanations of social action and fails to incorporate the
contingent character of action that is foundational to historicity. The
renaissance in the sociology of culture, on the other hand, has come
about because theorists of diverse persuasions, from neo-Marxism to
structuralism, have come to see culture as something of a missing link.
These trends have converged recently in the expropriation from his-
torical studies of the label “cultural history.” Yet despite the increased
use of the label, both historians and sociologists have much to gain by
considering what it means to study culture historically.

This is no easy task, since the sociological approaches to history are
diverse {Skocpol, 1984; Hamilton, 1987). The other side of the prob-
lem stems from the healthy controversies that currently abound about
culture {Peterson, 1979; Wuthnow et al., 1984; Mukesji and Schud-
son, 1986; Johnson, 1986-87; Wuthnow, 1987; Wuthnow and Witten,
1988). Even if we canoot resolve the controversies about culture in
advance, it seems to me that the study of history represents a decisive
basis for sorting out sociological approaches to culture. This is so be-
cause histories of culture are particularly vulnerable to the charge that
they invoke idealism, an essence, geist, or spirit ¢hat animates the sur-
face events of history. There would be no point to avoiding the Scylla
of the structuralism that has been discredited in recent years {e.g., by
Bourdieu, [1972]1977; ct. Denzin, 1985}, only ¢o sail into the Charybdis

I wish to thauk the other participants at the 1988 Sympesium for the Study of Sym-
bolic Interaction, as well as Wendy Griswold, Michele Lamont, and the editors of the
present volume, for their comments, which I hope and believe helped me clarify cestain
1SS1ES .
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of idealism, a whirlpool that has been marked on the sociological
charts since the beginning of the twentieth century.

Avoiding problems of structuralism and idealism in approaching cul-
tural history seems most feasible within one broad sociological per-
spective—the cluster of approaches that focus on meaning, action,
symbols, and the interactive, unfolding and historically contingent
character of social life. Interpretive sociology, symbolic interaction-
ism, phenomenology, hermeneutics, and ethnomethodology taken to-
gether I will call {to be as generic as possible) the social interaction
perspective. They may differ in their methodologies, empirical foci,
theoretical projects, and conceptual terminologies, but they all eschew
both structuralism and idealism, because they all force analysis into
the realm of the lifeworld, where neither structure, social forces, sym-
bols, nor ideas have lives of their own, but must come into play as
proximate realities (cf. Blumer, 1969: 22].

Yet to say that the social interaction perspective otfers the best hope
of doing cultural history does not suggest either that the procedures
are clear-cut or that problems of historiography are resolved a priori.
To the contrary, precisely because the perspective admits to human
agency and the historicity of knowledge, it brings to the fore problems
that might be sidestepped in a more objectivist framework. In order to
sketch a consistent approach to the tough case of cultural history, 1
want to consolidate the insights of the social interaction perspective
around key problems of historiography. After briefly describing the so-
cial interaction perspective, I will consider four central problems of
cultuzal history that need to be addressed. First, definitions of culture,
series, and sequence as key concepts offer an initial basis for specifying
an interactionist model of cultural history. Second, there is a need to
clarify the nature of the historical object {sometimes {Weber, 1949]
called the “historical individual”) and how it is constituted in histori-
cal analysis. Finally, we need to consider the nature both of sociologi-
cal explanation and of historical explanation, and the roles they might
play in the study of cultural history. I thus will use the social interac-
tion perspective as a tool for clarifying analysis of culture, and the
boundaries and working relationships between history and sociology.

THE D1ILEMMAS OF HISTORY AND THE
SociaL INTERACTION PERSPECTIVE

The key problem historians always have faced is how to define the
subject matter. On the empirical level there are all those events, great
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and small. Do they all constitute history equally, or are some events
more important than others? Is history simply the set of events them-
selves, or do these events somehow manifest deeper {or higher but, at
any rate, hidden) forces? At the level of historical analysis, these ques-
tions translate into the problem of ““selection” {see, e.g., Atkinson,
1978}): How is the historian to choose among manifoid events? Which
events, when their connections are shown, bring to light the patterns
of history that are otherwise lost in the detail? How, for example, is
the Russian October Revolution to be accounted when most Musco-
vites had no direct experience of it at the time, and indeed at least one
man died believing it to be a Leninist propaganda story?

For modern historians coherent answers to these sorts of guestions
first came from the nineteenth-century Geriman historiographer Leo-
pold von Ranke. Searching for a rigorous way to “tell what actually
happened’ yet match events with the master trends of history, Ranke
proposed a “seientific”’ history that focused on political and religious
clites as representing the cutting edge of societal change. In this neat
(but wrong-minded) solution, Ranke solved the problem of selection
with the presupposition that the history of elite groups defines the
overall pattern.

Once the concept of elite is broadened, Ranke’s solution for histori-
ography remains influential in some quarters le.g., Himmelfarb, 1987).
But even by the end of the nineteenth century, the Rankean position
had given ground to two broad reactions that remain important to this
day in the “‘new’’ historiography. These reactions can be characterized
most concisely by their conceptions of temporal relativity. On the one
hand, practitioners in the now-famed Annales school injected rela-
tivity into the historical equation by the device of placing all events
on multiple scales of objective time. Some phenomena—ecological
history, social history, the history of mentalities—came into focus
on centuries-long scales of objective time, changing only slowly, but
forcefully, as the tides rise and fall. By contrast to the long term, the
events in Ranke’s history of elites, for Annales scholars like Fernand
Braudel {{1966]1972: 27|, represent only short-term “‘surface distur-
bances, crests of foam that the tides of history carry on their strong
backs.” Still, in Braudel’s grand vision, all events on the multiple
seales of time are linked together in the single matrix of objective time
(Hall, 1980..

For the social interaction perspective, it is the alternative to Braudel,
a subjectivist revision of Rankean historiography, that holds more
promise. In the subjectivist critique, objective time is simply an ob-
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servers’ convention for mapping events, while historical processes
themselves may involve diseontinuous leaps across objective time and
decisively different subjective and social orientations toward the tem-
poral flux of events. Time, in short, is subjectively and socially con-
structed, and it is meaningful action and interaction that give time
its shape {Leyden, 1962; Kracauer, 1966; Kellner, 1975; Hall, 1980;
Maines, Sugrue, and Katovich, 1983j.

The question remains, of course, whether the subjectivist rejection
of objectivist historiography can deliver on a viable alternative ap-
proach. It would take too much of a digression here to consolidate
systematically the interaction perspective’s approach to historiogra-
phy. But at least I can make my presupposition explicit: it is that the
wotk of people like Wilhelm Dilthey, Georg Simmel, Max Weber, and
George Herbert Mead converge in the social interaction perspective,
and that this perspective offers a distinctive and coherent approach to
historiography. Dilthey (1976) cut past objective time by focusing on
the biography as the fundamental unit of historn'cal analysis. Both Sim-
mel ([1905]1977} and Weber {1949, 1977) tried to reconcile historical
causation and social action. Mead {1956} sought to account theoreti-
cally for emergent meaningful action in relation to institutionalized
meaning through the device of subjective temporality.

Granted the differences in terminology and methodological strate-
gies, these scholars share a focus on social and individual meaning, on
action and interaction, on the lifeworld as the arena of causation, and
on historicity as a basic element for social theorizing {cf. Blumer, 1969:
49). Together these elements mark the social interaction perspective
as distinctive in its recognition of a world that is humanly made and
remade anew. Action is always episodic and existential, but typically
it is carried out with the hubris of socially constructed reality that
portrays the widespread as unique and the ephemeral as enduring. The
precarious plausibility of this world, it is not too much to say, is ac-
complished by “ignoring practices” that establish the social construc-
tion as real (Wendy Griswold, personal communication; Berger and
Luckmann, 19606).

Formulating the perfect abstract epistemology and ontology for in-
teractionist cultural history along the lines just described would be an
empty exercise if it failed to inform historians’ work. Historians have
to be practical people, for they face a world of many events and only
fragmentary information (Shiner, 1969). Because both historians and
interactionists are justifiably suspicious of abstract solutions, I will
address the formal problems of cultural history by way of some recent
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empirical studies that show the possibilities and challenges of cul tural
history for the soeial interaction perspective.

FrROM CULTURAL PROBLEM TO SERIES AND SEQUENCE
IN CuLTURAL HISTORY

Culture, counterposed to society and social action, may be under-
stood as the {1} “knowledge’ and recipes, {2) humanly fabricated tools,
and (3} products of social action that in turn may he drawn upon in the
further conduct of social life.! I do not mean to be contentious in ofter-
ing this deceptively simple and broad definition. I have sought to avoid
an "“idealist” definition by recognizing both ideas and artifacts (ct.
Mukerji, 1983} as culture. Oddly enough, the tendency toward a nar-
rower, “‘symbolic’’ definition of culture comes from two directions,
first from some cultural sociologists themseives, who may want to
carve out their own bailiwick, and also from some structuralists, who
may think that limiting culture to ideas and beliefs will make it easier
to discount arguments about its salience.

We all live in the “prison house of language’ (the term of Jameson,
1972}, and we had best remember that such distinctions finally are
analytic ones, while reality is a seamless manifold concatenation of
“action,” ‘‘culture,” and “‘structure.”” When Japanese corporations or-
ganize morning aerobics, so long as Grateful Dead fans wear tie-dyed
T-shirts, and until fast-food restaurants disappear from interstate high-
way interchanges, we had best recogrize culture as involving not only
symbols and ideas, but also social practices in relation to self, others,
and material objects. Nor should we understand culture as limited ¢o
matters of taste {Gans, 1974). Instead, 1 want to underscore the rele-
vance of cultural analysis to understanding phenomena as diverse and
seemingly distant from “high” and “popular” culture as organizations,
wars, and economies.

To study culture historically, then, involves the identification of
some cultural pattems or artifacts, either material or symbolic. These
may be traced as to their origins, their consequences, their creation and
incorporation into unfolding, contingent interaction, and other aspects
that involve temporaily emergent qualities. Take, for example, Gone
from the Promised Land {Hall, 1987). I chose as its subtitle “Jonestown
in American Cultural History.” The implicit claim is that the quest for
a promised land in Jim Jones’s Peoples Temple was born out of deep
cultural connections to established currents in American history. In
another study, Viviana Zelizer {1979} has identified a puzzle about the
early nineteenth-century United States: why was there ideological re-
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sistance to acceptance of life insurance compared to other forms of
insurance? The puzzle offers occasion to bring to light cultural taboos
about attaching monetary value to human life that inhibited accep-
tance of life insurance. With this backdrop, Zelizer is able to identify
the strategies adopted in the insurance industry to counter the cultural
taboos.

Jonestown’s mass suicides don’t seem very American, and we don’t
experience insurance as a pressing cultural issue. Nevertheless, the ex-
amples of Peoples Temple and of life insurance offer more general les-
sons about studying culture historically, for one of the problems of
cultural analysis turns on how to identify thestuff, and these examples
illustrate a strategy. We are used to being told that “structure’” {even if
it lacks a consensus definition} has real substance, while culture some-
how is ephemeral and ““soft’’; no wonder, the structuralist critics rave,
that cultural methods tend toward the qualitative; we can’t really pin
down culture, so we are reduced to metaphor and poetics.

True enough, culture does not always have the relatively discrete
boundaries that the person, the organization, the nation-state are sup-
posed to have; nor is it always rationalized like foreign trade balances
and survey research questions. Indeed, some of the more interesting
puzzles about culture have to do with the ephemeral ways it pops up
in unexpected locations, like some Hydra crossed with a chameleon.
Precisely because normative culture channels perceptions of the world,
the cultural bases of practical activity often are buried in routines. Un-
der these circumstances, anomalies, “problems,’ disjunctures identi-
fied by social actors—those breaches of the normatively organized
world—ofter points of entry into cultural analysis because they repre-
sent situations in which actors have collided with some cultural reci-
pes and knowledge, tools and practices. The "problem” for particular
actors—be it reaching the promised land or selling life insurance—
can become a window through which the cultural historian can iden-
tify otherwise latent cultural elements and their connections to one
another.

Such are the tough sorts of cases. Yet for all the critics’ lamentations,
culture is not always so difficult to identify, and though its history
may not be any easier to trace than any other history, it is hardly la-
tent. Much culture, both symbolic and material, is codified, organized,
stored, and packaged for easy retrieval and use, hence “’structured” {cf.
Wuthnow, 1987). We need think only of the medieval Christian mass,
laboriously copied by monks, to recognize an early example of “mass’’
culture. Through the wonder of the symbolic activities of writing and
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notating music, Christian worshipers across old Europe could experi-
ence what counted as the ““same” liturgy on a given day of worship {for
a musical history, see Georgiades, [1974}1982}.

Following one of Max Weber's lines of analysis, we must recog-
nize the drift toward the rationalization and routinization of culture
through industrialization and the consolidation of the mass media.
Culture now often comes mass produced and distributed in discrete,
bounded packages; witness the book, the film, the compact disk, the
videotape. Even when cultural distribution depends more on the con-
tinuing practices of people in an “art world” {Becker, 1982}, those prac-
tices may be sufficient to insure a relative degree of coherence of
cultural material over time. At one end of a continuum we might find
actors in the ‘“‘same’” play night after night on a Broadway run; at the
other, a painter treating a range of subjects, working within a well-
defined genre for a relatively known audience, or jazz musicians using
the format of “standard” tunes as a vehicle for improvisation. The gen-
eral point here is this: sometimes, as with jonestown and with life
insurance taboos, culture may be latent, and difficult to bring to light.
But often culture obtains an explicit character over time through the
repetitive actions of those who enact, display, or use it. Under these
conditions, the possibility of tracking culture historically differs little
from the possibility of tracking “social structure.” f anything, the op-
portunities are greater, for the archives of culture often are more cen-
tralized and richer than, for example, the archives that might bring to
light voting patterns or family structures.

Given the archival storage of certain cultural materials, perhaps the
most established approach to cultural history takes a particular cul-
tural genre or form and traces such things as its origins, its diffusion,
its collapse, and subsegquent revivals. A “classic” recent example is
Edward Berlin’s {1980) study of ragtime music from its origins in
American vaudeville and minstrel music, to the heyday of player-piano
music {when middle-class parents feared for its devilish effects on their
children), to its eventual subsumption within jaze during the 1920s. In
a similar vein, Wendy Griswold {1986} has explored the cultural origins
of Elizabethan theater genres of city comedy and revenge tragedy. Then
asking why, during the centuries that followed, these plays were re-
vived on the London stage in some eras and not others, she has been
able to explore relationships between cultural institutions, historical
circumstance, and the meanings of theater productions for socially
constructed audiences. A similar, but more “material,” study concerns
the American motel;, Warren Belasco (1979) finds that the highway
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landmark is not just a hotel at the edge of town, but really stands in a
direct line of descent from tourist courts, cabins, and private camp-
grounds that were established in response to the upper-middle-class’s
turn-of-thé-century fling with “gypsying”’ in the automobile. To men-
tion another, more familiar example, Lynn Hunt {1984} has used a va-
riety of visual, written, and statistical archival materials to trace the
birth of ideology during the French revolution as a new basis of politi-
cal culture.

Studies of ragtime music, Elizabethan theater, the motel, and
changes in political culture might seem of a different order than inves-
tigations of the cultural resistance to life insurance and the cultural
origins of Peoples Temple’s quest for a “promised land.” Yet the difter-
ences have more to do with the degree of latency of the cultural history
than with process. A general model of cultural history may he derived
from the social interaction perspective as a way of conceptualizing all
of the examples I have noted. The work of George Herbert Mead offers
a point of departure.

For the purposes of understanding history, one of Mead'’s core ideas
has to do with the distinction between the social symbol and indi-
vidual meaning. According to Mead, the social symbol is shared, and it
is in part on the basis of socially shared symbols that the actor faces
a situation and formulates actions. individual meaning, however, is
uniquely established through the contextualization of social symbols
during the formulation of action in relation to private thought and the
perceived gestures of others. For all his emphasis on the act, Mead
{1956: 180, 253-54) acknowledged that much life is socially patterned
by institutions and routines that control conduct. Moreover, in a way
that is seldom acknowledged today (but see Strauss, in Mead, 1956: ix,
xiv), Mead (1956: 187-88}, like Alfred Schutz {1970j, treated the actor
as rationally weighing alternative stratagems in relation to particular-
istic problems and goals, be they emotional, instrumental, aesthetic.
These aspects of Mead’s ideas suggest that we can understand culcure
as received symbols, recipes, and products that actors draw on by way
of grappling in emergent meaningful ways with situational “prob-
lems.”” In similar ways, Bourdieu {{1972]1977] notes the regulated im-
provisational nature of habitus, and Swidler (1986} writes of culture as
a “tool kit.” Such terms offer a remarkable parallel to the work of
George Kubler (1962§, the structuralist historian of material culture.
Paralleling Mead, Kubler treats artistic and craft actions as directed to

cultura] “problems.”
For example, spatial perspective in painting has heen conventional-
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ized by various devices of size, shape, and lighting to solve the “prob-
lem” of representing three-dimensional space on a two-dimensional
surface. Baxandall (1972:; esp. 94102, 124-28} has argued that solu-
tions t0 the Quattrocento artists’ problem of perspective were in-
formed by close ties to the Italian commercial quest for measurement
precision. As a result of these ties, the artists used a receding grid that
offered a basis for sizing objects proportionately and aligning their
edges with vanishing points. However, objects tended to be represented
in a set of planes parallel to the canvas, and it was not until the sev-
enteenth century that the plane convention was dropped in favor of
true recessional perspective (W6lflin, {1915]1950: 73£f).

Turning to a quite different problem, before machines set the rhythm
of industrial production, the Protestant ethic established a configura-
tion of personal consciousness that converged in an elective affinity
with the capitalist problem of work discipline. The Protestant, serving
God in a ‘““calling,” would work on the basis of an inner-worldly as-
ceticism that rationalized labor as a predictable commodity {Weber,
{1905]1958; ct. Thompson, 1967}

To the degree that recipe “solutions’” to “problems” become socially
shared and transmitted over time, we may speak of institutionalized
culture. In large part, then, the study of cultural histoiy initially de-
pends on the identification of new cultural patterns, their connections
to social life, their persistence, and changes. Along with patterns,
changes, and their timing, issues of explanation and interpretation also
may be addressed.

Kubler recognizes that cultural solutions over time may change,
through processes such as invention, variation, drift, and discard. Two
concepts from Kubler's work—series and sequence—seem especially
useful for charting these processes. Both share one overarching feature:
they center on repetitive patterns of social action as directed to the
solution of some cultural problem. Kubler {1962} describes a series as
a closed class of equivalent items directed to some solution of a cul-
tural problem. On the other hand, a sequence is “an open-ended,
expanding class” of items “related to one another by the bonds of tra-
dition and influence” that thus constitute “linked solutions” to an
emergent cultural problem. We could consider as a series, for example,
the Quattrocento paintings that employed the receding grid to repre-
sent perspective. Paintings of a continuous artistic tradition that broke
away from planar sections toward receding perspective would consti-
tute a sequence.

Of course these examples are material ones, and in general, Kubler
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was interested in material objects such as pottery, paintings, and sculp-
ture, and how their creators approached both technical problems {such
as incorporation of handles that would carry the weight of materials in
a yjug) and aesthetic problems {such as how to proportion the sizes of
objects depicted in a painting to give a particular sense of perspective).
in these terms, the members of a series always solve a problem in the
same way based on the same culturally shared reasons, while in a se-
quence, the cultural problem itself shifts over time, as do the solutions,
but the changes are connected to one another by the linked activities
of their creators. By extension, as the example of the Protestant ethic
suggests, the approach that Kubler used to describe material culture
can be applied to other, more ephemeral cultural “problems* {such as
legitimacy or salvation) and to more diffuse cultural “objects” {such as
ethics and noxms). The “solutions” may be directed to the demeanor
of individuals, and their styles of interaction, as well as the cultures
of groups and organizations, and their patterned relationships {Hall,
1988a}.

The concepts of series and sequence offer a way of consolidating
cultural history within the social interaction perspective, for they
mark an underlying sociological unity of cultural process. The statf of
Peoples Temple, no less than other social movement organizers, faced
cultural problems ranging from ultimate goals to muridane matters of
publicity and social control. Thus, we can ask, following Schutz and
Mead, what culture did they draw on, and from what sources, in trying
to solve their problems? On a more diffuse scale involving insurance
companies facing cultural resistance based on economic, social, and
religious taboos, Zelizer treats the process of legitimating life in-
surance in much the same manner, showing how what amounted to
a public relations campaign sequentially shifted cultural meanings.
For genres of aesthetic culture, like ragtime music and Elizabethan
comedy, the concepts of series and sequence seem particularly easy to
apply, and they work as well for the many false starts, innovations,
and consolidation of solutions that mark the movement from tourist
camps to tourist cabins, motor courts, and motels. Generically we may
say that cuitural history traces cultural problems and their solutions
in serial and sequential patterns.

Tue ProsLEM OF THE HisTORICAL OBJECT

From an objectivist viewpoint, it would be easy enough to leave
the concepts of series and sequence behind, and geton to other matters.
But many of the problems of objectivist history derive from tendencies
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to assume the facticity of objects of historical analysis as constituted
prior to the observer’s study of them, even if philosophical investiga-
tions suggest the reverse. Paul Veyne {{1971]1984), on the other hand,
is careful to distinguish between human events as ‘“true occurrences
with man [sic] as the actor,”” and history as “an account of events.”
Sande Cohen {1986; ci. Carroll, 1980) recently offered a deconstruc-
tionist assault on the artificial coherence of historical accounts, by
showing how to locate “‘transcendent’ staging devicesin historical dis-
courses. Situated outside history, such devices render historical ac-
counts plausible to readers by providing “history with continuity and
discourse with meaning” thematized by “aboutness.” A “history’’ of
Nixon’s Watergate crisis, for example, can only be narrated by telescop-
ing events into a coherent story (Cohen, 1986: 74-76). In this light,
any notion that the historical object is simply “out there,” waiting for
the historian to discover and describe it, seems a self-serving conceit.

Yet the interaction perspective pulls in two directions at once on the
problem of the historical object, because it consistently looks to the
construction of knowledge from the point of view of the actor. On
the one hand, all actors themselves give shape to history through their
meaningful constructions of events. On the other hand, since histori-
ans themselves are actors, it follows that a historical account is con-
stituted according to the purposes of the historian constructing it. This
relativism of the observer, in fact, is the position NMead {1938: 94)
adopted, one taken up in greater detail by others more directly con-
cerned with historical analysis {e.g., Weber, 1949; Aron, [1948]1961;
Veyne, 1984).

Employing a2 neo-Kantian line of reasoning, Weber essentially
adopted a strategy that acknowledged the values of the investigator as
shaping the questions raised about events: “aboutness’ was ultimately
the product of the scholar’s interests, as Cohen has argued. Against this
sphere of values beyond rational adjudication, however, Weber coun-
terposed a methodology of historical investigation that was to be in-
formed by the ethic of science (Weber, 1946}, Rather than acceding to
the total relativity of value-driven inquiry, he sought to mark off from
topical values the scientific ethic of investigation that pursues inter-
pretation and causal explanation by attending to the interconnections
of meanings and causalities in events themselves {Hall, 1984a). Follow-
ing Heinrich Rickert, in a highly provisional way Weber {1949: 155)
recognized that what he termed “primary”’ historical facts might be
constituted in other ways than through the explanatory interests of the
historian, as ‘*‘historical individuals’ in their own right.”’
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At the opposite end of the continuum from Mead, Dilthey {1976:
208—45) was less concerned than Weber with the role of the historian
in relation to the framing of a historical subject. Instead, Dilthey
looked to the relativity of actors in history, and sought to provide his-
torical accounts that reconstruct history from the points of view of
interactive biographies. In Dilthey’s perspective, itis at least in theory
possible to identify historical objects that obtained their coherence
in the interrelations of events themselves. Drawing on Weber and
Dilthey, [ will call these interrelated sets of events “intrinsic historical
objects,” insofar as they are linked in the conscious actions of human
participants. Such objects are the province of Verstehen, or interpretive
understanding, as an approach to history.

It would take us too far afield to consider Verstehen in detail. Still,
difficult though the historian’s task may be when it comes to under-
standing the meaningof events for participants, one red herring should
be cast aside. In our terms, following Weber, Verstehen is an episte-
mological requirement of adeguate explanation, not, as Dilthey would
propose, some magical technique for apprehending “inner” states of
subjectivity {cf. Oakes, 1977). Under this formulation, the historianis
to make use of whatever evidence is available concerning the inten-
tions of actors—diaries, recordings, accounts of witnesses, the “fit”’ of
a hypothetical motive with other aspects known about the actor, and
so forth. Such evidence is subject to the same rules of usage and argu-
mentation as other evidence. On the basis of this sort of discourse, the
historian is hardly likely to simulate the state of mind of a social actor,
but it is at least in principle possible to consider and reject or tenta-
tively accept a formulation about the actor’s motives.

Despite other differences, Dilthey’s approach shares Weber’s {1977
7—8) stricture that the subject matter of sociology proper ends at the
bounds of meaningtul social action {cf. Bendix, 1984: 30). When the
stricture is applied in historical analysis of culture, the bounds of a
particular cluster of meaning of an intrinsic historical object are de-
fined by the subjective intentionalities of the actors themselves. This
criterion only can be called into play in actual investigation, for it is
impossible to specify on formal grounds whether an empirical complex
of actions constitutes an intrinsic historical object. Indeed, as a pri-
mary task of the historian, Verstehen is directed toward apprehending
the meaningtul character of actions and their specific connections to
other actions. Empirically, the task of the verstehende historian is syn-
onymous with the epistemological problem of identifying and describ-
ing the intrinsic historical object.
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With this understanding, it is possible to elaborate the concepts of
series and sequence. Mead {1956: 131} is right to say that the same
objects, for example, furniture, may be placed in different historical
series by different individuals [e.g,, their owners versus auctioneersj or
even by the same individual at different biographical junctures. So it is
equally possible for historians to create their own series and sequences;
this is more or less Cohen’s lament about ““transcendent’” staging de-
vices. Yet in Weber’s and Dilthey’s terms, another possibility obtains.
Insofar as a “problem” is addressed by one or more historical actors,
and insofar as the solutions are, as Kubler says, ‘“related to one another
by the bonds of tradition or influence,” then the actors’ focus on the
problem itself is the linkage in history that constitutes an intrinsic
historical object, and in this case history is something other than
merely a reflection of the historian’s use of transcendent linking de-
vices. Indeed, the linked activity in intrinsic historical objects seems
presupposed by Mead’s (1956: 261f.) ideas of community and social
institution.

In these terms and in principle, we may distinguish cultural histories
of intrinsic historical objects, in which certain series and sequences
result from the efforts of the actors under consideration, from cultural
histories in which the series and sequences are the products of the
“transcendent” staging devices of the historian—what might be called
“extrinsic historical objects.” To give substance to these distinctions
let me comment on my study of Peoples Temple in more detail. 1t is
true enough, as both Mead and Weber would maintain, that I wrote
only one of a number of possible histories of Peoples Temple. I concen-
trated on the developmental history of the group and its relation to
historical and contemporary culture. Another project might oftier, for
example, a social history of life in the temple for rank-and-file mem-
bers. Still, either of these studies is premised on the idea that Peoples
Temple represented an intrinsic historical object; in reference to that
object, different nairatives may develop and test plots {cf. Veyne, [1971]
1984} that crisscross one another. While these plot narratives may be
contained within the Temple as an intrinsic historical object, it is pos-
sible that other plot narratives might transcend it, for example, in a
history of “cults” in the United States that places the historical object
into an extrinsic series of the historian’s making.

My own goal was to treat Peoples Temple as an intrinsic object, and
I therefore sought to explore the series and sequences that became sa-
lient in the the mindful interactions of participants themselves. To
take fund-raising as an example, even if Peoples Temple used its mon-
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ies for different puiposes than those of jim and Tammy Bakker, temple
staff located the techniques of their efforts solidly in the cultural prac-
tices among Pentecostalist, storefront, and mass media religions. It is
not just a sociological comparison that establishes connections be-
tween the temple and Oral Roberts; rather, temple staff faced a cultural
problem and drew inspiration by participating in an intrinsic series
that has been constituted through the living practices of a succession
of evangelical religious movements that share a common culture {Hall,
1987: 84—88). Much the same holds for Jim Jones’s practices of {faith
healing {Hall, 1987: 17-23).

Intrinsic sequences also connect Peoples Temple with broader cur-
rents of American cultural history. Connected by the “bonds of tradi-
tion and influence,”” as Kubler {1962} put it, Jim Jones and his staff not
only replicated familiar cultural recipes; they also offered novel solu-
tions linked to emergent cultural problems. Thus, the image of a
‘promised land” is not simply one that I chose as an evocative meta-
phor; rather, Jones himself worked with the image in ways that sym-
bolized the quest of his religious social movement for redemption from
the American society that he identified as classist and racist. But he
hardly invented the term; to the contrary, he had “borrowed” it irom
his self-adopted mentor, Father Divine. Nor were the formulations of
Divine and Jones entirely improvisational; instead, they resonated
deeply with the aspirations of many of Jones’s black followers in ways
that connected with a cultural sequence dating back to antebellum
days. The simple fact of the forced migration from Africa of blacks to
become slaves in the United States constituted a legacy that has been
met by a sequence of cultural solutions, from back-to-Africa move-
ments spanning a hundred years, to internal migrations and Martin
Luther King’s “trip to the mountaintop” that prophesied the promised
land in coming changes within the United States. For people like the
black woman follower of Jones who said she’d always wanted to live in
a black country, Peoples Temple’'s colony of Jonestown put new fire
into the dying embers of an old dream of getting out of “Egypt”’ com-
pletely. Here, Jones succeeded in attracting followers in pait because
his program offered a new solution in a previously established and cul-
turally linked sequence of black efforts to reach the promised land be-
yond their bondage.

It would be possible to consider intrinsic historical objects in similar
ways in the case of life insurance taboos studied by Zelizer, in ragtime
music, and in the genres of city comedy and revenge tragedy identi-
fied by Griswold. To cite just one example, Griswold {1986: 196ft.}
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found that the patterns of revivals for the two genres differ substan-
tially according to time period. City comedies were overrepresented
in the eighteenth century and “declined durning the nineteenth cen-
tury,” while revenge tragedies were overrepresented from the maid-
1950s through at least the end of the 1970s {Griswold, 1986: 189).
These sorts of pattems, Griswold has argued, result from theater pro-
ducers identifying categories of plays that play well under certain con-
ditions, or totally elude their audiences. Here, linked social actions
flow from what the producers themselves identified as series, that is,
particular genres of plays.

To he sure, not all cultural histories point to intrinsic historical ob-
jects as their subjects. Some, like Barrington Moore’s { 1984) study of
privacy in different historical societies, and Pelikan’s {1985} explora-
tion of Jesus as a symbol in different contexts, have altogether ditferent
puiposes. Broadly speaking, they are comparative. Despite the histori-
cal focus on culture, within the frame of the interaction perspective
such studies would have to offer different rationales than the history
of an intrinsic object. Other studies seem ambivalent in strategy. Hillel
Schwartz’s {1986} ““cultural history of diets, fantasies, and fat,” for ex-
ample, offers vignettes of dietary and weight-reduction histories that
might seem to stand for a unified cultural history; yet in practice, the
connections between vignettes are not always intrinsic; that is, the
historical actors sometimes placed themselves in widely disparate se-
ries and sequences. To the extent that this is the case, Schwartz really
offers a “transcendent” narrative of a plot that extends beyond the
boundaries of tradition and influence of the historical actors, hence,
beyond any intrinsic historical object. His study thus raises questions
about whether—and how—cultural history in the interaction perspec-
tive can deal with events as something greater than the sum of indi-
vidual actions and imteractions. These issues involve gquestions of
sociological and historical causation.

SOCIOLOGICAL EXPLANATION OF CULTURE

The social interaction perspective stands at the precipice of his-
toricism. Since all events are understood to be unique, some interac-
tionists concern themselves largely with “thick description” and
culturally centered interpretation {Geertz, 197 3}. Yet most interaction-
ists assume that some sort of general sociological knowledge is pos-
sible. How to reconcile the unique with a sociological theory, that has
been the methodological problem. Alfred Schutz and George Herbert
Mead, and in ways Georg Simmel, offered what amount to essentialist
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models: since empirical diversity cannot be subsumed within theory
without distorting it, the alternative is tooffer a general model of pro-
cesses that undergird glf empirical realities. Thus, the “I” and the
‘“‘me,” Schutz’s {1970} theory of relevance, Simmel’s forms. Weber did
not so much offer a general theory of interaction; instead he resolved
the problem of empirical diversity by use of ideal types as benchmarks
of comparison and as explanatory models. Each in his own way,
Schutz, Mead, and Simmel also drew on typification, and despite the
nuanced differences, there is no reason to think that essentialist mod-
els and ideal type analysis represent incompatible solutions. To the
contrary, together they may comprise a distinctive interactionist ap-
proach to sociological explanation. To take up the question of socio-
logical explanation, we need to be clear about one point: there is no
need for the social interaction perspective to regard ‘‘structuralist” ex-
planations with hostility. For all his conceris with symbols and inter-
action, Mead {1956: 284ff ) recognized that context conditions process,
and that, for example, feudalism offers a different context than democ-
racy or slavery. In his essays on topics like the metropolis and the sig-
nificance of numbers for social life, Sinunel {1950) identified what
amount to structural dynamics that undergird interaction, much as
Gofiman has done in identifying the dramaturgical contexts that make
role performances plausible. In these terms, the interaction perspective
solves the problem of sociological explanation by treating structure
not just as some skeleton characteristics that describe functionaily
equivalent aspects of different societies. Instead, structure itself is a
culturally infused aspect of social reality that, if it is to have causal
salience, either directly shapes the emergent practices of social actors
(e.g., in the metropolis}, or is “made present” by those actors. Weber
sought to build this connection into his conceptual framework: when
describing overarching ‘’structures’’ of authority, ideal types of social
organization, and economic forms, he insisted on ‘‘meaning adequacy”
as a criterion of concept formation {1977: 13, 20), thus avoiding the
false analytic distinction between micro- and macro-sociology. In the
interaction perspective, sociological explanation must be mediated by
understanding emergent meaningful action, even in the case of over-
arching social ‘'structures.”

With a provisional understanding that meaning and structure are in-
tertwined, we can consider two alternative approaches to sociological
explanation. In one approach, sociologists may attend to cultural his-
tory by application of a conceptual vocabulary. The vocabulary solves
the historiographic problem of selection and offers a framework on
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which to drape the historical account. Thus, Meyrowitz {1985] is able
to bring to light a new way of conceptualizing media effects on audi-
ences by using the dramatusgical vocabulary of Goffman. Meyrowitz’s
specific explanations are open to debate, but he effectively argues in
general that television creates a new set of stage relationships: both for
people portrayed in the media and for the audience, the old frontstage-
backstage division is blurred by the television cameras with their mul-
tiple angles, and by television content, superficial in depth but broad
in its topical coverage. In this example, the conceptual framework it-
self makes possible an explanation of cultural change that could not
easily he conceived in a framework more concerned with “variables”
and their relationships.

The second approach to explanation within the interaction perspec-
tive depends on empirical or ideal types. Here there are several strate-
gies, and in considering them, again we face the problem of what
constitutes a series. Clearly, not all examples in a series are exactly the
same, yet how are they to be conceptualized? For the historian, the
problem is partly a pragmatic one. how to use general terms and con-
cepts to discuss a myriad of examples that differ in details. Take mu-
sical genres, which capture the problem in a classic form. By now, no
one doubts the historical existence of ragtime music, but our concep-
tion of it differs from the ones that held sway during its heyday, and
any serious effort to identify ragtime’s features—either by analyzing
musical motifs or by assaying the comments of performers, critics, and
audiences—runs into trouble. Berlin (1980} found no single historical
lineage ([sequence) that gave rise to ragtime, nordid he feel comfortable
offering a definitive characterization of the music. Instead, ragtime ap-
pears to have been a label that some contemporaries invoked for a par-
ticular kind of player piano music, while for others, what mattered
were lyrics or rhythm. Following Berlin’s lead, the interaction perspec-
tive can shed light on the ephemeral nature of social truth by otfering
cultural histories of typification and labelling.

Yet such an approach is hardly adequate to the full problem of socio-
logical explanation in cultural history. For all their oversimplification,
descriptive types and models of average courses of action offer a short-
hand way of summarizing historical processes roughly replicated over
a wide number of cases. With Arthur Stinchcombe {1978: 6}, we can
understand the problem to involve the depth of analogies between so-
cial instances. It is not so useful to invoke a type or average if it lacks
any meaningfully adequate basis for connection to parallel empirical
paths of action. To talk of middle-class tastes in music makes little
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sense if class is an insufficient basis for identifying shared meodalities
of conduct.

One solution to the problem is to use the category of currency
among actors themselves. Thus Belasco (1979} was able to describe the
vacation practice of going ‘‘a-gypsying” in the new automobiles as a
particular cultural phenomenon in the turn-of-the-twentieth century
United States. As Berlin’s consideration of ragtime shows, a term can
easily obscure too much if it is taken as a narrow ritual or “thing.” But
Belasco describes gypsying as a range of improvisational activities
within a general forinat, capturing cultural practices in terms that
evoke the participants’ understanding of them. So long as examples
and empirical typifications consolidate and summarize diversity rather
than distorting it, they offer a useful basis for charting the meaningful
pathways of social interaction. Perhaps the best protection against
their abuse is the forceful application of negative evidence (Linde-
smith, 1947) to clarify the range of typicality, subtypes of empirical
process, and affinities with other conceptual clusters.

An alternative procedure, followed by Griswold (1986), is somewhat
more sensitive to Mead’s argument that the historian gives meaning to
any series in the first place. Thus Griswold created her own canons for
the genres of Elizabethan revenge tragedies and city comedies. Not that
she ignored the historically situated typifications of plays; to the con-
trary, she made good use of such data to establish each canon in terms
of accepted characteristics of the genre. But studying revivals of the
plays required an unambiguous set of cases, and Griswold (1986: 56}
chose to exclude one revenge tragedy, Hamlet, “‘because its revival pat-
tern has less to do with its characteristics as a revenge tragedy than
with its membership in the elite circle of Shakespeare’s best-known
plays.” Here, the intrinsic characteristics of a case give way to a ratio-
nale from sociological analysis—a hypothesis about the causes of the
play's revival—that sets the range of typification.

Empirical typification—either actor-centered or analyst-centered—
can offer a useful vehicle for exposition, but sociological explanation
still faces the problem of empirical diversity. The classic solution is
that of Max Weber. Rather than rely solely on empirical types or aver-
ages, Weber employed ideal types—what Guenther Roth {1976} calls
“socio-historical models” to emphasize their continuities with empiri-
cal phenomena. Such types, Weber {1977: 20)freely admitted, lack his-
torical concreteness and specificity, but by way of compensation, they
obtain heightened precision “by striving for the highest possible degree
of adeguacy on the level of meaning.” As both Schutz {{1932]1967) and
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Mead [1956) have argued, and as Weber acknowledged, empirical social
actors give meaning to their actions in unfolding, improvisational, and
intentionally or unintentionally ambiguous ways. How to analyze so-
cial life in a way that respects its existential and emergent nature?
Ideal types ofer a way of working out unambiguous and coherent so-
ciological models that differ from functionalist and abstract variable
approaches by their capacity to reflect subjective and social tempo-
rality, and hence, meaning and meaningfully patterned social organi-
zation {Hall, 19844}, one way of thinking about them is to consider
them as generic plots. Such clarified, meaningfully adeqguate typifica-
tions are not intended to represent any given existential reality. In-
stead, they are explanatory models that may serve as benchmarks
against which to compare empirical actions. To the degree that em-
pirical events ean be subsumed by a model’s dynamic, the model’s
particular sociological explanation gains credence. Conversely, if the
model’s content fails to match up to the empirical data about ac-
tions and their patterns, the model may be rejected as a sociological
explanation.

Two examples from my study of Peoples Temple may help under-
score the meaningful basis of ideal types and show their role in socio-
logical explanation. First, let us take migration. One thing temple
members kept doing collectively was to move together. Jones and a
small group of followers originally went to rural California from Indi-
anapolis, diiven out, Jones claimed, by racism; in California they
shifted their locus of operations from rural Redwood Valley to the me-
tropolises of San Francisco and Los Angeles; under investigation by the
U.S. Treasury Department, they departed those shores for Guyana, on
the northeast coast of South America; there they underwent the final
migration, to the hereafter, by the awesome vehicle of mass suicide.
Without going into detail, it is possible to describe “religious migra-
tion” as an ideal type; the model describes the meaningful structure
and developmental dynamics of this type of collective action indepen-
dently of any specific occurrence, and it applies in varying degrees to
the actions of the Puritans, the Huguenots, the Missouri Lutherans,
and the Mormons, to mention a few. Applying the model, it is possible
to determine how far it goes in explaining the development of Peoples
Temple, and what aspects must be subjected to some other explanation
(Hall, 1987: 206-9).

Similarly, it is possible to draw on a sociological model of the char-
latan in order to consider accusations by Jones’s opponents that he was
bilking his followers for personal enrichment. Charlatans, it turns out,
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have a pattern of action very different from that suggested by what
evidence we have about Jones, and until new evidence comes to light,
the charlatan as an ideal type fails to explain Jones’s conduct, and the
sociological search for explanation must take other directions {Hall,
1987: 33-35.

Whatever the analytic outcome, use of ideal types as sociohistorical
models of meaningfully patterned actions selves the problem of con-
ceptualization of reality by establishing a strategy of analysis that
firmly distinguishes between, on the one hand, saciological medels of
comparison, and on the other, unique empirical actions and events.
Empirical typification does much the same thing, but by establish-
ing close analogies between empirical events. In either approach, the
empirical models or ideal types do not represent reality; rather, they
offer a way of precipitating out the aspects of reality that may be
explained by a given meaningtul pattern of action, leaving the unex-
plained to other sociohistorical models, and the residual to historio-
graphic explanation.

HisToRicAL ExpLANATION OF CULTURE

If sociological explanation is directed to understanding the generic
features of things, historiographic explanation favors particularistic
treatment of factors and events that are held to give rise to unique
outcomes. In the case of what I have called an intrinsic historical ob-
ject, the initial task may be construed as the construction of a narrative
that tests a theory of plot against what the analyst knows {Veyne,
11971{1984; Stone, 1979; Danto, 1985}. But even with the intrinsic ob-
ject, and especially when the object transcends the boundaries of a co-
herent tradition and influence, investigation moves beyond narrative
per se to the question of historical explanation—“why?” To answer
this question, discourse moves away from narrative’s sequenced ac-
count and sociology’s generic answers, to marshal relevant evidence
for and against particularistic, historically unique explanations of a
phenomenon.

In an age when deconstructionists are busy assaulting texts as inter-
nally ordered assemblages, historical narrative has become suspect as
a special kind of storytelling {Cohen, 1986). Rightfully so, I suggested
above, when it moves beyond the intrinsic plot. An alternative ap-
proach is that of historical explanation, which eschews narrative in
favor of identifying necessary and sufficient conditions of events. Yet
historical explanation may fare no better than narrative. From the
viewpoint of both deconstruction and the interaction perspective, his-
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torical explanation moves beyond the interlinked motives of historical
actors. It thus would seem to replace intrinsic historv with transcen-
dent linkages of the historian’s own making, with the unhappy result
that abstracted factors such as ““the Protestant ethic” or “the culture of
narcissism’ would substitute for the history of how people understand
the world and what they do. How might the interaction perspective
help avoid this potential problem and, in turn, clarify the parameters
of historical explanation?

We may take it as an article of faith that abstract factors, forces, or
variables do not have causal efficacy in their own terms; if things of
historical salience happen, they either happen to people or through
their actions. Thus, the relevance of nonsocial forces {such as weather,
accidents) as well ass ecological and demographic ones, need not be de-
nied; rather, the problem is to understand such factors as they manifest
themselves in direct effects on social actors. The absolutely external
and nonhuman cause represents a limiting case of historical explana-
tion. By far the more relevant phenomena, be they external or social,
are themselves taken into account in unfolding social interaction icf.
Weber, 1977: 7). "The definition of the situation’ thus is an important
basis of historical explanation, since the course of actual events fre-
quently is confounded by how historical actors read those events. It is
the forte of the interaction perspective to deal with precisely this kind
of circumstance.

Brietly, two examples: the tragedy of mass suicide at Jonestown,
Guyana, in 1978 most often has been explained as the product of fim
Jones, cast as devil or madman, or both. Yet a close interactionist his-
torical explanation reveals something quite difterent—a religious con-
flict between Jones’s Peoples Temple and a group called the Concerned
Relatives. in terms of an interactionist historical explanation, it mat-
ters little in any “objective” terms whether the zealous followers of
Jones’s Peoples Temple were trapped in a ““cult,” as its equally zealous
opponents charged, just as we do not need to know whether the Con-
cerned Relatives “persecuted”’ Peoples Temple. What matters is that
each side developed such images of its opponents in a way that fueled
religious conflict. Jones’s staff sometimes misread crucial information
by aligning it with the previously established inte:pretation of con-
spiratorial persecution. In the same way, opponents misread actions of
temple members, and acted to save loved ones who had chosen Jones
over their families and had no interest in being ‘“saved.” To complicate
matters, each side gained “inside’” intelligence about the other’s true
goals in ways that made it possible to discount public performances
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that contradicted previously framed images. In this interactionist his-
torical explanation of a self-contained or intrinsic historical object,
tragedy unfolded not simply on the basis of any objective social con-
ditions, but by the specific interactional dynamic of opponents locked
in religious conflict {Hall, 1987).

Even beyond the close sphere of an intrinsic object, the social inter-
action perspective offers a crucial basis for the historical study of cul-
ture, again because it points to the situated and emergent meaningful
actions of differently located individuals. Wendy Griswold {1986, 1987}
ofters as an analytic device “the cultural diamond” that schematically
suggests the mutual influence of artists, cultural objects, audiences,
and social context. Using the cultural diamond allows the designa-
tion of linkages based on social interaction that transcends any in-
trinsic historical object. In the terms used here, the London theater
seene can be considered an arena treated by the historian as a conduit
and conjuncture of different series and sequences. Changes in theater
architectural plans evoked different heritages of theater, there were
transformations of economics and of the way theater audiences incor-
porated attendance into their daily lives, and particular plays and
genres resonated with more or less meaning for the audiences of one
era, compared to another. Griswold has been able to offer historical
explanations of Renaissance revivals by use of an analytic model that
looks to the meaningful ways playwrights, producers, audiences, and
state authorities incorporated Elizabethan plays from no longer “liv-
ing’’ series and seguences into their spheres of activities decades and
centuries later. In this example, interactionist explanation of cultural
history moves beyond the intzinsic object.

THE SOCIOHISTORICAL PROBLEM OF CONFIGURATION

By considering series and sequences, the problem of historical ob-
jects, and sociological and historical explanation, [ have tried to show
both the relevance and the potentiality of the interaction perspective
for considering the history of culture in relation to social life. Yet it
would be a conceit to claim for the perspective a totalistic episte-
mology for approaching all the problems of social analysis. The crucial
problem for the social interaction perspective then becomes one of
coming to terms with discourse that exceeds its own limits. One ap-
proach would be simply to reject such discourse as violating the as-
sumptions of George Herbert Mead, Max Weber, Georg Simmel, or
some other patron saint. Yet paradoxically, the interaction perspective
recognizes the socially constructed and relative nature of all knowl-
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edge, and it hardly seems fair for relativists to claim their own ap-
proach as singularly suited to determine the validity of other forms of
knowledge (cf. Becker, {1982]1986!. For the interaction perspective,
boundaries of analysis come to light with the problem of configu-
rational analysis, where history and sociology meet. Much history
“transcends” any intrinsic plot; it is constructed extrinsically as an
historical object by the juxtaposition of diverse events in a ‘‘narrative’’
plot of the historian’s own making, which gives a thread of reality
through imposed “aboutness.”

In interactionist terms, even the studies I have so far described
within the perspective—of Peopl es Templ e, Renaissance revivals, and
the motel—all go beyond the perspective’s limits in certain ways. For
Griswold, the tough problem of linking play revival to particular eras
is resolved in the end by interpreting quantitative inforrnation about
revivals in relation to events of each era, proposing archetypal, topical,
or social relevance as overlapping processes that might explain actual
patterns of revivals. The theory still very much remains interactionist,
but its argumentation is forced into a different terrain by the problem
of evidence. In studying Jonestown, [ was not solely interested in giv-
ing a cultural history of Jonestown; to the contrary, I wanted to under-
stand Jonestown in American cultural history. The empirical analysis
thus otfers a mizror and a metaphor for digging beyond the normnative
perceptions of American culture that give a smooth surface to our ev-
eryday experience. If Griswold departs methodologically, my study of
Jonestown moves interpretively beyond the strict confines of interac-
tionism insofar as it uses empirical analysis as a springboard for con-
sidering broader issues of American culture. These departures extend
the interactionist perspective more than they violate it. With Cris-
wol d there may be reasonable ways to engage in quantification with-
out violating the assumptions of the social action perspective {Hall,
1984b]. And cultural interpretation, as in Gone from the Promised
Land, simply marks a different activity that cannot be evaluated in
sociological discourse per se.

The more contentious prohlems have to do with configurational ar-
guments that serve, in Cohen'’s {1986) terms, as transcendent linking
devices. In his study of the motel, for example, Belasco offers a pan-
oramic view of the linked consequences of events; he depicts the in-
vasion of the nouveau riche into the upper-class resort hotels and the
emergence of new cultural styles among the elite {Teddy Roosevelt's
“strenuous life,” for example), the interests of automobile tourists in
“making time,” and the aversion of travelers with bourgeois sensibili-
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ties to associating with the “Okies” in free tourist camps sponsored by
small towns hoping to attract business trade from the highways. Much
of the power of Belasco’s study comes from the convincing way he
weaves a story of the motel’s emergence out of the conspicuous con-
sumption and social exclusivity and upward mobility aspirations of
competing social strata. The argument as a whole is a configurational
one that exceeds the strict boundaries of interactionist explanation: a
conjunctural set of separate and sometimes totally disconnected pro-
cesses and events results in an outcome that lies well beyond the in-
tentionalities of any given social actors, well beyond any intrinsic
historical object. Unintended consequences in this example are more
than results of actions that go beyond their initiators’ goals; they rep-
resent institutionalized social developments that have no coherent
meaningful basis.

The problem becomes more pronounced if we move to a broader
scale of historical development, still closely linked to cultural history.
While Max Weber is best known for his argument about the Protestant
ethic as cultural dimension that fueled the emergence of modern, “'ra-
tional” capitalism, his overall theory was a configurational one that
pointed to diverse changes in accounting procedures, world trade, the
emergence of state absolutism, meaningful bases of religious salvation,
and so on {Weber, [1927]1981; Collins, [1980]1986). Some of these his-
torical developments occurred in streams of activity isolated from one
another, yet they had consequences that are explicable only in terms of
their conjuncture, not the intentions of the actors involved. The emer-
gent institutions of modern capitalism certainly may be traced ulti-
mately to meaningful social actions, but the eonsequences are not
reducible to the sum of those actions. At least, so the argument goes.
And that is just the point. Studies like Weber’s {and more recently,
Mukerii’s | 1983} study of material culture, and Michael Mann'’s {1986]
account of power] move from historical narrative involving culture to
the exploration of culture along with other historical factors combined
in configurational saciological aiguments about histosy.

By returning to Sande Cohen'’s {1986) problem of the transcendent
staging devices that give history a sense of aboutness,” it is now pos-
sible to understand more clearly where history qua social interaction
tails off, and sociological arguments about history begin. So long as
historical investigation of culture is confined to the problems of intrin-
sic historical objects in series and sequences between such objects con-
nected, as Kubler put it, by the “bonds of tradition and influence,” we
may properly speak of history as a subject of inquiry within the inter-
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action perspective. In that domain, it is possible to offer narrative plots
about the relations of cultural objects to social action and organization,
clarified by sociological and historical explanation.

Yet in practice the study of history does not stop at the boundaries
of the interaction perspective, rigorously defined. Configurational {or
what used to he called “functional’’) consequences in the emergence of
social institutions are a reasonable subject of historical inquiry, and
this applies not only to very broad institutional developments such as
modern capitalism, but also to more narrowly construed subjects—the
emergence of the asylum as charted by Foucault, bases of modern per-
sonal identity, and so forth. But we must be quite clear on two points.

First, while the investigation of events within an intrinsic historical
object or sequence can hope to establish an emergent plot that held
salience for actors themselves, configurational cultural history can fall
back on no such empirical narrative claims. As Cohen suggests, tran-
scendent staging devices will not stand on the basis of historical argu-
ment. But that is not the end of the matter. Instead we need regain
Mead’s insight and face up to the role of the investigator by under-
standing that configurational history really amounts to sociologieal
argument about history, either by offering a particular theory that
weights the importance and interrelations of various factors, or by
identifying a particular configuration of interest, and then working
back to identify the various, potentially independent developments
that gave rise to the configuration. Thus, there is what must be for
historians an unsettling conclusion concerning accounts such as Belas-
co’s study described above, on a broader level, Weber’s theory of capi-
talism, and, indeed, many accounts more conventionally historical.
Such accounts must legitimate themselves by other claims than those
of intrmsic history; they must be accounted either as configurational
sociological history or comparative sociology (Hall, 1988b).

Which brings me to a second concluding point. I have just suggested
that Cohen’s critique can be answered partly by forthiightly acknowl-
edging a realm beyond intrinsic history, for which the claims of ““about-
ness’”’ in events themselves can no longer be sustained; at the same
time I have suggested ways in which that realm may be salvaged as an
arena of reasoned discourse. In a way that might seem paradoxical, this
same step redeems intrinsic history itself from Cohen’s deconstruc-
tionist assault by separating it from practices that yield “transcen-
dent” “aboutness.” But it only does so to the extent that historical
investigation is informed by the interaction perspective, foronly within



4] Social Interaction, Culture, and Historical Studies

that perspective can we hope to trace the relations between culture and
action in intrinsic historical objects and their series and sequences. In
the final analysis, even configurational analysis must depend on the
more basic task of inttinsic cultural history for the building blocks of
its analysis.

In sum, the source of “aboutness” marks a divide within the social
interaction perspective itself, between intrinsic history given meaning
by its actors and extrinsic or configurational history that obtains its
meaning from its analysts. Intrinsic history was given vision by Dil-
they, and it has infarmed diverse histories of culture since, from We-
ber’s treatment of the Protestant ethic to some of the current efforts
discussed here. Extrinsic or configurational sociological history was
also the object of Weber’s efforts, and philosophically, it may be located
in the frame of Mead’s concept of the historian as social actor. To iden-
tify this divide represents one “methodological deconstruction” of his-
torical discourse. Coming to terms with the deconstruction offers a
more rigorous basis to practice historiography by clarifying the difter-
ence between the sociological and historiographic “moments” of its
logic within the social interaction perspective. Yet it must be recog-
nized that, in practice, the best historians combine the various mo-
ments as the practice of a craft.

NOTE

1. In that social action has left little of nature untouched, the definition
may seem to include too much, and thus become trivial. Still, it does not seem
appropriate to exclude as cultural products, for example, domesticated plants
and animals {or the landscape, for that matter], insofar as they have been
shaped by human agency. But the matter of intention seems imporsant. We
may distinguish between the unintentional etfects of cultural action {e.g., the
ozone layer “greenhouse etfect”} and the intentional cultural transformation
or use of natural objects for social ends. In general, given the complex relations
between culture and natusre, the analytic distinction is fluid. But if for ne other
reason, then because the rationalization of nature has been a central feature of
social change, it seems crucial to include culturally organized nature as a sub-
ject of consideration.
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3 The Good News about

Life History
Michal M. McCall and

Judith Wittner

The good news is: Life history research is enjoying a revival. Femi-
nist scholars are using life histories to study social life from the van-
tage point of women. The New Social Historians are using them to
rewrite history ‘“from the bottom up’’—that is, to write history that
includes the daily lives of ordinary people and the experiences of op-
pressed groups {Gardner and Adams 1983; Zunz 1985; Tyrrell 1986).
Anthropologists who recognize that, in writing culture, they structure
and interpret the experiences of others, appreciate life histories be-
cause ‘the other” speaks for herself and describes her own experiences
in them. Life histories interest scholars engaged in “/post-positivist cul-
tural studies” because of their commitment to “lived experience’’ and
to ““developing insights and deepening understanding of the complexi-
ties and constructedness of culture through participation in forms of
life where observer and observed become interlocutors’” (Conguergood
1987:2}. Because they are stories, life histories also interest narrative
theorists and those social scientists who are using the insights of nar-
rative theorists to create postpositivist methodologies and epistemolo-
gies {e.g., Denzin 1982, Watson and Watson-Franke 1985}.

At one level, the renewed interest in life history research is a product
of scholarship that conceptualizes knowledge as inherently ideologi-
cal. In every field of inquiry where this orientation has taken hold, a
basic method for gathering data has been to ask people to talk about
their lives. Because they depend less on concepts grounded in the ex-
periences of socially dominant groups and classes, life histories deepen
the eritique of existing knowledge. They force us to examine our as-
sumptions, incorporate more actors into our models, and generate
more inclusive concepts for understanding the actual complexities of
social institutions and the processes of social change.

'To groups who have been ignored, to emergent coliectivities who are
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just beginning to speak in their own name and to develop their own
past and future, life histories are an important, perhaps essential, tool
for formulating, publicizing, and pursuing change as well. As new
groups emerge into public view and make claims to be heard, life his-
tories become important tools for reconstnicting knowledge not only
about them, but about the society of which they are part. Stories tell
about society from particular vantage points. Who speaks and who is
heard are political questions, a fact that is especially apparent when
people in positions of low status and power find their voice.

At another level, the renewed interest in life history research rep-
resents a loss of faith in positivism {Geertz 1983:19). Critics of the
positivist tradition in social science claim that it maintains the sub-
ordination of women, workers, and non-European people by excluding
their experiential knowledge of social life from our abstract knowledge
of society. The experiential knowledge of subordinate people, critics
point out, is kept submerged by positivist methodologies which as-
sume social scientists know enough to ask the questions that yield
meaningful explanations of society and social life. The life stories of
subordinate people, on the contrary, present their experiences and
meanings; reveal the problematics of their social worlds (Denzin 1982},
and help subordinate people use their own knowledge to produce lives
they want to lead {Armitage 1983; Chesnaux 1978).

At the broadest level, the renewed interest in life history research is
a '‘postmodernist operation,” which, like other such operations, is “be-
ing staged—not in order to transcend representation, but in order to
expose that system of power that authorizes certain representations
while blocking, prohibiting or invalidating others” {Owens 198.3:59j,
and which, like the others, owes much to “the presence of an insistent
feminist voice” (ibid.: 61).

The key ... is the loosening of the hold over fragmentary
scholarly communities of either specific totalizing visions or
general paradigmatic styles of organizing research. The author-
ity of ‘‘grand theory” seems suspended for the moment in
favor of a close consideration of such issues as contextuality,
the meaning of social life for those who enact it, and the
explanation of exceptions and indeterminants rather than reg-
ularities in phenomena observed—all issues that make piob-
lematic what were taken for granted as facts or certainties
on which the validity of paradigms had rested. (Marcus and
Fischer 1986:vii, 8)
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More good news: Life history research is no longer an ‘aimless dis-
cipline,” used by scholars in various fields without shared method-
ological and interpretive standards. It is no longer true that “the sad
condition of our theoretical knowledge about oral history and the lack
of serious efforts to think through exactly what an oral interview is or
should he, how it is to be analyzed, or for what purpose, has resulted
in a situation of endless activity without goal or meaning” {Grele
1975:132-33). Although interdisciplinary standards for collecting and
interpreting life histories never developed, consciously ideological,’
postpositivist, postmodern standards are being developed now, by femi-
nists, social historians, anthropologists, interpretive social scientists,
and critical theorists.

Still more good news: The new life historians are learning from
symbolic interactionists? and teaching us. We have a tradition that
answers some of the questions they are asking and speaks to some of
their methodological concerns. They, in turn, question some of cur
received wisdom and offer us new methods, interpretive standards, tex-
tual strategies, and modes of representation, and new ways of thinking
about some of our old concepts.

HEeADLINES, NEWS, HUMAN INTEREST STORIES,
AND OTHER FORMATS

We will report the good news under three headings and in several
formats. First, we will assess our own tradition in terms of emerging
interdisciplinary, ideological, postpositivist, postmodern standards for
life history research. Next, we will show, in the form of imaginary dia-
logues, some of the questions life historians ask, some of the answers
symbolic interactionists give, and some of the questions life historians
raise about research methods and rhetorical practices symbolic inter-
actionists take for granted.

From time to time, we will interrupt the news with human interest
stories from our own life history research. Judith Wittner used the cus-
tomary life history method of focused interviewing. She interviewed
thirty women who were displaced workers, about their work and
family histories. Michal McCall used a different method that its inven-
tor, Jim Spradley, called Cultural Life History but which we call story-
telling groups. She met with a dozen groups of adult women and men
and with students in four different classes to read and tell autohio-
graphical stories; she kept copies of the stories these people read. We
will include excerpts from Wittner’s interview transcripts and from the
written stories McCall collected.
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ASSESSING OUR TRADITION
Ideological Standards

Does the symbolic interactionist tradition meet the new, ideologi-
cal standards for collecting and interpreting life histories? The ques-
tion is usually posed in terms of voice: Whose voices have been heard
and whose have been muted, whose have been included and whose left
out of codified knowledge, both as knowers and as people whose lives
and experiences are known about! For example, a feminist life histo-
rian introduced her article on women'’s life histories this way:

Refusing to be rendered historically voiceless any longer,
women are creating a new history—using our own voices and
experiences. We are challenging the traditional concepts of his-
tory, of what is “historically important,” and we are aifiriing
that our everyday lives are history. Using an oral tradition, as

old as human memory, we are reconstructing our own past.
(Gluck 19773}

Qur tradition has always included muted voices. Symbolic interaction-
ists have consciously recognized a “hierarchy of credibility” in the
creation and dissemination of knowledge and other meanings. For
example, interactionists who studied deviance found that, since devi-
ance and deviants are consequences of a process oi interaction among
people, “some of whom in the service of their interests make and en-
force rules which catch others who, in the service of their own inter-
ests, have committed acts which are labeled deviant"” {Becker 1973:
163), a decision was always necessary: whose viewpoint to take in de-
scribing the social organization and social processes involved in the
social construction oi deviance—those who were treated as deviant or
those who labeled others deviant. Interactionists further recognized
that the viewpoint of those who represent the State by making and
enfoscing rules is generally considered more credible because it is the
official viewpoint and that the point of view of deviants or innovators
is considered less credible because it challenges the official point of
view. Therefore, when we take the viewpoint of the deviants, interac-
tionists realized, we are likely to be accused of failure to separate poli-
tics and knowledge, of being subjective and failing to maintain vaiue
neutrality. As Becker put it,

When do we accuse ourselves and our fellow sociologists of
bias? 1 think an inspection of representative instances would
show that the accusation arises, in one important class of
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cases, when the research gives credence, in any serious way, to
the perspective of the suhordinate group in some hierarchical
relationship. In the case of deviants, the hierarchical relation-
ship is a moral one. The superordinate parties in the relation-
ship are those who represent the forces of approved and official
morality; the subordinate parties are those who, it is alleged,
have violated that morality.

Though deviance is a typical case, it is by no means the only
one. . . . We provoke the suspicion that we are biased in favor
of ... subordinate parties whenjever] we tell the story from
their point of view . . . when|ever] we assume, for the purposes
of our research, that subordinates have as much right to be
heard as superordinates, that they are as likely to be telling the
truth as they see it as superordinates, that what they say about
the institution has a right to be investigated and have its truth
or falsity established, even though responsible officiais assure
us that it is unnecessary because the charges are false.

IIn other words} we provoke the charge of bias, in ourselves
and others, by refusing to give credence and deference to an
established status order, in which knowledge of truth and
the right to be heard are not equally distributed. “Everyone
knows” that responsible professionals know more about things
than laymen, that police are more respectable and their words
ought to be taken more seriously than those of the deviants
and criminals with whom they deal. By refusing to accept the
hierarchy of credibility, we express disrespect for the entire es-
tablished order. {Becker 1970: 125-27}

Pest-positivist Standards

How ‘‘postpositivist’’ is our tradition! As Geertz pointed out, the
loss of faith in positivism has led many human scientists to “turn away
from a laws and explanations approach’” to a “cases and interpreta-
tions’’ one.

Interpretive explanation—and it is a form of explanation, not
just exalted glossography—trains attention on what institu-
tions, actions, images, utterances, events, customs, all the
usual objects of social scientific interest, mean to those whose
institutions, actions, customs, and so on they are. As a result,
it issues not in laws like Boyle’s or forces like Voita’s, or mech-
anisms like Darwin’s, but in constructions like Burckhardt’s,
Weber’s, or Freud’s: systematic unpackings of the conceptual
world in whieh condottiere, Calvinists, or paranoids live.

The manner of these constructions itself varies: Burckhardt
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portrays, Weber models, Freud diagnoses. But they all represent
attemnpts to formulate how this people or that, this period or
that, this person or that makes sense to itselfand, understand-
ing that, what we understand about social order, historical
change, or psychic functioning in general. InQuiry is directed
toward cases or sets of cases, and toward the particular features
that mark them off; but its aims are as far-reaching as those of
mechanics or physiology: to distinguish the materials of hu-
man existence. {Geertz 1983:22]

From the beginning, symbolic interaction has been associated with
the case study tradition in soeiology, and we have clung to it, even
during the last four decades, when positivist designs—the survey and
its template, the experiment—have dominated the field and our work
has been out of the methadological mainstream. We have preferred the
life history, the case study, and the fieldwork design to either the ex-
periment or the survey, both because these other designs seemed to
produce much less humanistic and narrower {although rigorous and
precise) knowledge of social life and because their methods seemed

“ethnocentric.”

The case study usually has a double purpose. On the one hand,
it attemnpts to arrive at a comprehensive understanding of the
group under study: who are its members? what are their stable
and recurring modes of activity and interaction? how are they
related to one another and how is the group related to the rest
of the world? At the same time, the case study also attempts
to develop more general theoretical statements about regulari-
ties in social structure and process.

Because it aims tounderstand all of the group’s behavior, the
case study cannot be designed single-mindedly to test general
propositions. In contrast to the laboratory experiment, which
is designed to test one or a few closely related propositions as
rigorously and precisely as possible, the case study must be
prepared to deal with a great variety of descriptive and theo-
retical problems. The various phenomena uncovered by the in-
vestigator’s observations must all be incorporated into {the}

account of the group and then be given theoretical relevance.
(Becker 1970:76)

This . .. study jof life history research} is concerned with de-
picting and discussing a particular style of investigating and
understanding human experience, a style which simply advo-
cates getting close to concrete individual men and women, ac-
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curately picking up the way they express their understandings
of the world around them, and, perhaps, providing an analysis
of such expressions. it is a style of research which constitutes
a large underbelly of social science research. . . .

This corrective sociology may be called ““humanistic” and
has at least four central criteria. It must pay tribute to human
subjectivity and creativity—showing how individuals respond
to social constraints and actively assemble social worlds; it
must deal with concrete human experiences—talk, feelings,
action—through their social, and especially economic, organi-
sation {and not just their inner, psychic or biological structur-
ing); it must show a naturalistic “intimate familiarity’ with
such experiences—abstractions untempered by close involve-
ment are rujed out; and there must be a self-awareness by the
sociologist of the ultimate moral and political role in moving
towards a social structure in which there is less exploitation,
oppression, and injustice and more creativity, diversity, and
equality. {Plummer 1983:1-5])

Certainly in the course of studying his own people, the
American sociologist became the most skillful of all soci-
ologists in gathering and analysis of data on current social
behavior. Sociology became very current indeed—a little over-
cutrent. Great ingenuity and money have been put into devel-
oping methods and organizations for study of this year’s voting
and buying In addition to being a very diverse people, we are
also probably still that nation which has the largest number of
people who can understand and answer questions—by word or
in writing—in something approaching the same language. We
have the largest number of people with the means to choose
from among the various brands of goods ofiered in a highly
standardized industry. We combine, in shost, a high degree of
likeness in language, taste, exposure to popular arts and news,
with a wide but not unlimited diversity. It is heaven for the
sample-surveyor. But heaven can get to be a dull place. As we
have become the world’s best sample-surveyors {using survey
in its present sense rather than that of the earlier survey move-
ment; we have perhaps become a little inclined to believe that
only societies amenable to study by this particular method are
worth studying at all. Even in studying our own country we
are inclined to leave off the ends of the curve. The eccentric are
not our concern. Just as Sears, Roebuck will not stock shirts of
sizes which are not sold by the hundreds of millions {or some
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such fantastic number}, we sociologists will not count opin-
ions or habits unless they are mass-produced. . . .

We invented ethnocentrism. Now we have fallen into it. We
invented sampling and precoding, most excellent devices. But
let us not eliminate from the human race, the object of our
study, all people who are not precodable; nor those who, em-
bittered by the withholding of freedom and human dignity, re-
fuse to answer our coolly put guestions about the future but

act with unseemly haste and violence to seize freedom, dignity,
foad, and land. {Hughes 1971 :476—477)

What seems to have changed in recent years is the degree of confi-
dence we have in our own case study tradition and, therefore, the story
we tell about it {(E. Bruner 1986b). Many of us have stopped talking
about our design in the terms established by researchers who use ex-
perimental and survey designs: in terms of exploratory, descriptive,
and causal research stages or sampling, measurement, and error control
decisions. We have stopped telling the story that the fieldwork design
is almost as good [rigorous and precise} as the other two. Instead, we
have begun talking about things like authenticity, thick description,
and verisimilitude {(Denzin 1982}, negotiation, reciprocity, and empow-
erment iLather 1986). We tell a different story: that we were never pos-
itivists to begin with; while other sociologists were doing surveys and
experiments, we were perfecting a comparative case study design {Cha-
poulie 1987) and a humanistic style (Plummer 1983} of research.

Maybe we are more confident because mainstream, variable-oriented
sociology is being mere often and more publicly criticized from within
{e.g., Licberson 1985; Ragin 1987) and because these critiques remind
us of the reasons we value case studies. For example:

The essential characteristics of the qualitative/quantitative
split in the social sciences are clearly visible in comparative
social science. In contrast to other subdisciplines, this field has
a long tradition of qualitative work that is stronger and richer
than its quantitative counterpart. Not only is this tradition
qualitative, but it also tends to be case-oriented {as opposed
to variable-oriented) and historical {as opposed to abstractly
causal). . ..

The variable-oriented approach . . . is the dominant research
strategy of mainstream social science. In this approach cases
are disaggregated into variables and distributions. Examination
of patterns of covariation among variables is used as a basis
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for making general statements about relations among aspects
of cases considered collectively as populations of comparable
observations. These general statements are typically linked to
abstract theoretical ideas about generic properties of macroso-
cial units {such as societies). Because this strategy starts with
simplifying assumptions, it is a powerful data reducer. Thus,
it is an ideal instrument for producing broad statements per-
taining to relatively large bodies of data encompassing diverse
cases. However, the simplifying assumptions that make this
approach possible often violate commonsense notions of cau-
sation and sometimes pose serious obstacles to making inter-
pretive statements ahout specific cases or even about
categories of cases. . . .

Case-otiented methods . . . are holistic—they treat cases as
whole entities and not as collections of parts {or as collections
of scores on variables). Thus, the relations between the parts of
a whole are understood within the context of the whole, not
within the context of general pattemns of covariation between
variables characterizing members of a population of compara-
ble units. Second, causation is understood conjuncturally. Out-
comes are analyzed in terms of intersections of conditions, and
it is usually assumed that any of several connections might
produce a certain outcome. These and other features of case-
oriented methods make it possible for investigators to interpret
cases historically and make statements about the origins of im-
portant qualitative changes in specific settings. [Ragin
1987:viii-x)

Assessing Postmodemnity

Finally, how “postmadern” is symbolic interaction? According to
Marcus and Fischer, the most interesting thing about postmodernism
in the human sciences is “what we call a crisis of representation’”;

This is the intellectual stimulus for the contemporary vitality
of experimental writing in anthropology. The crisis arises from
uncertainty about adequate means of describing social reality.
In the United States, it is an expression of the failure of
post—World War 1 paradigms, or the unifying ideas of a re-
markable number of fields, to account for conditions within
American society, if not within Westerm societies globally,
which seem to be in a state of profound transition.

Qurs is once again a period rich in experimentation and con-
ceptual risktaking. Older dominant frameworks are not so
much denied—there being nothing so grand to replace them—
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as suspended. The ideas they embody remain intellectual re-
sources to be used in novel and eclectic ways. The closest such
previous period was the 1920s and 1930s when evolutionary
paradigms, laissez-faire liberalism, and revolutionary social-
ism and marxism all came under energetic critiques. Instead of
grand theories and encyclopedic works, writers devoted them-
selves to the essay, to documenting diverse social experiences
at close guarters, and to fragmentary illuminations. The at-
mosphere was one of uncertainty about the nature of major
trends of change and the ability of existing social theories to
grasp it holistically. The essay, experience, documentation, in-
tensive focus on fragments and detail—these were the terms
and vocabulary of the generation of Walter Benjamin, . . . Lud-
wig Wittgenstein, the surrealists, and the American documen-
tary realists of the 1920s and 1930s. (1986:8 and 10}

Our tradition grew out of that period of experimentation, but does it
partake of this one? Is it true in sociology, as anthropologists say it is
in their field, that “sympathetic readerships of experimental ethnog-
raphies sciutinize them, not with the hopes of finding a new para-
digm, but rather with an eye for picking up ideas, rhetorical moves,
epistemological insights, and analytic strategies generated by different
research situations?” That the “liberating atmosphere of expetimen-
tation is in allowing each reader-cum-writer to work out incrementally
new insights?” That “specific works are of general interest as much for
what they are doing textually as for their contents?’’ {ibid.: 41} Can we,
at least, list as many and varied experimental works of life history or
fieldwork done by symbolic interactionists as Clifford and Marcus
(1986} and Marcus and Fischer (1986] can list and discuss? No, we can-
not. We will not speculate about the reasons for symbolic interaction-
ists’ apparent satisfaction with traditional modes of representation,
leaving that as a question for our readers to discuss. Instead, we turn
to a report of some questions life historians are asking and some an-
swers our tradition provides.

WHAT THEY AsK AND How WE ANSWER

In this section of our news paper, we have used a dialogic format
to report some of the questions feminist, radical, critical, and experi-
mental life historians are asking and some of the answers symbolic
interactionists can and do give. We found the questions for our dia-
logue in the published statements of people who work in this genre,
and the answers in the symbolic interactionist literature. We have not
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introduced the speakers in the way scholars customarily do, withinter-
pretations of their meaning. We do not wish to privilege our interpre-
tations in that way. We brought the speakers together so our readers
could listen to the voices and asrive at their own interpretations of
what the voices have ¢o say.

The Question of Meaning

The first question is: “What about meaning?’’ Feminist historians
have recently begun to question the accepted reason for recording oral
histories: to get “eyewitness’” accounts of historic events and large-
scale social changes. They have begun to wonder, instead, about the
meanings eyewitnesses give to their own experiences.

FEMiNniST HISTORIAN: Why have not historians, and especially
historians of women, pursued the subjective experience of
the past more rigorously! My own interviews and those of
others show a definite lack of questions about feelings, atti-
tudes, values and meaning. Traditional historical sources tell
us more about what happened and how it happened than
how people felt about it and what it meant to them. As his-
torians, we are trained to interpret meaning from facts. But
oral history gives us the unique opportunity to ask people
directly, How did it feel? What did it mean? {Anderson in
Andersonet al. 1987: 108—9)}

FEMINIST FIELDWORKER: In my own discipline of sociology
there have been significant attempts to overcome the in-
fluence of dominant ideologies by developing theories and
methods of research that treat humans as active subjects and
that consider the part meaning plays in social life. Despite
the often greater visibility and prestige of abstract theories
and quantitative analysis, the idea that meaning informs so-
cial action and is a critical element in its study has been a
theme running through the history of sociology. . . .

Sociologists in this tradition assume that people’s perspec-
tives and subjective interpretations inform and organize their
courses of action. They do not treat subjective orientations
as biases to be eliminated from their studies, as do quantita-
tively oriented sociologists—quite the opposite. Subjectivity
is central to their understanding of social action. In their
lives, people constantly interpret their situations and act in
terms of the meanings or perspeetives they develop within
particular situations and from specific positions within or-
ganizations and groups. They view society as a plurality of
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interacting and competing groups, each of which develops
collective solutions to the problems encountered in their
shared situations. In such a society there is no neutral van-
tage point but only the different viewpoints generated within
variously situated collectivities.

Subjective accounts have been useful to symbolic interac-
tionists for many of the same reasons that they are important
in women’s studies research today. Both oral historians and
sociologists often depend upon these to uncover aspects of
social life that had been socially invisible and to analyze and
interpret social reality from a new vantage point. The very
first symbolic interactionists were concerned with socially
marginal people and with the theoretical understanding of
marginalizing processes such as the production of deviant
statuses. Certainly these substantive and theoretical con-
cerns bring them close to the students of women’s lives.
(Wittner in Anderson et al. 1987:120-21}

Experimental ethnographers and “anthropologists of experience” are
also asking questions about meaning, questions that radically alter the
meaning of their own concept of culture.

ExperimenTAaLiST: Modernist ethnography is focused primar-
ily on delivering a message by manipulating the form of a
text and is radically concerned with what can be learned
from another culture from full attention to the enactmentof
the research process itself. . . .

There is a potential in modernist ethnography for consid-
erable experimentation with textual presentation, some of
which has taken its cues from French surrealist, structural-
ist, and poststructuralist literary theory. Modernist writers
seem to be holding the conventional use of the concept of
cultureitself in question. This is what makes them so poten-
tially radical. Most of the personhood ethnographies {includ-
ing life histories] still rely firmly on a conventional notion
of a shared cultural system on which to build their texts.
Experience is thus a direct outcome or reflection of coherent
sets of cultural codes and meanings. This is not necessarily
the case for those who write with the dialogic motif at the
center of their texts. They are at the very least uncertain
about the coherence of culture in terins itn which anthropol-
ogy has developed this concept. Starting from such uncer-
tainty, they can do no other than to concentrate upon the

immediacy of discourse and the dialogic experience of field-
work. {Marcus and Fischer 1986: 6768}
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ExeeriENTIALIST: The anthropology of experience turns our
attention to experience and its expressions as indigenous
meanings. The advantage of beginning the study of culture
through expressions is that the basic units of analysis are
established by the people we study rather than by the an-
thropologist as alien observer. By focusing on narratives or
dramas or carnival or any other expressions, we leave the
definition of the unit of investigation up to the people, rather
than imposing categories from our own evershifting theo-
retical frames. . . .

It is in the performances of an expression that we re-expe-
rience, re-live, re-create, re-tell, re-construct, and re-fashion
our culture. The performance does not release a preexisting
meaning that lies dormant in the text. . . . Rather, the pertfor-
mance itself is constitutive. Meaning is always in the pres-
ent, in the here and now, not in such past manifestations as
historical origins or author’s intentions. Nor are here silent
texts, because once we attend to the text, giving voice or ex-
pression to it, it becomes a performed text, active and alive.
It is what Victor Turner called “putting experience into cir-
culation.” {E. Bruner 1986a:11, 12}

These anthropologists are not necessarily asking symbolic interac-
tionists about meaning, but if they did, we could answer:

SympBoLic iNTERACTIONIST: Culture [is} a consequence {in this
kind of sociological thinking} of the existence of a group of
acting people. It has its meaning as one of the resources
people draw on in order to coordinate their activities. In this
it differs from most anthropoliogical thinking in which the
order of importance is reversed, culture leading a kind of in-
dependent existence as a system of patterns that make the
existence of laxger groups possible.

Given new conditions, people invent culture. The way they
do it was suggested by William Graham Sumner a century
ago in Folkways. We can paraphrase him in this way. A group
finds itself sharing a common situation and common prob-
lems. Various members of the group experiment with possible
solutions to those problems and report their experiences to
their fellows. In the course of their collective discussion, the
members of the group arrive at a definition of the situation,
its problems and possibilities, and develop a consensus as to
the most appropriate and efficient ways of behaving. This
consensus thenceforth constrains the activities of individual
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members of the group, who will probably act on it, given the
opportunity. In other words, new situations provoke new be-
havior. But people generally find themselves in company
when dealing with these new situations, and since they ar-
tive at their solutions collectively, each assumes that the
others share them. The beginnings of new shared under-

standings thus come into play quickly and easily. {Becker
1982:515, 20-521}

Because symbolic interactionists understand the problem of cultural
meaning in this way, we have a way of intextpreting both the contents
of life histories and the act of telling autobiographical stozies. We un-
derstand that telling stories is one of the ways people “report their
experiences to their fellows,” or share their experiential sotutions to
common problems, and thus, create culture: shared understandings of
their common situations and agreed-upon ways of acting in them.

“The Significance of Storytelling”: A Human Interest
Story by Michal M. McCall

Five of my storytelling groups were made up of people bom in the
1940s, during and just after World War II. Many of their stories con-
tained reports of individual attempts to solve the problems they had in
common by virtue of their shared position in history. For example, the
stories they told about the families they grew up in and their stories of
everyday life in their households in the present revealed one problem
all of them had faced and some of their efforts to solve it: the profound
change in the institution of the American family during their lifetime.

When these people were growing up, in the 1940s and 1950s, one
family form was paradigmatic: it was modal—nearly everyone lived in
one, and if not they knew their families were “deviant’’—and it was
fully institutionalized, supported by language, law, and custom. It was
the family form demographers now call “traditional” to distinguish it
from single-parent families, step-families, cohabiting couples, divorced
and never-married adults living alone, childless couples, and families
in which both parents work.

The most recent traditional family pattern in this country is that of
“legal, lifelong, sexually exclusive marriage between one man and one
woman, with children, where the male is the sole provider and ulti-
mate authority.”” {Taubin and Mudd 1983:259).

In the 1980s, there is no modal family form, no single way the ma-
jority of people live. “{Tlhe traditional family-——husband, wife, and
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children from the first marriage of the spouses—accounts for only 45
percent of American families. The next most frequent types are the
single-parent family {15 percent) and the nuclear dyad—husband and
wife alone without children (15 percent}” {Schorr and Moen 1983:575}.

Some new forms, like the remarriages of divorced people with chil-
dren, are “incompletely institutionalized,” in Andrew Cherlin’s words
(1983). There are no established ways of doing many of the things
people in them must do. No one knows the proper way of conversing
on the telephone with ber ex-husband’s new wife, for example. No one
knows the proper kinship tein for the parents of her child’s step-father
either. Some new forms are not supported by law or public policy. For
example, the single-parent family, the second most common family
form in this country, is still considered a “deviant” form {Schoir and
Moen 1983|.

Without paradigms, people must work out new institutions, to solve
the new life problems the old paradigm couldn’t solve. Some of the
solutions are creative. Always, they require inordinate amounts of
time, energy, and goodwill. Jean Richards, for example, was a member
of one storytelling group. She was married in 19€1 and divorced in
1974, after thirteen years of marriage and four children. As a single
parent, she had to devise a new way of life, without benefit of the para-
digm she grew up with, or any other paradigm that might have pro-
vided her with ready-made solutions to the problems of raising and
supporting four children alone. One of her creative solutions was the
dressing room she made when she hung a curtain over the laundry-
room doorway.

1973—-4. The years that my life changed the most, personal
changes, not global ones, changes caused by changes in inter-
personal relationships, not world events. These were the years
that “built character,” tried my strength, patience and endur-
ance. Ending a marriage and beginning an education, I literally
bit off more than I could chew. I lost weight, developed ulcers,
became temperamental, angry, sad, depressed, and ultimately
BETTER.

I asked all the questions, worried, struggled, and worked, and
finally rose to the tasks at hand, successful. How would I make
the house payment? Where would I get the money for food and
clothes? How could I make the utility payments? What about
Christmas? Who can I turn to? How will I ever manage? But
then I finally knew that what I had must be worse than what
was ahead and 1 persevered.
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Because of all the personal trauma I experienced at this time,
world events had little or no effect on me. After all, when you
are worried about providing food for four kids, you have little
time for self-actualization!

My routine was brutal. 1 got up early every day and drove to
the St. Paul campus for classes {17 miles). I often took buses to
the Mpls. campus during the momings. At noon I ate a bagel
and a cup of soup in the student center, often sitting with new
acquaintances. I remember what a delight it was to find that
there were many women my age in school. I had been encour-
aged by friends to go get a secretarial job {I was first rate}; not
attend school. They said I wouldn’t fit in, no one in their 30s
starts school, and besides, how would I provide for my family
in the meantime. I, on the other hand, looked to the long term
and knew that an investment in education would pay hand-
some dividends the rest of my life. This thinking, obviously,
represented a major change from my perspective as a twenty-
year-old.

Generally, 1 finished classes by I:00 pm and drove immedi-
ately to my office job in the suburbs. . .. After work I drove 12
miles home and quickly fixed a nutritious dinner. We all ate
together almost every night since the kids were 10, 9, 8 and 6—
not yet involved in too many independent activities or jobs. |
oiten threw clothes in the washer while we ate and dried them
before bedtime. I always hung the clothes on a clothesline as
they came out of the dryer. These clothes never made it to clos-
ets. The kids would just go into the laundry room, drop the
clothes they were wearing right in place, and grab something
from the line. Underwear and socks were in four plastic bas-
kets and each kid took his/her own. This system was so handy,
convenient, and private after I hung a curtain over the doorway.
This was my way of accommodating reality.

After dinnet, the kids did homework, watched TV or played
outside. I called a friend and tatked while 1 did the dishes. They
drained dry. This done, I checked on the action and wben pos-
sible began my homework. Usually, though, 1 worked with the
kids on one thing or another and began my own homework at
midnight. I often worked until 2—-3 am, but ran on adrenalin
and didn’t need much sleep. 7:00 came awful early some days,
though. On weekends I religiously cleaned the whole house—
every week, whether company was coming or not. Then I did
homework, shopped for groceries, or drove the kids to various
friends or playgrounds, golf courses, swinuning pools, etc. [sel-
dom went out {read that never} until I met Bob. Then he’d



62 Michal M. McCall and judith Wittner

come by or Fd go into the city and we’d take in a movie. By
Saturday night this was a much deserved reward. Betore Bob, I
stayed home and felt very lonely and sorry for myself, thinking
the whole world had something to do except me. As I devel-
oped a network of women friends these feelings and the emp-
tiness I lived with left.

Now [ have way too much to do and am frazzled by it. This
week, for contrast, I have activities 7 nights straight. People
talk about bottoming out—these years of tremendous change,
stress, poverty were my bottom. Physically and mentally, I was
drained, always pushing and being pushed. Struggles then are
taken for granted things now . . . food in the cupboard, clothes
for everyone, a dependable car, gasoline money, bills paid on
time, a solid joh, respect and credibility with friends and col-
leagues, an education, optimism, confidence, a support system,
and hopes and dreams.

Reading their stories aloud and discussing them, members of these sto-
rytelling groups also created new shared understandings of their lives
and of the life problems they shared. My life history research shows
how ordinary people create culture when they tell stories: how the
small, insignificant events of daily conversation, modeled somewhat
artificially in the activities of the storytelling groups I created, coalesce
in the broad shifts of cultural understanding we think of as social
change.

For example, the stories they told about daily meals in their house-
holds allowed them to show themselves and one another that they had
successfully changed the “cognitive, moral and esthetic premises or
categories” {Berger 1981) they used to interpret situations, construct
action, and identify themselves. In one group, Liz Davis showed that
she did not do all the child-rearing and housework, as her mother did,
and that she and her husband talked to their children, beyond telling
them to “Be quiet” or “Pass the salt.” Joe Kamisky told how he “liber-
ated’ himself from a traditional marriage and learned, from the woman
he later lived with, that cooking was a way of “sharing and becoming
closer.” And Richard Peale showed that he respected the feminist prin-
ciples of the woman he lived with, by telling about the meals he
cooked every day.

Storytelling with age-mates was also an opportunity to explain lack
of change. People admitted they did not always live up to the cultural
changes expected of them—or so it appeared—and explained why. Liz
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Davis, for example, explained why she never finished her Ph.D. in
chemistry even though her husband did, and why he had a fulltime
academic position and she didn't.

if you asked either of us whether a woman should give up her
career for her husband’s, we would say no. It just happened this
way and for me, probably wouldn’t have been as satisfactory in
some other mode, given the parameters imposed by having to
move so often. My husband is understanding, supportive, and
helptul. On the whole, we have a good relationship, and have
enjoyed much of our grand tour.

In another group, Jan Nordstrom explained why the division of
household work in her marriage seemed traditional but wasn’t.

My husband has always been very considerate and an equal
partner in so many important ways. It’s still irritatingly true,
however, that he gets lots of “credit” for doing traditionally
female chores. As I look at my list of rules and practices in our
marriage, I see that ours is quite a traditional division of labos.
But [ don’t feel that the division is unfairly made. We usually
operate on the practice that if there’s a job to be done neither
of us sits until the othcr can relax, too. We also have a marvel-
ous rule: if you criticize the way something is done, you be-
come the expert and it becomes your job.

Listeners in storytelling groups responded to stories of both change
and lack of change with praise or encouragement, reassurance, and
commiseration. Sometimcs, they disagreed with the storyteller’s inter-
pretations or gave advice.

At tonight’s meeting, Joy took exception to Cathy’s statement
that her husband’s hobbies were more important than Cathy’s
own, on weekends, because her time was more flexible and she
could pursue her hobbies duiing the day, while she stayed
home and raised the kids. Cathy thought it was only fair if he
spent the day gardening or went off on his boat. Joy said, “My
husband tried that one, too,” but she didn’t accept the idea be-
cause “you don’t really have any flexibility when the kids are
screaming for lunch.” {Fieldnotes, QOctober 27, 1982)

In all these ways listeners and storytellers shared information and
interpretations. And they learned from one another, new ways of adjust-
ing to change and solving their common problems—-as the people in
Jan’s group, for example, learned her “marvelous rule.” {(McCall 1989).
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“Playskool Plant Closing, Part I”: A Human Interest
Story by Judith Wittner

(nteractionists study social organization as a negotiated order
which emerges aspeople try, collectively and individually, to solve the
problems they encounter in concrete situations. 1 studied women fac-
tory workers facing a plant closing in this way. My research began with
questions about the role the women workers played in the events sur-
rounding the plant closing; my method of inquiry followed from these
questions, 1 conducted long interviews with thirty women once em-
ployed as assemblers, packers, and machine tenders by Playskool Toys,
a factory that closed after more than half a century of operations in
Chicago. My purpose was to understand the meaning of the plant clos-
ing to these workers in order to explain their responses to it.

Over the years, Playskool had grown from a family-owned business
to become a subsidiary of a large corporation with headquarters far
from Chicago. During its expansion, women—first white women and
then Black and Hispanic women—came to fill most of the production
jobs in the plant. When the impending closing was announced, com-
munity activists, local businessmen, and the city administration at-
tempted to hold the company accountable to its employees through
boycotts and legal action. Most of the women workers were not active
in these struggles. Their quiescence was not remarkable to observers,
because it fit well with the widely held assumption that factory
women were politically passive. As I began to interview these workers
on the eve of the final shutdown, these were my assumptions as well,
and [ wanted to know why and how the women maintained this stanee.

The interviews revealed a less visible but nonetheless important di-
mension of workplace activism as women told stories of long years of
involvement in shaping and reshaping their jobs and their place in the
factory division of labor. Working together, they had developed their
own distinctive perspectives on jobs, their own ways of regulating their
time and effort, their own understandings of themselves as workers
occupying women'’s places in the factory division of labor. The women
helped to define and redefine their tasks, rights, and obligations in the
factory and developed standards for evaluating jobs, bosses, and co-
workers that reflected their own needs and interests. They calculated
the worth of jobs not by pay alone, but also in terms of difficulty and
interest. They agreed on norms that limited the profits the company
could rightfully claim and criticized the company for violating these
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nonns. They debated the merits and moral standing of various collec-
tive and individual strategies for controlling their work. Was it better
to work hard for bonus pay or to pace oneself more slowly? Was a strike
or a wage demand worth the risk to their jobs? When should workers
stand by each other and when pursue their separate interests? How
could jobs be redefined to ease the burdens of particular tasks and share
them more equitably? Overcoming the internal divisions of age, lan-
guage, and race that cross-cut the Playskool work force, they began to
develop the capacity to speak as a community of workers. As the wom-
en’s work force grew and as their years of experience accurmnulated, they
more readily and more successfully argued with managers over how
to reshape their tasks, control the pace of work, and increase their
income.

The women’s accounts are filled with descriptions of how they
developed this capacity. For example, many recalled the days when
women were reluctant to speak up if they disagreed with or felt abused
by their bosses. They had trouble voicing their complaints and con-
cerns because they did not feel comfortable speaking out of place, be-
cause they feared they would lose their jobs, or because they did not
have the language skills or the nerve to stand up to their bosses. Many
women had never before worked in a factory or on an assembly line
and so were unsure about manufacturing procedures and shop-floor
conventions. All operators were dependent on men with experience
and technical knowledge to keep their work stations supplied with ma-
terials and in repair.

At first, many women endured their situation without comment.
Keeping the job, and doing the job, was the important goal.

{ used to say nothing. If they tell me something 1'd go ahead
and do it and 1 wouldn’t say nothing., And I had one boss, a
setup guy. Oh my god, he’d yell at you over nothing, hardly.
And you’d break a belt or something, you’d think you commit-
ted murder. Or break a drill. Because he had to set the machine,
fix the machine. He’d get mad. He had some of them women
to crying. He had me to crying a couple of times. That’s why
one day Jerry, the foreman, he said, “When are you gonna open
your mouth to tell haim off?’’1 said, “Oh I don’t care. As long as
i gota job, [ don't care.”

As these comments suggest, workers allowed their bosses wide lati-
tude to teach them and direct their work. Yet, over time, they began to
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set limits, basing these on widely held cultural standards of fairness.
For example, the woman quoted above finally spoke up when the set-
up man blamed her for the mistakes of another worker.

He blamed me for something I didn’t do.... I was so mad I
went off and I told {the foreman), “Give me the ticket,” and
I went back andT throwed it down to him and said, “You better
make sure who done it before you blame somebody.”

Another woman, an inspector, drew the line when she came under fire
from one of the foremen for doing her job.

@ne supervisor, he was a lieutenant or something in the army
betore, he would have the inspectors crying over in his depart-
ment, because he’d yell at them and it upset them. They
started to cry. [Why did he yell at them?| Because they reject
something and he didn’t want you to reject nothing in his de-
partment and we locked horns. He yelled at me. I told hisn I
didn’t care. Then he goes to get the supervisor and brings him
over, that I was being disrespectful, He wanted me written up.
Don’t nobody yell at me. I'm not a dog.

Another worker spoke up when she had to relinquish an easy job to
one of the foreman’s favorites.

[When did you first use your “big mouth?”’] He had me to
clamping and unclamping of the jigsaws and he had put me on
the glue line. I was on the glue line first. That’s an easy job.
And one of his little friends that he liked didn’t want to do the
other, harder job, so he took me off and put her there and that’s
when i started running my mouth. I wasn’t gonna do it and I
started cursing. He said, “I’'m gonna fire you for insubordina-
tion” and I said, “I don’t give a fuck about no insubordination.
I‘'m not doing this shit.”

Women who were too frightened to speak for themselves found oth-
ers who would.

[The women] were always scared to say it to [the bosses|. They
would say it to me. Like this one boss would harass the girls.
They were scared of him. But I didn’t give a damn. I wasn’t

scared to talk to him.

Because they articulated the anger that others also felt, outspoken
women had wide influence. They also served as examples to other
workers, making them bolder.



@7 The Good News about Life History

I would do most of the talking. They would say, “Well Lois,
you do the talking” And then once 1 start talking, then the
other employees would come in and start talking about what
they didn’t like, you know. And usually the company would
say, ““Give us a couple of days and we’ll get back to you,” and
in a couple of days they’d get back to me and let me know, and
usually it’d wind up to our advantage.

Women on the shop floor also identified potential representatives
and pushed them to become active, as this woman’s account of how
she became a union steward illustrates.

Edna |chief steward} was working over that way in puzzles and
they had no steward downstairs and all the girls would come
to me and say, “Would you call Elsie and blah, blah, blah, blah.”
I could call her on the phone cause I had a phone close to me.
So that's how I got involved in the union.

If we narrow the concept of political activism to include only par-
ticipation in the last-ditch eiforts to stop the plant closing, the wor-
en’s part in shaping their work and challenging managerial authority
disappears. Knowledge of their everyday activism resides primarily in
women’s memories and is retrievable principally through theirown ac-
counts. If they do not tell their stories, we cannot know how they
make sense of their experiences. 1f the women who worked at Play-
skoal had not told their stories, we would not have known how they
made sense of their work, understood the possibilities and limits of the
struggle over the plant, and drew on their years ot experience to choose
lines of action that, seen from the outside, only confirmed the stereo-
types we hold.

The Question of Context

A second question currently being asked by various life historians
is “What about context?” They are no longer willing to take life
histories out of their historical, elass, and ethnic context or to assume
an individual narrator is typical of some larger group or category.
Feminists no longer assume there are common female experiences and
oppressions; racial, ethnic, and class differences are newly problem-
atic for them. Experimental ethnographers are increasingly aware that
‘““closely observed cultural worlds are embedded in larger, more imper-
sonal” state systems and in the world political economy {Marcus
1986: 165-66). As a result, they, too, have begun toask how ‘“‘represen-
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tative,” of the populations whose experiences interest them, the life
histories they collect and intezpret azre.

One interactionist answer to the question of context—of whether
informants or life history narrators are typical of some larger group or
category—is the search for negative cases, formalized in Lindesmith’s
technigue of analytic induction {1947). Another is the use of theoreti-
cal sampling {Glaser and Strauss 1967) and various ether nonprobabil-
ity sampling procedures. A third is the idea that each case, however
unrepresentative, adds a piece to our understanding of the human ex-
perience—what Park called the Big News.

FEMINIST ORAL HISTORIAN: The greatest single criticism of oral
history projects is that they are simply collections of indi-
vidual interviews lacking a context. This criticism is com-
pletely valid. We can greatly strengthen the validity of our
interviews by paying attention to factors of class, race, age,
and location when we select our narrators. . . .

There is a considerable body of literature concerning sta-
tistical sampling, size, randomness, and validity. Most of
that literature does not fit oral history very well, where by
definition we are dealing with the survivors, and only the
willing ones at that. However, statistical measuzes should
not just be ignored. Properly understood, statistics focus on
important questions of representativeness and comparabil-
ity. You must be aware of these issues. Save yourself some
titme and find a friendly sociologist or political scientist who
has already struggled with these questions and can translate
for you. {Armitage 1983: 6}

FrieENDLY socioLoGIST: Field researchers are ... constantly
having to select locations, time periods, events, and people
for study. ... The basic distinction that is made by |social
scientists) is between probability and non-probability meth-
ods of sampling. . . . While both of these forms of sampling
have been used by field researchers, it is non-probability
sampling that is more often used and includes: judgment
and opportunistic sampling |{which involves] the selection
of actions, events and people . .. for study according to a
number of criteria established by the researcher such as
their status {age, sex, and occupation) or previous experi-
ence that endows them with special knowledge, snowball
sampling, and theoretical sampling . .. [which] Glaser and
Strauss {1968:4 5] define as ““the process of data collection for
generating theory whereby the analyst jointly collects, codes
and analyzes his data and decides what data to collect next
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and where to find them, in order to develop his theory as it
emerges.” . . . [D}ata collection is controlled by the emerging
theory and the researcher has to consider: What groups or
subgroups are used in data collection? For what theoretical
purpose are the groups or subgroups used? Theoretical sam-
pling therefore involves the researchers in observing groups
with a view to extending, modifying, developing and verify-
ing theory. ... Glaser and Strauss’s term ‘‘theoretical sam-
pling” formalizes various activities |fieldworkers] consider

. important ... having enough evidence, having enough
data in a particular area, and deciding when to move on to
other related problems. ... |[Iln Smith and Keith’s study of
Kensington School |[for example| this involved focusing on
pupils of different age levels or divisions, examining inde-
pendent study versus tradition versus basic skills and focus-

ing on matters that were integnal to the school and external
to it.” {Burgess 1984:54-56}

SECOND FRIENDLY sOCiOLOGIST: The image of the mosaic is

useful in thinking about |[the| scientific enterprise. Each
piece added to a mosaic adds a little to our understanding of
the total picture. When many pieces have been placed we can
see, more or less clearly, the objects and the people in the
picture and their relation to one another. Different pieces
contribute different things to our understanding: some are
useful because of their color, others because they make clear
the outline of an object. No one piece has any great job to do;
if we do not have its contribution, there are still other ways
to come to an understanding of the whole. . . .

Criteria have yet to be established for determining how
much one pieee of a mosaic contributes to the conclusions
that are warranted by consideration of the whole, but these
are just the kind of criteria that are needed. In their place, we
can temporarily install a sympathetic appreciation of some
of the functions performed by life history documents, taking
The Jack Roller as a representative case.

What are those functions? In the first place, The Jack
Roller can serve as a touchstone to evaluate theories that
purport to deal with phenomena like those of Stanley’s delin-
quent career . . . any theory of delinquency must, if it is to
be considered valid, explain or at least be consistent with the
facts of Stanley’s case as they are reported here. Thus, even
though the life history does not in itself provide definitive
proof of a proposition, it can be a negative case that forces us
to decide a proposed theory is inadequate.
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To say this is to take an approach to scientific generaliza-
tion that deserves some comment. We may decide to accept
a theory if it explains, let us say, 95 percent of the cases that
fall in its jurisdiction. Many reputable scientists do. In con-
trast, one can argue that any theory that does not explain all
cases is inadequate, that other factors than those the theory
specifies must be operating to produce the result that we
want to explain. It is primarily a question of strategy. It we
assume that exceptions to any rule are a normal occuirence,
we will perhaps not search as hard for further explanatory
factors as we otherwise might. But if we regard exceptions
as potential negations of our theory, we will be spurred to
search for them. {Becker 1970: 65-68}

The Question of Point of View

“From whose point of view is history told?” is a third question life
historians are asking. “Are we treating the people whose life histories
we collect as the subjects of history or as its objects?”

FEMINIST HISTORIAN: It is essential that women become his-
torically visible, but only on terms that they themselves
have fully and consciously accepted. If this principle is ig-
nored, women remain historical objects—just as they have
been in the past. If we do not respect the autonomy and au-
thenticity of the women we interview, how can we then turn
around and use our information to illustrate the historical
validity and importance of those same principles? {Armitage
1983:4-5)

“Playskool Plant Closing, Part II’: A Human Interest
Story by Judith Wittner

Interactionists seldom see subordinates as victims, but rather look
at how they carve out autonomy despite their lack of formal power.
The women workers 1 interviewed, for example, successfully changed
the content of theirjobs and the distribution of work between women
and men. When it came to ideas about gender differences, many of
them believed men and women were essentially different as workers.
These heliefs legitimated the scxual division of labor at Playskool,
which was typical of many factories. As machine tenders, assembly
workers, and packers, women were the direct producers of toys and
games. Men provided materials to the operators, built and repaired ma-
chines, supervised the women, and transported the finished products
to the warehouse and beyond.
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The men I interviewed—both managers and hourly employees—
believed that women'’s work was too boring and tedious for men. They
gave women credit for the “skill” of managing boredom, and confessed
that men were deficient in whatever women had that allowed them to
tolerate such activity for long stretches of time. Many women respon-
dents agreed that women workers tolerated boredom more readily and
that they were better able than men to remain immobilized in front of
a machine for eight hours.

When managers, under pressure from corporate headsuarters to in-
crease efficiency, attempted to place women in men’s jobs, ideas about
gender became weapons in the struggles that arose on the shop floor.
[ronically, the managers justified their moves on the basis of equal
sights for women, while women countered by refusing to take men’s
jobs. One woman recalled,

They got so they started letting the women to do it too. That
be like for the last five years or so. ... lf a man didn’t come
in. Like they were saying, “Well, you know you talking about
women’s lib, so do it. You women think you just as good as
men, so do it.” So I did. It make me no difference. I could do
it too. Because some women would complain that the work
was too hard. ““This is too hard, this is a man’s job.” That’s
what the girls were saying, so he was saying, “There’s no such
thing as a man’s job. You talking about you’re wanting women'’s
lib, so you got it. Do your job.” So they would complain and
they start crying. They refused to do it. They say it was a man'’s
job. Most of the time they couldn’t do it. But if you ask me,
they could have did it if they want to, just take their time, just
pick a little bit at a time and put it on.

Some women accepted the changes, though giudgingly. Paradoxi-
cally, affirmative action laws lent legitimacy to the new practice,
though they seemed to make women'’s lot more difficult.

Oh, we did all the jobs [then|, and when they passed that what
you call it, men and women equal, that’s when we started do-
ing the men’s jobs. I said, “Well, I didn’t vote for it.” Some jobs
you think your arms are gonna fall off.

An observer might interpret Playskool women’s self-understanding
as a form of false consciousness through which they were led to em-
brace their particular exploitation. From the vantage point of the
women, however, this interpretation misses the important point that
the women used the ideology of separateness to build consensus and
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reorganize their work in the factory. The transformation began with
the women’s complaints about heavy work, complaints that rested on
the common understanding that ‘heavy work” was men’s work. The
complaints arose as foremen imposed new quotas and disciplines on
the women, changes dictated by company headquarters in Massachu-
setts. By interpreting equal rights laws as justifying women’s “right” to
work harder, managers pushed the women to create alternatives to the
conflict between the belief in women’s natural fitness for certain jobs
and the belief in equality and fair play. From the women’s point of view,
segregating women from men was less of a problem than were new
management practices that increased women’s work in the name of
equality. Beginning from the women’s experience, union stewards re-
worked the meanings of these beliefs and standards into a more far-
reaching resolution of the conflict. They argued that the work at issue
was too heavy for any worker, man or woman, and that it should be
redefined and reorganized. Here is how Elise Burns, the chief steward,
described it:

Now there are some women who could do the job. Now we
tried to evolve from that, which we did eventually. We tried to
get a job where there were two people with even the men
wouldn’t get hernias. You're saying this is a man’s job and a
woman can’t do it, so a woman shouldn’t be there. But I’'m say-
ing that you should not only fight for equal rights. Equal rights
also includes men. That they shouldn’t be getting hernias.
Women’s rights are really helping the men and you say, why
not have two people lift it, you know. And of course manage-
ment would always say, “Oh, this is really unpractical.” We'd
say, ‘No, it’s really practical, cause you get it done faster.” It’s
just a matter of developing a system. On some jobs we got them
to agree.

By extending their solution to all workers, the women’s strategy
changed the terms of the debate with bosses from one that focused on
designating individuals for tasks, to one that sought to change the
tasks themselves. This was a much more radical approach because it
treated the division of labor as a social rather than a natural arrange-
ment and claimed for workers as well as bosses the right to examine,
criticize, and change their work to suit themselves. The women,
through their union representatives, came to argue not that women
were just as good as men, but that men deserved as much as women.
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WHAT THEY SAY THAT WE CAN LEARN

Symbolic interactionists can also learn from feminists, critical
theorists, literary theorists, postmodern anthropologists, and others
who have thought about or done life history research. The two of us
have learned most about authoiity, the selves constructed in life sto-

ries, and narrative,

Authority

From various disciplines and ideological positions, the new life his-
torians are guestioning some of our most sacred methodological and
rhetorical principles. For example, they ask why we promise anonym-
ity to the people whose life histories we record. Instead, they say, why
not promise to name them? After all, as Chesnaux put it, we academics
set great store by ‘name,’ as in the phrase ‘to make a name for one-
self’” (Chesnaux 1978:106}. The traditional answer is that people talk
more freely, tell us more about themselves and their experience of so-
cial life, when they know we will protect their anonymity. Some con-
sciously ideological life historians say, on the contrary, that people tell
us something different, not necessarily something less, when they
kknow they will be named, and that we are or should be interested in
just that part of their experience they want to publicly own.

FeEMINIST HISTORIAN: | want the woman [ interview to be ac-
tively responsible for what she says, so at the very beginning
I tell her that the interview will be a public document, not a
private conversation. I also want her to determine the shape
she gives to her life. Within a chronological framework ] use
interview techniques that give her control over the structure
of the interview: [ hardly ever interrupt, and I do a great deal
of active listening. I handle emotional topics carefully, and I
am very respectful and slow moving. 1 do not confront and I
do not probe: I wait for mutual trust. For me, rapport and
genuine openness come slowly, as the result of many inter-
views. Although this technique is slow, it fits my personal
style. However, I also insistently teach this technique to my
students, regardless of their personal style, because I know
that novice interviewers sometimes treat their narrators in-
sensitively and hurt their feelings. [ am more concerned
about the quality of the interview for the narrator thanlam
about “getting”’ every last fact. Sometimes there is a loss of
historical inforination with this technique, but that seems
to me acceptable. {Armitage 1983 :4)
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Again, why do we distance ourselves from the texts we construct
with others’ stories? Why privilege our scientific interpretations of
others’ experiences? Shouldn’t we speak as individuals in our texts?
Shouldn’t we find ways to include narrators’ interpretations of their
experiences? And why not quote our informants at length instead of
using short quotes? Because when we use short quotes we only include
that part of the others’ story that supports our point? Because long
quotes introduce too much of the others’ meaning and support differ-
ent interpretations than our own? Qur conventional practices, these
questioners point out, do little more than maintain our authority and,
thereby, the authority of the elite, the official, the educated, the middle
class, and the European, over the other.

HisTORIAN OF ANTHROPOLOGY: Anthropological fieldwork has
been represented as both a scientific “laboratory’’ and a per-
sonal ‘“rite of passage.” The two metaphors capture nicely
the discipline’s impossible attempt to fuse objective and
subjective practices. Until recently, this impossibility was
masked by marginalizing the intersubjective foundations
of fieldwork, by excluding them from serious ethnographic
texts, relegating them to prefaces, memoirs, anecdotes, con-
fessions, and so forth. Lately this set of disciplinary rules is
giving way. The new tendency to name and quote informants
more fully and to introduce personal elements into the text
is altering ethnography’s discursive strategy and mode of au-
thority. {Clifford 1986:109]

FeMINISsT HISTORIAN: Surely this is where analysis must begin:
with awareness of our own motivations, beliefs, and personal
styles as interviewers. These personal qualities are usually
the least obvious parts of any published study or article. It is
rare to read a description of the interaction between inter-
viewer and narrator, yet everything really depends on it. In
some fields, such as anthropology, the life history method
assumes the objectivity of the interviewer as a basic premise.
I fundamentally do not believe in that idea. It is simply un-
true to describe oneself as a neutral, anonymous observer,
when, in fact, one has invested so much emotional effort and
honesty in achieving rapport in the interview. The bond be-
tween us and our narrators is close and meaningful, and
ought to be acknowledged—professionally as well as person-
ally. (Armitage 1983 :4)

HiSTORIAN OF ANTHROPOLOGY: A scientific ethnography nor-
mally establishes a privileged allegorical register it identifies
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as “theory,” “interpretation,” or “explanation.” But once all
meaningful levels in a text including theories and interpre-
tations, are recognized as allegorical, it becomes difficult
to view one of them as privileged, accounting for the rest.
Once this anchor is dislodged, the staging and valuing of
multiple alleorical registers, or “voices” becomes an impor-
tant area of concern for ethnographic writers. Recently this
has sometimes meant giving indigenous discourse a semi-
independent status in the textual whole, interrupting the
privileged monotone of ‘“scientific’’ representation. Much
ethnography, taking its distance from totalizing anthropol-

ogy, seeks to evoke multiple (not limitless} allegories. {Clit-
ford 1986:103)

Life historians who are conscious of their own ideologies suggest we
present ourselves in our tex¢s as we are in our work: interviewers en-
gaged in dialogues with other people who are infotmants and inter-
preters engaged in finding the meaning of the stories we hear and retell.
At least, we should let our informants speak for themselves. At best,
they suggest, we should teach informants to write their own life his-
tories and the histories of their own communities, organizations, and
oppressed groups so that they can “participate in setting the historical
record straight” (Brecher 1986G:6}.

EXPERIMENTAL ETHNOGRAPHERS: Dialogue is the fashionable
metaphor for modernist concerns. The metaphor can illegiti-
mately be taken too literally or hypostatizedinto philosophi-
cal abstraction. It can, however, also refer to the practical
efforts to present multiple voices within a text, and to en-
courage readings from diverse perspectives. This is the sense
in which we use dialogue. . ..

The most interesting aspect of these efforts is their intro-
duction of polyphony: the registering of different points of
view in multiple voices. ... Once this is done, either in
terms of the direct inclusion of the material authored by oth-
ers or in more sociological terms of the description of the
idioms of different classes or interest groups—the text be-
comes more accessible to readerships other than the usually
targeted professional one.

Vincent Crapanzano’s Tuhami: Portrait of a Moroccan
{1980) . . . is perhaps the most provocatively modernist of the
texts we have considered. It presents a life history as the elic-
iting of an interview, as a puzzle, asking the reader’s help in
interpretation. . . . Crapanzano’s text breaks the traditional
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life-history frame, and although it is “realistic” in attempt-
ing to represent the actual interview situation, it is one of
the first major experiments to use self-consciously modern-
ist techniques. It is fragmentary, almost surrealist in its
force; it manipulates form to capture style, moed, and emo-
tional tone; and it effectively engages the willing reader in
the work of interpretation. {Marcus and Fischer 1986: 68-72)

POSTMODERN ETHNOGRAPHER: A postmodern ethnography is
fragmentary because it cannot be otherwise. Life in the field
is itsel fragmentary, not at all organized around familiar
ethnographic categories such as kinship, economy, and reli-
gion. . . . At best, we make do with a collection of indexical
anecdotes or telling particulars with which to portend that
larger unity beyond explicit textualization. . . .

We confirm in our ethnographies our consciousness of the
fragmentary nature of the postmodern world, for nothing so
well defines our world as the absence of a synthesizing alle-
gory, or perhaps it is only a paralysis of choice brought on by
our knowledge of the inexhaustible supply of such allegories
that makes us refuse the moment of aesthetic totalization,
the story of stories, the hypostatized whole. {Tyler 1986:
131-32]

MARXIST HISTORIAN: In class societies, history is one of the
tools the ruling class uses to maintain its power. The state
apparatus tries to control the past at the level ot both potliti-
cal action and ideology Jand} conventional historians, with
their pose of objectivity, pretend to be unaware that they
are reinforcing the power of an institution or political appa-
ratus by conferring upon it the authority of the past. . . . For
peoples engaged in the fight for national and social libera-
tion, the past is a political issue, a theme of struggle {because
current political struggles are] nourished by the past. {There-
fore, an academic historian must} no longer be satisfied to
work . . . on peasant struggles or on American utopian com-
munities; what is needed is the ability to work with the
workers, the peasants, the people. [Chesnaux 1978:16, 22,
26, 107)

CRITICAL ETHNOGRAPHER: Neighborliness is what educational
and pastoral workers have been doing in poor villages and
neighborhoods in Latin America. It is a kind of praxis, prac-
tical activity . .. [with] an intellectual dimension. . . .

Ethnography already threatens ‘scientism.” The notion
that cultures are complex and whole and that they can be
represented in their mundane density confronts the ten-
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dency of scientism to reduce human agency and to decontex-
tualize action. . . .

I think the concept of neighborliness can extend these
qualities by highlighting the fact that research is action with
social and political dimensions. Given the hierarchical posi-
tionsof universities and schools, relationsbetweenuniversity
researchers and school teachers areunequal. Knowledge, pres-
tige, and the power of the profession belong to the researcher,
not the researched. Further, publishing what is learned from
the researched for a disciplinary community is an action that
has the possibility of advancing the career of the researcher
who uses the research as a marketable commodity. This ac-
tion has the consequent possibility of separating and alien-
ating the researcher more from the “ordinary” teachers. It is
the revulsion against what has been called this “rape model
of research” in which career advancement is built on “alien-
ating and exploitative inquiry methods” that prompts eth-
nographers to share their findings with their subjects and has
suggested to Patti Lather that research findings should he
jointly negotiated with those who are researched. {Savage
1988:8,13-14}

NEW sOCIAL HISTORIAN: The movement for history from be-

low has challenged not only the elitist coneeption of who
history is about, but also elitist notions of who should do
history and who it should be for. It has emphasized that not
only professional historians but also ordinary people who are
interested in the past of their families, communities, and or-
ganizations can contribute to the understanding of history.
And it has shown that history, properly presented, can find a
wide audience when it addresses matters which concern or-
dinary people.

The result has been an international movement of commu-
nities and workers investigating their own neighborhoods
and workplaces. In England, thousands of people bave par-
ticipated in local “history workshops’* which explore the
history of particular neighborhoods. . . . More dramatically,
when workers in Poland conducted a nationwide general
strike, occupied their own workplaces, and created their own
organization, Solidarity, one of the first things they did was
to try to record and uncover their own history. Through in-
terviews with early participants, published in their local
union newsletters, they made sure that the story of their
own movement was preserved. . . .

This is a guide for people who are not professional histo-
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rians but who want to explore the history of their own com-
munity, workplace, union, or local organization. 1t will tell
you how to design a proiect you can do with the time and
resources you have available; how to collect documents and
do interviews; how to put together the material you gather;
and how to present it to others in your group and conunu-
nity. (Brecher 1986:1, 2)

Selves

It is a commonplace in our tradition that people perceive them-
selves, have conceptions of themselves, communicate with them-
selves, and plan, organize and evaluate their own actions (Blumer 1969;
Goffman 1959; McCall and Simmons 1966!. We also have a tradition
of reading life histories to understand people’s conceptions of them-
selves and their evaluations of their own actions and careers {Becker
1970; Jones 198G; McCall 1985; Denzin 1986). We have considered life
history a good way to study people’s conceptions of themselves be-
cause we know that when we ask people to write life history we are
eliciting autobiography and autobiography, as literary critics tell us,
is “the activity of explaining oneself by telling one’s story” {Stone
1982: 10). The autobiographer “discovers who he is—that? he is—
through inspection of what he has done. He deduces a self and ac-
counts for it {Spacks 1976:17 -18]. We know that the self explained
in autobiography, like the seif presented in interaction, is an image of
social life; explaining themselves, autobiographers explain what they
understand about society and social change.

Recently, life history researchers from other traditions have begun
to talk this way about stories and selves:

(In some of the best recent workj the life history ... is no
longer simply a narrative trame for stringing together life-cycle
rituals, socialization patterns, and a generational history as ex-
perienced by one individual; nor is it left tounigue individuals.
Indeed, life history deconstructs in the fullest sense: not mak-
ing tbe subject disappear, but rather illuminating the social
and constructive elements of an individual that make him or
her potent in social context. Insofar as life history is the locus
of experience it is important to specify the cultural meanings
that figure and compose it. {tMarcus and Fischer 1986:182-83)

Some of them have gone beyond our recognition that we can read
selves in the life histories we elicit. They point out that everyday sto-
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rytelling is as important as everyday interaction to the construction
and maintenance of self.

FirsT ANTHEROPOLOGIST: {The) people |l studied], like so many
of the elderly, were very fond of reminiscing and storytelling,
eager to be heard from, eager to relate parts of their life his-
tory. More afraid of oblivion than pain or death, they always
sought opportunities to become visible. Narrative activity
among them was intense and relentless. . . . In their stories,
as in their cultural dramas, they witnessed themselves, and
thus knew who they were, serving as subject and object at
once. They narrated themselves perpetually, in the form of
keeping notes, journals, writing poems and reflections spon-
taneously, and also telling their stories to whoever would
listen. Their histories were not devoted to marking theixr
successes or unusual merits, Rather they were efforts at or-
dering, sorting, explaining—rendering consistent their long
life, finding integrating ideas and characteristics that helped
them know themselves as the same person over time, despite
great ruptures and shifts. (Myerhoff 1978:33-34]

SECOND ANTHROPOLOGIST: By considering two current notions
of ethnographic description, ethnoscientific models of emic
analysis and detailed monographs as versions of realism, we
can ask how anthropologists should represent other people’s
lives. Despite their proven strengths, 1 shall argue in what
follows that ethnoscience and ethnographic realism share a
specific limitation. Neither approach makes central the sto-
ries people tell themselves about themselves and this crucial
omission robs a certain human significance from anthropo-
logical accounts. Ethnographers can learn much about mean-
ingful action by listening to storytellers as they depict their
own lives. . .

Rather than seeing human activities unfold through such
programmed sequences as the daily round, the annual cycle,
or the life cycle . . . Twill attempt to show how narrative can
provide a particularly rich source of knowledge about the sig-
nificance people find in their workaday lives. Such narratives
often reveal more about what can make life worth living
than about how it is routinely lived. (Rosaldo 1986:97-98)

PsycHOLOGIsTS: In developing a self-narrative the individual
attempts to establish coherent connections among life
events. ... Rather than seeing one’s life as simply ‘“one
damned thing after another,” the individual attempts to
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understand life events as systematically related. They are
rendered intelligible by locating them in a sequence or "un-
folding process.”” One’s present identity is thus not a sudden
and mysterious event, but a sensible result of a life story. As
Bettelheim has argued, such recreations of narrative order
may be essential in giving one’s life a sense of meaning and
direction. (Gergen and Gergen 1983:252}.

Another recent development is the recognition, by experimental an-
thropologists, that autobiographical selves may be a culture-bound
phenomenon. Clifford, for example, has argued that “the exemplary,
coherent self [or rather, the self pulling itself together in autobiogra-
phy}’ is "“a potent and pervasive mechanism for the production of
meaning in the West,”” but that there is '"‘nothing universal or natural
about the fictional processes of biography and autobiography’ (Clif-
ford 1986b:106}. Marcus and Fischer have added,

The Samoan language has no terms corresponding to ‘“person-
ality, self, character”’; instead of our Socratic “know thyself,”
Samoans say ‘‘take care of the relationships’; instead of the
European image of a rounded, integrated personality, like a
sphere with no sides, Samoans are like gems cut with many
distinct sides. The greater the number of sides, or parts, defined
by relationships, the more brilliant the form, the greater the
craft and skill of the person. Personal qualities are relative to
context rather than descriptive of a persistent and consistent
quality or essence. Samoans comment upon these differences
in concepts of personhood between Eurc-Americans and Sa-
moans as much as do Westerners themselves. The Samoan
sense of shifting, flexible personhood explains the difficulty
traditional anthropological theory has had in accommodating
Samoans within its constructs of kinship systems as static
frameworks of roles associated with well-defined rights and ob-

ligations. (1986:65]

Narrative

The renewed interest in life history research we have been discuss-
ing is, in part, a result of recent changes in the scholarly reputation of
narrative representations. Proponents of narrative deny that all stories
and, among modes of representation, only stories are fictions and
myths. According to Geertz, for example, “anthropological writings
are themselves interpretations land| thus, fictions: fictions in the sense
that they are ‘something made,’ something fashioned'—the original
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meaning of ficczio—not that they are false, unfactual, or merely ‘as if’
thought experiments’” {1973 :15).

Proponents of narrative also deny that stories are cognitively inferior
to scientific modes of representation, “belonging to a different men-
tality: savage, primitive, underdeveloped, backward,” and, therefore,
““fitonly for women and children” {Lyotard 1984:27}. According to this
view, the tendency "“to depreciate narrative as a form of knowledge, and
the personal narraave particularly, in contrast to other forms of dis-
course considered scholarly, scientific, technical or the like ... Jis
merely] part of a general predisposition in [Western] culture to dichoto-
mize forms and functions of language use, and to treat one side of the
dichotomy as superior, the other side as something to be disdained,
discouraged, diagnosed as evidence or cause of subordinate status”
(Hymes 1980: 129}

Conversely, symbolic interactionists who talk about and do life his-
tory research have benefited from the narrative theories that brought
about this change. In a series of frequently cited articles, the humanist
Louis O. Mink bas argued that narrative is “not just a technical prob-
lem for writers and critics but a fundamental mode of comprehension
.. . irreducible to other |modes| or to any more general mode” {quoted
in White 1981 :252). Similarly, the literary critic Barbara Hardy {197 S}
has argued that narrative is a “common human possession,” a “pri-
mary act of mind transferred to art from life” and not an “aesthetic
invention” of literary artists. More recently, Jerome Bruner, the cogni-
tive psychologist, has argued that stories and arguments are “two
modes of cognitive functioning, two modes of thought, each providing
distinctive ways of ordering experience, of constructing reality” and
that each has its own “criteria of well-formedness” and “procedures for
verificatior:"":

A good story and a well-formed argument are different natural
kinds. Both can be used as means for convincing another. Yet
what they convince of is fundamentally different: arguments
convince one of their truth, stories of their lifelikeness. The
one verifies by eventual appeal to procedures for establishing
formal and empirical proof. The other establishes not truth
but verisimilitude. It has been claimed that one is a refinement
of or an abstraction from the other. But this must be either

false or true only in the most unenlighteniing way. {J. Bruner
1986:11}

Building on the insights of various narrative theorists, Norman
Denzin has proposed that we use authenticity, thick description, and
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verisimilitude as standards for interpreting life histories and other
qualitative {anecdotal, case study} data:

Elsewhere . . . I have reviewed the matters of relability, exter-
nal and internal validity, sampling representativeness, gener-
alizability, eausal adequacy, and causal analysis and suggested
strategies for confronting these traditional quantitative ques-
tions. In this chapter, 1 will address the questions of au-
thenticity, thick description, and verisimilitude. Traditional,
positivistic, quantitative criteria of evaluation are not relevant
when the investigator is committed to the qualitative study of
everyday life.

Authenticity raises the criterion of lived relevance. Are the
researcher’s observations and records grounded in the natural,
everyday language, behaviors, meanings, and interactions of
those studied? If they are authentically real, the world of the
subject speaks through the researcher’s document. ... An au-
thentic document discloses the hiddenness of the world and
reveals its underlying problematic and the structures that are
taken for granted. . . .

An authentic document rests on thick description.... A
thick description goes beyond fact to detail, context, emotion,
and webs of relationship. In a thick description, the voices,
feclings, and meanings of persons are heard. In the social
scienees, thin descriptions abound and find their expression
in correlation coefficients, path diagrams, F-ratios, dummy
variables, structural equations, tests of significance, and social
indicators. Thick descriptions are exceedingly rare, yet they are
the stuif of interpretation and qualitative evaluation in the so-
cial sciences.

Verisimilitude derives from authentic, thick descriptions. It
is achieved when the author of a document brings the life
world alive in the mind of the reader. The intent of versimili-
tude is to convey that the experiences recorded and experi-
enced by the observer would have been sensed by the reader,
had he been present during the actual moments of interaction
that are reflected in the document.

If one’s goal is the understanding and interpretation of the
world as it is lived, experienced, and practiced, then the meth-
odological strategies discussed in this chapter seem warranted.
(Denzin 1982:20-21, 25}

Recently, some interpretive anthropologists have suggested that nas-
rative theories are also culture-bound. Because most theorists work
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with texts and ignore storytelling as a social act, they often commit
the errors of presentism and ethnocentzism.

Although they find certain tales to be better told than others,
Ilongots claim that listing the place-names where somebody
walked is just as much a story {(and indeed cannot be omitted
from any true story} as a more fully elaborated narrative. Per-
haps this indigenous viewpoint can be placed in sharper relief
by juxtaposing minimal Hongot narratives and history’s con-
ventional threefold division into the annals, the chronicle,
and history proper. Ordered only by chronological sequence
rather than narrative logic, Ilongot hunting stories resemble
the lowest order of historical texts: that is, they resemble an-
nals, not chronicles, and certainly not history proper. Yet pre-
cisely where historical studies see difierences of this kind,
Ilongots perceive only differences in degree. Indeed, I shall ar-
gue that [the|] ethnographic evidence suggests that history’s
threefold division, particularly insofar as it is hierarchical and
evolutionary, derives moare from parochial modern canons of
nairative excellence than from the realities of other times and
places. In this respect, we can lump together the errors of pres-
entism and ethnocentrism.

Even the most astute historical thinkers could leam from
what llongots tell in their minimal story form. Hayden White
(1980:12}, for example, claims that in the annals, ““social events
are apparently as incomprehensible as natural events. ... In
fact, it seems that their importance consists of nothing other
than the fact that they were recorded.” In other words, the
events recorded read like a random list that neither elaborates
linkages between events nor tells readers about the greater and
lesser significance of specific recorded items. Thus, according
to White, events matter only because they are written down,
and once recorded they assume equal import. White ignores
the tact that people whose biographies significantly overlap
can communicate rich understandings in telegraphic form.
People who share a complex knowledge about their worlds can
assume a common background and speak through allusion,
whereas wiiters in themodern world of print must spell things
out for their relatively unknown readers. {Rosaldo 1986: 106—8]

One exception is Barbara Hermnstein Smith, a literary critic who
has proposed an altemnative to the “current narratological model.” In
Smith’s alternative model, narratives are ““regarded not only as struc-
tures but also as acts, the features of which—like the features of all
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other social acts—are functions of the variable sets of conditions in
response to which they are performed” {Smith 1981: 182).

|[We] might conceive of narrative discourse most minimally and
most generally as verbal acts consisting of someone telling
someone else that something happened Among the advan-
tages of such a conception is that it makes explicit the relation
of narrative discourse to other forms of discourse and, thereby,
to verbal, symbolic, and social behavior generally. . . .

A second, related advantage of conceiving of narrative this
way—which is to say, as part of a social transaction—is that
it encourages us to notice and explore certain aspects of narra-
tive that tend to remain obscure or elusive when we conceive
of it primarily as a kind of text or structure or any other form
of detached and decontextualized entity. For it suggests not
only that every telling is produced and experienced under cer-
tain social conditions and constraints and that it always in-
volves two parties, an audience as well as a narrator, but also
that, as in any other social transaction, each party must be in-
dividually motivated to participate in it: in other words, that
each party must have some interest in telling or listening to
that narrative.

The significance of this emphasis for narrative theoiy is that
it suggests why, in seeking to aceount tor either the forms and
features of individual narratives or the similarities and ditfer-
ences among sets of narratives, we might profitably direct our
attention to the major variables involved in those transactions:
that is to the particular motives and interests of narrators and
audiences and to the particular social and circumstantial con-

ditions that elicit and constrain the behavior of each of them.
{ibid.:182—84)

The significance of Smith’s model for symbolic interaction theory
is that it directs us to consider storytelling as a collective activity,
whether in life history interviews, in storytelling groups, or in every-
day life, and to use our tradition to study all kinds of storytelling. That
is, we can see stories and other modes of representing knowledge about
society as ““ways some people tell what they think they know to other
people who want to know it, as organized activities shaped by the joint
efforts of everyone involved’”

The form and content of representations vary because social
organzation shapes not only what is made, but also what
people want their representation to do, what job they think
they need done {like finding their way or knowing what the
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latest findings in their field are), and what standards they will
use to judge it. Because the jobs users call on representations
to do depend so heavily on organizational definitions, we {need
not bej concerned with ... what is the best way |to represent
knowledge of social life]. . . . it seems more useful, more likely
to lead to new understanding, to think of every way of repre-
senting social reality as perfect—for something. The guestion
is what it is good for. The answer to that is organizational
(Becker 1986: 123125}

CONCLUSION

Symbolic interaction’s theoretical and methodological tradition
could help the new life historians understand the stories they hear in
terms of meaning, context, and perspective. It could help them to ap-
proach the task of describing and analyzing social groups as concrete,
complex, dense, and dynamic wholes. But symbolic interactionists
have at least as much to learn from the greater willingness of life his-
torians in anthropology and literature to take cheir project toits logical
conclusion by trying to develop new forms of analysis and presentation
that support rather than undermine their own meanings and inten-
tions. What does it mean for our work to speak of subjects and agency
if our analysis functions as the authoritative voice, controiling sub-
jects’ speech and interpreting it for the audience? In sociology, sym-
bolic interactionists have challenged conventional ways of studying
society. Can we continue that challenge without a critical look at how
standards of presentation and forms of authority support each other?
This paper has experimented with new ways of presenting and repre-
senting knowledge of social lite. We see storytelling as the foundation
of what we know and how we know it, as sociologists and as members
of society. We ought to join our colleagues in other disciplines and
begin to build this insight into the form as well as the content of
our work.

And that’s the news.

NOTES

1. Patti Lather has written, “While in my earlier work [ used the term
‘openly ideological’, 1 find ‘praxis-oriented’ better describes the emergent para-
digm 1 have been tracking over the last few years. ‘Openly ideological’ in-
vites comparisons with fundamentalist and conservative movements, whereas
‘praxis-oriented’ clarifies the critical and empowering reots of a research para-
digm openly committed to critiguing the status quo and building a more just
socicty” {1986:258). Although we agree with Lather, we have usad the terms
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“consciously ideological”” and “‘openly ideological” in this paper because we
think their meaning is more obvious.

2. In deference to the title of this symposium, we have used the terms sym-
bolic interaction and symbolic interactionist in this paper, although, following
Chapoulie {1987), we prefer to call ourselves fieldworkers and our life history
research fieldwork.
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4 Studying Religion
in the Eighties
Mary Jo Neitz

At one time sociologists pretty much assumed that if one knew a
person’s ethnicity, class, and region, one could predict his or her reli-
gious preference. If one knew religious preference one could predict
religious beliefs and attitudes on a score of questions ranging from
abortion to nuclear disarmament. Everyone knew that Irish and Italian
residents of old industrial cities were Catholics, prayed to Mary, be-
lieved that sex was sinful, and voted for liberal Democratic candidates.
Everyone knew that Pentecostals lived in the South (or had recently
relocated in northern cities where they felt far from home};, white
or black, they had little education and made little money, spoke in
tongues, believed that drinking and dancing were sinful, and were
politically conservative and/or outside the political process. Tbese
correspondences no longer adequately desciibe religion in American
society |if they ever didj, and, in attempting to understand recent
changes in religious phenomena, sociology of religion has adopted ap-
proaches that bring it very close to tbe traditional concerns of symbolic
interactionists. [ suggest that symbolic interaction is well suited to
helping us understand the fluid relationships that today often obtain
between religions and social structures and between religions and cul-
tural change, as well as the personal transformations experienced by
individuals moving between religious systems of meaning.

CHANGES IN AMERICAN RELIGION

The last twenty-five years have seen the appearance of Charismat-
ics and Neo-Pentecostals in the mainline denominations, the growth
of fundamentalism, the appearance of “new religions,” and an increas-
ing involvement of religion in politics, left and right, throughout the
world. My own observation of religion began in this dynamic period.
In 1977 1 was teaching at a Catholic college in northern Indiana, and
1 encountered among my students—who were preparing for careers

98 in social work and counselling—enthusiastic participants in Catho-
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lic Pentecostalism. These upwardly mobile, college-educated young
people were speaking in tongues and practicing faith healing within
the Catholic church. I made an appointment to see Andrew Greeley at
the National Opinion Research Center, and I asked him whether we
had any survey data on whether or not Catholics before this had be-
lieved that accepting jesus into their hearts meant they were saved.
Greeley told me that this was not a Catholic question and that nobody
had asked it.? When | accompanied my students to their prayer group
in a prosperous suburb, I met lawyers and business executives, hardly
the dispossessed individuals deprivation theory led me to expect in
such a religious setting. My sociological training had not prepared me
very well for neo-Pentecostalism.

R. Stephen Warner has argued that sociologists could not see what
was happening in evangelical religion because of their biases. He
claims that sociologists believed that evangelicals were lower class,
politically conservative, and historically regressive:

Each of these preconceptions is based on a perfectly respectable
empirical correlation: the correlation between denomination
and social class; the correlation between religious orthodoxy
and political conservatism; and the observation that disen-
chantment or secularization advanced over a century long pe-
riod, especially from the mid-nineteenth to the mid-twentieth
century. However, these empirical generalizations have been
hypostatized to the status of theoretical constructs so that the
correlations have come to take the appearances of identities

{1979:4).

These theoretical constructs, as well as many other received notions
about religion, were not useful in understanding what was happening
in the 1970s and 1980s. In fact, they got in the way of understanding
religion.

We can no longer assume that class, religious orthodoxy, and atti-
tudes on social issues would fall into neat ideological packages. An
example from my research is that the middle-class Catholics I stud-
ied who became Charismatics were actively against abortion. Their
“pro-family” stance, however, differed from that observed among
middle-class, born-again Protestants for whom being “pro-family”
meant being actively against the ratification of the ERA and against
homosexuality as well. For Protestants tradition held that only married
men could be elders of the church, but a history of unmarried clerics
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and religious workers in the Catholic church contributed to a culture
in the Charismatic Renewal quite different from that of their Protes-
tant allies in the anti-abortion fight {Neitz 1981}.

In other ways our received wisdom based on theory and previous
research no longer fits the empirical reality. Denomination now does
not predict religious beliefs as we once thought it did {Roof and Mc-
Kinney 1987). In the seventies, in “liberal”’ denominations like the
Episcopalians and Presbyterians members divided over questions of
tundamentalism (Warner 1983, 1988). Fundamentalists and moderates
are now fighting for the soul of the Southern Baptist Convention {Am-
merman 1987).2 Furthermore individuvals’ commitments to their de-
nominations seem less likely to survive a geographic move than we
might have thought. Studies of interstate migration in the United
States suggest that individuals who move adapt to the religious pat-
terns of the new region: they are more likely to attend church in re-
gions where church attendance is high, less likely to attend church in
regions where it is low (Stump 1984:292-303}, and they may even
change denominations to accommodate to prevailing regional patterns
(Newman and Halvorson 1984 :313).

In addition to changes in the relations between religious atfiliation
and other variables, in the late sixties and seventies new sects and cults
spread through American culture? Converts, at first part of the six-
ties counterculture but enduring into the eighties, sought moral and
ethical alternatives to liberal Protestant culture. In many cases par-
ticipants took on a vision of sacred power within themselves, not out-
side and above. The new religions emphasized the emotional and
experiential; as Robbins, Anthony, and Richardson described it, “au-
thentic values are being generated by intense experience rather than
by rational thought and analysis” {1979: 113; see also Westley 1978;
Tipton 1982).

The arrival of the new religions had a significant impact on the so-
ciology of religion. Church-sect typologies came under attack, and
social movement theory was brought in to analyze these religious
movements.? Participant observation studies, often by relatively sym-
pathetic researchers (see Richardson 1985a:176), not only offered new
views of conversion and power, but raised questions about seculariza-
tion itself.

INTERPRETIVE FRAMEWORKS

Inspired both by what was going on in the world and by devel-
opments in sociology, sociologists of religion turned to interpretive
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modes of analysis, especially to the anthropologists Clifford Geertz and
Victor Turner, but also to Mary Douglas and A. E C. Wallace. The work
of these anthropologists was of interest to sociologists studying other
cultural forms as well {see Mukerji and Schudson 1986}. But it was
particularly important for those sociologists who wished to study reli-
gious phenomena that did not fit into established categories. The an-
thropologists took for granted that religion was worth studying and
offered models for looking at it that were similar to those that others
in cultural studies generally were developing.

Geertz focuses on the human capacity for making symbols. In his
discussion of symbols as models of and models for” he argued that
symbols were not just expressive. Symbols reflect social arrangements,
but they also affect social arrangements. The essay “Religion as a Cul-
tural System’” offered more than a definition of religion: it presented a
research agenda for investigating religion as a “system of meanings”’
and relating them to social structural and psychological processes
(1973:87—125).

Turner also suggested ways that cultural forms reflected social
stractures but could potentially change it. He focused on rituals, cere-
monies, and performances, describing these as possible moments of
contrast with daily life. He used the term ““anti-structure” to talk
about how these “sustained public actions” stand in relation to the
social order. His early work described in detail Ndembu ritual; later
work extended his early insights to monks, hippies, and pilgrims,
among others {1967, 1969i. He believed that in modern societies reli-
gion was often a repository of countercultural values which could be
exhibited in a ritual or a way of life.

For Douglas culture is “a medium of exchange for people giving ac-
counts to one another.” Often drawing comparisons across societies,
she has written of the meaning in food and goods {1966; with Isher-
woed, 1979). Her conceptual scheme generalizes relations between
cosmologies and social structures {1970). Wallace’s model of revitaliza-
tion movements has been used by those who want to understand reli-
gious social movements as forces for change {1956). Again, one of the
attractions in Wallace’s work is that he knits together social structure,
cultural change, and personality.

These anthropologists were important for sociologists of religion for
the same reasons that they were important to so many other students
of culture. They saw understanding culture and meaning as central to
social science. All saw symbols and rituals as reflecting social struc-
ture but also holding the possibility of transforming it. All were con-
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cerned with the relationship between the cultural and social levels.
Finally, each has produced exciting empirical exemplars along with
programmatic theoretical statements.

Equally important, these anthropologists did not share biases of the
sociologists who believed secularization theory. In fact, given the grim-
ness of much work in the sociology of religion, it was almost refreshing
when one occasionally ran into the opposite bias, as for example,
when, on the basis of her theory, Mary Douglas condemns the Second
Vatican Council for trying to purge the magic from the Catholic
church {1970j.

This is not to say that no one in the sociology of religion had any
part in the turning toward meaning, ritual, and symbolic systems. Pe-
ter Berger and Thomas Luckmann {e.g., 1966), writing together and
each on his own, have had a tremendous influence. However, their
phenomenological understanding of religion was deeply embedded in
classical theories of secularization. Berger himself was profoundly un-
sympathetic to many of the religious movements of the seventies and
eighties, and his ideas about religion and modernization have been
challenged by many of those who studied the new religions {see Beck-
ford 1983; Neitz 1987; Richardson 1985b).

INEW APPROACHES IN THE SOCIOLOGY OF RELIGION

In this necessarily abbreviated review 1 hope to show how recent
research in the sociology of religion is using approaches similar to
those traditionally used by symbolic interactionists. 1 will start with
conversion. Although 1 only touch the surface of the voluminous lit-
erature on this topic, 1 devote a significant portion of the paper to it
because here we can clearly see emerging a new paradigm that views
conversion as an interactive process in which the convert interprets
alternative social realities, including that offered by the proselytizers.
Attention to the process by which individuals undergo self-transfor-
mation brings to the fore other issues, two of which I will discuss
briefly. One concerns the nature of religious experience—what it is and
how it gets interpreted. Participants’ claims about experiences of em-
powerment in particular raise many issues for how we conceptualize
power, religious and otherwise. The other issue is methodological as
well as conceptual. Although new converts to religious groups may
find themselves encapsulated by the sect, in many cases the kinds of
cultural transformations achieved by religious movements flow across
group boundaries. Sociologists of religion are only starting to figure out
how to study these kinds of cultural movements.
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Conversion

Early approaches to conversion saw Paul’s experience on the Da-
mascus road as paradigmatic: conversion was instantaneous, irra-
tional, and determined. Lofland and Stark’s influential study broke
with this by showing conversion to be a process occurring over time,
but their model still depicted conversion as something that happened
{or did not happen)} to a passive actor {1965). Through the seventies
sociologists elaborated on this model, studying the fit between poten-
tial converts and the ideologies of groups, and converts’ patterns of
affiliation. In a further break with the original model, some analysts
began to examine conversion as an interactive process with the poten-
tial convert having a part in producing a conversion.

Early explanations of conversion to sects and cults saw religion as
compensating for deprivation experienced in other aspects of life:
individuals who converted to sects or cults did so because their
deprivations predisposed them in that direction. Sociologists defined
deprivation broadly to include relative deprivation: “ways that an in-
dividual or group may be or feel disadvantaged in comparison to other
individuals or groups or to an internalized set of standards” (Glock
1964:27). Glock’s five types of deprivation—economic, social, organ-
ismic {deprivation of health), ethical, and psychical—also extended the
earlier theories. The current controversy over cults can be understood
as a controversy between those who continue to adhere to brainwash-
ing theory and adherents of theories that look at individuals as agents
in their own conversion {see Richardson 1985a}. These differences in
theoretical perspective are often accompanied by difterences in meth-
ods: psychologists who see cults as engaging in brainwashing use case
studies of often troubled clients, as opposed to sociologists who are
more likely to use participant observation methods.

Sociologists attempted to match the deprivations of individuals with
the ideology of a particular group. But recent researchers have criti-
cized this approach. As conceptions of deprivation expanded, it became
clear that the relationship between deprivations and compensations is
not direct. To postulate that people join social movements because the
ideology matches their deprivations tells us little if they may join be-
cause it justifies the deprivations {see Davis 1980:130), or because it
actually alleviates them {Stark and Bainbridge 1980: 1394).

Many people feel deprived, either absolutely or in relation to others;
only some of them will join social movements. Furthermore research-
ers have become more aware of the enormous difficulties introduced
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by using converts’ accounts of their own conversion to tell us about
their previous lives and the changes wrought by conversion {Beckford
1978). This does not mean that we cannot use converts’ acecounts as
evidence, but the question is, how should the evidence be interpreted?
Snow and Machalek have suggested that evidence of biographical re-
construction in conversion accounts should be considered one of four
distinguishing properties of conversion {198 3:266—69). The story that
a convett tells is an important indicator of her or his conversion, but it
tells us less about who the person used to be and more about who he
or she is now.

Lofland’s and Stark’s (1965) study of “The Divine Precepts” in the
early sixties brought to our collective attention the way that new
people were drawn into cults through ties to their friends. Potential
converts came to accept the ideology after having had considerable
contact with members of the cult and forming personal attachments to
them. Bainbridge’s {1978) study of a satanic cult demonstrated that in-
terpersonal bonds were crucial not only in recruiting new members,
but also in the initial formation of the sect. Richardson and Stewart
{1977 found social networks played an important role in conversion
within the Jesus movement, as well. Stark and Bainbridge {1980} attrib-
ute the rapid growth of the contemporary Mormon church to an ag-
gressive recruiting policy that emphasizes the development of social
networks. In Snow’s and Phillips’s test of the Lofland and Stark model
only affiliation factors—cult affective bonds and intense social inter-
action—came out as important. Snow and Phillips conclude that “the
salience of intense interaction to conversion cannot be overempha-
sized” {1980: 443},

Taken together the factors of deprivation and social networks have
been used to develop a model explaining the situations under which
conversions are most likely to occur. Stark and Bainbridge (1980) pre-
sent a more cautious and economical revision of the Lofland and Stark
model. They argue that first, people do not convert unless they have
acutely felt tensions; second, they must be ideologically predisposed
to accept, at the very least, the plausibility of the supernatural; third,
they must have some dissatisfaction with the ways that beliefs about
the supernatural are presented in the established churches; and fourth,
they must be placed in a situation where they will develop social bonds
with members. They qualify this basic model by suggesting that the
importance of deprivation will be less if there are few costs to convert-
ing: if the established faiths are weak and the society shows little
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disapproval of novel religious movements {see Stark and Bainbridge
1980:1381-82).

Snow, Zurcher, and Ekland-Olson refine the analysis of the relation-
ship between social networks and recruitment to social movements.
Starting from the familiar proposition that those who have contact
with members through preexisting networks have a greater probability
of being reciuited than those who do niot, the authors go on to specify
that people who have fewer and weaker ties to other networks will be
more available to recruiters and more likely to accept {1980:782—-94),
In addition, Snow et al. propose that reciuitment is likely to vary with
the type of social movement. Movements that require exclusive com-
mitments {their example is the Hare Krishna) will attract a larger pro-
portion of their members from recruitment in public places such as
streets or airports, and will grow at a slower rate than those move-
ments that do not reguire exclusive commitments {796—97).

The notion that individuals vary in their availability—not merely in
individual predispositions—to a social movement was confirmed in
my study of Charismatics. Membership in the group I studied included
a high proportion of individuals at transition points in their lives: ado-
lescents undergoing identity crises, middle-aged women whose chil-
dren were leaving home, men and women recently retired from their
jobs, and new widows or widowers. Although not all members fit into
these categories, it does seem that many were, while not clearly de-
prived, at least structurally available due to relative absence of con-
flicting commitments {see also Downton 1980:394}.

The factors considered in this growing literature obviously bave
some relevance in understanding conversion. In an important test
of dominant explanations of conversion Heirich found that these fac-
tors explain a portion of the variance. Yet Heirich called for a new ap-
proach that would examine the circumstances under whicb a person
would develop a different grounding, destroying what had been before
{1977). Affinity and affiliation ignore the role of the actor in the con-
version process. They present the convert being drawn to the social
movement or group on the basis of something within him/herseli ox as
encapsulated by a social network and therefore becoming a part of the
social movement. In neither case is the individual’s decision process
examined.

By the end of the seventies the emphasis on recruitment began to be
supplemented by analyses of the how transformation takes place. Con-
cern turned to how the self makes choices over time to commit or fail
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to commit to a new identity {Neitz 1987}. Attendance at a meeting, in
the company of a friend or a relative, may mean that an individual is
open to considering the group, but it may not. Certainly it does not, in
itself, mean that conversion has taken place. Once at a meeting the
potential convert is given an interpretation of the world, including a
new view of his or her own atfinities. Rewards of attending may hegin
to accrue even before full identification is made. For the potential con-
vert, and for the researcher as well, the process of conversion provides
the context for making sense of the various affinities and affiliations
that may act as factors in the individual’s becoming converted. Alone,
however, these factors provide little insight into how a new view of
human experience develops.

In line with these concems those studying conversion suggested a
more interactionist, processual view of conversion. Gut of the new re-
ligious movements came a new type, the religious seekers: “the indi-
vidual human being acting creatively within a natural life setting to
construct a meaningful life” (Straus 1976:252, see also Straus 1979).
Religious seekers were clearly active and, far from being manipulated
by cults, might pass from one religious movement to another in the
course of a ““‘conversion career’ {see Richardson and Stewart 1977}. In
a study of a flying saucer cult Balch found participants could not be
viewed as individuals manipulated by the cult. In this group theleaders
supplied little direction, and participants’ seli-identification as seekers
came before their identification with the cult. Those who joined en-
gaged in a kind of role playing within the group, participating in ac-
tivities at times when their commitments were uncertain {Balch and
Taylor 1977, Balch 1980). In examining the Divine Light Mission, a
group with more structure and direction than the flying saucer cult,
Downton {1980) also posited an active subject.

With this approach conversion becomes less a subject exclusively for
sociologists of religion and more a concern with general issues of so-
cialization.’ Once we abandon the notion that converts experience a
particular kind of stress or strain, then we can apply {and advance)
more general understandings of how people come to make sense of
their worlds. In fact, one of the things that is appealing about studying
conversion is that it provides a window on the usually taken-for-
granted process of making sense of the world.

In my work on Catholic Charismatics, 1 described conversion as a
practical and even rational {in a limited sense) process of assessing
the claims of belief systems in the light of daily experience, with an
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eye toward particular goals. At the same time, individuals may report
cathartic experiences which they describe as moments of personal
knowledge of an ultimate reality. The rational process, then, is accom-
panied by transformative moments which are quite outside it, but
which become incorporated into the understandings that will then be
used to assess future claims (Neitz 1987).

This leads to a tentative answer to Heirich’s question of what cir-
cumstances destroy root reality and how an alternative sense of
sgrounding is built. To talk of the “destruction of the root reality” does
not guite describe what happens; rather, raot realities, when they exist
prior to conversion, get replaced. I suggest that the appropriate analogy
here is the molting process.The old carapace falls away in a cathartic
experience, but when it does so the new one is already substantially in
place. The notion that the old reality must be destroyed comes, in part,
from the tendency to think of conversion as only the momentary, ir-
1ational process like that of Paul on the road to Damascus. In fact,
tealities are “destroyed’” in the same, often gradual, process through
which new ones are built up.

Looking at conversion as a problem in the social construction of re-
ality suggests new research possibilities. One is to examine the process
by which individuals leave sects and cults. We know that attrition
rates are high. Studies of deconversion examine how individuals be-
come disillusioned with participation in the group, how they leave,
and how they feel about their experience as members (facobs 1984,
1987; Wright 1984, 1987). One can compare the construction of reli-
gious meaning systems with one another, or with other meaning sys-
tems such as science or common sense. David Matza {1969) and Diane
Vaughan {1986) have analyzed deviance and divorce in similar terms.

However, some {practitioners and researchers] would argue that, al-
though religious conversion can be profitably studied by applying gen-
eral theories of how people learn things and make sense of their worlds,
religion is different because what is being learned is some kind of fun-
damental grounding. For example, Heirich {1977:674-77) assumes
that individuals possess a dominant root reality in which identity is
graunded, and that conversion must replace one reality with another.
Yet it may be the case that there is no dominating reality.

In an early statement of this perspective, Simmel argued that the
proliferation of social roles in modern society meant that the whole
person could no longer be comprehended within any one relationship.
Rather a person interacted with others on the basis of one or another
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social role, sacrificing the security of traditional society, but gaining
new freedom possible only in modern society. Most modern interpret-
ers who discuss this aspect of modernization take a more dismal view
of it than did Sitamel. Peter Berger, for example, thinks the possibility
of dominating root reality no longer exists for modern individuals. In
his terms modern society is characterized by a “plurality of life-
worlds,” which renders individuals psychologically “homeless” (Ber-
ger, Berger, and Kellner 1973:83-82).

Such a view of the modern condition requires a different notion of
conversion: perhaps it is possible for an individual to ¢onvert from
nothing”—from nihilism—to a religious reality. Or, perhaps, one
could convert from being a Catholic to being a Charismatic Catholic,
involving only a change inside a particular sphere affecting one of
many ‘‘multiple realities”” that a person inhabits and not a “root re-
ality.”” Another possibility is that, in spite of the claim "it changed my
life,” conversion is a matter of degree: while not quite providing a new,
pervasive, integrating reality, conversion may effect a shift in perspec-
tave that has repercussions for various “realities."”

What makes the issue of conversion particularly difficult is that
there are at least two dimensions with which one needs to be con-
cerned. The obvious dimension is the time dimension: conversion in-
volves a change from one reality in one time period to another reality
in a different time period. But conversion can also be a change in the
salience of the reality. Theoretical discussions of conversion have often
been confused because these two dimensions have not been analyti-
cally separated.

Formulations of conversion that talk about changes in “root reality”
(such as Heirich'’s) assume that the changes are between realities that
are highly salient to the individual. The concept of alternation {pro-
posed by Berger 1983 :54-55), which assumes changes within one of
many multiple realities or compartments of the individual’s life, as-
sumes that no one reality (including the one in which the change oc-
curs) is more salient than others to the individual’s sense of self.

If we combine the two dimensions there are four possible types
of change: {1) one trades one root reality for another {ardent commu-
nist becomes a Hare Krishnal; {2) one’s dominant root reality loses
meaning {ardent communist becomes Episcopalian businessman who
votes the Democratic party ticket); (3) one gains a dominant reality
where before one had none (Episcopalian businessman becomes a Hare
Krishna}, {4} one experiences change within one of the multiple re-
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alities or compartments (Methodist businessman becomes Episcopa-
lian businessman). Berger’s claim is that what we call conversion in
modern society is most often the fourth type, which he labels “alter-
nation”’{1963:48-52}. Travisano {1970) agrees that alternation is com-
mon, but he contends that one can still find instances of the first type
of conversion where there is a real change in the informing aspect of
identity. Many Catholic Charismatics I stitdied came closest to fitting
the third type: they described themselves as “searching’” for meaning
in life, and they claimed that prior to their conversion they were with-
out the sense of wholeness which they felt as a result of their new
understanding of the world and their place in it. My informants con-
verted from the condition of “homelessness’” as described by Berger,
and in the process, created a grounding.é In effect, they converted from
nothing’

The Experience of Power

'The process of conversion within these religious movements is not
a cognitive process alone. Participants in the movements emphasize
the primacy of experience over doctrine. The Catholic Charismatics 1
spoke with saw things, felt things, heard things that [ did not. These
“experiences of God,” as the Charismatics referred to them, were taken
to be critical information in the rational process of assessing the claims
being made about the new religious reality. Indeed, the testimony of
religious converts is replete with references to such experiences.

The analysis of religious movements and conversion, however,
rarely looks systematically at religious experience. This may be in part
because we lack conceptual tools for looking at experience sociologi-
cally (see Neitz and Spickard 1989). In part it is because of an old link
between emotional experiences and deprivation theories: when soci-
ology of religion had talked about experience it did so to claim that
cathartic experiences in “the religions of the poor” otfered compensa-
tion for deprivation in other parts of their lives. As conversion models
moved away from deprivation theory, sociologists of religion stressed
cognitive and organizational factors in their analyses and avoided emo-
tion and experience. Wilson and Clow [1981) and Lefever (1977) at-
tempt to move away from this tendency to explaining away cathartic
religious experience by considering it “compensatory.”

Researchers not working primarily among the ““disinherited,” but
among middie-class seekers, have been struck by religious partici-
pants’ claims about power being at the core of their religious practice.
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With the revival of esoteric, mystical, and shamanic traditions among
religious practitioners we hear talk about “power” in terms of the
ability to achieve personal and spiritual goals. McGuire encountered
themes of empowerment in her work on faith healing in both Christian
and non-Christian traditions. Beckford interprets the new religions as
drawing members because they see the religions as “sources of power.”
Yet McGuire and Beckford are closer to a new analysis of experience
and emotion than to the traditional ways that sociologists {including
sociologists of religion] have talked about power. Beckford, for ex-
ample, speaks of '‘the power to cultivate” as critical to the new reli-
gions, and goes on to define it as “the chance to cultivate various
spiritual qualities, personal goals, or social arrangements is the attrac-
tion” {1983:26}.

I am currently engaged in fieldwork among urban and rniral neopagan
and feminist witches. The neopagan witches base their practices {al-
beit sometimes loosely} on the modem wiccan tradition fermmulated by
Gerald Gardner in England during the Second World War. Although
some feminist witches have contact with tbe neopagans, many *cre-
ated” feminist witchcraft as they looked in the mythologies of the past
for a woman-affirminggoddess religion {Neitz 1989). As the head of the
Reformed Congregation of the Goddess told me about the process that
many of the members of her church went through, when they discov-
ered witchcraft as the religion of the goddess, “they were amazed to
find out that someone else had gotten there first, and that it was a man
IGardner}.” The neopagan and feminist witches tell me that their reli-
gious practices “are about power.” Witches define themselves as those
who have the power to “bend and shape reality.”

There have always been afew sociologists of religion who have been
concerned with the power of religion vis-a-vis the state, and even the
world system.? However, as the secularization thesis combined with
ideas about the “end of ideology’’ gained acceptance in the sixties,
many sociologists of religion began to feel that there was less and less
to say on this topic. Beckford suggests that during this period those
who studied religious power came to describe it as derived from its
functional capacity’’ to provide meaning and identity consonant with
an overarching social structure {1983}. Although the exemplars he
chooses to discuss—Berger, Luckmann, Mol—are phenomenologists,
he argues that they present religious power as limited to a kind of la-
tent pattern maintenance.

Beckford axgues that, contrary to the assumptions of this literature,
there is no guarantee that coherent meaning systems integrate individ-
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uals into the social order.® Beckford suggests that this should be an
empirical question:

What I have proposed is that, in focusing on the capacity or
function of religion to supply meaning, integration and iden-
tity, the theoretical cart has been put before the empirical
horse. The sociologists’ interpretations of religious phenomena
have been mistaken for their subjects’ motives and intentions.
In short, 1 agree that meaning and identity are important as-
pects of religion: but at the same time I dispute whether actors
act out of consideration for them directly. Rather I believe that
actors respond to perceived sources of power, and their re-
sponses may or may not supply the meaning and identity of
which we have heard so much.{1983:29)

The notion of “perceived sources of power” is consonant with the
rhetoric of empowerment and self-actualization commonly spoken
by adherents of new religions. Yet their usage departs significantly
from received sociological definitions. Like Janice Radway {1985}, who
had to think about what it meant when readers of romance novels
claimed that reading the novels made them stronger, more indepen-
dent women, we must think about what people mean when they talk
about empowerment in these religious contexts.

in the neopagan literature there is a conscious repudiation of what
is often termed ‘“power over,” meaning overpowering an individual’s
will, coercion of one kind or another. The code of ethics requires that
one’s magic not interfere with the will of another. The power that is
cultivated in this setting is something akin to control over one’s own
life. {See Weinstein 1981; Starhawk 1982.) A task for sociologists is to
understand what believers mean when they use this rhetoric of power,
and to establish links between feelings of empowerment and the socio-
logical concept of power.

Meredith McGuire, first in her research on Catholic Charismatics
and then on spiritual healing practices, has explored the connections
between religion and the experience of empowerment {1982, 1983b).
Although a student of Peter Berger’s, McGuire is not guilty of the sins
that concern Beckford: looking at meaning led her to investigate the
experience of power. McGuire {1983a) reminds us of three ways of
looking at religion and power: Sist, the power and influence of reli-
gious groups; second, the religious legitimation of positions and privi-
leges of those in power; and, third, the individuals’ experiences of
power. McGuire’s work has taken the third, theleast explored of these,
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and worked toward the other two. McGuire’s respondents experienced
spiritual power as out of the ordinary, as “having real consequences for
the physical {as well as emotional or spiritual} conditions of human
beings” {1983a:4). Healing groups developed rituals that created feel-
ings of empowerment, bestowing on individuals symbols of the trans-
mission of spiritual power. McGuire uses this empirical material on
individuals’ experiences of power to ask questions about religious
groups, including the foliowing: How does religion per se contribute to
the group’s perceived power? To its power vis-a-vis others? Does reli-
gion expand or diminish members’ sense of a group’s internal power
through ritual or symbols? How are nonmaterial and material rewards
used to enhance the power of leaders? of the whole groups? {1983a:5j.

McGQGuire sees religious legitimation as an interactional process,
charismatic authority as the successful “result of negotiation between
a would be leader and followers’” {1983a:7}. McGuire advocates an ob-
servational approach with emphasis on the collection of experiential
data: she suggests analyzing personal accounts and working with tra-
ditional forms of religious discourse such as witnessing. {See Harding
1987 for an example of this.! She advocates comparative work in order
to “isolate those specific components of the religion and power nexus
which are important” {1983a:8).!

in her explorations McQGuire is moving toward an analysis of power
and religion that is quite different from previous works. it reframes
long-standing sociological questions about how charisma develops and
is maintained, and how symbolic resources are used in struggles for
power between advocates of different positions on moral issues. Chris-
tian’s (1987} study of the process of negotiating whether or not church
officials would accept individual's claims to have received visions, for
example, shows the visions being shaped as visionaries and leaders de-
veloped ways of speaking to their audiences.

The experience of power is not the same as power in the social world,
yet these religious practices raise questions about where they overlap.
Advocates of faith healing implicitly oppose the medical establish-
ment: to say that faith healing is an experience of power is part of a
critique of this powerful institution. In my work I am exploring what
it means when women, members of a historically subordinate group,
reclaim the witchcraft tradition as a means of empowering themselves
in order to ““save the earth.” The potential overlap between the expe-
rience of power and social power nudges sociologists of religion to look
in new ways at the expressive aspects of religion and at questions of
legitimacy, and questions of the powers of groups.
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CULTURAL MOVEMENTS AND CULTURAL ANALYSIS

If writers since the sixties have studied the new religions in terins
of how they solve problems of meaning and identity, it is partly be-
cause the new religions have in common a focus on the therapeutic
transformation of the self. They are distinguished from new therapies,
which have proliferated in the same period, by the fact that the former
‘“provide a reliable community of fellow adherents who are bound by a
common regimen, including a common moral code” {johnson i981:
¢1). Yet defining the boundaries of such communities can be quite
problematic. The community boundaries separating off those who
share a common regimen and moral code often are not coterminous
with the boundaries of recognized groups. While the new religions fo-
cus attention—both for their adherents and for the sociologist—on
meaning, organizational features show a considerable range. The de-
gree of commitment required and the degree to which adherents con-
stitute a closed group arc highly variable. When I moved from studying
Charismatic Catholics to studying neopagan and feminist witches I
encountered a tremendous difference in boundedness. The witches
seemed elusive in part because formal groups tend to be unstable, but
in part because the identifiable group is not the meaningful unit,

Sociologists, even when studying religious meaning, have tended
to do so within identifiable organizations—religious movement orga-
nizations. Sociologists of religion here followed the tactic of the re-
source mobilization theorists who made progress when they delimited
the field by moving social movement theory from the study of ““so-
cial movements” to the study of “social movement organizations.”
(For a formal treatment see Lofland and Richardson 1984). That meant
that less “organized” religious traditions, such as the neopagans and
witches, tended to get left out.!

Because of this organizational bias researchers usually evaluate a
movement in terms of organizational success. Yet clearly part of what
we are looking at is cultural movements and cultural change. This
often does not fit with our usual frameworks for studying social move-
ments and for evaluating their success. Organizations, even when we
can locate them, may not be the only or most appropriate sites to study
cultural movements.

Beckford has suggested that the study of new religions might benefit
from a more “fluid”” perspective on religious movements {1987}. In con-
trast with a “linear perspective,” a fluid perspective would not limit
itself toorganizations and associations; rather it might examine diffuse
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movements and collections of movements for the transformations of
values. Borrowing from Gusfield {1981}, he suggests that a fluid per-
spective might be more useful for analyzing both social and cultural
change. We also might usefully look at ties between movements and
how individuals move from movement to movement both “carrying
on and carrying over,” in Gusfield’s terms {1981 :324)]. When feminists
and ecologists become witches, they appear to “carry over” their pre-
vious political commitments and value orientations. A woman who
was active in a pro-abortion organization as a college student may not
continue the activity when she graduates and moves to a new place,
but she may “carry on” by making financial contributions to a national
organization and deciding whether or not to vote for political candi-
dates on the basis of their stand on abortion.

The fact that individuals carry with them the ideas and values of a
social movement, sometimes even when they are not active in an or-
ganization, has implications for cultural transfosmation at both the
public and private level. The nature of public discourse shifts; what
had been unthinkable becomes thinkable, and individuals reflect on
the movement and monitor society in new ways {Gusfield 1981:
325-26). It is this process that Gusfield is referring to when he says
that social movements are reflexive. He states, /1 might even say that
a social movement occurs when people are conscious that a movement
is occurring. . . . The awareness of change is itself a second step in the
production of change” {1981 :326}.

A fluid conception of social movements is particularly appropriate
for looking at many current religious movements, When individuals
identify as witches, they do so in a specific context and bring with
them important parts of their pasts. Many of the striking differences
between neopagan and feminist witches, for example, can be explained
by their differing relationships to local communities. Neopagan cov-
ens are likely to have a hierarchical structure and to have elaborate
procedures for initiation. A prominent feminist writing in the early
seventies proclaimed that “if you say you are a witch three times, you
are a witch.” While feminist witches who repeat that today may be
making a joke about their movement, feminists tend to have neither
hierarchy nor initiatory processes. The feminists carried “structure-
lessness” with them, and their part of the movement approaches an-
archy if examined on thelevel of organizations. Yet there are important
anchors in the feminist and lesbian communities that serve to define
and bound the movement.

QOur ways of evaluating movements also shifts when the movements
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we study are cultural movements. In terms of organizational growth,
the Charismatic Renewal hit a high point around 1978. Some analysts
evaluate the subsequent failure of the movement to sustain growth as
evidence for the failure of the movement {e.g., Bord and Faulkner 1983).
Yet a better measure of success may be the degree to which symbols
and behaviors first found in Charismatic groups have now diffused into
parishes.

Treating religious movements as cultural movements will also mean
paying more attention to symbols and rituals at several levels, starting
with the process of culture creation among the smallest units, what
Fine (1979} has called “ideoculture.” Symbols and rituals also need to
be examined within movements, and as they are carried outside of
movements. As we begin to do these analyses it is clear that symbols
and rituals are not just expressions of emotional catharsis or cultural
objects created with the intent of manipulating potential audiences. In
religious movements symbols and rituals can be the mediums through
which groups negotiate an understanding of who they are, and work
out their public and private faces.

CONCLUSION

Thus far, I have tried to show some of the recent developments in
American religion and to suggest ways that the sociology of religion,
in attempting to understand those developments, is producing analyses
of religion and programmatic stands that look very much like symbolic
interactionist positions. The new research looks at how meanings are
socially constructed through interaction: it sees conversion as a pro-
cess, power as a product of negotiation, movements as fluid. At this
point I return to the impact of cultural studies.

I will present two problems of using the anthropologists discussed
above as models for studying religion in American society. Then I will
sketch how symbolic interactionists’ approaches to social organization
could be applied in helpful ways to these problems. Finally, I will sug-
gest that it would be fruitful for cuitural studies if the subdisciplinary
harriers between symbolic interactionists and sociologists of religion
were breached.

One problem with the interpretive approach, especially as advocated
by Geertz in his recent works {1983, 1988), is tbat it is not clear how
this kind of research adds up or what standards of evidence can be used
to evaluate it. Geertz himself argues that generalization is not desiz-
able: there are enough laws, he says. Backing away from the influence
of the phenomenological and hermeneutic interpretive approach, Rob-
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ert Wuthnow has advocated that we abandon attempts to understand
“meaning,’’ and stick with “structural approaches” to studying cul-
tural phenomena {1981, 1987}.1* Wuthnow claims that, rather than de-
scribing in detail the meaning of cultural objects of various kinds, the
appropriate task ot the sociologist is to identify the rules that make a
symbol meaningful (1981 :30).14

In an important response to Wuthnow, Griswold {1987} has argued
that one need not trade away richly detailed accounts of cultural
objects in order to achieve reliability, validity, and predictability.!
Here symbolic interactionists have something to contribute to the
discussion. They have a long history of building a nonpositivistic
sociology through studying meaning in rigorous ways. The current
interest in generic principles reflects concermn with developing our
understanding of basic processes {Lofland 1976; Couch 1984). Sym-
bolic interactionists have been concemed with developing both *suh-
stantive theory” in specific subareas, {e.g., delinquency) and “formal
theory” reaching across the substantive subareas. Comparisons of vari-
ous kinds—within groups and between groups—offer one strategy for
qualitative researchers who want to escape the interpretive dilemma.
'The methodology of grounded theory uses “constant comparisons” and
“theoretical sampling” to build theory that cumulates {Glaser and
Strauss 1967; Charmaz 1983).

There is a second problem with the application of the work of the
anthropologists in cultural studies. It is that the approaches of Geertz,
Douglas, Turner, Wallace and others were developed in very ditferent
kinds of societies than the modern heterogenous societies to which
they are now being applied. For the most part the former were societies
where social norms could be enforced in the context in face-to-face
interaction. Douglas has defined culture as “the medium of exchange
for people giving accounts to one another’ (1970:185]. For example,
Wallace’s theory of revitalization movements comes out of a study of a
society of approximately 4000 people {196€9: 196]. When we tty to apply
the theory to a movement in the United States today it is not clear
what the units of analysis should be. Is it American society that would
be revitalized by the evangelical movement? Protestantism? Evangeli-
cals themselves? ** Reading Geertz's analysis of the cockfight we leatn
something about one set of “emotional tendencies” in Ralinese society
(1973). A detailed description of a Ndembu ritual is more satisfying if
we can assume it exists in a small, relatively cohesive society where
the symbols are shared. A similar description of a ritual in this country
needs to be understood in terms not only of the set of meanings di-
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rectly incorporated into the ritual and its local setting, but we also
want to know how the local setting is connected to other local settings
and to American culture and society in general.

Sociologists of religion have attempted to talk about the relation be-
tween religious culture and American society without properly recog-
nizing diversity in American culture and how “American’ values are
mediated by local contexts. In Habits of the Heart, Bellah and his co-
authors describe American culture as without a language for discuss-
ing moral issues {1985}. Yet this indictment only appears to be true for
a segment of Protestant culture. The Catholics I interviewed contin-
ued to use the language of sin to talk about moral issues. In fact, they
had extended the notion of sin to address “social evils” such as dis-
crimination or war {Neitz 1983). Benton Johnson has commented that
“]ilt has been a long time since educated Protestants could believe that
national sins require national punishments” (1984:82}. Contrast his
observations with james Kelly’s discussion of the American bishops’
pastoral letter, "The Challenge of Peace,” in which Kelly suggests
that Catholicism has come to define itself as the locus of moral
memory {1984).

The questions raised by Rellah et al. ar¢ important ones, but we need
better ways of understanding “local culture’ and the relationships be-
tween various local cultures and the national culture and society. | am
intrigued by recent attempts of symbolic interactionists to work out
the linkages between detailed studies of ‘‘situated activities’ and larger
structural contexts and historical forces.” For my work, looking at re-
ligious subcultures in American society, Fine and Kleinman'’s work on
networks and subcultures is suggestive. Fine and Kleinman note that
although symbolic interaction appears to suggest an “open approach,”
that interactionists have tended to study groups—‘'empirically closed
systems.” They argue that “by putting the assumption of ‘openness’
into practice, symbolic interactionists can address ‘macro’-sociological
concerns, such as the constraining features of organizations, while still
grounding constraints in interaction’ (1983 :105}. They suggest that
the advantage of a network approach is that it allows one to study
“grtoups with their interconnections—multiple group memberships,
weak ties, structural roles, and mass media connections” {1983:104).

Looking at religious social movements we see cultures that are rela-
tively bounded, yet they are defined in relation to American culture.
Although the concept of subculture has fallen into relative disuse, it
seems appropriate for some of these movements. It is more constrain-
ing to be a moonie than it is to belong to an oecupational group: other
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doctors do not usually try to dictate whom one will marry and when.
Religious movements such as the Unification Church or the Charis-
matic Renewal create separate societies with separate cultures. Yet
what is created will reflect the larger context: the Unification Church
in Korea differs from the Unification Church in Japan, which differs
from the Unification Church in the United States.!3

In Fine and Kleinman’s treatment, the concept of subculture offers a
way to locate culture in an interacting group without assuming that
the interacting group is closed. In a subculture, individuals share “in-
formation’ {including values, norms, behaviors, and artifacts) and iden-
tify as members of the subculture. They also communicate directly
and indirectly with others outside the subculture. Fine and Kleinman
suggest that communication across networks is facilitated by ““com-
munication interlocks,” such as multiple group memberships, weak
ties between individuals, structural roles,’® and media diffusion {1979:
9-12). In their view “research should focus on uncovering linkages
among soups, looking at what kinds of information are transmitted,
and the type and extent of identification with the larger segment”
(1979:17). For their work on Little League baseball and preadolescent
subculture they are especially concerned that research not presume
that an individual who isa member of an age category will also identify
with a subculture; thus they are careful to distinguish empirically be-
tween subculture, subsociety, and population segment. Their emphasis
on looking at both interaction within a group and communications
with outsiders, including mass media communications, suggests a
level of analysis that goes beyond the case study without forsaking
meamng.

Symbolic interactionists have long identified themselves as studying
meaning. A significant portion of sociologists studying culture {and
religion as a part of culture) share this concern. Symbolic interaction-
ists have worked out methods and concepts that address concerans now
being voiced by sociologists of culture. Concepts such as “network”
pull symbolic interactionists away from the frequent preoccupation
with case studies of a single group.

The questions of meaning raised by sociologists of religion incilude
“‘meaning’’ in small groups, but they are not limited to that. We all
need to be workingat linking face-to-face interaction and local culture
to the broader culture, social structures, and history. For those of us
studying religious movements—new in their current manifestations
but often connected to historical institutions and other cultural move-
ments—questions about such linkages clamor for our attention.
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NOTES

I. Survey research in the 1970s began to collect information about reli-
gious beliefs so that the data base has been significantly extended. {See Roof
1985

2. One of the reasons why the squabble over jim and Tammy Bakker’'s em-
pire was so intense is that the Bakkers are Charismatics, and others on the
religious right, such as the Baptist Jerry Falwell, disapprove of their religious
beliefs.

3. Any generalization about the new religions is hazardous, but see review
articles by Barker 1985, Robbins and Anthony 1981, and Robbins, Anthony,
and Richardson, 1978.

4. See Robbins, Anthony, and Richardson 1979:110. Gerlach and Hine's pio-
neering work looked at both Pentecostalism and the Black Power Movement
{1970). See also Lofland and Richardson’s reformulation of resource mobiliza-
tion theory for the study of religious movements {1984}, and Stark and Bain-
bridge’s attempt to reformulate church-sect-cult theory in light of the new
research on religious social movements {1985!.

5. Long and Hadden {1983} suggest one way of aligning socialization and
conversion literatures.

¢ The exception to this pattern among my respondents was a subgiroup of
individuals who were devoutly religious Catholics before becoming Charis-
matics. For these people religion was already the dominating reality and the
new beliefs were easily assimilated into that reality. {in fact, for at least two,
the Charismatic Renewal served to validate previous mystical experiences.]
The change in the content of the reality was so slight as to require no major
adjustments, and there was no change in the salience of the reality. Therefore,
1 would hesitate to call the experiences of these people conversion. Yet, their
experiences are also quite different from those described by Travisano and Bex-
ger, since the religious reality is extremely salient for them.

7. Using Canadian survey data Bibby {1983] finds traditional religion as a
dominant meaning system, but also large numbers of people who do not have
lives that are tightly integrated by identifiable meaning systems. He suggests
that the proposition that all people have identifiable meaning systems is erro-
neous. But consider the arguments of Bainbiidge and Stark {1981) and Wuth-
now {1981) concerning the conceptual and methodological underpinnings of
attempts by survey researchers to study meaning.

8. Lofland and Skonovd {1981} offer a typology of conversions and suggest
that particular sorts of conversions may be more likely at particular times in
history.

9. See, for example, Hammond 1985, essays by Johnson, Carroll, Neal, and
Robertson.

16. The issue that Beckford raises is related to the concem above, what in-
dividuals convert from. There the issue was a social psychological question,
whether or not individuals have coherent meaning systems. Thete is also a
cultural question about who shares the meaning system. 1 wili snggest below
that in modern heterogeneous societies coherent meaning systems are most
likely to be subculturat.
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11. Her program no doubt sounds familiar to symbolic interactionists. Yet
she does not cite them, and symbolic interactionists for the most part are not
aware of her work.

12. Eileen Barker notes that “[njumerous occuit, pagan, and Witchcraft
movements are known to exist . . . but, like the tribal and folk based religions
that have emerged around the world . . ., these have received comparatively
little attention as new religious movements from the sociologists of religion”
(1985:41).

13. While Wutlmow attacks theories that “conceptualize culture in radi-
cally subiectivist terms,’ he does not see himself as a positivist: “To say that
culture must be approached interpretively certainly should not preclude a call
to conceive of it in ways that make it more observable or to ask that investi-
gators be more candid about disclosing their methods and assumptions. Cui-
tural analysis remains a matter of inte:pretation whether we conceive of
culture as subjective beliefs or as symbolic acts. But there may be strategic
advantages to thinking of it one way rather than another’’ (1987:17}.

14. Of the anthropologists who influenced cultural studies, Mary Douglas
iS an exception in that she has moved toward c¢reating generalizations and pre-
dictions. See Wuthniew’s discussion of her (e.g., 1987:53-54).

15. Griswold renews questions of validity for cultural studies. She argues
that we need to move away from vague notions that an analysis should be
convincing to asking whether an analysis is “correct.” She argues {or devel-
oping standards for cultural analysis. Such standards would include "parsi-
mony {if two connecting hypotheses are equally supported by the evidence, the
simpler one should be favored}; plenitude (if two connecting hypotheses are
equally supported by the evidence but one illuminates more characteristics of
the cultural object than another, that one should be favored); and amplitude (if
two connecting hypotheses are equally supported by the evidence and the cri-
teria of parsimony and plenitude, the one that seems to illuminate the greatest
range of cultural objects should be preferred)’(1987:27i.

16. For an example of the problem see McLoughlin 1978.

17. Hall {1987:1) presents a set of six analytic catcgories that he sees as
constituting a paradigm for “making linkages between situated activity and
the broader and larger social environment.” In addition to network they are
collective activity, conventions-practices, resources, processuality-temporal-
ity, and grounding.

18. Fine and Kleinman’s {1979} example of this is the textbook salesman
who, in the process of trying to get faculty members to adopt his company’s
textbooks, conveys information about what is going on in othcer places. Reli-
gious cultures develop “star” healers and preachers who travel around the
country giving lectures and workshops. As they travel they convey informa-
tion about practices in other related groups in other places.

19. 1 discuss at some length how the Catholic Charismatic Renewal as it
came to be in the U.S. was a response by the American Catholic Church to
influences here (Neitz 1987:187-248!. Looking at a very different religious
subculture, I have seen bumper stickers proclaiming “i {keart} Allah,” cer-
tainly an Americanization of Islamic fundamentalism.



113 Studying Religion in the Eighties

REFERENCES

Ammerman, Nancy. 1987. ““Southern Baptist Fundamentalists and the
New Christian Right.” Paper delivered at the annual meeting of the
Society for the Scientific Study of Religion, Louisville, KY.

Bainbridge, William. 1978. Satan’s Power (Berkeley: University of
California Press).

Bainbridge, William, and Rodney Stark. 1981. “The Consciousness
Reformation Reconsidered,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Re-
ligion 20: 1-16.

Balch, Robert. 1980. “Looking behind the Scenes in a Religious Cult:
implications for the Study of Conversion,” Sociological Analysis
41:137-43.

Balch, Robert, and David Taylor. 1977. ““Seekers and Saucers,” Ameri-
can Behavioral Scientist 20:43-64.

Barker, Eileen. 1985. “New Religious Movements: Yet Another Great
Awakening?” pp. 36—57 in Phillip Hammond, ed., The Sacred in a
Secular Age {Berkeley: The University of California Press).

Beckford, James. 1978. ‘“Accounting for Conversion,” British Joumal
of Sociology 29:249-62.

. 1983. "“The Restoration of ‘Power’ to the Sociology of Reli-

gion,”” Sociolagical Analysis 44:11-32,

. 1987. “Assessing the New Religions,” Panel presentation at the
meetings of the Association for the Sociology of Religion, Chicago.

Bellah, Robert, et al. 1985. Habits of the Heart, {Berkeley: University
of California Press).

Berger, Peter. 1963. Invitation to Sociology, (New York: Doubleday!.

. 1967. The Sacred Canopy, (Garden City: Anchor Books).

Berger, Peter, Brigitte Berger, and Hansfried Kellner. 1973. The Home-
less Mind, (New York: Vintage Books).

Berger, Peter, and Thomas Luckmann. 1966. The Social Construction
of Reality (Garden City , N.Y.: Doubleday).

Bibby, Reginald. 1983. ““Searching for Invisible Thread,” Joumal for the
Scientific Study of Religion 22:101-19.

Bord, Richard J. and Joseph Faulkner. 1983. The Catholic Charismat-
ics: The Anatomy of a Modern Religious Movement (University
Park: Pennsylvania State University Press).

Charmaz, Kathy. 1983. “The Grounded Theory Method: An Explica-
tion and Interpretation,” pp. 109-26 in Robert Emerson, ed., Con-
temporary Field Research (Boston: Little, Brown}.

Christian, William. 1987. “Tapping and Defining New Power: The
First Month of Visions at Ezquioga, July 1931,” American Ethnolo-
gist 14:140-66.




114 Mary jo Nentz

Couch, Carl. 1984. “Symbolic Interaction and Generic Sociological
Principles,” Symbolic Interaction 7:1-13.

Davis, Winston. 1980. DOJO: Magic and Exorcism in Modern Japan
(Stanford: Stanford University Press).

Douglas, Mary. 1966. Purity aiid Danger {London:Penguin).

. 1970, Natural Symbols {New York: Vintage).

Douglas, Mary, with Baron Isherwood. 1979. The World of Goods {New
York: Basic Books).

Downton, James V. 1980. “An Evolutionary Theory oi Spiritual Con-
version and Commitment: The Case of the Divine Light Mis-
sion,”Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 19:381-96.

Fine, Gary Alan. 1979. “Small Groups and Culture Creation,” Ameri-
can Sociological Review 44:733-435.

, and Sherryl Kleinman. 1979. “Subculture: An Interactionist
Analysis,” American journal of Sociology 85: 1-20.

. 1983. “Network and Meaning: An Interactionist Approach to
Structure,” Symbolic Interaction 6:97~110.

Geertz, Clifford. 1973. Interpretations of Culture {New York: Basic
Books).

. 1983. Locai Knowledge: Further Essays in Interpretive Anthro-
pology {(New York: Basic Books].

———. 1988. The Anthropologist as Author {Stanford: Stanford Uni-
versity Press).

Gerlach, Luther, and Virginia Hine. 1970. People, Power,and Change:
Movements of Social Transformation {Indianapelis: Bobbs-Merill).

Glaser, Barney, and Anselm L. Strauss. 1967. The Discovery of
Grounded Theory {Chicago: Aldine).

Glock, Charles. 1964. “The Role of Deprivation in the Origin and Evo-
lution of Religious Groups,” pp. 24-36, in Robert Lee and Martin
Marty, eds., Religion and Social Conflict {New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press).

Griswold, Wendy. 1987. “A Methodological Framework for the Study
of Culture,” Sociological Methodology 17 :1—35.

Gusfield, Joseph R. 1981. “Social Movements and Social Change: Per-
spectives of Linearity and Fluidity,” pp. 317-39 in L. Kreisberg,
ed., Social Movements, Conflict, and Change, Vol 4 {Greenwich,
Conn.: JAI Press).

Hall, Peter. 1987. “Interactionism and the Study of Social ®@rganiza-
tion,” Sociological Quarterly 28:1-22.

Hammond, Phillip, ed. 1985. The Sacred in a Secular Age {Berkeley:
University of California Press).

Harding, Susan. 1982. “Convicted by the Holy Spirit: The Rhetoric

of fundamental Baptist Conversion,” American Ethnologist 14:
167-80.



115 Studying Religion in the Eighties

Heirich, Max. 1977. “A Cbange of Heart,” American Journal of Soci-
ology 83:653-80.

Jacobs, Janet. 1984. “The Economy of Love in Religious Commitment:
The Deconversion of Women from Nontraditional Religious Move-
ments’’ Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 23:155-71.

. 1987. "Deconversion from Religious Movements: An Analysis
of Charismatic Bonding and Spiritual Commitment,” fournal for
the Scientific Study of Religion 26:294—-308.

Johnson, Benton. 1981. “A Sociological Perspective on the New Reli-
gions,” pp. 51-66 in Thomas Robbins and Dick Anthony, eds., In
Gods We Trust (New Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction Books).

. 1984, "Continuity and Quest in the Work of Harvey Cox,” So-
ciological Anatysis 45.79-84

Kelly, James R. 1984. “Catholicism and Modern Memory,” Sociologi-
cal Analysis 45:131—-44,

Lefever, Harry, 1977, “The Religion of the Poor: Escape or Creative
Force?”’ Journal of the Scientific Study of Religion 16:225-36.

Lofland, Jobn. 1976. Doing Social Life {New York: Wiley).

Lofland, john, and James T. Richardson. 1984. ‘Religious Movement
Organizations,” pp. in L. Kreisberg, ed. Social Movements, Con-
flict, and Change (Greenwich, Conn: J Al Publishers).

Lofland, John, and L. N. Skonovd. 1981. “Conversion Motifs,” Journal
of the Scientific Study of Religion 20:373-85.

Lofiand, John, and Rodney Stark, 1965, “Becoming a World Saver: A
Theory of Conversion ¢to a Deviant Perspective,”” American Socio-
logical Review 30.863-74.

Long, Theodore and Jeffery Haddon. 1983. “Religious Conversion
and Socialization,” {ournai for the ScientificStudy of Religion 22.
1-14.

Luckmann, Thomas. 1967. The Invisible Refigion (London: Macmillan).

McGuire, Meredith. 1982. Peatecostal Catholics: Power, Charisma,
and Order in a Religious Movement (Philadelphia: Temple Uni-
versity Press).

. 1983a. “Discovering Religious Power,” Sociological Analysis
44:1-9

~———, 1983b, “Words of Power: Personal Empowerment and Healing.”
Culture, Medicine, and Psychiatry 7:1-290.

McLoughlin, William G. 1978. Revivals, Awakenings and Reform
{Chicago: University of Chicago Press).

Matza, David, 1969, Becoming Deviant {Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Pren-
tice Hall))

Mol, ).J. 1977. Identity and the Sacred {New York: Free Press).

Mukerji, Chandra, and Michael Schudson. 1986. “Popular Culture,”
Annual Review of Sociology 12:47—66.




116 Mary jo Neitz

Neitz, Mary Jo. 1981. “Family, State, and God: Ideologies of the Right
to Life Movement,” Sociological Analysis 42:265-76.

.1983. “Church Authority and the Changing Definition of Sin,"

Paper presented at the meeting of the Midwest Sociological Soci-

ety, Chicago.

. 1987. Charismna and Community: A Study of Religious Com-
mitment within the Charismatic Renewal (New Brunswick, N. J.:
Transaction Press).

. 1989. “In Goddess We Trust,” in Thomas Robbins and Dick
Anthony, eds., In Gods We Trust, revised edition {New Brunswick:
N. J.: Transaction Press.)

Neitz, Mary Jo, and james Spickard. 1989. *'Steps toward a Sociology of
Religious Experience,” Sociological Analysis 50, forthcoming.
Newman, William M,, and Peter L, Halvorson. 1984. “Religion and
Regional Culture,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion

23:304-14.

Radway, Janice. 1985. Reading the Romance {Chapel Hill: University
of North Carolina Press).

Richardson, James T. 1985a. “Paradigm Conflict in Conversion Re-
search,” fournal for the Scientific Study of Religion 24 :163-79.

. 1985h. “Studies of Conversion: Secularization or Re-enchant-
ment?’ pp. 104—121 in Phillip Hammmond, ed., The Sacred in a
Secular Age {Berkeley: University of California Pressl.

Richardson, James T., and Mary Stewart. 1977. “Conversion Process
Models and the Jesus Movement,” American Behavioral Scientist
20:819-38.

Robbhins, Thomas and Dick Anthony. 1981. In Gods We Trust {(New
Brunswick, N. J.: Transaction Press).

Robbins, Thomas, Dick Anthony and James Richardson. 1978. “Theory
and Research on Today’s ‘New Religions’,”” Sociological Analysis
39:95-122.

Roof, Wade Clark. 1985. “The Study of Social Change in Religion,”
pp. 75—-89 in Phillip Hammond, ed., 7he Sacred in a Secular Age
{Berkeley: The University of California Press).

Roof, Wade Clark, and William McKinney. 1987. American Mainline
Religion {New Brunswick, N.].: Rutgers University Press).

Snow, David, and Richard Machalek. 1983. ““The Coavert as a Social
Type,” pp. 259-89 in Randall Collins, ed., Sociological Theory
{San Franciseco: Jossey-Bass).

Snow, David, and C.L. Phillips. 1980. “The Lofland-Stark Conversion
Model: A Critical Reassessment,” SocialProblems 2.7:430-37.
Snow, David, Louis Zurcher, and Sheldon Ekland-Olson. 1980. ““Social

Networks and Social Movements: A Microstructural Approach




117 Studying Religion in the Eighties

to Differeatial Recruitment,” American Sociological Review 45:
782-801.

Starhawk, 1982, Dreaming the Dark (Boston: Beacon Press).

Stark, Rodney, and William Bainbridge. 1980. “Networks of Faith: In-
terpersonal Bonds and Recruitinent to Cults and Sects,” American
Journal of Sociology 85:1376—95.

. 1985. The Future of Religion {Berkeley: Unmiversity of Califor-
nia Press.

Straus, Roger. 1976. “Changing Oneself: Seekers and the Creative
Transformation of Life Experience,” pp. 251-73 in John Lofland,
ed., Doing Social Life (New York: Wiley].

. 1979. “Religious Conversion as a Personal and Collective Ac-
complishment,” Sociological Analysis 40:158—-65.

Stump, Roger. 1984. “Regional Migration and Religious Commit-
ment,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 23:292-303.

Tipton, Stephen. 1982. Gettling Suved from the Sixties {Berkeley. Uni-
versity of California Press).

Travisano, Richard. 1970. ““Alternation and Convcrsion as Qualita-
tively Different Transformations,” pp.594—606 in Gregory Stone
and Harvey Farberman, eds., Social Psychology through Symbolic
Interaction (Waltham, Mass.: Xerox College Publishing}.

Turner, Victor. 1967. The Forest of Symbols (Ithaca: Comell Univer-
sity Press).

. 1969. The Ritual Pracess (Chicago, Aldine).

Vaughan, Wiane. 1986. Uncoupling (New York: Oxford University
Press).

Wallace, A. F. C. 1956. “Revitalization Movements,” ‘the American
Anthropologist 58:264 -81.

———. 1969. The Death and Rebirth of the Seneca [New York:
Vintagel.

Warner, R. Stephen. 1979. “Theoretical Barriers to the Understanding
of Evangelical Christianity,” Sociological Analysis 40:1-24 .

. 1983. “Research Note: Visits to a Growing Evangclical Church

and a Declining Liberal Church in 1978,” Sociological Analysis

44:243-53.

. 1988. New Wine in Old Wineskins (Berkcley: University of
California Press).

Weinstcin, Marion. 1981. Positive Magic (Custer, Wash.: Phoenix
Publishing).

Westley, Frances. 1978. “The Cult of Man: Durkheim’s Predictions
and the New Religious Movements,” Sociological Analysis 39:

135—-45.
Wilson, fohn and Harvey Clow. 1981. “Themes of Power and Control




118 Mary fo Neiwe

in a Pentecostal Assembly,” feurnal for the Scientific Study of Re-
ligion 20:241 -50.

Wright, Stuart. 1984. “Post Involvement Attitudes of Voluntary Defec-
tors from New Religious Movements,” Journal for the Scientific
Study of Refigion 23:172—82.

. 1987. Leaving the Cults: The Dynarnics of Defectiors, Mono-
graph Series, No 7.}{Washington, D.C.: Society for the Scientific
Study of Religion).

Wuthnow, Robert. 1981. “Two Traditions of Religious Studies,” Jour-
nal for the Scientific Study of Religion 20:16—32.

. 1987. Meaning and Moral Order: Explorations in Cultural

Analysis (Berkeley: University of California Press).




5 Why Philosophers Should
Become Sociologists
[and Vice Versa)

Kathryn Pyne Addelson

Today, philosophy and sociology are in a ferment—new concepts and
theories, new methods, even newly opened fields of research. This vol-
ume attests to it. The ferment is the consequence of many historical
changes, but intellectually, within the disciplines, it owes a great deal
to the collapse of what bas been dubbed “the enlightenment orienta-
tion.” That orientation came to dominance in sociology and philose-
phy departments in the United States after World War 11, though it has
often been read back into history, particularly to the origins of modern
science and liberal democratic theory (see Maclntyre, 1984).!

Under the enlightenment orientation, objective knowledge is the
goal of sociology and philosophy—one world, one truth, a unity of sci-
ence and a unity of morality for all mankind.? it is the foundation of a
liberal, secular humanism. This metaphysics and epistemology jus-
tified the methods philosophers and sociologists used within their
disciplines, and it justified their authority as educators and policy ad-
visors. The justification is familiar to sociologists.

An enlightenment orientation toward social science has been
a major presupposition of conventional sociology. The hope has
been that public policy could be made to rest on a body of po-
litically neutral theory and fact, validated by scientific method

and beyond the disputes of moral and political sides. . . . {Gus-
field, 1984:48}

Philosophers rely on conceptual or linguistic methods to provide
theories and analyses which are also supposed to be neutral among
moral and political sides. The enlightenment orientation justifies
scholars’ authoziity as researchers and as educators and policy advisors.
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It sets philosophers and sociologists as professional experts, not as
partisans.

Even in its heyday, the enlightenment orientation was never without
its serious critics. By the mid-1960s, the criticisms were widespread
and widely known in the United States—in history, sociology, philoso-
phy, and even some of the natural sciences. Thomas Kuhn described
scientific progress in terms that had more to do with science training
and politics than enlightenment rationality.?

in philosophy W. V. Quine made seemingly parochial arguments
against the analytic-synthetic distinction. But one consequence of the
arguments is that there are no neutral, theory-independent, observable
facts. Observation {Quine said} is polluted by scientific language and
theory, and by the language and conceptual scheme of the society at
large (Quine 1963, 1969). These arguments have generally been ac-
cepted about natural and social science. They affect the philosopher’s
use of conceptual analysis as well. If observation is inseparable from
concept, then concept is inseparable from observation. Scientists have
no neutral observational data, and philosophers have no neutral con-
ceptual data-——both methods fail when the analytic-synthetic distinc-
tion collapses.

In the philosophy of the social sciences, Peter Winch {1972) pressed
his earlier distinction between scientist’s rules and native’s rules. Cul-
tural relativism was extended to fact and science, not simply value and
morality. The question became, How are we to study a human world
in which meaning and mozality, science and truth are all in the process
of construction?

In philosophy, there is ferment as scholars work out methods and
metaphysics for studying such worlds, but so far, the efforts amount to
work of the “transition,” as Richard Rorty {1979} calls it, not the new
philosophy itself. In contrast, in sociology the collapse of the enlight-
enment orientation can be seen as a triumph of symbolic interaction-
ism.* In this paper, I’ll argue that in theirresearch, philosophers should
move out of the “transition” by adopting the methods and metaphysics
of the symbolic interactionists. That move would resolve the internal
problems that philosophers are struggling with within their discipline.
That is why {and how) philosophers should become sociologists. It
doesn’t solve the “‘external” problems that philosophers and sociolo-
gists alike face as educators and policy advisors—Gusfield’s worry.
That requires some philosophical work—and so the phrase “{and vice

versal” in the title of this essay.
Because of our social locations as researchers, educators, and policy
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advisors, we have, as a matter of fact, institutional warrant for making
and dispersing knowledge. The enlightenment orientation, with its
ideal of objectivity and the unity of mankind, gives a metaphysical and
epistemological basis for that warrant, not a political and institutional
one: if we develop our methods properly, we will discover neutral fact
and make neutral theory. On the enlightenment approach, the meth-
ods and metaphysics that we develop internally justify the authority
that we exercise externally.® The social, political, and moral questions
about our cognitive authoiity in the society become moot.

Some of the critics of the enlightenment orientation have taken
our authority seriously. Feminist Dorothy Smith speaks of the ruling
apparatus—‘that familiar complex of management, government ad-
ministration, professions, and intelligentsia, as well as the textually
mediated discourses that coordinate and interpenetrate it”’{1987: 109).
Smith says that sociology is part of the ruling apparatus, and of course,
philosophy is as well. That is another way of talking about our author-
ity as scholars. But we shouldn’t understand Smith as saying that as
part of the ruling apparatus, we mechanically and ineluctably manu-
facture oppression. As a feminist scholar, Smith works at producing a
sociology for women, presumably as a work of liberation. In this an-
thology addressed to professional scholars, the question is what a so-
ciology for sociologists ought to be, scientifically and morally, given
that sociology is part of what Smith calls the ruling apparatus. And a
similar question must be asked about a philosophy for philosophers.
These are social, political, and moral questions about our cognitive
authority in society, questions that become moot under the enlight-
enment orientation.®

As scholarly authorities, symbolic interactionists have been in a cu-
rious position. Internally, they use a metaphysics and method that is
contrary to the enlightenment orientation, and they have often criti-
cized sociologists using that orientation.” But externally, it is the
dominant enlightenment orientation that justifies their authority as
educators and policy advisors—as part of the ruling apparatus. In its
popular {rather than scholarly} form, the orientation justified develop-
ing the academic professions and disciplines. if we are explicit about
changing our methods and metaphysics to those of symbolic interac-
tionism, then we have to be explieit about the social, political, and
moral guestions about our authority.

The postenlightenment question is, how are we to study a human
world in which meaning and morality, science and truch are all in the
process of construction? We must give a double answer, one that takes
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account of method and metaphysics within the disciplines and our au-
thority outside them. Both philosophers and sociologists have to make
the double answer together. Here is my own beginning on the answer.

On the enlightenment orientation, the world is a world of facts and
objects in which truth is discovered. My own understanding of the
ieetaphysics of symbolic interactionism is this. Truth is not discov-
ered, it is enacted. Enacting truth requires authority of one sort or an-
other. The folk, whose activities both philosophers and sociologists are
concerned with, enact truth in various ways, and hoth philosophers
and sociologists must be able to explain how. Symbolic interactionists
have ways of explaining how. But in doing research on those folk,
scholars also enact truth. The question of how they do so is in part a
question internal to their disciplines, as a question of method and evi-
dence. But it is also, in part, a question of the social organization of
knowledge in the United States today. In both cases, it concerns our
scholarly authority and our moral responsibility. it concerns our au-
thority as scholars living in the folk saciety. The question of a soci-
ology for sociologists {or a philosophy for philosophersj is a question of
how to be moraily, politically, and scientifically responsible in our
place within the “ruling apparatus.”

I'l]l procesd toexpand my remarks by making links between philoso-
phy and sociology. I'll draw my cases from ethics and the study of mo-
rality, in part because morality is central to sociological work—even
as philosophers benefit from knowing the empirical work, sociologists
benefit from a more precise understanding of moral theories. And, of
course, morality is also central to solving our own scholarly problem
of passing beyond the enlightenment orientation.

But first, a look at the state of philosophy today.

SOME PROBLEMS OF PHILOSOPHY

The profession of philosophy has been in a state of flux for the past
fifteen years. The New York Times playfully represents the flux as a
dispute between analytic philosophers and “philosophers for plural-
ism’’ and has fun talking about philosophers doing battle {see, for ex-
ample, December 20, 1987, front page}. The internecine squabble is an
outward sign of transformations within analytic philosophy that have
already taken place—transformations that came out of a crisis in
analytic philosophy. The crisis shows in the titles of books of the re-
cent past— Beyond Objectivism and Relativism {Bemstein, 1983); Re-
visions {Hauerwas and Maclntyre, 1983); Post Analytic Philosophy
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(Rajchman and West,1985); After Philosophy (Baynes, Bohman, and
McCarthy, 1987); and After Virtue {Maclntyre, 1984). Some of the best
sellers are books dismantling the analytic tradition, books of the tran-
sition—as Richard Rorty (1979} says of Philosophy and the Mirror of
Nature. Rorty has remarked, “The notion of ‘logical analysis’ turned
upon itself and committed slow suicide’” {1982:227).2

Analytic philosophy came to dominance in the United States after
World War 11. In its more technical quarters, it was rooted in the
scientific revolutions of the earlier twentieth century—not only in
physics, but the great advances in logic, formal languages, and meta-
mathematics based on work by Gottlob Frege, Bertrand Russell, Alfred
Tarski, Kurt Godel and others. In its Iess technical quarters, including
ethics, it relied on the premise that the conceptual {[or linguistic) is
separable from the empirical (or factual).® This is a version of the
analytic-synthetic distinction, and it relies on analyses within the en-
lightenment orientation. The philosophical method is conceptual or
linguistic apalysis.

Use of the analytic method is widespread, and it dominates the un-
derstanding of philosophical research and teaching. In sheer numbers,
most analytic philosophers continue with their old methods of concep-
tual analysis. In “basic research” they construct moral theories or new
moral vocabularies. In applied philosophy (a counterpart of policy
work in sociology), they analyze moral concepts and arguments that
they feel are relevant to social problems {abortion, animal rights, en-
vironmental issues are examples), or institutional settings (informed
consent, issues in professional ethics}, or to everyday life (promising,
scx, drugs, love, racism, pornography). The grand efiort in the disci-
pline is still on reasoning, and one o1 the expanding areas for jobs in
philosophy is that of “critical thinking.” One quite typical introduc-
tory text published in 1988 tells students that philosophy trains us in
“the critical and rational examination of the most fundamental as-
sumptions that underlie our lives” {Velasquez and Barry, 1988:4} An
introductory text in applied ethics defines four goals of the philoso-
phical study of morality: clarification of moral ideas and issues, com-
prehensive vision of ideas and insights, critical assessment of moral
claims, and moral guidance. {Martin, 1989).

In her 1985 paper reviewing current, workaday, philosophical re-
search, “Standards in Philosophy,” analytic philosopher Ruth Mack-
lin cited some “paradigmatic characteristics of the Philosophical
enterpiise.”’ 10
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A. Defining terms and analyzing concepts.

B. Attending to the logic of arguments, detecting fallacies, and un-
covering assumptions.

C. Analyzing and interpreting other writings—within or without
philosophy.

D. Constructing hypathetical arguments for or against positions
{whether or not one accepts the underlying assumptions or the conciu-
sions of the argumentsj-

E. Offering sustained normative arguments in favor of a substan-
tive position held by thinkers outside philosophy. {Macklin, 1985:276)
This is a succinct statement of the traditional conceptual method.

No one would argue that muddy thinking is preferable to clear
thinking. But these definitions of philosophical work preseive the
separation of concept and fact as well as the image of human society
as an aggregate of individuals doing mental gymnastics on the way to
separate value choices and decisions. That is the enlightenment ori-
entation in ethics, as it shows in a liberal, secular humanism.

What of the “postanalytic philosophers”’ (as we might call them)
who are making a new philosophy out of the collapse of the enlight-
enment orientation?* In ethics, there is a focus on character, com-
munity, narrative, care, trust, and the like. However, the main
emphasis is still on language and ideas.. At times, ‘‘conversation’ is a
term that substitutes for method. Richard Rorty says that philosophy
becomes “a voice in the eonversation of mankind” (1979).12 In the
source reader for the television series, “Ethics in America’” Lisa New-
ton speaks of “‘the conversation about ethics” which “intensifies and
dies out as the civilizations around it provide or deny” what is needed
for systematic, extended thought {1988:3). The prime ditficulty here is
that ““conversation of mankind” is a metaphor when we need to know
literally who is making the meaning of ethics, how they do it, what
authority they exercise in doing it, and what are the outcomes of their
doing it. In Dorothy Smith’s language, what does this “‘conversation”
amount to in the work oi the ruling apparatus? These are not questions
extrinsic to the doing of philosophy, they are questions that are consti-
tutive of the philosophical task.

The conversational method hasn’t been the only one proposed, of
course. And, of course, other critics have argued that philosophy
should be given up in favor of some science or other. W V. Quine came
to that conclusion from his own criticism of the analytic tradition. His
point was that we cannot separate meaning of terms from their refer-
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ences in the world. We cannot peel the concepts off the facts. The con-
sequence is that we cannot distinguish the task of philosophy from
that of science. Quine concluded that epistemology (the study of our
knowledge of the world) should be done not by philosophers hut by
neurophysiologists. The neurophysiologists, of course, cannot get out-
side our conceptual scheme to give us neutral theories about the ob-
jiective facts. There are no neutral facts, says Quine, only a world
conceptualized; the best we can do is go with the best science of the
day {Quine, 1963, 1969).

Neurophysiology won’t do as the best science of the day because the
human world is a world of meaning, and for scientific and moral rea-
sons, we must respect that. Symbolic interactionism oifers appropriate
methods for studying a world of meaning. Symbolic interactionism of-
fers an appropriate metaphysics of human nature and human group life
(which neurophysiology does not and cannot).

A criticism of the enlightenment orientation must give us a way to
move beyond the transition to a new philosophy and sociology. In the
next section, I'll discuss the “rules and norms” view of morality that
attends the enlightenment orientation in order to give an interactionist
criticism that leads to a new understanding of huinan nature and soci-
ety. In the following section, I’ll discuss postanalytic ethics of narrative
and character to show how interactionist sociologists can work with
philosophers in making a more adequate ethics. In the last section, I‘l]
return to the fundamental question of how our method and metaphys-
ics can allow us to do responsible sociology and philosophy, even
within the ruling apparatus.

MORAL THEORY: PRINCIPLES AND RULES

In The Idea of a Social Science, Peter Winch claimed that “the
analysis of meaningful behaviour must allot a central role to the no-
tion of a rule; that all behavior which is meaningful {therefore all spe-
cifically human behaviour) is ipso facto fule governed”’ {1963:51-52).
Not everyone agrees with Winch—Quine talked about neurophysiol-
ogy replacing epistemology; behavioral psychologists and population
geneticists formulate their own theories. Not everyone who agrees
with Winch’s remark means the same thing by it. But the view that
meaningful behavior involves fules has been compelling for many
people. The ethics of principles and rulesis one important mainstream
interpretation of it.

The Encyclopedia of Philosophy was published in 1968. The philoso-
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pher writing the entry “Rules” gave a general statement of the ap-
proach in ethics. He describes rules as “prescribed guides for eonduct”
which are essential to any practice or institution “such as a game”’—
and he gives the standard philosophic examples of baseball, bridge, and
informal children’s games. He goes on,

morality is a rule-governed activity that guides conduct and
molds and alters actions and attitudes. . . .

Moral rules are precepts that ought to be followed, whether
they are in fact followed or not. Moral rules, in this sense, are
very different from rules which define customs and practices:
one can find out empirically what rules people advocate or ob-
serve, but, as Hume and G. E. Moore insisted, one cannot de-
termine by such empirical study whether these rules really
ought to be followed—that is, whether they are moral rules.
{Encyclopedia of Philosophy: s.v. “rules,” 232}

These remarks presuppose that morality has to do with rules (o¥
prnciples} and that there is some criterion for distinguishing moral
rules from rules of custom. The encyclopedia sets a division of labor
between philosophers and social scientists: philosophers set out the
criterion, social scientists empirically investigate the customs. The re-
marks presuppose a metaphysics of human nature and group life and a
philosophic method.

In the enlightenment orientation, there are two aspects to the dis-
tinction between moral and customary rules that are important for so-
ciologists to understand. The first is set in terms of the distinction
between autonomy and heteronomy, and it concermns the way in which
the moral rules affect an individual’s decisions and actions. An indi-
vidual acts autonomously when he or she freely and rationally choses
the rule that govemns his or her behavior. In contrast, a person acts
heteronomously when his or her behavior is conditioned by custom or
arises out of socialization. In this aspect, genuine moral deeision and
action is contrasted with mere customary behavior. Both involve rules.
Both take the individual as the source of decision and action. But the
way the rules enter is different. Philosophers analyze rules and reason-
ing allegedly involved in autonomous moral action; sociologists de-
scribe rules and behavior allegedly involved in heteronomous moral
actaon.

Tbe second aspect concerns the nature of the rules: the form of
moral rules is different from t¢hat of customary rules. In one of its
phrasings, Kant’s categorical imperative gives a criterion for distin-
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guishing genuine moral rules from other rules: Act always so that you
could consistently will your maxim to be a universal law. As a crite-
rion, the imperative is a second oxrder principle that we are to use to
criticize our rules of practice. Philosophers have put this by saying that
genuine moral rules or principles must be universalizable. Although
Kant believed that the imperative defined one morality for all rational
beings, most analytic philosophers wouldn’t require that all human
groups have the same rules. But though the rules might have different
content, to be moral rules, they would have to satisfy the universaliz-
ability criterion. And to be morally rational, group members would
have to give reasons in terms of the moral rules and principles, accept
reasons in those terms, and criticize the rules they use by some version
of the categorical imperative. This argument acknowledges the fact of
cultural difference while preserving the moral unity of mankind.

Contemporary philosophers working in principle ethics downplay or
ignore the claim that philosophers are supposed to analyze the a priori
framework for human morality. However, they keep the definition of
moral rationality and they keep the a priori, conceptual method. Faced
with the moral diversity of the United States, many of them have re-
treated to analyzing the principles and rules of “public morality” in
the United States. Public morality is the morality of obligations and
rights that we are said to share in the United States {or perhaps in the
West), in contrast to various religious or ethnic or communal or indivi-
dual moralities. For the most part, it is what Lawrence Kohlberg (1971)
called “the official morality of the United States” {level three, stage
five of his developmental scheme). Ruth Macklin’s remarks [quoted
above) describe this sort of work in applied ethics. The “official mo-
rality’ shares the liberal, secular humanist metaphysics of individuals
as the source of decisions in a society that is an aggregate of ideally
free, rational atoms.

There has been sustained criticism of this approach. In fact, when
Winch wrote that “all specifically human behavior is ipso facto rule
governed,” he did not mean that the governing rules exist in some re-
ified conceptual or linguistic form that is open to “objective” analysis
by sociologists and philosophers. Quite the contrary. His point, follow-
ing Wittgenstein, is that the meaning of the rules is made by group
members in action together, as they apply the rules in living their
personal and group lives. In some ways, this is close to symbolic
interactionism.?®

in his statement of the metaphysics of interactionist sociology, Her-
bert Blumer says,
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A gratuitous acceptance of the concepts of norms, values, so-
cial rules, and the like should not hlind the social scientist to
the fact that any one of them is subtended hy a process of social
interaction—a process that is necessary not only for their
change but equally well for their retention in a fixed form. It is
the social process in group life that creates and upholds the
rules, not the rules that create and uphold group life. {1969: 19)

This statement puts the focus not on the rules and principles but
on their creation and retention. More than that, it offers a metaphysics
of the human world in which the creation of moral theories and vo-
cabularies is shown to be a political act, not simply a conceptual one.
With such a metaphysics, we need an empirical method, not a concep-
tual one.

Howard Becker writes in more general terms of ways in which rules
and definitions of all sorts operate in the process of creating and main-
taining socia!l structure.

Interactionist theories of deviance, like interactionist theozies
generally, pay attention to how social actors define each other
and their environments. They pay particular attention to dif-
ferentials in the power to define; in the way one group achieves
and uses the power to define how other groups will be regarded,
understood, and treated. Elites, ruling classes, bosses, adults,
men, Caucasians—superordinate groups generally—rmaintain
their power as much by controliing how people define the
world, its components, and its possibilities, as by the use of
more primitive forms of contrel. They may use more primitive
means to estahlisb hegemony. But control based on the ma-
nipulation of definitions and labels works more smoothly and
costs less; superordinates prefer it. (1973:204)

Rather than rules and principles defining the morality of a group, the
proper group members are “morally bound to accept the definition im-
posed on reality by a superordinate group in preference to the defini-
tions espoused by subordinates’” {Becker, 1970:126}.

Here we see the question of scholars’ authority and our place in the
ruling apparatus. In the United States, scholars are membess of a su-
perordinate group. Philosophers {and other academics of course) have
significant “power to define,” as Becker puts it.

The political consequences of an unexamined ‘“power to define” are
blatant in applied ethics. For example, analytic philosophers regularly
define the moral problem of abortion as a conflict of rights: the right
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of the woman to determine what happensin and to her body versus the
right to life of the fetus. Despite much criticism, that definition is still
the one that dominates introductory texts and classroom discussion. It
formulates the central moral issue of the social problem of abostion in
a way that limits debate. It leaves in limbo those who oppose or sup-
port public policies on abortion on moral grounds of love, sexuality, or
the good of mankind, rather than on the basis of rights. In “clarifying
the moral issue,” the analytic philosophers silence others.’* To the de-
gree that they do so, they define public morality, not analyze it—a
problem that is analogous to the much discussed issue of sociologists
defining social problems. But philosophic method and metaphysics ob-
scure this fact, making it difficult to face the responsibilities of an elite
defining the public morality.

The scholarly error can basically be seen as a false understanding of
human nature and human group life. These philosophers analyze the
products of group life-—rules and individuals are both products. In do-
ing so, they ignore the process by which the products come to be con-
structed as products. They study group liie as if it consisted of objects
not actions, rules and individuals, not collective making of meaning.
These mistakes lead to their faulty method. They also, of course, lead
to moral failure. Although the analytic philosophers have always been
outstanding at criticizing their intellectual work within their disci-
plines (“the notion of logical analysis turned upon itself and committed
slow suicide”}, they have traditionally ignored the social organization
of knowledge and their place in it.'* With their expertise justified by
the ealightenment orientation, analytic philosophers have refused to
discuss their actual places in the ruling apparatus. For them, the large
questions of scholarly authority and responsibility are moot.

Today, many of the vanguard workers in philosophical ethics have
rejected the old rules and principles view and are devising new ap-
proaches to moral theory. Because ’'m seriously recommending that
philosophers become sociologists {and vice versal, I'll describe some of
the new work on narrative, to make links between philosophy and
sociology.

NARRATIVE, CHARACTER, AND THE SELF

The premises on the rational and moral unity of mankind col-
lapsed along with the enlightenment orientation. The new premises
include the thesis that the human world is structured by language in
ways that vary with convention and forms of life: There is no way to
get at the world outside of language, either to compare language with
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the world or to compare different forms of life {or even scientific para-
digms] with each other. There is no neutral, outside vantage point for
an observer to take. One way the premises are interpreted in the new
ethics is by emphasizing narrative language.

Over the past generation, narrative has become increasingly impor-
tant as a scholarly method in history, women’s studies, psychology,
political science, and even in some quarters of sociology (see Polking-
horne, 1987). Jerome Bruner has elevated narrative to one of the two
basic modes of human cognition, the other heing the logico-scientific
mode that is used in the morality of principles and rules, the mode
presupposed in the enlightenment orientation (Bruner, 1986). In con-
trast, narrative is said to be historical and contextual Alasdair Mac-
Intyre is a major proponent of the narrative approach.

Macintyre uses narrative as his own philosophical method, telling a
story of intellectual arguments fiom the Middle Ages to the present as
a way of defining and criticizing the enlightenment orientation.!¢ He
also claims that narrative is the way human beings explain the moral
doings in life: man is a storytelling anirmal. MacIntyre prefers to talk
about intelligibility rather than rationality, and he claims that we
make things intelligible through narrative. Qur human nature differs
from the heasts’ natures because we converse and tell stories, and be-
cause we have histories and biographies. He says,

{Elvery moral philosophy offers explicitly or implicitly at least
a partial conceptual analysis of the relationship of an agent to
his or her reasons, motives, intentions and actions, and in so
doing generally presupposes some claim that these concepts
are embodied in or at least can be in the real social world.

(1984 :23)"7

His analysis is that narrative (in history and biography} relates agent
to motive, intention, and action.

Richard Bondi states a principle of the narrative approach when he
says, “{Hluman beings are creatures formed in communities marked by
allegiance to a normative story {or narrative|. This formation can best
be discussed in the language of character” (1984:201). Human nature
is said to be essentially historical, and character and community nec-
essarily linked. Human beings require “a narrative to give our life co-
herence” (Hauerwas 1977:27).18

This approach in ethics seems compatible with C. Wright Mills’s
well known discussion of vocabularies of motive. Motives, Mills says,
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are explanations given in answer to questions about a person’s activity.
The search for “real’’ motives is mistaken.

Rather than fixed elements “in* an individual, motives are the
terms with which interpretation of conduct by social actors
proceeds. This imputation and avowal of motives by actors
are social phenomena to be explained. The diiering reasons
men give for their actions are not themselves without reasons.
{1963:439—-40})

Using narrative as the mode of explanation in moral theory makes
philosophical sense of Mills’s remarks. We may need a conceptual
analysis of the relationship of an agent to his or her reasons and mo-
tives (as Maclntyre says), but we must proceed by seeing how the rela-
tionship is socially constructed in the making of the narrative. We need
empirically adequate concepts, theories, methods, and a stock of good
empirical studies."”

if we insist on empirical adequacy, we begin to see how ‘narrative”
operates in creating and maintaining the social order. In interactionist
field studies, we find that some people have the authority or power to
define the terms in which their own and other people’s stories are to
be officially narrated. This authority must be taken account of.*® There
are as many errors in speaking of the narrative of a community as there
are in speaking of the rules or principles of a community, and Blumer’s
advice is as good here as there: the processes of human group life must
be known, and scholars should not take the products as self-evident.
This is true whether we call the products rules or narratives.

if we say the moral world consists in action interpreted through nar-
rative, then we need scholarly methods, concepts, and theories suited
to studying such a world of action. We need to find out what the nar-
ratives are and how they are constructed in specific cases. This requires
methods, concepts, and theories of an empirical science. But the sci-
ence cannot be empirical in the enlightenment sense that either nar-
rative or constructions exist as neutral data. In the rest of this section,
I‘ll mention some of theinteractionist concepts and theories that I find
useful to moral theory.

It is in theory guided by field studies that the symbolic interactionist
tradition is most valuable—including its accounts of the self, charac-
ter, and virtue and vice. Studies of deviance are prime examples, par-
ticularly because they give us concepts to guide the study. For example,
Lemert’s notion of secondary deviance shows how a self and human
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character are formed in the labeling process, i.e., in the course of ac-
quiring the biography of a deviant {l.emert, 1951}.

The notion of a career has been useful in a multitude of field studies.
Erving Goff man was only sometimes a symbolic interactionist. But his
widely quoted remark from ‘“The Moral Career of the Mental Patient”
states how the dual nature of the self is captured by the concept.

One value of the concept of career is its two-sidedness. One
side is linked to internal matters held dearly and closely, such
as the image of self and felt identity; the other side concerns
official position, jural relations, and style of life, and is part of
a publicly accessible institutional complex. The concept of ca-
reer, then, allows one to move back and forth between the
personal and the public, between the self and its significant
society, without having to rely overly for data upon what the
person says he thinks he imagines himself to be. (1961:127)

Coffman calls his paper “an exercise in the institutional approach to
the self”

In my paper “Moral Passages” {1987), I used research by Prudence
Rains to talk about a network of careers that may chart social options
available to different people within a group. Rains did several field
studies in the late 1960s, which she reported and discussed in her book
Becoming an Unwed Mother. They included studies of mainly white
and middle-class young women at a home for unwed mothers and of
black, mainly poor teenagers at a day school for unwed mothers.

Rains’s studies make it clear that narratives and biographies wetre
indeed constructed as accounts of the young women’s behavior. They
show that the social workers involved had tremendous influence in
“coauthoring” the narratives of the mostly white, middle-class women,
and very little influence in coauthoring the black teenagers’ personal
biographies. In the case of the black teenagers, certain narratives were
recorded in official places—with the police, the schools, the social ser-
vice agencies, and the registry of births. One of the teens said of offi-
cials, ““They keep records.””?! The black teens had, in effect, at least
two biographies—the one they lived in the home neighborhood and the
one in the official records. And, of course, all of them had many more
“narratives’” than that. Unitary life histories are for public figures, and
for them only as they appear in school history books.

There are other new approaches in ethics that stress narrative and
the historical nature of the self. Under the rules and principles ethics,
the moral notions of responsibility and care were neglected in favor of
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obligations and rights. Carol Gilligan's work {1982} is probably the best
known of the etforts to make notions of responsibility and care cen-
tral.?? Gilligan developed the responsibility-care orientation by criti-
cizing Lawrence Kohlberg’s principle morality of obligation and rights.
The latter imposed male gender dominance. Gilligan saw that moral
reasoning was being socially constructed in the Kohlberg ‘“laboratory’’
and classroom. But in spite of that criticism, she herself ignored the
proecesses by which narratives are made. It is within these processes
that systematic relations of gender, and of age, race, class, ethnicity,
and so on, are constructed.?

On the other hand, with the help of moral theorists, it may be
possible to answer some of the criticisms perennially aimed at in-
teractionist work. One common complaint has been that the tradi-
tion emphasizes the social at the cost of tbe personal—the public at
the cost of the internal self and its creativity. An analogous ciiti-
cism is that the tradition emphasizes the cognitive at the cost of the
emotional. Some moral theorists and some {eminist theorists oiter
help here.

Richard Bondi criticizes some of the “‘narrative” moral theories be-
cause they do not give a way of speaking about the self as we experi-
ence it, which is at the same time the self in relation to the wozld. As
a first step toward correcting the defects, he sets out *“the elements of
character’’ that must be analyzed and accounted for. They include the
human capacity for intentional action; the involvement that affec-
tions and passions have with moral action and character; the subjec-
tion to the accidents of history; and what he calls “the capacity of
the heart,” ‘‘that intimate mix of memory, imagination and the desire
for union we experience as marking the center of ourselves’’ {1984:
204-5). Bondi is setting out a program rather than giving a finished
analysis, but it is a program that is important for both sociologists and
philosophers.

Other philosophers have other offerings. For example, Annette Baier
has written on the importance of trust as a moral concept that is essen-
tial to understanding community {1986). it is also important for inter-
actionists to understand the moral notion of responsibility. The old
‘’‘principle morality’’ and the old ‘‘rules and norms"” sociology dealt
with obligations and sanctions. Responsibility is receiving renewed at-
tention in philosophy, and it is a moral notion that fits better with an
ethics of narrative and character {Ladd, 1970; Whitbeck, 1982}.

At this point, we need to turn more directly to interactionist meta-
physics and method and its relation to scholarly authority 2
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MeTHODS AND MORALS

The enlightenment world was one of objects and concepts that
could be objectively observed and neutrally reported. In contrast, the
postanalytic philosophers and the symbolic interactionists agrce that
the human world is a world not of objects but ¢f action and interpre-
tation. Our question here is, What is a morally and scicatifically re-
sponsible way to study such a world, given our social positions as
scholarly authorities within the ruling apparatus? This is the double
question that concerns rcsponsible methods and metaphysics to serve
as a basis for responsible work by members of our disciplines for mem-
bers of the society as a whole. On the one hand, it is a gquestion of
honesty in our vocations; on the other, it is a question of responsible
service—I hope wc arc scrving the people as members of the ruling
apparatus, rather than scrving the ruling apparatus {or our own little
disciplinary segments of it).

The methods and mectaphysics of symbolic interactionism are those
of an empirical sciencc—but not an empirical science as defined
within the enlightenment orientation. Our first movement toward
mccting the double question is to see what sort of empirical science
symbolic interactionism is.

Herbert Blumer’s statement of the basic premises of interactionism
characterize the empirical world that social scientists and philoso-
phers study as scholars. Blumer says,

Let me begin by identifying the empirical social world in the
case of human beings. This world is the actual group life of
human beings. . . . The life of a human society, or of any seg-
ment of it, or of any organization in it, or of its participants
consists of the action and experience of people as they meet
the situations that arise in their respective worlds.

... [T]he empirical social world consists of ongoing group
life and one has to get close to this life to know what is going
on in it. If one is going to respect the social world, one’s prob-
lems, guiding conceptions, data, schemes of relationship, and
ideas of interpretation have to be faithtul to that empirical
world. (Blumer, 1969: 35, 38)

Blumer talks about respecting the social world and having concepts
and methods that are faithful to it. The methods Blumer names include
direct observation, field study, participant observation, case study, in-
terviewing, use of life histories, use of letters and diaries, public docu-
ments, and conversation (Blumer, 1969:50). These are methods that
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are learned, used, criticized, changed, and developed, i.e., they are sci-
entific methods, not procedures carved in stone. Among these sociolo-
gists, the methods are continually examined to see whether they allow
researchers to remain faithful to the empirical world. They are also
examined to see whether they allow researchers to be respectful of the
subjects and cognizant of their own authority in the research situa-
tion.2* The methods are the basis of gathering data, even for dissident
sociologists like orothy Smith. Criticisni comes from “‘traditionals”
and feminists alike. But we must be careful about what “data’’ means.

Within the enlightenment orientation, the problem of data is an on-
tological and epistemological one: there must be neutral, ohservable
facts and distinct language and concepts if science is to find out the
truth about the objects of the world2¢ This is because the enlight-
enment truth is one to be discovered. In contrast, as I said at the
beginning of the paper, the interactionist truth is enacted. Under in-
teractionist ontology, facts are enacted through political and social
processes.

To a limited degree, the enlightenment notion of truth has been
overcome in philosophy and sociology. For example, when Thomas
Kuhn discusses revolutionary science, he describes processes by which
the facts and truths of a new paradigm come to be enacted within a
scientific discipline. Kuhn clung to the enlightenment approach by as-
suming that scientists had authority to enact truth for the larger soci-
ety. He did not explicitly analyze-scientific authority in The Structure
of Scientific Revolutions.”’” Enacting facts and truth requires authority
of one sort or another. It requires authority to define the world and
authority to have the definitions officially accepted. These are startling
claims only if we cling to an enlightenment view of facts and truth.

Much interactionist work concerns how truth is enacted among the
folk—studies on deviance and social problems fall into this category.
Take, as an example, Prudence Rains’ study on unwed mothers men-
tioned above. In the late 1960s in the Midwest, the truth that unwed
motherhood was deviant was enacted among her white middle-class
subjects by the efforts of families to conceal these pregnancies, by the
existence of maternity homes that guarded the secrets, and by the so-
cial and economic systems that made it very difficult for the families
to raise an “illegitimate” child while preserving the young mother’s
future options. in the black Chicago neighborhoods, the truth of a girl’s
having a deviant [or incorrigible} character was constructed by social
workers, police reports, and a whole coordinated edifice of action and
record keeping.



136 Kathryn Pyne Addelson

Today, unwed motherhood is deviant in some communities but not
others. Teen pregnancy has emerged out of secrecy and become a social
problem. The social problem has been enacted as a fact by thousands
of political and scholarly efforts. This does not mean that ”if we believe
it true, then it is true.” Enacting truth isn’t a matter of mere belief and
attitude. Enacting truth means living together so that our worlds, cur
lives and our characters are made in certain ways.

The emphasis on enacting truth is connected with knowing how to
get along in our collective life rather than knowing that some proposi-
tion is true or some fact exists. The enlightenment tradition was ob-
sessed with “knowing that.” The analysis of scientific theories and
concepts and scientific truth was slave to that obsession. In contrast,
the interactionist tradition requires that “knowing how’’ be taken se-
riously. Consider Howard Becker’s notion of a folk concept.

Folk concepts give meaning to our activities in the sense that they
help us know how to do those activities together. Becker says, in fact,
that folk concepts are shorthand terms people use to organize the way
they do things together {see Becker, 1970:92). They convey a concep-
tion of a distinctive way of organizing what we do, including charac-
teristic activities, typical settings, cast of characters, typical careers
and problems. The folk term suggests that all these things hang to-
gether in a neat pattern. In some interesting cases, like ‘‘profession’” or
“discipline,” the term carries with it a justification that rationalizes
the social and political place of the work and those who do it. in others,
like “lesbian,” “drug dealer,” or ‘“pregnant teen,” the term carries a
justification for treating such people and activities as deviant.

Folk concepts are used by us folk to point to what we do, and to
coordinate what we do together {in the sense that even a war requires
coordinating both sides}. Folk terms point eut activities that “the folk”
take to be the same, in the sense that they know how to do the same
thing again. The shorthand folk term may suggest certain neat pat-
terns, but that suggestion is persuasive and used in explanations and
arguments that ultimately involve authority, not criteria. Through folk
terms, we enact truth and make our communities and our characters.?®

In discussing how the folk enact truth, I have implicitly made a dis-
tinction between the folk ways of enacting the truth that are being
described by sociologists, and the ways of enacting truth that sociolo-
gists use in doing the describing. In the enlightenment orientation, this
is usually set as a normative distinction between the value-laden ways
of the folk and the objective, rational ways of the scientist or philo-
sopher. In philosophy, it has sometimes been set as a distinction be-
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tween unruly ordinary language and precise scientific or philosophical
language.

it is obvious that scientists and philosophers are members of the
folk, and their ways can be studied. Studying oursetves as members of
the tfolk is essential to our methods and morals. But here § am making
a distinction between the ways of the folk that we are describing and
the ways that we are using in doing the describing. This can’t be re-
duced to a distinction between the language the folk use versus the
language we use in describing them. It is a question of authority and
modes of action. To act responsibly, we have to take on the double task
of criticizing our methods as well as understanding our authority as
professionals, i.e., as enactors of truth within the folk society.

If we accept the premise that truth is enacted, then our understand-
ing of concepts and theories must change accordingly. In the enlight-
enment view, truth is discovered about a world of objects open to
neutral observation. Truth is embodied in ianguage, not in action. Sci-
entific concepts must be defined so as to clearly distinguish their in-
stances, ultimately in terms of observation. The definitions have to
give necessary or sufficient conditions for the term’s application—the
movement for operational definitions was one extreme manifestation
of this approach.? if terms do not give us criteria for telling when an
event happens or fails to happen, we will be unable to confirm or falsify
our propositions.

The enlightenment account of scientific concepts won’t do for a
world in which truth is enacted. In contrast, Herbert Blumer calls the
sociologists’ concepts ‘‘sensitizing concepts,” or “sensitizing instru-
ments.” They are not the sort of concepts that define necessary or
sufficient conditions for their instances. With sensitizing concepts,
Blumer says, “we seem forced to reach what is common by accepting
and using what is distinctive to the given empirical instance.” This, he
said, is due not to the immaturity of sociology but to ¢he nature of the
empirical world which is its object of study {1969: 148].

in his 1987 book, Qualitaiive Analysis for Social Scientists, Anselm
Strauss lays out some methods appropriate to developing adequate con-
cepts. In contrast to the abstract conceptual analysis of the philoso-
phers, Strauss insists that analysis is synonymous with interpretation
of data {1987:4). The interpretation, and the progressive data collec-
tion, must pass through stages of evolution structured according to an
ongoing process of coding and memo writing. “Coding” is his general
term for conceptualizing the data.

Developing rich and complex concepts with which to discuss a field
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study, through coding and memo writing, is the focus of Strauss’s idea
of grounded theory {1987:26). That is, “‘theory” in this sense is not an
abstract set of universal laws to be tied to observation by definitions of
its terms. But it is genuine theory in the sense of giving a general pic-
ture of human group life and social structure—as general as the data
allow. Theory in a particular field study may use concepts or categories
developed in other studies. For example, the concept of a career {and
its associated theory] is used in many studies. But the concept must be
developed and tested within the present study just as if it were new
and derived from the coding of present material. Strauss himself warns
against assuming the “analytic relevance of any face sheet or tradi-
tional variable such as age, sex, social class, or race until it emerges as
relevant” {1987:32]. They too must earn a way into the grounded
theory. By using these methods, the community of fieldworkers con-
tinually test theory and develop a system of concepts useful for show-
ing patterns across cases.

At this point, enter the sceptical chorus: To whom are those patterns
useful? To whom are they the same—according to whose concepts,
rules, theories, practices, language, conversation, or nairative!* The
answer is that, initially at least, they are patterns according to the re-
searchers’ concepts, theories, practices, and so on. Given the research-
ers’ places of authority in the social organization of knowledge, the
concepts may be extended to the rest of the folk through the educa-
tional system, the media, and other institutional means. This is how
folk understanding changes according to the scholarly way of enacting
truth. Initially, the patterns are useful to the researchers, but if the
research is successful, they must ultimately be useful to the folk as
well, and the folk ways of enacting truth and doing things together.
And at this point, we meet the other side of the double question—the
guestion of responsible service to the people as members of the ruling
apparatus.

According to the enlightenment orientation, we do responsible work
by sticking to the facts and concepts and leaving the values and policy
decisions to the appropriate office holders. Rejecting the enlightenment
orientation leaves us face to face with our moral and political tasks. Iif
the enlightenment approach allowed us to he blindly partisan as a
group, we now run the danger of being self-consciously partisan as

individuals.
The individualistic metaphysics of the enlightenment orientation

has collapsed within the disciplines. But its individualistic, secular hu-
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manism remains behind as the folk ethics of most of us scholars. I say
folk ethics here because it is an ethics most of us use even when we
criticize it. Robert Bellah and Richard Rorty {and many others} indi-
vidualistically choose to become patriots, then use their authority in
advising us to polish up the old stoties of the American tradition to
serve up to school children. Other scholars individualistically chose to
become feminists or Maixists or minority advocates, then use their
authority in espousing whatever cause they feel is appropriate. In their
research, these scholars may raise issues and give criticisms that are
essential to our work—I am not questioning that. I am saying that we
should not reject the old, enlightenment orientation in our methods
and metaphysics, then unself-consciously presuppose it in an ethics
that has us ““choosing” liberalism, Marxism, feminism, or whatever as
basic “values” to direct our individual work. This is self-deception,
because truth is not enacted by individuals choosing basic values. Val-
ues are not ideas on which we individually act—even thougb our folk
concepts may explain them in that way.

Philosophers and other scholars have, of course, influenced the folk
explanations and, perhaps, the course of history. In commenting on
an earlier version of this essay, Jeiry Schneewind argued that invent-
ing moral theory and vocabulary has been, socially and politically,
an important philosophical task. He wrote to me concerning Kant’s
contribution,

Imagine a society where people weren’t well educated and
didn’t have time to think about politics but are coming to be
m that position. Suppose their sole vocabulary was one that
stressed individual subordination to the law: to the king, to the
pastor, to God. And suppose someone said, “Think of your-
selves as making your own laws. All our moral terms can be
explained that way. And you then can see that you can’t be
ruled by just anyone, because you rule yourself first.”

There's a political and social point to the Kantian vocabu-
lary; people could use it for definite situated purposes. {per-
sonal correspondence, Fall, 1988]

I agree that what Schneewind says is important. Philosophers have
filled and will continue to fill political and social roles. And so will
sociologists and all the other varieties of humanists and scientists. My
point in this paper is that when we are exercising our authority as
members of academic disciplines, we must he morally and intellectu-
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ally honest about what we are doing. We must consistently extend our
sound scholarly methods and judgments into our action as authorities
enacting truth in the social world.

Kant devised a moral vocabulary that contributed to social and po-
litical changes in the making of the modern world. His moral theory
{and its successors} has been a cornerstone of the enlightenment ori-
entation. The most difficult task we scholars face now is overcoming
the enlightenment orientation in our work lives, leaving behind the
Kantian moral theory and its relativistic, modern successors that 1 dis-
cussed above. To serve others, we have to begin by serving ourselves.
We need a moral theory that is useful to us, given our positions of
authority, and one that is consistent with our new metaphysics and
method. None of the philosophical theories I have mentioned in this
paper will do. They do not take into account the processes by which
moral and empirical truth are enacted. The new theory must be one
that makes scholarly sense and that can be enacted as we try to do
responsible service as scholars and teachers and policy advisers. Mak-
ing the moral theory requires changing ourselves and our work.

I have argued that, for reasons of good scholarship, sociologists and
philosophers should work together. Symbolic interactionism {broadly
understood] offers an appropriate metaphysics and method for studying
society and making philosophical moral theory. But in the end, I be-
lieve that symbolic interactionism requires that wc change ourselves
and our world. Enacting a new moral thcory is thc real reason that
philosophers should become sociologists {and vice versaj.

NOTES

1. 1 was trained as an analytic philosopher, and I started becoming a soci-
ologist in 1974 when T attended Howard Bccker's class in field methods. After
that, my sociological training was a kind of informal apprcnticeship. I pursued
it with the intelligent, patient, and generous help of Howie Becker, Arlene
Daniels, Judy Wittner, and Joseph Schneidez. In this paper, 1 have been helped
by comments from the audience and my commentators at the 1988 Stone Sym-
posium of the Society for Symbolic Interaction; I was also helped by the phi-
losophers of the Propositional Attitudes Task Force at Smith College. 1 owe
special thanks to Jerry Schneewind for his comments on the penultimate draft.

2. This last, at least, is the way it appears in Karl Popper’s presentations. See
jarvie, 1984 for a discussion in these terms.

3. Thomas Kuhn’s criticism addresses the intermal question of authority in
scientific rcvolution, and he reduces it to disciplinary politics and career-
ism{Kuhn, 1970). He never deals with the guestion of scientific authozity in
the society at large, and, in that sense, he doesn’t escape the enlightenment
orientation. I say more about this in Addelson, 1983.
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4. Iam using “symbeolic interactionism‘ in1 a broad sense here, one that cov-
ers the essays in this volume. In my usc {and the usc in the title of this volume],
the term includes work by some of the ethnomethodologists and by some so-
ciologists who can’t really be classified by school. More strictly, symbolic in-
teractionism has philosophical roots in the American pragmatism ofthe early
twentieth century. It should be attractive to philosophers because an impor-
tant segment of the philosophical vanguard looks back to the pragmatist phi-
losophers Peirce, James, Dewey, and Mead in search of a new foundation for
philosophy. But to settle questions of authority and method, we must follow
the pragmatist philosophical tradition forward to one of its natural outcomes
in a sociological tradition of today. In this normative sense, becoming a soci-
ologist requires working within a research tradition that has corrected and
extended the original, philosophical ideas of its founders by making them em-
pirical. it requires working within a tradition whose membhers create new ideas
out of the tradition and correct and extend them in the coursc of empirical
research. What I have just given is, of course, a normative as well as a descrip-
tive characterization of symbolic interactionism—a gesture in the direction of
a disciplinary tradition.

5. The distinction between internal and extemnal, once used in history, phi-
losophy, and sociology of science, relies on an enlightenment orientation. I'm
using it for pedagogical reasens here, not because I believe it constitutes a valid
distinetion—quite the contrary.

6. My discussion of Dorothy Smith’s work in this context comes out of cor-
respondence with joseph Schneider. Smith’s work raises issues that are cru-
cially important to all sociologists and philosophcrs, not just {eminist ones.
On the other hand, there may be questions of warrant that Smith needs to
address. For example, the institutional possibility of making a sociology for
women seems to rely on conventions of autonomy in the scholarly disciplines
which are entangled with individualist, veluntarist notions of science. For
feminists, the questions of warrant include the warrants given by a feminist
political movement or by “wemen.” Sec Addelson and Potter, forthcoming for
some discussion of these issues.

7. For criticisms arising out of the study of social problems, see Spector and
Kitsuse, 1977 for a review. Gnsfield’s discussion of Merton and Nisbet in Gus-
field, 1984 is of this sort. The labeling theory of deviance was developed in
criticism of the enlightenment orientation—that is the implicit basis of Beck-
er's Qutsiders, for example. There is conflict in these writings because the
enlightenment orientation justifies our authority {as I say in the text} but also
because as intellectuals, we tend unconsciously to accept a secular humanist
morality that is in fact closely tied to the enlightenment orientation. We need
a morality based on interactionist sorts of principles {scc the last section of
the paper).

8. Por a very good, brief overview of the transformation see the introduction
to Baynes, Bohman, and McCarthy, 1987, written by Thomas McCarthy.

9. From the logical positivists, the legacy was precision in the phiiosophy
of language and philosophy of science. In other quarters, and particularly in
ethics, the influence came from Great Britain, and it included the British ““or-
dinary language philosophers.”
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10. The paper contains outstanding examples of workaday philosophical
work in its various gradations. in her own work, Macklin pays attention to
cultural and legal data, however.

1i. The term “postanalytic” is inadequate and even misleading, but no
single term will do the job. The introduction to Baynes, Bohman, and McCar-
thy, 1987} contains a taxonomy of philosophic positions that is exact and en-
lightening but much too complex to use in this paper.

12. Rorty borrows the phrase from Michael Oakshott.

13. In The Idea of a Secial Science, the point is less clear than it cught to
be because Winch uses simple, hypothetical examples and he pays little atten-
tion to the political nature of the interpretation and application of the rules.
To make sense of Winch’s {and Wittgenstein’s) recommendations about rules,
we nced a way to understand the process of applying rules, and that requires
an empirical method, not hypothetical examples. In a nutshell, that is why ]
believe philosophers must become sociologists. I argue this at greater length
in the text.

14. Philosophical critics have long made a point of saying this. See, for ex-
ample, Hauerwas {1981 for a philosophical criticism by a theologian, Whit-
beck {1982} for a criticism by a feminist philosopher, and Macintyre {1984} for
a widely read effort. See my ctiticism of the approach {Addelson, 1979). Meyers
and Kittay, 1987, contains papers that offer criticisms from a variety of stand-
points. As we shall sec, somc of the crities run into difficulties that resemble
those the analytic philosophers face.

15. in this they have been supported by distinctions made within the en-
lightenment orientation—the distinction between justification and discovery
and the distinction between internal and extermal studies of science.

16. His way of judging one position {or conceptual schemej to be rationaily
superior to another is to appeal to the history of arguments within a tradi-
tion—the rationally superior is the best so far. This line of thought sounds
dangerously like the self-congratulatory stories of scientific progress in the
West, with the latest being tbe best so far. Much tums on the empirical ade-
quacy of the way the narrative is constriictcd and the way the authority of the
narrator is taken account of. Macintyse published After Virtue in an etfort to
meet criticisms that he didn’t pay enough attention to social history. {See his
remarks on Abraham Edel’s criticisms in the Afterword to the second edition
of Macintyre, 1984). I believe he doesn’t succeed.

17. MacIntyre’s is one of the most widely discussed ‘new” answers to the
question, “What is morality?”’ He pursues many of the questions that Eliza-
beth Anscombe raised in, “Modern Moral Philosophy,’’ though from his own
more “sociological”’ angle {Anscombc 1957}.

18. Danto {1985) has an interesting discussion of narrative. He still seems
to believe in objective facts that can be found out, however. Polkinghcrne
{1987} gives an overview on the growing importance of narrative in a variety of
disciplines. Addelson {1987) discusses problems with a model that assumes
agents’ motives, intentions, and the like are given in the moment of acting or
deciding.

19. Consider Maclatyre’s remarks on accountability and the interlocking
nature of narratives: “{Njarrative selfhood is correlative. 1 am not only ac-
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countable, 1 am one who can always ask others for an account, who can put
others to the question. I am part of their story, as they are part of mine. The
narrative of any ong life is part of an interlocking set of narratives. Moreover,
this asking for and giving of accounts itself plays an important part in consti-
tuting narratives” {1984:218). There are empirical questions that concern the
moral and scientific acceptability of his new theosy. Who may ask whom for
accounts, and in what terns are the accounts given? Can deviants ask for an
account of the respectable {or of the police} Deviants might ask, but they
would certainly not receive answers in their terms. That, after all, is why Beck-
er's book is ambiguously called Qutsiders (1973). See also my discussion be-
low, on Prudence Rains.

20. Feminist historians {and others| have called this “the periodization
problem,” the double claim that historians have periodized history in terins of
men‘s experience {a methodological claim) and that history and the narratives
of group life have been defined in terms of {higher class) men’s experience. See
Dye, 1979. This is, of course, relevant to Dorothy Smith’s discussion of the
ruling apparatus and a sociology for women.

21. Rains’s studies also show that in the case of the middle-class teenagers
in a maternity home, the natratives were not recorded in official places. A
conspiracy among family, schools, maternity home, and officials kept these
nice, middle-class gitls’ records clear. Macintyre speaks of life narratives as
being ‘‘coauthored” and he says the self inhabits a character whose unity is
given as the unity of a character {1984:217}. Maybe so, but we need empirical
study to see who does the coauthoring, and to see whether there really is unity
of character. Without empirical study, the philosophical theory guickly goes
astray.

22. But see also Noddings {1984} and a multitude of other feminist writings.

23. This paragraph is an edited version of a portion of Addelson, 1987,

24. Joseph Schineider and jerry Schneewind made comments on an earlier
draft that 1 used in the revision of the next section.

25. Dorothy Smith and other feminist sociologists are particularly sensitive
to these questions, but the issues arise in one form or another among many
sociologists. See, for example, Stacey and Thorne, 1985; Stacey, 1988; Cliiford
and Marcus, 1986; and Clifford, 1988.

26. The data problem is faced fairly directly in the interactionist tradition
in a number of discussions of social problems. See Spector and Kitsuse, 1977,
Rains, 1975; Woolgar and Pawluch, 1985; and Schneider, 1985.

27. Quite a lot is implicit in Kuhn, 1970, however, and his discussion of
textbooks is particularly important. See my discussion in Addelson, 1983. In-
teractionists offer case studies in science that serve as a basis for analyzing the
place of scientists and other scholars in the ruling apparatus {see references in
Clarke and Gerson, this volume).

28. This isas good a place as any toexpress my wariness about Smith’s term,
“the ruling apparatus.” Smith is making a sociology for women iu a political
sense, as a feminist much influenced by Marxist themes and politics, and so
she selects out elements of social organization that are integrated into a cen-
tralized authority, albeit of a many-faceted sort. As professional scholars, we
are part of that ruling apparatus. As an interactionist sociologist, however, I
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ge€ authority operating systematically in all sorts of situations, not all of them
linked in interesting ways to centralized authority. I think Smith would agree,
of course, and her focus on the ruling apparatus is a mark of her feminist pol-
itics. I have my own feminist politics, but in this cssay, I'm trying to speak
to issues that directly concern sociologists and philosophers in their work,
whether they take themselves to be feminists or not.

29. Philosophers have struggled with this problem in philosophy of science
and philosophy of language. in the ‘“transitional years’” of 196575, it oftcn
emerged as a problem of meaning change, the point being that if the necessary
or sufficient conditions for application of a term change when the scientific
theory changes, how can we say that a later theory falsifies an earlier one? Paul
Feyerabend was famous for his arguments here, but W. V. Quine’s arguments
against reference have similar import, Rescue efforts were made by Saul Kripke
{with his notion of rigid designators}, Hillary Putnam, and many others. Roity,
1979, reviews some of the efforts and gives a bibliography.

30. Enlightenment relativists are part of the chorus, but so are numberless
post-analytic philosophers. For an argument directed explicitly against inter-
actionist social problems research see Woolgar, 1985, which reveals how diffi-
cult it is for interactionists to leave behind an enlightcnment orientation.
These questions of sameness are crucial to philosophers and symbolic inter-
actionists. I thank joseph Schneider for keeping me on the mark here.
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& Art Worlds: Developing the
Interactionist Approach

to Social Organization

Samuel Gilmore

INTRODUCTION

Writing about symbolic interaction and the arts, one becomes
immersed in issues of social organization. The development of an in-
teractionist approaeh to social structure has greatly benefited from re-
search in the arts, particularly the effort to construct a macro-level
interactionist conception of society. Becker’s work in the arts has been
central in this area. In his analysis of art as “collective activity”
{Becker 1974), and introduction of the concept of “art worlds” {(Becker
1976}, Becker has helped interactionists clarity the “social worlds” ap-
proach to social organization in specific applications {e.g., Strauss
1978, 1982, 1984; Kling and Gerson 1978; Unruh 1979). In Art Worlids
{1982]), Becker presents a comprehensive model of social organization
in the arts and elaborates the processes through which collective artis-
tic activity is transacted and resources distributed. Art Worids illus-
trates how the use of a specific substantive context—the arts—to
analyze an abstract conception-—the interactionist approach to social
structure—is more revealing than it is constraining.’

Becker’s colleagues have also contributed to the development of an
interactionist approach to social structure through research in a vari-
ety of artistic media. This includes the examination of the worlds
of theater {Lyon 1974}, photography {Rosenblum 1978), pop music
(Bennett 1980}, and concert music (Gilmore 1987). Although each art
world analysis tends to emphasize different levels of social structure,
from a predominantly micro focus on division of labor issues (e.g,,
Lyon), through mid-level organization (e.g., Rosenblum and Gilmore),
to macro cultural and environmental influences {e.g., Bennett), they all
try to integrate levels of behavioral and organizational analysis so as

148 not to have analytically distinct micro and macro perspectives.
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Such an emphasis on an integrated micro-macro analysis is the dis-
tinguishing feature of the interactionist approach to social organiza-
tion. Both micro and macro levels of analysis are conducted through a
'relational’’ mechanism, that is, interaction or exchange between spe-
cific people, not an “attribute’” mechanism describing the distribution
of individual attributes and their coirelation with behaviors or atti-
tudes. Interactionists tend to be most closely associated with a micro
level of analysis using a relational mechanism to explain individual
meaning and action. A similar relational approach provides interac-
tionists with an acceptable way to conceptualize a macro level of
analysis through the emergence of the “social world’’ concept.

In a social world, people’s collaborative activity ties them into a set
of direct relations that have meaning for them. The cluster of individ-
uals who interact with each other produce a relatively stable aggre-
gation of relations. This pattern of meaningful aggregated relations
represents a social world. Such a “network’’ hased conceptualization
of social structure has provad attractive to interactionists if sufficient
emphasis is put on the meaning of both an individual‘s direct and ag-
gregate relations (see Maines 1977, Fine 1983, Hall 19871,

Interactionist research in art worlds has succeeded in producing both
individually and collectively meaningful descriptions of social organi-
zation. The development of a truly organizational (i.e., relational) ap-
proach to examining artistic collective activity makes it easier to
establish the connections between micro and macro levels of analysis.
Macro relations are simply an extension of micro relations and vice
versa. Artists are integrated into a social setting through the support
networks in which they participate. The networks and social processes
through which artists and support pessonnel interact help explain
variation in collective forms of artistic expression. Stable patterns of
networks and artistic processes establish these collective aesthetic in-
terests. The explanatory focus is on social relations and interdependent
activity.

In comparison, the traditional analysis of macra-level social influ-
ences on art uses a “reflection model” {Peterson 197'9). Reflection mod-
els examine the broader social context in which artistic activity takes
place (e.g., Hauser 1951, Kavolis 1968, Gay 1968, S“chorske 1981). The
level of analysis is the fit of the individual artist with the sociocultural
environment. Explaining variation in artistic act:-vity is primarily a
matter of analyzing how political, economic, and cultural influences
are internalized by artists living in a particular sociocultural context.
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The relationship between micro behavior and macro context is more
difficult to establish because the influence mechanisms are less con-
crete. The explanatory focus is on the shared attributes of individual
and social context.

Ditterences between the interactionist and reflection models follow
the split between a “‘relational or structural” approach to sociological
explanation and “methodological individualism,” a long-standing de-
bate in the social sciences (Webster 1973, Mayhew 1980, Alexander et
al. 1987i. Much of the debate has centered around the relationship of
micro and macro levels of analysis. While interactionists are generally
comfortable with this relationship, that is, the social integration ofthe
individual, they have been less comfortable with most macro-level
conceptions of society. The difficulty stems from establishing the
meaning of social structure to participants beyond direct, ego-centered
relationships.

The development of the social world concept offers a solution to this
problem. It does not rely simply on an ego-centered construct of social
structure. Instead the social world provides a framework for an aggre-
gated set of relations, be it a community following some substantive
interest or a more formally organized production system that has a
shared meaning for participants. This shared meaning guides the joint
interests and activities of participants and also provides collective
identities.

SocCiAL ORGANIZATION AND SociaL WORLDS

A social world consists of “‘conunon or joint activities or concerns
tied together by a network of communication” (Kling and Gerson
1978:26). The concept has been theoretically developed in the inter-
actionist literature by Shibutani {1955, 1962} and Strauss {1978, 1982,
1984, and has been applied to a variety of collective task and ideologi-
cal arenas, including such disparate activities as surfing, coin collect-
ing, nuclear disarmament, and homosexuality {see Strauss 1982, 1984}.
Common charaecteristics of these worids include an amorphous and
diffuse social form, without clear-cut spatial boundasies or a specified
population of participants. As noted above, social worlds are useful as
an interactionist unit of social organization because of the dual empha-
sis on structural and cultural elements.

This dual emphasis is illustrated by artistic participants’ group con-
struct of an “art world.” Becker defines an art world as a production
system comprised of producers, distiibutors, and consumers ‘“whose



151 Art Worlds

cooperative activity, organized via their joint knowledge of conven-
tional means of doing things, produces the kind of art works that art
world is noted for.”” {Becker {982:x) Art world participants arrange their
cooperative activity through networks of exchange that routinely form
coalitions of like-minded producers, distributors, and consumers. Rou-
tine collective activity creates relatively stable pattemns of interaction
that act as social referents guiding future collective activity. An art
world thus organizes and identifies artistic activity.

Participants’ definitions of artistic activity are not haphazard indi-
vidual claims to particular artistic statuses, but mutually interde-
pendent claims produced through the coordinated and interdependent
organization of artistic activity. Individual participants evaluate each
other’s claims and acknowledge them through their willingness to in-
teract and exchange. The joint recognition of these individual claims
is a collective definition of collective activity.

Social worlds acting as production systems are comparable to formal
organizations in that they focus on collective products or events and
have a significant degree of specialization, that is, task and social dif-
ferentiation. A well-established division of labor forms the basis for a
regular and routine exchange among cooperating participants in the art
world. Collectively, these networks of exchange resemble a formal
organization.

The difference in social world production systems is that exchange
takes place through an “open system’” {Thompson 1967, Scott 1981} in
which collaborators are not specifically identified or linked before ex-
change takes place. This means social worlds don’t designate an ex-
clusive membership pool within which interaction is to take place.
Instead, potential collaborators in an art world develop artistic skills
and even prepare individual contrihutions to collective activity in-
dependently, with only a “generalized collaborator”” in mind. When
artistic exchange with a “specific collaborator” is planned {e.g., a com-
mission), an effort is frequently made to align the activities of specific
and generalized collaborators so as to avoid having to develop new
skills for a single exchange.?

Another difference between social worlds and forrnal organizations
is the lack of authority relations among participants in the former. The
employment relation in formal organizations distinguishes elites who
constrict the goals and means of collaboration from subordinates who
follow these directions. These elites form an administration that acts
as a “coordination mechanism’” {Thompson 1967). in social worlds, the
absence of authority relations means participants must coordinate in-
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tcrdependent activities themselves during each and cvery transaction.
Such a procedure is not only inefficient, but unwicldy for larger sys-
tems of exchange. A collective solution to coordinating exchange is
called for.

When membership and authority relations are not present, the col-
lective coordination mechanism in social organization shifts from
designating the relations between people—an administration—to des-
ignating common practices that link interdependent activities—a con-
vention. A convention is a common practice constructed through a
tacit agreement process (Lewis 1969). Collaborators agree to conform
to past practices because they cxpect other social warld participants to
do the same. This agreement facilitates exchange. Participants also use
conventions to forin identities that allow them to locate and to be lo-
cated by compatible collaborators. In an art world, such artistic con-
ventions help circumscribe the “style’” of collaborative activity.

A focus on issues in social organization and the coordination of ac-
tivities locates interactionist research in the arts in a research area Pe-
terson calls the “production-of-culture” (1979). While some of the
most visible research in this area emphasizes activity in the arts
within formal organizations (e.g., Hirsch 1972; DiMaggio and Hirsch
1976; Peterson and Berger 1975; Adler 1979, Coser, Kadushin, and
Powell 1982; Dubin 1987), often centering around issucs of organiza-
tional rationality and the unpredictability of the arts, artistic processes
takc place in a variety of social contexts, some formally organized,
some not. The interactionist concept of social worlds offcrs an altez-
native appproach to social organization that works with emergent
forms of organization as well as relatively stablc pattcrns of exchange
and interaction. Social world research foci include issucs of organiza-
tional efficiency in addition to the meaning of structure and social
processes.

The body of this paper wili review studies in the arts, clustered into
production, distribution, and consumption stages, that arc of interest
to interactionists if not actually done by interactionist rcsearchers. 1
treat these stages as a technical separation ot activitics, often not so
clearly differentiated socially. Like Peterson, 1 prefer to define the “pro-
duction’” of culture in a generic sense, applicable to all three technical
stages including “processes of creation, manufactutre, marketing, dis-
tribution, exhibiting, inculcation, evaluation, and consumption” (Pe-
terson 1976:672). Each social process has its own distinct effect on the
collective construction of artistic activity.
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WHAT'S ORGANIZATIONAL ABOUT THE ARTS?

One result of the interactionist approach to the arts is the debunk-
ing of the romantic myth of the socially isolated artist, struggling alone
toproduce his or her work in a cold, barren garret. The ubiquity of this
myth is in part due to the artists themselves, who describe their alien-
ation from mainstream society in biographies and autobiographies,
which argue that one becomes a great artist by using one’s inner re-
sources to rise above social and institutional constraints. A position
marginal to, but not entirely removed from, society permits the artist
an opportunity to observe and be otherwise influenced by society,
while maintaining sufficient social distance to construct characteristic
aesthetic expression individually .

Linda Nochlin {1971} calls this psychologistic approach to explaining
artistic influence the “golden nugget theory of artistic genius.” It pre-
sumes the critical explanatory elements of artistic activity are cogni-
tive. A picture of the isolated artist is thus quite satisfying.

Left out, however, are the more mundane, pragmatic aspects of ox-
ganizing and supporting artistic activity, the processes through which
all artists acquire resources and orient themselves to relevant conven-
tions in an art world. Artists acquire financial resources to support
themselves and their families, creative resources to help conceptualize
aesthetic expression, material resources to actualize artistic work, dis-
tributional resources to establish contacts with an art world and ex-
change their work, and critical resources to legitimate their work and
facilitate further resource acquisition. In Art Worlds, Becker illustrates
these processes in a variety of artistic media including literature, the
plastic arts (i.e., painting, sculpture, and photography}, and the per-
forming arts (i.e., music, dance, theater, and film). Some social support
relationships are less ohvious than others, for example, the contribu-
tion of Anthony Trollope’s butler to Trollope’s prolific output (see
Becker 1982), but all serve to embed artistic activity socially.

Reviews of Becker’s work, while generally laudatory, suggest thatthe
art world model is most appropriate for “social’” media like concert
music, where there exists an artistic division of labor, and less appli-
cable to more “solitary” media like poetry {e.g., Wilson 1983, Kavolis
1982). Others {e.g.,, Kimmel 1982, Lovell 1983} suggest that Becker at
one point relies too strongly on an organizational level of analysis in
explaining aesthetic meaning, then shifts abruptly to an individual
level of analysis to explain artistic innovation and social cbange. Botb
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criticisms misinterpret the interactionist approach to relating the in-
dividual and society.

First, the division of labor in artistic activity, as in most other ac-
tivities, is historically relative and thus primarily determined through
political and social processes. While technical considerations enter
into the social construction of a division of labor, the social power of
specialists often plays a more significant role in organizing collabora-
tion (see Freidson 1976). A contemporary comparison of artistic disci-
plines indicates the perforrmance arts are more specialized than the
literary arts, but it is mistaken to assume this is an inherent aspect of
each discipline. An interactionist analysis of the artistic division of
labor in each medium explores the social processes and sociopolitical
considerations establishing such an artistic social order, for example,
differences in the composer-performer division of labor in classical mu-
sic {Gilmore 1987]. In addition, even where artistic activities appear to
be socially isolated at one level, such as the conceptualization to ar-
ticulation process in literatare, potential social influences affect the
literary act through a variety of resource systems {e.g., the creative,
distribution, and critical systems mentioned above;.

However, the art world approach does not insist that all artists in all
media are equally well socially integrated. Becker (1976} describes how
individual artists vary in degree of social integration in mainstream art
worlds, from highly integrated “professionals’” to partially integrated
“mavericks” and ignored “naive” or “folk’’ artists. Many artists ra-
dically change their relationship to art world support systems over
their careers. Ignored or similarly socially disenfranchised artists may
try to cope independently or seek support from alternative support
systems. Such resource-seeking activities produce the altemnative art
worlds which are the locus of highly innovative artistic activity.

In short, while individuals vary in their degree of social integration,
artistic media also vary historically and socially in the collective ar-
rangement of artistic activities. Thus the relationship of the individual
artist and the art world is jointly produced. An emphasis on the art
world in interactionist research in the arts works as a corrective to the
individualistic myth of artistic activity, but is not intended to entail a
simple mechanistic relationship between the artist and the art world.

ARTIST AND PRODUCTION RELATIONSHIPS

Many interactionist studies in the arts focus primarily on the
analysis of artistic production. One reason is their theoretical empha-
sis on the organization of interdependent activity which, in production
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relationships, is displayed through the division of labor. Interactionist
approaches to the division of labor (e.g., Freidson 1976, Strauss 1985}
analyze collective activity on a micro level, seeking to distinguish
what activities are involved, who participates, who does what and why,
who is responsible for a given activity (i.e., accountability}, who gets
credit for the activity, how exchange is managed, and the stable pat-
terns of organization that emerge from this negotiation. Though the
division of labor in artistic production is clearly a complex process, it
ean be broken down into separate components for analysis. One rela-
tively straightforward aspect of this process is exchange.

Exchange in artistic production is treated in a similar matter to ex-
change in industrial production, as a problem of coordination. As
mentioned previously, coordination in artistic exchange takes place
through artistic conventions. My own research analyzed variation in
the processes of artistic exchange between composers and perforiners
in the concert music world. Differences in the types of musical activi-
ties, division of labor, and aesthetic interests of participants all influ-
enced the musical conventions used to organize concerts.

To examine these processes, 1 interviewed over one hundred com-
posers, performers, and support personnel participating in the orga-
nization of concert activity, primarily in New York City, the central
and largest location in the concert world. Responses differentiate
three “subworlds” of concert organization: “Midtown,” “Uptown,”
and “Downtown.” Midtown refers to the major symphony orchestras,
touring soloists, and chamber groups booked into such big performance
halls as Lincoln Center and Carnegie Hall, and to the arts iranagement
and concert marketing organizations located on 57th street in Manhat-
tan. Uptown refers to the composers and performers affiliated with
universities, who use on-campus rehearsal and performance sites, and
rely on academic resources and networks to help organize concerts.
Downtown refers to musical nonspecialists, the combined composer/
performers living and performing in small lofts or in alternative perfor-
mance spaces in CGreenwich Village, Soho, and Tribeca. Each subworld
is a wholly encompassed system of concert activities with a relatively
distinct identity.

[ analyzed the coordination of exchange between compositional and
performance activities within each system and compared them, in or-
der to develop a model of the relationship between organizational pro-
cesses and aesthetic interests {see Gilmore 1987}. Midtown is the
largest and most visible of concert systems with the most complex
system of concert organization inclading a rigid specialization of ac-
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tivities between composers and performers, a large number of potential
participants for any given concert, an open, free-lance market system
organizing temporary concert coalitions, frequent collaborative events,
and direct economic pressures on musical transactions taking place in
professional rehearsal contexts.

As a consequence, Midtown participants have a strong organiza-
tional interest in musical conventions with which to coordinate con-
cert activities, Concert collaborators have rationalized the production
process through the use of a performance “repertory” that standard-
izes musical notation, instrumentation, and performance techniques.
These strong concert conventions create etficiency, but limit musical
innovation. Midtown concerts thus primarily emphasize musical vir-
tuosity as an aesthetic focus.

in comparison, Downtown concerts, the least visible in the concert
world, are organized through relatively simple social processes. These
include a collapsed division of labor between compositional and perfor-
mance activities, a very small population of potential concert collabo-
rators, musical exchange organized through interpersonal channels,
infrequent concerts, and minimal economic pressure on collaboration.

Under this type of co