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This chapter reviews the main ideas of a variety of social theories that seek to explain the distinguishing characteristics of social and cultural life, and which can guide the practising social researcher in formulating research problems and deciding on methods. The chapter reviews a variety of competing perspectives which have variously influenced social scientists over time. It will appear, at first, that Kuhn’s depiction of social science as ‘pre-paradigmatic’, which we saw in Chapter 2, 2nd edn, is fully justified. The differences between perspectives may seem impossible to reconcile, yet it is the key message of the final theoretical perspective reviewed in this chapter, postmodernism, that the very search for a single, unifying model of social and cultural life may be inappropriate. The notion of researchers pursuing a variety of genres (explained more fully in Chapter 1, 2nd edn) may be more appropriate. 

It will also become clear from reading this chapter that social theories, and the methods that can be located within them, are human products, with an institutional history and micro-politics of their own. ‘Theory’ can sometimes look as if it has a life independent of human agency, with the objective hardness of a thing, enshrined in textbooks that appear to give it a solid, fixed quality. Theories and models (the difference between which is explained in Chapter 5, 2nd edn), then, are ‘handed down’ to new generations of students, who learn the truths of rival camps, and come to recognize familiar disputes. But social theory, if perceived to be the creation of particular human individuals, struggling to generate their own visions of the social world against the traditions ‘handed down’ to them in their time, is in fact much more fluid than this, and should be used and shaped by practising researchers, rather than mechanically determining their actions. 

For example, it is sometimes put about that a particular philosophical position, theory or model (say, positivism or functionalism) inevitably entails the use of a particular set of methods (for example, statistical approaches). While such stereotypes always hold a kernel of truth, this book will help you see that these are links from which creative researchers often break free. Indeed, the logical connections between areas of theory (such as symbolic interactionism) and particular methods (such as ethnography) are often more a matter of appearance than reality, encouraged by the tendency of researchers to increase the legitimacy of their work by publicly avowing its theoretical location (see Hammersley, 1992c for an extended discussion of this feature of social research). In Chapter 5, 2nd edn a more flexible approach to the use of social theory in thinking about research problems is outlined. 

If there is one key development that stands out above all others in more recent trends in social theory, it is the change that has occurred in the view of language. Broadly speaking, there has been a shift from seeing language as referential (that is, that it refers to a reality existing beyond language) to seeing it as representational and constructive of reality. That is to say, the perception has increased that language is the means by which humans socially construct their worlds. This interest in the play of language runs through some of the more recent conceptions of ethnography (Chapters 17 and 29, 2nd edn), and wholly informs the approaches of semiotics, discourse analysis and conversation analysis (Chapters 27 and 28, 2nd edn). One of our key messages, though, is that language is clearly both referential and representational; it describes the world, and is limited in its possible descriptions by an externally existing reality, as well as generating new realities. This means that methods which often (though not always) draw upon the more common-sensical view of language as referential, such as classical social surveys and certain types of ethnography and interviewing, have a valuable role in investigating social and cultural life. 

This is not just an abstract issue, or a matter of preference, but a political issue as well, and goes to the heart of the position of social and cultural researchers in society. This is illustrated by the issues raised in feminist thought (Chapter 3, 2nd edn), where it is sometimes claimed that the realities of oppression and disadvantage are belittled by an approach to the social world that says all is a social construction, potentially to be swept away by some alternative construction. The typifying character of representational language in use, however, is clearly a feature of the experienced realities of disadvantage and oppression that are addressed by critical feminist theory and methods. The case of illness and suffering (with which some social researchers are concerned) also reminds us that the material conditions of our bodily existence give us a basic grounding in a reality that exists prior to language, and suggests a (literally) solid foundation for the existence of human need. 

Those new to social theory will find this chapter easier to understand having first read Chapter 2, 2nd edn, which explains many of the ideas underlying the theories reviewed. We have also done our best to explain words that are new, and to maintain a reasonable degree of linkage with more concrete phenomena to which concepts refer. 

The Enlightenment legacy 

The idea of a science of society can be said to have emerged in the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, a period in European history characterized by intellectual innovations, ranging across the arts, literature, science and engineering. The spirit of these times can be characterized as progressive, in that there existed faith in the power of reason and rationality to order and improve human affairs. Revolutions in America and France, and striking evidence of the power of science to transform the physical conditions of people’s existence, combined to generate this sense of optimism, which was also associated with a growing rejection of religious authority. 

Thinkers like Saint-Simon (1760–1825), Comte (1798–1857) and Spencer (1820–1903) developed this positive spirit in their social theories, to conceive of a social science that might guide the evolution of societies towards utopian forms, in which social affairs were regulated by the principles of reason. 

Comte coined the term positivism or ‘the positive philosophy’ to indicate the broad direction of his views. As a philosophy of science, positivism is identified with empiricism, which, as was shown in Chapter 2, 2nd edn, is a belief in the importance of observation and the collection of facts, assumed to exist prior to theories. Positivism is also a naturalist approach (in the sense used in Chapter 2, 2nd edn), in that the methods of the social sciences are seen as appropriately modelled on that of the natural sciences. The aim was to discover ‘laws’ of society, that operate in a manner similar to the laws of nature, so that just as technology successfully manipulated the physical world, a social technology could engineer rational changes in the social world. 

Because the subject matter of social science was not distinguished from that of natural science, this new science paid little attention to the inner lives, the thoughts and feelings, of people (their subjectivity). Just as it made no sense for physicists to inquire into the inner thoughts of molecules, it made no sense for positivist social scientists to consider subjectivity. With Durkheim, subjectivity came to be of greater interest to social science, though in a particular, deterministic, way. Thus his study of suicide (described in Chapter 2, 2nd edn) envisioned people’s subjectivities (the emotions that led to suicide) as being determined in a law-like way by their degree of integration into larger social structures. It should be noted, however, that Durkheim’s thought is by no means as simple as this brief outline suggests, and his writings on the meanings of religion (Durkheim, 1915) suggest a conception of the relationship between humans and their society that varies substantially from the over-determinism of which he has sometimes been accused. While he was by no means a straightforward positivist, he shared Comte’s vision of the social scientist as potential social engineer, and his statements on method stress the discovery of causal laws and the use of statistical data. 

Durkheim is also associated with the theory of functionalism, which involves the idea that society is a system of interrelated forces, all of which tend to combine to produce social stability. When used to explain particular social phenomena, functionalism can lead to some surprises, such as Durkheim’s idea that a certain level of criminal behaviour was necessary for the maintenance of social order, a view that made him enemies in the French establishment of his time. Functionalism influenced both anthropologists and sociologists, but shares with Comte’s positivism a tendency towards a deterministic view of people, which underplays their capacity to formulate their own plans of action independent of the influence of ‘society’. Functionalism is most often associated with conservative thinkers such as Parsons, who stress the value of consensus and social order. However, it is possible to understand both Marxism and functionalism as holistic theories, concerned with the structures and processes of societies in their entirety. Whilst both are concerned with social forces (which similarly determine human subjectivity), an important difference between them is that Marxism is primarily concerned with conflict, revolution and change. 

The research methods that have often been associated with these theories are quantitative and statistical. In part this is because such methods are easily cast in a mould that imitates the natural sciences, generating hypotheses, measuring social facts and discovering the causes of events so that laws are generated. However, this is not exclusively so. Durkheim drew extensively on the qualitative research of early anthropologists for his study of religion, and functionalist anthropologists straightforwardly used the ethnographic method. 

Additionally, the mere fact of quantification does not imply an adherence to all the tenets of positivism or functionalism. Counting regularities and their statistical analysis is, in practice, done by social researchers using the whole range of methods described in this book. 

Realism and idealism 

Returning briefly to concepts in the philosophy of science, it is helpful at this point to distinguish between realism and idealism (see Box 1). 

Taking up Kant’s idealist position, social science developed the interpretive tradition which argues that the social world is distinguished from the natural world. It is an intersubjective world of culture, consciousness and purposive action, in which relationships are organized through the ideas, values and interests of members of society, producing human action and interaction. With this comes a politics of critical, relativistic enquiry into society rather than a politics of social engineering. 

Action theory 

Weber (1864–1920) primarily established the interpretive tradition in social science, and his contemporary Simmel (1858–1918) developed it specifically in the analysis of culture. Weber focused on the place of subjectivity, consciousness and culture in social life because, he argued, the social world consists of the subjectively meaningful action of individuals, as opposed to the intrinsically meaningless world of objects, which is nature. Precisely because individuals give meaning to their actions they have a purposive character, so he constructed an action theory of society. Weber was drawing here on the legacy of nineteenth-century political liberalism, based on the supremacy of the individual. 

For Weber, action becomes social – and through it society is produced – when individual actors orient their actions to one another, acknowledging shared beliefs, values and interests. Social institutions are reducible to interactions of this kind. Social research, then, involves interpretation, and social life cannot be reduced to explanation solely in terms of laws. Action cannot be understood by external observation; the researcher must achieve a degree of empathy with the actor to get at its meaning. This is achieved not through an identification with the actor (in which the researcher tries to become the actor) but by grasping the actor’s meaning. It is the latter that is crucial for the method of understanding, which Weber called verstehen, because it provides rational understanding as opposed to the emotional understanding which identification would produce. Such rational understanding is capable of empirical verification and therefore objective. And in this way it creates the possibility of a science of action. 

	Box 1 Realism and idealism

Realism: the view that the world has an existence that is independent of our perceptions of it, so that science is an attempt to explain in thought the things that act independently of thought. Realism is not the same as empiricism, but it has some similarities. 

Idealism: the view that the world exists only in so far as people think it exists. If our thoughts change, then so does the world. Idealism entered social science primarily through the work of Kant (1724–1804). For Kant, mind introduces an order into sensory experiences, establishing their objective character. He proceeded further to argue that the mind also contained a world of values and freedom of action, distinct from the world of (mindordered) facts. Values were the determinants of human life which was ordered on the basis of reason and purposive actions. 


	Box 2 Weber on the origins of modern capitalism

Modern capitalism is typified by the highly rationalized organization of economic activity, depending on the calculative use of human and material resources to produce and sell commodities on a free market for profit. But, Weber argued, the rationalism and instrumentalism of capitalist economic activity was dependent on the emergence of particular cultural values, which he called the ‘spirit of capitalism’. Protestantism, specifically its Calvinist Nonconformist form, introduced a new theology based on the doctrines of a calling, predestination and asceticism. Religious duty was a task to be performed through adherence to a work ethic as its moral foundation. Success in this, as measured by profit, was then seen as a sign of God’s favour. Asceticism prevented the use of profit for enjoyment so it could only be ploughed back into economic activity. So Calvinism promoted the spirit of capitalism and legitimated its consequences, such as the unequal distribution of wealth. 


Famously, Weber (1930) brought interpretive understanding to an analysis of the origins of modern industrial capitalism (see Box 2). 

Weber demonstrated his arguments about the origins of capitalism through an analysis of historical materials, statistical data and theological and economic texts written by Calvinist theologians and capitalist businessmen. Although he used statistical data, they were insufficient on their own for his analysis. They had value for the explanation of social life only when translated into meanings. For this he engaged in the qualitative analysis of texts. 

Simmel moved action theory on into a more specifically cultural analysis of social life. Primarily he demonstrated, in studies of a variety of topics taken from economic life, and aspects of the city in the modern world, how cultural organization influenced social consciousness, experience and identity. Thus he wrote essays on money, religion, gender, capitalism and love to show how these reflected and influenced modern consciousness. 

Action theory set up an alternative approach to that of functionalism and led to modifications of quantitative, positivist empiricism, shifting the emphasis towards various forms of qualitative research and analysis. First, social scientists moved from the investigation of social facts to examining a socially meaningful world of intersubjective action and interaction. Secondly, social enquiry was shifted from observation of the structural determination of social life to an understanding of subjectivity. Finally, as the social world is treated as a world of meaning and value, the values of the analyst come into play. Values decide the problem which the analyst seeks to investigate, the way the phenomena relevant to the investigation are conceptualized and the explanations that are finally arrived at. Weber argues that all socio-cultural inquiry is value-oriented in this way. Evidence, both experiential and factual, with which to test explanations, provides objectivity. Nor does a commitment to verstehen as a method preclude any interest in the causal explanation of action, though Weber rejects the positivist notion of general laws. For Weber explanations adequate at the levels of both cause and meaning are the ideal. The reconciliation between the two consists of showing how meanings are the motivational determinants of action and provide a basis for the legitimation of its consequences. 

Symbolic interactionism 

Action theory established itself in Europe on the basis of Kantian idealism. A similar theory based in the philosophy of pragmatism arose in the United States called symbolic interactionism. Pragmatism, in the work of Dewey and Peirce, argues that all animal behaviour (which includes human beings) is based upon a problem-solving adaptation to the environment, but whereas in animals this behaviour is instinctive, in human beings it is a matter of thought and reflection. Unlike animals, human beings are conscious and sentient creatures and their environment is a symbolic universe with which they engage in terms of their understanding as well as their senses. 

Mead (1863–1931) brought the pragmatist perspective to bear on social behaviour, arguing that human social conduct has a symbolic character. What permits human beings to interact and form social relationships and society is their ability to understand one another’s gestures and responses. This is because they share symbols, embodied in a common language which enables communication. Social relations depend on people’s use of language to ‘take the role of the other’, understanding others as being like oneself and vice versa. The similarities with Weber’s notion of intersubjective understanding are clear. The social world is a world of inter-communicative symbolic interaction. 
Mead’s views led him to a theory of the self, which he saw as constructed through interaction in which the individual internalizes the other’s definition of his or her behaviour. Within the individual, self-formation is generated in terms of a dialogue between two parts, the ‘I’ and the ‘me’. The ‘I’ consists of the physiological and psychic impulses that produce gestural behaviour in the individual but the ‘me’ is the response of the other which is internalized by the individual. So the self becomes a society in miniature, replicating internally the symbolic interaction of society. This is what provides for consciousness and inner experiences in human beings as they routinely think about and weigh up the possibilities of action. The self of individual human beings changes through life as they learn to take on new roles, incorporating new others, thus acquiring new definitions and meanings which lead to new forms of action. 

So, as in action theory, human behaviour is neither mechanical nor explicable in terms of laws. Symbolic interactionists argue that human action can be investigated most effectively by gaining access to the meanings which guide it. This involves learning the culture or subculture of the people under study and means that the social world is best investigated in naturally occurring situations rather than under artificial conditions. This is sometimes described as the position of naturalism. Note that this is different from the earlier methodological use of the term ‘naturalism’, which in Chapter 2, 2nd edn was used to denote the position that the natural and social sciences should use the same methods, a view which symbolic interactionists would oppose. Symbolic interactionists are, in general, committed to field study based on participant observation and ethnographic analysis to describe what happens in social settings, how the people involved see their own actions, and the contexts in which action takes place (see Chapter 17, 2nd edn for a fuller description). 

	Box 3 Three uses of the term ‘natural’

Naturalists: take the view that the methods of the natural sciences are appropriate to the study of the social and cultural world. 

Naturalism/naturalistic: is sometimes used to refer to the claim of ethnographers to collect naturally occurring data. 

To naturalize: refers to the process whereby matters that are in fact socially constructed and were once fluid and changeable come to be perceived as a part of the natural order and therefore fixed, inevitable and right. Social researchers often wish to ‘denaturalize’ phenomena (such as sexual identity for example) by exposing the human processes whereby they are constructed. 


	Box 4 The Gold Coast and the Slum

Zorbaugh’s The Gold Coast and the Slum (1929) enquired into a district lying north of the business area. There were marked contrasts of social and living conditions there. For example, one part – the ‘Gold Coast’ – was a fashionable upper-class area, but behind that lay an area of ‘hobohemia’ that had become the final resort of the criminal and down-andout. Zorbaugh’s study described the varying ways of life of the inhabitants, to form a theory of city development and community. 


The Chicago School 

The empirical programme of symbolic interactionism developed at the University of Chicago from the 1920s. Here, Park and Burgess created a large programme of research into urban life and culture focused mainly on Chicago itself. They applied anthropological methods to the study of various subcultures of the city. Box 4 describes a typical early Chicago School study. 

The primary methods of the Chicago School were those of field research, interviews, life histories and ethnography based on participant observation. It established naturalism as the favoured approach to empirical research and produced a politics sympathetic to social and cultural relativism and to the less privileged, allying itself with the disempowered in society. As Becker (1967) (a leading inheritor of the symbolic interactionist tradition in Chicago) has put it, the question that the ethnographer must first ask is ‘Whose side are we on?’ before proceeding to engage in research. 

Phenomenology and ethnomethodology 

Phenomenology is a method of philosophical enquiry, involving the systematic investigation of consciousness, brought to the study of the social world by Alfred Schutz. Ethnomethodology is a term coined by the American Harold Garfinkel. The two approaches share a concern with microsocial interaction – that is interaction on a small scale, between individuals or within small groups. Both focused intensively on language as the fundamental resource for microsocial interaction. There were clear reasons for these concerns. The overdeterminism of Parsons’s version of functionalism, as well as its political conservatism, had become problematic. For example, he defined the individual as a collectivity member performing a social role by assuming ‘obligations of performance in [a] concrete interaction system … normatively regulated in terms of common values and of norms sanctioned by these common values’ (Parsons et al., 1961: 42). This ‘over-socialized’ concept of the individual (Wrong, 1961) as one who has internalized the social system’s determinations of action is a marginalization of individual subjectivity. It reflects a concern only with the typical characteristics of the individual, avoiding the investigation of particular individuals making choices on the basis of their unique biographies and the specific features of the situations in which they do so. 

Garfinkel regarded as unjustified the criticisms that Parsons’s concept of the individual as a collectivity member was of an oversocialized individual. But he wanted to explore how social actors were actively engaged in playing their social roles. Additionally, Garfinkel argued that people were actively engaged in producing social institutions and that the ordinary, everyday practices by which this was routinely accomplished showed the reality of society to be a social construction. Here, Garfinkel’s views were comparable with those of Berger and Luckmann (1966), who had developed a related phenomenological perspective, expressed in their book The Social Construction of Reality. In this work they argued that from a stream of undifferentiated experiences people construct the phenomena of the world (objects, other people, social institutions). Such constructions will often then take on a hard objectified character, enabling them to ‘act back’ on consciousness. For example, in childhood we are taught the ‘facts’ of history, the ‘truths’ of ethical values and expected behaviour, as if they are naturally handed down from some supra-human source. 

Phenomenology 

Schutz developed Weber’s concept of verstehen to create his own theory of social action. Social actors, Schutz proposed, were governed by a principle of reciprocity of perspectives. This involves two working assumptions that social actors hold about each other as necessary conditions of their interaction. The first is the assumption that each person makes about the other that, if they change places, each will perceive their situation in the same way as the other. The second is that each takes for granted that the differences in perspective that result from their unique biographies and different experiences are irrelevant to their present interaction, and that both will define their current interaction in the same way. As Schutz pointed out, these assumptions are ‘idealizations’ rather than always being true of all interactions. This is revealed when communication difficulties arise, which people, on the whole, try to avoid. Schutz thus provided Garfinkel with an account of the means by which social actors construct and sustain the reality of their interactions. People transcend individual subjectivity to construct an intersubjective world. In effect, they produce common sense, and they do so quite ordinarily and routinely – and so are able to take it for granted. 

Schutz, like other interpretivists, argued that, unlike the natural world, the social world is intrinsically meaningful. He disagreed with the positivist view that tended to treat consciousness as determined by the natural processes of human neurophysiology. Husserl (1859–1938), who had reintroduced phenomenology to modern philosophy, had argued that such a perception, which involves seeing the natural and the social worlds as factual, is a naive attitude because it does not attend to the more fundamental process of the social production of both worlds. Psychology is charged by Husserl with a particular neglect in this respect because of its naive support of this assumption of the facticity of the world. Husserl further argued that, unlike the objects of the natural world, those of the social world depend upon human recognition for their existence: they are objects that have a constructed character.Yet social actors naturalize the ‘facts’ of the world in the common sense of their naive (or ‘natural’) attitude, treating what Durkheim called social facts as if they were really ‘out there’. Husserl shows, in effect, how it was that Durkheim could recommend that social facts should be treated as ‘things’. 

Schutz refers to everyday language as the ‘typifying medium par excellence ... a treasure-house of ready made preconstituted types and characteristics, all socially derived, carrying along an open horizon of unexplored content’ (1962: 14) These first-order typifications, as Schutz terms them, make intersubjectivity possible and communicable by enabling individuals to formulate their own subjectivity in terms that are understandable by others who are able in turn to relate it to themselves. This, Schutz argues, is the appropriate way to understand the activity of social scientists who limit the open qualities of first-order typifications by defining and thus attempting to fix the meaning of particular terms, thereby creating a new linguistic world of second-order typifications. Science can thus be differentiated from common sense, but the two share common materials, a feature which Garfinkel was to exploit. 

Ethnomethodology 

Ethnomethodology, as conceived by Garfinkel, involves investigation of the methods by which people make sense of their activities, both to themselves and to others. Drawing on the insights of phenomenology, social life is seen as a continual and routine accomplishment, particularly through the use of language. Thus ethnomethodologists speak of ‘doing’ things like walking, friendliness or sexual identity, to indicate the constructed nature of all human activity, including social science itself. 

The concepts of indexicality and essential reflexivity summarize the ethnomethodological view of language, referring to the way in which the meaning of words depends on the context in which they are used, and their relationship to other words. Thus words ‘index’ meanings, rather than referring to fixed, permanent realities. Additionally, language is essentially reflexive on everyday actions, since in ‘describing’ those actions it makes them appear rational. Ethnomethodologists differ from Schutz in that they do not distinguish a world of scientific discourse from a world of everyday language. The work of Antaki and Rapley (1996) demonstrates this; they apply an ethnomethodological perspective to the social construction of facts in research interviews. They do so by using the method of conversation analysis, which is the most important research method to have emanated from ethnomethodology, and is described more fully in Chapter 28, 2nd edn. 

Structuralism 

Structuralism shares with the interpretive theories reviewed so far a concern with the role of language in shaping social life, but is less interested in explaining social actions in natural settings. Instead, structuralist approaches can be seen as related to the determinism characteristic of functionalist theory, in that subjectivity is seen as being formed by ‘structures’ that lie beneath the surface of social reality. Structuralist approaches offer valuable insights for researchers interested in analysing cultural forms (such as art, literature, images or film). This has been particularly evident in semiotic analysis, described in Chapter 20, 2nd edn. 

Something of the flavour of structuralism is provided in the following quotation from Lévi-Strauss, a leading French structuralist: 

The method we adopt, in this case as in others, consists in the following operations: (i) define the phenomenon under study as a relation between two or more terms, real or supposed; (ii) construct a table of possible permutations between these terms; (iii) take this table as the general object of analysis which, at this level only, can yield connections, the empirical phenomenon considered at the beginning being only one possible combination among others, the complete system of which must be constructed beforehand. (1969a: 84) 

The idea here is that phenomena as diverse as myths, superstitions, kinship systems, restaurant menus and orchestral scores can be understood as surface phenomena of deeper structures that involve the systematic combination of elements. In Chapter 20, 2nd edn this is explained in detail in an analysis of Saussure’s structuralist ideas about the elements that combine to create linguistic meanings. 

Lévi-Strauss was interested in explaining human cognitive action, which he saw as the product of universal structures. Whatever the variability of its surface, Lévi-Strauss asserted that the human mind has always worked in the same way. Social action itself is, for the purposes of structuralist analysis, a surface manifestation of a series of deep master patterns, internalized at the level of cognition. Particular cultures then, are seen as manifestations of an unconscious, universal rule system. 

Lévi-Strauss drew on Durkheim and his collaborator Mauss. Durkheim’s ‘social Kantianism’ or ‘soft idealism’ was apparent in his later work (on religion, for example) where he appeared to contradict his early positivism and replaced his concern for social facts with an attention to the symbolic formations that bind human relations. Mauss had suggested that such ‘collective representations’ were general psychological dispositions common to all humankind. 

Structuralism plays on the dichotomy between essence and appearance, suggesting a continuum between depth and surface. Lévi-Strauss (1969b) used a geological metaphor to develop this. He likens the formation of cultural phenomena to the layering, expanding, contracting and intruding of rock strata; each stratum appears unique but shares certain underlying elements with similar geological phenomena. Geologists understand such phenomena by the excavation of these strata to expose their patterns of interrelation. The pattern derives from the structure, so elements of a culture, as we experience them, are the surface patterns or manifestations of underlying structures at a deeper level. Because culture is based on deep structures the rules that order it may be only part of the unconscious of its members. Cultural symbols and representations are the surface structure and acquire the appearance of ‘reality’. 

Post-structuralism and postmodernism 

Structuralism was the underlying orientation of much social and cultural research for an extended period until the late 1970s and early 1980s when the phenomenon of the ‘post-’ started to emerge. In the subsequent period post-structuralist and postmodern thought has come to play an important and influential part in the breadth of the social sciences. Whilst postmodernism and post-structuralism are terms that refer to diverse theories, methods and politics, it is possible to delineate a set of prominent concerns and directions in these approaches. 

Post-structuralist thought is associated most closely with the French theorists who came to prominence at the time of the 1968 student and worker uprisings and the shift in understandings of culture, politics and power that these events marked. Derrida, Foucault, Deleuze and Guattari are probably the most influential figures, but a list of other theorists associated with this perspective would include Irigaray, Kristeva, Levinas, Lyotard and Spivak. At the centre of poststructuralist thought is a concern to comprehend life not as something composed of identities, objects and subjects, but of difference, complex relations, and instability. In this, post-structuralism is indebted to the work of Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900). In his diagnosis and critique of modern culture, Nietzsche posed a radical challenge to the identity-based thought that had dominated Western culture in the post-Enlightenment period. Modern European culture, he argued, has created an image of the world populated by discrete entities, with the rational human individual, or subject, at the core. Rather than start with identity, Nietzsche sought to show that identity was a product of modern values, and that it served to order, police and deny the creativity and potential of life, where life is conceived as a ‘monster of energy’, or a continuous process of change, disruption and becoming. Nietzsche was thus concerned both to trace the emergence of this model of identity (focusing in particular on the role of Christian morality), and to disrupt it towards an overcoming of identity that he named the ‘overman’. 

The post-structuralist critique of the subject, and the methods and research possibilities that it can lead to, is well exemplified in the work of Michel Foucault, one of the most influential heirs to Nietzsche. Foucault’s studies of sexuality, discipline, governmentality, ethics, health and madness are concerned with ‘the different modes’ by which human beings are made subjects (Foucault, 1982: 208). Foucault proposes that with the development of modernity and modern capitalism, a new regime of social power emerges that takes life itself as its object. This ‘biopower’ operates not by repressing social activity, but by investing the life of populations and individuals (the human species and the human body) in a productive manner. Describing this form of productive power, Foucault writes: 

We must cease once and for all to describe the effects of power in negative terms: it ‘excludes’, it ‘represses’, it ‘censors’, it ‘abstracts’, it ‘masks’, it ‘conceals’. In fact, power produces; it produces reality; it produces domains of objects and rituals of truth. The individual and the knowledge that may be gained of him belong to this production. (Foucault, 1977: 194) 

Productive power operates through what Foucault calls ‘discursive formations’, which are not exclusively linguistic (and this marks a break with structuralism), but ‘thoroughly heterogeneous ensemble[s] consisting of discourses, institutions, architectural forms, regulatory decisions, laws, administrative measures, scientific statements, philosophical, moral and philanthropic propositions’ (Foucault, 1980: 194). Following this framework, Foucault’s research is oriented toward all the aspects of social and cultural life that serve to produce modern forms of identity, and their corresponding knowledges and truths. In the case of modern sexuality, for example, Foucault (1979) overturns the conventional interpretation that sexuality is a repressed essence of the self, and argues that it is a network of discursive formations that invest the body and the species in order to produce, control and govern the population. Foucault makes this case through a detailed historical study (or ‘genealogy’) of the practices, institutions, techniques, experts, knowledges and subjects that take sexuality as their object, as sexuality develops from being the terrain of ‘sin’ (to be confessed, interpreted and channelled in the Christian confessional) to that of a deep, inner, private ‘desire’ (to be interpreted in terms of healthy and abnormal manifestions of the self). In Foucault, as in all post-structuralist research, it is important to recognize that the human subject is decentred from being the agent of social development to being a product of social relations. This decentring of the subject not only opens research to an analysis of the wealth of formations and regimes that produce human subjects in a myriad of changing ways, but also contributes toward the overcoming of the subject that is the rather Nietzschean political project of post-structuralism. Box 5 summarizes Foucault’s genealogical study of incarceration. 

	Box 5 Displine and Punish (Focault, 1977)

A genealogy of the practice of incarceration. 

Specific topic: studies the actual practice of punishment, rather than theories of criminology or the prison as an institution. 
Local knowledge: systematically works through penal reports by medico-legal and psychiatric experts published in journals of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
Subjugated knowledge: gathers data from discourses coming out of prisons, as well as discourses about prisons, and analyses where they converge and diverge.
Meticulous detail: studies the minute processes of incarceration. 
Emergence: examines the myriad circumstances which allowed the practice of imprisonment to become accepted, and to seem normal. For example, the shift of power from above the social body to within it, and the architecture of surveillance (e.g. the Panopticon). 
The manufacture of ‘self-evident’ truth: the dominant criminological discourse about the reform of criminals. 

(Source: adapted from Moynagh, 2003: 

www.stfx.ca/people/mmoynagh/445/more-445/Concepts/genealogy.html#examples) 


Post-structuralist thought has certainly had a great influence on researchers who argue that we live in a ‘postmodern’ world, but the theorists of postmodern culture are more diverse in theoretical and political orientation, and frequently diverge from post-structuralist concerns. In its most general sense, postmodernism is said to signify the end of the Enlightenment project, where reason was to triumph over faith, humankind was to become the measure of all things, nature was to be quelled and put to the service of humankind, and time was to be measured in terms of a transition from darkness into light, a transition and an implicit theory of moral evolution that came to be known as progress. As such, Lyotard (1984: xxiv) argues in The Postmodern Condition that postmodernism marks a contemporary ‘incredulity’ toward all modernist ‘metanarratives’, or grand explanatory schemes and projects of liberation. Instead, instability and uncertainty are introduced into knowledge claims and practices, and a more pragmatic and situated model of research is promoted. Beyond this, many theorists of postmodernism have focused on developments in contemporary capitalist culture, particularly on the forms of media image, commodity, self and meaning. 

Media images are a central object of study for those interested in postmodernism. Importantly, the image tends to be analysed not in terms of the meaning or ideology encoded within it, but in terms of the intensities, affects and desires it arouses in the consumer, and the way this relates to new forms of self-hood, collective experience and control. For Baudrillard (2001), to take one of the more influential postmodern theorists, Western cultures have entered a time of ‘hyperreality’ where the signifier and signified of structuralist interpretation (see Chapter 20, 2nd edn) have been broken apart, resulting in a culture of endless signs without referents. These signs (and the fascination and intensity that is invested in them) become more real than the real. For example, the consumers of Western media are said to experience the reality of events such as the 1991 Gulf War more in the decontextualized and highly mediated images of CNN than in any sense of the ‘real’ experience of the war in Iraq (that which one might conventionally see as the referent of the signifiers of war). 

This postmodern culture of the image is interpreted by other theorists in terms of what Featherstone (1991) discerns as a generalized ‘aestheticization of everyday life’, where the boundaries between art and everyday life, high and low culture, and past and present, have broken down in a culture of depthlessness, sensory overload, and fluidity of the self. Media images and cultures of consumption are, however, far from the only objects of concern for those who conceive of contemporary societies in terms of the post-modern. Donna Haraway (1991), for example, has developed an influential materialist interpretation of contemporary culture in terms of the new ‘cyborg’ arrangements that have arisen from the boundary breakdowns between humans, animals and machines due to developments in technology, science and production since the Second World War. In Haraway’s understanding of the cyborg we can discern three prominent areas of interest in contemporary social theory – technology, work and politics – and it is worth briefly considering these in order to emphasize the research possibilities of recent social theory. 

Developing a theoretical framework not dissimilar to that of Foucault’s ‘discursive formations’, Haraway argues that human relations with technology (especially in an era of informational and communicational machines) are best analysed not in terms of distinct human and technical entities, but as integrated arrangements, constantly being reassembled for particular ends. For example, the activity and social role of a garment worker in a Southern hemisphere export processing zone is best understood through interpreting the global network of production that he or she is part of at any one time. In this framework, research considers the agency of the collective whole (as it is made up of complex and divergent scientific, technological, linguistic, institutional, human, organic and architectural parts and forces), rather than that of an individual human actor. Such a concern to consider the complex interrelation of humans and technology (against essentialist understandings of the human subject – see Chapter 3, 2nd edn) and the agency of non-human objects is evident in a number of contemporary theorists and researchers (for example, Deleuze and Guattari, 1988). 

This understanding of human–machine relations has important ramifications for the interpretation of society and culture as a whole, but Haraway places an emphasis on the changes in the area of work and in global capitalist production – a field of research that has often been marginalized in postmodern thought. Haraway (1991: 166–7) argues that the cyborg condition is producing a new ‘world-wide working class’, a globalized 
	Box 6 Web pointers for social theory

The International Social Theory Consortium 

www.cas.usf.edu/socialtheory/ 
Ashworth Program in Social Theory 

www.ashworth-centre.unimelb.edu.au/ 
The Theory, Culture & Society Centre 

http://www.ntu.ac.uk/hum/centres/ccm/theory_culture_society.html 
Social Science Information Gateway (SOSIG): Schools and Theories 

www.sosig.ac.uk/sociology/schools_and_theories/ 

Visit the website for this book at www.rscbook.co.uk to link to these web pointers. 




‘homework economy’ and a ‘feminization of work’. Here, new time arrangements (zero-hours contracts, flex-time and so on) and the global decentralization of production enabled by new communications technologies is said to be breaking down the old distinctions between home, factory, paid work and reproduction work, and leading to an intensification of work characterized by insecurity, vulnerability and ‘poverty with employment’. 

Just as Marx sought to discern both the constraining and liberating aspects of life in the capitalist mode of production, Haraway also looks for political possibilities in this cyborg condition. She argues that the global cyborg condition forces a movement away from the old models of liberation based on essentialist understandings of the human, and toward a politics based both on the new creative possibilities of relations between humans, animals and machines, and on temporary and particular sites of struggle and collective invention. Haraway (1991: 157) proposes, for example, that the cyborg condition forces feminism to break from an essentialist understanding of a unified global subject of ‘woman’, and ‘embrace partial, contradictory, permanently unclosed’ political alliances and collectivities that challenge oppression. Such an emphasis on a politics of invention rooted in particular experience and a critique of essentialism is also evident in the work of a number of recent theorists and researchers. Paul Gilroy (1993), for example, has developed a politics against racial thinking through an analysis of the hybrid cultural and political creations of transatlantic black populations. 

In all of these theoretical concerns and research focuses, what is important to stress is the engagement they make with contemporary social, political, economic and cultural forms and arrangements. Theory, as Foucault once suggested, should be seen as a ‘tool box’ for critical and productive engagement with the world, as it seeks to open new sites for inquiry, research and politics. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has summarized developments in social theory, from early positivism, to functionalism, the interpretive tradition, and later structuralist, post-structuralist and postmodern perspectives. Each of these theories orient the researcher to different areas of social and cultural life, and are sometimes incompatible with each other. This is not to say, however, that social and cultural research cannot usefully draw upon a variety of theoretical perspectives. Indeed, as recent developments in social theory have shown, some of the most innovative theoretical work has maintained an openness to a variety of theoretical schools and perspectives. As an aid to making links between the social theory reviewed here and the practice of research, Chapter 5, 2nd edn demonstrates a variety of ways in which researchers can bring the two together. 

Further reading 

Collins (1994) is an exceptionally clear guide to the earlier strands of social theory reviewed in this chapter. May (1996) and Layder (1994) provide helpful guides to social theory, and Best and Kellner (1991), Lechte (1994) and Smart (1993) provide useful introductory guides to poststructuralism and postmodernism. 
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