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At its most fundamental, the process of doing research involves reading and writing. This seems obvious. Yet, it was not until relatively recently that researchers paid serious attention to the social, linguistic and rhetorical structures of the texts which form the ultimate product of the research act. Beyond this very little has been written about the nature of our audience. We have few insights into the impact of social research on the societies within which it is conducted. Glance at any newspaper and one finds an extraordinary amount of information, and a fetish for social measurement. The appetite for social commentary seems almost infinite. But what place does social science occupy within these circuits of facts and figures? Who is listening and why? 

A cynic might reply that the low social standing of some branches of social and cultural research means that no one cares and no one is interested. If this is true, and I must say I am not entirely convinced, then we equally need to ask what has produced a situation where a society, almost pathologically preoccupied with information, demonstrates such little interest in academic research. Writing of sociology, for example, Silverman cautions that ‘We do our subject no service if we assume that our low status is simply the result of a cruel world. If in Britain, sociologists are often little more than figures of fun, then the activities of sociologists themselves may have something to do with this’ (1990: 1). We therefore need to think carefully about the products of research and how they enter the social world beyond academic circles. 

Research is inherently a rhetorical activity (Atkinson, 1990). In its common usage ‘rhetoric’ is often associated with insincere oratory or sloganeering. However, philosophically and historically this notion has another meaning. Here it is defined as the art of persuasion or effective communication, connected with speaking with propriety, elegance and force. Concerns about the lack of status within the social sciences reflect a rhetorical failure on the part of researchers to convince their non-academic audiences of the relevance of research. 

This chapter looks in turn at the ways in which social research has been read critically and examines new strategies for writing research. My aim here is to think through, in a non-programmatic way, a strategy that more closely connects writing with identifying particular audiences. At the same time, the forms of textual critique discussed in the chapter have in common an insistence that forms of power and history affect the process of writing in ways that the authors of research only partly understand and control. 

Reading research 

One of the core paradoxes of social and cultural research is that the writer or researcher is inside the very thing that she or he wishes to understand, in other words, society and culture. In this sense research texts are social products. This is equally true of the natural sciences; the cool remoteness of scientific papers is in many ways a kind of rhetoric. It is this apparent lack of style that gives scientific accounts their authority.Yet even natural science can be seen as being ‘inside’ language. Yearley (1981) has shown this through examining the forms of rhetoric found within just one scientific paper and suggests that close scrutiny reveals particular modes of accounting, argument and persuasion. The audience is as much convinced by the rhetoric of scientific texts as it is by the ‘facts’ that are represented through these means. 

Science writing, in both natural and social sciences, attempts to achieve what Latour and Woolgar (1979) refer to as ‘literary inscription’. This refers to their success in having the correctness or facticity of a given argument accepted as true. Latour and Woolgar point out that this is accomplished when the reader accepts the facts without seeing rhetorical processes at work. The ‘scientific message’ is composed of conventions of textual performance. I believe that we need to identify and unlock these processes of literary inscription in order to see through the technical mystifications of research texts. In order to achieve this it is necessary to suspend the takenfor-granted assumptions to which readers submit when reading a monograph or research paper. The reader needs to remove prior assumptions and attend to how ‘facts’ and ‘social realities’ are constructed through language. This is an attitude towards text rather similar to that of the discourse analyst (Chapter 27, 2nd edn). 

I will discuss two genres of critical reading that have examined the textual nature of research writing, namely feminist critiques of male bias in social research, and what I will refer to as the literary turn in the social sciences. First, I will look at the ways in which feminist writers have criticized the gendered nature of research texts. 

Feminism, writing and androcentrism 

One of the themes of feminist criticism is that accounts of social life produced by male researchers are presented through a male-centred or androcentric viewpoint (see also Chapter 3, 2nd edn). Lofland (1974), for example, has argued that the portrayals of women within the American urban studies literature either completely ignore the presence of women or portray them through the eyes of male social actors. She argues that these representations of urban life do not give women a voice or any sense of social agency. This literature presents the men as the generic representatives of the society or subculture as a whole. At the simplest level, this is done by use of the male pronoun (‘he’) to refer to both men and women. Morgan points out that this also renders significant parts of male social experience invisible: ‘men were there all the time but we did not see them because we were looking for mankind’ (1980: 93). Missing out the effect of gender on the experience of social life thus disadvantages both sexes. 

Feminist responses to this have not been uniform. There are a range of positions on the relationship between research, writing and a political commitment to feminism. Harding, in The Science Question and Feminism, identifies a key problem for feminist knowledge: 

The epistemological problem for feminism is to explain an apparently paradoxical situation. Feminism is a political movement for social change. How can such politicized research be increasing the objectivity of enquiry? On what grounds should these feminist claims be justified? (1986: 24) 

Subsequently, Harding (1987) outlined a number of broad responses to this paradox. I want to look in detail at what she refers to as feminist empiricism and feminist postmodernism (see Box 1). Both of these broad areas have addressed issues of rhetoric, modes of writing and the role of research. 

One of the features of feminist epistemology is the premise that personal experiences should be admissible within feminist knowledge. However, feminist empiricists have been sceptical of the way in which this has involved a dismissal of the potential use of reason and objectivity. Thus, with regard to the biological sciences, Birke concludes: 

the association of objectivity with masculinity has sometimes led feminists to reject objectivity and to glorify subjectivity in opposition to it. While it is necessary to revalue the subjective ... we do ourselves a disservice if we remove ourselves from objectivity and rationality; we then simply leave the terrain of rational thought ... to men, thus perpetuating the system which excluded us in the first place. (1986: 157) 

	Box 1 Two feminist positions on knowledge

The central tenets of feminist empiricism are that the existing methodological tools of social science are fundamentally sound. The problem is the issue of male bias and this can be corrected by a stricter, less gender-loaded adherence to the methodological norms of scientific inquiry. 

Feminist postmodernism is inspired by French thinkers like Derrida and Foucault and the deconstruction movement (see Chapter 4, 2nd edn). This strand within feminist thought is profoundly sceptical about the power of reason and the universalizing claims of scientific discourse. The project of science is seen as fundamentally flawed; the knowledge produced through empirical means is little more than a regime of power and an effect of the desire to know. The rhetoric of social science is viewed as irrevocably harnessed to oppressive ways of knowing and governing people’s social experience. (Source: summarized in Harding, 1987) 


If, as some have argued, scientific rationality is inevitably compromised with male intellectual models, then how do feminist researchers convince a potentially hostile audience of the power of their critique? It is precisely the rhetorical power of social science and objectivity that some feminist empiricists have found appealing. Jayaratne and Stewart comment that ‘The greatest benefit of apparent objectivity lies in its power to change political opinion. Thus traditional research methods can be used to our advantage to change sexist beliefs or to support progressive legislation’ (1991: 100). Sara Arber’s work in the secondary analysis of official statistics, described in Chapter 26, 2nd edn, demonstrates the appeal of this. Box 2 shows another example. 

Jayaratne and Stewart conclude that ‘Feminist researchers must be critical of both quantitative and qualitative research which is used against women and must be able to marshal the richest and most persuasive evidence in the service of women’ (1991: 100). They suggest that the political commitments of feminism are best served by this pragmatic or instrumental approach. Although they do not labour this point, such an approach also subscribes to established forms of research writing which include striving for objectivity, the use of reasoned argument and establishing truth empirically. 

The feminist postmodernist critique completely breaks with the established conventions of empirical research writing. This is not just a matter of critically engaging with the gender distortion present in male social science; rather, research texts are viewed as little more than the embodiment of male desire, in which power forges representations of social reality through discursive means. The truth-telling power of research texts is reduced to patterns of discourse enshrined in writing. Deconstructivist criticism has been influential in other areas of social thought. Here, I want to look in particular at this perspective as applied to anthropological writing. 

‘True fictions’: the poetics of ethnography 

Renato Rosaldo, in his ground-breaking book Culture and Truth: The Remaking of Social Analysis (1989), pointed out that classic modes of ethnographic reporting seem farcical parodies when applied to familiar social settings. To demonstrate this, Rosaldo describes a breakfast scene at the home of his prospective parents-in-law (Box 3). 

This account of the family breakfast is rendered in the present tense favoured in ethnographic writing. It is framed as a drama of generational domination and gender deference, and uses both direct quotes and ‘anthropological’ categories (such as ‘reigning patriarch’ and ‘ritual praise song’). Yet it reads as a humorous parody and a gross caricature. Rosaldo’s in-laws laughed as they listened to him recite his anthropological contemplations. He reflected: ‘The experience of having gales of laughter greet my micro-ethnography made me wonder why a manner of speaking that sounds like the literal “truth” when describing distant cultures seems terribly funny as a description of “us”’ (1989: 50). 

Box 2 The persuasive power of statistics
Jayaratne and Stewart (1991) quote an example of a study of maternal death rate conducted in Chicago, which showed a much higher death rate amongst black women than amongst whites. As a result of the research a new programme was initiated by the Illinois health commissioner and the Chicago Health Department allocated $35 million to improve prenatal care. It was precisely the rhetoric of science and the allure of statistical evidence that made the case so compelling. 

Box 3 American breakfast scene
‘Every morning the reigning patriarch, as if just in from the hunt, shouts from the kitchen, “How many people would like a poached egg?” Women and children take turns saying yes or no. In the meantime, the women talk among themselves and designate one among them the toast maker. As the eggs near readiness, the reigning patriarch calls out to the designated toast maker, “The eggs are about ready. Is there enough toast?” “Yes,” comes the deferential reply. “The last two pieces are about to pop up.” The reigning patriarch then proudly enters bearing a plate of poached eggs before him. Throughout the course of the meal, the women and children, including the designated toast maker, perform the obligatory ritual praise song, saying, “These sure are great eggs, Dad.” ’ (Rosaldo, 1989: 47) 

But this is not to say that ethnographic accounts of social life are without merit. They may produce insightful observations. The father in his breakfast ritual was approaching retirement and his adult daughters had successful careers. Rosaldo’s caricature shows how gender roles were being maintained, even where the ‘ruling patriarch’s’ status was fast being undermined by professional changes in status amongst his daughters. But until recently these modes of anthropological description were taken to be objective characterizations. It is only when one applies them to social contexts with which we are familiar that they strike us as objectifying caricatures. This brings into focus the importance of examining the poetics of ethnographic writing. Here the notion of poetics means the analysis of the conventions whereby ethnography, or any other form of research, is constructed and interpreted. 

The publication in 1986 of Writing Culture by Clifford and Marcus marked an important moment in what I want to refer to as the literary turn in anthropology. One of the features of this movement is the application of perspectives from literary criticism to ethnographic writing. The book is a collection of essays produced from a discussion forum on the ‘making of ethnographic texts’ held at the School of American Research in Santa Fe, New Mexico. The fundamental starting point of this collection is that ethnography possesses a rhetorical structure, modes of authority and processes of suppression and omission. 

In his introduction to the book Clifford argues that the poetics of ethnography are structured in at least six ways: 

1. Contextual: It fashions and creates particular social situations and in doing so creates an object of study. In its classical period ethnographers created ‘the tribe’ as their unit of analysis. 

2. Rhetorical: Ethnographic writing demonstrates particular conventions of expression. Rosaldo exemplifies one of the most common (the use of the ethnographic present). This way of describing society constructs social relations as if they are enduring facts that are almost timeless. 

3. Institutional: Ethnographers write within (and sometimes against) specific traditions, disciplines and their audiences. The ethnographic monograph itself is shaped institutionally. It is an unwritten rite of passage that the anthropologist must write long research monographs that provide the space for them to recount the fruits of participant observation. 

4. Generic: Ethnographies are a particular genre of texts distinguishable from travel writing and other types of research writing. 

5. Political: This form of writing monopolizes the authority to represent cultural realities. 

6. Historical: All these conventions and constraints are shifting and changing through time. 

These various elements act collectively as ethnographers write. It is as if all of these inherited conventions sit at the shoulder of the writer as he or she commits descriptions, observations and analysis to paper. Clifford uses this analysis to argue that ethnographic truths are inherently partial, committed and imperfect: ‘Even the best ethnographic texts – serious, true fictions – are systems, or economies, of truth. Power and history work through them, in ways their authors cannot fully control’ (1986: 7). Crapanzano (1986), one of the book’s contributors, argues that ethnographers are like tricksters who promise not to lie but on the other hand never tell the whole truth. His point is that their rhetoric of absolute truth both empowers and subverts the message. The task of critical reading is then to read against the grain of the text, to identify the exclusions and the trickery of ethnographic writing and authority. Clifford comments: 

‘Cultures’ do not hold still for their portraits. Attempts to make them do so always involve simplification and exclusion, selection of a temporal focus, the construction of a particular self-other relationship, and the imposition or negotiation of a power relationship. (1986: 10) 

The point here is that in order to evaluate ethnographic writing more accurately its discursive nature needs to be specified. In simple terms this means posing a number of questions in relation to the text. Who speaks? Who writes? What modes of description are used? What is the relationship between the style of writing and the reality which is represented through these means? 

In order to understand the significance of the literary turn one needs to see anthropology in its historical context. In many respects modern anthropology was the child of colonialism. Yet the anthropologists of the 1940s and 1950s were often ‘reluctant imperialists’ caught between the expectations of colonial bureaucrats and a desire to construct a cross-cultural science (Asad, 1973). With the emergence of independence movements in the 1960s there was a move to reinvent anthropology (Hymes, 1974) and combine the ethnographic enterprise with politicized perspectives drawn from Marxism, feminism and anti-colonialism. The significance of the literary critique developed by people like Clifford is the argument for a reconfiguring of the relationship between the Western anthropologist and the colonial or post-colonial world. Clifford suggests that anthropologists need to share authorship to produce collaborative accounts of the social world. Even so, he warns against the view that such ‘cultural insiders’ will tell ‘the real story’. Accounts from the ‘inside’ are equally rhetorical performances with conventions and constraints. 

Ethnographic writing, though, can allow more than one voice to be represented. This is appropriate because 

Culture is contested, temporal, and emergent. Representation and explanation – both by insiders and outsiders – is implicated in this emergence. The specification of discourses I have been tracing is thus more a matter of making carefully limited claims. It is thoroughly historicist and self-reflexive. (Clifford, 1986: 19) 

Although these points have been illustrated by arguments from anthropologists, they can be applied equally to other forms of research writing. Atkinson (1990), for example, applies this perspective to sociologists writing ethnographic accounts. Reading any research text from this point of view is helpful in promoting a more reflexive, self-aware style when the time comes to begin writing research for yourself. 

Writing research 

The literary turn in feminism, anthropology and sociology offers new insights into the processes that affect the textual production of research-based knowledge. What implications does this have for writing research? Atkinson, in his discussion of ethnographic writing in sociology, concludes: 

The fully mature ethnography requires a reflexive awareness of its own writing, the possibilities and limits of its own language, and a principled exploration of its modes of representation. Not only do we need to cultivate a self-conscious construction of ethnographic texts, but also a readiness to read texts from a more ‘literary critical’ perspective. Sociologists and their students must cultivate the discipline of reading their own and others’ arguments for their stylistic and rhetorical properties. (1990: 180) 

The bottom line seems to be that researchers should be aware of their rhetorical strategies because of the tautological notion that self-knowledge is good. There is a real danger, though, that the preoccupation with reflexivity will degenerate into solipsism and self-absorption, where social researchers are continually examining their own discrete and sometimes stale professional cultures. It would be a disaster, in my view, if these insightful perspectives resulted in little more than a self-referential endo-professionalism, where research is reduced to endless textual deconstruction. 

Students and young researchers seem to be bewildered by this insistence on complexity and contingency. One of the unintended consequences of the literary turn is that all claims to describe reality are placed in inverted commas. Any kind of research in this scenario appears to be compromised by the fact that it involves a textual practice that can be subjected to the kinds of deconstruction discussed in this chapter. This can result in a kind of intellectual vertigo, where the level of analysis is abstracted to such a degree that the social world with which we are familiar – and which for many provided the basis for an interest in social research in the first place – seems to disappear into a tangle of obfuscating jargon, pathos and uncertainty as to how to write anything at all about social life. 

In order to avoid this we might think of ways in which attention to the textual and rhetorical nature of our writing might be used to improve the ways in which we communicate our ideas beyond the boundaries of academia. It is this question that I want to address in the final part of this chapter. Here I want to look at the work of W.E.B. Du Bois and the relationship between research writing, literary form and audience in his early work. 

W.E.B. Du Bois, racial terror and social science 

William Edward Burghardt Du Bois was an extraordinary intellectual figure. I want to look at his writing career in some detail because he is an example of someone who wrote in a variety of styles depending on the context and audience. Du Bois was a sociologist who both used and broke free from the rhetorical conventions of social science. He was also one of the first African American intellectuals to conduct extensive empirical research. In many respects Du Bois was tackling and resolving some of the issues discussed in this chapter almost 100 years ago. In his work, I would argue, we can find some clues as to how contemporary researchers might develop more creative writing strategies. 

He was born on 23 February 1868 and died on 27 August 1963 on the eve of the first civil rights march on Washington. In large part Du Bois has been left out of the canon of American sociology despite the fact that his work and thought influenced figures like Robert Park, Horace Cayton, St Clair Drake and Gunnar Myrdal. He was also a personal friend of Max Weber whom he met while studying in Germany. During his long life he wrote an immense amount, close to 2,000 bibliographical entries which span a wide range of genres including research monographs, social histories, novels, poems, pamphlets and newspaper articles. It is the eclecticism of Du Bois that I want to address, particularly in relation to the way he switched genres in order to make public interventions. 

Du Bois was first exposed to the emerging forms of social inquiry that came to be associated with sociology at Harvard and then the University of Berlin. In 1896 Du Bois became the first black person to receive a doctorate from Harvard. This was also the year that he began working on what became The Philadelphia Negro, the first serious social investigation of an urban black community. His vision of social science was both utopian and pragmatic: ‘The Negro problem was in my mind a matter of systematic investigation and intelligent understanding. The world was thinking wrong about race, because it didn’t know. The ultimate evil was stupidity. The cure for it was knowledge based on scientific investigation’ (1940: 58). 

The Philadelphia Negro was published in 1899. It was met with considerable acclaim and some disquiet from white reviewers. It is an astonishing compendium of quantitative and qualitative information on black life and race relations in Philadelphia. In many respects the book provides a blueprint for the kind of urban sociology that was later developed famously at the University of Chicago under the guidance of Park and Burgess (see Chapter 4, 2nd edn). What is striking is the way the text is couched within a rhetoric of pragmatism and scientific method. Equally, there is a strong moral discourse that runs through this text with regard to certain indigent sections of the black community. The book in many ways exemplifies an almost contemptuous scientific fairness and Du Bois subscribed to this way of writing the ‘race problem’ in a very self-conscious way. At this point in his life reason and science provided the cornerstone of his attack on racism and white supremacy. 

By the 1890s a range of black southern educational institutions had started to conduct research into the conditions of rural black communities. After finishing his work in Philadelphia, Du Bois was invited to head a research centre at the University of Atlanta. In his autobiography he reflects that at Atlanta 

I laid down an ambitious program for a hundred years of study ... I proposed gradually to broaden and intensify the study, sharpen the tools of investigation and perfect our method of work, so that we would have an increasing body of scientifically ascertained fact, instead of the vague mass of so-called Negro problems. And through this laboratory experiment I hoped to make the laws of social living clearer, surer and more definite. (1968: 217) 

For 18 years Du Bois oversaw the Atlanta studies. It is worth emphasizing that this sophisticated work was conducted in a period when American sociology was in its infancy. Du Bois, at least initially, had a faith that white scholars shared his vision of an intellectual culture that could move beyond the racial divide. He saw the University of Atlanta as having a cultural mission with regard to the politics of academic freedom and social criticism. But in the violent years at the end of the century one incident had a lasting affect on Du Bois’s faith in the role of science and reason in achieving social progress. It involved the plight of an illiterate black farm labourer called Sam Hose (Box 4). 

This experience brought home the barbarism of white supremacy. He could not be a cool, calm and detached social scientist while people like Sam Hose were being lynched, brutalized and starved. The research he was conducting constituted, in his words, ‘so small a part of the sum of occurrences’; it was too far from the ‘hot reality of real life’. He began to re-evaluate the role of science: 

I regarded it as axiomatic that the world wanted to learn the truth and if the truth were sought with even approximate accuracy and painstaking devotion, the world would gladly support the effort. This was, of course, but a young man’s idealism. (1968: 222) 

While these experiences shifted Du Bois away from his commitment to science, this was not total. He would return to Atlanta in the 1930s to write perhaps the definitive history of the Black Reconstruction (Du Bois, 1934). But it was at this point that he became a man of letters, an essayist and a contributor to popular journals. He is thrust into the realm of politics and leadership struggles within the emerging movement for the advancement of black Americans. What is significant for my purpose here is that he did this through writing. 
	Box 4 Du Bois and the case of Sam Hose

Sam Hose had killed his white landlord’s wife. Du Bois set about the task of committing to paper appropriate evidence and the mitigating circumstances of Hose’s crime. In The Autobiography of W.E.B. Du Bois he describes that: 

I wrote out a careful and reasoned statement concerning the evident facts and started down to the Atlanta Constitution Office, carrying in my pocket a letter of introduction to Joel Chandler Harris. I did not get there. On the way news met me: Sam Hose had been lynched, and they said his knuckles were on exhibition at a grocery store farther down Mitchell Street along which I was walking. I turned back to the University. I began to turn aside from my work. (1968: 222) 


On 18 April 1903 the Chicago-based company A.C. McClung published a collection of Du Bois’s essays entitled The Souls of Black Folk (1989). With the exception of one piece written especially for the book, these articles had appeared in a wide range of popular journals. Between 1903 and 1905 there were no less than six printings of the book. The demand for the work was extraordinary. One of the things that immediately strikes one when reading The Souls is its interdisciplinary nature and the variety of genres of writing in the book, which combine fiction, history, sociology and autobiography. The aesthetic of the book is totally engaging and Du Bois’s use of language verges on the sublime. This forms a sharp contrast to The Philadelphia Negro, which is in the style of a sociological monograph (examples from both books are shown in Boxes 5 and 6). In the second of these extracts Du Bois is writing about the death of his son. It is the combination of fact and moving testimony which stimulated The Times reviewer in England to write that The Souls ‘is an extraordinary compound of emotions and statistics’ (emphasis added). 

	Box 5 Extract from The Philadelphia Negro (1996)

Separating the deaths by the sex of the deceased, we have: 
Total death rate of Negroes,1890 (still-births included)
32.42 per 1,000 

For Negro males
36.02 

For Negro females
29.23 
Separating by age, we have 
Total death rate, 1890 (still-births included) 

All ages
32.42 per 1,000 

Under fifteen
69.24 

Fifteen to twenty
13.61 

Twenty to twenty-five
14.50 

Twenty-five to thirty-five
15.21 

Thirty-five to forty-five
17.16 

Forty-five to fifty-five
29.41 

Fifty-five to sixty-five
40.09 

Sixty-five and over
116.49 
The large infant mortality is shown by the average annual rate of 171.44 (including stillbirths), for children under five years of age, during the years 1884 to 1890. 

The statistics are very instructive. Compared with modern nations the death rate of Philadelphia Negroes is high, but not extraordinarily so: Hungary (33.7), Austria (30.6), and Italy (28.6) had in the years 1871–90 a larger average than the Negroes in 1891– 96, and some of these lands surpass the rate of 1884–90. Many things combine to cause the high Negro death rate: poor heredity, neglect of infants, bad dwellings and poor food. On the other hand the age classification of city Negroes with its excess of females and young people of twenty to thirty-five years of age, must serve to keep the death rate lower than its rate would be under normal circumstances. The influence of bad sanitary surroundings is strikingly illustrated in the enormous death rate of the Fifth Ward – the worst Negro slum in the city, and the worst part of the city in respect to sanitation. On the other hand the low death rate in the Thirtieth Ward illustrates the influence of good houses and clean streets in a district where the better class of Negroes have recently migrated. (Du Bois, 1996: 150–1) 


Box 6 Extract The Souls of Black Folk (1989)
Blithe was the morning of his burial, with bird and song and sweet-smelling flowers. The trees whispered to the grass, but the children sat with hushed faces. And yet it seemed a ghostly unreal day – the wraith of Life. We seemed to rumble down an unknown street behind a little white bundle of posies, with the shadow of a song in our ears. The busy city dinned about us; they did not say much, those pale-faced hurrying men and women; they did not say much – they only glanced and said, ‘Niggers!’ 

We could not lay him in the ground there in Georgia, for the earth there is strangely red; so we bore him away to the northward, with his flowers and his little folded hands. In vain, in vain! – for where, O God! beneath thy broad blue sky shall my dark baby rest in peace 

– where Reverence dwells, and Goodness, and a Freedom that is free? 

All that day and all that night there sat an awful gladness in my heart – nay, blame me not if I see the world thus darkly through the Veil – and my soul whispers ever to me saying, ‘Not dead, not dead, but escaped; not bound, but free.’ No bitter meanness shall sicken his baby heart till it die a living death, no taunt shall madden his happy boyhood. Fool that I was to think or wish that this little soul should grow choked and deformed within the Veil! I might have known that yonder deep unworldly look that ever and anon floated past his eyes was peering far beyond this narrow Now. In the poise of his little curl-crowned head did there not sit all that wild pride of being which his father had hardly crushed in his own heart? For what, forsooth, shall a Negro want with pride amid the studied humiliations of fifty million fellows? Well sped, my boy, before the world had dubbed your ambition insolence, had held your ideals unattainable, and taught you to cringe and bow. Better far this nameless void that stops my life than a sea of sorrow for you … 

If one must have gone, why not I? Why may I not rest me from this restlessness and sleep from this wide waking? Was not the world’s alembic, Time, in his young hands, as is not my time waning? Are there so many workers in the vineyard that the fair promise of this little body could lightly be tossed away? The wretched of my race that line the alleys of the nation sit fatherless and unmothered; but Love sat beside his cradle, and in his ear Wisdom waited to speak. Perhaps now he knows the All-Love, and needs not to be wise. Sleep, then, child – sleep till I sleep and waken to a baby voice and the ceaseless patter of little feet – above the Veil. [‘The Veil’ refers to Du Bois’s notion of the ‘veil of colour’.] (Du Bois, 1989: 149–50) 

Gates (1989) has argued that no other text (except possibly the King James Bible) has had more impact on the shaping of the African American literary tradition. Du Bois as a master craftsperson of language manages to rise above the ‘veil of colour’ to communicate the violence and injustice of segregation and racism to white audiences. Gates suggests that rather than reflecting history, The Souls makes history: 

How can a work be ‘more history-making than historical?’ It becomes so when it crosses the barrier between mainly conveying information, and primarily signifying an act of language itself, an object to be experienced, analysed and enjoyed aesthetically. (1989: xvi–xvii) 

Clearly, then, Du Bois had made a choice to change the rhetorical nature of his writing, leaving the rhetoric of the sociological monograph and using a whole range of representational strategies to convey social criticism and make social commentary. The literary critique of research writing points to the quite rigid writing conventions which determine the form of academic research writing. Du Bois shows us the potential for developing a range of rhetorical strategies. 

Box 7 Web pointers for reading and writing research
Ethnographic hypermedia environment (follow links on ‘writing ethnography’) 
www.cf.ac.uk/socsi/hyper/ht99/EHE.html 
BUBL writing links 

http://bubl.ac.uk/link/w/writinglinks.htm 
W.E.B. Du Bois papers 

www.library.umass.edu/spcoll/manuscripts/dubois_papers/dubois.html 

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

It is beyond the scope of this chapter to suggest in a programmatic fashion what such a multiple writing strategy might look like. But rather than relying on the academic formats of publishing (for example, books, chapters and journal articles) one might think of a variety of ways to disseminate research findings. It still seems to be the case that social researchers view popular genres of writing like journalism to be simplistic, intellectually inferior and somehow beneath them. Yet having dabbled in journalism myself, I realize the skill involved in expressing sometimes complicated arguments in clear and accessible ways. It is my feeling that as researchers we need to be more promiscuous with regard to the genres of writing that we use to convey our message. Equally, autobiographical and fictional modes of writing might be used in productive ways to represent research findings. An attention to the literary critique of social science writing may help in providing rhetorical ways to supplement, rather than replace, the poetics of social research. 

Conclusion 

Roland Barthes (1977b: 148) once commented that the unity of texts lies not in authorship and writing but in the destination of written work, in other words the creative process of reading. I am not so convinced that as active researchers we should submit completely to this notion of the ‘death of the author’. Barthes indicates that one can never control completely the ways in which texts are read. Yet there are possibilities for researchers to exercise a greater influence over how their messages are interpreted. One of the problems in the relationship between social research and wider society is the addiction of some social and cultural researchers to relativistic forms of discourse, and a resistance to making conclusive, absolute statements. This is often interpreted as showing a lack of clarity. The public allure of science and research can itself be used rhetorically in a self-conscious fashion. This point is made well by Jayaratne and Stewart (1991), who offer an instrumental strategy to use the social authority of research, fact and science to achieve feminist outcomes. The literary turn in the social sciences offers us fresh insights into the textual dimensions of social investigation. We must seek to turn these insights into useful tools, whereby we can think again about the way in which we express and disseminate our ideas and findings. Developing the rhetoric of writing will help researchers find new ways of intervening within public life and may enable us to reach wider audiences in a more effective way. 

Further reading 

Clifford and Marcus (1986) is a classic text which introduced the literary turn to anthropological writing. Atkinson (1990) shows how sociological ethnographies can be understood as deploying rhetorical strategies. Yearley (1981) applies this perspective to the production of texts in natural science. 

	Student Reader (Seale, 2004): relevant readings

28 John M. Swales: ‘Episodes in the history of the research article’

34 Clifford Geertz: ‘Being there’

57 James Clifford: ‘Partial truths’

60 Laurel Richardson: ‘The consequences of poetic representation’

75
William Foote Whyte, Laurel Richardson and Norman K. Denzin: ‘Qualitative sociology and

 deconstructionism: an exchange’
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Androcentrism
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Literary turn
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