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Preface: About This Book 

As we enter a new millennium. "culture" seems to be one of the things that 
everybody is talking about. both within and outside of the academy. It is 
widely held that that we are living in a world where signs. symbols. and the 
media arc becoming central to the economy. that our identities are increas
ingly structured by the pursuit of an image. and that inequality and civic 
participation are defined by discourses of inclusion and exclusion. Anecdo
tal evidence would seem to support this view. The trial of 0. J. Simpson. for 
example. was not just a judicial event. but also a cultural one \<\'here sym
bolism. narrative. and belief intersected with race politics. Conflict in the 
Balkans during the 1990s and afterward was driven by deeply-seated 
nationalisms. each grounded in complex historical memories. The growing 
power of corporations like Sony and Nike is linked to the iconography 
and mythology surrounding their products as well as to their functional 
efticiency. Today the political challenges raised by feminists. gay /lesbian 
activists. indigenous peoples. and racial minorities are as much about iden
tity and cultural recognition as about economic inequality and legal rights. 
If we reflect on our own everyday lives. we will find that here too. culture is 
ubiquitous. It shapes our purchasing decisions in the mall. the television 
programs we choose to watch (and how we watch them). our responses to 
global events. our face-to-face interactions with other people. and even our 
sense of who we are. 

In such a context the ability to understand culture becomes a vital com
ponent of competent and active citizenship. Cultural theory provides one 
important resource for this task. It offers paradigms. models. and concepts 
that can be applied in the diverse settings that we encounter in our personal. 
public. and intellectual lives. It is not merely an arcane academic literature. 
but rather a resource through which we can reflect intelligently on the 
world around us and. perhaps. make informed choices and assume a greater 
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level of control. This book provides a bricl' introduction to the licld. It is. 
of course. already possible to lind many works on library and bookstore 
shelves introducing social theory. Yet these tend to marginalize mllurol 
theory. allocating it little room and discussing key theorists from a point of 
view that is not directly relevant to those working in the culturallield. Such 
texts are typically concerned with other issues. such as divergent models of 
class or the state. distinctions between various network theories. and so on. 
These themes are not usually of central interest to those exploring meaning 
as a component of human experience. There arc also books about spccitic 
cultural theories. theorists or theoretical issues- post modernism. Marxism. 
Foucault. and so on. These tend to be narrow in focus and to assume spe
cialized knowledge. Often the author will have an axe to grind. leading to a 
one-sided commentary on issues and debates. 

This book is different. It provides \,vhat I hope will be seen as a balanced 
and wide-ranging introduction and ovcrvicv.· of contemporary cu!!und 
theory. It assumes no specialist knowledge whatsoever. but at the same 
time will deal with some of the most sophisticated and complex issues in 
contemporary social thought. The book will be of primary interest to those 
working in sociology. and of substantial use to students in the fields of 
anthropology and cultural studies. It will also contain material relevant to 
cultural geography. urban studies. and history. In short. anybody with a 
stake in undertaking the theoretically informed investigation of culture and 
society will find this book a worthwhile resource. 

As there is a lot of ground to cover the book moves very quickly. The style 
is direct rather than discursive. The intention is to provide the maximum 
amount of essential information and the greatest number of conceptual 
tools in the minimum amount of space. With an aim to helping readers 
acquire a basic familiarity with the area. the book contains a number of 
features. 

Priority has been given to introducing major thinkers. perspectives. 
and concepts. Many key terms are highlighted in bold when they arc 
first introduced. These will build up the reader's theoretical vocabu
lary. There is an emphasis on scholars and themes that everybody 
working in the area knows and talks about, regardless of their own 
personal research orientation. In many cases original publication 
dates and titles of classic books are also included in the text. as well 
as standard bibliographic information. This will help readers under
stand the chronology of the field. In some cases. however. I have 
referred to studies that are representative rather than definitive. This 
is particularly the case when giving a feel for the kind of work that 
goes on in a given field where there are no dominant figures or foun
dational texts (e.g .. chapter 10). I have also mentioned some of my 
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own research in one or two places. This is not because I consider 
myself a leading thinker worthy of extended discussion. but rather to 
give the reader an idea of my interests and. by implication. biases. One 
of the lessons we have learnt from poststructuralism is that a neutral. 
omniscient text is an impossibility. Hence my intention is to offer food 
for readerly reflexivity about possible limitations of this book. 
Material is organized according to theoretical traditions rather than 
empirical topics. In this way the conceptual connections and lines of 
influence between diverse scholars can be highlighted. Using this 
perspective. more contemporary research can be understood as the 
product of an intellectual lineage. 
As can be seen in the material you are now reading. bullet points 
are used from time to time to condense certain bodies of information 
down to essentials. summarize main points, and cut out laborious 
digressions. 
Throughout the book critical comments and evaluations will enable 
the reader to consider the limitations of each theory and provide 
balance. 
Notes on selected major scholars help provide a broader biographical. 
intellectual. and geographical context for understanding the theories 
discussed in the body of the text. 
Suggestions for further reading are provided which will help direct 
those with an interest in any particular area. Where possible. origi
nal texts have been suggested to encourage immediate reader famil
iarity with the style and thinking of leading figures. 
Chapters in the book are self-contained. each dealing with a theoret
ical perspective or field. The book has been written so it can be read 
in any order. Cross-referencing assists in this task. This will allow it 
to be instantly adapted to any course of study or research need. 
Where possible, emphasis has been given to theories and theorists 
that arc influencing current debates and inquiry. I have tried to avoid 
lengthy discussions of figures who arc today. for the most part. only 
of historical or scholastic interest (e.g .. Comte. Spencer, Ruskin). 
By contrast. greater attention has been accorded to concepts and 
thinkers which seem to crop up time and time again in contemporary 
publications. theses. and project work. 
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Introduction: 
What is Culture? What 

Cultural Theory? 

. 
IS 

At the start of any text it can be useful to define the central concept. In the 
case of "culture" this has proven to be surprisingly. even notoriously. difti
cult. According to one expert. Raymond Williams. "culture is one of the two 
or three most complicated words in the English language ... because it has 
now come to be used for important concepts in several distinct intellectual 
disciplines and in several distinct systems of thought" ( 1976: 7o-7). An 
illustration of this diversity is the fact that. writing way back in the 19 50s. 
Alfred Kroeber and Clyde Kluckhohn ( 19 52) were already able to assemble 
an astonishing number of definitions of culture from popular and academic 
sources. Tracing these diverse understandings provides an important way 
to delimit the scope of our inquiry. 

In its early uses in English. culture was associated with the "cultivation" 
of animals and crops and with religious worship (hence the word "cult"). 
From the sixteenth century until the nineteenth the term began to be widely 
applied to the improvement of the individual human mind and personal 
manners through learning. This was a metaphorical extension of the idea 
of improving land and farming practices. For this reason we can still speak 
of someone as being "cultured" or. if they are uncouth. as "having no 
culture." During this period. the term began to refer also to the improve
ment of society as a whole. with culture being used as a value-laden 
synonym for "civilization." A typical usage of the time might compare the 
nations of Europe that had "culture" with the "barbarism" of Africa. Such 
an expression would have included technological differences as well as those 
of morals and manners. However. with the rise of Romanticism in the 
Industrial Revolution. culture began to be used to designate spiritual devel
opment alone and to contrast this with material and infrastructural change. 
Along with Romantic nationalism in the late nineteenth century. there 
came inflections which accented tradition and everyday life as dimensions 
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of culture. These were captured in the ideas of "folk culture·· and "national 
culture" which emerged around this time. 

According to Williams ( 1lJ76: 1\0). these various historical shifts arc 
dimly reflected in the three current uses of the term "culture." 

To refer to the intellectual. spiritual, and aesthetic development of an 
individual. group. or society. 
To capture a range of intellectual and artistic activities and their 
products (fllm. art. theatre). In this usage culture is more or less 
synonymous with "the Arts." hence we can speak of a "Minister 
for Culture." 
To designate the entire way of life. activities. beliefs. and customs of 
a people. group. or society. 

Until very recently the llrsl and second of these uses were the most 
common. and were often synthesized in intellectual work. Aesthetes and lit
erary critics like Matthew Arnold. John Ruskin. and E R. Leavis used the 
term to refer to works of high art which could educate. edify. and improve 
those who came into contact with them. Arnold. for example. wrote that 
culture was "a pursuit of total perfection by means of getting to know ... 
the best which has been thought and said in the world ... culture is. or 
ought to be. the study or pursuit of perfection ... sweetness and light ... 
an inward condition of mind and spirit" (quoted in Kroeber and Kluckhohn 
llJ52: 29). The German concept ofKultur also taps into this theme by 
broadly equating culture with civilization and with individual or collective 
moral progress. Such uses are often highly value-laden and elitist. seeking 
to validate artistic products that experts and dominant social groups con
sider as important or interesting. The third usage of culture was champi
oned by many anthropologists in the iirst part of the century and remains 
central to that discipline today. It is an interpretation that is more value
neutral and analytic. It asserts that "culture" is to be found everywhere and 
not just in the high arts or in Western "civilization." 

In their study of the meanings of "culture ... the anthropologists Kroeber 
and Kluckhohn ( 19 52) centered their attention on this last field. They 
collected an incredible number of academic definitions of culture. most 
of them by other anthropologists. Although there was a good deal of 
overlap between the various definitions. they managed to identify six main 
understandings. 

1 Descriptive dc{illitiolls tend to see culture as a comprehensive totality 
making up the sum of social life and to list the various fields making 
up culture. An influential starting point for this understanding was 
a definition by Tylor from Hi7l. He suggested that: "Culture or civ-
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ilization ... is that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief. 
art. laws. morals. customs and any other capabilities and habits 
acquired by man as a member of society .. (quoted in ibid.: -! 3 ). Notice 
how this definition includes both ideas (art. morals. laws) and 
activities (custom. habits). 

2 Historical dejinitimzs tended to see culture as a heritage which is 
passed on over time through the generations. For example. in llJ21 
Park and Burgess wrote: "The culture of a group is the stun total and 
organization of the social heritages which have acquired a social 
meaning because of racial temperament and of the historical life of 
the group" (quoted in ibid.: 47). 

3 Nomwtil'e definitions. These could take two forms. The first suggested 
culture was a rule or way of life that shaped patterns of concrete 
behavior and action. For example: "The mode of life followed by the 
community or the tribe is regarded as a culture. the nggregate of 
standardized beliefs and procedures followed by the tribe" (Wissler. 
quoted in ibid: 50). The second form emphasized the role of values 
without reference to behavior. W. I. Thomas. for example, suggested 
in 1 9 3 7 that culture was "the material and social values of any 
group of people, whether savage or civilized" (ibid.: 52). 

4 Psyclwlouical dcjinitions of culture emphasized its role as a problem
solving device. allowing people to communicate, learn. or ful!ill 
material and emotional needs. 

5 Structural definitions pointed to the "organized interrelation of the 
isolable aspects of culture" (ibid.: h l) and highlighted the fact that 
culture was an abstraction that was different from concrete behav
ior. In this respect such definitions could be contrasted with those 
which simply listed the things that were culture and made no dis
tinction between the ideal and the behavioral (e.g .. that of Tylor 
given above). 

6 Genetic definitimzs defined culture in terms of how it came to exist 
or continued existing. These had little to do with biology, but rather 
explained culture as arising from human interaction or continuing 
to exist as the product of intergenerational transmission. 

While all of these definitions have remained current in the half-century 
since Kroeber and Kluckhohn's work, understandings of culture have 
shifted in subtle ways within the field of cultural theory. Insofar as it is pos
sible to isolate a core usage today. it revolves around the following themes. 

Culture tends to be opposed to llze material. tcc/mological. and social struc
tural. While it is recognized there may be complex empirical relations 
between them. it is also argued that we need to understand culture 
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as something distinctive from. and more abstract than. an entire "way 
of life ... 
Culture is seen as ti1e rmlm of tile ideal. tiu' spiritual. and tire IIOII

nwtcrial. It is understood as a patterned sphere of beliefs. values. 
symbols. signs. and discourses. 
Emphasis is placed 011 tile "autonomy of culture ... This is the fact that 
it cannot be explained away as a mere rellection of underlying 
economic forces. distributions of power. or social structural needs. 
EJ/(Jrts arc nuule to remain value-neutral. The study of culture is not 
restricted to the Arts. but rather is understood to pervade all aspects 
and levels of social life. Ideas of cultural superiority and inferiority 
play almost no place in contemporary academic study. 

Looking back at Williams's discussion. this prevailing understanding com
bines the anti-elitism. value-neutrality. and relativism of the anthropologi
cal approach to culture. with perspectives on culture as the non-material 
that are derived from nineteenth-century idealist and Romantic philosophy. 
It can also be seen as an emergent product of developments in cultural 
theory itself. especially the work of Parsons and subsequent innovations 
from structuralism. poststructuralism. and hermeneutics (we come to these 
later on in this text). which emphasized the autonomy of culture from other 
aspects of social life. From yet another point of view. this definition can be 
seen as drawing upon trends that were nascent at the time that Kroeber and 
Kluckhohn conducted their reckoning. It builds in particular from the 
second "normative" definition and on the "structural" definition. In com
bination these highlighted the way that culture was an abstract. organized, 
ideal system that needed to be distinguished from empirical behavior and 
custom. While they have been marginalized by this current trend. the "psy
chological" and "genetic" understandings of culture remain important for 
those in theoretical schools such as symbolic interactionism who wish to 
highlight the creative role of human actors. 

"Theory" is a word that is perhaps as difficult to deline as "culture ... We 
can defer to the dictionary here and cldine theory as "A supposition or 
system of ideas explaining something. especially one based on general prin
ciples independent of facts'' (Concise Oxford English Dictionary 1 9 80: 
1201). Theory. then, is more than a description of. or generalization about, 
the empirical world. Rather. it consists of abstract and systematically 
ordered understandings and models that can be used to account for what 
actually goes on in the world. "Cultural theory ... the topic of this book. can 
be thought of as a literature aiming to develop such tools in a specil1c 
domain- explaining the nature of culture and its implications for social life. 
As we shall see, there is a broad and astonishingly diverse literature. 
Nevertheless. it is possible to identify three core issues that are absolutely 
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pivotal to debates in the tield and which provide an underlying thematic 
continuity. 

Coll1cllt. Theories provide tools for understanding the make-up of 
culture. As we shall sec. divergent traditions have understood culture 
as values. codes. narratives. ideologies. pathologies. discourses. and 
common sense as well as in many other ways. Each of these under
standings has its own repercussions for interpreting the ways that 
culture works and how we should study it. 
Social illlplimUolls. Here theory is concerned with offering models of 
the influence that culture exerts on social structure and social life. 
Theorists attempt to explain the role of culture in providing stability. 
solidarity, and opportunity or in sustaining conflict. power. and 
inequality. Cultural theory also suggests divergent mechanisms 
through which this intlucnce is channeled. ranging from indi\•idua!
level socialization through to macro-level institutions and social 
systems. 
Actioll, agency. sclt: The connection between culture and the individ
ual is what is at stake here. The most critical issue concerns the ways 
in which culture shapes human action. Some thinkers stress the con
straining nature of culture. while others point to its ability to enable 
action. Issues relating to the cultural construction of the self. moti
vation. and identity arc fundamental to both sets of arguments. 

Throughout this text we will lind these overlapping but analytically distinct 
themes taking a central role as theories are described and evaluated. 
Chapter 1 begins this exploration with a brief survey of the role of culture 
in what has come to be known as classical social theory. 



CHAPTER 0 N E 

Culture in Classical Social 

Theory 

In a letter of 1 h 7 5 the scientist Isaac Newton wrote: "If I have seen further 
it is by standing on the shoulders of giants.·· The point he was making was 
that his own contribution to knowledge would not have been possible 
without those of his intellectual predecessors. Likewise. contemporary cul
tural theory has been made possible by significant earlier work. Coming to 
an understanding of this foundation is therefore a step of great importance. 
While we could begin this process with a discussion of thinkers extending 
back through the Enlightenment and on to Ancient Creece. perhaps the 
most useful place to start is in the body of literature generally thought of as 
classical social theory. and more particularly the work of Marx. Durkheim. 
Weber. and Simmel. Many current debates are shot through with founda
tional themes. problems. and perspectives that originate in their works. As 
thinkers with powerful minds. these scholars provided a set of core concepts 
and tools that are still serviceable around a hundred years after they were 
developed. When they are not drawing directly upon them. current authors 
as likely as not are revising. refining. or critiquing lines of thinking that 
originated around a century or so ago. We forget history at our peril. and 
so knowledge of these resources provides an essential starting point and 
common ground for all cultura I theorists. Many excellent texts already exist 
on the so-called "founding fathers." Consequently. this chapter does not 
pretend to offer a comprehensive introduction to their work. but rather it 
aims to briefly highlight some of the key concepts and themes in their 
approaches to culture. 

Karl Marx 

One of the greatest minds of the Victorian era. Karl Marx is generally 
thought of as an anticultural theorist. This is certainly the case when we 
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focus on his historical materialism. Such a position is most clearly advo
cated in his late masterwork Das Kapital (Capital). the tlrst volume of which 
was published in 1H67 (Marx 1956). Here Marx advocated what has 
become known as the base/superstructure model of society. According 
to this perspective. the real motor in capitalist society was the mode of pro
duction (very roughly the economy) that was concerned with providing 
for material needs. He identified as key aspects of this sphere the private 
ownership of the means of production (e.g .. factories. machine technol
ogy) and a system of relations of production that pivoted around the 
exploitation of productive labor. Arising from these was a broader social 
structure organized around a class system. This divided society into owners 
and workers. Under this materialist understanding of industrial society. 
culture (along with politics and the law) was seen as an epiphenomenal 
superstructure built upon a determinant economic base. For Marx. culture 
in industrial society operates as a dominant ideology. Tliis lw~ sevewl 
characteristics: 

It reflects the views and interests of the bourgeoisie (the ruling. cap
italist class of owners) and serves to legitimate their authority. 
It arises from and expresses underlying relations of production. As 
Marx and Engels wrote in the Communist Manifi'sto: "Your very ideas 
are but the outgrowth of the conditions of your bourgeois produc
tion and bourgeois property" (19n: 4H7). 
It makes that which is conventional and socially constructed (e.g .. 
wage labor. the commodity form) seem natural and inevitable. It 
transformed into "eternal laws of nature and of reason. the social 
forms springing from [the] ... present mode of production and form 
of property" (l97H: 4H71. 
It engenders a mistaken or distorted view of reality. This condition. 
sometimes known as false consciousness, allows people to feel 
happy with their miserable lot. Religion. for example. was an "opium" 
which prevented the formation of class consciousness (awareness 
of a common class identity and interests I among the proletariat 
(workers). 

The broad perspective marked out in Kapitnl and Marx's other writing 
remains foundational for writers in the tradition of critical cultural studies. 
whether or not they are specifically Marxist in orientation. To this day schol
ars writing from such a position suggest that we should read cultural forms 
as reflections of hidden interests and social forces. As a counter to the insid
ious power of ideology. the duty of the analyst is to expose distortions and 
reveal a more rational and true picture of the world - a process known as 
demystification. 
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KARL MARX ( 1818-1883) 
Marx was born in Prussia and studied philosophy, languages, law, and history 
at university. He then worked as a journalist and was a member of a circle of 
Young Hegelians - a group of idealist intellectuals influenced by the ideas of 
the philosopher Hegel. His radical opinions attracted disapproval from the 
Prussian authorities, and he was accused of treason and exiled. During the 
1840s he shifted from Hegelian idealism to a materialist position. He began to 
publish his major works and developed a lifelong friendship with Friedrich 
Engels, who was later to support him financially. Marx lived in Paris, Brussels, 
and eventually London. Here he spent much of his time reading in the library 
of the British Museum and writing in the area of history and political philos
ophy. When not engaged in his academic work, he assisted in the formation of 
the Communist movement. He died in March 1883. 

Reference: Tucker 1978. 

The materialist Marx of '"scientific socialism·· that we lind in Das Kapital is 
perhaps the best known. However. in his earliest post-Hegelian writings 
Marx provided indications of a more culturally sensitive vision of social life. 
Writing in the Economic and Plzilosoplzical Manuscripts of 1844 (also known 
as the Paris manuscripts). Marx (19 ?Ha) developed a more humanistic 
vision with an emphasis on the mental life of the subject. He spoke of 
species being as a form of solidarity toward which people aspire. He also 
wrote about alienation. This complex term had multiple meanings. Some 
were economic. referring to the objective exploitation of labor power (e.g .. 
not being paid a fair wage) and the rise of the commodity. In other contexts 
it refers to separation from fellow humans. sentiments of isolation. and an 
inability to live in a fulfilling community. Marx drew contrasts between the 
authentic life possible in organic and craft settings and the subjective alien
ation that was experienced under industrial capitalism. He suggested that 
with the arrival of communism and the end of private property. there would 
once again be an end to alienation. Whilst the ideas of the Economic and 
Plzilosoplzical Manuscripts are often rather metaphysical and difficult to apply 
in empirical research. they have exerted a major influence on critical cul
t ural theory (see chapter 3). 

The great strength of Marx's thinking has been his ability to connect 
culture to power and economic life in systematic ways. The price of this. 
it is generally agreed. has been an inability to theorize the autonomy of 
culture and a tendency. especially in his later work. to view human action 
in a deterministic framework. Under the Marxist vision the economy seems 
to drive both collective ideology and individual behavior with a clockwork 
precision. Marxist thought in the twentieth century massively elaborated 
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upon the agendas he initiated whilst also attempting to move beyond a 
narrow mechanistic determinism. Efforts have been made to further explore 
the links between culture. class. and domination. but in ways that em
phasize the centrality of the ideal as well as the material in maintaining 
capitalism. As we will see in chapter 3. the concepts of alienation and com
modification have proven useful tools in this quest to think through the 
reciprocities between capitalism. human subjectivity. and ideological forces. 
More recently. post-Marxist critical theory has challenged the class-driven 
focus of traditional Marxism and argued that social divisions centered on 
gender. sexuality, and race are equally important. We explore such alter
natives in chapters 7. 9. and 14. 

Emile Durkheim 

For much of the twentieth century. Emile Durkheim was best known as 
an advocate of functionalism and positivism. This is the Durkheim 
who advocates "social facts." the systemic integration of society. 
and the need for objective data that tests laws and hypotheses. Yet an 
increasingly prominent way of thinking about him is as an advocate 
of cultural analysis. Central to this reading is Durkheim 's insistence 
that society was very much a moral phenomenon. held together by senti
ments of solidarity. These played their part in ensuring the survival of 
a smoothly functioning. well-integrated society in which every piece had 
its role. 

In his doctoral thesis. Tile Division of Labor in Society. Durkheim ( 1984 
[189 3]) argued that simple and industrial societies were characterized by 
different kinds of solidarity. In the former. people were more alike and 
performed the same tasks. The result was mechanical solidarity. 
In industrial societies. by contrast. there was a division of labor and 
organic solidarity. Durkheim suggested that under mechanical solidarity 
people tend to think alike as they all do the same work. There is little 
tolerance for deviance. and conformity is the norm. Within organic 
solidarity there is more tolerance for difference thanks to the role diversity 
that comes from the increased division of labor. Durkheim used the term 
collective conscience when talking about the shared moral awareness 
and emotional life in a society. According to Durkheim the collective con
science could be seen very clearly during the punishment of deviants. Such 
episodes documented collective outrage and were expressive as much as 
practical in orientation. He argued that in societies with mechanical soli
darity. punishments tended to be harsh and violent. whilst organic solidar
ity saw punishment aimed at the reintegration of the individual into the 
group. 
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EMILE 0URKHEIM ( 1858-1917) 
Durkheim was born into the tight-knit Jewish community of eastern France. 
He was the son of a rabbi and he studied Hebrew and scripture alongside his 
regular schooling. While this background was repudiated by his embrace of 
secular modernity and civic morality, it may have influenced his later religious 
sociology. Early in his academic career Durkheim taught philosophy and 
obtained a position at the University of Bordeaux. The publication of The Divi
sion of Labour in Society, The Rules of Sociological Method, and Suicide in the 1890s 
moved him to the front of the French intellectual stage and established soci
ology as an academic discipline in France. He moved to Paris in 1902 and 
founded a school around the journal L'Annee Sociologique. During World War 
One, Durkheim's son and many of his promising students died. His health 
suffered as a consequence of these losses and he died in 1917. 

Reference: Coser 1971. 

Looking at the sweep of history. Durkheim suggested that although the 
increasing division of labor had opened up the potential for greater indi
vidual freedom and happiness. we have not managed this transition very 
well. He suggested that anomie had resulted. This is a situation of social 
dislocation where customary and cultural controls on action are not very 
strong. In his study of Suicide. Durkhcim (1966[189/j) looked at suicide 
data in order to document the social conditions under which an individual 
will experience anomie. He suggested that lack of social integration and 
rapid social change could be key factors in this process. 

The Division o( Labour in Society and Suicide are similar in approach 
in that Durkheim argues for the centrality of social facts over individual 
volition. These are collective or "social" in nature and are external and 
constraining on the individual. Durkheim suggested that sentiments, 
moralities. and behaviors could be explained away as social facts that were 
linked to other objective features of society like social organization. societal 
differentiation. and social change. There is a tendency toward reductionism 
here which undercuts his emphasis on the moral and normative aspects of 
social life. That is to say. sentiments and belief's. like other dimensions of the 
social. are accounted for as a response to social structural forms and needs. 
In particular they tend to work to generate social order and social integra
tion. This vision of a stable society made up of mutually reinforcing insti
tutions. sentiments. and roles is known as functionalism. 

In The Elementary Forms o( Religious Lijc. Durkheim ( 1 9 6 8 [ l 91 5 J) 
turned to the study of religion in order to explain processes of social 
integration. Some scholars have argued that this later book is less reduc
tionist than his earlier work. Durkheim sees religion more as a sui generis 
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phenomenon that needs to be explained on its own terms. Consequently, 
he produces a picture of culture as a dynamic and motivating force in 
society rather than as simply a response to social needs for organization and 
harmony. 

Durkheim claimed that all religions revolved around a distinction 
between the sacred and the profane. The sacred involves feelings of awe. 
fear. and reverence and is set apart from the everyday or profane. The sacred 
is potentially dangerous as well as beneficent and is often separated 
from the profane by special taboos. whilst its power is regulated by special 
rites (e.g .. ritual. prayer, sacrifice). Durkheim suggested that "a society 
can neither create nor re-create itself without at the same time creating 
an ideal" ( 1 9n8: 422). The point is that the sets of symbols and beliefs 
in religious systems provided societies with a way of thinking about and 
concentrating their diffuse moral sentiments and feelings of common 
identity. 

According to Durkheim the purely ideal power of symbol systems is com
plemented by concrete acts of observance. He pointed out that societies peri
odically come together in ritual in order to fulfill the need to worship the 
sacred. These events involve the use of bodies and symbols and further help 
to integrate society in that they bring people into proximity with each other. 
With the aiel of music, chants, and incantations they generate collective 
emotional excitement or collective effervescence. This provides a strong 
sense of group belonging. Durkheim, to conclude. argued that the recon
struction of social bonds was the real reason for the existence of religion 
and ritual - not the worship of gods. He writes: "There can be no society 
which does not feel the need of upholding and reaffirming at regular inter
vals the collective sentiments and the collective ideas which make its unity 
and its personality. Now this moral remaking cannot be achieved except by 
the means of reunions. assemblies and meetings where the individuals ... 
reaftlrm in common their common sentiments" ( 1968: 427). 

Durkheim"s study was largely based upon ethnographic data collected 
from Aboriginal Australia. However, he was anxious to argue that it had 
wider applicability to contemporary settings. These might be more complex 
than those of a small-scale society. but the fundamental role of religion was 
the same. He asserted that even the seemingly secular hac! a moral basis 
that was essentially religious in nature. He asks: "What essential difference 
is there between an assembly of Christians celebrating the principal elates 
of the life of Christ. or of Jews remembering the exodus from Egypt or 
promulgating the decalogue. and a reunion of citizens commemorating 
the promulgation of a new moral or legal system or some great event in 
national life?" (I 9 fJ 8: 42 7). For Durkheim, of course, there was very little 
difference. Certainly he believed that the religious vision of society he had 
developed was one with universal relevance. 
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Major criticisms of Durkheim's cultural sociology usually elaborate on 
one or another of the following points. 

He assumes culture brings social consensus or social integration and 
therefore cannot account for its role in generating conflict or sus
taining social exclusion. As David Lockwood ( 1996: 2 3) puts it. his 
"interest in consensus does not extend to include the question of 
whether strength of commitment to collective beliefs is related to 
inequalities of power and status." 
His perspective is one-sided in an idealist direction. It privileges the 
role of culture in generating social stability and patterns of social 
interaction. He has little to say about the role of force, power. inter
est, or necessity as key variables influencing social life (see Tilly 
1981). 
His evolutionary perspective is often empirically wrong and denies 
the complexity of traditional societies and their beliefs by assuming 
that they are somehow more "basic" or "elementary" than those of 
industrial settings. 
There is a mechanistic tendency in his works thanks to the influence 
of functionalism. This sees patterns of action. belief. and sentiment 
(culture) arising from the needs and organization of the social struc
ture rather than from the agent· s choice or interpretation of the social 
world. As we have seen, Durkheim speaks of social facts as external 
and constraining on individuals rather than as enabling creativity 
and agency. 

On the positive side. Durkheim's advocates suggest that his later thinking 
provides a key resource for linking culture with social structure in a way 
that that resists materialist reductionism. Society for Durkheim was an 
idea or belief as much as a concrete collection of individuals and actions. 
Writing about religion, for example. he insisted that it "is not merely a 
system of practices. but also a system of ideas whose object is to explain 
the world" (1968: 428). By placing the study of such idea systems at the 
center of his analysis. in addition to the study of practices. Durkheim's work 
marks an important early call for a more culturally sensitive form of social 
inquiry. 

Durkheimian cultural work in the twentieth century listened to this call 
and expanded on a number of themes in his work while. in many cases, also 
trying to compensate for the perceived errors in his thinking. We return to 
look at this literature in later chapters and demonstrate the continuing 
vitality of the Durkheimian tradition. In chapter 2 we examine the work of 
Talcott Parsons, which elaborated Durkheim's functionalist understand
ings of the reciprocal relationship of culture and society. Chapter 5, by 



Culture in Classical Social Theory 13 

contrast. has at its center explorations of ritual. classil1cation. morality. and 
symbolism that have built mostly on the legacy of Tile L!ell!cntary For111s of 

Religious Life. 

Max Weber 

Max Weber is a complex author whose work covered a vast historical and 
theoretical territory. It is arguably the case that Weber's ucu\orc does not 
amount to a systematic social theory. but rather consists of scattered. bril
liant insights. Much of his work is quite materialist. pointing to the role of 
power. military force. and organizational forms in maintaining social order. 
However. there is also a strong idealist streak in some of his writings and 
we will focus on this here. 

At the center of Weber's relevance for cullural theory is his under
standing of human action. Weber's thinking on this topic. like his religious 
sociology (see below). was decisively inlluenced by the German hermeneu
tic tradition (see Coser 19 71: 244fT). This. in turn. was a specification of 
the Cerman idealist tradition of Kant and Hegel. Kant had argued that we 
needed to make a radical distinction between the mind and the body. While 
the latter was constrained. the former was free from determination. Conse
quently human life was very much about freedom. This emphasis on the 
power of the ideal had influenced thinkers like Hegel. who saw the devel
opment of history as the spontaneous unfolding of Geist. or "spirit." As a 
young man Marx had shared this view. As we have seen. he later reacted 
against idealism of this kind by developing a rigorous materialist expla
nation of cultural and mental life. Weber. by contrast. tried to learn from 
idealist philosophy at the same time as acknowledging realities of power. 
economic development. and so on. In thinking through this issue he was 
int1uenced by the writings of Wilhelm Dilthey ( l g 3 3-19 l l ). who was a 
powerful figure in the German hermeneutic tradition of the nineteenth 
century. Dilthcy argued that knowledge concerning humans had to take 
account of the meaningful nature of action. What was required was 
Verstellen. or understanding. This requires the observer to try to recon
struct the subjective meanings that inlluenced a particular line of action -
an activity that could involve re-creating shared cultural values as well as 
empathizing with individual psychologies and life histories. Dilthey argued 
that the study of human life belonged to the Geisteswissensclmften (liter
ally: "science of the spirit") rather than the natural sciences (sec also 
pp. 197-K). 

Drawing upon Dilthey, Weber also advocated a Verstelwn approach to 
social analysis and suggested that human agents be thought of as active 
and meaning-driven. These ideas arc expressed most clearly in the monu-
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mental Economy and Socictu (Weber 1968 ). Weber insists that it is the job of 
the analyst to try to uncover the motive or subjective intent behind 
an action: "for a science which is concerned with the subjective meaning 
of action. explanation requires a grasp of the complex of meaning in 
which an actual course of understandable action thus interpreted belongs" 
(1968:9). 

As a start in this direction. Weber drew attention to two contrasting 
modes of action. Wertrational. or value-rational action. was driven by cul
tural beliefs and goals. such as the search for religious salvation. Here there 
is a "conscious belief in the value for its own sake of some ethical. aesthetic. 
religious or other form of behavior" (Weber 1968: 2 S ). By contrast. Zweck
rational. or goal-oriented action (also known in cultural theory as purpo
sive rationality. means-ends rationality. and instrumental action). was 
driven by norms of efficiency. These emphasized the need to calculate 
precise means of attaining specified ends. but lacked the ability to identify 
overarching moral directions and culturally specified goals. Weber sug
gested that as we entered modernity zweckmtional action was becoming 
more common (see below). Weber's discussions on Vcrstcl1m and on the 
forms of social action have provided significant philosophical support for 
advocates of interpretative sociology. Whilst many of these have been 
"micro" in orientation. the broader community of cultural sociologists has 
also built upon Weber's conceptual edifice and argued that we need to 
interpret the social world rather than subject it to positivist. "scientific'' 
scrutiny. 

In cultural circles Weber is probably best known for his work on Tile 
Protestant Etllic and tile Spirit of Capitalism ( 1 9 S 8 11904 J ). Here he argues 
against materialist views of the origins of capitalism. asserting that reli
gious beliefs also played a part. Weber looked at the role of the doctrine of 
predestination held by early Protestants. This argued that fate with respect 
to heaven and hell was determined before birth. Salvation could not be 
bought or sold or earned by good deeds. According to Weber. this led to feel
ings of unease. Protestants looked for signs that they had been chosen to be 
saved by God. Economic success was one such sign. The unintended conse
quence of the doctrine of predestination was a rational and planned acqui
sition of wealth with an associated protestant ethic about the need for 
methodical and disciplined hard work. Over time the religious foundations 
of capitalist accumulation dropped from view. leaving a field characterized 
by a shallow. unfulfilling, and constraining zweckmtional mode of action and 
an economic order of "pure utilitarianism" organized around thrift. profit. 
and constraint. Weber writes: "The Puritan wanted to work in a calling: we 
are forced to do so ... [The modern economic order J is now bound to the 
technical and economic conditions of machine production which today 
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determine the lives of all the individuals who arc born into this mechanism" 
(1958 [1904]: 181). 

The protestant ethic book has often been misunderstood as an idealist 
argument. In point of fact. Weber was an admirer of Marx as much as of 
German idealism. When we look at Weber's total oeul're. we find an account 
of the rise of capitalism that is complex and multidimensional. Weber 
argued for the importance of economic and organizational factors as well 
as religious motivations and opposed one-sided explanations. whether 
material or ideal in nature (see Weber J9S8: 183). Seen in this light. 
The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalis111 is part of a larger jigsaw of 
explanation. 

Although the protestant ethic thesis is perhaps Weber's best-known 
work. it is perhaps misleadingly so. Other texts in his study of the great reli
gions of the world are arguably better researched and more comprehensive. 
Certainly Weber himself saw his study of the protestant ethic as only a small 
component of a much wider and more systematic research agenda. In his 
monumental comparative inquiry, Weber emphasized the universality of 
the problem of salvation in all known religions. He suggested that the Judea
Christian tradition was characterized by a "this-worldly asceticism" which 
promoted evangelical activism and world-transforming activity. By con
trast. the religions of the Orient. such as Confucianism, Taoism. and Hin
duism, suggested that salvation could come from withdrawal from the 
world. conformity to tradition. and contemplation. Weber saw these differ
ences as contributing to the rise of industrial modernity in the West. Even 
though China bad been technologically advanced in the Middle Ages. its 
religious values had prevented the emergence of the entrepreneurial inno
vation and social dynamism to be found in Europe at the same time. 

Clear affinities exist between Weber and Durkbeim in that both point to 
the centrality of religion as a core dimension of culture. However. Weber's 
approach places a greater emphasis on the intellectual content of abstract 
belief systems. while Durkbeim foregrounds visceral, embodied emotions. 
A more significant difference is in their attitude toward the role of religion 
in contemporary societies. As we have seen, Durkheim was very clear that 
moral ties and sacred goals were of vital importance in today's world. 
Weber. by contrast. advanced a thesis of disenchantment. This asserted 
that with the onset of modernity. meaning was being emptied out of the 
world. We are living in an age of bureaucracy. where the focus is placed on 
efficiency and rationality rather than on attaining some kind of transcen
dence or pursuing ultimate meanings. In Weber's terms the Zweckrational 
was coming to replace the Wcrtrational. Life had lost its sense of purpose. 
and people had become trapped in what he called an iron cage of mean
ingless bureaucracy and rationalism. 
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MAX WEBER ( 1864-1920) 
Weber grew up in an affluent but rather repressive Protestant family. He 
attended Heidelberg University as an undergraduate and participated in its 
masculine culture of drinking and dueling. He later studied at the University 
of Berlin. Here he adopted a more ascetic lifestyle and studied obsessively. His 
interests and reading were diverse, and included history. law, and philosophy. 
Unlike Simmel (see below), his talent was recognized early and he obtained a 
prestigious chair at Heidelberg at a young age. Weber's mental and personal 
life was very complex. He never consummated his marriage and in 1897 had 
a mental breakdown after an argument with his authoritarian father. Restored 
to health in 1903, he began writing again and also speaking out on public issues. 
Weber was highly critical of Germany's conservative elites, yet he never fully 
embraced radical politics. By the time of his death in 1920, Weber was recog
nized as a leading intellectual in his country. 

Reference: Coser 1971. 

Two other themes remain to be addressed in this all-too-brief review of 
Weber's contribution to cultural theory. The first is the discussion of the 
forms of authority or legitimate domination ( Hcrrsclwjt). Weber ( 1968: 
21 SII) insisted that rule was justified by reference to broader structures of 
meaning. and suggested three ideal types (models or simplified versions of 
reality) to understand this process. Traditional authority was based 
on the idea that things should be as they always had been. Weber had little 
to say about this. but suggested it was prominent in small-scale and pre
industrial societies. A problem here is for the ruler to introduce change. 
Charismatic authority is organized around the belief that a ruler pos
sesses exceptional powers or some kind of divine gift. Weber argues this 
form of authority is linked to social dislocation and social change and 
is antithetical to economic considerations. A key feature of charismatic 
authority is its instability. According to Weber the charismatic leader is 
under constant pressure to produce signs of their power. If they fail to 
produce results. their charismatic power can evaporate. Further problems 
revolve around the issue of succession. Once the charismatic figure dies. a 
power vacuum can arise. For these reasons Weber suggested that over the 
long term charisma was inevitably routinized and replaced by a bureau
cratic mode of domination. While charisma has generally been treated as a 
psychological or interpersonal phenomenon. it can also be understood in 
more cultural terms. Weber's writings discuss religion. prophecy. salvation, 
and redemption as much as group psychology and so the concept has much 
to offer those interested in the role of symbolic patterns in political life (for 
further discussion sec Smith 2000 ). Legal-rational authority character-
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izes highly bureaucratized contemporary societies. It emphasizes the role of 
Jaw. procedure. and c!liciency as standards against which administrative 
acts are judged. According to Weber. disenchantment arises as this form of 
authority replaces the more religiously and symbolically meaningful forms 
associated with tradition and charisma. 

The tina! concept from Weber to be considered is that of status. In con
trast to Marx's class-driven model of social organization. Weber distin
guished between class and status. Class refers to position in the economic 
order. Weber provides examples such as entrepreneurs. laborers. and J'Cil

tiers. Status. which is of most interest here. refers to groups with a common 
"style of life" and a shared level of social prestige. Weber pointed to the ways 
that the authority of elites often depended upon their distinctive culture and 
value system. They might share customs. conventions. and educational 
training. These could be used as the basis of obtaining deference or other 
kinds of special privileges such as monopolies and sinecures. \Vebcr argued 
that class and status could interact in complex ways. He claimed there was 
no necessary reason why a group with economic power would also enjoy 
the other forms of power. as Marx had argued. He notes that a student. a 
civil servant. and an army officer might have very different class locations 
and yet share a common status "since upbringing and education create a 
common style of life" (Weber 1968: 306). 

Weber's work has a number of attractive features. He provides a com
pelling argument for the centrality of human agency to sociological expla
nation. In highlighting the pivotal and near-universal significance of 
religious beliefs in human life. he creates space for the autonomy of culture. 
His theories also foreground questions of power and domination and link 
these in definite ways to culture. These attractive features. however. are 
perhaps undercut by an insistence on the disenchantment of the modern 
world and on the routinized and rationalized qualities of contemporary life 
with a corresponding instrumental (rather than normative) regulation of 
human sociality. It is almost as if Weber is arguing that culture was once 
important. but now needs to be excluded from social analysis. Perhaps for 
this reason. it is rather dillicult to identify a Weberian school or camp in 
contemporary cultural theory. To follow Weber to the letter is to insist on 
the weakness of meaning in contemporary society. and the decline of reli
gious and normative motivations for action. 

Unlike Durkheim and Marx. both of whom founded self-defining and 
comparatively bounded traditions. Weber's work has had a diffuse impact 
in a number of fields. This reflects Weber's own scholarly diversity. Work 
influenced by Weber has taken some of the following paths. 

Research has taken place on the social implications of religious 
beliefs. including those relating to political legitimation and political 
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culture. Durkheimians like Edward Shils. for example, have made use 
of Weber's ideas in this area (see chapter 5 ). 
His writing on Verstelwn and the forms of social action have provided 
an extremely useful charter for qualitative inquiry. especially where 
issues of social action are being considered. They also influenced 
Parsons's discussions of the bases of agency in Tile Stmcture of Social 
Action (see chapter 2 ). 
Studies of stratification which wish to escape from the straitjacket of 
class theory have often turned to Weber for help. Many investigations 
of cultural capital and social status count Weber as an important 
intellectual heir. Discussions of "fields" and habitus in Bourdieu, for 
example, have distinct Weberian parallels (see chapter 8 ). 
Explorations of societal rationalization as a component of modernity 
and modern culture take Weber as a keystone. Many scholars 
working in this area are Marxists who use Weber to further think 
through the impacts of alienation and bureaucratic control on 
modern life. We review some of these theories in chapter 3. 

Georg Simmel 

According to his core of enthusiastic devotees, Georg Simmel deserves to be 
ranked alongside Marx. Weber, and Durkheim in the pantheon of founding 
fathers. Efforts to elevate his status have been hampered by Simmel's ten
dency to avoid systematic theory. He wrote in an essayistic style on a bewil
dering variety of topics. Although his writings are universally acknowledged 
to be brilliant and insightful. they have also been considered to be lacking in 
the persistent intellectual focus that was required of a really major figure. 
Since the 19 80s this perception has slowly been changing and Simmel is now 
widely understood as a thinker whose work needs to be taken very seriously. 

GEORG SIMMEL ( 1858-1918) 
Simmel was born in Berlin in 1858, and was to spend much of his life in that 
city. He had a prodigious output of some twenty-five books, in fields ranging 
from sociology to psychology, to philosophy and aesthetics. Despite this schol
arship, he found it difficult to obtain academic advancement. This seems to 
have been due to antisemitism, disapproval of his socialist sympathies, and 
jealousy at the large numbers attending his lectures. It probably did not help 
that he championed the cause of women and other minority students in 
the university system. After failing to obtain senior positions in Berlin and 
Heidelberg, Simmel eventually obtained a chair at the provincial University of 
Strasbourg. 

Reference: Frisby 1984. 
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Simmel's model of society differs radically from the more collectivistic 
one proposed by Durkheim. For Simmel. society was essentially the product 
of the ceaseless interactions of individuals. He argued that the task of 
sociology was to describe the ways that people came together. the ways 
they formed groups. and how these interacted with each other. His 
overall position was to favor empirical observation over the construction 
of a priori models and elaborate conceptual categories. According to 
Simmel we should be looking at patterns of concrete interaction rather 
than developing abstract models of society. Aside from this distinc
tive vision. Simmel's interest for cultural theory lies in a number of 
studies providing diverse views on modern life. In various ways these 
foreground the importance of interaction patterns and modernity for 
the self and for sociality. Simmel argued that the self had become more 
free thanks to the removal of customary constraints upon action in 
the course of societal modernization. Yet at the same time our relation
ships have become more anonymous. and our lives mediated by science. 
technology. commodities. and other social phenomena that appear alien 
to us. 

These themes are taken up in Tl1e Plzilosoplzy of' Money (1978 [1900]). 
perhaps Simmel's most important work. Here he explores the ways that 
money has transformed human interactions by making it possible for them 
to be impersonal. Simmel argued that the economy was really about inter
actions focused on exchange rather than production. thus providing a dis
tinctive alternative to Marxian understandings. Yet at the same time. he 
agrees that contemporary life is characterized by something like alienation. 
He notes that money makes our interactions more instrumental and calcu
lable in character. and that acquiring money can become an end in itself. 
The result has been a subtle transformation of human sociality. Individu
ality and care are removed from interactions. to be replaced by hardness. 
a matter-of-fact attitude. and a ''calculative exactness of practical life .. 
(Simmell997: 177). 

This idea that contemporary life had become more impersonal 
was extended in a famous essay on The Metropolis and Mmtal Li_f(> tirst 
published in 190 3. Here Simmel asserts that in the contemporary city 
(he was drawing on his experience of Berlin circa 1900) we are con
stantly bombarded by information and there is an "intensification of 
nervous stimulation" (1997: 175). Everything is new. rapid. and 
ephemeral, and citizens are surrounded by strangers. Simmel sees 
these various aspects of urban life as threatening to our sense of self 
and our ability to operate as autonomous subjects in the metropolitan 
environment. He writes: "The deepest problems of modern life derive 
from the claim of the individual to preserve the autonomy and indi
viduality of his existence in the face of overwhelming social forces" 
(1997: 174-5). 
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In order to cope with this situation. we have to shut down some of our 
emotional responses and develop what he calls a blase attitude. This involves 
remaining cool. aloof. and distant from other people and from the 
streetscape around us. There is a tendency to respond to everything in the 
same way and to not take an interest in any one thing in the urban en
vironment. According to Simmel. we face a tension between our need to 
remain inconspicuous in such settings. and the need to assert our identity 
(if only to ourselves) or to be noticed. 

In his writing on the Plzilosoplzy of Fashion. dating from 190 5. Simmel 
maintained a similar line of analysis that revolved around issues of moder
nity and identity. He suggests that the codes of fashion are arbitrary and 
respond to cultural needs rather than practical ones. Hemlines and colors 
make little difference to our survival chances - their primary function is 
social. not material. He argues that fashion is a response to our desire to 
modulate the tension between the expression of the individual self and 
belonging to a larger collectivity. The success of fashion as an institution 
arises from its unique ability to fulfill both simultaneously. On the one hand 
people can imitate others and thus have the psychological security of being 
members of a collectivity. On the other they can use it to express their 
individuality. perhaps by only subtle adjustments to a given style. 

Simmel also notes that fashion plays a role in the stratification system 
and tends to exist only in societies that are highly stratified. "Fashion is ... 
a product of class division and operates ... the double function of holding 
a given circle together and at the same time closing it off from others" 
( 199 7: 1 t59 ). It responds to the needs of high-status groups to symbolize 
their difference from those of lower status, and allows those of lower-status 
groups to make claims to higher status. The result is a never-ending game 
of catch-up. Once fashions trickle down to the lower groups. those of higher 
status will abandon them in favor of new styles. The image he presents 
here is of consumer goods and cultural tastes being used as a marker of 
distinction - a theme that anticipates the later work of Bourdieu (see 
chapter H). 

Simmel's impact on subsequent cultural theory has been diverse. His 
work on money deeply impressed Max Weber and influenced his thinking 
about the protestant ethic (see above). For a period of time Georg Lukacs 
was a student of Simmel's. and it is no surprise that there are parallels 
between Simmel's work and Lukacs's studies of the rationalization of 
modern life (see pp. 3 7-9 ). As he rejected reitled. grandiose visions of 
society and centered attention on concrete interactions, Simmel has been 
an important influence on interactionist approaches to culture. Early trans
lations of his essays in the Amcricmz journal of Sociology helped to shape 
the Chicago School approach to spatial and community studies in urban 
settings. His attention to the characteristics of life in the metropolis was to 
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also inlluence more critical theorists. such as Walter Benjamin (see pp. 
43-5). More recently. Simmel's interest in exchange. consumption. and the 
self has seen him marked out as a pioneer in this area. He is being inn·eas
ingly reread not so much as the founding father of interactionism (as was 
the case in the 1 960s and 19 70s) or as a critical theorist of modernity. but 
rather as a pioneer in the cultural analysis of consumerism. 

Suggested Further Reading 
Some thirty years after its initial publication. Lewis Coser's iv!astcrs or Sociologiml 
Tlzouglzt ( 1 9 71) still provides an unsurpassed brief introduction to the lives and 
works of Marx. Durkheim, Weber. and Simmel. After reading Coser. those wishing 
to gain further knowledge should have no difficulty locating specialist volumes 
dedicated to each of these scholars. Among the more accessible original works by 
each of these authors are Weber's ( 19 58) study of the protestant ethic. Simmel's 
(199 7) essay on the city and mental iife. and Tile l'ommunist ivirmi_li·sto of Marx and 
Engels. Dipping into Tile Elrlllcntar!J nll'ms or Religious U/i' offers perhaps the best 
opportunity to glimpse Durkheim's distinctive vision of the spiritual dimensions 
of society. 



CHAPTER TWO 

Culture and Social 

Integration in the Work of 

Talcott Parsons 

Talcott Parsons is widely recognized as a key figure in twentieth-century 
sociological theory. Less often acknowledged is his specific contribution to 
cultural theory- the focus of this chapter. It can be argued that his work is 
important for several reasons. 

More than any other theorist of the previous century. Parsons made 
efforts to systematically theorize the relationship between culture, 
personality, and social structure by developing abstract and univer
sally applicable models. 
Parsons was an important advocate of Durkheimian and Weberian 
cultural sociology. He recognized their signillcance to theory years 
before most of his contemporaries. and was the flrst major thinker to 
take on board and synthesize their ideas. 
He was the figurehead for functionalism as an intellectual paradigm. 
Critical responses to his work have provided the basis for equally 
important innovations in thinking about culture. Knowing Parsons's 
work is therefore an important platform for understanding more con
temporary cultural theory. 

As a thinker Parsons was in many ways closer to philosophy than sociology 
- a trait which can make him rather diflicult to read. He was not drawn to 
empirical research. and when he wrote about empirical issues, often did 
so with the aid of co-authors or by drawing on the established literature in 
a field. He once described himself as an "incurable theorist. .. His style of 
working. too, is rather like that of a philosopher. Parsons tends to think 
through a problem or issue in abstract ways. making logical deductions 
about what had to be going on in order for something to happen or 
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exist. For example. Parsons observed that society was relatively orderly 
and social behavior patterned rather than random. How could this come 
about? Parsons reasoned that a host of forces had to be at work to achieve 
this end: norms about behavior. socialization into roles. sanctions for 
deviance. and so on. These provided for predictable behavior and stable 

institutions. 
Parsons's work can be conveniently divided into phases. each of them 

epitomized by a pivotal text. The following makes use of this chronology as 
an organizing tool. 

Early Work on Social Action 

With the publication of Tlu· Structure of Social Action in llJ 3 7 Parsons 
(19(]8) became a leading tigur<:> in ;\ merican sociology. The book is of 
central importance for cultural sociology because it marks a sustained 
attack on rational actor models of human agency. In as far as these arc 
a common "enemy" for all cultural approaches. Parsons's book provides an 
important resource for confronting such understandings. Rational models 
of the human actor have had a number of guises over time. 

Bclwl'iorist models in psychology en1plwsi:iny stimulus and reward. These 
models are most associated with research on animals by people like 
Pavlov and Skinner. and originated in the tirst part of the twentieth 
century. 
Tlze sociologiml exclzm!{]L' theory of Hmnans and Blau tlwt was dcl'eloped 
in tile 19 50s and I 960s. This argued that people seek to maximize 
certain things (e.g .. social approval) and will engage in interactions 
when there is a net ben.clit to so doing. 
Game tl!eor!f. which was ver!f popular in socioloyy durin !I tl1e 1 9 7Us and 
1980s. This argues that social life is a game with strategies, rewards. 
and penalties. People are like players seeking to double-guess each 
other and maximize their payoff in various scenarios. 
Tlzc model of "economic Ill ill!" advanced /Jy neoclassiml economics !JOing 
/Jack to tlze time of tlze Enliulztcluncnt. This suggested that humans 
made rational calculations of their interests and acted upon them. 
Social life was analogous to a market in which people calculated pro tit 
and loss. 

Varied as these approaches may be. they all share the assumption that 
humans are rational. calculating. seltish. and individualistic. The specilic 
targets of Parsons's attack were the theories of neoclassical economics and 
their associated utilitarian model of human action. In an argument 
that is still remarkably overlooked. Parsons demonstrated that models of 
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"economic man .. are deeply problematic. They proclaim the importance <t 
human freedom. but arc ultimately caught in the utilitarian dilenuna. 
( 196~: 64). lf humans are really free. then the ends of action will be 
random (and social life impossibly chaotic). As an alternative. utilitarian 
theorists can acknowledge the existence of external constraints on action 
(e.g .. heredity. environment. pre-social needs for power or sex). These 
provide non-random ends. but come at the cost of a deterministic model of 
action. Action is now explained away in terms of "the conditions of the sit. 
nation. that is to elements analyzable in terms of non-subjective categories• 
1.1968: 64). Parsons argued that freedom and non-randomness could be 
brought together only by acknowledging the role of culture. 

Parsons claimed that human action always has a normative or non
rational dimension. fn other words. he saw it as guided by ideals and 
common understandings. Because these were internal to the individual and 
provided motivation. they aiTorded the basis for a voluntaristic model of 
action rather than a deterministic one. In creating this argument. Parsons 
made a detailed synthesis of four previous theorists: Marshall. Pareto, 
Durkheim. and Weber. He claimed that we could derive from their work the 
elements required for a complete model of human action. Of these four 
figures Durkheim and Weber are of greatest interest for our purposes. 
Parsons was impressed by lJurkheim's understanding of society as a moral 
force. He drew in particular on his theory of religion and on ideas about the 
collective conscience shaping individual behavior. From Weber he took par
ticular note of the religious sociology and the concept of value-rational 
activity (we discussed these ideas in chapter I). For Parsons these more 
cultural understandings allow us to theorize how freedom and constraint 
could be reconciled in the explanation of human action and subjectivity. 
Motivation is internal and patterned. leading people to voluntarily work 
toward particular shared ends. 

At the center of The Structure o( Social Action is a model of the unit act. 
This is an ideal typical model of a hypothetical discrete human action. 
Parsons argued that the unit act had to have five features: 

Ends ==The goal of the action. 
Means ==Things which enable the actor to complete the action. 
Conditions== Circumstances and constraints within which the action 

Norms 

Effort 

takes place. 
==Understandings about what are appropriate and acceptable 

ends and means. 
==The work that the actor puts in to completing the act. 

The important thing to note about the unit act is that it combines material 
and ideal. objective and subjective factors. Broadly speaking. means and 
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ditions are external to the actor. These arc the material constraints 
c~~bin which we operate. Norms and effort. by contrast. involve subjective 
w~esses. Parsons was attempting here to develop a multidimensional 
pr odel of human action. He wished to replace various. competing. one
~ded interpretations of action (idealism. materialism. rationalism. etc.) 
~ith a model that could incorporate aspects of each in a more complex. and 
as we have already seen voluntaristic. understanding. Having said this. the 
overall thrust of the book was to assert the centrality of normative regula
tion to human action patterns. This tension between manifest arguments 
for multidimensionality and latent advocacy of idealism is a motif that we 
can trace throughout Parsons's career. 

TALCOTT PARSONS ( 1902-1979) 
Parsons was born in the US Midwest in 1902 and grew up in a strongly Protes
tant family. He studied at Amherst and later at the London School of Eco
nomics, where he encountered the functionalist thinking of Malinowski. Later 
he moved to Heidelberg in Germany. Here he became familiar with Max 
Weber's work and studied with some of Weber's former colleagues and stu
dents. Returning to the United States, he obtained a position at Harvard. In 
his early Harvard years he synthesized his European learning in The Structure 
of Social Action and undertook some important translations of Weber. These 
achievements helped to establish his reputation. He went on to train a number 
of talented and important graduate students and develop his systems theory. 
By 1950 Parsons had become the most influential sociologist in the United 
States. While his functionalist theory was to remain significant for the rest of 
his life, it was also to come under increasing attack. By the time of his death 
in Germany in 1979 many viewed Parsons as a figure of the past, even though 
he continued to be a prolific author. 

Reference: Hamilton 1983: 31-55. 

After Tlze Structure of Social !lction. Parsons began to move on toward 
systems theorizing. This focussed on the structure of society. the role of 
culture in maintaining that structure. and the patterned interrelations 
between various components of the social system. While issues about 
roles and personality characterized his later work, he never really returned 
to consider in detail individual actors and the situations that confront 
them. It is ironic. however. that a scholar who rose to authority with a book 
about the voluntary nature of human action should be attacked later 
in his career for neglecting the question of agency (see below. and also 
chapter 4 ). 
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The Middle-Period Systems Theory 

As Parsons switched his interest toward the analysis of social systems his 
work began to make more extensive use of functionalist logic. He drew in 
particular on Durkheim's work of the ll-\90s. which asserted that parts 
should be explained in terms of their relationship to wholes and that society 
was a relatively stable entity whose various components mesh smoothly 
together (see pp. 10. 12). From the late 19 30s onwards. Parsons and his 
colleagues collaborated on an attempt to develop an all-embracing model 
of action and society. This is something that his admirers call a general 
theory and his detractors a grand theory (the unspoken subtext to this 
label being "grandiose theory"). 

In Tile Social Syste111 ( 19 70 [19:::; 1 J) and in a co-edited book entitled 
To\\'nrd n Gmcml Theory of Action (Parsons and Shils 19 62 [1 9:::; l] ). the 
key components of this model are spelled out. Parsons sees the central 
problem of society as one of integration and allocation. both of 
which are necessary for an efficient functioning society. Allocation refers 
to the distribution of scarce rewards among people and the distribution 
of people to particular positions in society. Integration is concerned with 
managing the tensions that this causes. In exploring these issues. Parsons 
and his colleagues developed a model of society as comprising three 
systems. 

'l'he social system is made up of interactions between people. It is 
an area where there is potential for conflict between actors over 
scarce resources and goals. Parsons stresses the need for the social 
system to deal with potential sources of strain and to provide stability 
and predictability. It does this by means of roles. These dellne legitimate 
action patterns and inform the operation of institutions that embody 
particular value patterns. Importantly. roles carry with them expec
tations which help to stabilize concrete interaction patterns. Parsons writes: 
"the most significant unit of social structures is not the person hut the 
role .... It involves a set of complementary expectations concerning 
his [sicj own action and those of others with whom he interacts" 
(1962:231. 

This vision of complementary expectations is best illustrated in Parsons's 
famous discussion of the "sick role .. ( 19 70: 42 ~ff. ). He shows that being 
sick carries with it obligations and expectations. These involve seeking help. 
following doctor's orders. trusting the doctor. trying to become well. and 
so on. Physicians in their turn are expected to remain affect-neutral and 
provide the best professional advice. Thanks to complementary roles and 
shared expectations. interactions between doctor and patient are able to 
proceed in a reasonably efficient manner. 
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Drawing on Freud. Parsons suggested that the personality system is 
made up of "need dispositions." These are preferences. desires. and wants. 
Parsons emphasized the way that these. and ideas about suitable ways to 
attain them. arc shaped by means of the socialization process and the value 
system of society. This alignment of need dispositions assists in the main
tenance of social order. 

It is the cultural system that is of most concern to us in this book. 
Parsons insisted that this allowed people to communicate with each other 
and to coordinate their actions. in part by establishing role expectations. He 

asserted that there arc three major domains to the cultural system. 

The realm of cognitive symbols (e.g .. mathematical equations. 
financial reports) is concerned with ideas and beliefs about the 
world. These are usually evaluated according to normative stan
dards linked to truth and arc associated mostly with instrumental 
activity. 
Expressive symbols (e.g .. art. music) usually communicate emotion. 
Their evaluation involves aesthetic criteria. They arc linked to 
creative activities and pleasure. 
Moral standards and norms are concerned with whether or not some
thing is right or wrong. Here values play a major role. Concrete 
actions arc assessed according to their tit with abstract ideals. 

Parsons placed an emphasis on the last domain in dealing with the problem 
of integration because value~ helped to define roles and expectations about 
the allocation of scarce resources. He writes: "Value-orientation patterns 
are of particularly decisive significance in the organization of systems of 
action since one class of them defines the patterns of reciprocal rights and 
obligations which become constitutive of role-expectations and sanctions" 
(1970: 21 ). 

Parsons suggested that agreement about common values was at the 
heart of social order. By internalizing norms about. say. fairness and 
inequality. and by subscribing to common goals (e.g .. achievement). people 
would align their actions with those of others. Moreover. they would be able 
to agree on common standards with which to evaluate concrete behaviors 
and patterns of resource allocation. 

It is important to note that although Parsons specifies the analytic sepa
ration and independence of the social. cultural. and personality system. 
they do not all seem to have equal power in his model. In practice the cul
tural system looks to be the more important. It invades the personality by 
shaping need dispositions and is institutionalized in the social system via 
roles. There seems to be no space in the model for a reciprocal influence of 
the personality and social systems on the cultural system. In part this seems 
to be because of the way that the cultural system is conceptualized in 
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Toward a Cmcral Tllcoru of :lction. It is treated in very abstract ways anct 
appears to be rather free-floating from social determination. 

Late Systems Theory: The AGIL Model 

The AGIL Model represents an even more complex refinement of the 
systems theory developed in Tlw Social Sustcm and Toward a General Tl!eory 
of Action. The developed model was first published in Economy and Society, 
a book co-authored with Parsons's student Neil Smelser (Parsons and 
Smelser l L)h6 [I L)S6j). ft is so general and abstract that Parsons believed it 
could be applied not only to every known society, but also to any subsystem 
within that society. Parsons and Smelser insisted that society is made up of 
four differentiated subsystems. each of which has its own function with 
regard to solving a particular problem. These might take the form of dis
crete institutions, or they might be more amorphous activities and proce
dures. They write: "Our most general proposition is that total societies tend 
to differentiate into sub-systems (social structures) which are specialized in 
each of the four primary functions. Where concrete structures cannot be 
identitled. as is often the case. it is still often possible to isolate types of 
processes which are thus specialized" (Parsons and Smelser 1966: 47). 

Using the AGIL model. Parsons believed he could specify the subsystem 
components of any functioning society. Parsons argued that all four of 
these have to be present if a society or subsystem is going to survive for any 
prolonged period. In books we often lind the model specilled diagrammati
cally, as shown in l1gure 2. 1 . 

L 

Figure 2.1 Tlte i\GIL lvlodcl 
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• A stands for "adaptation" and refers to the way the system adapts to 
the material world and fullills material needs for survival 1 e.g .. food. 
shelter). Parsons sees the economy as particularly important here. 

• G stands for "goal attainment. .. This subsystem is concerned with 
ensuring there are system outputs and leadership. Politics is central 
to this arena. 

• I represents "integration .. and is concerned with the maintenance of 
order. The legal system and community institutions VIThich promote 
social order are associated with this. 

• 1 stands for "latent pattern maintenance and tension management" 
and refers to the need for the society to have guiding directions and 
ends of action. Institutions concerned with the production of cultural 
values. the maintenance of solidarity. and with socialization are 
found here. These include the church. schools. and the family. 

An important feature of the model is that it can be applied at varying levels 
of analysis. For example. insofar as society as a whole is concerned. the 
church is situated in the "L" subsystem. It provides moral and symbolic 
goals that normatively regulate social action. However. if \1\'e take the 
church as a unit of analysis we will tind that it too has ACIL subsystems. 
For example. there might be theological committees and prayer groups (L). 

disciplinary boards (I), policy steering committees ( C I. and entities con
cerned with building maintenance. fundraising. and collecting rents (AI. 
The overall picture is of a society as a series of nested "boxes". each with 
four cells. that tit inside one another rather like Russian dolls. 

Even though the most famous application of the model is Smelser's 
(19 59) study of change and social dislocation during the Industrial Revo
lution. the AGIL schema has been criticized as being static and descriptive. 
In point of fact. Parsons and Smelser emphasized the signiticance of active 
interchanges between the cells as well as their differentiation. They saw the 
subsystems swapping things they needed with each other. Each had its own 
generalized media of exchange that facilitated these transactions. These 
were money lA). power !C). influence (1). and value commitment iLl. A 
church. for example. might provide moral leadership on an issue in return 
for political decisions that enable it to survive. 

Worthy of particular comment here are Parsons's views on the media of 
power in particular. For Parsons. power was not a property of individuals. 
nor was it linked to domination. Rather it was a property of systems. and 
was a good thing in that it enabled society to get various tasks done. This 
view contrasts with those of critical theory and has a curious resemblance 
to that of Foucault. which also sees power as diffused throughout society 
and as productive rather than just repressive (see chapter 7 ). It is also impor
tant to notice how the AGIL model. like Parsons's earlier work. combines a 
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concern with both material and cultural needs and can be thought of as 
multidimensional. Yet once again a primary emphasis is given to culture 
(the L subsystem) in that it sets the ultimate goals toward which society 
works and ensures system stability. Parsons thought about this in terms of 
his cybernetic model of system regulation - an understanding borrowed 
from the field of biology. The idea here is that culture operates as a system 
of control. just as a small output from the brain can direct the movements 
of the human body. Parsons suggested that small symbolic and informa
tional inputs from culture could have a large input on the overall direction 
of a social system. As we have seen before. this privileging of culture is typ. 
ically Parsonian, with values, norms. and symbolic processes performing 
more of the work of maintaining social order than coercive sanctions, 
power. and necessity. 

The Triumph of Modernity 

Aside from his writings on systems theory, much of Parsons's work during 
the 19 50s and 1960s was concerned with social change and the role of 
culture in that change. In T/1£' Social Syst£'11! and Toward a G£'rzeral Tl1eory of 
Action he had already developed a model of "pattern variables" (e.g .. 1962: 
77) and used them to explore roles and their associated interaction norms. 
In thinking through this issue he drew on the work of Toennies and 
Durkheim. Writing around the turn of the century. Toennies had drawn 
analytical distinctions between traditional societies (Gemeinschaft) and 
complex, modern societies (Gesellschaft). Durkheim. as we have already 
seen. developed an important series of contrasts between mechanical and 
organic solidarity. Also important was Weber's work on the shift toward an 
impartial bureaucratic society from those characterized by traditional 
authority. Building on this literature. Parsons argued that we can distinguish 
between societies on the basis of their commitment to certain key value pat
terns. Or to put it another way. they can be seen as making "choices" about 
how to organize themselves based upon logically opposed categories. 

Particularism 1'. universalism. Do we relate to people according to 
abstract general principles (fairness. justice) or according to their 
relationship to us (friend, kin. etc.)? 
A.[fectivity "· C!/fectiv£' 1l£'utmlity. This concerns our orientations to 
action. Should we be influenced by feelings and emotions, or should 
we interact in a cooler. more rational. and calculated way? 
Collectivism v. individualism. Is the society and individual action orga
nized around group needs and group belonging. or does it prioritize 
the rights and opportunities of the individual? 
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Di/]ilselless v. specificit!f. The issue at stake here is whether issues and 
people arc evaluated according to an all-embracing logic or are exam
ined in detail on a case-by-case basis. 
Ascription v. acl!icvcment. The concern here is with how individuals 
obtain their positions. llncler ascription it is by birth: under a social 
order that values achievement it is according to merit. 

The "choice" between these value patterns is. however. far from random. 
Parsons suggested that in the course of modernization societies have tended 
to move from the first term in each pair towards the second one. He broadly 
sums up this process with his idea of value generalization and suggests 
that it is an adaptive response to social evolution. i\s societies become more 
complex and differentiated. cultural systems need to become more abstract. 
flexible. and universalistic in order to bring about social integration and 
allow for maximum elT!Ciency uf social organization. ln pre-modern soci
eties. for example. people would be loyal to their own kin group or tradi
tional ruler and believe only in the lcgitimacv of their particular god. Today. 
Parsons argues. we share a common primary duty to the abstract rule of 
law. Similarly a respect and tolerance for other religious traditions. and a 
belief in a secular moral community. have come to replace earlier under
standings that advocated crusades and inquisitions as the solution to doc
trinal difference. Parsons also notes that in modern societies there has been 
a growing commitment to institutionalized individualism as a compo
nent of value generalization. This sees people evaluated equally according 
to their achievements and merit. rather than their caste. class. or clan. 
Parsons sees these developments as a good thing. believing that justice. fair
ness. and peaceful coexistence are better served by these more inclusive 
values. Whilst acknowledging general shifts. Parsons also stressed that we 
might find differing applications of these patterns in different aspects of our 
lives. In the family. for example. we might find the "pre-modern" values to 
be dominant. Members of families often relate to each other on the basis of 
emotion and blood relationship. In many contexts it is considered legitimate 
to act particularistically towards kin and to give them preferential treat
ment. Similarly. Parsons suggested that we can distinguish between con
temporary societies in terms of their differential commitment to modern 
value patterns. A distinctive feature of the llnited States. for example. is that 
it has a stronger attachment to individualism than several other developed 
nations. 

In his works of the 1 9 60s and 19 70s. such as ,)'ocieties: EI'Olutionary 
and Compamtive Perspectives ( 19 66) and Tlzc Systc11! of Modem Societies 
( 19 71 [ 1966] ). Parsons was to continue his interest in the characteristics of 
modernity. In contrast to Weber. Marx (see previous chapter). and critical 
theory (see the next chapter). he saw modernity in a favorable light and 
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claimed that the process of differentiation brought greater aftluence and 
freedom. Parsons detected bendlts such as greater respect for the individ
ual. greater inclusiveness. and more democracy. The broad canvas that 
Parsons paints is of modern society (and the United Slates in particular) 
becoming better and better. He writes: 

American society has institutionalized a far broader range of freedoms than 
bas any previous society. ... the more privileged societies of the later twenti
eth century have to an impressive degree. which would have been impossible 
to predict a century ago. successfully institutionalized the more liberal and 
progressive values of that time .... In terms of power and authority. society 
has on balance become more decentralized and associational. rather than 
more concentrated. (Parsons I 971: 11-J.-lhl 

ll is easy to see how this kind uf complacent position contributed to the 
demise of Parsonian theoretical hegemony in the 1960s. His position 
looked absurd in an era when the Vietnam \Nar. urban unrest. continuing 
racial inequality. and poverty were of deep concern. and so cultural theo
rists with a social conscience moved to distance themselves from function
alism. Moreover. by this stage in his career Parsons was no longer at the 
cutting edge of cultural theory. For the most part he was still trying to get 
at cultural content using concepts like "values" and "norms" that he had 
helped develop in the 19 30s. As we will sec in subsequent chapters. by the 
late 1960s many more interesting approaches and tools were available. Just 
as Parsons had looked to Europe early in his career. those interested in the 
study of culture were turning once again towards the Old World. In France 
in particular. exciting new ideas and methods had been generated since the 
19 'iOs with the advent of structuralism (sec chapter 61. Cultural theory. it 
seemed. had outgrown Parsons. just as Parsons had suggested in Tl1c Struc
ture o( Social Action that social theory had outgrown the nineteenth
century evolutionary theorist Herbert Spencer. 

Parsons -An Evaluation 

While it has been fashionable for some time to critique Parsons. it is impor
tant to recognize that his treatment of culture has a number of positive 
features. 

It is informed by a reading of the classics. 
It is systematic and is integrated into <t general theory of society. 
He provides the most vigorous arguments against the view that 
modernity has eroded meaning. These are common to Weberian and 
neo-Marxian theorists and assert that capitalism and bureaucracy 



Culture and Socia/ Integration in the Work o(Talcott Parsons 33 

have constructed an alienating world without genuine cultural in
put (we discuss these in chapter 3). By theorizing how values are 
built into institutions and roles. Parsons suggested that culture was 
unavoidably part of the social systems of modernity - even if these 
appear to be superficially devoid of meaning inputs. 
Parsons's attempts to arrive at a multidimensional theory mark a sig
nificant effort at overcoming the idealist biases that can often handi
cap cultural analysis. They txm·ide an understanding of culture that 
insists on both its autonomy from social structures and its necessary 
connection with these. 
By insisting on the centrality of cultural inputs to human action. in 
both his unit act and in his role theory. Parsonian theory provides a 
robust model of the link between agency and culture. It is a model 
that provides a well thought-out alternative to behaviorist and ratio
nalist models of human action. 

Notwithstanding these diverse advantages. several problems remain with 
the Parsonian understanding of culture and its role in social life. 

Parsons assumes rather than demonstrates commitment throughout 
society to common value patterns. As critics like Alvin Gouldner 
(19 70) and C. Wright Mills ( 19 59) have pointed out. this leaves his 
theory vulnerable to accusations that it is excessively conservative 
and that it is unable to explain the dynamics of competition and con
flict between groups. This theme has also been explored by David 
Lockwood ( 19 9 6) in some detail. He asserts that what he calls "nor
mative functionalism" has to explain change and conflict with refer
ence to material and social structural forces alone. This is because it 
has allocated to culture a purely integrative. system-maintaining 
function. A better theory would be able to account for the role of 
culture in provoking contestation as well as consensus. It is far from 
clear that Parsonian approaches can achieve this- at least in their 
orthodox form. 
The Parsonian model of culture is very abstract and consequently 
it might be suggested that it lacks the flesh and blood of a genuine 
explanation. As we have already mentioned, Parsons's concepts. like 
values. norms. and so on. now appear rather dated and general when 
compared to the repertoire of tools for cultural analysis which are 
available for us today. As we will see in the later chapters of this book. 
themes in French structuralism and poststructuralism in particular 
seem to afford far more leverage when it comes to the analysis of con
crete items of cultural data. 
Several critics claim that Parsons's theory denies human creativity 
and agency. Culture is implicated in the construction of an "over 
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socialized" human actor or a "judgmental dope" who has internal
ized values and norms and who performs their social role in a robotic 
way. This critique is most popular with interactionists. phenomenol
ogists. and ethnomethodologists I see chapter 41. It is ironic that 
Parsons argued in Tlzc Structure of Social Action and elsewhere 
against determinism. 
From the perspective of postmodern and critical cultural theory, 
Parsons's enthusiastic embrace of modernity is also problematic. 
For critical theorists the major problem is empirical. Parsons's 
model downplays the extent to which universalistic values have 
been incompletely realized (e.g .. racism persists in the United States 
despite norms of equality). For postmodernists the issue is a rather 
different one. They point to the ways that the modernist. universalis
tic values that Parsons extols have been implicated in systems of 
domination. control. and the erosion of difference. We look at this 
issue in chapter 14. 

The Response to Parsons 

Sociology has responded to these problems in diverse ways (see Alexander 
1 ':II-\ 7. Smith 1 '1'18 ). The most important response was the rise of "conflict 
theory" during the 1960s under authors like Rex, Dahrendorf. and Lock
wood. Their work emphasized power and domination and downplayed the 
role of culture. norms. and consensus. These theories led later on to the 
development of comparative and historical sociology as a major field. This 
area was also very anti-cultural in its initial phases. Writers like Barrington 
Moore. Charles Tilly. and Theda Skocpollooked at things like class relations. 
material resources. and state military power rather than at the role of 
ideologies and beliefs in shaping historical processes like revolutions. 
Recently a more cultural turn has taken place in the tield thanks to com
pelling empirical studies by writers like William Sewell and Leah Greenfeld. 
and a belated admission by Tilly that culture might be important after all. 
While incomplete. this process suggests that the anti-Parsonian symbolic 
exclusion of culture has come to an end and that we might see the rise of 
a more mature and multidimensional style of theorizing within macro
historical sociology. 

A second response to Parsons was an attempt to theorize the role of the 
actor and to give them more agency. Some approaches in this tradition were 
also anti-cultural. Exchange and rational choice theories. for example. tried 
to lock norms and values out of the analytic frame. Symbolic interaction
ism and ethnomethodology, by contrast. had a more ambiguous relation
ship to culture. Coming from the Vcrstcl!m tradition of sociological analysis. 
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they could not jettison the study of meaning. Yet they wished to distance 
themselves from structural functionalism and its idea of culture as a con
straint on action. The result was a body of theory which tried to emphasize 
the role of actors as users and creators of meanings rather than the influ
ence of cultural systems over human action. We look at some of the more 
useful aspects or these theories in chapter 4. 

The final response to Parsons. and one I have argued for. was to rethink 
the role of culture (Alexander and Smith Jl)9 3. Smith 19Yt-l). Most sociol
ogy lin the United States and Britain) seemed to think the problem with 
Parsons was that he was too cultural and rejected cultural analysis. An 
alternative response, however. is to argue that neither Parsons nor his 
critics arc cultural enough. Whilst Parsons gave culture priority in the 
regulation of social life. his abstract accounts of how culture works arc 
remarkably lacking in detail and texture. By exploring actual symbolic 
structures and practices in more detail and with better theories. it is po~
sible to develop an understanding of culture and society that maintains a 
central role for culture. but at the same time is more realistic and convinc
ing. This was the path chosen by several of Parsons's students. Clifford 
Ceertz. Robert Bellah. and Edward Shils among them. We discuss their work 
in chapters S and 11. 

Neofunctionalism and the Parsons Revival 

During the 19ROs eff(Jrts were made to rehabilitate the by then highly 
unfashionable Parsons. The movement known as neofunctionalism set 
out to develop a sociology that retained what was best about the Parsonian 
approach. whilst acknowledging some of his problems (Alexander and 
Colomy 1 990 ). Neofunctionalists recognize that there is some merit to the 
attacks on Parsons that we have just outlined. However. they argue that 
these revisions have gone too far. According to Jeffrey Alexander 1191) 7). 

the movement's leading apologist. anti-Parsonian theories lack the multi
dimensional qualities of the model they attack and tend to reduce social life 
to a single plane of explanation (materialism or idealism or individualism). 
What is needed. he suggests. is a constructive use of criticisms of Parsons 
in order to develop an improved multidimensional theory. In particular 
there is a need for synthesis. Criticisms have tended to focus on either agency 
or power or culture. Alexander suggests these diverse literatures should be 
brought together into a more multidimensional analytic frame. In addition 
he suggests that Parsonian ideas about system stability. equilibrium. and 
consensus should be treated with great caution. 

Contemporary research agendas within the neofunctionalist tradition 
cover a diversity of topics (see Alexander and Colomy 1990: 44ff.). In 
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general. however. we can detect two major strands. One of these is con
cerned with systems theory. The idea here is to develop. adapt. or improve 
Parsons's models from the 19 50s and 1960s. A major impetus for this field 
has come from the interest expressed by Jtirgen Habermas (see the next 
chapter) in the work of Parsons on social systems. social integration. and 
media of exchange. The second strand is more concerned with culture, 
agency. and the need to develop multidimensional explanations of concrete 
historical events (see Alexander and Smith 199 3 ). Significant inputs into 
this area have come from the various models of culture discussed later in 
this book (hermeneutics. structuralism. Durkheimian theory. and so on). 
An emphasis is placed on the need to move beyond Parsons's impoverished 
model of culture (as norms, values. etc.) and his insistence on the integra
tive effects of culture. 

Suggested Further Reading 
Parsons himself can be very difficult to read. Some of the essays in The Social System. 
and in particular the discussion of the sick role. are sufficiently empirical to be acces
sible. The opening statement of Toward a General Theory o( Action provides an elegant 
and time-efficient way to become familiar with his middle-period systems theory. For 
a remarkably clear and broadly sympathetic reading of Parsons see Chapters 2 
through h in Jeffrey Alexander's Twmty I.cclures. Still the most cutting critique of 
Parsons is the denunciation of "Grand Theory" in C. Wright Mills's The Socioloyical 
lmayination. For an accessible and brief description of the response of cultural 
theory to the Parsonian model of value analysis. see the opening few pages of 
Alexander and Smith ( 199 3 ). 



CHAPTER THREE 

Culture as Ideology in 
Western Marxism 

As we saw in chapter 1, 1\larx's thinking was characterized by a materi<d
isl bias. The result was a treatment of culture as generally unimportant and 
as the dependent product of an underlying economic base. A substantial 
proportion of twentieth-century Marxian thought reacted against this 
dimension of his work. In looking at what is sometimes thought of as the 
Western Marxist tradition we can detect several common features. 

Tlu!rt.' lws bem mz attempt lo assimilate cultuml c.rplmwtion willzin a 
tvlarximz Ji·amc\vork. The aim has been to provide culture with an 
active and autonomous role in the regulation of social life and the 
maintenance of the capitalist economic order. 
;l major conccm is to cxplain tlzc 1!01!-lliTival of 1/zc revolution tlzat Marx 
predicted was ilzel'itable. Whilst other Marxian theorists developed elab
orate theories of colonialism and the state to account for this. the 
writers we arc interested in here pointed to the centrality of ideology 
in preventing the emergence of working-class radicalism. 
Tlzerc is a strony llllmmzistic element to work in tlzis tradition. Drawing 
on Marx's Economic and Plzilosoplzical Manuscripts. there has been an 
interest in human experiences. consciousness. freedom. collective 
association. alienation, crcati\·ity. and subjectiw' wellbeing. This ori
entation contrasts with the harsher. more structural Marxism that is 
inspired by Das Kapil a! with its "science" of historical materialism. 
structural models of society, and visions of "iron laws" of social 
development. 

Georg Lukacs 

Born in Hungary, Georg Luh1cs ( 1 ~~ 5-19 71) was a brilliant student who 
studied with Simmel and Weber. among others. He had wide-ranging intel-
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lectual interests. writing both within and outside of Marxian frameworks. 
Lukacs's own spin on Marxism was developed in the first decades of the 
century. It draws heavily on Marx's discussions of commodity fetishism and 
alienation as well as upon readings of Weber. Simmel. Hegel. and Dilthey, 
and embraces most of the themes that were to become central to Western 
Marxism later on. Most important of all. Luh1cs played a major role in the 
"rediscovery" and promulgation of the almost forgotten Economic and Philo
sopllical Manuscripts (Marx 197Ha [1844]). thereby providing a legitimat
ing charter for a more cultural Marxism. For this reason he is often seen as 
a pivotal figure in the tradition. 

Lukacs's ( 19 71) major work. History all(/ Class Consciousness. is a collec
tion of essays written between 1 91 H and 19 30. Here he describes the 
ways that capitalism was colonizing more and more dimensions of social 
life. He claims that commodity relations have impoverished the world 
and denuded it of authentic meaning. According to Lukacs. social rela
tionships, activities and human worth are increasingly defined in terms 
of an alienating and objectifying monetary exchange value - a process 
known as commodification. Drawing on Marx's analysis of wage labor, 
Lukacs paints a bleak picture of contemporary life: "[The worker's fate] is 
typical of society as whole in that this self-objectification. this transforma
tion of a human function into a commodity reveals in all its starkness 
the dehumanized and dehumanizing function of the commodity relation" 
(1971: 92). 

Operating in parallel. and driven by the logic of industrial capitalist pro
duction, were processes of rationalization and standardization of the kind 
that Weber wrote about in his analysis of bureaucracy. As a result. "the 
principle of rational mechanization and calculability must embrace every 
aspect of life" ( 19 71: 91 ). According to Lukacs. the commodification of the 
social world is linked to a process of reification. This leads to a false per
ception of the social world as driven by objective forces that are beyond 
human control. and as denuded of inputs of human agency and creativity. 
An associated process of commodity fetishism helps build an economy 
structured around market exchange and to an uncritical stance toward the 
sale of goods and labor power. As a consequence of reification and com
modity fetishism people are unable to grasp the totality of the capitalist 
system and its effects upon them (something they could only do. Lukacs tells 
us. if they came to embrace Marxism). Consequently their understanding 
of social life was fragmented or incomplete. Reacting against determinis
tic Marxism. Lukacs (like many Western Marxists after him) emphasized the 
importance of human agency, writing that: "History is at its least automatic 
when it is the consciousness of the proletariat that is at issue" ( 19 71: 20H ). 
He argued that a sense of class identity and political activism. or class con
sciousness. was needed among the proletariat. This could only come about 
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through critical self-awareness and reflexivity about the ideological effects 
of capitalism. 

Antonio Gramsci 

Writing slightly later than Luk<ics. Antonio Cramsci also perceived the 
need for greater interpretative sensitivity in Marxian analysis. His own work 
simultaneously addressed two lacunae in Marx's own thinking- the neglect 
of politics and the neglect of culture. With the exception of essayistic works 
like Tile Eiy!Jtccntlz Brwnaire of Louis Bonaparte. Marx ( 19 7Sb [18 52]) never 
really came to terms with the need for political strategy in advancing the 
cause of communism. Nor did he think about the role of the state in regu
lating social life and maintaining the necessary conditions for the perpetu
ation of capitalism. His deterministic framework seemed to proclaim that 
revolution was inevitable - all that was needed was to wait until the right 
economic conditions were in place. It was not until the twentieth century 
that Marxian political strategists like Lenin and Cramsci began to ask how 
culture and politics might promote or hold back an "inevitable" revolu
tionary change. 

Gramsci's work is important precisely because it points to the links 
between politics. culture. and socialist strategy. [n his Prison NotelJOoks 
(Gramsci 1992 [1929-3 3]). he argued that domination was not simply 
rooted in the economic sphere. but also bad a major political and cultural 
component. He claimed that in Italy the objective conditions for revolution 
had been present t()r some years- an advanced capitalist economy in crisis. 
a large proletariat. and so on- and yet it had not come to pass. In seeking 
to explain this paradox he pointed to the role of the state. the role of intel
lectuals. and the role of ideas. According to Gramsci. the state was growing 
rapidly in power and invading civil society. Gramsci saw institutions like the 
church and trade unions. which had previously been independent. being 
taken over and regulated by governmental agencies. In Cramsci's view the 
state was not a disinterested. all-consuming bureaucracy (1i Ia Weber). but 
rather an instrument of class domination. In particular. it represented the 
interests of capital and the bourgeoisie. 

Culture comes into the picture when it is realized that a major compo
nent of state power was the control of ideas. as well as the use of physical 
force (e.g .. by the police). The key concept here is hegemony. This is the 
ability of the state and the ruling class to regulate beliefs within civil society. 
Hegemonic beliefs are dominant cultural motifs which reinforce inequality 
and which short-circuit attempts at critical thinking. They allow dominant 
groups to rule more elliciently as they permit a reduction in the level of force 
required to maintain social order. 
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Cramsci claimed that the activities of organic intellectuals were 
central to the propagation of hegemonic beliefs. These arc people like priests 
and journalists who translate complex philosophical and political issues 
into everyday language and who offer guidance to the masses on how to 
act. Intellectuals also played a role in making possible the establishment of 
a hegemonic bloc. This was an alliance of dominant forces in society (e.g., 
industrialists. the aristocracy. the petty bourgeoisie). Typically. he asserted, 
these groups were held together by a hegemonic ideology that incorporated 
aspects of nationalist and common-sense thinking and used this to paper 
over divergent interests and class locations. 

ANTONIO GRAMSCI ( 1891-1937) 
Gramsci was born in Sardinia, Italy, into a middle-class family. Although he did 
well at university he quit before graduating, and became involved in left-wing 
journalism. Aside from being an intellectual, Gramsci was also an activist. His 
role as a leading figure in the Italian Communist Party saw him targeted by 
Mussolini's Fascists. In June 1928 Gramsci was sentenced to twenty years in 
prison after a show trial. While in prison he studied and wrote his famous 
Prison Notebooks (sometimes known by their Italian title, the Quaderni del 
carcere). These consist of handwritten entries on diverse themes, and range in 
length from single sentences to complex essays. He died of a cerebral hem
orrhage after years of ill health exacerbated by prison conditions. 

Reference: Gramsci 1992: 65-94. 

Gramsci argues that breaking down hegemony is a fundamental precondi
tion for mobilizing latent socialist tendencies and initiating a revolutionary 
consciousness. Converting organic intellectuals or providing socialist ones 
was a step in this task. Other important tasks involved establishing alliances 
within subordinate classes (e.g .. between peasants and industrial workers) 
and also between classes (e.g., between intellectuals and the proletariat). 
His hope was that in this way a solidaristic bloc could emerge in con
tradistinction to the dominant one. Rebuilding the autonomy of institu
tions in civil society would also contribute to the formation of an effective 
resistance movement. According to Gramsci it was the church which 
provided the major hegemonic force in the Italy of his time. thanks to its 
moral authority among the proletariat. He believed that a significant 
political gain could be made if the church and its teachings could be 
changed so that it could provide moral and intellectual leadership for 
subaltern classes. rather than operating as a tool of the bourgeoisie. The 
overall picture of political life Gramsci painted was of a war of position 
in which the Left should try to outmaneuver hegemonic forces on cultural 
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and political fronts. rather than engaging in an immediate full-on revolu
tionary attack. 

GRAMSCI - AN EVALUATION 

Many of Cramsci's ideas bear the hallmark of his life experiences. He was 
an eyewitness to the rise of Italian Fascism. a political force whose corpo
ratist ideas attacked distinctions between state and civil society. and whose 
success rested to a large extent on the populist appeal of its ideologies. Yet 
his thinking has a wider applicability than just early-twentieth-century 
Italy. Gramsci's major contribution is arguably in the area of Marxist polit
ical praxis. In pointing to the importance of strategic alliances and the state 
in maintaining and challenging the capitalist system, he contributed to 
a major shift away from deterministic materialist thinking. His V.'ork sug
gests that we need to move away fl·om a cookie-cutter model of class rela
tions and revolutionary process to explore the contingent. historically. and 
nationally specific ways in which alliances are constructed and broken 
down in various settings. His thinking also provides a major role for creative 
political activists who are able to seize opportunities and construct innova
tive political strategies. In so doing he offers a refreshing antidote to Marxist 
fatalism. 

Gramsci's views on culture are equally important to critical thinkers and 
probably of more interest to readers of this text. His central achievement is 
in thinking about the role and operation of culture rather than its content. 
The emphasis on the flexible and actively constructed nature of political ide
ologies. captured by the concept of hegemony. provides an alternative to 
visions of monolithic dominant ideologies which automatically fall into 
place and which will automatically be replaced by those of socialism. His 
work also calls for detailed and situated. comparative and historical analy
ses of particular settings and ideological constellations rather than global 
denunciations of capitalist ideologies. Cramsci's attention to the state. civil 
society. intellectuals, and institutional life is also significant in that it sug
gests that hegemonic ideals cannot exist without organizational and infra
structural support. This helps to anchor culture in concrete structures and 
in the work of concrete actors. 

These manifold virtues were to see Gramsci elevated to the pantheon of 
major Marxian thinkers as the twentieth century wore on. The New Left 
intellectuals of the 1960s found in him a prototype and justification for 
the kind of political and cultural activity in which they saw themselves as 
engaged. During the 19 70s Gramsci's ideas of hegemony were combined 
with more powerful interpretative tools by the British cultural studies move
ment and underpinned their efforts to understand the mass media and 
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everyday life (see chapter l) ). It was only during the ll)90s. perhaps. that 
l~ramsci's star began to wane as the critical mass among left-wing cultural 
theorists began to shift from Marxist to poststructural understandings of 
culture and society. 

The Frankfurt School 

''The Frankfurt School'' is a name given to a group of German-speaking 
intellectuals who had an association with the Jnstitute for Social Research 
in Frankfurt- an establishment founded in the early 1920s. However. the 
group was so diverse in terms of research interests that it is not immediately 
clear what benefits are to be had from thinking of them as a "school.·· More
over, they were dispersed with the rise of Nazi Germany. many ending up in 
the United States. So the name is of very little geographical use either. When 
we look closely, however. we can detect a common theme in their method
ological stance toward rationality and their critique of capitalist modernity. 
Drawing (like Lukacs) on Weber's writings as well as upon Marx's cultural 
critiques, they suggested that formal rationality (Zweckrationalitiit) was an 
insidious force in society. It focussed on means rather than ultimate goals 
or ends. Consequently what was required was an intellectual approach 
grounded in human values such as freedom, and which evaluated society 
in terms of its ability to further or to frustrate that end. Members of the 
School vigorously attacked the idea of value-free social research, and 
denounced positivistic analyses as purposeless exercises lacking in "critical 
reason ... This attack on L.weckmtimwlitiit was to also inform their critiques 
of the bureaucratic enterprise. consumerism. and the culture industries, 
which are discussed below. Aside from the assault on formal rationality. we 
can discern various other dimensions of a family resemblance within the 
Frankfurt School. 

A concern with the impact of technology on social life. especially in 
the reproduction of popular culture. 
A concern with the impact of popular culturL' upon the mass 
populace. 
An interest in human sexuality and personality formation that was 
strongly informed by Freud (this work is discussed in chapter 12 ). 
A concern with identifying conditions under which human con
sciousness was either "fragmented" or able to comprehend "totality" 
(i.e., able to attain a neo-Marxian understanding of the world and 
with it true freedom). 

There are many figures associated with the Frankfurt School. includ
ing Adorno, Benjamin, Fromm. Horkheimer, Lowenthal. Mannheim, and 
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Marcuse. Their respective reputations have varied widely during their 
careers. At the time of writing Theodor Adorno. Max Horkheimer. and 
Walter Benjamin seem to stand out as the most accomplished and creative 
intellects within the group. In the discussion that follows we focus on their 
work before going on to explore the important work of Jiirgen Habermas. 
the current heir to the Frankfurt legacy. Fromm and Marcuse are reviewed 
in chapter 12. 

Walter Benjamin 

Walter Benjamin is highly respected as a cultural critic and aesthete as well 
as for his contributions to social theory. His reputation lies mainly in a series 
of essays that. arguably. do not amount to a systematic vision of culture 
and society. Rather they provide points of insight into diverse topics. The 
great appeal of Benjamin's work is that it exhibits a "musicality" or sensi
tivity to culture that far surpasses the best efforts of his Frankfurt School 
colleagues. He is a fine interpreter and writer and his essays provide an 
entertaining aesthetic experience as much as an intellectual one. 

Perhaps Benjamin's most influential essay was his seminal study on "The 
Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction." In this text Benjamin 
( 197 3 [19 3fi]) is clearly influenced by Marx's writing on alienation and also 
his praxis theory. This understood human creativity to be embodied in the 
products of human labor. Benjamin argues that with the rise of industrial 
capitalism. cultural products - and especially artistic ones - undergo a 
radical transformation. In pre-capitalist societies their production is shot 
through with rich textures of meaning. They are organic products of social 
relationships and are invested with a sacred and spiritual character. They 
might be the object of a cult (as in a medieval religious icon) or be under
stood as in some ways connected with genius. authenticity. and creativity. 
According to Benjamin, while handcrafted artistic products are genuine 
and embody an aura. reproductions are somehow debased. He writes: "The 
presence of the original is the prerequisite to the concept of authenticity . 
. . . That which withers in the age of mechanical reproduction is the aura 

of the work of art" (1973: 214-15). 
Technology, then. has removed the auratic quality from contemporary 

cultural products. They lose their unique value and spirituality. becoming 
routinized and standardized (there are strong affinities here with Weber's 
disenchantment thesis). Benjamin asserted that unit1ed audience responses 
tended to be evoked by the artistic products of the machine age. The con
templation of an original painting used to be a private and individual activ
ity. By contrast with a product such as a movie. "individual reactions are 
predetermined by the mass audience response" (1973: 227-8) thanks to 
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the simultaneous collective experience of its consumption. The result was 
a general deadening of critical and intellectual faculties. "The public", he 
writes. "is an examiner. but an absent-minded one" ( l Y/3: 2 34). 

WALTER BENJAMIN ( 1892-1940) 
Benjamin was born into an affluent Jewish family in Berlin. In his early life he 
appears to have been a gambler and bon vivant with a passion for books and 
fine objets d'art. He faked illness to avoid conscription in World War One and 
to continue his university studies. After failing to obtain a university post in 
the 1920s he started writing high-quality essays and journalism. He continued 
in a Bohemian existence, living and travelling off his writings and becoming a 
core member of the German left-wing avant-garde. He fled the country after 
the Nazi rise to power and drifted around Europe, supported in part with 
funds from the Institute for Social Research (Frankfurt School), arranged by 
his friend Theodor Adorno. Following the German invasion of France, Benjamin 

attempted to flee to Spain. As a Jewish, left-wing intellectual his life chances in 
Nazi-occupied Europe were not very good. Finding the border closed, he com
mitted suicide. Shocked by this experience, the Spanish border guards let his 
companions pass through. 

Reference: Roberts 1982. 

A further and increasingly important aspect of Benjamin's work was 
what has subsequently been reconstructed as a study of consumer sites. 
consumer behavior. and urban form. Benjamin ( l l)l) 7 [ l l) 3 )-~·(]) had a 
great interest in the work of the French poet Charles Baudelaire. whose 
work he translated and championed. He uses Baudelaire's poems as 
a window through which to capture the cultural milieu of nineteenth
century Paris. Perhaps the closest equivalent to this endeavor is Bakhtin's 
use of Rabelais to reconstruct the aesthetics of the medieval carnival (see 
chapter 11 ). 

Benjamin shows how many of Baudelaire's poems reflected a new urban 
experience of fleeting interpersonal contacts. decadent sensuality. shady 
underworlds of conspiracy and poverty. flashy commodities and their 
display. and the tidal movements of crowds and people through streets and 
arcades. Benjamin's central contention is that the world of the capitalist city 
is one where strangers, goods. and appearances become central to human 
activity and subjectivity in new and surprising ways. A pivotal concept in 
this vision is that of the jliineur. This person is a wandering urban specta
tor who engages with urban spaces. crowds. and shop windows as a dis
interested. strolling voyeur. As Benjamin ( ll)l) 7: 3 6) puts it. he "goes 
botanizing on the asphalt." The fldneur actively seeks out the life of the 
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streets and wanders around the city. joining in with the crowd and mm·ing 
through consumption spaces with a gaze that is at once ironic and appre
ciative. In this process the(liineur surrenders to the "intoxication of the com
modity around which surges the stream of customers·· ( lYl) 7: ::; ::; 1. The 
image Benjamin presents here is a complex one. On the one hand thefliincur 
is an active agent. behaving rather like a detective and engaging in the non
chalant study of human nature. On the other. s/he is an alienated individ
ual seeking superficial solace in the anonymous crowd. the fetish of the 
commodity. and the relentless quest for novelty. 

Benjamin emphasized the close links between Jliineuric and the built 
forms of capitalism. His unlinished "arcades project" was intended to 
explore the ways that ideology and urban fabric of nineteenth-century 
Paris were interconnected. While this work was to remain uncompleted. 
the suggestive sketches that survive remain inlluential for those study
ing consumerism and urban form. Benjamm suggests that the seductive 
powers of commodity fdishisrn were enhanced by new architectural f(Jrms. 
The arcade emerged during the 1 ~20s and I~ 30s. These were enclosed 
spaces constructed of glass and iron. lit by gas and used to display luxury 
goods. Unlike the bustling street. they provided a safe place for the strolling 
flrineur. whose gaze was stimulated by the display of commodities. Accord
ing to Benjamin. this relationship between subjectivity. space. and the com
modity was to continue with the department store. which "made use of 
flnncuric in order to sell goods" (I<)<)/: 170). These sorts of ideas have 
subsequently exerted a considerable influence on research in the area of 
leisure and consumption. most notably in the burgeoning literature on the 
shopping mall. 

Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer 

Like Benjamin. Tbeodor Adorno was a diverse author who was highly 
respected by the German cultural elite. He was a noted music critic and 
friend nf leading composers like Alban Rcrg. Outside nf philosophical 
circles. Adorno is best remembered for his discussion of the "culture indus
tries" and lor his critique of mass culture. The pivotal text here. Dialectic of 
the En/i!Jiztmnzcnt. was written in conjunction with fellow Frankfurt School 
member Max Horkheimer (Horkheimer and Adorno 1<)72 [194/Jl. This 
text provides a damming indictment of the mass entertainment culture of 
consumer capitalism. II is widely noted that Adorno's exile in Los Angeles 
(home of Hollywood) during the 1 <)40s may well have int1uenced his per
spective on these issues. Probably equally important was an awareness of 
the populist mass culture produced in Germany during the Nazi era under 
the watchful eye of Coebbels's propaganda ministry. For the most part this 
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output was aimed not so much at political indoctrination. but rather at 
superficial entertainment. 

In Dialectic of" tlze Enliyl!tenment Adorno and Horkheimer argue that the 
project of the Enlightenment has reached a dead end. It was supposed to 
bring human freedom and encourage critical thinking. Yet rationality, 
reason. and scientific knowledge have brought with them the instrumental 
control of social life. Instead of leading to an intelligent and caring society, 
the Enlightenment has resulted in a world that is shaped by a narrow. 
pragmatic form of rationality. Bureaucratic, technological. and ideological 
forces have limited human freedom and created a mass society of passive, 
uniform consumers. Social elites. by contrast. have consolidated their power 
thanks to these shifts. 

Horkheimer and Adorno claim that a Weberian Zweckrationalitiit has 
combined with capitalism in the culture industry. These are major enter
tainment and media corporations. In the United States at the time he was 
writing these would have been organizations like Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer 
(MGM), Twentieth Century-Fox. and the Radio Corporation of America 
(RCA). Were he alive today. Adorno would probably point to companies like 
Disney. Sony Pictures, Time Warner and Rupert Murdoch's News Corpora
tion with interests in the production and distribution of entertainment pro
ducts. According to Adorno and Horkheimer, such organizations produce 
goods with the intention of maximizing profit rather than enhancing criti
cal thinking and human freedom. In doing this they are guided by a narrow 
means-end rationality and take on the characteristics of bureaucratic and 
industrial combines rather than allowing for true artistic creativity. There 
has been "a regression of enlightenment to ideology which llnds its typical 
expression in cinema and radio. Here enlightenment consists above all in 
the calculation of effectiveness and of the techniques of production and dis
tribution" ( 19 72: xvi). 

The result of this process has been a production line approach to culture. 
Movies. music, and so on are assembled like any other manufactured 
product with standardized tasks divided up between workers. Accountants 
and balance sheets play a major role in determining what and how culture 
is produced. The llnal product is stereotyped and formulaic and is ultimately 
empty of authentic meaning. It will involve simplistic plot lines and 
cardboard characters and is designed to appeal to the lowest common 
denominator. 

According to Adorno and Horkheimer. the culture industry plays a 
major role in the reproduction of capitalism. It produces stultified and 
content consumers without any critical faculties. As they put it: "No 
independent thinking must be expected from the audience" ( 19 7 2: 13 7). 
Central to this process is the manufacture of superficial amusement 
and fun, something that Horkheimer and Adorno claim allows the 
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audience "a flight from a wretched reality" !1972: 144) and prevents 
resistance. 

THEODOR ADORNO ( 1903-1969) 
Adorno came from a wealthy Jewish-Catholic background. As a child he 
showed musical and intellectual gifts. When he entered university he had 
already published two articles, and he attained his Doctor of Philosophy degree 
at the age of twenty-one. During the 1920s he studied with the composer 
Arnold Schoenberg and began an association with Institute of Social Research 
in Frankfurt. Following the Nazi rise to power he fled to Paris, Oxford, and 
then the United States, returning to Germany after the war. Always aloof from 
practical politics, he continued to write extensively on culture, sociology, and 
aesthetics from a left-wing perspective until his death in 1969. 

Reference: jay 1984. 

Aside from creating a zombie-like and relentlessly amused mass society. the 
culture industries also actively propagate pro-capitalist ideologies. Messages 
about the need to conform. to consume. to work hard. and to achieve indi
vidually are a typical feature of culture industry products. These help to 
motivate the workforce and prevent collective action. 

Taken as a whole. Adorno's orientation to popular culture is dismissive. 
He sees it as superficial. trivial. manipulative. and pernicious. Jazz music and 
popular film in particular are condemned. By contrast. his orientation 
towards "high art." especially avant-garde modernism, is for the most part 
appreciative. He believed that it was superior in terms of its intellectual 
values. and could encourage reflexivity and critical thinking. This orienta
tion has since become unfashionable. The school of British cultural studies. 
for example. has championed the political validity of the popular. Empirical 
research into audience reception of mass culture also suggests that ordi
nary people are more critical and discerning than Adorno thought (for dis
cussion of these points see chapters 9 andlOl. For the most part Adorno's 
thinking in this area belongs more properly to aesthetic theory than to the 
kind of cultural theory that is current today. More useful is his general in
sistence that business and money are centrally involved in much cultural 
production. and we need to be alert to the consequences of this fact. 

jurgen Habermas 

Jiirgen Habermas is often considered to be the last member of the Frankfurt 
School. A generation younger than the others. Habermas was in his youth 
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a student of the leading ligures in the circle. Consequently their ideas have 
exerted a decisive intluence on his thinking. While his work has undergone 
many phases and transformations. a common thread is the critique of cap
italism and instrumental reason. Like his teachers such as Horkheimer and 
Adorno. he sees these as corrosive forces which prevent liberating. ethical. 
and democratic forms of human association. As we have seen. Horkheimer 
and Adorno saw the Enlightenment as having led to a dead end of con
trol and oppression. Habermas has continued this critique. but has also 
attempted to salvage the Enlightenment project by defining "reason .. in 
new ways. 

THE PUBLIC SPHERE 

These sorts of themes are apparent even in his early work. Habermas's 
( 19~9) doctoral thesis. on Tile Structural Tmns/imnutiun o( tile l'uhlic SpluTc. 
was written during the 1960s. It was a largely forgotten text during the 
19 70s and 1980s. but was rediscovered by a substantial intellectual audi
ence in the 1990s. An impetus for this new interest came from the velvet 
revolutions in Eastern Europe. These saw popular demonstrations against 
communist regimes leading to the collapse of authoritarian state power and 
the rise of democracy. Social scientists read this as a sign that civil society 
(the citizenry and non-state sphere of social life) could stand up to the state 
through the active construction of a public sphere of debate and civic 

activism. 
Habermas argues that during the eighteenth century there had been 

an active public sphere consisting of debate and the intelligent exchange 
of ideas about fundamental questions concerning philosophy. economics. 
politics. and social organization. This activity had the potential to impact 
upon formal politics. He singles out the coffeehouse as a core location 
for public-sphere engagement. People would meet here and discuss 
topical issues with friends and strangers alike. Also important was the rise 
of print media. Through early newspapers and affordable pamphlets. ordi
nary members of the community were able to publicize and share their 
views. 

Habermas sees things going wrong with the rise of industrial capitalism 
in the nineteenth century. He suggests that the public sphere was replaced 
by a /Jz'irwrlic/zc Gesellscluzjl. This term. which had also been used by Marx. 
is a pejorative one that refers. roughly speaking. to a "bourgeois associa
tion." The implication is that the public sphere was hijacked by a par
ticular class interest. He goes on to suggest that with the shift to the con
temporary era the public sphere has disappeared altogether. thanks to the 
impact of the mass media and the institutional differentiation of 
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politics from broader social life. People became talked to. rather than being 
talkers actively creating the society in which they lin·d. 

The concept of the public sphere is an important one. It has refocussed 
a good deal of social research on the role of discourse in arenas that are 
outside of formal political life. Critics acknowledge these benclits while 
pointing to problems with H<Jbermas's argument (for an overview sec 
Calhoun 1991). Perhaps the most important of these is a kind of idealiza
tion of the public sphere (something that also influences his concept or 
"lifeworld ... below). Habermas tends to eulogize the nineteenth-century 
public sphere but is relatively in<Jttentive to the forms or exclusion that 
took place. In reality. coffeehouses were chiefly frequented by educated 
and aftluent men. By formal or informal means the working class. women. 
and minorities were largely excluded from participation. A related problem 
is that Habermas tends to depict a single. unilied public sphere. In complex 
and differentiated societies it may be more useful to think about multiple 
public spheres organized around communities defined by race. gender. 
sexuality. and religion. These are sometimes overlapping. sometimes 
separate. 

KNOWLEDGE AND HUMAN INTERESTS 

In his middle-period work on K11ow/edw and Hrrnwn Interests. Habermas 
( 19 7~) exp<1mled on the familiar Frankfurt School attack of positivism and 
natural science. He argued that they allow only for the solution of narrow 
technical problems and fail to ask the more important questions that would 
allow for a radical rethinking of social relations and ideas about the nature 
of the good society. The interpretive discourses of the arts are deemed 
equally inadequate in that their major concern is increasing mutual under
standing rather than discovering the conditions for human emancipation. 
Only critical soci<Jl sciences. Habermas claims. are able to combine the quest 
for knowledge with a profound understanding that human interests lie 
in maximizing freedom through the implementation or fundamental social 
change. 

THE THEORY OF COMMUNICATIVE ACTION 

Whilst Knowledw and HWilllll Interests tours over familiar Frankfurt School 
territory. Habermas was to take a more innovative approach in his later 
work. He returns in detail to themes nascent in his study of the public 
sphere. looking in particular at the potential for human communication to 
enhance human freedom. His major publication of the 19R0s. Tlzc Tlzcor!J 
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of Cmnmunimtii'C Actimz. is a long and densely argued work that is difficult 
to summarize without risking triviality. Habermas ( 19134) draws on authors 
as diverse as Marx. Weber, Durkheim. Parsons, and Mead in constructing 
his position. Perhaps the best starting point, however. is to realize that 
Habermas is working in the Frankfurt School tradition and is building 
on the legacy of Horkheimer and Adorno's Dialectic of' Enlialztcnmmt (see 
McCarthy 19134). As we have seen. in that work they had argued that 
reason had reached a dead end in the bureaucratic rationalization 
of society. A fatalistic pessimism pervaded their thinking to the point 
where they could not see how reason could provide the foundation for 
emancipation. 

Habermas suggests that the Enlightenment project (which saw reason as 
leading to emancipation) could be saved if reason was redetined in a novel 
way. He asserts that we need to work with a concept of communicative 
reason, consisting of the undistorted activities of people attempting in a 
genuine way to attain clear mutual understanding. The problem. as he sees 
it, is that the rise of modernity took a wrong turn. On the one hand, it 
allowed for the possibility of clearer communication as the conventional 
restraints of tradition were removed. Central to this was the process of 
differentiation as described by Durkheim and Parsons. This entailed value 
generalization, an increasing autonomy for various spheres of social life 
and a potential ability for them to retlexively self-regulate. On the other 
hand, processes of bureaucratization and commodification became too 
powerful. They cut off institutional life from community inputs- especially 
those relating to substantive values (e.g., equality. democracy. human 
solidarity). The result was a society driven by impersonal and alienating 
forces. especially those of capital and Weberian Zwcckmtionalitiit. These 
obeyed their own logic and no longer required value-inputs from human 
agents. 

Habermas's analysis is in many ways similar to that of Luh1cs. who had 
written on the subject some sixty years before (see pp. 37-9). An important 
conceptual elaboration that allows him to move beyond such previous 
approaches is his extensive use of systems theory, and in particular the con
cepts of system world andlifeworld. These serve as a conceptual short
hand in his theoretical model. The system world consists of the state, 
capitalism, and large bureaucratic or capitalist organizations. The lifeworld 
consists of solidarity. face-to-face contact. family. community. and substan
tive value commitments. Habermas paints a picture in which the system 
world has been progressively "invading" or "colonizing" the lifeworld as 
modernity has unfolded. He draws loosely on Parsons's AGIL model (see 
chapter 2) to understand this process. but suggests that it presents "too har
monious a picture. because it does not have the wherewithal to provide a 
plausible explanation of pathological patterns of development" (McCarthy 
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l9S4: 20 3 ). Parsons. as we have seen. argued that society involved more 
or less equal inputs from its various subsystems. Habermas. by contrast. 
claims that the "media of exchange" of the system world - money and 
power- have become dominant and have prevented true communicative 
rationality. They now trespass where they do not belong and are replacing 
ethical. emotional. and value commitments as key players in the organiza
tion of the lifework!. This process has involved the extinction of the public 
sphere at the hands of a capitalist mass media. the growth of meaningless 
Kafkaesque bureaucracies. the subversion of democracy by big business. 
continuing inequality. and the substitution of passive \Vorkers. taxpayers. 
and consumers for active debaters and communicators. Habermas seeks 
a way of revitalizing the lifeworlcl and allowing it to tight back against the 
colonizing forces of commodi!ication and bureaucratic rationalization. The 
answer lies in his theory of communicative rationality. This consists of 
open. honest. and informed debate between individuals which is free from 
the distorting constraints of ideology and power. 

CRITIQUES OF THE THEORY OF COMMUNICATIVE ACTION 

Habermas's argument bas been criticized on various fronts. Poststructural 
critics like Foucault question whether the Enlightenment project can, or 
indeed should. be salvaged. Others have pointed to the utopian aspects of 
Habermas's work. Feminists comment that he idealizes the lifeworlcl of the 
domestic sphere rather than seeing it as a fundamental locus of patriarchal 
oppression. For many feminists increased state intervention in the family 
and private life (e.g .. domestic violence legislation. child-support payments) 
has been a positive rather than negative dimension of social change. 
Utopian thinking is also evident in the way that Habermas's diagnosis of the 
ills of modern society is more convincing than his cure. He has relatively 
little to say about concrete ways to build a better world. seemingly believ
ing that his task has been to identify the possibility of communicative ratio
nality. thus making it possible for people to freely choose it. From a realist 
perspective this is not enough- it is also necessary to think about plausible 
institutional forms that can support this kind of activity. These might 
include a diverse mass media. grass-roots social movements. civic activism. 
and so on. 

Louis Althusser 

Like other cultural Marxists. the French philosopher Louis Althusser 
attempted to incorporate a more nuanced understanding of culture and 
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human subjectivity into the legacy of Marxian thinking. Where he differs 
from writers like LuUJcs and the Frankfurt School is that he did not embrace 
the humanistic younger Marx in order to attain this end. Indeed. Althusser 
equated humanism with individualism. and considered both of them to be 
sins of bourgeois thinking. Althusser is unusual in that he wished to accom
modate a cultural perspective within the framework of the "scientiik" later 
Marx. In this respect his work has a strong resemblance to the structural
ist project of Levi-Strauss (see chapter 61. which also saw itself as scientific. 
It is no accident that in many discussions of "structuralism .. Althusser's 
work is often placed alongside that of the great cultural anthropologist. 
Both scholars explore parts in relations to wholes. both see themselves as 
objective analysts. and both have a penchant for theorizing about systems. 
There are. however, significant differences. Thanks to a rejection of 
Marxism. the models of culture produced by Levi-Strauss provide a strong 
basis for theorizing the autonomy of culture. Althusser's model. by contrast. 
was unable to unambiguously accomplish this task. Those favorable to crit
ical cultural analysis, however. may llnd Althusser"s understanding of the 
close ties between social structure, power, and culture to offer advantages 
over Levi-Strauss's rather reified conceptualization of the cultural sphere. 

loUIS ALTHUSSER ( 1918-1990) 
Like so many other French intellectuals, Louis Althusser was born in Algeria 
(for much of the century Algeria was a province of France). His educational 
profile fits the template for a dominant French thinker, involving study at the 
leading Parisian institutions and a thorough grounding in philosophy. For much 
of his life he was a leading intellectual figure in the French Communist Party 
as well as a key Parisian academic:. His influence reached a peak during the late 
1960s, when radical students and active trade unions were on the center stage 
of French politics. For all his intelligence,Althusser was not only prone to fits 
of depression, but also mentally unstable. He killed his wife in 1980 and was 
sent to jail. His diaries reveal that he was insecure and that he was worried 
that his work would be "found out" as shallow and he would be dismissed as 
an intellectual fraud. 

Reference: Benton 1984: ix. 

Althusser argued that Marx had undergone an epistemological break 
during his life. According to Althusser. Marx's early writings were human
istic and subjectivist and were still infected with Hegelian idealism. By con
trast. in his later work. such as Capital. Marx advocated an objective and 
"scienti11c" approach. Althusser believes this later, more materialist vision 
is the superior one. He sees it as broadly structural in orientation and. there-
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fore. as more intellectually powerful. In a sense this was a fateful and 
unusual step. It cut Althusser o!T from reference to Marx's Econo111il' and 
Pllilosoplli('(l/ /'v1(lllliSiTipts ( 1 9 7Ka r 1 K44J). By abandoning this resource as 
an inferior and immature dimension of Marx's oeuvre. Althusser left himself 
with the difficult task of developing a cultural theory from the later works 
constructed from within the tradition of dialectical materialism. ln order to 
do so he turned towards structuralism for a solution. 

Althusser ( 19 71) read Marx's later works very carefully and claimed to 
derive from them the basis for a strucl ural model of society which gave 
culture and politics an independent role. He asserted that there was an 
economic base (the mode of production. means of production. elc.) and a 
superstructure. consisting of a political and legal structure (the state and 
legal system) and an ideological structure (the church. political beliefs. etc.). 
According to Althusser. the superstructure worked to help generate the 
conditions necessary for the survival of capitalism - its m<Jjor f11nction. 
then. was to allow for the reproduction of capitalism. The state and legal 
system are a "machine of repression which enables the ruling classes ... to 
ensure their domination over the working class" ( 1 9 71 : 1 3 7). They are con
cerned with regulating the supply of labor. dealing with social discontent. 
and ensuring that the economy ran in ways that facilitated the accumula
tion of capital by the dominant class. The ideological system (we return to 
this later) provided legitimation for capitalism and offered people identities 
and roles that were necessary for the reproduction of the capitalist system. 
Taking a structuralist position. Althusser stressed the ways that these 
systems were interlinked. each one performing a vital social function and 
each one meshing with the others to form a seamless. smoothly function
ing. industrial capitalist society. 

So far this seems like orthodox. materialist Marxism with its base
superstructure model of social life. albeit with a twist of left-wing func
tionalism (see pp. 7. 2h-8). Althusser. however. wished to give more power 
to the superstructure than was traditional in what his supporters termed 
"vulgar materialism." In order to do this he developed some signilkant (and 
controversial) concepts. He argued that the superstructure had a "relative 
autonomy" ( 19 71: l 3 S) from the base. This is a complex and much 
debated term and Althusser was never really clear what he meant by it. He 
implies that the superstructure could have an impact of its own upon social 
life and that the economic base provided only broad limits and guidelines 
for the forms of institutions and ideologies that could emerge within it. 
Another term that Althusser used to explain his thinking was that of "deter
mination in the last instance" ( 1 9 71: 1 3 S). This. again, is generally taken 
to mean that there arc complex. reciprocal relationships between the base 
and superstructure and that at the end of such complex webs and chains 
of causation we will find an economic cause. 
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THE IDEOLOGICAL STATE APPARATUS AND SUBJECT POSITIONS 

Althusser's efforts to escape from the iron clutches of simplistic economic 
determinism whilst working within a structural model of social relations 
denote one key feature of his work. Another was his attention to the role of 
the state in cultural life. In his collection entitled Lenin and Pllilosoplly and 
()t/u'l" Essa!JS. Althusser 119 71 ) argued that in working to reproduce capi
talism the state made use of two kinds of systems. The repressive state 
apparatus (RSA) consisted of institutions which made use of coercive 
force. Examples include the police. the military. and prisons. These might by 
used to crush protest and dissent on the streets. to break strikes. and to sup
press left-wing military insurgencies. The ideological state apparatus 
(ISA) consisted of institutions that promulgated illusions about the nature 
and organization of society. These included the media. the church. and 
above all the school. All of these have links to the state via regulation. 
funding, or administration. While the church was the most important !SA 
in pre-capitalist societies, today this role is played by the educational system. 
It provided the trained, passive. and compliant workforce required by capi
talist enterprise. 

By linking concepts of ideological reproduction to the operation of the 
state in this way, Althusser's work points to specific loci of ideological pro
duction. In this respect his work (like Gramsci's) is important in adding 
specificity to Marxian ideas vvhich often tend to posit somewhat free
t1oating dominant ideologies. The concept of the ISA helps us to tie these 
ideologies to concrete agencies and processes - or at least to look for ties 
in specific locations. 

Althusser argued that the role of the ISA was to provide agents with false 
concepts about society and their place in it. Rather than understanding 
their true role in society and the nature of the capitalist system. Althusser 
sees actors living their lives in a false subjective world. As he puts it: 
"Ideology represents the imaginary relationship of individuals to their real 
conditions of existence" 119 71: 1 ()2 ). So. as people go about their daily busi
ness, they have illusory relations to others and to the capitalist system, 
rather than having a complete and scientific understanding of what is really 
going on. Thanks to the influence of jacques Lacan on his thinking (see 
chapter 12 ), Althusser sees self-identity as playing a crucial role in this 
process. According to Althusser the needs of the economic base determine 
the kinds of "functions" that individuals must fulllll- as workers, adminis
trators, and so on. People. however, are generally unaware of their objec
tive identities as functionaries within a capitalist system. Instead they 
inhabit illusory subject positions and identities which are propagated and 
allocated by the JSAs. As he puts it: "all ideology has the function ... of 
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constituting concrete individuals as subjects" ( 19 71: 171) Althusser 
stresses the ways that people voluntarily subscribe to particular identities 
such as these and the ways that they mesh with the objective needs of 
the system to for reproduction. The subjectivities that people occupy seem 
"natural.·· and so ideology is not recognized as such. 

CRITIQUES OF ALTHUSSER 

Althusser should be praised for the systematic nature of much of his 
thought and for attempting to assimilate an understanding of culture and 
cultural autonomy within a structural Marxian framework. This is arguably 
a task of much greater diflkulty than the more common humanist Marxist 
approach. lt is no surprise. therefore. that critics generally argue that 
Althusser's work fails to reconcile historical materiHiism with an under
standing of the autonomy of culture and subjectivity. Perhaps the most 
compelling argument along these lines is a famous essay entitled "The 
Poverty of Theory" by the British neo-Marxian historian E. P. Thompson 
( 19 /fl ). which launches a sustained and vitriolic attack on Althusser's 
work. The agenda behind this attack was a desire to defend the tradition 
of humanist. empirical Marxism and to prevent theoretical structural
ist thought from hijacking the Marxian legacy. Thompson's critique has 
several strands. He argued that: 

Althusser's work was too abstract and failed to engage with concrete 
data about the real struggles of real people. 
Althusser was master of complex word games. but failed to deliver 
genuine theoretical innovation. 
Althusscr's vision of social process was too deterministic. His con
cepts. such as "relative autonomy," merely substituted a com
plex deterministic mechanism for a simple one. Drawing a pointed 
analogy. Thompson suggests that Althusser has replaced the clock
like determinism of vulgar materialism for a theoretical orrery. An 
orrery is an elaborate mechanical device that tracks not only time but 
also the movements of the sun. moon, stars. and planets. Thompson's 
point is that even though the model may be more complex, the under
lying mechanism is still one of clockwork determinism. 
In the final analysis. Althusser's vision of social life was one which 
denied the potential for human freedom and creativity- specifically. 
the potential for people to make their own history. 

Gramscian writers during the 1 980s also attacked Althusser. Whilst they 
were somewhat sympathetic to his political orientation, they often used his 
thinking as a foil with which to distinguish their approach. Stuart Hall 
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( 1980a: 32-5 ). for example. pointed to the superior capacity of Cramscian 
models to acknowledge contingency. flexibility. agency. and cultural 
autonomy. Viewed in this light. Althusser begins to look like a rigid and 
doctrinaire systems theorist. whose abstract models are unable to come to 
terms with the complexities of the real world. 

Althusser's work reached its peak of influence in the late 1960s and 
1 9 70s among left -wing academics. before being replaced by the rising stars 
of Cramsci. Foucault. and Bourdieu during the 1980s. However. it was still 
possible to lind large numbers of enthusiastic graduate student and faculty 
devotees up to the late 1980s. The reasons for Althusser's fallfi·om grace 
are manifold. Some relate to the general decline of structuralist thinking 
and the need to incorporate agency into cultural explanation. Others relate 
to growing academic interest in the autonomy of culture and the inability 
of his approach to unambiguously acknowledge this possibility. Still more 
reasons reflect changes in the organi:mtion of society. such as the apparent 
decline of class as an organizing principle in post-industrial society. In the 
last instance. Althusser's theory was deemed less able to deal with each of 
these shifts than those of his major competitors within the camp of critical 
social science. 

THE DEMISE AND FUTURE OF WESTERN MARXISM 

Western Marxism today is not the force it once was. For much of the twen
tieth century it was a magnet for critical thinkers. its reputation enhanced 
by the plethora of great minds who worked in the tradition. Today its energy 
seems to have been dissipated. The collapse of communism in Eastern 
Europe in 1 9 8 9 and the mainstreaming of West European socialist parties 
during the 1980s and 1990s took the wind out of the Western Marxist sails. 
Nobody else seemed to believe in the socialist alternative they were advo
cating. During the 1970s and 1980s a smorgasbord of critical paradigms 
(e.g .. feminism. poststructuralism. and postmodernism) came into common 
currency and compounded this isolation. These provided critical thinkers 
with ways to talk about power. culture. and inequality without carrying the 
Marxist baggage of class analysis. materialism. omniscience, and socialism. 
As a result many cultural theorists on the left abandoned Marxism for 
pastures new. Finally. Western Marxism has become routinized into an 
academic trade. The era of charismatic leaders. intellectual giants. and 
world-historical struggles has passed. Its appeal now is prosaic rather than 
messianic. leaving ideas to compete on their own merits for an audience in 
what is an increasingly competitive marketplace of ideas. The future of 
Western Marxism will depend on its ability to adapt to this changed envi
ronment while retaining a minimally Marxian identity. 
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Suggested Further Reading 
The discourse of the Western Marxists is often dense. abstract. and philosophical. It 
can also be quite incestuous. with authors debating the finer points of Marxism 
among themselves in an "enciphered language" (Anderson 19/l): 32. :; 3--l). While 
these debates might be important for insiders. they can be rather off-putting for out
skiers looking for an accessible. empirically driven point of entry. Perry Anderson's 
Collsidemtiolls 011 11bilern J\!lar.rism offers an eflicient and sympathetic introduction 
to the area by a leading proponent. 

The philosopher Richard Rorty says that when he cannot understand Habermas 
he reads interpretations of his work by Thomas McCarthy. I recommend the same 
strategy. Thomas McCarthy's introduction to his translation of Habermas's Thcor!f 

of' Commzmicnlive Action covers the main points of a monumental work in only 
thirty-two pages and will prepare the reader for the hundreds of pages that are to 
follow. Ted Benton's ( l9!S4) book on structural Marxism provides a fair summary of 
All husser's distinctive approach. The well-known writings by Renjamin. Althusscr. 
and Adorno discussed here are also just about within the scope of novice readers. 
1\ hard-to-lind book by Ruger Scruton entitled Thinkers of' tlze :\'ew Le/i will amuse 
those who dislike critical theory and enrage those who are devotees. Scruton is a 
conservative philosopher who argues. in a somewhat flippant way. not only that 
much cultural Marxism is hopelessly confused and simplistic. but also that it is 
merely old Marxism in drag. I hesitate to recommend this book. but even if it is some
times inaccurate and rather acid. at least it is lively and provocative. 



CHAPTER F 0 U R 

Culture as Action 
. 
1n 

Symbolic lnteractionism, 

Phenomenology, and 

Ethnomethodology 

This chapter is about the so-called micro theories of symbolic interaction
ism. phenomenology. and ethnomethodology. I usc the words "so-called," 
as many scholars within and outside the area reject the term "micro." They 
see it. I think quite correctly. as part of a divisive discourse which marks out 
certain intellectual questions and approaches as being separate from. and 
antithetical to. mainstream social and cultural theory. While contestation 
between "micro" and "macro" theory was a hallmark of polemics during 
the 1960s and I 970s. today most theorists are interested in working 
toward a rapprochement. The general mood within cultural theory has 
changed. and there is a feeling that micro and macro levels and styles of 
analysis are complementary rather than incommensurable. We review 
some of these efforts at synthesis in chapter 8. Here we look at traditional 
micro perspectives and sec what they have to offer the broader lleld of cul
t ur<ll theory. 

Micro perspectives are diverse and sometimes in competition with each 
other. There are. however. a number of family resemblances within this 
diverse tradition. These can be summarized as follows. 

Face-to-face encounters between actors are a central feature of social 
life. 
People are creative. intelligent. and knowledgeable. 
Social order arises as an accomplishment of actors who are able to 
manage encounters and make them predictable. successful. and 
mutually understandable. 



Symbolic lnteractionism, Phenomenology, and Ethnomethodology 59 

In order to study how society works. we need interpretative method
ologies which try to capture the actor's dellnitions of the situation. 

This intellectual position has two points of origin. one positive and the other 
negative. The positive origin lies in a series of ancestral influences. Weber's 
advocacy of Vcrstelll'll (see pp. 13-14) provides an important charter in 
that it highlights the centrality of meanings to social action. The work of 
the philosophers George Herbert Mead and Charles Cooley was influential 
in the I lnited States. with its stress on reflexivity and the significance of 
a sense of self to human interaction. Early Chicago School ethnogra
phies were also a key impetus. They suggested that social research should 
take a humanist form and explore the worldviews. cultures. and life experi
ences of particular groups. Finally. the European tradition of phenomenol
ogy has emphasized the role of human perception and provided some 
theoretical heavy artillery in support of an agency-focussed research 
orientation. 

The negative origin of micro theory lay in a hostile reaction to Parson
ian functionalism (Alexander 19S 7. Heritage 1984 ). As we saw in chapter 
2. Parsons proposed a mode of analysis emphasizing that the maintenance 
of social order was an achievement of systems rather than actors. From the 
mid-19 50s onward the various micro theories progressively detached them
selves from the Parsonian agenda as they attempted to explain how order 
could arise as a product of concrete interactions. This involved empowering 
the actor in their theoretical models and recognizing possibilities for retlex
ivity. creativity. and responsible agency. So far so good. one might think. 
Unfortunately. this step also involved an ambivalent relationship toward 
cultural explanation. Thanks to a grounding in the Verstel!en tradition. 
micro theory recognized that meaning was central to action and its expla
nation. Yet it could not be fully acknowledged that action was organized by 
an overarching cultural order or by collective symbols. To do so would be to 
reproduce the sins of Parsonian systems theory. The consequence was a 
body of literature that talks about meanings and actions. but largely sees 
the former arising from the latter. 

Such a position was nicely summarized by Herbert Blumer in one of his 
numerous polemical manifestos for symbolic intcractionism. Blumer 
( 1969: 2) insists that people relate to each other and to objects on the basis 
of shared meanings. This is a position with which few cultural theorists 
would disagree. However. Blumer goes on to argue that "the meaning of 
such things is derived from. or arises out of. the social interaction that one 
has with one's fellows" ( llJ 6l): 2.) f n other words. the focus in understand
ing action is on how people create and usc meanings. rather than on how 
"cultural prescriptions. norms and values ... provide such explanations" 
(1969: 3 ). The result is an overwhelming emphasis on explaining how 
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actors can be creative. rather than on telling how culture can inform action 
patterns and be analytically distinct from them. This theme of prioritizing 
action over the exegesis of culture is well illustrated in the work of Erving 
Coffman. 

Erving Goffman 

Erving Coffman is widely recognized as a uniquely talented observer 
of social life. and would be a strong candidate in any poll to name the twen
tieth century's most influential symbolic interactionist. Perhaps the best 
way to get an overview of Coffman's broad take on social life is to quickly 
run through the contents of some of his major books. 

THE PRESENTATION oF SELF IN EvERYDAY LiFE 

[n this. his first and arguably most influential work, Coffman ( 19 59 [ 19 56 J) 
suggested that social action could be studied using an elaborate dra
maturgical metaphor (social life is like a staged drama). The aim was to 
show how "the individual in ordinary work situations presents himself and 
his [sic] activity to others. the ways in which he guides and controls the 
impression they form of him. and the kinds of things he may and may not 
do while sustaining his performance" ( 19 59: xi). So while Parsons saw 
actors as inhabiting an internalized role. Goflinan sees the actors as "per
forming a role" and emphasizes what he calls role distance. The distinc
tion is important as it highlights the reflexivity and active crafting of social 
life. Coffman argues that people have to make an acceptable show of what
ever they are supposed to be doing. This is called impression manage
ment. In acting out their role they may well make use of objects as props. 
There is also an audience watching them and perhaps a team supporting 
them. When people are in interaction each will have to be both an audience 
and an actor. Coffman also suggests that spatial regions have an implica
tion for interaction. There is often a backstage area where they carry out 
tasks that are hidden from the audience, but which are essential for a 
smooth frontstage performance. Coffman provides numerous examples to 
support this vision. perhaps the most compelling of which is that of a 
restaurant. The skillful waiter will act out his role before an audience of cus
tomers supported by a backstage team in the kitchen. He will use props like 
corkscrews and menus, and try to give off an impression of professional 
solicitude. 

Dramas in the theatre are usually scripted. rehearsed. and polished. 
Getting through social life. however. is a chancy business. Coffman dis-



Symbolic lnteractionism, Phenomenology, and Ethnomethodology 61 

cusses the vvays that people have to be able to maintain their sclf-conlidence. 
risk making mistakes. and deal with disruptions to their performance. The 
overall impression we get from The Presentation o/ Se/f in J;ver!Jday Li.fi' is or 
people being ingenious and talented. They are constantly giving otT signals 
to each other. These say who they arc and what they are doing and assist 
actors to maintain a mutually agreed definition of the situation. A danger 
with this perspective. however. is that the logic of the dramaturgical 
metaphor leads us perilously close to a simplistic vision or people as fakes 
and h·auds. acting strategically to manipulate impressions in order to 
control other people. This rather instrumental understanding of action sees 
people standing outside of culture and using it. rather than culture being 
internalized into the self as a deep, motivating force for action. 

ERVING GOFF MAN ( 1922-1982) 
Goffman was born in Canada, but spent most of his professional life in the 
United States after training at Chicago with some of the original Chicago 
School scholars. His work is of interest to researchers in a number of fields, 
including ethology. anthropology and psychology as well as sociology and cul
tural studies. This is hardly surprising as he was well read and dipped into 
diverse literatures in search of ideas that could be applied to the study of 
human behavior. He rose to prominence with the publication of The Presenta
tion of Self in Everyday Life, a book which drew on his fieldwork in the Orkney 
Islands of Scotland. Here he looked at face-to-face behavior in detail and its 
relationship to the self. Other works throughout his career also focussed on 
the self and covered a bewildering number of topic areas, from mental hospi
tals to advertising, to eye contact to behavior in elevators. Goffman was a bril
liant writer and much of the appeal of his work lies in his beautifully crafted 
and accessible essays. 

Source: Burns 1992. 

AsYLUMs 

With his book Asylums. Coffman ( 1968 [196lll looked once again at the 
self in interaction settings. His focus here was on the ways that the self 
of the mental hospital inmate interacted with the institutional regime. 
Coffman begins by delining the total institution. This is a place that is 
closed off from the world and where every aspect of daily life is controlled. 
Other examples include monasteries. the army. prisons. and orphanages. 
Goffman points to the ways that such places attempt to transform the selves 
of those who enter them. They do this through a rite of passage. This 
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concept is borrowed from Arnold van Cennep ( 1960 [ 1908]). a figure who 
also influenced Victor Turner (see pp. 81-2). 

In his book Tile Rite o( Passage. Van Cennep noted that major life transi
tions in all cultures involve ritual processes. These mark out the movement 
from one status to another. Examples include birth. baptism, initiation into 
manhood/womanhood. marriage. and death. He also noted that in many 
such episodes there is a period of separation from the group (e.g .. the hon
eymoon) before people return to society with a new status. The concept is 
of great value. in part because it draws our attention to the wide variety of 
contexts where the self is ritually transformed. In the case of the asylum 
GotTman observed this universal process at work. When a new inmate 
entered such an institution a series of activities took place that stripped 
away a civilian identity and replaced it with an institutional one. These 
included interviews. photographs, the removal of clothes. disinfecting the 
body, putting on a prison uniform, being told the rules. and being assigned 
to quarters (you have probably seen these stages in action at the start of 
stereotyped movies set in prison). The sum total of this process was a 
mortification of the old self and the emergence of a new identity that 
suited the needs of the institution. Goffman writes: '1\.dmission procedures 
might better be called 'trimming' and 'programming' because in thus 
being squared away the new arrival allows himself to be shaped and 
coded into an object that can be fed into the administrative machinery 
of the establishment, to be worked on smoothly by routine operations" 
(1968: 26). 

Once they were in the institution. GotTman claimed that a punish
ment/reward system offered inducements to the inmate to become a 
conformist and retain a passive demeanor. Inducements included visiting 
rights, a private room, day release, and so on. while negative sanctions were 
things like solitary confinement and electric-shock therapy. 

This bleak picture of an all-powerful institution crushing the 
human spirit is moderated by an alternate theme in the book. Coffman's 
subtext documents the various tricks and ruses that inmates get up to in 
order to maintain their sense of autonomy and dignity. These include: just 
pretending to go along with the rules of the game in order to win privileges. 
taking part in an activity for the wrong reasons (e.g .. joining a therapy 
group in order to meet members of the opposite sex). withdrawal into a 
world of television and books. the use of official objects for illegal 
purposes (e.g .. drying clothes on the radiator). and the identification of 
secret places for illicit activities like sex and gambling. The overall picture in 
Asylums is one of a struggle between the institution and the inmate. It is 
not surprising. then. that during the 1960s it struck a chord with 
prevailing anti-authoritarian sentiments and became something of a 
bestseller. 



Symbolic lnteractionism, Phenomenology, and Ethnomethodology 63 

SOME OTHER INFLUENTIAL BOOKS BY GOFFMAN 

In a collection of essays entitled Tntemction Ritual. Coffman ( 19 h 7) pointed 
to the ways that everyday face-to-face encounters were structured by 
a desire to maintain face. avoid anxiety. and head off embarrass
ment. Coffman suggests that much everyday social life consists of 
small ritual exchanges (e.g .. greetings) in which people reaf!lrm their 
identities as competent human beings. The argument here is broadly 
Durkheimian. Coffman draws on Durkheim 's discussion of the soul in 
T/1e Elementary Forms of Religious Li/{' and asserts that "the person in 
our urban secular world is allotted a kind of sacredness that is displayed 
and confirmed by symbolic acts.. ( 19 6 7: 4 7). For Coffman displays of 
deference and demeanor play a crucial role in this process. as actors 
work to dramatize mutual respect and status recognition. What Coffman 
called face work is central here. with persons attempting to maintain 
face in their interactions by performing in ways that correspond to social 
expectations. 

In Gender !ldvcrtisrn1ents Coffman ( 19 79) looked at the ways that 
men and women were portrayed in advertisements. He argued that 
women tended to be shown as passive. supportive (of men). and childlike. 
The exact nature of his claims is unclear. Some have taken his book to 
be about representations of gender in advertising. Others suggest he 
is merely using advertisements as a convenient (and arguably rather 
poor) data source to explore wider social attitudes and embodied behaviors. 
The book has become important. however. as an influence on more 
contemporary cultural studies analyses of images in the mass media. 
especially those involving the body. Fm111c Analysis. another one of 
Coffman's later books. explores the ways that contexts give meanings 
to actions (Coffman 1974). An example would be a frame such as "play." 
We read a ''pretend" fight in a different way from a "real" fight. A focus 
of the book is on the ways that people identify and maintain particular 
frames in ordinary social life. In many ways these two books from the 
19 70s are more "macro" in orientation than Coffman's ulher work. There 
is less attention given to face-to-face interaction itself and more to the 
collective representations and symbol systems through which action is 
interpreted. 

GOFFMAN - AN EVALUATION 

From the perspective of cultural studies. Coffman's work bas much to offer. 
Positive aspects of his work include: 



64 Symbolic lnteractionism, Phenomenology, and Ethnomethodology 

iln 111tcnlion to llw \l'll!JS llwt luunans usc culture in interactions. He 
shows that people usc cultural resources to maintain common dclln
itions of the situation and offer situationally appropriate behavior. 
His j()('US on links /Jct\\•ccn ll(tion. IIU'IIIIilliJ. llllll till' self, ln some ways 
this foreshadows concerns with "identity" in more recent cultural 
studies work. 
His undcrstandinu tlwt sellliotic actit>ity was fiuuimnenlal to social inter
action. Coffman shows that we live in a world where meanings are 
constantly exchanged. ln a sense this is a profoundly cultural model 
of social life. 
His j(Jcus 011 the ritual aspects of' social lij(• in institutions and in )i7ce
to-fncc cncow1ters. This marks an important elaboration within the 
Durkheimian tradition. 

There are, however, some problematic dimensions to Coffman's oeut>rc. The 
most important of these. I have intimated. is that his emphasis on role dis
tance and performance can create the impression of cynical and strategic 
actors. There is nothing wrong with this per sc. However. it does lead to 
a culturally denuded understanding of action. Motivations can appear 
shallow and material rather than complex and ideal. To get an idea of what 
is at stake here. think for a minute about Weber's protestant ethic thesis 
(see pp. 14-15 ). It emphasized transcendental needs for salvation. fear of 
damnation. reverence for Holy Scripture. a hatred of sin. and desire to do 
Cod's bidding. Now imagine how Goffman - at least in his early guise -
might have analyzed everyday life in the sixteenth century. He would point 
to the Bible and somber clothing as props that allow people to pass as devout 
Protestants. He would emphasize the need for the preacher to work on 
his technique so that he gave a charismatic impression. He would see 
the church as a stage or setting. and so on. Clearly something is missing 
here. This is an understanding of the power of culture to motivate actors 
and to establish the passionate structures of internalized emotion and 
commitment. 

This critique brings us to a related point. which is that Coffman actually 
has very little to say about the content of culture. His account makes exten
sive uses of words like "understandings." "conventions." and "norms," but 
there is no extensive discussion suggesting that he tried hard to think 
beyond these concepts. While Goffinan may have gone beyond Parsons in 
unpacking agency, his approach to culture itself did not constitute an 
advance. By itself the Goflinanian approach is inadequate for getting at the 
stuff of meaning. A multitude of other criticisms have also been raised. 
These should be noted briefly before we move on. 

Coffman's perspective is one which tends to falsely universalize from 
the perspective of a white. middle-class male in 19 50s America. Real 
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problems exist in deciding to what extent his observations are applic
able to other contexts. most notably the experiences of women. 
minorities. and so on. 
In terms of methodology Uo!Tman tends to rely on anecdotes rather 
than systematic data collection. This is not really a concern if all we 
are interested in generating exciting ideas. Many (perhaps most) 
great cultural theorists have been terrible empirical researchers. A 
problem does emerge. however. once claims are made about the 
generalizability of theoretical models to the real world. 
Notwithstanding the institutional-level analysis of As!flums, and the 
media-based study of Gmdcr Advertisements. a big question mark 
hangs over the ability of his approach to inform more "macro" issues 
about culture. These might include. to pick examples at random, 
long-term historical trends like disenchantment (Weber). systems
level analyses of culture and society (Parsons, Habcrmas), or explo
rations of culture as a commodity form (Marxism). 
Issues of power are neglected. While Coffman is able to deal with this 
question in some of his work (e.g .. AS!Jlwns). it is generally the case 
that he overlooks the ways that power might influence the course of 
face-to-face interactions. People bring to encounters statuses (e.g .. 
race. gender) and inhabit roles (e.g .. police officer) which are to some 
extent non-negotiable in face-to-face interaction. Even more im
portantly. Coffman needs to pay more attention to the ways that 
external structures of power or culture (rather than "mutual expec
tations") might influence the del1nition of the situation within a given 
interaction. Foucault's work (discussed in chapter 7). for example, 
shows how discourses can frame events and identities in particular 
ways and thereby exert a determining force on human actions. 

Labeling Theory 

Labeling theory. which was developed mainly in the fields of criminolog
ical and health research during the 1960s. marks an important extension 
of symbolic interactionism that in many ways deals with some of the major 
problems we encountered with Coffman. It is most associated with Edwin 
Lemert and Howard Becker. Labeling theory retains the idea that meanings 
about selves play a key role in social life. Yet its general orientation is com
patible with more macro understandings of how culture works. At the core 
of the theory was the idea that there was no such thing as deviance per sc. 
Rather there were certain types of person and activities that were classified 
-or labeled - as deviant. Becker focussed on the way that lawmaking insti
tutions created deviance by making certain things illegal (e.g .. drugs). Once 
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the law was in place. the persons violating the law could be considered as 
deviant. As Becker ( 1 9 7 3 [ 1 9 o 3]: 9) famously wrote: "The deviant is one 
to whom that label has successfully been applied: deviant behavior is behav
ior that people so label." Becker's work stresses the importance of dominant 
groups and institutions (e.g .. the Federal Bureau of Narcotics) in establish
ing these laws. He argued that they would often do so to protect their own 
interests. 

The general thrust of such analyses is to shift our gaze away from the 
individual deviant toward a study of the social forces that are behind the 
labeling process. In particular. power and interests are highlighted as deter
minants of identities. This perspective contrasts sharply with Goffman's 
interest in the mutually reinforcing. cooperative display of deference and 
demeanor in the maintenance of legitimate identities. Indeed, labeling the
orists have focussed almost exclusively on labeling as a form of social control 
directed against vulnerable classes of persons. Studies of mental illness. for 
example. suggest that the label of "mentally ill" has been used to control 
and imprison people who are really against the system or even just uncon
ventional. With this shift away from the face-to-face and toward discourse 
and institutions, labeling theory is important as a point of contact between 
symbolic interactionism and several other trends in more mainstream cul
tural research. There are clear affinities. for example. with studies of classi
fication, power/knowledge. and moral panics (these are discussed elsewhere 
in this book: see pp. 9 3-4. 123. 159-oO). 

Phenomenology 

Phenomenology has it roots in philosophy. Major figures in the field include 
Descartes. Heidegger. Husser!, and Merleau-Ponty. Within the field of 
philosophy the main focus of analysis in phenomenology is the exploration 
of conscious experience. Researchers in the area ask questions like: How is 
color experienced? Why can we attribute the color brown to the table? 
How are our senses of touch and sight aligned so that we believe we are 
touching and feeling the same table rather than two different ones? 
What is a sense of self? What does it mean to have a thought? These are the 
kinds of questions that people never ask themselves in everyday life. and 
exploring them requires the phenomenologist to suspend their everyday 
ways of thinking and develop new methods for interrogating conscious 
experience. 

Perhaps the best known of these techniques is Edmund Husserl's 
methodology of "bracketing." This involves stripping away the taken-for
granted from our experience of the world. The idea is to parse an experi
ence and to work out what its constituent elements might be so as to reveal 
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a pure perception untainted by common sense. The operation is rather like 
peeling an onion from the outside in. Suppose that we sec a table. Husserl 
would argue that this involves numerous elements- a sense of being a self 
so that we can be conscious of our perceptions. a mental image of some
thing large and wooden. and allocation of meaning to that image as a 
coherent object ("it's a table"). and so on. In his works Husser! uses his 
method of bracketing to remove and account for each of these stages of per
ception in intricate detail. 

The bridge between this tradition of phenomenology and mainstream 
sociology came from the work of Alfred Schutz. who argued vigorously for 
the need to study the Lebenswelt (lifeworld) of the ordinary person. 
Schutz was a student of Husser! and sought to make his teacher's findings 
more relevant to explaining everyday life than to abstruse philosophical 
controversies. In order to do this Schutz had to take Husser! and stand him 
on his head (metaphorically speaking. of course!). Hus~erl's in1ellf'ctual 
approach. as we have seen. involved taking experience apart and eliminat
ing common sense. Schutz argued that much of social life is able to go ahead 
precisely because people do not do this. Rather than asking difficult ques
tions. we inhabit a Lebenswelt made up of the taken-for-granted. We also 
draw on stocks of common-sense knowledge to get through life. Schutz 
suggested that typification was central to this activity. This is the way that 
we group things we experience into classes. He writes: "the outer world is 
not experienced as an arrangement of individual unique objects ... but as 
'mountains', 'trees'. 'animals'. 'fellow men"' (Schutz 197 3: 7-8 ). Thanks 
to this classifying activity. we can behave toward them in similar ways. until 
practical experience dictates that we should modify our generalizing cate
gories. Such activity obviates the need to treat each object we encounter as 
puzzling and unique. 

Schutz also maintained that our interactions with others are guided by 
the assumption that. for the most part. they see the world the same way 
that we do. We assume that they share our common-sense knowledge 
and experience the phenomenal world in similar ways and that "both of 
us have selected and interpreted the actually or potentially common 
objects and their features in an identical manner or at least ... one suffi
cient for all practical purposes" (ibid.: 12). He calls this belief the reci
procity of perspectives. Schutz argues that intersubjectivity (mutual 
understanding) and practical action can be established because of this 
assumption. If we relentlessly questioned everything other people said or 
did. or went about our lives presuming that other people could not under
stand us. we would never accomplish anything. As Garilnkel's breaching 
experiments showed (see below. pp. 68-9 ). social life would rapidly become 
bogged down in a morass of explanations. instructions. and crippling 
uncertainty. 
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Ethnomethodology 

The founder of ethnomethodology. Harold Garfinkel. was influenced by 
Schutz's work. In his early career Garfinkel studied with Parsons at 
Harvard. This gave him a lifelong interest in the problem of social order 
(Heritage 19~4). A.t the same time Garfinkel became dissatisfied with 
the kinds of solutions Parsons had developed in Tl1e Structure of Social 
Action and Toward a (;cneml Tileor!f of Action (see chapter 2. pp. 2 3-~ ). 
Garlinkel wanted a theory that would recognize the centrality of social 
action and intelligent actors to the maintenance of social order. Build
ing upon Schutz. and in a less direct way on the American pragmatist 
tradition with its focus on practical action. Garlinkel developed an account 
of social order that was not dependent on explanation at the level of 
the system. In his seminal work. Studies in Etlmmnctlwdoloqy (19 6 7). 
Car11nkel rejected the Parsonian emphasis on values and norms as 
the major source of integration. insisting that they reduced the actor 
to the status of a judgmental dope. He also rejected the idea of a 
single abstract theory being able to account for the diversity of human 
action. and called instead for concentrated empirical investigations of 
concrete contexts and settings. By contrast to Parsons. Garfinkel claimed 
social order emerged in specific settings as an accomplishment of actors. 
He saw them working to make their own context-speci!k actions 
understandable to others. as well as constantly striving to understand 
what others were doing. The model of the actor he developed was a rather 
cognitive one. According to Garlinkel. people have to keep making sense 
of the world and each other and perform activities that are designed to 
make sense to each other. Ethnomethodology was to be the study of the 
"ethno" "methods" (folk methods) through which ordinary people did this 
in diverse situations and organizational environments. In his inimitable 
fashion he writes that ethnomethodology is all about: "learning how 
members' actual. ordinary activities consist of methods to make practical 
actions. practical circumstances. common sense knowledge of social struc
tures and practical sociological reasoning analyzable and of discovering the 
formal properties of commonplace. practical common sense actions. "from 
within" actual settings, as ongoing accomplishments of those settings" 
( 1967: vii-viii). 

Drawing on Schutz. Garfinkel insisted on the centrality of common sense 
in allowing this sense-making activity to happen. One way in which he 
did this was through a series of innovative breaching experiments that 
set out to violate. and thereby highlight. the significance of the taken
for-granted. For example. he had students ask relentless questions in 
everyday conversation (e.g .. "I had a flat tire." "What do you mean. you 
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had a flat tire?" lor else had them pretend they were boarders in their own 
family homes. The result was often hostility and anger. This suggested 
to Carfinkel that the taken-for-granted had some of the characteristics 
of a moral order and that we all expect each other to play our part in its 
maintenance. 

Much of Garfinkel's work revolves around a series of innovative concepts 
which capture the features of common-sense. everyday reasoning. The 
most signil1cant of these are listed below. 

!lccountslaccounlahilil!fluccmmliu!f. This refers to the ways that people 
attempt to develop frames and explanations for understanding what 
is going on. Carfinkel insists that social order emerges because people 
organize their own behavior so it will be accountable to others. He 
sees this as providing an alternative to the Parsonian view of social 
order emerging from internalized norms. 
Tire etc. clause. Garfinkel (like Wittgenstein <llld Rourdieu l attacked the 
idea that society could be governed by "rules." Instead he pointed out 
that no rule could ever be specific enough to cover all possible 
circumstances. If rules did exist. they could only do so because 
"members" (the ethnomethodologist's favorite word for "social 
actors") applied their common sense to work out the various other 
contexts (etceteras) in which they either applied or didtl't. 
Tile documeutar!J mct/wd. Garfinkel borrowed this concept ti·om the 
Frankfurt School sociologist Karl Mannheim.lt refers to the ways that 
members build up coherent frames lh1m small clues. A case in point 
would be the work of a coroner. who has to decide whether a violent 
death was an accident. suicide. or misadventure by looking at the 
various circumstances. before arriving at a big picture that can incor
porate all the clues. 
Iwlcxicalit!f· This is the way that things only make sense within a 
specific context. "This chair" will mean different things according to 
when and where it is said. and who says it. Cartinkel suggests that 
because meaning is so context-bound. we have to study it as some
thing that emerges in specil1c sequences of action in specific places. 
Ad lwciii[J. This is a device that people use to apply knowledge from 
one context to another. The concept captures the creative and impro
visatory way that people transpose common-sense knowledge across 
domains. 

The other leading early advocate of ethnomethodology was Harvey Sacks 
(e.g .. 1992 [ 19h4-S j). Sacks placed a major emphasis on the role of lan
guage in everyday life. He demonstrated that many of the features of social 
life that Garfinkel had documented were present in ordinary conversation. 
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Conversations. he maintains. are inherently indexical in that they only 
make sense in particular contexts. If we do not know the context it can be 
difficult to tigure out what is going on. Moreover. conversations work only 
because people themselves work to ensure the reciprocity of perspectives. 
With each competent utterance they demonstrate that they have under
stood the one that went just before it. For this reason. Sacks argued that the 
reproduction of social order in conversation inevitably had a sequential 
organization. 

Sacks also pointed to the role of common-sense knowledge with his 
concept of the membership categorization device (MCD). He argued 
that particular labels (MCDsl operate as a kind of shorthand. They carry 
with them sets of assumptions about behavior, motivation. moral worth, 
and so on. Moreover. particular Ml'Ds seem to go together in sets. When we 
hear one of these MCDs invoked our common sense comes into play to fill 
in the gaps. Consider the sentence: "The baby cried. The mommy picked it 
up." Sacks ( 199 2: 24 3ff.) suggests that we tend to automatically read 
this something like: "The baby cried because it wanted something. The 
mother was the mother of the baby. The mother picked up the baby because 
it was crying and because she wanted to look after it. .. While none of this 
is explicitly stated. our common sense makes use of the MCDs to construct 
a coherent picture or "account" of what is going on. The idea of the MCD 
remains one of the most useful contributions of ethonomethodology to 
unpacking the organization of common sense as a constituent part of 
culture. 

Ethnomethodology after Garfinkel and Sacks 

Following the publication of Studies in Etlmmnetlwrlology in 19 h 7. Cartinkel 
wrote (or at least published) very little else. Sacks. Garfinkel's heir apparent. 
was tragically killed in a car accident. leaving a scattered literature behind 
him. The agenda for ethnomethodology has subsequently taken a number 
of turns. An important line of influence has been in the social studies of 
science. These have argued that scientific activity isn't really "scientific" at 
all. Rather it depends heavily on the same kind of common-sense thought 
as everyday life. A substantial emphasis is placed on relativizing scientific 
knowledge and showing that it is an accomplishment of a scientific com
munity with a particular set of ideas about what is "truth" and a "research 
finding" (e.g., Latour and Woolgar 19 79 ). Another significant area of study 
has emerged from Harvey Sacks's interest in language (Heritage 1984). 
This field of conversation analysis (CA) has taken on a curiously posi
tivist and empiricist feel. with a strong emphasis being placed on the rigor
ous collection of data. A major accomplishment has been the creation of a 
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cumulative body of knowledge about features of everyday language usc. 
Some ethnomcthodologists feel unhappy about this. suggesting that the 
originating focus on the Le/JcnsiVclt of the actor has been replaced by a 
technology-driven activity which accords epistemological privilege to the 
analyst (Lynch and Bogen 1994 ). Still others suggest that the radical edge 
of etbnomethodology has been betrayed thanks to the mainstreaming 
activity of CA. According to Pollner ( 1991 ). ethnometbodology was once 
an area that promised to fundamentally reshape social science by generat
ing "radical reflexivity." Its findings could potentially have be turned inward 
and used to relativize social science research as a series of locally produced 
accounts. ethnomethods, and so on. Pollner asserts this would have pro
duced a more thoughtful and rigorous discipline. Finally. there have 
emerged in the ethnomethodological tradition a number of studies of 
"work." These involve the use of CA to study settings like doctor's consul
tations. telephone belplines. and school classrooms. The idea here is to 
detect how the kinds of devices identilled by Cartinkel and Sacks allow 
people to get their job done. A major focus is on the ways that the "setting" 
for the interaction is something to which members reflexively organize their 
behavior. providing both a resource for intersubjectivity and an outcome of 
their activities. 

Ethnomethodology and Phenomenology -
Evaluation 

Ethnomcthodology and phenomenology have made a contribution to main
stream cultural theory that has been indirect rather than direct. rv1ore 
so than any other approaches. they have argued forcefully for the role of 
the actor in maintaining social order. This challenge has been so forceful 
that recent cultural theories have had to react. The structuration theory 
of Giddens (sec pp. 14.2-4) and the agenda of neofunctionalism (above. pp. 
3 5-6). for example, both try to incorporate improved understandings of 
agency into general models. Ethnomethodology and phenomenology have 
also done a great deal to introduce everyday life as a key area of cultural 
research and to document the centrality of meaning to even the most com
monplace and seemingly trivial activities. In so doing they suggest that 
culture is an inescapable aspect of our lives. 

On the negative side. the model of culture provided by these perspectives 
shares many of the disadvantages of that of the symbolic interactionism. 
Ideas of power are weakly developed or non-existent. The persistent micro 
focus makes the theory diflicult to apply to areas that interest many other 
cultural researchers- such as the study of discourses and ideologies in his
torical and comparative contexts. Moreover. there is ambivalent relation-
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ship to culture itself within the field. Ethnomethodologists are reluctant 
to see culture as something "out there" which exists outside of concrete 
actions. They see culture as somehow immanent in activity. or as emerging 
from it. rather than as a separate and autonomous system. This raises a 
serious question mark over the ability of such approaches to understand 
"culture" as an independent. sui generis influence of social life. Some com
mentators (e.g .. Alexander 19 8 7) have even suggested that ethnomethod
ology is actually anti-cultural because it rejects normative explanation. 
Certainly when we read texts by ethnomethodologists there is little sense of 
the symbolic. semiotic. and textual dimensions of social life which contem
porary cultural theory places at the foreground. Indeed. in this respect 
ethnomethdological understandings are less "cultural" than those of sym
bolic interactionism. This neglect arises. perhaps, from the cognitive turn 
and the influence of phenomenology - an approach which tends to under
stand mental life as a kind of dispassionate problem-solving exercise. Yet if 
one is prepared lo accept a broader definition of culture as being about the 
role of meaning in social life. then ethnomethodological perspectives have 
much to offer. Certainly it provides the most extensive exploration of the 
routine. everyday. sense-making activities of people operating as active con
structors and maintainers of meaning. 

Micro Theories -A General Evaluation 

Looking at micro theories of culture as a whole we can detect three master 
characteristics. We can use these to evaluate the contribution of the litera
ture considered in this chapter. 

The first of these is that significant advances have taken place 
in thinking through how agency can be related to meaning. The 
focus on humans as active creators and manipulators of meaning 
provides a refreshing antidote not only to Parsonian ideas of role
internalization, but also to Marxian ideas about dominant ideologies. 
and so on. Anyone interested in exploring how action and culture go 
together should become familiar with this literature. 
Secondly. there is an impoverished and stunted understanding 
of culture. In comparison to other paradigms (e.g .. semiotics. 
hermeneutics), symbolic interactionism is long on interaction. but 
short on the symbolic. Much the same can be said for ethnomethod
ology. If you are looking for a model that will help you unpack the 
deeply meaningful symbolic and hermeneutic aspects of cultural 
systems and texts you will probably need to look elsewhere. 
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Thirdly. problems arise in explaining how micro levels relate to the 
macro level. While other approaches to culture typic<dly have an 
ancillary model of social structure. this is lacking in more micro 
understandings. The result is a series of studies of what goes on in 
particular locations (e.g .. the medical examination). but these are 
rarely connected to a generic explanation or model of the social and 
cultural orders (e.g .. ideas about medical dominance). Ideas about 
action-chains (Collins 1 9 7)) and systems as the emergent properties 
of encounters go some way toward this goal. but (from the per
speclive of macro theory at least) fail to really take seriously the 
constraining effects of structure upon agency or the idea of an 
autonomous cultural system. Rather than reducing all social life 
to an expression of micro forces. many suggest a better approach is 
perhaps to think of social life as being made up of discrete but inter
acting layers uf activity vvhich can be approached at different level~; 
of analysis (see Alexander l9S7. Layder 1994). 

Suggested Further Reading 
GotTman's works are easy and enjoyable to read. Many readers will lind they have 
an intuitive appeal and lind themselves seduced into becoming a symbolic interac
liunist. Start by dipping into The Presentation of Self in Ewr!fdil!f Uj(> and then browse 
around Coffman's other works at will. Herbert Blumer's (] 96<J) theoretical essays 
provide a more tub-thumping. evangelical attempt at conversion. He argues relent
lessly and passionately against objectivist. positivist. and quantitative ellorts to 
understand meaningful human activity. Works in the lield of phenomenology and 
ethnomethodology arc not for the fainthearted. Practitioners in the area have elab
orate specialist vocabularies and write in a dense and highly technical style. Begin 
with a user-friendly guide like John Heritage's Garfinkel and Etl!nolnctlwloy!fl1984). 
before moving on to sample the exciting. but diflkult. works of Garfinkel and Schutz 
lhemselves. 



CHAPTER F I V E 

The Durkheimians: Ritual, 

Classification, and the Sacred 

We tend to hear a lot about Western Marxism and the development of 
Marxist cultural thought in the twentieth century. Until recently a good deal 
less attention was given to the legacy of Durkheim for researching culture. 
Books on Durkheim used to point to his role as an ancestor of the structural 
functionalism of Parsons and Radcliffe-Brown. or as the father of positivist, 
quantitative sociology rather than as a cultural theorist. This situation is 
now changing and recent years have seen a signillcant revival of interest 
in his approach to society and culture. As we suggested in a previous 
chapter Durkheim 's ideas about solidarity, ritual. religion. and symbolism 
mark him out as an important point of origin for contemporary cultural 
theory. Here we study the ways that these ideas have been taken up and 
used by his students and those who came after him. In the later part of the 
twentieth century much of this work was concerned with elaborating on 
the themes provided by Durkheim while. at the same time. making his 
theories more relevant to issues of conflict. power. and pluralism. We begin, 
however. with a study of those closest to Durkheim in terms of time and 
approach before moving onto more contemporary applications within the 
Durkheimian tradition. 

The First Half of the Twentieth Century 

Before World War One. Durkheim built up around him a coterie of talented 
students. The group is sometimes known as the An nee Socioloaique after the 
journal that they established in order to publish their work. The school was 
all but wiped out during World War One, and following Durkheim's death in 
1 91 7 the Durkheimian legacy was threatened. Its survival depended to a 
great extent on the work of Durkheim's nephew, Marcel Mauss. 
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MARCEL MAUSS 

In his Essni sur lc don. _f(mnc nrclwiquc de l'eclumgc. a work first published in 
1 9 2 5 and translated into English as Tlzc Gift. Mauss (19 7 4) drew upon 
ethnographic and historical data from around the world to consider the cen
trality of gift exchange in primitive society. This could include the giving 
of presents. the preparation of feasts for others. and even sacrificial activi
ties. Taking a broadly Durkheimian approach. Mauss argued that gift 
exchange was a social fact. It had to be explained in terms of its role in the 
social organization as a whole. in relation to systems of morality. and in 
terms of hidden social forces. Mauss understood gift exchange as driven by 
a series of normative expectations which participants took for granted. He 
pointed out that gifts carry with them a kind of magical force and a strong 
sense of obligation - a feature that differentiates them from mere com
modities. These are: 

The obligation to give. 
The obligation to receive. 
The obligation to repay gifts received. 
The return gift has to be different from the original gift. 
The return gift has to be delayed. 

Mauss noted that gift exchange often served no obviously useful function. 
People in gift-exchanging situations were usually able to fulfill their 
own material needs and did not need to swap things in order to stay 
alive. Exchanges were often purely ceremonial and involved objects of 
great symbolic value. but little material wealth or practical utility. In 
other situations, such as the Native American potlatch. there was even 
the deliberate destruction and donation of property in extravagant 
ceremonies. 

While Mauss did not talk extensively about industrial societies. the 
continuing relevance of these norms is obvious if we think about situations 
like Christmas. birthdays. and even buying a round of drinks in a bar. 
He suggested that such gift giving was evidence that a corrosive mercan
tile spirit had not yet fully invaded social life. He wrote: " Much of our 
everyday morality is concerned with the question of obligation and spon
taneity in the gift. It is our good fortune that all is not yet couched in terms 
of purchase and sale .... Our morality is not solely commercial" (1974: 
G 3 ). This analysis shares the vision of critical theory about the nega
tive impact of commodity relations and the cash nexus. Where Mauss 
differs from neo-Marxism and Weberianism is in suggesting that the 
process is incomplete and that islands of symbolic and meaningful behav
ior persist. 
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MARCEL MAUSS ( 1872-1950) 
Mauss was Durkheim's nephew and arguably the most gifted and important of 
his students. He was a person of wide learning, with a particular interest in the 
history of religions. For the first half of the twentieth century Mauss was a key 
figure in French sociology. He fought in World War One, and, unlike many of 
Durkheim's students, survived. He spent much of his life editing and publishing 
the unfinished works of his dead colleagues as well as those of Durkheim himself. 
An unfortunate consequence of this devotion to the work of others was that 
he neglected his own research. He is chiefly known for his thoughts on gift 
exchange, but also wrote about sacrifice, magic, and human ecology. 

Reference: Evans-Pritchard 1954. 

In accounting fur the prevalence of gift exchange. Mauss indicated two chief 
mechanisms. One was the pursuit of prestige by leaders and political entre
preneurs. When analyzing the potlatch system. for example. he suggested 
that ritual exchanges were part of a game in which powerful figures sought 
to build up networks of clients beholden to them by ties of obligation. The 
second mechanism was more indirect and operated at the level of the social 
system. The exchange of gifts was a mechanism for avoiding war. allowing 
for stability. and generating solidarity and peaceful coexistence. Mauss sug
gested that. "in order to trade. man must first lay down his spear" ( 19 7 4: 
80). Consequently. gift giving had an important role for cementing peace 
and social stability. 

Mauss's Essai sur le Don is important for several reasons. These can be 
outlined as follows: 

It highlights the importance of gift relations in social life and theo
rizes these in a cultural way as exchanges marked with special sym
bolic force. This provides an important resource and point of analytic 
contrast to the more numerous studies of the commodity form (see 
the discussions in chapter 3 ). 
Mauss introduces ideas about exchange into cultural theory. The 
concept would later be adopted by other theorists. most notably Levi
Strauss in his study of kinship. 
The book remains central to studies of voluntary work. voluntary 
associations. and charity. 

Aside from The Gift. Mauss's other most influential work has been Primi
tive C/assi{icatioll. In this book. Durkheim and Mauss (1963 [1903]) 
attempted to explain the ways that societies classified phenomena as 
diverse as time. space. types of person. and animal species. Their argu-
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111ent was resolutely sociological and reflected the mechanistic logic of 
the middle-period Durkheim. in which social forms and social structure 
determined just about everything else in a society. In this case they argued 
that the organization of a society influenced the way that its people saw 
and classified the world around them. A society with two clans. for 
example. might divide the year into two seasons. Not surprisingly. such a 
simple model docs not work too well v\'11en we look at data. As Rodney 
Needham ( 196 3) has pointed out. Primiti1•c Classification is a book in 
which few of the examples lit the predicting theory. Nevertheless it did 
much to put classili.cation on the map as a topic for cultural enquiry - a 
topic so important that Needham ( 19 6 3: viii) has designated it "the 
prime and fundamental concern of social anthropology." Less often 
noted. but perhaps more important. is the fact that Durkheim and Mauss 
insisted on the moral and emotional nature of classifications. Rather 
than seeing classil1catory systems as simply an intellectual exercise. they 
stressed their normative and religious dimensions. They write: ''Things arc 
above all sacred and profane. pure or impure. friends or enemies. favorable 
or unfavorable .... And it is this emotional value ... which plays the pre
ponderant part in the manner in which ideas are connected or separated. 
It is the dominant characteristic in classif1cation" ( Durkheim and Mauss 
196 3: 86). 

In drawing attention to this dimension of symbol systems their work 
provides an important foundation not only for Tlu' Elementary Forms of 
Reli[Jious Life. but also more recent Durkheimian efforts - such as those 
of Mary Douglas - which explore issues of purity and pollution as 
they relate to classificatory systems. This emphasis on the emotionally 
"hot" and value-laden characteristics of culture is a central element 
of the Durkheimian approach. We return to this theme later in the 
chapter. 

MAURICE HALBWACHS 

Like Mauss. Maurice Halbwachs was a diverse and gifted scholar. Despite a 
wide-ranging scholarly output. he is best known today for his thinking on 
the topic of collective memory IHalbwachs 1992). While the originality 
and importance of this work was not fully recognized at the time. it has 
since come to be seen as a pathbreaking analysis. Halbvvachs is concerned 
with the ways that people recount and mythologize the past. While we have 
direct mental access to previous events in our own lives. those in the his
torical past can only be made relevant to us by means of social institutions. 
Collective actions of commemoration. festivals. storytelling. and writing 
record these events and pass them on. There is nothing automatic. then. 



78 The Durkheimians: Ritual, Classification, and the Sacred 

about the process of remembering. Halbwachs also argues that our collec
tive memory of the past is far from comprehensive. Some events are forgot
ten and others remembered. Moreover. those we do remember are recorded 
in selective ways. A particular spin is put onto past events by the groups. 
institutions. and rituals which are responsible for keeping them alive in the 
collective memory. 

Maurice Halbwachs ( 1877-1945) 
Halbwachs was born in France and in his student years in Paris came under 
the influence of both Durkheim and the idealist philosopher Henri Bergson. 
As a young man he was attracted to socialism and had a strong sense of social 
justice. In 191 I, for example, he was expelled from Germany after publishing 
an article that was critical of police brutality. While he was initially attracted 
to Bergsonian individualism, he later became more strongly committed to a 
collectivistic, Durkheimian vision of social life. Many of his most productive 
years were spent in Strasbourg, but later in life he received the call to Paris, 
took up a chair at the Sorbonne and became recognized as a major intellec
tual figure. Following the German occupation of France, some of his relatives 
were murdered.At great personal risk to himself Halbwachs inquired into their 
deaths. He was arrested, transported to Germany, and died in a concentration 
camp. 

Reference: Coser 1992. 

Halbwachs saw his theory of collective memory as compatible with 
Durkheim's work. He suggested that the collective memory operates to hold 
society together. Stories about heroes. epic events. and group origins provide 
people with a source of emotional and intellectual solidarity. Consistent 
with Durkheim's functionalist approach. Halbwachs argued that it was the 
needs. problems. and beliefs of the present that determined the memory of 
the past. The collective memory. then. was constantly being renewed and 
reshaped with each passing generation. He also emphasized that religion 
itself was a form of collective memory. asserting that: "We can say of every 
religion that it reproduces in more or less symbolic forms the history of 
migrations and fusions of races and tribes. or great events, wars, establish
ments. discoveries and reforms that we can find at the origin of the societies 
that practise them" (1 992: 84). 

Halbwachs's understanding of the synergies between history. religion. 
politics. and mythology has proven increasingly influential for cultural 
theory during recent decades. even if his functionalist tendencies have been 
abandoned. We briefly mention some representative studies later in this 
chapter. 
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OTHER EARLY DURKHEIMIANS 

Constraints of space prevent a detailed discussion of the work of all the 
Durkheimians in the first part of the century. It is. however. necessary to 
be aware of some other important ligures and texts. Robert Hertz. one of 
Durkheim's students. wrote important analyses of the symbolism of left and 
right and its relationship to that of death (Hertz 1960 [ 1907] ). which was 
published in L'Amzcc Sociologiquc. In Dcatlz and the Riglzt Hand he claimed 
there were cultural universals (symbolic patterns to be found in all known 
societies) linked to their symbolism. The right hand was tied to "life. truth. 
beauty. virtue. the rising sun. the male sex"' ( 1960: 10 3 ). and the left hand 
to their opposites. 

Hertz asked: "How is it that the sacred side should invariably be the right 
and the profane the left?"' ( 1960: 110). He was unable to provide a com
plete or convincing answer to this question. but this is of little importance. 
The main achievement of his book lies elsewhere. Deatl! and the Ri!flzl 
Hand remains a pioneering demonstration of the universal importance of 
dualism to classitication systems- a principle that would later be elaborated 
upon by Levi-Straussian structuralism (see chapter 6). Celestin Bougie's 
Essays on the Caste System (1971 [1899]) provided an equally important 
cultural analysis. in this case of the Indian stratification system. Bougie 
insisted on its religious character and pointed to the ways that distinctions 
between the pure and the impure were fundamental to Hindu ritual activ
ity and social organization. Like Hertz, he suggested that the pattern he 
identified was universal. He maintained that all societies have caste-like fea
tures. only these are highlighted and present in a strong form in the Indian 
case. What his work provides is an understanding of stratification as a 
reflection of cultural logic rather than economic forces. rt therefore offers a 
distinctive alternative to Marxian understandings of class. 

During the 19 30s. Durkheim's authority in French sociology waned. The 
most important torchbearer was a librarian - Georges Bataille. Also influ
enced by Nietzsche. de Sade. surrealism. and Marxism. Bataille was a 
complex llgure whose writing combined interests in theology. philosophy. 
eroticism. and aesthetics as well as sociology and politics. A unifying feature 
of these diverse concerns was an interest in the sacred and mystical quali
ties of human experience. Bataille drew particular attention to the links 
between that which is conventionally seen as fllthy. disgusting. excessive. 
and lewd (which he called heterology). and the sacred and transcendent. 
Writing about an encounter in a brothel. for example. Bataille ( 199 7a 
[ 1941 J) pointed to the awe-inspiring qualities of lust and female sexuality. 
By the same token the economy was a domain of energy. desire. waste. and 
excess that could not be understood using the narrow prism of rationality. 
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Bataille wrote that "an immense industrial network cannot be managed in 
the same way that one changes a tyre ... it expresses a circuit of cosmic 
energy on which it depends. which it cannot limit. and whose laws it cannot 
ignore without consequences·· ( l 99 7b [ l 949j: l K4-) ). 

In the later 19 30s Bataille established a research and discussion group 
in Paris known as the College de Sociologic. The group was devoted to the 
study of the sacred in social life and to the possibility of constructing a 
utopian sense of community- a project which clearly built on the intellec
tual foundations provided by Durkheim's Eh'IIH'Ill!lr!J Fin-nzs u( Rcliuious Li/i' 
(see pp. 10-11 ). Today. however. Bataille's work has been largely forgotten 
by Durkheimians and is most appreciated by poststructuralists and post
modernists. Bataille's interest in sexuality, the body. and the excessive- as 
well as his vivid. hallucinatory style- has been appreciated by writers such 
as Barthes. Kristeva. and Derrida. thus ensuring his position as an impor
tant twentieth-century thinker. 

During the l 9 30s and 1940s Durkheim's influence became interna
tional. Talcott Parsons imported it to the United States and drew upon 
Durkheim's normative understandings in developing his structural func
tionalist models of society and multidimensional understandings of human 
action (see chapter 2). In British anthropology, the influential figure of 
Radcliffe-Brown drew upon T/zr Division of Labor in insisting on the corre
lation between sentiments and social organization. Much of his work is 
taken up with ideas about social equilibrium and the stability of the social 
system. More attuned to the later Durkheim's emphasis on the autonomy 
of the religious and symbolic was the slightly younger E. E. Evans-Pritchard. 
who by the 19 )(Js had begun to move away from the orthodox structural 
functionalism of British social anthropology. In Nurr Rrligimz. for example. 
he claimed that it was important to study and interpret religion on its own 
terms (Evans-Pritchard 19 56). The task of the anthropologist. he sug
gested. should be to try to understand the logic and meanings of the belief 
system. rather than attempting to explain it away as a reflection of an 
underlying social structure. Here Evans-Pritchard presages the hermeneu
tic and cultural turn in anthropology that was to Hower in the work of 
Clifford Geertz (sec pp. 198-201 ). 

The Second Half of the Twentieth Century 

During the second half of the twentieth century we can identify four broad 
trends within the Durkheimian tradition. 

The process of internationalization continued and reached a point 
where the center of gravity for Durkheimian scholarship was over
seas. especially in the Britain and the United States. 
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It was increasingly recognized that Durkheim's Elenzenlary [~(mns of 
Relir1ious Lifi' was a key resource for cultural theory. as well as his 
middle-period works like Tile Division o/ Labour. 
A fruitful union was formed between French structuralism. and espe
cially the work of Levi-Strauss. with Durkheimian theory in the areas 
of ritual. symbolism. mythology. and classification. 
Attempts were made to address some of the major criticisms of 
Durkheimian cultural perspectives. This resulted in efforts to theorize 
power. inequality. and struggle. using Durkheimian tools. 

RITUAL, CLASSIFICATION, AND COSMOLOGY 

Victor Turner 

Writing in the late] 960s. the anthropologist Victor Turner pointed out that 
"the research and theoretical concerns of many anthropologists have once 
again been directed toward the role of symbols- religious. mythic. aesthetic. 
political. and even economic - in social and cultural processes" ( 1977 
11969]: v). His own work was very much situated in this tleld. Whilst much 
of it was concerned with the application of Ii·vi-Straussian ideas to the 
analysis of symbolism and ritual. he is perhaps best known for his ideas 
about liminality and communitas. 

Turner suggests that sociology has been too concerned with the study 
of "structure" and has paid too little attention to spontaneous and loosely 
organized situations. In order to understand these less structured moments. 
Turner looked to the work of Arnold van Gennep ( 1960 [190~]). who had 
identilled a liminal phase in rites of passage (see also pp. ~l-2). During 
this period the person involved in a status transition was outside of society 
and had an ambiguous status. The term liminal comes from lilllcn. the 
Latin word for "threshold ... and nicely captures this quality of being in a 
boundary position. The threshold itself is neither inside nor outside. The 
liminal person is "betwixt and between the positions assigned and arrayed 
by law. custom. convention and ceremonial" (Turner 19 77: 9 5 ). 

Turner builds on van Cennep and highlights the collective aspects of lim
inality as well as its links to the individual life-course. During liminal periods 
the collectivity will experience the breakdown of established social classifi
cations and cultural codes. Hierarchies will tend to be replaced by a com
munity of equals characterized by a sense of solidarity. which Turner 
designated as communitas. According to Turner. societies. or groups in 
society. tend to oscillate bet ween periods of order and periods of disorder. 
He drew particular attention to carnivals and rituals as key liminal events. 
and identified common features of liminality such as the absence of status. 
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humility. creativity. unsellishness. foolishness. and the inversion or mini
mization of sex distinctions. Central to his vision was the idea that com
munitas involved contact with the sacred. generated intense emotional 
experience. and was responsible for renewing social bonds and energies. In 
this respect there is a very direct connection between Turner's work and 
Durkheim's Elementary Forms o( Religious Li(e. Even though Turner (incred
ibly) makes no direct reference to Durkheim's great work in Tl1e Ritual 
Process. it is evident that Durkheimian thinking about collective efferves
cence is at the core of his argument. For example. Turner writes: 

Spontaneous communitas is richly charged with affects. mainly pleasurable 
ones. Life in ··structure"' is tilled with objective difticulties .... Spontaneous 
communitas has something magical about it. Subjectively there is in it the 
feeling of endless power .... Structural action swirtly becomes arid and 
mechanical if those involved in it are not periodically immersed in the regen
erative abyss of communitas. ( 1 Y77: l3Y) 

While Turner's discussion is dominated by an understanding of temporal 
movement into and out of liminality, he also noted the existence of rela
tively stable social settings and roles which embodied the spirit of liminal
ity. According to Turner, monasteries. court jesters. and even hippie 
counter-cultures could be seen as efforts to institutionalize the liminal as an 
enduring feature of social life. 

The concept of the liminal has been an extraordinarily fruitful one. It has 
been applied not only to things that are obviously "ritual. .. but also more 
widely to phenomena as diverse as political demonstrations. seaside resorts, 
youth subcultures. and illness experiences. Herein lies a possible problem 
with the concept. Because it can be applied to anything that is not "busi
ness as usual" (characterized by rules. hierarchies. regulations. and tightly
bounded classifications). liminality can be detected just about everywhere. 
While these broader uses offer an important demonstration of the power of 
the concept. there is also a risk that they dilute its precision and focus. 
Another problematic issue in many applications of the concept relates to 
the matter of value neutrality. For many writers in the field of cultural 
studies the liminal is hailed as an antidote to rationalization. power. and 
control. The result can be a kind of simplistic dualism in theory between a 
"good" liminality and a "bad" structure. Turner himself tries to avoid this 
kind of thinking. insisting that a balance between periods of structure and 
periods of "antistructure" is required in social life. Notwithstanding these 
matters. the concept of liminality is here to stay and is proving to be a pow
erful tool in contemporary cultural theory. Particularly important are the 
links that have been forged between Turner's ideas about the liminal and 
Bakhtin's aesthetics of the carnivalesque (see pp. 196-7 ). Studies have also 
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built on Turner's important efforts to theorize the role of dram" and nar
rative in social life. We consider these works in chapter 11. 

Mary Douglas 

Mary Douglas stands alongside Victor Turner as a key figure in 
Durkheimian anthropology. An abiding interest in her work has been the 
link between classification systems and the dangerous or risky. This theme 
builds on the tradition established by Durkheim's concept of the profane 
from Tlu• Elcmcntnr!J For111s of Reliyious Li/i• and the earlier ideas sketched 
out in Pri111itive Classi/imtion. In Purit!J awl Dallffer. Douglas ( 19hh) argued 
in a relentless and sustained way that ideas of purity and pollution were 
central to cultural life. In particular she claimed that "uncleanness is matter 
out of place" (l9hh: 40). For Douglas. things that did not tit into orthodox 
classiflcation systems and which violated or crossed symbolic border~ 
tended to be seen as polluted. A familiar example li·mn Western culture 
would be bodily tluids (phlegm. semen. blood) and other bodily character
istics 1 hair. nail clippings) which transgress the routine boundaries of the 
body. These require special technologies for their control I e.g .. the condom. 
the tampon). and are seen as unpleasant. disgusting. or inappropriate if 
they are found in the wrong symbolic or spatial location. 

Douglas draws particular attention to the systemic. non-random nature 
of cultural beliefs about pollution. claiming that they can only be under
stood within the context of a wider classitication. She writes: "Defllemcnt is 
never an isolated event. It cannot occur except in view of a systematic order
ing of ideas .... the only way in which pollution ideas make sense is in 
reference to a total structure of thought whose key-stone. boundaries, 
margins and internal lines are held in relation by rituals of separation" 
(Douglas 196(): 41 ). 

In perhaps the most famous demonstration of this theory. Douglas 
looked at the jewish dietary prohibitions as set out in the biblical Book of 
Leviticus. She showed that the apparently haphazard list of foods the jews 
could not eat (including the camel. hare. chameleon. and pigl was not 
random at all. Rather, the foods did not tit in with a Jew simple rules that 
were used for classifying the edible and the inedible. Animals that could not 
be eaten violated a wider scheme for classifying nature. They were "imper
fect members of their class" 119 h6: 5 S ). The pig. for example. did not fully 
flt in with the wider category of cloven-hoofed animals. Unlike the (edible! 
antelope. goat. and sheep, it did not chew the cud (cat grass). As an anomaly 
it was seen as impure and therefore as inedible. 

Like Durkheim and Mauss. Douglas argues that social morphology has 
a good deal to do with systems of classification. cosmology. and social 
values. The best-known example of this is her so-called grid/group model. 
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Figure 5.1 The (;rid/Group i\1/or!rl 

which is explicated in her works Natural Symbols ( 19 70) and Cultural Bias 
( 19 7H ). Group refers to the strength of the boundary around a social group. 
while grid is concerned with the level of hierarchy and social differentiation 
within it. Using this typology. we can construct a four-cell typology of 
groups or types of social organization. 

Douglas argues that each location on the grid/group model has its own 
form of cultural bias. This means it will tend to have a particular world
view and set of values. and a particular means of settling disputes. For 
example. those societies or spheres of social life that are low on both dimen
sions tend to be individualistic and governed by relations of exchange. An 
example of this would be entrepreneurial capitalists. who have little sense 
of collective identity and who think that the market can solve social prob
lems. Sects and cults. by contrast. tend to have high group but low grid. 
They have a strong sense of collective identity. and are idealistic and highly 
egalitarian. They value consensus and cooperation as ways to deal with 
problems. but tend to demonize outsiders and perceive evil to be afoot. 
Groups that are high-group and high-grid. such as the army. give a pre
ference to use formal rules and power. 'I'hey have little tolerance for 
disobedience. 

During the 1980s the model was somewhat redefined as a "center and 
periphery model" (Douglas and Wildavsky 1982). The aim here was to 
explore relationships between powerful groups with wealth and influence 
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(bureaucracies. professions. governments) and those on the fringes of 
society (cults, lobby groups. voluntary associations). Along with t\aron Wil
davsky. Mary Douglas applied the model to explore environmentalism in the 
United States. She charted the way that the extremist worldview of the envi
ronmentalists corresponded to their sectarian organization. Their tightly
knit organization led them toward idealism. They tended to see money and 
power as polluting and dangerous. were suspicious of the center. and were 
unwilling to compromise their values. Nature was idealized as a realm of 
purity. and so the environmentalists were hypersensitive to threats and risks 
posed by developers and industrial pollution. They tended to see environ
mental disputes in quasi-religious ways. It was a battle of good Elgainst evil 
rather than something that could be llxed with a legal statute or llnancial 
compensation. 

Douglas's vvork on classitication provides an exemplary demonstration of 
the autonomy of semiotic systems. However. her work on cultural bias 
Elrguably leaves little room for the autonomy of culture by tending to read 
off cultural beliefs from social organization. Nevertheless. the model 
deserves applause as a major effort to develop a systematic and generaliz
Eible Durkheimian model of culture and society. In recent years Douglas's 
work on environment and risk has attracted renewed interest thanks to the 
rise of research about "risk society" (see pp. J 4 5-6). 

THE RELIGIOUS DIMENSIONS OF CONTEMPORARY SOCIETIES 

Robert Bellah 

Following Durkheim. and his own convictions. much of Robert Bellah's 
work points to the centrality of religion in contemporary social life. Like Clif
ford Ceertz, who we discuss in El later chapter. during his career Bellah came 
to see the need for an approach that better captured the autonomous force 
of culture than orthodox Parsonian functionalism. The essays collected in 
Bcyoud Belief ( 19 70) trace out this movement. The cmlier ones tend to be 
concerned with religious evolution and the interactions bet ween growing 
social complexity and religious change. These essays echo the concerns of 
Parsonian systems and developmental theory. By the end of the 1960s. 
however. Bellah had moved beyond functionalism in a decisive way. He was 
writing about faith. religious experience. and transcendence rather than 
system integration and functional equilibrium and suggesting that "social 
science may soon play the role that traditionally philosophy tilled: that is. 
to provide the intellectual tools for religious self-reflection" ( 19 70: 1 91 ). 

Somewhere in the middle of this transition he wrote perhaps his most 
important essay on "Civil Religion in America." Here Bellah argues that the 
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prevailing concept of religion is too narrow and that we need to 
think about "the LJurkheimian notion that every group has a religious 
dimension" (Bellah 19 70: 18 7 ). He suggests that contemporary American 
religion is not just located in churches. but that there is also a non-denom
inational civil religion. By looking at various Presidential statements. he 
is able to show how references to Cod are a central feature of public dis
course. Although there has been a separation of church and state. politics 
and civil life is still themed in religious ways. Dimensions of this civil reli
gion include: 

The obligation to carry out God's will on earth. 
The idea that Cod supports law. order. and authority. 
The notion that Cod is actively involved in history and sits in judg
ment on the nation. 
A belief that the American people have been chosen by c;od. 

In public speeches these themes are supported with rhetorical references to 
the biblical narratives of the Exodus. the Chosen People. and so on. Yet at 
the same time American civil religion is not identical with either Judaism 
or Christianity. Bellah writes that "it has its own prophets and its own 
martyrs. its own sacred events and sacred places. its own solemn rituals and 
symbols" ( 19 70: 186 ). These include figures like Washington, Lincoln. 
and Kennedy. events such as Cettysburg. and rituals like Memorial 
Day. Bellah sees this civil religion functioning in a Durkheimian way. It 
generates national solidarity and encourages people to make personal 
sacrifices for collective goals. It has inspired democratic reforms. the end 
of slavery. and the civil rights movement. Yet it has also had a darker side. 
The notion that America was a vehicle for Cod's work was linked to the idea 
of manifest destiny and colonialism. both within and outside national 
borders. 

Edward Shi/s 

Like Bellah. Edward Shils looked to Durkheim in order to theorize the reli
gious qualities of apparently secular states. In so doing he too moved away 
from Parsonian systems theory toward a more hermeneutic and empirically 
driven approach. During the 19 SOs Shils had collaborated with Parsons 
on Toward a Gmcml Tl!eory o( Action (Parsons and Shils 1962 [19 S 1]). 
However. he soon became aware of the limitations of its dry. abstract. over
elaborate approach. later suggesting that the model he had helped to create 
was "cumbersome." Of particular concern was the way that culture was 
treated in formal systems theory. Shils's own interest in primordial ties. 
group bonding. and psychology suggested that people were united by 
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incredibly strong mow! and emotional forces. He considered the theory he 
bad helped to create to be inadequate in capturing these kinds or visceral 
cultural dynamics and the ways that they actively created social structurL'S. 

In thinking through this issue Shils turned to Weber and especi<tlly 
Durkheim as he came "to appreciate the place of the sacred in society'' (Shils 
1 tJ/Sa: xxviii: sec also Greenfeld 1996). In a comparatively early paper. 
Shils and his collaborator Michael Young looked at the coronation of 
England's ()ueen Elizabeth II in 1 tJ 52. Building on Durkhcim 's theory of 
ritual. they claimed that it was "an affirmation of the moral values by which 
the society lives. It was an act of national communion" iShils and Young 
1 9 7 S [ l 9 S 61: l 39 ). Drawing attention to the street parties and television 
audiences. Shils and Young suggested that the ritual was not confined to 
Westminster Abbey. but rather was diffused throughout the community. 
The point of the essay was to suggest that "the sacred" and "ritual" can exist 
outside of the context of religion as conventionally delined- they were also 
linked to civic. political. and popular life. The essay stands alongside Lloyd 
\Narner's study of "Yankeetown .. as a pioneering application of ritual 
analysis to complex societies. Lloyd Warner 119 7 S [ l 9 59 J) looked at 
Memorial Day activities in a small Massachusetts town and argued that 
they amounted to a cult of the dead through which the nation could be 
worshipped. Although such analyses have been criticized as simplistic 
(see below). they mark an important milestone for Tile Elcmcntar!f Forms o/ 

Religious Lift' as a key influence in cultural theory. 
Perhaps more sophisticated than his analysis of ritual was Shils's dis

cussion of the dynamics of center and periphery. During the 19 SUs and 
early 1960s Shils wrote a number of key essays including "Primordial. 
Personal. Sacred and Civil Ties." "The Concentration and Dispersion of 
Charisma," and "Center and Periphery." which explored this theme. Of par
ticular concern was the question of how people of diverse religious. racial. 
and class backgrounds were able to live together in a broadly inclusive wider 
society (Shils 197Sa: vii). Shils developed an answer which claimed that 
every society had a "sacred center" that operated as the focus of its collec
tive identity. This was not so much geographical. but rather was about the 
core symbols. values. and beliefs in a society. These are considered to be 
"ultimate and irreducible" and to "partake of the nature of the sacred" 
( 19 7 Sb: 3 ). The center. then. was the realm of what Shils called a "central 
value system" which linked a society and its members to something which 
"transcends and transl1gures their concrete individual existence" 119 7 Sb: 
7). Whilst Shils worked hard to emphasize the cultural qualities of the 
center. he observed that it was also linked to certain dimensions of the social 
structure. Elites. governmental authority. and important administrative and 
intellectual institutions were often tied to the center and basked in the aura 
of the sacred thanks to this association. 



EDWARD SHILS (1910-1995) 
During the 1930s Shils was an undergraduate at the University of Chicago. He 
studied with leading figures of the time like Robert Park and Harold Lasswell, 
and also read widely in classical sociological theory - especially the works of 
Durkheim, Weber, Simmel, and Mannheim. In the wake of World War Two he 
became known for psychological studies of small group cohesion in the 
German army. but soon developed more macro-sociological research Inter
ests. A spell in India consolidated interests in intellectuals, development. and 
problems of social integration. After a period of collaboration with Parsons 
working on systems theory, Shils developed his own distinctive center and 
periphery model during the 1950s and 1960s. Whilst Shils has often been con
sidered a conservative theorist. It is noteworthy that he courageously spoke 
out against McCarthyism in a book published in 1955 entitled The Tonnem of 
Secrecy. Shils's death in 1995 led to a renewed interest in his ideas, although 
the full significance of his intellectual legacy has yet to be determined. 

Reference: Shils 197Sa. 

Tht'SC sorts of theses also inform Shils's writings on charisma. According 
to Shils. Weber's original theory placed too much emphasis on the periph
eral social location of charismatic authority and its role in revolutionary. 
destabilizing. and transformative activity. Shils claimed. by contrast. that 
charisma could also be associated with the center. It was "imputed to 
persons. actions. roles. institutions. symbols and material objects because 
of the presumed connection with 'ultimate', 'fundamental'. 'vital' order
determining powers" {1975c [1968]: 127). He saw charisma as some
thing that was potentially associated with high office and the exercise of 
mundane political power. Charisma. in other words. could be linked to social 
stability and to dominant authority locations. Shils also emphasized the dif
ference between intense. concentrated charisma and dispersed. attenuated 
charisma. According to Shils. Weber's writings focus on the former. which 
Is spectacular. transformatlve. and located In a speclfic individual. However. 
most charisma is of the latter. more low-key type and supports and legiti
mates routine political activity. This "normal charisma" is associated with 
deference to authority. law. and systems of stratlfication rather than their 
overthrow. For Shils. charisma and the sacred were Interwoven dimen
sions of the religious as it influenced seemingly secular social life. While 
his approach might be criticized for diluting or redefining the concept of 
charisma away from Its Weberian core (see Smith 2000). it provides perhaps 
the most important synthesis of Weberian and Durkhelmlao themes In 
twentieth-century cultural theory. 
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UITIQUES AND REVISIONS OF 0URKHEIMIAN 

APPROM:HES TO CIVIC RITUAL 

As critical sociology gained in strength during the 1960s and 1970s. the 
approach to political life that was advocated by the Durkheimlans 
came under attack. The single most important of these assaults was by 
Steven Lukes (1975). Lukes pointed out that Uoyd Warner and Shils often 
had no evidence for their claims about integrative effects of civic rituals. 
and suggested that we might expect to find uneven or weak impacts to 
ritual events. Looking at the coronation. for example, Lukes asserted that 
many people (Ignored by Shils and Young) were either apathetic or 
hostile. He also thought many of the causal mechanisms invoked by 
the Durkheimians (e.g .. the social need for stability) to be vague and un
satisfactory. For Lukes. rituals should be seen as events staged by particular 
groups with particular interests. We should understand them less as a 
spontaneous collective celebration. and more as a political maneuver by 
motlvatc.-d actors aiming to build alliances and public support for their 
position. 

Another important critique of Durkhelmlan Idealism has been offered by 
David Kertzer ( 1989). He suggests that rituals have Integrative effects 
because people do things together, rather than because people believe In the 
same values or sacred symbols. The logic behind this argument comes from 
Durkheim himself. In some of his writings he takes a rather mechanistic 
view of ritual. suggesting that physical association and coactivity were 
important components of the ritual experience. This line of thinking has 
also Influenced micro-sociologists such as Coffman (see pp. fl(}-3). who 
deemphasize the centrality of sacred symbols as indicators of a ritual event. 
and focus more on conventionalized bodily and linguistic behaviors. 
Kertzer's main point is that ritual coactivity enables people to coexist in the 
absence of common beliefs and values. In a sense it papers over social and 
cultural di\'isions. 

Those who remain sympathetic to an approach broadly informed by 'l11t 

Eltmttrlary Forms of Rtligious Lift have responded to these critiques in 
various wuys (see Smith and Alexander 1996). 

• Claims about solidarity inducing ritual effects are subject to greater 
empirical scrutiny. 

• Issues of conflict and resistance have begun to be theorized through 
studies of events like wars. riots, and revolutions. 

• Causal agency and responsibility tend to be situated in active agents 
and concrete institutions rather than In the workings of an abstract 
social system. 
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A further and less often noticed development in the Durkheimian analysis 
of ritual h<Js been to rethink and expand the idea of the "ritual." Common 
sense tells us rituals involve people coming together in one place to part
icipate in peaceful celebrations that last for a ddinite period. In recent 
work this conventional understanding has been augmented by new 
ones. These deemphasize time-space boundedness and give even greater 
weight to the role of symbolism and discourse as the defining feature 
of open-ended ritual episodes. To pick a couple of examples at random: 
I have argued elsewhere that the British experience of the 1982 
Falklands/ Malvinas war can be understood in ritual terms (Smith 1991 ). 
What made it a ritual was a concerted period of public discourse 
that involved the relentless invocation of sacred and profane themes 
rather than the business-as-usual. cost -benefit language of rl'alpolitik. In a 
similar vein. Edward Tiryakian ( 199 '5) asserts that the velvet revolutions 
of 1989 in Eastern Europe had ritual qualities. He shows that they 
were marked by a constant collective elTervesence. a sense that events 
were of extraordinary. epochal importance. and a feeling of collective 
empowerment. 

An equally important development has been thinking about the role of 
the media and long-distance participation in the ritual activities of con
temporary society. Daniel Dayan and Elihu Katz ( 1 992) have made the most 
notable efforts in this direction. They develop the idea of the media event 
in their quest to "'bring the anthropology of ceremony to bear on the process 
of mass communication·· (] 992: 1-2). Examples of such events include 
Queen Elizabeth ·s coronation. the funeral of President Kennedy. and the 
tirst moon landing. These were experienced by most people in their living 
rooms. not in the streets. According to Dayan and Katz. the defining fea
tures of the media event are that they arc live. preplanncd. interrupt 
routine. are remote from the viewer. and are watched by huge audiences. 
In terms of their semantic content. such events tend to irH'olve reverence 
and ceremony. they proclaim themselves as ""historic." they are <I bout great 
leaders. and they make use of themes of reconciliation and celebration. 
Dayan and Katz point out that such events are bnwdly hegemonic or 
conservative. in that they are organized by powerful groups and tend to 
celebrate mainstream values and structures of authority. Drawing on 
Durkheim and Turner. they suggest that the successful media event often 
··creates an upsurge of fellow feeling. an epidemic of communitas·· ( 1992: 
1 9 6 l and can serve to ""integrate nations·· ( 1 99 2: 204 ). They do this not 
only by manipulating symbols on the day. but also by generating a sense of 
anticipation. by bringing people together into the living room for "festive 
viewing.·· and by providing a common focus for conversation and emotion 
(see also pp. 179-1-Hl). 
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COMMEMORATION 

Closely linked to the literature on ritual is a growing body of work on com
memoration. Halbwachs's idea of collective memory has proven to be of 
central significance here. with dear empirical applications in the study of 
phenomena as diverse as monuments. memorials. historical texts. rituals. 
and celebrations. Perhaps the most ambitious empirical agenda to be 
inspired by the idea is Pierre Nora's ( 1 Y Y 6 [ 1 Y S4[) Lcs Licux de lVlhnoi rc 
project. This is a large-scale collaborative work in which a team of French 
historians collected materials on the various ways in which "France" has 
been represented and celebrated. These range from orticial representations 
in state ceremonial and iconography (Bastille Day. the flag) to those of 
everyday life. such as the bicycle. The interpretations made of these sites of 
Frencbness verge on those of cultural studies rather than orthodox history. 
with a continual interest in the association between social represent<Jtions 
and political interests. 

Nora makes the claim that we should distinguish "memory" from 
"history." The former is rich in meaning and symbolism but possibly dis
torted. \Vhile the latter is analytic. abstract. and objective. He paints a 
picture of history taking over from memory- a thesis that is broadly con
sistent with \iVeberian ideas of disenchantment. Recent developments in 
historical theory. however. make such arguments problematic. It is nuw 
being realized that. far from being objective. academic historical writing is 
partial. selective. and mythological. Indeed. historians today ol'ten analyze 
the writings of other. earlier. historians. taking them as a data source for 
exploring the process of collective memory formation. 

For the most part. Halbwachs's work emphasized the importance of pos
itive events in the past associated with heroic acts. It neglected issues such 
as social division and the possibility of weak or incomplete commemorative 
effects. These kinds of errors and omissions are typical of Durkheirnian 
work in the lirst part of the century. An important trend in more recent 
work on collective memory has been the exploration of these themes. Con
troversial events are now being included in the academic agenda. Robin 
Wagner-Pacilici and Barry Schwartz ( 19Y 2) suggest that the ways that 
such episodes are memorialized re11ects enduring ambiguities. They show 
that the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington. DC has both heroic 
and tragic. public and personal meanings built into its form and fabric (see 
also pp. 180-1 ). t\ variant on this new theme in Durkheimian research is 
to take an event that could have been successfully coded as a sacred part of 
national history. and explore the W<Jys that this potential might be unreal
ized. In my own work. for example. r have addressed the possibility of a 
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disjunction between a heroic mythology and its commemorative institu
tionalization (Smith 1999 ). The fall of the Bastille is universally perceived 
in France as a pivotal and heroic moment in the national narrative. It has 
been commemorated in time thanks to a public holiday (july 14). but 
attempts at a spatial commemoration have never been fully successful. The 
history of the place de Ia Bastille is one of many botched and bungled 
attempts at creating a worthy sacred space. It is also a record of struggle 
\Vilh contending national sites such as the Eiffel Tower. The general trend 
in contemporary studies, then. is to understand collective memory as a 
puzzle. contest. and achievement rather than as an automatic and unprob
lematic product of social needs and circumstances. 

A final theme in contemporary research has been to look at forgetting 
and the blase attitude. as well as esteem and reverence. For example, in 
exploring Abraham Lincoln's contemporary reputation. Barry Schwartz 
( 199~ I detects growing popular indifference coexisting alongside more 
traditional heroic narratives and beliefs. He suggests that this reflects 
the growth of postmodern suspicion toward metanarratives as well as resid
ual elements of a prior national mythology. In a similar vein. a central 
aspect of Lyn Spillman ·s ( 199 71 exploration of centennials and bicenten
nials in Australia and the United States is the effort of elites to construct 
events that would overcome potential mass apathy and have widespread 
appeal. 

THE ANALYSIS OF DEVIANCE 

If contemporary Durkheimian studies now exhibit greater realism. with 
concurrent attention to conflict and causality. some credit li1r this must 
be given to prior work in the area of deviance. This literature pioneered 
the application of Durkheimian themes to the explanation of social conflict 
and violence. Although such work has generally drawn on Tlzc Divisio11 
o( Labour rather than Tlzc Eh•nJmtaru For111s o( Reliqious Uj(•, it neverthe
less laps into issues related to symbolism and ritual. The most important 
study in this tradition was written during the 19 nOs - Kai Erikson's 
~Vayward Puritans. 

In Wauward Puritans, Erikson ( 196o) sets out to explain three "crime 
waves" in the town of Salem in seventeenth-century Massachusetts. Each 
of these involved the identification of deviant groups and their punishment. 
The first episode. the "Antinomian Controversy," involved a sect which 
preached Christian beliefs that differed from those of Salem's Puritan 
leaders. Next was the persecution of the Quakers. Finally came the famous 
witch crisis of 1692. Looking back on these events from the perspective of 
the present. it is notable that in each of the "crime waves" there was little 
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evidence that those persecuted bad done anything wrong. Deviants were 
identified on the basis of tlimsy evidence (such as "confessions" by children 
in the case of witches). and disputes were often over trivial details 1 such as 
long hair in the case of the Quakers. or minor points of doctrine with the 
Antinomians). 

Erikson suggests that we can explain these episodes in terms of a bound
ary maintenance process. The idea here comes from Durkheim's 
insistence in Tile DiFision of La/)()ur that deviance was functional for a com
munity. By identifying and punishing the wrongdoer. the community could 
unite itself and reafl1rm its core moral values. Following Durkheim. Erikson 
suggests: "deviance makes people more alert to the interests they share in 
common and draws attention to those values which constitute the 'collec
tive conscience' of the community. Unless the rhythm of group life is punc
tuated by occasional moments of deviant behavior. presumably. social 
organization would be impossible" ( 1 'Jhh: 1). 

In the case of Salem. Erikson suggests that the "crime waves" took place 
when there were threats to the sense of mission and purpose that had 
defined the strict Protestant community. These included the entry of less 
religious migrants into the area. a loss of political autonomy. the conquest 
of the surrounding wilderness. and in!lghting within the community over 
land. ;\ccording to Erikson. acts of symbolism and punishment served to 
mark out the boundaries of the community and reestablish a sense of moral 
direction. From this perspective. the persecutions have more to do with 
social and cultural needs for integration than with the control of an objec
tive danger to society. 

Wayward Puritalls is an important book which does much to demonstrate 
how morality. ritual. and symbolism work together in de!ining good and evil 
and in generating violence and conflict. Nevertheless. it exhibits some 
typical Durkheimian !laws of the kind that Lukes (see above) identified. The 
most important of these is that causal agency is hard to establish. It seems 
as if abstract social needs arc dictating both the identillcation of deviants 
and wider community beliefs about their deviant status. In this regard. 
Stanley Cohen's work marks an important step forward. 

Til Folk DcFils and Monel Panics. Stanley Cohen ( l 'J 7 3) looked at reactions 
to riots and lighting in British seaside resorts during the 1960s. Cohen docs 
not cite Durkheim and prefers to draw on literature from labeling theory 
and social psychology. Nevertheless. he cites Kai Erikson's work in an 
approving way. and his general approach is suftlciently consistent with a 
Durkheimian perspective to merit inclusion here rather than elsewhere in 
this book (he might have sat equally uncomfortably in chapter 9). The riots 
Cohen explored involved groups or youths riding motorcycles and scooters. 
throwing rocks at each other. drinking. and so on. Cohen's particular focus 
was on the role or the media in reporting these events. although he was also 
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interested in broader public concern. According to Cohen. media and public 
reactions were disproportionate to the real harm caused by the riots. and 
were marked by exaggeration and distortion. He developed the term moral 
pank to capture this response in which "A condition. episode. person or 
group of persons emerges to become defined as a threat to societal values 
and interests" I Cohen 19 7 3: Y ). The term is arguably superior to Erikson's 
"crime wave." Whilst the idea of a "crime wave" suggests that crime really 
was happening. the idea of a moral panic suggests an emotive social 
response to a minor episode. Cohen's major conclusions about the cultural 
processes central to the moral panic included the following: 

Media reporting constructed a folk devil. This was a stereotyped 
image of evil. such as the long-haired biker. 
A process of sensitization took place in which the media reported 
even trivial events that could be connected to the paniL'. 
A process of deviance amplification led to media reports becoming 
a self-fulfilling prophecy. In periods before public holidays. they would 
often run features about expectations and fears of forthcoming vio
lence. These would attract the potential troublemakers and create a 
climate of tension that was conducive to conflict. 

Cohen's study has since proven highly influential in a number of fields. 
ranging from Durkheimian studies of deviance. to British cultural studies. 
to critical media theory. Its great attraction lies in its detail and realism. In 
contrast to Erikson's rather abstract analysis of causal forces. Cohen points 
to the role of speciJic institutions (e.g .. the media. courts. the police) in gen
erating false pictures of deviance. He also flags the way that relations of 
power play a role in shaping both an originating deviant act and the soci
etal reaction to it. 

THE FUTURE OF MORAL PANICS 

The concept of the moral panic has proven to be one of the most important 
in cultural sociology. especially for those with an interest in the media. The 
idea has been applied widely to understand public. political. and media reac
tions to issues such as youth subcultures. drugs. Satanism. crime. AIDS. 
public health. and so on. Notwithstanding this popularity. it has been sug
gested that the days of the concept are numbered. Writing from within the 
British cultural studies tradition. Sarah Thornton and Angela McRobbie 
( 19 9 5) list several reasons why we should treat the idea with caution. Most 
of these relate to changes that have taken place since Cohen· s study of 
1960s England. 
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The public is now more media-savvy and is aware of tcndencies in the 
media toward sensationalism. Niche media <lre replacing national 
media suggesting that multiple narratives will emerge about any 
given potential panic. 
Minority groups who might have been demonized as folk devils in the 
past arc now more articulate and organized. Single mothers. for 
example. have an association. with its own spokesperson. 
Cohen ·s theory suggests a tightly-knit and cozy relationship bet ween 
the media and those in authority. Today the media is less respectful of 
authority and seems to delight in cutting down tall poppies. 
Behind the idea of panic is the idea of misrepresentation of reality. 
Thanks to shifts toward the postmodern (see chapters 1) and 14 ). 
these ideas become problematic - the real is to some extent created 
by the media. 
Minority groups might aclivdy seck to generate a panic in order to 
obtain publicitv and kudos. The punk rock band. the Sex Pistols. for 
example. tried to manufacture scandal and shock whenever they 
appeared on television in the mid-19 70s. 

DURKHEIMIAN PERSPECTIVES - EVALUATION 

For much of the 1960s and 19 70s Durkhcim suffered from a negative press 
within the cultural theory area. He was variously perceived as a positivist. 
a determinist. and as an advocate of quantitative sociology. On top of this. 
his theories were seen as conservative and as functionalist. Critics like David 
Lockwood ( 1996 ). Charles Tilly ( l9S 1 ). and Steven Lukes ( 19 7 5) claimed 
that too much importance was given to cultural systems as an integrating 
social force, and not enough to: 

The ways that cultural systems reflect social and material interests or 
work ideologically to favor some groups above others. 
The V\'ays that agents create. manipulate. or use symbols and 
discourses. 
The ways that culture is implicated in change. struggle. and histori
cal process. 

One problem with these now well-known arguments is that they tend to be 
based upon critical readings of an older literature. such as the work of Shils 
and Smelser. and to be centered on the critique of what Lockwood calls 
"normative functionalism." This is the idea that culture exists in order to 
contribute to social stability. 

Yet. as we have already seen. a different kind of Durkheimian work has 
been gaining momentum since the 19SOs. Much of this has been dedicated 
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to breaking free of functionalism. responding to critique. and developing 
more flexible applications of Durkheim that are informed by other contem
porary cultural theories (for an overview see Smith and Alexander 1996). 
At the time of writing Durkheimian cultural studies would appear to be a 
growth area. According to its advocates. the appeal of the tradition rests 
upon several pillars: 

A powerful vision of the autonomy of culture. grounded in the idea 
of binary oppositions between the sacred and profane. 
Key concepts like ritual. symbolism. classification, morality. the 
sacred and profane. which can be applied in diverse empirical 
settings. 
There is an understanding of the religious basis of social life which 
confronts ideas of disenchantment in the strongest possible terms. 
Possibilities for creative synthesis with structuralist and poststruc
tural theory. thanks to a shared interest in the symbolic and in 
classification. 

For these reasons. supporters affirm that the promise of a cultural sociol
ogy contained in Tile Elementary Forms of Religious L~fl' is slowly being real
ized. The historical sociologist Charles Tilly cautions that "sociologists 
always have one more version of Durkheim to offer when the last one has 
failed" ( 19 81: 10 7 ). This time around they have abandoned his function
alist freight whilst retaining some of his key concepts. They have also 
adopted a more Weberian approach, exploring in detail how culture works 
to bring change or stability. consensus. or conflict in particular settings and 
historical sequences. The jury is still out on this newer literature. with little 
appearing by way of critical review. Whatever its adequacy. it is clear that 
the future challenge for Durkheimian cultural theory is to continue to 
address the concerns of its critics without compromising its existing 
strengths and diluting its distinctive intellectual agenda. 

Suggested Further Reading 
Empirical works in the Durkheimian tradition tend to be relatively accessible when 
compared to those influenced by many other styles or cultural theory. The studies 
discussed in this chapter should not present too many difficulties to most readers. 
For a sample or more current empirical work inspired by Durkheim. see Alexander 
( 191:>/l). the references in Smith and Alexander (I 996 ). and some of the other recent 
material we have looked at here. 



CHAPTER S I X 

Structuralism and the 

Semiotic Analysis of Culture 

It is often remarked that the structuralist movement arrived like <l tidal wave 
in the 19 50s. radically transhmning the way we think about culture. In 
truth. however. subtle groundwork had been laid during the tirst half of the 
twentieth century. We begin this chapter by highlighting the characteris
tics of structuralism as a compelling and powerful intellectual approach. 
We then track back in time to look at that groundwork. before exploring the 
work of Levi-Strauss and Barthes- arguably the two most important struc
turalist intluences on contemporary cult ural theory. 

The Characteristics of Structuralism 

Although i1 is a diverse lield. there are a number of core features to struc
turalist approaches to culture. Identifying these commonalities provides a 
useful starting point for our investigation of this theoretical movement of 
pivotal importance. 

Depth cxplnins sur/i1cc A central belief of structuralists is that social 
life is only superticially chaotic. unpredictable. and diverse. Beneath 
the level of perplexing and unique events are hidden generative 
mechanisms. In order to understand what appears on the surface. 
therefore. we have to look at this deeper level. 
This depth is structured Not surprisingly. ideas of "structure" are 
fundamental to structuralism. Deeper generating mechanisms are 
not merely present and potent (as we remarked in the previous point). 
they are also organized and patterned. Structuralists tend to see 
these deep structures as being made up of a limited pool of elements. 
These are combined and recombined into ways that explain surface 
diversity. 
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TllC mwl!fsl is o/JjcctiFc Structuralists tend to see themselves as 
detached and scientilic observers who are discovering some kind of 
truth that is not apparent to actual social actors. This self
understanding differs radically from those advocated by some other 
positions. most notably postmodernism. 
Culture is like lmi[Jllil!JC Structuralism is hecwily inl1uenced by work in 
the area of structural linguistics. This points to the ways that lan
guage could be understood as a system made up of words and even 
micro-elements like sounds. Relationships between these enabled lan
guage to work to transmit information - to signify. Structuralist 
approaches to culture focus on identifying analogous elements (signs. 
concepts) and exploring the way that they are organized to carry mes
sages. This process is sometimes thought of as one involving the 
"decoding" of semiotic processes. 
Hcyowl !I11111m1ism Structural approaches lend to diminish. ignore. 
or even negate the role of the human subject. The major focus is 
on the role and workings of the cultural system. rather than on 
the consciousness and genius of the individual human agent. 
Structuralists often see themselves as opponents of existentialism 
and phenomenology - perspectives which they denounce as 
individualistic and unscientific. In the tinct! chapter of Ln Pcns1'e 
Sillll'ilfll! (The Samyc Mind). for example. the structuralist anthro
pologist Claude Levi-Strauss launched a polemical attack on his 
rival. the existentialist philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre. According 
to Levi-Strauss. his opponent's position failed to appreciate the 
constraining role of society and culture in shaping the indi
vidual. their thinking. and their actions. He saw it leading to a 
kind of self-indulgent and introspective thinking which elsewhere 
he termed "shop-girl metaphysics" (1973 [1955]: 58). Contrast
ing with the efforts of existentialists and phenomenologists was 
a structuralist analysis. This look as its point of departure the 
"scientific" exploration of objectively available systems of ideas and 
signs rather than the interior thoughts and experiences of individu
als. As Levi-Strauss put it: "I believe the ultimate goal of the human 
sciences to be not to constitute. but to dissolve man .. (I 9 6 6 [I 9 62]: 
247). In other words. his aim is to displace the conscious human 
subject from the center of analysis. This idea has subsequently 
become known in poststructural circles as decentering the 
subject. 

For the most part. these diverse characteristics can be traced back to a point 
of origin in the work of the founder of structural linguistics. Ferdinand de 
Saussure. 
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Ferdinand de Saussure 

During his lifetime the French linguist Ferdinand de Saussure was regarded 
as an intelligent person. Yet it was only after his death that he became rec
ognized as one of the leading thinkers of the twentieth century. Saussure's 
lectures were published posthumously as the Course i1z Cmcml Lin!Juislics. 
In this work Saussure ( llJ S 6 [ llJ 1 h J) laid the foundations not only for a 
structuralist approach to language. but also for structural approaches to 
culture more generally. According to Saussure. language consisted of an 
acoustic image (words. sounds) linked to concepts (things or ideas). The 
relationship between these was purely a matter of convention. There was 
no necessary reason why the word "tree" should represent the concept of 
the tree- as he famously put it. .. the linguistic sign is arbitrary" ( llJ~6: 
67). Saussure claimed that language was essentially cl system of signs 
im·olvcd in a complex process of signification. In order to understand it we 
have to uncover the structure and functioning of this sign system. But how 
does language work? In looking at this question Saussure suggested that 
language operates by means of contrasts. The word "dog ... lor example. has 
a distinctive meaning because we can differentiate it from others like cat. 
tree. and so on. Words exist. then. as part of a network of signs that are tied 
together by a structure of differences. 

Rather than tracing the history of the word "dog" and its changes over 
time (a diachronic approach). Saussure advocated a synchronic analysis 
of language. This involved mapping out a language system at a given 
moment in time. instead of accounting lor it as a historical product. He also 
insisted on the need to differentiate langue (language) from parole 
(speech). According to Saussure. the latter term referred to actual empiri
cal instances of language use- things that people actually say in particu
lar times and places. Lwzque. by contrast. was a deep structure- the entire 
sign system that underpinned parole. Saussure's approach. as we might 
expect. was more concerned with lmzgzll' than parole. He was less interested 
in what people said. than in the underlying linguistic system that made it 
possible for them to say anything at all. 

Saussure's accomplishment is universally acknowledged as formidable. 
By emphasizing the arbitrary nature of language and its internal structure 
and logic. he showed that it was a sui 11e1zeris phenomenon which could not 
be explained away as a mere reflection of reality itself or as an ideology. This 
is because meaning is generated witlzin the linguistic system via a system of 
differences. Aside from demonstrating the autonomy of language. this point 
can be applied more widely to underpin the autonomy of any conventional 
signifying system and marks an important resource for cultural theory. 
The autonomy of culture under any approach informed by semiotics can 
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usually be guaranteed by such an insistence on the arbitrary nature of the 
sign system. In his Course in Cmcml Unauistics Saussure raised the possibil
ity of such wider applications. He suggested that it was possible to "conceive 
of a science which studies the role of signs as a part of social life .... We 
shall call it semiology. It would investigate the nature of signs and the laws 
governing them ... linguistics is only one branch of this general science" 
(ll)~6: 16). 

Saussure's words were prophetic. His perspective was to provide an intel
lectual seed that was to flower in later decades as structuralism became a 
major approach to the analysis of culture. While linguistics has remained 
the keystone of the structuralist movement. developments in anthropology. 
psychoanalysis. and cultural studies have established semiology (or what is 
now generally known as semiotics) as an innovative and powerful tradi
tion that covers diverse disciplinary llelds. 

Claude Levi-Strauss 

Claude Levi-Strauss is generally regarded as the leading structuralist 
theorist of culture. and so we need to look at his work in some detail. In the 
autobiographical Tristes Tropiques. Levi-Strauss (1 9 7 3 [ 19 S 'i j) provides 
some examples of tields with similar properties to structuralism which 
informed his early intellectual development. These were Marx. Freud. and 
geology. In each. he suggests. there lay the germ of his own intellectual 
approach. 

For Marx the diverse surface details of economic and political life (such 
as strikes. revolutions. poverty. exploitation. consciousness. ideology, and so 
on) could be traced back to a deeper causal nexus. This revolved around the 
ownership of capital, the means of production. and the class structures and 
class interests that emerged from them. Taken in its scientit1c form (see dis
cussion of Althusser on pp. 'i 1-S ). structural Marxism is very much about 
the reduction of complexity. Its analytic power comes t!·otn an ability to 
account for detail in terms of a limited set of relationships between defined 
structuring social forces. Before moving on we should add that although 
Levi-Strauss was impressed by the power and consistency of Marxist 
thought. he never really embraced Marxism or Marxist modes of cultural 
analysis. To the contrary. his work provides one of the most significant anti
materialist approaches to culture. 

Freud's work on the interpretation of dreams. mythologies. and neuroses 
also impressed Levi-Strauss. Freud's patients typically presented to him with 
baff1ing and bizarre symptoms. These might be weird nightmares. strange 
fetishes and phobias, inexplicable fears. and embarrassing sexual problems. 
Freud's genius lay in his ability to explain these diverse phenomena in terms 
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of a limited repertoire of generating mechanisms. There v.-as the psyche. with 
its id. ego. and super-ego in systematic relationship with each other. And 
there were also series of detined processes like transference. denial. wish
fulfillment. and repression. Although every patient. every personality and 
life history. and every condition was unique. each problem could be 
accounted for in terms of common. hidden. psychic mechanisms (see also 
pp. 202-4). While Levi-Strauss admits to the influence of Freud's intellec
tual approach. he takes little else from Freud. He does not make significant 
use of Freudian concepts. and would contest the individual-centered nature 
of much of Freud's inquiry. Nevertheless. he shares with Freud an interest 
in the structure of the human mind and the idea of the unconscious. A more 
subtle input from Freud. which is worth discussing here. relates to questions 
of intellectual style. Both Freud and Levi-Strauss draw upon their formi
dable erudition in making explanations and forming intellectual connec
tions between ideas- especially when considering minute points of detail. 
Moreover. both enjoy setting up a research puzzle in their essays. Freud often 
starts his writings by first describing a patient and their symptoms- rather 
like Sherlock Holmes describing a new arrival at 221 b Baker Street. Levi
Strauss. too. will begin with a baffling myth. ritual. or custom and go on to 
explain it in virtuoso style. His methodology is often rather like that of a 
detective assembling clues to build up a picture and solve a complex mystery. 

Geology is the study of landscape. Levi-Strauss writes of his childhood 
in France and the ways that he grew to appreciate the fact that hidden struc
tures in the bedrock could be used to account for patterns in the landscape 
-hills. river valleys. vegetation, and so on. His approach to culture also has 
something of this quality. Like the geologist. he sees himself as a scientist 
uncovering deep. causative patterns that lie under the visible landscape. His 
primary concern is not with explaining detail. but rather with using detail 
to reconstruct larger. and more important, underlying forms. 

Levi-Strauss sums up what he learnt from Marx. Freud. and geology as 
follows: "All three demonstrate that understanding consists in reducing one 
type of reality to another: that the true reality is never the most obvious: 
and that the nature of truth is already indicated by the care it takes to 
remain elusive" ( 197 3: 57-ti). 

Beyond these early influences. there are two more direct ancestors 
informing the work of Levi-Strauss. The first of these is structural linguis
tics. The work of Saussure. which we discussed above. provided a set of con
cepts that Levi-Strauss adopted with enthusiasm. It also influenced his 
general intellectual approach. Just as Saussure had argued that we needed 
to explore lmzgue and not parole. Levi-Strauss saw a need to go beyond the 
study of surface contingency (e.g., a particular myth) to locate a deeper. 
generative logic within the cultural system (e.g .. the structure of mythical 
thought). 
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CLAUDE LEVI-STRAUSS ( 1908- ) 
Levi-Strauss was born in Belgium and had a typical intellectual training in the 
leading institutions of Paris. After a trip to Brazil in the 1930s he began to 
become more and more interested in anthropology. He escaped Nazi Europe 
and World War Two by moving to New York. Here he encountered Roman 
Jakobsen and became interested in linguistics. Levi-Strauss established himself 
as a major intellectual figure with his work The Elementary Structures of Kinship. 
This book attempted to explain all known kinship systems as expressions of 
a simple underlying cultural logic. His later studies centered on the analysis of 
myth, ritual, and classification systems. In contrast to many other leading 
anthropologists of his generation, he is not particularly· known for his field
work. His great talent lies in a keen theoretical mind and an encyclopedic grasp 
of abstruse ethnographic data from around the world. 

Reference: Leach ( 1974), Levi-Strauss ( 1973). 

The second major influence on Levi-Strauss is almost never discussed. 
He only occasionally cites Durkheim's work. and most notably provides a 
fulsome dedication at the front of Structural A11tl!ropology (1 9 () 3 [ 19 58]). 
There are. however. an astonishing number of parallels in their thinking. 
Although Durkheim sees society as a moral force and Levi-Strauss sees it as 
an intellectual force. both understand society as a realm of the abstract. 
ideal, and "mental. .. Durkheim's idea of the collective conscience that is 
expressed in ritual and religion has strong parallels with Levi-Strauss's 
understanding of a collective unconscious that reveals itself through myth. 
Levi-Strauss's ideas on binary opposition are prefigured in Durkheim's ideas 
about the contrastive relationship between the sacred and the profane. 
Both Durkheim and Levi-Strauss are interested in distinguishing "primi
tive" (mechanical solidarity, the savage mind, the bricoleur) and "modern" 
forms of mental life (organic solidarity. the scientist), while at the same time 
highlighting common properties. Both are interested in the detection of cul
tural universals and their ability to explain the particular. Durkheim wrote 
a book called Tlze Eleme11tary Hm11s of Religious t(/{'. Levi-Strauss wrote a 
book called Tl1e Elemmtary Structures of' Kinship. The list could go on. but 
the point has been established. The exact nature of Durkheim's influence 
on Levi-Strauss's thinking must remain debatable. It is not certain. for 
example. whether it was exerted largely through conscious or unconscious 
mechanisms. What is clear. however, is that there is a strong affinity of style 
and approach between the two scholars. These profound. but largely 
unacknowledged. affinities have facilitated the rise of a structuralist 
Durkheimian cultural sociology in the later decades of the twentieth 
century (see pp. 81-5). A more negative repercussion. however. has been 
that many of the problems with Durkheim 's cultural theorizing (viz. the 
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lack of attention to agency and power. and the use of simplistic evolution
ary dichotomies) are reproduced in that of Levi-Strauss. We discuss these 
question marks later. First we review some of his major works and theoret
ical innovations. 

THE STRUCTURAL ANALYSIS OF KINSHIP 

Kinship theory is a highly specialil.ed. quasi-mathematical area that is often 
inaccessible to those without a robust anthropological training. It is con
cerned with phenomena as diverse as family structure. patterns of mar
riage. the organization of kin-based clan groups. the names given to various 
relatives. the characteristics of family relationships. patterns of residence. 
the ownership of property. and so on. In non-Western societies. kinship 
often provides the backbone of social organization. 

In the late 1940s. Levi-Strauss ( 1969 [1949]) produced Tlze Elementnr!J 
Structures of' Kinship- his first work of major international importance. It 
is a book that displays a typically structuralist move. Levi-Strauss assembled 
a vast array of disparate ethnographic material and argued that beneath 
the chaos of seemingly unique cultural detail from hundreds of cultures 
around the world there was a deeper order. Essentially. kinship systems 
could be reduced to a limited pool of types. These in turn were underpinned 
by an equally limited set of "superficially complicated and arbitrary rules 
[that] may be reduced to a small number" (1969: 493). The most impor
tant of these concerned issues of descent (e.g. who could belong to a given 
clan) and marriage (e.g .. who was allowed to marry whom). Even more fun
damental than kinship rules was the incest taboo. a universal prohibition 
which Levi-Strauss saw as being the point of origin for cultural life. Thanks 
to the incest taboo. he claimed. people were forced to become sociable in the 
search for mates. 

Levi-Strauss argued that his understanding of kinship systems was 
made possible by applying lessons from linguistics to the analysis of 
social phenomena. He suggested that "linguists and sociologists do 
not merely apply the same methods but are studying the same thing" 
( 1969: 49 3 ). In his view. kinship systems were like language in that 
both involved exchange (of women and words, respectively). and were 
a form of communication that reflected the higher intellectual fac
ulties of the human mind. The job of the analyst was to decode the 
abstract rules governing these systems of human communication. 
The overall effect of these transactions was to engender human sociality 
and provide for the construction of complex cultural systems. Hence 
he writes that "The emergence of symbolic thought must have 
required that women. like words. should be things that were exchanged" 
(1969: 496). 
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Tlze Elementary S'tructures o( Kinslzip stands as a cornerstone in the appli
cation of structuralist thinking and linguistic analogies to the study of 
cultural phenomena. During the 19 )()sand 1960s Levi-Strauss was to con
tinue his theoretical progress in this direction. but he switched the focus of 
his powerful analytic mind away from kinship systems toward the study of 
myth and classilkation. 

THE STRUCTURAL ANALYSIS OF MYTH AND CLASSIFICATION 

The years following Tile Elcmcntar!J Structures of Kinsl1ip saw Levi-Strauss 
work on a series of essays that would revolutionize his discipline. These 
were collected in Structural Antlzropolorm ( 196 3 [ 19 :::;~] ). Here Levi-Strauss 
argued for a "Copernican revolution ... which will consist of interpreting 
society as a whole in terms of a theory of communication" ( 196 3: c 3 ). The 
aim was to excavate the underlying language-like characteristics of culture 
and the formal properties of its generative grammar. Levi-Strauss believed 
that through this method he would be able to reach "a significant knowl
edge of the unconscious attitudes of the society or societies under consid
eration .. ( 196 3: c 7). In other words. he thought his structural method 
would teach us something about the human mind- a task which is in the 
tradition of Durkheim's exploration of the "collective conscious ... 

The most spectacular demonstration of this approach can be found in 
Levi-Strauss's analysis of myth. Lamenting the unscientific qualities of pre
vious efforts to understand mythology. Levi-Strauss proposes that "myth is 
language" and insists that "the past experience of linguists" ( 196 3: 211) 
may help us develop an improved method for understanding them. Just as 
speech consists of elements like phonemes that are built up into more 
complex patterns of meaning. he suggests that myths are constructed from 
smaller units known as mythemes. The meaning of a given myth is derived 
from these. and reflects the way they are combined in larger patterns. In his 
famous exploration of the Oedipus myth. Levi-Strauss applies this principle. 
The Oedipus myth is a legend from Ancient Creece that on flrst inspection 
appears to be as bizarre. surreal. and dreamlike as any other myth. Levi
Strauss flrst reduces the story to its most simple form and identities 
mythemes such as ··oedipus kills his father" and "Oedipus marries his 
mother ... He goes on to look for common features and contrasts between 
these mythemes. In this case. "Oedipus kills his father" belongs to a class of 
incidents in the myth which involve the "underrating of blood relations." 
whilst "Oedipus marries his mother" is concerned. like many other events. 
with the "overrating of blood relations." According to Levi-Strauss. binary 
oppositions of this kind (underrating/overrating) are a fundamental prop
erty of myth and endow it with a deeper. structural meaning that we might 
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miss if we only looked at the plot. He goes on to explore other binary 
oppositions in the Oedipus myth and claims that it is a meditation on 
dilemmas posed by social and cultural life in the spheres of kinship, myth. 
and reproduction. Impressed by the coherence and profundity of this 
deep structure. he takes these hidden meanings to be evidence that "the 
kind of logic of mythical thought is as rigorous as that of modern science" 
I 1 <)6 3: 2 30). 

Such an attempt to redeem "primitive" thought was a central feature of 
Tile Slll'll!fi' Mi11d (1966 [196211- arguably Levi-Strauss's most important 
work. Drawing on data sources as diverse as kinship systems. mythology. 
art. and literature. he argued that cultural systems operate primarily to clas
sify the world and suggested that "The thought we call primitive is founded 
on this demand for order" ( 1966: Hl). Much of the text is taken up with 
case studies documenting the various ways in which this activity takes 
place. Resisting attempts to portray primitive thought as inferior. he insisted 
that science and magic were two "parallel modes of acquiring knowledge" 
and required "the same sort of mental operations" (I 9 66: 1 3). Having said 
this. Levi-Strauss docs not argue they are identical. He suggested that prim
itive thought operated by means of a science of the concrete. This built 
up classilication systems and knowledge by locating difference and resem
blance in things according to their superficial appearance and use value. 
An example of resemblance would be using a seed that looks like a tooth as 
a talisman against a snakebite. Relationships of difference were central to 
the construction of binary oppositions. such as those in totemic kinship 
systems. These divided people into separate clans named after contrasting 
animals. In contrast to mythical thought. Levi-Strauss maintains that sci
entilic thought tends to hunt for deeper causes and relationships. It tries to 
go beyond appearance and use hidden properties of things as the basis for 
its classitkation systems. 

Levi-Strauss likened primitive thought to bricolage. In France the 
bricoleur is a kind of odd-job person. A /Jricoleur tends to be good at home 
improvements. at fixing things. and at improvising repairs from whatever 
is at hand (for this reason there is a hardware chain in France called "tvJon
sieur Bricoleur" ). According to Levi-Strauss the primitive mind operates like 
that of the /Jricolcur. It put together systems of classifkation. mythologies. 
and rituals from whatever is available in the surrounding natural and social 
environments (animals. plants. landscape features, other myths. etc.). treat
ing these as signs that could be assembled into more or less coherent 
cosmologies. Levi-Strauss famously suggested, for example. that totemic 
animals were bonnes ii penser (goods to think with). That is to say, they 
served as arbitrary tokens through which more elaborate sign systems. 
binary oppositions. kinship systems. and mythologies could be constructed. 
This process of creating culture from nature frequently involved systems 
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of transformations. in which the clements in a preexisting symbol set are 
taken up and recombined in new patterns. By usc of "analogies and com
parisons" mythical thought could be innovative. Working by means of a 
"new arrangement of elements" and "continuctl reconstruction from the 
same materials." the savage mind was able to build incredibly complex cul
tural systems ( l9hh: 20-1 ). just as a talented /Jricolcur could manufacture 
ingenious contraptions using whatever could be found in the garden shed. 

LEVI-STRAUSS - EVALUATION 

Levi-Strauss is rightly understood as a giant in twentieth-century cultural 
theory. The major strength of his approach lies in its ability to map the 
autonomy of culture. Structuralist approaches like that of Levi-Strauss 
point to the self-sustaining and self-supporting properties of cultural 
systems. Ht> shows how complex meanings arise from the arbitrary con
junction of signifying elements in structured rt>lationships with each other 
-hence cultural systems have their own rules and logic of operation. just 
like languages. A related dimension of his work is the way that he elabo
rated a conceptual toolkit for thinking about and decoding culture. The 
binary opposition is now a ubiquitous concept. Ideas about /Jricolaw and 
systems of transformation are also widely applied to cultural creativity and 
change in both non-Western and Western contexts. Finally. Levi-Strauss 
teaches us that we need to go beneath the obvious level of manifest mean
ings and personal experience so as to understand culture fully. Sometimes 
we need to step back and look for patterns that might not be immediately 
apparent to either analysts or social actors. Having said this. Levi-Strauss 
has been subject to sustained criticism on a number of fronts. The most 
important of these are as follows. 

Ideas about power are curiously absent from his work. There is 
no understanding of the ways that mythologies might become 
institutionalized because they support certain interests (the work 
of Roland Barthes. considered below. suggests that this might often 
be the case). If there is a "society" behind his theory. it seems to 
be one that is framed in functionalist terms as an arena of social
ity. exchange. and common humanity rather than conflict and 
domination. 
A related criticism is that Levi-Strauss sees culture as an abstraction 
that is able to exist without active human intervention. Agency seems 
to be denied. with culture operating in a rather deterministic way to 
pattern action in areas like marriage and myth. He famously insists 
at one stage that "We do not claim ... to show how men think in 
myths. but rather how myths think themselves through men. and 



Structuralism and the Semiotic Analysis of Culture 107 

without their knowing it" ( 19h4: 20). The cultural system. it seems. 
dances to its own peculiar. mathematical logic. The savage mind 
appears to be disembodied. collective. and transcendental. In react
ing against Sartrean individualism. Levi-Strauss perhaps went too far 
in the other direction. As Bourdieu ( 1 9 7 7) and others have suggested. 
there is little space for strategy. agency. or individual reflexivity in the 
Levi-Straussian universe. 
Scholars looking at myth have suggested that plot is relentlessly 
downgraded in Levi-Strauss's search for an underlying cultural 
grammar organized around the binary opposition. As we shall see in 
chapter 11. other thinkers suggest there is a payoff to exploring the 
sequential dimensions of stories. 
Levi-Strauss does not always come across as a very politically correct 
writer. His discussion of the "savage mind" has been attacked as an 
oversimplification that (despite its universalistic motivation of prais
ing mythical thought) essentializes and reproduces contrasts between 
the "primitive'' and the "modern ... Similarly. his argument that 
kinship systems involve the exchange of women by men have been 
condemned as sexist. Evaluating such criticisms is no easy task. 
depending as it does on our ability to clearly distinguish normative 
(what should be). analytic (how things work in the abstract world 
of ideas). and empirical (how things really happen) claims in Levi
Strauss's thinking. To my reading. neither Levi-Strauss nor his critics 
are very accomplished at this activity. 
Technical criticisms have also been leveled at Levi-Strauss. It has been 
suggested that he has fundamentally misunderstood many core con
cepts in linguistics when applying them to cultural materials. In Levi
Strauss's defense. we might suggest that his misreading was at least 
a creative one that enabled him to take his work in directions where 
nobody else had yet ventured. 

Roland Barthes 

Along with Levi-Strauss. the French intellectual and philosopher Roland 
Barthes can be considered to be the other major pioneer of structuralist 
approaches to culture during the 19 50s. Although Barthes moved toward 
an almost poststructural perspective later in his career (we discuss this in 
detail on pp. 112-14). in his early work he advocated a semiotic model of 
culture which drew heavily on Saussure. In Elemmts of Semioloyy. Barthes 
( 1984 [19h4]J constructed a sort of base camp for this activity. He argued 
for a close convergence between linguistics and cultural inquiry and set out 
to elaborate some basic terminological and conceptual themes to inform 
semiotic inquiry. These are as follows. 
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Lmzguelparole This is the distinction made by Saussure that we have 
already discussed. which contrasts the abstract system of signs !lan
guage) and its particular use (speech). Barthes argues that it can be 
applied in all semiotic contexts. and not just to linguistic phenomena. 
In talking about "the food system." for example. he insists that there 
is a Im!{Jlle made up of alimentary taboos (things that can/cannot be 
eaten): "signifying oppositions of units" (e.g .. sweet/savoury); rules 
of association (items of food that can/cannot go together). and rituals 
of use (e.g .. table manners). This can be contrasted with alimentary 
parole. such as personal innovation or a given menu. which is "con
cocted with reference to a structure ... but this structure is filled dif
l'erently according to the days and the users. just as linguistic form is 
tilled by the free variations and combinations which a speaker needs 
for a particular message" ( 1984: 94). 
Si!Jnifler all£1 sioHUied Again. Barthes sees this fundamental Saussurian 
distinction between the thing or concept represented ( signilied) and 
the thing doing the work of representation (signilicr) as essential to 
all sign systems. He reviews the various forms that this relationship 
can take in linguistic and visual spheres. before pointing out that 
things may be more complex than we imagine. It is not simply the 
case that signifiers denote signilieds which are already in existence. 
Rather. they help to construct them by dividing up reality and 
"cutting out" shapes from the amorphous mass of experience. Fol
lowing Levi-Strauss. Barthes sees the "future task of semiology" to be 
rather like that of taxonomy. We should "rediscover the articulations 
which men impose on reality" ( 1984: 120 ), that is to say. explore the 
often arbitrary ways that sign systems carve up and classify the world. 
Syntagmand system The distinction here is very broadly similar to that 
between the longitudinal and the cross-sectional or the diachronic 
and the synchronic (seep. 99). Syntagm (or the syntagmatic) refers 
to the ways that signs are arranged in chains that extend over time 
in a sequence. Hence "each term here derives its value from its oppo
sition to what precedes it and what follows" (1984: 121 ). System is 
about contrast with other (absent) units in the sign system with 
which it could be substituted. This is sometimes also thought of as the 
paradigmatic plane. Turning again to the food system. Barthes 
argues that the "horizontal" reading of all the entrees on a menu 
would involve the exploration of system. while a "vertical" reading 
through the sequence of dishes (starter. main course. dessert) 
involves syntagm. We can explore the semiotics of the menu using 
either or both of these approaches. 
Denotation and comwtalicm The issue here relates to orders of signifi
cation. Barthes argues that sign systems build upon themselves and 
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so have many layers. Denotation refers to the lower-order processes 
and lo the more or less literal meanings of signs. Connotation. by 
contrast. involves a kind of metalanguage. Connotations tend to be 
built up from a prior order of denotations. They are ideological and 
tend to "cap the denoted message" ( l9S4: l) 1 J with an overarching 
theme (see alsop. 1 )6). 

This brings us to JV!ytl!olo!fics I] 9 7 3 [] 9 S 7] ). This earlier work consists of a 
collection of magazine articles written by Barthes which decode French 
everyday life and culture. It provides perhaps the best place to illustrate his 
approach to semiotics. According to Barthes. signs within culture are never 
innocent. but rather they are caught up in complex webs of ideological 
reproduction. In a series of virtuoso readings. he sets about interpreting a 
remarkable variety of phenomena and then relating them in a loose way to 
themes that are bromlly ch<lracteristic of Western l\1arxist thought. These 
include authenticity. ideology. and commodity fetishism !see chapter 31. 
Here are some examples: 

The new Citroen automobile is understood as a kind of modern cathe
dral where people come to worship. Barthes draws attention to the 
fetishistic ways that people interact with this commodity. 
A magazine cover of a black man in French military uniform salut
ing the flag is read as an ideological statement supporting colonial
ism. It suggests that people in French colonies arc happy to serve 
France. 
Wrestling is interpreted as a kind of theatre or spectacle for the 
working classes. 1\s this staged quality is explicit. it is seen as more 
honest and authentic and less bourgeois than boxing. 
Manufactured children's toys are contrasted with artisanal ones. 
The latter are superior in that they are robust organic products that 
adapt over time and use to the hand of the child. Manufactured toys. 
by contrast. lack the auratic qualities of the artisanal product. They 
arc cold and clinical products of alienated labor and technological 
systems. 

In an essay entitled "Myth Today" at the end of Mytlwlo!]ics. Barthcs 
attempted to draw some post-facto lessons from his assembled studies and 
place them within a politico-philosophical framework. He suggested that we 
needed to combine the abstract study of semiotics (how signs "work") with 
a more sociological account of their concrete form and function. This would 
allow us to "connect a mythical schema to a general history. to explain how 
it corresponds to the interests of a detinite society" ( 19 7 3: 121-l 1. In his case 
this "delinite society" was a capitalist one. He insists that myth was always 
bourgeois and typically worked to justify or naturalize the existing social 
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order. It did this through a variety of rhetorical figures that recurred in its 
discourses. objects. and images. 

Inoculation was the idea that by acknowledging some of the evils of 
class and inequality that existed in society. one could head off a more 
general criticism of the social order. 
The privation of /1istory involves presenting objects but denuding them 
of all traces of their social origins. An example of this is the Blue 
Guide used by tourists. This enables them to visit places of tourist 
interest. but without meaningful awareness of ongoing social condi
tions and processes. Aesthetic experience is cut off from a wider social 
or historical consciousness. 
Identification refers to the processes through which we either identify 
with another or, by contrast, see them as ineluctably different from 
ourselves. If we identify with the black soldier saluting the flag. we 
are likely to feel more proud of our status as French citizens. 
Tautology involves defining things in terms of themselves. Barthes sees 
this as a kind of refuge from difficult questions and as a rejection of 
language. It might involve statements like "because that's how it is." 
Neitl!l'r-normism involves balancing two alternatives and then reject
ing them both (presumably in favor of the status quo). 
Tile quantification of quality concerns attempts to systematically 
measure and evaluate aesthetic realities or to make them predictable 
and amenable to market determination. 
Tl1e statement of j(u·ts concerns providing maxims about the world 
which are assimilated as common sense. thus preventing critical 
thinking. 

A key aspect of Mythologies was the use of the distinction between denota
tion and connotation. Denotation. it will be remembered. refers to the literal 
meaning of an image, while connotation refers to the extra (mythological) 
meanings that arc layered on top. The magazine cover showing a black 
person in military uniform saluting a piece of red, white and blue material. 
for example, can be taken to denote a colonial soldier in the French army 
saluting the flag. However. it has extra (ideological) connotations. Accord
ing to Barthes. it shows "that France is a great Empire. that all her sons. 
without any color discrimination, faithfully serve under her flag, that there 
is no better answer to the detractors of an alleged colonialism that the zeal 
shown by this Negro in serving his so-called oppressors" (1973: 116). 
Barthes drew attention to the ways that such mythological connotations 
worked through common-sense reasoning. He suggested that we automat
ically and instantaneously read signs in a particular way and do not per
ceive an elaborate semiological system at work. The result is that "myth is 
experienced as innocent speech. not because its intentions are hidden ... 
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but because they are naturaliL":ed" ( 1973: 131 ). The power of mytb lies pre
cisely in this ability to make an arbitrary system of values appear as a 
system of facts. 

The work of Roland Barthes in Mytlwlunies is important for two main 
reasons. First. it opened up a new furrow by combining semiotics with crit
ical theory. This provided a much-needed infusion of new conceptual blood 
into nco-Marxist cultural theory. much of which was still lumbering along 
under the impetus of concepts from Marx's century-old Ecollomic a11d Plzilo
soplzical Malluscripls (see pp. ~. 3 ~). Secondly. it legitimated the study of 
popular culture in academic circles. While other scholars of his era. such 
as Levi-Strauss and Lacan. worked with esoteric materials. Barthes showed 
that even junk-culture activities like wrestling or mundane objects like the 
automobile were fair game for the withering irony of the analyst's pen. 
Barthes's intervention here was prescient. By the 19 70s his ideas were 
having a fundamental impact on the intellectual character of British cul
tur<:tl studies (see pp. 15 5-6). with their investigations of advertising. news 
programming. and the print media. By the l9H0s his work had become 
canonical for the area. It is important not to underestimate this contribu
tion toward the construction of an empirical and semiotically rich form of 
critical cultural theory. 

Perhaps the most important criticism that can be made of the text is that 
Barthes never really came to terms with the possibility of the Left having its 
own complex mythologies. This is a flaw he shared with many neo-Marxian 
thinkers of his generation. Leftist perspectives were seen as "realistic" and 
as objectively removing bias and distortion rather than as culturally 
informed and deeply symbolic modes of communication themselves. 
Barthes argued that: "The bourgeoisie hides the fact that it is the bour
geoisie and thereby produces myth. revolution announces itself openly as 
revolution and thereby abolishes myth" (1973: l4h). When myth existed 
on the Left, Barthes thought it to be impoverished and handicapped by ties 
to reality that made it "stiff and literal." Barthes cites mythologies about 
Stalin. and decries them as "meagre" and as lacking in "inventiveness" 
when compared to bourgeois mythologies which are ''rich. multiform. 
supple" (1973: 148. 149). A further problem with Barthes, as with all 
studies which rely on purely semiotic readings. relates to the ways that the 
mythologies are read. Questions can be raised as to whether the meanings 
that Barthes derives from the media are shared by other people. Subsequent 
developments in areas like reception studies and postmodern theories of 
reading argue that signs are open to multiple interpretations. Some lay 
interpretations might reproduce what Barthes thinks of as mythological 
thinking. but others could be divergent or critical (see pp. 155-7). 

Finally. and relatedly, we have to think seriously about the possibility of 
reflexivity and irony among ordinary citizens. Barthes draws a distinction 
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between the "mythologist" 1 e.g .. himself) decoding texts and the "myth con
sumer ... For Harthes the latter group have been seduced and outmaneu
vered by the mythologies of bourgeois society. but at the same time can 
participate in a full and active social life. The mythologist. by contrast. is a 
somewhat lonely. if heroic figure excluded from society and history by 
virtue of their ironic stance. They can enjoy only a "theoretical sociality." 
and have a "connection with the world [that isl of the order of sarcasm" 
lllJ 7 3: 1 57). These kinds of binary distinctions now appear rather dubious. 
The literature on the so-called c;encration X. l()r example. points to the exis
tence of a media-savvy audience who refused to respond to conventional 
advertising and who felt themselves to be distant lhm1. and yet parasitic 
upon. consumer culture. One might also point to the emergence of "post
modern" advertisements playing upon a broader public awareness of 
mythological processes and deceptions. During the llJI'\Os. for example. one 
of tile most influential campaigns in the United Stales was for Isuzu cars. It 
featured a spokesperson called Toe Isuzu who made various implausible 
claims for his products. The campaign attracted attention precisely because 
it rejected conventional norms about product information and made a joke 
of the dishonesty of automobile advertising. 

These issues draw our attention to the concept of reading. In the context 
of cultural theory this crucial concept refers to far more than the ways that 
people interpret books and other written texts. Rather. it captures the active 
processes through which they make sense of the range of symbols. myths. 
and ideologies in the world around them. Often the same item of culture 
(e.g .. book. television program) or event I political scandal. sporting contest) 
will be read in different ways by different people. In his later works. to which 
we now turn. Barthes himself was to make a fundamental contribution to 
our understanding of this process. 

Roland Barthes was continually shifting his position throughout his 
career and delighted in abandoning perspectives he had helped to establish 
(see Culler lt.ll-\3: 12). Indeed. some scholars assert that in his later work 
Barthes goes beyond orthodox structuralism and prepares the ground for 
poststructuralism. The central themes at stake here concern the sensual 
pleasures of reading and the active power of the reader. 

In SIZ ( 1 9 7 3a [lt.l 70]) Barthes undertook the study of a novella. "Sar
rasine. ·· by Balzac. This text is often held to mark a decisive bridging point 
between his structuralism and poststructuralism. The book consists of an 
incredibly detailed. line-by-line analysis of the codes behind the story. 
Barthes fragments the story into chunks of text and refers these to codes 
that the reader draws upon in making sense of the narrative. Barthes 
argues that these codes exist in both specilic literary conventions and our 
wider culture. Our ability to make a text "mean .. anything depends upon 
our ability to mobilize these codes. This project is consistent with the "sci-
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RoLAND BARTHEs (I 9 15-1 980) 
Roland Barthes was born in 1915 into a middle-class background. For much 
of his early life he suffered from ill health and poverty and this held back his 
career progress. He published his first major works in the mid-1950s and by 
the mid-1960s was recognized by his peers as a major figure on the French 
intellectual scene. Meanwhile Barthes had become famous among the general 
public during the 1950s for his incisive and readable analyses of popular culture 
which were published in the mainstream press and subsequently collected as 
Mythologies. Despite this public success, he subsequently obtained notoriety in 
France as a champion of abstruse avant-garde fiction and for the difficulty of 
his own writing. In February 1980 Barthes was run over by a Parisian laundry 
truck and he died four weeks later. 

Reference: Culler 1983. 

entific" orientation of semiotics. which aims at disclosing the rules through 
which meanings become possible. Yet at the same time as engaging in an 
almost Levi-Straussian enterprise. Barthes argues that there is no single 
dellnitive meaning to the story. He suggests that the complex codes in oper
ation overlap with each other in wild and unpredictable ways. There is an 
excess of meaning. The codes open up possibilities for alternative interpre
tations. and so there is a role for the reader in making sense of texts. Barthes 
suggests that a simple example of this can be seen in the way that a book 
never means exactly the same thing the second time we read il. Rather. we 
notice different things and make different connections (both within the text. 
to outside events. and even to our own life experiences) each time we 
encounter il. In SIZ. then. Barthes made a call for the study of the read
erly and well as the writerly. He argues that most literary texts are read
erly in that they are open-ended. They invite and encourage diverse 
interpretations. the use of irony and rellexivity. Writerly texts. by contrast. 
tend to be dry and literal. Whatever the nature of the text. Barthes places 
great emphasis on the power of readerly activity to liberate the diverse 
meanings of any given book. He says: "To interpret a text is not to give it 
a ... meaning. but on the contrary to appreciate what plural constitutes 
it ... the codes it mobilizes extend as far as the eye can reach. they are inde-
terminable" ( 19 7 5a: 5-n ). This vision of proliferating and multiple mean
ings that defy authorial intention and ideological llxity is more suggestive 
of Derrida's method of deconstruction (see below) than Barthes's own 
earlier Mytlzoloaies. 

As the 19 70s progressed Barthes came to advocate hedonism as a strat
egy for reading- a decisive move away from the cool scientific detachment 
of classical structuralism. Many argue that Tile Plmsure of tlu' Text ( 19 7 Sb 
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[ 19 7 3]) is notably "poststructural" for the way that Barthes abandons the 
effort to construct a coherent theory or systematic approach. His approach 
is aphoristic. rather like that of Nietzsche. consisting of pointed observa
tions and questions. Perhaps more importantly. Barthes emphasizes here 
the sensual and intellectual joy that can come from engaging with a text. 
He suggested that each reader derives their own embodied pleasures from 
the text. depending upon their psychological and sexual profile. This leads 
to diverse reading styles and strategies, as each reader looks. interprets. and 
takes away from the text whatever gives them pleasure. Fundamental to this 
argument was the concept of jouissance - a French word that encom
passes sensations of ecstasy and sexual release. Barthcs saw texts carrying 
with them a pleasure that was akin to sex. He writes, for instance: "The 
pleasure of the text is like that unbearable, impossible. purely fictional 
moment when the libertine, tasting the end of a risqw; plot. cuts the 
rope by which he is hung at the moment of orgasm" (Barthes 197 3: 1 S. 
my translation). Barthes was at pains to stress the embodied uature of 
jouissmzce. as if to provide an alternative to the model of a rational inquir
ing mind and rational semiotic process that lies behind orthodox strttc
turalism. With Tlze Pleasure o( tlze Text. then. Barthes draws our attention 
to the fusion of the intellectual. the physical. and the emotional -a theme 
that bas since proven central to poststructural attempts to dethrone and 
question reason. 

Considered somewhat puzzling at the time of its launch. thanks in part 
to its aphoristic structure. Tlze Pleasure o( tlzc Text has since become recog
nized as a major influence on cultural theory. Within the field of critical 
cultural studies. ideas about multiple reading strategies and pleasure have 
proven influential in shaping studies of media reception (see p. 16 3 ). 
Barthes's ideas have also been combined with a range of theorists. fi·mn de 
Certeau (see pp. 162-3) to Kristeva and Irigaray (sec pp. 2 OY-111. in pro
viding theoretical grounds for understanding pleasure and reading as acts 
of "resistance" to dominant ideologies. These ideas have been particularly 
influential in more recent work in the British cultural studies tradition. It 
has been argued. for example. that strategies of subversive reading (against 
the grain. between the lines. etc.) enable mainstream texts and media 
content to be appropriated and used for pleasure by disenfranchised groups. 
We discuss these ideas further in chapter 9. 

Marshall Sahlins 

The work of Marshall Sahlins constitutes perhaps the last gasp of orthodox 
structuralism. In his early work he was a rather materialist anthropologist. 
Later he turned toward a more cultural mode of theory that was heavily 
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informed by cultural structuralism. Culture all(/ l'racliml Hcasou (I Y7hl 
is perhaps his most famous work in this genre. Jlere he sets out to 
confront rationalist ideas that claim that practical interests shape human 
<lclion. especially in the economic arena. The sphere of production. 
Sahlins argues. is sbol through with arbitrary cultural inputs that 
determine needs and wants. Cultural codes shape consumer preferences. 
which in turn shape economic production. Culture. then. is primary in 
shaping economic life. and not the converse. as claimed by Marxism. 
l-Ie writes: "the cultural order is re;dized also as an order of goods. The 
goods stand as an object code for the signification and \'aluation of persons 
and occasions. functions and situations. Operating on a spcci!ic logic of 
correspondence between material and social contrasts. production is the 
reproduction of the culture in a system of objects" ( 1976: 17i-ll. In other 
words. consumer items operate <lS /Jmu1cs ri pcnscr in the sense already hlid 
out by L('vi-Strauss. They senT as signi!lers within the cultural and ~oci(!l 
systems. and the economic system responds to this code by producing yet 
more signitiers. 

Much of Culture and Pmcliml Heason is taken up with a semiotic reading 
of Ia pcnst'c /)()urqeoise (the reference lo La Pens£;1' srllll'il!JC is hardly oblique! 1 
or the cultural codes of the Western middle classes. One of the clearest illus
trations of this perspective is Sahlins's discussion of the American beef 
industry. He begins by noting that meal is coded by the sign system as 
embodying strength. virility. and so on. This cull ural code establishes a basic 
demand. But why. he asks in an ingc;nious countcrfaclual turn. docs the 
llnited Slates have a dominant industry producing beef rather than pig. 
horse. or dog meal- all of which arc economic<dly and nutritionally \'alid 
allcrnati\·cs? 

The answer. Sahlins suggests. lies in a cultural code (not. by contrast. 
in the institutional power of the cattle lobby) which he terms the "Ameri
can meat system." The greatest taboo we have is toward cannibalism. 
and so a binary code sees animals as a preferred meat source to humans. 
Within the animal kingdom a series of further binary codes distin
guishes animals that are more like us Ji-om those that arc less like us. 
We allow dogs into our houses and establish emotional bonds with 
them. We also talk lo. name. and love horses. According to Sahlins. a binary 
code marks off these "inedible" animals from "edible" ones (pigs and cows). 
Of these latter two. pigs arc more contiguous vl'ith human society in that 
they scavenge in the farmyard and eat lhc remnants of human food. For 
this reason they arc seen as in some ways connected to humans. Cows. by 
contrasl, arc closer to nature in that they arc found out on the range. As 
the binary cult ural codes of lu J)('lls<'e /Joww'oisc dictalc that "edibility is 
inversely related to humanity" ( 19 7 6: 1 7 s ). cattle provide the meat or 
choice. 
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The Fate of Structuralism 

The influence of Le\'i-Straussian approaches to culture grew vigorously 
in the 19 50s and reached a zenith in the mid-l960s with the publication 
of Tlzc Su\'ll!f£' '"1i11d. By the late l 9 60s they were in trouble. E\'ents like the 
Paris student uprising of llJhK and the Vietnam War dominated the head
lines. Clashes between police and demonstrators throughout the West sug
gested that a di!Terent kind of theory might be required - one that paid 
greater attention to brute power and the role of the state. And so the late 
1 9 60s and early 19 70s saw the structural Marxism of Althusser (see pp. 
S 1-S) replace its more cultural rival in the academic fashion parade. During 
this period the approach spawned by Barthes fed into the development of 
contemporary critical cultural studies. as we have noted above. The work of 
Levi-Strauss continued to be influential but became assimilated with other 
intellectual traditions. such as Durkheimian theory in the work of Mary 
Douglas (which we reviewed in an earlier chapter). The period since the 
1960s has also seen some of its more radical claims watered down. In con
trast to the Levi-Straussian vision of a free-floating collective mind. greater 
attention has been paid to the role of agency. institutions. and history in 
the construction and propagation of semiotic systems. The work of Pierre 
Bourdieu ( 19 7 7). for example, attempts to incorporate action. power. 
and change within a broadly structuralist understanding of cultural fields 
(see chapter K ). 

Suggested Further Reading 
Of the secondary texts on Levi-Strauss the most time-efticient is probably Edmund 
Leach's I lY/41 slim paperback. It' you arc keen to read Levi-Strauss in the original 
then I wendel suggest Tire Srl\'llfW i'vlind and some or the key essays in Stru!'tuml 
Antirrnpolou!f (Vol. I). These are an exciting intellectual adventure and contain most 
or Levi-Strauss's seminal discussions on the philosophy behind structuralist inquiry. 
Tristes Tropiques provides telling insights on his career and intellectual development. 
The pages cle<iling with his youthful experiences or French intellectual culture and 
higher education are priceless for anyone seeking to understand why French theo
rists turn out the way they do! His other works on myth and kinship are rather spe
cialized and technical and are recommended to devotees only. The empirical studies 
in l'vl.lftlwloyies by Roland Bartbes arc entertaining to read and should be compul
sory !'or those in the cultural studies area. The introduction to S/Z provides a short
cut to his theory or reading and writing. Tire Plmsure of tire Ih·t is brief. but difficult 
and rather poorly translated into English. Still. a quick skim of the book (don't feel 
ton guilty. this is a technique 13arthcs himself recommends! I will enable the reader 
to extract the gist of what he is saying. Jonathan Culler's short text on Barthes 
(Culler 19 R 3 1 provides an outstanding. reader-friendly introduction to this major 
thinker. 



CHAPTER S E V E N 

The Poststructural Turn 

Notwithstanding the continuing and important work of L<:·vi-Strauss 
during the ll)6Us. and perhaps because of the theoretical innovations of 
Barthes. the decade saw structuralism slowly replaced by poststructuralism 
as the dominant paradigm in French cultural theory. The ll) 70s and 
ll) ~Os saw this newer understanding of culture move into the Anglophone 
nations. Whilst much is said about structuralism and poststructuralism. 
drawing boundary lines between them is a somewhat arbitrary task. This is 
because: 

Poststructuralism is best understood as a reflnement and outgrowth 
of structuralism rather than as an opposing school of thought. Cer
tainly it is the case that contemporary poststructural thought would 
not have been possible without the earlier innovations of structural
ism. Whilst simplistic binary distinctions between structuralism and 
poststructuralism abound. it is far from clear how useful they arc. II 
is perhaps more useful to think of them as types of theory with over
lapping properties rather than as empirical schools of thought that 
have clear boundaries and mutual antagonism. 
There is no single poststructuralism. but rather a plurality of 
approaches that are loosely collected under this title. For this reason. 
traits found in one poststructural author may not be found in 
another. Caution must be expressed about over-generalizing from one 
or two scholars to the entire field. 
Published discussions of poststructuralism are almost invariably 
confounded by simultaneous efforts to define postmodernism and 
the postmodern (we look in more detail at these other concepts in 
the final chapters of this book). The result can be terminological 
chaos. 
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Bearing these reservations in mind. the material presented below attempts 
to provide a starting point for understanding the poststructuralturn. We go 
on look at the two must important authors associalt'd with this theoretical 
development: roucaul! and Derrida. 

Structuralism and Poststructuralism: 
Two Commonalities ... 

fn as far as one movement was made possible by the other. it is inc\·itable 
that we should find strong traces of structuralism in poslslructural think
ing. The two most notable of these are the conceptual tools used for under
standing culture and the approach to the human subject. 

VOCABULARIES OF CULTURE 

Like its predecessor, poststructuralism makes extensive use of linguistic and 
textual models of culture. It builds in particular on the work of Levi-Strauss. 
Barthes. and Lacan (the latter is discussed on pp. 206-t\). and so we lind 
ideas about codes. myths. narratives. and symbolism taking a prominent 
position. The result is a rich and powerful toolkit for reading <md writing 
cultural life. Thanks to the adoption of semiotic models. a major emphasis 
is also given to the autonomy of culture. This in turn has informed a deci
sive rejection of Marxism in postslruclural thinking. Ideas about ideology 
(which imply social or economic determinism) have tended to be replaced 
by concepts of discourse (which we consider below). At the same lime as 
using the structuralist toolkit. poststructura!ism has introduced a set of 
additional concepts. many of which arc introduced in what !(JI!ows. These 
provide researchers with even more leverage in unpacking the stuff of 
culture. 

THE DEATH OF THE SUBJECT 

Like structuralism. poststructural thinking has attacked the humanist idea 
that the sovereign individual should be the major focus of analysis and 
advocated what is sometimes known as the death of the subject. The idea 
of the sovereign individual had its origins in Renaissance thinking. and con
tinued during the Enlightenment. It proclaims the rationed and motivated 
nature of human conduct. Under this humanist model, society and culture 
are seen as the product of choices and contracts that are entered into by 
autonomous human agents. By contrast. poststructuralists emphasize not 
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only the centrality of semiotic systems as targets of cultural analysis (rather 
than agents). but also the ways thai subjcctivities and agency arc con
structed by arbitrary but powerful cultural and historical forces. Here atten
tion is given to the ways that individuals are constrained rather than free. 
continuing the attack on existentialism and phenomenology that motivated 
Levi-Strauss. Desires. motivations. and concepts of the human subject are 
shown to arise from particular discourses rather than free will and rational 
thought. Moreover. aspects of the self are considered to be often contradic
tory. h-agmentary. or incomplete. Such an understanding again attacks the 
idea of a unitary. sovereign actor. Taken in combination. this process of 
rethinking the self and situating it as a product of discourse is sometimes 
referred to as decentering the subject (see alsop. 9~). In chapter 1.2 we 
discuss the ways that psychoanalytic theory. and in particular the work of 
Jacques Lacan, have contributed to these perspectives. Here we look at 
approaches that arc mostly inspired by philosophy and literary nilk:i~m
especially Foucault's ideas about the role of discourse and discipline in 
shaping the human subject. and Den-ida's attack on the "metaphysics of 
presence. 

. .. and Three Divergences 

Saying that structuralism and poststructuralism have some common 
agendas is not the same as claiming they are identical. The latter movement 
introduced some decisive new ingredients to existing structuralist recipes. 
As we shall see in chapter l 4. these have gone on to influence postmodern 
cultural theory. 

SCIENTIFIC KNOWLEDGE, TRUTH, AND EPISTEMOLOGY 

Orthodox structuralism il Ia Levi-Strauss operated with a model of the 
researcher as a detached observer. As we noted in chapter 6. Levi-Strauss 
was inspired by Marx. Freud. and geology. From their writings it is clear that 
Marx and Freud took themselves to be engaged in scientific enterprises. As 
for geology. it is a natural science. Such a self-understanding promoted the 
view that the analyst was uncovering some single deep truth or could arrive 
at an objective. universally valid reading of culture with the application of 
"scientific" approaches. For the poststructuralisl. such ideas are misleading. 
Their critique is founded on the following points. 

The social location and historical construction of the observer and 
their knowledge plays a role in shaping understandings and theories. 
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Foucault's work suggests that all those involved in the human 
sciences are implicated in particular structures of power and know
ledge. whose configuration has a decisive impact on the discourses 
they produce. Such arguments have some affinities with those in the 
sociology of knowledge tradition as well as with relativistic episte
mologies. They question the attainability of a neutral. "true" reading 
of culture. In its place. they suggest it is better to turn our atten
tion to exploring the social conditions of knowledge production 
and the impacts of knowledge and truth claims in defined social 
sellings. 
Poststructuralists argue that cultures and texts can be interpreted in 
diverse ways and are capable of yielding multiple and endlessly 
proliferating. perhaps mutually contradictory. readings. "Truth." 
therefore. may be more elusive than we think. Contrary to the 
structuralist position. there may be no single right or wrong 
understanding or definitive reading - something that is generally 
known as closure. Poststructuralists claim that the application of 
rigorous logic in our analyses docs not help us resolve questions of 
meaning. To the contrary. writers like Derrida argue that it serves 
only to multiply readings and produce paradoxes and dead ends in 
interpretation. 
Structuralist theory emphasized the dry, mathematical qualities of 
cultural systems. In poststruclural thinking desire. fun. the body. and 
play are foregrounded as both observable dimensions of culture and 
as qualities of theoretical writing. The effort here is inspired by the 
nineteenth-century German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche and his 
celebration of the emotional and the will in place of the logical and 
rational. Contemporary poststructuralists have hunted out other 
early writers and theorists sympathetic to this position. the sexually 
deviant Marquis de Sade being perhaps the most notable I and noto
rious!) of these. 

PowER 

The critique of the scientific stance is related to the issue of power. In its 
Levi-Straussian guise at least. structuralism did not see cultural and social 
structures as products of power. but rather as outcomes of social tics. 
human needs. and a transcendental collective unconscious. In its Marxian 
incarnations, such as those advocated by Althusser and the Barthes of 
Myt/wloyies, cultural structures could be understood as products of an 
objective and underlying capitalist system. Poststructuralists can be read as 
building on the Marxist understanding of culture as a product of power. but 
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also as rejecting the metanarrative of 1\!arxism as a plausible account of 
history and society. Instead of decoding unitied. class-based ideological 
systems. as Althusser does. they point to the proliferation and mutual inter
penetration of discourses and power/knowledge structures. These may 
have been informed by race and gender. by colonialism or by institutional 
struggles involving professionals and experts. Again. a key input here has 
come from Nietzsche and his belief that social life is driven by a "will to 
power. 

HISTORY 

The poststructural view of history is linked to its view of power and truth. 
Structuralist thought tended to argue that history was knowable and linear. 
A defining aspect of poststructural thought is its rejection or iilddlJdlTi:l

tives of emancipation and progress. For the poststructuralist a core feature 
of history is its chaotic nature rather than its ability to reveal plan and order. 
Ideas derived from Friedrich Nietzsche have come to replace deterministic 
ideas about movement through historical stages like feudalism and capital
ism. An emphasis is consequently placed on discontinuity. rupture. con
tingency. and chance in shaping cultural and institutional dynamics. In 
addition. chaotic struggles for power are seen as the major dynamic force 
in explaining historical process. These ideas about history have been dis
placed onto the synchronic analysis of culture. It is argued that we have to 
abandon presuppositions of culture as a coherent and ordered system. A 
better approach is to see it as a collection of ill-sorted fragments that collide 
and intersect with each other in context-specific struggles for power and 
domination. 

Michel Foucault 

Discussions of poststructuralism. at least in the social sciences. almost 
invariably revolve around the work of Michel Foucault. His work not only 
embodies many of the characteristics of poststructural thinking that we 
have outlined above. but in large part was responsible for constructing and 
institutionalizing the poststructuralmodel. Whether or not they agree with 
him. commentators on Foucault concur that he has been one of the most 
influential thinkers in the contemporary field of' cultural theory. This cen
trality reflects not only the power of his ideas. but also the uncanny ability 
of his work to resonate with the concerns of diverse disciplines: philosophy. 
history. psychology. sociology. and linguistics among them. Foucault saw 
himself as an authority on the "History of Systems of Thought." but. if 
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pressed to offer a conventional label. would probably have seen himself as 
a philosopher. A It hough he rejected the tag of "structuralist. .. he did not 
endorse the tag of "poststructuralist" in describing himself. However. it is 
one that has been more widely applied to him than any other. 

MICHEL FoUCAULT ( 1926-1984) 
Foucault was the son of a wealthy provincial surgeon. Rejecting his father's 
wish that he should study medicine, he undertook academic training in phi
losophy and psychology in the elite institutions of Paris. Here he developed a 
lifelong friendship with Louis Althusser.ln his younger days he flirted with both 
Marxism (at one point he joined the Communist Party) and phenomenology 
but, after extensive reading of Nieusche, was to eventually reject both posi
tions. During the 1950s he worked briefly as a hospital psychologist before 
taking up junior teaching positions in provincial universities. During the 1960s 
he began to publish prolifically and to develop his own distinctive intellectual 
style. After attaining a position at the College de France in Paris he became 
recognized as a major figure in the French intellectual landscape, and by the 
1970s his writings were attracting significant interest in the Anglophone world. 
Aside from his academic work, Foucault was also a major advocate for gay and 
prisoners' issues and was often seen leading street demonstrations. His death 
in 1984 was of AIDS-related causes. 

Reference: Eribon 1991. 

Foucault's work. which was mostly written during the 1960s and 1970s. 
is a complex oeuvre that shifted in orientation over time. This makes pro
viding a summary rather dangerous in as far as it might suggest a false 
unity of approach rather than an evolving pattern of thought. Certainly 
Foucault scholars have spent a good deal of effort in detailing subtle shifts 
in his thinking. Nevertheless. perhaps the best way to introduce Foucault is 
through a study of the core themes that run throughout his work. 

DISCOURSE 

Discourse is perhaps the central motif in Foucault's thinking. A discourse 
can be thought of as a way of describing. deflning. classifying. and think
ing about people. things. and even knowledge and abstract systems of 
thought. Foucault argued that discourses were never free of power rela
tions. Nor should they be understood as the products of sovereign. creative 
human minds (as the humanist tradition maintained). To the contrary. they 
are implicated in and arise out of the power/knowledge relationships 
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between the groups of people that the discourses themselves constitute and 
regulate. He writes that "power and knowledge directly imply one another 
... there is no power relation without the correlative constitution of a field 
of knowledge .... the subject who knows. the objects to be known and the 
modalities of knowledge must be regarded as so many ciTects of these fun
damental implications of power/knowledge and their historical transfor
mations" (l<J91: 27-~). 

The picture here is rather like that provided by Levi-Strauss. insofar as 
human thought and action are shaped by cultural codes rather than indi
vidual will. The most obvious difference is that Foucault's approach em
phasizes power and historical process. And so his studies explore the ways 
that knowledge operates to enmesh categories of person in relationships of 
power. In his empirical works such as Madness and Cil'ili:ation ( l 9 6 7 
[ 19 61 j). Tile Birt/1 of the Clinic ( l <) 7 3 [ l <) fd]). and Discipline a11(/ Punislz 
( 1991 [ l<J 7 5 J ). he examined the ways that experts and professional;, like 
doctors. psychiatrists. and criminologists had increased their authority 
thanks to the rise of new discourses. These discourses did more than just 
reinforce claims to professional expertise. They also constituted or invented 
deviant groups as objects worthy of study. containment. and reform and the 
experts who were entitled to control them. By emphasizing the arbitrary 
ways that such classi!ications have arisen and changed over the centuries. 
Foucault suggests that the claims to have discovered "truth" and "reason" 
that we 11nd in professional discourses should be treated with skepticism. 
Rather than capturing an objective reality. such discourses create. repro
duce. and mask relations of power and control. 

Another key tool in attacking claims to reason were Foucault's theoret
ical works. Tile Arcilaeo/ogy of K.now/ed!Jf ( 19 7 2 [ 1 <) 6<)]) and The Order of 
Things ( 19 70 [ 1 Sl66] ). These made use of broadly structuralist thinking 
insofar as they demonstrated the ways that cult ural systems tended to be 
self-referential and self-sustaining arbitrary efforts to classify and under
stand the world. According to Foucault. the task of analysis is to map dis
course structures and their underpinning epistemic assumptions rather 
than evaluate their truth value by seeking a correspondence to an objective 
"reality." The process here is very broadly equivalent to Saussure's cft(Jrts to 
uncover the linguistic system behind speech. Foucault's parallel effort is 
in exploring the underlying cultural structures and orientations toward 
knowledge that make particular ideas and discourses possible. rather than 
investigating the merits of those ideas themselves. He uses the term epis
teme to refer to these deep epistemological foundations that may be behind 
a variety of specific discourses. 

The concept of discourse is of great importance in that it provides a way 
of thinking about culture and power that is free of the intellectual baggage 
that comes with the concept of "ideology." lt is difficult to usc the term 
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"ideology" without also invoking Marxian vocabularies of class. mode of 
production. false consciousness. historical materialism. and so on. with 
their associated tendency to relentlessly privilege the economic sphere. The 
idea of discourse. as elaborated by Foucault. can therefore offer greater 
potential autonomy to culture. Another advantage. according to Foucault's 
followers (variously termed Foucaultians or Foucauldians). is that we can 
move beyond the ideas of truth and falsity that are central to Marxian think
ing about ideology. Marxists have traditionally argued that Marxism alone 
can provide an accurate reading of the world. and that other understand
ings are distorted. illusory. or dishonest. Drawing on Nietzsche. Foucault 
questions the capacity of any form of human knowledge to arrive at a com
plete and impartial understanding of the social world. Our task as analysts 
should be to be suspicious of all claims to truth. Instead of attempting to 
evaluate the accuracy of any given worldview or argument (as a positivist 
would do). we should instead consider it as dangerous. The job of the 
analyst is to map out the contours of a discourse and investigate its impli
cations for relations of power. 

PowER 

Foucault, like Nietzsche. suggested that power was a fundamental and 
inescapable dimension of social life. Using historical materials. Foucault 
argued that the forms of power that are at play have undergone a transfor
mation over the past few centuries. During the eighteenth century, 
power was vested in the absolutist monarch. This is known as sovereign 
power. Foucault suggests that this kind of power had several defining 
characteristics: 

it tended to be brutal. involving torture and physical punishment 
it operated intermittently. tending to be exercised only when rules had 
been broken 
it was ritualized and full of symbolism 
it took place in public. 

To exemplify this argument he points to the example of Damiens. who was 
tortured to death in 17 57 for attempting to kill the French king. Damiens 
was attacked with red-hot pincers. had molten materials poured into his 
wounds and was eventually pulled apart by four horses. The whole ordeal 
lasted several hours. In his book Discipline and Punish. Foucault ( 1991) con
trasts the case of Damiens with a prison timetable from some eighty years 
later. According to Foucault the timetable is an indicator of disciplinary 
power- a form of power which has replaced sovereign power in the modern 
era. Foucault shows disciplinary power has a number of dimensions: 
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it was associated with technologies of regulation. monitoring. and 
surveillance 
it tended to operate continuously by changing patterns of thought 
and behavior through techniques of training that worked on the body 
it was rational rather than ritual in orientation 
it tended to take place within spec ilk institutions like prisons. schools. 
and military barracks. 

A pivotal and emblematic icon in the discussion of disciplinary power is 
Foucault's consideration of the panopticon - a device for which one sus
pects he bad a grudging admiration. Advocated by the utilitarian philoso
pher jeremy Bentham (among others). the panopticon was an architectural 
form in which a guard in a central tower could see into surrounding cells. 
but not be seen themselves. Prisoners would be subject to the gaze of the 
guard. but never really know if they were being watched. ,-\sa re~;ult they 
would have to constantly monitor their actions and be on their best bc!Hn'
ior. Foucault argued that such persistent self-monitoring and sell~regulation 
would lead to the normalization of the deviant as they internalized the 
disciplinary regime to which they were subject. It has been argued that the 
principle of the panopticon lives on in our wider society. Commentators 
sympathetic to Foucault have suggested it can be found not only in visual 
devices like security cameras but also in surveillance technologies like social 
security records. bank statements. and school reports. 

It is this specilic focus on technology that marks one of the major ways 
that Foucault goes beyond traditional critical theories of power. His concern 
is with the "how?" of power as much as with the "why?" Aside from the 
panopticon. Foucault's work also includes discussion of technologies such 
as the timetable. military drill schedules. and treadmills. Many of these 
technologies. he notes. work on reconstructing and normalizing the self by 
controlling and disciplining the body. The aim of this process is to create a 
docile body that is obedient to authority and amenable to social control. 
The general thrust of this work leads one to question the process of reform. 
What appears to be a progressive move away fi·om barbarism and toward 
enlightened punishment turns out. on closer inspection. to involve the 
application of power in sustained and more subtle ways. 

The final form of power that Foucault investigated was biopower - a 
concept which he developed in his last major work. Tlze Histor!f of Sexuality 
( 1990 [19 76] ). The focus here is on the ways that modern states developed 
a concern with populations and with sexuality. His interest is in things like 
the census. epidemiological studies of health and illness. investigations into 
fertility rates. sexual deviance. and so on. Foucault suggests that discourses 
and technologies associated with this field boomed during the supposedly 
repressive Victorian era. The result was an explosion of expert professions 
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such as psychoanalysis. sex therapy. social work. and statistics. The activi
ties of these groups defined normality and perversion and subjected imii
viduals and populations to monitoring and control. Foucault writes that .. 
Sex was a means of access both to the life of the body and the life of the 
species .... becoming the theme of political operations. economic inter-
ventions ... and ideological campaigns ... a whole series of different 
tactics that combined in varying proportions the objective disciplining of 
the body and that of regulating populations" ( l Y90: 14h). 

The novelty of this position is that Foucault suggests biopower worked in 
productive rather than repressive ways. It did this by mobilizing sexuality 
and desire. not just censoring them. Far from being opposed to or an escape 
from power (as common sense tells us). sex and sexuality are vehicles 
through which power operates. As Foucault ( 1990: l S 7) writes: "One must 
not think that by saying yes to sex. one says no to power." 

Aside from identifying various forms of power. in his discussions ou the 
topic Foucault introduced a number of other key ideas about how it works. 
These include: 

Tlze micro-pltysics of power. This is the way that it intluences 
everyday action and behavior at the level of the self and embodied 
practice. 
Tlze capillary nature of power. This is the way that power permeates 
every aspect of social life. just as blood capillaries penetrate to the 
remotest and smallest reaches of the body. Foucault placed an 
emphasis on the workings of power at individual. local. and institu
tional levels rather than sweeping generalizations about the intluence 
of hegemony. the state. and capital. An allied theme in Foucault's 
work was the stress on power "circulating" through a grid or net 
extending over a population. Actors were linked to each other by 
means of the power circulating around this grid. From this perspec
tive it is less useful to explore the domination one person has over 
another (e.g .. the doctor over the patient) and more useful to look at 
the ways that both parties are positioned by a discourse (e.g .. those of 
modern health science and administration). 
Tl1c JiwJnlmtnry and incomplete nature of power. The agenda here is a 
critique of Marxist systems theory which understood power as part 
of a seamless. internally consistent. and coherently arranged system 
of domination linked to a mode of production. What Foucault is 
trying to do is to point to the multiple. contingent applications of 
power in diverse settings. These might be in contlict with each other 
rather than form part of a smoothly running unitied system. 
The constructive nature of' power. Weber's theory of power emphasized 
the domination one person had over another. Marx's theory pointed 
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to the centrality of class dynamics. Such detinitions stress the repres
sive and negative dimensions of power and the fact that it is held by 
particular parties in relation to others. Foucault. by contrast. sug
gested that power circulates within institutional and discursive con
texts. Like Parsons. he tends to see power as something that resides 
in the system (not individuals) and enables it to produce certain out
comes. Foucault's emphasis is on the productive ways that power 
works by shaping positive ideas about selves. desires. and institutional 
goals rather than on the ways that it works. by blocking or repress
ing a "true" self or utopian vision. 
Tile concept of govermnentality emerges from Foucault's work and 
has come to be widely used in investigations of the ways that admin
istrative organizations are able to control and regulate populations. 
Following Foucault's lead. considerations of governmentality often 
play dose attention to the role of discourses. technologies. and sm
veillance as tools of power in modern bureaucratic contexts. 

HisTORY 

Like his views of power and truth. Foucault's discussions on history were 
also influenced by the work of Cerman philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche. An 
important dimension of Nietzsche's work was his nihilism. This argued that 
··cod is dead" and that life has no significance. Nietzsche claimed that 
history had no broader transcendental meaning and was nothing more 
than a series of struggles for power. Such ideas had found support in the 
work of existentialist philosophers like Sartre. with their suggestion that 
human existence had no moral purpose. This bleak vision contrasts 
radically with that of Marx. Marxian theory places an emphasis on the evo
lution of society through distinct stages of development. From this per
spective. history had a meaning or a grand narrative. Within this 
framework events could be interpreted as part of an unfolding movement 
toward the eventual arri\·al of a communist utopia. Launching a subtle 
attack on his Marxist contemporaries. Foucault suggested that history was 
an arena of local. discontinuous struggles and discourses. Rather than 
identifying processes of evolution and continuity that might allow us to 
detect meaning, progress. and reason. his historical studies point to dis
junctions (e.g .. radical and rapid shifts between epistemes) and the arbitrary 
(e.g .. fads and fashions in medical treatment). The upshot of this exercise is 
to question our confidence in the truth and morality of our own conceptual 
models. A tina! aspect of Foucault's orientation toward history is that it 
brings to light the forgotten stories of marginal people like the insane and 
the criminal. The point here is again Nietzschian. foregrounding the ways 
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that processes of inclusion. exclusion. and power arc central to historical 
process and questioning the possibility of a universal. true history that can 
transcend perspective and encompass all human experiences. 

ETHICS 

In his later work Foucault shifted to the discussion of ethics. Some com
mentators sec this as marking a radical break from his previous thinking. 
In his earlier writings Foucault tended to offer a picture of the individual as 
an entity shaped by discourses and power. Toward the end of his life Fou
cault wrote about the ways that the self is cultivated and how this is linked 
to internalized norms and ethical codes. The emphasis here is on an active 
and reflexive agent seeking some kind of self-mastery. Such a position. it 
might be argued. is rather akin to that of the hnmanisms that Foucault 
himself opposed earlier in his career. However. as the work on ethics is 
sketchy and provisional. we will never know whether Foucault had under
gone a major epistemological break in his 11nal years. 

CRITICISMS AND COMMENTARIES ON FOUCAULT 

As a brief visit to any database will con11rm. Foucault's work inspires a 
prodigious amount of commentary and debate. Criticisms of Foucault tend 
to fall into discrete camps. 

Empirical criticisms arc usuallu pro[il'rcd /Jlf historians or blf llislorical 
sociologists. These are often on points of detail. but may have a theo
retical subtext. In the tleld of criminology. for example. there is a 
general consensus that the historical shift from torture to the prison 
took place over several centuries. rather than the few decades that 
Foucault suggests. The theoretical implication here is that we need to 
question Foucault's vision of penal history as one characterized by 
rupture and discontinuity rather than slow evolution. 
Etlzical criticisms usually center on Foucault's cpistmwloyy and tlzeory of 
lzistory. It is argued that his relentlessly skeptical perspective on 
history. truth. freedom. and reason is essentially relativistic. Such a 
position. it is claimed. does not allow for effective social critique or for 
the implementation of emancipatory strategies. Those making this 
attack are often critical modernists. 
Humanist critiques focus 011 Foumult's treatment of tlzc lzummz subject. 
The point here is that he tends to overestimate the ability of dis
courses to control the individual and to minimize human capacities 
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for resistance. critical reflexivity. and agency. Such arguments might 
dravv. for example. on Cofllnan's vvork in As!fllllllS. to suggest 
that inmates of institutions arc able to subvert regimes of power 
(sec pp. 61-2). 
Otllcr critics SllffiJCSI tllal Foumult is too llliddlc-rallf!C in orimtution. They 
claim that Foucault does not have a big picl ure of "society ... Conse
quently he does not pay enough attention to inequalities between 
social groups (e.g .. classes) and the role of social structures and dis
courses beyond the level of the institution or discursive field (e.g .. 
palriarchyi.ll is also sometimes argued that his model of circulating. 
capillary power underplays the fact that some actors. groups. and 
institutions have more power than others. The most tl·equent advo
cates of this argument are Marxians. who have some sympathies 
with Foucault. but would like to incorporate his ideas within a class
based model of industrial society. They would argue. for example. that 
techniques of discipline and surveillance are primarily deployed by 
the state against the working class in order to reinforce political and 
ideological control. 
Tc.rtual criticisll!s/[lcus on tile style o( Foumult's work. It is suggested 
that his writing is obscure. that his arguments are hard to grasp. and 
that his concepts are elusive. This kind of critique is an occupational 
hazard of being a French academic. It tends to be made for the most 
part by writers from Anglo-American social science I as opposed to 
philosophy and humanities traditions) who would like to be able to 
concretize Foucault's ideas and deploy them in a more positivistic 
sociology. 

Foucault's advocates usually retort that such criticisms miss the point of his 
work. They argue enthusiastically thai his ideas transcend traditional and 
sterile debates. go beyond rigid Marxist frameworks. and have revitalized 
critical cultural social science. Civen such diversity of opinion. it is diftlcult 
to arrive at a balanced assessment of Foucault's work. 

jacques Derrida 

The controversial jacques Derrida is a difficult figure lo classify. He is some
times thought of as a postmodernist rather than as a postslructuralist. The 
latter term. however. is perhaps more accurate. Derrida's work emerges out 
of the structuralist tradition and then goes beyond it in a strange and para
doxical manner. Essentially he uses logic and reason to launch a relentless 
attack on the idea that any sign system can sustain truth. logic. and coher
ence. Understanding Derrida's arguments can be dilllcult. especially for 
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those without a background in philosophy or linguistics. and this has led 
some critics to claim that much of what he writes is simply mumbo-jumbo. 
His proponents. by contrast. suggest he has developed one of the most mno
vative and powerful interpretative theories of the twentieth century. 

Perhaps the most influential figure behind Derrida's intellectual position 
is Ferdinand de Saussurc. who he uses as a sounding board and foil for much 
of his work. According to Derrida. linguistics and linguistic philosophy have 
traditionally been obsessed with speech rather than writing. This bias goes 
back to the time of the Ancient Creeks. Figures like Socrates. for example. 
saw truth emerging from face-to-face dialogue. Derrida complains that 
Saussure. too. has given to writing a "narrow and derivative function" 
( 19 76 [ 19fl 7]: 30 ). The problem with this position. Den-ida asserts. is that 
it conjures up the illusion of words referring to concrete objects that are 
directly present to speakers. being spoken by subjects who can see them. He 
calls this the metaphysics of presence. Dcrrida suggests such a position 
foregrounds human consciousness and intention in the construction of 
meaning rather than the autonomy of the system of signs. It also contains 
the illusion that words and dialogue will eventually uncover a truth about 
the world as individual errors of perception and distortions in language are 
progressively corrected. He calls this mistaken position logocentrism. 
insisting by way of contrast that language always contains distortions and 
multiple meanings. and constructs much of what it purports to describe. 
Derrida proposes to replace logoccntrism with an understanding of lan
guage which foregrounds the role of writing. This is to be known as gram
matology (Derrida 19 76 ). 

Drawing on Saussure and structural linguistic theory. Derrida maintains 
that we should approach language as a system that is independent of any 
given author/speaker. He also follows Saussure in asserting that signs have 
meanings because they are implicitly contrasted to other. absent. signs. 
Where he differs is in suggesting that meanings are open. plural. and 
without closure rather than definitive and fixed by the system of lnnyuc. 
Meaning depends upon context. Yet these arc potentially infinite in number. 
Each reader will have their own ideas about relevant. absent contexts and 
will use these in multifarious and inconsistent ways. Moreover. texts will 
hint and suggest in inconclusive ways at the kinds of contexts and absent 
signs that should be used for their interpretation. The upshot of Derrida's 
theory is to suggest (contra Levi-Strauss and Saussure) that meanings 
are endlessly proliferating. They can be thought of as expanding and con
tracting according to the absent perspectives and codes that are used to 
interpret their signs. Such thinking challenges. or decenters. the idea of 
a sovereign author who has produced a text with clear boundaries and a 
cut-and-dried message. In this sense. Derrida's work can be thought of as 
strongly poststructural. 
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We are now in a position to turn to his famous idea of deconstruction. 
This is essentially a process or method of close reading in which texts are 
shown to be unable to sustain definitive meanings and close down alterna
tives. Through a series of analyses of philosophical texts by authors like 
Rousseau and Hegel. Derrida argued that alternative and contradictory 
readings could be made of any material. What he calls supplements and 
traces branch off fi.·om and shadow what we assume to be the main argu
ment. He claims that various sections of the text are often in opposition to 
each other. that footnotes might contradict the main thesis. or that central 
categories are used in inconsistent ways and fail to withstand scrutiny. 
Ambiguity. uncertainty, and instability always seem to haunt efforts to gen
erate the certain and definitive. The broader philosophical upshot of all this 
interpretative activity is to suggest that truth cannot be discovered through 
language. as language is slippery and there is an inevitable excess of 
meaning. Texts always mean more than writers intend them to say. and 
culture (contra logocentrism) eludes the efforts of human subjects to control 
meanings. 

While Derrida's work is highly specialized and centers on methods for the 
interpretation of texts. it bas exerted a huge influence on wider cultural 
theory. The following themes have proven especially fertile. 

Derrida 's work broadly questions objectivist research models. by propos
ing that knowledge construction is contingent upon the resources 
and perspectives that are brought to bear. He also argues against the 
view that cultural theorists and philosophers should be engaged in 
logocentric, truth-finding activity. and proposes instead that playful 
hermeneutic and interpretative inquiry might provide a worthwhile 
alternative research genre. This position is foundational to philo
sophical justifications of poststructural and postmodern epistemolo
gies. such as those of Bauman and Rorty. which are elaborated in 
chapter 14. 
Like Barthes's SIZ (see pp. 112-13). Derrida's work call be tllouglzt of 
as illustmtill[J tile structuralist prillciple of ill/illite semiosis - the idea 
that sign systems in texts generate endlessly prolilerating meanings. 
In so doing it has also highlighted the role of the reader and their 
interaction with the text. Given that texts can mean just about any
thing, how is it that people manage to make sense of them - to fix a 
meaning or attain closure? Efforts to answer this question have seen 
his abstruse and difficult theory feed directly and indirectly into more 
middle-range work on processes of interpretation. Research in the 
media studies area looking at the reception of television, for example, 
has drawn upon ideas about multiple readings. We look at this issue 
in more detail in chapter 10. 
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Dcrrida suygcsts tlzat lzybridity and ambiguit!J. as well as classification, 
are central Ji'atures qf cultural Sf/Stems. Closure and certainty are 
impossible to attain. and so we can detect points of contradiction and 
weakness in any discourse. This idea has proven important for 
queer theory and postcolonial theory in particular. as they attempt 
to develop theories that can encompass not only the marginal and 
transgressive. but also strategies through which such groups can 
resist or ''deconstruct" dominant discourses. 

Concluding Remarks 

Poststructuralism offers one of the most difficult and challenging styles of 
contemporary cultural theory. While this can make it irritating to some 
readers. others find it rewarding and exciting. Those who persevere will find 
that poststructuralism provides a useful corrective to the more grandiose 
visions of structuralist theory. In so doing it layers even more sophistication 
onto an already highly developed conceptual edifice. Understandings about 
texts. readers. discourses. power and knowledge, pleasure and decon
struction provide the cultural theorist with greatly increased powers for 
exploring how culture works. For this reason poststructural approaches 
have become widespread in disciplines like sociology and history. and are 
arguably dominant in fields like literary and art criticism. and media 
studies. Whether or not theorists fully embrace the poststructural approach. 
all agree that it has become a force to be reckoned with. Synergies between 
poststructuralism and postmodernism suggest that this will remain the 
case for the foreseeable future. We explore these connections further in 
chapter 14. 

Suggested Further Reading 
There are numerous introductions to F(JLicault 's work which can be found in any 
good library. Yet reading about Foucault is a poor substitute for reading his own 
words. The problem is that Foucault's works are rather difficult. I would suggest 
starting with Discipline and Punish (this is his most accessible book and the one which 
social scientists seem to like the most). followed by The History of Senwlity. The two 
other early historical studies. Madness awl Cil'ilisation and Tile Birth of tile Clinic. are 
slightly more difficult. Tile Order of Thill{]S and. in particular. Tl1e tlrc/weolo{]!f of 
K11ow/cdge. are very dense texts which will best be appreciated by those who enjoy 
heavy theory and have a strong background in philosophy. Derrida's works are 
almost impossible to understand without the assistance of a guide. Jonathan Culler 
(I 9 8 7) provides such a resource. but it will still be very tough going. Good luck! 



CHAPTER E I G H T 

Culture, Structure, and 
Agency: Three Attempts at 

Synthesis 

The relationship between systems of meaning and human action has long 
been a theme in cultural theory. As we have seen in all the previous chap
ters, every theory must take up a position on this issue. Some. such as sym
bolic interactionism and ethnomethodology. allocate priority to the actor. 
Others. such as nco-Marxism. Parsonian functionalism. and structuralism. 
stress the power of systems of meaning to control human agents. During 
the final decades of the twentieth century cultural theory became increas
ingly concerned with locating a middle ground between these opposing 
positions. In an earlier chapter we looked briefly at neofunctionalism. One 
characteristic of this approach has been an effort to incorporate some of the 
insights of micro-sociology into a Parsonian framework. More influential. 
however. have been three other efforts at bridge-building by Pierre Bour
dieu. Anthony Giddens. and Norbert Elias. The first two of these scholars 
addressed themselves in an explicit way to ongoing debates between 
"micro" and "macro" perspectives during the period from the late 1960s 
onward. Elias's major work was completed much earlier than this. but was 
subsequently "rediscovered" and proposed as a potential solution to prob
lems in social theory that were current several decades after it was devel
oped. While these authors differ in terms of approach, we will see that in 
each case culture operates as a bridge between the social structure and the 
acting self. 

Pierre Bourdieu 

The French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu is arguably the most important 
figure in cultural theory and cultural research today. While the intellectual 
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quality of his thought is one significant factor in accounting for this status. 
the ability of his work to appeal to diverse audiences is equally crucial. With 
Bourdieu there is something for nearly everyone. 

His vl!ork attempts to synthesize micro and macro levels of analysis. 
He is concerned with both subjective experience and with objective 
structures. This positions him as a key figure in the "micro/macro 
debate" and makes his work required reading for those on both sides 
of that fence. 
He draws upon the critical sociologies of Marx and Weber. but in 
a non-doctrinaire way. This allows his theory (like that of Foucault) 
to appeal to the broad swathe of left-of-center thinking that 
rejects more orthodox Marxian visions of class society. The fact that 
he sees his work as part of a critical project. moreover. provides 
it with a competitive advantage in academic circles over other 
attempts at theoretical synthesis. such as those of Ciddens or 
neofunctionalism. 
He has developed both abstract theoretical models and conducted 
detailed middle-range empirical studies. This provides credibility with 
both hard-core theorists and more methodologically driven cultural 
sociologists. 
His empirical work cuts over a number of fields (e.g .. education. 
popular culture. the arts) and disciplines (e.g .. anthropology. sociol
ogy). thereby maximizing his potential audience. 
He has developed a number of concepts (e.g .. field. habitus. cultural 
capital) which are both intellectually compelling and widely trans
posable to various research areas. 

PIERRE BOURDIEU ( 1930- ) 
As a student in Paris during the 1950s Bourdieu read phenomenology, exis
tentialism, and Marxism. However, he was most interested in the then new 
styles of structuralist thinking. He attended lectures by Althusser and Foucault 
and was inspired by Levi-Strauss's efforts to construct a science of social life. 
During his early anthropological fieldwork in Algeria he came to question the 
structuralist vision of society. Finding that relatively few people married in the 
ways predicted by the formal kinship models of Levi-Strauss, he began to react 
against the idea that the social order was driven by rules and codes. His ideas 
about practice and habitus emerged from this experience. As his career pro
gressed he switched his attention from the periphery to the core, exploring 
the institutions and cultural codes of metropolitan France. For most of his 
working life he has held a chair in Paris and has also enjoyed visiting status at 
other institutions. 

Reference: Bourdieu 1990. 
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Bourdieu's early writings display a number of theoretical influences. in
cluding functionalism. structuralism. and existentialism. Some passages in 
these works are reminiscent of Jean-Paul Sartre and others of Louis 
Althusser. By the late 1960s he had begun to weave these threads together 
in a more coherent fashion and to develop his own model of society as he 
worked through drafts of his most important theoretical statement. Outline 
of a Theory of Practice ( llJ/7 [197 2]). Bourdieu's theory. then. emerged 
from a decade-long engagement with both objectivist and subjectivist social 
theories. Having worked from both sides of the methodological and episte
mological divide he was in a unique position to develop an attempt at syn
thesis. Perhaps the best way to summarize this synthesis is through an 
explication of Bourdieu 's key concepts. 

REFLEXIVE SOCIOLOGY 

Writing in the opening pages of his Outline of a Tl1cory of Practice. Bourdieu 
attacked structuralist understandings of society (his main target was Levi
Strauss). He argued that these embodied a distorting objectivism that arose 
thanks to the position of the social scientist as an observer. From the per
spective of the outsider it was logical to try to construct abstract maps of 
symbol systems and to develop ideas about social rules. From here it is but 
a short step to claiming that social life is driven by these rules and codes in 
a deterministic fashion. Bourdieu argues that such understandings neglect 
the role of agency and practical action in social life. especially questions of 
strategy and subjective emotions like honor and shame. At the same time 
Bourdieu wishes to retain an understanding of the constraining qualities of 
social structure and the superiority of sociological knowledge over common 
sense. fn other words. he does not think that folk explanations can provide 
an adequate account of social life. In an effort to theorize the relationship 
between structure and agency without reducing analysis to one level or the 
other. Bourdieu argues that we need a "reflexive sociology ... We should think 
about the ways that our theoretical models arc influenced by our social and 
social scientific locations and try to become aware of our biases. Once we 
have done this we can begin to move forward by constructing sociological 
concepts and theories which allow us to navigate a path between the perils 
of objectivism and subjectivism. 

HABITUS 

The fruit of Bourdieu's own reflexive sociology was a shift of analytic focus 
away from both structure and subjective experience toward social practice. 
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He understands practices as reflecting and reproducing both objective social 
relations and subjective interpretations of the world. Central to this move 
is the idea of habitus. He sees this as "systems of durable. transposable 
dispositions. structured structures predisposed to function as structuring 
structures. that is. as principles of the generation and structuring of prac
tices" (1977: 72). 

Habitus. then. is the pivotal concept in Bourdieu's effort to reconcile 
ideas of structure with ideas of practice. It is. however. a somewhat elusive 
term because Bourdieu conceptualizes it in various ways. These are as 
follows: 

as empirical tendencies to act in particular ways ("lifestyle") 
as motivations. preferences. tastes. and emotions 
as embodied behavior 
as a kind of worldview or cosmology held by actors 
as skills and practical social competence 
as aspirations and expectations concerning life chances and career 
paths. 

These various aspects of habitus are summed up in the idea that it is a 
durable set of dispositions that are transposable from situation to situation. 
The idea of "disposition" captures the cognitive and motivational aspects of 
habitus as well as those relating to behavioral regularities. Bourdieu stresses 
that habitus is closely linked to unconscious or non-reflexive activity. He 
writes that habitus is not based on reason. but is rather like "the impulsive 
decision made by the tennis player who runs up to the net" ( l9l)0: 1 1 ). We 
do not stop to think how to hit the tennis ball. or whether or not we should 
attempt a volley. or even why we are playing tennis in the first place - we 
just get on with the game. Habitus. Bourdieu says. is something that allows 
us to react efficiently in all aspects of our life. not just tennis. Habitus. in 
this light. is rather like Schutz's "lifeworld" in that it allows people to get 
through life as competent human beings. It is a set of resources and dispo
sitions that we carry round with us. in our minds and bodies. which we can 
apply in diverse social settings. It allows us to improvise. and navigate our 
way through encounters. episodes. and decisions. So far this all sounds very 
uplifting. The sting in the tail is that habitus is linked to systematic inequal
ities in society patterned by power and class. It emerges from these in
equalities and produces lines of practical action which are "always tend
ing to reproduce the objective structures of which they are the product" 
( 19 77: 7 2 ). According to Bourdieu. those in subordinate positions are not 
equipped with the habitus that will allow them to successfully enter into 
life-improving patterns of action. Instead their habitus will equip them with 
the desires. motivations. knowledge. skills. routines. and strategies that will 
reproduce their inferior status. Bounlicu suggests that family and the school 
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play a crucial role in the di!Tercntial allocation of habitus. These institutions 
work to give people from affluent backgrounds an unfair advantage over 
those from the working class. In order to find out why this is so. and to see 
how habitus can reproduce inequality. we have to look at the question of 
cultural capital. 

CULTURAL CAPITAL 

Broadly speaking there arc three kinds of capital at play in society that 
determine social power and social inequality. Economic capital describes 
financial resources. Social capital is all about who you know. It is con
cerned with the social ties that people can mobilize for their own advantage. 
A well-known example of this is the British "old-boy network ... which has 
assisted in the reproduction of power among males who attended elite 
fee-paying schools and Oxbridge colleges. These people then go on to be 
members of the same exclusive "gentlemen's clubs" and advantage each 
other's careers in areas like banking. the church. the military. and the public 
service. People who have been excluded from these networks will find it 
harder to progress. even though they may be equally talented. While ceo
nomic and social capital have been investigated by others. Bourdieu's dis
tinctive contribution is his theory of cultural capital. 

Like habitus. cultural capital is a concept that has several dimensions. 
These include: 

objective knowledge of the arts and culture 
cultural tastes and preferences 
formal qualifications (e.g .. university degrees. music exams) 
cultural skills and know-how (e.g .. the ability to play a musical 
instrument) 
the ability to be discriminating and to make distinctions between the 
"good" and the "bad." 

Bourdieu sees cultural capital as a dimension of a broader habitus. and 
therefore as reflecting the social location of its possessor. In Distinction. a 
book now regarded as one of the most important social science texts of 
recent decades. Bourdieu ( 19 84 [ 19 79 J) attacked the philosophical idea 
that aesthetic judgments could be made on the basis of universal. objective 
criteria about what was in good or bad taste. He showed instead that taste 
was socially determined. His survey research demonstrated that particular 
classes and occupational groups in French society (e.g .. workers. academics. 
technicians) tended to have distinctive tastes in music. art. food, and so on. 
This confirmed his view that cultural capital. of which taste is but one 
indicator. was shaped by social location. 
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The idea that taste is social is hardly new. even if Bounlicu's vvork in 
Distinction managed to document this with previously unsurpassed levels 
of methodological precision. The dellning twist in Bourdicu's theory is his 
claim that cultural capital makes a difference and helps to perpetuate social 
divisions and inequalities. Bourdieu argues that elite groups delinc what is 
acceptable or valued cultural capital and what is devalued. The major way 
this operated in the French society of his time was through placing a greater 
value on "high culture" than on popular culture. and by distinguishing the 
valuable from the trivial. By defining legitimate and illegitimate cultural 
capital in this way elite groups preserve the worth of their own skills and 
knowledge. and thereby con!irm their own status. A high culture that is 
refined. intellectual. enduring, and serious is contrasted to a popular culture 
that is trivial and ephemeral. 

Central to the process by which cultural capital and habitus assist in 
social reproduction arc institutions like schools and gatekecping mecha
nisms like school exams. The attraction of Bourdicu's model here is that it 
argues that society is formally open to mobility. There are no "rules" or elite 
conspiracies preventing the upward social mobility of members of subordi
nate groups. In theory. at least. anybody can do well in the education 
system. In practice. however. this is not the case. Privilege is reproduced 
through the subtle workings of unacknowledged cultural biases of which 
agents are mostly unaware. 

A brief study of the French university system entitled Tile lnheritors pro
vided perhaps the most detailed explication of this process. even though 
the book was written shortly before Bourdieu developed his mature theory 
(Bourdieu and Passeron 19 79 [ l 9 64]). Here Bourdieu and his collaborator 
Jean-Claude Passeron set out to explain social variation in educational 
attainment. Having noted a correlation between social class and drop-out 
rates. they suggest that "Economic obstacles are not sufficient to explain 
how 'educational death rates' can differ so widely between one social class 
and another" ( 19 79: 8 ). The crux of their argument is that middle-class 
students are advantaged in school and university. This is not only because 
of facts they learn at home (e.g .. they know about Beethoven because 
mother plays the piano), but also because of their general attitude and 
demeanor in the classroom which reflects a cultural capital they have 
unknowingly acquired. Unlike working-class students. they tend to share 
the professor's unspoken expectations on things like interpersonal conduct. 
essay-writing style. and wider reading. They also have a romantic vision of 
academic training, are unconcerned about getting jobs. and despise practi
cal knowledge. timetables, routine, and pedagogy. Thus they are able to 
display the flair and panache of the dilettante in their work~ qualities that 
the (French) academic rewards. By contrast. the working-class students 
acquire all their knowledge in the classroom and library. They are con-



Culture, Structure, and Agency: Three Attempts at Synthesis 139 

cerned about jobs and so their work and study practices are wooden. unin
spired. pragmatic. and conformist. Plagued by worries about their future 
prospects. they "can never completely abandon themselves to dilettantism" 
( 19 79: 61). They fail to live up to the hidden codes of the university system 
that are never explicated in the formal curriculum. Poor grades result. and 
with them an increased probability of dropping out. 

An important aspect of Bourdieu's theory is the attention he gives to the 
question of the transposability of cultural capital. Unlike economic and 
social capital. cultural capital takes years to acquire and is deeply embed
ded in our sense of self. This makes it particularly effective as a barrier to 
social mobility. At the same time as making this point. Bourdieu emphasizes 
that groups can try to convert one form of capital into another in an effort 
to cement class power. Pointing to changes in France in the late 1960s. 
Bourdieu and Passeron suggest that the shift toward a post-industrial 
society was seeing the university system become more potent as a means of 
retaining privilege. They argued that "the reconversion of economic capital 
into academic capital is one of the strategies which enable the business 
bourgeoisie to maintain the position of some or all of its heirs" ( 19 79: 79 ). 
The overall vision provided here is of a struggle in which social classes 
jockey for ownership of the various forms of capital. 

FIELDS 

Cultural capital does not work in a vacuum, but rather is a force at play in 
a wider social structure. The concept of the field is central to Bourdieu's 
model of complex societies. According to Bourdieu these are domains of 
social life such as the arts. industry. the law, medicine. politics. and so on. 
Within each of these fields. actors are struggling for power and status. They 
are helped or handicapped by their habitus in acquiring and deploying the 
particular forms of cultural capital needed for success in each area. More 
unusually, they can attempt to improve their lot by switching fields. cashing 
in their acquired prestige and transposing their cultural capital to new ven
tures. An example of this would be an academic who becomes a bestselling 
writer or journalist. 

Struggles are continually taking place between fields. sub-fields and 
actors within fields. In his studies of the Field of Cultural Production, Bour
dieu ( 19 9 3 [ 1 9 68-8 7]) notes that there is a long history of contest between 
"high" and "low" culture. between various genres (e.g .. art v. photography). 
and between individual artists for legitimacy and/or dominance. Disputes 
over the value of cultural products serve to mark out or challenge estab
lished boundaries and hierarchies. He writes: "The value of works of art in 
general ... arc generated in the incessant. innumerable struggles to estab-
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!ish the value of this or that particular work" ( 199 3: 79 ). While the strug
gles may be about symbolic value and accompanied by a rhetoric of ··art for 
arfs sake." the rewards can be economic. with dominant artists and writers 
able to convert their cultural capital into economic capital. A similar picture 
of a tooth-and-nail tight for prestige emerges from his withering portrait of 
the French university system. Homo Amdemicus (Bourdieu 19HH [ 1984] ). 
Here Bourdieu debunks the idea that the academic field is a domain of dis
interested, collegial. intellectual activity. He points to: 

Struggles between indil'iduals .fiJr control of a field. For example. we can 
detect empire-building activities in which leading professors attempt 
to make their position institutionally dominant by influencing junior 
appointments, training plenty of doctoral students. packing commit
tees. trashing rivals in debate. and so on. 
Struggles /Jetwem styles of work or intellectualapproaclzes. Here Bour
dieu ( 1988: 115) points as an example to a major public debate 
between Roland Barthes and Raymond Picard during the mid-19h0s. 
Two camps emerged in this dispute about the correct way to interpret 
texts. Barthes was supported by structuralists and members of the 
intellectual avant-garde. while Picard had the backing of traditional
ists. However. the dispute was over more than theory and method. 
It was really a struggle between old and new blocs in the human
ities and social sciences for intellectual dominance and symbolic 
authority. 
Struggles between tlze disciplines and JizculUes. Bourdieu points. for 
example. to the way that the rise of social science in the twentieth 
century challenged the monopoly of legal disciplines to "thought and 
discourse on the social world." Despite this challenge. Law remains 
dominant. Bourdieu suggests that a factor in this relative authority 
may be political. In the juridical disciplines knowledge is "in the 
service of order and power." By contrast the social sciences confront 
order and power "by reducing the established order and the state, 
through historical comparison or speculative transposition. to the 
status of a special case in the gamut of realized or realizable possibil
ities" (1988: 69). These activities (such as this book) are perceived as 
"irresponsible" by those in power, and so even closer ties eventuate 
between government, the state. and law faculties. 

EvALUATIONS OF BouRDtEU 

Bourdieu's supporters suggest that his work offers one of the best models of 
culture that we currently have available for social science research. Cer-
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tainly a e<Jse can be made that his work addresses a number of key themes 
in contemporary theoretical debate. 

Ideas about cultural capital and habitus provide exciting insight into 
the form and structure of culture. 
Bourdieu points to the autonomous role of culture and cultural strug
gles in dett'rmining both individual and institutional outcomes. 
His work is able to powerfully theorize the relationship bet ween 
culture ami agency. 

Nevertheless. Bourdieu has as many critics as admirers. They suggest that 
his work fails to deliver all that is promised - especially on the second and 
third of these points. A consensus has emerged among critics that Bourdieu 
gives too much emphasis to structure and system reproduction and not 
enough to agency and contingent change. William Sewell. for example. 
comments approvingly that Bourdieu's theory recognizes the knowledge
ability of actors and their ability to be "discerning. and slr<llt'gic." Yet at the 
same time he bemoans the "agent-proof quality" of Bourdieu's model. sug
gesting that "habitus. schemas and resources so powerfully reproduce one 
another that even the most cunning or improvisational actions undertaken 
by agents necessarily reproduce structure" (Sewell 1992: 151. The point 
Sewell is making is that Bourdieu's theory is unable to explain how change 
can be generated from within a system. According to Sewell. Bourdieu 
emphasizes homologies within habitus (and between habitus and social 
structure) rather than possibilities for contradiction. discontinuity. and cul
tural creativity. Because culture and action end up reproducing and reflect
ing social structure and social inequality. Bourdieu's theory of practice ends 
up looking rather deterministic. 

Another set of criticisms revolves around the broader applicability of his 
empiricalllndings. Tony Bennett. Michael Emmison. and John Frow ( 1999) 
conducted a replication of Distinction in a survey of taste and cultural con
sumption in Australia in the mid-1990s. A persistent finding in their work 
was that other variables (especially age and gender) tended to be better pre
dictors of taste than class. They also found that boundaries between high 
and low cultural tastes were more permeable than Bourdieu suggests. Most 
notably, people of high social status were omnivorous in their tastes. For 
example. they would listen to both classical and popular music. While these 
changes may reflect the egalitarian ethos of Australian society. or shifts 
toward postindustrialism (Bourdieu's empirical work was conducted in 
1960s France). it is equally possible that Bourdieu's class-bound model 
made him insensitive to such possibilities. 

Michele Lamont's ( 199 21 work also suggests that we have to be careful 
when generalizing from 1960s France to other contexts. Her inter
view study explored definitions of the "worthy person" among French 
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and American managers and professionals. and concluded that moral 
criteria were used to evaluate personal worth in addition to the forms of 
cultural and economic capital adumbrated by Bourdieu. She also detected 
significant national differences. In France cultural knowledge was valued 
more highly, while in America economic wealth was generally seen as 
most important. Lamont also found that the ways that people made 
distinctions and drew symbolic boundaries tended to vary according to 
other factors. such as occupation. For example. those involved in universi
ties or other cultural institutions tended to value cultural distinction 
more highly than those working in for-protit contexts. Lamont uses her data 
to critique Bourdieu's work. She suggests that he "relics too heavily not 
just on French attitudes, but on Parisian attitudes. thereby exaggerating 
the importance of cultural boundaries" (1992: 181). and hints that he 
has projected his own life experiences into his theory as he "tends to 
generalize about the culture that prevails in the intellectual milieu in which 
he lives" (1992: 186). In her reading. Bourdieu works with an image of 
stable. competitive. and closed systems of distinction. What is needed in its 
place. she suggests. is a model which empirically investigates "open. chang
ing and interpenetrating semiotic and social tlelds" (1992: 183) and the 
ways that people position themselves relative to these in diverse social 
contexts. 

Anthony Giddens 

Anthony Giddens's theory of "structuration" is widely held to present one 
of the most influential efforts to overcome the division of micro and macro 
through an appreciation of the role of culture in social life. While Giddens 
does not make much use of the word "culture," or even have an elaborated 
understanding of its composition and content. his work places an empha
sis on the role of interpretation and meaning systems in human life. It 
should therefore be considered an important intervention in the field of cul
tural theory. His distinctive approach is best expressed in Tile Constitution o( 
Society (Giddens 19 84 ). Giddens suggests that action and structure models 
are equally flawed. He writes: "If interpretative sociologies are founded. as 
it were. upon an imperialism of the subject. functionalism and structural
ism propose an imperialism of the social object" ( 1984: 2 ). In attempting 
to overcome this dualism. he suggests we think of structure and agency as 
a duality in which both parts are mutually supporting. The theory that 
Giddens develops to try to capture this activity is better characterized as an 
assemblage of sensitizing ideas. rather than as a systematic model like those 
of. say. Parsons or Habermas. 
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At the core of Ciddens's vision is a model of the active and creative 
human subject. and he argues vigorously against the view that humans 
are dummies constrained by rules and external structures (such as 
Durkheimian "social facts"). At the same time Ciddens is anxious to 
distance himself from what he sees as the untrammeled individualism 
and subjectivism of ethnomethodology and phenomenology. In trying 
to find a path between these positions. Giddens suggests that structure 
needs to be thought of as something internal to the individual rather 
than as something external to them. He insists that in the llnal analysis. 
institutions and social systems (what we usually think of as structure) 
are nothing more than the aggregate product of the reflexive actions of 
real people on the ground. Structure for Giddens has a virtual existence 
in thought patterns and memory traces and is enabling rather than 
just constraining. He suggests that it consists of rules and resources 
(knowleuge. skills. practical competence - what we might broadly think 
of as culture) that people acquire through socialization. Much of social 
life revolves around practices through which people reflexively deploy 
these rules and resources in going about their daily lives. While this deploy
ment can be transformative. it more often leads to the reproduction of 
stable institutional settings. In an oft -quoted phrase. Ciddens suggests that 
structure is both the "medium and outcome" of action. It is the medium 
insofar as human action would be impossible or chaotic without internal
ized skills and knowledge. It is the outcome insofar as broader cultural pat
terns are reproduced as they arc used. The idea of structuration captures 
this image of social life as a reciprocal process tying individual actions to 
social forces. 

ANTHONY GIDDENS ( 1938- ) 
Giddens was born in London, and after a mediocre school career attended 
Hull University. Here he encountered sociology for the first time and found 
that he had an aptitude for it. He went on to conduct postgraduate work at 
the London School of Economics (LSE) and then obtained an appointment at 
Leicester University, where Norbert Elias was also teaching. While the influ
ence of Elias on Giddens is open to debate, it is clear that both enjoy a style 
of theory which asks fundamental questions about the links between individ
uals, culture, and society. Giddens went on to obtain more senior positions in 
Cambridge and back at the LSE. During the 1990s he became a key advisor to 
British Prime Minister Tony Blair. Many of Giddens's ideas about politics moving 
"beyond left and right" appealed to Blair's vision of a "New Labour" devoid of 
socialist influences. 

Reference: Bryant and Jary 1991. 
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Aside from sharing a common knowledge or culture, Ciddcns suggests that 
there is another reason why human action tends to reproduce the social 
order. He claims that people need to have a sense of trust and that they fear 
uncertainty. He calls this the desire for ontological security. According to 
Ciddens. much of social life is routinized and conventionalized so that 
people feel safe and can enter and negotiate encounters. He argues that 
Coffman's work on micro-ritual and face-to-face interactions (sec pp. 60-3) 
captured this dynamic game of mutual assurance. Garfinkel's "breaching 
experiments" 1 see pp. 6~-Sl ). by contrast. showed how quickly anxiety (and 
sanctions) would arise once conventional patterns of social interaction 
were violated. 

Structuration theory has been criticized on various fronts. While critics 
seem united that it is a brave attempt at synthesis, few argue that Ciddens 
has solved the most intractable problem of contemporary social and cul
tural theory. The most common complaints are: 

The theory is too voluntaristic and idealistic. It downplays the coer
cive and constraining qualities of both culture (e.g., as hegemony) 
and institutions (e.g .. patterns of class or race inequality). He seems 
to be suggesting that society could suddenly change if only people 
thought and acted differently by creatively using the "structure" that 
is inside their heads. 
As Sewell (1992) points out. he fails to adequately differentiate 
cultural (knowledge. skills) and material (money, guns, power) 
resources. There arc important differences between these in terms of 
their ontological status and potential to impact on social life. 
His detinition of "structure" is unconventional. Instead of solving the 
problem of structure and agency he talks around it and defines it in 
a novel. but idiosyncratic way. 

MODERNITY, SELF-IDENTITY, AND RISK 

In the l9Sl0s Giddens moved away from the advocacy of structuration 
theory toward an interest in contemporary social change and its impact on 
the self. In Modenzity and Selj~Identity (Giddens 1991) he argues that we 
have moved into a post-traditional order in which doubt and choice sur
round us. Within this context we have to engage in the ret1exive construc
tion of the self instead of blindly following an identity or role that has been 
marked out for us. This process involves the use of knowledge and expert 
systems (psychologists, counselors. professionals. self-help books. etc.) 
with which individuals "negotiate lifestyle choices among a diversity of 
options" ilSlSl 1: 5). The emphasis here is on the ways that agents select 
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identities from the various paths that are available to them. This can involve 
intelligent. deliberate. and reflexive efforts to construct a rewarding biogra
phy. build intimate relationships and develop both body and mind. 

The overall picture here is a rather positive one of people actively making 
usc of cultural resources in order to cultivate the self and attain some kind 
of self-actualization. For this reason. Ciddcns's position differs from that 
of critical theory. which tends to understand the self-centeredness of the 
modern individual as a symptom of a general malaise propelled by capital
ism (see pp. 20 S-6 ). Commenting on Christopher Lasch's theory of wide
spread narcissism. for example. Ciddens suggests that "people appear as 
largely passive in their reactions - in this case to advertising imagery .... 
Yet powerful though commodifying influences no doubt are. they arc 
scarcely received in an uncritical way by the populations they affect" ( 1991: 
179 ). For Ciddens. the proliferation of images and goods under capitalism 
has tended to open up rather than constrain the self: "plurality of choice 
is in some substantial part the very outcome of commodified processes'' 
( 1991: 200 ). He also sees this approach as combating poststructural theo
ries which have claimed that the self has been deccntered or dispersed (see 
pp. I l S-1 9) by discourses. For Ciddens the quest for an authentic self is 
more central to our experience than ever. 

Ciddens draws particular attention to the links between this mission to 
construct the self and the rise of a risk society. This concept is most asso
ciated with the work of German sociologist lllrich Beck ( 1992: also Beck. 
Ciddcns. and Lash 1994\. Beck claims that along with the rise of ecologi
cal problems there has been a new awareness that we live in an era 
characterized by unpredictability and danger. He sees concerns like the 
greenhouse eff'ect and nuclear and pesticide contamination as involving 
unknowable and unquantifiable risks. For Beck. as for Cidclens. this risk 
society has emerged as a consequence of industrial modernity- if an unin
tended one. Risk society marks a development of earlier modernity. rather 
than a radical break. as some advocates of postmodernism maintain. It can 
be seen as a symptom of a wider societal shift toward increasing levels of 
reflexivity and auto-critique. a process which is linked to detraditionaliza
tion and the emergence of a process that Ciddens and his associates call 
reflexive modernization (Beck. Ciddens. and Lash 1 994 ). 

While Beck's work is concerned with the positive transfonnative poten
ti<li of risk politics (as post-national. green. alternative. grass roots-driven. 
etc.) arising from environmental dangers. Giddens focusses on the ways that 
an awareness of biographical risk has led actors to transform and work on 
the self. He points out that modernity was quite successful in regulating 
many aspects of risk as they affected everyday life. Major dangers that 
had created problems for pre-modern societies. such as infectious disease. 
famine. and the weather. were more or less controlled. However. for the self 
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there are many choices and uncertainties to be faced as biography is freed 
from tradition/ascription and expert systems offer plural. often contradic
tory systems of advice. This is especially the case during ''fateful moments" 
(the term is taken from Coffman) in an individual"s biography. These are 
often linked to the life-course. to relationships. or to questions of health and 
illness. In such situations individuals face uncertainty and must work out 
which path to take. He writes: "Living in a secular risk culture is inherently 
unsettling .... Anxieties [arel generated by risk calculations themselves, 
plus the problem of screening out unlikely contingencies. thus reducing life 
planning to manageable proportions·· ( 1 991: 1!) 1-2 ). The kind of politics 
that will emerge from this situation is a ''life politics." which centers around 
questions of identity. lifestyle. and existential ethics. In Beyond Le/i and 
Rigllt. Giddens ( 1994) asserts this politics is no longer about class or the dis
tribution of economic wealth. but rather is about symbolic images. identi
ties. and ethical visions. 

Norbert Elias 

Like Bourdicu and Ciddens. Norbert Elias sees the self as a key tool for the
orizing agency in cultural theory. His approach is historical and traces the 
way that the modern self has developed over the centuries. In his major 
work. The CiPili::.ill!J Process. Elias ( 1 9 7H. 1 91\2 [ 1 9 3 9 j) looked at books on 
manners and etiquette from the past several centuries. paying particular 
attention to more "animal" and biological functions like eating. defecating, 
burping. and farting. When comparing texts from various centuries. Elias 
noted that the number of prohibitions increased over time. In books from 
the Middle Ages. for example. it was recommended not to put half-chewed 
food back into the communal pot. not to blow one's nose on one's clothes, 
and not to defecate in rooms and corridors. By the nineteenth century elab
orate rules had come into place about the ways to usc cutlery. how to 
control bodily functions. and so on. Elias identified a trend in which more 
and more things came to be seen as distasteful and rude. Moreover. these 
things tended to be hidden from public view. Hence the rise of private bed
rooms. the toilet. and so on. Elias also wrote about the increasing social 
restraints placed on the use of violence. [n medieval society people seemed 
to enjoy watching the torment of others in wars. public executions. and 
popular festivities. They also tended to be impulsive and to light with very 
little provocation. In today's society. by contrast. violence and killing are 
strictly regulated and tend to take place behind closed doors. Executions and 
abattoirs are a case in point. 

Elias sees a new sense of self emerging along with these changes. He sug
gests that in the earlier period there was less awareness of individuality and 
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less sense of shame and embarrassment. In the later periods people became 
much more sensitive to the need to protect the self and police its borders: 
to separate out a civilized self from a spontaneous and animal self. t\s part 
of this process. they developed a capacity for higher levels of self-restraint 
and self-control. Elias. then. suggests that personality and culture go hand 
in hand. with culture equipping us with a sense of self and our emotional 

life. 

NoRBERT EuAs ( 1897-1990) 
Norbert Elias had a long and eventful life. He was born in Breslau, Poland, but 
came from a Jewish family of German origins. After serving in World War One, 
Elias studied both medicine and philosophy before abandoning the former. 
During the mid-1920s he moved to Heidelberg and switched to the study of 
sociology. Here he studied with Alfred Weber (Max Weber's brother) and Karl 
Mannheim, and began to develop an interest in culture and its links to long
term historical process. He moved to Frankfurt with Mannheim in 1929 and 
forged contacts with the other members of the Frankfurt School. Following 
the rise of the Nazis, Elias moved to Paris and then London, living in poverty 
and researching The Civilizing Process. There followed a period working in 
various poorly paid jobs, before finally obtaining a full-time academic position 
at the University of Leicester in 1954 at the age of fifty-seven. However, it was 
only with the reprinting and translation of The Civilizing Process in the 1960s 
and 1970s that he became recognized as a major thinker. 

Reference: Mennell 1992: 3-26. 

A distinctive feature of Elias's work is that he provides a strongly sociologi
cal account of the rise of this new self. linking it to state-formation 
processes. As Europe came out of the relative chaos of the Middle Ages. 
larger. more centralized states emerged. These enforced a monopoly on 
the means of violence and initiated policies of internal pacification. which 
eliminated casual feuds and conflicts. Warriors became transformed into 
courtiers. with groups competing in "civilized" ways l'or the favor ol' the 
king and for status in courtly society. In a social context where elaborate 
behavioral rituals and relined manners were deemed vital indicators of rank 
and status. people became acutely aware of the need to develop manners. 
They sought to offer an impressive "presentation ol' self" without rude. 
violent. or animalistic behavior. To do this required "a constraint on the 
affects. a self-discipline and self-control" ( lY~2: /).Those who retained an 
older. cruder. more impulsive medieval sense of self would not have survived 
long in an environment where refinement and intrigue went hand in hand. 
Elias ( lY ~2: 4) therefore writes that: "It is by more than a coincidence that 
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in the same centuries in which the king or prince acquires absolutist 
status ... the civilizing of behavior is noticeably increased." Having been 
institutionalized in the court. these new ideas about manners and the self 
then trickled down to the lower orders. Today processes of childhood 
socialization throughout society create actors with strong powers for 
self-monitoring and self-regulation. 

The work of Elias has been held up as a remarkable (and rare) example 
of research that spans both macro- and micro-sociology (see Mennelll992: 
94-S ). As Elias puts it: "in order to understand and explain the civilizing 
processes one needs to investigate ... the transformation of both the per
sonality structure and the entire social structure" ( 1 91)2: 2 ~ 7 ). lt covers a 
range of phenomena. from the emotions within the individual self. through 
to major historical shifts in the political order. Aside from this empirical 
breadth. it offers an important way for thinking about the links of agency 
with culture and society. \•\/bat Elias's theory suggests is that human agency 
has slowly changed over the centuries. Whereas it used to be propelled by 
instincts and visceral emotions. it is now governed by reflexivity and 
self-awareness. We have traded in the free expression of natural drives for 
a different kind of freedom. one whereby we control these drives in the 
process of monitoring and regulating our own behavior. These changes at 
the level of the individual mirror and make possible changes at the levels of 
culture and society. For Elias. there was no point in developing a theory that 
privileges any one of these dimensions. Rather individual. culture. and 
society are tied together in complex. ever changing. and evolving networks 
of mutual interdependence. Elias sometimes spoke of a figurational 
sociology or a process sociology as a way of capturing this model. He 
suggested that most social theories and concepts led to an ossified. static. 
and reined vision of society. whilst his approach highlights permanent 
change. concrete reciprocal interrelationships. and the need for empirical 
data. 

Empirical Work Influenced by Bourdieu, Giddens, 
and Elias 

While Bourdieu's theoretical work has yet to be wholeheartedly embraced, 
there can be little doubt that he has been the most successful of the three 
theorists in sparking middle-range empirical inquiries into culture and 
society. Although research int1uenced by Bourdieu is diverse, it might be 
thought of as falling into the following camps. 

Studies of' culturcll conswnption. For the most part. findings in this area 
confirm the general thrust of Bourdieu's thinking. They show that 
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taste is driven by social location and that cultural consumption is a 
major dimension of contemporary stratification systems. For a review 
of this literature see Bennett. Emmison. and Frow il9LJLJ). 
Studies o( habitus. This area tends to be dominated by ethnographers. 
especially those inlluenced by symbolic interactionism who are 
searching for newer. more high-powered theories than those devel
oped in the 1950s and 1960s. Bourdieu's ideas about habitus have 
been adopted as a useful tool for understanding subcultures and the 
action patterns of their members. 
Studies of _fields. The focus here tends to be on struggles for the legiti
macy of particular forms of culture or cultural capital within insti
tutional or political settings. Following the agenda set by Bourdieu 's 
own work. the two most significant areas at present are studies of art 
and art worlds. and research on academic and intellectual settings. 
In the former area ideas of "field" are often combined with theories 
about labeling and struggles for cultural recognition (e.g .. of graffiti). 
ln the second area, the concept of field is often tied to research in the 
sociology of knowledge tradition, with the aim of research being to 
identify how certain scholars and theories gain ascendancy over 
others. 

While Elias's reputation has grown since the 1960s. the volume of work 
influenced by his theories remains far below that of Bourdieu. According to 
Stephen Mennell ( 1 99 2: 2 79ff. ), this has been the case especially in the 
llnited States. where a tradition of intellectual specialization has led to 
scholars who are ill equipped to come to terms with the breadth of his vision 
and research agenda (see also Smith 199R). Nevertheless. his work has 
exerted an influence in two main areas, especially in Europe. In the field of 
comparative and historical research. more culturally minded scholars have 
drawn upon Elias's interest in long-term change. In general historians have 
made the running here. with sociologists lagging some way behind in the 
appreciation of his work. Representative research makes use of detailed 
historical data to explore questions surrounding diverse topics such as 
punishment. sexuality, sport, death. and civility. Scholars interested in the 
sociology of emotion also now recognize Elias as a major pioneer in their 
field. This has been the case especially with studies of organizational culture 
and emotion management. These point to the way that control over emo
tions is central to contemporary working life. 

Giddens's influence has also been mixed. Although he is regarded by 
many as a figurehead for the discipline (especially in Britain). his ideas seem 
to have generated more abstract theoretical debate than empirical applica
tions. Efforts at systematically applying structuration theory are few and far 
between. although it is quite common for clements of Giddens's theory to 
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be used by researchers. This is consistent with his own view that struc
turation was less a theory than a set of sensitizing concepts to guide inquiry. 
Applications that have been made tend to be eclectic and encompass diverse 
issues. Ciddens's work on identity has also attracted some interest among 
sociologists. but for the most part has been bypassed in favor of postmod
ern and poststructural approaches - especially in the area of cultural 
studies. 

Suggested Further Reading 
Introductory texts on the scholars considered here are widely available and can be 
found in any good research library. or the three. Bourdieu is the most difficult to 
read in the original. Tl1e Inheritors is a relatively accessible work. Even though it pre
dates his mature theoretical vision. the main ideas are consistent with his later 
thinking. Outline of a Theory of Practice is obligatory reading for contemporary cul
tured theorists. It is a very dirflcult book. but at least it becomes more intelligible with 
each reading as the reader adapts to Bourdieu's vocabulary and style. \'\lritings by 
Giddens are somewhat easier. The first part of The Constitution of' S'ocicl!f provides a 
time-efflcient. if rather compressed way to become familiar with the complexities of 
structuration theory. The later works on identity and risk are easier and. perhaps for 
this reason. have enjoyed quite a wide public readership. Elias is well served by 
Stephen Mennell's excellent introduction. The first chapters of Tile Cil'ilisinul'roccss 
contain much of his more astounding data on historical shifts in manners and are 
entertaining as well as instructive. 



CHAPTER N I N E 

British Cultural Studies 

The field generally known as British cultural studies has become one of the 
dominant players in contemporary cultural theory. It is so powerful that 
when some people speak of "cultural studies" they often implicitly refer to 
this area and its progeny. British cultural studies is marked out by certain 
key orientations: 

It is strongly interdisciplinary in terms of research interests and 
theoretical influences. 
There is a primary interest in exploring culture as a site where power 
and resistance are played out. 
It validates the study of popular culture as well as "high culture." 
Political commitments to the concerns of the Left often influence 
research topics. 

Theoretical Development -A Summary 

The distinctive intellectual approach of British cultural studies has slowly 
evolved over the years. The origins of the field arc traditionally dated to the 
work of literary critics Richard Hoggart and Raymond Williams in the late 
I 9 50s and early I 960s (Hall 1980a. Turner I 9lJ6: 12 ). During the late 
1960s and 19 70s their work was complemented by nco-Marxist New Left 
thinking. This drew upon Western Marxism (we looked at this in chapter 3) 
and the new social movements of the era in arguing against the reduction
is(, determinist. doctrinaire, and anti-humanist focus of classical Marxism. 
Ideas from Louis Althusscr and structuralism were also incorporated and 
clearer understandings emerged about both the "relative autonomy of 
culture" and the importance of ideological frames for shaping popular con-
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sciousness. Such themes were central to early work of the Birmingham 
Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS). By the early 19~0s 
Cramsci had replaced Althusser as the leading Marxian inlluencc. Ideas 
from Foucault. Lacan. Derrida. and others vvcre also creeping in. [n the 
present day these have been layered with postcolonial theory. queer theory. 
and feminist theory. A move has gradually taken place away li-OJn Marxism 
toward an understanding of society as textured with multiple sources of 
inequality and fragmented local struggles. The result has been a dynamic 
and complex tield that investigates issues of textuality. signitication. ideol
ogy. and identity in terms of their plural relationships to systems of power. 
The remainder of this chapter explores some of these themes and research 
agendas in more depth. 

Raymond Williams and Richard Hoggart 

During the first part of the twentieth century. literary criticism had been 
dominated by aesthetes like F. R. Leavis and T. S. Eliot. They argued that the 
study of culture should be all about the examination of great works of high 
culture. These. they claimed. contained the seeds of a moral and ethical 
vision of the world that it was the duty of the reader to uncover. Popular 
culture. by contrast. was seen as trivial. debased. and deticient when mea
sured against the standards set by the classics. Looking back. this can be 
seen as an elitist perspective which did little to further the serious. value
neutral study of mass culture. Coming from ordinary backgrounds and 
working in the adult education system. Raymond Williams and Richard 
Hoggart confronted a very different world. They found that existing 
approaches to the study of culture had little resonance with the concerns 
and values of middle-aged and working-class students. Consequently. they 
became aware of the need to understand popular culture and working-class 
experience in a less dismissive way. 

Richard Hoggart's Tl1e Uses of LiteraC!J ( 1957) is a seminal text which 
introduced this new approach at the end of the 19 SOs. Here Hoggart 
set out to investigate "changes in working-class culture ... in particular 
as they are being encouraged by mass publications" ( 19 S 7: 11 ). Hoggart 
begins by tracing the contours of the working-class worldview and lifestyle. 
exploring diverse arenas like work, the home. the family. oral tradition. and 
religion. He argues that "older" elements and attitudes are being challenged 
owing to the impact of mass publications like tabloid newspapers. paper
back novels. and glossy magazines. and by new forms of entertainment like 
the jukebox. In Hoggart's view this inf1uence was broadly pernicious. He 
writes. for example. that "The mass of talented commercial writers ensures 
that most people are kept at a level in reading at which they can respond 
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only to the crudely imprecise. the expected. the primary. the most highly 
colored" (1957: 197). 

From our contemporary perspective it is easy to detect a moralistic flaw 
in Hoggart's book. He repeats the sins of Leavis (and. indeed. Horkheimer 
and Adorno) in applying normative standards to make negative judgments 
of contemporary mass culture. By the same token he writes with barely 
concealed nostalgia of a disappearing world. This was a "decent. local. per
sonal and communal way of life". that could be found in "Working Men's 
Clubs. the styles of singing. the brass bands. the older types of magazine. 
the close group games like darts and dominoes" (1957: 263). Tlu• Uses 
o{ Litrmc!J is also marred by Hoggart's tendency to enter into speculative 
portraits of the working-class mentality. Hoggart's major accomplishment. 
then. was not his research findings or application of a valid theoretical ori
entation. Rather. it lay in getting working-class culture onto the academic 
agenda and in applying the methods of literary criticism. such a~ dos<" 
reading. to the materials of popular culture. 

By contrast to Hoggart. Raymond Williams was to provide theoretically 
powerful models with long-term influence. ln his early Culture and Socirt!J 
( 19 71 [ 1 9 S8J) he engaged in a systematic attempt to think through the idea 
of "culture." showing how its uses had altered over time in response to long
term economic, politicaL and social changes. He demonstrates that "The 
history of the idea of culture is a record of our reactions. in thought and 
feeling. to the changed conditions of our common life" ( 19 71: 28::; ). While 
the data sources for this activity again tend to be Leavisite (treatments of 
culture in novels and philosophical essays), the book concludes with im
portant discussions of "mass culture" and working-class culture- again 
putting these on the intellectual agenda. 

Tile Long Revolution. \1\!illiams's ( 1961) next major work. takes up where 
Culture and Society leaves off. but is marked by a shift toward a more socio
logical approach to cultural analysis. Here Williams sees literature and art 
as only one kind of "culture" and he pushes toward an understanding of 
culture as an entire \1\'HY of life. Williams looks at the role of institutions in 
not only reproducing and distributing culture. but also in changing its very 
form and the way we think about it. According to Williams. a "long revo
lution" has been taking place over the past two or three centuries involving 
increasing levels of industry. literacy. and democracy. These have inter
twined with each other in complex ways in all spheres of social activity. The 
less elitist definitions and philosophies of culture that we use today reflect 
this process. 

Today The Long Revolution is best remembered not so much for Williams's 
discussion of such long-term historical change, but rather for the concept 
of the structure of feeling. The term is elusive and rather like that of 
Zeitgeist (spirit of the age). in that it attempts to capture the particular 
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mood or flavor of a given culture and the ways that this is experienced by 
people at a particular moment in history. Williams writes of the thing that 
he is trying to describe: "it is as linn and definite as 'structure' suggests. yet 
it operates in the most delicate and least tangible parts of our activity" 
( 1961: 481. According to Williams. a structure of feeling is not an individ
ual or personal thing. but rather is shared by a community or generation. 
It is acquired only through socialization and life experience and cannot be 
learned by formal study. Outsiders. such as cultural theorists. must do the 
best they can to recapture a structure of feeling using documentary 
culture. This consists of material evidence such as writings. buildings. and 
fashions which express "that life to us in direct terms. when the living wit
nesses are silent" ( 1 961: 49 }. Williams argues that documentary culture. 
however complete. will only ever allow as make an approximation of a 
"lived culture" with its distinct structure of feeling. 

During the 19 70s vVilliams's work took another decisive theoretical turn 
with the publication of i\1Iarxis111 and Literature ( 198 5 [19 77]}. He had 
always had left-wing sympathies. but had carried on his own "cultural 
and literary work and inquiry at a certain conscious distance" ( l 9 8 S: 2 ). 
Thanks to encounters with the New Left and readings of Benjamin. Lukacs, 
Althusser. and Cramsci (all of whom arc discussed in chapter 3} during the 
19G0s and early 19 70s. Williams came to eliminate that distance and bring 
Marxian theory into the heart of his academic work. He speaks. for 
example. of the "complex relation of differentiated structures of feeling to 
differentiated classes" ( 198 S: l 34 ). and argues vigorously that both litera
ture. and culture more broadly. should be understood using concepts of 
hegemony and ideology. With this text the theoretical stage was set for 
the intellectual eftlorescence at the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary 
Cultural Studies during the 1980s. 

The Birmingham School 

The Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS} had 
been established in the 1960s with Hoggart as its first director. It became 
prominent from the 19 70s onward under the directorship of Stuart Hall. 
where a period of what Durkheim would have called "collective efferves
cence" led to intense intellectual productivity. Some think of the research 
conducted in and around the Centre up until the early 19HOs as constitut
ing a sort of classical period for Brit ish cultural studies. involving the pub
lication of key texts and the formulation of pivotal theoretical models. Many 
of these were the products of collaborative authorship. a practice reflecting 
both the communitarian norms of the Centre and a genuine sense of group 
belonging. By the 1990s. however. much of this energy was gone. Leading 
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members of the group had moved on in their careers to take chairs in other 
locations (Hall himself moved to the Open University) and. as the right-wing 
tide of Thatcherism ebbed. it is possible that the sense of mission that had 
united the school also evaporated. The research put out by the Centre was 
diverse. but as Graeme Turner ( 199 6) suggests. can be provisionally classi
fied under three main themes: 

Textual studies of tl1e mass media and tile ways that these operate to rt!pro
duce l!egmwny and idcoluyy. 
Ethnographic explorations of e\'eryday life. especially those of su/Jculturcs. 
Broadly speaking. these sought to uncover the ways that politics. 
power. and inequality shaped lifestyle and fashion. 
Studies of politiml ideologies such as those of Tlwtcl!crism and racist 
nationalism. The emphasis here was on uncovering their cultural 
codes and establishing why they were able tn generate wide public 
appeal. 

Textual Studies of the Mass Media 

Explorations of the media were informed by a belief that it played a crucial 
role in ideological reproduction (e.g .. Hall 1982) along the lines suggested 
by Gramsci's idea of hegemony (see pp. 39-41 ). In other words. it produces 
definitions of reality that prevent critical thinking. Drawing on Cramsci and 
Althusser. Stuart Hall claims that ideological messages in the media work 
predominantly by creating a false image of reality. Issues that could have 
been problematized were instead naturalized as simply a normal part of 
the way the world is- as an aspect of "reality ... A conflict between workers 
and management. for example. might be reported as just an "industrial 
dispute." and seems to be part of the natural order of things. There was no 
attempt toward a deeper analysis. for example by questioning the capitalist 
order and the structural forces behind the struggle. Hall stresses the 
strategic and negotiated qualities of this cultural process. arguing thai 
ideological struggles had a relative autonomy from class determination 
and that they could have major impacts of their own in reshaping social 
and political life. However. rather than being fully free-floating. ideolo
gies are anchored in particular sets of interests. histories. and alliances. 
The position Hall and his colleagues tried to stake out. then. was one 
located between simple materialism and cultural idealism. Culture is 
autonomous. but at the same time is loosely tethered to social and economic 
bases. 

Although nco-Marxism provided the basis for thinking about the social 
implications of the media. theories from semiotics provided the concrete 
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tools for dissecting particular items of data. Saussure. Barthes. and Levi
Strauss in particular were deployed in readings of messages and images. 
During the early l9K0s British cultural studies made usc of these theorists 
in developing powerful techniques for pulling apart media texts and uncov
ering the hidden ways in which they worked. Central to this agenda was a 
distinction between denotation and connotation taken from Barthes (see 
pp. I 09-l ()).A text might literally denote something (e.g .. a strike is taking 
place). but also carry with it a subtle extra layer of meaning (e.g .. the greedy 
workers threaten national stability). The power of ideology worked through 
this subtlety. rather than from a sledgehammer repetition of O\'ertly politi
cal messages (e.g .. a ncwsreader saying: "Strikers are dangerous to capital
ism. They must be stopped"). Viewers would deploy their common-sense 
understanding of representational codes in recovering these hidden con
notations. but at the same time (for the most part) not be aware of their 
ideological loading. 

In an effort to differentiate themscl\'es from more deterministic models 
of ideological process. Hall and his colleagues argued that not all people 
would see the same text in the same way. Central to this argument was a 
model of the communication process as involving both encoding and 
decoding (Hall 19K0b). which was developed in the context of a discus
sion of televisual communication. Here Hall adapts the classical communi
cation model (sender/message/receiver) to the needs of critical theory, 
arguing that a "complex structure of dominance .. ( 1 9 KOb: 12 ~) is at work 
in this process. Social. economic. ideological. and technical considerations 
shape the programs and agendas of media producers. but these have to be 
translated into an understandable message using ordinary language and a 
common stock of symbols (encoding). Viewers. meanwhile. have to make 
sense of the message (decoding). Hall argues that there is no guarantee of 
symmetry between the meanings established by encoders and decoders, 
allowing the possibility of misunderstanding. This is especially the case 
where the connotative aspects of signs arc concerned. Hall writes: "The 
so-called denotative level of the televisual sign is tixed by certain, very 
complex (but limited or 'closed') codes. But its connotative level. though also 
bounded. is more open. subject to more active transformations. which 
exploit its polysemic values" (Hall 1980b: l 34 ). 

Thanks to this potential open-endedness. there are several "readings" 
possible of a single media item. The dominant reading was the one that 
was intended and which supports hegemonic ideologies. Here the reader 
derives from a media item an orthodox. politically conservative message 
that reflects the perspective of "political and military elites" as these are 
reflected in the "professional code" of broadcasters (Hall1980b: 136). An 
oppositional reading is one that is made by someone who is aware of the 
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dominant codes in a message and rejeds them. Such a person (e.g .. a British 
cultural studies academic!) is able to see through what is going on. formu
late a more reflexive understanding of the communication process. and 
account l(x the media message in terms of an alternative code. Hall pro
vides the example of a viewer who "listens to a debate on the need to limit 
wages but reads every mention of 'national interest' as 'class interest'" 
( 191\0b: I )S ). A negotiated reading is made by someone who accepts 
some parts of the dominant reading. but makes some adaptations which 
reflect their own needs and perceptions. 

STUART HALL ( 1932- ) 
Stuart Hall has been the single most important figure in the history of British 
cultural studies. Coming from an Afro-Caribbean background, he was born in 
Jamaica and obtained a scholarship to Oxford. Like Hoggart and Williams 
before him he went on to work as an adult education tutor. He established 
his reputation at a young age, working as an early editor of the New Left Review. 
Hall replaced Hoggart as Director of the Birmingham Centre for Contempo
rary Cultural Studies from 1968 to 1979. In this period he shaped its intel
lectual and political agendas and acted as a mentor for subsequent generations 
of researchers. Hall is also notable as a major British public intellectual, fre
quently appearing on radio and television. He was an outspoken critic of 
"Thatcherism" - a concept that he helped to develop to explain the ideology 
of British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher. 

Reference: Turner 1996: 66-7. 

The model provided by Hall. then. is a far cry from the rigid. mechanical. 
and abstract visions of ideology that have tended to dominate Marxian 
thinking. Attention is given to the active work of media producers and con
sumers in creating and reading messages, to the possibility of mistakes and 
opposition. and to the need for ideological messages to be translated into the 
multiple and autonomous semiotic codes of language and Fisual imager.)'. 
Arising from this perspective have been a seemingly endless stream of 
studies looking at the production and consumption of television 1 especially 
soap opera and current affairs) and other cultural texts (especially news
papers. magazines. and popular novels). For many of these studies the 
major objective has been to determine the extent to which audiences arc 
capable of "resisting" dominant messages I see pp. 172-4). In more recent 
years the neo-Marxian encoding/decoding model has tended to be replaced 
by more poststructural frameworks. We look briefly at these later in this 
chapter. 
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Studies of Subcultures and Class Cultures 

The ethnographic trend in British cultural studies looks at the ways of life 
of various marginal groups and sets about interpreting their social world. 
What makes this tradition distinctive from orthodox ethnography is that 
everyday action tends to be interpreted within a political framework. Social 
activities are often conceptualized as acts of "resistance" to a dominant 
social order or as creative responses to oppression and injustice. These kinds 
of themes are particularly central to the celebrated studies of youth sub
cultures by the Birmingham School. Whereas Hoggart had been dismissive 
of the fads and fashions of youth. seeing these as a threat to tradition and 
solidarity in working-class life. the ethnographies of the 19 70s praised 
them as a vanguard of social protest. The publication of Resistance Tlzrougl! 
Rituals (IIall and Jefferson 1976) saw members of the Birmingham group 
champion the routine practices of subcultural groups (activities. dress 
codes. drug use. etc.) as a culture of resistance grounded in class relations. 
It was argued that these were symbolic and imaginative responses to objec
tive conditions such as unemployment. consumerism. and alienation. Dick 
Hebdige's Subculture: T!Je Meaning of Style ( 19 79) developed this argument 
further. He asserts that: "Style in subculture is ... pregnant with signifi
cance .... interrupting the process of 'normalization'. As such. they are 
gestures. movements toward speech which offends the 'silent majority', 
which challenges the principle of unity and cohesion. which contradicts the 
myth of consensus" ( 19 79: 18 ). 

This theme is perhaps best illustrated in his discussion of punic Hebdige 
points approvingly to the ways that punk made use of the garish. obscene. 
fetishistic. and tasteless: the ways that its dance styles like the pogo were 
both minimalist and absurd; the ways that the performers lacked 
musicianship. and so on. Whilst these subcultural codes might appear 
senseless, offensive, or infantile to outsiders. they can be interpreted as an 
intelligent and creative moment which confronted. mocked. and inverted 
mainstream norms and values. And so for Hebdigc. the "sensibility which 
punk style embodied was essentially dislocated. ironic and self-aware" 
(197':1: 123). 

While the studies of youth subcultures are justly famed. perhaps the 
most widely respected work in the ethnographic genre is Paul Willis's Leam
ing to La /Jour ( 19 7 7). This book explored the issue of class reproduction 
through a study of working-class youths in school. He looked at a group of 
working-class boys using methods as varied as focus groups. observation. 
and in-depth interviews. He also conducted comparative studies on youths 
from different backgrounds. This methodological rigor probably accounts 
for much of the book's power and credibility with those outside of the 
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Birmingham camp. Willis argued that "the lads"" rejected the official cul
tural codes and ideologies of their schools. He writes that: 

The most basic. obvious and explicit dimension of counter-school culture is 
entrenched general and personalized opposition to authority .... This oppo
sition is expressed mainly as a style. It is lived out in countless small ways 
which are special to the school institution. instantly recognized by teachers. 
and an almost ritualistic part of the daily fabric of life for the kids. (Willis 
1977: 11-11). 

Disruptive behavior. smoking. dodging authority. avoiding the classroom 
and homework were all seen as valuable activities within the group. These 
were sources of in-group prestige and contributed to a sense of masculin
ity. Academic progress. on the other hand. was seen as a waste of time. For 
the lads the objective was to leave school as soon as possible and obtain 
working-class. unskilled manual labor. This would confer upon them tinan
cial rewards and membership in the adult male community. Willis also 
points to the ways that skills practiced in school (e.g .. avoiding work and 
surveillance) were ones that would also be of practical use in the workplace 
or the construction site. In a sense. then, the culture of resistance that they 
had rehearsed in school turned out to be a suitable training for adult life. 
Yet at the same time it is dysfunctional in that it prevented the lads from 
becoming upwardly mobile in terms of class. In rejecting the individualis
tic and achievement-oriented ideologies of the school. the working-class 
youths had simultaneously prepared and condemned themselves to 
working-class jobs. 

Explorations of Political Ideologies 

For the CCCS. the exploration of politics was largely confined to studies of 
right-wing ideologies. such as those of racism and Thatcherism. Intellec
tual resources from Althusser and Gramsci were used to explain how these 
operated to support the interests of the dominant class. During the 1980s 
there was a shift away from Althusser and toward Gramsci, who was 
seen as better able to theorize contingency and contest. Althusser. by con
trast. was increasingly depicted by members of the Centre as excessively 
deterministic and unable to capture the cut and thrust of ideological 
struggle. 

The influence of both Althusser and Gramsci is to be found in Polici11g t11e 
Crisis (Hallet al. 19 78 ). Written by Hall and his colleagues. the book draws 
upon Stanley Cohen's idea of the moral panic (see pp. 93-4) and situates it 
within a neo-Marxian framework. Hall et al. assert a moral panic arose in 
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Britain during the I<;) 70s about the street crime of mugging. Although 
objective levels of the crime remained much as they always had been. the 
media highlighted incidents with sensationalist reports that the streets were 
out of control. Questions were asked in parliament and judges handed down 
tough sentences for what seemed to be minor offences. J\;lost importantly of 
all. the media whipped up concern. functioning as an ideological state appa
ratus (seep. S4). Hallet al. suggest that the moral panic was partly linked 
to race politics and hostility toward migrant populations (who were often 
assumed to be the muggers). However, the major causal force lay in the 
structural crisis of the capitalist system. During the l <)60s a hegemonic 
consensus in British society had begun to break down. to be replaced by 
a more authoritarian and repressive style of political control as strikes and 
demonstrations driven by inequality became widespread. In order for 
capitalism to survive it needed to be able to deal with dissent and to ideo
logically reconstruct a sense of national unity. A real social crisis ami sense 
of unease were refracted and displaced by the media into a series of false 
moral panics that were accessible to ordinary experience. "The first phe
nomenal form which the experience of social crisis assumes in public 
consciousness. then. is the moral panic .... In this form. a society famous 
for its tenacious grasp on certain well-earned rights of personal liberty ... 
screws itself up to the distasteful task of going through 'iron times'" (Hall 
etal.l978: 323). 

According to Hall and his colleagues. then. the moral panic over 
mugging operated as an excuse for tough new policing policies and laws to 
be introduced. and for these to gain the support of the general public. This 
allowed the state to clamp down on dissent that might threaten the capi
talist system. Themes concerning the state. the ideology. and capitalism per
sisted in Hall's studies of Thatcherism during the 1 <)80s. Here. however. 
a more Gramscian tone prevails than in the rather Althusserian study of 
mugging. 

Far from realizing what Hall took to be their true class interests. during 
the l <:J80s members of the British working class had defected from social
ism and voted for the anti-union. anti-welfare state. pro-capitalist Conser
vative Party. Why was this( Hall's answer drew upon Gramsci and his idea 
that forces with an interest in preserving the status quo of capitalism will 
actively construct new ideologies and beliefs in specitk areas of struggle (see 
pp. 3 9-42 ). Hall ( 198 3) gives emphasis to the way that the political ideo
logies of British Prime Ivlinister Margaret Thatcher were cobbled together 
from a range of disparate sources and allowed her to gain hegemony. 
Thatcherism was seen as a clever political strategy that was appropriate to 
its particular time and place. This point here is to move mvay from the idea 
of dominant ideologies which persist over long periods of time. and instead 
to emphasize the conjunctural. This term. which is derived from Gramsci. 
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refers to the "immediate terrain of struggle" and the "political and ideolog
ical work" (Hall 19S 3: 2 3) that goes into actively constructing ideologies. 
policies. and alliances. Hall suggests that Thatcherism combined a number 
of elements into a single philosophy. These included: traditional organic 
conceptions of community and family. nationalistic arguments about 
former greatness and national decline. authoritarian-populist themes 
about the need for strong leadership and control of crime. and anti-statist 
understandings about the need for economic deregulation and free enter
prise. It was this clever synthesis of these new and old elements into a single 
package that allowed Thatcher to ideologically outmaneuver her critics and 
maintain the power of the hegemonic bloc. 

The Diffusion of British Cultural Studies 

The period from the early 19 70s to the mid-1980s. which we have just 
reviewed. marks a golden age in British cultural studies. An intellectually 
consistent neo-Gramscian mode of analysis emerged. focussed around class 
and culture; researchers worked in tightly-knit teams with strong peer 
support: and theoretical agendas became rapidly more and more sophisti
cated. Yet at the same time as this eftlorescence was taking place the seeds 
of a subsequent fragmentation of the field were being sown. The earliest 
stages of this process involved the arrival of race and gender issues on the 
intellectual agenda. In Women Take Issue (Women's Studies Group 1978). 
various female members of the CCCS team complained about the exclusion 
of women as a research topic and feminist theory from interpretative frame
works. In the early 1980s Angela McRobbie pointed to the implicitly gen
dered nature of Birmingham ethnography, whose studies of working-class 
youths and subcultures tended to exclude or. at best. marginalize women 
(McRobbie 1981 ). By the mid-1980s there was a thriving women's studies 
component in the work of the School. This opened up the exploration not 
only of predictable areas such as the cultural construction of femininities. 
women's subcultures. and women's media (e.g .. soap operas. women's 
magazines). but also took cultural studies in a new theoretical direction. 
Feminist theory at the time was perhaps more attuned to postmodern issues 
like pleasure and fantasy than the relatively modernist and rationalist 
Gramscian model. 

While Policing tile Crisis had considered issues of race. these were 
not theorized in a consistent way. Indeed. issues of race tended to be 
subordinated to themes of class and state. Again. it was in the early 1980s 
that change began to take place. In Tile Empire Strikes Back (Centre for 
Contemporary Cultural Studies 1982). Paul Gilroy and his colleagues 
argued their text was "conceived as a corrective to the narrowness of the 
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English left. whose version of the 'national popular' continues to deny the 
role of blacks and black struggles In the making and remaking of the 
working class" I 1982: 8). 

In this text and Gilroy's subsequent There Ain't No Black In the Union Jack 
( 19871. issues of race are placed center stage. These early studies of the 
topic trace out the connections of racism and race relations with the state. 
policing. conservative ideology. nationalism. class. the media. and cultural 
history. Moving into the 1990s there was a broad shift away from these 
traditional CCCS themes. just like equivalent feminist work. more recent 
studies by Gilroy and his successors have been strongly influenced by post
structuralism and by theoretical developments In the United States con
cerning African-American studies. The result has been that postcolonial 
and identity theories have become more and more central to understand
ing racial issues. again replacing the usual class-driven Gramscian frame
work of the CCCS. 

Geographical expansion has also had an impact on "British" cultural 
studies. As it was exported worldwide. particularly to the United States, 
Canada. and Australia. Interests arose In new national contexts. In Aus
tralia. for example. the field of "Australian Studies" Is centered around the 
decoding of '1\ustralian" symbols. mythologies. and histories. The result has 
been a plethora of texts on pioneers, bushrangers, suburbia. the beach. the 
barbecue. Aboriginal issues. multiculturalism. colonialism. and so on. A 
compact research focus on the "British" experience had provided one of the 
unifying themes of the Birmingham School. Once this was gone. only the
oretical unity could provide a core. Yet this theoretical unity. as we have 
St.>cn. was disappearing by the mid-1980s. This was not just the case in sub
fields dealing with issues of gender and race. There was a shift toward less 
overtly Marxian analyses of materials and. thanks to the rise of postmod
ernism. a trend toward more aesthetic understandings of culture and an 
increasing emphasis on the open-ended and indeterminate nature of signi
fying systems. Poststructural (and other) theories documenting the ambi
guity of text have progressively become more and more prominent and have 
replaced the trusty encoding/decoding model. Important external influ
ences for this shift have included de Certeau's ( 1988 [ 1974)) Ideas of resis
tance in everyday life. Bakhtin 's ( 1984) thinking on the carnivalesque. and 
Barthes's (1975bl enthusiasm for the Pleasure of the Tat. Bakhlln and 
Barthes are discussed elsewhere in this book (see pp. 107-14. 187-9: also 
Turner 1996: lO 1m. but we need to briefly review de Certeau here. 

In The Practice of BverydJm I.ife the French thinker Michel de Certeau 
( l9HH [ 1974)) argued that although we live in a world structured by large
scale te,:hnological. administrative. and capitalist systems. humans con
tinually engage in small-scale subversive acts during their everyday lives. 
Thc."SC practical actions reaffirm their identity and autonomy from doml-



British Cultural Studies 163 

nant systems. This theme can be illustrated through his celebrated discus
sion of walking in the city. De Certcau suggests that the "rational organi
zation" of the city "must repress all the physical. mental and political 
pollutions th<lt would compromise it." and that it does so through "admin
istration" and "classificatory operations" ( 19 88: 94 ). However. in their 
movements about the city the pedestrian con!i,onts this order. Looking 
closely at this activity we can see "a process of appropriation of the topo
graphical system on the part of the pedestrian" ( 1lJ 88: 9 7 ). The walker can 
do this by means of unauthorized shortcuts or pointless detours. by walking 
with a particular style. or by only using streets with names that they like. 
Walking. in other words, is an expressive action that challenges objectify
ing discourses and geographies and subverts them. lt could be argued that 
Goffman got there first (see pp. 61-2). In Asylu111s he spent some time 
showing how inmates respond to institutions with small acts of identity 
assertion. However, de Certeau's book has proven more influential for crit
ical cultural theory and its efforts to show how seemingly innocuous every
clay activities arc intelligent and retlcxivc examples of sabotage. irony. and 
resistance. 

With de Certeau, Barthes. and Bakhtin came a newfound interest in 
appropriation, pleasure. and fun in British cultural studies. Texts became 
seen as leaky and as containing an excess of meaning. Readers. it was 
alleged. were able to seize on such possibilities for alternate readings and 
participate in unauthorized pleasures. John Fiske's Television Cullure ( 198 7) 
exemplifies this trend. In contrast to the traditional CCCS emphasis on the 
oppressive and ideological qualities of television. Fiske argues (in part) that 
popular television is emancipatory because it allows people to locate plea
sure and to generate resistant readings. Pointing to the fun that people 
derive from the glitzy images of Madonna music videos, television wrestling. 
Coca-Cola advertisements and the action show Mia111i Vice. he suggests that 
"Television's playfulness is a sign of its semiotic democracy. by which l mean 
its delegation of production of meanings and pleasures to its viewers" 
(1987:23(1), 

Hall, among others. has criticized the extent of this move to empower 
users, insisting that readings of texts are still anchored in concrete social 
formations. locations, and production codes. Although meanings may be 
multiple and empowering in theory, in practice they tend to be closed off 
and ideological. Despite these pleas, many scholars in the area have deci
sively shifted their mode of analysis toward that of literary criticism. They 
provide virtuoso readings of mainstream texts (books. magazines. television 
programs. etc.) that reveal untold possibilities for emancipation, but usually 
without reference to concrete audiences and actual reading practices. Influ
ences from Foucault. Lacan, postcolonial theory, poststructural feminism. 
and so on have all provided grist for the mill of this style of work and the 
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movement away from class-based. Cramscian analyses. This shift is one 
which has decisively influenced the movement of British cultural studies 
from an institutional home in the social sciences toward one that is located 
in the Arts. 

At the same time as one part of British cultural studies was cutting loose 
from tics to the social. another section has been moving toward engagement 
with cultural policy (for more discussion of this point see Bennett 199~). 
Traditionally cultural studies scholars have treated policy engagement with 
suspicion. seeing cultural policy as a concern for the (evil) state apparatus. 
More recently there have been concerns about research funding and a 
growing awareness of the futility of constant critiques and decodings that 
get no further than the shelves of university libraries. The result has been 
that many cultural studies scholars have become interested in policy 
debates on topics like satellite broadcasting. censorship, monopolies. equity. 
and access. While this trend has provided increased intlucnce with govern
ment agencies. it has perhaps blunted the political and polemical qualities 
of the British cultural studies tradition. 

Arising from the various forces in the fragmentation and proliferation 
of the field has been an extensive literature of relentless self-examination. 
While reviews are common in all areas of cultural theory. those concern
ing British cultural studies are peculiarly passionate- perhaps reflecting the 
intense sense of political mission that once characterized the lleld. Works 
in this genre are concerned with tracing past and future directions for 
cultural studies and proposing diagnoses and treatments for perceived ills. 
The literature can be seen as both a healthy sign of reflexivity and as a token 
of unease at the lack of a distinctive identity and the loss of a mythical 
golden age. 

Evaluations of British Cultural Studies 

Advocates of British cultural studies (e.g .. Turner J 996) argue that it 
embodies several strengths. These include: 

A. vigorous argument for the autonomy of culture. 
Clear understandings of the links of meaning to power and social 
structure. 
A theoretically rich. interdisciplinary approach for decoding texts and 
ideologies. 
An ability to incorporate agency through an understanding of polit
iccd strategy derived from Cramsci. and ideas about reading from 
communications and literary theory. 

Critics. however. have indicated various possible flaws. 
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For some critics. including myself. arguments about the autonomv of' 
culture advanced by British cultural studies scholars are in tension 
with their relentless insistence that culture is centrally shaped by 
power. Ideas about the "relative autonomy ... "articulation ... and 
"anchoring" merely seem to postpone an inevitable economic or 
political determinism much as similar terms do in Althusser's work 
(see Sherwood. Smith. and Alexander 199 3 ). 
Whilst the above criticism suggests that the tield remains plagued bv 
social structural determinism. others believe that it is not social
structural enough (e.g .. Harris 199 2 ). Here it is suggested that there 
is an overemphasis on the analysis of texts. semiotic systems and 
reading and a comparative neglect of the institutional dynamics of 
their production. Relatedly. Meaghan Morris ( 1988) attacked the 
"banality of cultural studies ... suggesting that its political edge had 
been lost as study after study documented resistance and pleasure 
with little attention to issues of power. constraint. and control. In 
general. the previous criticism tends to be directed against the earlier 
Gramscian and Althusserian work. while this one is most often tar
geted at later. media-decoding exercises that are influenced by post
structuralism and postmodernism. 
Comment has also been passed on the methodologies of cultural 
studies. With the exception of reception studies (which are strongly 
influenced by American communications research norms). many 
interpretative projects lack the tirm. value-neutral. methodological 
foundations which are found in more mainstream traditional acade
mic disciplines like sociology or anthropology. As a result. readings of 
texts can appear as both impressionistic and as politically driven. 
The political commitments of British cultural studies can sometimes 
spill over into its academic analyses. with a tendency to romanticize 
the marginal and deviant. Dick Hebdige's early work is an example of 
this. Activities that might be thought of as antisocial or illegal are 
described in a positive light as forms of resistance. In an effort to val
orize youth subcultures. their more unpleasant aspects like sexism. 
violence. or racism tended to be ignored. 

Notwithstanding these criticisms. British cultural studies. or just cultural 
studies. as it is often now known, remains an important force in contem
porary cultural theory. Its future fate. however. is hard to predict. It is a vast 
and diverse field that lacks any obvious common ground other than a left
of-center political alignment. a generic belief that culture is linked to power 
and a myth of origin centered on the CCCS. Torn between policy relevance 
and more disinterested enquiry. between the arts and the social sciences. 
between modernist and postmodern theoretical frames. it may soon become 
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diffused and fragmented to the point where it is impossible to identify any 
specific "school." When that day arrives. summary chapters such as this 
one will become a thing of the past. 

Suggested Further Reading 
An edited volume entitled Culture. J\lledia. /,anguii!Jf (Hall et al. 1980) contains a 
number of classic essays and working papers from the 19 70s. It provides a useful 
introduction to the diverse styles of work in the classical era of the Birmingham 
School. Fiske's Telel'ision Culture. by contrast. offers an accessible introduction to the 
more postmodcrn work that was to emerge during the 19ROs. The other empirical 
studies discussed in this chapter are also within the range of most student readers. 
Those on youth subculture are perhaps the most entertaining. even if they are now 
a little dated. Perhaps the best o\'erview of the field is by Graeme Turner (I 996 ). 
I found his text useful in thinking through this chapter. 



CHAPTER TEN 

The Production and 
Reception of Culture 

A large proportion of this book is dedicated to the exploration of rather 
abstract theories about culture by philosophically inclined theorists. In this 
brief chapter we look at a different. perhaps less visionary literature that 
understands culture as something very concrete that is produced and 
consumed. It lacks the grand theoretical statements. titanic intellectual 
giants. and monumental landmark texts of. say. structuralism or Western 
Marxism. Nevertheless it is an approach that animates much contemporary 
inquiry. It has led to the construction of a considerable body of important 
middle-range theory and has been responsible for some of the most metho
dologically sophisticated studies of recent years. Consequently. some famil
iarity with this orientation is essential for understanding contemporary 
cultural theorizing. 

Research on the production and reception of culture covers a number of 
fields. most notably. mass communications. film and television studies. and 
sociology. It has also been informed by a number of the diverse theoretical 
paradigms contained in this book. Despite this pluralism we can uncover 
some common principles which animate the perspective. 

While broader definitions of culture are not denied. it tends to be 
studied as it is manifested in tangible products such as a work of 
art. a book. or a broadcast. These can be directly experienced and 
measured and have a specific spatial location or temporal duration. 
Diana Crane (1992). for example. speaks of "recorded culture" and 
"cultural products" as the focus of her book entitled Tlzc Production of 
Culture. Wendy Griswold ( 1986) uses the term "cultural object." Such 
an approach differs from those that see culture as a diffuse. abstract. 
and intangible force pervading society. Examples of the latter would 
include Parsons's thinking about "values." Williams's ideas about a 
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"structure of feeling." or Marxist ideas about a "dominant ideology." 
among many others (see pp. 30-3.] 'i 3-4. 7-81. 
t\ model derived from mass communications research sees culture 
as something akin to a message that is produced. transmitted. 
and received. Each of these stages involves cultural. technolog
ical. and social factors. The primary aim of analysis is to unpack 
the impact of each of these and to work out how it exerts an 
influence. 
A central focus is given to the concrete agency of actors and institu
tions. Far from being the outcome of abstract social forces. culture is 
grounded in proximate systems of causality. It is more likely to be 
explored as the output of publishing houses. broadcasting networks. 
or state bureaucracies. than as a response to a need for social stabil
ity or the unfolding of a long-term historical trend. These wider pos
sibilities are not necessarily refused. but rather they arc bracketed out 
of inquiry. 
Cultural forms should not be studied just as abstractions. Their pro
duction and consumption takes place in specific contexts. We need to 
understand these if we are to understand the format and message of 
cultural goods. 

By far the largest volume of work concerned with the production and 
reception of culture has emerged from the field of communications 
research. We begin with the foundational contribution of this t1eld to the 
study of "reception" before moving on to look at questions of cultural pro
duction. We conclude by looking at some studies which have attempted to 
move the investigation of these issues away from a focus on the media and 
the arts. 

The Study of Media Effects 

Theoretical interest in the production and reception of culture can be traced 
back to communications research in the middle decades of the twentieth 
century. Communication is commonly seen as a process involving a sender. 
a receiver. and a message. A central theme in mass media research has been 
the exploration of the relationships between these elements. In particular 
there has been considerable debate about the relative power of the sender 
and the receiver to determine the meanings of messages. During the 
twentieth century there was a general shift away from models that 
gave primary power to senders (e.g .. media institutions) and toward those 
which emphasize the ability of audiences to influence the interpretation of 
messages. 
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The rise of the new technologies of television, radio. and cinema during 
the twentieth century corresponded with the emergence of the mass 
society hypothesis. This model was adopted by those on both the Left and 
the Right. It suggested that industrialization and urbanization had created 
a "mass" of more or less undifferentiated consumers and citizens. These 
people were somewhat stupid. attracted to common pleasures. governed by 
a herd mentality. and in need of leadership. In contrast to the mass were 
a small. educated. intelligent. and often manipulative elite. The theory of 
communication associated with this vision is sometimes known as the 
hypodermic model. as it suggests that elites were able to construct mean
ings which were then "injected" wholesale into the mass. Another name is 
the bullet model. The theory was most often applied in the context of non
democratic regimes like Hitler's Cermany. where an efficient propaganda 
machine was perceived to be whipping up support for the Nazis via radio 
and cinema. Ilowever. it also had an inf1ucncc on understandings of com
munication in other contexts. Horkheimer and Adorno's ( l 9 7 2 ll 94 71J 
theory of the culture industries. for example. worked with an understand
ing of an undiscriminating. lowest-common-denominator American public 
being indoctrinated by Hollywood products (see pp. 45-7). 

These kinds of models were challenged by early research findings on 
media effects. St uclies on media effects aim to find out what kinds of 
impacts the media are actually having on their audiences. The most impor
tant early investigations were by Paul Lazarsfeld and others (e.g .. Lazarsfeld. 
Berelson. and Gaudet 1944 ). beginning with an exploration of the Ameri
can presidential election of 1940. The findings of Lazarsfeld's various pro
jects suggested that exposure to radio and print media had \'ery little direct 
impact on voting behavior. What was important was the impact of opinion 
leaders. These were people like the head of the household. union officials 
in the workplace. community llgures. and so on. They tended to be the 
highest consumers of the media. A two-step flow of communication took 
place in which the opinion leader would interpret information coming from 
the mass media and shape the meanings that others made fi·mn them. The 
opinion leader was inlluential thanks to factors like trust. esteem. group 
norms. and informal pressure to conform. The overall finding was that per
sonal influence (Katz and Lazarsfeld I 9 56) was very important in shaping 
the way that messages were received. Communications coming ti·mn outside 
of a group or community were filtered through interpersonal and institu
tional (e.g .. family. workplace) settings. 

By the 19 70s Lazarsfeld's model had become the dominant paradigm in 
media studies. Yet as the decade went on it became subjected to increasing 
critiques. In one of the most influential of these. Todd Gitlin ( 19 7X) asserted 
that it was llawed by a narrow measure of "effects" as short-term changes 
in attitudes and behavior. Wider understandings were put to one side by a 
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methodological and definitional focus that "drained attention from the 
power of the media to define normal and abnormal social and political activ
ity. to say what is politically real and legitimate and what is not ... to estab
lish certain political agendas for social attention and to contain. channel 
and exclude others" ( 19 71'1: 20 S ). 

The kind of perspective advocated by Citlin and others has come to be 
known as agenda setting. The idea here. to provide a colloquial summary. 
is that the media cannot tell people what to think. but it can tell them what 
to think about. It was claimed that the media was powerful because it could 
foreground some issues as important while marginalizing or ignoring 
others. This understanding was popular with those on the Left who saw 
certain issues (e.g .. the international arms trade. Third World poverty. illegal 
CIA practices. the environment) never making it into public discourse 
thanks to the domination of the media by capital. The media could also 
become important because it shaped common-sense thinking, symbolic 
frames. and epistemologies. Imagine. for example. a televised debate be
tween two Presidential candidates. Lazarsfeld would set out to look for a 
shift in voting intentions among the audience. Advocates of agenda setting. 
by contrast. might point to the way the broadcast naturalized a two-party 
system in which white males struggled for power. By making such a politi
cal system seem normal. expected. routine. inevitable. or unquestioned. the 
media managed to reinforce a broader structural order. 

An important variation on the agenda-setting theme was Elisabeth 
Noelle-Neumann's ( 199 3 [J 984]) theory of the spiral of silence. The idea 
here is that people fear being isolated. Once an issue is treated in a particu
lar way in the media. it takes a good deal of courage to speak out against 
the orthodoxy and risk social isolation. The spiral of silence kicks in as one 
opinion becomes endlessly repeated and the perceived costs of speaking 
out grow. An example of this was British media discourse over the death 
of Princess Diana in 199 7. The media ran stories about universal grief 
among the people and spoke endlessly of their deep love for her. The views 
of the many people (probably the majority) who did not share this opinion 
were never aired. Those who did raise them in public were sometimes sub
jected to harassment and bate mail. For those people who felt coolly toward 
Diana it was prudent simply to keep silent (see Jack 1997. Black and Smith 
1999). 

During the 1980s, however. reception studies were also putting power 
back into the hands of receivers. The most important of these were audi
ence ethnographies. These were usually based on focus group. interview. 
or panel methodologies and involved exploring the ways that diverse social 
groups "read" particular media texts- most often television programs. We 
turn now to that literature. 
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Contemporary Work on the Reception of Culture 

Contemporary work exploring the consumption or reception of culture 
tends to be centered on three major lines of theoretical ini1uence. 

Tlze A111ericmz communimtions research tradition wlziclz ori!linated with 
Lazarsfdd. This tends to be positivistic in orientation and organized 
around concepts like the transmission of information and opinion. 
Most often found in political science. the perspective generally oper
ates with a pluralist model of society and quite often looks at how 
demographic factors and attitudes. as well as personal influence. 
might impact on the readings of texts. A typical study here might 
explore whether voting behavior is changed by viewing a political 
broadcast. 
A field strongly influenced by tlze Britislz cultural studies tradition (set 
clzaptcr 9 ). wlzici! is ,qrounded in critiml theory. This operates with an 
understanding of the media as part of an ideological system. Its 
model of culture also tends to be more semiotic and hermeneutic 
than the positivistic, somewhat social-psychological approach pio
neered by Lazarsfeld. Rather than using a vocabulary of "attitudes" 
and "beliefs" it speaks of "codes" and the ways that they are read. 
Television programs. for example. are "texts" that have to be 
"decoded" by viewers who use a particular "horizon of expectations" 
in making sense of them. A particular emphasis is placed on the way 
that readings of media texts are influenced by the class locations of 
viewers. However. race and gender have also become recognized as 
structuring factors. The key point of interest here for the researcher 
concerns the ability of the audience to be critical of dominant ide
ologies and the match/mismatch between their readings and the ones 
that are intended. A typical study in this genre might look at the ways 
viewers of soap opera decode and then accept or reject the gender 
roles that are presented in a program. 
Poststructural and postmodern explorations of tlzc role of tlze reader. 
Although these can also focus on class. race. and gender as determi
nants of readings. there is a greater emphasis on the autonomy of the 
individual (as opposed to categories of persons) to generate their own 
private meanings. A major concern is with pleasure. play. and fantasy 
as responses to texts. In addition analysts have set about decon
structing the (modernist) categories of communication research such 
as "text" and "audience." A (stereo)typical study here might explore 
the voyeuristic sexual thrills that both male and female viewers derive 
from Madonna music videos. 
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or these three ilelds. the last two arc probably of most interest to cultural 
theory. Re\'icwing a few recent studies provides a taste of the kind of work 
that goes on here. 

David Morley's 1 YSO study The i\'ationwidc Audimcc provides a suitable 
place to start. Morley sought to explore Stuart Hall's argument that class 
location would determine the ways that audience members decoded televi
sion programs (sec pp. l S S-71. Morley looked at a family television maga
zine program called Natioml'ide. which his expert readings told him 
constructed a false sense of national unity and community and masked the 
deep class divides that were at the heart of British society. Morley used 
twenty-six focus groups with various social backgrounds to explore read
ings of a single episode. What he found was no one-to-one correlation with 
class. Trade union oflicials. for example. subscribed to the preferred (ideo
logical/intended) reading of the text for the most part. as did bank man
agers. The major 11nding of the study was that the text of Nationwid<' could 
support multiple readings. but these were not entirely arbitrary. The text 
itself made some readings more likely than others. making counter
hegemonic readings difficult to sustain. 

David Buckingham's 1987 investigation of the British soap opera J;ast
cndcrs. by contrast. highlighted the role of viewer creativity and reilexivity. 
His study contrasted the expectations of scriptwriters and producers with 
the experiences of the program that were derived by viewers. Among other 
things, he demonstrated that rather than passively watching the show. 
viewers were capable of irony and critical distance. These could enhance 
the enjoyment of the program. allowing the viewer to scoff at poor char
acterization and implausible plot lines. 

Printed works. too. have proven amenable to this style of research. Janice 
Radway's ( 1991 [ 19tl4]) study of women and romantic tlction. for example. 
takes a feminist perspective in trying to understand how such books inter
act with their audience. Radway conducted discussion sessions with typical 
readers of such works in a Midwestern town in the United States. She con
cludes that it is difficult to make any simple pronouncement on the ideo
logical effects of such texts. On the one hand their story line usually 
embodies "a simple recapitulation and recommendation of patriarchy and 
its constituent social practices and ideologies" ( 1991: 210 ). That is to say. 
they advocated marriage. family. duty, and heterosexuality as valued social 
goals. On the other hand. the women saw the very act of reading as an 
assertion of their own needs. They valued the time when they could put 
aside the demands of the family or housework and instead sit quietly enjoy
ing their own time. space. and pleasure. ln addition. their escape into the 
romantic books could be understood as emerging from dissatisfaction with 
their existing social experience. Stories about love. emotional support. and 
men coming to understand women's needs had an appeal precisely because 



The Production and Reception of Culture 173 

many of the women's own experiences of marriage and men had been dif
ferent. In this way. then. the act of reading had a critical potential within 
it. The fantasy world of the text could serve to highlight things that were 
wrong with the status quo. As Radway puts it. "women are reading not out 
of contentment but out of dissatisfaction. longing and protest" ( 19<) l: 
2141. The overall picture provided by Radway is of complexity. Ideological 
and oppositional forces interpenetrate in unpredictable ways as texts. 
readers. and acts of reading come together. 

Radway's work pointed to the need to look at how texts l1t in with every
day life. Davidl\!orley's later work. l-!unily Tclcl'ision ( l9S6). also explored 
this issue. Rather than investigating the content and reception of partint
lar programs. he looked at the ways that television watching is structured 
as part of family routine. The point he makes is that people do not watch 
television programs in clinical laboratory settings. Rather. they incorporate 
viewing into their lives in complex vvays as part of everyday practice. ~tudicc; 
making use of focus groups might miss this dimension of the vievving expe
rience. Morley documents diversity in viewing activities. People might con
centrate intensely on some programs and engage in another activity during 
others. Issues of power also featured prominently in his data, with men 
(predictably) taking control of viewing and videotaping choices and im
posing a regime of silence during their favorite shows. This contrasted with 
the subordinate orientations of women. who often had to combine viewing 
with other household tasks. Women also saw the home as a domain of work 
rather than leisure. and so would often feel guilty when taking time out for 
watching television. These patterns. Morley notes. are linked to socially 
del1ned roles and their intersection with the split between public and private 
spheres. 

More recent work in the British cultural studies tradition has been influ
enced by postmodernism. John Fiske's 19S 7 study of Telel'ision Culture. for 
example. is centrally concerned with validating popular pleasures and 
power of the viewer over the text. He believes that the concept of the "audi
ence" is becoming so problematic that we should abandon it in favor of a 
focus on the particular moments of interpretation in which the viewer takes 
control and derives gratit1cations from their viewing (see also p. 16 3). The 
theoretical deconstruction of the audience has been taken further by John 
Hartley (e.g., 191-l/). who suggests that it is a player in a discourse. and 
reflects the manufactured or imagined needs of particular interest groups. 
Academics. broadcasting authorities. and television producers will all 
attempt to construct versions of the audience that allow them to get on with 

, (and justify! their jobs. The overall approach here is rather Foucauldian. 
seeing "the audience" as a signil1er that is actively constructed by discourses 
and institutions rather than as something that exists independently of par
ticular discursive regimes. Academics. for example. might think of the audi-



174 The Production and Reception of Culture 

ence as being made up of class or ethnic groups. while advertisers will see 
it as a potential market. For the television industry it is a "product" which 
they can use to generate advertising revenue. For all these groups. the audi
ence is something that must be guarded. controlled and. if possible. made 
predictable. 

In conclusion, taken as a whole. audience ethnographies have: 

Shown that viewers actively read texts and adapt them to their own 
uses and pleasures. These readings are often diverse and may be influ
enced by various factors. such as race. gender. class or life experi
ences. 
Demonstrated that there is no necessary correspondence between the 
messages encoded into texts by their producers and those that are 
read by audiences. 
Questioned the idea of the uniform audience as advanced by the mass 
society hypotheses. Rather. they suggest there are multiple types of 
audience with diverse social characteristics and everyday viewing 
practices. 

The Production of Culture 

Work on the production of culture explores the cultural and institutional 
factors that influence the creation of cultural products rather than the ways 
they are received and interpreted by an audience. As Janet Wolff (199 3: 1) 
points out. this broadly sociological perspective contrasts vigorously with 
the "romantic and mystical notion" that cultural products are "the creation 
of genius. transcending existence. society and time" and arrive thanks to 
some form of "divine inspiration." The aim here is not so much to laugh 
ideas about creativity and talent out of court. but rather to show how "prac
tical activity and creativity arc in a mutual relation of interdependence 
with social structures" ( 199 3: 9 ). In a similar vein, Howard Becker ( 1982) 
speaks of art worlds that sustain cultural production and provide an audi
ence for their product. He looks in particular at the subcultures and taste 
communities that sustain the performing arts. and writes that "all artistic 
work. like all human activity. involves the joint activity of a number. often 
a large number of people" ( 1982: 1 ). In Becker's view the individual artist 
"works in the center of a network of cooperating people. all of whose work 
is essential to the final outcome" (1982: 2 5 ). The following precis of the 
production of culture literature is derived largely from a reading of Becker 
( 1982 ). Crane (1992). and Wolff ( 199 3 ). It provides only a brief sketch of 
the kinds of themes that are to be found in this vast field. Key factors influ
encing cultural production are provided in italics. 
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The availability of an audience, and expectations about it. provide perhaps 
the most critical variable in shaping both the decision to launch a product 
(e.g., a new television show) and its content. It is rarely the case that artists 
or culture industries create products and then wait for an audience to adapt 
to them. In the for-profit arena. cultural products are designed to make 
money by having widespread audience appeal. Even in less commercial 
spheres like the visual arts. performing arts, or public television there is a 
hope and expectation that at least some people will take an interest in what 
is going on. Cultural producers will therefore shape their output to fit what 
they perceive to be the needs and interests of a target audience. Soap operas, 
for example, have traditionally included themes about intimate relation
ships. as these are believed to be of interest to the female audiences for 
whom they are intended. As Crane (1992: 47) points out. the culture that 
an audience receives is "designed as much as possible to reflect their tastes, 
inierests. and attitudes ... [and] reilects back to the consumer his or her 
own image." Studies in this area often look at the fit or mismatch between 
the perspectives of producers and audiences. the way that a particular 
program is appropriated by various audience segments. or the fact that 
existing genres change in subtle ways to meet shifts in audience needs and 
expectations. 

A nice example of this last theme is provided by Wendy Griswold's explo
ration of the rising popularity of plays with trickster motifs in Jacobean 
theatre. Griswold (1986) shows that in the medieval period the main trick
ster had been an evil figure. perhaps the Devil. In the Jacobean theatre of 
the seventeenth century. however, the trickster role took on a new positive 
valence as a "gallant." The hero of the drama was often a young man who 
attained social advancement and wealth by means of his wits, often fooling 
and tricking those in authority. Griswold explains this transformation in 
terms of social change in seventeenth-century London and laws about 
inheritance. Property was usually inherited by the eldest son. This had led 
to a large-scale migration of younger sons to the capital in search of wealth 
and opportunity. The new style of drama. and new character roles. emerged 
in response to the needs (both real and imaginary) of this audience group. 
The young, downwardly mobile men could identify with a protagonist who 
used his wits to obtain money and status. Perceiving the popularity of this 
format. and keen to maximize their own income and reputation, dramatists 
increasingly wrote scripts aimed at this audience segment. 

Teclmoloyy provides an important constraint on the range of creative pos
sibilities. A composition for a symphony orchestra would simply not be pos
sible without the instruments on which the work is to be played. Likewise. 
it is unlikely that many novels would have been written were it not for the 
technology of printing. Closely linked to technology, its control and cost is 
the important area of research on the political economy of cultural produc-
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tion. In critical theory the major focus here has been the power of major 
corporations to monopolize cultural production. The work of Horkheimer 
and Adorno 11972 [IY47]l on the culture industries represents an early 
study of this kind I see pp. 45-7). The most common claim in this literature 
is that the search for profit leads to bland. conformist cultural output that 
takes few risks and seeks to maximize audience appeal. Certainly it is the 
case that a small number of companies control a large proportion of the 
market in areas like lllm and popular music. It is worth remembering, 
however. that the extent of oligopolistic control varies over time and 
between fields. A major factor influencing the extent of control is the 
cost of producing. distributing. and promoting cultural goods. A feature 
111m. for example. requires more llnance than a website. Nevertheless. the 
literature documents repeated efforts on the part of major corporations to 
control and profit from marginal fields of cultural production. Critical 
researchers have explored. for example. the ways that punk and other music 
trends have been co-opted and mainstreamed by major industries (see 
Hebdige l 9 79). 

No matter how large the corporation or how big its budget. research has 
shown that an environment of wlccrtaillt!J surrounds all cultural produc
tion. For example. every year produces its own multimillion-dollar Holly
wood turkey: lshtar. Tl1c Last Action Hero. Hudson Hawk. and so on I the proof: 
did you. or anyone you know. pay to see any of these?). Although it is dif
licult to pick winners and losers. much activity by cultural producers is 
organized around reducing uncertainty. The most obvious strategy. as doc
umented by Horkheimer and Adorno. has been to replicate formulaic prod
ucts which have proven to be successful in the past (hence the ubiquitous 
sequel and prequel movie). Paul Hirsch (1972) suggests three other solu
tions to this question. What he calls "contact men" provide an interface 
between the rather anonymous corporation and concrete artists. retailers. 
and the media. They try to guarantee the favorable disposition of these 
parties. A simple example is an academic being taken out to lunch by an 
editor (see the Acknowledgments). This activity generates goodwill and may 
result in an improved manuscript. A second strategv is "overproduction." 
This involves Hooding the market with plenty of contenders- rather like a 
turtle laying hundreds of eggs of which only a few will survive. The one 
book or CD in a thousand that becomes a bestseller will hopefully more than 
recoup the loss on the others. Finally Hirsch. suggests that corporations try 
to co-opt institutional gatekeepers outside of their direct control. We turn 
to these next. 

Gatekeepers within and outside of corporations select cultural products 
that they hope will "make it" and separate these out from those that will 
end up on the shelf. Crane stresses that this is a multistage process. For 
example. a record company must first decide to record and promote an 
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artist. Subsequently radio stations must decide to play the disc. Both sets of 
gatekeepers. then. play a role in deciding the fate or the recording (as 
well as the audience. and perhaps even the performer!). Catekeepers can be 
remarkably powerful in shaping the kind of work that is produced and 
published. For example, Wendy Griswold has documented the influence 
of British publishers on the rise of the Nigerian "village novel" as an entire 
genre in the second half of the twentieth century. This type of book was 
constructed around the theme of a traditional. timeless. idealized rural 
community. She suggests that the resulting imagined Nigerian community 
arose thanks to "concerns of British editors who are themselves imagining 
what their readers want. and Nigerian authors seeking a market for their 
books and ideas" ( 1992: 71 9). 

Cultural entrepreneurs. patrons. and mediators play a similar role to orga
nizational gatekeepers in promoting particular kinds of art. Typically they 
will make use of their economic or social capital to sponsor particular forms 
of creative activity that they believe to be worthy or profitable. In a study nf 
nineteenth-century Boston. for example. Paul DiMaggio (ll) ~ 2) looked at 
the way that members of social elites tried to bolster their prestige by sup
porting or controlling museums and symphony orchestras. A result was 
that working-class culture was marginalized in the city. In a case study of 
French impressionism. Harrison White and Cynthia White ( 1 9 6::;) point out 
that the traditionalist Academy spurned the new style. However. an emerg
ing network of investors. critics. and dealers provided cultural credibility 
and flnancial viability for Monet and his colleagues. enabling them to con
tinue to produce innovative works. 

Gatekeepers and sponsors can both be usefully thought of as stakehold
ers in cultural production. as they share an interest in what is made or 
shown. The interactions between them are driven by complex dynamics. 
This is illustrated in a study of art exhibitions by Victoria Alexander ( llJ9 G). 
She argues the content of exhibitions is shaped by two sets of interests: 
those of external fund providers and those of curators. Fund providers such 
as corporations have an interest in "blockbuster" exhibitions that will max
imize publicity. By contrast. affluent individuals tend to sponsor shows of 
art that match or dramatize their more personal tastes. Museum curators 
are the gatekeepers. They have to perform a juggling act in order to main
tain what they (as experts) consider to be innovative or scholarly displays. 
For example. they might usc the prollts of a blockbuster to fund a smaller. 
specialist exhibition or try to upgrade the artistic credentials of a populist 
exhibition by slipping in some more challenging and confrontational 
artworks. 

Alexander's study also points to the fact that goFcnunml policy and state 
institutions can play a significant role in supporting cultural activity. These 
have increasingly replaced private patronage as the major source of finance 
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for high-culture activities. Aside from direct grants to creators. the state 
supports venues for cultural display (museums. galleries. theatres. festivals) 
and other kinds of infrastructure. State involvement in the arts has tradi
tionally been oriented around the promotion of high culture and the per
petuation of specific national traditions and industries. Such activities have 
become increasingly controversial. Many argue today that such funding 
decisions arc arbitrary. or are influenced by the wishes of a small cultural 
elite. or that the works that are sponsored have no artistic merit. Conse
quently. the tendency over recent years has been to sponsor less elitist forms 
of cultural activity. Studies of state involvement often look at the processes 
of gatekeeping. patronage. influence. and labeling through which certain 
types of cultural production receive support and others are neglected. This 
field has increasingly come to overlap with more mainstream research on 
cultural policy. looking. for example. at questions of management. funding 
distribution. equity. and access. 

Often forgotten in all this are the social conditions of" production. that is 
to say. the creative milieu in which the artist works. These can have a 
major impact on cultural output. For example. Crane ( 199 2: 113-1 5) 
and Becker ( 1982) note that the presence of networks. training acade
mies. community organizations. established subcultures. and so on can 
often assist the production of cultural work. especially in peripheral 
and innovative spheres like jazz. alternative rock music, or experi
mental theatre. In the case of more mainstream cultural products. 
researchers usually document the importance of corporate organizational 
culture. profit motivations. and power relations as key factors of this kind 
shaping cultural output. In the study of fringe art worlds. by contrast. they 
tend to give emphasis to social networks. solidarities. and shared aesthetic 
codes. 

Evaluation 

Work exploring the production and reception of culture has several positive 
qualities. These can be summarized as follows: 

Causal links and processes can be clearly traced to specific institutions 
and actors. 
Rigorous methodologies are often used, especially in comparative 
audience research. 
Culture is treated as something concrete rather than as something 
that is rei!ied and outside of human agency. 
Research projects tend to have clear research findings rather than 
open-ended theoretical speculations and assertions. 
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There is a remarkable amount of consensus in the area. suggesting 
that it may be a llcld in which cumulative. core knowledge might be 
identified. 

For these reasons it is easy to see why the perspective has proven popular. 
especially among methodologically skilled cultural researchers. There arc. 
however. two common criticisms of the area. The llrst is that cultural prod
ucts often seem to be little more than the fallout of underlying social factors. 
The content of cultural production lends to be relentlessly accounted for 
with reference to the demands of audiences. the censorship of gatekeepers. 
technological advances. and so on. Such a position threatens the ability to 
theorize the autonomy of culture. Only when this sociological style of 
analysis is complemented by a robust model of aesthetic codes and struc
tures. can culture become both explicmzs and explicmzdwn. Criswold. for 
example. could achieve this by demonstrating the historical continuitv of 
the trickster tigure. Far from creating something entirely new. the play
wrights of the jacobean era adapted existing archetypes and narrative 
structures. Cultural forms themselves arc thereby shown to be an impor
tant constraint on possibilities for cultural creativity !see also the discussion 
of Wutbnow. below). 

A second concern is that the lield tends to work with a particular. limited. 
del1nition of "culture ... As we saw in the Preface to this book (pp. l-4l. and 
indeed throughout the text. the idea of culture refers to so much more than 
just "the arts" or creative products as they are conventionally defined. lt can 
also include everyday life. ideologies. rituals. discourses. and so on. While 
those working in the area may justillably prefer to stay focussed on middle
range theories about concrete cultural phenomena. sympathetic outsiders 
suggest that the perspective needs to spread its wings. From this point of 
view. the next major challenge for production and reception theory is to 
be applied to wider contexts in cultural life. ln concluding this chapter we 
will look at three representative studies which contribute to this ongoing 
process and suggest ways in which ideas about production and reception 
can be extended beyond the exploration of "recorded culture" as is usually 
understood. 

Beyond the Arts and the Media 

We return first to the theory of media events advanced by Daniel Dayan and 
,Elihu Katz (seep. 90). who claim that the successful media event !televised 
major civic occasion) requires agreement and participation from organiz
ers. broadcasters. and audiences. They argue that: "The failure to reach 
consensus among the partners negotiating over the production of a media 
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event may result either in cancellation of the broadcast or in one or another 
aberrant form of broadcast" ( 1 99 2: 6R ). 

Where there is a lack of enthusiasm from any of the parties. the event 
can fall flat. This is because the various stakeholders are required to coop
erate in maintaining the correct performative genre. Organizers have to put 
on an event which is scripted to ceremonially enact core civic values. 
whether in solemn or celebratory mode. Broadcasters have to agree to treat 
the episode as an "event" and not just as "news." They need to suspend ordi
nary broadcasting schedules and provide affirming and reverential. rather 
than critical. commentary. Audiences need to switch into the mode of 
"festive viewing" and thereby demonstrate that the episode in question is 
indeed out of the ordinary. Their mass participation is also required in order 
to validate claims that the "event" has been successful- indeed. to demon
strate that anything taken to be important really took place at all. 

Events are seen as failures when one or another of these groups fails to 
play its part. Broadcasters. for example. may refuse to cover a ceremony that 
the state has laid on or else treat it as another news item. Viewers may 
switch off in droves as yet another royal wedding takes place. or channel 
surf between the event and their favorite soap opera. Organizers. for their 
part. might fail to provide a ceremony that lives up to popular expectations. 
The model proposed by Dayan and Katz. then. is one that emphasizes the 
ways that not only media products. but also historically significant public 
events. can be thought of in terms of a production and reception of culture 
model. Just as importantly, we note in passing. they provide a basis for the
orizing the autonomy of culture by insisting that such events have to follow 
a particular genre or script. All media events conform to one of three nar
rative structures: contest. conquest. or coronation. The agency of partici
pants and broadcasters is restricted by the demands of each of these genres 
for a particular kind of story and mood. To broadcast a coronation as a 
contest would simply not make sense. Audiences. meanwhile. depend upon 
these genres to guide their reading and celebration of the civic occasion. 
Cultural production and innovation. therefore. are circumscribed by the 
available legitimate structures of meaning. 

An analysis of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial by Robin Wagner
Pacifici and Barry Schwartz (] 99 2) also demonstrates the vvider applicabil
ity of themes relating to the production and reception of culture. In con
trast to orthodox Durkheimian theory on ritual commemoration. they read 
the memorial as the product of a dialogue between producers and con
sumers. rather than as the outcome of some transcendental social need for 
unity and the expression of grief. According to Wagner-Pacillci and 
Schwartz. the memorial presented a "genre problem ... Memorials usually 
commemorated victorious and triumphant wars. Yet the Vietnam War was 
widely seen as a tragedy and a failure. The process of constructing a memo-
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rial therefore involved cultural creativity. contestation. <md negotiation. 
Cctting the memorial built required activism from veterans' groups in order 
for the stigma of the war to be overcome. The original design contrasted 
with typical war memorials. It consisted of black marble panels with the 
names of the dead written on them and was placed below ground level. 
Veterans' groups protested that the monument dishonored the fallen. fts 
design suggested there was something shameful about the war. As a result 
of their outcry. more traditional memorial elements were added -a statue 
of soldiers and a flagpole. The study by Wagner-Pacilici and Schwartz can 
be read as a traditional "production of culture .. argument. It is. after all 
about the creation of an element of recorded culture- a stone monument. 
Yet I would suggest that it goes further than this. As the memorial is a public 
symbol. they are able to use it as an index of collective memory and civic 
narrative. By looking at processes of production and reception. they can see 
how various groups in American society think about and come to terms 
with the past in the process of building and thinking about the memorial. 
The object of analysis. then. is not really the monument at all. but ideas. or 
(as Uurkheim would have it) collective representations about the war. 
history. and American society. 

Our final example takes us one step further on this path lrom the con
crete object of recorded culture toward the production and reception of the 
abstract and ideal. In Communities of Discourse. Robert Wuthnow ( 191-19) 
looks at three systems of ideas that challenged the status quo - the Refor
mation. the Enlightenment. and Marxist socialism - in their own day and 
have remained influential ever since. In accounting for success and failure 
of these religious. philosophical. and political doctrines he makes use of a 
raft of factors that would be familiar to anyone working in the produc
tion/reception of culture area. For example. he frames his analysis in terms 
of a "problem of articulation." arguing that "if cultural products do not 
articulate closely enough with their social settings." then audiences will see 
them as "irrelevant. unrealistic. artilicial and overly abstract" ( 19S9: 3 ). He 
also speaks about "environmental conditions" which provide "resources 
necessary to bring into being an innovative cultural movement" ( 191-19: 7). 
Especially important are the "institutional contexts" (e.g .. universities. 
newspapers) through which "producers of culture gain access to necessary 
resources. come into contact with their audiences. and confront the limita
tions posed by competitors and persons in authority" ( 1989: 7). Within 
this process Wuthnow draws particular attention to the ways that ideolo
gies are produced. selected, and tinally institutionalized so that they become 
stable and enduring. ln the case of the Reformation. these diverse back-

' ground conditions included political transformations to the state as feudal
ism came to an end. urban growth and social unrest. the rise of print 
technology. patronage by powerfull1gures. and so on. They provided fertile 
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conditions for cultural production and audiences attentive to the new 
messages. 

Aware of the danger of social structural reductionism that can come 
from relentlessly invoking such factors. Wuthnow importantly argues that 
we also need to be able to understand the ways that ··an ideology becomes 
at least partially free of contextual determination·· ( 1989: 12). In order to 
do this we need to think about the ''discursive tleld" of the particular belief 
system. in particular the categories it creates and the courses of action it 
recommends. According to vVuthnow. constraints are imposed on these 
discursive possibilities by the internal structure of discourses themselves. 
Real-world problems and struggles have to be translated into the binary 
oppositions. narratives. and theoretical positions of texts. One cannot 
simply cook up any innovative discourse one wishes. In the case of the 
Reformation. secular struggles were translated into a religious idiom by 
Luther. with a binary rhetoric of good and evil. Cod and Satan structuring 
much of what was said. 

In sum. Wuthnow·s work suggests that a focus on the production and 
reception of culture can pay real dividends in the exploration of major 
systems of belief. Along with other work on the production of knowledge 
and ideas. such as sociological studies of science. it goes a long way toward 
demonstrating that these are never just free-floating abstractions. Their 
existence is always grounded in real actors. real institutions. and real his
torical settings. This is perhaps the most important lesson to be learnt from 
the theoretical tradition we have reviewed in this chapter. 

Suggested Further Reading 
Graeme Turner ( J ':J':Jh) provides an excellent summary of audience research as it is 
inl(mned by British cultural studies. Diana Crane's book on The Production of Culwrc 
I J 992) offers a succinct overview of the field and its m<qor debates and is also to be 
recommended. I found both of the above to be very uset'ul in putting this chapter 
together. Howard Becker's Art Worlds 1 l9k2) is surprisingly readable and is perhaps 
the closest thing to a classic text in the area. A characteristic of the field is that it 
tends to be relatively accessible to readers as it is broadly opposed to verbose "high 
theory." Thus the empirical studies cited here should not provide any real problems 
for readers once they arc acquainted with the fundamental principles at play. 



CHAPTER ELEVEN 

Culture as Text: Narrative 
and Hermeneutics 

Today it is a commonplace to observe that culture or social life is a "text" 
and that it has to be interpreted. For some perspectives. however. this dictum 
is more axiomatic than for others. Although it is central to many forms of 
structuralism and poststructuralism. an attention to the story-like qualities 
of social life is perhaps strongest in those theoretical approaches that are 
concerned with narrative and hermeneutics. In this chapter we focus on 
these. We begin by introducing some theoretical tools for interpreting 
stories and genre frames, before going on to look at the ways in which nar
rative analysis has been applied to wider social life. We conclude by looking 
at the challenge put forward by hermeneutics. and in particular the work 
of the anthropologist Clifford Geertz. 

Structuralist Poetics 

In chapter fJ we explored the forms of structural inquiry associated with the 
tradition that ran from Saussure to Levi-Strauss. That approach. as we saw. 
centered on the analysis of the paradigmatic dimension of culture and took 
as its central tool the analysis of binary oppositions. When Levi-Strauss 
looked at the Oedipus myth. for example. he had little interest in the "story" 
as the bearer of meaning. Rather. his primary concern was with the way 
that concepts could be plucked out of the narrative to uncover an underly
ing structure. Another significant current in structuralism. however. has 
been concerned with the investigation of narrative and the ways it is sus
tained by the sequential organization of signs. Roland Barthes asserted that 
we need to study syntagm as well as system (the paradigmatic). and in S/Z 
set about explaining how one particular story "worked." In The Pleasure of 
the Text. moreover, he argued that the story line was a major source of grat-
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ilication I(Jr the reader. with its anticipations and denouements (see pp. 
ll 3-14). 

When structuralists approach the analysis of narrative. especially con
ventional stories and literal ure. their activity is often given the name of 
structuralist poetics. The central theme here is often not so much binary 
opposition. but rather plot. character. and genre. Advocates of the approach 
see it as a step toward a more "scientific" approach to literature. one which 
goes beyond traditional "evaluath·e" criticism and tries to set up value-free 
yardsticks for classifying and exploring texts. Within this tradition the work 
of Russian folklorist Vladimir Propp holds a canonical position. especially 
within the fields of literary criticism and folklore studies (Scholes 19 7 4: 59). 

VLADIMIR PROPP 

Vladimir Propp can be considered a true pioneer in the structural analysis 
of culture. Written in the 1920s. his ( ll)6~ lllJ28]J work on The Morplwl
omJ of l11e Folktale substantially predated that of Levi-Strauss on myth. 
Propp's major interest was in the thematic organization of such popular, 
traditional stories. He noted certain similarities in the structure of the hun
dreds of tales he examined. even though the characters and precise events 
would vary from one to another. Propp argued that each narrative was 
made up of what he called "functions." These were elements of a story or 
plot made up from the action of a character. Propp claimed that there were 
never more than thirty-one functions in a tale and. more importantly. that 
they always appeared in the same order. Essentially. stories which looked 
very different on the surface (this one might be about a prince. that one 
about a woodcutter) had the same underlying structure. To give some idea 
of how this looks. here are the first five of Propp's "functions": 

l One of the members of a family leaves home. 
2 An interdiction is addressed to the hero. 
3 The interdiction is violated. 
4 The villain makes an attempt at reconnaissance. 
5 The villain receives information about his \'ictim. 
6 The villain attempts to deceive his victim in order to take possession 

of him or his belongings. 

To get a feel for these functions. think about the story of "Little Red Riding 
Hood," who leaves her family, defies an interdiction not to enter the forest 
alone. is pursued and tricked by the wolf. and so on. Propp also noted that 
stories tended to have characters who fulfilled set roles as required by the 
system of functions. These were: the villain. the donor (provider). the helper, 
the princess (or other sought after person) and her father. the dispatcher. 
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the hero (seeker or victim). and the false hero. Propp suggests that it is 
irrelevant exactly who fills each of these roles in a given talc. What 
we should be looking at is the organization of stories in terms of deep. 
underlying commonalities rather than surface variation. Propp saw 
these superficial aspects of the tale as adding only charm and style to a given 
story rather than as being of great importance in themselves for folkloric 
analysis. 

Like other structuralist inquiries. Propp's work demonstrates a powerful 
ability to uncover commonality amid apparent diversity. His particular 
achievement was to demonstrate that this regularity could exist in the 
sequential organization of stories. lf there is a limitation to Propp's vvork it 
is that he was concerned mostly with the narrow study of the Russian folk
tale. It is not clear what wider applicability he saw arising from his findings. 
Several difticult questions remain to be answered. For example. docs the 
structure of other kinds of story follow that of the folktale? How. if at all. 
does the structure of the folktale correspond to social forces and needs? Docs 
the structure of the folktale indicate something beyond itself? With respect 
to these questions we can detect a different emphasis in the work of Levi
Strauss. The great French anthropologist was concerned to document the 
universality of the binary opposition. the need for mythologies to meditate 
on the dilemmas and contradictions of human existence. and links between 
mythology and the workings of the human mind. Propp's failure to address 
these bigger questions by settling for a more descriptive kind of analysis has 
seen his work attacked as mere formalism. It has. however. provided an 
exemplar for structuralist poetics by substituting the aestheticism of tradi
tional literary criticism with a more "scientific" and value-neutral mode of 
interpretation. 

NoRTHROP FRYE 

Propp was content to document the workings of the comparatively simple 
folktale. A major challenge for structuralist poetics has been to develop a 
perspective that can encompass narrative forms as they appear over a range 
of genres. Since the 1 9 50s the work of the Canadian theorist Northrop Frye 
has constituted the most ambitious attempt at constructing such a syn
thetic model. In AIW[Olll!J or Criticism. Frye ( 19 71 [ 1 9::; 7] I attempted to 
organize the whole of literature into a coherent framework or classification. 
The point of this was to move beyond the ethical and moralistic criticism of 

,his era. which confused formal analysis with judgments about good or bad 
writing or the human values of the author. Frye drew in part on Aristotle's 
Poetics and suggested that structured relationships linked character. plot. 
and narrative genre over all forms of literal ure. He begins by asking what 
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kinds of powers the characters have in various types of stories. Are they 
more or less powerful that ordinary people? He then goes on to ask if their 
powers are different in kind (supernatural) or merely in degree. These sorts 
of results allow Frye to construct a basic classification. In ··myth·· agents are 
superior in kind to us. These are gods and monsters with magical and mirac
ulous powers. In "romance ... the agents are superior in degree. They will be 
heroes capable of incredible feats of daring and courage. In "high mimesis" 
(note- mimesis means the copying or imitation of reality). such as epic 
stories. the characters are slightly more able than we are. They might be 
stronger or smarter than we can expect to be. In "low mimesis" the char
acters are pretty much the same as us. In the "ironic mode" the characters 
are inferior to us and we look down upon them. Frye argues that fiction has 
tended to move down the list over the past few centuries. In the religious 
world of the Middle Ages. myths and epic stories abounded. Now we live in 
a world where realism (mimesis) and ironic despair abound in our litera
ture. This is a perceptive observation. It replicates in the world of literary 
criticism the kind of point made by Weber's theory of disenchantment and 
secularization (see pp. 14-1 5). 

As well as looking at character. Frye also attempted to theorize the links 
between genre and plot. He suggested that certain modes of literature tend 
to feature particular trajectories with respect to goals or aspirations. In what 
he calls "comic Hctionalmodes" and Romance. for example. things usually 
get better. Even though the characters may experience a near-disaster at 
some stage, the story usually ends up with a stroke of good fortune. such 
as a marriage, inheritance. or the death of the villain. Frye claims that the 
core message of such stories relates to the "integration of society" ( 19 57: 
4)) and. as such. is broadly optimistic. 

In tragedy, by contrast. events and circumstances move from good to bad. 
For example. Shakespeare's Othello starts off as the proud ruler of a pros
perous city. and is married to the beautiful Desdemona. He ends up stripped 
of his rule and guilty of her murder. Par from being concerned with the pos
sibility of social integration. tragedy tends to be more about "the exclusion 
of an individual ... from a social group to which he is trying to belong" 
( 19 57: 39 ). Tragic plots. then. emphasize futility. fate. and individual 
isolation. 

Frye's overall project is to put the study of narrative on a systematic and 
"scientific" footing by identifying deeper regularities that go beyond super
ficial distinctions in style. period. or characterization. While he has consid
erable sympathies with hermeneutic or interpretive approaches, his general 
ambition is to move the study of narrative away from subjectivism and 
toward a formal. comparative "archetypal criticism" of literature as a whole 
( 19 57: 342 ). For these reasons his project can he thought of as structural. 
As we will see later in this chapter. like other structuralisms. such an 
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approach can be profitably adapted to sociological investigations as well as 
those pertaining to texts. 

THE CRITIQUE OF STRUCTURAL POETICS 

The approach of structuralist poetics. exemplitied by Propp and Frye. has a 
number of strong suits. From a sociological point of view. it offers powerful 
evidence for understanding narratives as ··social facts·· which are subject 
to laws and empirical regularities of which authors and readers may be 
unaware. This allows for the possibility of constructing general theories and 
powerful analytic models with which to explore meanings in texts. By 
demonstrating the presence of structured regularities driving meaning, 
such an approach also allows us to aftirm the autonomy of culture. It also 
points to the di\·idends that can come from exploring characters and arche
types (e.g .. the hero. the fool. the villain) or types of story (e.g., the moral
ity play. the trickster story. the quest) which seem to have transcultural 
validity. This opens up important avenues for cross-cultural comparative 
research. especially in the fields of anthropology and folklore. 

Structuralist poetics tends to work with the idea that !lxed unambiguous 
meanings exist in texts and that these can be plucked out like currants from 
a bun. Critics assert that such an approach is too objectivist and clunky to 
capture the subtleties of narrative and meaning. It also neglects important 
questions about the role of power in the construction of texts and symbol 
systems. Finally, they point to the active work of readers and the need to 
understand the ambiguities of texts. both printed and social. The work of 
Derrida and Barthes has provided important ammunition for such com
mentaries. However. perhaps the most influential early statement of this 
position comes from Mikhail Bakhtin. who \".'orked in Russia around the 
same time as Propp. 

Mikhail Bakhtin 

Bakhtin's reputation centers around two main concepts: the dialogic and 
carnival (we discuss this second term later in this chapter). The idea of the 
dialogic (see Bakhtin 1 981 J taps into the creative and relational aspects of 
the novel and was used by Bakhtin to critique Saussurian approaches to the 
symbolic. He dubbed such a perspective "abstract objectivism." as it failed 

,to take into account the ways that the meanings of works can change over 
time or vary according to the specilk cultural context within which the 
reader was situated. According to Bakhtin. structuralist understandings 
could only support a fixed or monologic view of meaning which framed 
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the reader as passi\'e. At the same time 13akhtin was careful to avoid the 
trap of what he called "individualistic subjectivism." which asserted that 
meaning was simply the product of personal mental processes (on this point 
the structuralists would agree with him). 

The model of the dialogic proposed by Bakhtin marked out a kind of 
middle ground between these objectivist and subjectivist positions. He 
suggested that individual subjectivity and consciousness is made up of 
signs and meanings which arc derived from our wider culture. (If this seems 
implausible. try thinking of what it would be like to be you without any lan
guage or cultural knowledge in your brain. Arguably. there would be 
nobody home!) According to Bakhtin. when we read a text there is an 
encounter between its objective signs and meanings and those that are sub
jective and interior to the individual. There is a borderzone where the two 
sets of signs intermingle in a kind of dialogue. with the text producing a 
counter-statement from the reader in the act of interpretation. Meaning is 
not just something that exists in a word on a page. it is relational and 
depends on the interplay of text and reader. 

MIKHAIL 8AKHTIN (1895-1975) 
Bakhtin was born into a middle-class Russian family. He studied philosophy and 
philology at St Petersburg University.While he was the author of several books, 
few of these were published under his own name - for complex political 
reasons, many were attributed to other authors within the Soviet academy, 
and others were suppressed or amended. This has since created confusion 
among Bakhtin scholars, with a number of arguments taking place about the 
authorship of some texts and passages. It is also not clear whether Marxist 
elements in his writing reflect his own views or were bolted on in order to 
make his books politically acceptable to Soviet elites. During the 1930s Bakhtin 
was exiled to Kazakhstan, where he worked as a bookkeeper. He was lucky 
to escape Stalin's purges and the German invasion during World War Two -
many of his colleagues were not so fortunate. During the 1960s he was "reha
bilitated;' and before he died in 1975 was recognized worldwide as a leading 
cultural theorist. 

References: Holquist 1981, Morris 1994. 

Bakhtin also stressed the role of social/historical contexts in shaping the 
meanings of words and signs. He suggested that these would shift over 
time and between social classes. As a result words and signs would often 
be ambiguous and characterized by multiaccentuality. He saw this as a 
good thing. It ensured that culture was dynamic and had an in built capac
ity for flexibility and change. Notwithstanding the empirical reality of 
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111ultiaccentuality. Bakhtin suggested that there are efforts to ideologi
cally llx the meanings of words by dominant groups. This would enforce 
a unitary language and interpretation known as monoglossia. However. 
social and historical forces. such as class stratilication. usually worked 
to fragment meaning and provide alternative symbolic frames. The 
concept of heteroglossia taps into this idea of multiple sign systems 
and context-dependent readings surrounding a given concept. A speech 
act or written text could expect to encounter a tension between the 
centripetal meanings that allowed for mutual understanding. and the 
more centrifugal forces that tended toward heteroglossia. He writes: "Every 
concrete utterance of a speaking subject serves as a point where cen
trifugal as well as centripetal forces are brought to bear" (Bakhtin 19Hl: 
2 7 2 ). Bakhtin looked upon heteroglossia. too. as a good thing. He thought 
it encouraged reflexivity about the role of language, helped generate dia
logue. and destabilized the hegunonic meanings that went along with 
monoglossia. Consequently language was rendered rich. unpredictable. and 
dynamic: 

The word. directed toward its object. enters a dialogically agitated and 
tension-filled environment of alien words. value judgements and accents. 
weaves in and out of complex interrelationships. merges with some. recoils 
Ji·om others. intersects wi!h yet a third group: and all!his may crucially shape 
discourse. may leave a !race in all its semantic layers. may complicate ils 
expression and inlluence its entire stylistic prolile. 1 19Sl: 2/h). 

What is particularly attractive about Bakbtin is that be is able to theorize a 
role for the reader and local contexts. while still acknowledging the con
straining power of a collective language and symbolism on the interpreta
tive process. The vision of words and signs moving around in complex and 
active patterns contrasts markedly with the rather stolid vision of Saus
sure's structuralism. In tone and substance it bas a rather closer resem
blance to poststructural theories of discursive lields. which emphasize 
complexity, multivocality. power. and ambivalence. It is hardly surprising. 
therefore. that Bakhtin has been enthusiastically championed in the lick! of 
poststructural literary criticism. 

Umberto Eco -The Role of the Reader 

• The work of the Italian semiotician Umberto Eco ( 1984) provides another 
avenue for exploring these questions. offering a critique of orthodox struc
tural poetics from within the camp. Eco is broadly sympathetic to the ortho
dox structuralist analysis of texts. but tries to combine this with an 
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attention to openness. ambiguity. and the readerly. His perspective. then, is 
both appreciative and critical. 

Eco begins by pointing out that "the author has to assume that the 
ensemble of codes he relies upon is the same as that shared by his possible 
reader. The author has thus to foresee a possible reader" ( l 984: 7). Accord
ing to Eco. the codes and stylistic conventions used in a text will not only 
identify and appeal to this model reader. but also serve to construct them 
by offering actual readers dues as to how they should approach the text. 
Distinctive turns of phrase at the start of a book (e.g .. "Once upon a time") 
can help the reader to understand the genre and therefore the kind of 
reading stance they should adopt. 

Eco furthermore distinguishes between closed texts and open texts, a 
contrast that is broadly reminiscent of that between the readerly and 
writerly proposed by Barthes (see p. 113 ). The former tend to be populist 
works that "aim at arousing a precise response on the part of more or less 
precise empirical readers ... at pulling the reader along a predetermined 
path ... rand are] structured according to an inflexible project .. ( 1984: 8). 
Although such texts can be read in diverse ways and offer possibilities for 
infinite semiosis. the codes within them generally work to close off alter
native interpretations. By contrast. open texts are designed to generate mul
tiple interpretations. They presume a reader who is "able to master different 
codes and eager to deal with the text as with a maze of many issues" (1984: 
9 ). Ambiguity. irony. and complexity are central features of texts like these. 
We often lind such characteristics in avant-garde literature. including Eco's 
own bestselling novels. In looking at the role of the reader in both open and 
closed texts. Eco highlights the role of anticipation. inferential leaps, 
fantasy. identification and problem-solving activity. suggesting that suc
cessful narratives work to stimulate these sorts of processes by means of the 
skillful deployment of cultural codes. Without such active work. texts would 
become hopelessly dull and literal. 

What Eco is suggesting then. is: 

That we should not think of semiotic and narrative codes as simply 
the products of a transcendental cultural logic or grammar. Rather 
they arise as the result of textual strategies through which real 
authors try to communicate with imagined readers. 
Readers have considerable freedom in the interpretative process. In 
exploring meaning construction we have to look at this as well as at 
the structural codes of the text. 
Texts will vary in the extent to which they invite or try to foreclose 
the reader's interpretative freedom. We can classify them accordingly. 
or study the ways in which they achieve this end. 

An illustration of this distinctive approach can be found in Eco's celebrated 
discussion of Ian Fleming's James Bond books. In a manner similar to Propp 
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or Levi-Strauss. Eco argues that we can identify a key semiotic structure in 
these closed texts. Although each is about a different scenario. all share a 
common core. This has two dimensions. First. a series of binary oppositions 
such as Bond/M. Bond/Villain. Woman/Villain. Loyalty /Disloyalty. Modera
tion/Excess. and so on. These structure the various scenes. encounters. and 
characters of the book. By the end of the book there is a resolution of these 
binaries. with one attaining triumph over the other. Bond will beat the 
villain. the villain will kill the woman. loyalty will defeat disloyalty. and so 
orL Secondly. the plot follows a predictable "sequence of moves" ( 1984: 
156). much like Propp's Russian folktales. According to Eco (1984: 156). 
it goes more or less as follows: 

1 M gives a task to Bond. 
2 Villain does something. 
3 Bond and Villain have first encounter. 
4 Woman shows herself to Bond. 
5 Bond seduces Woman. 
6 Villain captures Bond. 
7 Villain tortures Bond. 
8 Bond beats Villain. 
9 Bond, convalescing. enjoys Woman. who then dies. 

Where Eco moves beyond structuralist formalism is in extending his 
discussion to include the impact of these codes on the reader. He suggests 
that the powerfully drawn binary oppositions and stereotyped villains 
appeal to "popular standards" ( 1984: 162 ). This is especially the case 
"in a time of international tensions ... [when] ... popular notions of 
wicked Communism exist beside those of the unpunished Nazi criminal" 
(1984: 162 ). By skillfully manipulating the "archetypal elements that 
have proved successful in fairy tales" (1984: 161). but in disguising this 
use and placing it in a modern context. Fleming taps into reservoirs of 
mythological thinking. allowing ordinary readers to enjoy the stories 
as they would a fable or myth. There is also a pleasure to be derived 
from encountering a story with a predictable plot. According to Eco. readers 
can relax when they know their final destination. and like to see how the 
author will take them there. He likens the books to a game by the Harlem 
Globetrotters basketball team. We know they will win - the fun is in 
watching the virtuosity with which they do it. This device, he suggests, "is 
typical of an escape machine geared for the entertainment of the masses" 

• (1984: Hill. 
Eco also accounts for the appeal of Bond among a very different type -

intellectuals such as himself. This group will be more detached from the 
immediate pleasure of the text. preferring to reflect on the skill of its 
construction. They enjoy the "craftsmanship" of Fleming's writings. the 
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bravura with which he manipulates simple codes (such as those outlined 
above). and the stylistic flair of his writing. 

Narrative and Social Process 

For the most part the analysis of narrative has been an activity of literary 
theorists interested in the study of texts. The tield has a lot to say about cul
tural content and. with its robust and structural models. it provides a basis 
for theorizing the autonomy of cultural forms. It also has quite a bit to say 
about agency (in the reader and author). Yet it has almost nothing to say 
about how narrative intersects with broader social life. There is. however, 
another more sociological literature on narrative. Broadly speaking. we can 
detect three core themes. 

Studies o( wnres am/audiences. These aim to explain why particular 
narrative forms appeal to particular groups. or how these become 
institutionalized and widespread. Much of this literature is in the area 
of the production and reception of culture (see chapter 10 ). The focus 
here tends to be on literary. media. or artistic products which have 
identifiable creators and consumers. Such studies often highlight 
processes of negotiation and interpretation that take place within 
defined social and historical contexts or the role of mediating insti
tutions. They may also point to links between particular narrative 
forms and social or ideological function. The work of Criswold ( 1 986) 
and Radway ( 1991 [ 19 84]) is representative of this kind of approach 
(sec pp. 172. 175). As this literature has already been discussed in 
chapter 10. we will not consider it further here. 
Explorations o( JUIITatiFe in qualitative methodology. This literature 
has grown out of in-depth interview studies and particularly feminist 
and interactionist investigations of personal experiences that are 
informed by critical or poststructural theory ( Reissman l 99 3 ). It is 
often argued that social researchers need to retrieve the forgotten 
voices and stories that have been excluded by positivist. mainstream 
social research. While important and interesting, this approach tends 
to be more concerned with the research process and epistemology 
than with theorizing narrative forms or their social impacts. For this 
reason it is not covered any further here. 
Studies ol the narratil'c aspects o( social and politiml life. Investigations 
here think of social and historical events as being shaped by dis
courses. and point out that these often have narrative dimensions. 
This is because people and institutions generate stories about the 
world in order to make sense of it. The aim of analysis here is to map 
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out these stories. theorize them. and trace their implications. VVe turn 
next to a brief look at some representative work of this kind. 

VICTOR TURNER AND SOCIAL DRAMA 

Victor Turner's ( 1 <J74. 1 <Jt-\6) work is an important point of reference for 
those who wish to indicate the narrative or fictive dimensions of social 
process in the "real world." Turner saw social life as a kind of performance 
characterized by imagination. play. and creativity. He suggests that 
although meanings are often applied post -hoc in the stories we tell about 
historical events I e.g .. in historical stage drama). they can also be seen to 
influence the activities of concrete actors involved in concrete events. He 
argued that "meaning is not mere cognitive hindsight but something exis
tentially emergent from the entanglement of persons" and pointed out that 
"narratives become scripts or arguments to be used by the instigators of 
new sequences" ( 198 6: 3 3 ). In short. social life is storied in various ways 
and can be often thought of as a social drama. 

In his own writings Turner focussed on the ways that social dramas 
seemed to be processually structured. He suggests that they often exhibit 
plot-like characteristics and "a regular course of events which can be 
grouped in successive phases" ( 1986: 34). In his research Turner was most 
concerned with crisis. He argued that it was characterized by four phases. 
and that the form was "universal ... though it may be culturally elaborated 
in different ways in different societies" (1986: 105): 

Breach involved the public violation of a particular rule or commu
nity standard. 
Crisis was a period of social schism when people take sides. This can 
take on liminal characteristics (see pp. 81-2) with established politi
cal and cultural orders subject to question. 
Redress takes place as efforts at cont1ict resolution and arbitration 
come into play. Symbolic sacrifice and scapegoaling may also occur. 
Rcizzlcgmtion involves the offending social group being joined again to 
mainstream society. or else "the recognition and legitimation of 
irreparable schism" (1986: 35). 

Turner emphasizes the ways that smaller narratives play a role in each of 
these phases. For example. judicial process during the "redress" phase will 
involve testimony from defendants and witnesses. From these a story will 

• emerge as to how the schism came about. It will provide raw material for 
discussions on motivation. responsibility. and moral justilication. Moreover. 
the entire episode will eventually become the subject of storytelling activ
ity. as the "empirical social drama may continue both as an entertainment 
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and a metasocial commentary on the lives and times of the given commu
nity" ( 1986: 39). This story may, in turn. influence future actors in future 
social crises. 

THE NARRATIVE ANALYSIS AND POLITICS 

Perhaps the best use of Turner's ideas is by Robin Wagner-Pacifici (1986). 
In Tlze Mora Morality Play she applies the concept of the social drama to 
events surrounding the kidnapping and eventual death of Italian Prime 
Minister Aldo Moro during the 19 70s. What was unusual about this event 
was that the sequence predicted by Turner did not eventuate. Events seemed 
to become stuck at the stage of "crisis." with neither reintegration nor legit
imation for the position of the terrorists. Wagner-Pacilici argues that Moro 
was eventually killed by the Red Brigade thanks to a "morality-play" nar
rative falling into place in the Italian public sphere. This tended to see things 
in black-and-white terms. Goodies were goodies. baddies were baddies. and 
there should be no deals between them. 

A possible problem with Victor Turner's work is that it tends to depict 
movement through the stages of the social drama as inevitable. A notable 
feature of Wagner-Pacifici's book is to highlight not only the possibility of 
an incomplete sequence. but also to foreground the need for human agency 
and strategy in order for a resolution to come about. She documents 
attempts that were made to build up and break down confrontational frame
works, to bring about negotiations, or prevent compromise. The persistence 
of genre frames and the propagation of narratives. then, depends on active 
work by real people. 

While Turner's work on social drama represents the most developed 
approach to analyzing the impact of narrative on public life. Northrop 
Frye's structuralist poetics (which we discussed above) is now being realized 
to offer untapped potential. In an early study (Smith 1994) I applied a model 
derived from Frye's A11atomy of Criticism to American media and civil dis
courses on Arab leaders. What was of interest to me was the way that 
the United States was prepared to support a war against Saddam Hussein 
and Iraq in the early 1990s. but opposed military intervention against 
Colonel Nasser's regime at the time of the Suez Crisis in 19 56. In objective 
terms both situations seemed remarkably similar, involving oil. Arabs, 
and military/geopolitical threats. yet foreign policy and public opinion 
outcomes had differed radically. The answer, at least in part. lay in the 
genres used to understand or frame each event by the media and public 
sphere. During the 19 50s Nasser was depicted in a heroic and romantic 
narrative by influential sources like Time magazine. Themes of ascent saw 
him bringing development and independence to his country. Biographical 
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stories framed a rise to wisdom and made use of romantic plot devices. like 
the "trial" or "ordeal." lo account for a character transformation from 
impetuous youth to wise and charismatic leader. A military contlict 
emerged between Britain. France. and Egypt in 19 56 when Nasser nation
alized and took control of the Suez Canal. However. events were seen 
in terms of "low mimesis" in the United States. The nationalization was 
understood in terms of a "business as usual" motif. Alongside the pre
existing romantic frame this prm·ided cult ural legitimacy for negotiations 
and prudence rather than intervention. war. and loss of life. In the 
better-known case of the 1990-1 Gulf War a different genre was estab
lished early on in the United States. Here an apocalyptic framework depicted 
Saddam Hussein as an evil. Hitler-like figure. his army as powerful and his 
invasion of Kuwait as a danger to world peace and security. This more 
elevated (high-mimetic) representation of events could justify human 
sacrifice. thus providing the cultural groundwork for war th<lt h<~d hf'f'n 
absent during Suez. 

In a more complex investigation. Ronald Jacobs ( 1996) used Frye's 
approach to narrative alongside Habermas's ideas about the public sphere 
(see pp. 48-9) to explore the Rodney King crisis. In 19 91 the African-Amer
ican motorist Rodney King was stopped by the police and beaten. An 
amateur cameraman captured the event and the tape was aired on televi
sion. creating an outcry about police brutality and racism. The police offi
cers were tried in 1992. but were found not guilty of any crime. Riots 
resulted in protest at the decision, with a widespread loss of faith in the 
police, city hall, and justice system. Eventually reforms were made. and the 
Police Chief resigned, thus resolving the crisis. Jacobs notes that diverse nar
rative frames helped people to make sense of events and evaluate the situ
ation, and that "both meanings and outcomes depend on the interaction 
between events and their narrative understandings" (1996: 1267). While 
all agreed that it was a "crisis," he writes that "the Rodney King crisis was 
socially constructed as several different problems in several different public 
spheres" (1996: 1266). 

Drawing on frye's ideas about character and plot. Jacobs indicates the 
ways that various players. such as the public. the mayor, and the Police Chief 
Daryl Gates. were framed as heroes and villains in both mainstream and 
African-American media. He argued that the contending narratives could 
be classified in terms of two main genres: tragedy and romance. Tragic 
narratives tended to focus on entrenched racism in the police. white in
difference, or insincerity and the existence of an irreconcilable split in the 

• community. These suggested that the problem indicated by the Rodney King 
beating and the acquittal was permanent. Romantic narratives pointed to 
the future with optimism. They saw the crisis as an opportunity for the 
cleansing of racism and a wider community renewal. 
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Like Wagner-Pacifici and myself. Jacobs urges that narratives are far 
more than just commentaries on events. Rather. they have an impact as 
genre ''inlluences social outcomes because of the way it informs competing 
expectations'' (1996: 126/). In the case of the Rodney King crisis. the 
romantic narrative that carried the day in the mainstream press was a 
driving force in allowing politicians to legitimate and implement reform 
strategies. It suggested that their activity would be successful, worthwhile, 
and meet with public approval. 

Bakhtin on the Carnivalesque 

Aside from tracing the implications of particular narrative frames for par
ticular events, like the studies above, it is also possible to begin with a genre 
or narrative form and explicate its less specitlc. transhistorical. social. or 
political consequences. Perhaps the greatest work in this field is Mikhail 
Bakhtin's Rnbclnis and /lis World ( 1984). Here Bakhtin situates the work 
of medieval writer Rabelais (and later authors like Shakespeare and Cer
vantes) within a broader social context. According to Bakhtin. writers like 
Rabelais were able to develop their genre by drawing upon a preexisting folk 
tradition of storytelling and everyday behavior. llsing a mixture of literary 
and historical data, Bakhtin highlights the ways that the aesthetics of the 
popular carnival infuse the work of Rabelais. This focussed on the sensual, 
the grotesque, the embodied, and the excessive. and so great attention in 
the genre is paid to prodigious feats of eating. excreting. strength, laughter, 
and sexuality. Bakhtin looks upon the genre favorably. suggesting that it is 
politically subversive because it celebrates ambiguity over hierarchy. the 
debased over the exalted, the open and public over the secretive and official. 
He writes: " The genres we have examined ... have ... great power of trav
esty ... bringing an atmosphere of freedom. frankness and familiarity ... 
they helped to create an absolutely gay, tl·ank. and fearless speech that was 
necessary for the attack undertaken by Rabelais against (;othic darkness" 
(I 984: I 9 S ). For Bakhtin. carnival afnrms the importance of solidarity 
among ordinary people and the vitality of their popular culture. He claims, 
for example. that " We have tried to understand Rabelais precisely as part 
of the stream of folk culture. which at all stages of its development has 
opposed the official culture of the ruling classes and evolved its own con
ception of the world. its own forms and imagery (I 984: 47 3 ). 

As the quotations just provided might suggest, it can be argued that 
Bakhtin's analysis of the carnival genre is rather value-laden. And although 
he celebrates the carnivalesque as a form of popular resistance to author
ity in all ages. he fails to consider in a serious way the limited political pos
sibilities of such undirected popular activity. In its favor the analysis stands 
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out as a pioneering attempt to capture. via a "thick description" (see the dis
cussion of Geertz below), a particular mode of social and cultural life. Along 
with the work of de Certeau (see pp. 162-3). it has exerted a considerable 
influence on the efforts of British cultural studies to valorize popular culture 
and popular pleasure as a form of coded resistance to authority. Students of 
ritual process have also made profitable use of Bakhtin's work. pointing to 
Jinks between the carnivalesque and Victor Turner's ideas about liminality 
(see pp. 81-2). 

Hermeneutics 

There are strong afllnities between the hermeneutic tradition in social 
science and those advocating the centrality of narrative. Hermeneutics as 
an area is concerned with issues of meaning and mutual understanding. 
Traditionally, it has tended to be subjective. humanistic. individualistic. aes
thetic. philosophical. and phenomenological in orientation. In the context 
of literary criticism. for example. it has been centrally concerned with the
orizing whether the reader can recover the meanings and thoughts held by 
the author. Narrative theory, by contrast. has tended to be more objectivist 
in orientation. As we have seen in the first part of this chapter. there is a 
focus on the text. its form. structures, and social implications. with no inter
est whatsoever in the subjective intentions or mental state of the author. 
More recently, hermeneutics has taken on board lessons from structuralism. 
poststructuralism, and narrative theory. and so the boundaries between 
hermeneutics and other forms of cultural inquiry have begun to be broken 
down. 

It is often forgotten that important early arguments to this same effect 
were made by Wilhelm Dilthey. a German philosopher whose work bridged 
the fields of historical/textual criticism and social philosophy in the late 
nineteenth century. He was to exert an influence on Max Weber's writings 
on Verstehen (see pp. 13-14). which can also be seen as an important 
milestone in the translation of hermeneutic philosophy into social science. 
Dilthey argued that interpretation was not just about getting inside 
someone's head. but could also involve establishing the intellectual 
situation and social milieu within which they were working. In other 
words, hermeneutics was compatible with a broader cultural enquiry. 
Contemporary intellectual heirs of this perspective include Hans-Georg 
Gadamer and Paul Ricoeur, who draw on existentialism and phenomenol-

• ogy in developing theories and methodologies of interpretation. They 
place a central emphasis on reconstructing the systems of meaning that 
informed the act of writing. While some of these would be personal and 
psychological. others can be located in a broader. publicly available culture 
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which the author would have drawn upon in creating a text. Recon
structing these frameworks can play a vital role in establishing a 
framework or horizon of interpretation through which the text can 
approached and understood with some accuracy by the reader. Our 
readings of Shakespeare. for example. are likely to be better served by 
knowledge of Elizabethan manners. customs. stagecraft. class structures, 
and linguistic conventions than by a speculative effort to get inside of the 
immortal bard's head. The arguments proposed by Cadamer and Ricoeur 
provide important philosophical groundwork for legitimating hermeneutic 
inquiry in the social sciences. Yet the largest single influence has been the 
work of the anthropologist Clifford Geertz and his efforts to read society as 
a text. 

CLIFFORD GEERTZ 

In his younger days <3eertz was a student of Talcott Parsons. As his career 
progressed he moved away from Parsonian theory. This in itself was not 
uncommon. What was unusual was the way that Geertz did this. As we saw 
in chapter 2. most critics of Parsons argued that he was too cultural and 
that his model of society overemphasized the role of culture. In Tlze 
Interpretation o( Cultures Geertz ( 19 7 5 [ 19 7 3]) took another path. He 
claims there that Parsons was not cultural enough and went on to outline 
an alternative vision. 

In his discussion of "Ideology as a Cultural System .. ( 19 7 5: 1 9 3ff. ). he 
suggested that Parsons's model tended to understand culture as a response 
to social strains and as a mechanism for dealing with them (see chapter 2 ). 
For Geertz this provided a rather limited understanding of the role and 
power of culture and had little more than "the most rudimentary concep
tion of the processes of symbolic formation" (1975: 207). In contrast, 
Geertz argued that culture is an active and constitutive dimension of social 
life rather than just a dull mechanism for ensuring social integration. He 
sees it as a providing "symbolic templates" or "blueprints" through which 
people can make their world meaningful on both cognitive and emotional 
levels (19 7 5: 216-17). 

In thinking through the implication of this shift, Geertz began to move 
away from the Parsonian vocabulary of "norms" and "values" for describ
ing cultural life. and worked instead on a richer understanding of the stuff 
of culture. And so it was that during the 19 60s Geertz came to an under
standing of culture as an incredibly complex texture of signs. symbols. 
myths. routines. and habits that cried out for a hermeneutic approach. He 
writes. for example. that: "man is an animal suspended in webs of signifi
cance he himself has spun. I take culture to be those webs. and the analy-
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sis of it to be therefore not an experimental science in search of law but an 
interpretive one in search of meaning" ( 19 7 5: 5 ). 

The view Ceertz proposes here is clearly a majestic and enthralling one. 
Culture is all around us and invades every aspect of life. It is at once con
crete and diffuse. deep and superficial. If this is the case. though, then what 
kind of method will allow us to tap into and capture this complexity and 
texture? Geertz ( 19 7 5: 3ff.) famously proposes that the answer lies in the 
hermeneutics of thick description. The method attempts to "draw large 
conclusions from small, but very densely textured facts" ( 1975: 28). In 
other words. there is to be a concerted interpretative and ethnographic 
focus on small. real-time events, rather than a grandiose effort at "discov
ering the Continent of Meaning and mapping out its bodiless landscape" 
(1975: 20). Clearly Geertz is attacking the kind of structuralist work advo
cated by Levi-Strauss here. He asserts that analysis should be grounded in 
the mucky data of lived experience, with the cultural theorists making the 
effort to capture and textually reproduce the threads of meaning that 
inform the social action in specific contexts. 

Doing thick description requires the analyst to write in such a way as to 
capture the workings and rhythms of the cultural system on the page. The 
reader is to be drawn in by the wealth of detail and provided with a sense 
of "being there" that is both intellectual and emotional. In describing the 
Balinese cockfight, for example, Geertz ( 19 7 5: 412ff.) provides vivid and 
compelling descriptions of the birds, their owners. the gamblers. the spec
tators, and the fighting activity. He also talks us through the system of 
symbols and emotions that informs the ritual gathering and the actions of 
the participants. The overall effect is more like a novel than a conventional. 
dry, and dispassionate anthropological account. It is as if he is trying to win 
the reader over, and bring them round to seeing the world in Balinese terms, 
by offering a set of Balinese spectacles with which to see. As he puts it. "soci
eties. like lives, contain their own interpretations. One has only to learn how 
to gain access to them" ( 1 9 7 5: 4 5 3). 

Gecrtz's great achievement is to alert us to the textual qualities of cul
tural life and to call upon cultural theorists to provide rich and persuasive 
detail in their accounts. By contrast to Geertz's eloquent writing. many 
other approaches toward culture can look crude, formalistic. and robotic. 
Some questions have been asked, however. about his general approach. The 
technique of thick description requires considerable writing ability. Social 
scientists are not often praised for this skill! His approach may also seem 
"unscientific" to some readers. It can look impressionistic or unsystematic 
(see Crapanzano 1986: 72). Just as good novels refuse any simple reading, 
Geertz's anthropological accounts afford tantalizing glimpses of alien sym
bolic orders. but never offer a concise punchline. After reading the same 
cockfight essay, you and I will probably disagree about the key features of 
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Balinese culture. even if we both feel Geertz has taught us a great deal about 
it. Related to this literary delivery is Ceertz's reluctance on occasion to make 
use of general theory or attempt to construct general models. This tendency 
can lead to events being explained in purely local. and therefore somewhat 
relativistic and tautological. terms (see Alexander l<JS7). The cockfight, 
Geertz shows us. can be understood as an exemplary product of Balinese 
culture once we really understand the textures and themes of that way of 
life. Is this really surprising? If we are primarily interested in the unique 
qualities of each setting. then Geertz's approach has much to offer. But if 
we think cultural theory is about creating models and templates that can 
be used to explain diverse phenomena in varying cultural environments, 
then a thick description needs to be combined with other. less culture-bound 
interpretive frames. 

A final comment on Ceertz relates to his impact on the discipline of 
anthropology. Ceertz is a modernist in that he believes anthropology to be 
a discipline that can generate improved understandings and interpreta
tions. This, after all. is the task at the center of the hermeneutic agenda. In 
his vision the theorist is an interpreter, translating the meaningful worlds 
of the culture they study into the idiom of their readers. Yet his writings 
have proven to be a crucial steppingstone between conventional ethnogra
phy and the rise of a postmodern, deconstructivist movement in anthro
pology. Geertz's work. after all. highlighted the fact that anthropology was 
a textual practice rather than a "scientific" one. There are other conver
gences with the postmodern agenda. too. Ceertz's embrace of explanation 
at the level of the "local'' is consistent with postmodern calls for the end of 
grand narratives and grand theory. Moreover. his methodology of thick 
description unwittingly subverts received wisdom about the omniscience of 
the anthropologist's eye. While continuing to privilege his own interpreta
tion, Geertz also suggests that thick description can embrace multiple 
perspectives held by actors in a given setting. When combined with his 
emphasis on the centrality of writing to anthropology. this idea was to prove 
more dangerous than he realized. A little over a decade of the publication 
of Tile Interpretation of Cultures. scholars influenced by postmodernism. 
poststructuralism. and standpoint epistemology were pushing the envelope 
and claiming that there was no single "truth" that could be uncovered by 
anthropological research or writing. 

The landmark collection of essays entitled Writi11g Culture (Clifford and 
Marcus 198()) saw various authors argue that their disciplinary knowledge 
was inextricably bound up with techniques of representation. Anthoropo
logical texts could be relativized as a form of creative. even fictional. writing. 
The focus of attention shifted inwards from the "tribe'' to the "text" with 
particular attention given to the tropes and narrative devices through 
which these constructed expert authority. Consistent with poststructural 
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and postmodern theories (see chapter 14 ). power relations were held to be 
central to knowledge construction. with the expert vision of the anthro
pologists and the "truth" of their texts exposed as a partial reflection of colo
nialism. sexism. and so on. james Clifford. perhaps the most important 
advocate of this perspective. writes that "the poetic and the political are 
inseparable. that science is in. not above. historical and linguistic processes" 
(1986: 2). In this vision ethnographic texts are "inherently partial." They 
present only a particular vision of what is really going on and can never 
transcend their own cultural bias. No matter bow good the writing. the 
ethnographer will only be able to present <i particular interpretation of 
reality that is marked by exclusions. absences. and rhetorical choices. The 
upshot of this vision was a more dialogical understanding of the research 
and writing process with an accompanying epistemological shift. Culture 
was no longer "out there" waiting to be recorded. Rather it was seen as 
something that was actively constructed through the activities of the eth
nographer. Clifford. for example. writes that "culture is not an object to be 
described. neither is it a unified corpus of symbols and meanings that can 
be definitively interpreted. Culture is contested. temporal. emergent. Repre
sentation and explanation - both by insiders and outsiders - is implicated 
in this emergence" ( 1986: 19). What is required, then, is a study of repre
sentations and the ways that these fabricate the reality that they purport to 
describe. Culture can now be seen as a field of contesting representations 
and discourses that struggle for recognition. authority. and voice. 

The shift from Geertz's "thick description" toward the style of work 
embodied in Writi11g Culture is typical of the fate of hermeneutics in general. 
While it remains an important intellectual field, is has found itself outpaced 
and colonized by the newer interpretative possibilities offered by poststruc
turalism ~md postmodernism. In the concluding chapter of this book we 
explore in more detail their impact on cultural theory. 

Suggested Further Reading 
Readers familiar with James Bond movies will find Eco's discussion a great intro
duction to structuralist approaches in narrative analysis. Start here if you are 
unconvinced by the first part of this chapter. Ceertz is a terrific writer. and his essays 
on thick description and the cockfight are stylistic classics as well as important the
oretical statements. Read them. Bakhtin's conceptual writings are very difficult, but 
several anthologies are available with helpful commentary. His empirical study of 
Rabelais is somewhat easier and more fun. If you arc short of time, look at just the 
first thirty or so pages of the works by Frye and Propp mentioned here. These get to 
the point quite quickly. I can also recommend an old book by Robert Scholes enti
tled Structuralism i11 Literature (19 7 4 ). This provides a user-friendly guide to struc
turalist poetics. and will offer a next port of call for many readers. 



CHAPTER TWELVE 

Pyschoanalytic Approaches 
to Culture and the Self 

The relationship between cultural theory and psychoanalytic theory is a 
complex one. There are clear affinities in as far as both see social life as 
essentially about meanings and emphasize the need for interpretation. The 
relationship becomes strained over two themes. First, psychoanalysis (in its 
traditional form at least) has tended to focus on the pathologies of the indi
vidual rather than on collective phenomena. Secondly, there is a tendency 
toward psychological and biological reductionism in much psychoanalytic 
thought. Moves that have been made by some psychoanalytic thinkers 
aimed at breaking down these barriers mark out one of the major achieve
ments of twentieth-century cultural theory. This work has now reached a 
stage where it sometimes seems impossible to delineate certain psychoana
lytic theories from cultural theory more broadly conceived. Before we can 
discuss these more recent theorists. we need first to review the work of the 
founder of psychoanalysis- Sigmund Freud. 

Sigmund Freud 

Freud challenged the assumption that the self was merely what can be seen 
on the surface. He argued that identity. personality, and mental function 
were far more complex than anyone had previously imagined. First he 
claimed that there was a basic split between the conscious mind and a 
hidden. unconscious mind. These were in constant interaction. Existing 
alongside these two levels was a split in the psyche between the id. the ego, 
and the superego. These terms refer to aspects of the self rather than to con
crete parts of the brain's anatomy. The id is the realm of diverse, primitive 
instincts that wish for immediate gratification. The ego maintains a stable 
sense of self and is adaptive to reality. It is the seat of reason and common 
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sense. Feelings of conscience and morality can be found in the superego. 
This is derived from society. and in particular from parental socialization 
and authority. 

In Freud's understanding the self was very much about sexuality. 
instinct. and pleasure. According to his theory of the pleasure principle. 
the self is continually seeking to satisfy biological and instinctive needs 
grounded in the id. These are associated with sensual pleasure. Infants are 
able to satisfy these through the stimulation of orifices (breastfeeding. defe
cation. genital stimulation), but as we grow up and attain a sense of self
hood we have to put these drives under some kind of control. They then 
become buried or repressed in the unconscious, where they will sometimes 
generate neuroses. perversions. obsessions. and other psychic pathologies. 
Freud suggested that much of modern life. both individual and collective. 
was miserable and unhappy thanks to our need to continually frustrate our 
innate sexual drives. For men at least. one of the most important repressed 
desires involved the Oedipus complex. This takes its name from the Greek 
myth (see also pp. 104-5) in which Oedipus kills his father and marries his 
mother. According to Freud. the male infant is attracted to its mother. in 
part thanks to the mother's ability to fulfill its infantile sensual needs. The 
possibility of union with the mother is denied by the more powerful and 
authoritarian father. Castration anxiety. hatred of the father. and the 
repression of desire for the mother follow. 

, SIGMUND fREUD (1856-1939) 
Freud was born in Freiburg near the Czech/German border, but moved to 
Vienna as a child. He was a brilliant schoolboy and consistently finished top of 
his class. In 1873 he entered the University of Vienna and began a study of 
medicine. During a visit to Paris in 1885 Freud developed an interest in hys
teria and nervous conditions. During the 1890s he worked toward theories 
which could understand these as the product of mental processes, rather than 
physiological ones, as was commonly believed at the time. He went on to write 
about phenomena as diverse as dreams, slips of the tongue, sexual dysfunc
tion, phobias, and religion. All these were seen as the products of the fertile 
and complex unconscious mind, with its hidden dreams, fantasies, and drives. 
In 1938 he left Vienna for London in order to escape Nazi rule. He died from 
a deliberate overdose of morphine in 1939. 

Reference: Gay 1989. 

As a practicing clinician. much of Freud's writing is concerned with the dis
cussion of individual cases and neurological conditions. Nevertheless, in his 
later work especially. he applied his psychoanalytic theories to exploring the 
wider culture of modernity. Here he began to shift away from a model which 
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privileged sexuality and suggested that life and death drives (Eros an4 
Thanatos I were central to the organization of modern society. While Eros 
was concerned with love, Ji"iendship. creativity. and solidarity. Thanatos was 
implicated in aggression and destruction. CiFilisalion and its Discontents 
( 1 Y61 [ 1 Y 30]) is perhaps his most important effort to explore culture in a 
more collectivistic way. Here Freud draws an analogy between the develop.. 
ment of civilization (by which he means modern. bureaucratic society) and 
the development of the individual. ln both cases, instincts and the self come 
to be controlled as a precondition for orderly life (Norbert Elias knew of 
Freud's work and made an analogous, if more sociological, argument; see 
pp. 146-Y ). Freud claimed that there was a deep contradiction between the 
need of civilization for order. control, and cooperation. and the instinctual 
demands of the libido for sensual gratification and the expression of aggres
sive drives. He writes: ''it is impossible to overlook the extent to which 
civilization is built upon a renunciation of instinct, how much it presupo. 
poses precisely the non-satisfaction (by suppression, repression or some 
other means I of powerful instincts. This cultural frustration dominates 
the large field of social relationships between human beings'' (Freud 
1961: 51-2). 

Freud emphasized the ways that instinctual drives were either repressed 
or underwent sublimation - a process involving their displacement 
to spheres benellcial for civilization, such as work or love for the family. 
Yet such a process was rarely fully successful and frustration, aggres
sion. guilt. and unhappiness could all to often arise for the modern 
individual. 

Post-Freudian Theories of Self and Society 

Psychoanalytic theory has not stood still since Freud's death. In many ways 
Civilisation and its Discontents sets the scene for this shift with its interest in 
macro-sociological issues and the links between pathology and modernity. 
General characteristics of more recent psychoanalytic theory include (see 
Elliott 1994: 19): 

A decreased emphasis of individual psychological pathologies as the 
cause of neuroses and a compensating interest in relations between 
people or between people and objects. 
A focus on the way that society and its cultural organization are 
implicated in the problems experienced by selves. 
An understanding of modern people as emotionally damaged, iso
lated. and suffering from impoverished identity. This has replaced the 
Freudian image of sexual and neurotic malfunction. 
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Even though much psychoanalytic theory is still of interest primarily to the 
specialist. or is not really very cultural I e.g .. object relations theory). a good 
deal bas filtered through into mainstream cultural theory. We consider 
below those thinkers whose works are most relevant to the concerns of this 

book. 

The Frankfurt School 

We last encountered the frankfurt School in chapter 3. where we drew 
attention to their analysis of the culture industries and consumerism and 
the critique of instrumental reason and modernity. A further distinguish
ing feature of their work was a fusion of post-Freudian psychoanalytic 
theory with Marxian political economy. This theme was most developed in 
the writings of Fromm and Marcusc. 

Like Freud. Erich Fromm argues that modern society restricts human 
freedom. but is more specitic in placing the blame squarely at the foot of cap
italism. In Tile Sane Society !Fromm 1968 [ 19 S 6 ]). he argued that the eco
nomic ordering of society led to the creation of particular kinds of subjects. 
In an ideal world we would be able to relate to each other in healthy ways 
by thinking reflexively and rationally about our selves and our society. This 
will allow us to engage in an authentic existence. This potential is cut off 
by consumerism which offers shallow fantasies. and illusions to substitute 
for genuine efforts at self-understanding. Attempts to generate a true self
understanding arc further cut off by structures of power in institutional life. 
which deform and stunt the development of the self. Fromm writes that in 
the modern world. "Happiness becomes identical with consumption of 
newer and better commodities. the drinking in of music. screen plays. fun. 
sex, liquor and cigarettes" (l9fl8: 3 56), and goes on to argue that "alien
ation and automatization leads to an ever-increasing insanity. Life has no 
meaning, there is no joy. no faith. no reality" ( 1968: 360). The solution to 
this "robotism" advocated by Fromm was a "humanistic socialistic com
munitarianism" ( 1968: 36 3 ). which would involve economic change and 
foster "bonds of brotherliness and solidarity" (1968: 362). 

As a fellow-member of the Frankfurt School. it is hardly surprising that 
Herbert Marcuse sees the world in much the same way as Fromm. Yet while 
Fromm's solution to social and personal pathologies spoke of the need for 
greater social reflexivity. Marcuse emphasized the need to resexualize and 
eroticize life so as to uncover what he called "libidinal rationality." The 
resulting transformations of libidinal energy would lead to the emergence 
of genuine interpersonal relationships. 

Like most other cultural Marxists. Herbert Marcuse was puzzled by the 
failure of capitalism to produce revolution. Drawing. no doubt. on his 
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encounters with wealth and the leisure society in 1960s southern Califor
nia. Marcuse ( l 9 7 2 [ 1 9 64]) provided an answer in his text One Dimmsional 
Man. The book suggested that consumerism was an insidious force which 
was heading off revolutionary potential and social critique. Writing in the 
tradition that extended from Marx's thoughts on fetishism and alienation 
through to Horkheimer and Adorno's Dialectic of Enligl1tenment (see pp. 
45-7). Marcuse alleged that people had been seduced by commodities and 
comfort. They were content in their material aftluence and happy to wallow 
in the false freedoms provided by leisure. domesticity. and sexual oppor
tunity. Subjectivities, he asserted. had been shaped by the needs of the 
capitalist system. Rather than attaining the "true" perspective afforded by 
critical reason. the one-dimensional man was a shallow person living an 
illusory life, voluntarily seeking to fulfill false needs. Marcuse writes that 
"Most of the prevailing needs to relax, have fun, to behave and consume in 
accordance with the advertisements. to love and hate what others love and 
hate. belong to this category of false needs" ( 19 7 2: 19 ). 

Fusing his understanding of Freud with this nco-Marxist thinking, 
Marcuse made the innovative argument that as part of a process of ideo
logical control, libidinal energies are controlled and channeled through a 
process of repressive desublimation. This involves their being directed 
toward superficial sexual activity, or else used in ways that reproduce rather 
than challenge the established system. As he puts it: "Technical progress 
and more comfortable living permit the systematic inclusion of libidinal 
components into the realm of commodity production and exchange" 
(1972: 71). For this reason, Marcuse proposed the rediscovery of an 
authentic. non-repressive sexuality as an important antidote to alienation 
under capitalism. 

Marcuse's book is rightly considered an important intervention in the 
study of consumerism and the self. Much of its influence came from its 
timing. Denunciations of mainstream suburban life and calls for sexual 
freedom were popular with 1960s counter-cultural radicals in the United 
States. Although One Dimensional Man was probably more widely read than 
properly understood. the aging Marcuse found himself a doyen of the 
campus activists and student intellectuals of that era. 

Jacques Lacan 

For those influenced by structuralism. poststructuralism, and discourse 
analysis, Jacques Lacan's (1977) writings from the 1950s and 1960s are 
the key to theorizing the association of culture and psychoanalysis. One of 
the reasons for this is that his broadly poststructural approach shifts respon-
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sibility for the construction of the self away from biological drives (as 
advocated by Freud) toward language and culture. According to Lacan the 
unconscious was structured like language. It was a domain of signs. signi
fiers. and concepts that had to be decoded using techniques similar to those 
pioneered by Saussure. 

In his Ecrits. Lac an sets out to challenge or destabilize the concept of the 
coherent. unitary self. and replace it with an idea of the self as a fiction or 
fantasy. Central to this argument was the concept of the mirror stage. 
Lac an suggests that during the "mirror stage. the infant comes to look at itself 
in the mirror and thereby creates the illusion of self-unity" (Elliott 1994: 29 ). 
This fictitious. narcissistic identity is subsequently elaborated upon by lan
guage and culture. which Lacan calls Symbolic Law. This works to prohibit 
Oedipal desires and locate the child within an imaginary world of symbolic 
and linguistic meanings. Far from being neutral. the world of language is one 
which is patriarchal in nature- and for this reason Lac an thinks ot it as the 
Law of the Father. A key signifier within the Law of the Father is the 
phallus. This represents male authority and sexuality. and replaces Freud's 
somewhat biological focus on the penis. For Lacan. male dominance and 
identity are invested in the symbolic power of the phallus. while women are 
defined in terms of its absence. All things considered. Lacan's work gives a 
central role to language and culture. as they work upon both the conscious 
and unconscious mind in order to construct desire and provide people with 
what are known as subject positions. These are the imaginary senses of 
self that people adopt as they go about their lives. 

jACQUES LACAN (I 90 1-1981 ) 
Lacan was born in Paris and trained in psychiatry in the 1920s. During the 
1930s he allied himself with Freudian theory and began to develop his ideas 
about the mirror phase. In the 1950s he began to give his famous weekly sem
inars. Over the years these were to be attended by leading French intellectu
als like Sartre, Levi-Strauss, Barthes,Aithusser, Julia Kristeva, and Luce lrigaray. 
Here he would demonstrate his brilliance and charisma through wide-ranging 
attacks on alternative intellectual positions. During this period he also became 
increasingly interested in the role of language in structuring the unconscious. 
France had previously been resistant to Freud, but by redefining psychoanaly
sis in this new, more cultural way, Lacan was able to find an audience for his 
ideas. He rose to become one of the most influential intellects in France. 
According to the authorities, his "subversive" teachings played a major role in 
instigating the student riots of 1968. 

Reference: Grosz I 998: 14-1 7. 
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Lacan's work can be seen as paralleling that of Foucault and Levi-Strauss 
(see pp. 98. 119) in that it insists on decentering the subject. The idea here 
is that we are not sovereign over our own sense of identity. Nor do we have 
much choice about our desires or destinies. Rather we are constructed by 
discourses and other cultural forces. These provide for our sense of selfhood 
and the roles we occupy. There is no timeless essence of true selfhood to any 
of us. but rather the self is a fabrication and fiction. 

Lacan's work has been highly int1uential in the area of cultural studies, 
providing a sophisticated theory with which to explore how contemporary 
subjectivities and desires are related to cultural. social. and ideological 
forces as well as those of biology. It has, however. been criticized by post
modernists for its emphasis on the repressive and negative dimensions of 
culture and symbolism as they impact upon the self. In perhaps the most 
int1uential text of this ilk, Anti-Oedipus. Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari 
( 19 84 [ 19 7 2]) suggest thal Lac an's theory neglects the positive dimensions 
of t~mtasy and desire. In their reading. Lacan's theory overemphasises the 
power of the Law of the Father and Symbolic Law to regulate and control 
the creative excesses of the human mind. We return to their theory later in 
the chapter. 

Post-Lacanian Psychoanalytic Cultural Theory 

By deftly combining psychoanalytic theories of the self with structuralist 
understandings of culture. Lac an's work has exerted a distinctive impact on 
cultural theory. especially in the areas of psychoanalytic feminism and lit
erary and film criticism. Work in this poststructural tradition has several 
key features (see Elliott 1994: 102-3): 

There is a focus on the ways that identities (or subject positions) are 
created by language, texts, and the ways these relate to power. 
Ideas of essential. fixed. or true selves are problematized. There is a 
focus on the shifting. multiple. and constructed qualities of the con
scious and unconscious self. 
Desire, fantasy. and illusion are understood to reproduce inequalities 
because they are constructed by symbolic structures that are, in turn, 
shaped by relations of power. 

One of the earlier and most int1uential attempts to apply Lacan's theory in 
a sociological way was Louis Althusser's exploration of subjectivity and the 
Ideological State Apparatuses, or ISAs (we also looked at this theory in 
chapter 3). Althusser (1971) suggests that ideology works through state 
institutions to interpellate (locate. construct) people in subject positions. 
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Along with these come the illusion of freedom and misrecognition of the 
true. objective nature of self and society. People are unaware of their mem
bership in a class. the structuring power of capitalism. and so on. This 
process enables capitalism to be reproduced by preventing class awareness 
and critical thinking. 

/\lthusser's model clearly borrows from Lacan in its understanding of the 
role of culture and language to construct human subjects. It is. however. 
rather crude by the standards of psychoanalytic discourse. Within that tra
dition people had long been seen as multiple and split. and the self as full of 
unresolved tensions and unrealized fantasies. Freud. for example. had seen 
individuals as polymorphously llerverse, that is to say as inherently 
bisexual. incestuous, and pleasure-seeking. The self was such a complex 
entity precisely because these various forces had been repressed and locked 

• away in the unconscious. With Althusser issues of sexuality. fantasy. con-
tradiction. and desire arc ignored. The subject positions he talks about seem 
to be rather dry and robotic roles within state bureaucracies or industrial 
combines. Later theorists. however. have tried to combine his emphasis on 
social reproduction. power. and the self with a more sophisticated use of the 
psychoanalytic tradition. 

Lacanian psychoanalytic feminism is very much situated on this terrain 
and represents perhaps the most dynamic contemporary field of psychoan
alytic cultural theory. Lacan. to recap. argued that language and culture 
worked to reinforce patriarchy and was structured around the Law of the 
Father and the authority of the phallus. Women were. in a sense. excluded 
from language and deli ned by the lack of phallic authority (see Elliott J 994: 
1 32 ). This line in his thinking has appealed to some feminist analyses, 
with Lacan being used as a tool for diagnosing the pathologies of patriar
chal culture. For example. in Psyclwmwlysis and Feminism. Juliet Mitchell 
(19 7 4) drew on Lac an to explore the ways that modern culture empowers 
men as active and creative while marginalizing women as lack and the 
Other. 

Julia Kristeva's work (e.g .. 19H2) has also taken from Lac an in a broadly 
appreciati\'e \'-'<ry (see Crosz 199H: 147 ff.). and she has been perhaps the 
most influential theorist in this area. Drawing on Freud. she suggests that 
the pre-Oedipal (male) infant identifies strongly with its mother. That is to 
say, before it develops a coherent sense of self it thinks of itself as being at 
one with its mother. In the course of development it comes to realize its sep
aration from the mother. and has to suppress its feminine side as the sym
bolic and the Law of the Father takes control. However. a female aspect of 
the self remains repressed beneath this layer of power. The broad canvas 
that Kristeva paints is of a contest between what she calls the "semiotic" 
and the "symbolic." The former is about pleasure. the subversive, the femi
nine. and the unruly. It is a space structured by the maternal body. while 
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the "symbolic" is about order, coherence. authority, stability. system. and 
patriarchy. 

Much of Kristeva's work is taken up with identifying and classifying 
these moments when the "semiotic" is able to break through the "symbolic" 
and be expressed. Her particular concern is with avant-garde literature, 
usually by male authors. She scours this for subversions of the phallocen
tric symbolic order. The interest here is in the transgressive. the insane. the 
sensual. the disgusting. and the religious. And so the point of research is to 
find those moments when structures of (patriarchal) meaning become 
unstable or are undercut by the visceral. irrational. emotional. and embod
ied. She dubs the methodology behind this quest semanalysis. This idea 
has since been influential in psychoanalytic feminist !ilm and literary criti
cism. where a good deal of effort is made to identify and decode such hidden 
female moments in texts. 

Despite such uses, feminist responses lu Lacan have been ambivalent. 
While they have generally applauded his demonstration that culture is 
patriarchal and that gender and sexuality are constructed by language and 
society (rather than biology). it has also been argued that his theory is 
ideological in as far as it reproduces the distortions of wider culture. In 
Lacan's theory. as in language generally. men are positioned in terms of 
power and discourse: women as the absent Other. Women are framed only 
as the "not male" or as having an "absent phallus." There is no specifically 
female conceptual space. Even Kristeva has also been subject to such a cri
tique. She sees the semiotic as a characteristic of male writing. and in so 
doing. "disembodies femininity from women. and claims that the avant
garde explores femininity without noticing that femininity as expressed in 
men cannot adequately represent women's femininity" (Grosz 199S: 166). 
ln contradistinction to such a position. many poststructural psychoanalytic 
feminists have attempted to create a theory that is more gender-neutral or 
woman-centered. The aim here is to avoid depicting women as an absence 
or as det1cient males. and instead to locate a realm of specifically female 
value which is inaccessible to. or irreducible to. masculine experience and 
knowledge. 

Luce Irigaray ( 198 5) has been the most influential figure in this litera
lure. Her major quest is not only to identify female experiences and 
moments. but also to use these to critique and undermine dominant repre
sentational systems. According to Irigaray. systems of representation that 
privilege the masculine and evaluate women according to male discourses 
are phallocentric. She seeks to "cast phallocentrism. phallocratism. loose 
from its moorings in order to return the masculine to its own language. 
Which means that the masculine would no longer be 'everything.' That it 
could no longer. all by itself. define. circumvene. circumscribe, the proper
ties of anything and everything .. (19 91: 12 8). 
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In this effort to escape from the phallocentrism of Lac an's model. 
Irigaray looks to hysteria. laughter. and especially the female body as 
the locus of a specifically female experience. She points in particular to 
the female orgasm ( jouissa11cr- see also p. 114 ). and the way it cannot be 
encapsulated in a phallocentric conceptual structure as an absence or lack. 
For Irigaray female sexuality. especially that derived from (phallus-free) 
masturbation. provides the foundation for a female conceptual space and 
pleasure that stands outside of dominant discourses and representations. 
The result of this process is a valorization of productive excess. and a cele
bration of the langua~ of paradox. ambivalence. and ecstasy in contradis
tinction to the hierarchy. logic. and power characterizing phallocentric 
systems of representation. In such a novel language "there would no longer 
be either subject or object ... that syntax would involve nearness. proxim
ity. but in such an extreme form that it would preclude any distinction of 
identities. any establishment of ownership. thus any form of appropriation" 
(1991: 136). 

Postmodern Psychoanalytic Cultural Theory 

As we move from poststructural toward postmodern psychoanalytic theory 
more and more attention is given to such issues of desire and pleasure 
alongside attacks on the concept of the unitary subject as the repository of 
desire. A11ti-Oedipus by Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari is perhaps the most 
important text in this tradition. The book celebrates schizophrenia. frag
mentation. and desire as radical tendencies in contemporary culture. The 
schizophrenic is elevated to a kind of heroic status as the carrier of an 
unregulated. non-Oedipal self. In schizophrenia De leuze and Guattari detect 
fluidity. unpredictability. and multiplicity which threaten the order and 
authority necessary for capitalist reproduction. This desire no longer resides 
in individual subjectivities, but rather circulates in random and incoherent 
ways through human bodies and psyches that operate as "desiring 
machines." They write. for example. that "schizophrenia is the universe of 
productive and reproductive desiring machines. universal primary produc
tion as the essential reality of man and nature .... desire constantly couples 
continuous flows and partial objects that are by nature fragmentary and 
fragmented. Desire causes the current to flow. itself flows in turn. and 
breaks the flows" (1984: 5). 

The rise of capitalism depended on the regimentation and control of 
desire. This channeled it into fixed territories of time and space. alienating 
and impersonal commodity forms. or routines and bureaucracies. Central 
to this process is the Oedipus complex. which recodes desire and ties it to 
the psyche in a repressive way. For Deleuze and Guattari. endlessly prolifer-



2 I 2 Pyschoanalytic Approaches to Culture and the Self 

ating schizophrenic desire holds out a transgressive and anarchic potential 
which will enable it to break down the psychological and cultural bound
aries established by capitalism. They allege that the events of May 1968, 
when French students brought the country to a standstill. were an indica
tor of a new. progressive schizo-politics. 

Sherry Turkle ( 19 79) perceptively reads Anti-Oedipus as a celebration of 
"naturalism ... This was the idea that society was linked to oppression and 
only a return to a pre-social. spontaneous. and pre-symbolic order could 
bring authenticity and freedom. A similar current runs through Kristeva's 
contrast between the "semiotic" and the "symbolic." Lac an's ideas about the 
Law of the Father provided an important resource for such thinking. with 
their emphasis on the repressive qualities of culture. However. a critique of 
Lac an and psychoanalysis is also present in Anti-Oedipus (Turkel 19 79: 
1 51). De leuze and Cuattari see the professional obsession with the Oedipus 
complex as a dangerous thing. Its analytic focus on repression and order 
has interfered with our ability to understand productive desire. Moreover 
Lacan. like Freud. tends to see identity formation and power originating in 
the family system. This downplays institutional relationships structured by 
politics and capitalism. 

jean-Fran~·ois Lyotard. considered by many to be the foremost commen
tator on postmodernism. has also explored the connections between desire, 
culture. and the capitalist economy. For Lyotard ( 19 7 4 ). the ideological 
works through the multiplication of desire and libidinal energies rather 
than their repression and distortion. In this respect his work has clearer par
allels with Foucault's History of Sexuality ( 1990) or Bataille 's ideas about 
heterology (see pp. 12 S-6. 79) than with psychoanalytic work such as that 
of the Frankfurt School. The image he conjures up is of society regulated 
by. and regulating. modes of desire that energize the system of production 
and consumption. For Lyotard. capitalism thrives on this channeling of 
desire and libidinal energies through the proliferation of signs and com
modities. Rather than calling for resistance to capitalism. Lyotard suggests 
we should seize moments of pleasure from this flux of desire. enjoying the 
multiplicities and intensities of desire as they circulate and expand in late 
capitalism. This position. it has been commented. is insufticiently critical. 
Unlike other forms of psychoanalytic cultural theory. it fails to distinguish 
between potentially "good" and potentially "bad" forms of desire or provide 
criteria for their evaluation. 

Some Concluding Comments 

For contemporary cultural theorists. psychoanalytic theory has clearly 
offered the most elaborate and attractive discourse on the self. It is an area 
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marked by continuing theoretical innovation that has attracted a number 
of formidable thinkers to its ranks. [t should be noted. however. that reser
vations are often expressed about this approach. These include the lt)llow
ing points: 

Many of tlze central claims of' psyclwanalysis remain untested. Positivists 
suggest that it is akin to a religion rather than a science. Its central 
concepts (e.g .. the unconscious) do not always seem amenable to 
empirical observation. 
It is a field marked /Jy intcmal division witlz imwzncra/Jlc jiJCtimzs and 
cliques. In addition. some scholars believe themselves to be scientists. 
others clinicians. and still others interpreters or social commentators. 
In other words. there is no core consensus or agenda or identity. This 
tends to undercut the claims made within the area to have uncovered 
some basic truths about humanity and culture. 
Like otlzer major fields (e.g .. Marxism). psyclwmzalycic tlzcory Juts l'Oil

structed its own lml!JIIa!fl'· Learning this lakes years of study and so 
texts can be extremely dif11cult for outsiders to understand. 
It operates witlz mz a priori belief tlzat people arc repressed, neumtic, sick. 
and so on. This relentlessly grim and pessimistic view makes the theory 
difficult to apply in an appreciative account of human creativity. The 
work of Giddens or Bourdieu (see chapter 8). for example. suggests 
that it makes sense to think of people today in a very different way. 
Tlzcre are enduring problems witlr tire application of a model dcsimzed to 
cure troubled individuals to tlzc sociological analysis of' collective plzczrom
cna. Slippages and ambiguities often occur in this movement from 
micro to macro levels of analysis. These can sometimes involve woolly 
ideas that invoke a nebulous collective mind. gross generalizations 
about how modern people think and feel. or an unsatisfactory picture 
of culture as simply an aggregate of individual minds and their 
pathologies. 

Suggested Further Reading 
Much original work in the psychoanalytic tradition can be very. very difllcult to read 
without years of training. In some cases it is incomprehensible to all but the initi
ated. Anthony Elliott ( 1984) provides an excellent introduction. His book is a very 
user-friendly guide thai I drew upon in thinking about and writing this chapter. Eliz
abeth Grosz's ( 1998) book on Lac an and feminism is more difficult. but is probably 
the best introduction to that literature. Among original works. Freud's Cil'ili:ation 
and its Disnmtents is important. lucid. intelligible. and brief. It is a landmark work in 
twentieth-century thought. so please try to read it. 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

The Cultural Analysis of 

Postmodernism and 

Postmodern ity 

J n the area of cultural theory, few concepts have generated as much anxiety 
and controversy as that of postmodernism. Debate revolves around a series 
of related terms: postmodernism. postmodernity, postmodernization. and 
globalization. By the end of this chapter and the next you should have a 
good grounding in these complex themes. It is helpful to begin here with 
some basic definitions. 

Postmodernism has several dimensions. It refers, first, to an aes
thetic and artistic style that rejects the aesthetic and artistic codes of 
modernism. It also encompasses a philosophical and theoretical posi
tion that emerges from poststructuralism and rejects the tenets of 
modernist thought. 
Postmodernity refers to a stage of social development which is 
thought to be beyond that of modernity. A synonym here is the post
modern era. The key idea is that there has been a decisive and 
radical shift to a postindustrial economy organized around culture 
and cultural consumption. the media, and information technology. 
Postmodernization refers to the process of social change which 
drives the transition from modernity to postmodernity. 
Globalization is the process by which the world is becoming more 
and more interconnected. with existing political. cultural. and eco
nomic boundaries being superseded. Many discussions of post
modernity involve some discussion of globalization. 

A further useful analytical distinction can be made between literatures that 
advocate or make use of the principles of postmodernism. and those which 
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seek to explain postmodernism and postmodernization. We can distinguish. 
for example. between "postmodern sociology" and a "sociology of post
modernism ... The former embraces. proselytizes. and applies the perspec
tives advocated by postmodern theory. The latter takes the post modern and 
postmoclernization as the objects of analysis. It sets out to trace their char
acteristics and explain their emergence - often using conventional "mod
ernist" social and cultural theories. In this chapter we are concerned with 
this second literature. In line with the theme of this book. our primary aim 
is to identify the codes of postmodern cultural production and to introduce 
theories and critiques of cultural shifts toward a postmodern society. In 
chapter 14 we look in more detail at postmoclernism as a theoretical or 
philosophical stance. 

Before going any further we need to put some content into the empty box 
of "the postmodern." Perhaps the quickest way to do this is to list some of the 
qualities of postmoclern culture and postmodcrn society on which everyone 
seems to agree, regardless of their particular explanations and discussions 
(see. for example. Bauman 1992. Frow 1998. Hebdigc 1986. Lash 1990a). 

Culture and the mass media have become more powerful and impor
tant in social life than previously. 
Economic and social life revolve around the consumption of symbols 
and lifestyles, rather than the production of goods through industrial 
labor. 
Ideas about reality and its representation arc made problematic. 
Image and space have replaced narrative and history as organizing 
principles of cultural production. 
Stylistic features like parody. pastiche. irony. and pop eclecticism 
become more prevalent. 
A consumption-based cityscape dominates urban form. Rather than 
being organized around economic production, this has as its central 
dynamic the provision of entertainment. leisure. and lifestyle ser
vices. Shopping malls. pleasure parks. and themed residential com
plexes are examples of this. 
Hybridity comes to replace rigid boundaries and dassiiications. 

In the course of this chapter we will encounter various theories and dis
cussions of these diverse and sometimes puzzling phenomena. 

Postmodernism in Architecture 

The field in which the concept of the postmodern first came to be firmly 
established was that of architecture. As debates about architecture have 
long held a central place in discussions on postmodcrnism among cultural 



2 16 The Cultural Analysis of Postmodernism and Postmodernity 

theorists as well as architects and planners. some familiarity with such 
issues is required. It is also a useful place to begin thinking about the dif
ferences between aesthetic modernism and postmodernism. 

Somewhat tongue in cheek. the architectural critic Charles Jencks 
Ill) 7 7: I 0 J dates the end of modern architecture to July l S. ]l) 7 2 at 3:32 
PM. At that moment several blocks of the Pruitt-lgoe housing scheme in 
St Louis. Missouri were blown up. The development consisted of uniform 
concrete housing blocks. had been repeatedly vandalized. and was notori
ously crime-prone. Repeated efforts to fix up the development had failed. 
Jencks suggests that the failure of the scheme is emblematic of wider 
problems with modernism in architecture. The Pruitt-lgoe scheme 
had been designed according to principles of "rationalism. behaviorism 
and pragmatism" 11977: 10). but had not provided a safe or enjoyable 
place to live. Jencks suggests that modern architecture has several key 
characteristics. 

Forrn tends to be uniFalc11t. There is an emphasis on the monumental 
and repetitive use of a few materials and shapes. This is exemplified 
in the ''international style": the glass and steel skyscrapers of Mies 
van der Robe and Le Corbusier. with their towering. anonymous, 
curtain-wall fa<;ades. 
Buildings arc coustructed according to the mctaplwr of the industrial 
machiue. They are serious buildings that signify things like power and 
rationalism. Form and design are subservient to function. 
Designers had utopian ideas. Influenced by artistic. political. and philo
sophical doctrines. they believed that architecture could play a heroic 
role as part of a wider project of social and moral engineering. 

According to Jencks. the eventual failure of modernist architecture. sym
bolized by the demise of the Pruitt-lgoe development. has much to do with 
these characteristics. The design never responded to human needs for en
vironmental diversity and community Jim11ation. It also failed to connect 
with symbolic needs. He asserts that most people found the metaphors 
of modern architecture 1 e.g .. building as "machine" or "factory") rather 
alienating. 

A broadly similar point is made by the star architect Robert Venturi and 
his collaborators in the int1uential text Learning _ti-om Las Vegas (19 77 
f19 7 2] ). Their claim is that architects need to be "more understanding 
and less authoritarian" in orientation. Venturi 1 urned to the casinos. hotels, 
and strip malls of Las Vegas for lessons. Although these had traditionally 
been condemned as populist and ugly. he argues that such evaluative 
distinctions should be inverted. To the contrary. he asserts that the 
architecture of Las Vegas is vibrant. anti-elitist. and communicates el'fec
tively to ordinary people. One reason for this was that ornament (e.g .. bill
boards) was a key feature of design. In contrast to this is a modern 
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architecture which is obsessed with "space. structure and program ... a 
dry expressionism. empty and boring" I 1977: 103). Here ornament is 
neglected and the building symbolizes through a code that only experts 

can read. 
What. then. is postmodern architecture? The core elements of this 

style can be derived from the writings of Jencks ( 19 77). Venturi e1 a!. ( 19 7 7). 
and the critic Fredric Jameson ( 1 9K.J:: who we discuss below). There is: 

An empiwsis on play/ill rather 1/wn serious design. The casinos of Las 
Vegas. for example. are buildings which are fun to look at rather than 
grandiose social statements. 
"Radical ccll:'cticism." tile "i1ybrid." and "adiwcism" (jmcks lY/1: 87. 
':J .2) are to replace nwnwlli'Jltalunij(mnity. This might involw the use 
of multiple styles simultaneously. perhaps mixing and matching 
themes from different eras. For example. we might !ind cl fr1kt> Tudor 
mansion with a Creek temple-style front porch. 
Buildings tilat copy otiu>r styles and engaw in m1 ironic pasliclu' mtiler 
tlwn at tempting to flaw a personal stylistic signature. Again the Las 
Vegas casinos. which amusingly mimic New York. Ancient Egypt. and 
so on. provide a nice example of this. 
Fmqmmtation of design. witl! parts of tile lnLildina opcmtin{l in aesthetic 
a/HI jilllctimwl isolation .fi·om each oti1e1: eacl! witl! their own style and 
n1icro-rnvimmncnt. 
!In e!Jort to create buildinas wilichappcal to ordinary people. wil/1 srmi
otic codes that tlli:'Y mn wulerstmzd and rnjoy. Jencks writes that build
ings should be "sensual. humorous. surprising and coded as a 
readable text" (1977: 101). 
Ti1c use of curFcs awl blind alleys rather tl!an rectangles and straiglzt lines. 
As a result such buildings can be confusing to navigate. 

These characteristics. it should be noted, are broadly consistent with themes 
in postmodern social theory that we discuss in the next chapter. These 
include the critique of rationality and expert authority. the decline of grand 
narratives and the triumph of play and the local. 

Postmodernism in Art and Literature 

Similar developments have taken place in the fields of art and literature. 
where postmodernists have pitched themselves against what they see as the 
ills of modernism. The aesthetic codes of modernism. for the most part. 
favored work that was deeply serious, internally consistent. innovative. 
abstruse, abstract. and authored by an individual "genius." To a lesser 
extent it has also celebrated reason. order. and knowledge and carried with 



2 18 The Cultural Analysis of Postmodernism and Postmodernity 

it some kind of message or commentary that it thought to be important 
about the world. Figures who have been associated with modernism and 
whose work embodies these traits include: 

Composers like Schoenberg. Berg. Stravinsky. and \'Vcbern. 
Artists like Picasso. Matisse. !<lee. Mondrian. and Pollack. 
Writers like Joyce. Beckett. Pound. and Eliot. 

Postmodern work in these flelds is. for the most part. driven by a different 
aesthetic. It tends to be playful and fragmented. to make usc of pastiche and 
borrowings. to celebrate the irrational and (sometimes) to be readily acces
sible for interpretation without expert knowledge. There is often no clear 
moral or message in the work. Such creative products are often ironic in 
tone. mocking and challenging established aesthetic practices and concepts 
(e.g., authorship, the value of the arts). Postmodern work can also fre
quently challenge the boundaries between high and low culture. suggest
ing not so much that that the latter is valid as form of expression. but rather 
that the distinction itself is no longer useful or viable. In fields like literature 
and cinema. we will often find a refusal of the traditional sequential plot 
and the clear moral message. We might find a jumbled story line in place of 
a grand narrative and high levels of intertextuality (when one film or 
book refers to or borrows from another) which challenge the idea of a 
bounded artistic creation with an omnipotent author. 

Postmodernity in Social Theory 

Discussion of postmodernity in social theory began with the work of the 
French philosophers Lyotard and Baudrillard. Both are diff1cult to read and, 
like many theorists. make extreme claims but prr~sent limited supporting 
evidence. Later ideas about postmodernity were taken over by middle-range 
theorists who attempted to make them relevant to their particular discipli
nary concerns. 

jEAN-FRAN<;:OIS LYOTARD 

Intellectual debates about postmodernism often find a point of departure in 
the writings of the French social philosopher jean-Fran<;ois Lyotard ( 1984 
[1979]). According to Lyotarcl. societies are organized not just around 
technologies but also around language games and discourses. He drew 
particular attention to the role of narratives in social life. In non-industrial 
societies. myths and stories had a religious quality and assisted in the 
reproduction of the social order. With the coming of the Enlightenment 
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a new set of narratives came into place alongside the rise of science. 
These emphasized the importance of progress. reason. knovvledge. and 
technology in bringing freedom from ignorance. want. and oppression. Such 
narratives gave social life a sense of purpose. They legitimated the social 
order and provided a framework within which to evaluate human activity. 

Lyotard suggests that we have now entered a new. postmodern era. 
Science. technology. complex administrative systems. and computers have 
become developed to a stage where "knowledge has become the principle 
force of production over the last few decades" ( 19 84: '3 ). This shift has had 
a qualitative as well as quantitative dimension. The utopian, visionary. 
humanistic discourses that once animated social life have lost their author
ity. Lyotard calls this the decline of grand narratives. He writes that "the 
grand narrative has lost its credibility. regardless of what mode of unifica
tion it uses, regardless of whether it is a speculative narrative or a narrative 
of emancipation" ( 198-±: 3 7 ). Mo~l people 11u lollger believe lhal science. 
reason. or "truth" will provide answers to social problems or allow us to 
build a better world. Nor do they think that we can locate a single theory 
or worldview that can successfully unify all knowledge and experience 
(e.g .. Marxism). Moreover. nobody imagines that we can flnd a "God's-eye" 
place from which to construct knowledge that is true or universally 
valid. As a result knowledge (and society) fragments into local and multi
ple fields. with grand humanistic visions falling by the wayside. Lyotarcl 
writes that: 

The social bond is linguistic. but it is not woven with a single thread ... 
nobody speaks all those languages. they have no universal metalanguage 
... the goal of emancipation has nothing to do with science. we are all stuck 
in the positivism of this or that discipline of learning. the learned scholars 
have turned into scientists. the diminished tasks of research have become 
compartmentalized and no one can master them all. I 1984: 40-li 

To sum up. there has been a loss of certainty and "big-picture" vision. with 
a positivistic and instrumental production of knowledge coming into place. 
The loss of grand narratives will lead to a technocratic society where a 
narrow means-ends rationality comes to dominate social life. Without 
grand narratives to steer social life. there are no goals to strive for and so 
instrumental reason takes over. Seen from one perspective. Lyotard is 
writing in the spirit of Weber and the Frankfurt School (see pp. 1 5. 42-7). 
His major innovation. perhaps. is in theorizing the role of narrative and the 
linguistic in the process of rationalization. It is also important to note that 
he places a major emphasis on the shift to a "postmodern." post-industrial 
society rather than the move from tradition to industrial modernity that had 
interested earlier scholars. 
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jEAN BAUDRILLARD 

Like Lyotard. Jean Baudrillard was a major early influence on the develop
ment of theory about the postmodern. As long ago as the late llJ60s. 
Baudrillard ( 1998 [19 70]) was arguing that we lived in an era where 
society is no longer based on the exchange of material goods with use values 
(1i Ia Marxism). Rather. he suggests. it involves commodities as signs and 
symbols which have entirely arbitrary and conventional significance within 
what he calls "the code." The idea of "the code" draws on Levi-Straussian 
notions of culture as a collective grammar of signifiers. For Baudrillard. our 
consumer society is one in which people seck to affirm their identity and dif
i'erence. and experience pleasure through the purchase and consumption of 
a shared system of signs. He writes: "consumption is an order of significa
tions. like language or like the kinship system in primitive society .... The 
circulation. purchase. sale. appropriation of differentiated goods and 
signs/objects today constitute our language. our code. the code by which 
the entire society communicates and converses" (Baudrillard 1998: 
79-80). 

Baudrillard goes on to suggest that "the code" has become dominant 
to such an extent that we have to question some of the most basic distinc
tions that have informed social and cultural thinking. According to him, 
distinctions between" culture" and "reality" and between the "sign" and that 
which is symbolized no longer make sense. In the past he suggests. signs and 
symbols masked some underlying reality or provided a gloss or commentary 
upon it. Now. however. "a nco-reality has everywhere been substituted 
for reality. a nco-reality entirely produced by combining elements of the 
code" ( 19l) 8: 12 6 ). Baudrillard suggests that events in the "real" world are 
increasingly material expressions of models and mythologies that have 
originated in an autonomous cultural sphere. The terms he uses to capture 
this strange dynamic are those of simulation and the simulacrum. 
Examples of these that have been provided by various researchers include: 

Theme parks like Disney World. These are major economic enter
prises, yet they are based upon a fantasy world of cartoon characters, 
movies, and simplit1ed models of history. 
Themed housing developments which originate on the architect's 
drawing board and replicate mythologized versions of the past. They 
might try to copy Olde English villages. Mediterranean llshing ports, 
and so on. 
Television programs and media events which end up intervening in 
real life. The 1991 Culf War. for example. was a conflict in which both 
sides derived information from television coverage and adjusted their 
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war policies to make them television-friendly. Documentary programs 
which track the lives of ordinary people. but end up changing those 
lives. are another example of this process. In both these cases the sit
uation being reported is a situation that is generated by the media 
itself. 
"Primitive" tribes in Third World tourist destinations whose living 
conditions. dress. and activities are carefully styled so that they 
remain "primitive" and so live up to tourist expectations. 

Aside from pointing to consumerism and the media. Baudrillard places 
special emphasis on the work of planners and computer simulations in 
helping to generate the world in which we live. This perspective possibly 
reflects his experiences in the technocratic France of the 1960s. Baudrillard 
tends to be rather fatalistic and nihilistic about the impact of the changes 
he observes. He sees them as challenging to human agency <md spe<lks of 
the "death of the social" and "implosions ... According to Baudrillard we 
have witnessed the end of "the social" (genuine. authentic tics between 
people and associated rational action). as social life becomes caught up in 
a giant black hole of hypersimulation. Henceforward we are doomed to 
experience each other only as players in a !leld of signs, and to passively 
experience spectacles and simulacra that reflect upon each other. 

In his earlier vvorks. Baudrillard made connections to existing cult ural 
theory and wrote in an academic genre. In some of his later works. such as 
!lmerim and Cool Mmwrirs. Baudrillarcl ( 1989. 1990) adopts a journalis
tic. aphoristic. ironic. confrontational. and fragmentary style. He seems to 
give up on "serious" analysis and instead present sketches and glimpses 
of contemporary life. As Bryan Turner ( 1 99 3: 8 S) points out. this style 
"simulates the condition it wishes to convey rather than producing a criti
cal style in opposition to postmodern culture ... In contrast to his earlier 
works. these later writings have been read by some (e.g .. Callinicos 1989. 
see below) as an uncritical celebration of the postmodern which is in need 
of a reality check. 

DANIEL BELL 

Postmodern ideas about growing power of knowledge and culture in con
temporary society were decisively pretigured in the works of Daniel Bell. 
written in the 1960s and early 1970s (Turner 1993: 78fT). Today he is 
increasingly being seen as a theorist of postmodernity ai'Clllt la letlrr. While 
Bell is clearly modernist in sensibility and theoretical style, his works such 
as Tile Coming of Post -Iwiustrial Society ( 19 7 3) and Tile Cu/tum/ Contradic
tions of' Capitalism (19 76) document the decisive shift from an industrial 
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modernity to one based on information. In these works Bell suggests that in 
the second half of the twentieth century the continued growth of capital
ism depended on information technology and knowledge created in major 
research centers like universities and hi-tech corporations. At the same 
time citizens were being converted into consumers with ever-expanding 
demands for goods and entertainment. Bell suggests that a contradiction 
exists between culturally driven. hedonistic demands for consumer goods, 
and the sober needs of the state and the economy. While the latter were still 
driven by an ascetic rationality that derived from the protestant ethic (see 
pp. J 4-l 5 ). the consumer demanded pleasure and instant gratif1cation. The 
net picture was of culture becoming unchained. It had become more 
autonomous and more powerful in driving both demand (consumerism) 
and production (knowledge. technology). 

THE NEO-MARXIST CRITIQUE OF POSTMODERNISM 

In theorizing the postmodern the early running was made by French theo
rists. During the 1980s the Anglophone nations began to catch up. Perhaps 
the most significant development of that era was a wave of nco-Marxist cul
tural commentary. This was: 

Broadly hostile to the aesthetic codes of postmodernism. 
Keen to demonstrate how the forces of capitalism were at the heart 
of contemporary cultural shifts. 
Concerned to document the relationship between these shifts and the 
possibilities for human emancipation. 

FREDRIC jAMESON - POSTMODERNISM AS THE CULTURAL LOGIC OF 

LATE CAPITALISM 

One of the earliest and most int1uential accounts of postmodernism was 
an article published in 1984 in the New Left Review by the leading lit
erary critic Fredric Jameson. The essay provides an important starting point 
for all those interested in the aesthetics of the postmodern and their links 
to capitalist development. Jameson sees postmodernism and capitalism 
to be so intimately linked that: "every position on postmodernism in culture 
... is at one and the same time. and necessarily. an implicitly or ex
plicitly political stance on the nature of multinational capitalism today" 
(1984: 55). 

Jameson's essay features a seminal discussion of the Bonaventure Hotel 
in downtown Los Angeles. The outside of the building is broadly modernist. 
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consisting of reflecting glass towers. The interior. by contrast. is strongly 
postmodern in terms of its spatial configuration. The entrances and exits 
are hard to find. there are staircases and corridors leading nowhere. and 
there is no central space. such as a foyer or lobby. The space. in short. is frag
mented and "decentered." Jameson claims that such transformations of 
space are a mutation that has arisen along with postmodernism. Such new 
spatial arrangements have also replaced "history" as an organizing princi
ple of society. Jameson sees this as a negative move because he considers 
having a sense of history is central to developing a genuine understanding 
of who we are. These new spaces are also dangerous in that they defy 
our abilities to navigate them and thereby overwhelm our cognitive 
faculties. They deny us the ability to become active. autonomous. criti
cal agents in charge of our own destinies, as "we do not yet possess the 
perceptual equipment to match this hyperspace" ( 1984: 80). Such 
distopian aspects of the building are also reflected in a design which turn<; 
inward upon itself. Unlike modernist architecture. it refuses contact with 
the city (remember those hard-to-find entrances and exits). and makes no 
claim to fulfill any wider civic responsibilities. Rather it sets itself up as a 
fully self-contained hyperspace- a new, confusing. form of space which is 
cut off from society. Jameson sees these negative characteristics as inherent 
not only to postmodern architecture. but also to other postmodern cultural 
products. 

This thematic is further illustrated in his discussion of art. Jameson com
pares a picture of peasant clogs by Van Gogh with an Andy Warhol screen 
print. The former (modernist) picture shows a pair of dirty wooden clogs. 
According to Jameson. we can connect these with a coherent interpretation 
and a depth hermeneutic. They can be read as symbols of the hardships of 
an authentic of peasant life. Warhol's picture. by contrast. is a screen print 
showing a jumble of various high-heeled shoes. Such a postmodern work 
refuses any stable interpretation. It might be read as a celebration of con
sumerism. or as its critique. Perhaps it reveals the artist's own fetishistic ten
dencies. Or maybe it is an ironic parody upon them. The work of art seems 
to exist only as a playful series of surfaces and to lack any clear moral vision. 
narrative. or framework through which we can interpret it. instead 
it exhibits "a new kind of flatness or depthlessness" ( 1984: flO). For all 
their entertainment value. postmodern works like Warhol's "Diamond 
Dust Shoes" fail to generate powerful and authentic emotions. Jameson 
speaks of this as the waning of affect - an understanding which 
draws on Benjamin's thinking about post-auratic cultural production 
(seep. 43). 

In explaining the rise of artistic postmodernism Jameson makes use of a 
nco-Marxist framework. He suggests that we have entered a phase of late 
capitalism characterized by the relentless circulation of signs and symbols 
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and global information llows. The hedonistic consumption of images is 
central to this stage of capitalism. Postmodernism re!1ects the new image
based economy in that it is the ··cultural logic of late capitalism.·· lt also 
operates in ideological ways to prevent people from connecting with their 
history and collective identity. It generates confusion and celebrates the 
superficial. In order to combat postmodernism he suggests we need to come 
to terms with its new spatial logic and develop critical tools for reading post
modern cultural artifacts. 

DAVID HARVEY AND FLEXIBLE ACCUMULATION 

The geographer David l1arvey ( 19~9) provides another neo-Marxian take 
on pustmmlernism. Like fameson. Harvey hangs his analysis on a pcri
odization of phases in capitalist development. For much of the twentieth 
century. we were in an era of Fordism. Named after automobile manufac
turer Henry Ford. the concept refers to the industrial mass production of 
standardized goods. In Ford's case his automated assembly-line production 
system churned out millions of identical cars. most notably the famous 
Model "T'' Fore!. Harvey suggests that we have now entered an era with a 
different logic of production. This was a response to a crisis in capitalism 
that emerged during the early 19 70s. Markets were saturated with goods. 
tax revenues were down. and inflation was out of control. Capitalists 
responded with a system Harvey calls flexible accumulation. This term is 
broadly analogous to the concept of post-Fordism used by other scholars. 
The key to flexible accumulation is an ability to rapidly change product 
lines and to manufacture small batches for niche markets. In order to do 
this. manufacturers make use of smaller numbers of adaptable multi
skilled workers. information technology. and computerized production 
systems. They also deploy advertising and other strategies in order to 
continually generate shifts in demand for new and trendy products. By 
incessantly changing product lines. and by encouraging fads and fashions, 
the wheels of consumerism and capitalism are kept turning. This helps to 
postpone what Harvey predicts will be an eventual meltdown of the 
capitalist system. 

Consistent with a Marxist logic. Harvey sees these capital-driven 
trends spilling over into wider cultural life and determining its broad 
contours. We live in a world where the media. fads. fashions. and images 
are increasingly important. The result is a culture characterized by superfi
ciality in which products relentlessly replace each other and where the 
pursuit of empty style has replaced the search for authenticity. history. and 
narrative. 
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ScoTT LAsH - POSTMODERNISM AS DE-DIFFERENTIATION 

Scott Lash is broadly sympathetic to Marxian understandings of postmod
ernism. interpreting it as a product of the capitalist phase he had 
earlier designated as "disorganized capitalism ... However. his work is rather 
eclectic and also draws upon Weber and Durkheim as well as Marx. Making 
use of their contributions to classical sociological theory. Lash points 
out that the rise of modernity was associated with a process of differ
entiation. This was all about the separation of spheres of social life fi·om 
one another. As he puts it: "Modernization is a process of cultural 
differentiation. in which ( l) the cultural differentiates from the social. and 
( 2) cultural forms which were previously rather indistinct differentiate from 
one another" (Lash 1990b: 1) 3 ). Examples of this process include the sep
aration of religious and secular art. or the distinction between the arts and 
the sciences. Lash claims that postmodcrnism is a critique of modernity 
which is all about de-differentiation. For example: 

Boundaries between culture. economy. and politics arc collapsing. 
Within the cult ural sphere itself. Kant ian distinctions between the 
aesthetic and the moral are also being problematized. 
Distinctions between high and low culture are becoming harder to 
make. 
Academic disciplines are no longer distinct from one another. 

The concept of de-differentiation is Lash's most novel idea. Other parts of 
his work provide extended discussions of themes we have already encoun
tered elsewhere. Key claims include: 

We are living in a world where signs and spaces are increasingly 
shaping our lives (Lash and llrry 199 31. or in a "semiotic society" 
(Lash 1990b). 
Post modern artworks are post-auratic in Bejamin 's sense (seep. 4:3 ). 
and issues of authorship arc made problematic. 
The idea of "reality" is under attack. 
Images and spectacles arc replacing narratives and history as core 
features of cultural life. It is a "visual rather than a literary sensibil
ity" (Lash 1 9gg: 31-±1. 

Where Lash differs from Harvey, Jameson. and most other nco-Marxist 
critics is in suggesting that postmoclernism has a critical and emancipatory 
potential. Rather than denouncing postmodcrnism. he suggests that as 
future struggles are going to be fought out on this "cultural terrain" the 
critical project has to come to terms with it. 
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In order to do this he identifies two distinct kinds of postmodernism -
"spectral" and "organic" (Lash 1990b). The former corresponds to conven
tional understandings of the postmodern. It is about play. the simulacrum, 
individualist consumerism. and supertlciality. The latter is linked to the 
rise of new social movements (women. greens. gays. etc.) and is based on 
reflexivity, the search for meaning. and collectivism in the face of advanced 
capitalist society. Lash argues only organic postmodernism is capable of 
engendering an oppositional politics. He sees hope in the fact that class 
shifts in contemporary capitalism have provided a large potential audience 
for this form of postmodernism - including intellectuals. academics. and 
those who work in the information economy. Furthermore Lash (e.g .. 1988) 
embraces the idea that postmodernism can support tolerance and differ
ence. Drawing on postmodern "gender-bending" advertisements. he sug
gests that postmodernism has worked to destabilize identities and generate 
ambivalence. Space has thus been opened up for exciting new subject posi
tions that challenge the normative orders imposed by modernist cultural 
values. 

Further Critiques and Debates 

The nco-Marxist critique of postmodernism and postmoclernization repre
sents perhaps the most important line of attack. There is also an endlessly 
proliferating, non-partisan literature which has relentlessly subjected these 
concepts to scrutiny. This tends to circle around three main themes: the 
timing. definition. and scope of the transition to postmodernity. 

PROBLEMS OF TIMING 

Implicit in the concept of "postmodernism" is the idea that it somehow 
comes after modernism. Yet when we look closely at various domains. we 
see that artistic modernism reached a high-water mark at divergent points 
(see Calhoun 1995: IOn. Prow 1998: 40). 

In literature we think of the work of writers like T. S. Eliot. James 
Joyce. and Virginia Woolf. and work that reached a peak of innova
hon~thel920sand1930s. 

In architecture. as we have seen. the focus is on the International 
Style. which arose in the 1 9 20s and continued strongly until the 
1970s. 
In music the paradigm of modernity is associated with the Vienna 
School. This arose around Schoenberg in the early 1900s but was 
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already being challenged by the "postmodern" work of John Cage and 
others in the 1940s. 

Our understanding of the arrival of the postmodern will vary according to 
which of these flelds we privilege. Looking to social rather than artistic 
transformations docs not help. either. Harvey ( 1 9 8 9 ). for example. dates the 
shift to the postmodern to the oil crisis of the early l 9/0s. Yet his fellow 
Marxist Jameson draws on Ernest Mandcl"s model of stages of capitalist 
development and points to the early 1960s. 

Compounding this uncertainty yet further is that fact that for many 
authors. the postmodern is simply an extension or logical progression of 
the modern. This means it is possible to trace intimations of postmodernity 
back several centuries. \;\fe can point. for example. to the rise of commod
ity fetishism and the narcissistic isolated individual in the nineteenth 
century (see Callinicos 1989: 149). or to the predominance of supposedly 
postmodern features (irony. play. etc. I in the aesthetic systems of the 
seventeenth-century baroque (Turner 1990). Such forerunners of the 
present threaten the idea of a radical break. or even the validity at any 
attempt at periodization. Craig Calhoun ( l 99 S I likewise dubs postmod
ernism a kind of "pseudohistory" and suggests that "the positing of an 
epochal change is problematic" ( 1 LJ9 S: 10 3 ). fn his reading. theorists of 
postmodernity often work with simplistic caricatures of artistic modernism. 
ignoring its complexity and the existence of anti-modern trends in earlier 
thought. 

PROBLEMS OF DEFINITION 

Problems of definition are closely related to those of periodization. Even sup
porters of postmodernism agree that there are multiple understandings. 
Bauman ( 1992: vii), for example. points out that "postmodernity means 
many different things to many different people ... He goes on to suggest that 
for some it means an architectural style. for others the blurring of reality 
and television. for yet others consumerism and a proliferation of choice. 
while for philosophers it refers to a radical. skeptical state of mind. Bauman 
makes a virtue of a necessity by claiming that .. incoherence is the most dis
tinctive among the attributes of postmodernity" ( 1992: xxivl. He argues 
that it helps to prevent the emergence of a false. totalizing vision and 
encourages the proliferation of partial observations and narratives. We 
discuss these sorts of themes further in chapter 14. 

While advocates like Bauman see multiplicity and contradiction as a sign 
of vitality. critics suggest it merely indicates confusion. A representative 
attack in this vein has been by John Frow (1 9981. who claims that "post-
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modernism" has no clear meaning. Most efforts at definition. he argues. 
seem to be in academic essays like his own. These set out to lind a post-hoc 
meaning f()[ concepts that they have found themselves using. He suggests 
that the term "postmodernism" has proven to be productive simply because 
of the binarisms implicit within it. These mark it out as being different from, 
and after. modernism. Therefore endless academic books and papers come 
into being which work within and till out these preexisting parameters. 
This discourse works in the following way: "First you assume the existence 
of a historical shift in sensibility. which you call the postmodern. then 
you detlne it by opposition to whatever you take the modern to have been, 
finally. you seek to give a content to the postmodern in terms of this 
opposition" ( 1998: 1 5 ). Prow claims that a lack of clear thinking is mani
!ested in the disconnected lists of things postmodern (the movie Bladenm
"er, the 0.]. Simpson trial. Disneyland. irony, MTV. the simulacrum, and so 
on) that authors inevitably provide in place of a clear and concise defini
tion. Thanks to the lack of conceptual precision. authors debating in the 
field often talk past one another in a pointless form of "shadowboxing" 
( 1998: 27). 

PROBLEMS OF EXTENT 

The issue in hand here concerns the scale and scope of social change. Critics 
suggest that arguments that we are living in an entirely new social and cul
tural order are exaggerated and tend toward hyperbole. Craig Calhoun 
argues that much of the literature presents little or no evidence for extrav
agant claims that the industrial economy has become less important or that 
we have entered a post-materialist information age. At best. he suggests, 
authors like Harvey have documented a "shift - not the tlrst - in the inter
nal organization of capitalism" ( 199 5: 11 3). Likewise, Alex Callinicos 
acknowledges that there has been a decline in industrial labor. but goes on 
to argue that: "The fact that fewer people are employed in material pro
duction does not in any case alter the fact that no one can survive without 
the industrial goods manufactured by these people ... rising living stan
dards and the associated expansion of mass consumption entail a prolifer
ation of material goods" ( 11J89: 12 7). 

He further points out that arguments about the rise of post-Fordist pro
duction (which we have seen are often linked to sociological accounts of 
postmodernization) neglect continuing demand for standardized products 
(e.g., white goods) which do not have to be tailored to a specitlc lifestyle 
niche in order to be marketable. 

The culture written about by postmodernists is one that is celebrates 
cosmopolitanism. diversity. and consumption. Jean-Franc;ois Lyotard 
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epitomizes this view when he writes: "Eclecticism is the degree zero of con
temporary general culture: one listens to reggae. watches a western. cats 
McDonald's food for lunch and local cuisine for dinner. wears Paris perfume 
in Tokyo and 'retro' clothes in Hong Kong" ( 19~4: 76 l. Alex Callinicos 
( 19~9: 162) suggests such arguments gloss over questions of access. point
ing out: "it is a bit rich that Lyotard should ignore the majority of the 
population even in the advanced economics to whom such delights as 
French scent and rar Eastern travel arc denied ... Howe\·cr Lash il990b). as 
we have seen. suggests that postmodernism has indeed reached the working 
classes as a form of superficial consumerism of precisely this type. 

In response to these kind of criticisms and debates. those who suggest 
change has taken place tend to be rather more cautious now than in the 
past. Steven Seidman ( 1994: 1 ). for example. concedes that "the chief signs 
of modernity have not disappeared" and that things like the industrial 
economy. professions. trade unions. political parties. state regulation and 
utopian visions of the public good remain important. I Ic goes on to suggest 
that we think of the "modern .. and "postmodern" as analytical abstractions 
that can be used to highlight current social trends and sensibilities. For 
Seidman. whilst the postmodern is gaining in importance. we need to be 
sensitive to the fact that it is by no means dominant in all spheres. 

Globalization and Culture 

In order to round off this chapter VIle need to finish with a small detour 
into the literature on globalization. This is because discussions about post
modernity often overlap closely with those about this process. A major 
reason for this is the social forces associatt>d with the postmodernization of 
culture (e.g .. tht> media. consumerism. tourism. the transnational corpora
tion) have also played a core role in generating a world that is more and 
more interconnected. By bringing cultures into contact globalization has 
also encouraged recognition of relativism. reflexivity. difference. and the cri
titrtw of western modernity. As we will see in chapter 1..J-. these are all key 
aspects of postmodern theory. 

Globalization can be thought of as a process involving three key dimen
sions (Waters 1995). These are as follows: 

Economic globalization is associated with the rise of world 11nance 
markets and free-trade zones. the global exchange of goods and 
services. and the rapid growth of transnational corporations. 
Political globalization is about the way that the nation-state is being 
superseded by international organizations (e.g .. the United Nations. 
the European Union) and the rise of global politics. 
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Cultural globalization is about the flow of information. signs. and 
symbols around the world and reactions to that flow. 

While discussion of globalization took otT in social science during the 
1980s. it is important to remember that the process has been going on for 
millennia. The movement from small-scale hunting and gathering societies 
toward the modernist nation state. for example. can be seen as a step toward 
a global society. For this reason much orthodox social and cultural theory 
can be understood as relating to the issue. The theories of Durkheim, Marx, 
and Weber provide diverse accounts of the ways that forms of social orga
nization extending over ever larger regions of time and space followed one 
another during the broader span of history. Notwithstanding the fact 
that we can reconstruct past theoretical traditions in this way (see Waters 
199 5 ). most attention in research on globalization is focussed on contem
porary settings. In the Geld of cultural globalization. in particular, themes 
relating to capitalism. commodities. time/space distanciation. and infor
mation flows lead to an inevitable convergence between the globalization, 
postmodernization, and postmodernism literatures. 

Mike Featherstone argues that much writing on the cultural impact of 
globalization centers around two contending hypotheses or models (Feath
erstone 199 5: 6 ). The first model suggests that we arc living in a world 
characterized by increasing Americanization. McDonaldization. and 
homogenization. Early arguments in this genre were often proposed by 
academics on the Left and featured denunciations of Americanization. They 
stressed cultural imperialism and the way that the culture of the United 
States was being exported to the rest of the world along with its free-market 
ideologies (e.g .. Schiller 19 76 ). Particular attention was given to the export 
of United States-sourced media and entertainment products. such as Disney 
cartoons. More recent adaptations of this position have pointed to the way 
that local difference is eroded by the rise of global cultural preferences 
and administrative systems. These are tied to a generic. rootless. and ever
expanding capitalist rationality. and its associated commodities and tech
nologies. rather than to a distinctively "American" value system. 

Perhaps the best-known theory in this tradition is George Ritzer's ( 1996) 
concept of McDonaldization. which draws on the work of Marx and 
Weber. The idea here is that the principles of fast-food organizations are 
"engulfing more and more sectors of society and areas of the world" ( 1996: 
16 ). These principles can be summed up as efficiency. calculability. pre
dictability. and control. Ritzer points to sites like universities. funerals. tract 
housing development. and motels as current areas of McDonaldizing activ
ity. While he sees some benefits in terms of service delivery and affordabil
ity. there is also a downside. The practical consequences of change include 
a narrow means-end rationality without any vision of larger social goals. 
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the deskilling of work and other activities into easy tasks. the provision of 
prepackaged. standardized modular options. the ruthless application of 
market principles. and the erosion of authenticity and meaning in social 
life. According to Ritzer all this has negative implications. He writes: "If the 
world were less McDonaldized. people would be better able to live up to their 
human potential" ( 1996: 1 5 ). 

During the l9~Us and 1990s this sort of thinking. with its pessimistic 
emphasis on uniformity and the loss of authenticity as the outcome of glob
alization. came to be increasingly challenged. A second model emerged 
which stressed the incredibly complex interplay of the global and the local. 
While these terms arc often used. their exact meaning is elusive and most 
discussions set about problematizing the binary distinction rather than its 
explication. Broadly speaking. "the global" refers to the spatially extensive 
social and cultural forces associated with globalization (e.g .. consumerism. 
satellite communications. culture industries. migration), while "the local" 
refers to small-scale. geographically confined traditions and ways of life 
(e.g .. ethnic traditions. language. religion). Scholars in this area generally 
point to the way that processes of globalization have seen global and local 
cultures brought into contact with each other. These collisions have 
brought about complex and unpredictable results. with major outcomes in 
any sphere including possibilities for hybridization and difference. as well as 
homogenization. 

In some mscs lwnwucni:ation takes place. For example. there are many 
common tastes. preferences. and lifestyles among the affluent middle 
classes of all developed nations. This has tended to eliminate or min
imize the impact of local cultures and lifestyles. In many cases find
ings in this area are consistent with mainstream sociological theory 
on processes of modernization. which suggest that the "rest" catches 
up with the "West." 
Hy/Jridi:atimz cmz arise _li-om tlze mi.rill[J of cultures awl/if(•styles. This is 
the theme exemplified by Lyotard's image of the urban cosmopolitan 
!see above. pp. 22~-9). or Homi Bhabha's images of postcolonial 
migrants. who share qualities of both core and periphery !see pp. 
242-3 ). A major theme here can be the way that global forces and 
products are adapted or modified by local conditions. 
Diffcrmce and tlze local can also /Je rca[firnzed tlzrouylz g/olmli:atimz. 
while clearly distinct phenomena. ethnic revivals. struggles for 
indigenous rights. religious ftzndamentalism. and racist backlashes 
can all be seen as defensive reactions to globalization. They have 
arisen from a desire to defend and preserve valued ways of life against 
what are taken to be the pernicious effects of foreign and global 
influences. 
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Over recent years. scholars have tended to increasingly focus on the last 
issue of difference and suggest that it has perhaps been the major outcome 
of cultural globalization (see Featherstone 199 5: 12ff. ). Postcolonial schol
ars in particular have suggested that the process has opened up space for 
the periphery to have a voice. with the monolithic power and authority of 
the center subject to question from multiple competing centers. The image 
here is of an endlessly proliferating babble of voices. with established hier
archies and points of reference destabilized and with affirmations of differ
ence providing the only common ground. In this context Western cultural 
values are relativized as just another form of the local that has been brought 
into contact with others through globalization. 

Suggested Further Reading 
I am not aware of any textbooks or readers that provide a focussed and bal<mced 
discussion of all the themes we have considered here. Thankfully. several of the 
studies referred to in this chapter are difficult but nul impenl'lrable. Fredric 
Jameson's ( 191.;4) essay is a classic which should be read. Lash's ( 1990a) anthology 
covers many of the core themes in the literature and will provide a sense of the issues 
at stake. A study of Jencks ( 1 9 7 7) will also help the reader develop a feel for what 
is going on. Although they are not pitched al textbook level. I can also recommend 
two insightful books by Krishnan Kumar (199 5) and Bryan Turner ( 1994) to 
readers looking for a sociological take on postmodernity. 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

Postmodern and 

Poststructu ral 

Critical Theory 

In the previous chapter we looked at work that explored aesthetic post
modernism and the alleged transition to a post modern era. Here we are con
cerned with a literature that advocates a postmodern and poststructural 
philosophical and analytic position. This has recently become a major force 
in contemporary cultural theory and has taken over from Marxism as 
the dominant voice of the Left. We are concerned here. of course. with a 
massive field full of complex and overlapping intellectual positions. 
However. the chapter paints with a broad brush. and so exegesis will center 
not so much on itemizing differences and internal debates as on detecting 
the essential family resemblances which run through this style of work. 
This includes the following characteristics: 

The critique of the cultural foundations of science and Western 
modernity. 
A commitment to the centrality of texts and discourses in the con
struction of social order. 
A belief that cultural theory is part of a moral and political enterprise. 
A recognition of the perspectives, voices. and cultures of subordinate 
groups. 

The following discussion will explore these themes. 

The Critique of Modernity 

In the previous chapter we saw how writing on postmodernization was 
concerned with documenting a historical shift from a modern to a post-
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modern era. Theorists who adopt a postmodern position go somewhat 
further and attack the value systems and beliefs of modernity. Whilst 
Lyotard was content. for the most part. to record the decline of the grand 
narratives of modernity (see pp. 21 ~-lY ). postmodern theorists endorse 
their consignment to the dustbin of history either with enthusiasm. or else 
with a pragmatic regret. Charles Lemert. for example. suggests that this 
move is a rational response to a changing world. He writes that: ""Postmod
ernism. if it is about anything. is about the prospect that the promises of 
the modern age are no longer believable because there is evidence that for 
the vast majority of people worldwide there is no realistic reason to vest 
hope in any version of the idea that the world is good and getting better" 
(19Y7: xii). 

For many. the articulation of a postmodern philosophy is inevitably 
caught up in this sort of critique of modernity and its optimistic beliefs 
about human progress. reason. universalism. and science. This position has 
been articulated most forcefully by :Lygmunt Bauman ( 1991) in i\!Iodemity 
and Ambivalence. He suggests that modernity was all about the control of 
contingency (chance. diversity).lt had a "dream of order" and was obsessed 
with controlling, regulating. and classifying. The result was a society that 
attempted to create order through regulations, institutions. laws. and moral 
codes. These tried to identify universally applicable standards for truth, 
justice. and reason and to stamp out relativism, uncertainty. and ambigu
ity. While this all sounds very noble. there was an unfortunate downside to 
these ambitions. In the act of creating order through classitkations. moder
nity also produced binary oppositions. These led to the identification of the 
other- that which did not fit into the positive side of the binary and which 
had to be subjected to power and control. Bauman writes: 

abnormality is the other of the norm. deviation the other of law-abiding. 
illness the other of health. barbarity the other of civilization. animal the other 
of the human. woman the other of man. stranger the other of the native. 
enemy the other of friend. "them" the other of "us··. insanity the other of 
reason. foreigner the other of the state subject. lay public the other of the 
expert. ( l 'Jl)l: 14) 

According to Bauman. then. modernity inevitably set up and legitimated 
hierarchies of oppression. It also led to the persecution of ambivalence. 
Social groups who could be assigned to more than one category. or who fell 
between the cracks of modernity's ordering principles. were subject to 
assimilationist policies or (as in the case of Europe's Jews) subject to perse
cution and extermination. The point that Bauman makes is representative 
of the critique of totality or totalism which is common in the postmod
ern literature. This refers to intellectual and administrative systems that try 
to capture social life as a whole: that attempt to understand and control it 
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within a single coherent intellectual or legislative ll·amework. Postmod
ernists generally assert that efforts to understand and be sensitive to 
fragmentation. difference. and the local are less dangerous and more 
fruitful. 

The Suspicion of Science 

Associated with the assault on modernity's ordering principles has been a 
critique of science. During the Enlightenment attacks were launched in 
the name of science on religion. folk knowledge. and superstition. The 
philosophies of modernism. such as Marxism ("scientific socialism") and 
positivism. argued that scientific knowledge and experts could uncover uni
versal truths and work selflessly for the common good. Postmodernists see 
these claims as highly problematic. Drawing in large part on Foucault's cri 
tiques of power/knowledge. they suggest that science has by and large oper
ated as an ideology through which disciplinary discourses arc supported 
(Bauman 1991: 242 ). It is linked to domination. objectillcation. and control 
rather than emancipation and truth. An important background influence 
here has been Thomas Kuhn's book Tlze Structure o( Scientific Rc\'Olution 
( 19 70). Although a conventional historian of science rather than a post
modernist or critical theorist. Kuhn's work undermined the idea that sci
entific knowledge was produced in an intellectual vacuum and that 
observations alone led to theories. To the contrary. Kuhn argued that our 
theories and intellectual frameworks, what he called paradigms. shape the 
way we see the world. More recent sociological work on science has also 
challenged its claims to objectivity and infallibility. Ethnographic studies. for 
example. have demonstrated that many scientific findings are artifacts 
of laboratory practice. social networks. struggles for prestige and funding. 
and so on. 

Building on this work. postmodernists have challenged the underpinning 
ontological and epistemological foundations of science. For postmodernists 
the fundamental divisions between. say. reason and emotion. or objective 
knowledge versus personal experience. are questionable. It is increasingly 
being argued that knowledge is produced as a consequence of identity and 
social location. Science is a discourse of dominant white males. and a task 
of postmodern and poststructural theory is to recover subaltern voices -
such as those shaped by race. gender. or sexuality. 

An illustrative and important book in this broad tradition is Sandra 
Harding's The Science Question in Feminism (]9 8 6). Writing from a feminist 
perspective. Harding's main point is that far from being neutral or tran
scending social relations. scientific activity and scientific knowledge have 
been "epistemologically and politically regressive" ( 19 8 n: 24 3). Cloaked in 
a universalistic myth. they have, in fact. served to represent male interests 
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and ways of thinking. Harding paints a picture in which "emotions. feel
ings and political values" (1986: 24 'i) are marginali:zed by the scientific 
worldview. In her opinion. it is not just the case that we need to weed out 
"bad science" (e.g .. sexist research projects). but rather that the entire con
ceptual framework of science is faulty. 

Harding draws on standpoint epistemology in making her argument. 
This is the theory that knowledge production is profoundly influenced 
by social location. The questions that arc selected for investigation. the 
theories that are constructed to understand the world. and even research 
findings. reflect experiences and political locations. She also draws from 
postmodernism and its attack on totalizing theories. with their argument 
that reason and method will allow us to fully comprehend the world. Con
sequently. Harding suggests that what we need is a scientific enterprise that 
is more reflexive about its own limitations. She asserts that moral and polit
ical discourses should no longer be separated from scientillc activity. We 
should also be more attentive to questions of difference. and attempt to 
make space for diverse voices within science rather than continuing to 
operate with a universalistic mythology. 

The critique of science in postmodernism is closely linked to relativism. 
This is a philosophical position which argues that there is no absolute and 
objective viewpoint from which we can detect the truth. Rather. all knowl
edge is derived from a particular perspective and is supported by particular 
doctrines and institutions. While accusations of relativism are often used 
against postmodernism (see below). many postmodern theorists are quite 
comfortable with the label. They see it as consistent with the postmodern 
proposition that we cannot privilege any particular vision. but rather 
should document. juxtapose. and challenge all visions. demonstrating how 
they are incomplete. biassed. or socially constructed in various ways. This 
intellectual move has been facilitated by a declining faith in the grand 
narrative of science - a process documented by Lyotard (see p. 219) 
- and the work of Foucault, who insisted that there were multiple. con-

tending "truths" that the intellectual should work to uncover (Lemert 
1997: 139). 

According to Bauman ( 1992: 105-6), the rise of relativism has seen the 
role of the intellectual shift. Under modernity they were legislators who 
had responsibility for developing universal classifications and objective 
knowledge. Under postmodernity such a task is seen as both impossible and 
undesirable. As a consequence their role has shifted toward that of inter
preters. Bauman sees Geertz as emblematic of this position (see pp. 198-
9 ). In a world without absolute standards. the cultural theorist becomes a 
sort of interpreter whose role is to generate dialogue and reflexivity between 
and within diverse social spheres. Postmodern cultural theorists generally 
prefer to think of themselves as interpreters. too. They understand 
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themselves not as scientists of but rather as carriers of discourses that 
encourage the open exchange of ideas and healthy. re11exive critique. 

The Attack on General Theory 

1\s we saw in the discussion of Sandra Harding and L:ygmunt Bauman. a 
critique of totalizing knowledge is closely linked to the attack on science and 
modernity. According to Steven Seidman ( 1991: 6K ). for example. the "epis
temic suspicion" which is "at the core of postmodernism ... challenges the 
basic aim of disciplinary discourses to create general - indeed universally 
valid conceptions of society. history and modernity." He suggests that we 
should replace efforts at general theory (a theory of everything) with the
oretical constructions that are more local and contextual. These should be 
responsive to the needs and struggles of marginalized groups in particular 
settings. 

Central to this position is the belief. derived in part from Foucault. that 
we should relentlessly interrogate our conceptual categories for evidence of 
power/knowledge. We should attempt to uncover the hidden biases behind 
the concepts that we usc and the ways that they work to reproduce rela
tionships of domination. Efforts at the construction of a general or univer
sal theory are to be feared because they are part of modernity's failed 
project. This project was inevitably about control as much as understand
ing. in as far as attempts to construct knowledge were also (sometimes inad
vertently) attempts to repress or convert difference. Where it claimed 
to detect truth. general theory ended up reproducing power. As Bauman 
puts it: 

Truth is. in other words. a social relation (like power. ownership or li-ccdom): 
an aspect of a hierarchy built of superiority-inferiority units ... an aspect of 
the hegemonic form of domination. The part of the world that adopted 
modern civilization as its structural principle and constitutional value was 
bent on dominating the rest of the world by dissolving its altcrity and assim
ilating the product of dissolution. (I <J<J I: 2 321 

ln this postmodern perspective we need to rethink our understanding 
of knowledge as something that is outside of power. Rather than cele
brating efforts at understanding that arise from general models and 
grand theories, we need to exercise caution and be aware that our ideas are 
potentially dangerous. Abandoning ideas about "truth" and "reason·· 
might provide an important initial step on this journey. Constant reflexiv
ity about the intellectual tools that we use is another major aspect of this 
process. 
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Textuality 

Attacks on science suggested the impossibility of an objective understand
ing of the world. This has in turn led to an interest in the texts and 
representations through which knowledge claims are constructed. Knowl
edge is seen as the product of textual strategies and ways of writing. 
Thus rhetoric and discourse shift to the fore as both objects of analysis 
(see Brown 1990). Consequently postmodernists are interested in exploring 
the ways that language is involved in processes of definition. classification, 
and control. Unlike earlier studies of ideology, there is no particular 
emphasis here on documenting the "false" nature of particular worldviews. 
Rather the aim is to explore discourses and their consequences. Divisions 
between society and text have been made as problematic as those separat
ing truth and rhetoric (see Lemert 1997: 10lff.). Thanks to the work of 
scholars like Foucault. it is argued that the social world is marbled with 
discourses. "Real" institutions and practices (e.g .. the prison. punishment) 
can be seen. in a sense, as expressions of underlying discursive patterns. 
Consequently we have to "read" the social and uncover the linguistic and 
textual practices with which it is inscribed. Research now can be seen less 
as a scientific exercise and more as a kind of literary criticism or decoding 
exercise. 

Ever attentive to the power of language. postmodern and postructural 
theorists are keen to avoid the mistakes of modernists and positivists. A 
reflexive awareness of the ways the language intervenes in the construction 
of knowledge has led to the adoption of complex textual forms by some post
modern writers. The aim of these is to head off logocentrism (see p. 130) 
by foregrounding the distorting and constructive role of language in acad
emic activity. These writing strategies can include: 

Juxtaposing various descriptions of the same episode. 
Adopting diverse narrative personas. 
Building dialogue and debate into an argument. 
Writing in modes that are unconventional in academic fields. such as 
using real (or fake) diary excerpts. or scripting dramas. 
Breaking up. mutating. or hybridizing words to demonstrate their 
ability to carry multiple meanings simultaneously (e.g .. Homi 
Bhabha's "DissemiNation" [1990bj). 

These various trends are well illustrated in Michael Mulkay's ( 198 5) work 
in the field of the sociology of science. The challenge he sets himself is to 
write about science and scientific communication without replicating the 
"empiricist monologue" that is common to both scientific and social scien
tific writing. In order to do this he uses drama. dialogue. and parody- even 
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pretending at one point to be the book speaking to the reader. This kind of 
writing can appear absurd, irritating. or self-indulgent to outsiders, but the 
intent is serious. Authors such as Mulkay suggest that by highlighting the 
use of language and by violating conventional expectations about its usc. 
we can become more reflexive about textual practices and their implica
tions. From a postmodern perspective such unorthodox writing styles are 
more honest than mainstream social-scientific writing that adopts a 
pseudo-objectivist pose. 

The Rise of Pragmatism and Attacks on 
Foundationalism 

As we have seen. postmodern theorists are highly suspicious of attempts to 
org<mizc or understand society on the basis of universal values. methods. 
or perspectives. The modernist effort to locate a set of originating values or 
definitive principles or "the truth" is denounced as foundationalism. 
Marxism. liberalism. functionalism, structuralism, and so on can all be 
read as foundationalist projects. although each was foundationalist 
in its own special way. Drawing on Derrida in particular, postmod
ernism asserts that the central binary oppositions of modernist thought 
(true/false. mind/body. reason/emotion. etc.) are less stable than we might 
suppose. It is also argued that there is no guarantee that foundational 
concepts like freedom or democracy actually bring about a better society. 
Nor can ideological blueprints for policies, institutions, and interventions. 
Given the fact that universal principles have been rejected, some kind of cri
teria need to be deployed for guiding and evaluating our society. But just 
what? 

The theorist Richard Rorty (e.g .. 1989) has perhaps been the most sig
nificant thinker in providing a solution to this issue. Rorty suggests that we 
should use pragmatic criteria for evaluating social change and social policy 
rather than extolling ambivalent and empty values. Drawing on the 
American pragmatist tradition of philosopher John Dewey as much as on 
Derrida's anti-foundationalist philosophy. Rorty claims that we should try 
to see "what works" rather than endlessly debating about the best abstract 
principles for running our societies. According to this sort of position, most 
social criticism is vague, obscure, doctrinaire. and full of jargon. What is 
needed in its place is a dose of common sense and healthy suspicion of 
authority. Rather than engaging in philosophical disputes about, say, capi
talism versus communism. it is better to look at the world around us for 
evidence about what to do next. 

While Rorty speaks with a kind of breezy American optimism. Bauman's 
response to the loss of foundationalist certainty exudes a bleak fatalism. He 
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suggests that we are living in an era of contingency. where we have to 
stoically face up to the postmodern condition. Where there is no faith. 
no ready-made solution to uncertainty and ambivalence. and only an all
pervading radical doubt. we need to have "nerves of steel" (1991: 245). 
His hope is that a common existential awareness of contingency will 
drive people together into a new. more reflexive sense of solidarity and 
community. He believes that this might head off trends toward individual
ism and market-driven inequalities that have tilled the void left by the col
lapse of modernist social engineering and its associated foundationalist 
values. 

Social Theory as a Moral and Political Enterprise 

Postmodernists generally attack the idea of cultural theory as a morally 
neutral enterprise aiming at disinterested social inquiry. but rather take 
it to be an emancipatory activity. To be sure. they query the idea that 
there can (or should) be universal moral standards that can guide 
human activity. Yet the point of this is not simply nihilistic. Rather. they 
see it as forcing people to make their own moral and ethical choices 
without the crutches of habitual belief or deference to moral author
ity. Zygmunt Bauman refers to a resulting "ethical paradox of the 
postmodern condition.'' which "restores to agents the fullness of moral 
choice and responsibility while simultaneously depriving them of the 
comfort of the universal guidance that modern self-confidence one 
promised" (1992: xxii). 

Moral issues also invade the research enterprise and its methodologies. 
As we have seen. postmodernists argue that no research -not even that of 
bench scientists- can be truly value free or denuded of power relationships. 
Therefore intellectuals and researchers have a duty to be explicit about their 
values and identities and understand their work as inherently political. 
Rather than being written out of the research process. these are fore
grounded. For this reason claims are frequently made that intellectuals 
have a duty to enter into the public domain and engage in debates with 
others. They should also seek to work with (rather than upon) the people 
they study. These sorts of claims echo those that have been made by criti
cal theorists and feminists for some time. However, with postmodern 
research the arguments that are proposed tend to favor more specific and 
local struggles rather than attempts at global emancipation. Among the 
more important of these are attempts to explore. retrieve. and give voice 
to identities which have become subordinated. and efforts to explore and 
deconstruct the discourses that create their subordination. We discuss this 
in the next section. 
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The Analysis of Identity and Difference 

Writing about the arts. Cornel West ( 1994) argues that intellectuals should 
be engaged in a "new cultural politics of difference." This involves the align
ment of cultural creators and theorists with disempowered minorities and 
the construction of works of art which focus on themes of race. gender. dif
ference. and empowerment. According to West. the core features of the new 
cultural politics of difference arc "to trash the monolithic and homogenous 
in the name of diversity. multiplicity and heterogeneity: to reject the 
abstract. general and universal in the light of the concrete. specific and 
particular: and to historicize. contextualize and pluralize by highlighting 
the contingent. provisional. variable. tentative. shifting and changing" 
(West 1994: GS). 

Something similar has been going on in postmodern and poststructural 
social theory too. with numerous efforts being made to document diversity 
and particularity. Social changes during the last decades of the t vventietb 
century paved the way for a renewed focus on identity and difference as 
key components of post modern social theory (Lemert ] 99 7: 3 5 ). These 
included the rise of new social movements, the reemergence of ethnicity 
and the continuing vitality of traditional cultures. Such events challenged 
"modernity's long-standing claim to be THE universal culture of human 
progress" ( 19 9 7: 3 5). A related claim is that an alleged decline of Western 
hegemony and the rise of globalization has undermined the authority of 
Western/Enlightenment intellectual constructs and opened up space for 
alternatives. Lemert again writes: "the destabilizing of the modern world is 
associated with a curious. but undeniable, energizing of identity as the topic 
of widespread political interest" (199 7: l2H ). 

Over recent years the study of identity and difference has become a 
crucial hallmark of thinkers influenced by postmodern and poststructural 
theory. "Identity" refers to who people think they arc. either individually or 
collectively. and the ways that this is culturally constructed. Ideas about 
"difference" try to capture the diversity of forms of human identity and 
experience. It is almost invariably opposed to the "universal." 

Craig Calhoun identifies two ways in which poststructural theory urges 
us to take difference seriously: 

Di}jcrences of' value. The emphasis here is on recognizing that humans 
and cultures may have diverse values and modes of moral reasoning 
that cannot be subsumed within a single. Enlightenment-derived 
model. Often these differences of value may be incommensurable and 
not amenable to any easy synthesis. 
Tlze value of dij}crmce. The point here is to understand that "there is 
an intrinsic advantage to the production of cultural variation. It can 
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lead to "reflective self-awareness" and "creativity" ( 19 9 5: 7 5 ). In 
other words, difference can create a better world. 

Calhoun argues that an attention to these aspects of difference has impli
cations for the way that we do theory. We need to try to generate "poly
phonic discourse. not a monological statement .... a discourse in which 
many voices shed light on a problem from different vantage points" ( 199 5: 
88). A theory which recognizes difference should replace efforts at closure, 
general explanation. We need also to be more attentive to the social and 
historical contexts within which difference is constructed. and explore its 
implications. Thinking along these lines about the theoretical implications 
of difference has been especially important in the new empirical areas that 
have come into prominence over recent years: queer theory. postcolonial 
theory. and African-American studies. 

Within queer theory a major agenda has been not only to trace the ways 
in which dominant representations of gender and sexuality serve to mar
ginalize gays and lesbians. but also to deconstruct these dominant repre
sentations. A key aim has been to avoid essentialist understandings of 
homosexuality and to destabilize the kinds of binary opposition that define 
the homosexual in contrast to the heterosexual (Seidman 1997: 149ff.). For 
the most part this calls for the study of the collective representations and 
discourses through which such binaries are encoded. rather than a study 
of individual identities and struggles for liberation. Thanks to the influence 
of thinkers like Lacan (see pp. 206-8) and Foucault (see pp. 121-8). iden
tity is seen as a signifier at play in cultural fields rather than as a biological 
or psychological quality of individuals. Derrida's deconstructivist tech
niques are also often drawn upon. frequently to problematize the bounda
ries of the homo- and heterosexual. Judith Butler's psychoanalytic work 
(e.g .. 1990) is perhaps the best-known example of this position. Butler 
argues that the cultural regime in which we live inscribes heterosexual ori
entations as "normal" and links sexed subjects (men and women) to sexed 
bodies (male and female). This linkage is inherently political insofar as it is 
part of a power/knowledge regime. According to Butler's model. performa
tivity (what people do) is important for maintaining this gender order. She 
looks to drag (men dressing as women) as a deconstructive performative 
practice which problematizes taken-for-granted subjectivities and gender 
binarisms. She sees it as an activity through which individuals can create 
alternative gendered identities and spaces. Thanks to its play on difference, 
it simultaneously makes use of and subverts the core binary opposition that 
maintains heterosexual power. 

In postcolonial studies the most noted exponent of the deconstructive 
method is Homi Bhabha (e.g .. l990a. b). For Bhabha. colonialism and 
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postcolonalism are very much about identities and the ways that these are 
constructed and deconstructed by discourses. As Edward Said ( 19 78) doc
umented in his earlier (broadly modernist) work. Oricntalisnz. colonial hege
mony was cemented by a series of binary oppositions which contrasted the 
rational West to an irrational. sexual. and childlike East. Bhabha suggests 
that postcolonial social relations and theoretical discourses are breaking 
down these binarisms. He argues that ambivalence is at the heart of the 
nation. Following Dcrrida's theories of writing. he suggests that the nation 
sets out to define or "narrate" itself and its boundaries. but can never be 
fully comprehensive and ends up producing ambivalence. contradiction. 
and uncertainty. Bhabha writes: 

The address to nation as narration stresses the insistence of political power 
and cultural authority in what Derrida describes as the "irreducible excess of 
the syntactic over the semantic". vVhat emerges as an effect of such "incom
plete signification" is a turning of boundaries and limits into the in-between 
spaces through which the meanings of cultural and political authority are 
negotiated. ( 19 90a: .f) 

What Bhabha is saying here is not just that cultural difference and the 
''Other" are produced by dominant discourses. but also that ambivalence 
and in-between groups arise as an unintended product of their cultural 
logic. These inhabit and emerge into the spaces and contradictions in a 
national discourse. Like other postcolonial theorists. Bhabha (e.g .. l990b: 
31 Sff.) sees difference. ambivalence. and hybridity as powerful tools for 
combating dominant discourses and structures of power. It is the last of 
these that he hints is the most potent. Rather than simply setting up an 
alternative discourse which aftlrms difference. hybridity works to transgress 
existing discourses and reveal the incomplete and contingent nature of 
nationalist ideologies. Hybridity. he says. exists at the borderlines and inter
sections of national narratives and self-definitions (note the similarity to 
Butler's analysis of drag. above). An example of this that Bhabha uses is the 
postcolonial migrant. Such people can destabilize traditional identities and 
violate supposedly mutually exclusive categories because they are simulta
neously of both the East and West. 

Within African-American social theory there is also a powerful impetus 
to valorize perspectives which have been marginal or neglected. and to con
front and challenge the worldviews of dominant discourses. Often this quest 
involves the effort to evaluate African-American experiences using African
American standards. A study of the Harlem Renaissance by Houston Baker 
( 19 8 7) exemplifies this style of work. The Harlem Renaissance was an artis
tic movement in the 1920s involving black Americans. Baker notes that the 
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movement has often been judged a failure. and attributes this to the impo
sition of alien evaluative categories. He writes that "the very histories that 
are assumed in the chronologies of British. Anglo-American and Irish mod
ernisms are radically opposed to any adequate and accurate account of the 
history of Afro-American modernism. especially the discursive history of 
such modernism" ( 198 7: xvi). 

Abandoning dominant frameworks. Baker seeks instead to approach 
the Renaissance using a different set of categories more closely related to 
African-American history. He speaks. for example. of the "minstrel mask" 
and the ways that this impacted upon African-American modernism. The 
effort to move beyond the sorts of stereotypes displayed in minstrel shows 
had long been a key theme in black cultural expression and academic 
discourse. Similarly there was a long-standing effort to develop African
American nationalism and collective identity and to validate the vernacu
lar. For Baker the Harlem Renaissance has to be understood as a product of 
this wider social. cultural. and political project. It can be considered a 
success when viewed in this more appropriate lens as part of a decades-long 
struggle whose roots lie in the history of oppression and slavery. Indeed, it 
is best thought of as a "sounding strategy" through which a minority group 
generated solidarity and made "audible signs of the human will's resistance 
to tyranny" (1987: lOS, 107). 

Postmodern and Poststructural Critical Cultural 
Theory: Evaluation and Critique 

For many critics. especially those influenced by Marxism. postmodern 
theory encourages a distant and aesthetic gaze which does not support cri
tique and which glosses over real inequality and suffering. We have already 
seen this kind of argument raised against postmodern art in Jameson's 
attack on "Diamond Dust Shoes." A broadly similar point was made by 
Jiirgen Habermas in an early commentary on postmodernism in the arts. 
According to Habermas, postmodernism can be broadly described as "neo
conservatism" (198 1: 13 ), which arose from a disillusion with the project 
of aesthetic and artistic modernism. This disillusion emerged from the 
failure of modernism to mediate the effects of societal modernization and 
provide cultural and moral constraints on the rationalization of everyday 
life. According to Habermas the neoconservative orientation of the post
modernists magnifies this failure. lt gives up altogether on attempts to 
connect art with politics or emancipation. and insists on the purely private 
nature of aesthetic experience. He suggests that this move has been pre
mature and argues that "instead of giving up on modernity and its project 
as a lost cause, we should learn from [its] mistakes" ( 191-11: 11 ). 
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Allegations of conservatism raised against postmodern art have also 
been voiced against postmodern cultural theory. Alex Callinicos. for 
example. claims that postmodern intellectuals like Baudrillard have aban
doned "the traditional task of theoretical enquiry. of uncovering the under
lying structure responsible for the way things seem" and have substituted 
a kind of "intellectual dandyism" ( 1989: 147). At the root of this problem 
is the postmodern insistence that the "real" does not exist outside of dis
course. and that the world must therefore be understood in aesthetic terms. 
According to Callinicos. Baudrillard's idea of the simulacrum suggests that 
we live in a world which is pure simulation - there is nothing beyond the 
image. no reality hidden beneath immediate sensory experience. Such post
modern understandings reject as absurd a "depth model of interpretation" 
which would hunt for an "underlying essence" and proposes instead that 
we engage in attractive. but intellectually shallow. descriptions of simulacra 
which straddle the boundary of literature and philosophy. 

While these sorts of denunciations are often made. it is worth noting that 
they tend to be directed against soft targets. such as Baudrillard's travel 
writing or Warhol's pop art. As we have seen in this chapter. most of the 
leading figures in postmodern and poststructural cultural theory have 
made the analysis and denunciation of power a key aspect of their work. 
Far from denying oppression and "reality." they have tried to develop tools 
so that we can better understand them. They have tried to speak on behalf 
of minority voices and question those that are invested with authority and 
power in the contemporary world. 

A more telling criticism. perhaps. is that postmodern social philosophy 
amounts to a relentlessly critical and deconstructive enterprise. It has been 
said that it continually denies the possibility of truth and reason. and 
uncovers power and contradiction wherever it looks. For modernists. this 
ironic and relativistic gaze threatens to undercut the epistemological and 
moral foundations that are required for an emancipatory politics. Such a 
critique is nicely captured up by Zygmunt Bauman ( 199 2: ix). who says: ''It 
lpostmodern theory J is often blamed for not being positive enough. for not 
being positive at all. for not wishing to be positive and for pooh-poohing pos
itivity as such. for snif!lng a knife of unfreedom under any cloak of saintly 
righteousness or just placid self-confidence." Of course. Bauman goes on to 
defend postmodernism. suggesting that its suspicion is a healthy "site
clearing operation" which is dismantling the distortions and pretensions of 
modernist thinking. 

Craig Calhoun ( 199 S) remains skeptical. He questions the emancipatory 
potential of postmodernism. In his view there is no clear practical strategy 
advanced for engaging inequality. capitalism. and so on. even if the diag
nosis is insightful. Moreover. the relentless emphasis on difference makes it 
difficult to see how collective identity. and hence collective action. can 



246 Postmodern and Poststructural Critical Theory 

emerge that transcends ethnic, racial. or other identity boundaries. 
Finally. the decentering of the subject "poses a challenge for a theory 
desiring to address agency and moral responsibility" (1995: 124). While 
offering a useful counter to an individualistic liberal humanism, 
postmodernism does not have an adequate account of human freedom and 
choice. 

Finally. we have to confront the issue of relativism. Postmodern and post
structural perspectives undermine our conventional notions of truth. They 
suggest that knowledge and values reflect interests. experiences, stand
points. and identities. Thus a complete, accurate knowledge of the world is 
impossible. Indeed, there is no universally valid knowledge or system of 
morality, only perspective. Modernist critics suggest that such a position is 
dangerous. It leaves us with no way of evaluating which interpretation or 
research finding is more accurate. By exposing them as discursive conven
tions of modernity. it also threatens to undercut basic ideals like human 
rights. democracy, or freedom that have facilitated human emancipation. 
Far from encouraging rational debate and inclusion. it undermines the 
possibility of appeal to objective facts and universal values. This leaves the 
door open for demagogues, racists, and bigots to propagate their views and 
dismiss those of others out of hand. 

Despite these various attacks. the perspective we have reviewed in 
this chapter continues to grow in authority and clearly has much to 
offer contemporary cultural theory. These benefits are summarized 
below: 

Questions of morality, value. and politics are given a central role in 
theoretical inquiry. 
Genuine efforts are made to incorporate minority views and 
perspectives. 
The perspective recognizes the central and autonomous role of 
culture (as discourse, text, difference, and identity) in shaping social 
life. 
Intellectual models shaped by modernism. universalism, and scien
tism are subject to healthy suspicion and critique. 
Attention is given to the local. This encourages the study of specific 
research sites and issues rather than sweeping general theories. 

These are important achievements. By interrogating familiar intellectual 
categories and approaches, postmodern and poststructural cultural theo
ries have challenged complacency and opened up new directions for cul
tural research. This reflexivity and sensitivity will provide an important 
resource as we move into the global. multicultural. postmodern world that 
lies ahead. 
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Suggested Further Reading 
There are several excellent readers available that contain essays of postmodern and 
poststructural social theory. One such starting place is Steven Seidman's edited col
lection Tlze Postmodenz Tum. Charles Lemert 's Postmodenzism is Not lV/wt You Think 
offers an honest. friendly. accessible. and enthusiastic review of the area by one of 
its leading partisans. Bauman's Intimations of Postmodernity is for my money the best 
of his volumes on the topic and contains the cream of his thinking. The critiques by 
Callinicos ( 1989) and Calhoun ( 199 5) cover the spectrum of outsider opinion. 
ranging from hostility (Callinicos) to cautious appreciation (Calhoun). 
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