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B Gbnn Thetbom s wiﬁy and chdlenging. )

contribution, k_What‘ “abqqa taking

Ourselves Seriously?, in the Spring
issue of Theory is most welcome. It
- provides an opponuniuy to address

some critical issuea ia contempoury
thought,

While | am not euutely clea: from
Therbomn's note w!m uking ourselves
senously as socio!og:cal theonsts
mvolves, he seems to nmply that we

" must move closer to what he calls
_ “scientific soclologicd theorizin; For. R
while acknowledging the emtence of a
"_different mode, . "humanistic

socxolog\cal theorl:ing Therbdrn .
believes the latter 1o be in sorry shape
and suggests it must become more like

the former, supposedly scientific, -

theorizing if it is to survive,

.

.



My first response is to insist that this
division between scientific and
humanistic sociological theory is an

empirically, nobody can ever agree on
where the division is except
selfidentified partisans in the debate,
Second, and more importantly, this
division is untenable mtellecmdly Any
theory that" mempu to sever
explanation from interpreuuon cannot

- seeks to avoid explanetion cannot
{nterpret. Any intelligent effort at

series of . causal anues and
predictions. Every ambitious social
structural explenetion. imphcidy
depends upon cultural knowledge.

the sense that it takes as parameters
(rather than as varibles) fields of

can only assume,

" has made great "advances®, in the sense.
preeumably. of providing venﬁed
wxdety accepted coveﬁng laws and
concepts. He seems w0 belxeve that ithas’

'done so by focusing on social etructum,

on “external resources md constraints”,

By eomrw. ‘he suggests that because
humanistic theory is concerned with

. thc cultural field ‘of 1dcmiries.

"eogmuons, and vdues/nomu" itis ing.-
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dleoﬁzed" Sociolog:cal cheorlsts l:now.
‘n\erbom

' ~:<----impocsible<one, -First,-it irnog stable - -

. meaning interpretation must poslt P

meaning the lmetpteudon of w!uch it .

dlsmtl conchtion. rema.rkebly under-‘,‘-"

 inwhich exemplary advmces have been N

explain, and any interpretetion that'

" Therbom aiguee that scientific tbcory )

sug:em. remu-kubly tinde” c

about such things; we have, indeed,
“surprisingly few ideas about them®,

These sssertions may-seem plausible to .~
many contemporary theorists. To me,
however, they seem Quite wrong

headed. Consider,  for example,

orgenizational theory, taken by
Therborn as 4 field of sclemiﬁc theery .

made. It seems to me, to the contmy

- that orgmlzadona.! :heory is riven \vith ‘
L fundnnenul dmgrements, nnnifesu\
“Hute theoretlcal coherence. and hu '

scu'cely eeccped from the che.llenges‘

“and they are very real ones - of cultural
 sociology.

Let me véry Bricfly illustraté thie poim.

By acknowledging the s:‘mﬂcu\ce of
_ identity, le;ldmacy and values. Myer‘s
 branch of neo-lneuwtiondism sesks to
“‘evoid the mcchanistn ‘of Hannan's ne>-

" Darwinian modcl. However. the former -
’efrccavely redice the “culrural ecrlpu" -

of orgmiutions to a bleck box of -
pseudo-symbols that funcdon merelyu AN
a new kind of instrumental means. The

result s ‘that neo-institutionalists '

o.ctudly ‘schieve littls more explmexoty“

i suceess than their competitors. Ae'w
' Fricdlandand Alford have cgued neo- .

insoeudonmm are afuid of enowing




meanings as the cmpmcal n:fcrems of

cultural socxology, dlsmxssmg thcm(
the catchy‘,
phrase of the ‘talkshow pcrsonalxty or
the captumd convcrsauonal dnftwood‘
of the pmfcssxonal socxahtc As morc - .

“with heavy sarcasm as

"humamsuc socxologlcalztheo:y " 1o go. :
He ugucs agunst lakmg lay ac‘t?orsi

appmpnatc soun:cs of data he pomts 10 ‘
"hnstonography and the socxology ‘of
knowlcdgc . The latter,” of coursc.v'“

recalls nco-Mamsm and the stmctural

reduction of Mannheim. .Thcrbor_n'

would have cultural soCiology tum back

o thc cxtcrnal rcsourscs and
constraints” that define thcory of a
scxcnnﬁc socml structural bndl ‘

He is not alone. This ihclination has, in
fact, characterized much contemporary
theorizing and research in cultural
studies, from Wuthnow and Archer to
Bourdicu and the British Birmingham
school. In none of these approaches is
culture treated as much more than a
scintillating dependent varible that real,

IRoger Friedland and Robert Alford, Bringing
Soclety Back In: Symbols, Practices and
Institurional Contradictions, pp. 232-236 in

Paul DiMaggio and Woody Powell, eds., The
New Institutionalism, Chicago: Umvamy of
Chicago Press, 1991

- ontologically but cplstcmologically:

b comcxdcncc, in othcr words that dns is -
‘ vcry work 'n\crbom lauds as "a major

_" acknowlcdgmg norms (and self

norms that Colcman takcs m his most :

rcccm n'axvély sc:cnusnc pacn to thc
theory of rational choncc. Itis hmdly

}-

stcp forward" in cultural studxcs. thlcy

ldcntmcs) as rcgulators of cost
cnlculauons Colcman can only
cxplam hc:r cxxstcncc by thclr

margmal unhty 3 He is unablc 10 (akc ‘

lay meanings or self ldcnnty scnously. v
as independent variables which are non- "

__rational, mmnmatcual -not only

This derives from Colemans' insistance

on dividing “scientific® from
hermencutic theory, which shuts him -
off from the powerful and growmg

‘conceptual armory that exists in thc

inter-disciplinary cultural field.

For, contrary to 'Ihcrbom's claims, thcﬁ: -
have indced been significant advances
in sociological cultural studics. These

2For a telling critique of these tendencics, see
Eric Rambo and Elaine Chan, Text, Structure,
and Action in Cultural Sociology: A
Commentary on ‘Positive Objectivity” in
Wuthnow and Archer, Theory sod Socicty
1990 (19): 63548

3 Alexander, Shaky Foundations: The
Presuppositions and Internal Contradictions of
James Coleman’s Foundations of Social

Theory*". Theory and Sociery, 1992 1) 203-17




theoretical®* and empirical’
investigations of meaning have been
informed by the humanities - semiotics,
symbolic anthropology, post-
structuralism - but have not eschewed
the scientific ideals of conccpt\_xal

ehboration. controlled expcrimen't' B

causal attribution, or explananon. 'I'hey

- provide a powcrful refutation of rauonal _
choice thcory and a decisive rejomdcr

to the u'gumcnt that the scnousncss of
. the socxologncal cnterpnsc can bc

measured only by how closcly it mumcs -

natural scicnoc.

"The gap bctwcen ‘science and

o humanities is an illusion created by

A sc:cnnsm. Only by showing | how socul

- structure md mcamng mtcrpenctme._

mutually mﬂucncmg one another, can
' sociological theory achieve the kind of

seriousness that Therborn and I both are "

trymg to help it to atmn. ..

Jeffrey Alex;mqer';,,-"_ .

| Univ'mizy of Cnm’omm o

' Aulonomy of Culewre. , Sociological Theory,
1991 (9) 1: $3-69. More genenally, see Jelfrey -

C. Aloxander and Sieven Scidman, eds., Qulturs .

and Saciety: Contemparary Debaics, 4
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2
SE.g., Phil Smith, Codes and Conflict: Toward
a Theory ofWar a:Ruual mnmmd :

= Civil Socmy ANew Propo:a!for admml k3
Studies, Theory and Saciety, focthcoming:

Eyerman and Andrew Jumson. Social

Mid-term Theory Conference

Looking back, it was probably foolish
of me to offer to write a report of our

conference on ‘Lessons from the Post-

Communiste Transition for Socxolog:cal L
Theory: Convergence Thcorylf' ‘

Reconsxdcred' held at the chdxsh -

Collegium for Advanccd Study in the. -

‘SocmlScxcnccs (SCASS)in June, 1992, - *

Afer all, even the nde was enough to‘ )

incite controvcrsy. and. dwcrgcnce;;,,_._‘
appeued more kaely to prcvul than

been a real meeting of minds by the end

of the two days. Tha.nks for that should o

goto the orgamzcrs. chf Alenndcr and

Pxotr Sztompka,lmd mcmbers of_V .

SCASS who not only’ offcrcd warm‘

| hospmhty but a.!so p!ayed a full pan in"
the discussions. Evcn 50, any report is

bounc to be very sclecuve and based on"ily
personal i unpressxons. 1 cm only refcr to-:

tfewofdwpapcxs.bmd\eysocmtome_h
'.ireprcsenz ‘the ‘main - threads- of the'
discussions md so I hopc they are v:v..;‘_f_“_ e

sufﬁaendy mpmscntauve.

, As it turncd out. al!hough there ‘was

,V 'plenty of dwergcnce ‘of wews and
‘dxffcrenccs of approach : most'

 participants seemed to feel there had .




history bappcued vto :be runmng( in’

trnnsmon. But each hlstoncd pcnod
ncods a narrative that dcﬁncs us past m
terms of the present, md suggcsts a
future that is fundamcnmlly dxffcrcnt. or

mnc He dchncntcd four dxstmcuw:

theoretical- cum-idcologxcal pcnods' '

modemization thcory nnd romantic -
liberalism, anumodcmnzauon theory

and heroic ndxcahsm. postmodcm .
theory and comic dctnchmcnt. and the -

emerging phase ot‘ neo—modcmxzau

Or reconvergence thcory whxch sccms

to combmc the namative forms of cach

of its predcccssors on the po_st-warﬁ_; .

scene.

Sztompka stressed that the revolutions
of 1989 in Eastern Europe were
different in that they were'a-theoretical’
| in character. They were not undertaken
! in the name of another utopia or under
* the banner of idcology, but rather
| expressed disenchantment with any
ideology. They were carricd out by a
wide alliance of diverse social groups,
united only by what they were against.
Whereas convergence theory had
envisaged a gradual movement of

‘.Nevcnhclcss. what was happcmng m

’ iEasxcm Eumpc could not be weounwd -
mvmc, accordmg to prevxous ideas of ' __'ffor by msxtxon from one system to =
f___anothcr, as there wcrc tmny dxfferent
_,kmds of socul movmcnts and,'f-.,,w

| ’\tendcncxes appeanng.» mcludmg'

_at least ‘even better’ than comcmpomry o \' )
. _dlffetenoes and atuchmcnts. Theonz:ng kS
f ‘thcsc dcvclopmcnts required a focus on '

- traditions, charismatic leaders, social -
'movcmcnts and movements of opinion.

: '\two major changes in the chanctcr of
- social theory since the earlier dcbatc_ ;
'»_‘,about convergence as an aspect of

ethmc. : reglonal nnd rehg:ods

aspects of human agency, cultures, * -

Accondmg to Robmson there have been

modemization theory. On the one hand ©
there have been aticmpts to theorize the i
world as a whole; on the other, there has ™
been t'n_ antitotalizing thst."~ '
particularly in postmodern theories.
Recently there have been attempts to
consider the relationship between the
homogenizing and heterogenezing °
tendencies, and the interplay of
universality and particularlity.
Robertson emphasised that the
promotion of particularity is
increasingly organized on a global
basis. The debate about globalization is



s form of upgrading the old problcnfof
convergénce. But, whereas the old

heart of discussion and does not find a

relmonshxp.

the Third World and whcthcr it makes
sense 1o speak of a Thu-d World while .
the Fxtst and Sccond ‘scem 10 be

‘ W_mmng ’I'heory or Fnlmg Prophecy?'

debate was concerned with whether
socicties were becoming similar, the
debate about globalization places
interactions and compmsxons at the

polarity in the umvcrsal pmiculu.‘;‘

- Two controversul papers ‘were
presented by Ehs& Reu and Helena
Koukxewxcz. " Reis bcgan by
apologlzmg t'or mtroducmg ‘,
 controversial i muc. the pred:camcnt of

converging.  She made a powcrful case
~ for an affirmative answer by oompanng )
| 'thcdxffmthmoncs mdtmectoncsof S
East Buropean and Latin Amencm
socicties and msxstmg that we need _l
p theories that account for’ dxvcrgcnces =
rather than focusmg on convergence. -
Reis's paper title, 'Convergencc. the» T

x;',gn;em mmfps"qg.' |

Open Umvcrsxty

) gave only the mxmmum wnrmng of

the ideological cuphoria in that part of
Europe was giving way 1o cynicism on
the part of the governors and bitterness
and depression among the govemed.
Ideological terms as ‘political ©
dcmocm:y‘ 'market economy’ and 'free
culture sbould be confronted by the
re&hncs of stmgglcs for powcr unong‘ ,
nmw ehtes. cconomic recession and
corrupuon, and Chnsmmuuon dut

‘ msembled the mechcvnl crusadu. s

: Wuh papcrs hke these. md Vothcn thnt

“if'{ debate' "I'hc real lesnmony to the
' effecuvehess of this' ISA Research L
Comnee on Socu.l Theoty is the fnct PR

| dm hvely debatc was c&mcd on m a.

constmcnve md posmve spmt.

4

UK.
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Bxelefeld. July 18-23 1994, Wc Vhave X

A.¢-<\

- secuon should include:twdi seééxons and

of wpncs md for lhe mclusxon ot‘ . vnde
nngc of papa's ‘ T Ll S

_ BT Qﬂcr(tcnuuve)
Modenator: Margaret Archer (U.K.) .
Presenters: Niklas Luhman (Germany) Orgamzcr Ron Eycrman (Sweden)
Alain Tounine_ Gmm) SN

“Orgnmuuond mectmg of RC after
Secssion #1%¢

2 sessions)

Co-organizers: Kenneth Thompson
(U.K.), Marcel Fournier (Canada)

Organizer: Franco Crespi (Italy)



Alienation, Reification, and the
Advent of Postmodernity
XNIth World Congress of Sociology,

Biclefeld, Germany, 18-24 July 1994

Organizer: David Schweitzer,
Department of Anthropolgy and
Socology, University of British
Colombia, 6303 N.W. Marine Drive,
Vancouver, BC, Canada V6T 2B2

(tel: *604 731 4049 Fax. ‘604 822

: 6161)

This session will focus on the analysis

‘of new and changing forms of

" with the emergence of postmodernity.
Papers on a variety of related topics are

reifying impact of the new technologies
and mass communication forms. the
theoretical reﬁncment and conceptual
" clarification of ldeas about aleniation
and mﬁcauon in the posxmodem era,

account the chmgmg conditions of

issues of genenl theory. agency. and

_ alicnation and reification associated

invited, including those dealing with the -

revised and updated Marxlst or
Durkhcimian analyses which take into

““IMPORTANT NOTE!

Dues which are necessary to the
continuence of this Newsletter, are

$ 25 for four years. The best way to
-send them is-in--Swedish- currency
directly to our account Nordbanken,
Box 55 221 00 Lund, Sweden. Account
- ISA Theory

# 3029 45 48785
Resemp Committee.

postmodernity, and the debate between o
modemnists and postmodemxsts over




