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Talk with Professor Jeffrey Alexander

Professor Jeffrev Alexander from the University of
California, Los Angeles, visited our Department in mid-May and
gave several lectures on one of his major interests, cultural
Sociology. We were pleased to have a brief conversation with

him to further explore the topic.

Q: Can you briefly introduce what cultural Sociology is?

A: Cultural Sociology is an approach to the study of
society which places emphasis on "meanings"” in social

relationships, social structure and social actions. 1t is an

approach which looks "inside" of action in order to find

subjective coherence in social order..and _ in_ social

relationships.

Q: So, how can we study culture?

A: To study culture, one can try to locate statements, either
written or otherwise, which can be used as data in various
kinds of institutional situations. These statements are
analyzed in order to locate orders or patterns, which are

evidences of meanings and which make relationships
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possible. [t's not necessarily important to insist that actors
are sincerely and authentically involved in the texts that they
produce, in order to communicate with others and to make
legitimate their behaviors. The important thing is that
actors feel that they have to use certain texts and certain

symbolic structures in order to legitimate their actions.

To study something culturally is to consider meaningful
actions as a text. Thereby you bracket out issues of actions'’
necessities and issues at the institutional level. In cultural
Sociologv we assume there is always a dimension of activity
which is motivated by those who have a relationship to the
structure of culture, which may simply be relevant to that
particular group, not to society as such, and we try to
reconstruct what this culture is, from people's behaviors,

statements, narratives or metaphors.

Does it involve an interpretation?
Yes, it is an act of interpretation. A4 cultural pattern i1s a

whole which allows you to interpret the particular fragments
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of actions or behaviors as if they were manifestations and

specifications of this particular general. or whole.

Can you give us an example of doing cultural Sociology in
the context of Hong Kong?

Most local sociologists have hard time in acknowledging
that Hong Kong has a structured culture; this is so because
they have been looking primarily to the material or
economic level or on business behaviors. For example, the
concept of utilitarian familism, which suggests that cultural
ethics exist in Hong Kong families but that "morality” does
not exist outside this intimate sphere. From my point of view,
| would say that of course Hong Kong is permeated by
culture and that the value of business behaviors in Hong
Kong, the practice of pragmatism, is its culture. 1 would
take the practicality of Hong Kong people itself as a cultural
system that people have learnt. They act like this, not only
because of the pressures of business, or of government, but
to live up to the cultural expectations of society.

I think you consider yourself a theorist. Why is theory so
important?

Gramsci once said that all men were philosophers, they just

did not know that they were. 1 think everv sociologist, and



. YD A it

even every person, is a theorist, because our consciousness
is structured by theoretical frameworks. My position 1s that
empirical research in general functions to specify and
elaborate the conscious or unconscious theoretical models
that we possess. This kind of post positivistic understanding
is important to develop self-conscious abilitv for theoretical

criticism.

Most sociologists and anthropologists in this century have
agreed that theory and practice should inform each other.
Do you expect to revise some of vour cultural theories if you
have done some more empirical research?

I've done many empirical studies. mostly historical research
or archive studies. In fact, every time I have done my

research, I have developed or inspired new theoretical ideas.

Is Hong Kong the first Asian country that you have been?

- | spent a month in the PRC from mid March to mid April in

1989. and this was my first major encounter with Asian
countries, although I've travelled in India and Japan.
Coming to Hong Kong is what I have alwavs wanted to do.....
I believe that one of the great things in the last 20 years 1s to

see the development of Asian countries. especially Japan and



Hong Kong, which have challenged the "single path of
development” as predicted by the modernization paradigm.
So it's intellectually extremely important to visit these

countries.

. In your opinion, what makes a good sociologist?

One condition is to have a curiosity about the world. Things
become continuously incomprehensible, so there is always a
need to continuously make sense of them. A good sociologist
doesn't see neat answers to questions, and doesn't think for
others about what make things good or bad. He or she
instead will ask "how people get to be this way". A good
sociologist must have the ability and desire to write. Writing
is very important as you have to put your ideas on paper.
Moreover, you have to love what you are doing, because the
discipline is not gigantic, nor does it provide a very good
living, nor is it regarded as important to society in most
people's eyes. Thus unless you love researching, teaching,
and your students, being a sociologist may not be rewarding.
If your love any one of these things, really, then this is one of
the best jobs in the world!
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